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This paper argues for a broader conceptualization of religious actors. Much of the literature on 
religion and politics assumes religious actors are located in civil society. As the study of religion 
and politics goes global, this assumption is proving to be too narrow. In this paper, I argue for a 
conceptualization of religious actors that allows for the state to be a religious actor. I then 
provide a framework for evaluating if a particular state is a religious actor based on four 
characteristics: membership, behavior, autonomy and capacity. In the second half of the article, I 
demonstrate the utility of this broader conceptualization and analytical framework through an 
analysis of the Moroccan case. 
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After decades of near silence on the subject, the discipline is presently deeply engaged in debates 
about the relationship between religion and politics. These debates span fields as diverse as 
American politics (Wald and Wilcox, 2006; Wald and Leege, 2009), International Relations 
(Haynes, 2001; Philpott, 2007, 2009; Toft, Philpott, Shah, 2011; Haynes and Hennig, 2013), 
Comparative Politics (Kuru, 2011; Norris and Inglehart, 2011; Grzymala-Busse, 2012) and 
political theory (Ratzinger and Habermas, 2007). Amid this surge of interest, scholars need 
conceptual tools that facilitate the comparison and analysis of cases. In this article, I highlight a 
weakness in one of the central concepts of the study of religion and politics, the concept of 
religious actors. In part one, I make the case for a broader conception of religious actors. In part 
two, I offer a case study that demonstrates the analytical leverage gained by this revision. 

The conceptual section of this article examines existing definitions of religious actors and 
highlights an assumption that underpins this scholarship: the claim that religious actors are 
located in civil society. I contend that this assumption, while analytically useful for clarifying the 
relationship between political and religious authorities, was later carried into the examination of 
global or transnational religious actors. I argue for a broader conceptualization of religious actors 
that recognizes that they can be located in civil society, political society or the state. The 
remainder of the article focuses on this third possibility: the state as a religious actor. I provide 
an analytical framework for evaluating whether a particular state is a religious actor and, in the 
second part of the article, I demonstrate the utility of this expanded conceptualization through a 
case study of the Moroccan state. 

The assumption that religious actors are a part of civil society has been particularly 
apparent in discussions of the nature of the relationship between religious actors and political 
authorities, where the two groups are usually situated in different arenas. The Moroccan case, 
however, challenges this notion by suggesting that the state itself can be a religious actor, a 
conceptualization that eliminates the usual dichotomy between religion and the state.  

The case study’s theoretical interest lies in the Moroccan state’s instrumentalization of 
religion in response to opposition challenges. With a pervasive and far-reaching religious 
bureaucracy, the Moroccan state has moved beyond the normal regulation of religion common to 
all states. Morocco’s government officially recognizes not only a state religion, but also an 
official position of religious leadership for the monarch. The country has an extensive and 
growing religious bureaucracy including positions for both men and women. The government 
regulates religious programming on radio and television, religious education in the public 
schools, and a regular lecture series given by religious leaders directly to the king during the 
month of Ramadan. The monarchy subsidizes the purchase of rams at the time of yearly 
sacrifices, regulates the sermons given by Imams on Fridays in Morocco’s tens of thousands of 
mosques, regulates the training of religious scholars at the university, appoints religious leaders 
to oulama councils, oversees a religious think tank and manages religious endowments in the 
country. Additionally, the country employs its religious prestige regionally in its foreign affairs 
with West and North Africa and is responsible for training regional religious leaders. 

I draw on historical institutionalism to analyze the Moroccan case. As Hall writes, 
“Institutions are usually associated with continuity: They are by nature inertial and linked to 
regularities in human behavior” (1992:90). Despite the role that institutions play in creating 
predictable and stable conditions, institutions can and do change. Scholars have offered a host of 
explanations to why and how institutions that are otherwise systems for maintaining the status 
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quo can be altered.1 Nevertheless, the question remains of how the state coordinates a change 
that has such far-reaching implications as a change in a state-favored religion, the institution of 
interest. This article illuminates this issue by arguing that, despite the state’s expansive 
bureaucracy, the state can function as a relatively unified actor when a certain set of conditions 
are met, coordinating a change in policy even as extreme as a change in religious preference. 

The Moroccan case exemplifies how the state as a religious actor can change its policies 
and modes of operation over time. Since 2003, the Moroccan state has dramatically restructured 
its religious policy, with a coherence across multiple agencies and ministries that suggests central 
coordination. In addition to creating new positions in the religious bureaucracy, the state has 
shifted its support from one interpretation of Islam to another. In the 1980s and 1990s, the state 
supported political Islam, a more activist interpretation of Islam that accepts participation in 
politics, as a bulwark against influential leftist opposition movements. Beginning in the late 
1990s, however, and gaining steam after 2003, the state moved support toward Sufism, the more 
mystical branch of Islam considered by some to be less political and more tolerant. This shift 
was more than a simple change in preference.  Given the extensive religious bureaucracy in the 
country, this shift required far-reaching institutional change.  Amid widespread interest in the 
growth of political Islam (Roy, 1996; Kepel, 2002; Berman, 2003; Waal, 2004; Zeghal, 2008; 
Bayat, 2013), the Moroccan case suggests the need for more analysis of the role of individual 
states across the Muslim world in facilitating this process. 

Following a typology developed by Lijphart (1971), I present the Moroccan case as a 
“deviant case” that can contribute to theory-building. Because the literature on religious actors is 
underpinned by the assumption that they are located in civil society, the examination of a case 
where the religious actor is not located in civil society makes it “deviant” from the original 
theory. According to Lijphart, the deviant case must be compared to the standard cases to 
demonstrate how it refines the existing theory, but this comparison is sufficient only to establish 
the need for the refinement. The refinement must then be tested in a more systematic manner to 
establish the revised theory (p.692).  
 
Historical Institutionalism 
Like many scholars of the state, I approach the Moroccan case through the lens of historical 
institutionalism2, a theoretical framework that postulates that institutions have staying power and 
continued influence long after their development. The essential assumption of this framework is 
that “institutional organization of the polity and economy structures conflict so as to privilege 
some interests while demobilizing others” (Hall and Taylor, 1996:937, emphasis mine). This 
framework helps to capture both why the state can be a religious actor, and why it matters. The 
state is like any other religious actor in that whether it meets the criteria specified below is an 
empirical question. As a religious actor, however, it is unique in the extent of the resources it 
controls as both an institution and a conglomeration of institutions. If the state privileges a 

                                                
1 See, for example, the contributions in Steinmo, Thelen and Longstreth (1992) 
2 Steinmo, Thelen and Longstreth (1992) literally wrote the book on historical institutionalism, 
and Thelen (1999) wrote a follow up article for the Annual Review of Political Science 
summarizing advancements in the framework made in the 1990s. Skocpol’s (1995) “Why I am a 
Historical Institutionalist” provides personal reflections on the utility of the approach. There has 
been less theoretical work done recently, though Fioretos’s (2011) piece on the role of historical 
institutionalism in contemporary international relations is a notable exception. 
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particular religion or even interpretation of a religion, it can direct such an expansive 
bureaucratic apparatus behind this support that other systems of belief would certainly be 
handicapped in a religious marketplace. My focus on the resources of the state is in line with 
historical institutionalists’ emphasis on “the asymmetries of power associated with the operation 
and development of institutions” (Hall and Taylor, 1996: 938). 
 
Part I: Conceptualizing Religious Actors 
 
The term religious actor has become relatively popular in recent years. Some authors rely on 
existing concepts to understand these actors, such as the literature on interest groups (Warner 
2000; Gryzmala-Busse, forthcoming) social movements (Smith, 1996) or lobbies (Hierlemann, 
2005, quoted in Haynes and Hennig, 2013) while others treat the concept on its own. Despite this 
scholarly attention, there has not yet been an effort to critically engage these divergent 
approaches. In this section, I review several major conceptualizations of religious actors, 
highlighting their common elements. I then demonstrate how work on religious actors and 
religion in general is predicated on the assumption, whether implicit or explicit, that religious 
actors are located in civil society. I then make the case for the need to broaden the current 
conceptualization of religious actors. The final section provides a framework for evaluating 
states as religious actor. 

Though religion has become a more central object of study in the discipline since the 
1980s (Wald and Wilcox, 2006), the term religious actor is relatively new. Daniel Philpott 
(2007) was one of the first scholars to specify a definition for the term. He defines religious 
actors as “any individual or collectivity, local or transnational, who acts coherently and 
consistently to influence politics in the name of a religion” (p.506). This broad definition 
acknowledges that both individuals and groups can function as religious actors, and that they 
may have local or international goals or identities. Philpott enumerates examples of individuals 
and institutions that attempt to influence political life from the position of a particular religion, 
including “regional or national level religious authorities, masses of believers in a region or 
nation, ordinary clerics, clerical orders, religious political parties, or organizations of ‘lay’ 
believers (Byrnes 2001)” (p.506). His reference to “masses of believers” suggests that religious 
actors need not have formal associations. A shared sense of religious identity is sufficient to 
characterize a group as a “religious actor.” By including religious political parties in his list, 
Philpott allows that religious actors could exist in the arena of political society.3 This is a wider 
view than the position taken by other scholars, who tend to locate religious actors in civil society. 

                                                
3 Linz and Stepan (1996) identify five interacting arenas necessary for the consolidation of 
democracy in which they differentiate political and civil society. Their differentiation is an 
important one that I maintain in this article. Although related, these two concepts are different. 
Civil society’s “primary organizing principle” (p.13) is the freedom of association and 
communication; it generates the interests and values that underpin political society. Political 
society, meanwhile, organized around free and inclusive electoral contestation, needs to be 
legitimized by civil society and crafts the legislation that governs it. In addition to function, these 
two areas can be differentiated by the primary actors that perform these functions. The primary 
actors in civil society are associations; the primary actors in political society are political parties. 
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In a later work, Philpott joined by Toft and Shah (2011) refine this definition, adding a 
qualifier that religious actors must not only act on behalf of religion, but must themselves hold 
particular beliefs. Their full definition of religious actors is “any individual, group, or 
organization that espouses religious beliefs and that articulates a reasonably consistent and 
coherent message about the relationship of religion to politics” (2011:23). In order to meet this 
definition, there must be evidence that the actor in question actively supports a particular 
religion, and takes a position about the ideal relationship between the religion and political 
institutions. A religious actor not only believes, but also acts. The authors address the overlap 
that is possible between religious and political authority: “Sometimes religious actors operate as 
individuals, either on their own, as a cleric or a member of an order of clerics, or by the authority 
they derive from a political or cultural position” (p.22). This understanding of religious actors 
suggests that individuals can hold positions of both religious and political authority, and in some 
cases may hold both positions at the same time, but it does not address the possibility that 
political institutions might be religious actors. Following this position to its natural conclusion, it 
appears that the authors would not consider the state such an institution. 

Haynes and Hennig (2013) offer a broader conceptualization that suggests that religious 
actors are defined by three characteristics. Like the conceptualization by Toft, Philpott, and Shaw 
(2011), their first characteristic involves membership. In Haynes and Hennig’s words, religious 
actors include “representatives of or individuals belonging to a community or organisation which 
is overtly informed by religious references” (p.1). By this definition, even someone who does not 
self-identify as religious could be considered a religious actor if they speak on behalf of a 
religious group. In addition to membership, Haynes and Hennig suggest that a religious actor can 
be identified by their behavior. In particular, someone who is “expressing religious and/or 
political concerns in the public sphere and/or seeking broader or specific political influence in 
various ways,” (p.1-2) is a religious actor. This criteria aligns with that offered by Toft, Philpott 
and Shaw (2011), who suggest that affiliation is not enough, there must also be evidence of 
action on behalf of a particular religion. Haynes and Hennig also state that religious actors 
“differ in the degree to which they are institutionalised” (p.2). This is less of a characteristic and 
more of a clarification that a group need not be formalized in order to consider it a religious 
actor. In sum, existing definitions of religious actors agree on two main criteria for religious 
actors, membership and behavior, and they also agree that these actors need not be 
institutionalized. 
 
Civil Society as Assumption 
In addition to these characteristics, these works share the assumption, whether explicit or 
implicit, that religious actors are located in civil society. Civil society is “that arena of the polity 
where self-organizing groups, movements, and individuals, relatively autonomous from the state, 
attempt to articulate values, create associations and solidarities, and advance their interests” 
(Linz and Stepan, 1996:7). By making reference to the above conceptualizations of religious 
actors, as well as several other important works on religion and politics, this section discusses 
evidence that the conceptualization of religious actors is infused with the assumption that they 
are located in civil society. 

The theory in the works by Philpott (2007) and Toft, Philpott and Shah (2011) explaining 
the behavior of religious actors sheds light on their conceptualization of the term. They argue 
that the behavior of religious actors can be explained by two factors. The first is the degree of 
independence between political and religious institutions, and the second is the religion’s 
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political theology, which they explain as the religion’s position on authority and justice (Toft, 
Philpott and Shah, 2011:10). This argument continues Philpott’s (2007) earlier concern with the 
relationship between political and religious actors and institutions, suggesting that the behavior 
of religious actors is largely shaped by the institutional context allowed for them by political 
institutions. Though political institutions are seen as central to understanding the behavior of 
religious actors, religious actors are consistently discussed as and assumed to be separate from 
political institutions. The authors (2011) defend this assumption explicitly, arguing that political 
and religious authorities have rarely been fused completely, and that “nowhere are they entirely 
unified” (p.34). Following this line of logic, we can understand their position as being that the 
state is not theoretically prevented from being a religious actor, but that in practice such an 
arrangement is unlikely. 

Other scholars who do not use the term religious actor but whose work is relevant to an 
understanding of religion and politics similarly rely on a conceptualization of religions that limits 
their presence to civil society. José Casanova (2008) admits that one of the “main shortcomings” 
of his seminal work Public Religions in the Modern World (1994) was “the attempt to restrict, at 
least normatively, modern public religions to the public sphere of civil society” (p.102). 
Specifically, he sought to contain public religions in civil society “without allowing them to 
spillover into political society or the democratic state” (p.106). In his own words, this choice was 
driven in part by “Western secular prejudices” and an over-reliance on the case of the Catholic 
Church in his analysis. Upon moving into comparison of global cases, the flaws of this 
assumption became evident. He concludes that Stepan’s “Twin Tolerations” offer “a more 
fruitful approach” (p.106). While Casanova correctly diagnoses a weakness of his work, his 
reliance on Stepan’s Twin Tolerations is insufficient to move the study of religion forward 
without this assumption. 

Alfred Stepan (2000)’s “Twin Tolerations” are the “minimal boundaries of freedom of 
action that must somehow be crafted for political institutions vis-à-vis religious authorities, and 
for religious individuals and groups vis-à-vis political institutions” in democratic societies (p.37). 
The first toleration refers to the space that religious authorities allow for political institutions, 
while the second toleration refers to the autonomy that political institutions allow to religious 
authorities. While Stepan’s Twin Tolerations do offer a novel approach to the relationship 
between political and religious authorities in democracies, they do not address the shortcoming 
from Public Religions, that all religious actors are located in civil society. Stepan’s “Twin 
Tolerations” still rely on the existence of separate political and religious authorities. Stepan 
alludes to this assumption when he states, “The institutional approach to democracy necessarily 
implies that no group in civil society—including religious groups—can a priori be prohibited 
from forming a political party” (p.40). Although Stepan takes a more open approach to the 
participation of religious groups in democratic politics than many activists, his theory is based on 
two assumptions: that a dichotomy exists between religious and political institutions and that 
religious actors are located in civil society. 

The assumption that religious actors are located in civil society is, in some ways, the 
legacy of “deeply rooted theoretical proclivities that are stubbornly society-centered” (Skocpol, 
1985:8). In another sense, however, the assumption that religious actors are located in civil 
society was an analytically productive boundary. Because of this assumption, scholarship 
emphasized the role of interaction between political institutions and religious actors leading to a 
much stronger understanding of how much and what kinds of interaction exist between these two 
arenas and how the actions of political authorities shape those of religious authorities. Despite 



 7 

the analytical advances produced by this understanding of religious actors, the assumption that 
they are located in civil society also discouraged discussion of autonomous state action in the 
religious field. 

 
Bringing the State Back In4: Broadening our conception of religious actors 
Religious actors need not be restricted to civil society. They can exist in political society, as 
organized parties that contest elections, as bureaucrats, or as the case of Morocco shows, the 
state as a whole can be a religious actor. Asserting that the state itself is a religious actor requires 
a common understanding of the state. For our purposes, Stepan’s definition is the most useful, 
since it implicitly captures the advantage the state has over other religious actors located in civil 
society. According to Stepan, “The state must be considered as more than the ‘government.’ It is 
the continuous administrative, legal, bureaucratic and coercive systems that attempt not only to 
structure relationships between civil society and public authority in a polity but also to structure 
many crucial relationships within civil society as well” (Stepan, 1978:xii, quoted in Skocpol, 
1985:7). Because of the nature of the state, its relationship with religion is likely to be formalized 
and institutionalized. 

Though Toft, Philpott and Shah (2011) downplay the significance of states as religious 
actors, the theoretical argument that they lay out is useful to a formulation of the state as a 
religious actor. In their theory, political authorities “shape the contexts in which religious actors 
pursue (or are impeded from pursuing) their ends (p.25). Political actors regulate the 
opportunities for action of religious actors. A unique feature of the state as a religious actor, then, 
is its ability to create opportunities for itself, while closing them for others. Further, in their 
formulation of the concept of integration, religious actors “enjoy a close relationship in which 
the state affords the dominant religious community extensive legal prerogatives, while the 
religious body legitimates the authority of the state” (p.41). When the state itself is a religious 
actor, the state favors a particular religious community and can benefit from doing so through 
increased legitimation.  

In sum, when the state is a religious actor, it acts on behalf of or privileges one or more 
religions, or it acts against, prohibits or discourages one or more religions, or more likely, it does 
both. To this goal, it brings the resources of the state both materially and structurally to bear on 
the religious marketplace. Religious actors located in civil and political society are 
disadvantaged in competition with the state since the state not only can take action for or against 
religion, but it can also shape the opportunities of other religious actors. It shapes the playing 
field in which other religious actors operate, opening and closing opportunities, extending or 
removing subsidies. A state’s membership in a particular religion alone shapes the religious 
marketplace, though not necessarily in favor of the religion it embraces. 

There is already widespread acceptance of the idea that the state can regulate religion. 
Tony Gill (2008) provides a list of ways that the state regulates religion, in both the negative 
sense of restricting it (p.12-18) and in the positive sense of promoting it (p. 18-??). All states 
regulate religion, but not all states are religious actors. The question becomes, when does the 
state move beyond mere regulation into functioning as a religious actor? The literature on the 
state is helpful in answering this question. 
 
 

                                                
4 With apologies to Evans, Rueschemeyer and Skocpol (1985).  
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The State as a religious actor: How do I know it when I see it? 
 
The discipline’s assumption that religious actors function as members of civil society is 
unnecessarily narrow. At the same time, an inverse and equally analytically problematic 
assumption would be that all states are religious actors. Along these lines, Lisa Anderson (1987) 
cautions scholars not to assume that the state itself is an actor:  

Whether the state in any given case acts as an independent causal factor, autonomous 
from social forces, or serves simply as a vessel for social conflict and domination is more 
appropriately the subject of empirical investigation than a priori assumption. To what 
extent and by what means any state maintains an autonomous capability to influence 
social relations is properly an empirical question” (p.1).  

Following Anderson’s guidance, in this section I provide a framework for determining whether 
or not a particular state functions as a religious actor. 

Asserting that the state can be a religious actor conjures up a familiar debate: Is the state 
an actor or an arena? This question was memorably articulated by Theda Skocpol (1985). 
Skocpol clarified that states can be actors under certain circumstances, particularly when 
autonomous from social forces and capable of implementing policies. In general, the more 
autonomous the state, the more it will act to protect its position and authority: "Autonomous state 
actions will regularly take forms that attempt to reinforce the authority, political longevity, and 
social control of the state organizations whose incumbents generated the relevant policies or 
policy ideas" (Skocpol, 1985:X). Based on this insight, it is possible to articulate a framework 
for evaluating states as religious actors that builds on the existing definitions of the concepts of 
the state as actor and religious actor discussed above. I have distilled it here into four sets of 
questions that focus on membership, behavior, autonomy and capability.  
 

1. Membership in a religious community: Does the state claim to be a representative or a 
member of a religious community? 

2. Behavior that reflects a consistency in calling for a particular relationship between 
religion and politics: Is it possible to identify a position that the state takes on the ideal 
arrangement of religious and political institutions?  

3. Autonomy from religious communities: Is the state able to enact policy relatively 
independently without needing endorsement from religious leaders? Does the state 
employ most of the country’s religious leaders thus discouraging independent action? 

4. Capability to write policy related to religion: has policy been enacted that shaped 
religious practice? If so, why, when, and how? 

 
The first two aspects, membership and behavior, build on the literature on religious actors 
discussed above, and in particular the works of Philpott (2007), Philpott, Toft and Shah (2011) 
and Haynes and Henig (2013). The empirical implications of these two questions are relatively 
simple. The state’s membership in a particular religious community is likely institutionalized (or 
not) in the country’s constitution or other founding documents. The second concept, behavior, 
also likely leaves a trail of evidence (or it does not), whether through formal laws or actions 
taken by the state reported in the press. The presence or absence of these indicators suggests 
whether or not it makes sense to conceptualize the state as a religious actor. 

The second two criteria, autonomy and capability, drawn from the literature on the state 
as an actor, are more amorphous concepts to evaluate. Past scholarship provides insights on how 
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to measure these criteria. Eric Nordlinger (1982) measures state autonomy according to its ability 
to get what it wants despite opposition. In Nordlinger’s conception, the autonomy of the state is 
measured by its ability to act regardless of the will of society. The most autonomous state is the 
one that can act against the will of its people. Robert Wuthnow (1989) rejects Nordlinger’s 
(1982) conception of autonomy since it is difficult to identify or prove state interests. He 
advocates a different way of measuring state autonomy rooted in an understanding of autonomy 
as a lack of dependence on particular groups in society. In other words, if the regime is 
financially or administratively dependent on a particular social group, it is not autonomous from 
it. Nor is it autonomous if it depends on the assent of a particular group for its own legitimacy. 
Despite Wuthnow’s differentiation about the nature of preferences from Nordlinger, the two 
conceptions begin to blur when one attempts to identify empirical implications. For our 
purposes, an important indicator of state autonomy based on both Nordlinger and Wuthnow is 
the presence of state-led ideological change in the face of opposition. The state must have the 
financial and administrative resources to enact the change, as well as the legitimacy, independent 
of any groups who oppose the policy. If the state is able to enact the change without the support 
of powerful groups, it is autonomous. If it does so in the presence of opposition, it is even more 
autonomous. 

Capacity is related to autonomy, but is analytically a separate characteristic. In order to 
evaluate this concept, I start from the premise that “the most fruitful studies of state capacities 
tend to focus on particular policy areas” (Skocpol, 1985:17). These case studies should focus on 
why, when and how policies have been changed (Skocpol, 1985). Skocpol identifies a number of 
indicators of capacity: 

“Fully specified studies of state capacities not only entail examinations of the 
resources and instruments that states may have for dealing with particular 
problems; they also necessarily look at more than states as such. They examine 
states in relation to particular kinds of socioeconomic and political environments 
populated by actors with given interests and resources... What capacities do states 
have to change the behavior or oppose the demands of such actors or to transform 
recalcitrant structures?” (Skocpol, 1985:19, emphasis in original). 

These indicators include: resources, instruments, and relationships between the state and other 
actors. Employing these four characteristics of membership, behavior, autonomy and capacity, 
the next section examines Moroccan religious policy to demonstrate the relevance of a concept 
of religious actors that allows for the inclusion of states. 
 
Part II: The Moroccan State as a Deviant Case 
 
From the 1980s to the beginning of the twenty-first century, the Moroccan state made a stark 
shift in the interpretations of Islam it supported. This contrast is most evident in the country’s 
educational policies, which became politicized during the years after Morocco’s independence in 
1956. Beginning in the 1960s, leftist opposition movements became increasingly vocal about 
their desire for more far-reaching economic, political and social reforms than the monarchy was 
pursuing. As these ideologies gained prominence on high school and university campuses, the 
state used educational policy to combat leftist ideologies. During the 1980s and 1990s, Moroccan 
educational policy targeted students susceptible to leftist political ideologies and sought to 
discourage adherence to such values through active promotion of political Islam. As Islamist 
opposition movements have multiplied in Morocco, the state has redirected educational 
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institutions and curricula away from this interpretation of Islam and toward Sufism. The state’s 
efforts to shape religion are reflected in educational reform and particularly in its institutions and 
leadership.  

Though I make reference to leftists, Islamists and Sufis as major ideological strands, 
these terms cover a range of groups with varying degrees and methods. Broadly, leftist refers to 
those with a Marxist or socialist orientation, ideologies popular across the Middle East in the 
1960s and 1970s and personified in Gamal Abd’al Nasser, Egypt’s president from 1956 to 1970. 
The main Moroccan political party uniting those with socialist sympathies was the National 
Union of Popular Forces (abbreviated UNFP from its French name). The contemporary heir of 
the party goes by the name Socialist Union of Popular Forces (USFP). The UNFP had a 
corresponding student union active at Mohammed V University called the National Union of 
Moroccan Students (abbreviated UNEM). Additionally, there were also a number of other leftist 
groups that were willing to employ violence, but these movements were generally crushed by 
force, imprisonment or disappearance relatively quickly in the 1960s and 1970s.  

Islamists are those who rejected the secularism of the leftists and argued for a larger role 
for Islam in political life. These individuals tend to view Islam as a complete organizing system 
that does not require supplementary ideologies or systems such as capitalism, communism or in 
the 1980s and 1990s democracy. One caveat is that as Islamist groups realized the appeal of their 
movements in the late 1990s, many have become strong advocates for electoral democracy. 
Islamists also have theological commitments that focus on embracing a purified form of Islam. 
In this sense, their political and spiritual convictions share a similar dynamic of viewing Islam as 
perfect and sufficient in and of itself. The state’s promotion of political Islam in the face of leftist 
opposition makes sense since its ideology claims socialism is unnecessary. 

Finally, Sufis are those who adhere to the mystical branch of Islam. Sufi worship includes 
a host of esoteric practices that Islamists tend to consider as both unnecessary and unacceptable. 
Sufis prize these practices because they believe that they can lead to direct experience of God. 
Sufis are organized into brotherhoods and are headed by sheikhs. Sufism has been the primary 
interpretation of Islam popular in Morocco. In fact, the primary means through which Islam was 
transmitted to inhabitants of modern-day Morocco was through Sufism. Additionally, many 
brotherhoods have long histories in the country. The Aissawa brotherhood was founded in 
Meknes during the fifteenth century. The founder of the Tijani brotherhood, Sidi Ahmed al-
Tijani, died and was buried in Fez in 1815. An order that is particularly important in the 
contemoprary period is the Boutshishi, a brotherhood founded as an offshoot of a larger 
brotherhood, the Qadariya. Below I discuss how the brotherhood is a central actor in twenty-first 
century Moroccan politics. A disgruntled member of the group, Abdelsalam Yassine, broke off 
and founded one of the primary Islamic opposition movements in the country, Justice and 
Charity.  

The essential take away is that Islamism and Sufism are both forms of the same religion 
but that they have very different ideas about the way that the religion should inform both public 
and personal religious practice. While Sufi practice has a local focus, with believers 
concentrating on living a personally pious life and obeying their sheikh, Islamists are much more 
likely to be involved in political opposition movements. They attend protests in large numbers 
and participation in organized political activity. Sufis in general would view such actions as a 
distraction from living a spiritual life. 

While it is relatively simple to demonstrate that the Moroccan state fits the first two 
criteria of religious actors identified above, membership and behavior, assessing the country’s 
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autonomy and capacity requires a more lengthy analysis. The case study is thus structured 
around a brief section describing the state’s formal and legal relationship to Islam and 
elaborating on the religious bureaucracy identified above and a longer section evaluating 
autonomy and capacity. The section on autonomy and capacity relies on Skocpol’s suggestion of 
charting a particular policy area over time, focused on educational policy. This section describes 
the state’s move from supporting Islamism to supporting Sufism through educational institutions 
and leadership. 
 
Membership and Behavior 
The Moroccan state claims to be both a member and a leader of a religious community. The 2011 
constitution written in response to the environment created by regional revolutions as well as a 
local protest movement declared the state Islamic in character (al-dawla al-islamiyya) based on 
the fact that the overwhelming majority of the country’s inhabitants are Muslim. Article 3 states 
“Islam is the religion of the state, which guarantees all the free exercise of beliefs” (Madani, et 
al., 2012:19). Article 41 also reaffirms the king’s religious title, originally granted in the 1962 
constitution, of commander of the faithful (amir al-mouminin). The title effectively makes the 
king the head religious leader for the country.5 The monarchy is the main institution privileged 
by the state when it acts as a religious actor. Article 41 of the 2011 constitution gives the king the 
right to issue executive orders, or dahirs. The article reads, “the king practices, through dahirs, 
his inherent religious privileges as the commander of the believers that are exclusively granted to 
him by virtue of this article” (Tnioni, 2014:np). The king thus has the legal right to make 
unilateral decisions about religion, a right which the constitution suggests is “inherent” to the 
king, due to his position as commander of the faithful. 
 Though the monarchy consistently employs religion for its own purposes, it restricts the 
ability of other religious actors to make claims about the ideal arrangement of religious and 
political institutions. In May of 2014, the king issued a royal decree forbidding Imams, or local 
religious leaders who lead prayer at mosques, from participating in political activities, including 
activity dealing with labor unions (Tnioni, 2014). The dahir is only one of a series of actions 
taken by the monarchy to enforce a separation between religious and political authority for all 
groups but the monarchy itself. The most significant act in this regard is the law making it illegal 
for political parties to form on the basis of religion (Department of State, 2011). The Party of 
Justice and Development, the country’s main Islamist party, has sidestepped the issue by 
claiming to be merely a party of Islamic references (Howe, 2005 quoted in Hirchi 2007). The 
state thus not only restricts how religious leaders participate in politics, but it also limits how 
political leaders can use religion as a mobilizing force. 

Beyond limiting the political activities of religious leaders, the state also seeks to control 
the form and content of Moroccan Islam as Sunni and Maliki. From 2009 to 2014, the country 
severed diplomatic relations with Iran, accusing the country of attempting to spread Shia Islam in 
the Sunni kingdom. 6 State security officials closed down an Iraqi high school in Rabat and 
arrested Shia sympathizers across the country (Maghraoui, 2009). The state restricts the activities 
of Shia activists since they challenge the country’s Sunni identity. The country has further 

                                                
5 For more on this title see Maghraoui, 2009. 
6 “Morocco Severs Relations with Iran.” 2009. Al Jazeera English. 
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/africa/2009/03/2009370303221419.html (July 16, 2014). 
“Iran, Morocco to Resume Diplomatic Ties, Says Tehran.” http://ara.tv/mmssm (July 16, 2014). 
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resisted efforts at importing Wahhabism and militant Islamism into the country for both 
ideological and security reasons (Maghraoui, 2009:197). The country also began more vigorous 
enforcement of anti-proselytizing laws in 2010 when it expelled twenty Christians who ran a 
home for children, accusing the group of trying to force conversions.7 In discussing these various 
efforts to regulate religion, Driss Maghraoui comments “these events, official statements and 
diplomatic acts speak very significantly to the importance that the Moroccan state accords to 
managing and having control over the religious field and the moral order in the country” 
(Maghraoui, 2009: 196).  
 
Autonomy and Capacity 

In this section, I assess changes to Moroccan educational policy at two levels: institutions 
and leadership. The creation or elimination of institutions is one of the most explicit ways that 
the state expresses support or opposition for various ideologies and interpretations of Islam. 
Because of this case study’s focus on education, I examine which institutions including 
universities and departments have been created over time, and which have been neglected, 
confined or completely eliminated, as indications of state preference or hostility. Similarly, I 
examine how the leadership of particular institutions frequently reflects wider state support or 
opposition for various ideologies or religious interpretations. In particular, I examine the Dean of 
the College of Humanities at the country’s flagship university, University Mohammad V in 
Rabat. Given that this position oversees nearly all departments of the humanities and the social 
sciences, there is a range of professors who could be selected to fulfill this position. 
Nevertheless, despite this range of options, the dean generally has a background reflective of the 
current ideology or religious interpretation being subsidized by the state. I note a similar 
dynamic with the Minister of Islamic Affairs, who has leadership over some educational 
institutions, in addition to other bureaus more generally associated with religion. Take together, 
these two indicators paint relatively coherent pictures of promoted religious beliefs in the three 
stages identified below. 

State support for various ideologies through education can be divided into three stages, 
(see Table 1 for a summary of these stages). The first stage in the evolution of Moroccan 
religious policy was precipitated by a major student strike in March of 1965. The strike 
demonstrated the strength of leftist political ideologies among university students and the role of 
educational institutions in opposition movements. In response, the state initiated a series of anti-
leftist and pro-Islamist educational policies intended to weaken the appeal of socialist and 
Marxist ideologies and strengthen religious-based opposition. These policies included the 
sacralization of Moroccan education, inserting religious references to a host of school subjects 
such as Arabic language and literature, philosophy, and Islamic civilization classes, in addition to 
the promotion of Islamism in standard Islamic education courses. 

The second stage of reform relevant to an understanding of the Moroccan state as a 
religious actor is the period from 1998 to 2003. During this time, then king Hassan II invited the 
leftist opposition party the USFP to govern. This period is known as alternance, a term popular 
in French to describe opposition governments. This period is significant because it represents a 
failed attempt at reversing the policy established in the first stage of educational reform 

                                                
7 “Morocco Warns Religious Groups.” 2010. BBC. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/8563111.stm (July 16, 2014). 
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described above. During this stage, then Education Minister Abdullah Saaf proposed changes to 
the country’s Islamic education curriculum for public high schools, including a general reduction 
in the number of hours the subject is taught and a total removal of the subject from students who 
chose to concentrate on science. Such a reduction represents an effort to reverse the policy of the 
previous thirty years by removing religious content from school curriculum. The policy proposal 
failed because it faced too much opposition from various members of civil society including the 
Moroccan Association for Teachers of Islamic Education (MATIE), Jama’a al-Abaa’  (the 
Moroccan Parents Association), religious scholars and the Islamist political party PJD. 

A third period of reform was initiated by the Casablanca bombings of 2003, which killed 
45 people and injured more than a hundred others. Individuals with Islamist orientation were 
eventually held responsible for the bombings. The attacks created an opening that allowed the 
Moroccan state to initiate far-reaching reform of the religious field. These policies included not 
only institutional change but also a pedagogical change toward a didactic model that promoted 
discussion, a change in content toward ethics type values, and a shift in the interpretation of 
Islam promoted by the state away from political Islam and toward Sufism. Simultaneously, there 
was also a de-emphasis of religion across the curriculum, such that even though the state 
promoted Sufism when it did promote religion, religion itself was less central in the school 
curriculum than during the second stage. 
 
Institutions 
In response to this challenge from the left, the state institutionalized its policy of discouraging 
leftists and promoting Islam in the structure of Moroccan universities. In 1979, the Minister of 
Higher Education from the Istiqlal (Independence) party, Azzedine Laraki, signed an order 
calling for the closing of the departments of philosophy and sociology at multiple Moroccan 
universities and the opening of Islamic Studies departments in their stead (Tourabi, 2009; 
Azergui, 2011).8 Because sociology and philosophy departments were seen as centers of leftist 
ideology and recruiting grounds for the political left, it was believed that closing them would 
weaken the strength of the movement. At the same time, the creation of Islamic studies 
departments were expected to further weaken the left, since most leftists are secular or atheist.  

Though the original order called for the closing of all philosophy and sociology 
departments, the minister was unable to close these departments at the country’s flagship 
university, Mohammed V University in Rabat, as well as Dar Mehrez University in Fez, because 
they had faculty of international renown.9 Nevertheless, as Moroccan universities were built 
around the country, departments of sociology and philosophy were not added to these faculties, 
though departments of Islamic Studies were created. By the 1990s, there were twelve universities 
across the country granting degrees in Islamic studies, while only two of them offered 
philosophy degrees (Afa, 1996). 

This change in structure influenced the number of students who graduated in each of 
these subjects. For the years 1961 to 1994, the Ministry of Higher Education granted 168 PhD 
degrees in Islamic studies, while it conferred only 48 in Philosophy (See Table 2). At the 
Master’s level, the Ministry of Higher Education conferred 573 degrees in Islamic studies, and 

                                                
8 Laraki was not well liked. “We thought of him as destroying the system of education” said one 
professor in an interview 3 June 2011. Opposition to his educational reforms was strong, and he 
was removed from his position, but many of his policies were never reversed. 
9 Interview with a sociology professor, June 2014. 
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138 in Philosophy during the same time period. When broken down by decade, the number of 
degrees granted by the two departments is more revealing. Despite the state’s anti-leftist policies, 
interest in philosophy grew steadily, from 1 doctorate in the 1970s, to 11 in the 1980s and 36 in 
the 1990s. Master’s degrees in philosophy also saw a steady increase, from 20 in the 1970s, to 50 
in the 1980s to 67 in the 1990s. Comparatively, however interest in Islamic studies ballooned 
during this time, with no degrees granted in the 1960s and 1970s with the exception of one 
master’s degree in 1979, to 87 Master’s degrees in the 1980s and 478 in the 1990s (Afa, 1996). 
All told, there were more than three times as many degrees granted in Islamic studies than in 
philosophy during the period of interest, despite the fact that the Islamic studies department did 
not begin granting degrees until nearly twenty years after philosophy departments. The degrees 
also suggest that the institutional incentives for choosing Islamic studies were effective in 
attracting a large number of students relatively quickly. 

The discrepancy between the number of students studying Islamic studies and philosophy 
can be explained by several factors, including the Ministry of Education’s decision not to expand 
philosophy departments to universities beyond Mohammed V and Dar Mehrez. Nevertheless, 
though the number of campuses contributed to the total number of degrees offered, one 
university, Mohammed V in Rabat, granted nearly seventy percent of the Masters degrees in 
Islamic studies and nearly ninety percent of the degrees offered in philosophy between 1960 and 
1994. Thus, though ten more institutions were granting degrees in Islamic studies than 
philosophy, the majority of both degrees were conferred by the same institution. Given the 
centrality of this university in the intellectual life of the country, other factors must explain the 
explosion of students studying in the Islamic studies departments in the 1990s than just the 
number of departments offering degrees. 

More important than the number of campuses offering degrees were the incentives 
offered to students to get degrees in Islamic studies. The Ministry of Higher Education set low 
entrance standards to the department, and exams were easier than other departments. “If you 
wanted to succeed, you went to the department of Islamic studies.”10 Beyond the easy standards, 
the more significant incentive to pursue a degree in Islamic studies was the promise of 
employment following graduation. These opportunities were provided by a large increase in the 
size of the religious bureaucracy. Part of this expansion was related to the new importance given 
to the teaching of Islamic education in public elementary, middle and high schools. As the 
number of hours of required instruction was increased, so the need for teachers increased. 
Graduates of the Islamic studies departments provided employees for the Ministry of Education’s 
growing need for teachers (Tourabi, 2009). 
 
Leadership 
In addition to subsidizing institutions that promoted the study of Islam, the leadership of those 
same institutions is further evidence of the ways the regime attempted to direct ideology. The 
leadership of educational institutions provides further evidence of the ideologies that were 
incentivized through promotion and career advancement. Taking the School of Humanities at 
Mohammed V University11 as an example, the first dean of the college, from February 1957 to 
October, 1960 was a French journalist and historian by the name of Charles-André Julien. The 

                                                
10 Interview with a Moroccan scholar, 3 June 2011. 
11 See: “Historique et Missions.” No date. Université Mohammed V – Agdal. Available online 
at: http://www.flshr.ac.ma/fachistorique.php; accessed April 2013. 
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fact that a French scholar was in a position of leadership over a Moroccan educational institution 
in the late 1950s supports the position of the Moroccan independence party that there was a need 
to “Moroccanize” the administration of education. The second dean, until February, 1969 was a 
Moroccan philosopher with a doctorate from the Sorbonne in Paris by the name of Mohammed 
Aziz Lahbabi, whose writings were rooted in a form of Muslim humanism.12 His leadership of 
the institution, and appointment in 1960, is evidence that there was not yet hostility to the 
presence of leftists in positions of authority over educational institutions.  

The first step toward weakening the left and one of the most consequential actions taken 
by a Dean was the Arabization of the School of the Humanities at Mohammed V University. 
Arabization is the process whereby the language of instruction was changed from French to 
Arabic in 1973 under Dean Jaffar Kettani. 13 By Arabizing the curriculum, the state provided 
incentives for professors to teach from texts written in Arabic or those with Islamic referents. 
The language policy also discouraged the use of a large body of literature written by European 
philosophers, which effectively weakened students’ ties to contemporary leftist literature. In the 
words of one Moroccan writer, “This decision was not due to nationalistic fervor; rather, the 
government believed it was a good way to prevent the study of texts that it considered 
“subversive” (Lalami, 2006:np).14  

By the 1980s, the time considered to be the height of state support for political Islam 
under King Hassan II, the dean was Mohammed Hajji. Hajji is well known for his compilation of 
the massive Encyclopedia about Morocco Maalamat al-Maghrib. He was trained as a child by 
religious scholars in Salé, and graduated from the Institut des Hautes Études Marocaines in 1958 
with a degree in Classical Arabic and translation.15 His leadership reflects both the need for 
leadership that spoke Arabic following the Arabization of the school of humanities, and the 
general empowerment of those with religious training during the 1980s. Abdelouahed Bendaoud, 
was Dean from December 1989 to January 1998. The most instructive aspect of his biography is 
the fact that after he served as dean he was made the head of Original Education in the reforms 
that followed the Casablanca bombings of 2003. 16 Original education is the name given to the 
system of public elementary, middle and high schools in Morocco committed to the development 
of the next generation of religious scholars. The fact that he was given a position of religious 
leadership at such a delicate moment, following a major terrorist attack, demonstrates that he was 
viewed as having acceptable religious credentials by the monarchy. Retroactively, the selection 
of a religious scholar with views acceptable to the monarchy to run the country’s flagship school 

                                                
12 “Mohammed Aziz Lahbabi.” Encyclopedia Britannica. Available online at: 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/327932/Mohammed-Aziz-Lahbabi; accessed March 
2013. 
13 See the history page of the school’s webpage for more information: Université Mohammed V 
– Agdal, Faculté des Lettres et des Sciences Humaines – Rabat. No date. “Historique et 
missions.” http://www.flshr.ac.ma/fachistorique.php; accessed March 2013. 
14 The view of French philosophy as subversive is noteworthy because in later periods it was 
Arabic philosophers who were perceived as subversive. See Chapter 6. 
15 “Décès de Mohamed Hajji: le Maroc  perd un érudit hors du commun.” 1 February 2003. Le 
Matin. Available online at: http://www.maghress.com/fr/lematin/25171; accessed March 2013. 
16 Chafik Laabi. 2004. “Etat et religion, comment lire les changements annoncés.” La Vie Eco. 
http://www.lavieeco.com/news/politique/etat-et-religion-comment-lire-les-changements-
annonces-5330.html (Accessed March 13, 2013). 
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of the humanities for ten years reflects the larger narrative that the state sought to shape religion 
by distributing positions of leadership to those whose values the state wanted to promote. 

Taken together, the Deans of the School of Humanities reflect the general trend toward 
incentivizing the study of Arabic and political Islam. The leftists were the primary group that lost 
their institutional locust of organization during these reforms. The fact that nearly every dean 
from the founding of the university to the late 1990s was either a scholar of Arabic, religion or 
philosophy further confirms the centrality of this conflict. 

Similar to the removal of leftists from positions of authority in educational institutions, 
individuals with particular orientations were put in place as leaders over religious educational 
institutions. The monarchy originally chose Mohamed Farouk Annaban (also spelled 
Mohammad Farouk Al-Nabhan), a Syrian member of the Muslim Brotherhood, to head Dar al-
Hadith al-Hassaniya. Dar al-Hadith al-Hassaniya is a college created by the crown in 1970s. The 
creation of the university brought the training of religious scholars, previously a private affair at 
Qarawiyyin University in Fez, under state control. Annaban was in charge of the institution from 
1977 to 2000.17 Prior to his appointment he taught at universities in Saudi Arabia from 1966 to 
1970 and at the Faculty of Law at the University of Kuwait from 1970 to 1977. It is believed that 
he was chosen because he militantly opposed Nasserism, which by the 1970s had become the 
foundation for the left across the Middle East (Howe, 2005:127).  

This trend is also seen at the ministerial level. Since independence, three men have had 
tremendous impact on the Ministry of Islamic Affairs (MIA), serving in their position as minister 
for at least nine years. These leaders include: Hadj Ahmed Bargach, who served from 1963-
1972; Abdelkebir Alaoui M’Daghri (Mdaghri), who served from 1985-2002 and Ahmed Toufiq 
(other spellings include Taofiq and Taofik) who served from 2002 until at least 2014).  These 
three leaders correspond to three major periods in Moroccan history. The man who held the 
position for the longest, Abdelkebir Alaoui M’Daghri was replaced because he was seen as “too 
close to the Salafis” (Maghraoui, 2009:207). Salafis are one strand of Islamists that make 
reference to a specific set of texts. The rationale for removing M’Daghri is interesting given that 
he held the post for twenty year before being removed, and the time period that he held his 
position corresponds with the argument made here that the height of state support for Islamism 
was reached between the 1980s and the 1990s. M’Daghri holds Bachelors degrees in law, 
sharia’, and the humanities. He also received a PhD in Islamic Sciences from Dar al-Hadith al-
Hassaniya in Rabat with a thesis on the work of Abu Bakr ibn al-‘Arabi (Park and Boum, 
2006:25). His appointment to a position of religious leadership after pursuing a degree in Islamic 
sciences from the state-controlled Dar al-Hadith al-Hassniya suggests that the effort to bring the 
training of religious scholars under state control was relatively successful. 

M’Daghri’s biography is a stark contrast with the current Minister of Islamic Affairs, 
Ahmed Toufiq who has a bachelor’s degree in history, and a master’s degree in history and 
archeology.18 In addition to serving as a professor of history at Mohammed V University in 
Rabat and director for the Center for African Studies, Taofiq is known for his work as a fiction 
writer. He was also a visiting scholar at an American institution making him, as I was told in an 

                                                
17“Biography of Dr. Mohammed Farouk al-Nabhan.” Available online at: 
https://www.facebook.com/drmfalnabhan/info; accessed April 2013.  
18 “Monsieur Ahmed Toufiq minstere des Habous et des Affaires Islamiques.” Available online 
at: http://www.habous.gov.ma/index.php/accueil/rubrique-france/ministere/monsieur-ahmed-
toufiq-ministre-des-habous-et-des-affaires-islamiques?id=468; accessed August 2011. 
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interview with a member of the religious bureaucracy, a “good person to copy American 
models.”19 As suggested by the interviewee, Taofiq oversaw changes to Dar-al Hadith’s 
curriculum in 2005 that aligned the institution with American educational models. In terms of 
orientation, Taofiq is a Sufi of the Boutshishi order, a group known for their apolitical views. His 
appointment was widely seen as an effort to encourage adherence to Sufism, seen as a distinctly 
“Moroccan” and “tolerant” form of Islam (Maghraoui, 2009). His appointment in 2002 is then an 
ideal marker to signify the shift from an emphasis of Islamism to an emphasis on Sufism that 
was accelerated following the Casablanca bombings in 2003. His reappointment in 2012 was 
understood as suggesting, “Sufism maintains its place as a top priority in the Moroccan religious 
landscape” (Aswab, 2012:np).  

Several interviewees, all of them professors at Moroccan universities, commented, 
without having been asked, that Toufiq was appointed in an effort to depoliticize Islam and 
encourage a tolerant form of Islam. This position is supported by the fact that, besides his 
involvement with the Boutshishi Sufi brotherhood, Toufiq lacks qualifications to run the 
Ministry of Islamic Affairs; he has no formal training in the Islamic sciences, though he has 
published a translation and commentary on the work of Ibn al-Zayyat, who collected 
hagiographies or biographies of Moroccan saints (Tadili, 2007). A look at Toufiq’s biography 
suggests the appointment was based in the goal of a spokesperson for a “tolerant” Moroccan 
Islam, rather than a qualified leader of a religious ministry. 

In the post-2003 period, the state’s definition of Moroccan Islam shifted to focus on 
Sufism. This definition is articulated and codified in a manual for Imams (prayer leaders) 
published by the Ministry of Islamic Affairs in 2006. According to the manual, Moroccan Islam 
is built on three foundations: Ash’ari doctrine, Maliki jurisprudence and Sufism. The manual 
does not specify a particular brotherhood but rather calls for muhabba or “mutual love of Sufis” 
(Zeghal, 2008:254). Further, the manual instructed the imams to model “open-mindedness” and 
advocate an approach to religion rooted in “simplicity” (Zeghal, 2008:254). This definition 
mirrors the reforms made to education during this period that emphasize citizenship values and 
discourage the acknowledgement of the complexity of Islamic religious doctrine. 

State support of Sufism is evident in a number of choices made by the Ministry of Islamic 
Affairs, such as in the selection of Sufis to positions of leadership within the religious 
bureaucracy as well as official efforts to limit the presence of alternative interpretations of Islam 
on Moroccan soil. This is true at both high and low levels within the Ministry of Islamic Affairs. 
Because the ministry is responsible for appointing Imams at individual mosques, they have 
tremendous influence on the content of Friday khutba or sermons. Several interviewees 
suggested that Sufis are being favored in appointing Imams, a shift from earlier policies favoring 
the appointment of Islamists to positions of influence within the educational apparatus. The 
delegate for the Ministry of Islamic Affairs in Fez in 2011, for example, was a Boutshishi.20 A 
number of educational initiatives to support Sufism also support the assertion that the regime is 
subsidizing or incentivizing Sufism as the official accepted version of Moroccan Islam. These 
include the creation of degree programs for the study of Sufism at Moroccan universities. For 
example, Dar Mehrez University in Fez now offers a masters degree in Moroccan Literature and 
Sufism. 
 

                                                
19 Interview, 22 July 2011. 
20 Interview with a Moroccan scholar, 3 June 2011. 
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Conclusions 
 
This case study provided evidence that the Moroccan state has shifted support from 

Islamism to Sufism, in an effort to demonstrate the Moroccan state’s capacity and autonomy in 
the religious field. This shift in religious policy is reflected in the country’s educational 
institutions and leadership. The state expended monetary and human capital resources in 
redirecting a massive bureaucracy away from one interpretation of Islam and toward another. It 
appointed leaders that reflected its chosen ideology and it created institutions and reformed 
existing ones to support this policy. One exception was the state’s inability to close all 
departments of philosophy and sociology. Nevertheless, the state demonstrated real capacity to 
alter behavior by contributing to the successful alteration of the ideology of dissent in Morocco 
from leftism to Islamism. Given its success, there are reasons to expect its new policy supporting 
Sufism will be successful. 

This case study also alluded to the multiple factors that contributed to the change in 
Moroccan religious policy beyond state prerogative including global conflicts and ideological 
trends, as well as the activities of intellectuals and bureaucrats. Nevertheless, the policy was 
largely the result of autonomous, coordinated and coherent state action across multiple agencies 
and bureaucracies. Given the Moroccan state’s fulfillment of the four criteria identified above, 
membership, behavior, autonomy and capacity, the active involvement of the Moroccan state in 
shaping religious policy calls into question the literature’s assumption that religious actors are 
located in civil society. 

Acknowledging that states can function as religious actors opens fruitful avenues for 
further research. At a basic level, there is a need for an understanding of how many states have 
fulfilled these criteria, both presently, and in the past. More micro-level analyses are needed to 
fully grasp the significance of this conceptual revision. How do states become religious actors? 
How do other religious actors react to state efforts that go beyond regulation? Once a state 
becomes a religious actor, how does it maintain this status? Can it lose it? Since this article relies 
on a case study of an authoritarian state, a question in need of examination is the relationship 
between states that function as religious actors and regime type. Are all such states authoritarian? 
Or is it possible for a democratic state to function as a religious actor? The Moroccan case 
suggests that when the state functions as a religious actor, it dominates the local religious 
marketplace, but its effects on regional and even transnational religious markets remains an 
interesting frontier in religion and politics research. One question that may have implications for 
understanding the competition between Saudi Arabia and Iran is: What happens when multiple 
states function as religious actors in close geographical proximity?  

Because the answers to these and other interesting questions hinges on the conceptual 
revision offered in this article, it seems likely that this revision will have important implications 
in the study of religion and politics for years to come. 
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Table 1: Stages of Moroccan Religious Policy 
 
Years Supported 

interpretation 
Institutions Leadership 

Stage 1: 
1965-
1998 

Islamism Arabization of the School 
of Humanities 
 
Open Dar al-Hadith 
 
Neglect Philosophy and 
Sociology departments/ 
Open Department of 
Islamic Sciences 

Dean of the School of Humanities 
 
Dean of Dar al-Hadith al-Hassaniya 
 
Minister of Islamic Affairs 
 

Stage 2: 
1998-
2003 

Efforts to 
reduce 

support for 
Islamism 

 Minister of Islamic Affairs 
 
Dean of the School of Humanities 
 
 

Stage 3: 
2003-
2014 

Sufism New Master’s degree in 
Moroccan Literature and 
Sufism at Dar Mehrez’s  

Minister of Islamic Affairs 
 
Favoring Sufis in appointments 

Source: Aomar Afa, ed. Repertoire Des Theses Universitaires: Enregistrées Dans Les Facultés Des 
Lettres Du Maroc 1961-1994. Rabat, Morocco: Publication de la Faculté des Lettres et des 
Sciences Humaines. 
 

Table 2: Post-Baccalureate Degrees by Specialization from 1960 to 1994 
 Masters PhD Total 
Islamic Studies 566 168 734 
Philosophy 138 48 186 

Source: Aomar Afa, ed. Repertoire Des Theses Universitaires: Enregistrées Dans Les Facultés Des 
Lettres Du Maroc 1961-1994. Rabat, Morocco: Publication de la Faculté des Lettres et des 
Sciences Humaines. 
 
Table 3: Post-Baccalureate Degrees broken down by decade and by Specialization from 1960 to 

1994 
 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s Totals 
Doctorates      
Philosophy 0 1 11 36 48 
Islamic Studies 0 0 21 147 168 
Masters      
Philosophy 1 20 50 67 138 
Islamic Studies 0 1 87 478 566 

Source: Aomar Afa, ed. Repertoire Des Theses Universitaires: Enregistrées Dans Les Facultés Des 
Lettres Du Maroc 1961-1994. Rabat, Morocco: Publication de la Faculté des Lettres et des 
Sciences Humaines. 
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