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Indigenous peoples’ rights in Morocco: subaltern narratives by
Amazigh women
Silvia Gagliardi

Irish Centre for Human Rights, National University of Ireland, Galway, Ireland

ABSTRACT
Morocco’s 2011 Constitution affirmed the principle of equality
between men and women (art. 19) and officialised the
(indigenous) Amazigh language (art. 5) alongside Arabic. However,
despite apparent progress in the areas of minority groups’ and
indigenous peoples’ rights and gender equality, Amazigh
women’s rights continue to be violated both from within and
from outside their own communities. While the Moroccan State
fails to guarantee, inter alia, the Amazigh community’s access to
language and education rights (as enumerated in arts. 13–14 of
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples [UNDRIP]),
this article challenges dominant approaches to the study of
Amazigh rights for failing to take into account the lived
experiences and counter-narrative of Amazigh women. As such,
this article departs from the international human rights-based
vindications of Amazigh cultural groups to focus instead on the
rights and identity articulation among Amazigh women
themselves. This article considers whether local-based remedies
might be more effective than trying to graft on larger
international approaches when looking at the issue of minority
and indigenous women.
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1. Introduction

Adopting an inter-sectional approach,1 this article aims to deconstruct the relationship
between feminism, multiculturalism and group rights, discourses and tools so as to under-
stand how the subaltern female Others understand these concepts and describe their iden-
tities. It will attempt to do so by: first, engaging with the question of Amazigh identity(-ies)
in Morocco; second, analysing the changes brought by Morocco’s 2011 Constitution,
which, inter alia, affirmed the principle of equality between men and women (art. 19)
and officialised the Amazigh language (art. 5); third, examining and deconstructing hege-
monic discourses on indigenous peoples, minority groups and women’s rights; fourth,
making space for subaltern narratives of the female Other and exploring local remedies;
fifth, drawing conclusions.

In order to engage with the relevant theoretical debates, it is pertinent to deconstruct
minority and indigenous peoples’ rights discourses and tools, as well as to unpack how
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they are constructed.2 As it emerges from ethnographic research undertaken between 2014
and 2017 across Morocco, those rights discourses and frameworks are utilised by a mostly
male, urban, educated elite to craft a certain narrative, a ‘collective history’3 and an ‘ima-
gined community’,4 to preserve the status quo and current power distribution. While
much of the literature on group rights and multiculturalism focuses on the role of the
State vis-à-vis minority and indigenous peoples, the emphasis of this article is on dynamics
within groups themselves and how individual members articulate and demand rights
within their own communities.

To grasp the full scope of this dilemma, it is necessary to take a step back and recall
some of the key debates pertaining to group versus individual rights.5 While it has been
argued that minority and indigenous peoples have a collective right to the protection of
their group identity and culture, both the definitions of those groups and what constitutes
their identities and cultures remain contested. At the same time, some feminist scholars
have presented the position of subordination of many minority and indigenous female
subjects as a justification for overcoming group rights and focusing on individual
rights.6 This holds especially true when the right of exit cannot be guaranteed for
members of illiberal groups.7 Other feminists have contested the justifiability of eradicat-
ing ‘oppressive’ cultures and ‘traditional harmful practices’ as they critique this position as
a neo-colonial, imperialist attempt to silence or appropriate the voice of the non-Western,
non-White, subaltern Other.8 Gunning has attempted to find a new paradigm to engage
with ‘culturally sensitive practices’ and women’s rights in an interconnected, non-arro-
gant, mutually respectful dialogue between the ‘I’ and the ‘Other’.9 Other relevant pos-
itions on this debate have been informed by post-orientalism, post-structuralism, third
world approaches to international law and post-colonial theories and scholarships.10

Aware of the ‘inaccessible blankness’11 that the subaltern Other might present to the
non-Other external scholar, this article attempts to adopt Gunning’s ‘world-travelling’
methodology12 to identify ways to support minority and indigenous women’s agency
without appropriating their voices or essentialising, re-colonising and re-orientalising
the study subject. Combining scholarly insights with on-the-ground practical research
and original fieldwork, this article hopes to make space for voices that have so far been
marginalised or silenced to preserve existing power structures.

2. A short history of the Amazigh identity/ies

Although the Amazigh community constitutes one of Morocco’s largest ethno-linguistic
groups, comprising 40% to 60% of the indigenous population,13 they are best categorised
as a ‘majoritarian minority’.14 As Castellino and Cavanaugh explain,

[t]hat political and cultural factors play visible roles in determining minority status is perhaps
most clearly illustrated in cases where the relative size of a particular community is not deter-
minant of its status. (…) Minority status is best understood by examining how socio-political
groups engage (or are excluded from) various sites of power.15

In examining the scholarship on the Amazigh peoples, their identities, their commu-
nities, their histories, the movements for their group rights, it is often difficult to
unpack and dissect the conflicting narratives. Although there is a common baseline for
the Amazigh identity kit, various interest groups have tried to exert hegemonic control
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over what this set of attributes consists of. Narratives surrounding the Amazigh peoples
have often served the interests of various power centres – the Sultanate, the French colo-
nial apparatus, Morocco’s armed resistance and nationalists, Amazigh activists, the Mon-
archy and the academic establishment. Despite attempts by these disparate interest groups
to control how Amazigh identity is defined, national group awareness has gradually begun
to materialise within this community. Yet, even at the grassroots level, it is possible to find
multiple Amazigh identities based on shared tribal, dialectal, geographical, gender and
class affiliations rather than one single group identity. This diversity and history of div-
isions and confrontations within the different Amazigh communities poses questions
relating to the nature of the Amazigh identity in Morocco ‘with some writers arguing
that it is a constructed identity, while others contend that all identity is constructed,
and still others argue the presence of a historical legacy of Amazigh consciousness’.16

In order to provide an answer to the main questions raised by this article, one has to
first delve into the so-called ‘Amazigh question’. 17 This relates to the identification and
definition of a pan-national and transnational Amazigh identity as opposed to the multi-
plicity of localised Amazigh identities. This question has been considered at various criti-
cal junctures in Morocco’s history: namely, at the time of the Arab-Islamic conquest of
North Africa in the late seventh century; in pre-colonial times; during the French Protec-
torate (1912–1956) in Morocco; at the time of the 1930 Berber Dahir 18 (royal decree);
during the struggle for and after Moroccan independence19; at the time of the 1980
Algeria-based Berber Spring20; and, ultimately, in the aftermath of the 2011 Arab Spring.21

Despite the Amazigh elite-driven depiction of a unified group identity, the difficulty in
defining the Amazigh people and its core characteristics is complicated by its diversity,
extension across national borders, different dialects spoken and tribal affiliations, non-
aligned demands and priorities between urban and rural communities etc. To complicate
matters further, ‘it has been non-Berbers who have written the Berbers into the historical
record as a collective. (…) It is only in recent decades that a self-conscious, pan-Berber
identity has been asserted from within’.22

Whilst Amazigh female combatants are celebrated in Moroccan oral history, their
important role in both armed resistance and nationalist struggle was not acknowledged
and did not bring a change to their subordinate condition in post-independence
Morocco.23 The inadequacy and unwillingness by power centres and special interest
groups to credit Amazigh women (and Moroccan women more generally) for their
anti-colonialist and pro-independence efforts was a harbinger of how gender relations
would shape up in post-independence Morocco.

Once independence was achieved across North Africa, the ensuing postcolonial states,
along with their nation-building projects, side-lined their Amazigh components to favour
pan-Arabism and pan-Islamism.24 What does not transpire from most historical and
anthropological accounts of post-colonial Morocco is that it was not simply the
Amazigh community, as a whole, to be marginalised from Morocco’s collective history
and main narratives. Moroccan women, and especially Amazigh female figures, suffered
most due to this erasure in the pan-Arabist, pan-nationalist, elitist and male construction
of national identity.

Against this backdrop, in their forward-looking strategy, ‘Amazigh militants have pro-
mulgated a redefinition of Morocco on the basis of its pre-colonial and pre-Islamic Berber
heritage, and have sought political change to preserve Berber culture and language as a
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“human right.”’25 While this strategy might pay political dividends to the elite-driven
Amazigh Cultural Movement,26 it appears unlikely that it will produce a tangible differ-
ence in the daily lives of Amazigh women.

3. Hegemonic discourses

3.1. Minority groups’ and indigenous peoples’ rights

In analysing the narratives of Amazigh cultural groups and movement, it is crucial to
differentiate between the movements’ agendas and demands to the State on one hand
and the needs and concerns of the overall Amazigh population, and specifically women,
on the other. Different strategies and priorities seem at play in the Amazigh movement’s
demands for group rights. In this context, as Castellino and Cavanaugh remarked,

[w]hilst a push for recognition of language was one common Berberophone goal, another yet
unfulfilled demand is for improved socio-economic conditions. This is not to graft on to the
mythology of an urban (Arab)–rural (Berber) divide; it is a demographic fact that many of the
‘rural poor are Tamazight speakers’. Whether these factors engender a unified and more
powerful Amazighophone political consciousness and movement remains to be seen.27

In this light, ‘what Berberness we might attribute to villagers is mostly a lived and
unconscious experience rather than a notable basis of political identity. This does not
seem to be the case among the city-based activists’.28 It should be reiterated here that
high levels of poverty and low literacy disproportionately affect Amazighophone areas
in the countryside. Hence one cannot discuss Amazigh cultural identity without consider-
ing the socio-economic circumstances of rural Amazigh.29 Alongside a growing self-con-
sciousness of the Amazigh as a constituent group of Moroccan society, there is an
increasing discontent within the Amazigh community with the unmatched socio-econ-
omic needs of the rural population, largely Amazighophone.30

Traditionally, the Amazigh movement leaders have been university-educated urba-
nites whilst the larger Amazigh community remains rural, illiterate and divided in mul-
tiple Amazigh-dialect speaking communities. Amazigh leaders’ ‘vision of the
significance of being Berber [does not necessarily equate] (…) to that of the masses
of mostly rural and often illiterate Berber speakers (…)’.31 Student-led Amazigh organ-
isations are few. Mostly male lawyers and politically active intellectuals lead Amazigh
groups.32 Furthermore, leadership positions are male dominated as ‘the structure of
the grassroots local organizations and their activities has ensured minimal female par-
ticipation, as these organizations tend to hold meetings in the evenings, and sometimes
in bars, both of which discourage female attendance’.33 Hence, the Amazigh movement,
as such, appears not to be representative of Morocco’s Amazigh people in their different
needs and priorities.

In the course of this author’s ethnographic research conducted across Morocco, it
became clear that rural Amazigh did not causally associate challenges in their lived experi-
ences, often characterised by poor socio-economic conditions, with their being Amazigh.
This being the case, it was unsurprising to find that, to a large extent, rural Amazigh did
not identify with the advocacy terminology often used by urban Amazigh activists, such as
‘violations of basic human rights’ and ‘linguistic and cultural discrimination’ against
Amazigh people.34 Interestingly, ‘to fight for these “human” rights, Amazigh activists
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have had to carve themselves as a unique group, a defined subsection of humanity making
themselves look like a group with a “shared identity.”’35

As regards the development of a human rights discourse within the Amazigh
movement,

[m]uch of this discussion is very sophisticated, and conceptions of the unique and specific
nature of Berbers - Imazighen as group are infused with the rhetoric and sentiments of
nationalism, indigenousness, human rights, resistance movements, subaltern and post-colo-
nial studies, and other cultural self-determination movements.36

It is clear from the comparison between urban versus rural Amazigh identities that the
urban intelligentsia understood the full potential of the ‘international cultural activism’.37

Whilst urban Amazigh activists stress the importance of language and culture to the rec-
ognition of the Amazigh identity,38 this characterisation does not adequately represent the
lived experiences of the majority of Amazigh people. The latter, mostly composed of rural
Amazigh, are not deprived of their identity kit (language and culture) to the same extent as
the urban Amazigh.39

Of pivotal importance is the notion that individuals acknowledge their culture only
once they are outside of it; multi-lingual urban Imazighen experience a ‘prise de con-
science’ due to their exposure to other languages, cultures and groups, while rural
Amazigh may seem less aware of this group’s overall condition within the Moroccan
polity due to their cultural, linguistic and geographic isolation.40 The task of achieving lin-
guistic rights for the Amazigh is made harder by the challenge of envisioning (at least lin-
guistically) a united Amazigh community.41 Amazigh dialects are quite different from
each other and often not understood outside of a specific Amazigh community. The
dialect spoken by a given community is an indicator of a local identity rather than a con-
nection to a ‘general Berberness’.42 Furthermore, it was not until 2003 that the Tifinagh
(Amazigh) script became codified,43 while it remains today understood by a minority of
Amazigh speakers, mostly stemming from the educated elites.

3.2. Women’s rights

In Morocco, women’s groups of different political colour and ideology have contributed to
various ‘movement moments’ or ‘mobilization conjunctures’, which have resulted in the
‘feminization of Islamist women and the Islamization of the feminist movement’.44 As
these so-called ‘mobilization conjunctures’ demonstrate, different movements constantly
inform one another and highlight the importance of ‘vernacularisation’ of their argu-
ments.45 In this vein, this article concurs with Reilly’s argument that, ‘[e]mancipatory pos-
sibilities of human rights-oriented transnational feminisms reside in dialogic, solidarity-
building feminist praxis tied to transnational processes of counter-hegemonic (re)inter-
pretation and (re)claiming of human rights from previously excluded positions’.46

As it emerges from the author’s fieldwork in Morocco, in the struggle to define inde-
pendently the meaning of women’s rights and gender equality, feminist women’s
groups in Moroccan society have largely been excluding dissenting and marginalised
voices both within and outside their circles, including those of indigenous (Amazigh)
women.47 Within the discourse of discrete categories between secular and religious femin-
isms,48 for instance, fieldwork conducted among women’s groups in Morocco – similarly
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to the work of other scholars – demonstrated a high level of intolerance by secular fem-
inists towards religious feminists. As observed in a recent ethnographic study in
Morocco, the very secular feminists who demonise Islamists for their purported intoler-
ance and disrespect for individual choices or difference,

[…] seemed to experience no dissonance when they spoke derisively about the hijab or
expressed relief at its absence. Not only did they seem to have no trouble reconciling their
aversion towards the hijab with their discourse about tolerance and acceptance of difference,
they did not seem to think that these discourses needed reconciling.49

Proponents of this secular versus religious binary fail to consider the inter-linkages and
mutual influences occurring among different women’s groups. They also seem unable or
unwilling to identify common obstacles and localised strategies. To the contrary, Guessous
argues, ‘Morocco is unique in the sense that one cannot really speak of Islamic and secular
feminisms as discrete categories. All Moroccan feminists, whether liberal or religious, con-
front patriarchy yet do not put Islam as a religion into question’.50 As FatimaMernissi, one
of Morocco’s leading feminists, argues,51 Islam and women’s rights can be compatible as
for both liberal and Islamic feminists, the ultimate goal is to fight patriarchy and, to a large
extent, the political manipulation of Islam.52

The absence of dialogue and co-operation among different women’s groups has allowed
the Monarchy to politicise gender issues to its advantage and to the preservation of the
status quo.53 In this context,

[t]he state manipulation of the liberal rhetoric of gender equality has decreased the spaces for
independent organizing by feminist and Islamist women’s groups alike. In addition to co-
opting both movements, the state is now able to monitor the discourse and activism of
these groups while acting as a neutral mediator.54

In Morocco, among other post-colonial contexts, women’s movements are often driven
by urban elites who, by strictly adhering to their differing ideological positions and refer-
ence frameworks, fail to foster de facto progress on women’s rights and represent the
majority of women as well as the diversity of their views.55 Without overcoming an exclu-
sive, elitist reading of women’s rights and gender equality, it is unlikely that any ‘solidarity-
building feminist praxis’56 will take root across different women’s groups, especially in
post-colonial societies. Except through a vernacularisation of women’s human rights
and gender equality, changes will continue to be perceived as undemocratic and externally
imposed.

4. The 2011 constitution

Widely regarded as the culmination of the Arab Spring-influenced protests in Morocco,
the 2011 Moroccan constitution responded to some of the key grievances that motivated
the 20 February Movement (20FM) to take to the streets in the first place. In the course of
2011, the mainly urban-based 20FM ‘led a wave of protests against the widely perceived
social ills (…) and raised the political consciousness of the average Moroccan citizen’.57

Resorting to its habitual political savoir-faire, the monarchy found a way to put an end
to the uprisings, regenerate support for its rule through a public referendum and simul-
taneously concede, at least on paper, crucial changes in the foundation law of the
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country. Significantly, this article illustrates how elite-driven minority and indigenous
human rights demands (including the adoption of human rights-compliant national legis-
lation) often falls short of representing and addressing the needs of the population on the
ground.

To begin with, the constitution enshrined the primacy of duly ratified international
conventions onto domestic law, albeit with the proviso ‘dans le respect de son identité
nationale immutable’.58 The constitution also declared that Morocco’s unity is forged
by convergence of its components (incl. Arab-Islamic, Amazigh, Saharo-Hassanian etc.)
while the pre-eminence is accorded to Islam.59 More significantly, the constitution officia-
lised the Amazigh language (as ‘an’ official language) while Arabic remains ‘the’ official
language.60 Further, the constitution enshrined the principles of non-discrimination61

and equality between men and women with the proviso ‘dans les constantes du
Royaume’.62 Those ‘permanent characteristics’ are not explicitly mentioned although
selected articles mention the ‘non-derogable’ aspects of Morocco as being: ‘Islam, the
monarchy, (…) national unity or territorial integrity of the Kingdom’.63 The ‘constantes’
are also commonly referred to as ‘red lines’, including by respondents who participated in
this study’s ethnographic research: ‘Nowadays we can criticise a little bit, without going off
limits, without surpassing some red lines that the constitution drew’.64 As it has been
argued,

The 2011 constitutional text refers, on the one hand, to human rights as they are universally
recognized and to identity, Islam and the ‘permanent character of the kingdom’ (…) on the
other. This dual reference makes it difficult to understand and interpret a text that aspires to
appeal both to the principles of a liberal democracy and to those that claim to rely on a par-
ticular interpretation of ‘tradition’.65

In addition to the vague and contradictory language of the constitution, while consti-
tutional provisions seem, at least nominally, to recognise Amazigh and women’s rights,
they ring hollow in the absence of relevant domestic legislation after the promulgation
of the new constitution. Furthermore, there is no constitutional recognition of ancestral
lands, group or indigenous rights or acknowledgement of different ethnicities. This
approach was confirmed by the 2014 census, which contained no ethnicity-based ques-
tions, but merely questions on mother tongue and daily spoken languages. In addition
to this, it is unconstitutional to form linguistic- and ethnic-based political parties or to
bring harm to the permanent characteristics of the Kingdom.66 It is useful to recall, in
this context, that Morocco is not a state party to the ILO Indigenous and Tribal People
Convention 1989 (no. 169).67 The latter, together with the prior Indigenous and Tribal
Populations Convention 1957 (no. 107),68 are ‘the only comprehensive internationally
binding instruments of the rights of indigenous peoples and of States’ obligations
towards them’.69 Tellingly, Morocco was one of the countries that were absent during
the voting on the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
(UNDRIP).70 While the latter is not a legally binding document, it does represent both
a ‘standard of achievement’71 and the culmination of decades of work by indigenous
peoples’ activists for the recognition of indigenous peoples’ rights.

Historically, different power-yielding actors in Morocco have categorised the
Amazigh as a distinct group (whether as a minority, an indigenous people, a linguistic
community etc.) for their own political goals. A prime illustration of this divide-and-
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rule tactic was the afore-cited 1930 Berber Dahir (decree) enacted during the French
Protectorate. Under the purported objective of dividing Berber (Amazigh) from Arab
areas for the administration of separate justice, the decree was intended to benefit
the French in their separatist colonial policy.72 More recently, the 2011 constitutional
recognition of both Amazigh as ‘an’ official language and a key element of Morocco’s
cultural diversity offer an example of the ‘co-optation’ by the State.73 In fact, these ‘con-
cessions’ to the Amazigh elites bear no meaningful impact on the everyday lives of
Amazigh women in the absence of organic laws and policies addressing their grievances
in terms of access to education, employment and health, including rights to bodily
integrity and privacy.74

5. Subaltern narratives of the female other

‘There are no human rights for the Amazigh in Morocco’.75

In an attempt to deconstruct the identity of Amazigh women, what this article suggests is
that, perhaps unsurprisingly, Amazigh women’s allegiance, first and foremost, is to the
country of Morocco, often identified with the monarchy, rather than to their specific
group movement and leaders. This reveals that the Amazigh group identity can be
partly regarded as an ‘imagined community of postcolonial oppositional struggles’76

that fails to represent the lived experience of non-elite Amazigh women. As W.B.
explained,

[I feel] Moroccan. I cannot say that I am Arab or Amazigh. I am Moroccan. I will be more
comfortable if I say that I am a woman, and I get along with French women, Spanish women,
to say a human being. But I would say Moroccan, because I am part of the Moroccan
culture.77

Also, those who expressed attachment or sense of belonging to the Amazigh commu-
nity often did so due to linguistic ties, albeit at a local, tribal level rather than at a national
or supranational one. Significantly, some of the interviewees that most strongly refused the
idea of a separate Amazigh ethnic identity stemmed from a higher social class and were
also fluent in Arabic. A.A., for instance, argued that,

Everybody is well integrated. So, in the North, you’re either from the mountains ( jbeli) or the
Rifi [sic]. It means the same thing, but the only difference is linguistic. So, I have lot of friends
and family from both sides, so that is why I don’t like differentiating between everybody, but
when it comes to rights, I think theminority here are women [emphasis added], and the min-
ority here are people who don’t live near cities. It is not about being Amazigh or not Amazigh
[emphasis added].78

S.B. argued similarly,

Participant (P): Yes, it [Amazigh] is only a different linguistic group.

Investigator (I): But is it not an ethnicity of its own?

P: Absolutely not.

I: Is it not a minority?

P: No, we share the same characteristics but we pronounce words differently.79
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F.A. was also sceptical about a separate Amazigh identity,

Personally speaking, I would say that it’s an abstract idea. Everyone is on their [sic] own;
people are mainly not gathered. And, that depends on which community of Amazigh you
belong to.80

Presenting critical views about the Amazigh movement and especially their vindication
of a group identity, S.B. affirmed that,

The cause of activists in the Amazigh field is to recognise their language and culture, to take
advantage of the State holidays and to recognise that they were the inhabitants of Morocco
before the Arab invasion. But, according to me, if these things are recognised or not, that
there is teaching for the Amazigh or not, for me it doesn’t change anything because the evol-
ution of the country doesn’t depend on this community and culture. (…) So, the Amazigh
language remains optional even if I am Amazigh, but I don’t think it will have an impact
on the country’s different levers (…) Amazigh will only remain as folklore maybe, but it
doesn’t touch the development of the country.81

Yet, in contrast, some interviewees with no formal education or formal employment,
but who enjoyed a comfortable status, rejected this ethnic classification. As Z.Y. noted,
‘We are all Moroccans, the only difference is the language, which is Amazigh’.82 Other
interviewees felt that they belonged to the Amazigh community because their parents
or ancestors were Amazigh although the former often did not speak the language or
understand the Tifinagh alphabet. In this context, the author asked L.K. if she felt
Amazigh even if she did not speak the language. Her answer is telling in deconstructing
and understanding her identity: ‘Yes, because my mother’s family is Amazigh’.83 Conver-
sely, other interviewees’ narrations instantiate the pressure they felt in identifying them-
selves as part of a certain group or speaking a given language.

Of course I feel Amazigh, but I don’t like saying it. So, if I meet people I’m like: ‘I’m from
Tetouan.’ I don’t want to go into details because that is very personal to me. When I meet
Amazigh people, I may mention it, because I may understand what they’re saying and I
don’t want them to think that I am spying on them or something, because I understand
what they’re saying. But I am just Moroccan.84

S.I. felt compelled to speak the Amazigh language as a proof of her group identity. ‘I am
more comfortable with Arabic, but I always tend to speak Amazigh because it’s my native
language and I should [emphasis added] feel comfortable speaking Amazigh as well’.85

Other interviewees imagined the whole of Morocco as an Amazigh country. Z.W., a
high school student, grew up in a neighbouring Arab country before returning home to
Morocco in the aftermath of the Arab Spring. In terms of identity, she nullified differences
in identity between Amazigh and Moroccan peoples as ‘[their identity] is either Amazigh-
Moroccan or Moroccan-Amazigh, because before there were only Amazigh living in
Morocco’.86 As H.B. observed, ‘[f]irst, we consider that all [emphasis added] Moroccans
are Amazigh but some were Arabised and some of them kept their Amazigh identity’.87

When the author asked her who she meant by ‘we’, H.B. explained, ‘Yes, “we the
Amazigh people” from the Amazigh movement’.88 N.A. is a high school graduate and
intern at a women’s local development centre. She expressed her grief over the conditions
of Amazigh people in the country signifying the existence of a group identity, as far as she
was concerned,
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I am Amazigh, because I live in an Amazigh country, and my family is Amazigh. (…)
Especially here in this city, there are no human rights, especially for Amazigh people. (…)
I have a lot of Amazigh family and I see how they suffer, they don’t have access to health
and they don’t have access to school. As for the girls, they can’t complete their education,
because there are no schools where they are, and they cannot go to cities, so they just stay
at home.89

Others expressed the view that Morocco was more than just Amazigh while still vindi-
cating their own Amazigh identity. ‘I feel Moroccan because Morocco is diverse but, in my
veins, I am Amazigh’.90 ‘I am a Moroccan Amazigh (…) because my hope here is to live in
my country with my rights. (…) Arab people who ignore us want to get rid of our iden-
tity’.91 ‘Arab people are educated and they know what to do, but it is not the case for the
Amazigh’.92

In the context of rights negotiation and contestation, it is useful to evoke Koskenniemi’s
(2004) analysis of the issue of fragmentation. It is here worth considering whether local-
based remedies might be more effective than trying to graft on larger transnational and
globalised approaches when looking at the rights vindication by minority and indigenous
women. While a localised women’s rights contestation is struggling to emerge in various
rights areas (including relating to health, employment and education), Morocco’s indigen-
ous ‘Sulaliyyates Movement’ for equal land rights represents a notable exception. The
Sulaliyyates are ‘tribal’ women from Arabophone and Amazighophone communities
who demand an equal share to the men, when their land becomes privatised or divided.
As Salime points out, ‘No women’s movement has marked the political debate in
Morocco, after the North African uprisings as much as the Sulaliyyates’.93 In this move-
ment, rural women are increasingly articulating collective rights in opposition to the rest
of their (male) community members.94 Despite their originally inalienable status, collec-
tive lands have been increasingly expropriated to allow for their commercialisation, trans-
fer and sale.95 As Salime explained,

Although communal land could in the past neither be seized nor sold, it could be transferred
from fathers to sons over the age of sixteen. According to hegemonic understanding of ‘urf
(customary law), women can only benefit through male relatives. Unmarried women,
widows, divorcees — and those with no sons — often face expropriation and become
destitute.

Unlike for other women’s issues where a rights-based grassroots contestation seems
harder to emerge and crucial gaps remain between urban elite-led movements and rural
populations, in the case of land rights,

the language of rights, poverty reduction, and gender equality is instrumental in the Sula-
liyyates movement. Trained by the ADFM [Democratic Association of Moroccan Women]
members, providing with basic legal literacy, the Sulaliyyates specifically use state language
to refer to equality and poverty alleviation. This is a rejection of any reference to the
Islamic inheritance laws, and instead a use of the secular language of gender justice and
equality already sanctioned by Morocco.96

Tellingly, in the case of the Sulaliyyates movement, rural women ‘fail’ to perform the
roles and duties assigned to them by their (male) leaders and groups of belonging and
have found emancipatory ways to use human rights language, advocacy and training to
their advantage. Significantly, the ethnic and linguistic diversity of Sulaliyyates women
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does not seem to impact negatively the cohesion and strength of this movement. Impor-
tantly, as Berriane argued, this emancipation may require bringing together elite and
‘rural, dispossessed and mainly illiterate women’.97 As Berriane explained, this movement

(…) sheds light on the inequalities and fluid power hierarchies that are constitutive of it. It
therefore goes beyond interpretations that read women’s grassroots activism as the sole result
of international and elite-led gender empowerment projects and norms, highlighting pro-
cesses of cross-fertilisation and hybridisation instead.98

6. Conclusions

There are some key points to emerge from this analysis of the subaltern narratives of rights
and equality by Morocco’s Amazigh women. The Amazigh community is Morocco is
diverse and comprised of both urban and rural components. Throughout Morocco’s
history, different power brokers have constructed an Amazigh ‘imagined community’
and ‘collective identity’ to their own benefit and, tangentially, to the (dis-) advantage of
groups and individuals, specifically women. Despite this, it is apparent that an elite-
driven Amazigh ethno-linguistic consciousness exists across Morocco today and that a
sense of collectivity within the trans-national Amazigh-speaking community in North
Africa is growing. However, Amazigh cultural groups and women’s rights movements
are largely top-down, urban intelligentsia-driven efforts that do not reflect either the
full composition or the priorities of Amazigh women. The urban elites’ international
rights-based activism and selected advocacy language do not appear to be responding
to the core needs of the group members they purport to represent. In its current
format, it is doubtful whether Morocco’s urban-led Amazigh and women’s rights move-
ments will be able to reach out and represent in its advocacy and institutions even
remote components of these constituencies, including rural women. Against this back-
drop, it becomes imperative to promote and focus on current examples of cross-fertilisa-
tion among movements and groups; this, in turn, may enable indigenous women to find
emancipatory ways to use the rights language and toolkit to their advantage.
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