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Noura the Explorer
Including Children in Morocco’s Democratic Process

Although Middle East analysts often point to Morocco’s governance as a democratic model for
the region, top-down reform has restricted broad political participation in the Kingdom. A
growing youth population and limited outlets for non-violent political expression could lead to a
more violent uprising than the Moroccan protests in 2011. This policy paper proposes the
development of a children’s cartoon series, created by Moroccan youth organizations, that
introduces democratic values to promote peaceful civic engagement. A bottom-up approach
focused on educating children at an age when most political socialization occurs will foster a
lasting culture of democracy in Morocco.

Introduction

Despite calls to end corruption and absolutism, King Mohammad VI still maintains full control
over the Moroccan political system. U.S. officials have lauded Morocco for its nominal
democratic transition; however, Morocco’s undemocratic practices risk inciting another Arab
uprising. The United States has encouraged strong political parties and a robust civil society in
Morocco, but its efforts have overlooked the importance of children as civic participants. If
reform is to be bottom-up, then reform must take place at the base of society—children—so that
Moroccans can impart democratic ideals to younger generations. To educate children about
democracy, this policy paper advocates for a cartoon series developed by Moroccan youth, with
assistance from U.S. non-governmental organizations (NGOs), that highlights the importance of
civic participation on a micro-level, tailored to Moroccan culture.

An Illiberal Government Hiding Under Liberal Reform

Morocco has been deemed a “model” and “leader” of political reform in the Middle East, despite
the persistence of absolutist rule.! Although the monarchy responded to the 2011 protests by
passing a series of constitutional reforms, substantive change has not been achieved according to
both Moroccans and outside observers.” The monarchy has prevented meaningful political
participation—where citizens can influence and engage in politics—through formal
constitutional restrictions as well as informal means rooted in corruption and centralization of
power.



Unconstrained Constitutional Monarchy

The February 20™ movement of 2011 demanded political reforms, such as reducing the king’s
power and ending corruption.’ King Mohammad VI responded to the protesters’ concerns by
establishing a new constitution that nominally conceded to the people’s demands, but in practice
the king relinquished none of his power. Furthermore, the committee tasked with creating a new
constitution was comprised of 18 civil servants and led by a pro-autocratic constitutional law
professor, all of whom have a history of supporting the king.* Each of the constitution’s revisions
highlight the committee’s pro-monarchy bias and undercut prospects for authentic democratic
reform.

* Prime minister as a figurehead. As of 2011, the king is required to choose a prime minister
from the party with the most votes in parliamentary elections.” Prior to this law, King
Mohammad selected a prime minister from any party.® Among a landscape of 34 parties,
no one leader can possibly wield enough influence to sway the king from his platform.’
King Mohammad and his predecessor further restricted influence by co-opting party
leaders.® The prime minister only serves as the king’s consultant, leaving national decision-
making in the monarch’s control.”

* A restricted parliament. First, the king has the power to dissolve parliament at any time. "
While the dissolution of parliament would be a radical move, recent delays in government
coalition talks have highlighted the possibility of recalling parliamentary elections."'
Second, Article 64 in the constitution forbids any parliamentarian from speaking of Islam
or the monarchy itself, thereby ensuring loyalty to the king.'* Finally, the parliament is
mainly a symbol of democratic participation, as Article 73 states that any law is subject to
amendment by royal decree."

* King'’s judiciary influence. King Mohammad’s last major concession was the creation of
an independent judiciary.'* However, the king still presides over the judiciary and can now
choose half of the magistrates, an increase of ten percent from the previous constitution.'
Article 107 also states that, “The King is the guarantor of the independence of the judicial
power,” giving constitutional backing to the king’s presiding role over the judiciary.'®

In addition to political concessions, King Mohammad also officially recognized Tamazigh as a
national language and guaranteed women full legal equality with men.'” But these concessions
are not enough to allow for meaningful political participation. Even though Article One of the
Constitution claims that “Morocco is a constitutional, democratic, parliamentary, and social
Monarchy,” strong executive authority continues to limit any significant movement toward
democracy.'®

Informal Barriers to Political Participation

Beyond constitutional restrictions, informal practices also constrain political participation. These
long-held practices contribute to the Moroccans’ loss of confidence in politics.'



* Unelected officials. The makhzen, otherwise known as “the deep state,” refers to the
monarch’s inner circle of unelected officials who have influenced monarchical decision-
making since the Cold War.?® The makhzen paid people to counter-protest those who were
demonstrating against King Mohammad’s constitutional reforms in 2011.%' In 2013, the
makhzen played an integral role in parliamentary coalition negotiations and cabinet
appointments, and some political parties closely tied with the makhzen have gained
influence at the expense of other parties.”> Most recently, the makhzen are believed to have
interfered in the 2016 coalition negotiations, resulting in a four-month deadlock and
government inactivity.”

* Bribery at all levels of government. Bribery is rampant in Morocco. Moroccans often bribe
officials for identification certificates and permits.** In 2013, a survey found that “82
percent of Moroccans believe the state is corrupt, and 91 percent say personal connections
are the key to finding employment.”” Moreover, in leaked government documents,
officials bribed foreign diplomats to gain support for their position on the Western
Sahara;6 In the October 2016 elections, political parties were also found to have bribed
voters.

* Tradition of autocracy. Since Morocco’s independence, the monarchy has exercised
authoritarian rule and promoted loyalty to the king. In 1993, print media began to call for
democratic reform under King Hassan II, only to be met with strict censorship.”® King
Mohammad continues to imprison political dissidents, perpetuating the fear experienced by
older Moroccan generations.”” While many chose to break down this “barrier of fear” in
2011, many Moroccans continue to recognize their king as “sacred” due to 24/7
broadcasting of the king on public television, yearly celebrations renewing the people’s
allegiance to the king, and a constitutional statute defining the king as “inviolable.”*

These informal barriers are rooted in corruption and have fostered a mindset that political change
is not possible. However, this mindset has eroded over the years, as evidenced by the 2011
demonstrators who demanded an end to unjust rule despite government retaliation.

Channeling Unrest While Expanding Opportunities

[In the West] the “‘flower power” seeds that were planted in the 1960s and 1970s needed
some time to grow. A couple of decades later, their underlying values have become
mainstream in the West. Of course, the analogy has its limits, but in the greater scheme
of things, something comparable is happening in the Arab world.

-Ahmed Benchemsi, 2015

Every president from Ronald Reagan to Barack Obama outlined democracy promotion as a top
priority of U.S. national security strategy.’> President Donald Trump has not yet released a
national security strategy, but his early campaign and administration rhetoric do not prioritize
democracy promotion.” Nevertheless, democracy promotion remains a key part of U.S. national



identity, which transcends formal government practices. Political NGOs will be the most
important driver in democratic development abroad for both security and strategic purposes.

Potential for Violent Arab Uprisings

Discontent and instability is brewing across the Arab world. By 2020, “three out of four Arabs
could be ‘living in countries vulnerable to conflict,” according to the United Nations.>* The Arab
youth population is rapidly growing, along with associated political and economic
marginalization, thus increasing the potential for youth unrest.”> The UN report also warns that
Arab governments’ efforts to quell unrest “may achieve temporary stability and ward off cycles
of protest, but [do] not reduce the possibilities of their recurrence—it may lead to the
accumulation of these demands and their re-emergence more violently.”*

Morocco has been no exception to protests since the Arab uprisings. The death of a fish seller in
October 2016 triggered massive protests in major cities, calling for an end to the makhzen and
the need for justice.” Just this year, protesters in Rabat marked the anniversary of the February
20™ protests by demonstrating against the government.’® The Moroccan monarchy, like other
Arab regimes, has become more repressive since the initial Arab uprisings, further inciting
discontent.” Protests have largely been peaceful, but as police continue to meet dissent with
force, civilians may turn to violence to achieve their demands.* U.S. NGOs can assist
Moroccans calling for political rights and prevent the country from devolving into the next Syria
or Yemen.

Positive Environment for NGO Influence

Morocco’s emphasis on development and engaged civil society make the country an attractive
investment for NGOs.

* Importance of human development. Morocco uses an effective three-pronged approach to
combat terrorism: bolstering security, emphasizing tolerant Islam, and promoting
development opportunities.*’ Development efforts seek to curb terrorism at its source by
mitigating issues such as poverty and social marginalization.”> While U.S.-based NGOs
cannot greatly influence security and religious efforts, groups can partner with Moroccan-
based NGOs focused on promoting social inclusion.*

* History of U.S.-Morocco cooperation. Many February 20" activists have created
Moroccan civil society organizations (CSOs) focusing on cultural and democratic
development.** The constitution allows NGOs and CSOs to operate freely, and the
monarchy has demonstrated its tolerance by permitting the Theatre of the Oppressed,
Democratic Angass Movement, and the Prometheus Institute for Democracy and Human
Rights to act in society.” The American Embassy and USAID have implemented projects
with Moroccan-based CSOs and NGOs dedicated to democratic reform, youth
development, and arts projects.”® Cooperation between U.S. and Moroccan groups,



including the respective governments, provides a strong foundation for further
development.

* Regional influence. The kingdom has recently joined the African Union (AU) to expand its
economic opportunities and advance its security interests.*” Additionally, King Mohammad
has relentlessly pursued relations with East and West Africa in an effort to strengthen
diplomatic ties.* Over the past 17 years, Morocco has made numerous trade agreements
with African countries and invests heavily in the continent.*’ U.S. NGOs can benefit from
Morocco’s regional influence, as the country can serve as a more effective model of
democratic governance in North Africa.

Morocco provides a favorable environment for NGOs, but repression and absolutism still need
public attention and calls for change. While branches of the U.S. government offer programs for
civil society development in Morocco, NGOs have their own advantages. The nonpartisanship of
NGOs resonates more with youth who are disillusioned by the regime’s shallow reforms.
Additionally, because NGOs are apolitical, their intentions are less likely to be misconstrued.
NGO messages are also more salient than other deliverers, because they typically favor a
targeted approach, offering local solutions to local problems. Although democracy promotion
may not be part of the U.S. government’s agenda, NGOs and similar organizations can provide
peaceful, impactful opportunities to channel discontent and desire for democratic change in
Morocco and the broader Arab world.

Foundation for Democratic Reform

The strength of a country’s educational infrastructure and civil society influences the success of
democratic reform. Washington and U.S.-based NGOs have worked closely with Morocco to
support education and political development. These efforts provide the basis for a new, targeted
democratic approach.

U.S. Educational Assistance in Morocco

USAID has supported Morocco’s commitment to education, which is foundational in promoting
an understanding of democratic values. For nearly two decades, King Mohammad has improved
Morocco’s education system by creating teacher training centers, improving school curriculums,
and raising school enrollment rates at all levels of education.”® To help Morocco advance their
education agenda, USAID works to improve literacy rates among children and enhance existing
teacher training programs.”’

U.S-based education NGOs have a limited presence in Morocco, but have the opportunity for
expansion. For example, Moroccan citizens have highlighted the need for better textbooks and
higher quality schools.”® A positive development by the Moroccan government involves the
mandated incorporation of a citizenship course for all curriculums from grades four to nine.”
The course must include elements related to democracy. That said, the intended effects are



undermined by a lack of teacher training on the subject matter and materials that do not
encourage critical thought.”* International NGOs such as Camfed, BRAC International, and the
Arab Campaign for Education for All provide educational tools to help children succeed in a
number of developing countries, but U.S.-based NGOs are lacking in this regard.”> USAID has
laid the groundwork for more successful democratic reform in Morocco, but NGOs can act in
more significant ways to spur such change in Moroccan society.

U.S. Civil Society Support in Morocco

In addition to strengthening education, USAID cooperated with the monarchy to build stronger
relationships between civil society and government, as well as to develop robust political
parties.’® To stimulate broad political participation, USAID launched the four-year-long, $17.3
million Civil Society Strengthening program in 2015, which builds upon the successes of
USAID’s Strengthening Advocacy and Networking to Advance Democracy program, which was
completed in 2012.%" The project aims to facilitate dialogue between civil society organizations
and government, while also reinforcing civil society organizations’ ability to influence policy.”®
Furthermore, USAID has partnered with Moroccan political parties to develop party agendas that
are more reflective of citizens’ desires, as well as more inclusive of women and youth.”

A variety of U.S.-based NGOs and NPOs have prioritized democracy development and civic
engagement efforts in Morocco. The National Endowment for Democracy, National Democracy
Institute, and International Republican Institute often partner with the State Department. Their
initiatives include conferences and workshops aimed at promoting civic participation, youth and
women’s inclusion, and strengthening political parties and CSOs.”* Groups that are more
independent of the U.S. government have taken a targeted approach, such as Counterpart
International and Search for Common Ground. Counterpart International works solely to
strengthen CSOs, holding conferences to bridge the gap between CSOs and government.®!
Search for Common Ground takes a more creative approach in civic engagement—the group
produces a TV show, The Team, to promote tolerant and peaceful social attitudes among
marginalized groups.®*

USAID and NGOs recognize the importance of promoting civic education. However, past efforts
have excluded children, who are more likely to sustain attitudes in the long term and are more
likely to be socialized through mass media.®’

Democracy: A Matter of Evolution, Not Revolution

This problem comes from the way the regime raises its children. [...] It results in a
citizen who is always afraid, who is passionate about opinions that aren’t even his.
—Younnes Belghazi, a February 20™ Activist, 2011
This white paper recommends a children’s cartoon that discusses and illustrates broad
democratic values as envisioned by Moroccan society. By teaching shared history, values, and



knowledge of government processes to children from a local perspective, civic education can
unite citizens under a common ideology.®” Beyond a shared set of values, civic education also
increases the likelihood of political engagement.’® This recommendation does not seek to
promote an alternative government. Rather, the cartoon strives to inspire a generation of children
to build a system of governance that guarantees space for robust civic participation, holds the
government accountable to the people, and provides individual rights and freedoms.

Key Elements of the Cartoon

The cartoon will be developed by Moroccan activists for a Moroccan audience, with minimal
U.S. influence. Content will aim to generate critical thinking about broad democratic norms that
are not only central to any democratic government, but also have long been championed by
youth, NGOs, and Human Rights groups in Morocco. U.S.-based NGOs should work with
Moroccan groups to facilitate technological production and distribution of the show.

* Target audience. The show will be geared towards children under the age of 15, with the
aim of appealing to both children and adults to establish an intergenerational dialogue. U.S.
foreign policy already focuses on Moroccan youth, traditionally defined as ages 15-29,
through the Favorable Opportunities to Reinforce Self-Advancement for Today’s Youth
program discussed above. Thus, this cartoon seeks to target the only age group excluded
from past governance efforts.

* Content development. Moroccan youths should drive the creation of the cartoon because of
their political activism and firsthand knowledge of local problems. During the Moroccan
uprising of 2011, youth were the largest age group to advocate for democratic governance;
thus, they will continue to be the largest proponents of democratic reform. Additionally,
because Moroccan youth are raised in Morocco, they can better identify issues relevant to
Moroccan children.®” Some Moroccan youth have previously received training in cartoon
illustration to depict issues in contemporary Moroccan society.®® Broad themes discussed in
the show can include: conflict resolution, respect, tolerance, equality, and individual
freedoms.

* Creation of the show. U.S.-based NGOs can recruit youth by asking eligible artists to
submit their designs via Facebook or other online platforms. The Moroccan Center for
Civic Education, the Democracy and Modernity Collective, and other Moroccan NGOs
committed to democracy development and political engagement could also assist with
recruiting artists. After artists have been chosen, U.S.-based NGOs can work with the
selected artists and activists to develop the show. Contributors would then air the show on
Facebook and YouTube, which are popular in Morocco.”” Project employees can expand
their audience through various forums, such as comic books, coloring books, gaming apps
on tablets, and puppet shows.

Morocco’s child population, youth political engagement, and infrastructure provide the necessary
foundation for a children’s cartoon of this sort. NGOs must ensure that the cartoon is locally-
developed and reflective of Moroccan culture, identifiable by all Moroccan children.



Children and Political Socialization

Most political socialization occurs during elementary school age.”’ By the first year of primary
school, students are already familiar with political knowledge and values of citizenship—and can
even develop political orientations.”' By 8" or 9" grade, most students have developed stable
political views, but specific political knowledge has been shown to increase with age.”” Parents
have a73rnaj0r effect on their children’s politics, but external influences can also shape a child’s
views.

Moroccan parents do not typically see themselves as “educators,” instead allowing teachers to
fill this role.”* This attitude presents an opportunity for children’s educational development
within the home. Moroccan parents encourage their children to watch educational cartoons, such
as Dora the Explorer, for its bilingual teachings.”” Because parents already value cartoons as an
educational tool, parents would likely support a cartoon that teaches children lessons on civic
engagement.

Research has shown that cartoons are an effective way to learn material because they are based
not on memorization, but rather on critical thinking.76 Visuals, when combined with humor and
text, promote the transmission of information through stimulation and better hold the attention of
young children.”” These combined effects allow cartoons to instill in children broad democratic
values fundamental to developing robust, participatory governance over time.

Meena Cartoon: Proof of Concept

UNICEF created the Meena cartoon in 1998 to improve the condition of women in South Asia.
Meena is an inquisitive young girl who embarks on new adventures while questioning her
environment. Through these adventures, Meena addresses topics such as women’s education,
HIV/AIDS, sex trafficking, and abuse.”® In 2004, UNICEF evaluated Meena viewers’ awareness
of issues being portrayed in the show.” Over half of all viewers, both children and adults, in
Nepal, Pakistan, and Bangladesh were aware of habits highlighted in the cartoon after being
exposed to Meena.*® Furthermore, a 2002 study conducted in Nepal revealed that Meena viewers
incorporated at least one behavioral change after being exposed to the program—the most
common among the changes includes attending school regularly.?’ Meena’s strong evaluation
indicates positive results after being exposed to a cartoon designed to encourage societal change.

Potential to Export the Model

Like the Meena cartoon, the Moroccan cartoon model can be exported regionally, after being
tailored to each specific country and dialect. Algeria, Jordan, and Tunisia are the best-suited
countries for this model, given their relative openness to democratic reform, large child
populations, absence of internal wars, and high Internet penetration rates.*



* Candidate 1: Algeria. Like Morocco, Algeria’s government is run by an elite circle of
politicians and advisors.®> Unlike Morocco, however, Algeria could potentially face a
power vacuum with the impending death of President Abdelaziz Bouteflika, as well as
declining profits from oil.* The centralization of the Algerian government, combined with
rampant corruption and electoral fraud, has left many Algerians feeling alienated and
marginalized.* Youth dissatisfaction with the government highlights the need for a long-
term, grassroots project, such as a youth-created, democratic values-based cartoon.

Candidate 2: Jordan. Despite electoral reform in 2016, Jordanians have accused the
monarchy of not being fully committed to democracy.®® Corruption still exists, and
restrictions on freedom of expression limit political reform.®” Jordan’s loose restrictions on
NGOs, in addition to friendly U.S.-Jordanian relations, provide the space necessary to
influence society.®™ Jordan faces another source of instability, unlike Algeria and Morocco,
due to the spillover from the Syrian civil war.*” Nonetheless, long-term democratic reform
should be the priority for Jordan given its prominence in the region and potential for
political instability.

Candidate 3: Tunisia. As the only country to successfully depose their dictator and initiate
a democratic transition, Tunisia emerged from the Arab uprisings as a symbol of hope for
the region. Tunisians have implemented a new constitution that grants citizens diverse
freedoms.” Moreover, Tunisians now freely elect their parliament and president.”’ While
the reforms seem promising, 71 percent of Tunisians believe the country is headed in the
wrong direction, but a majority also thinks of democracy in positive terms.”” U.S. NGOs
can transmit democratic values to younger audiences through a cartoon highlighting
democratic Tunisian principles.

Morocco, Algeria, Jordan, and Tunisia differ culturally and politically, but they share common
issues that have sparked youth discontent. These issues can be addressed via a children’s cartoon
to promote gradual and peaceful change towards authentic democracy.

Conclusion

Moroccan youth must adjust their strategy if they want to continue encouraging democratic
change. Electoral reforms and monitoring are not enough to ensure long-term democracy—
groups must relay the importance of democracy to a younger audience to foster strong, positive
beliefs in the face of injustice and oppression. Growing discontent in Morocco and the larger
Arab world creates the possibility for another set of more violent protests. U.S.-based groups can
assist Moroccans in a non-intrusive, creative manner that allows Moroccans to take agency over
their work and transmit principles to the next generation of leaders. Without relying on parents or
teachers, a television character can teach children how to seize the next opportunity for social
change.
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