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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

Mohammed Ben Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi is one of the main and most 

controversial personalities in Moroccan history. From 1921 to 1926, he led the Rifian 

resistance against the Spanish and French colonial powers, which had been occupying 

Morocco since 1912. To achieve his goals, Abd el-Krim sought to unify the people of 

the Rif region into a single military and political entity: the Republic of the Rif. This 

regional independence and the Makhzen’s1 reaction against him have raised doubts 

about his story and made his memory contentious and difficult to interpret.  

Over the decades, numerous foreign and Moroccan scholars have tried to answer 

questions such as who Mohammad Ben Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi was and what his 

intentions and purposes were. As a consequence, a consistent historiographical 

production of his story has been produced. However, due to the pragmatic approach 

adopted by the Rifian leader in referring to different values and engaging in dialogues 

with various actors and the numerous interests involved in the Rifian affair, the 

representations provided by scholars have sometimes been incomplete. 

Moreover, on these perspectives, other sociopolitical entities have interpreted this 

past event, attributing their values and giving ideologically and politically oriented 

justifications. While the Moroccan Makhzen portrays him as a nationalist hero who 

fought for Moroccan independence, the Amazigh activists underline his Amazighness. 

In addition, while the Islamists describe him as the leader of the jihad, for the leftists he 

was an anti-imperialist who created a democratic republic in the Rif. All these actors try 

to attribute Abd el-Krim’s actions to an ideological and identity connotation related to 

their values and ideals. This situation is perfectly explained by the words that Sami told 

me during a conversation we had in Nador. He is a professor of Amazigh Literature at 

the University of Oujda. While we were speaking about the former Rifian leader, he 

told me:  
                                                
1 Originally, the governmental usage of the term Makhzen was to refer to the place where taxes were 
stored (the main treasury or bayt al-mal) but with the Almoravids, Almohads, and Marinids it began to be 
used for the decentralised local storage of tax revenues (in kind and currency: e.g. the various treasuries), 
and this decentraised practice gradually led the term to be applied to the government as a whole. By the 
time of the Sa’adians, the Makhzen became the normal term for the Moroccan government in general. The 
head of state during Morocco’s empire periods claimed the title of sultan, but this was changed to malik 
or king with the onset of the colonial period and the advent of modern nationalism.  
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“We can’t find the absolute truth about Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi, but just how people 

perceive him. If they feel themselves close to Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi, they would praise 

him. If not, they will try to take him down. Even research can be subjective and biased 

depending on the person who is working on the research. So we shouldn't believe 

everything as a general truth or absolute truth. We should be pretty much critical because 

anyone who feels related to Abd el-Krim would praise him and anyone who doesn't like 

him or has any kind of personal issue with the figure itself will diminish him.”2 

 

Consequently, discussing the role played by Abd el-Krim and his anti-colonial 

movement has represented a crucial and challenging research topic. Keeping Sami’s 

words well in mind, the following thesis tries to investigate how Abd el-Krim’s memory 

has been transmitted in Morocco and abroad. In its pages, this composition will present 

and reflect on the main portrayals of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi, attempting to raise 

attention to this issue so that further research will study and reflect on it. Specifically, 

the research focus consists of examining which historiographical point of view 

predominantly influences the teaching of Abd el-Krim’s story in today’s Moroccan high 

schools. 

The thesis is divided into three chapters. The first chapter is dedicated to the story 

of Mohammed Ben Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi. It retraces the main stages and episodes of 

his life, not only as a leader of the anticolonial resistance movement, but also as an 

intermediary of the Spanish and a political leader during his exile in Cairo. The chapter 

seeks to frame the military and political agenda of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi within the 

Rif region and in his relationship with the Makhzen and the colonial powers. In 

narrating the events, the chapter follows a chronological order.  

The second chapter, instead, will retrace how historiography has investigated Abd 

el-Krim’s affair throughout the decades. It will present the peculiarities of the analyses 

of the main historiographies, considering in which way they have preserved Abd el-

Krim’s memory and, on the contrary, denied it. In this analysis, the thesis will try to 

contextualize temporally the evolution of these historiographical perspectives, looking 

at when they developed and how they have changed. In the end, the chapter will try to 

                                                
2 Interview of the author with Youssef and Sami, October 27th, 2024, Nador.  
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look at how several Moroccan socio-political actors have interpreted and referred to 

these historiographical perspectives in their interpretations of Abd el-Krim’s story.  

Finally, the third chapter will narrow the analysis by focusing on the Moroccan 

educational system. In particular, the objective will be to understand which 

historiographical perspective is mostly present in the Moroccan high schools, especially 

in classes belonging to the curriculum Enseignement des lettres et sciences humaines. 

To obtain a more comprehensive picture, the thesis will look at textbooks and teachers’ 

explanations to find similarities and differences in how they approach the topic.  

Concerning the methodology used in this third chapter, fieldwork consisted of two 

parts. Firstly, the research has analyzed three schoolbooks, which are used by the 

teachers interviewed for this thesis. Then, eleven interviews with some high school 

history teachers were conducted from October 21st to November 4th, 2024 in the cities of 

Fes and Nador. The choice of these cities has not been casual, but it has followed 

historical and practical reasons. On one side, Fes was chosen because, during the year I 

spent in this city attending the university, I had the opportunity to create a network of 

friends, acquaintances, and scholars who could kindly help me during my research. On 

the other side, however, the choice of Fes was also dictated by its relevance in 

Moroccan history and in Abd el-Krim’s story.  

Instead, Nador was chosen for its geographical and historical position. It is placed 

in the area of the former Spanish protectorate and its origins can be traced back to the 

beginning of the twentieth century when the Spanish created a military headquarters on 

the path from Minas de Beni Ifru to the port of Melilla. Initially, the city worked as a 

recovery station for soldiers, but since 1914, Nador strategic and political importance 

rose within the Spanish Protectorate. During the Spanish Civil War, the colonialists 

constructed numerous buildings until the city became a regional point of attraction also 

for civilians.3 Considering the relevance of this city had in the 1920s, the research 

would have been less comprehensive without conducting interviews among teachers 

working there. Moreover, in Nador, but in general in the Rif, Abd el-Krim still 

represents a central figure of the national but most importantly regional past4 and people 

still remember him and his story.   

                                                
3 M. Aziza (2013): “La sociedad marroquí bajo al protectorado español (1912 – 1956),” in El 
Protectorado español en Marruecos, Vol. 1, p. 140.  
4  France culture: https://www.radiofrance.fr/franceculture/podcasts/la-fabrique-de-l-histoire/abdelkrim-
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Since all the interviews were in Darija, some Moroccan colleagues and friends 

assisted me with simultaneous translations. Whereas almost all the meetings were 

translated to me in English, during two of them the translator and I used Italian. 

Therefore, the extracts from Karim and Hamza’s interviews have undergone a double 

translation process: from Darija to Italian and then from Italian to English. Of course, I 

know this represents a limit and a point of weakness of this thesis. Every translation 

involves a modification of the content and shades of meaning the interviewee wants to 

say through his words.  

However, I have tried to deliver to the reader a reproduction of the interview 

content as faithfully as possible. To do so, I have adopted the methodology of 

transcribing the interviews that has been possible thanks to the recordings of the 

meetings. As the scholar Paul Thompson affirms, “One of the great advantages of tape 

recording is that we eliminate one of the major sources of bias in social science work 

because you can always find out exactly what was said.”5 Consequently, I was able to 

transcribe what was said during the interviews, without unreal remembrances and 

mistakes, which are usually brought by memory.  

The sample was formed by ten male teachers and a female one and their ages 

ranged from twenty-five to fifty-seven. While six interviews were conducted in Fes 

(Ahmed, Karim, Hamza, Lahcen, Omar, and Salma), the other five took place in Nador 

(Ali, Khalid, Rachid, Nassim, and Akram). These are not the real names of the 

interviewees since they have been changed for privacy reasons. A significant task of the 

researcher is to protect the private and working sphere of the respondent. As the 

historian Stephen Belcher states, “Sources also deserve protection […]. In the process 

of publication, measures to protect informants at risk are a duty. Under such 

circumstances the use of pseudonyms is a minimal form of protection.”6 Below, I will 

provide a briefly academic and personal presentation of the interviewees. It is necessary 

to frame better the results of the interviews, while still respecting teachers’ privacy.  

                                                                                                                                          
une-memoire-interdite-2349085. 
5 P. Thompson (1972): “Problems of Method in Oral History,” Oral History, Vol. 1, No. 4, pp. 17 – 18. 
6 S. Belcher (2018): “Oral Traditions as Sources,” Oxford Research Encyclopedia of African History, 
https://oxfordre.com/africanhistory/display/10.1093/acrefore/9780190277734.001.0001/acrefore-
9780190277734-e-363. 
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Ahmed was born in 1973 in a village near Fes. In 1997, he graduated in History 

and Geography. After teaching in four different schools around the country, since 2015 

he has been teaching in Fes. 

Karim was born in Fes in 1967. After graduating in History, he attended the 

Centres régionaux des métiers de l’éducation et de la formation. In 1991, he started 

working as a teacher in the region of Casablanca and now he teaches in Fes.  

Hamza was born in 1986 in the region of Fes. He graduated in History in 2010 

and after working in four schools, he returned to Fes in 2016. Nowadays, he still works 

here.  

Lahcen was born in Taza in 1990. In 2013, he earned a bachelor’s degree in 

History and now he is attending a master’s degree program in History. Meanwhile, he 

works in a school near the medina of Fes. He arrived in the city in 2017. Before, he 

worked in two schools in other Moroccan regions.  

Omar was born in 1989 in Fes, where he attended the Centres régionaux des 

métiers de l’éducation et de la formation. He currently works in this city, but he has 

also taught in Casablanca and Taounate. 

Salma was born in Al-Hoceima in 1981, but she grew up in Fes, where she 

graduated in History. She has taught in different schools in Fes and in 2022 she started a 

PhD program in History.  

Ali was born in Nador in 1999. In 2020, he graduated in Geography and attended 

the Centres régionaux des métiers de l’éducation et de la formation. After teaching for 

two years in Boudinar, a small village near Annual, he moved back to Nador. 

Nowadays, he still teaches here.  

Khalid was born in Guercif in 1987 and earned a bachelor’s degree in Geography 

in 2012. After the graduation, he attended the Centres régionaux des métiers de 

l’éducation et de la formation. Since 2017, he has worked in different schools in the 

region of Nador. 

Rachid was born in Nador in 1998. He earned a master’s degree in History in 

2022. Since then, he has been attending a PhD in History and has been teaching in 

Nador.  

Nassim was born in 1997 in Fes, where he graduated in History in 2022. He is 

currently enrolled in his third year of PhD in History, meanwhile he teaches in Nador.  
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Akram was born in Nador’s region in 1980. In 2009, he finished a PhD program 

in Geography and started to teach in Nador, where he changed different schools. 

Currently, he works in a school in the suburbs of Nador.  

Data has been collected through semi-structured face-to-face interviews, which 

are “among the most effective data collection instruments in that they help us gain 

multiple points of view as they, to borrow the words of Lapan ‘offer insights into 

special knowledge that only participants possess’”.7 Through gestures, silences, glances 

and intonations of the voice, the researcher can understand more than words. Since 

these shades often elude when the interviews are held remotely, this research favored 

conducting face-to-face interviews.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
7 A. E. Diouani (2023): “Exploring the Voices of the Rif Hirak Activism: The Struggle for Democracy in 
Morocco,” Mediterranean Politics, Vol. 28, No. 1, p. 106.  
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CHAPTER 1: HERO, ENEMY, SULTAN, NATIONALIST:  

SOME KEY EPISODES OF ABD EL-KRIM EL-KHATTABI’S LIFE 
 

 

In the late nineteenth century, the Alawi Sultanate went through a crisis caused by 

internal and external factors. On the one hand, the Europeans, who had been 

economically and commercially present in the country for centuries, were increasingly 

aggressive and oppressive. On the other hand, the Sultan had difficulties controlling 

some of the people over whom he claimed temporal and spiritual authority. 

Traditionally, he was recognized as amir al-mu’minin (it means Commander of the 

Faithful) and represented both temporal and religious power. But, at the end of the 

century, he had to face numerous challenges to assert his leadership. Only the analyses 

of external and internal factors will draw a general picture of the Moroccan condition at 

the turn of the twentieth century, although the situation at the time refuses precise and 

linear representations. Indeed, the interaction of numerous components generated a 

complex reality for which any analysis is limited and unable to capture all its facets. 

Moreover, it is crucial to immediately clarify that in the following pages, the terms 

Morocco and Moroccan will be used for convenience and narrative simplicity, even if 

the thesis does not refer to the State with the current borders.   

From the outside, the threat came from Europe. By the second half of the 

nineteenth century, the European presence in Morocco had become increasingly 

oppressive and the number of European citizens acting in the country had grown. 

Among these individuals, there were in particular merchants who traded in port cities 

and found themselves involved in commercial and financial affairs. They frequently 

invoked the help of their home states to avoid Moroccan legal constraints and find 

protection from the local judicial system. Consequently, already from the eighteenth 

century,8 European governments negotiated a series of agreements with the Moroccan 

authority, known as the Treaties of Protection.9 They provided for the creation of the 

institution of protection. Thanks to this legal mechanism, European residents in 
                                                
8 K. Ben-Srhir and L. Aammari (2021): “‘Civilizing’ Western Barbary: The Protégé System as the 
Ideology of Moral Salvation and Material Progress,” In Moroccan Contemporary History: Past and 
Present Times, University Mohamed V, Rabat, pp. 258 – 259.  
9 See: M. Kenbib (1996): Les protégés: contribution à l’histoire contemporaine du Maroc, Faculté des 
Lettres et des Sciences Humaines, Université du Michigan.  
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Morocco were exempted from the local jurisdiction and tax system, and they could 

freely conduct their businesses. Initially, the treaties guaranteed protection only to 

European merchants living in port towns. The Moroccan Sultans granted it to keep these 

traders on their national soil and favor commercial exchanges.  

However, during the nineteenth century, the Treaties of Protection undermined the 

stability of Morocco and represented an excessive European interference in its internal 

affairs.10 Indeed, from the one side, the status of protégé was guaranteed to even more 

Europeans, while from the other side it was also extended to Moroccan subjects 

involved in affairs with Europeans. This last aspect represented the most problematic 

and controversial consequence of the Capitulations because it removed the Sultan’s 

authority and control over his subjects. In case of legal disputes, they could invoke 

protection and in this way, they would be judged in front of a European consular court, 

instead of a Moroccan one.11   

In addition to this political penetration, some European countries also conducted a 

pressing economic penetration. During the late nineteenth century, the Makhzen 

(literally means storehouse. Edmund Burke defines it as a bureaucratic Muslim state)12 

had undertaken a process of modernization, inspired by the Ottoman Tanzimat reform 

program. It was focused on the creation of a better-structured and more centralized 

bureaucracy, a more sophisticated tax system, and above all the restructuration of the 

army.13 These reforms aimed to consolidate and strengthen Makhzen’s army and 

administration especially to counterbalance and subdue the provincial leaders, who 

frequently challenged Sultan’s authority.14 Thus, the main objective of the Sultan and 

his court was to territorialize his power by strengthening the army and creating a 

bureaucratic administration. The task of both these institutions was to expand and 

consolidate Makhzen’s power.15 However, in the end, the measures led to its weakening. 

Indeed, the process required a huge amount of money lent by European Governments 

                                                
10 C. R. Pennell (1986): A Country with a Government and a Flag: The Rif War in Morocco 1921 – 1926, 
Middle East and North African Studies Press Ltd, p. 10. 
11 S. G. Miller (2013): A History of Modern Morocco, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 23. 
12 E. Burke (1976): Prelude to Protectorate in Morocco: Precolonial Protest and Resistance, 1860-1912, 
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, pp. 11 – 12. 
13 Miller: A History of Modern Morocco, p. 34. 
14 I. González González (2019): “Imágenes de poder en el espacio colonial: la legitimación de la 
autoridad jalifiana en el Marruecos español (1912-1925),” Pasado y Memoria. Revista de Historia 
Contemporánea, Vol. 18, p. 115.  
15 Burke: Prelude to Protectorate in Morocco, p. 17. 
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and banks, leading the Makhzen to become even more indebted to the Europeans. They 

took advantage of the situation to exert increasing control over this State and weaken it.  

In the meantime, the modernization process met with opposition from most of the 

Moroccan population. The government’s imposition of new taxes spread discontent and 

unrest among the Moroccans. Although the taxes were introduced to raise the funds 

needed to implement some reforms, the subjects did not find any advantages from this 

process. Moreover, some of the most traditionalist and conservative classes opposed the 

reform program since they did not accept the European imprinting of these measures16 

and feared that the centralization of powers could reduce their political and social role. 

These criticisms came in particular from religious figures and local leaders who covered 

positions of power in the countryside and did not want to renounce them. 

This was not the first time these subjects had made criticisms against the 

Makhzen. In the past, the rural areas had remained unpredictable and complete control 

over them still eluded the central authority. As the scholar Edmund Burke explains in 

his book, the qabāyil were “fiercely jealous of its [their] own prerogatives and 

individuality”.17 The equilibrium between the qabāyil and the central government 

changed many times, according to the amount of power the royal dynasty was able to 

exercise at a precise moment. By the end of the nineteenth century, the Sultan’s power 

was little in many regions.18  

However, despite the challenges posed by local strongmen to the Sultan’s 

authority, they never put it in doubt. The qabāyil were constantly in contact with the 

Sultan and his court. Usually, the local leaders made economic and political requests to 

the Makhzen only to increase their regional power. Their opposition became particularly 

intense when the central authority sought to raise the taxes, provoking a spread of 

discontent among the population. In such cases, local notables claimed the legitimacy of 

their authority in the area of their qabîla, whereas the Sultan attempted to restore order 

by deploying the army and appointing government officials to act on his behalf. These 

functionaries were judges (qudaat)19 chosen among some local leaders. They had to 

                                                
16 Pennell: A Country with a Government and a Flag, p. 14. 
17 Burke: Prelude to Protectorate in Morocco, p. 8.  
18 Miller: A History of Modern Morocco, pp. 35 – 36; Burke: Prelude to Protectorate in Morocco, p. 17. 
19 G. Ayache (1981): Les origines de la guerre du Rif, Publications de la Sorbonne-SMER, Paris-Rabat, 
pp. 103 – 106. 
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control the members of their qabîla, in order to restore the equilibrium between the 

center and the periphery.  

In the Rif region, some of the actors responsible for engaging in dialogue with the 

Makhzen were members of the Khattabi family. It was one of the most renowned and 

powerful families in the Rifian area. At the turn of the twentieth century, the Rif was in 

a state of agitation and the Makhzen could not face the situation. The weakness of the 

central government and the pressing interference of European powers made local 

notables key players in the political scene. Among these figures, Mohammed ben Abd 

el-Krim would represent one of the most incisive and substantial threats to colonial 

powers during the 1920s. His story deserves an in-depth analysis, considering the 

attention that over the decades numerous observers paid to him and the importance that 

the Rif region has played in Moroccan national history. 

 

 

1. THE YEARS BEFORE 1921 

 

1.1 The Khattabi Family and its Role in the Rif Region (1882 – 1912) 

 

Mohammed ben Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi was born in Ajdir, a small village in the 

Rif region, in 1882.20 Nowadays, historians still do not agree on the boundaries of this 

area that the scholars Josep Lluís Mateo Dieste and Laura Feliu describe as “a region 

with polyhedral outlines.”21 On the one hand, someone draws the borders based on the 

geography of the region. They make it coincide with the homonymous mountain range 

that occupies the northern part of Morocco. In this way, they consider the territories that 

go from the Strait of Gibraltar to the boundary with Algeria as part of the Rif region. On 

the other hand, other scholars delimit the Rif based on linguistic and cultural criteria. 

They consider part of the region only the territories where people speak Tharifith, 

excluding those, in particular the Jebala region, in which people use Arabic.22 Since the 

                                                
20 M. Tahtah (2000): Entre pragmatisme, réformisme et modernisme: le rôle politico-religieux des Khat-
tabi dans le Rif (Maroc) jusqu’à 1926, Peeters, Leuven, p. 143. 
21 J. L. Mateo Dieste and L. Feliu (2023): “Una introducción a los ciclos de protestas en el Rif,” Revista 
de Estudios Internacionales Mediterráneos, Vol. 34, p. 2. 
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focus of this research is on the story of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi and the Rifian 

Republic, the thesis considers as part of the Rif region the territories under partial or 

total control of Abd el-Krim’s forces, thus including also the area of the Jebala and 

Gomara.  

The society in the Rif region was organized into well-structured qabāyil, which 

represented the main political and social institutions in the region.23 In every qabîla, 

nuclear families lived independently and created alliances (liff)24 only in exceptional 

cases such as fighting against those families who sought to subvert the regional order or 

contrasting the activities of the Europeans.  

For many centuries, region’s inhabitants had been living in close contact with 

Europeans who resided and traded in some Moroccan coastal cities or in the Spanish 

enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla. Interactions between the two sides took place equally 

and ensured advantages for both parties, although contacts between Rifians and Spanish 

were mostly conflicted.25 It was easy to witness the outbreak of little incidents that were 

enough to raise tensions between them. The piracy activities conducted by the Rifians 

against European ships represented the main element of regional instability and the 

intervention of the Makhzen was often necessary to restore order between them.  

In particular, these illegal activities represented one of the solutions adopted by 

the inhabitants of the Rif to respond to the difficult conditions that characterized the 

region. Indeed, life for the Rifians was not easy: despite this area overlooked the 

Mediterranean Sea, the climate here remained harsh, characterized by cold and rainy 

winters. Additionally, the terrain’s configuration allowed for only a few cultivable lands 

and caused the isolation of the villages located in hard-to-reach points.26 Consequently, 

the inhabitants took some measures necessary to survive. While some of them moved 

around the urban areas of Tétouan and Tangier, others temporally migrated to Algeria 

searching for seasonal jobs. Otherwise, those who decided to remain in their region, 

                                                
23 M. R. De Madariaga (2023): “La rebelión rifeña de 1921 y la guerra,” Revista de Estudios Internacio-
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25 M. Aziza (2013): “La sociedad marroquí bajo al protectorado español (1912 – 1956),” in El 
Protectorado español en Marruecos, Vol. 1, p. 132.  
26 See G. Maurer (1976): “L’environnement géographique rifain,” in Abd el-Krim et la république du Rif: 
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worked as daily farmers (jamâmisa) on the lands of the landowners (imgharen), in 

exchange for little money.27  

Among the few imgharen in the Rif, there was also the Khattabi family.28 It was 

one of the most influential and well-known families in the region. Their regional 

leadership was determined firstly by their affiliation to the Beni Urriaguel (which means 

“the sons of Urriaguel” and was called also Ait Yusuf u Ali, “the people of Yusuf u 

Ali”),29 the most powerful and numerous qabîla of the Central Rif. Moreover, they 

claimed to descend from the second Rashidun Caliph, Omar Ibn Khattab. Even if it was 

only a supposition that many historians have denied,30 asserting Sharifian origins gave 

the family a prestigious status in society. Therefore, considering its privileged position, 

by the end of the nineteenth century, the Khattabi family came to be regarded as one of 

the representatives of the local population by both the Makhzen and Spain.  

These two political actors, who sought to extend their control over the region, 

searched for the support of local leaders to reach their objectives. They hoped to control 

the territory peacefully and diplomatically, limiting the military force. Specifically, the 

Moroccan Sultanate relied on a network of local notables who collected taxes and kept 

order in their regions on behalf of the Sultan. Indeed, since the inhabitants of these areas 

recognized these local leaders as authority and legitimate figures, they could exercise 

concrete power over these people. In this way, with their help and the army’s assistance, 

the Moroccan Sultan could also extend his control over territories furthest from the 

center of the Makhzen. Instead, local leaders were also fundamental to the Spanish 

because they were the ones who allowed European merchants to trade in their lands. 

Foreign traders needed the permission and support of the local notables to leave port 

towns and penetrate the hinterland.  

Thus, on the one hand, Sultan Hassan I (1873 – 1894)31 appointed Abd el-Krim 

el-Khattabi (the father of Mohammed) judge (qa’di) in the Beni Urriaguel qabîla in 

                                                
27 M. Aziza, (2003): La sociedad rifeña frente al protectorado español de Marruecos (1912 – 1956), 
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29 D. S. Woolman (1968): Rebels in the Rif: Abd el-Krim and the Rif rebellion, Stanford University Press, 
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30 Ayache: Les origines de la guerre du Rif, pp. 158 – 159. 
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1880. On the other hand, in 1902, he joined the group of the moros pensionados 

(literally, salaried moors). This label was introduced at the end of the nineteenth century 

to call the chiefs of the qabāyil who maintained good relations with the Spanish 

presidios present in the region. They worked with the Spanish to avoid clashes and 

ensure profitable trade for both sides.32 As the term pensionado suggests, they 

performed this task in exchange for money and benefits.33 The moros pensionados 

engaged in trade with the inhabitants of the enclaves and ensured that their qabāyil 

adopted policies favorable to Spain. For example, they fostered the Spanish 

establishment of mines in the Rif, opposing the armed actions of those qabāyil that 

resisted the Spanish political and economic penetration.  

With the establishment of the Protectorate, the Spanish authorities maintained the 

figure of the moro pensionado as part of the colonial administration. Thus, these 

Moroccans were coopted within the colonial system and participated in it, always in 

exchange for a monthly salary and some benefits. They worked with the Spanish 

authority to maintain order in the Protectorate territories. Thanks to their knowledge of 

the region, these intermediaries were able to correctly orient the actions of the 

Europeans in administrating their colony. For this reason, they were considered key 

players in the success of the colonial project.34  

However, many Moroccans did not accept this contribution to the colonial project 

and strongly criticized the moros pensionados. In the worst cases, the latter witnessed 

the destruction of their properties and assets by the other members of their quabîla. In 

1911, for example, Abd el-Krim and his family were forced to move to Tétouan after a 

group of Rifians set fire to their house, protesting against the Khattabis’ friendship with 

Spanish authorities.35 They were accused of betraying their people, favoring the 

interests of the enemy. For this reason, they were marginalized and could not return to 

Ajdir until 1913.  

                                                
32 M. R. De Madariaga (2013): “El papel del Rif en el Protectorado: entre la colaboración y la 
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Despite the accusations and the punishments, every year Abd el-Krim renewed his 

friendship with Spain. The reasons behind this decision were related to his beliefs that 

this relationship would bring advantages to the Moroccans. In his opinion, Spain could 

be an important source for the economic development and the modernization of 

Morocco.36 Only by learning from the Europeans, the Moroccans could emerge from 

the crisis they were experiencing and improve their living conditions. Therefore, he was 

willing to support the Spanish action and facilitate its penetration in the region.37  

In addition, however, it is significant to remember that many intermediaries 

supported European interference and later the colonial project to pursue a personal 

political agenda. Indeed, as the scholar Ronald Robinson explains, many locals decided 

to support the invaders because they “imported an alternative source of wealth and 

power which, if it could not be excluded, had to be exploited in order to preserve or 

improve the standing of indigenous elites in the traditional order.”38 Thus, the European 

penetration represented an opportunity for the inhabitants to increase their wealth, 

prestige and social status. The intermediation was a source of power and numerous 

notables took the chance to overcome the traditional system of power. 

According to Abd el-Krim, one of the first reforms that the Moroccans should 

undertake concerned education. They should introduce, alongside the Quranic 

education, also an educational system based on the European model.39 Thus, 

Mohammed ben Abd el-Krim and his younger brother, Mhamed ben Abd el-Krim (1897 

– 1967), were given a modern education. In addition to religious matters, they studied 

history, geography, mathematics, and literature. Then, in 1902, at the age of twenty, 

Mohammed was sent to the Qarawiyyin University in Fes, where he spent two years 

consolidating his Quranic and Arabic studies.  

After this academic period, thanks to his knowledge and his family’s relations 

with the Spanish, Mohammed ben Abd el-Krim was hired as a teacher by the Spanish 

authorities. He taught in the primary school for Moroccan children in Melilla from 1906 

to 1913. In those years, he also witnessed the transformation of that city from being a 

simple Spanish enclave to being part of the Spanish Protectorate in Morocco.  
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1.2 The Establishment of the Spanish Protectorate in Morocco 

 

On March 30, 1912, Sultan Abd al-Hafid signed a treaty of protection with 

France. He had been ruling the country since 1908 when he succeeded his unpopular 

brother, Sultan Abd al-Aziz. The latter was forced to abdicate the previous year, as 

uprisings and criticism against him were destabilizing the country in both urban and 

rural areas. Initially, Sultan Abd al-Hafid believed that the change of power would bring 

an end to popular unrest. However, he soon realized that Moroccans’ disappointment 

and anti-Makhzen sentiments were so rooted that more drastic solutions were needed. In 

order not to lose his power, he decided to ask France for help.  

After a brief negotiation, the two parties signed the Treaty of Fes. According to 

the agreement, France guaranteed the Sultan his protection and the preservation of the 

Alawi dynasty. In exchange, Morocco would be transformed into a French protectorate. 

Hence, France would handle all the foreign affairs concerning the Moroccan Sultanate, 

while the Sultan would continue to exercise his political and religious power in the 

country. However, from the beginning, it was evident that the Moroccan ruler would 

cover only a representative function.40 Instead, the French would exercise the real 

power. Indeed, one of the first actions of Resident General Louis Hubert Lyautey was 

forcing the abdication of Abd al-Hafid, who was replaced by his assertive brother 

Moulay Yusuf (1912 – 1927), a loyal executor of French orders.41  

In addition to regulating the relations between France and Morocco, the treaty 

provided also some solutions for Spanish claims on the country, which would then be 

better explored at a later stage. In the negotiations between the European powers that 

had led to the division of Moroccan territory, Spain insistently claimed part of the 

Moroccan territory, considered its property for historical reasons. Consequently, on 

November 27, 1912, France and Spain signed the Treaty of Madrid, which established 

the division of Morocco into two Protectorates. Through this disposition, called 
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“sublease,”42 France granted Spain the territories of northern Morocco from El-Araish 

on the Atlantic to 48km beyond Melilla on the Mediterranean, and the southern 

province of Tarfaya was adjoined to the Spanish Sahara.43 Moreover, the treaty also 

provided some political clauses: the Spanish Protectorate would be modeled on the 

French one and a Caliph would be appointed in Tétouan.44 He would have the same 

powers as the Sultan, who resided in the French protectorate capital of Rabat, but 

without any religious authority.45 As one can easily guess, the Caliph exercised only a 

fictitious rule, while the concrete decisions were adopted by the colonial powers.  

Thus, at the end of 1912, the Spanish control over Morocco was officially 

recognized, even if in reality it was the final step of a longer history of relations. Indeed, 

the contacts between the two shores of the Mediterranean Sea had been lasting for 

centuries. They had been characterized by prolific and consistent economic exchanges, 

but also by piracy and armed conflicts. During the nineteenth century, the tensions 

between the two actors increased and in 1859, a war between Spain and Morocco broke 

out, ending the following year with the defeat of the latter. Even if the conflict was 

brief, it assumed a considerable importance. Firstly, it was followed by other tense 

moments between the two parties. Secondly, it anticipated the future Spanish military 

penetration in the area. Finally, during the conflict, the majority of the Rifian qabāyil, 

which sided with the Sultan, played an important role in facing the enemy, showing 

their reluctance to submit to the Europeans.46  

Therefore, at the beginning of the twentieth century, Spain used its historical 

connections with the Moroccan society to justify its colonial project in the country. 

Spain set its colonial mission on the supposed Hispano-Moroccan brotherhood. 

According to this view, Spanish and Moroccans were tied by historical relations that 

could be traced back to the period of al-Andalus, when the Muslims occupied Spain 

from the eighth century until 1492. In this period, the Spanish and the Moroccans 

coexisted harmoniously and from this convivencia emerged the Hispano-Moroccan 
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identity, which would bind the two peoples together for centuries.47 Spain used this 

myth to show that its intentions were different from those of the other European powers. 

While the latter wanted to exploit the colonized peoples, Spain wanted to help its 

Moroccan brothers to develop and civilize.48  

However, despite this narrative, Spain appeared to share the idea of the mission 

civilisatrice. It consisted of the European belief that Europe could export civilization to 

those people considered barbaric and inferior, 49 and the colonial penetration was 

necessary to reach this aim. The Rifians, such as other colonized people, were described 

as “rude, intractable, false, vindictive and insensitive to entreaties. These mountaineers 

are brute, not very communicative, and their relations are very reduced outside their 

village”.50  

Several socio-political interests justified Spain’s penetration into Morocco, such 

as its desire to be part of the international power system and to revenge the Latin 

American colonial possessions it had lost a few years earlier.51 Thus, as in other 

European countries, the colonial issue started to play a central role also within the 

Spanish Government.  

After the first few moments, the Spanish colonial mission immediately appeared 

more challenging than expected. Spain started its penetration based on a weak and 

rough plan, without a deep knowledge of the Moroccan territory and population. 

Moreover, it was suffering a difficult internal situation characterized by years of crisis 

and popular discontent.52 Due to a superficial approach and poor preparation, the 

Spanish authorities found themselves forced to face years of harsh opposition from the 

local population and to conduct a complicated advance in the impervious land of the Rif 

region. To overcome this situation, those who had a better knowledge of the Moroccan 
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reality, particularly anthropologists and geographers, advised the colonial authorities to 

follow a cautious and political approach.53 Thus, the Spanish administration began a 

peaceful penetration, relying on the intermediation of Moroccan workers and local 

leaders.54  

 

1.3 The Years of Intermediation with the Spanish Authorities: A Solid Relationship 

(1912 – 1915) 

 

Among the Moroccans who chose to intermediate with Spain, there was also Abd 

el-Krim.55 He decided to provide his knowledge and social position to facilitate the 

establishment of the Spanish Protectorate. Formally, the administration of the 

Protectorate was jointly managed by the Caliphian Makhzen and the Alta Comisaría. At 

the head of the Caliphian Makhzen was the Caliph, who represented the Sultan in the 

Spanish Protectorate. He ruled under the assistance of the Spanish Alto Comisario, 

although, concretely, the Caliph had only a symbolic power. Even though his signature 

was necessary to legislate and issue decrees, the High Commissioner previously had to 

ratify them.56 Otherwise, they had no validity. Moreover, Spanish officials led all the 

administrative organs and based their rule on the intermediation of local notables. In the 

cities as well as in peripheral areas, numerous local notables, such as the Khattabi 

family, worked in the colonial bodies or sustained the colonial authorities. Usually, the 

main reason behind their intermediation was to increase or maintain their privileged 

socio-political status.  

Within the colonial administration, the Spanish authority hired Abd el-Krim to 

hold different job positions. First, thanks to his knowledge of Spanish, Arabic, and 

Islamic law, he was engaged in the Department of Native Affairs, specifically in the 

Central Office of Indigenous Troops and Affairs. Here, he worked as a judge and also 

an interpreter. His task was, in particular, to obtain useful information for allowing the 

Spanish penetration into the Rif region. Then, in 1913, considering his valuable 
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contribution, he was appointed chief Islamic judge (qa’id al-qudat) of the Melillan 

region.  

From 1907 to 1915, he also worked as a journalist in the Melillan daily newspaper 

El Telegrama del Rif. In his articles, he promoted the Spanish penetration of Morocco 

and provided the reasons behind his support. According to Abd el-Krim, the Hispano-

Moroccan relationship could bring positive impacts for the Rifians. The Spanish 

presence, indeed, was necessary for the modernization and economic progress of 

Morocco, and the scientific and technological advancement imported from Europe 

could be used by the Rifians to enhance their life conditions.57  

These ideas of Abd el-Krim came on the one hand from the realization that the 

Spanish rule over the Rif was an inevitable reality, but on the other hand from the 

Spanish propaganda, which portrayed Spain as a friend of the Moroccans, unlike the 

other colonial powers. Abd el-Krim believed that Spanish help was necessary to bring 

his country to the same level as the other powers. He wanted to transform Morocco into 

a technologically advanced country based on the Islamic Law. This project clearly 

reflected the Salafist teaching that Abd el-Krim had learned during his university 

studies in Fes.58  

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Qarawiyyin University of Fes 

became the center of the Salafi movement in Morocco. Here, religious authorities and 

professors developed their views of progress and reform, which had been spreading 

throughout the Islamic community (ummah) for the previous years.  

Indeed, when the European colonial threat became concrete, many Muslim 

thinkers, politicians, and religious figures started to search for the causes of the Muslim 

world’s weakness. They investigated the reasons behind the dominance of the Western 

world over the ummah, and they tried to understand how the Muslim States could 

confront the crisis they were experiencing. The first thinker who attempted to propose a 

solution was Jamal al-Din al-Afghani. According to him, scientific and technological 

development was not incompatible with Islam. On the contrary, Muslims were urged to 

embrace technological advancements and reinterpret the Message of God in light of the 

developments of the present time. In his opinion, scientific innovations had allowed 
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European powers to dominate over the Muslims, and the latter had to adopt the 

necessary reforms in order to bring back the ummah to the ancient splendor of the times 

of their ancestors (salaf).  

By sharing all these values and principles, Abd el-Krim was able to attract the 

sympathies of many Rifians, who considered Islam an important element of identity. 

Indeed, Abd el-Krim’s salafi ideas did not reject Islam but they presented an 

interpretation of it that could also accept the values of modernity and progress. On the 

contrary, the Salafi teaching collided with the interpretation promoted by local religious 

leaders, who played a pivotal role in the region. Indeed, in the Rif, murābitūn and 

shuyūkh were central actors not only in religious affairs but also in social and political 

ones.59 In front of their power, Abd el-Krim and other influential local figures advanced 

criticisms and accused them of fanaticism.60 They accused the sufi leaders of giving an 

incorrect interpretation of Islam and using their zawiya as a tool for personal 

enrichment. Thus, Abd el-Krim and his companions sought to promote a different 

interpretation of their religion in order to decrease the power of these religious leaders, 

while obtaining the support of the Rifians.61  

At the same time, however, the historical events that happened in the first years of 

the twentieth century, led many Salafists to partially change their vision, radicalizing 

their discourse. Indeed, after al-Afghani, many other theorists around the Ummah 

developed his ideas, which became the theoretical basis of the Salafiyya (Salafi 

Movement). Since the necessity to confront the European powers became more and 

more pressing and cooperating with them became a remote possibility,62 these thinkers 

transformed their point of view. The Europeans were no longer considered as examples 

but rather as enemies. This new perspective was also reflected in the relations between 

Abd el-Krim and Spain: their friendship was entering a period of crisis from which it 

would never recover.    
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1.4 The First World War: From Intermediation to Opposition (1915 – 1920) 

 

The First World War marked a turning point in the relationships between the 

Khattabi family and Spain.63 At that time, two elements played a crucial role in the 

relations between these two actors: on the one side, the call to jihad by the Ottoman 

Sultan, supported by his German ally; and, on the other side, the decision of Spain to 

side with France, despite Madrid neutrality in the conflict.  

When in 1914 the war broke out in Europe, the Ottoman Empire chose to ally 

with the powers of the Triple Alliance (Germany, Italy, and the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire), against those of the Triple Entente (Great Britain, France, and Russia). 

Immediately, Sultan Mehmed V invoked the jihad, exhorting all Muslims in the Anglo-

French colonies to rise against their oppressors in the name of Islam. Behind this action, 

there were mainly some German orientalists, who believed that the Sultan’s appeal 

would provoke an insurrection in the entire Muslim community against the French and 

British. Consequently, this would lead to their weakening in favor of Germany. Even if 

a general uprising never occurred, the Muslim inhabitants of the colonies began to 

propagandize in support of the Sultan against their European oppressors. Also in the Rif 

support for the Ottoman-German alliance and criticism against Spain grew during the 

war.64 

Moreover, the German presence in the region had been consistent for many years. 

Since its birth in 1871, Germany had shown interest in developing fruitful relations with 

Morocco. For this reason, German entrepreneurs and engineers started to conduct 

profitable economic and commercial activities among the Rifians, including the 

Khattabi family. In particular, they turned their attention to the mineral deposits, which 

were numerous in the region, and foreign entrepreneurs and investors were attracted 

from all over Europe.65 The first mining companies arrived in 1907 when the Rifians, 

aware of the economic potentiality of their region, did not hesitate to trade with these 

foreigners, in exchange for money and weapons,66 provoking discontent and criticism 

from France and Spain.  

                                                
63 Ayache: Les origines de la guerre du Rif, p. 204. 
64 El Moudden : “Reforme par le bas,” p. 170. 
65 Woolman: Rebels in the Rif, pp. 9 – 10. 
66 De Madariaga: Abd el-Krim el Jatabi, p. 59. 



 30 

If initially they did not prevent German businessmen from conducting their 

activities, in 1915 Spain forbade them to continue their commercial activities in its 

Protectorate. It felt threatened by the Ottoman anti-colonial propaganda and the German 

consistent presence in the Rif. For Abd el-Krim, this Spanish decision represented a 

great betrayal to all the Rifians. According to him, the colonial power had acted 

selfishly, without considering people’s interests. He realized it was no longer possible to 

cooperate with this corrupt and greedy nation. Moreover, the number of testimonies that 

showed the terrible and disrespectful behavior of Spanish soldiers against the local 

population was increasing.67 This was a consequence of the marginalization imposed by 

the Alta Comisaría on the region, provoked by Rifians’ opposition and their irrelevant 

contribution to the economy of the protectorate.   

In front of this situation, Abd el-Krim criticized the colonial authorities, without 

hiding his support for Germany and the Ottoman Empire. For these acts of 

insubordination, he was jailed on charges of high treason in the prison of Rostrogordo in 

1915 and he was released only a year later. In the meantime, the authorities also stopped 

giving salary payments to him and his father, accusing them of being the main 

promoters of anti-French and anti-Spanish propaganda in the region.68 After numerous 

interrogations and different judges’ opinions, the authorities decided to release him and 

give him back his job. The Spanish knew the political convenience of preserving their 

alliance with the influential Khattabi family.69 But, at the end of 1918, Abd el-Krim left 

Melilla, where he never came back, and returned to Ajdir.  

Meanwhile, his father called back his son Mhamed who was enrolled in the 

faculty of mining engineering at the University of Madrid. They were no longer willing 

to intermediate with the colonialists, because they understood that their function as 

intermediaries would no longer bring them any advantage.70 In particular, the scholar 

Mohamed Tahtah claims that the Khattabis ended their relationship with the Spanish 

authorities when they understood that Madrid could not exercise strong control over the 

region.71  
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In his book Entre Pragmatisme, Réformisme et Modernisme,72 Tahtah describes 

Abd el-Krim and his father as two skilled strategists and pragmatic actors. To gain 

advantages and increase their local prestige, they passed from being loyal to the Sultan 

to working for the Spanish. However, when they understood that Spain could not extend 

its power over the region, the Khattabis changed their action strategy. They took the 

lead in the Rifian resistance and opposed the Spanish occupation of Morocco. Thus, 

Tahtah implies that the Khattabis acted also to achieve personal goals.  

On the contrary, the historian Germain Ayache73 believes that Abd el-Krim’s 

action was justified by satisfying nationalist intents. Abd el-Krim intermediated with the 

Spanish to technologically and scientifically improve Morocco and not to fulfill his 

interests or the ones of Madrid. When he understood that the Spanish could not help his 

country, he embraced weapons against them. In reality, it is challenging to understand 

Abd el-Krim’s intentions, but in any case, after his imprisonment, he and his family 

decided to turn their back on the Spanish.  

The first step they chose to take was to join the harka (movement) in the land of 

the Tafersit qabîla. Traditionally, the harkas, which existed long before 1912, were 

leaderless groups of fighters who fought against external Christian enemies. The latter 

were considered responsible for the poor economic and political conditions in which 

Moroccans lived. For this reason, they had to be opposed.74 After his release from 

prison, Abd el-Krim decided to join one of these armed groups. However, his presence 

in the Tafersit harka lasted until August 7, 1920. On this day, his father suddenly died 

and the two brothers came back to Ajdir. 

After this event, Abd el-Krim and Mhamed organized their harka, but, in their 

intentions, it would not be the same as the traditional ones. It would have been a more 

stable and solid union under one leader. Usually, the harka dissolved after achieving 

their goal of defeating the external threat. Instead, Abd el-Krim was determined to 

transform a simple harka into a resistance movement. As Mohamed Tahtah states: “He 

[Abd el-Krim] told people that he wanted to form a police force in the Rif similar to the 

Spanish Native Police.”75  
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The plans of the Rifian leader were ambitious and they involved a change in the 

social structure of the region. However, he believed that this was the only possible 

solution to stop the Spanish advance, which, by the early 1920s, had taken on a new 

military momentum.  

 

 

2. THE RIF WAR AND THE REPUBLIC OF THE RIF 

 

2.1 The Early Stages of the Rif War  

 

In the late 1910s, Spanish military high commands focused on controlling Al-

Hoceima Bay to penetrate the hinterland from the sea. The idea was to dislodge a 

consistent number of forces in the bay and start a presumed rapid advance. However, 

this plan had to deal with many difficulties, including the army’s deteriorating 

conditions, the impervious climatic and territorial circumstances, and the Generals’ 

underestimation of the enemy’s threat.76 Despite Abd el-Krim’s warnings to halt the 

advance into the Rif hinterland, General Manuel Fernandez Silvestre, at the head of the 

Spanish army, proceeded with his plans and this miscalculation would lead his troops to 

suffer great defeats.  

In front of the Spanish advance, the harka organized by Abd el-Krim and his 

brother was deployed to counter it. Numerous and scattered clashes occurred between 

the Spanish forces and the Rifian ones. From the beginning, Abd el-Krim achieved 

crucial victories, which raised the morale of his forces and attracted new fighters. These 

successes were the result, in particular, of Rifians’ military abilities and knowledge of 

the terrain. They used innovative and well-tested tactics that put the enemy in great 

difficulty.77  

Additionally, a pivotal role in the success of the Rifian military actions was 

played by Abd el-Krim’s ability to coalesce the qabāyil under his leadership and 

organize them. In May 1921, fifty leaders of the main Rifian qabāyil gathered and 
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designated him their military leader.78 Because of his university studies, social status, 

and knowledge of Islamic Law, he represented an exceptional case within the region, 

and he attracted many Rifians also by referring to religious values and principles.  

Although Abd el-Krim declared that the Rifians were not fighting a jihad since 

“the time of holy wars has passed; we are no longer in the Middle Ages or in the times 

of the Crusades,”79 it is most likely true that he also used religious symbols, as the call 

for jihad, to mobilize the inhabitants of the region. Indeed, the Rifians easily understood 

religious language because they considered Islam part of their identity. Thus, it is quite 

sure that Abd el-Krim exploited this element of which he was aware.80  

However, despite the successful action of Abd el-Krim, not all the regional 

qabāyil agreed to submit to his will and follow his orders. While some qabāyil decided 

to follow him as they feared potential repercussions and retaliation, others continued to 

confront him. Many local leaders looked at Abd el-Krim with suspicion, in particular 

due to his previous friendly relations with Spain.81  

Moreover, they also could not accept losing their power and obey the leader of 

another qabîla. The main power figures in the region were represented by the ashrāf 

and the shuyūkh, whom Abd el-Krim accused of being fanatic and misinterpreting 

Islam. Their relations with Abd el-Krim, who shared the progressive ideas of Salafism, 

had always been characterized by mistrust and enmity. While Abd el-Krim considered 

these religious figures as obstacles to his plans, they accused Abd el-Krim of 

misinterpreting the teachings and values professed by their religion, mixing them with 

Western ideals. In addition, these figures feared Abd el-Krim’s plans of regional unity, 

which would have reduced their local power, while they wanted to maintain the 

traditional order of society.82  
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2.2 From the Victory of Annual to the Victory of Chefchaouen 

 

While Abd el-Krim’s qabîla tried coalescing as many qabāyil as possible, clashes 

with the Spanish army proceeded. Although the Rifian forces obtained some important 

successes, the Spanish officials continued not to take seriously the Rifian threat.83 They 

still considered themselves superior and blamed their defeats on the surprise of the 

rebels’ attacks. However, this underestimation of the situation would not last much 

longer. On 22 July 1921, in the outpost of Annual, near Melilla, the forces of Abd el-

Krim inflicted a devastating defeat on Spain, that Spanish historiography remembers as 

the “desastre de Anual”. 

The battle of Annual lasted five days, from July 17 to July 22, and while the 

Rifian losses were minimal, the Spanish forces lost many soldiers and many weapons 

were abandoned on the field. At the end of August, Spain lost all those territories 

conquered in the previous years, returning to a situation similar to 1909.84 Hundreds of 

colonists and Rifian intermediaries living in the area fled to Melilla, searching for 

refuge and abandoning everything at the mercy of the Rifians. This defeat made Spain 

aware that their enemies were stronger than they had believed and the panic spread into 

the Spanish army. Consequently, the retreat from the attacked positions occurred 

chaotically and the soldiers deserted in great numbers.85  

The consequences of this victory were enormous. Abd el-Krim and his forces 

became internationally known: while the European Governments and press began to 

fear and respect them, Abd el-Krim became a hero and a source of inspiration for many 

colonized and Muslim people. Within the Rif, inhabitants began to believe and affirm 

that Abd el-Krim had Baraka, which was evident in his charisma and his ability to unite 

the Rifian qabāyil, bringing peace back to the region. According to these people, Abd 

el-Krim was endowed with political and spiritual powers that led him to defeat the 

Europeans.86 Moreover, the attribution of Baraka gave him legitimacy and authority, 
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which made it easier to attract many Rifians to him and convince them to join his 

resistance against the Europeans.  

With the Rifian forces increasingly competitive and numerous, the war continued 

between moments of intense fighting and periods of de-escalation in which the two 

parties tried to negotiate a possible peace settlement. After Annual, Spain undertook a 

military offensive intending to regain the lost territories. The soldiers were driven by a 

strong desire for revenge and they became involved in crimes of extreme brutality also 

against civilians.87 Nevertheless, the two sides remained in contact to seek compromise 

solutions to resolve the situation. In 1923, Abd el-Krim was aware of the presence of 

the so-called abandonistas88 among the enemy’s ranks. These Spanish politicians, 

including Prime Minister Primo de Rivera, believed that the most effective and least 

costly solution to the Rifian issue was to disengage from Morocco89 and conclude the 

failed colonial mission as soon as possible. For this reason, the Rifians suggested a 

temporary cessation of hostilities and some months later, Spain accepted.90 

Consequently, the two parties encountered and debated. However, their positions were 

too distant and the negotiations failed. While Spanish officials were willing to grant the 

Rifians administrative autonomy under the rule of the Caliph of Tétouan, Abd el-Krim’s 

representatives demanded total independence. They did not recognize the authority of 

the Caliph and the Rifian independence was their essential requirement to reach a final 

agreement.91 

After this failed meeting, the conflict proceeded. In July 1924, Abd el-Krim’s 

forces inflicted another important defeat on the Spanish in Chefchaouen. The battle was 

intense: the Rifian forces, led by Mhamed Abd el-Krim, attacked the enemy with great 

determination and the Spanish responded to these attacks using its aviation. The 

airplanes bombed the Rifian villages, killing mainly women and children. However, 

since the Rifian opposition did not stop, in September 1924, the Spanish authorities 

ordered the retreat. They had lost many soldiers and territories, but, more importantly, 
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they lost the support of those qabāyil who were allied with them against Abd el-Krim.92 

The triumph of the Rifian leader was unquestionable and even the most reticent leaders 

agreed to join his movement.  

 

2.3 The Republic of the Rif: The Ideological Background 

 

On February 1, 1922, Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi announced the birth of the Rifian 

Republic (al-Jumhuriyya al-Rifiyya) and an assembly of ulama elected him as amir al-

mujahidin (Commander of the fighters for the faith).93 As the anthropologist Rachid 

Raha states, this was the most significant achievement of Abd el-Krim’s action.94  

Nowadays, most Moroccan and foreign scholars95 agree on the existence of a 

State in the Rif region at the beginning of the 1920s and only a minority doubts that 

Abd el-Krim created a State. However, the historiographical debate is still consistent on 

some critical details that characterized this State. First, scholars disagree on its creation 

date since they put it in different moments. While, for example, Charles Richard Pennell 

asserts that the Rifian country was formally created in February 1923, Mohamed Tahtah 

says that he has found references to the Rifian Republic already in documents drafted in 

1921.96 

Then, another question that creates doubt concerns the nature of the Rifian State 

and, in particular, the term “Republic”. Indeed, Abd el-Krim and his collaborators used 

this label only in documents addressed to external actors. This strategy aimed to present 

his new state as democratic and in line with the prevailing principles among European 

powers. On the contrary, with the Rifians, he did not use this title because it held no 

significance for them. He knew that the term would have no impact on them.97 They 
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prefer to call their union Jabha Rifiya, which means Rifian Front, instead of Dawla 

Jumhuriya Rifiya.98  

Throughout the months, various qabāyil agreed to support Abd el-Krim’s political 

project and the reasons behind this decision differed. Firstly, the Rifians respected Abd 

el-Krim for his background, organizational skills, and attitudes. Secondly, the military 

victories gained by his forces made him the undisputed leader of the anti-Spanish 

resistance. Finally, they hoped to obtain benefits from this union. Thus, many qabāyil 

decided to unite under his leadership and they remained loyal to the Emir, even if 

occasionally some tried to rise against him. In particular, whereas Abd el-Krim wanted 

to pursue a permanent unification, the other local leaders considered their alliance a 

temporary tool to fight and defeat the enemy.  

While the control of Abd el-Krim over the Rifians was intense in the territories of 

his qabîla, in the more remote areas the qabāyil were less inclined to accept his 

authority.99 Consequently, to prevent schisms and maintain order, Abd el-Krim ruled 

with an iron fist.100  For example, in a poem that circulated within the region in the 

1920s, the author criticized the policies adopted by Abd el-Krim, considered strict and 

despotic. He sang: “God put you [Abd el-Krim] on the right path / That you would give 

us the freedom to sing and dance / Oh Sidi Muhand / Why is your heart so hard? / You 

must know that your homeland is the origin of song and dance.”101 However, in the end, 

by capitalizing on people’s enthusiasm for their victories,102 and sometimes through an 

authoritarian rule,103 Abd el-Krim could exert real power in the region.  

The creation of a Rifian state represented an ambitious and revolutionary project. 

It transformed the socio-political balance in a region where the population was 

previously organized into autonomous entities. Abd el-Krim wanted to build a state that 

combined the application of the Shari’a with the introduction of technological and 

scientific innovations, such as the construction of a road network and a telephone 
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system.104 Many scholars105 argue that he succeeded in realizing his political projects 

and, although for just a few years, a Rifian State really existed.  

Concretely, as the next section will show, he territorialized his control by creating 

unified judiciary and bureaucratic systems, constructing road and telephone networks, 

collecting taxes, and, finally, organizing a unique army106 throughout the Rif region. 

Specifically, the territory was divided into provinces (mahkama) and each one 

represented a legal, military, and political unit. It means that their leaders had judiciary, 

military, and political powers that they exercised in the name, and under the control, of 

the government.  

The reforms of the daily social actions, the dispatch of officials to administer the 

local political and economic practices, and the construction of infrastructure and 

institutions, such as courts and prisons, made real the idea of the Rifian state. Abd el-

Krim’s action had a consistent impact on the region and it should be considered more 

than a form of resistance to the colonial powers that occupied Morocco. He had clear 

political plans in mind that he wanted to realize.  

However, understanding Abd el-Krim’s true intentions remains difficult also 

today. In particular, the historiographical and political debate struggles to define the 

nature of the political entity that Abd el-Krim wanted to establish. Indeed, from one side 

the regional state of war did not allow Abd el-Krim to completely realize his plans, 

while from the other side, the leader always maintained an ambiguous attitude, thus 

never showing his real intentions. He wanted at the same time to maintain the support of 

the Rifians but also obtain the one of the European Governments. Therefore, if in the 

international community, he represented his state as a republic when he addressed his 

compatriots, he referred to himself as Emir and emphasized the importance of the 

Shari’a in orienting the political and social life of the new state.107   

In the uncertainty regarding Abd el-Krim’s plans, many scholars108 do no doubt 

that he did not want to replace the Alawi Sultan. They claim that Abd el-Krim aimed to 

fight and defeat the foreign invaders, in order to make Morocco independent again 
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under the rule of the Alawi dynasty. However, as long as the Sultan was considered by 

Abd el-Krim a hostage of the colonial power, the Rifian leader would take the 

leadership of the anti-colonial resistance upon him. His plans were never to make the 

Rif region independent and he made several attempts to gain the Sultan’s public support 

for his cause.  

Nevertheless, his efforts always failed mainly due to French intervention. The 

French authorities intercepted his messages109 and instilled doubts in the Sultan about 

Abd el-Krim’s real intentions. They pushed the Moroccan ruler to publicly attack the 

Rifians and condemn their cause as a simple secessionist attempt. After Moulay Yussef 

called many times his fighters rebels and traitors, Abd el-Krim realized it was time to 

stop hoping to gain Alawi’s support. Maria Rosa De Madariaga explains that, on June 

25, 1925, the Sultan published a message in which he defined Abd el-Krim as “the 

agitator arrived from the Rif to illuminate the anarchy” and he asked the Moroccans to 

oppose his action.110 This represented a moment of rupture in the relations between Abd 

el-Krim and the Makhzen, and it would have an important repercussion on the conflict. 

 

2.4 The Republic of the Rif: Political, Economic, and Military Reforms 

 

After the first months of war, stability and permanence represented the main 

objectives in Abd el-Krim’s plans. According to him, it was necessary to substitute the 

unstable traditional political system of qabāyil with a new one. In his new state, Abd el-

Krim would not rule alone, but he needed trusted men to whom he could assign 

administrative and political functions.111 He created a Cabinet of Imgharen 

(counselors), who supported the Emir in his political, economic, and military choices. 

The ministerial positions were occupied by his relatives and by the members of the 

qabāyil allied to the Beni Urriaguel.112 Mohamed Tahtah argues that this was not an 

example of nepotistic government. Instead, it was the direct consequence of the fact that 

initially, Abd el-Krim ruled only over the region of his qabîla and the neighboring 

qabāyil. Tahtah explains that the system of recruiting the members remained based on 
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the traditional system of naming the leaders of the various qabāyil to form decision-

making bodies.113 They helped him organize the state and promote some reforms to 

transform the regional socio-political system that he considered obsolete. These reforms 

implemented by Abd el-Krim need special attention as they show whether and how 

much power and control he exercised in the region.  

The army represented the field in which the Rifians employed the majority of 

their resources and efforts. A regular trained force, composed of an infantry corps and 

an artillery corps, was modeled on the example of the Fuerzas Regulares (Spanish 

native forces). At its peak of strength, the conscripts were almost 80.000. In addition to 

this regular army, each qabîla had its militia and, at any time, the qabāyil nearest the 

enemy were responsible for the military operations against it. While the irregular forces 

had the function of countering external threats, the regular army was responsible for 

maintaining order within the state and the ranks of the armed forces. Because of the 

strict control, the discipline among soldiers was high and punishments were usually 

used against the undisciplined ones.114 

When the irregular troops were not involved in fighting, the soldiers worked as 

farmers in the lands of the Rif. Agriculture represented the major occupation of the 

Rifians. However, due to the challenging and inhospitable condition of the region, it 

was not enough to sustain the national economy of the new state. For this reason, Abd 

el-Krim needed to find additional income. First of all, he imposed on the zawiya to 

surrender their wealth to the local leaders so that they could obtain weapons for their 

soldiers. Furthermore, he discouraged the departure of farmers to Algeria, urging them 

to stay in their region to work and fight.115 Alongside these measures, he developed the 

mining sector, in which some foreign businessmen, particularly Germans, still invested 

large amounts of money. Finally, the economy obtained a substantial income also from 

the supplies that the Rifian army collected during their fight against Spain. 

From these military victories, the Rifians also obtained state-of-the-art weapons, 

which Abd el-Krim ordered the army generals to use. He was fascinated by 

technological and scientific innovations and he tried to introduce in his state many 

advanced technologies. He installed within the region a telephone line and a system of 
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roads that the American journalist Paul Scott Mowrer described as efficient and 

functional.116 Rifian functionaries and local leaders used the communication system for 

military and civilian functions. This innovation represented a powerful tool of control in 

the hands of Abd el-Krim and also the population understood it. Indeed, when in 1924 

some Gomara qabāyil rebelled, they immediately cut the telephone lines that connected 

their region with Ajdir, in order to prevent official communications.117 This episode 

shows the fact that Abd el-Krim concretely sought to keep the various Rifian groups 

united in a single political identity, but also the fact that until the end many qabāyil 

opposed Abd el-Krim’s political project, claiming their local autonomy.  

Considering the bureaucratic system, it was a hierarchical structure, organized on 

two levels: a central level and a peripheral one. The governmental offices were located 

in Ajdir. The village was transformed into the capital of the new state, even if it was still 

formed only by a small group of villas, including Abd el-Krim’s house and the seat of 

the Rifian Government. Here, the official meetings took place and the representatives of 

the qabāyil met the Gran Mahkam of Ajdir.118 This high-ranking official was the 

representative of the chiefs of the regions (mahkama) in which the state was divided119, 

and he was responsible for controlling the work of local leaders.  

Within each qabîla, the power was maintained in the hand of the jama’at. They 

were local councils accountable for fulfilling several military, economic and political 

functions. They had to manage a contingent of men always ready to fight, organize the 

resources necessary for the population’s survival, and collect taxes. All these measures 

were adopted on behalf of the central government in Ajdir.  

Abd el-Krim constantly sought control over the qabāyil. He knew how stability 

was ephemeral in the Rif and he wanted to reconfirm the willingness of the leaders to 

remain part of the Republic. For this reason, he adopted a series of measures both with 

symbolic and concrete repercussions that emphasized the unity of the qabāyil and their 

membership in the state. For example, he created a national anthem120 and a national 
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flag – a red banner with a white diamond in the middle, containing a moon and a six-

pointed star both green.121  

Moreover, he coined a national currency. It was called the Riffiya and printed in 

the Rifian State Bank, which was located in England. Even if the currency used in the 

region remained the Spanish peseta, the Riffiya and the national tax system showed the 

legitimacy of Abd el-Krim’s government among the qabāyil. 

Last but not least, Abd el-Krim also introduced a new legal system. He had 

studied Islamic Law and worked as a qa’di, so a juridical reformation was a priority in 

his national plans. The new legal system was based on the Maliki School of Islamic 

jurisprudence and the Shari’a became one of the pillars on which the new state came to 

stand. Mohamed Tahtah and Charles Richard Pennell122 claim that Abd el-Krim decided 

to introduce this Law for two reasons. On the one side, he wanted to spread the Salafi 

interpretation of Islam in the region. On the other side, he believed that a communal law 

system could be a useful tool of unity for the entire area. Indeed, while he introduced 

the Shari’a, he also removed the customary laws (‘urf) that characterized the different 

qabāyil. Hence, he removed a series of practices traditionally spread in the region and 

introduced new obligations and prohibitions. For example, wedding ceremonies were 

cut from seven to three days and the use of kif (marijuana) was forbidden.123 In this 

way, he succeeded in creating unity among them, and in the meantime the Rifians 

would have accepted more easily the idea of building a new state infused with Islamic 

values.124  

Local chiefs and religious figures were in charge of applying the law. Gathered in 

a council, they issued legal opinions, which should be adopted in the entire state and 

respected by inhabitants. Otherwise, they would be detained in one of the three prisons 

that Abd el-Krim had built in the Rif. Since these structures had not previously existed 

in that area, they represented a revolutionary innovation and a powerful deterrent in Abd 

el-Krim’s hands.125 The judicial system, together with the police force and the 

bureaucratic system, ensured central control over the entire region.  
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2.5 The Rifian Republic and Foreign Relations  

 

Abd el-Krim spent much of his energy on the creation of a diplomatic corps, 

whose aim was to spread knowledge about the Rif cause around the world. Abd el-Krim 

was not an isolated leader living in a remote region, but he was aware of the events that 

were happening around the world. He knew that the support of the international 

community was necessary for the success of his plans for national independence.  

On July 1, 1923, the birth of the Rif Republic was notified to the League of 

Nations,126 and in the meantime, Abd el-Krim sent letters to many European 

Chancelleries asking for the recognition of the independence of the Rifian state. For 

example, in 1924, Abd el-Krim gave the correspondent of the Chicago Daily Journal, 

Paul Scott Mowrer, a signed and sealed letter for the Americans. In the message, the 

Rifian leader hoped that the American people would recognize his state as independent, 

underlining the colonial past that the two countries shared.127  

Abd el-Krim ardently desired that the international community not label the 

Rifians as savages but as civilized people. In another letter sent to the French 

Government, the Rifian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mohamed Azerkan, wrote: “We 

wish to enter the concert of civilized nations, sign treaties, create allies with powerful 

nations […] to occupy our place in the struggle for life”.128 

On many occasions, Abd el-Krim reiterated that he would reject any solution of 

peace other than the international recognition of his state’s complete independence. In 

particular, he insisted that the recognition of the Rifian sovereignty had to take place 

during a multilateral international conference, since only a treaty ratified by the main 

European states and the United States of America, could secure the future state 

independence.129 Thus, the recognition of the existence of the Republic of the Rif was 

an indispensable condition. 

As the war proceeded, the echo of Abd el-Krim’s military and political activities 

spread throughout the international community. The press covered the entire war, since 
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it had raised interest among the political classes and peoples of many countries. 

Journalists’ contribution has represented an important direct testimony of what was 

happening inside the region. Indeed, sometimes, journalists play the role of historians in 

their accounting of the events and, in the colonial era, many of them played a crucial 

role in supporting the imperialist cause, influencing European public opinions and 

producing consensus around the colonial expansion.130  

Among the most famous journalists who wrote about the Rif War there was the 

British correspondents in Morocco, Walter Burton Harris. He worked in Tangier for the 

British newspaper The Times. He first arrived in Morocco in 1887 and, after spending 

many years in the north of the country, he managed to establish close relations with the 

Rifians and some paramount political figures of Morocco. For this reason, he became a 

valuable witness of the Moroccan events and documented all the steps that brought 

European penetration into the country.  

Like many other Europeans, Harris represented Moroccans as uncivilized who 

needed help to get out of their state of backwardness and barbarism. In an article he 

wrote in The Times, for example, he underlined the alleged state of incivility and cruelty 

of Abd el-Krim’s forces, expressing his disapproval about  “the barbaric treatment of 

the surrendered Spanish garrisons and the inhumanity with which the Spanish prisoners 

taken at Annual were treated in 1921.”131 He strongly believed that the colonization of 

Morocco was a necessary and desirable step in country’s path to modernity132 and, 

consequently, he embraced the rhetoric of the European mission civilisatrice.  

In 1927, Harris dedicated an entire travelogue to the Rif War, entitled France, 

Spain and the Rif,133 and it has become an important example of how Europeans looked 

at Abd el-Krim and the Rifians. Khalid Ben-Srhir and Lahoucine Aammari write 

“Harris’s travelogues reveal the dominance of the author’s European and imperial 

assumptions over the reality of (pre)colonial Morocco and the anticipated triumph of 
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modernism over indigenous values”.134 The travel account was the result of the 

journalistic reports he had written on the Rif War. In its pages, he reflected on the actors 

involved in the conflict and the events that occurred, from a stereotypical point of view.  

Harris depicted himself as a hero who had played a crucial role in the resolution 

of the conflict, acting as an intermediary between the sides. He considered himself 

intellectually and morally superior to the Rifians. Harris believed in the superiority of 

imperial design and of European modernism and scientific progress, and, in his view, 

the Rifians were primitive and brutal people who lived in anarchy. Only a morally and 

technologically superior nation could solve this situation, while Abd el-Krim 

represented an obstacle to the salvation of the region. The Rifian leader was portrayed 

as an ambitious “tribal leader” moved only by a desire to increase his personal power 

and to take revenge against Spain for the wrongs suffered in the past.135 He was not 

treated as a head of state or as the leader of an anti-colonialist movement. Instead, he 

was considered a rebel leading a group of barbarians, responsible for maintaining the 

Rifians in a state of backwardness.  

Therefore, in Europe, Abd el-Krim was mainly considered a rebel, whose 

objective was destabilizing the imperial order and creating his independent state. 

European journalists told stories of massacres conducted by the Rifians and accused 

them of cannibalism.136  In particular, they wanted to describe the Rifians as brutes and 

primitives and to find justifications for the ruthless war that a European army was 

fighting. Maria Rosa de Madariaga calls this phenomenon “a clear case of media 

intoxication”137 and it also involved the most moderate and liberal news outlets.  

There were only few cases of Europeans who mobilized in defense of the Rifi 

cause. For example, in Spain, many members of the Basque, Catalan, and Galician 

nationalist parties believed in Rifians’ right to fight for their independence and saw in 

the Rifian cause their same cry for freedom from a common subjugator: Spain.138 In 

France and other European countries, instead, the most active supporters of the Rifians 

were the communist and pacifist movements. They put pressure on their governments 
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through propaganda actions, strikes, and protests.139 However, they were not powerful 

enough to influence the actions of their states. Thus, their impact on the fate of the 

conflict was merely symbolic.   

Outside Europe, Abd el-Krim was depicted as a leader able to defeat the colonial 

powers, freeing his people and defending Islam against the infidels. Therefore, around 

the world, many Muslims supported the Rifians’ struggle. Some Muslim organizations 

and many faithful sent humanitarian aid to Abd el-Krim’s forces. In 1924, for example, 

the Egyptian Red Crescent (ERC) sent a group of doctors and health workers to Al-

Hoceima, where a field hospital was created to treat the wounded Rifian soldiers and 

civilians.140 Also the Indian Muslims participated in the project and represented the 

community that sent the most consistent support to the Rifians. They contributed 

important amounts of basic necessities and money but also asked the British Red Cross 

to send aid and medical supplies to the region. The Rifian asked the Red Cross of many 

countries for sending doctors and medicine to the region. However, they received no 

positive response and their requests were ignored. European countries did not want to 

take sides against Spanish and French Governments and they did not allow their Red 

Cross to take concrete actions.141  

Therefore, within the international community people discussed the Rif War and 

Abd el-Krim’s increasing power. In particular, their attention grew after France joined 

the conflict.  

 

2.6 The Intervention of the French Army in the Rif War 

 

According to Abd el-Krim, France posed the main threat to the Moroccan people. 

While working as a journalist, he often accused France of being a colonial power whose 

goal was to subjugate Morocco142 and, especially, he criticized the country for its 

occupation of Algeria. During the nineteenth century, there were intense movements of 

people and goods between Algeria and Morocco. While many Rifians went to Algeria 
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for seasonal work, members of the Algerian anti-French resistance often took refuge in 

the Rif Mountains, where they found support from the local qabāyil. For this reason, the 

creation of the colony of Algeria represented a traumatic event for the Rifians as well, 

who accused the French of oppressing the Algerians and planning to do the same with 

the Moroccans.143  

Moreover, considering the role of Abd el-Krim and his family as moros 

pensionados, it is likely that they had every interest in favoring and supporting the 

Spanish presence in Morocco rather the French one. Indeed, their power was directly 

proportional to the degree of influence that Spain had in the region. Since French 

interference meant less Spanish control in the Rif, the family had every interest in 

conducting anti-French propaganda. France was portrayed as a threat to the Moroccans, 

in contrast to Spain, which was represented as a friendly power.  

Thus, Abd el-Krim’s relationship with France had never been peaceful and 

friendly. While the Rifians perceived the French as oppressors, the French perceived 

Abd el-Krim as a rebel. In 1924, the situation between the two sides precipitated. The 

main cause that led to the break between the two actors concerned the management of 

the Ouergha Valley. According to the Treaty of Fes, the border that divided the French 

and the Spanish Protectorates in Morocco crossed the Ouergha Valley, near the 

homonymous river. This boundary was not precisely defined, but it was only sketched 

without considering the distribution of the local population. Indeed, the line traced by 

the Europeans cut in half the territories of some qabāyil residing there and members of 

the same qabîla found themselves living under two different rulers.144 Moreover, the 

Ouergha Valley also represented the most fertile region in the south of the Rif and it 

was fundamental for the Rifians’ supply of basic necessities.  

Because of this strategic role of the valley, in 1923, Abd el-Krim decided to 

expand his control over these lands, making alliances with the qabāyil’ leaders and 

deploying some of his forces on the ground. In front of these actions, France declared 

that the qabāyil along the border did not want to fall under the control of Abd el-Krim’s 

forces. According to France, the local population, who felt threatened by the Rifians, 

requested the intervention of their protecting power. Despite this justification, in reality, 

France aimed to defend the railroad that connected Fes to Oujda, which was the only 
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line of connection between the French Protectorate in Morocco and the French Colony 

of Algeria.145   

Initially, Abd el-Krim was dubious about extending the military actions of its 

forces in the French part of Morocco. First, he knew that his army was not consistent 

enough to face the solid French army and many Rifian soldiers were engaged on other 

fronts against Spain. Additionally, he knew that not all the qabāyil in the region were on 

his side since many of them were still loyal to the French power. The chances of a 

successful attack against this enemy’s army were limited and for this reason, he 

proposed to negotiate new borders between the French Protectorate and the Rifian 

Republic. The objective of Abd el-Krim was to secure his allied qabāyil and define 

precise boundaries between the territories of the Rifian Republic and those controlled 

by the French protectorate. However, the Government of Paris could not accept Abd el-

Krim’s conditions. Creating borders meant recognizing the existence of the Rifian state, 

which was an unacceptable reality. Moreover, the French authorities believed that the 

real objective of Abd el-Krim was to foment the qabāyil in their Protectorate and so 

they always denied finding a solution.146  Hence, in front of the French reluctance, Abd 

el-Krim saw no other solution than to use the force.  

The Rifians obtained a series of victories, also managing to defeat the superior 

French army. These successes convinced many of the border qabāyil to side with the 

Rifians against France and, also thanks to these new allies, Abd el-Krim’s forces 

managed to arrive 40km from the city of Fes.147 This event represented a crucial 

moment in the war. The Rifians received little support from some local people, who saw 

Abd el-Krim as a threat to their power and considered him a mountaineer rebel against 

the Moroccan sultanate. The notables of Fes were urban aristocrats who “provided the 

much of the backbone for the Makzhzen’s administrative apparatus”148 and they ran the 

country. They had always held key positions within the Moroccan government and for 

this reason, they did not want to give up their power to support a peripheral leader. 

Many Fasis (inhabitants of Fes) did not completely trust Abd el-Krim who, according to 

them, wanted to subvert the existing power and impose his control. Thus, when he 
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arrived a few kilometers from their city, they did not rise on his behalf.149 Instead, they 

preferred to support the French authorities, from which they obtained more advantages. 

Of course, not all Fasis were on the side of the colonialists, and many of them 

recognized Abd el-Krim as a Muslim and a Moroccan who sought to free the country 

from European oppression. They supported his forces, favoring his advance to Fes,150 

and in this way they frightened the French.  

The Rifian threat to Fes represented a turning point in the war. Indeed, until that 

moment, some French officers, including Resident General Lyautey, did not consider it 

appropriate to challenge Abd el-Krim. They thought the Rif War was a regional 

rebellion and they did not want the French army to fight directly against the Rifians. 

Instead, they preferred a political solution by getting in touch with their counterpart.151 

For this reason, the French government decided to substitute Lyautey with the hero of 

Verdun, General Philippe Pétain.  

He immediately planned the intervention against Abd el-Krim and he understood 

that to defeat the Rifians was necessary to coalesce with Spain. Paris had always 

believed that cooperating with Madrid would have resulted in the loss of its prestige in 

Morocco. The French considered the Spanish army corrupt and inefficient and they 

viewed themselves as stronger and more effective.152  Moreover, the French authorities 

wanted to defeat the Rifians only in the border area, without being involved in the 

affairs concerning the Spanish Protectorate. However, the advance of the Rifians 

changed the plans of Paris, which decided to elaborate a joint strategy with Madrid 

against Abd el-Krim’s forces.153 

From June 17 to July 25, 1925, French and Spanish officials met in Madrid to 

discuss a joint plan of attack.154 While the Spanish would land in the Bay of Al-

Hoceima, the French forces would launch an offensive north of Taza. To realize this 

plan, they would increase the number of soldiers and use the most technologically 

advanced weaponry, including mustard gas, phosgene, and chloropicrin. The Spanish 
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had already used these gases during the conflict and they continued until the end of the 

war.  

 

2.7 The Last Stages of War 

 

In 1925, alongside the fighting, the conflicting forces continued to pursue the path 

of negotiation. However, the conditions presented by the two sides remained 

incompatible: while the French and Spanish would grant only a state of autonomy to the 

Rifians, Abd el-Krim claimed full independence. He wanted the total recognition of the 

Republic of the Rif and he would keep fighting until his project was realized.  

Finally, in summer, the Rifian forces found themselves caught in a pincer 

movement, involved in a conflict on two fronts. While the French army attacked from 

the south with 160.000 soldiers, 200.000 Spanish were able to penetrate Al-Hoceima 

Bay and gain even more ground.155 Day after day, the two allies managed to regain the 

lost ground and defeat the forces of Abd el-Krim. This time, French and Spanish troops 

were well-equipped and prepared for the confrontation. In front of the European 

superior and modern technologies, the Rifian resistance was useless. Therefore, Abd el-

Krim saw no choice but to find a diplomatic solution.  

At the beginning of 1926, Abd el-Krim asked to hold a peace conference, which 

took place in Oujda in April. The Franco-Spanish allies imposed some conditions: the 

submission of Abd el-Krim to the Sultan and his departure from the Rif; the 

disarmament of the qabāyil; and, most importantly, the release of all the prisoners. 

Despite they were almost defeated, the Rifians tried to ease the conditions to their 

advantage. They would accept these impositions only in exchange for a status of 

autonomy within the Moroccan Sultanate.156 Both sides refused the enemy’s requests 

and the fighting resumed.  

However, the conditions for the Rifians had become unsustainable: the blockade 

imposed by the enemies left the population with food shortages, the bombing was 

proceeding relentlessly, and diseases were widespread among the soldiers. Abd el-Krim 
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knew that among the Rifians, many voices called for ending the war157 and many 

qabāyil were already moving away from him. In front of this unrecoverable state, on 

May 26, 1926, Abd el-Krim surrendered to the French. He preferred to give in to Paris 

rather than Madrid since he knew Spanish revenge would be worse and heavier. Thus, 

the French immediately transferred him to Fes.  

 

 

3. ABD EL-KRIM’S EXILE 

 

3.1 Exile on the Island of Reunion (1926 – 1947) 

 

On September 2, 1926, Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi, with some relatives and closest 

acquaintances, sailed for the French isolated island of Réunion in the Indian Ocean, 

ignoring Spain’s protests. Indeed, the Spanish Government insisted that France 

delivered Abd el-Krim and his companions to Spanish justice. It was considered the 

only rightful prize and revenge for Annual. Moreover, Abd el-Krim was a subject of 

Spanish Morocco. For this reason, he was under its jurisdiction, but France answered 

that Abd el-Krim surrendered to its army and its authorities were responsible for his 

fate. Consequently, Spain remained unsatisfied, with the task of countering the 

resistance movement still present in the Rif by itself.  

After the departure of Abd el-Krim, some of his followers continued their fight 

against Spain. Indeed, when the Rifian notables had to decide how to face the Spanish, 

they adopted two different behaviors. On the one side, some leaders decided to continue 

the resistance started by Abd el-Krim. On the other side, others preferred to establish a 

dialog with the colonizers. They believed that the intermediation with the Spanish 

would provide them significant advantages, while the Rifian resistance had exhausted 

its strength. Indeed, on July 10, 1927, General Sanjurjo announced in Bab Taza the 

official end of the Rif rebellion.158 All the properties that the Khattabis had left in 

Morocco were confiscated and redistributed among the Rifians who had remained loyal 

to Spain.  
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The suppression of the Rif rebellion marked the end of the Spanish military 

conquest of the Northern Morocco. Madrid was ready to renovate and exploit its 

colonial territories. Indeed, in previous years, the permanent state of war had not 

allowed the region to develop economically. Thus, after 1927, the colonial authorities 

established new plans for agricultural colonization. They expropriated peasants of their 

land and redistributed them to satisfy the needs of the colonial project.159 Since 

agriculture represented a crucial component of the Rifians’ sustenance, many people 

had to pass to wage labor or emigrate.  

Moreover, the colonial authorities transformed military settlements such as Al-

Hoceima and Nador into cities160 and reorganized the area administratively and 

bureaucratically. The Protectorate was divided into five administrative regions161 and 

the Rif remained the least developed and most marginalized. Here, military control 

lasted also after the Rif War162 and the reforms introduced by the colonial authorities 

often did not reach the region. Thus, the region remained poor and forgotten. In 

addition, the economic situation was delicate in the entire Protectorate and it became 

worse due to the Spanish Civil War and the crisis that erupted in the early 1940s.163 In 

1956, all these factors would have a strong impact on the regional fate.  

Meanwhile, on the Island of Reunion, the conditions in which Abd el-Krim’s 

family lived were harsh and austere. Initially, the confinement was strict. Every 

movement of the leader was placed under close surveillance, and his correspondence 

was subjected to censorship. Only in the late 1930s, the French authorities allowed Abd 

el-Krim and his family to move freely around the island and interact with the 

population. The Khattabis founded their economic activities and built solid relationships 

with the people of the island.164 The only one who continued to suffer the permanence 

in that land was Abd el-Krim. For him, being confined far from his homeland 

represented a terrible condition and for this reason, he repeatedly demanded to the 
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French authorities to be moved with his family to French Morocco or another place in 

North Africa.  

Concerning these requests of Abd el-Krim, Maria Rosa De Madariaga stresses the 

fact that the former Emir assumed an absolute devout and pleading attitude toward 

France. In the letters he sent to the French Government and his European acquaintances, 

he showed himself to be completely repentant. His correspondence was full of words of 

admiration for the French nation and he expressed remorse and devotion to this power. 

However, it is likely that Abd el-Krim’s attitude toward France had not changed, but his 

words were intended to convince the French authorities to take him back to North 

Africa. As the scholar Paul Thompson writes, “in using letters I do not think we always 

consider seriously enough how much the writer is shaping what he is saying to meet the 

particular recipient, whether it is a political enemy or a political friend, or a lover or 

perhaps a tax inspector.”165  

In front of Abd el-Krim’s words, the French politicians were divided on his 

destiny. Even if some of them, in particular the communists, supported the return of 

Abd el-Krim from his faraway exile, the majority of them still considered him a threat. 

They believed that his presence near French possessions could provoke riots and revolts 

among the North African peoples.166 The colonial army had managed to pacify Morocco 

only in 1934, and the colonialists feared the impact that the news of Abd el-Krim’s 

proximity could have on the Moroccan population. Moreover, Paris was aware that 

Madrid would consider a serious affront bringing Abd el-Krim back to Morocco.  

Thus, during the 1930s and the first half of the 1940s, Abd el-Krim’s fate was to 

remain on the remote French island. Yet, despite his confinement on the margins, he 

kept informed about what was happening around the world, reading newspapers and 

receiving some visits. When General De Gaulle’s France libre won the Second World 

War, Abd el-Krim sent his congratulations to Paris and expressed his support for this 

state.167 The prospect of leaving the island became more concrete.   
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3.2 Exile in Egypt (1947 – 1963)  

 

In 1947, the French Government accepted to transfer Abd el-Krim and his family 

to the south of France. However, the plan was not completed since they never reached 

the French coast. Indeed, while the ship in charge of the transfer (the Katoomba) was 

passing through the Suez Channel, a group of Moroccan nationalists helped Abd el-

Krim to escape and ask the Egyptian King Faruq for protection. Actually, at the 

beginning, Abd el-Krim resisted and refused to get off his boat because he hoped to 

convince France to transfer him to French Morocco. After a few moments of hesitation, 

he decided to disembark.168 

Immediately, he was taken to the Egyptian capital, where he was hosted with his 

family in the Maghreb House. It was the center of the Moroccan nationalist movement 

out of the national borders. Here, many nationalists, such as Muhammad Allal el-Fassi 

or Abdelhalek Torres, used to meet and discuss their plans for the liberation of 

Morocco. Abd el-Krim participated in these meetings and he exhorted Moroccans not to 

stop their resistance efforts until they had defeated both the imperialist powers. This 

was only one of the political activities engaged by Abd el-Krim during his Egyptian 

years. In this period, he also held conferences, wrote articles on the anti-colonial 

struggle, the Palestinian cause, and the unity of the Arab world, as well as dedicated 

himself to the cause of Moroccan independence.  

In December 1947, Abd el-Krim became the President of the Committee for the 

Liberation of the Arab Maghreb. The committee was formed by the main nationalist 

parties of North Africa: the Moroccan Istiqlal Party, the Moroccan Party of the National 

Reform, the Party of the Moroccan Unity, the Moroccan Democratic Party of 

Independence, the Tunisian Neo-Destour Party, and the Party of the Algerian People. It 

aimed to support the nationalist movements in the North African states in their fight for 

independence.169 This objective was well described by these words that Abd el-Krim 

pronounced during a press conference held in Suez before he arrived in Port Said: “I am 

not against the French or Spanish, but I am an enemy of colonialists of any Arab 
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country. My advice to the Arabs is to stay united and trust that the future will be 

theirs”.170 To pursue this aim, the committee was responsible for spreading information 

and making propaganda to raise awareness within the international community about 

Maghrebian peoples’ independence. The committee members were involved in 

producing bulletins and broadcasting news about the struggle for independence via 

radio, as well as publishing literary and journalistic works on their countries. 

Abd el-Krim led these operations until the 1950s when he decided to leave the 

presidency. His decision was related to the power dynamics within the organization. 

Although all parties demonstrated unity around the committee’s objectives, they later 

adopted divergent courses of action, undermining the effectiveness and efficiency of the 

organ itself. While these leaders sought to support the interests of their nations, Abd el-

Krim thought that only a joint armed action by all three countries could pose a threat to 

France.171 He firmly believed in the need to create a Maghrebian front that transcended 

the division of North African nationalists in political parties. For this reason, the process 

of Moroccan independence would be complete only when every foreign soldier had left 

its territory and only when every Maghrebian people had achieved its independence.172  

 

3.3 Abd el-Krim’s Involvement in the Events of 1958-59 

  

Regarding the Moroccan independence, the country finally gained it in 1956. The 

decolonization process proceeded linearly and peacefully, in contrast to the previous 

turbulent years. In the late 1920s, in both the Moroccan Protectorates young educated 

Moroccans established nationalist organizations. While in 1927 Allal el-Fassi became 

the leader of a clandestine opposition in Fes, in Tétouan a group of young militants 

pursued journalistic activities with the permission of the Spanish authorities. In the 

following years, the relationships between these nationalist organizations and the two 

colonial powers would see moments of peaceful confrontation and dialogues but also 

moments of opposition and violent repression.  
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In the French Protectorate, the tensest point was reached at the turn of the 1940s 

and 1950s, when France sought to suppress the nationalist movement exiling Sultan 

Mohamed ben Yusuf (future King Mohamed V since 1957) and persecuting 

nationalists. In 1947, indeed, Moulay Mohamed ben Yusuf, who became Sultan in 

1927, declared his total support to the nationalist movement.173 The French authorities 

hoped that his deposition would weaken the Moroccan opposition. However, they 

obtained the inverted result: the Moroccans arose against the colonial authorities 

demanding the return of the Sultan, who had become the symbol of the nationalist fight. 

Moreover, since France acted without first consulting the Spanish Government, the 

latter started to support and give refuge to the nationalists who escaped from the French 

Protectorate.  

In 1955, some of these militants created in the Spanish zone the Liberation Army, 

whose aim was to force France to bring back the Sultan in the country. Even if this 

group pursued the same objectives of the nationalist political organizations, it refused to 

affiliate to them.174 Among the members of this organization, there were many former 

members of Abd el-Krim’s forces. They had been fighting in the Rif region in the name 

of Moroccan independence since 1951. In 1955, they decided to coordinate their action 

with the Liberation Army against the colonists.175 Because of the presence of these 

fighters, many attributed the idea of creating this army to Abd el-Krim, who in that 

period was acting as President of the Committee for the Liberation of the Arab 

Maghreb. 

This strong opposition made it clear to Paris that decolonization was the only 

possible solution in Morocco. On March 2, 1956, France conceded the independence to 

the country, while, on the other side, Spain hesitated. Although in the previous years the 

Spanish Government had supported the Liberation Army, it had acted to weaken France 

and not because it believed in the nationalist cause. Thus, when France surprisingly 

conceded the independence, Spain maintained its control over the Northern part of 

Morocco. However, the international context was changing and the only plausible path 

was that of independence. For this reason, Spain decided to grant independence to 

Morocco on April 7, 1956. Finally, on April 9, 1956, King Mohammed V, who had 
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come back from the exile in 1955, made a speech in Tétouan announcing the unification 

of Morocco as an independent state. The transfer of power from the colonial authorities 

to the Makhzen took place quickly and diplomatically. The country was ready to start a 

new phase of his political life.  

Despite the departure of the colonial powers and the establishment of the new 

independent government, Abd el-Krim did not come back to Morocco. From Egypt, he 

watched the Moroccan political developments with disappointment. He sent messages 

of support to the Rifians and against the government, whose Istiqlal members were 

considered corrupt and despotic. Indeed, after the independence, the Rifians were living 

in a situation of marginalization.176 The national liberation had not brought them any 

advantages, but rather the region had been increasingly marginalized and excluded from 

government reform plans. The only policies adopted by the government in this region 

were focused on the total removal of the traces left by the Spanish domain and the 

imposition of conforming to the former French part of Morocco. Hence, the Rifians 

blamed the Istiqlal Party for ruling the country by discriminating against minorities and 

favoring the Arabic component of the Moroccan people.177  

The economic and political marginalization of the region, the political domination 

of the Istiqlal Party, and the imposed elimination of Spanish legacies led people to 

conduct anti-government protests in these peripheral zones. In October 1958, some 

uprisings broke out in the Rif region. Among the leaders of the protests, there were 

some of the Rifians close to Abd el-Krim who had participated in the Liberation 

Army.178 Unlike what is often believed, these riots had no secessionist tendencies, but 

they were motivated by the marginalization and economic deprivation that characterized 

the region and by the desire to face the hegemony of the Istiqlal Party. Consequently, 

violence spread in particular against the local members of this party.  

On November 26, 1958, the region of Al-Hoceima was put under military 

regime179 and the King sent an ultimatum calling for the end of the revolts within 48 
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hours.180 Since these repressive measures did not work, in January 1959 King 

Mohammed V sent in the region 20.000 troops (it means 80% of the members of the 

Moroccan Royal Army at the time181), led by Colonel Mohamed Oufkir and Crown 

Prince Hassan (future King Hassan II). The army’s repressive action was extremely 

violent and saw the participation of aviation and the use of armored vehicles.  

In front of this dramatic situation, on February 6, 1959, some days before the end 

of the conflict, Abd el-Krim published the Manifesto for the Combating Moroccan 

People, in which he denounced the Moroccan Government for conducting a fratricidal 

war and behaving in a despotic way.182 The Manifesto was drafted after many attempts 

made by Abd el-Krim to find a peaceful solution. For example, on November 11, 1958, 

a delegation of Rifians led by some relatives of Abd el-Krim, presented to the King 

eighteen demands in exchange for the end of the unrest. The main requests were: the 

end of the economic, political, and social marginalization of the Rif region; the 

departure of the foreign forces remained in Morocco; the formation of a government 

that included also Rifian ministers; and the implementation of a reform program in the 

northern regions. In addition, they also called for the return of Abd el-Krim to 

Morocco.183 While the majority of the requests remained unheeded, the King tried to 

ease the situation by giving back to Abd el-Krim’s family the lands that the Spanish had 

seized after their exile.184 Moreover, King Mohammed V, and then King Hassan II, 

asked Abd el-Krim to come back to Morocco, but he never accepted. He said he would 

not return to Morocco as long as foreign forces remained on its soil. For this reason, 

Abd el-Krim spent his last years in Egypt, where he died in Cairo on February 6, 1963. 

Today, his remains are still preserved in the Cemetery of the Martyrs.  
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CHAPTER 2: DIFFERENT INTERPRETATIONS  

OF THE SAME LIFE STORY:  

THE HISTORIOGRAPHICAL PERSPECTIVES  

ON ABD EL-KRIM EL-KHATTABI 
 

 

From the events previously narrated about the life of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi, it 

is possible to deduce how relevant and ambiguous the leader appeared in the eyes of his 

contemporaries. After his death, these two traits have characterized also the 

historiographical conceptualization of Abd el-Krim and the Rifian issue. Over the 

decades, his figure has captured the attention of many historians, both internationally 

and within Morocco, leading to the production of numerous historiographical sources.  

However, talking about how Abd el-Krim and the Rifian affair have been written 

through the years is not an easy topic. Due to the pragmatic approach adopted by Abd 

el-Krim el-Khattabi in referring to different values and engaging in dialogues with 

various actors, the representations provided by several observers have mostly been 

incomplete and ideologically and politically oriented.185 Only a small number of 

scholars have been able to return an in-depth picture of the affair. However, in both 

cases, this research has contributed to shaping a specific narrative and memory of the 

leader. 

Since the colonial period, various historiographical analyses have emerged on the 

figure of Abd el-Krim and his story. As the author Charles Richard Pennell has written 

in one of his articles,186 the Rifian affair has always captured the attention of many 

historians and scholars from different fields, generating in their minds numerous 

questions and doubts. For example, while military historians have sought to understand 

the strategic matters related to the war, political historians have been interested in 

understanding which was the ideological and political basis behind the state project 

promoted by Abd el-Krim. To answer all their questions, experts have published 
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numerous works, in which they have analyzed the affair and tried to understand all the 

reasons behind it.187  

From these investigations, it is possible to delineate some historiographies that 

have developed around this topic. In the beginning, colonial historiography 

predominated the analysis of the Rifian issue. Abd el-Krim and his companions were 

represented as primitive mountain rebels with secessionist intentions, who waged a 

jihad against the Spanish and French. This perspective remained undisputed since the 

late 1940s, when a nationalist historiography developed around investigating this topic. 

Initially, it portrayed Abd el-Krim as a proto-nationalist who had inspired the other 

Moroccan resistance fighters. However, over the years, the analysis of the authors 

belonging to this historiography has changed, also due to the influence of socio-political 

contingencies. After two decades of marginalization and oblivion of his figure, in the 

1970s, the nationalist historiography resumed to include Abd el-Krim in the pantheon of 

the nationalists who fought for Moroccan independence. He led the first stages of the 

armed resistance in the Rif, forestalling the urban political struggle. In particular, many 

nationalist historians use the topics of the relationship between Abd el-Krim and the 

Sultan and the creation of the Rifian Republic to confirm the nationalist nature of Abd 

el-Krim’s actions.  

On the contrary, the scholars of the Rifian historiography present the Rifian State 

as a symbol of regional uniqueness and in some cases secessionism. This historiography 

developed during the 1960s and it has studied how Abd el-Krim’s political action 

impacted the region and its population. Finally, another prevailing historiographical 

perspective on the figure of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi come from the Amazigh 

historiography. Since the 1980s, it has emphasized the Amazighness of Abd el-Krim and 

his State in order to claim the crucial role that the Imazighen played in Moroccan 

history.  

An analysis of these historiographies is necessary to reflect critically and carefully 

on how the Rifian issue has been interpreted. This investigation should consider on the 

one side, the transmission of Abd el-Krim’s representation in the historiographies of the 

former imperialist powers involved in the Rif War, and of Morocco. On the other side, 

it should also consider how the discourse on Abd el-Krim has changed after his death. 

                                                
187 Pennell: “How and why to remember the Rif War,” p. 800. 



 61 

This study will try to understand to what extent the Rifian issue and the figure of Abd 

el-Krim have undergone a process of oblivion, misrepresentation, idealization and 

memory preservation.   

 

 

1. ABD EL-KRIM EL-KHATTABI AT THE CENTER OF NUMEROUS PUB-

LICATIONS ON THE RIFIAN ISSUE 

 

  Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi represents one of the main actors that emerged during 

the Rif War. He immediately captured the attention of many observers who, also after 

his death, conducted research and wrote academic (but also non-academic) works on his 

story. Thus, a substantial number of the sources on the Rif War put the figure of Abd el-

Krim at the center of their analysis, transforming him into the protagonist of the entire 

affair.  

Colonial historiography and the nationalist one have especially focused their 

investigation on the figure of the former leader. Although they have both recognized 

him as the head of the Rifian anti-colonial movement, they have only partially tried to 

understand how his action was perceived in the region and how it influenced its 

inhabitants. On the contrary, the Rifian and the Amazigh historiographies have sought 

to study Abd el-Krim in the context of the Rif region. Indeed, alongside studying his 

figure, they have dedicated more attention than the colonial and nationalist historians to 

the Rifians and the geographical scenario in which they acted.  

Germain Ayache criticizes the tendency of many scholars to put Abd el-Krim at 

the center of their historiographical analysis. Ayache argues that the Rifian experience 

did not result from a single man’s action. Rather, the resistance resulted from the 

decision of numerous Rifians to face the Spanish threat. Thus, it is important not to 

focus only on Abd el-Krim’s figure, but also to consider the role that the Rifians played 

over the years.188  

However, the figure of Abd el-Krim catalyzed the attention of the Moroccan and 

European observers. He became a symbol to which people attached different meanings 

frequently depending on their political and ideological orientation. Nowadays, the 
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figure, the role and the ideas of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi remain at the center of many 

historiographical debates.  

Below, the thesis will analyze the main perspectives of some of the 

historiographies that have studied Abd el-Krim’s story and it will investigate how they 

have interpreted this topic.  

 

 

2. SOME MAJOR HISTORIOGRAPHICAL PERSPECTIVES ON ABD EL-

KRIM EL-KHATTABI AND THE RIFIAN ISSUE 

 

2.1 From Colonial To Africanist Historiography: Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi under Euro-

peans’ Eyes 

 

During the 1920s, some works on Abd el-Krim and the Rifians were published. In 

Europe, the Rifian issue attracted the attention of several observers. As Mohamed 

Tahtah writes in his book Entre pragmatisme, réformisme et modernisme, “there is an 

abundant bibliography on the Rif in the first decades of the twentieth century, 

particularly from 1920 to 1926.”189 Specifically, the majority of European works 

depicted Abd el-Krim as a rougi of the mountains who threatened the European control 

over Morocco, but who also opposed the power of the Makhzen. He wanted to defeat 

the Spanish and French, but also to replace the Sultan. In confronting the Europeans, he 

referred to Islam and invoked a jihad, while he sought to unite the Rifian qabāyil to 

oppose the Sultan. Colonial historiography produced a highly stereotyped portrayal of 

the Rifians, who were depicted as fanatical rebels, capable of all kinds of violence.190 

In Spain, soldiers and colonial officials were the first to document and analyze the 

causes, developments, and consequences of the Rifian episode. Their investigation was 

motivated by political and strategic reasons, primarily the need to maintain peace and 

order in their Protectorate. Even if these works should be considered historical sources 

more than historiographical ones, in this thesis, they will be included in the colonial 
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historiography. Some of these publications,191 indeed, sought to analyze and interpret 

the situation beyond the simply narration of what was happening. For this reason, they 

can be used to understand how Abd el-Krim and the Rifian affair were perceived and 

studied in the 1920s.  

Additionally, for many years, in Spain these types of authors were the only ones 

who explored these subjects. As Rocío Velasco de Castro writes, “Spanish bibliography 

in the colonial era pays major attention to the figure of Raisuni while Abd el-Krim el-

Khattabi is blurred and contextualized in the framework of the Rif War and its 

consequences.”192 Moreover, the establishment of Franco’s regime hindered in general 

the academic focus and critical studies on the Rifian issue. The government took control 

of the affair, especially to remodel the image of the army and redeem it. In the academic 

framework, censorship eluded the publications of further-analyzed works on this topic.  

On the contrary, in France, colonial authors, such as Robert Montagne and 

Charles-André Julien,193 sought to study Abd el-Krim’s role as the leader of the Rifian 

movement and the nature of his action.194 In 1947, Montagne wrote an article on Abd 

el-Krim, where he described the Rifian movement as “the symbol of the old anarchic 

Berberism hostile to the historical formation of the Sharifian Empire.”195 The Rifians 

and Abd el-Krim were depicted as rogui (rebels) whose objective was not only to fight 

against the colonial powers but also to conquer Morocco.196 Montagne considered the 

Rifian movement as a secessionist movement that fought for the regional independence 

from the European domain but also from the Moroccan central power. For this reason, 

he labeled Abd el-Krim “the Sultan of the North of Morocco” and considered him the 

leader of a group of rebels trying to perpetrate a state of anarchy inside the region.  

Also, Pierre Dumas (journalist) and Léon Gabrielli (colonial official) described 

Abd el-Krim as the Sultan of the Rif.197 This title attribution shaped the image of the 
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Rifian leader as a contender for Sultan’s power, who wanted to depose and replace the 

ruler of Morocco. In the same vein, Charles-André Julien labels Abd el-Krim as the 

“Sultan Sidi Mohand,” depicting him as “the leader of the holy war who would evict the 

Sultan of Rabat, prisoner of the Christians.”198 Thus, Julien regards Abd el-Krim as a 

rogui, who represented a threat not only for the European authorities, but also for the 

Sultan.  

At this point, it is necessary to underline that the Rifians likely referred to Abd el-

Krim with the label of Sultan. However, it was not because they wanted to claim that he 

was the legitimate ruler of Morocco. Alongside the power of local leaders, the Rifians 

had experienced only the power of the Sultan. Since he was the only ruler who had been 

able to govern over all the qabāyil, the Rifians compared Abd el-Krim’s power to the 

Sultan’s. Nevertheless, the colonial authors likely referred to Abd el-Krim as the 

contender of the Moroccan ruler not because they based their analysis on the Rifians’ 

perceptions but because it was convenient that the Makhzen opposed Abd el-Krim’s 

action. In particular, the Rifians were described as members of the anarchical qabāyil 

who did not respect the central power and lived in a primitive state.  

In this perception of the Rifians, it is possible to identify the colonial construction 

of the Bilad al-Makhzen/Bilad as-Siba. In the late nineteenth century, French colonial 

authors199 theorized that the Moroccan Sultanate was divided into two parts: the bilad 

al-Makhzen (the land of Makhzen), which was under the control of the Sultan, and the 

bilad as-Siba (the land of anarchy/dissidence), inhabited by Amazigh qabāyil who 

opposed the Makhzen’s rule. These authors claimed that, before the Protectorate era, the 

groups who lived in Moroccan rural areas did not recognize and respect Sultan’s 

authority and they constantly rebelled against his power.200  

This idea shared by the colonial historiography was useful to the European 

authorities to justify their mission civilisatrice. Indeed, the French authorities used this 

theory to justify their intervention in Morocco, claiming that, as stipulated by the Treaty 

of Fes, they would “inaugurate a regular regime based upon internal order and general 
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security, making it possible to introduce reforms and to ensure the economic 

development of the country.”201 As the author Nalini Nongmeikapam emphasizes, 

colonial historiography frequently “portrayed colonized nations as stagnant and 

primitive to rationalize imperial domination.”202 Works produced by colonial scholars 

accredited the expansionist attempts undertaken by their European governments.   

Despite the inaccurate and specious nature203 of the Bilad al-Makhzen/Bilad as-

Siba colonial legacy, it remained embedded in numerous publications and theoretical 

discussions concerning the Rif region also after the Moroccan independence. For 

example, in 1973, the anthropologist David M. Hart introduced the concept of Ripublik. 

Hart affirmed that, in the Rif, there had always been a permanent state of anarchy 

caused by the “acephalous tribal structure”.204 The term Ripublik represents, in Hart’s 

view, the situation of lawlessness and chaos that preceded the colonial period in 

Morocco. Thus, his point reproduces the Makhzen-Siba dichotomy shared by colonial 

authors. 

Only since the 1980s, the dominant historiographical narrative has been able to 

counter the colonial idea of the Rifian socio-political anarchy. Indeed, the events that 

followed the Moroccan independence exacerbated the relationship between the Rif and 

the central authorities. Considering dissidence as an endemic condition in the region 

allowed explaining the current reality through history. However, since the 1980s, an 

attempt was made to focus on the elements of unity rather than division to reinforce 

national belonging.  

One of the most notable authors who spent pages deconstructing this theory was 

Germain Ayache. He criticized Hart’s thesis since Ayache believed that a permanent 

state of anarchy was not traditionally present in the Rif. Rather, a crisis of authority and 

power erupted in the region at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries due to 

                                                
201 D. Stenner (2019): Globalizing Morocco: Transnational Activism and the Postcolonial State, Stanford 
University Press, Redwood City, p. 3. 
202 N. Nongmeikapam (2024): “Colonial Historiography And Its Impact On Regional History Writing,” 
Educational Administration: Theory and Practice, Vol. 30, No. 5, p. 8052. 
203 See: L. Aammari (2024): “Britain and imperial rhetoric of reforms in late nineteenth-and early twenti-
eth-century Morocco,” The Journal of North African Studies, pp. 1 – 28. 
204 D. M. Hart (1976): “De «Ripublik» à «République»: Les institutions socio-politiques rifaines et les 
réformes d’Abd el-Krim,” in Abd el-Krim et la république du Rif: actes du colloque international 
d’études historiques et sociologiques (18-20 janvier 1973), François Maspero, Paris, p. 39. 



 66 

European pressures.205 Ayache argued that the idea of Bilad as-Siba used by the French 

authorities reflected only a temporary state of crisis. Nowadays, the predominant 

historiographical narratives agree that the Bilad as-Siba represented a manipulation of 

reality introduced by colonialists. 

Another topic that many colonial authors206 highly underlined concerned the 

religious nature of Abd el-Krim’s action. They asserted that Abd el-Krim was the leader 

of a jihadist movement, who during his life showed manifestations of hate against 

Christians and foreigners.207 Charles-André Julien affirms that Islam was the main 

element at the basis of the Rif movement. Abd el-Krim represented “the symbol of the 

Muslim protest against the triumph of Western materialism”.208 Thus, the religious-

oriented Rifian movement conducted a jihad against the Europeans and Abd el-Krim is 

described as a mujāhid, who was fighting against Christians, considered the enemies of 

Islam. Many colonial observers, including Montagne and Dumas, asserted that Abd el-

Krim called for the holy war against the Christians and their objective was to portray the 

Rifians as religious fanatics inspired by atavistic values. They wanted to ascribe to the 

movement’s struggle a negative meaning in opposition to European modernity and 

progress.  

After Abd el-Krim’s death, the question on the role that religion played in Abd el-

Krim’s plans remains highly investigated. Indeed, some historians209 believe that Islam 

inspired Abd el-Krim’s action. Règis Blachère affirms that if it is difficult to understand 

the real nature of the action of Abd el-Krim in the Rif region, it is certain that he acted 

as a religious leader.210 Despite the content of their analyses, however, it is worth to 

underline that in many of these studies, scholars have continued to use colonial 

categories of traditional and modern to try to frame Abd el-Krim’s religious behavior. 
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Thus, they create a comparison between Abd el-Krim’s modern interpretation of Islam 

and the Rifians’ traditional reading of Islam.  

Authors, such as Charles Richard Pennell, Mohamed Tahtah, and Maria Rosa De 

Madariaga, have investigated how Abd el-Krim looked at and promoted Islam and 

whether he called for a jihad against the colonizers. Pennell insists that Abd el-Krim did 

not conduct a holy war jihad. Although he asked the Rifians to join his jihad, he did not 

want to give it the meaning of holy war against the Christian enemies. Abd el-Krim 

followed the Salafist ideals because “those were the most suitable policies at the 

time.”211 He was a political leader who used religious references to reach his political 

purposes. Pennell asserts that when Abd el-Krim asked the Rifians to join his jihad, he 

did not want to give it the “traditional” meaning of holy war against the Christian 

enemies. The author considers Abd el-Krim as a “modern” political leader who used 

religious references to reach his political purposes.  

Ignoring for a moment the categories of modern and traditional used by the 

author, it is important to reflect on the sources that he mainly used to construct his 

thesis. Pennell bases his assertions mainly on the content of two interviews that Abd el-

Krim gave to the French official Léon Gabrielli and the Egyptian Salafist newspaper al-

Manar.212 Therefore, even if these conclusions are based on statements pronounced by 

Abd el-Krim, they are conditioned by the context in which they were uttered. In both 

cases, Abd el-Krim addressed a European audience or members of the Muslim reformist 

elite. Thus, he was possibly saying what his audience would most appreciate. On the 

contrary, when he addressed the Rifians, he used a more traditional religious language, 

calling for jihad and referring to more conservative values and principles. Abd el-Krim 

proved to be an extremely pragmatic actor. He showed no hesitation in shaping his 

speeches based on the audience he was addressing. When Abd el-Krim addressed 

Moroccans and other Muslim people, he claimed that the Rifians were engaged in a 

holy war. On the contrary, when he addressed a European audience, he stated that jihad 

was a past concept that did not pertain to him. In these speeches, he claimed that Rifians 

were waging a national war to liberate their territory and create a nation-state.  
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Also Tahtah has reflected on this idea of the pragmatism used by Abd el-Krim in 

referring to certain religious principles.213 In his book, he writes that “Muhammad b. 

‘Abd al-Karim insisted in his speeches that the war he had undertaken was a holy war, 

intended to fight the foreigner who wanted to destroy Islam. […] He tried to make 

people understand that the defense of the homeland and religion were the same 

thing.”214 Tahtah believes the Rifians fought against the Europeans not only because 

they were colonialists, but also because they were Christians. Thus, for the Rifians, the 

struggle assumed also a religious connotation.215  

However, in Tahtah’s viewpoint, it is also important to underline that Abd el-

Krim attributed a different meaning to war compared to the Rifians. He indeed made 

many references to jihad, but, in reality, these appeals primarily addressed the need to 

rouse the population. Abd el-Krim knew these religious references were necessary to 

mobilize his people, but from his perspective, the jihad was not the solution to the Rif’s 

needs. His objective was to create a “modern” independent nation, also inspired by 

Salafist thought.216 For this reason, the author considers the Rifian State a crossroad 

between an Islamic Emirate and a European Republic. While on the one side, Abd el-

Krim wanted to promote Islamic values and principles, on the other side, he was 

fascinated by the technological progress he saw in the European socio-political 

reality.217 Therefore, Islam occupied a crucial role in Abd el-Krim’s plans alongside the 

technological and scientific progress.  

Finally, Maria Rosa De Madariaga, regarded as one of the major experts on the 

history of the Rif, also promotes the idea that Abd el-Krim made political use of his 

religious appeals to mobilize the population to his side. Indeed, he frequently referred to 

the jihad, giving religious meaning to the Rifian resistance and referring to the Rifians 

as mujahidin, but he had political and not religious intentions. Nevertheless, De 

Madariaga claims that Islam played a major role in the Rifian movement and state. Abd 

el-Krim shared and agreed with the teachings of the Salafists. He embraced Salafism 
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predicated on the possible coexistence between Islam and technological and scientific 

progress.218  

Instead, Mohammed Chtatou affirms that Abd el-Krim called for the jihad against 

the French to mobilize the qabāyil who lived on the border between the Rifian State and 

the French Protectorate.219 The author explains that Abd el-Krim was recognized by the 

Rifians as a man who had baraka. They believed he descended from the Prophet and 

had the qualities and gifts of a saint. He led a jihad against the Christian enemies to 

bring back the glory of the ummah.220 In this way, Abd el-Krim is portrayed as a gifted 

person who succeeded in defeating the European powers and administrating the region 

thanks to God’s help.  

 

2.2 Nationalist Historiography: The Role of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi in the Moroccan 

Resistance Movement 

 

From a general overview of the major academic sources on Abd el-Krim, he 

predominantly emerges as a nationalist hero and anti-colonial leader. He led a resistance 

movement against two colonial powers to liberate the entire Morocco.221 In particular, 

this representation of Abd el-Krim is clearly visible in the nationalist historiography 

that, although it has changed over the years, has always looked to the former Rifian 

leader as a Moroccan nationalist.  

When Abd el-Krim was exiled, the Moroccan nationalists took his figure and 

transformed him into a national hero who had fought against the colonialists for the 

independence of the entire country. In this way, he was depicted as a patriot and his 

victory in Annual was considered the first great victory of the entire Moroccan 

nation.222 Especially since the late 1940s, a nationalist historiography on the figure of 

Abd el-Krim began to develop. He was portrayed as one of the leaders of the first stages 

of the Moroccan struggle for national independence and the protagonist of the armed 
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resistance to whom the Moroccan nationalists inspired. For this reason, Alfonso Iglesias 

Amorín and Rocío Velasco de Castro have talked about Abd el-Krim as 

“majzenizado”.223 It means that Abd el-Krim’s memory was constructed to satisfy the 

official narrative that represented all the Moroccan anti-colonialists as nationalists who 

had fought for the independence of their country.   

However, for many years after Moroccan independence, the figure of Abd el-

Krim has suffered a damnation memoriae in Morocco and abroad. This phenomenon of 

the marginalization of Abd el-Krim is particularly evident in the work of the historian 

Abdellah Laroui, regarded as one of the leading historians in post-independence 

Morocco. In his famous book L'Histoire du Maghreb: un essai de synthèse (1970), 

Laroui confines the explanation of the Rif War in a single footnote. Here, the author 

claims that the Rifian movement has to be considered as an example of rural resistance, 

in which some qabāyil joined to fight against an external power. Thus, “the war in the 

Rif recedes into the past and takes its place beside numerous rural and mountaineer 

revolts.”224 The author believes that Abd el-Krim’s movement reproduced some 

dynamics that had already occurred in the nineteenth century. In this scenario, Abd el-

Krim represented a local leader who created a harka in continuity with the uprisings that 

characterized the Rif region during the years of the modernization.  

Moreover, in Laroui’s view, the Moroccan nationalist movement that developed 

after Abd el-Krim’s defeat did not take into consideration the previous actions of the 

leader. In one of his articles,225 Laroui tries to demonstrate that the Rifian movement did 

not influence the future actions of the Moroccan nationalists and it did not shape their 

thoughts or actions. In the minds of the Moroccan nationalists, Abd el-Krim’s story 

represented a myth, but they did not consider his military and political plans. Laroui 

sees a difference between the rural and military Rifian resistance and the urban and 

political nationalist struggle. In particular, he writes “initial resistance and political 

nationalism are separated by far more than the lapse of a year’s time.”226 Thus, the 
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Moroccan nationalist movement that developed after Abd el-Krim’s defeat did not take 

into consideration the previous actions of the leader.  

Consequently, during the 1960s, nationalist historiography tried to downsize the 

role that Abd el-Krim and the Rifian movement played within Moroccan history 

specifically the Moroccan independence. However, the interest in the figure of Abd el-

Krim and the desire to rediscover his story increased during the 1970s when many 

historians started to draw attention to this topic. Abd el-Krim returned to be portrayed as 

a central figure of the nationalist movement who fought for Moroccan independence 

under the Alawi dynasty.  

 

2.2.1 The Colloque International d’Études Historiques et Sociologiques (Paris, 1973) 

 

The 1970s represented a turning point and a crucial moment in the 

historiographical production of Abd el-Krim and the Rifian issue. Indeed, during that 

decade, the Spanish military archives became available and many primary sources 

concerning the Rif War saw the light for the first time. Publications grew significantly 

in Morocco and Europe with a renewed quality. Thanks to the consultation of new 

primary sources, the historiographical research on Abd el-Krim became more complete 

and accurate. Many historians started to analyze this figure and his military and political 

plans, considering the topic from different points of view. For example, some scholars, 

such as Mohamed Tahtah and Charles Richard Pennell,227 have analyzed the 

functioning of the state created by Abd el-Krim and his role among the Rifian qabāyil. 

Other authors,228 instead, have studied the relationships between Abd el-Krim and the 

European powers and the impact that the Rifian affair had on the European societies.  

To mark the renewed historiographical interest about Abd el-Krim was in 

particular the Colloque International d’Études Historiques et Sociologiques, which was 

organized on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the declaration of the Rif Republic. 

From 18 to 20 January 1973, a group of scholars and some other socio-political figures 

held an international conference in Paris, dedicated to deeply discussing Abd el-Krim 
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and his action. Then, in 1976, a collective work containing all the contributions of the 

scholars who had participated in the conference was published. It included articles 

written by some of the leading experts on this subject. These observers, coming mainly 

from Morocco, Spain, and France, had the objective of saving the memory of Abd el-

Krim el-Khattabi and transforming the status of the Rif War from being a guerre 

oubliée229 to being a worthwhile episode of the history of the international community.  

The totality of their speeches delivered an image of the Rifian issue both 

considering the Rifian social, geographical and political context and the global context. 

While some participants, such as the politician and expert in law Abderrahmane 

Youssoufi, analyzed the internal functioning and the institution of the new Rifian state, 

others, including Daniel Rivet and Maria Rosa De Madariaga, focused on the 

relationships between the Rif Republic and the European governments and societies. 

Moreover, particular attention was also paid to studying the nature of Abd el-Krim’s 

movement and its impact on the other North African states.  

Although this event represented an important moment of historiographical revival 

for Abd el-Krim’s story, it is also important to reflect on some critical and ambiguous 

aspects that characterized it. Especially, the scholars François Pouillon and Raymond 

Jamous made several criticisms of the conference outcomes. They claim that the 

contributions produced an excessively politicized image of the issue and idealization of 

Abd el-Krim. The participants have promoted a specific image of the leader as a modern 

man and a forerunner of the Moroccan national movement, without attempting to 

provide an accurate and careful analysis of the episode. Pouillon and Jamous, indeed, 

argue that the lecturers made some serious mistakes.  

Firstly, they did not contextualize the Rif revolt in the region’s history. They 

focused on including the episode in the upcoming events of Moroccan history, without 

thinking about what had happened earlier. In general, much of the historiography on 

Abd el-Krim tends to decontextualize his affair both temporally and geographically. 

Many analyses remained profoundly influenced by the political and ideological 

principles and ideas of their authors and Abd el-Krim is presented uncritically.230 They 

did not try to highlight his ambiguities and they forgot to include him in wider contexts, 

both regional (in the Rif, in Morocco and in the Maghreb) and international.  
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In particular, in their article “La guerre du Rif: Histoire connectée, mémoires 

divergentes (1921-2021),” the scholars Aurélia Dusserre and Mathieu Marly argue that 

in general, the historiography on the Rif War contains the major flaw of not treating the 

issue as an international affair, but rather a national one, depending on the nationality of 

the historians. However, Dusserre and Marly observe that this conflict represented a 

relevant international issue and should be regarded as such. Historians should study 

more carefully the influence played by the Rifian movement on other colonized people 

and European countries. Even if historians have already analyzed this second aspect, 

Dusserre and Marly believe that in these analyses the focus is on the perception of the 

Europeans and not on the role that the Rifian movement actively played within these 

countries.  

Concerning this point, Pouillon and Jamous argue that during the Parisian 

conference, the participants tended not to consider the role played by the Rifians and 

their thoughts on what was happening. In particular, they underlined the role played by 

Abd el-Krim as if he had been the only protagonist of the story. This problem, however, 

can also be found in much literature on the subject, and not only. It is influenced by the 

colonial legacy of not considering the colonized as thinking beings and agents. There is 

often a tendency to standardize them into a single category of passive subjects capable 

only of suffering colonialism231, even if many authors have refuted this reality, 

demonstrating how the categories of colonizer and colonized are multifaceted realities, 

incapable of totally representing the reality.232  

Finally, Pouillon and Jamous criticized how the contributors at the conference 

used the sources. On the one hand, they used statements that Abd el-Krim made during 

his exile in Egypt to analyze what he did during the Rif War. On the other hand, they 

mainly used documents found in European state archives, written in particular by 

Europeans, which therefore did not present the view of the Rifians on the affair.233 

Thus, in Pouillon and Jamous’s view, all these inaccuracies have produced a politicized 

and incomplete image of the Rifian issue.  
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Furthermore, the political interference in this conference was emphasized also by 

the fact that, among the speakers, there were also figures outside the academia, such as 

the socialist Abderrahmane Youssoufi. Always engaged in the political arena, he took 

part in the nationalist movement as one of its most active members. After independence, 

he undertook a political career in the ranks of the Moroccan left wing, opposing the 

Makhzen many times. When he participated in the conference in 1973, he was in self-

imposed exile in the French capital. In his speech, he described the Rifian state using 

the colonial categories of modern and traditional. Thus, he represented the Republic of 

the Rif as a modern state in opposition to the traditional structure of the Makhzen. In 

light of this, it is crucial to have in mind the personal and work backgrounds of the 

conference speakers but also of the authors of the works that will be analyzed in this 

thesis.  

 

2.2.2 The Historiographical Representation of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi as a National-

ist Leader 

 

After the 1973 Conference, the trend of growing academic interest in Abd el-Krim 

increased during the 1980s and it became even more consistent after the Years of Lead 

when Abd el-Krim’s representation as a Moroccan nationalist became the most 

accredited in Morocco and abroad. As the historian Abderrahmane El Moudden has 

written “The last years of the 20th century were therefore years of return for Ben Abd el-

Karim. A return to the research scene too: in quick succession, several high-quality 

books have been added to the fairly extensive bibliography on Ben Abd el-Karim and 

his experience.”234 

The nationalist historiography asserts that Abd el-Krim was a nationalist and anti-

colonialist who fought for the independence of Morocco in the name of the Alawi 

Sultan. In particular, the authors of the nationalist historiography try to deny the 

secessionist intents that frequently are attached to Abd el-Krim. Therefore, this 

historiographical perspective also read the creation of the Rifian Republic through the 

lens of nationalism, regarding it as the first step conducted by Abd el-Krim to reach the 

independence of the entire Moroccan territory. Abd el-Krim is portrayed as one of the 
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leaders of the armed resistance. This preceded the political one and was centered mainly 

in the rural areas of Morocco, while the political action of the national movement 

developed in the urban context starting from the 1930s.  

Mohamed Zniber argues that Abd el-Krim was one of the first Moroccan 

nationalists and the Rifian resistance was part of the Moroccan independence struggle 

against the European colonial powers. Abd el-Krim’s forces fought against the Spanish 

not only to free the Rif region but also to liberate the entire Morocco. Zniber thinks that 

there is continuity between the Rifian resistance and the Moroccan nationalist 

movement, which differed only in the methods adopted, while the objectives and values 

remained the same.235 If Abd el-Krim used both the military and political force, the 

other nationalists who fought after him, used political methods. However, “all the 

ideological content, all the demands of nationalism that will come after it are already 

written in his program”236. In particular, Zniber finds these demands in: the claim for 

independence, the abolition of the Protectorates, the creation of a modern state and the 

importance of progress. Moreover, after 1945, the nationalists returned to Abd el-

Krim’s methods of fight. Thus, the members of the Moroccan nationalist movement 

were strongly influenced by Abd el-Krim, acknowledged by the author as one of the 

leaders who fought against the colonial powers for the independence of the entire 

Morocco. 

Also Kenneth Brown supports the view that the Rifians and the Moroccan 

nationalists shared the same intentions but used different techniques, and he has 

presented some evidence to prove his position. First of all, Brown says that the son of 

the resistance leader in Salé and Abd el-Krim knew each other from a young age. 

Secondly, he shows that the Rifians’ resistance influenced the youth movement that 

developed in this city. Finally, Brown sees a turning point between the end of the Rifian 

resistance and the beginning of the nationalist activities within the cities. He asserts that 

there is no break in time between the two moments that in this way become part of the 

same phenomenon: the Moroccan nationalist movement. Brown thinks that the Rifian 

movement and the urban political movement are both part of the Moroccan nationalist 
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movement. “These two resistance movements are related, even if they take quite 

different forms.”237 Once again, although the two groups used different methods and 

conducted distinct activities, they shared the same objectives and values. The techniques 

used differed because the resisters had to adapt their actions to the environment in 

which they acted. Nevertheless, they shared the goal of liberating Morocco from 

colonial rule to recreate an independent state.  

Furthermore, some authors belonging to the nationalist historiography also use the 

relationship between Abd el-Krim and the Spanish to reinforce his nationalist feelings 

and patriotism. Germain Ayache devotes much space to this topic. Initially, his study 

may appear as an attempt to show that Abd el-Krim was not actually the nationalist that 

scholars have often portrayed. Indeed, most of the authors of the nationalist 

historiography have sought to ignore this issue not to discredit the nationalist essence of 

Abd el-Krim’s action. Instead, Ayache explains that the Khattabis intermediated with 

the Spanish and opposed the anti-European activity of other Rifians, such as 

Mohammed Ameziane.  A more careful analysis of Ayache’s works shows that, in 

author’s view, Abd el-Krim did not want to serve the interests of the Spanish but rather 

the ones of his people.238 The author clearly writes: “Mohammed had a love for his 

country. If he served Spain, it was because he saw it as a friend, an ally capable of 

helping the Moroccans save themselves.”239 In Abd el-Krim’s opinion, Spain could 

provide the technological and economic development of his region, thus enabling it to 

become modern and stronger. Therefore, Ayache used Abd el-Krim’s intermediation 

with Spain to emphasize his nationalist vein.  

Related to this question, an episode seems to contradict this thesis. In their books, 

Ayache and De Madariaga tell that in 1910, Abd el-Krim and his father requested 

Madrid the Spanish citizenship. Finally, the request was unsuccessful only due to the 

Spanish denial. In front of this affair, a question emerges: if Abd el-Krim was so 

devoted to his own country, why did he desire to become part of the colonizing 

population? Of course, the two authors have promptly answered this doubt. While De 
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Madariaga attributes the decision of Abd el-Krim to his desire to advance his career,240 

Ayache does not renounce portraying Abd el-Krim as a fervent nationalist. Indeed, the 

Moroccan author explains that Abd el-Krim advanced this request because he knew the 

colonization was imminent. At that stage, the Moroccans were too weak to survive on 

their own241 but his project remained the national independence.   

Another point on which the nationalist historiography insists concerns the view 

that Abd el-Krim fought for the independence of Morocco on behalf of the Sultan. 

Thus, if Abd el-Krim’s final objective was liberating Morocco, he wanted to do it in the 

name of the Moroccan leader. Many scholars242 have tried to understand which 

relationship existed between the Rifian leader and the Makhzen. It is difficult to obtain a 

precise picture of what Sultan Moulay Yussef really thought about the Rifians’ actions. 

It depends on the perception one has of what the Sultan represented, if he is considered 

a French puppet or a French hostage. In the first case, his actions were attributable to his 

decision to submit to the French to maintain his nominal power and satisfy his interests. 

Instead, in the second case, the Sultan was acting against his will since in reality he 

wanted to act for the sake of his people. Therefore, the point is to understand how much 

will there was behind Sultan’s actions.  

Moreover, the situation of opacity and uncertainty on this topic was exacerbated 

also by two episodes that occurred after Moroccan independence: Abd el-Krim’s 

decision to stay in Egypt, despite Sultan’s invitations to return home, and the fact that 

his remains are still in Cairo, in spite of numerous requests for their return. Looking at 

the situation, the debate on the relationship between Abd el-Krim and the Sultan 

remains unsolved.  

However, despite all these considerations, the nationalist historiography argues 

that there had always been mutual support and esteem between Abd el-Krim and the 

Sultan. For example, Germain Ayache promotes the position of the collaboration and 

friendship between the Sultan and Abd el-Krim, asserting that Abd el-Krim’s goal was 

not to depose the Moroccan ruler, but in reality, they supported each other. In particular, 

the author bases his thesis on the fact that the Rifians enjoyed significant local 
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autonomy and they barely noticed the presence of the Makhzen in their daily lives. So, 

even if they blamed the Sultan for being too submissive towards the Europeans and 

abandoning them in front of the foreign threat,243 they did not refuse his authority. 

Rather, they fought for the freedom of the entire Morocco. For this reason, the Rifian 

resistance could be considered part of the Moroccan nationalist movement. Abd el-Krim 

waged a patriotic war, influenced by the values of modernity, progress, and democracy.  

In particular, Ayache underlines that he rejects the label of proto-nationalism that 

numerous scholars have used for the Rifian resistance. For him, Abd el-Krim “was a 

patriot.”244 His patriotism “was flourishing in modern concepts of nation, progress, 

freedom of the mind and democracy that would envy him those who have since called 

them nationalists”.245 He was a nationalist and not an example of something that came 

before nationalism.   

On the contrary, David M. Hart is among the authors who label Abd el-Krim 

“proto-nationalist”.246 However, despite the term used, Hart also asserts that Abd el-

Krim fought for the liberation of entire Morocco and the independence of the Rif was 

the first step to reaching his real objective. To prove this idea, Hart affirms that Abd el-

Krim refused the title of Sultan of the Rif.247 It demonstrates that the Rifian leader was 

not a rebel and did not want to replace the authority of the Moroccan ruler. His authority 

was only temporary and at the end of the war, he intended to hand over the power to the 

Sultan, the only legitimate Moroccan ruler.  

Likewise, Maria Rosa De Madariaga claims that Abd el-Krim was not a 

secessionist. She writes: “From all the documentation consulted, it is by no means clear 

that the Rifian movement was originally a secessionist movement directed against the 

central power.”248 Despite De Madariaga supports the existence of the Rifian Republic, 

she also asserts that it “would be for him [Abd el-Krim] a first milestone or a starting 
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point on the road to the struggle for the independence of the whole of Morocco.”249 This 

extract shows that in addition to framing Abd el-Krim within the Moroccan nationalist 

movement, the nationalist historiography also seeks to refute the secessionist intentions 

often attributed to the Rifian leader. Abd el-Krim’s sociopolitical plans are interpreted 

as an example of the nationalist intent behind his actions.  

 

2.3 Rifian Historiography: The Impact of Al-Jumhuriyya Al-Rifiyya in the Rif Region  

 

The creation of the Rifian State at the beginning of the 1920s represents a crucial 

and highly debated topic in the historiography devoted to this region. After the 

country’s independence, this topic has attracted the attention of many observers 

throughout the decades. It represents one of the most innovative and controversial 

aspects of the Rifian affairs and for this reason, many have tried to understand which 

intentions and ambitions were behind Abd el-Krim’s political plans.  

In particular, the Rifian historiography has attempted to contextualize the Rif 

Republic within its region to understand how this political project impacted the regional 

socio-political order. The authors250 belonging to this historiographical perspective 

argue that Abd el-Krim created a proper state in the Rif region. His political action had 

a consistent impact on the local socio-political order because he was able to put an end 

to the state of chaos and anarchy present in the region in the late nineteenth century. 

Thus, the Rifian Republic really existed and had salient effects in the area.  

The Rifian historiography has, on the one side, the merit of contextualizing the 

Rifian affair within its region, in contrast to the colonial and nationalist historiographies 

that, in many cases, do not consider the regional socio-political framework in which 

Abd el-Krim acted. However, on the other side, some works of this Rifian 

historiography have the flaw of basing their analysis on the colonial construction of the 

Bilad al-Makhzen/Bilad as-Siba, falling into a misrepresentation of the reality. Indeed, 

some scholars, such as David M. Hart and Mohammed Chtatou, analyze the foundation 
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of the Rifian Republic in light of the Bilad al-Makhzen/Bilad as-Siba colonial 

construction.  

The establishment of a state by Abd el-Krim and his companions represented a 

turning point for both the supporters and opponents of the Bilad as-Siba construction. 

For all of them, this innovation provoked a significant and complete change in the 

regional socio-political structure. This point is well underlined by Abderrahmane 

Youssuofi, who affirms: “Abd el-Krim’s merit lies in having conceived and 

implemented the process of institutionalizing power that enabled the integration of 

fragmented and antagonistic tribes, and their inclusion in a state”.251 This statement 

presents Abd el-Krim as the responsible for a consistent socio-political transformation 

within the Rif region. With the introduction of the Shari’a, the creation of an army, and 

the creation of an administrative apparatus, he completely changed the regional order.  

In addition to this idea, David M. Hart focuses his attention on the fact that “what 

is important for us is that the condition of siba or ripublik […] implies above all an 

element of choice, an option for or against the system”.252 With these words, he tries to 

deviate the issue of the presence or absence of the Rifian anarchy, underling instead the 

uniqueness of the rural regions concerning the Makhzen. Hart asserts that it would be 

the Rifians who would produce a change in the local socio-political structure, putting an 

end to the anarchy at the beginning of the twentieth century. They would be the authors 

of the regional socio-political change. In Hart’s view, this became concrete with the 

foundation of the Rifian State. It represented a crucial and incisive element of socio-

political and structural change within the Rif. It puts an end to the Ripublik era, to bring 

order and stability into the region. On the same vein, Mohammed Chatou believes that 

the creation of a united Rifian state represented an innovative and revolutionary project 

that restored law and order within the region, removing the pre-existing state of 

anarchy.253 

Thus, the Rifian historiography wants to demonstrate that the action of Abd el-

Krim had a revolutionary and decisive impact on the Rifian socio-political structure. 

However, the studies of Mimoun Aziza downsize the thesis promoted by the observers 
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belonging to this historiography. Indeed, Aziza has shown that the Rifian society had 

already undergone a process of transformation in part before and in part with the 

creation of the Spanish Protectorate. In particular, the author focuses his analysis on the 

changes caused by the introduction of wage labor.254 Actually, this type of labor was 

already present in the Rif region during the nineteenth century, especially among the 

Rifians who crossed the border to work in French Algeria. However, the Spanish 

consolidated this model, which considerably impacted the society. While the colonial 

authorities preserved the regional socio-political structure, they introduced significant 

changes from the economic point of view. From the one side, the Spanish based their 

control on the work of intermediation conducted by some local leaders. From the other 

side, they adapted the Rifian economic structure to serve the interests of Madrid. Thus, 

they consolidated and accelerated important changes in the region for many decades, 

contributing to some changes in the local reality.   

Despite these transformations, however, the works of some authors, such as 

Jonathan Wyrtzen and Charles Richard Pennell, have tried to demonstrate that the 

existence of a Rifian State has produced an even more substantial and drastic change in 

the region. The two authors have carefully analyzed the structure and functioning of the 

Rifian Republic. They describe in their books255 how this new state worked and how 

much power Abd el-Krim actually had. In his book, Wyrtzen explains in detail the 

functioning of the Rifian Republic.256 He argues that Abd el-Krim created an 

“autonomous anti-colonial political field” in which political, judicial, and economic 

power was centered in his hands. Thus, he succeeded in achieving his objective that, as 

Pennell says, was to let his “people know that they had a nation as well as a religion”. 

The author accurately explores the reforms and policies adopted by Abd el-Krim to 

reach the goal of creating a Rifian state. Pennell asserts that Abd el-Krim’s thought and 

political project were inspired by Salafist ideas. The Rifian leader is depicted as a 

politician who wanted to create a modern state based on a progressive interpretation of 

Islam.257 Consequently, Pennell believes that the main objective of Abd el-Krim was 

not only to defeat the colonial powers but also rather to create a republic based on 
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Islam. The anti-colonial fight was only a means to achieve the main goal. In one of his 

articles, Pennell writes: “what is remarkable about both the Al-Manār interview and the 

bay’a is the little amount of attention given to the war against the Spanish, compared 

with the importance of unity and the treachery of the shaykhs in one, and the necessity 

of the sharia in the other.”258  

Abd el-Krim went beyond the socio-political frameworks present in the region 

and he was able to build a well-structured and organized state, in which he promoted 

numerous reforms to completely transform the political, social and legal organization of 

the Rif region. His control over the area was tangible and intense, even if he had to 

contrast the reluctance of the local political and religious leaders.259 Indeed, Pennell and 

Wyrtzen have regard to the fact that Abd el-Krim faced resistance from some leaders of 

the more distant qabāyil, but this fact did not prevent him from reaching his political 

objectives.  

The acceptance of Abd el-Krim’s projects in the region is an extensively studied 

topic among the historians who question the Rifian issue. In particular, the Rifian 

historiography tries to present the Rifian qabāyil as a cohesive and united entity 

supporting Abd el-Krim’s political activity. Before analyzing how scholars have 

investigated and presented this idea, however, it is necessary to clarify an important 

point. Trying to demonstrate how Rifians looked at Abd el-Krim’s project is a 

challenging task, which often leads scholars to considering these people as a 

homogeneous entity with a single thought and opinion. They do not examine the several 

facets that existed in the Rifian society as in others. Thus, to partially avoid this 

problem, the most appropriate choice is likely to consider the positions of the qabāyil 

leaders toward Abd el-Krim. They were the society members involved in politics and 

their power and prestige would have been most influenced by Abd el-Krim’s eventual 

actions.  

In the Rifian historiography, Abd el-Krim is described as a leader who wanted to 

create a permanent movement of opposition against the Spanish, which would be born 

from the union of the participating qabāyil. He gathered around him as many qabāyil as 

possible, which supported his projects. Abderrahmane El Moudden, who describes Abd 
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el-Krim as a gifted and brilliant leader, explains that the Rifian leader believed that the 

only solution to defeat the Spanish was uniting all the Rifian qabāyil in a socio-political 

entity. Moreover, the author affirms that “between 1921 and 1925, […], Ben Abd el-

Karim’s power had extended to almost the entire Rif,”260 implying that Abd el-Krim 

succeeded in getting the support of other local leaders. Thus, they decided to join Abd 

el-Krim’s movement and administrate their qabāyil, relying on the authority and judg-

ment of this leader.  

Also Maria Rosa de Madariaga and Mohammed Chtatou261 assert that some Rifi-

an leaders declared their allegiance to Abd el-Krim and recognized him as the chief of 

the resistance against the colonialists. The two authors claim that the Rifian qabāyil 

shared and supported Abd el-Krim’s military and political plans, especially after the 

first victories of the resistance forces. Therefore, also Maria Rosa De Madariaga, who 

depicts Abd el-Krim as a Moroccan nationalist, does not deny the existence of a Rifian 

State. However, even if she proves that Abd el-Krim created the Rifian Republic, she 

also argues that his objective was not to establish an independent regional state. Instead, 

this was the first step of the liberation of the entire and his leadership was only tempo-

rary. Abd el-Krim fought for the independence of his country on behalf of the Makhzen 

since he recognized the Sultan as the only Moroccan legitimate authority.262 

Finally, as written before, Pennell develops a careful and deep analysis of the rela-

tionship between Abd el-Krim and some members of the Rifian society. In his scientific 

production,263 the author focuses on the internal and regional affairs concerning the Rif-

ian Republic. He has sought to understand if Abd el-Krim exercised factual control over 

the region or if his power was only theoretical. In Pennell’s view, Abd el-Krim adopted 

some measures that allowed him to maintain concrete power over the different qabāyil. 

However, the author recognizes that there were also some figures, such as murābitūn 

and shuyūkh, who opposed Abd el-Krim’s actions. These influential socio-political fig-

ures did not want to lose their power. Only after defeating these men of power, Abd el-

Krim would have been able to unite the Rifian qabāyil and create a modern state. There-

fore, Pennell’s view shows that the Rifian society was heterogeneous. Some inhabitants 
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supported the plans of Abd el-Krim and his loyalists. Conversely, other people opposed 

them and claimed their more convenient autonomy.264   

 

2.4 Amazigh Historiography: Claiming the Historical Role of the Imazighen through the 

Figure of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi  

 

Since the 1980s, in Morocco, and generally in the Maghreb, the Amazigh 

component has claimed its role within their countries and denounced the 

marginalization perpetrated by the North African governments against them. Bruce 

Maddy-Weitzman describes the Amazigh question as “the challenge posed by the 

modern Amazigh/Berber identity movement to the existing political and social order in 

North African states.”265 In this framework, an Amazigh historiography was 

consolidated with the task of showing the relevance that the Imazighen had in the 

national history of their home country.  

In Morocco, concerning the figure of Abd el-Krim, the Amazigh historiography 

has claimed his Amazigh identity. The authors266 of this historiography have 

emphasized the Amazighness of Abd el-Krim and the Rifians, who represented a 

consistent example of Amazigh agency and strength.267 Thus, Mohamed Chtatou refers 

to the Rifians as “the Amazigh tribes of the Rif Mountains.”268 The author emphasizes 

the Amazigh identity of the Rifians in order to underline the crucial contribution that the 

Imazighen gave to the Moroccan nation. The author intends to restore the Amazigh 

component to the role it has played throughout Moroccan history.269  
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Likewise, Hisham Aidi defines the Rif Republic as “the first and only independent 

Berber state in modern history”270 and he also affirms that “the 500.000 Tarifit speakers 

of northern Morocco, long derided by Europeans and Arabs as savages and barbarians 

[…], now had their own country, with an army and even a currency.”271 Thus, Aidi 

strongly emphasizes the Amazigh identity of Abd el-Krim and his state and he uses this 

identity to underline that Rifian separation from Morocco. They obtained independence 

not only from the European powers but also from Morocco.  

However, it is important to underline the fact that, in general, the Amazigh 

historiography does not present Abd el-Krim and the Rifians as secessionists. Instead, 

the authors of this historiography deny the secessionist intentions that sometimes are 

attached to Abd el-Krim. For example, Chtatou repeats several times that Abd el-Krim 

was not a secessionist, since he fought for the independence of Morocco. Chtatou 

demonstrates that “The Rif may have been rebellious throughout its history, but it was 

never separatist. The Rif War of the Emir Mohammed Ben Abdelkrim al-Khattabi 

against European colonialism was never aimed at creating a separate entity in Morocco, 

but rather at liberating Morocco from Spanish and French colonialism.”272 Thus, Abd 

el-Krim’s struggle was first of all an anti-colonialist fight. He wanted to defeat the 

Spanish and French armies to regain the country’s independence. From this excerpt, it 

clearly emerges that the intention of the Amazigh historians is to claim the essential role 

that Imazighen played within Morocco and their belonging to this country.  

Furthermore, Amazigh historiography seeks to present the Rifians as a cohesive 

and united entity. Mimoun Charqi promotes an image of the Rifians as united and 

strongly convinced that the only way to defeat the Spanish was to follow Abd el-Krim. 

In this way, Charqi portrays the Rifians as a compact entity who pursued a common 

goal. They are pictured as people who commonly made decisions and perceived 

themselves as part of the same political and social group. To demonstrate this idea, the 

author affirms that in May 1921, a group of local chiefs appointed Abd el-Krim as their 

political and military leader.273 This act represented an official recognition of the role 

and authority of Abd el-Krim.  

                                                
270 Aidi: “Les blessures ouvertes du Rif,” p. 12. 
271 Aidi: “Les blessures ouvertes du Rif,” pp. 12 – 13. 
272 M. Chtatou (2024): “Le Rif est frondeur mais pas séparatiste”, Le Monde Amazigh, 
https://amadalamazigh.press.ma/fr/le-rif-est-frondeur-mais-pas-separatiste/. 
273 Charqi: “Le clan familial de l’EMIR DU RIF.” 



 86 

However, after establishing what is the main perspective of the Amaizgh 

historiography, a reflection is necessary. The idea of claiming Abd el-Krim as a symbol 

of the Amazighness promoted by the Amazigh historiography is neither completely true 

nor historically relevant. First of all, Abd el-Krim had never claimed his Amazigh 

identity. In that historical period, this claim had not yet been asserted and other identity 

affiliations, such as Islam, were more appropriate to mobilize people. Moreover, it is not 

true that Abd el-Krim’s followers were all Imazighen. Those who lived for example in 

the Jebala region and joined Abd el-Krim’s movement were mainly Arabic speakers. 

So, they would not have mobilized in the name of a common Amazigh identity. The 

references of the Rifian movement went beyond it.274 In his book, Mohamed Tahtah 

explicitly affirms that Abd el-Krim gave himself the surname al-Khattabi when he was 

already an established leader, to gain greater legitimacy and authority. He wanted to 

prove that he descended from the second Rashidun Caliph Omar Ibn Khattab, indirectly 

implying that he was an Arab.275 It was not his priority to emphasize his Amazigh 

identity, but rather he wanted to show that he belonged to one of the earliest and noblest 

Arab-Muslim families. 

On a different note, since the early twenty-first century, another question that 

Amazigh historiography has extensively investigated concerns the Spanish use of 

chemical weapons in the Rif region from 1923 to 1927. 276 Scholars,277 alongside 

Amazigh activists and civil organizations, have raised their attention to the issue. Many 

authors have used this topic to show the suffering endured by the Rifians.278 However, 

in some extent, it has also been employed to demonstrate the Moroccan government’s 

indifference to this problem, attributing this attitude to a deliberate marginalization of 

the Amazigh community by the Arab one.  

In February 2004, an international conference on the use of chemical weapons 

during the Rif war was held in Nador. Many scholars, including Mimoun Charqui, 
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Sebastian Balfour, and Maria Rosa De Madariaga presented their papers, drawing the 

international community’s attention to this past event. During the conference, they 

proved the Spanish, French, and partial German, involvement in the chemical war that 

occurred in the Rif from 1923 to 1927. Moreover, some of the speakers also brought 

receipts on the repercussions that the use of chemical weapons still has in the region.279 

According to the leader of the Asamblea Mundial Amazigh, Rachid Raha, “80% of the 

cancer cases treated at the Avicenna Hospital in Rabat come from the Rif region, and 

have allegedly inherited health problems resulting from the gases used in that war, 

which the associations identify as mustard gas, phosgene, diphosgene and 

chloropicrin.”280 

However, although numerous scholars and activists denounce the current 

consequences of the chemical bombs, some opposing voices doubt that the effects of the 

Spanish bombs are still observable in the region. Among these scholars, was Maria 

Rosa De Madariaga. She never questioned Spain’s use of chemical weapons in the Rif. 

Indeed, through her archival research, she proved Spanish responsibility for using lethal 

gases from 1923 to 1927. Nevertheless, De Madariaga disagreed with other scholars on 

the long-term consequences of the employment of these gases. Indeed, she asserted that 

it is difficult to establish a correlation between the Spanish bombings in the 1920s and 

the current high rate of cancer cases in the Rif. Moreover, even if there are studies that 

demonstrate that mustard gas is a carcinogen, subjects must be in contact with this 

substance for a long time before getting sick. Sporadic contact with this substance is not 

responsible for cancer diagnosis. Thus, De Madariaga believed it is important to avoid 

sensationalism and to base the analysis on scientific data. Scholars should study the case 

with historical and scientific lucidity.281 Nowadays, the debate is still lively and 

intersects historical events with current issues.  

 

The presence of these numerous studies and publications on Abd el-Krim and the 

Rifian issue shows that he has represented an important case of study during his life as 

well as after his death. However, understanding the true motivations and intentions 
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behind Abd el-Krim’s political activities remains a challenging task for historians and 

other scholars. Due to some difficulties in researching this topic, finding a 

comprehensive and inclusive portrayal of this affair is demanding. The accounts 

available are in many cases contradictive and the majority presents a partial politically 

and ideologically oriented version of the issue.282  

 

 

3. THE INFLUENCE OF HISTORIOGRAPHIES ON THE PERCEPTION OF 

ABD EL-KRIM EL-KHATTABI     

 

3.1 Representing Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi in the Moroccan Official Narrative  

 

After looking at how historians and other researchers have interpreted Abd el-

Krim’s story, it is now pertinent to go beyond the academic world. Indeed, the memory 

of the Rifian leader has influenced other arenas, especially in Morocco. Over the years, 

his remembrance has played a paramount role in various political, economic, and social 

affairs. Numerous actors and socio-political groups have appropriated Abd el-Krim’s 

figure, interpreting his past actions through their values and ideals. Therefore, many 

versions of the same story have proliferated, producing numerous hypotheses and 

opinions. Additionally, various political episodes occurred within the region after the 

national independence have increased doubts about Abd el-Krim’s figure and intentions.  

In the years after independence, Abd el-Krim’s affair fell into oblivion and people 

showed a low interest in the affair. In an episode of the podcast series Une autre histoire 

du Maghreb au XXème siècle, the historian Mostafa Bouaziz affirms that after his death, 

Abd el-Krim has been banned from the Moroccan collective memory. Bouaziz utters 

that the reason behind such denial was found in the fact that Abd el-Krim was 

recognized as a symbol of the two anti-monarchist sentiments of revolution and 

republicanism.283  
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As the scholar Lucette Valensi explains in her article “Le roi chronophage”284 

during the process of decolonization, the Moroccan state, like many other neo-

independent countries,285 rewrote its past to construct and strengthen its national 

identity. In this process, some figures and moments were erected as symbols of the 

Moroccaness to the detriment of other historical protagonists who “fall into disgrace in 

the collective memory.”286 Indeed, these past actors were considered divisive and 

dangerous figures for national stability. In Valensi’s view, Abd el-Krim was among the 

marginalized and neglected figures. He suffered a process of marginalization because he 

represented a model of republicanism and, consequently, a threat to the Moroccan 

monarchy. Abd el-Krim was blamed for creating an independent state, threatening the 

unity and integrity of the Moroccan nation. For many years, he was removed by 

Moroccan history and collective memory, in order to delete the figure of a secessionist 

who rebelled against the Makhzen.287  

The lack of interest in Abd el-Krim’s story remained until the 1970s when the 

attention to this character and his story increased in various social and political spheres. 

The Rifian issue and the story of Abd el-Krim became the subjects of numerous cultural 

products, such as movies and novels, and the focus of several debates and theoretical 

reflections. 

The 1990s, however, represented a turning point in how the Moroccan official 

authorities reconsidered Abd el-Krim’s memory, increasing their interest in his figure. 

After the Years of the Lead, and especially after the coronation of King Mohammed VI, 

the Makhzen appropriated the figure of Abd el-Krim, claiming him as a protagonist of 

the Moroccan struggle against colonialism.288 Thus, the Moroccan official channels 

started to promote the nationalist portrayal of Abd el-Krim, as many historians had been 

doing since the 1970s. Nowadays, the inclusion of the Rifian leader and his struggle 

within the Moroccan resistance movement still prevails in the historiographical scenario 

as in the Moroccan collective memory. The former leader is represented as a nationalist 

and anti-colonialist who participated in the first stages of the struggle for independence. 

                                                
284 L. Valensi (1990): “Le roi chronophage. La construction d’une conscience historique dans le Maroc 
postcolonial”, Cahiers d’études africaines, Vol. 30, No. 119, pp. 279 – 298. 
285 Valensi: “Le roi chronophage,” p. 290. 
286 Valensi: “Le roi chronophage,” p. 290. 
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In the Rif, he led the armed resistance, which the official narrative presents as part of 

the national independence movement.  

However, despite many scholars and the public opinion accredit this narrative as 

the most accurate, it deserves a reflection. This perspective, like the view of many 

historians, considers all the actions taken against the colonial authorities as intended for 

national independence. However, as the political scientist Adria Lawrence shows, this 

vision is constraining and ineffective. In her article “Rethinking Moroccan Nationalism, 

1930-44,” Lawrence asserts, “Labeling all opposition ‘nationalist’ inhibits our 

understanding of how actors come to seek national independence.”289 Instead, Lawrence 

is part of a group of scholars, including F. Cooper,290 who believe that nationalism was 

not the only “organizing idiom”291 used by colonized populations to counter 

colonialists, but they implemented different strategies of military and political struggle.  

This position can be applied also to the armed resistance led by Abd el-Krim el-

Khattabi. Although many scholars consider his action as an example of proto-

nationalism, this label may “obscure[s] more than it reveals.”292 Indeed, looking at the 

general Moroccan context, this act reduces and denies the peculiarities that 

characterized the different anticolonial actions that occurred within the country. The 

insertion of all the anticolonial operations in the nationalist movement hides the specific 

objectives of the anti-imperialist leaders and does not consider the characteristics of the 

socio-political landscape in which the action took place.  

Indeed, the Moroccan official narrative does not refer to the Rifian Republic and 

the socio-political transformations that occurred in the region. Labeling Abd el-Krim’s 

anti-colonialist and independence actions as nationalism allowed the Makhzen to ignore 

all those issues that could raise doubts about this idea. This aspect, in particular, 

differentiates the official narrative from the nationalist historiography. Indeed, while the 

Moroccan authorities deny the existence of the Rifian Republic, most of the scholars of 

this historiographical perspective agree on the reality of this socio-political entity, 

which they interpret as a first step in the path for Moroccan independence.   
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3.2 Contrasting Perspectives of the Same Story  

  

At this point, one could ask why the central authorities increased their interest in 

Abd el-Krim’s story. One of the reasons that have persuaded the Makhzen concerned the 

behavior of other Moroccan socio-political actors. Indeed, since the 1970s, numerous 

contrasting representation of Abd el-Krim’s story spread among the country. In 

particular, leftists, Imazighen, Islamists and Rifians have reinterpreted and readapted his 

memory, transforming him into an identity symbol. Consequently, nowadays, Abd el-

Krim is still relevant not only for what he did or what he thought but also for how 

people have interpreted and considered his story and his projects. 

Among the first to reconsider the Rifian issue were some leftists and younger 

generations who used Abd el-Krim as a symbol for their fight based on Marxist and 

Leninist principles and values.293 In particular, their position mainly opposed the 

nationalist historiography. In contrast to the portrayal of Abd el-Krim as a nationalist 

leader, the leftists believe he had planned a different future for the Moroccan political 

scene. During the famous Parisian conference of 1973, the socialist Abderrahmane 

Youssoufi presented the Rifian Republic as an example of a political model opposed to 

the Moroccan monarchy.294 In his speech, Youssufi described the Rifian state as a 

modern republic in opposition to the traditional structure of the Makhzen. Youssoufi 

affirms that the Rifian Republic was endowed with a “state structure that corresponded 

to the Western definition of state, […] consisting of three elements: people, territory and 

sovereignty.”295 Every institution necessary for the functioning of a nation-state was 

present in the Rif. If the Rifians fought for the independence of Morocco, their action 

was aimed at subverting the socio-political order within the country. They wanted to 

create a republic on the model of European states.  

From this example, it is clear how the leftist, as the Moroccan government, used a 

specific historiographical representation of the Rifian issue to justify and promote their 

political interests. Thus, while the Makhzen promoted the perspective shared by 

nationalist historiography, depicting Abd el-Krim as one of the nationalists who fought 

                                                
293 El Moudden: “Reforme par le bas,” p. 168. 
294 Dusserre and Marly: “La guerre du Rif,” p. 10. 
295 Youssoufi: “Les institutions de la République du Rif,” p. 87.  



 92 

for the independence of the Moroccan Alawi Sultanate, the leftists opposed it and 

presented the Rifian leader as a revolutionary anti-imperialist and anti-monarchist.  

After this return of interest in Abd el-Krim’s affair, during the 1980s, this topic 

also became relevant among Amazigh activists. Reproducing the interpretation of the 

Rifian issue promoted by the Amazigh historiography, among the Imazighen, an 

“Amazighisation”296 of Abd el-Krim’s memory occurred. He has been perceived as an 

Amazigh hero who had fought against the colonial powers, playing a primary role in the 

Moroccan history. Therefore, he embodied the strength and courage of the Imazighen. 

Even if Abd el-Krim and his people never claimed their Amazigh identity, after 1956, 

he became a symbol of the Amazighness.297 Thus, the Amazigh historians’ point of 

view was clearly visible within the representation promoted among the Imazighen. As 

in the case of the leftists, by adopting the Amazigh historiographical perspective, they 

contrasted with the official narrative that embraced the nationalist historiography.  

Moreover, since the early twenty-first century, numerous Amaizgh activists and 

politicians have raised the attention on the Spanish use of the chemical weapons during 

the Rif War. They have claimed the right of the Rifians to be compensated for the 

damages caused by the Spanish. In particular, they argue that the consequences of this 

episode are still visible today and Spain should not only apologize for what it did in the 

past, but also for the current effects of its actions. Over the years, civil organizations 

have appealed to the Spanish King and government, asking for formal apologies and 

reparations to the Rifians. However, they have never received satisfying answers.  

Concretely, their requests consist of obtaining, on the one hand, Spanish 

recognition of its guilt and, on the other hand, individual and collective reparations to 

the region’s inhabitants. In 2015, Rachid Raha sent a letter to Spanish King Felipe VI, 

asking him to exhort his government to accept some conditions related to this question. 

The main demands included: the delivery of individual and collective compensation to 

the Rifians, as well as the creation of cancer wards in the region to treat the high 

numbers of cancer cases.298  

Therefore, the interest in the chemical war has not been relegated to the academic 

sphere. Over the years, in Spain, the Republican Party of Barcelona (ERC) has raised 
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interest in the issue. In 2007, two delegates of the party asked the Parliament for the 

Spanish official recognition of its historical responsibility in the chemical war, 

underlining that it would be an act of democracy and maturity.299 Nevertheless, Spanish 

authorities ignored this request. In 2018, it seemed that the Spanish government was 

willing to take some steps toward reconciliation. The Foreign Minister J. Borrell 

announced that it was time to mend past wounds and many people hoped reconciliation 

was near. However, these words have never been followed by concrete actions300 and 

nowadays, the question remains open and a resolution seems far from being reached.  

Another contrasting representation of Abd el-Krim was promoted by the Islamists 

in the 1990s. In that decade, the Moroccan society witnessed the awakening of the 

Islamist component in the socio-political sphere. The Islamists have mainly focused 

their attention on the role that Islam played in the Rifian affair. In 2015, an article on 

Abd el-Krim’s life appeared on the Moroccan Justice and Development Party website. 

Here, Abd el-Krim has been described as a Muslim who grew up in a religious family 

and conducted a jihad against the Spanish. He was a mujāhid301 who conducted the holy 

war against Christian enemies and during his exile, he dedicated himself to the reading 

of the Qur’an. The Islamist emphasized Abd el-Krim’s call for jihad and the role he 

attributed to the Shari’a in his life to portray the leader as an example of a faithful man 

who devoted his military and political action to Islam.  

Nowadays, this narrative is still shared by many Moroccans. During a trip to 

Rabat, I talked to the hotelier of my Riad, Hamid, about my research. When I told him 

that the thesis was about Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi, he told me enthusiastically that his 

grandfather took part in the Rif War. He explained to me that Abd el-Krim was a 

mujāhid and he was able to defeat the colonial powers because he fought both for 

political and religious reasons. According to Hamid, if he had waged only a political 

war, he would never have achieved the objectives he was able to reach through a 

religious war. When I asked him why, Hamid told me that Abd el-Krim knew that the 

Rifians would have fought only in the name of the faith. For this reason, when he called 
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for the jihad, many accepted to join his harka.302 Therefore, numerous Moroccans still 

reproduce the portrayal of Abd el-Krim as a mujāhid. 

 

3.2.1 Representing Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi in the Rif 

  

Among all the conflicting portrayals of Abd el-Krim, the one that has frightened 

mostly the official authorities has come from the Rif region. Here, the perspective 

partially reflects the position of the Rifian historiography since many Rifians claim the 

existence of the Rifian Republic to underline the uniqueness of their region and Abd el-

Krim’s story. However, in most cases, they do not use this past issue as a symbol of 

secessionism and regional independence. Instead, Abd el-Krim’s story is used to claim 

the relevant role that the Rifians played in Moroccan history and, consequently, to 

escape their situation of marginalization. Moreover, some references reproduce the 

analyses of the Amazigh historiography since many Rifians claim their Amazigh 

identity and represent Abd el-Krim as an Amazigh hero from the Rif region.  

All these ideas became evident in 2016, when some protests put in turmoil the Rif 

region. During the uprisings, Rifians showed pictures of Abd el-Krim and waved flags 

of the Rifian Republic to underline their regional belonging, but also claim their 

historical relevance within Moroccan history. Numerous articles and works303 have been 

published on this episode, but more generally on all the events that characterized the Rif 

region after Moroccan independence. The authors have tried to reflect on the role that 

these socio-political incidents played in the relationship between the center (Rabat) and 

the periphery (Rif region). 

At the end of 2016, protests broke out following the brutal death of a young 

fishmonger in Al-Hoceima. Mouchine Fikri was crushed by the press of a garbage 

truck, while he was trying to retrieve his goods, that a police officer had confiscated 

from him. He was accused of violating a seasonal fishing ban and for this reason, his 
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fish was commandeered. The detail that generated sensation around this affair was that a 

police officer was accused of giving the order to activate the press. Images of the 

accident went around the country bringing thousands of people to the streets.  

However, although this episode represented the spark that set off the uprisings, the 

reasons behind them were deeper and related to the socio-political and economic 

marginalization of the region. As Azz E. Diouani states, “Scholars of social movements 

assert that social movements do not occur in a vacuum but their origins lie in social, 

economic, cultural and political grievances plaguing society.” 304 The harsh situation, 

which the Rifian people had been enduring since the country’s independence, caused a 

sense of insecurity, dissatisfaction and distrust towards political institutions. 

Consequently, protests occurred in the region many times over the decades. In 2011, in 

the wake of the Arab Spring, the 20February Movement mobilized citizens also in the 

Rif region. Yet, protests ended after a short period, without satisfying people’s requests. 

Therefore, five years later, a new series of protests started in the Rif.  

Initially, the uprisings were spontaneous, but later, they structured in the Hirak al-

Sha’bi (Popular Movement), which was able to catalyze around itself thousands of 

Rifians. They took to the streets against governmental inefficiency and political parties’ 

corruption. The movement was born in the city of Al-Hoceima in 2017, when its leaders 

presented to the King a document containing twenty-one requests.305 It included the 

implementation of measures to counter the endemic regional unemployment, the 

construction of infrastructures, such as hospitals and schools, and the demilitarization of 

the area. This act remembered the eighteen-point program that the Rifians presented to 

the King in 1958-59.306 

Specifically, the protests of 1958-59 and 2017 were based on the same feelings of 

isolation, discomfort and harshness experienced by the Rifians. They led to the outbreak 

of anti-governmental, but not anti-monarchical, protests. In both cases, protesters asked 

for the implementation of regional economic measures and their inclusion in the 

Moroccan political arena.307 They wanted to see a change of pace in the corrupt and 

nepotistic political arena and the end to their marginalization.  
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Moreover, another crucial aspect shared by these two episodes was the relevance 

that protesters attributed to the figure of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi. As stated in chapter 

one, during the 1958-59 revolts, the former leader played a direct role in supporting the 

Rifians also from his exile. He sent messages of solidarity to his people, while he tried 

to pressure the King to listen to and fulfill their demands. In 2017, instead, Abd el-Krim 

played an indirect role through his memory. As well as during the protests that shook 

the region in 1984 and 2011, also in 2017, it was possible to see people waving images 

of Abd el-Krim as well as the Rif Republic and Amazigh flags.308  

Anne Wolf asserts these symbols and the songs of the protesters in honor of Abd 

el-Krim, represented Rifians’ intention to “framed their activism in terms of the region’s 

identity and the specific legacy of rebellion.”309 Therefore, Abd el-Krim became a 

symbol of freedom, strength and pride. During the protests, he represented an example 

of resistance against the injustice perpetrated by the authorities, freedom from 

oppression and pride in being Rifian. Using the words of the journalist Reda Zaireg that 

the scholar Noureddine Jebnoun reports in one of his articles: “The Hirak’s 

identification with the symbols of the rebel leader ‘Abd-al-Karim’s struggle ‘was 

mainly prompted by the need to create a spirit of community and to include the present 

struggles in a narrative of resistance which overrides historical discontinuities’.”310  

Furthermore, the memory of Abd el-Krim played a central role also on February 

5th, 2017, when citizens gathered in Al-Hoceima to commemorate the anniversary of 

Abd el-Krim’s death and the police dispersed them.311 Central authorities accused the 

protesters of using Abd el-Krim’s pictures as well as Rifian and Amazigh flags as 

secessionist symbols. For this reason, they looked with distrust at those activities and 

symbols that recalled the leader’s memory and the emblem of the Rifian Republic 

constitutes potential evidence of separatism used by the judiciary against political 

opponents.312  

Despite this official narrative, scholars agree that these charges are unfounded and 

specious. There were no secessionist intentions behind protesters’ activities. For 
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example, Raphaël Lefèvre claims that Abd el-Krim’s pictures “are more a way to 

reclaim the rebellious legacy of the region than to suggest Berber separatism.”313 

Therefore, like the Rifian historiography, the region inhabitants do not use Abd el-

Krim’s memory to deny their belonging to the nation, but rather to reaffirm it and 

demand its respect. Nowadays, the situation is still outstanding, mainly because of the 

arrests of influential figures and Hirak’s activists. 314 An underlying tension persists 

within the country and Abd el-Krim’s story is often defined, using the words a 

university professor said to me, a “sensitive topic”.  

For this reason, the Moroccan government has realized that it has been necessary 

to turn Abd el-Krim into a national symbol before other socio-political actors 

appropriate his figure. Therefore, the Makhzen has used several official channels to 

promote its interpretation of the Rifian issue. The educational system is one of them.  
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CHAPTER 3: PRESERVING THE MEMORY:  

HOW TEACHING THE HISTORY OF ABD EL-KRIM EL-

KHATTABI IN THE MOROCCAN EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM 
 

 

In creating and promoting a specific perspective on Abd el-Krim, and more in 

general on history, the educational system has played a central role. Indeed, through 

schooling, a specific image of the past is preserved and promoted. School years are 

pivotal in shaping the sense of citizenship and national belonging among students. 

Through teaching materials and teachers’ explanations, a determined narration of the 

national past is conveyed, enabling boys and girls to perceive themselves as members of 

a unique community. Specifically, this sense of unity allows citizens to identify with a 

national entity and it makes it easier for the government to rule them.315 Since Abd el-

Krim el-Khattabi is part of the Moroccan past, the central authorities have tried to 

include his story in the national history and to spread this official narrative, distinct 

channels have been used, including the educational system. For this reason, a deep 

examination of how the memory of Abd el-Krim is nowadays transmitted in Moroccan 

high schools helps to understand how part of the national past is narrated. In particular, 

through the analysis of textbooks and interviews with historian teachers, it is possible to 

understand which historiography on Abd el-Krim dominates in Moroccan high schools 

and how it contributes to shaping students view of the past and the present. 

Therefore, this chapter aims to examine which historiographical point of view on 

Abd el-Krim predominantly influences the teaching of history in contemporary 

Moroccan high schools. The research will consider classes belonging to the curriculum 

Enseignement des lettres et sciences humaines. First of all, the chapter will examine 

how some Moroccan textbooks portray Abd el-Krim and the Rif War. Specifically, 

three titles will be considered and they are: Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh, Fi rihāb al-tārīkh and 

Al-shāmil fī al-tārīkh.316 The choice fell on them because these are the books used by 
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the teachers interviewed for this research. Indeed, to understand Abd el-Krim’s 

prevalent historiographical representation in Moroccan high schools, it is necessary to 

analyze the textbooks’ contents but also to explore how teachers present the topic to 

their students.  

The chapter will be divided into two main sections. The first section will focus on 

the analysis of the textbooks. After briefly explaining how the Moroccan education 

system works, the thesis will analyze how Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi and the Rif War are 

represented within some high school textbooks. The objective will be to highlight the 

similarities and differences among them, emphasizing the points to which the books 

dedicate more space. After this initial analysis, the second section will explore the 

results obtained during interviews. The thesis will try to analyze how teachers perceive 

and represent Abd el-Krim and the Rif War during their classes and how students react 

to their explanations. Both sections in particular will attempt to identify and show which 

historiographical perspectives mainly influence the Moroccan educational system.  

 

 

1. ANALYZING THE TEXTBOOKS: HOW DO THEY REPRESENT ABD EL-

KRIM EL-KHATTABI? 

 

The first part of the chapter concerns the study of the historiographical 

representation of Abd el-Krim in some textbooks used in the classes belonging to the 

curriculum Enseignement des lettres et sciences humaines. As the Moroccan scholar 

Mostafa Hassani-Idrissi states, “History textbooks are not only instruments for the 

transmission of the knowledge, but they also participate in the construction of the 

identity of the students.”317 They play a fundamental role in framing a determined 

memory of the past in students’ minds. Consequently, it is necessary to consider how 

these educational materials tell Abd el-Krim’s story in order to partially understand why 

a particular view of this affair is present in Moroccan society.  

However, before analyzing the content of the textbooks, it is necessary to frame 

how the Moroccan educational system works.  
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1.1 The Moroccan Educational System  

 

The Moroccan school system is divided between public and private institutions. It 

is organized in a multilevel structure and at the end of each level, students have to take a 

final national exam. If they pass it, they advance to the next school level. Otherwise, 

they have to attend again the same year. Children start going to school at the age of six 

and they should be able to finish high school at the age of eighteen.  

The first level of schooling is called Enseignement Primaire and lasts six years. 

After that, there are three years of Enseignement Secondaire Collégial. These years are 

the last of compulsory education since, starting from sixteen years, teenagers are no 

longer obliged to continue their educational path. For those who decide to continue their 

studies, there are three years of Enseignement Secondaire Qualifiant. At this school lev-

el, students can choose between three different paths: the Enseignement technique et 

Professionnel, the Formation Professionnel, and the Enseignement secondaire quali-

fiant général.318 

The third option is, moreover, divided into four curricula: the Enseignement ori-

ginal, the Enseignement scientifique, the Enseignement technologique, and the Ensei-

gnement des lettres et sciences humaines.319 While the first year (which is called tronc 

commun) is the same for all the students, in the other two years (which are the first and 

second year Baccalauréat) they specialize themselves depending on their curriculum. 

Indeed, each path dedicates more attention to the study of specific subjects. In the cur-

riculum Enseignement des lettres et sciences humaines, students deepen their 

knowledge of humanities subjects, such as literature, languages, history, and geography. 

After three years of studying, boys and girls will obtain the Baccalauréat. This thesis, 

specifically, will consider the textbooks and programs used in the second year Bacca-

lauréat in the curriculum Enseignement des lettres et sciences humaines.  

To conclude this brief explanation of the Moroccan educational system, it is also 

useful to look at teachers’ training. In Morocco, there are two educational paths that 

teachers have to follow to obtain their professional qualifications. A person can become 

a teacher after earning a bachelor’s degree in the field in which he/she wants to teach. 

                                                
318 OECD (2018): “Éducation au Maroc,” in Examens de l'OCDE du cadre d'évaluation de l'éducation : 
Maroc, OECD Publishing, Paris, p. 63. 
319 Ministère de l’Education Nationale: https://www.men.gov.ma/Fr/Pages/Ens-secoqualif.aspx. 
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Otherwise, he/she has to attend the Centres régionaux des métiers de l’éducation et de 

la formation, which is a school dedicated to the professional formation of teachers. All 

the teachers interviewed for this thesis obtained a bachelor’s degree in History or Geog-

raphy. In addition, some of them also attended the Centres régionaux des métiers de 

l’éducation et de la formation, while three attended or are still attending a PhD pro-

gram. A PhD is necessary to work in a university and not only in high school. There-

fore, even if the components of the research sample have different levels of education, 

they are all professionals prepared in history. 

 

1.2 The Reform of History Teaching in Morocco: Is It Time for a New Reform?  

 

Over the decades, the teaching of history in Moroccan schools has undergone 

three main reforms. Each has also included methodological and content adaption of the 

textbooks used in class. The first reform occurred in 1970 and its main objective was to 

elaborate a program of history modeled from a Moroccan point of view. Indeed, the 

historians who immediately after 1956 were responsible for setting and writing history 

textbooks had studied during the colonial period in French-modeled schools. 

Consequently, on one side, they wrote in French while, on the other side, their view of 

the past reflected what they had learned in colonial schools.  

With the reform of 1970, the Moroccan government abandoned the French 

version of the textbooks and published the first one written in Arabic by Moroccan 

authors. This reform did not simply regard a formal and linguistic matter, but rather it 

represented an act of agency. That is Morocco’s possibility and ability to write its 

history, moving away from externally imposed visions. Thus, the question of which 

language is used in an educational system is not a secondary issue, but it is a relevant 

one.  

Since the 1980s, in Morocco the language of education in public schools has been 

Arabic, but only for some academic fields. While Arabic has been used in the 

humanities subjects, the scientific ones have used French.320 After Moroccan 

independence, history was one of the first subjects in which the Arabic language has 

                                                
320 O. Sanga and C. Mackie (2022): “Education in Morocco,” World Education News + Reviews, 
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been used321 and, nowadays, it continues to be the language in which history textbooks 

are written and in which teachers should deliver their lessons. In reality, however, they 

tend to use colloquial languages with their students. Ali, one of the teachers I 

interviewed in Nador, explained that during classes, he uses Arabic, but also Darija or 

Tarifit, depending on the level of the students. The latter can choose which language to 

use in class, but then, during the final exam, they have to write exclusively in Arabic.322  

Indeed, the latter remains with French as the official language of education. 

Moreover, since 2003, efforts have been made to introduce Tamazight as well, and the 

teaching of this language was planned in all Moroccan elementary schools.323 Despite 

the projects, however, Tamazight has been introduced in Moroccan schools only in 

2009, anyway with numerous problems and critical elements. Outside the regions where 

one of the Amazigh dialects is spoken, indeed, teachers do not use Tamazight as a 

language of instruction but only a taught language. Nowadays, various controversial 

issues make it difficult to realize this project.    

Continuing with the reforms of the textbooks, a second generation was published 

in 1987 and remodeled in 1994. It was characterized by objective-based pedagogy and a 

retreat into Islamic history. Despite these innovations, however, many doubts were 

advanced towards the adequacy of this new edition. The professors Mostafa Hassani 

Idrissi and Abdelaziz Ettahiri assert that the textbooks of the first two generations 

“focus on historical narrative and provide a finished historical product, without allowing 

learners to construct their knowledge. […] They are not there to construct version(s) of 

history, but to legitimize ‘the authorized version’ conveyed by the textbook narrative, a 

narrative locked in certainties, closed to ‘the plurality of points of view and judgments 

made about the past’, […].”324 In this extract, the two scholars criticize how history was 

taught in Moroccan schools before the 2002 reform. They claim that the system did not 

allow students to develop critical thinking, but only to passively assimilate notions and 

thus, to accept as true the version explained to them by teachers.  

                                                
321 M. Hassani-Idrissi and A. Ettahiri (2021): “Le temps présent du Maroc au miroir de la mémoire, de 
l’histoire et des manuels d’histoire marocains: cas du ‘dahir berbère’,” Dimensioni e problemi della ricer-
ca storica, Vol. 1, p. 156. 
322 Interview of the author with Ali, October 26th, 2024, Nador. 
323 M. Errihani (2006): “Language policy in Morocco: Problems and Prospects of Teaching Tamazight,” 
The Journal of North African Studies, Vol., 11 No. 2, pp. 147 – 149.  
324 Hassani-Idrissi and Ettahiri: “Le temps présent du Maroc,” p. 151. 
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Finally, in 2002, another important reform occurred within the Moroccan 

educational system. This reform was preceded by the Charte nationale d’éducation et 

de formation adopted in 1999, and it provided for the reform of the pedagogical method, 

which no longer consisted of teaching by acquisition but rather teaching by 

competences.325 It means that during classes it is not the teacher who explains the 

lecture but rather students are required to participate actively.326 During an interview, 

Ahmed tells me that during his classes, “I [he] start[s] first by giving an assignment to 

students, to research on a specific historical topic. And then when they come to the 

class, they share their information. Then, I [he] guide[s] them with my [his] 

explanation.” Then, he adds, “I try to relate to my students in all the means possible, 

using illustrations, visual aids, maps, and technological devices.”327 His words show 

that teachers no longer base their explanations simply on the textbook. Instead, they try 

to involve students as much as possible in different activities.  

 

1.2.1 The Abolition of the Single Textbook and the Adoption of the Plurality Principle 

 

Although the introduction of the pedagogical method has represented a notable 

innovation, the 2002 reform328 has been revolutionary particularly for another aspect. It 

is the removal of the single textbook. For the first two generations of history textbooks, 

there was only one book published by the Ministry of Education. Instead, from the 

beginning of the twenty-first century, the Ministère de l’Education National adopted the 

plurality principle: every publishing house can publish its textbook. As one can 

imagine, this decision represented a significant turning point because it ensured greater 

freedom of expression. Nowadays, there are several textbooks, produced by different 

editors.329 However, despite this positive change, there are some aspects that make the 

plurality principle less effective.  

                                                
325 Interview of the author with Soufiane, May 26th, 2024, Fes.  
326 L. Aboussi. (2010): “Réception des textes littéraires maghrébins dans l’institution scolaire marocaine,” 
Littératures, Université Rennes 2. 
327 Interview of the author with Ahmed, October 21st, 2024, Fes.  
328 N. Belkziz (2017): The Politics of Memory and Transitional Justice in Morocco, [PhD thesis, Univer-
sity of Melbourne], University of Melbourne, pp. 194 – 206. 
329 M. Hassani-Idrissi (2021): Ecrits sur l’histoire enseignée au Maroc, Éditions L’Harmattan, Paris, p. 
70. 
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First of all, the ministry is responsible for assigning each school the book that 

teachers have to use. In particular, the textbooks change according to the municipality 

and, for example, in Fes teachers use three books: Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh, Fi rihāb al-

tārīkh and Al-shāmil fī al-tārīkh. Instead, in Nador, teachers use the textbook Al-jadīd fī 

al-tārīkh. Thus, even if in theory schools and teachers can choose between several 

books, in reality they have already been assigned one of the possible textbooks. 

Moreover, in front of the increase in their variety, it is also important to underline that a 

commission of inspectors, part of the Ministry of Education, must approve the content 

of these materials. Therefore, the supervision of the government still remains and it goes 

through the imposition of specifications that publishers and authors have to follow.330  

Furthermore, since students have to take a national exam at the end of each year, 

the content of textbooks must respect the ministerial program. For this reason, when I 

asked Soufiane, a teacher who works in Fes, where I could find the ministerial program 

of history, he told me “You have only to take the table of contents of one of the 

textbooks. It contains the topics that they have to know to pass the final exam.”331 As 

proof of this, indeed, the textbook al-shāmil fī al-tārīkh labels its table of contents 

“barnāmij māddat at-tārīkh”332, which is translated in “the program of history”. The 

outlines of the three books label the chapters and units with the same title and subtitle, 

underlining that the topics are all the same.  

The program is divided into two main sections, each formed by two parts. The 

first consists of nine units, while the second consists of seven. The first module 

concerns “The World’s Main Transformations During the Interwar Period” and its two 

chapters explore “The Crisis of the Capitalist World and the Trend towards World War 

II” and “The Islamic World Facing Colonial Domination.” Instead, the second module 

analyzes “The World’s Main Transformations from World War II to the Early Twenty-

first Century.” Its first chapter regards “The International Relations after World War II: 

from Bipolar to Unipolar,” while the second concerns “The Maghreb and Arab Mashreq 

Struggle for Independence and the Construction of the Modern State.” In both modules, 

the first chapter looks in general at the international context, with, for example, units 

                                                
330 H. A. Bouzid (2016): “Promoting Values of Religious Tolerance through Moroccan ELT Textbooks,” 
Asian TEFL, Vol. 1, No. 2, pp. 89 – 100.  
331 Interview of the author with Soufiane, May 26th, 2024, Fes. 
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dedicated to “The Great Capitalist World Crisis of 1929” and “The Bipolar System and 

the Cold War.” Instead, the second part of both sections focuses on Morocco, the Arab 

world and the Ummah. Therefore, the units from six to nine of section one are 

“Morocco Under the Protectorate System,” “Morocco: Colonial Exploitation During the 

Protectorate Era,” “The Fall of The Ottoman Empire and the Colonial Penetration in the 

Arab Mashreq,” and “The Question of Palestine.” In the second section, instead, units 

from four to seven look at how these questions developed after World War II. For 

example, the topic of unit four is “Morocco: The Independence Struggle and the 

Achievement of Territorial Unity.”333  

Therefore, the program of the second year Baccalauréat covers temporally the 

twentieth century. Geographically, instead, it tries to provide a global view, focusing the 

analysis on the Maghreb and Mashreq regions. During the interviews, teachers have 

reiterated many times the importance of following the program: “The book must be 

followed for most of the lessons because it is the official document on which the 

program is based.”334 Therefore, teachers base their lessons on textbooks, although they 

are not satisfied with them and with the program they have to follow.  

Firstly, teachers denounce that books are not updated. The content has been the 

same for years, without improvements in successive editions. Secondly, while for many 

topics textbooks are poor in material,335 others are tackled excessively, adding irrelevant 

information. Thirdly, the program tries to cover a vast temporal and geographical space 

in a constrained number of hours, thus “it favors quantity over quality.”336  

For this reason, some teachers prefer using other materials during their classes, 

such as illustrations, visual aids, maps, and technological devices. Otherwise, for 

example, Salma uses different history textbooks to construct a more complete 

explanation.337 In this way, they go deeper into those topics that they consider essential 

and, on the contrary, they explain more superficially the points that are less relevant to 

them. In addition, some teachers also took their students on field trips to visit the major 
                                                
333 (2021): Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh, Dar Nachr al-Maarifa, Rabat, p. 222 – 223; (2023): Fi rihāb al-tārīkh, 
Maktabat al-Salām al-Jadīda and Dar al-Alamia Lil Kitab, Casablanca, p. 7; (2023): Al-Shāmil fī al-
Tārīkh: Jamī’ al-Masālik, al-Nāshir al-Atlasī, Casablanca, p. 7. 
334 Interview of the author with Karim, October 23rd, 2024, Fes. 
335 A. Regragui (2024): “Moroccan Secondary School Teachers’ Perspectives Towards Jewish Cultural 
Elements During the Gaza Conflict: A Descriptive Analysis,” International Journal of Education, Culture 
and Society, Vol. 9, No. 4, pp. 175 – 176.  
336 Interview of the author with Nassim, October 27th, 2024, Nador. 
337 Interview of the author with Salma, November 04th, 2024, Fes. 
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historical sites studied in class. For example, Akram, who has been teaching in Nador 

since 2010, used to bring his students to the main places where Abd el-Krim’s 

enterprise took place. However, since 2016, the school no longer took responsibility for 

supervising students’ safety and he could no longer organize the field trip.338  

Among all the criticisms, the toughest has come from Rachid. He denounces the 

excessive subjectivity of the textbooks content. According to him, they do not 

objectively present their topics, but they follow a precise ideology. For this reason, 

Rachid “wish[es] that the book would be more objective in term of information, and not 

put ideology in how it explains topics”.339 In particular, he gives the example of how the 

“Berber Dahir” (1930) is tackled by the textbook to present a precise ideologically 

oriented view of this episode that differs from reality. Indeed, he asserts that documents 

in archives show that the real narrative is very different from the one explained by the 

textbook. According to the teacher, a methodological reform of the education system is 

necessary.340 The goal of teaching should be to help students develop critical thinking. 

In this way, they can be able to think independently and analyze what they read. Other 

teachers also believe that a reform of the textbooks would be required to improve 

students’ qualities and their ability to reflect. 

Actually, this debate is not new.341 It has proceeded for years not only in the 

school community, but also in Moroccan civil and political society. In particular, 

Amazigh scholars and activists have demanded a revision of the Moroccan history 

program and textbooks to recognize “the decisive contribution of the Imazighen to 

Morocco’s social history.”342 They demand more inclusion and cooperation in a, for 

them, necessary emendation of the school system. By abstaining from evaluating 

whether the Moroccan government has answered these questions, I want to focus the 

attention on another aspect: this debate shows how school and education influence 

citizens’ lives. Through these channels, a precise narrative of reality is spread in society 

and contributes to shaping people’s minds. For this reason, it is essential to look at how 
                                                
338 Interview of the author with Akram, October 27th, 2024, Nador. 
339 Interview of the author with Rachid, October 27th, 2024, Nador. 
340 A. Mouryf (2023): “Constructing National Identity in School History Curriculum,” Souffles Monde, 
Vol. 1, https://www.soufflesmonde.com/posts/constructing-national-identity-in-school-history-
curriculum. 
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342 Le Monde Amazigh (2020): “Dossier de Presse: La Guerre Chimique Contre le Rif,” Le Monde 
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Abd el-Krim is represented also in Moroccan high school in order to understand 

people’s perceptions of him.  

           

        
 
Figure 1.1 Fi rih!b al-t!r#kh            Figure 1.2 Al-Sh!mil f# al-T!r#kh       Figure 1.3 Al-jad#d f# al-t!r#kh 

 

1.3 Telling about Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi in Moroccan History Textbooks 

 

According to the ministerial program, the story of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi is 

among the history topics covered in the second year Baccalauréat. Consequently, 

history textbooks present him and his story in their pages. In particular, all three 

textbooks speak about Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi in the more general context of 

colonialism. The first thing to emphasize is that they present the same historiographical 

narrative of Abd el-Krim and generally of the colonial period.  

In analyzing the character of the Rifian leader, the three textbooks reproduce 

mainly the perspective of nationalist historiography. Indeed, Abd el-Krim is depicted as 

a member of the Moroccan independence movement. Like the nationalist historians, the 

authors of the textbooks create continuity between the Rifian movement and the 

Moroccan nationalist one. The Rifians are labeled as “soldiers of Moroccan 

resistance,”343 underlining that they are part of the broader phenomenon of the national 

liberation struggle. More precisely, the Rifian resistance is part of the nationalist 

movement. Therefore, they consider Abd el-Krim concerning his military role, without 
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referring to his socio-political and religious activities and how they impacted the Rif 

region. Schoolbooks do not mention the Rif Republic or even tackle the relationship 

between Abd el-Krim and the Makhzen. Therefore, they distance themselves from the 

Rifian historiography and the Amazigh one. It seems that the textbooks take for granted 

the nationalist essence of Abd el-Krim and his actions and they never question it.  

One of the main units of the textbooks concerns the description of the Moroccan 

colonial past. Indeed, “colonialism is a very important topic in the Moroccan high 

school historian program”344 and, during the second year Baccalauréat, “sometimes it 

occupies by up to fifty percent of the year.”345 The focus is mainly on the analysis of the 

French Protectorate, while the Spanish one is relegated to a few simple mentions. This 

marginalization still results from the policies adopted by the Moroccan government in 

1956. Indeed, to consolidate the national unity, Rabat sought to remove all the traces 

left by the Spanish and imposed to every Moroccan region the conformation to the part 

of the country previously under French rule.  

Nevertheless, Karim, one of the teachers I interviewed in Fes, justified that the 

program gives more space to the French protectorate, affirming that Morocco signed the 

protection treaty with Paris and not Madrid. In addition, the Sultan and the Makhzen 

were located in the French protectorate and for this reason, understanding how colonial 

administration worked there rather than in the Spanish part is more relevant.346 In 

reality, although the Treaty of Fes (1912) provided for the creation of a single French 

Protectorate, two different Protectorates were formed. Indeed, throughout the years, 

Spain and France conducted two different policies of colonization, both exercising full 

control over their territories. In January 1916, even though it was violating the Treaty of 

Fes, Spain sent diplomatic notes to foreign chancelleries announcing the autonomy of 

Spanish Morocco in determining its foreign policy. Moreover, the existence of two 

Protectorates was particularly evident at the end of the colonial period, when France and 

Spain granted Morocco independence at two different moments.347  

In explaining the colonial period, the textbooks follow a chronological order, from 

the Industrial Revolution to the countries’ independence. Particular attention is 
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dedicated to the economic and political causes that led Europeans to establish colonial 

empires worldwide. Then, after presenting the reasons that led to the signing of the 

Treaty of Fes, the schoolbooks describe how in general the protectorate system worked. 

In particular, they list the most important policies implemented by the colonial 

authorities and how they impacted the Moroccan socio-political and economic context. 

For example, they dwell on Lyautey’s urban design policies and how they transformed 

the structure and organization of Moroccan cities. 

Following the chronology, a second chapter of the unit on colonialism tackles the 

years from 1947 to 1955. In particular, the books add many pictures to show the pivotal 

moments described in the text. For example, alongside a paragraph about the speech 

delivered by Sultan Mohamed V in Tangier in 1947, there is also a picture that portrays 

the moment. In this way, the three textbooks aim to provide the students with a general 

overview of the protectorate years in Morocco, understanding how to locate this affair 

in a broader spatial and temporal context.  

Furthermore, large space is reserved for the resistance movement and how it acted 

in Morocco against the colonial powers. In particular, the authors divide the resistance 

into two different and subsequent parts. While, in the first moment, the anticolonial 

fight developed as armed resistance, in the second time, the resistance fighters passed to 

the political struggle. Specifically, according to the textbooks, the two resistance groups 

differentiated in the method used and the timing in which they materialized, while they 

share the aim of liberating the nation from colonialism. This explanation of the 

Moroccan resistance movement coincides with the analysis of some nationalist 

historians.348    

The armed resistance (al-muqāwamat al-musallahat) spread simultaneously in 

both the Protectorates after 1912. The three main regions in which the anticolonial 

movement concentrated were the South, the Atlas, and the Rif. In this latter region, Abd 

el-Krim led the resistance from 1920 to 1926. Then, he was defeated and exiled until his 

death. As written before, Abd el-Krim’s historiographical portrayal that emerges is the 

same in the three books. However, each narrates different episodes and details of his 
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life. What the three have in common is the analysis of Abd el-Krim’s main 

achievements, as well as a section with his brief biographical description.  

The authors dedicate only few sentences to Abd el-Krim’s figure and few 

paragraphs to the Rifian war. Bruce Maddy-Weitzman argues that this is a consequence 

of the fact that “Moroccan authorities have sought to downplay the importance of 

Abdelkrim in school textbooks and commemorative ceremonies.”349 Maddy-Weitzman 

believes that the figure of Abd el-Krim has been marginalized in the Moroccan history 

in comparison to the space and importance given to the nationalists who took power in 

1956. Similarly, Azz E. Diouani claims that the Rif is a marginalized region, and “this 

marginalization takes many forms, one of which is marginalizing the legacy of 

Mohammed bin Abdelkrim el-Khattabi in the school curriculum”. The author 

denounces the limited space that the history program gives to Abd el-Krim and the poor 

analysis of his figure in textbooks.  

However, during the interviews I conducted in Fes and Nador, it emerged that the 

problems of constriction and inadequacy of space do not concern only the figure of Abd 

el-Krim, but almost all the topics covered by the history program. Teachers underline 

certain continuity in the books’ superficiality in describing many historical facts. It has 

appeared that “some topics are treated much more extensively than others, that are 

tackled superficially or otherwise, not really going into detail”.350 According to the 

interviewees, the main reason behind this fact is that the history program is model on 

high school standards and students’ preparation is limited. Moreover, even if the 

program is extensive, the time reserved for it is limited. Therefore, superficial 

explanations and cuts are necessary to manage this subject.  

To partially counter these problems, some teachers try to integrate the book with 

other materials such as documents, videos, maps, and pictures, even if they respect the 

limited time, without forgetting that students’ objective is the final exam. Consequently, 

superficiality is not a problem that affects only the figure of Abd el-Krim, but it regards 

the history program in general.  

Although these difficulties concern the teaching of history as a whole, teachers 

show dissatisfaction with the limited space that textbooks give to the figure of Abd el-
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Krim. Karim explains, “The figure of Abd el-Krim is tackled only superficially as also 

how the Makhzen repressed Abd el-Krim’s resistance”351 and according to him, this is 

one of the topics that the program should analyze more deeply. Among the three 

textbooks analyzed, Al-shāmil fī al-tārīkh is the one that dedicated little space to the 

topic. Indeed, in the book, Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi is cited only in a table in which the 

authors summarize in general the phenomenon of armed resistance. They divide it 

according to the regions in which the movement developed. For each region, it is 

indicated the name of the main leader, his major confrontation against the colonizer and 

one of his achievements. Abd el-Krim is identified as the leader of the Rifian resistance, 

together with Sharif Mohammed Ameziane. The most important confrontation he had 

with the Spanish was the battle of Annual and then he was exiled in 1926 to the Island 

of Réunion, after facing the Spanish and French powers for some years. Then, the table 

is followed by a short explanation of the general phenomenon of the armed resistance.  

On the contrary, the other two textbooks Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh and Fi rihāb al-

tārīkh expand more on the figure of Abd el-Krim and the episode of the Rif war. 

Through primary sources, such as pictures and excerpts of speeches and articles, and 

secondary sources, like brief explanations and tables, the two books attempt to present a 

general picture of Abd el-Krim and his history and not only to mention it superficially. 

For this reason, teacher Ali does not completely agree with teacher Karim’s idea that 

Abd el-Krim is too little analyzed. Indeed, even if Ali as well has criticized the limited 

space left for Abd el-Krim in the program, he also believes that “the good side is that at 

least he is cited. I mean, even if textbooks give little space to Abd el-Krim, at least he is 

mentioned. Other resistance fighters are completely ignored.”352 Thus, according to Ali, 

the Rifian leader’s story is poorly analyzed due to the general inadequacy of the 

textbooks. With his words, Ali underlines another time that the limited space dedicated 

to the figure of Abd el-Krim is not due to an attempt to marginalize him, but rather to a 

general superficiality of the historical analysis in Moroccan high school.   
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1.3.1 The Moroccan Resistance Leader in the Rif and the Battle of Annual  

 

Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh and Fi rihāb al-tārīkh dedicate a paragraph to the 

biographical description353 of Abd el-Krim. It contains the dates of his birth and death 

and the most important moments of his life as leader of the Rifian resistance: the victory 

of Annual against the Spanish and his surrender to the French.354  

 

                    
 

              Figure 1.4 “Biographical Card: Mohammed ben Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi”355  

                                                
353 Belkziz: The Politics of Memory and Transitional Justice in Morocco, pp. 194 – 206. 
354 (2021): Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh, Dar Nachr al-Maarifa, Rabat, p. 77; (2023): Fi rihāb al-tārīkh, Maktabat 
al-Salām al-Jadīda and Dar al-Alamia Lil Kitab, Casablanca, p. 71. 
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forces in the Battle of Annual. He surrendered in 1926, was exiled to the Island of Réunion, and then he 
sought refuge in Egypt, where he died in 1962.” (2023): Fi rihāb al-tārīkh, Maktabat al-Salām al-Jadīda 
and Dar al-Alamia Lil Kitab, Casablanca, p. 71. 
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          Figure 1.5 “Concepts and Figures: Mohammed ben Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi”356  
 

The moments described in these biographical references show how the authors of 

the textbooks consider the figure of Abd el-Krim just in terms of his role as the leader of 

the Rifian armed resistance. Instead, they do not take into consideration other features 

of his life such as his origins, his previous intermediation with the Spanish authorities, 

and the political activities he conducted during his exile. Thus, from the textbooks 

emerges an Abd el-Krim “majzenizado”.357 His representation satisfies the official 

narrative that represented him, as well as all the Moroccan anti-colonialists, as a 

nationalist who fought for the independence of his country.   

In particular, according to this narrative, his main achievement was the victory in 

the Battle of Annual. Great space is dedicated to this success that Abd el-Krim reached 

in 1921 and that is represented as a crucial moment for the broader Moroccan 

resistance. Anne Wolf asserts that the recognition of the Battle of Annual as a national 

success and of Abd el-Krim as part of the national movement represents the Moroccan 

authorities’ effort of “reinterpret[ing] the region’s [Rifian] history for their ends. This 

had first been done by downplaying the importance of ‘Abd al-Karim and, whenever 

discussing him, stripping him of his regional identity and presenting him as a national 

hero rather than a Rifian one.”358 In the author’s view, since the Moroccan authorities 

knew that Abd el-Krim “presents a rallying point” for many opposition movements, 

they sought to take possessions of his figure before others claimed it.  

                                                
356 “He was born in Ajdir in 1883. He led the resistance against the Spanish, and surrendered after battles 
against the Spanish and French in 1926. He was exiled to the Island of Réunion. After that, he sought ref-
uge in Egypt, where he died in 1962.” (2021): Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh, Dar Nachr al-Maarifa, Rabat, p. 77. 
357 A. Iglesias Amorín and R. Velasco de Castro (2023): “La Guerra del Rif (1921 – 1926) y las memorias 
conflictivas entre España y Marruecos,” Memoria y Civilización, Vol. 26, No. 2, p. 111. 
358 A. Wolf (2018): “Morocco’s Hirak movement and legacies of contention in the Rif,” The Journal of 
North African Studies, p. 4. 
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Concerning the Battle of Annual (1921), the two textbooks Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh 

and Fi rihāb al-tārīkh present it through the main material and immaterial achievements 

obtained by the Rifians. Indeed, on one side, they listed the war materials conquered by 

Abd el-Krim’s forces, such as “20.000 rifles, 400 machine guns, 129 guns, ammunition 

storage and supplies, more than a million bullets, a series of cars, trucks, and trailers.”359 

On the other side, the authors highlight the fact that this victory also had positive 

impacts on the inhabitants of the region. It provoked a “rise in his supporters’ morale 

and the confidence in achieving the victory once again.”360  

Furthermore, according to some teachers, the results achieved by Abd el-Krim 

differentiated him from the other fighters. For example, during his classes, Ahmed also 

tackles the figures of al-Raisuni and Sharif Mohammed Ameziane as Rifian resistance 

fighters. However, according to him, “[Abd el-Krim] was an exceptional case for three 

reasons. First of all, his resistance lasted longer. Secondly, he developed some tactics 

that were copied by other anti-imperialist fighters. But above all, he was unique in the 

results he achieved. On the contrary, Raisuli was controversial because he opposed the 

Sultan’s power. Instead, Ameziane, who is a respectable personality, led a too short 

resistance.”361  

This trend reflects what Rocío Velasco de Castro shows in her analysis of the 

historiographical scenario on the figure of Abd el-Krim and al-Raisuli. Indeed, the 

author explains that, during colonialism, al-Raisuli attracted the attention of observers 

and scholars, while they relegated the analyses on Abd el-Krim only to the study of the 

Rif War. Instead, after independence, the analyses and accounts have focused almost 

entirely on el-Khattabi, while the other Rifian leader was forgotten.362 This 

phenomenon, in particular, has been evident in the nationalist historiography. It has 

described Abd el-Krim as a national hero, sometimes without a critical analysis. On the 

contrary, al-Raisuli has suffered strong criticism and has been depicted as a despotic 

leader who worked with the colonizers. Consequently, even if during their classes 

                                                
359 (2021): Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh, Dar Nachr al-Maarifa, Rabat, p. 77; (2023): Fi rihāb al-tārīkh, Maktabat 
al-Salām al-Jadīda and Dar al-Alamia Lil Kitab, Casablanca, p. 71. 
360 (2023): Fi rihāb al-tārīkh, Maktabat al-Salām al-Jadīda and Dar al-Alamia Lil Kitab, Casablanca, p. 
71. 
361 Interview of the author with Ahmed, October 21st, 2024, Fes. 
362 R. Velasco De Castro (2019): “La lucha anti-colonial en el protectorado español según la historiografía 
marroquí: Raisuni y Abdelkrim,” Revista Universitaria de Historia Militar, Vol. 8, No. 16, pp. 41 – 60.  
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teachers also consider other figures of the Rifian resistance, their explanation is centered 

on Abd el-Krim.  

The two books try to demonstrate the exceptionality of Abd el-Krim’s results 

underlining the military and material differences between the Rifian forces and the 

colonial armies. Fi rihāb al-tārīkh uses pictures to show the disproportion of forces 

between the two factions. On the one side, two pictures show “Some weapons of the 

French occupying army,” such as tanks and airplanes. On the other side, an image 

captures a group of “Soldiers of the Moroccan resistance in the Rif.”363 They are on 

foot, holding rifles and guns and wearing everyday clothes.  

 

 
         

     Figure 1.6 “The Disparity of Power Between the Moroccan Armed Resistance and the Occupation”364 
 

Additionally, the authors have included excerpts from speeches and articles by 

some European politicians and journalists, who admitted that despite the strength of 

their armies, Abd el-Krim’s forces managed to confront them. These statements 

highlight the military skills of the Rifians and justify Abd el-Krim’s defeat. For 

example, Fi rihāb al-tārīkh reproduces an excerpt from a newspaper article written by 

the correspondent of the Chicago Tribune, Paul Scott Mowrer, in which Abd el-Krim 

argued that he had surrendered only because the enemy armies were much more 

powerful than his forces. Indeed, he states: “I failed, that is a decided matter, but I did 

not fail until I had force France to send to the Rif two hundred thousand soldiers and 

                                                
363 (2023): Fi rihāb al-tārīkh, Maktabat al-Salām al-Jadīda and Dar al-Alamia Lil Kitab, Casablanca, p. 
71. 
364 (2023): Fi rihāb al-tārīkh, Maktabat al-Salām al-Jadīda and Dar al-Alamia Lil Kitab, Casablanca, p. 
71. 
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large quantities of ammunitions, weapons, and military equipment.”365 Thanks to their 

greater number of soldiers and more advanced and modern weapons, the Europeans had 

been able to defeat Abd el-Krim’s forces.366  

Likewise, the book Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh includes in its pages a paragraph titled 

“The disparity in power between the occupying army and the Rif resistance”.367 It 

contains an excerpt from a speech delivered by the French Foreign Minister in front of 

his Parliament in 1955. He speaks about the Rif War, remembering that it “cost us [the 

French] 325.000 soldiers, while Abd el-Krim had only one division of about 75.000 

men.”368 These words prove that the Europeans made an immense effort to succeed in 

defeating the Rifians. As Khalid affirms: “He is a symbol of liberty, resistance, courage, 

and especially intelligence. With few traditional materials, he was able to defeat a 

strong European and modern army.”369 His enemies had to deploy a large number of 

soldiers led by the most qualified generals, such as General Petain, and used the most 

technologically advanced and most destructive weapons, such as chemical bombs, to be 

able to defeat the Rifian  forces.  

 

1.3.2 The Spanish Use of Poison Gas During the Rif War: An Unsolved Question 

 

The textbooks Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh and Fi rihāb al-tārīkh dedicate a paragraph to 

the topic of the chemical war that occurred in the Rif from 1923 to 1927. In that period, 

the Spanish army used chemical weapons against the military as well as civilians living 

in the region. Specifically, they employed mustard gas, phosgene, diphosgene, and 

chloropicrin. The first deployment of these bombs dated back to 1923, although 

requests to use them had already been consistent in the weeks after the defeat of Annual. 

That episode, indeed, created in Spanish public opinion and soldiers a sense of revenge 

that would be solved only by the absolute defeat of the enemy. Therefore, they called 

                                                
365 2023): Fi rihāb al-tārīkh, Maktabat al-Salām al-Jadīda and Dar al-Alamia Lil Kitab, Casablanca, p. 74. 
366 (2023): Fi rihāb al-tārīkh, Maktabat al-Salām al-Jadīda and Dar al-Alamia Lil Kitab, Casablanca, p. 
74. 
367 (2021): Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh, Dar Nachr al-Maarifa, Rabat, p. 79. 
368 (2021): Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh, Dar Nachr al-Maarifa, Rabat, p. 79. 
369 Interview of the author with Khalid, October 26th, 2024, Nador. 
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for the use of all necessary means to vindicate the offense suffered and restore national 

pride.370  

After some debates between abandonistas and africanistas, the latter’s position 

prevailed and the government of Madrid approved the use of chemical weapons in 

Morocco. Initially, only the artillery was in charge of using these arms, but later 

aviation assumed the task in order to obtain a more incisive result. The increasing 

number of Spanish defeats provoked a growth in the use of chemical weapons and the 

impact of these attacks was tremendous. The bombs and the gases caused enormous 

suffering to the population, in particular, because the Spanish strategy was to drop them 

in areas and at times when the greatest number of people was concentrated, such as 

during the weekly market.371  

However, despite the numerous losses, Abd el-Krim and other Rifian leaders 

sought to hide the effects of the chemical attacks. They did not want to scare the 

population and they did not want to show their weakness in front of the international 

community.372 The Rifians never panicked and instead, they hid in caves waiting for the 

end of the attack and then they resumed their daily activities.373 Consequently, they 

resisted until 1926, when the chemical war dissuaded Abd el-Krim from perpetrating 

hostilities and convinced him to surrender.   

In dealing with this topic, the textbooks are very close to Amazigh historiography. 

As the Amazigh historians, the schoolbooks authors pay attention to the consequences 

of the bombing. The book Fi rihāb al-tārīkh contains an excerpt written by Walter 

Burton Harris, in which he denounces the use of poisonous gases by the Spanish army. 

In particular, he describes the symptoms and the devastation caused by these bombings 

among the Rifians. The inhabitants suffered “sever pain in the stomach and body, 

diarrhea with fever, emaciation and a quick tendency towards weakness.”374 This 

excerpt is relevant not only for its content. Instead, it is significant especially because it 

shows that the Spanish did not act secretly. Quite the opposite, other European countries 
                                                
370 P. Daudin (2023): “The Rif War: A Forgotten War?,” International Review of the Red Cross, Vol. 105, 
No. 923, p. 924. 
371 I. Cembrero (2004): “Le Poison qui arriva du ciel,” In La guerre chimique contre le Rif, Les Editions 
Amazigh, Rabat, p. 69. 
372 M. R. De Madariaga and C. Lazaro Avila (2004): “La guerre chimique dans le Rif (1921-1927): Etat 
de la question,” In La guerre chimique contre le Rif, Les Editions Amazigh, Rabat, pp. 45 – 46. 
373 Fleming: “The first ‘American among the Riffi’,” p. 600.   
374 (2023): Fi rihāb al-tārīkh, Maktabat al-Salām al-Jadīda and Dar al-Alamia Lil Kitab, Casablanca, p. 
71. 
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knew what Spain was doing in the Rif region. They closed their eyes and pretended 

nothing happened. Journalists on the ground hid the deployment of toxic gas, while the 

other European countries ignored the issue.375  

Moreover, numerous sources have proved French, German and American 

involvement in the operations. France and Germany sold weapons, chemical materials, 

and know-how to Spain to conduct its war against the Rifians. Indeed, the Spanish army 

did not have advanced military technology and was unprepared to handle sophisticated 

weapons. The diaries and accounts written by Spanish soldiers show that some of them 

died due to the incorrect use of toxic materials and weapons during the war.376 

Consequently, Madrid asked other European governments for help and in the meantime, 

it started to develop a chemical weapons industry and instruct its soldiers in the use of 

these arms. Therefore, the episode happened not only in the international community’s 

silence but even saw the participation of other states.  

Regarding the involvement of foreign powers in the chemical War, the textbook 

Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh presents in its pages “a report by two German pilots who 

participated next to the Spanish army in the Rif War in July 1925.”377 With this excerpt, 

the authors prove that Spain used chemical weapons not only with the consent of the 

international community, but also with the participation of other states on its side.  

Additionally, Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh also talks about the reaction of the Rifians in 

front of Europeans’ bombings and their consequent deaths. Abd el-Krim extorted his 

people to stay in the region and adopt preventive measures.378 Thus, according to this 

account, the leader and his forces did not lose heart, but they continued to fight and 

countered the enemy’s attacks. Once again, the textbook seeks to underline the courage 

and strength of the Rifians, who were defeated by Spain only thanks to its technological 

superiority.   

This idea, in particular, was developed during the interviews, when some of the 

interviewees raised the issue of the Rifian chemical war. They have underlined the fact 

that Europeans defeated Abd el-Krim’s forces only after using chemical weapons. 

According to their narration of the events, Spain won the war thanks to French 

                                                
375 D. Alvarado (2017): Rif: De Abdelkrim a los indignados de Alhucemas, Los Libros de la Catarata, 
Madrid. 
376 De Madariaga and Lazaro Avila: “La guerre chimique dans le Rif,” pp. 43 – 44. 
377 (2021): Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh, Dar Nachr al-Maarifa, Rabat, p. 79. 
378 (2021): Al-jadīd fī al-tārīkh, Dar Nachr al-Maarifa, Rabat, p. 79. 
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intervention and its technological superiority. Only the use of advanced military tools 

gave Spain a chance to defeat Abd el-Krim. Moreover, concerning the end of Abd el-

Krim’s resistance, some teachers emphasized that the word defeat is wrong. According 

to Khalid, it is important to pay attention to the expressions used. He stressed that “Abd 

el-Krim was not defeated, but he surrendered since he didn’t want to see his people 

dying under the Spanish bombings. He sacrificed himself for his people. It is wrong to 

say that he was defeated.”379 In the same vein, Omar believes that “Abd el-Krim has not 

been only a leader, but also a hero. He resisted against the colonial powers also when 

they used chemical bombs and poison gasses. He surrendered only because he didn’t 

want to see his people suffering under these bombs.”380 The Rifians are represented as 

people that were ready to die to defend their land. Abd el-Krim, then, is described as a 

leader who sacrificed himself to protect his people. In front of this account, “students 

are shocked, sad, but also enthusiastic and proud of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi. He 

defended Morocco until the end and he is considered a hero.”381  

Therefore, teachers reserve special attention to the Rifian chemical war, and 

during interviews, they showed a strong emotional transport regarding the topic. 

Moreover, they show similarities with the Amazigh historiography in their view of the 

issue. Like Amazigh authors,382 teachers focus on the suffering experienced by the 

Rifians and their resilience in front of the enemy.  

 

In conclusion, the three textbooks deliver a clear image of Abd el-Krim el-

Khattabi. They faithfully reproduce the official narrative depiction of the Rifian leader. 

He is represented as one of the leaders of the armed resistance that broke out in 

Morocco against the colonial powers. He especially led the resistance movement in the 

Rif region, standing out from other fighters for his abilities and achievements. He was 

able to defeat the Spanish at Annual in 1921, but he had to surrender in 1926 due to the 

technological superiority of the Spanish and French armies. He was exiled to the Island 

of Réunion until he found refuge in Egypt. Here, he died in 1963. His story was known 

                                                
379 Interview of the author with Khalid, October 26th, 2024, Nador. 
380 Interview of the author with Omar, November 04th, 2024, Fes. 
381 Interview of the author with Lahcen, November 02nd, 2024, Fes. 
382 Le Monde Amazigh: “La Guerre Chimique Contre le Rif,” p. 10. 
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worldwide, as shown by the excerpts from English and American newspapers reported 

in the books.  

Therefore, schoolbooks present Abd el-Krim only as a military and anticolonial 

leader, while they ignore his political activities. The school program does not refer to 

the Rifian Republic or the role played by Islam in Abd el-Krim’s plans. The resistance 

of Rifians was only the first step in the path to the Moroccan liberation. For this reason, 

there are no mentions of the relationships between Abd el-Krim and the Makhzen, 

implying that the Rifian movement acted on behalf of the Sultan to gain national 

independence. Under this aspect, the textbooks’ content differs from the nationalist 

historiography. Indeed, the scholars of this historiography, such as Maria Rosa de 

Madariaga,383 support the existence of the Rifian Republic and portray it as a necessary 

step in the path for the Moroccan liberation.   

Moreover, how textbooks deal with the chemical war issue is similar to how 

Amazigh historiography focuses on Rifians’ suffering and reaction to the Spanish 

attacks. They both refer to the silence of the international community in front of this 

situation. However, in the school program, no identity connotation and reference to the 

Amazighness is present. Indeed, while the Amazigh authors want to show with this 

episode what the Rifian Amazigh people endured, for the textbooks this event occurred 

to members of the Moroccan population. Schoolbooks focus on the indifference of the 

international community to Spanish crimes and the consequent isolation of the 

Moroccan people.   

 

 

2. INTERVIEWING THE TEACHERS: HOW DO THEY REPRESENT ABD 

EL-KRIM EL-KHATTABI? 

 

The overview of how textbooks portray Abd el-Krim has been necessary due to 

the importance that teachers give to them and their content. Since teachers’ primary 

objective is preparing students to pass the final exam, they must follow the ministerial 

program. Indeed, during the interviews, the respondents stressed that their focal purpose 

                                                
383 M. R. De Madariaga (2009): Abd el-Krim el Jatabi: La lucha por la independencia, Alianza Editorial, 
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is preparing their students for the final exam. Thus, their explanation cannot be too 

personal or different from the book’s content.  

Nevertheless, teaching is a subjective activity. Although it is often said that 

teachers should do their work as objectively as possible, it happens in reality that their 

opinions and ideas influence, directly or indirectly, how they explain a specific topic. 

For example, during their classes, they can select which topic to explain more deeply 

and which not, depending on what they consider more important. Thus, they can decide 

to dedicate more time to illustrate a specific topic and speak superficially about another. 

They can integrate the textbook with other materials to expand the worthwhile concepts. 

In this context, Hamza said: “When documents are missing in the textbook, I try to 

compensate for this lack by bringing to my students additional and complementary 

resources.”384  

Moreover, they can also choose how to explain a determined topic. In the case of 

colonialism, for example, some teachers prefer to describe how the protectorate system 

worked, analyzing the key policies adopted by the colonial authorities. Instead, other 

teachers emphasize the resistance movement that spread in Morocco during the colonial 

period. For example, Lahcen concentrates on the role of some of the main anti-colonial 

figures in Morocco and around the colonized world. He explains the topic of 

colonialism, presenting those crucial resistance fighters who fought against European 

powers.385 It is evident how even if teachers follow the same program and speak about 

the same topics, their explanations will change depending on their interests and feelings. 

Therefore, it is necessary to look at how teachers address the issue of Abd el-Krim 

and the Rif War during their classes to obtain a more comprehensive picture of his 

portrayal in Moroccan high schools. The interviews will enrich the research with 

teachers’ testimony, looking at their perceptions of the topic and how they present it to 

their students.  

 

2.1 Talking about Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi and Colonialism in Class 

 

All teachers have confirmed that they talk about Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi during 

their classes. According to the program, no more than twenty minutes should be 
                                                
384 Interview of the author with Hamza, October 23rd, 2024, Fes. 
385 Interview of the author with Lahcen, November 02nd, 2024, Fes. 
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dedicated to explaining armed resistance in general.386 However, especially in Nador, 

teachers reserve more space for the figure of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi. Akram, for 

example, affirms, “I dedicate more time to Abd el-Krim than to the other resistance 

fighters. If the time scheduled for the armed resistance is fifteen minutes, I instead 

devote two or three hours to the explanation [of Abd el-Krim]. I know that students 

want to know many things about his figure.”387 In the same vein, Khalid asserts that he 

uses the textbook only for the program. Indeed, when he has to talk about Abd el-Krim, 

he tries to give his students more information than in the book. He stays within the time 

required by the program, but he tries to add some details using other educational 

materials. Therefore, depending on their interests and the ones of their students, teachers 

try to model the program and adapt it to their preferences.  

The teachers who work in Nador have especially affirmed that they dedicate more 

time to the figure of Abd el-Krim than to other resistance fighters. Indeed, Nassim tells 

me: “When I speak about him [Abd el-Krim], I give more information to my students. 

People in Nador are emotionally involved with his figure. For the sake of respecting 

their sentiments, I try to go deeper in the explanation.”388 In the same vein, Rachid 

states, “The book presents only his [Abd el-Krim’s] biography and the most important 

events. I follow the program of the book, but I also try to listen to my students that 

participate actively.”389 Therefore, although the rigid schedule and the need to prepare 

students for the final exam prevent teachers from setting up explanations in a personal 

way, they try to dedicate more space to the topics they considered more relevant.  

Indeed, everywhere in the Rif, the memory of Abd el-Krim is still vivid in 

people’s minds. Teachers in Nador have shared a commendable and honorable vision of 

him. In particular, they have emphasized that in general in the Rif region, he is 

considered more than a hero. “To some extent, he [Abd el-Krim] is sacred [in the Rif],” 

affirmed Ali. According to him, people in Nador and the Rif have an emotional 

affiliation with Abd el-Krim: “many of our grandparents were also part of the 

resistance. And it means that since Abd el-Krim was their captain, was their head of 
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resistance, they owe him. We are emotionally involved with his figure. People in the Rif 

are strictly connected to this figure, either they had no direct contact with him.”390  

When I was in Nador, I perceived the emotional attachment that connects people 

with the figure of Abd el-Krim. I had the opportunity to speak with two Professors who 

teach Amazigh literature and linguistics at the universities of Nador and Oujda. At the 

beginning of our conversation, Youssef and Sami proudly said that they come from the 

same region of Abd el-Krim and during the Rif War their families were in close contact 

with the leader and his kin. Thus, they are emotionally attached to this story and their 

attachment was evident from the respect they used to talk about Abd el-Krim. They 

described him as a brilliant and acute strategist, who sacrificed himself for Morocco.391 

Youssef and Sami’s story represents just one of many cases in the region. Most of 

the Rif inhabitants are part of families, whose members directly participated in the war. 

In many situations, the war took a heavy burden on them, leaving marks in future 

generations as well. In particular, Ali told me an anecdote that accurately describes the 

emotional transport of Rifians to this affair. From 2020 to 2022, he taught in a school in 

Boudinar, which is a small village near Annual. When I asked him how he had 

explained Abd el-Krim’s story to his students, he answered me that he did not tackle 

this topic. He asserted, “People there [in Boudinar] were very emotionally involved in 

the topic. I had a tough experience teaching this lesson because I had to pay retribution 

to Abd el-Krim, in a very respectful way. If the lesson was not taught in a way that 

respected students’ feelings, there was a high possibility that they reacted in a bad way. 

The teacher must give more time to this figure respect to the program. For this reason, I 

skipped the topic and left the students to do their research and present it to the class. I 

took off all responsibility in order to avoid any kind of misunderstanding with the 

students.”392  

This extract is interesting for many reasons. First of all, it is evident that in this 

school in Bourdinar, teachers do not follow the ministerial program when they have to 

speak about Abd el-Krim and the Rif War. They prefer to spend more time than 

expected to analyze this figure, presumably addressing more superficially other topics. 

Secondly, people in some parts of the Rif have a clear image of their past and they 
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distrust different narrations of those events. They are unwilling to change their view of 

the past. Lastly, this story clearly demonstrates that Abd el-Krim still represents a 

crucial figure for many Rifians.  

Concerning other teachers’ experiences, Abd el-Krim’s figure and story are 

explained in the hours dedicated to the colonial period. As written before, colonialism is 

the most tackled topic of the third year of high school history program and from 

teachers’ answers, it has emerged that they all tackle this topic in a very similar way, 

following a chronological order. They divide the issue into two main parts: the pre-

colonial period and the colonial period.  

The first period concerns the Europeans’ pressures on Africa to obtain land and 

permissions.393 Hence, firstly, teachers explain the causes that brought to colonialism 

and that, according to Omar, are related to the Industrial Revolution and capitalism.394 

Then, there is the second part, consisting of the colonial period. Its explanation starts 

with the sign of the Treaty of Fes and focuses mainly on the activities organized by 

Moroccans to face the colonial powers, which means the resistance. I do not know if in 

their answers teachers focus on resistance because they were subconsciously oriented by 

the interview theme. In any case, they answered that the resistance movement occupies 

a large part of the explanation of the period from 1912 to 1956. For example, Khalid 

directly told me that in classes he divides the explanation of colonialism into two parts: 

the pre-colonial period and the anticolonial resistance.395  

Following the textbook, teachers divide the resistance movement into two 

moments: the armed resistance and the political resistance. Initially, the anticolonial 

struggle, which Salma called the tribal resistance, spread spontaneously in different 

rural areas of Morocco, such as the Atlas, the South, and the Rif. This phenomenon 

developed as a consequence of the invasion of their country by foreign powers.396 Then, 

the armed resistance evolved into a more pacific resistance that spread in urban spaces. 

Indeed, as Karim said, “They are tied by a sort of continuity. They are both anticolonial 

resistance movements.”397  
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This interpretation of the Moroccan resistance movement reflects the view 

presented in national historiography by authors such as Mohamed Zniber and Kenneth 

Brown. Teachers revoke the analysis developed by Zniber regarding the continuity 

between the Rifian resistance and the Moroccan nationalist movement. Although they 

used different methods of struggle, they shared the same values and objectives.398 

Additionally, as Brown seeks to prove, teachers also believe that the armed resistance in 

the Rif and the subsequent political struggle in the cities are both part of the Moroccan 

nationalist movement.399  

Specifically, teachers focus on the achievements obtained by both these two types 

of anticolonial resistance. For example, Hamza explained that from 1912 to 1930, the 

nationalists failed to achieve independence because they were not organized at a 

national level but only at a regional one. Then, from 1953 to 1956, the nationalists 

organized themselves in the Army of Liberation and for this reason they were able to 

achieve national freedom.400 At this point, during our conversations, I asked teachers 

what and how they explain in class about independence. Yet, they all answered me 

vaguely, affirming that there is no need to explain to students what independence is. 

They already know it and there is also a national holiday dedicated to this historical 

moment.401  

Within the Moroccan anticolonial struggle, teachers present the figure of Abd el-

Krim el-Khattabi to their students. It immediately emerges that, in line with the 

representation in schoolbooks, teachers also reflect in their explanations of Abd el-Krim 

the perspective of the nationalist historiography and, more specifically, the one 

reproduced by the official narrative. Indeed, Abd el-Krim is clearly inserted into the 

framework of the Moroccan nationalist movement and recognized as a nationalist who 

fought on behalf of the Alawi Sultan.  

Furthermore, teachers consider the existence of the Rifian Republic a colonial 

legacy, resulting from European propaganda, and criticized those scholars who still 

judge it as true. Akram and Lahcen, in particular, accused Maria Rosa De Madariaga 

(who died in 2022, as the two professors correctly underlined) of spreading this 
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narrative.402 Therefore, following the imprinting of the school program, interviewees 

deny the existence of the Rifian state. They distance themselves from the nationalist 

historiography and reproduce entirely the Makhzen’s perspective.  

 During our interview, Khalid affirms: “The study of Abd el-Krim is part of the 

broader context of the Moroccans’ reactions to Spanish and French colonialism. There 

are many other resistance fighters, who are tackled in the same way as Abd el-Krim. 

They have the same importance as Abd el-Krim.”403 In this excerpt, the Rifian leader 

emerges as one of the several figures who struggled for the country’s freedom, and his 

story has nothing exceptional. He and the Rif region lose every kind of uniqueness. Abd 

el-Krim’s experience is interpreted as a piece of a more extensive phenomenon, while 

the Rif region is included in a broader national context.  

Omar explained to me that every Moroccan region had its resistance movement. 

Therefore, he presents Abd el-Krim among the figures who led one of these movements, 

in particular as the leader of the Rifian resistance.404 These statements share the position 

of the nationalist historiography that includes the Rifian movement in the nationalist 

independence struggle. Instead, unlike Rifian historiography, they do not seek to 

identify the socio-political peculiarities of the Rifian issue. Indeed, Ahmed claimed that 

in every Moroccan region, people celebrate their most notable ancestors in the same 

way the Rifians do with Abd el-Krim. Hence, according to Ahmed, there are two 

different levels of interpretation of Abd el-Krim’s figure. While throughout the country 

he is considered as a nationalist, in the Rif he is represented as a hero. In the region, he 

is more celebrated than in the rest of the country. However, the same phenomenon 

happens in other parts of Morocco, where other resistance fighters are celebrated as 

heroes. Each region has its main figure part of the local, and not only national, past.405  

Concerning the Rifian resistance, Salma explained to me that alongside Abd el-

Krim also other Rifians resisted the Spanish advance. During her classes, she, like other 

teachers, talks about the figure of Sharif Mohammed Ameziane.406 The scholars Vincent 

Courcelle-Labrousse and Nicolas Marmié define him in their book as the “first icon of 
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the Rifian resistance.”407 In 1909, he organized a harka in the eastern part of the Rif and 

succeeded in hindering the Spanish advance until 1912. Spanish soldiers suffered 

important defeats, among which the most known is that of Barranco del Lobo. It led to 

the outbreak of harsh protests in the Peninsula and a slowdown in the Spanish advance 

in Morocco. The confrontations between the Spanish and Rifians lasted for three years. 

Then, in 1912, during a motion of violence in reaction to the sign of the Treaty of Fes, 

Ameziene died and his harka dissolved.408  

The resistance leader continued to be remembered and respected for defending 

Morocco and for this reason, he is still teaching among the Moroccan anticolonial 

leaders. An intriguing aspect is that in textbooks and among teachers no distinction is 

made between Ameziene’s resistance, which was conducted before the creation of the 

protectorate (1909 – 1912), and Abd el-Krim’s resistance, which happened in a different 

socio-political context. Therefore, their focus is on Moroccans’ reaction to Europeans as 

invaders and not only as colonial powers. According to this narrative, Ameziane can 

also be included in the group of the Moroccan nationalists and it confirms what teachers 

told me about the resistance fighters: all the Moroccans who fought against Europeans 

have equal importance. They all played a crucial role in Morocco and should be 

recognized equally.   

Concretely, in class, teachers present Abd el-Krim with a brief description of his 

life. Ali tells me “I explain only the main biographical information of Abd el-Krim as 

also of the other resistance fighters, because I don’t have time to analyze all these 

figures in detail.”409 Mainly because of their need to follow the ministerial program, all 

teachers agree with Ali and they say that during their classes they have no time to go 

deeper in the story of these figures.  

However, as written before, teachers try to give a broad overview of Abd el-Krim 

el-Khattabi, despite the ministerial program and the short time. For example, during his 

classes, Ahmed also speaks about his conservative and religious background, while 

other teachers focus on Abd el-Krim’s influence on Che Guevara and other anti-

imperialist fighters. According to them, Abd el-Krim was an internationally respected 
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and celebrated personality. To prove this idea, Ahmed, Omar and Salma410 claimed that 

Abd el-Krim taught Che Guevara and other anti-imperialist militants how to fight and 

resist against Europeans. He was known for his military and technical strategies that 

other militants imitated all over the world. Indeed, the Rifians carried out guerrilla 

tactics and demonstrated an exceptional military capability.  

Considering the technics used by his soldiers, Abd el-Krim is sometimes regarded 

as the co-inventor of guerrilla tactics. Warfare techniques similar to his have been used 

during other resistance wars, such as the Druze War of Syria, the Algerian War of 

Independence and the Vietnam War.411 Moreover, according to Salma, his techniques of 

resistance are still taught in some military schools in Spain and China.  

Instead, Khalid and Lahcen focus on the political role that Abd el-Krim played 

during his exile in Cairo. According to them, he was popular all over the world in 

particular thanks to his political strategies and the role he played in the Maghrebian 

independence process. Khalid explains that the influence of Abd el-Krim did not end 

with his exile, but he became an exemplary anti-imperialist hero, particularly influential 

in the colonized world.412 Moreover, Lahcen, who during the entire interview reiterated 

the anti-colonialist nature of Abd el-Krim’s action, even affirmed: “I can’t consider Abd 

el-Krim only as a Moroccan nationalist, because he cared more about the Maghreb. 

Moroccan independence wouldn’t be complete until all the North African countries 

would have been independent. He considered the Maghreb as a unique entity. He was an 

Arab nationalist. He fought for the independence of the entire Maghreb.”413 For Lahcen, 

the political activities that Abd el-Krim carried out in Egypt are essential to 

understanding him and his relevance around the world.  

However, alongside Abd el-Krim’s international role, the focus of teachers is 

mainly on his activities in Morocco. In particular, the question that has created the 

major debates on this issue is: What were Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi’s real intentions 

toward the Makhzen? 
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2.2 Was Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi a Nationalist, Secessionist or Independentist? 

 

“Abd el-Krim is a national figure of resistance. Like Nelson Mandela, Che 

Guevara and Ghandi, he is a figure of resistance.”414 This sentence was pronounced by 

Nassim, but he was not the only teacher who has compared Abd el-Krim to historical 

figures such as Nelson Mandela and Ghandi. During different interviews, respondents 

have used this comparison to prove the relevance of Abd el-Krim and the nature of his 

intentions. Like these figures, he struggled against oppressive and foreign regimes to 

liberate his entire country. To the question of whether Abd el-Krim was a nationalist, all 

teachers have firmly answered of course he was. Omar, for example, asserted that Abd 

el-Krim was certainly a nationalist because he defended his country from the invaders, 

which is the exact definition of being a nationalist.415 In contrast to Adria Lawerence 

who asserts that not all anti-colonial actions were also nationalist,416 teachers use Abd 

el-Krim’s anti-imperialist activity to justify his nationalist essence. Their position 

recalls the nationalist historiography, which describes Abd el-Krim as a leader who 

fought against the colonial powers for the independence of Morocco.  

Every interviewee has used a precise explanation to demonstrate Abd el-Krim’s 

nationalist nature. According to Karim, Abd el-Krim played a crucial role “in the 

reunification of the national territory, in the defense of national values, and in reaching 

the independence.” Thus, Karim believes that he was a nationalist since he defended the 

Moroccan national territory. “If he weren’t a nationalist, he would use his position to 

obtain personal advantages. Unlike other figures corrupted by the colonial system, he 

didn’t behave this way, regardless of Makhzen's opinion of him.”417 Thus, the teacher 

thinks that Abd el-Krim was certainly a nationalist because he acted unselfishly. His 

action was without ulterior motives, but he only aspired to defeat the colonial powers.  

In the same vein, Lahcen describes Abd el-Krim as “one of the few Moroccans 

who never submitted to the Europeans.” Indeed, he asserts, “He [Abd el-Krim] refused 

the taba’iyya (dependency). It means that he refused to submit to the Europeans and he 

refused to follow their rules and traditions in economy, school and in other aspects of 
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Moroccan life. In 1956, Abd el-Krim didn’t accept to sign the Independence agreement 

and for this reason, he stayed in Cairo.”418 In this extract, Lahcen represents Abd el-

Krim as one of the few Moroccans who acted for the national interests. It almost seems 

as if Lahcen wants to criticize the other supposed nationalists, who acted only to reach 

their interests. He, as well as Karim, creates a contrast between Abd el-Krim, who is 

described as a nationalist role model, and the other protagonists of the Moroccan 

anticolonial struggle, who in reality followed a personal agenda. Abd el-Krim emerges 

as a devoted patriot who set his entire military and political action on the purpose of 

national independence.  

Lahcen and Karim’s position reflects what Rocío Velasco De Castro has shown in 

her article. Unlike other figures that had characterized the Moroccan sociopolitical 

scenario, Abd el-Krim has not been subjected to a process of critical analysis. In most 

cases, he has been idealized419 and depicted as a virtuous hero devoted to Morocco.   

In this perspective, also his intermediation with the Spanish is read as functional 

for this project. Hamza and Akram asserted that Abd el-Krim decided to join the 

Spanish administration since he wanted to know better his enemies. He wanted to 

understand why they decided to colonize Morocco and later, he was able to use the 

discovered information to confront and defeat them. Using the words of professor Sami, 

“While he was working for the Spanish, the resistant soul of Abd el-Krim started to 

emerge. He forged his mind and his leadership.”420 This perspective is similar to the one 

adopted by some nationalist scholars, such as Germain Ayache and Maria Rosa de 

Madariaga.421 They believe that Abd el-Krim intermediated with the Spanish not to 

satisfy his personal interests but rather, to serve those of Morocco. In both cases, this 

explanation is used to demonstrate Abd el-Krim’s nationalist spirit.  

In general, teachers ignore the religious dimension of Abd el-Krim’s action, 

preferring to look at his military activities. Only Ahmed and Salma referred to the 

importance of Islam in Abd el-Krim’s activity. The interviewees favored focusing on 

the military nature of Abd el-Krim’s activities. Therefore, according to the most 

accredited narrative presented by teachers, “Abd el-Krim was a resistant and a 
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nationalist. He fought against the colonialists for the independence of Morocco.”422 

Once again, this portrayal of the Rifian leader coincides with the official one, in which 

he is described as a national hero.   

 

2.2.1 The Absence of the Rifian Republic and the Relationship with the Makhzen  

 

Another noteworthy aspect that emerged from the interviews and that is related to 

Abd el-Krim’s nationalist character is the absence of any mention of the Rifian 

Republic. This lack replicates that of textbooks, in which “nothing is said about his 

[Abd el-Krim’s] attempt to create ‘a republic’”. According to one of the Rifians 

interviewed by the scholar Azz E. Diouani, the reason is that “the State sees the short-

lived republic as an unforgivable sin.”423 Only after receiving the direct question, 

teachers addressed the issue, denying the existence of any Rifian Republic. According 

to them, Abd el-Krim did not establish a state but unified the Rifians only to fight 

against Europeans and liberate Morocco. Also those teachers who affirmed that Abd el-

Krim united the qabāyil under his rule have repeatedly denied that this action had 

brought to the creation of a State. According to Hamza, Abd el-Krim unified the Rifians 

but only to create an anticolonial movement and not a political entity.424 The leader 

succeeded in joining the Rifian qabāyil in the effort to defeat their enemies since he 

knew that unity was the key to face Europeans. However, there was no political intent 

behind his actions. The Rifians acted only as part of an anti-colonial movement, whose 

goal was liberating Morocco from European oppression.  

Thus, teachers oppose the position of the historians of Rifian historiography, such 

as Charles Richard Pennell, Mohamed Chtatou and Jonathan Wyrtzen. In their works,425 

these scholars demonstrate the existence of the Rifian Republic and analyze its 

structure, functioning, and impact in the region. Instead, according to Rachid, the idea 

that Abd el-Krim wanted to create his nation in the Rif results from a misrepresentation 

                                                
422 Interview of the author with Rachid, October 27th, 2024, Nador. 
423 Diouani: “Exploring the Voices of the Rif Hirak Activism,” p. 114. 
424 Interview of the author with Hamza, October 23rd, 2024, Fes. 
425 M. Chtatou (1996): “Aspectos de la organización política en el Rif durante el reinado de Ben Abdel-
Krim El-Khattabi,” Fundamentos de Antropología, No. 4, Granda, pp. 61 – 70; C. R. Pennell (1986): A 
Country with a Government and a Flag: the Rif War in Morocco 1921 – 1926, Middle east and North 
African Studies Press Ltd; J. Wyrtzen (2015): Making Morocco: Colonial Intervention and the Politics of 
Identity, Cornell University Press, Ithaca. 



 133 

of the story promoted by the colonial powers. “There were misrepresentations about 

him that have been spread by the colonialists. Some colonial narratives were saying that 

Mohammed ben Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi wanted to build a separate nation, whereas he 

wanted to build an Emirate that followed the rule of Fes. He wanted to govern the 

region but under the Moroccan sovereignty.”426  

Therefore, Abd el-Krim did not want to create a Republic, but it was an invention 

of the colonialists. In Rachid’s opinion, he wanted to create an Emirate under the 

control of the Makhzen. The colonial authorities, instead, presented Abd el-Krim as a 

separatist in Morocco, because they wanted to create tensions between him and the 

Moroccans. Unfortunately, according to Rachid, the Sultan, as the European people, 

believed in this narrative and opposed the Rifian resistance. On the same vein, 

according to Akram, the Makhzen took as true the false colonial narration that depicted 

Abd el-Krim as a separatist and for this reason, it did not help him and closed its eyes in 

front of French and Spanish opposition.427 The Makhzen concretely opposed Abd el-

Krim’s anticolonial struggle since the Sultan and his officials believed in the European 

propaganda that Abd el-Krim was a secessionist and that he wanted to create his state.  

This interpretation of the relationship between Abd el-Krim and the Makhzen is 

also present in the book of Vicent Courcelle-Labrousse and Nicolas Marmié. Here, they 

present the episode of the Sultan’s participation in the opening ceremony of the mosque 

of Paris that occurred on July 14, 1926. Courcelle-Labrousse and Marmié describe that 

moment using these words: “The winners of the rogui are there under the huge arch: the 

French Republic, the Spanish Directory and the Makhzen”.428 Thus, they compare the 

Sultan with the colonial governments, considering them all enemies of Abd el-Krim. On 

that occasion, the Moroccan leader delivered a speech in which he celebrated the 

Franco-Spanish victory and thanked the Europeans to have protected the Moroccan 

Sultanate from the Rifians’ secessionist drives. According to the Sultan’s speech, Abd 

el-Krim represented a threat to the unity and stability of the Moroccan State and the 

preservation of the Alawi dynasty.429  

On the contrary, Khalid does not believe that the Makhzen opposed Abd el-Krim’s 
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action. He claims, “Part of the historiography says that Abd el-Krim surrendered due to 

the lack of materials. But, another historiographical narrative says that the Moroccan 

government took down his project because he was a separatist. The fact that Abd el-

Krim surrendered because he didn’t have enough resources is true, while it is not true 

that the Makhzen tried to stop Abd el-Krim’s action.”430 Therefore, Khalid’s position is 

close to Germain Ayache’s,431 who asserts that there was always mutual esteem and 

support between the Sultan and Abd el-Krim. In both cases, they share the perspective 

of the nationalist historiography.  

Hence, teachers propose various explanations to demonstrate the same historical 

truth: Abd el-Krim did not try to create a state. Rather, his efforts focused entirely on 

liberating Morocco from the colonial rule. To some extent, their explanation reflects the 

thesis promoted by nationalist historians since they agree that Abd el-Krim’s final 

objective was liberating the entire Morocco. However, in other cases, teachers create a 

distance from some of these historians because their positions differ on the existence of 

a Rifian State.  

However, even if most teachers agreed that no evidence supports the existence of 

the Rifian State, two interviewees did not completely share this point of view. On one 

side, according to Lahcen, even if he does not believe that Abd el-Krim created a state, 

he cannot prove one hundred percent that it is true. Since the majority of the archival 

documents on Abd el-Krim are in Spain and France, he cannot view them and therefore 

he is not sure about this point.432 On the other side, in Ali’s opinion, Abd el-Krim tried 

to create an independent state in the Rif (al-Jumhuriyya al-Rifiyya). He laid the 

infrastructures and organisms necessary for the creation of a nation-state in the Rif but 

he died before realizing his political project. The Rifians wanted to be independent of 

Spain, France, and Morocco: “they didn’t want to stay in Morocco, because the 

Makhzen didn’t defend them.”  

However, during the interview, Ali also added, “But the Rifians didn’t want to 

expand their State in other regions of Morocco. They wanted to create a state only the 

Rif region.” Therefore, Ali’s words confirm the idea that Abd el-Krim wanted to 

separate the Rif region from the rest of Morocco because the government failed to 
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protect its people from the European advance. At the same time, in his answer, the 

teacher also underlined that Abd el-Krim did not pose a threat to the Sultan’s authority. 

Indeed, Abd el-Krim wanted to create a state only in the Rif region and he did not have 

expansionist goals.  

Moreover, Ali added, at the end of his answer, that Abd el-Krim never rejected 

the monarchy and in this way, he contradicted everything he had previously stated. “The 

reason why he wanted to build a republic was to separate himself from the Spaniards 

and not from Morocco. Rifians people belonged to Morocco.”433 In this way, Ali 

rejected the idea that Abd el-Krim wanted to create a Rif independent from Morocco. 

The region was part of the country, but not as long as Europeans would dominate it. 

According to Ali, indeed, Abd el-Krim was a nationalist who fought for Moroccan 

independence. He really tried to create a Rifian State, but his project was only 

temporary. The general plan was to liberate Morocco in the name of the Sultan.  Ali’s 

view is similar to Maria Rosa de Madariaga’s position. Like De Madariaga,434 he claims 

that Abd el-Krim attempted to create a state in the Rif region, even if his objective was 

fighting for the Moroccan nation. 

Ali’s point of view is similar also to the one that is prevalent in Moroccan 

academia. The majority of Moroccan historians and scholars support the existence of a 

Rif State. Rather, they debate the nature of such a state and the intent of Abd el-Krim 

behind this project. Their doubts concern whether it is correct to call the state 

“Republic” or not, and whether Abd el-Krim wanted to achieve independence from 

Morocco or only from the colonial powers. In a conversation, Zakaria, who is a PhD 

student in the history department of the University of Fes, explained to me, “From a 

historical perspective it’s undeniable that there has been the Rifian Republic. However, 

people often don’t distinguish historical reality from their opinions. For this reason, they 

try to tell the story as they prefer. Historically speaking, there was a man, a resistance 

movement, and a Rifian Republic.”435 Therefore, there is an evident and major gap 

between teachers’ explanations and the academic point of view. Teachers agree with the 

official narrative present in Morocco. On the contrary, in academia, most researchers 

differ from this view, firmly believing that Abd el-Krim created a State in the Rif. 
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Therefore, teachers’ personal opinions of who Abd el-Krim was and what his 

plans included are similar to the Moroccan official narrative. Abd el-Krim is depicted as 

a nationalist and an anti-imperialist leader, whose relevance is recognized in Morocco 

and abroad. He fought against the colonial powers firstly to liberate the Rif region, then 

Morocco and finally the Maghreb. He was a notable and respectable leader who acted to 

liberate his people from the oppressive European domination on behalf of the Alawi 

Sultan.   

 

2.3 Students’ Opinions on Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi 

 

An interesting aspect that emerged from all the interviews is that, in class, 

teachers devote more space than they should to Abd el-Krim’s story because they know 

it is a topic that students love. All the teachers asserted that students admire Abd el-

Krim and that they know him more than other Moroccan figures. For example, Ahmed 

affirmed, “Students are involved in this topic more than before. Before the topic was 

perceived as more sensitive, but now they want to know their past and understand better 

the story of Morocco.”436 Similarly, Lahcen showed me a surprising drawing made by 

one of his students that represents Abd el-Krim. When I asked him why the boy drew it, 

he answered that the young painter profoundly admires this historical leader and this 

feeling of esteem and respect toward Abd el-Krim is common also among other 

students.  

As Hamza explains, “Students are more participative when I speak about Abd el-

Krim” and this phenomenon is a consequence of the fact that “social media has created 

an image of [Abd el-Krim as a] hero. He is famous as an anti-imperialist hero. Students 

are excited when they speak about Abd el-Krim during their lessons.”437 Therefore, 

recently, social media have spread an almost mythical image of Abd el-Krim, whose 

fame has grown especially among young people. They see him on the one hand as an 

example of a militant who fought for his causes and on the other hand as a nationalist 

who struggled for Moroccan independence.  

This is also the impression I got from talking to my university classmates in Fes 

and other young people I met around the country. When I told my friends that I wanted 
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to write my thesis on Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi, they were amazed and described him as 

“the leader who defeated the Europeans” or “the Moroccan Che Guevara who invented 

the guerrilla”. One of them took me to look at graffiti representing the face of Abd el-

Krim el-Khattabi on a facade at the entrance of the University of Fes in order to show 

me how much students respect and admire this man. When I asked them when and 

where they learned about his story, they explained to me that in high school their 

teachers talked about him, and then some of them did personal research to know his 

story better.  

 

                                                  
 
                          Figure 1.7 University Sidi Mohamed Ben Abdellah, Fes, February 19th, 2024. 

 

Recently, numerous novels, graphic novels, videos, and documentaries on Abd el-

Krim and the Rif War have been produced. In particular, these products spread an 

almost mythical and heroic vision of this character. They present him through his most 

surprising and attractive characteristics. Therefore, he represents a symbol of freedom, 

determination and revenge, giving hope to Moroccan young people. Furthermore, 

during the interviews, teachers’ answers showed similar esteem and respect for this 

figure. Of course, as I wrote before, when considering teachers’ opinions on Abd el-

Krim, it should be contemplated that they know my interest in this figure. It may have 

influenced teachers’ responses, leading them to show more interest in him than they 



 138 

think. However, I can say that as my classmates and other students, teachers also 

showed some pride and respect for this historical figure.  

 

2.4 Should We Consider Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi a Sensitive Issue?: Teachers’ Percep-

tion  

 

During the interviews, I always ended the conversation by asking teachers if the 

figure of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi is considered a sensitive topic in Morocco. Although 

the explanations differed, the answer was always the same: no.  

The interviewees have firmly affirmed that the Rif and Abd el-Krim do not 

represent sensitive issues in Morocco. According to Akram, the only problem that 

makes Abd el-Krim a sensitive issue is related to the continued transmission of colonial 

propaganda in collective memory. Colonialist authors depicted Abd el-Krim as a 

separatist who wanted to create an independent State in the Rif region. Moreover, 

according to Rachid, since the Makhzen believed this colonial propaganda, it did not 

help the Rifians and closed its eyes in front of French and Spanish opposition.438 In 

Akram opinion, in the North as well as in the South of Morocco, people still believe in 

this narrative. While in the North, someone tries to use this idea attributed to Abd el-

Krim to support his/her separatist plans, in the rest of Morocco numerous people still 

use this interpretation to accuse him of being a traitor. Thus, the problematization of 

Abd el-Krim’s story is related to this colonial misrepresentation that is still rooted in the 

Moroccan collective memory.439  

Apart from this, both in Fes and Nador, the idea that emerged from the 

conversations is that nowadays people like talking about him because he led to the 

national independence. All the respondents used positive, respectful and honorable 

words to describe him and they argued that every Moroccan portray Abd el-Krim as an 

“intelligent, influential, strong, and brave leader.”440 “Abd el-Krim is a symbol of 

liberty, a symbol of resistance, a symbol of courage, and a symbol of intelligence. For 

                                                
438 Interview of the author with Rachid, October 27th, 2024, Nador. 
439 Interview of the author with Akram, October 27th, 2024, Nador. 
440 Interview of the author with Nassim, October 27th, 2024, Nador. 
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me, he is inspirational and I like to inspire my students with such a figure,”441 Khalid 

said.  

It is paramount to underline that this image of a hero and symbol to imitate is 

present among the teachers in Nador, but it also emerges in Fes. Indeed, for example, 

Omar states, “Abd el-Krim was not only a leader, but a hero. He was born to be a 

leader,”442 while according to Salma, Abd el-Krim was an honorable Moroccan man 

who defeated the colonial enemies by using simple methods for fighting back. She 

declares herself very proud of him for defeating the colonizers and protecting her 

country.  

In particular, Salma is attached to Abd el-Krim because she comes from the Rif. 

She was born in Al-Hoceima, but then she grew up in Fes. Indeed, when she was born, 

her parents no longer lived in their hometown, but only some of his relatives returned to 

live there. Originally, her entire family lived in Al-Hoceima, but they were forced to 

flee in the late thirties. During the Rif War, the Spanish killed her grandfather and, after 

Abd el-Krim’s defeat, they had to escape the city and move to Fes.443 Therefore, for her, 

to retrace Abd el-Krim’s history means also telling about her family’s story. In the same 

vein, Ahmed also tells me an anecdote related to his family and the Rif War.  His 

family, indeed, lived in Taounate, which was a village located on the border between 

French and Spanish protectorates. During the war, his relatives helped the Rifian 

soldiers who arrived in the region, providing them with food and everything they 

needed. Ahmed explains that they did so because they recognized in the Rifians 

compatriots who were liberating the Moroccan nation. Thus, he is proud of his family 

and Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi. 

Moreover, Ali states, “It’s not about Abd el-Krim in himself. It’s bigger than that. 

It’s between two races, between Amazigh people and Arabs. It concerns Moroccan 

origins and history, if its origins are Amazigh or Arab.”444 In this extract, the teacher 

asserts that Abd el-Krim is not a sensitive issue. What is sensitive is the relationship 

between Imazighen and Arabs. In this struggle between identities, both sides claim the 

figure of Abd el-Krim as part of their past. However, according to Ali, this 

                                                
441 Interview of the author with Ali, October 26th, 2024, Nador. 
442 Interview of the author with Omar, November 04th, 2024, Fes. 
443 Interview of the author with Salma, November 04th, 2024, Fes. 
444 Interview of the author with Ali, October 26th, 2024, Nador. 
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contraposition concerns only the historiographical debate, because in reality Imazighen 

and Arabs live peacefully in Morocco.  

Furthermore, Ali believes that Abd el-Krim represents a controversial topic for the 

central authorities. He affirms that the government fears that history could repeat itself 

with the Rifians who try to separate from Moroccan sovereignty and create their state. 

In his opinion, even if it is a historically incorrect perception, authorities are afraid that 

Abd el-Krim’s memory may lead someone to pursue the objective of creating an 

independent state in the Rif region. On the contrary, according to Hamza and Akram, 

this idea is no longer relevant. On the one hand, Hamza explained to me that while 

before 1999 Abd el-Krim was considered an unpleasant topic, after the coronation of 

King Muhammad VI, the political authorities talk with pleasure about him.445 Indeed, 

nowadays, streets and public places bear his name and he is a publicly recognized 

figure. Moreover, Akram added, “The government is in a process of shifting from 

promoting the first narrative [that depicts Abd el-Krim as a secessionist] to the second 

one [in which Abd el-Krim is described as a nationalist].”446 

To conclude this reflection regarding the sensitivity of this topic, however, it is 

also noticeable to cite an anecdote that Akram told me during our interview. While he 

was explaining to me how he approaches the subject of Abd el-Krim during his classes, 

he told me that he conducts different activities dedicated to him, such as presentations, 

research, and plays. Among these activities, he also used to organize school trips with 

his students to the main sites of Abd el-Krim’s life. However, the last year he could do 

this activity was 2015. Later, the administration no longer gave him permission 

explaining that the school did not want to take responsibility for these trips. Indeed, due 

to the inadequate results achieved during the 2011 protests, the situation in the region 

remained tense and authorities’ alert was high. Consequently, it is most likely that the 

school administration was no longer willing to take charge of students’ safety. 

However, it is also necessary not to ignore the symbolic relevance of the places where 

the trip took place. If it is true that Abd el-Krim’s images were raised during the protests 

both in 2011 and 2017, it would be better for the state organs if teachers follow the 

ministerial program, without adding too much emphasis on this particular figure.  

                                                
445 Interview of the author with Hamza, October 23rd, 2024, Fes. 
446 Interview of the author with Akram, October 27th, 2024, Nador. 



 141 

Concerning the sensitiveness of Abd el-Krim’s memory, teachers’ responses fit 

with the official narrative. Over the years, the central authorities have absorbed even 

more the historical figure of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi and his symbolism, trying to show 

how talking about him is politically accepted and peaceful. However, as long as other 

groups claim his memory, speaking about him and his story will remain sensitive and 

crucial. For this reason, studying Abd el-Krim’s story and understanding how it is still 

represented is essential to comprehend the current Moroccan socio-political context.   

 

This analysis has shown that the Moroccan school system mostly reproduces how 

the nationalist historiography has studied and represented Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi and 

his story. More specifically, the textbooks faithfully reflect the Moroccan official 

narrative of the Rifian affair. Moreover, since teachers have to prepare their students for 

the national exam, they strictly follow the ministerial program and their position is not 

far from that of the textbooks authors. For this reason, their explanations replicate the 

official perspective present in school materials. 

In particular, textbooks reproduce the official narrative because the Ministry of 

Education, responsible for drafting the school program, models it from Makhzen’s 

perspective. Thus, like nationalist historiography, the textbooks include Abd el-Krim in 

the Moroccan resistance movement, underlining the nationalist essence of his military 

actions. Additionally, from the interviews, it emerged that teachers also reproduce this 

portrayal of Abd el-Krim, sharing the idea that he fought for the independence of 

Morocco in the Rif region. 

Unlike nationalist historiography, teachers and textbooks authors do not consider 

the socio-political activities undertaken by the Rifians in their region. In particular, 

textbooks do not mention the Rifian Republic, while teachers argue that it was an 

invention of colonial propaganda, whose purpose was to undermine Abd el-Krim’s 

action. Thus, the perspective of Rifian historiography is completely ignored. Only 

teacher Ali partially claimed the creation of the Rifian state, even if, like Maria Rosa de 

Madariaga, he also claimed the nationalist intentions behind this action.  

Instead, concerning the relationships between Abd el-Krim and the Makhzen, 

textbooks did not refer to their nature, assuming that they were peaceful and supportive. 

Instead, teachers have contrasting positions on this topic. While some, such as Rachid, 
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consider them supportive, according to others, such as Akram, the Sultan believed what 

colonial propaganda said and opposed Abd el-Krim’s activities. 

Finally, textbooks partially reflect the Amazigh historiography in how they tackle 

the topic of the chemical war. Like this historiography, textbooks underline the 

determination and the sufferings of the Rifians. However, while Amazigh 

historiography tends to attribute an identity connotation to the affair, the textbooks do 

not. Moreover, although teachers recognize Abd el-Krim’s Amazigh identity, they do 

not use it to claim the relevance played by the Imazighen in Moroccan history.  

Therefore, the position in the education system on the representation of Abd el-

Krim el-Khattabi is mostly coherent. The content of textbooks and teachers’ 

perspectives coincide with the representation promoted by the ministerial school 

program.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

Abd el-Krim was a pragmatic and skillful military and political leader. He was 

one of the protagonists of the Moroccan anticolonial movement and wrote a piece of 

national, but also international, history. This thesis has focused on his story, but also on 

how colonialists, scholars, politicians, Moroccans, students, and teachers have portrayed 

him. In many cases, they have used the memory of Abd el-Krim to justify political 

projects or demonstrate the validity of their positions. For this reason, discussing Abd 

el-Krim’s role and the nature of his anti-colonial movement has represented a crucial 

and challenging research topic, and finding a comprehensive and inclusive picture of 

this story constitutes a difficult and unsolved question. 

In historiography, the figure of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi has captured the attention 

of many observers internationally and within Morocco during the colonial period and 

after Moroccan independence. Over the decades, historians and other scholars debated 

Abd el-Krim’s figure, often presenting contrasting portrayals and representations. 

Through their observations, it is possible to understand better how Abd el-Krim has 

been perceived and represented.    

Colonial authors promoted a unanimous description of Abd el-Krim, depicting 

him as a rebel who led a group of fanatical and violent mountaineers, using religious 

references. According to the mainstream colonial narrative, the Rifians acted in the 

Bilad as-Siba, fighting not only against Europeans but also against the Makhzen. Thus, 

Abd el-Krim was represented as a secessionist.  

For many years after independence, the Rif War and the figure of Abd el-Krim el-

Khattabi have suffered a damnation memoriae.447 However, it finished in the 1970s 

when several historians started to draw attention to these topics. Although some colonial 

legacies have remained also after Moroccan independence, the colonial perspective lost 

its consistency throughout the years. On the contrary, the most widespread 

historiography started to depict Abd el-Krim as a nationalist who fought to liberate 

Morocco in the name of the Alawi Sultan. 

                                                
447 L. Valensi (1990): “Le roi chronophage. La construction d’une conscience historique dans le Maroc 
postcolonial,” Cahiers d’études africaines, Vol. 30, No. 119, p. 290. 
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This position became even more consistent after the years of lead when the 

Makhzen also increased its interest in Abd el-Krim’s story. The Moroccan official 

channels started to promote the nationalist portrayal of the Rifian leader, which spread 

in the country and abroad. With its decision to include Abd el-Krim among the 

members of the nationalist resistance movement, the Makhzen removed all his elements 

of uniqueness. He was transformed into one of the numerous protagonists of the 

Moroccan past. Whether he has been recognized as a national hero, he also has been 

deprived of his regional connotations. His historical significance has been detuned and 

he passed from being a potential division element to a figure of national unity. 

Therefore, the official perspective has denied the existence of the Republic of the Rif, 

considering it a product of colonial propaganda, and has ignored Abd el-Krim’s 

Amazigh identity. In both cases, the Makhzen has emphasized the leader’s 

Moroccaness, removing all those elements of singularity and including him in the 

national context.  

This representation contrasts with Rifian historiography, which underlines Abd el-

Krim’s peculiarities. This perspective emphasizes the regional dimension of Abd el-

Krim’s military, socio-political, and religious activity. It tries to contextualize his story 

in the Rif region, analyzing how the Republic of the Rif impacted the Rifians, 

particularly in their religious and political spheres. Therefore, in Rifian historiography, 

Abd el-Krim is represented as a Rifian anti-colonialist and politician, in whose action 

Islam played a crucial role. In contrast to nationalist historiography, Rifian 

historiography stresses the existence of the Republic of the Rif, moving Abd el-Krim’s 

nationalist dimension to the background. However, in Morocco, Rifian historiography 

occupies a marginal position, while nationalist historiography still dominates in public 

opinion.   

In promoting the nationalist interpretation of the past, the educational system 

represents a crucial tool in the hands of the Makhzen. Fieldwork has revealed that in 

Moroccan educational system, a unique representation of Abd el-Krim el-Khattabi 

prevails. During their explanations, both the authors of the textbooks and the teachers 

reproduce the portrayal of Abd el-Krim promoted by the nationalist historiography. 

However, since teachers have different stories and studies behind them, they usually 
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adapt the lessons to their knowledge. It means that their explanations reflect in some 

cases other historiographical perspectives, divergent from the official one.  

Indeed, in Morocco different socio-political actors have interpreted Abd el-Krim’s 

story, basing on several historiographical analyses. In his book Entre pragmatisme, 

réformisme et modernisme, Mohamed Tahtah describes Abd el-Krim’s behavior as 

pragmatic and in the conclusions, he writes “Reformism, modernism and pragmatism 

are thus inextricably tied in the thinking of Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Karim. As a result, 

his policies are interpreted in divergent, even contradictory ways. Such interpretations 

are wrong when they reduce the man’s thought to one doctrine or another.”448 As 

Tahtah underlines in this excerpt, various socio-political actors have used the figure of 

Abd el-Krim to promote their ideas and projects.  

Especially in Morocco, several groups have reproduced multiple representations 

of this figure that contradicted the official narrative, transforming his story into a 

controversial and sensitive topic. Thus, different perspectives on Abd el-Krim’s affair 

proliferated throughout the years, making this character and his projects difficult to 

understand. For example, while the leftists have promoted a representation of Abd el-

Krim as an anti-colonialist and anti-monarchist, the Rifians and the Imazighen have 

underlined his regional and identity specificities.  

Likewise, teachers model their explanations on different historiographies, 

depending on their personal backgrounds. For this reason, while some topics unite both 

the textbooks and teachers’ explanations, others are personally added by the latter. In 

any case, Abd el-Krim appears brilliant, brave, and charismatic. He was able to defeat 

two colonial armies and for this reason, he became an internationally known and 

imitated anticolonial leader. According to both textbooks and teachers, his forces were 

defeated only due to the excessive technological superiority of the Europeans. 

Concerning this question, the Spanish use of chemical weapons represents a crucial 

topic for both textbooks and teachers. They dedicate great space to this issue, attracting 

students’ attention.  

Regarding the issue of the chemical war, the school program reproduces the 

perspective of Amazigh historiography. In particular, this historiography has developed 

a portrayal of the Rifians as Amazigh heroes, who played a crucial role in Moroccan 
                                                
448 M. Tahtah (2000): Entre pragmatisme, réformisme et modernisme: le rôle politico-religieux des 
Khattabi dans le Rif (Maroc) jusqu’à 1926, Peeters, Leuven, p. 171.  
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history. Therefore, Amazigh historians have used the figure of Abd el-Krim to claim his 

affinity to Morocco. His Amazigh identity does not contrast his nationalist dimension, 

but rather emphasizes it. In this way, the identitarian specificity of Abd el-Krim satisfies 

the nationalist perspective promoted by the Makhzen.  

However, since Amaizgh historiography has used Abd el-Krim’s memory also to 

underline the uniqueness of this specific identity, the central authorities perceive the 

Amazigh perspective as challenging the Makhzen’s position. Consequently, it has to be 

marginalized. The same destiny has been reserved for the Rifian historiography. Its 

scholars have investigated how Abd el-Krim’s action impacted the Rif region. In 

particular, they have studied the nature and functioning of the Rifian Republic, 

contextualizing Abd el-Krim’s activity in his territory. Even if nationalist historiography 

also asserts the existence of the Rifian state, it gives a different meaning to this political 

identity. Indeed, nationalist historians represent it as the first step of Moroccan 

independence and use their perspective to confirm that Abd el-Krim was a nationalist 

and not a secessionist.  

On the contrary, the Moroccan official narrative denies the existence of the Rifian 

Republic. When the Makhzen started to present Abd el-Krim as a nationalist, it decided 

to remove all those elements that questioned this portrayal. The idea that he created an 

independent State in the Rif undermined the national essence of Abd el-Krim’s action. 

Thus, the Moroccan official channels marginalize those components that contrast with 

their representation of the past and promote their vision of the story. For this reason, this 

issue is absent also from the educational system. School program ignores this topic and 

none of the teachers add materials to explain it.  

Moreover, the presence of Abd el-Krim’s picture and the Rifian Republic flags in 

the protests that broke out in the Rif in 2016 made his story and the possible existence 

of a Rifian state a controversial topic and raised doubts about his intentions. Despite 

that, teachers do not question the national approval and admiration of Abd el-Krim in 

Morocco, while scholars who have studied the Hirak protests agree that most protesters 

did not use Abd el-Krim’s pictures as a symbol of regional separatism. Instead, they 

wanted to claim their regional particularism in Moroccan society and their relevance in 

the Moroccan national past.  

Despite demonstrators’ intentions and teachers’ perceptions, in reality the 
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presence of perspectives that contrast with the official historiography in some parts of 

Morocco creates doubts and questions about Abd el-Krim’s story. This thesis has sought 

to show how, over decades, historiography and public opinion have questioned this 

story, producing conflicting perspectives on this character. In addition to understanding 

what Abd el-Krim did and who he was, it is also necessary to raise attention to how his 

story and figure affected future generations. This thesis has focused on what Abd el-

Krim represented for them and how they reinterpreted his story according to their values 

and ideas, often without submitting him to critical analysis. As Charles-André Julien 

wrote: “The Rif War has given rise to an abundant literature. However, much remains to 

be said, if not about the events themselves, at least about their interpretation.”449  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
449 C. A. Julien (1976): “Présentation,” in Abd el-Krim et la république du Rif: actes du colloque 
international d’études historiques et sociologiques (18-20 janvier 1973), François Maspero, Paris, p. 1.  
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