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Safaa Taoufik Sabri  for  Master of Arts 
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Affairs 

 

 

 

 

Title: Agrarian Modernization and Change in Morocco: The Case of the Plan Vert  

 

 

In the context of the 2008 global food crisis, the Moroccan government launched the 

Plan Maroc Vert (PMV), the country’s rural strategy for the next decade ambitioning to 

make agriculture a key sector for economic growth (MoA 2008). The Plan Vert 

embraces policies of comparative advantages which have sustained in the African 

continent “colonially inherited patterns of export resource dependency, and to purchase 

food on international markets” (Bush and Martiniello 2017, 195). Contract farming 

schemes are at the centre of this process. Following the growing criticism of land grabs, 

contract farming schemes have been embraced by developmental agencies and their 

governmental partners as an alternative promoting a process of inclusive development 

(Martiniello 2020, 3). The PMV’s iteration of the ‘win-win’ claim (ADA 2016; MoA 

2008) reflects and foments a depoliticized view of land and food imposing and 

concealing a new discipline on land, labour and nature through contract farming 

(Martiniello 2020, 3). This thesis presents itself as preliminary research for a firmer 

study of the trajectories of agrarian restructuring and change promoted through contract 

farming schemes under Morocco’s decennial agricultural strategy. Theoretically 

grounded in agrarian political economy, political ecology and political sociology, I 

interrogate the ways in which generations of knowledge and practices on contract 

farming came about in Morocco. How is the Plan Vert imposing a new discipline on 

land, labour and nature? How depoliticization (system of belief, power and politics) was 

reinforced through a professionalization of the rural (expertise), financialization and 

internationalization of agriculture changing land-based power relations and creating 

new subjectivities? And how are these dynamics (re)shaping the agrarian question in the 

MENA region in general and in Morocco in particular?  
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CHAPTER I 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
The neoliberal understanding of food security implies the governance of land 

and food through market rather than social criteria. The auto-generated crisis of this 

model that reached its climax in 2008 manifesting through cumulative crises of finance, 

land, food and energy triggered a wave of food protests that emerged mostly in the 

Global South (Bush and Martiniello 2017). In the Near East and North Africa (NENA), 

Ray Bush notes that while questions of food security and family farming have gained 

momentum during the 2007-2008 world crisis, they had never really gone away from 

the region’s agenda (Bush 2016). The dependency of the region on food imports is 

humongous, 50 percent of the food consumed is imported (Bush 2016, 8). This situation 

makes the region’s population particularly vulnerable to market volatility (Bush 2016, 

8).  

 Morocco is no exception in the region. The country’s integration to the global 

supply chain and consequent increased dependency on imports to feed the local 

population was not a smooth process. The NENA region manifested a longstanding 

resistance to the implementation of structural adjustments programs (SAPs) (Bush 

2016, 14). In the 1980s countries such as Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia and Egypt were the 

terrain of protests and riots following the increase in prices of staple food (Seddon 

1986; Bush 2016). Replacing the protests in their historical context of post-war 

capitalism helps to understand that people taking on the streets is not a sui generis event 

reflecting a disequilibrium in supply and demand. As Ray Bush and Giuliano 

Martiniello argue, food riots are part of a historical process of underdevelopment 
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shaping and being shaped by the global political economy of food (Bush and 

Martiniello 2017, 194). 

The mainstream understanding of food security is reduced to the ability of 

countries to buy food on global markets. This approach has encouraged Morocco and 

other countries in the Global South to embrace policies of comparative advantage 

sustaining ‘colonially inherited patterns of export resource dependency, and to purchase 

food on international markets” (Bush and Martiniello 2017, 195). These patterns, in the 

context of the global food crisis, were encapsulated in Morocco’s new rural strategy 

called the Plan Maroc Vert (PMV) or Green Morocco Plan. The Plan Vert’s promise 

was to turn the agricultural sector into “one of the main leviers for economic growth 

and for fighting poverty in the horizon of 2020” (MoA 2008a).   

The first pillar of the Plan Vert translates the ambition of developing a ‘modern’ 

agriculture (MoA 2008a) through investments from the private sector.  A favourable 

taxing policy and preferential access to land, funding and technical assistance with the 

help of inter-branch organizations are set to attract private and foreign direct 

investments (ADA 2016). Large-scale investments are organized through a new form of 

land organization called aggregation and through contract programs both being tools of 

contract farming. The aggregation model implies that one aggregator ‘with a high 

managerial capacity’ and a ‘sufficient’ land unit (more than 100 hectares) aggregates 

around them small and medium scale farmers to form one productive unit that is big 

enough (between 200 and 2000 hectares) to be competitive (ADA 2016). Contract 

programs involve the representatives of the recognized agricultural sectors and the state.  

The modernization narrative coated with a green rationale interestingly resonates - in its 

form and substance with the Green Revolution which took the African continent and 
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other parts of the global south as a terrain for agricultural experimentation (Patel 2013). 

It goes without saying that export oriented agricultural models requiring high entry 

costs, exploiting labour and nature have nothing ‘green’ (Shiva 2016). Growth is 

stimulated, in terms of exports, yields’ productivity and simultaneously in resource 

depletion and labour exploitation (Akesbi 2014, 169).  

Another façade to the modernization project is the second pillar of the PMV 

presented as the social face of the plan. This part of the strategy plans for a solidarity-

based support to small-scale agriculture to “fight poverty by increasing the income of 

the most vulnerable farmers in marginal areas” (ADA 2016). This peasant subsector 

doesn’t really differ from the export oriented commercial agriculture translated in the 

first pillar of the Plan Vert. Peasants are not really producing for themselves, the 

projects encouraged under the ‘social pillar’ focus on high added value crops meant for 

exports integrating the peasantry in global commodity chains. 

Both pillars, despite their seemingly clear differences in narrative remain rooted 

in the same rationale embracing a policy of comparative advantages integrating 

smallholders in agribusiness through contract farming schemes which generate patterns 

of socially differentiated agrarian structure (Martiniello 2020). Following the growing 

criticism of land grabs, contract farming schemes have been embraced by 

developmental agencies and their governmental partners presented as an alternative 

promoting a process of inclusive development (Martiniello 2020, 3). The PMV has 

embraced this view. Through aggregation, the investor (aggregator) does not acquire 

formal rights over the land aggregated. According to Moroccan authorities these new 

land arrangements are set to facilitate ‘large-scale land investment’ surpassing the 

hybrid land tenure system presenting a ‘win-win’ partnership. (MoA 2008; ADA 2016). 
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Contract farming schemes present trajectories of agrarian change other than the una 

tantum land grabbing (Martiniello 2020, 3) which has received important attention in 

the literature (Fairbairn et al. 2014). In his study of the contract farming scheme of 

Kakira Sugar Company in Uganda, Giuliano Martiniello interestingly moves beyond the 

dichotomous characterization of land enclosures and contract farming analysing them 

as:   

“(...) an expression of the expansion of the sugar commodity frontier (Patel 

and Moore 2017) and the corporate interests in ‘value-chain agriculture’ 

(Mc Michael, 2013), entailing a process of re-territorialization of a new land 

use and division of labour that selectively incorporates farmers and workers, 

resources and geographical spaces into the capitalist metabolism” 

(Martiniello 2020, 4). 

 

 

Contract farming schemes, it is suggested, are not mere technical tools to 

promote investment. This form of land arrangement has been traced as one trajectory 

for rural class formation (Martiniello 2020, 8). The celebratory claim that contract 

farming schemes present an innovative tool for inclusive development sits in 

contradiction with the state of the literature1. This trajectory of social change is worth 

pondering upon given at first sight the paradoxes between the socio-ecological and 

economic realities of Morocco and the pursuit of a strategy of agricultural 

modernization relying on contract farming that conceals if not ignores questions of food 

security, the role of family farming and ecological vulnerabilities.  

This thesis presents itself as a preliminary research for a firmer study of the 

trajectories of agrarian restructuring and change promoted through contract farming 

schemes under the Plan Vert. I interrogate the ways in which generations of knowledge 

and practices on contract farming came about in Morocco as a tool of agricultural 

 
1 See Hall, Scoones and Tsikata 2017; Adams et al 2019, Martiniello 2020 
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modernization and as a trajectory of agrarian change. Theoretically grounded in 

agrarian political economy, political ecology and political sociology, I present in this 

research a genealogy of the knowledge and practices of rural development as a field of 

research, expertise, policy and activism in Morocco to explore the modernization 

project embraced by the Plan Maroc Vert.  

My research takes as a starting point the debate that has rhythmed the study of 

the Moroccan countryside throughout generations of scholars: from Ernest Gellner, Paul 

Pascon, David Seddon to more recent literature bringing the agrarian question into the 

study of rural change in the Middle East. These generations of scholars have enriched 

the literature on rural Morocco providing an analysis of the agrarian social structure 

from different lenses. I situate my work in a Foucauldian frame, moving out of 

essentialist appraisals of rural Morocco, to bring out the socio-historical dynamics 

creating and reproducing our domains of knowledge (savoir), power and subjectivation 

(Gros 2004). In other words, I look at the local dynamics in relationship to other 

geographies, systems of symbols, interests and knowledge and how these make sense of 

the field of rural development today.  

Unpacking the PMV in the light of this literature provides a firmer ground for a 

study that would contribute to an understanding of the dynamics of politics, 

accumulation and production (Bernstein 1996) of contract farming schemes in Morocco 

taking the Plan Maroc Vert as a case study. I will be looking in a first section at the 

discursive process contributing to the expansion of contract farming schemes. Contract 

farming schemes are presented as the primary “innovative” tool to “modernize 

agriculture” (MoA 2008; ADA 2016). I (re)locate this process in its specific historical 

relational context (Thomson 2014) retracing how the modernization theory came about 
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as a primary paradigm in agriculture? Looking into the work of Schultz and Michael 

Lipton, in this section I present the theoretical background, the method used within the 

field of rural development in Morocco.  

Scaling to the national level, I follow my analysis by exploring the politics of 

the modernization theory in Morocco building my analysis on the national academic 

debate that studied the Moroccan countryside through different frames. Replacing 

modernization in its socio-historical context brings to light the contradictions of this 

paradigm and the vehicles through which modernization theory is converted into 

practice in Morocco.  

How is the Plan Vert imposing a new discipline on land, labour and nature? 

How depoliticization (system of belief, power and politics) was reinforced through a 

professionalization of the rural (expertise), financialization and internationalization of 

agriculture changing land-based power relations and creating new subjectivities? And 

how are these dynamics (re)shaping the agrarian question in the MENA region in 

general and in Morocco in particular? In this final section, I explore these questions in 

light of an emerging literature in the field of Critical Agrarian Studies bringing in the 

agrarian question to the MENA region.  

My empirical research takes the form of a single embedded case study 

description and analysis of the discursive, political and economic dynamics of the 

expansion of contract programs and aggregation partnerships under the Plan Vert. I 

situate the contract farming schemes/ the new land arrangements organised under the 

Plant Vert within a broader understanding of the land question and its relation to 

politics, production and accumulation. What trajectories of rural restructuring is the 

Plan Vert promoting? What sort of social change emanate from the expansion of 
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contract farming schemes? Who benefits from these changes and how this process 

contributes to class formation? (Fautras and Iocco 2020, 540). Narrowing down my 

enquiry to the local scale is motivated by the concern of not moving the local out of 

itself, to place it in abstract, “obscure and distant circuits of capital” (Burawoy 2000, 1). 

My empirical inquiry’s design is first grounded in a review of the existing 

empirical data and academic literature. I conducted keyword-based searches in English 

and French of a series of peer-reviewed publication databases. These searches were 

complemented with targeted searches of public reports and other documents published 

in Arabic, French and English by governmental agencies (MoA, ADA, DRA) and key 

organizations involved in the field of rural development in Morocco (World Bank, Food 

and Agriculture Organization, UN (United Nations) agencies). This step main purpose 

was to get an understanding of the language and the means used by policymakers. I 

complemented my searches by reviewing relevant material in references lists of papers, 

books and reports.  
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CHAPTER II 

FROM SCHULTZ TO LIPTON: TRACING THE LINK 

BETWEEN MODERNIZATION AND AGRICULTURE 
 

In this chapter I (re)locate the introduction of the modernization paradigm in 

agriculture in its specific socio-historical context (Thomson 2014) and what it means for 

the study of rural Morocco. Among the many strategies by which modernization came 

about as the mainstream approach in the field of rural development in Morocco, I take 

as a starting point the work of two prominent scholars in the field of rural development 

Theodore Schultz and Michael Lipton to retrace the efforts that supported, redirected 

and/or neglected local approaches to rural development in favour of modernization 

ideas and practices.  

 

A. Plan Maroc Vert: Modernizing Agriculture Ethics  

Launched in 2008, the PMV consecrates a neoliberal ethic to agriculture 

understood stricto sensu as an economic sector in need of investments. Capital is needed 

to meet the goal of a modern agricultural sector. This process of modernization implies a 

rationalization of investments and of the agricultural value chain. Contract farming 

schemes are central to this trajectory. Aggregation models are particularly presented in 

the Plant Vert as the primary “innovative” tool to “modernize agriculture” (MoA 2008; 

ADA 2016). What is so innovative about the Plan Vert? What does it tell us about how 

rural Morocco is thought of? What does it tell us about the policy making process in 

Morocco?  
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My use of ‘modernization’ to describe the Plan Vert’s rationale, conceptual frame 

and ethics throughout this thesis rather than neoliberalism is built on Kothari and 

Minogue’s argument that neoliberalism is a reformulation of modernization. The authors 

acknowledge the essential change in the role of the state, the market and the relation 

between the two (Kothari and Minogue 2002, 7). Yet, they argue that neoliberalism 

remains rooted in unchanged “tenets of modernization and notions of progress” (Kothari 

and Minogue 2002, 8). In other words, neoliberalism is another stage of one long 

modernization project2 unchallenging the orthodoxy of modernization (unchallenging 

neoclassical economics). In this regard, my use of ‘modernization’ is to emphasize the 

continuity between past and present policies.  

Presented as a watershed strategy, the Plan Vert can be seen as such for the scope 

and scale of its action. Receiving an ambitious nation-wide campaign, the Plan Vert 

ambitions to generate 1,5 million jobs in the countryside, increasing revenues of farmers 

to alleviate poverty. Yet, the Plan Vert hardly presents a substantial shift from Morocco’s 

earlier strategies with which continuities can be traced regarding the rationale and 

instruments of the Plan. From the 1950s politique des barrages passing by the 1980s 

SAPs period until the PMV, the central idea is the modernization of agriculture through 

technocratic solutions to achieve high productivity, each period reflecting an advanced 

stage of modernization (Faysse 2015). The argument is that these policies appear as part 

of one long modernization project rather than being distinct policies (see Chapter IV). 

Three key challenges are identified at each time: the low investment of small-scale farms, 

the complex land status, and field fragmentation (Faysse 2015, 625). Omnipresent in the 

strategies is the low capacity-low productivity complex. Such view is at the centre of the 

 
2 This formulation is inspired by groundbreaking work of Raj Patel “The Long Green Revolution” (2016).  
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analysis of rural poverty.  In a report published in 1999, the Ministry of Agriculture 

connected the high rates of poverty to “the incapacity of the rural world to hang on to 

social change and progress” (MADRPM 1999 in Akesbi, Benatya and El Aoufi 2008). 

Interchanging cause and effects, the modernization narrative has proven effective in 

containing the resistance to agrobusiness and in creating a bifurcated view of agriculture. 

A modern agriculture based on comparative advantages is opposed to a traditional, small 

non-productive agriculture. The Plan Vert reiterates this view. Embracing an evolutionary 

rationality, contract farming schemes are presented as a sign of progress towards agrarian 

modernization opposed to the “hybrid land system” epitome of backwardness, that is 

being a “hindrance” to economic growth. This view fundamentally embraces the 

modernization development agenda. Uma Kothari and Martin Minogue offer a great 

introduction to the different paradigms in the field of development as a theory and practice 

(Kothari and Minogue 2002). On modernization, the authors note that this paradigm 

articulates the development agenda around the following issues: economic growth, 

poverty alleviations, decentralization, reform of trade regimes, reduction (or 

management) of international debt, democratization, social development, environmental 

issues and more recently on good governance within a changing political scene (Kothari 

and Minogue 2002, 2).  

 This agenda transposed to agriculture can be described as a relatively recent 

process in the Global South: a by-product of a particular socio-historical context driven 

by colonial powers aiming to expand their resource bank. A process maintained by a 

transnational network sustaining ideas and practices of agricultural modernization in the 

region.  
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I follow my study of this paradigm tracing the introduction of modernization 

orthodoxy in the field of rural development. I present the debate around this concept to 

retrace the roots of knowledge production and practices of agricultural modernization. 

 

B. “Who’s in-a-Hurry?” 

In 1971, Henry Bernstein comments Lerner’s explanation to the spread of slums 

and ‘underdevelopment’ in the Global South in a paper titled “Modernization Theory 

and The Sociological Study of Development” (Bernstein 1971). Lerner asserts that the 

disruptions in the process of development is because underdeveloped countries are 

‘societies-in-a-hurry’, wanting to develop like the West, but too fast (Bernstein 1971, 

152).  Bernstein makes a remarkable argument about this reading of underdevelopment 

characterizing it as “symptomatic of a sociology that (like the speeches of politicians) 

assumes that societies have interests and goals, as opposed to investigating the crucial 

question of the interests and aspirations of different groups within societies, and the 

latent or manifest conflicts which exist” (Bernstein 1971, 152). Bernstein pursues his 

analysis asserting that a primary factor to rural migration is the growing integration of 

“rationalized capitalist production and/or marketing systems into peasant agriculture 

within the framework of laissez-faire agricultural policies” (Bernstein 1971, 152). He 

asks “in this situation, who is ‘in-a-hurry’ with regard to what?  

 This process of rationalization of agriculture has its roots in the work of 

Theodore Schultz. In his book Transforming Traditional Agriculture Schultz explores 

the ways in which this category can increase its productivity (Schultz 1964). This 

category of traditional agriculture is approached by Schultz as translating a particular 

economic equilibrium antinomic to economic growth that is because it has no incentives 
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to change the factors of production. Both marginal productivity of capital and labour are 

low, therefore saving more or working more have no benefit for this category. This 

equilibrium is what makes this category according to Schultz efficient but poor (Schultz 

1964, 29). As noted by Mats Lundahl, Schultz rejects explanations of traditional 

agriculture poverty in terms of cultural traits “like thrift, industriousness and 

aspirations” (Lundahl 1987, 110). Schultz rather argues that an increase of this 

category’s productivity relies on a form of investment that would incentivise new 

production factors.  In this sense, Schultz’s theory is a theory of modernization 

(Lundahl 1987, 109).   

Investments in the form of education - understood as an ensemble of useful 

skills and knowledge- are in his opinion the foundational factor to modernize 

agriculture. Schooling being he argues the best form of investment in human capital on 

the long run. His analysis has a key component: rational choice as the root of public 

policy. Schultz’s work had the benefit of moving out of a discussion amongst 

development and agricultural economists on peasant’s rationality reduced to a passive 

monolithic entity. However, the efficient but poor theory’s focus on profitability laid the 

ground for a neoclassical populism driving for an agricultural model that relied on 

maximizing peasants’ productivity and ultimately leading to the dismissal of the 

peasantry.  

Michael Lipton in 1977 published his seminal Why Poor People Stay Poor 

raising the contradictions of modernization theory particularly in the field of rural 

development. His main argument is that inequality is fueled by the urban biased nature 

of development policy (Lipton 1992, 68). Equity doesn’t have a moral appeal; 

inequality affects fundamentally the ways in which the resources are used efficiently or 
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not. Urban elites’ interests prevail in this sense. The urban class needs “good roads and 

cheap food” from surplus-generating big farms to reproduce itself (Lipton 1992, 69). 

Lipton questions efficiency and equity and explores the ways in which the balance of 

power shapes development policies. This approach refutes the statement that traditional 

agricultural farmers are efficient but poor since the theory assumes a perfect 

competition in the market (Lundahl 1987, 116) overlooking rural social relations 

situated outside the logic of competition. John Adams makes a similar argument 

asserting that peasants’ rationality can at best be characterised as “qualified in situ 

economic rationality (...) a ‘demirationality’” (Adams 1982, 664). Which is basically 

not ‘pure’ rationality, parachuted and insensitive to context as it is presented in the 

rationalistic risk analyses.  

Schultz’s theory and the consequent literature opened the way for a richer debate 

on the development policy agenda in the countryside. The debate on modernization 

became entrenched in rural development. The work of Michael Lipton offers a valuable 

work (re)placing at the chore of development the question of power (Kothari and 

Minogue 2002, 13). In Henry Bernstein’s words the starting point of an alternative:  

 

“(...) confronts modernization theory with the question of the historical 

context (...) informed by questions more relevant to the pressing needs of the 

present situation than those on which modernization theory is predicated, 

which is to say questions that do not disassociate the common concern with 

poverty, illiteracy and unemployment from the structural analysis of power 

and exploitation in their various forms.” (Bernstein 1971, 153-154; emphasis 

added). 

 

  

Scaling down my analysis I explore in the following section the rich local 

literature on the politics of modernization in Morocco. Confronting modernization in 
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Morocco with its historical context bringing to light the contradictions of this paradigm 

and the vehicles through which modernization theory is converted into practice. 
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CHAPTER III 

ON THE POLITICS OF MODERNIZATION IN MOROCCO 
 

Exploring the politics of modernization implies to consider the historical factors 

that have affected the changing patterns of modernization in Morocco as a set of beliefs 

and practices. To historicize the idea and practice of modernization theory in Morocco 

is to understand how ideas are turned into practice and how this paradigm became a 

powerful tool of governmentality creating new power relations and subjectivities.   

 

A. Bringing the Rural in the Study of Political Development Through Functional 

Anthropology  

Anthropological research of tribal structures in Morocco was primarily anchored 

in the segmentary theory in the late 1950s-1960s. The work of Anglo-Saxon 

anthropology considered the rural as one of the main sites of segmentary theory in 

anthropology which ultimately anchored further the rural in the study of political 

development. This entrance is characteristic of the post-colonial era, representing the 

incorporation of the countryside in the statist/ newly formed legitimate political entity, 

that is the post-colonial state (Gellner 1962).  

In the Saints of the Atlas (1969) published six years after Morocco’s 

independence, Ernest Gellner found segmentary theory essential to explain Moroccan 

social organization grounding his analysis in his ethnographic work in the Berber tribes 

of Ait Atta. Other anthropologists such as David Hart, Elaine Combs-Schilling and 

Wolfgang Kraus shared the same view using the segmentary model to make sense of 

their Moroccan material covering different geographies (Tobolka 2003, 92). Gellner and 

Hart were preoccupied with the problem of how to ‘modernize’ Third World societies 
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(Masbah 2013, 267). They tried to formulate structural functionalist sociological 

explanations (Tobolka 2003, 92) to a central question in the discipline at the time: how 

is order maintained in societies without a central government? (Tobolka 2003, 90; 

emphasis added). For Gellner and Hart, an answer to this inquiry is to be found in the 

segmentary character of the tribal societies and in the role of the holy lineage among the 

tribes (Hammoudi 1980, 279). Segments, Gellner argues, guarantee stability through 

opposition and complementarity between the different subdivisions in tribes. 

 

“(...) in order to speak of a segmentary society, it must be true that its 

segments and their characteristic oppositions and complementarity are the 

sole organizational and functional principle”. (Gellner in Hammoudi 1980, 

282).   

 

 

The segmentary model relies on a dichotomous view of Moroccan society 

between blad Makhzen, land of central power, order and blad Siba, territory of chaos. 

Mohamad Masbah makes the argument that the segmentary approach remains in the 

continuity of the colonial studies’ argument of segmentary independence sharing the 

binary approach to Moroccan society and the static view of subjects neglecting the 

relationship between tribes and central government (Masbah 2013, 262-265). In the 

work of Gellner, the relationship between tribes and central government is 

acknowledged. However, he argues that it is not direct and can only exist through the 

intermediary role of the saint.  

Henry Munson and Abdellah Hammoudi, contemporary critics of Gellner and 

Hart, built a compelling case challenging this narrow approach to the study of 

Moroccan social organization giving an interesting ground for how the debate would 

evolve looking into the rationale of the segmentary processes and where they can be 

located in a historical context (Tobolka 2003). Munson and Hammoudi built their critic 
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on empirical incoherencies in the work of the segmentary anthropologists and the 

functionalist character of the analysis of tribes marginalizing the socio-historical 

dynamics in the study of Morocco (Hammoudi 1980; Munson 1989, 1993).  

Hammoudi adopted a historical approach to the study of tribes looking into the 

structural factors behind social, political and economic relations. Digging into the 

historical role of the saints, Hammoudi argues how they were hardly impartial 

intermediary and maintained cordial relations with central power. In his own words:  

“The pacifist argument surrounding saints, needed for the simplicity of the 

argument of segmentary ‘anarchy’: the land of dissidence, blad siba, a territory of 

alliance between saints and fighting men: not only based on ethnic feelings and refusal 

to pay tax (...) but rather as a reservoir of political renewal and challenge to the 

established. Thus, it would be something other than a simple segmentary ‘anarchy’” 

(Hammoudi 1980, 298; emphasis added).  

Berber tribes were a stratified society with saints not only as intermediaries 

between segments but as subjects found within the hierarchy in the Berber tribes 

(Hammoudi 1980). This sheds a different light on the dynamics within tribes in the 

countryside. In his critique of Hart's segmentary interpretation of the pre-colonial Rif, 

Munson’s builds his argument on empirical grounds refuting Hart’s work through his 

own data. He asserts, “arable land, the most valued productive resource in this sedentary 

agriculturalist society, was not controlled by lineages. It was a commodity bought and 

sold by individuals” (Munson 1989, 389). Competition was not reduced to lineage but 

extended to power and status as well. In his own words: “the competition between the 

most powerful factions was directly linked to the role of the Moroccan state” (Munson 

1989, 386). On similar (empirical) grounds Munson refutes Gellner’s segmentary 
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baseline built on oppositions and complementarity as the two pillars of social order 

pointing out that “imbalances were embedded in fundamental political institutions” in 

the tribes of Ait Atta (Munson 1993, 274).  

The main critic of the segmentary argument relied on its dismissal of the 

economic and political factor which as argued by Ahmed Lahlimi play a significant role 

in the kind of relations that connect tribe members: 

 

“What provides the basis of group solidarity is not attachment to the same 

grandfather, but rather the attempt to ensure the largest area to facilitate the 

economic activity of shepherding, and to ascertain more security with other 

tribal gatherings” (Lahlimi 1971 in Masbah 2013, 271).  

 

 

Munson and Hammoudi’s emphasized the importance of including historical 

factors to the analysis of rural Morocco. Yet the political economy model remains weak 

in Morocco (Masbah 2013, 262). The segmentary analysis remained the central element 

to study Morocco marginalizing the socio-historical factors. The dichotomous view of 

Moroccan society replicated in the Plan Vert in its two pillars consecrates a bifurcated 

view of the rural between modern and traditional. A frame characteristic of post-

colonial modernization and development.  

  Segmentary theory in anthropology represented by Gellner has a non-

negligeable contribution to the study of the countryside by bringing in the rural in the 

study of political development in Morocco (Pascon 2013). It didn’t however formulate a 

particular theory of the peasantry. It reproduced the ‘Moroccan colonial gospel’ 

favoring binary formulations of Moroccan society between makhzen/siba; 

sedentary/nomadic populations; Arabic/Berber-speaking populations (Burke 2014, 79). 

This tradition didn’t look at social relations in regard to their context, stripping from the 

analysis class interests. Looking at the changes in rural Morocco through a historical 
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frame tells another story. The binary view of Moroccan society occults the histories of 

resistance and solidarity in the countryside in response to modernization policies. It 

does not capture the factors, the relations that form the peasantry as a social class, 

rendering workers and peasants’ struggle and resistance insignificant as they are seen 

through the frames of identity politics and/or by merging their interests with the middle 

class’ interests.  

 

B. Thinking of Rural Morocco Through the Frame of Structures Agraires   

The work of Abdallah Hammoudi (1974) laid the ground for a local literature 

engaged in a socio-political analysis of rural Morocco offering us interesting grounds 

for a critical analysis of agrarian dynamics and change in Morocco. Close to Abdallah 

Hammoudi, Paul Pascon - considered as the primary figure of Moroccan post-colonial 

sociology (Tozy 2013)- positions itself in the segmentary debate in the lineage of 

Hammoudi debunking the myth of perfect competition in the tribal system. 

Segmentation doesn’t ensure the redistribution of land, resources and power (Pascon 

1972 in BESM 1986). Social stratification is a nonlinear and continuous phenomenon 

argues Pascon (Pascon 1972 in BESM 1986). An absent dimension in the segmentary 

approach which fails to explore the drivers, the old and new processes of social 

formation.  

Pascon and his contemporary rhythmed the field (rural studies) on two 

fundamental questions: how do we perceive Moroccan society? In terms of class, 

urban/rural division, blad Makhzen/blad Siba? Second interrogation: what are the 

historical factors that led to the preponderance of tribalism over the frame of class 

struggle and vice versa? (Pascon 2013). This debate marks two interesting movements 
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in the study of Moroccan society pointed by Tozy (2013): out of colonial discipline of 

ethnology and out of a mechanic-stripped-of-context historic materialism. The field is 

not new, but open to other analytical frames following the long isolation in dichotomous 

formulations opposing liberalism/socialism; cooperative farming/ capitalist farming 

(Pascon 1974, 199).  

Paul Pascon was keen on formulating a better explanation and analytical lens to 

study Moroccan society. Refuting the segmentary analysis, he thought of the rural 

through the frame of agrarian structure, of structures agraires that he defines as a “set 

of social relationships, dynamic, not static” (Pascon 1972, 18 in BESM 1986). His 

position typically reflects a French tradition of the study of peasant agricultural systems 

(Cholley 1946). On these terms Pascon’s formulates his theory of composite society 

(société composite). In his groundbreaking work Capitalism and Agriculture in the 

Haouz of Marrakesh originally published in 1977, Pascon’s argues that Moroccan 

society is characterized by a composite mode of production:  

 

Moroccan society is not purely this or that, several modes of production 

contribute to its formation (...) patriarchy, tribalism, feudalism, capitalism. 

While socialism exists too, it remains at the level of ideology and political 

organization (...) the most certain movement reshaping the Moroccan 

system is the expansion of the socio-economic universes (..) which means 

any general univocal description would be extremely reductive (Pascon 

1977, 591; my translation). 

 

 

Pascon’s empirically grounded study in the Haouz region offers a new lens for 

the study of the social dynamics rhythming the Moroccan countryside in the late 1960s. 

In that period, large-scale hydraulic projects were set as the fundamental pillar for rural 

development (Poncert, Kuper and Chiche 2007). In 1968 was launched the Projet 

Sebou, arguably the first holistic agricultural modernization project of independent 
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Morocco (Tozy 2013, 3) marking what is referred to as the politique des barrages era 

(politics of the dams). The study of Pascon is grounded in this socio-historical context 

where thousands of hectares of collective land were to be privatized and merged and 

over 50 000 hectares of colonial land (grabbed by settlers or caïds) were to be turned 

under state’s control in the Gharb plains of Marrakesh (Tozy 2013, 3). His empirical 

approach contributes to create a promising analytical ground to understand the historical 

transformations of the Haouz creating the space to raise the contradictions of the 

modernization project in Morocco concealed so far with essentialist and functionalist 

readings of rural social dynamics. The structure agraire approach gives a holistic multi-

scalar account of the historical and socio-economical transformations affecting 

agricultural modes of production. In an article published in 1972, Pascon identifies a set 

of socio-economic criteria providing a framework for the study of agrarian structures 

beyond a strict analysis grounded in agricultural criteria. These criteria are the dominant 

labour regime, productivity, distribution of revenues, sources of revenues and use of the 

revenues generated within the exploitation (Pascon 1972 in BESM 1986, 19). 

The segmentary approach occults to capture the new social space formed 

through changes in land use initiated by projects similar to the Projet Sebou. The social 

dimension of changes in land access and land is swept under the French management du 

territories rug with its exaggerated focus on agricultural factors. Landscape is also 

social, transformed by the prevailing relations and modes of production (Bouderbala 

1999 in Poncert, Kuper and Chiche 2007, 1).  

Pascon draws the contours of Moroccan agrarian studies, setting the record 

straight: difference gives agrarian studies its ‘physiognomies’ (Pascon 1972 in BESM 

1986, 18). Social relations are dynamic, changing according to the repartition of the 
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means of production in different regions which defines the “physiognomy and the 

dynamism of the agrarian structures of each region” (Pascon 1971 in BESM 1986, 18; 

my translation)3.  

The work of Pascon along with his contemporary and following generations of 

local experts have formed a literature looking at the rural through the lens of land 

politics, with a remarkable work that explores in particular the role of land in state 

building and class formation in post-colonial Morocco (Bouderbala, Chraïbi, and 

Pascon 1974; Pascon and Ennaji 1986; Pascon 2013). When we talk about land politics 

we talk about questions of control, access and use of land; all of which are sources of 

livelihood.  

In short, Pascon’s schéma d’analyse fundamentally contributes to move out of 

any simplistic appraisal of rural Morocco that fails to see the diversity of agrarian 

trajectories of rural social formation within and between regions (Seddon 1988, 130). In 

the following section I explore the historical factors, the vehicles of binary views of 

Moroccan society reiterated in the Plan Vert, over the frame of class struggle.  

 

C. Deconstructing French Colonial Expertise Through Socio-Historical 

Reconstitution  

The discussion through the lens of land politics substantially initiated by Paul 

Pascon in Morocco offers the ground for a discussion on the politics of modernization, 

in other words to learn how modernization as a set of ideas and practices came to be the 

 
3 « Ce qui va varier d'une région à l'autre, c'est, avec les types de répartition des moyens de production, 

leur importance relative, la prédominance de telle ou telle catégorie. En définitive, ce sont les types de 

complémentarités et d'antagonismes découlant de ces répartitions qui vont donner leur physionomie et 

leur dynamisme aux structures agraires de chaque région ». (Pascon 1972 in BESM 1986, 18).  
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initiating factor of social change in the Moroccan countryside. This section draws 

primarily on the work of Will D. Swearingen, Edmond Burke III and David Seddon’s 

socio-historical analyses bringing to light the contradictions of modernization. What are 

the vehicles through which modernization theory is converted into practice? How were 

modernization’s core ideas and practices maintained drawing the contours of Morocco’s 

development formula?  

 

1. Legacy of Colonial Agrarian Dreams and Deceptions 

Will Swearingen’s genealogy of Morocco’s development formula is particularly 

relevant to my work. In his book Moroccan Mirages: Agrarian Dreams and 

Deceptions, 1912-1986 published n 1987 Will Swearingen offers an analysis of the 

colonial policymaking matrix by reconstructing the environment in which decisions 

were made and looking into the rationale behind them (Swearingen 1987, 3). His socio-

historical analysis demonstrates how the state of the Moroccan countryside today is the 

artifact of past policies. In his own words:  

 

Moroccan Mirages focuses on perceptions as well as on actions; on internal 

processes of policy making as well as on the resulting external forms; and 

on specific individuals as architects of development as well as on the 

landscapes actually developed (Swearingen 1987, 5).  

 

 

By looking at the perceptions and actions, internal processes and external forms 

of policymaking, specific individuals as architects of development and resulting 

landscapes (Swearingen 1987, 5) the authors move out of the overwhelmingly 

essentialist appraisals of colonial Morocco’s decision-making process and of colonial 

wisdom’s legacy on today’s development formula.  Looking at the interaction between 

development ideas and development agency, his analysis deconstructs two common 
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assumptions that pure economic rationality on one side and natives’ improvidence on 

the other constitute the central rationale of colonial policy-making process.  The 

reconstruction of the decision-making environment paints another reality. Colonial 

policies reflected a disparity between “dreams - another word for French policymakers’ 

unrealistic objectives- and Morocco’s reality (...) and a shifting balance of power” 

(Swearingen 1987, 4). 

 Frances’ wheat policy is one example of this dynamic. In the words of Will 

Swearingen, the wheat policy was an ‘economic heresy’ (Swearingen 1987, 28), a 

“mirage that would vanish in the reality of the Moroccan natural environment” 

(Swearingen 1987, 35). Despite the mounting evidence that this policy defied economic 

rationality - to take the common vector to measure the legitimacy of a policy- it was 

maintained. Swearingen’s argues that the maintenance of this policy finds its 

explanation in the French dream of making colonies the granary of the metropole, in 

other words to resuscitate the Granary of Rome.    

In the imagination of French colons of the period early 20th century Morocco 

was believed to have been part of the granary of ancient Rome (Swearingen 1987, 28). 

Emphasizing the prophetic character of the French colonial project in Morocco served 

to legitimize the operations back in the metropole.  And so, France was on its way to 

recapture the richesses of an empire lost to the Arabs and restore its former productivity 

(Swearingen 1987, 29).  The shift to large-scale irrigation projects - which remains at 

the core of Morocco’s development formula today - couldn’t happen however through a 

policy that relied on a crop that would enter in direct competition with France’s 

economy (wheat).   
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With this consideration in mind, French administrators saw that it was necessary 

to grow crops with a higher added value to rationalize the irrigation projects. And so, 

salvation was to be found in market vegetables and the dream of a ‘Moroccan 

California’ built on citrus fruits. Morocco was believed to have a natural landscape 

similar to California, making it the ideal geography to implement American agricultural 

model focused on high added value crops for exports. The Californian dream was the 

oneiric breading ground upon which the continuing large-scale irrigation programs were 

built.  This period manifests intensified knowledge transfers and reinforced 

administrative nodes feeding the image and the knowledge (practice) to concretise 

settlers’ ‘imagined geography’4 of a Moroccan California, in other words, to effectively 

shift land use to high-added value crops necessary to rationalize the colonial irrigation 

program. As part of a large newspaper campaign two specialized journals - La Terre 

Marocaine; Fruits et primeurs de l’Afrique du Nord - held a central role in 

disseminating American agricultural and irrigation techniques among French settlers 

(Swearingen 1987, 70). De “Los Angeles à Rabat” (From LA to Rabat)- a report 

published in La Terre Marocaine came to serve as a manual to fruit growers 

(Swearingen 1987, 71).  

From LA to Rabat, captures the colonial project drawing the trajectory of 

agrarian change in Morocco. The report reflects not only a technical transfer of 

Californian production methods, but it also depicts the materialization of an imagined 

geography of Morocco as this new African California at the doors of Europe. It reflects 

Morocco’s progressive entry into the international market following a policy of 

 
4 See Mundy 2015; Mucignat 2016, 2013; Crossley 2017. 
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comparative advantages. Policies were not taken on the basis of pure economic 

rationality. Colonial rationality renders a policy ‘rational’ as long as it doesn’t enter into 

direct competition with the metropole’s economy. The entry into the world economy is 

not the fruit of a ‘free’, ‘unregulated process’: it is considered perfect competition as 

long as the colony’s economy doesn’t compete with the metropole.  

Policies were built on mirages that fade away with deception, entrenching 

Morocco’s into further food dependency and insecurity. While agricultural exports in 

the period of 1969-1982 doubled, the country’s agricultural imports increased by nearly 

eightfold (Swearingen 1987, 189). Swearingen’s work suggests how the creation of 

dreams, legends, imaginary geographies end up creating a new material reality. These 

complexities are defined by looking at the interaction between development ideas and 

agency. The work of Edmund Burke III is similarly concerned with the study of this 

linkage using the concepts of knowledge (discourse) and power. In his book The 

Ethnographic State (2014) Burke gives a rigorous look at the system of colonial 

knowledge production and how this knowledge creates a new set of beliefs and 

practices, a social discipline and political reality in Morocco. Looking at the discourse 

on Moroccan Islam through the historical frame, Burke formulates the argument that 

Moroccan Islam far from being an essentialist notion is a discourse of governmentality 

acting as a colonial discursive tool of social engineering (Burke 2014). 

He takes as a case point the French colonial archives on Morocco. Archives, 

from a Foucauldian perspective, allow a categorization of knowledge, providing “the 

symbolic capital and ethnographic authority on which the discourse on Moroccan Islam 

was constructed, as well as the frame within which Morocco could be thought” (Burke 

2014, 7). Colonial archives informed policies in Morocco and legitimized French 
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colonial rule claiming the exclusivity of scientific expertise and the “intellectual 

authority to govern”. (Motadel 2019, 316).  

2. Debunking Rationality: French Scientific Imperialism  

The French maintained a scientific take on colonial policies concealing the 

different contexts in which these policies were formulated. The essentialist notion of 

Moroccan Islam trumped from the analysis of Moroccan society French and Moroccan 

domestic politics, the politics of research, economic interests, and the micropolitics of 

the local (Burke 2014, 7). Colonial policies in Morocco were not scientifically informed 

but based on a racist binary view of third world countries inherited primarily from the 

conquest of Algeria5 (Burke 2014, 194) and Egypt (Swearingen 1987). French 

modernization policies in Morocco needed to create a new client class to grow 

colonially-deemed-strategic crops such as market vegetables and citrus fruits 

(Swearingen 1987) 6, favour a local elite that would ensure tax collections and agree to 

loan agreements that would further entrench France’s presence in Morocco presiding 

over the country’s economic development (Burke 2014).  

The pursuit of scientific imperialism by France in Morocco invites to reconsider 

the role of intellectual and institutional contexts in shaping and maintaining colonial 

policy (Burke 2014, 11) beyond claims that policies were taken on the basis of pure 

scientific rationality. In Bourdieusian terms, this tradition offers a strong analytical 

ground to think of the Plan Vert as the result of interactions between social agents in 

 
5 The legacy of French studies resulted in ready to be transferred intellectual and policy toolkit, protocols, 

intellectual categories, institutions, administrations and memory of French conquests in North Africa 

(Burke 2014, 73).   
6 Institutionalizing the role of the state into a facilitator for the integration of foreign capital and actor, the 

change in land use is a strategic vehicle. Focusing on export crops throughout the 1960s served to create a 

client class that would grow and sustain these strategic crops for “the national economy, mollify 

international lenders, and serve as a shield between the impoverished rural masses and wealthy 

landowners” (Swearingen 1987, 189).  
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their specific historical, local/national/ international relational context (Thomson 2014). 

How is the Plan Vert (as a field) the product of social practices? How is it that a product 

of social practices becomes the driver for our conducts, how it structures our 

expectations, calculation and behaviors? How does it relate to the field of power?  

Swearingen and Burke’s genealogies are particularly helpful to clarify the 

purpose of this present research work by drawing the connections between knowledge 

(modernization discourse), power (land politics) and agrarian change. Focusing on the 

historical factors to grasp the trajectories of agrarian change in Morocco beyond binary 

idioms and a few metonyms extended to the post-colonial era primarily by Western 

social scientists (see Chapter III.A).  

 

3. Revival of the Marxist approach to Moroccan Ethnography 

In the lineage of Paul Pascon, unlike American and British scholars’ work on 

Morocco, David Seddon adopts a Marxist approach to Moroccan ethnography. In his 

ethnography of the Rif Moroccan Peasants: A Century of Change in the Eastern Rif 

(1981) David Seddon argues for the (re)introduction of class in the study of rural 

Morocco rejecting this idea of tribal segmentation in favor of an analysis through the 

lens of the modes and relations of production. His ethnography of the Rif provides a 

careful documentation of patterns of underdevelopment in the region that stands at the 

margin of the Maroc utile of the Atlantic coast. In subsequent work David Seddon takes 

as a case point 1980s food riots that took place in several countries in the Arab region, 

including Morocco. A careful historical account of food riots and social resistance in 

Morocco translates the country’s entry into a new moral economy.  
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The Kingdom witnessed widespread protests both in 1981 and 1984 that were 

referred to as ‘bread riots’ and/or ‘IMF riots’7. Prices increased after subsidies have 

been lifted from basic staple food as part of an imposed IMF economic austerity 

package. These measures of austerity were set up as a condition to fund the costly war 

Morocco was engaged in against the Polisario Front in the Sahara and to reschedule the 

country’s foreign debt8. The widespread 1984 riots first started the year before in 

August 1983 in Marrakech before spreading to the North9 reaching Casablanca as well. 

Armed forces have been deployed to re-establish order, violently stopping protests. In 

this context in late January 1984, Hassan II addressed the nation in one of his toughest 

speeches adopting a crude language condemning the riots and specifically those that he 

argues have fomented them. He identified in his speech three categories of ‘agitators’: 

‘Marxists-Leninists, Iranians and Israelis secret services’. On the same occasion and 

most importantly, Hassan II took the decision to cancel the price increase of food 

staples that started since August 1983. The monarch made no mention of the IMF and 

the major political stakes attached to the fulfilment of the institution’s conditions. The 

country was already amid an economic crisis with a foreign debt reaching $11 billion 

before the protests erupted (Morocco Cancels Food Price Increases that Triggered Riots 

1984). Morocco was a net exporter of cereals in the 1950s. By the late 1970s between 

40-50% of the country’s cereal requirements were imported (Seddon 1986, 17). Why 

take such a risky policy despite the evidence of increased food dependency?  

 David Seddon points out to the dynamics of domestic politics to explain this 

decision. With the support of the middle class coupled with a tacit acceptance of 

 
7 Patel and McMichael (2009) mention that the reference to the food protests as ‘IMF riots’ is a contested 

one in academia for dismissing the multi-dimensional character of the 1980s protests.   
8 United Press International Archives, 1984 
9 Primarily in Nador, Hoceima, Qasr el-Kebir. 
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organized labour, the central government knew order could be maintained. Morocco’s 

trajectory towards further integration in the world economy could be successfully 

pursued with the maintenance of a strong patronage network. Local elite/ clientele 

stepped in the place of French settlers after they departed carrying on the Protectorate’s 

policies. ‘Opening up’ the economy meant to contribute to further "makhzenisation", an 

insightful point Moore formulates, and that economists’ linear view fails to see (Moore 

1988, 556).  

Agricultural policy in Morocco remained oriented towards the development of 

the modern sector and towards an integration of the ‘traditional’ sector in the global 

value-chain. Looking at the rural through the lens of modes and relations of production 

invites us to reconsider the processes of global restructuring in the study of socio-

environmental change in the MENA region in general and in Morocco in particular10. 

An invitation to place the Plan Vert within a wider geography inspired by Burke’s work 

in which he studies the French conquest of Morocco in light of the “conjunctural 

developments in the global world economy, the international system of states, French 

and Moroccan domestic politics, and the culture of global modernity” (Burke 2014, 12). 

The trans-nationalisation of agriculture linked to a changing role of the state favouring a 

place for global capital and its local actors, popular resistance facing the increased food 

prices (re)opened the doors for new enquiries in the field of critical agrarian studies 

reconsidering the contours of the agrarian question in the MENA region. These 

concerns are addressed by a new wave of literature sensitive to the region’s socio-

natural ecologies. Building on this literature I attempt in the following chapter to lay out 

the contours of the agrarian question in Morocco.  

 
10 Fast-contemporary dynamics that the structure agraire analytical framework can hardly grasp (see 

more Chapter 4). 
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CHAPTER IV 

DRAWING THE CONTOURS OF THE AGRARIAN 

QUESTION IN MOROCCO  
 

 

This section is formulated in light of the past and renewed interest in the 

academic literature for the agrarian question in the MENA region is motivated by two 

reasons. The first reason stems from the observation of the region’s absence from the 

debate and research on the agrarian question (Fauras and Iocco 2019; Ajl 2020) in the 

main journals of critical agrarian studies (namely Journal of Peasant Studies, World 

Development, Journal of Agrarian Change, Third World Quarterly).  

Second, this absence comes in contradiction with the region’s social and natural 

ecologies. The MENA region is particularly vulnerable to climate change and is the 

most food dependent region in the world (Porkka et al. 2013; Bush 2016; OECD-FAO 

2018). Researching the Arab countryside through past and present agrarian questions is 

about making sense of the current discipline(s) and ethics imposed on land, labour and 

nature. 

I take the absence of the agrarian question frame as the starting point of this 

chapter. Any absence mirrors a presence. Here it is of a predominant corpus of 

knowledge through which social change in the MENA region is primarily understood 

through mis-descriptions like extremism, migration, terrorism and security (Ajl 2020, 

4). This section purpose is to look at the limits of the contemporary interpretations of 

the rural crisis in Morocco and the contribution of seeing change in the countryside 

through the prism of the agrarian question.  

I situate my work in a Foucauldian frame to bring out the socio-historical 

dynamics creating and reproducing our domains of knowledge (savoir), power and 
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subjectivation under the Plan Vert’s. Boaventura de Sousa Santos’ analysis on 

epistemologies of the South and precisely on the sociology of absence(s) as a mean to 

“elucidate the limits of representation at work in each situation” (Santos 2016, 297) 

heavily influences my work as well. I explore the policy implications of the region’s 

absence from the debate on the agrarian question taking land politics as an entry point.  

What does this absence conceal? How does this absence present a solid ground to 

formulate a counter system to think and research the Moroccan countryside? How are 

these domains shaping our social imagination of the rural? 

 

A. Politics of Knowledge and Agrarian Change  

 

Afin de dépasser le paradoxe et le scandale, on ne s'étonnera pas de ce que 

les concepts soient chargés d’idéologie ; c'est leur rôle de sous-tendre des 

systèmes d'intentions - conservateurs ou révolutionnaires (…) Le choix 

d’une définition est très exactement justifié parce que l’on veut en faire 

(idée de surface, notion de minimum vital de reproduction…) (Pascon and 

Ennaji 1986, 115-116).  

 

The Plan Vert promoted a bifurcated agrarian structure that relies on the colonial 

binary vision of Moroccan society11. The Plan Vert draws a rural social imaginary 

oscillating between an intensive agricultural model and a peasant subsector omitting the 

diversity of structures agraires. Embracing an evolutionary rationality, the Plan Vert’s 

only ‘rational’ rural trajectory is from a traditional to a modern mode of production. 

Consequently, land access and land use, labour regimes, distribution of wealth and 

waste are thought and decided along the imperatives of agricultural modernization. The 

latter ‘imperatives’ are measured in terms of exports and GDP. Here is one blatant 

 
11 “The net effect of colonization has been to juxtapose a modern mechanized economy against a 

preserved antique economy” (Joly 1948, 97 in Swearingen 1987, 143). 
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contradiction. The means or vehicles through which modernization ideas are converted 

into practice are ignored by the metrics used for the Plan Vert. What does this mean? 

What does this frame focus on and what is it concealing?  

The Plan Vert reiterates in its narrative the low-capacity-low-productivity 

complex as the primary weakness of the countryside concealing questions of land and 

food. The rural needs organization to rationalize the use of land, labour and natural 

resources. Means are confused with results. In the years following Morocco’s 

independence, the authorities relied on a vast campaign introducing tractors in the 

countryside12 and on the introduction of institutional-legal set ups as legitimizing 

factors to reorganize land-based social relations changing people’s livelihoods. The 

tractorization of the countryside becomes the end goal and not a mean. Moroccan 

policymakers concentrated their efforts towards creating a favorable policy setting to 

secure a client class to whom settlers’ land would be transferred ensuring the continuity 

of the capitalist mode of faming (extensive agriculture). In the late 1960s’ politique des 

barrages the creation of a new agrarian class was central to pursue the large-scale 

irrigation national development plan. Part of the strategy was an increasing 

professionalisation of the rural embodied by a generation of French-trained-state-

engineers (ingénieurs d’état) as well as a large institutional and legal set up giving the 

large-scale irrigation plan force of law. The code des investissements agricoles - a 

corpus of laws ensuring that investments are oriented towards large-scale irrigation 

projects- rewired land-based social relations and the contract between the state and the 

farmer to fulfill the one million irrigated hectares’ colonial dream (Swearingen 1987, 

48). The continuity with the colonial development formula prioritizing bifurcated 

 
12 Union around the tractor, see Swearingen 1987.  
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agricultural modernization is blatant. The agricultural holdings (for extensive 

agriculture) remained intact in independent Morocco (Pascon 1986, 37). The Moroccan 

policymakers were keen on not to disrupt the trade agreements with France and hinder 

productivity (Swearingen 1987, 145). This particular policy setting reduced the agrarian 

question to how colonial land would be distributed along modernization imperatives 

without advancing a comprehensive reform13.  

Agrarian and rural crises were stripped from their historical context and so from 

their political dimension. In a collective monograph published in 1974 exploring the 

agrarian question in Morocco, Paul Pascon brings back the socio-historical context to 

understanding the weakness of agriculture in pre-colonial Morocco. The colonial 

regime of truth presented low productivity, low mechanization and lack of organization 

as the reason for the countryside’s weakness. This frame omits that since 1860, rural 

Morocco was drained from its workforce to repay the debt accumulated during the war 

against Spain (Pascon 1974 in Bouderbala et al. 1974, 188) along with the continuous 

unregulated introduction of imported food stuff which significantly changed locals’ use 

and access to land, diet and means of land, access to land and diet.  

The Plan Vert takes a more financialized and professionalized turn of previous 

strategies. From a food regime perspective, the Plan Vert marks an advanced integration 

of the country’s food system under the corporate food regime (Riachi and Martiniello 

2019). The Plan Vert materializes the ways in which the rural is integrated into the 

dynamics of global capital with the state occupying the role of facilitator for the entry of 

transnational and urban capital into the Moroccan countryside. The Plan Vert’s regime 

 
13 For more on the perception of what the agrarian reform should look like according to various actors in 

1970s Moroccan political scene see Bouderbala, Chraïbi and Pascon’s commentary in Bouderbala, 

Chraïbi and Pascon 1974, Chapter IV, 125-147). 
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of truth symbolized in the subject of the farmer-entrepreneur, relies on a secured 

network of international financial institutions, epistemic communities, local legal and 

institutional setups for a more fluid circulation of capital and neoclassical ideas of the 

rural. The socio-historical context in which the Plan Vert was launched is crucial to 

understanding this path. The 2008 fuel, financial and food crisis in 2008 coincided with 

a wave of land grabs. Transnational capital was looking for dependable investment, 

namely land. A crisis is by definition a moment of choice, an opportunity to reinvent 

relations of production.  

My argument is that the Plan Maroc Vert belongs to one ‘Long Modernization 

Project’ (re)producing domains of knowledge, power and subjectivities translating 

global capital restructuring locally. Here I paraphrase Raj Patel’s ‘Long Green 

Revolution’ term.  The concept is relevant to my work as it refers to the continuity 

traced by Raj Patel between the Green Revolution and the so-called New Green 

Revolution (Patel 2013) by adopting a historical analysis.  Tracing “a trajectory of 

accumulation, legitimation and development from the first Green Revolution” (Patel 

2013, 2), Raj Patel offers a framework that facilitates the discussion on the vehicles 

allowing the implementation of the Green Revolution’s modernization project. It is 

about drawing the link between policy settings and particular agrarian outcomes moving 

out of depoliticized readings of the rural.  

The Plan Vert’s anti-politics machine with its new ethics on land, labour and 

nature blurred the lines of the agrarian question in the MENA region. I pursue my 

analysis suggesting that the new wave of academic literature bringing back the agrarian 

question to the Arab region offers a counter-system to think and research the region’s 

countryside. How does the absence of the agrarian question from the region (re)present 
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a compelling ground to formulate a counter system to think and research the Moroccan 

countryside? Why a study of the Moroccan countryside using a frame of radical 

agrarian political economy matters to make sense of agrarian change and challenges in 

the country?  

 

B. Bringing (back) the Agrarian Question to the MENA Region 

 

“It is precisely because principles are contradictory that we are able to find 

them counter systemic logics. It is precisely because norms are unstable that 

we can lead them to ‘surpass themselves’. And it is precisely because words 

are ambiguous that we have the chance to make them mean more than they 

currently want to mean.” (Marks 2003, 144). 

 

In the previous section I make the point that the Plan Maroc Vert represents an 

advanced stage of one long modernization project of rural Morocco. The raison d’être 

and measures of the Plan Vert manifest a rational monoculture that works through the 

disqualification of entities falling beyond economistic logics of land, labour and nature. 

In the words of Boaventura de Sousa Santos by disqualifying an entity and rendering it 

invisible, unintelligible, or irreversible is produced non-existence in the “form of 

ignorance or lack of culture” (Santos 2016, 331).  This has materialized in a literature 

on the rural detached from the MENA’s region political economy (Riachi and 

Martiniello 2019, 129).  

Countering the production of non-existence by hegemonic epistemology and 

rationality is a burgeoning literature at the intersection of agrarian political economy, 

political sociology and political ecology bringing (back) the agrarian question to the 

MENA region. This literature can be seen as a communal effort to build an 

epistemology that reintroduces “the knowledge of the racialized and sexualized bodies 

exploited to maintain current paradigms of domination” (Santos 2021, 1:46:35). In a 
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different geography, Vandana Shiva in Who Really Feeds the World, empirically 

establishes the ways in which the dismissal of women knowledge in favor of the 

expansion of industrial agriculture in India is umbilical to the massive loss of 

biodiversity and increase nutritional deficiencies and related health issues which women 

are the first to suffer from (Shiva 2016). Iron-charged bananas are one example of 

agribusiness capitalizing on health issues it has fomented (Shiva 2016, 275-276). The 

bioengineered bananas as a solution to prevent anemia in women is another attempt to 

discount generations of indigenous knowledge of food that are far richer in iron.  

Drawing the contours of the agrarian question in MENA based on the region’s 

ecologies of knowledge, time, hierarchies, scale and production is one door to heal the 

discount of the “metabolic symbiotic relationship between the social and nature” 

(Riachi and Martiniello 2019, 139). This means to focus on the relationships in a 

particular geography between “depleted biosphere and exploitative social relations” 

(Riachi and Martiniello 2019, 137) that translate in unequal distributions of wealth and 

waste concentrated nodes.  

What counts for an agrarian question in the Arab region? Talking of the agrarian 

question means to think of the rural primarily through class frame but not solely. 

Drawing the contours of the agrarian question in the Arab region stems from the 

premise that there is no single, pure, uniform trajectory of agrarian change (see more 

Banaji’s view on agrarian capitalism 2002, Bernstein 2010, Ajl 2020). Historical 

analysis doesn’t mean to adopt a deterministic analysis (Bernstein 2010, 35). After a 

short-lived developmentalist golden age in the 1950s the neoliberal state translated in 

less interest and investment in social sciences leaving room for “developmental 

technicians” (Ajl 2020, 15). The project to write a rural agrarian history chronicling “the 
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underbelly of modernization” (Ajl 2020, 16) in the Arab region was out of the question. 

Riachi and Martiniello (2019) and Ajl (2020) argue that a historical perspective, writing 

the Arab region’s rural agrarian history, is needed to understand agrarian challenges and 

futures. In this line, how can we think of food sovereignty if the rural political economy 

of colonialism is erased from our epistemologies of the Arab world?  

  A useful analytical move is to include at the center of the research on the Arab 

countryside the imperialist wars the region is subjected to, climate and environmental 

change, settler occupation and economic reforms (Bush 2016, 2018; Riachi and 

Martiniello 2019; Ajl 2020).  These processes present the canals through which the 

region was integrated within the capitalist metabolism forming, molding and remolding 

agrarian questions in the Arab region.   

The turn towards intensive citrus fruits production in Morocco operationalize the 

way in which the French imperial sate and its local network changed land-based social 

relations, the forms of social reproduction through the integration of the country into the 

world economy fulfilling a colonial imaginary (see Chapter III. C). A similar trajectory 

was carried out in Egypt by focusing on cotton production. The modernization strategy 

of cotton production being linked to the military apparatuses Muhammad Ali was 

building to detach from the Ottoman Empire (Richards 1982 in Riachi and Martiniello 

2019, 130).  The agrarian question took another shape - following different modes and 

forms of accumulation - in post-colonial Morocco as the world was rhythmed by 

changing power dynamics orbiting around the US. The modernization scheme took the 

form of large-scale irrigation projects going hand in hand with an increased dependency 

on Western technologies deemed central for the newly independent country’s 

agricultural strategy. The neoliberal turn the country took in the late 1980s marking 
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Morocco’s entry into the corporate food regime is to be understood in light of the nine-

year long war against the Polisario Front. The proportion of foreign debt to gross 

national production (GNP) rose from 19.1% in 1975 to 101.2% in 1989 (Metwally and 

Tamacshke 1994, 109). The IMF’s plan to restructure the country’s foreign debt14 

encouraged a trade-based approach to food security. The state fulfilled the role of 

facilitator to the implementation of agribusiness to repay debt through a much 

aggressive export-driven agriculture imposing a new local discipline on land, labour and 

nature.  

 I argue that under the Plan Maroc Vert this new discipline is primarily 

operationalized through contract farming schemes.  Promoting cheap food through 

agribusiness expansion and integrating small scale farmers into niche markets15 under 

its second pillar, the Plan Vert is another corporate mirage of rural development to 

promote economies of scale.   

Moving out of economistic views of rural development, the following section is 

an invitation to explore what an ethnography of the Plan Vert through the lens of 

agrarian political economy could look like. I situate the new land arrangements 

organised under the decennial strategy within a broader understanding of the land 

question and its relation to politics, production and accumulation considering the socio-

historical context forming, molding and remolding the agrarian question in the Arab 

region in general and in Morocco as presented in this section.  

 

 
14 For more, see Akesbi, Najib, Driss Benatya and Noureddine El Aoufi. 2008.  L’Agriculture Marocaine 

à l’Épreuve De La Libéralisation, Économie Critique.  
15 See North African Network for Food Sovereignty’s case study on the socio-ecological impact of 

export-oriented saffron production in Taliouine, Morocco (“Le Plan Maroc Vert et la Dépossession de la 

Paysannerie” 2021).  
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C. Unlearning Purity: (Re)Building Ecologies of Knowledges of Rural Morocco 

 

Drawing the contours of the agrarian question in Morocco starts with un-

learning the evolutionary rationality embedded in the Plan Vert’s iteration of the ‘win-

win’ claim around contract farming.  The main two movements of monocultures of 

knowledge production according to Boaventura de Sousa Santos are “scaling and 

purification” (Santos 2021, 2:23:40). The ‘win-win’ claim purifies the history of rural 

Morocco from its messiness, in other words the rural is shrunk, clustered in 

essentialized, bifurcated views concealing the histories of struggle and solidarity for 

land, war and conflict. Acknowledging the messiness of history is a way to look at the 

rural through different scales of representation, and so to consider ecologies of 

knowledge.  

The implementation of contract farming schemes is crossed by a history of 

resistance in colonial and post-colonial Morocco.  A resistance that wasn’t always 

peasant-led16 as could be assumed.  

When we talk about land politics we talk about questions of control, access and 

use of land all of which are sources of livelihood. The Plant Vert’s aggregation model is 

set up to facilitate ‘large-scale land investment’ (ADA 2016) which is another 

depoliticized term for land grabbing (Borras and Franco 2012). The use of the term 

‘large-scale land investment’ by governments along with international institutions 

recasts the phenomenon of ‘land grabbing’ as a “grant opportunity to further extend 

capitalist agro-industry in the name of pro-poor economic development” (Borras and 

Franco 2012, 35). Paraphrasing Borras and Franco, ‘global land grab’ has become a 

 
16 See Swearingen 1987, Chapter V, 111.  
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“catch-all phrase referring to the recently growing (trans)national commercial land 

transaction and land speculation mainly, but not solely, around the large-scale 

production and export food biofuels” (Borras and Franco 2012, 34).  Borras and Franco 

point out the importance of identifying the two key dimensions of land grabbing 

namely: the dynamics of changes in land use and property relations. Noting that not all 

land grabs lead to dispossession and not all land dispossessions are a result of land 

grabbing. Changes in land use are diverse, complex and dynamic (see Table 1) with 

different consequences for different classes in the countryside. Each trajectory depicts 

different land-based social relations, which calls for a more nuanced empirical research 

and political advocacy and action (Borras and Franco 2012, 46): difference gives 

‘agrarian studies’ its ‘physiognomies’ (Pascon 1986, 18).  

 

Table 1. The main directions of land-use change today (Borras and Franco 2012, 39). 
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Table 2. The character, direction and orientation of land use change (Borras and Franco 

2012, 39). 

 

These different dynamics in land use intersect with the dynamics of related 

changes in land property relations. Knowing the direction of the transfer of ‘effective 

control’ over land-based wealth and power caused by a policy - or a lack of it - is 

fundamental to understand the political dynamics of change in land property relations 

(Borras and Franco 2012, 50). State classifications of land – such as ‘marginal lands’, 

‘empty lands’ and so on- discount existing land-based social relations. Borras and Franco 

identify four broad patterns in the nature and direction of land property relation change 

(see Table 2). 
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Table 3. The flow of land-based wealth and power (Borras and Franco 2012, 51). 

 

In terms of land use the PMV’s approach focuses on increasing the exportation 

of agricultural goods. Land is therefore increasingly used for food production for export 

exchange (A2) with a particular feature: the aggregator (or in this frame, land grabber) 

is contracting with small-scale farmers. Contracts being safer and more profitable than 

buying or leasing land (Borras and Franco 2012, 40). The PMV privileges specific high 

added value crops mainly citruses, olives and olive oil, maraîchages, horticulture, 

cereals, sugar, milk, red and white meats, seeds (Akesbi 2012, 14). Each chain is subject 

to a contract-program between the inter-branch organization that represents the chain 

and the state following mutual engagement and common objectives (for more see ADA 

2018). This dynamic of land-use change is explained by the various free trade 

agreements (FTA) signed by Morocco who growingly determines the land-use and 

specifically the choice of crops that meet the terms of the agreements (Akesbi, Benatya, 

and El Aoufi 2008, Chapter 4.7, 62). These changes in land-use intersect with the 

dynamics of land property relations that seems to follow under the PMV a pattern of 

concentration (pattern D). Aggregation is another word for concentration of land under 

one aggregator that has “a high managerial capacity” in other words enough capital.  
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In this sense, the aggregation process further gives effective control over land to 

an - often urban - elite that has enough capital for large-scale investments pursuing 

existing dynamics of social differentiation. Farmers often find themselves in a weak 

position when negotiating with their aggregators which are often agro-firms (Faysse 

2015, 630). The model of aggregation has previously been implemented for the milk 

and sugar chains in Morocco. Akesbi reports in that regard that small and medium scale 

farmers had a lack of trust towards their aggregator due to a range of factors, namely: 

poor organization, insufficient means pooled, mutual suspicion between aggregators 

and aggregates, non-compliance with the rules agreed in contracts, abuse of power on 

the part of the aggregator, absence of arbitration mechanisms, sociological and cultural 

factors (Akesbi 2013, 10).  

Agrarian trajectories resulting from contract farming schemes are not 

monolithic. Political ecology helps precisely to challenge the organic analogies applied 

to social systems (Watts 2015 in Perreault, Bridge and McCarthy 2015, 31) and 

promote sociological imagination when researching the countryside, envisioning social 

transformations alongside questions of political economy (Bush 2018, 3). What 

trajectories of rural restructuring are the Plan Vert promoting? What sort of social 

change emanate from the expansion of contract farming schemes? Who benefits from 

these changes and how this process contributes to class formation? (Fautras and Iocco 

2020, 540).  A firmer study of the Plan Vert’s contract farming schemes will have to 

address these questions.  
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CHAPTER V  

CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 

Inspired by the communal effort to reorient our understanding of what counts as 

the agrarian question in the MENA in general and in Morocco in particular, I have 

explored in the present work the connections between knowledge (modernization 

discourse), power (land politics) and agrarian change: what forms, moulds and remould 

agrarian questions in the region?  

The win-win narrative surrounding aggregation partnerships under the Plan Vert 

reflects the evolutionary rationality upon which this strategy is built. The adoption of 

contract farming schemes makes sense in regard to the country’s rural history and the 

sociohistorical context in which the Plan Vert was launched. Following the growing 

criticism of land grabs, contract farming schemes have been embraced by 

developmental agencies and their governmental partners as an alternative promoting a 

process of inclusive development (Martiniello 2020, 3). A rationale fomenting a 

depoliticized view of land and food imposing and concealing a new discipline on land, 

labour and nature through contract farming (Martiniello 2020, 3). Looking into changes 

in land use and property relations (Borras and Franco 2012), further deconstructs the 

inclusivity claim. Promoting cheap food through agribusiness expansion and integrating 

small scale farmers into niche markets17 under its second pillar, the Plan Vert is yet 

another greened corporate mirage of rural development to promote economies of scale.   

The introduction of the modernization theory in agriculture happened relatively 

recently (Chapter II). The neoliberal ethic turned agriculture into a sector relying purely 

 
17 See North African Network for Food Sovereignty’s case study on the socio-ecological impact of 

export-oriented saffron production in Taliouine, Morocco (“Le Plan Maroc” 2021).  
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on an economistic view of the rural. Modernization operates through a new discipline of 

land, labour and nature. The evolutionary rationality at the centre of this paradigm 

purifies from the analysis the ways in which this paradigm is shaping these relations. 

Confronting modernization as a set of ideas and practice with the historical context in 

which it was implemented highlights the contradictions of the paradigm. Schultz’s 

theory and the consequent literature opened the way for a richer debate on the 

development policy agenda in the countryside. The debate on modernization became 

entrenched in rural development.  The work of Michael Lipton offers a valuable work 

(re)placing at the chore of development the question of power (Kothari and Minogue 

2002, 13).  His work in the words of Bernstein allows to confront modernisation theory 

with the question of the historical context (Bernstein 1971, 153). These contributions 

invite a reflection on how we choose to study the countryside. As a site for investment, 

profit, economic growth? As a site of competition between tribal and state structure? Or 

as a site of class struggle?  

Confronting modernization in the Global South with the historical context in 

which it was implemented brings to light the contradictions of the paradigm and the 

vehicles through which this theory is converted into practice (Chapter III). The 

discussion on the politics of modernization in Morocco initiated in the late 1950s by 

local scholars is a valuable analytical frame that allows to reflect on our system of 

belief, power and politics which incrementally erased the MENA region from the 

debate on the agrarian question. Pascon drew the contours of Moroccan agrarian 

studies, setting the record straight: difference gives agrarian studies its ‘physiognomies’ 

(Pascon 1972 in BESM 1986, 18). A statement that challenges the imperial 

monocultures of the mind and land. Colonial policies reflected a disparity between 
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“dreams - another word for French policymakers’ unrealistic objectives- and Morocco’s 

reality (...) and a shifting balance of power” (Swearingen 1987, 4). I argue that the 

colonial dream to turn Morocco into a North African California cannot be reduced to a 

technical transfer of Californian production methods. This agricultural strategy depicts 

the materialization of an imagined geography of Morocco as this new African 

California at the doors of Europe.  It reflects Morocco’s progressive entry into the 

international market following a policy of comparative advantages. Policies were not 

taken on the basis of pure economic rationality. The entry into the world economy is not 

the fruit of a ‘free’, ‘unregulated process’: it is considered perfect competition as long as 

the colony’s economy is not competing with the metropole. Policies were built on 

mirages that fade away with deception, entrenching Morocco’s into further food 

dependency and insecurity.  

We cannot think of our countryside without thinking of imperialism and that is 

in its various forms: scientific imperialism is one of them. Modernization policies as 

argued rely on a new client class, on new subjectivities that can operationalize and 

legitimize an access to seeds and a use of land that maintains the countryside within the 

capitalist metabolism: in other words, subjecting - among other things- our food 

security under market imperatives (Chapter IV).  

Looking at the rural through the lens of modes and relations of production 

invites us to reconsider the processes of global restructuring in the study of socio-

environmental change in Morocco. An invitation to place the Plan Vert within a wider 

geography and temporality that includes the erased rural political economy of 

colonialism from our domains of knowledge.  
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It is more useful to think of the trajectories of agrarian change in light of the 

absences of the rural political economy of colonialism from our epistemologies of the 

Arab countryside and the ways in which it has inflected questions of land, labour, 

ecology and social reproduction (Riachi and Martiniello 2019; Ajl 2020, 18, 4). This 

means introducing in our research of agrarian challenges and futures the histories of 

imperialism and anti-imperialism, war and conflict, family farming, climate change, 

economic reforms along with questions of agrarian political economy.  I have presented 

unlearning evolutionary rationality as one analytical door to look at the contradictions 

of the modernization paradigm and how it is playing out in Morocco. It is about moving 

out of monocultures towards ecologies of knowledge production, time, hierarchies, 

scale and production (Boaventura de Sousa Santos 2016). An analytical move for the 

cross pollination of knowledges, on the basis that there is no pristine.  
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