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Introduction
Morocco’s legal system stands as a compelling testament to the nation’s rich and
diverse history. Having evolved at the crossroads of continents and civilizations, it is a
dynamic hybrid shaped by layers of indigenous Amazigh customs, the deeply rooted
influence of Islamic law, and the enduring legacy of French civil law. Understanding
the Moroccan legal system is thus not merely an academic exercise, but an
exploration of how history, culture, and law intertwine to create a unique legal
landscape.

The country’s journey from pre-Islamic customary law, through centuries of Arab and
Islamic influence, to becoming a French protectorate, and finally, to modern
independence, charted the development of a complex yet coherent legal framework.
The Constitution of Morocco, most recently reformed in 2011 in response to both
internal calls for reform and the winds of the Arab Spring, sits at the apex of this
system. It enshrines fundamental rights and freedoms, establishes the balance of
governmental powers, and defines the monarchy’s continued guiding role.

Yet, beneath this constitutional canopy, a rich plurality of laws and sources unfolds.
Civil and criminal legal codes are buttressed by centuries-old religious law, especially
in matters of personal status, while commercial, administrative, and labor laws reflect
Morocco’s ambitions as a modern, globally engaged economy. Meanwhile, the formal
legal system runs parallel in certain respects to enduring informal norms rooted in
custom and faith, requiring constant harmonization and adaptation.

Navigating the Moroccan legal system also requires an appreciation of its institutional
structure. The judiciary is organized into a clear hierarchy of courts, from first-instance
tribunals to specialized courts and culminating in the Court of Cassation, the nation’s
final court of appeal. Oversight by an independent judiciary, the evolving role of the
Parliament, and the monarchy’s traditional authority all contribute to a delicate and
often dynamic equilibrium of power.

For those new to Moroccan law—whether students, business people, lawyers, or
simply curious readers—this book aims to serve as a practical and accessible guide.
Across its chapters, it unpacks the major branches of law, traces their origins, explains
the roles of key legal actors, and surveys both the progress made and the challenges
ahead. It also explores how Morocco is adapting its legal framework to keep pace with
societal change, globalization, and technological innovation while remaining anchored
in its unique traditions.

Ultimately, understanding how the Moroccan legal system works offers valuable

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

insight not only into law itself, but into Moroccan society as a whole. The law here is a
living institution, at once rooted in the past and responsive to the pressing needs of
the present and future. This book invites readers to discover how Morocco’s distinctive
blend of civil, religious, and customary law provides both challenges and opportunities
for justice, governance, and reform.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations of Moroccan
Law
To truly grasp the intricacies of the Moroccan legal system today, one must first take a
journey back in time, exploring the layers of history that have shaped its unique
character. Imagine the legal system not as a single edifice built overnight, but as an
ancient city that has grown organically over centuries, with new quarters added, old
walls repurposed, and different architectural styles blending together. Morocco's law is
precisely this kind of historical city, a fascinating blend reflecting indigenous roots,
religious transformation, and colonial imprints.

Before the arrival of any major external influences, the lands that now constitute
Morocco were home to the Amazigh people. These communities, spread across diverse
geographical landscapes from the coasts to the mountains and the desert, developed
their own systems of governance and dispute resolution. These systems were not
based on written codes or elaborate state structures as we might understand them
today, but on long-standing customs, traditions, and communal norms.

Amazigh customary law, known locally in various dialects as Izref or Azarf, was
remarkably adaptable and practical. It dealt with matters of daily life, regulating
property rights, resolving disputes over resources like land and water, managing tribal
relations, and addressing personal conduct. Justice was often administered by
community elders or councils, who relied on collective memory and consensus to
interpret and apply customary rules. These systems were deeply embedded in the
social fabric of each tribe or confederation, reflecting their specific environment,
economic activities, and cultural values.

The arrival of Islam in the 7th century marked a pivotal moment. Islam brought not
only a new faith but also a comprehensive legal and ethical framework rooted in the
Quran and the Sunnah (the teachings and practices of the Prophet Muhammad). As
the region became integrated into the wider Islamic world, Islamic law, or Sharia,
began to exert a profound influence on the existing legal landscape. This influence
was gradual, and initially, it often coexisted with or was adapted to local Amazigh
customs.

Islamic legal scholarship developed over centuries, leading to various schools of
thought. In Morocco and North Africa, the Maliki school of Sunni Islam became
particularly dominant. The Maliki school, founded by Imam Malik ibn Anas in the 8th
century, is known for its reliance on the practices of the people of Medina (where the
Prophet lived) as a source of law, in addition to the Quran, Sunnah, consensus (Ijma'),
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and analogical reasoning (Qiyas). This school's pragmatism and its emphasis on local
custom, where it didn't contradict Islamic principles, facilitated its integration into the
diverse Moroccan context.

Thus, the first major layer added to the indigenous Amazigh customs was Islamic law.
This didn't simply replace the old ways; rather, it created a complex interplay. In many
areas, particularly those related to personal status such as marriage, divorce, and
inheritance, Islamic law became the primary framework. However, in other areas,
customary practices continued to hold sway, sometimes absorbing Islamic principles,
sometimes operating in parallel. This early period established a pattern of legal
pluralism that would become a defining characteristic of the Moroccan legal system.

Centuries passed with the legal landscape primarily shaped by the interaction of
Amazigh custom and Islamic law, evolving under successive dynasties that ruled
Morocco. Then came the era of European engagement, which would introduce yet
another powerful set of legal concepts and structures. While various European powers
had interests and limited presences in Morocco from the Age of Discovery onwards,
the period of the French Protectorate, established in 1912, had the most profound and
lasting impact on the formal legal system.

The French arrived with their own highly developed legal system, rooted in the civil
law tradition that originated in Roman law and was codified and rationalized during the
Napoleonic era. The French civil code emphasized comprehensive written laws
enacted by the state, intended to cover all areas of private life. This stood in contrast
to the more customary and religiously derived laws prevalent in Morocco. The French
administration in the protectorate sought to introduce elements of their own legal
system, primarily to facilitate administration, commerce, and relations with European
residents.

Under the Protectorate, a dual legal system effectively emerged. In the French-
controlled zones, French law and institutions were introduced, particularly in areas like
commercial law, administrative law, and criminal procedure, often applied through
newly established courts. Alongside this, the existing Islamic and customary legal
structures continued to function, primarily handling matters of personal status and
some local disputes, though their autonomy and scope were sometimes curtailed or
redefined by the colonial administration.

The introduction of French civil law principles had a transformative effect. It brought
the concept of systematic codification – organizing laws into comprehensive written
codes – which differed significantly from the more dispersed nature of customary and
even classical Islamic legal sources. The French focus on statutory law as the primary
source, where legislative texts enacted by the government were paramount,
influenced the future development of Moroccan law, even after independence.
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French legal terminology, concepts, and procedural norms were also introduced and
often adopted, becoming deeply ingrained in the legal language and practice. The
structure of courts and the organization of the legal profession were also shaped by
the French model. Even today, many Moroccan legal codes and legal education share
similarities with their French counterparts, and French legal scholarship and
jurisprudence are still referenced, though not binding in the civil law tradition.

However, the French Protectorate did not extinguish the existing legal traditions.
Islamic law, particularly concerning family matters, remained deeply significant,
reflecting the religious and cultural identity of the majority population. Amazigh
customary law also persisted in many rural and tribal areas, often informally
regulating local affairs alongside, or sometimes in preference to, the formal state law.
The colonial period, therefore, solidified the hybrid nature of the Moroccan legal
system, adding a strong layer of civil law influence onto the existing foundation of
Islamic and customary law.

When Morocco regained its independence in 1956, the challenge was to integrate
these diverse historical legacies into a unified national legal system. The initial
decades of independence involved a process of nation-building and legal
harmonization. This meant adapting the laws introduced during the Protectorate,
developing new codes to meet the needs of a sovereign state, and defining the role of
Islamic and customary law within the new framework.

This process was not about simply choosing one legal tradition over the others.
Instead, it involved a selective incorporation and synthesis. Laws in areas like civil
obligations, contracts, and commercial transactions largely drew upon the French civil
code model, adapting it to the Moroccan context. Criminal law and procedure also
retained significant French influences. However, in personal status matters, Islamic
law remained the dominant source, codified in family law (the Moudawana), albeit with
reforms introduced over time.

The post-independence era also saw the establishment of a modern state structure,
with a constitution, parliament, and an organized judiciary. These institutions were
tasked with creating, interpreting, and enforcing the law, navigating the complexities
of the hybrid system inherited from history. The constitution, as the supreme law,
would provide the overarching framework for this legal system, defining the sources of
law and the hierarchy of legal norms, a topic we will explore in detail later.

Thus, the historical journey of Moroccan law reveals a story of layers accumulating
over time. From the foundational customs of the Amazigh people, through the
profound and enduring influence of Islamic law and the Maliki school, to the
systematic and codified approach introduced by the French civil law tradition during
the Protectorate, each era has left its indelible mark. The result is a legal system that
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is not easily categorized, a dynamic synthesis that continues to evolve.

Understanding these historical foundations is crucial because they explain the blend of
concepts, sources, and approaches found in Moroccan law today. It clarifies why, for
example, personal status matters are governed so differently from commercial
transactions, or why legislative codes often stand alongside principles derived from
religious texts. The legal landscape is a mosaic, with pieces from different historical
periods fitted together, sometimes seamlessly, sometimes with visible lines of
connection.

This historical perspective also highlights the inherent flexibility and adaptability of
Moroccan law. For centuries, it has absorbed and integrated diverse influences, finding
ways for different legal traditions to coexist. This ongoing process of synthesis and
reform is a continuous thread running through Morocco's legal history, from the early
interactions between Amazigh customs and Islam to the modern efforts to harmonize
laws and integrate international standards.

The legacy of the French Protectorate, in particular, instilled a strong tendency
towards codification and legislative enactment as the primary means of legal
development. This contrasts somewhat with the historical reliance on customary
evolution and scholarly interpretation characteristic of pure Islamic and Amazigh
traditions. Yet, even within codified laws, the influence of Islamic principles,
particularly in their underlying values and objectives, remains significant in many
areas.

The interaction between formal state law and informal or semi-formal legal practices
also has historical roots. While the state has progressively sought to assert the
primacy of its enacted laws and court system, local customs and interpretations of
religious principles continue to play a role in how disputes are resolved and norms are
understood at the community level. This historical tension and coexistence are part of
the dynamic legal landscape.

In essence, the historical foundations of Moroccan law have created a system
characterized by its pluralism, its reliance on multiple sources, and its ongoing process
of adaptation. It is a system that reflects the country's identity as a crossroads of
cultures and histories, where tradition and modernity constantly interact. This
historical understanding provides the essential context for exploring the specific
components and functioning of the Moroccan legal system in the chapters that follow.
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