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Collaboration and “Pacification”:  French Conquest,
Moroccan Combatants, and the Transformation
of the Middle Atlas

MOSHE GERSHOVICH

In his seminal essay, “Non European foundations of
European Imperialism: sketch for a theory of collabo-
ration,” Ronald Robinson delineates the process by
which early nineteenth century “informal” imperialism
transformed itself into the “New Imperialism” of the
latter part of that century. He emphasizes “the crucial
role of collaborative systems in the transition from ex-
ternal imperialism to the takeover” and identifies the
collaborating mechanism as “mutual interests and inter-
dependence” between European interest groups and
indigenous ruling elites. The rationale for this relation-
ship derived from the Eurocentric concept according to
which, “if empire could not be held on the cheap, it was
not worth having at all.” Hence, “without indigenous
collaboration… Europeans [could not] have conquered
and ruled their non-European empires.”1

Thus, Robinson has provided us with a rudimentary
“theory of collaboration” that should serve as “a pro-
gramme for future study.”2 Indeed, over the three dec-
ades that separate us from the publication of his article,
much work has been done both on the theoretical as-
pects of empire-building, colonialism and decoloniza-
tion,3 and on specific case studies, including that of
France in Morocco.4 Some of this research has ventured
beyond the boundaries outlined in the Robinson article
to incorporate not merely the collaboration or resistance
of elites, but also the involvement of subaltern groups
in the process.5

The purpose of this essay is to reexamine the nature
of Franco-Moroccan collaboration through the prism of
French military strategy and “native” policies,” specifi-
cally insofar as they involved the utilization of Moroc-
cans as military manpower. The questions to be devel-
oped herein include the following:

• What policies and methods did the French
army implement in its twenty-year campaign (1907-
1934) to conquer (or “pacify”) Morocco?
• In what ways did French strategy depend on the
collaboration of indigenous groups?

• How and why did the French become increas-
ingly dependent upon Moroccan troops in the latter
stages of the conquest drive?
• Who were the Moroccans who enlisted in
French military formations? What motivated them to
do so? What rapport did they develop with their
French superiors and counterparts?
• What effects did the service of thousands of
Moroccans in the French army have on their lives and
on their native communities?
• What relationship could be established between
French recruitment practices and the transformation
of the indigenous population, specifically the Ber-
berophone tribal inhabitants of the Middle Atlas
mountain range?

Lyautey and the Moroccan Elites
Any discussion of French policy in Morocco ought to

begin with Marshal Louis Hubert Lyautey (1854-1934),
France’s first resident-general in Morocco (1912-1925).
In his actions, Lyautey fits well Robinson’s characteriza-
tion of “a handful of European pro-consuls [who]
managed to manipulate the polymorphic societies of
Africa and Asia.”6  While Lyautey’s actual tenure in Ra-
bat spanned less than a third of France’s “moment” in
Morocco, indirectly his influence perpetuated to the end
of the Protectorate era through a number of his self-
proclaimed disciples who succeeded him at the summit
of the French administration.7

Lyautey’s personal convictions provide the key for the
understanding of his colonial philosophy in general and
his approach to collaboration with indigenous Moroc-
can groups in particular. A staunch royalist and devout
Catholic, Lyautey was somewhat of a misfit in the fin-de-
siècle militantly secularist atmosphere of the Third Re

-

public. His progressive social views made him equally
unpopular in the metropolitan army’s supreme com-
mand.8 In a way, Lyautey may have sought not only a
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refuge in the colonial world, but also a new terrain upon
which to recreate his image of France, the one irreversi-
bly altered by the Revolution of 1789. If such was the
case, then Morocco could be argued to have been the
ideal laboratory for a royalist experiment, with its long-
established and solidly legitimized system of govern-
ment at the summit of which stood the ‘Alawi Sultan
and his administration (the Makhzan). Having success-
fully neutralized the former to a mere figurehead in the
person of Mawlay Yusuf,9 Lyautey moved to assure the
good will of the latter, whom he regarded as Morocco’s
natural leadership, its aristocracy.10

Lyautey’s colonial philosophy called for a lasting col-
laboration, or “association” as contemporary terminol-
ogy would have it,11 between French officials and their
indigenous counterparts, drawn from among the various
elites: tribal, clerical, mercantile, etc. In order to assure
the sustainable cooperation of the Moroccan “aristoc-
racy” and its ability to maintain its control over society,
Lyautey initiated a francophone educational system de-
signed primarily if not exclusively for fils de notables. The
jewel of these schools was the Royal Military Academy
(located at the Dar al-Baida palace in Meknes) that was
inaugurated in 1919 and outlasted French rule in Mo-
rocco. As I have shown elsewhere, the primal purpose
of the school, which was the only one of its kind
throughout the French colonial empire, was not to train
first-rate Moroccan officers for the French army, but
rather to prepare its handpicked cadets to succeed their
fathers as tribal and urban chieftains at the end of their
military careers.12

Destruction, Seduction, Alteration:  “Pacific
Penetration” of the Moroccan Countryside

Behind the lofty rhetoric about “indirect rule” and
“respect” of indigenous customs (not to mention the
“civilizing mission”) uttered by Lyautey and other “en-
lightened” French colonialists, stood a clear self-serving
motive (endorsed or even demanded by the metropoli-
tan government and public) to minimize costs and keep
an empire “on the cheap.” However, the ability of the
Protectorate to ensure the tranquility (and hence eco-
nomic exploitation) of what Lyautey had termed “Maroc
utile”13 necessitated a solution to the problem of the
armed resistance (“dissidence” in contemporary colonial
terminology) exercised by Moroccan tribal groups.

Lyautey’s reputation as an effective and progressive
colonial administrator relied in part upon his professed
adherence to non-violent methods in his dealing with
armed resistance. This “oil-stain” strategy, originally
attributed to Lyautey’s mentor Joseph Gallieni,14 called
for the implementation of a variety of services such as
field infirmaries and markets on the verge of the rebel-
lious territory in order to attract hostile populations and

convince them to switch sides. Otherwise, Lyautey pre-
ferred a brief, decisive demonstration of French military
might hoping to spare its protracted, expensive use. A
fictional “Native Affairs” officer, hero of a contempo-
rary novel, summarized this concept of colonial warfare
based on “peaceful penetration:”

The dissidents are not our enemies and our mission is
not to destroy their land by fire and blood, but to
study them, understand them, and to bring them to
our side…we use force only as a last resort…but
once the battle is over you must use all means to ne-
gotiate and begin the politics of taming. Conquer and
then extend your hand to the conquered.15

Lyautey himself was categorical in stressing the differ-
ences between colonial warfare and a European-style
campaign of annihilation. “One does not fight Abd el-
Krim as one fights Marshal Hindenburg,” he remarked
cynically in 1925, referring to the heavy-handed tactics
used by his fellow Maréchal de France, Philippe Pétain, in
his dealing with the Rifian revolt.16

Pétain’s ability to wage such a lavish campaign was fa-
cilitated by the flow of metropolitan troops, which dou-
bled the French order of battle in Morocco from 75,300
men in April 1925 to about 150,000 four months later.
These reinforcements came equipped with advanced
weapon systems including some making their debut on
the Moroccan scene such as tanks, attack planes, and
heavy artillery. Lyautey and his subordinates could only
dream of employing such a magnitude of military force
in their handling of Moroccan armed resistance. Not
only were they frequently challenged with cuts of their
manpower due to demobilization and the overstretching
of French overseas military commitments, they also had
to take into account the metropolitan public’s sensitivity
to casualties and the need to “spare French blood” in
the wake of the Great War.17

“Perfect Mercenaries”: Moroccan Soldiers in
French Uniforms

The obvious solution for both problems was to en-
large the size of the Moroccan contingent within the
French occupation corps in Morocco. Moroccan sol-
diers, particularly those labeled as “auxiliaries” (supplé-
tives), were cheaper to maintain and their attrition in bat-
tle would not cause as great a stir in Paris as would the
loss of French conscripts. Hence, by the time the “paci-
fication” campaign reached its peak and conclusion in
the early 1930s, it evolved, as Daniel Rivet aptly phrases
it, “from a war against Moroccans to a war among Mo-
roccans.”18

The increase in the number of Moroccans mobilized
by the French for the conquest of their own country
manifested itself in their growing share of casualties.
For example, a compliment of reports on casualties
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sustained by the groupe mobile of the Tadla region in the
summer of 1923 put the total of killed and wounded at
231, of whom 194 (eighty-four per cent) were Moroc-
cans, mostly auxiliaries (154). Nine years later, a sum-
mary of the 1932 summer operations throughout
southern Morocco listed 651 casualties of whom 429
(sixty-six per cent) were auxiliaries.19 Another indicator
of the growing contribution of Moroccans to the con-
quest drive concerns the awarding of citations. As
shown in Table 1 (see below), Moroccans (mostly
“back-up” troops by a 2:1 ratio) constituted twenty-five
per cent of all decorated troops during the last phase of
combat in Morocco. Indeed, their share seemed to in-
crease as the conquest of their country reached its ze-
nith. In sum, the ability of the French army to consoli-
date its control over the Moroccan countryside could
not have been achieved without the contribution of
Moroccan combatants.

Table I:  Citations awarded to Moroccan Soldiers
and Members of Back-up Formations, 1912-1933
Data drawn from periodic listings in the Ordres Généraux
of the Protectorate’s monthly publication, Bulletin Offi-
cial, available at the archives of the French Protectorate
archives, located at the annex of the French Foreign
Office archives (MAE) in Nantes.

Years Total Moroccan Recipients Percentage

Citations Total Regulars Back-up of Total

1912-1918 1,502    151   84     67 10
1919-1926 2,787    439 234   205 15
1927-1933 5,662 1,430 451   979 25
Tota l 9,951 2,020 769 1,251 20

Note: Moroccan regular units included some Algero-
Tunisian elements. Precise determination of nationality
based on Arabic names alone could not always be made.
Officers who were not identified as Moroccan were not
included, as were members of units whose identity was
uncertain

* * *
The distinguished service record of Moroccan rifle-

men (tirailleurs) and cavalrymen (spahis) in the trenches of
the Western Front and other theaters of operations
during the “Great War” of 1914-18 helped to erase ear-
lier misgivings about their loyalty and reliability.20 Unlike
other French overseas possessions such as Algeria and
Senegal, compulsory conscription was never introduced
in Morocco.21 Moroccan recruits were thus enlisted as
contracted volunteers who were eligible to serve up to
(and in some cases even beyond) fifteen years. They
were regarded as professional career soldiers, “perfect
mercenaries” as their French commanders liked to refer
to them. Thus, a 1934 study on the utilization of Mo-
roccan soldiers in the French army states:

Comparison between pre-war and current units of
the armée d'Afrique shows great decline in quality.
Luckily, ‘our’ Moroccans are still mercenaries and we
can still find among them the virtues which made the
glory of the old armée d'Afrique.22

Reputed for their superb physical endurance, courage
and resiliency, submission to rigorous discipline (often
attributed to their presumed “fatalism”) and overall de-
pendability, Moroccan soldiers became a popular choice
for interwar overseas assignments in sensitive locations
such as the Levant and the Rhineland,23 as well as being
stationed in metropolitan France. They were also used in
the Rif campaign where they helped suppress the anti-
Spanish revolt.24  Still, the arena where Moroccans
serving the French military cause during the interwar
period gained most of their combative experience in-
volved the conquest of their own country.

In addition to the enlisted soldiers who served within
the regular ranks of the French army,25 there were thou-
sands others recruited as “auxiliary” or “back-up”
troops. They included dozens of small-scale company-
size units (150-165 men, including a handful of French
commanding personnel) known as Goums whose origins
could be found in the French conquest of the Algerian
countryside in the 1840s and who made their debut in
Morocco in 1908.26

The Utility and Limitations of the “Partisans”
In addition to these regular and semi-regular troops

were various formations of Moroccan irregulars, collec-
tively labeled “partisans.” Most “partisans” were mobi-
lized on an ad-hoc basis for specific operations and dis-
charged at the end of the annual fighting season. These
“partisans” were raised from among the recently sub-
dued tribal population as part of the protection treaty
(aman) that regulated its formal surrender. Other “parti-
sans” were organized in more permanent formations
that were commanded by indigenous chieftains who had
allied themselves with the French, such as the “Grand
Qa’ids” of the South, notably the Glawa clan.27

Who were those “partisans” who took part in the an-
nual operations orchestrated by the French army to
eradicate the tribal resistance in the Moroccan country-
side? What motivated them to fight on the French side
against their fellow countrymen? How were they used
by the French and in what ways did they contribute to
the success of the conquest drive? A contemporary arti-
cle written by Captain Tarrit, a French intelligence and
“native affairs” officer (Affaires Indigènes; henceforth AI)
who participated in these operations sheds interesting
light on these questions:28

It could be said that the partisans often form the ba-
sic shock inflicted against the enemy and it is thanks
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to them that the regular troops do not suffer higher
casualties. [However] this does not mean that the
partisans could replace the regular soldiers. Such a
conclusion will be a great error. The irregulars per-
form better when they know that behind them exist a
solid force, capable of helping them in attack and
provide cover in case of failure.

According to Tarrit,
The partisan’s departure for combat is made with joy.
The women are chanting and they encourage the
fighters to kill as many [of their] enemies as possible.
Once he smells gunpowder, the partisan knows
nothing but combat. He becomes extremely impres-
sionable, capable of running straight towards the en-
emy.

The propensity of the “partisans” for unruly conduct
on the battlefield had its advantages as “Sometimes this
could cause complete panic within the enemy’s ranks.”
However, it also carried a risk to the French officers
who may be “exposed to the serious danger of being
left behind and falling into the enemy’s hands.” Hence,
the military’s AI apparatus attempted to discipline the
“partisans” and to incorporate them solidly within the
structure of the groupe mobile that included various regu-
lar and auxiliary formations of infantry, cavalry, and ar-
tillery. Specifically, “the [French] intelligence officer em-
ploys with the partisans a mounted goum, which serves
as his ‘personal guard,’ a solid reserve to restore order
and combat panic. The goumiers,” notes Tarrit, “ are ex-
cellent soldiers as long as they are together, but they
tend to lose themselves when left alone in unfamiliar
surroundings.”29

Born Warriors or Glorified Shepherds?  Image and
Realities of Moroccan Combatants

The French attitude towards the Berberophone tribal
population they encountered in battle or mobilized to
serve in their armed forces was thus based on the per-
ception that they were “born warriors” (guerriers par ata-
visme30), trained from infancy to use the rifle. For the
mountainous Moroccan, notes Captain Maurice Duro-
soy,

[W]ar is a permanent state. At a young age he accom-
panies his father and learns to shoot the rifle he
would later carry with him as a sign of his courage.
He loves to appear brave in the eyes of women; he
loves danger, loves attacking the enemy, and he loves
to plunder.31

One can find resonance of this imagery in the stories
told of Moroccan tirailleurs charging barehanded against
German tanks during the futile Belgian campaign of
1940, shouting “Yallah el-Maghreb,”32 or in accounts of
the brute savagery, mad bravery, and gross mistreatment

of civilians (mostly women) exercised by the goumiers in
their battles in Italy during the latter parts of that war.33

Authentic and reliable as some of these anecdotes may
be, they smack of an anachronistic and distinctly pater-
nalistic colonial attitude that ought to be treated with a
degree of skepticism.

Missing from these broad characterizations is any
meaningful reference to Moroccans as individuals with a
distinct personality, concrete biography, and purposeful
existence. My current oral history project of Moroccan
veterans of the French army is meant to address this
omission.34 Through dozens of interviews conducted
with Moroccan war veterans, most of whom enlisted
during the 1930s and fought in World War II, I intend to
reconstruct the collective biography of this group and
examine the validity of the colonial perceptions pre-
sented above.  While the full scope of that project ex-
ceeds the boundaries of this paper, some of my provi-
sional conclusions may provide a useful perspective on
this matter. Such is the case with respect to the reasons
that led young Moroccans of Middle Atlas tribal origins
to enlist in the French army.

When asked about their time in the French army,
nearly all my interviewees denied any quest for glory or
other warlike tendency. Their prime motivation was so-
cio-economic in nature; they regarded a military career
(“working for the French,” as virtually all veterans
would term it) to be their best if not their sole opportu-
nity to escape the poverty and deprivation in the Mo-
roccan countryside.  Recounting his enlistment as a gou-
mier in 1943, Timour Ali Oubassou35 speaks for many
other veterans when he says:   “I wanted to have money
and to escape misery and oppression. At the time I
knew that the world had been at war and that we would
be sent abroad where the war was more difficult. How

-

ever, I didn't have any other choice.”
Very few of the veterans I met and interviewed had

enlisted in the French army prior to the end of “pacifi-
cation” in 1934, and therefore encountered direct com-
bat against “dissidents.” Those who did tend to express
no particular feelings about the “job” they were assigned
to do. Having enlisted in 1926 and fought against the
Rifians in 1926, Saoudi Salah Ben Ibrahim36 recounts:

In 1933 and early 1934 I was involved in the war
against the Ait Baamran. They were less fierce than
the Rifians, although Moroccans like us. Fighting
amongst ourselves, we were executing orders and
trying to stay alive.

One should note in this respect that most rural Moroc-
cans (notably those of the Berberophone regions) had a
vague notion at best of collective “Moroccan” identity.
According to one veteran, Morabet Moha Ouala, prior
to his enlistment in the French army he had never been
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“in contact with Arabic-speaking Moroccans.”37 It is
also worth mentioning that many Moroccans who
served in the French army originated in communities
and families that had resisted fiercely the intrusion of
French colonialism and their incorporation within the
orbit of the protectorate. Indeed, the line separating
resistance and collaboration appears to have been very
fine, almost non-existent sometimes, as yesterday’s foe
became today’s friend. Best exemplifying this ambiguity
perhaps, was the switch made by Assou ou Ba Slam,
leader of the heroic struggle of the last factions of the
Ait ‘Atta at Bou Gafer (Jabel Saghro) in 1933, to qa’id
and loyal supporter of the Protectorate until its end in
1956.38

Assou ou Ba Slam’s loyalty to France manifested itself
during the last days of the Protectorate when he helped
save the life of a French AI officer who had been be-
sieged in his field bureau at Iknioun. This incident and
others that erupted throughout the Moroccan country-
side during the second half of 1955 marked the culmi-
nation of the brief nationalist uprising that resulted in
the French decision to terminate the Protectorate and
restore Moroccan independence. Torn between their
professional duty to their colonial master and their sym-
pathy to their brethrens fighting to free themselves were
thousands of Moroccan soldiers, many among whom
had fought for the liberation of France a decade earlier
and had just returned from a grueling tour of duty in
Indochina where they had been exposed to extensive
indoctrination efforts by the Vietminh.39

Most Moroccan soldiers remained in the service of
France and continued the exercise of their duties. A few,
however, deserted and joined the ranks of the Libera-
tion Army that staged a brief guerrilla campaign against
French targets during the last year of the Protectorate.40

Only a handful of the scores of veterans I interviewed
claimed to have joined the ranks of the resistance
movement, although many more declared (retrospec-
tively) sympathy for its cause and resentment at the re-
pressive actions undertaken against it by the French.

Conclusions: The Transformation of the Middle
Atlas

France’s departure from Morocco marked the end of
the Franco-Moroccan military relationship and sent
thousands of its former indigenous agents, military and
civilians alike, to retirement. For those who had found
their livelihood fighting for France, reintegration into
civil society often came with some difficulty since, as
one veteran put it, “people were against France and re-
jected anyone who had served France. People consid-
ered those who had worked for France to be traitors.
Even my wife used to think that way.”41 Faced with such

negative perceptions, retired Moroccan veterans have
tended to keep to themselves.

The overwhelming majority of veterans live in de-
plorable conditions. Aged, sick, frail, they pass the re-
maining years of their lives in poverty and purposeless-
ness, desperately reliant upon the assistance of their
offspring to survive. The medals and other citations
they earned as tokens of their heroism and loyalty, while
carefully guarded and proudly displayed in front of the
foreign visitor, can hardly make up for the insultingly
meager pensions and disability payments that the veter-
ans receive from France. It is hardly surprising, there-
fore, that the single common opinion on which virtually
all veterans seem to agree is that France has mistreated
them and ought to compensate them better for the sac-
rifices they made on its behalf.

The deplorable conditions of most veterans’ lives, a
painful contrast to the confident, healthy gaze emanat-
ing from their youthful pictures, can serve as a metaphor
to the transformation of their native communities of
Berberophone Middle Atlas tribes from virtual freedom
to forced integration within a centralized state structure.
As one poem recited among those rural, mountainous
dwellings states:

Could I but rub my cheeks with mud
Or be carried away into the hereafter in the fullness
of time
Now that cowards are supreme in the land of he-
roes42

The passage of the “heroic age” was the inevitable out-
come of the systemic and efficient French “pacifica-
tion” campaign of 1907-1934 that disarmed the tribes
and brought an end to their perpetual conflicts. Along
with the imposition of submission to the central gov

-

ernment (namely the Protectorate) came the paving of
roads and other infrastructure developments that made
their once isolated hamlets accessible and thus more
easily controllable from the outside. Those roads would
be used not only to stifle any future separatist attempt
by the region’s inhabitants,43 but also to attract its youth
to leave it amidst continued economic hardship in
search of a better future elsewhere in Morocco and in
recent times overseas.

The Moroccans who enlisted and fought within the
ranks of the French army during the 1930s and 1940s
were among the first Middle Atlas inhabitants to have
encountered the outside world and experienced first-
hand its lure and opportunities. Many demobilized sol-
diers declined to return to their native communities,
finding instead a second career as police agents and
permanent residence in special housing projects erected
by the French authorities during the late 1940s in Mo-
rocco’s largest cities, most notably Casablanca. Some
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veterans, whose post-military careers led them to other
parts of Morocco and the world, have chosen to retire
back to their Middle Atlas families to discover at the
twilight of their lives that their stories of courage and
sacrifice are often forgotten by a new generation for
whom the age of heroes is nothing more than a blurred
history.
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