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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis addresses the experience of male youth living in the rural Gharb region of 

northwestern Morocco through the lens of livelihood practices and aspirations. Drawing on three 

months of ethnographic research in seven rural communities, I use a spatio-temporal framework 

to explore how youth emerged as a relevant social category in the countryside, the current 

economic practices that constitute youth as a period of life, and the ways in which rural youth 

affectively relate to their own futures. I argue that processes of agrarian change, including land 

scarcity, shifting livelihood possibilities, and state economic reforms have transformed the 

spatial and temporal experiences of young people, with implications for youthhood, conceptions 

of rural identity, and notions of precarity. The combination of rising material expectations and 

structural limitations on feasible livelihoods have constituted youthhood as an enduring social 

category in the countryside. This process has pressured youth to engage in economic activities 

outside of their place of origin, marking an expansion of human mobility within Morocco. 

However, youth maintain close ties to their place of origin by engaging in itinerant labor patterns 

that are predicated on periodic returns to the community in which they grew up. The mobility of 

youth interacts with the emergence of other mobilities including flows of capital, commodities, 

and the spread of technologies such as smartphones that facilitate the re-spatialization of socio-

economic life and the blurring of urban/rural boundaries. At the same time, youth see these 

livelihood practices as insufficient to gain the capital necessary to transition to social adulthood 
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because of their precarious labor positionality. While the aspirations of young rural men 

demonstrate a deep connection to place and a normative desire to reproduce households in their 

villages of origin, youth articulate a disconnect between the livelihood practices they can access 

and the aspirations that they hold. The gap between material realities and imagined futures 

produces an atmosphere of affective precarity, as youth in the Gharb are deeply uncertain that 

structural pathways exist for them to build stable lives and become adult members of their 

communities. As a result, despite significant spatial mobility, youth experience a deep sense of 

temporal immobility as their future aspirations perpetually recede out of reach.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

“Youth have no interest in agriculture, and most of them want to go to cities. They see 

how their parents and grandparents struggle to farm and make a livelihood off their land – how 

can young people see this and want the same life?” In July 2018, I heard this while interviewing 

an elected representative of a lineage group with rights to collective land in the Gharb region, 

roughly 100 kilometers northeast of the capital city of Rabat. This was a familiar narrative to me 

after nearly eleven months of speaking with farmers from over 30 communities with collective 

land rights in the Gharb. As I interviewed farmers – who were primarily older men – I repeatedly 

heard about the difficulties that their sons and grandsons faced in finding stable livelihoods. 

Some emphasized that youth no longer had a connection with the land of their forefathers. Others 

stressed that youth wanted to migrate, either to cities or Europe. Many farmers believed that 

youth would sell their land once they inherited it because they didn’t earn their livelihood from 

the land. The common thread of these narratives was the general disinterest of young people in 

agricultural livelihoods, and their pursuit of other opportunities elsewhere. Clearly, many small 

farmers had normative thoughts about the challenges that rural youth face, but the nature of my 

research at the time excluded those who were not currently farming collective land. I was left 

with a series of questions. How have wider transformations in Moroccan society intertwined with 

processes of rural change and inter-generational livelihood shifts in the Gharb? What are young 

rural people doing to make a living, if not agriculture? And what are the implications of these 

changes for notions of being young and rural?  
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Over the past decade, there has been a resurgence of interest in rural youth in the Global 

South among both academics and development policy-makers. In this burgeoning literature, it is 

often claimed that young people have little interest in either working in agriculture or continuing 

practices of family farming (Giuliani et al. 2017; OECD 2018). At the same time, young people’s 

interest in agricultural work is framed as a key factor in determining the future of rural life 

around the world (White 2012). There have been a limited number of research projects on the 

issues that rural youth face in Morocco. Land scarcity has exacerbated inter-generational 

tensions over access to land, which is a primary factor in rural youth achieving the economic 

self-sufficiency necessary for their entrance into full social adulthood (Petit et al. 2017). Another 

study carried out in the Midelt region found that 54% of young men wanted to manage and 

expand their family farms, and that only about a third of young people were interested in 

migrating to cities (Giuliani et al. 2017). However, the integration of land into market systems as 

well as gendered and class-based opportunities structure which young people are able to take 

advantage of rapid transformations in the Moroccan countryside (Bossenbroek et al. 2015). I add 

to these material analyses by exploring the implications of livelihood shifts on the temporalities 

of life-courses, mobility, rural identity, and affective relations oriented towards the future. 

A significant literature on young people and youth-specific issues in the Middle East and 

North Africa (MENA) has emerged since the turn of the millennium, which tends to focus on the 

so-called ‘youth bulge’. Across the region, young people aged 15-29 years old made up 30.4% of 

the population in 2010, up from 26.9% in 1990 (Beck and Dyer 2016). Mainstream scholarship 

on youth and young people predominantly focused on macro-level analyses of demographic, 

economic, and political issues until the first decade of the 21st century (Baydoun et al. 2006; 
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Silver 2017). While some research emerged in the 2000s on MENA youth cultures, it was the 

eruption of the various protest movements labeled the ‘Arab Spring’ that reignited scholarly 

interest in young people as social and political actors in the region (Sanchez-Montijano and 

Garcia 2019). Despite this new attention to youth social dynamics, many analyses continue to 

focus on youth unemployment as a major factor contributing to political instability and frame 

young people as a threat to existing political structures (Ghanem 2016; Sayre and Youssef 2016). 

Herrera and Bayat (2010) note the tensions between juxtaposed visions of youth in the MENA 

region, arguing that “While often referred to as the builders of the future by the power elite, the 

young are also stigmatized and feared as ‘disruptive’ agents prone to radicalism and deviance” 

(p. 3). In addition, while the global rural population is expected to peak in 2020 at 3.5 billion 

people and decline to 2.9 billion by 2050, the MENA region is an exception with an expected 

rural population growth of 78 to 93 million people between 2010-2050 (Proctor and Lucchesi 

2012). Few studies in the MENA region have explicitly analyzed the experiences of rural youth. 

Where they have, the analysis has tended to focus on the implications for agricultural systems or 

rural politics, rather than youth as a social category.1 This necessitates increased attention to 

young rural people in the MENA in order to better understand the diversity of their experiences 

as youth across complex and differentiated rural spaces.

This project is sited in the Gharb – which means ‘the West’ in Arabic – a coastal plain 

located in northwestern Morocco that is bounded by the Rif and Middle Atlas mountain ranges to 

the north and east and the Maâmoura forest to the south. The Gharb is formed around the basin 

 
1 A recent example of this approach in North Africa is the 2015 special issue of Alternatives Rurales on rural youth, 

which includes articles on youth engagement with rural development projects (Ftouhi et al. 2015; Bachiri et al. 

2015), youth access to land (Bouzidi et al. 2015), and youth political mobilization (Chattou 2015; Kadiri and Errahj 

2015). 
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of the Sebou River, the second-largest river by volume in North Africa after the Nile. Over the 

course of the twentieth century, the Gharb witnessed dramatic and entangled transformations of 

social, ecological, political, and economic conditions. Before this period, socio-political life in 

the Gharb was organized around tribal confederacies that had varying degrees of connection to 

each other and the Sultan’s court. In terms of livelihoods, the dominant paradigm was 

transhumant pastoralism, although seasonal cultivation occurred in some areas and tribal groups 

maintained complex economic relationships with settled farmers and urban merchants in 

surrounding regions (Eickelman 1989; Guerin 2016). In the French imaginary, the Gharb was 

part of the so-called ‘granary of Rome’ even prior to the formal beginning of the colonial 

Protectorate in 1912 (Swearingen 1987; Davis 2007).2 As a result of its perceived potential for 

agricultural productivity, the Gharb was perhaps the pre-eminent site for the enactment of 

colonial modernity in rural Morocco. 

The colonial period in the Gharb was largely defined by the definition and enclosure of 

collective land, reshaping of the landscape through major dam projects, and socio-ecological 

shifts towards intensive agriculture. At the outset of the Protectorate, most land in rural Morocco 

was managed through customary law, which varied based on locale. In 1919, a royal decree 

prompted by the French colonial regime formally recognized collective land as a legal category 

of land ownership. In practice, this allowed for a vast process of expropriation, wherein the 

colonial administration mapped the land of a given lineage group, calculated that they only 

required 12-20 hectares per household, and claimed the remainder for the public domain 

 
2 French colonization of the Gharb arguably began in 1906, after the Treaty of Algeciras permitted French entities to 

purchase land in Morocco. The Compagnie Marocaine, an ostensibly private financial corporation backed by the 

French state, immediately seized the opportunity to purchase thousands of hectares from the Beni Ahcen (Guillen 

1965). 
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(Swearingen 1987). This initial process of land seizures was discursively driven by the idea that 

seasonal pastoralism was not a legitimate usage of land, and that these livelihood practices also 

led to environmental degradation (Davis 2007). As the colonial state and private colonists 

acquired more and more land in the Gharb, they enclosed former grazing land and transformed it 

into foreign-owned agricultural operations. Starting in the mid-1930s, the construction of large 

storage dams on the Sebou and its tributaries regulated seasonal flooding, which opened new 

lands for agricultural colonization in the coastal marshes (Swearingen 1987). By the 1950s, 

transhumant pastoralism had largely disappeared in the Gharb (Guerin 2016). 

When Morocco gained independence in 1956, roughly one-third of agricultural land in 

the Gharb remained under the collective land tenure regime (al-Ḍrīf 2017). The post-

independence regime maintained many colonial-era policies, including the land governance 

regime and a focus on hydro-infrastructure for agricultural development. However, there was a 

major shift to provide support for small farmers in the decades immediately following 

independence, which materially and discursively strengthened settled agriculture as a normative 

economic activity upon which rural people in the Gharb built their lives. In many communities 

with collective land in the Gharb, young men who got married would be granted five hectares of 

farmland to support an independent household. As most unallocated land began to run out by the 

1970s due to demographic growth, it has become more difficult for young people to form 

independent nuclear households, which has delayed marriage and contributed to a trend of 

extended families living together. Now, collective land fragments between each generation, as 

the inheritors of a plot of land divide it amongst themselves rather than gaining access to a new 

parcel of their community’s land. Land fragmentation has reached the point where in some areas, 



6 

 

including where I did my fieldwork, many people own plots of land that are too small to make 

farming worth the labor and cost of agricultural inputs. With the onset of structural adjustment in 

the early 1980s and the ending of most state support for small farmers in favor of prioritizing 

large agro-businesses, agrarian livelihoods have become increasingly untenable for new 

generations (Akesbi 2012; Faysse 2015). In this sense, the continuity of collective tenure 

structures, demographic growth, and state support for large-scale investment in agriculture has 

all contributed to the recent de-agrarianization of rural livelihoods in the Gharb.  

De-agrarianization is broadly defined as “a process producing social, material and 

biophysical conditions that are not conducive to the reproduction of agrarian and land-based 

livelihoods” (Hebinck 2018, p. 227). According to World Bank and FAO statistics, in 1985 

nearly half of Morocco’s economically active population worked in agriculture, which had fallen 

to 26% by 2010 (Hanieh 2013, p. 84). The process of de-agrarianization has taken place 

unevenly across geographic space and has gendered implications. From 1985-2010, the 

percentage of Moroccan men working in agriculture dropped from 41% to 18%, while for 

women it only declined from 68% to 49% (Ibid.). In the Gharb, I repeatedly heard that women 

are much more likely to be employed as waged agricultural laborers than men. De-

agrarianization has also arisen in conjunction with the industrialization of the countryside. In 

2012, the Moroccan government inaugurated the Atlantic Free Zone, a 345-hectare industrial 

free-trade zone that created 30,000 jobs in the central Gharb. These changes have played a major 

role in structuring the possibilities of local livelihoods, which has a disproportionate impact on 

young people still in the process of building their lives. 
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My research addresses the experience of male youth living in one part of Morocco’s 

highly variegated countryside through the lens of livelihood practices and aspirations. I argue 

that processes of agrarian change, including land scarcity, de-agrarianization, and shifts in state 

economic policy have re-temporalized and re-spatialized the experience of youth and youthhood 

in the Gharb region in recent decades. The combination of rising material expectations and 

structural limitations on the possibilities to make a living have constituted youth as a socially-

relevant stage of life in the rural Gharb, in effect re-temporalizing the rhythms of life courses in 

the local milieu. This has pressured youth to engage in income-generating activities outside of 

their place of origin, constituting an expansion of human mobility within Morocco. However, 

this does not neatly map onto discourses associated with urbanization, as youth maintain close 

ties to their place of origin. Furthermore, the itinerant labor patterns that in part constitute the 

experience of youthhood are also predicated on periodic returns to the community in which they 

grew up. The mobility of youth interacts with the emergence of other mobilities including flows 

of capital, commodities, and the spread of technologies such as smartphones, all of which 

contributes to the re-spatialization of socio-economic life and the blurring of urban/rural 

boundaries. At the same time, these livelihood practices are not seen to facilitate the transition to 

social adulthood because of embedded material precarities. While the aspirations of youth 

demonstrate a deep connection to place and highlight a desire to reproduce households in their 

villages of origin, youth articulate a disconnect between the livelihood practices they can access 

and the aspirations that they hold. This produces a deep sense of affective precarity, as youth in 

the Gharb are deeply uncertain that structural pathways exist to feasibly transition to social 

adulthood. 
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Theoretical Framework 

Time and space are central to my analysis. These are complicated concepts that have 

been addressed in a variety of ways by scholars and philosophers. Here, I am most interested in 

the social sense of being in time and the social experience of space. When I use the terms re-

temporalizing and re-spatializing, I mean shifts in how people conceive of and experience the 

sense of being in time and space, especially as related to their livelihoods and life-courses. These 

phenomena are both material and abstract, and exhibit complex interactions. As Nancy Munn 

(1992) observes, “In a lived world, spatial and temporal dimensions cannot be disentangled, and 

the two commingle in various ways” (p. 94). To give a more concrete example, as local 

agricultural work has become an increasingly unfeasible economic livelihood, many young 

people have itinerantly traveled to other urban or rural areas in search of economic opportunities. 

Partially as a result of their spatially-extended and unstable livelihoods, they have delayed 

getting married, which temporally extends the period of youthhood. By considering temporality 

and spatial relations, I seek to delve into the rhythms, life patterns, and social experience of rural 

youth within the course of their own lives. In doing so, I use a spatio-temporal analysis to bring 

together diverse theoretical literatures, especially scholarship on youth, rurality, and precarity. 

 

Youthhood 

‘Youth’ is a slippery, context-dependent label of analysis that has been deployed in a 

number of ways. For statistical purposes, the United Nations designates youth as people in the 

set age range from 15-24 while acknowledging “the operational definition and nuances of the 

term ‘youth’ often vary from country to country, depending on the specific socio-cultural, 
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institutional, economic and political factors.”3 Most scholars in the social sciences define youth 

as a socially constructed and contextual term, referring to individuals who are no longer children 

and have not yet reached adulthood (Lloyd 2005; Leavy and Smith 2010). Youth, in this sense, 

are “times-and-spaces of self-making” (Talburt and Lesko 2015, p. 172). Following this 

approach, I conceive of youth as a distinct social and temporal stage of the life-course 

characterized by life-building projects innately connected with transitions to social adulthood. 

‘Youthhood’ is imbued with potentiality – not only as a transitional period between adolescence 

and adulthood, but also because to be a youth means one has the potential to be an adult. By this, 

I mean that socio-cultural markers of adulthood and the material means to achieve these markers 

mediate who is categorized as a youth rather than an adult, in contradistinction to adolescents4 

who do not yet have this potential. Throughout Chapter 1, I trace the historical shifts in the 

Gharb that contributed to material barriers preventing many young people from easily 

transitioning to social adulthood, thereby producing youth as a relevant social category.  

The bulk of research focused on youth and youthfulness has emerged from sociology, 

although it has historically been heavily biased towards Britain and the United States (Bucholtz 

2002).5 There are two primary approaches that emerged out of this literature. First, echoing the 

materialist tendencies of political economy, the ‘transitional’ approach focuses on youth as a 

liminal life-stage in which young people gain the social and economic resources to transition to 

 
3 https://www.un.org/development/desa/youth/what-we-do/faq.html 
4 There is a rich anthropological literature on adolescence (e.g. Mead 1928; Turner 1967; Davis and Davis 1989; 

Condon 1990; Schlegel and Hewlett 2011), but I see youth as a distinct phenomenon related to the varied re-

temporalizations of life-courses imbricated with the project of modernity. 
5 Suad Joseph asserts that anthropologists displayed little interest in Arab children and youth until the Arab Spring, 

in part because “Arab societies tend not to separate out children and youth socially” (Joseph 2013, p. 117). In 

reviewing the recent anthropological literature, I found that despite an increase in studies of youth over the past 

decade, most anthropologists use youth to explore another theoretical issue, rather than rigorously theorizing youth 

as a social category. 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/youth/what-we-do/faq.html
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adulthood (Silver 2017). The transition of youth into adulthood is not necessarily linear, but 

rather “contingent and linked to complex interactions between individual decisions, opportunity 

structures, and social pathways with more or less institutionalized guidelines and regulations” 

(Heinz 2009). In contrast, youth studies emerged in the 1980s to analyze the cultures and sub-

cultures developed in order to practice what I will refer to here as ‘youthhood,’ meaning the 

practices, norms, and behaviors that constitute being a youth. As Leavy and Smith (2010) note, 

“young people do have agency and are also current members of society, not just citizens of the 

future, and are in a state of being and not just becoming” (p. 5). Both approaches can provide 

useful frameworks to further knowledge about the experience of being a youth, but the former 

tends to focus on issues of livelihoods, employment, and political economic arrangements, while 

the latter approach is typically used to analyze socio-cultural practices. In Chapter 2, I address 

the economic practices of rural youth in the Gharb, which I argue are key to understanding the 

local experience of youth as a stage of life, as opposed to a set age category. 

Most studies on youth exhibit an urban bias, which fails to account for the specific issues 

that rural youth face today (Bennell 2007; White 2012; Wyn and White 2015). The 

marginalization of rural experiences in academic research on youth can perhaps be attributed to a 

lingering notion that “‘Youth’ as a social category, as collective agents, is an essentially modern, 

indeed, urban phenomenon” (Bayat 2010, p. 30). In a broader sense, the emergence of youth as 

an analytical category is connected to the uneven global trend of prolonged transitions to 

adulthood (Wyn and Dwyer 1999; Woodman and Bennett 2015). Across the Arab world, the 

average age of first marriage has increased by five years since 1980 (Piven 2010). Some scholars 

argue that urban Arab citizens began to experience longer periods of education, delayed entry 
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into the labor force, and later marriages before rural residents, which likely contributed to the 

urban bias of research on youth (Baydoun 2006; Meijer 2000). In Morocco, the average age of 

marriage for rural residents in 1960 was 17.2 years old for women and 23.8 for men. By 2000, it 

had changed to 25.7 for women and 29.9 for men (Haute Commissariat au Plan 2004, p. 147). 

Clearly this is a significant change in the life-course, but there is a dearth of research on the ways 

in which rural youth experience re-temporalization processes related to the rhythm of their own 

life. In Chapter 3, I use aspirations as a lens to explore the ways youth conceive of transitions to 

social adulthood and affectively relate to their futures. 

 

Rurality 

Lay discourses of the rural clearly identify the relevant unit of analysis – the countryside 

as a place (Woods 2005). In scholarship and policy, this is what Bell (2007) has referred to as the 

‘first rural,’ meaning a spatio-material notion of the rural as a mappable space defined by 

population density that exists in contradistinction to the urban. The first rural is closely related to 

what other scholars have referred to as a functional or descriptive approach to rurality (Halfacree 

1993; Woods 2011). In this sense, the rural is seemingly self-evident - like Justice Stewart’s 

threshold for obscenity, most people know the rural when they see it, or at least feel comfortable 

categorizing some people, places, and processes as rural. While this framework paints a clear 

picture of what rural space is, it fails to capture the diverse constellation of rural phenomena 

studied by scholars, which has been heightened by the complex and differentiated impact of a 

variety of spatialized processes, from colonialism to globalization. 
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The scholarship on the relationship between second-wave globalization and rural space is 

illustrative of the evolution of related theoretical conceptions of space. In order to address the 

differentiated and uneven ways in which globalization has penetrated and transformed rural 

places, scholars moved away from seeing space and place as fixed entities. Instead, they are 

dynamic products of the relations between processes, practices, and constitutive elements 

(Massey 2004; Woods 2007). The ‘relational approach’ has had two major impacts on 

reformulating the ways in which scholars consider rural space. First, it broke down the human-

nature dichotomy to consider all elements as “equal components within a network, each with a 

capacity to change outcomes through their participation or non-participation” (Woods 2011, p. 

41). Second, this approach reconceptualized space to be a product of relations, rather than the 

context in which relational interactions occur (Massey 2005; Wylie 2007).  

Other scholars have focused on the processes that make up rural life. As Rigg (2019) 

notes, “Scholars - often impelled by the empirical realities of rural living - have moved away 

from seeing the rural (and urban) as a set of traits but rather see the rural as formed and deformed 

by an array of processes, economic and social, with spatial implications” (p. 63). To see rurality 

as an array of processes, rather than a set of traits, is to move beyond the descriptive and to 

grapple with the ways in which the entrance and departure of different processes reformats what 

is rural. At the same time, when global processes enter rural spaces and impact rural people, they 

are in turn deformed and reshaped into something recognizable, but with new features. For 

instance, we do not talk about development in rural areas, we say rural development. Scholars do 

not talk about capitalism in agriculture, they say agrarian capitalism. We still recognize these 

processes as ‘development’ and ‘capitalism’, but they form a distinct analytical category because 
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of the ways they are reshaped by local rural contexts. In this sense, the indeterminate encounters 

between larger processes and local spaces reveal the “histories that develop through 

contamination” (Tsing 2015, p. 29).  

Tracing the contours, ambiguities, and contradictions that arise from a critical analysis of 

‘the rural’ in its multiple expressions thus serves as a nexus through which I explore intersections 

between the material and the abstract, local expressions of global processes, state-society 

relations, and the ways in which people practice rural life. My goal here is to consider some of 

the factors constituting rurality relevant to my own study, as well as how the complex encounters 

between them give insight into the nature of contemporary change related to rurality in Morocco. 

Broadly speaking, the literature on land, labor, and livelihoods in rural places has been 

dominated by materialist approaches influenced by Marxian thought – one aspect of what Ortner 

(2016) refers to as “dark anthropology”. Power dynamics and the expansion of capitalist 

accumulation are critical to understanding how rural life and livelihoods have reached the current 

juncture in time, not just in Morocco but around the world. However, I aim to expand on 

materialist analyses by incorporating notions of identity, sense of place, and shifting 

conceptualizations of rural youthhood. A careful examination of social and economic practices 

prompts us to consider how the indeterminate encounter between the localized expressions of 

global processes, people’s behavior, and the future orientations of individuals come together to 

produce surprising results. 

If rurality is such a slippery and ambiguous concept, why do we continue to consider it a 

salient category for describing and delineating the world? First, many governments, including 

Morocco’s, formally distinguish between rural and urban areas through administrative 
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demarcations and enact differentiated governing policies along this binary. Second, people 

continue to use ‘rural’ as an identity marker, closely linked to following “a rural way of life” 

(Woods 2005). In Chapter 1, I trace different moments of encounter between processes, 

institutions, and people to demonstrate how local elements of rural development and agrarian 

capitalism in Morocco have resulted in de-agrarianization and rising material barriers for youth 

to find stable livelihoods. In Chapter 2, I further explore notions of rural identity from the 

perspective of youth that travel to cities for work, highlighting the implications of mobility and 

encounters with urban ways of life. However, despite these encounters – or perhaps because of 

them – the youth with whom I spoke continue to aspire to permanently return to their place of 

origin and start an independent household, which I address in Chapter 3.  

 

Precarity 

 Over the past decade, precarity has emerged as an important scholarly framework for 

considering the positionality of people and their labor in contemporary varieties of capitalism 

(e.g. Butler 2004; Butler 2009; Berlant 2011; Puar 2012; Povinelli 2016). Succinctly put, 

precarity is “life without the promise of stability” (Tsing 2015, p. 2). Han (2018) divides the 

anthropological literature on precarity between material analyses “tightly bound to 

transformations of labor and the welfare state under conditions of globalization” and more 

abstract explorations of precariousness as a “common ontological condition of exposure and 

interdependency” (p. 331). In addition, some scholars see precarity as different from earlier 

notions like vulnerability. Following Rigg et al. (2016), I view material precarity as produced by 

more recent shifts in political economies, whereas vulnerability results from historical 



15 

 

marginality. In Chapter 1, I trace various processes and related narratives of rural change in the 

Gharb, one aspect of which is the shift from subsistence to commercial livelihoods. This 

transformation is part of a broader shift from the historical vulnerability of peasant production to 

the precarious positionality of small-holder agriculture embedded within global markets. 

With regard to material precarity, Standing (2011) has proposed a class-in-the-making he 

terms “the precariat,” a portmanteau of precarious and proletariat. He defines the precariat as a 

socio-economic group characterized by temporary labor statuses, weakened job or employment 

security, the lack of a work-based identity, and the absence of “social contract relationships of 

the proletariat, whereby labour securities were provided in exchange for subordination and 

contingent loyalty” (Standing 2011, p. 14). Ronaldo Munck (2013), in perhaps the most 

prominent refutation of applying the notion of precarity to the Global South, argues that precarity 

does not capture a new phenomenon, but rather is a Euro-centric term that ignores a long 

genealogy in the South of marginality, informality, and social exclusion. He asserts that precarity 

has found resonance in the North because of the erosion of the Keynesian welfare state, and that 

“there is little cognisance that the type of work described by the term ‘precarity’ has always been 

the norm in the global South” (Ibid., p. 752). While this is an important critique, I do believe 

there is a qualitative difference between the marginalization of subsistence peasants and the 

precarious status of small farmers producing for markets on land that fragments from generation 

to generation, which I address in Chapter 2. In addition, Munck works from a strictly materialist 

perspective and thus fails to account for two key aspects of precarity: reformulations of teleology 

and affective shifts. 
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 Scholars grappling with the notion of precarity have often commented on how it reshapes 

temporality and teleology. Tsing (2015) writes “Thinking through precarity changes social 

analysis. A precarious world is a world without teleology.” In this sense, precarity speaks to a 

contemporary feeling that we are no longer in a time of progression. Ridout and Schneider 

(2012) gesture toward how precarity transforms relations between the past, present, and future, 

arguing that “precarity is life lived in relation to a future that cannot be propped securely upon 

the past. Precarity undoes a linear streamline of temporal progression and challenges ‘progress’ 

and ‘development’ narratives on all levels” (p. 5). In this view, precarity is not merely a set of 

material conditions or labor characteristics, but also a collective feeling of uncertainty oriented 

towards the future – in other words, a shrinking of the horizon of the future. 

 I do not fully agree with those who claim that precarity has done away with teleology 

altogether. Rather, it is linear teleology that no longer makes sense. Teleology has long been 

conflated with a deterministic view of historical progression imbued with notions of unending 

progress, which has been rightfully critiqued in the social sciences. However, following Bryant 

and Knight (2019), I am more interested in “an open-ended, indeterminate teleology concerned 

with the practices and orders of everyday life” (p. 17). As humans, we relate to and plan for the 

future in a variety of ways that exhibit different paces, rhythms, and longevity. Youth from Dar 

Gueddari and the surrounding area have clear aspirations oriented towards specific teleological 

goals, namely transitioning to adulthood and producing a household in their place of origin. The 

issue is that they feel deeply uncertain about the path between their current position and these 

future goals. In Chapter 3, I explore the affective atmospheres in which youth produce and 

maintain precarious imaginations of their future and perceive the transition to social adulthood. 
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Methodology 

This project is based on roughly three months of fieldwork carried out over the summer 

of 2019, building on 14 months of previous fieldwork in the Gharb from 2015-2018. In terms of 

methods, I relied on a mix of participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and collective 

interviews. My primary research population was male youth from the town of Dar Gueddari and 

six nearby villages. I also include ethnographic data from rights-holders to collective land, who 

were often the fathers or grandfathers of the youth in my study. In addition, I conducted a series 

of interviews with a variety of government officials at relevant state agencies. These different 

populations and the research methods I used with them produced data that I draw on for each 

aspect of my broader argument. While the focus is on the experiences of rural youth, the 

perspectives of older generations provide an additional angle through which to analyze processes 

of agrarian transformation based on how people that lived through these periods of change 

narrativize it. Interviews with government officials are key to understanding facets of state-

society relations and facilitated access to specific data and government studies that are not 

publicly available. These supplemental interviews give greater context to the structural elements 

that shape the potential range of livelihood choices for rural youth. 

 

Research Site(s) 

My primary research site was the municipality6 of Dar Gueddari, a town of 6,643 

residents located near the center of the Gharb region. I chose this research site for four reasons. 

First, it reflects the heterogeneity of labor possibilities in the region. In terms of agriculture, 

 
6 Administratively speaking, Dar Gueddari is a commune urbaine, but all research participants and government 

officials considered it to be a rural place, speaking to the complexities of categorizing the rural. 
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nearby farms are of varying sizes and include collective land, private property, state land rented 

out to agro-business, and agrarian reform cooperatives. These farms produce cash crops such as 

sugar, as well as a mix of staple grains, fruits, and vegetables for household usage, local markets, 

and urban wholesale. These characteristics, along with the presence of local businesses in town, 

a major sugar processing facility, and the nearby Atlantic Free Trade Zone provide some 

alternative livelihood possibilities to youth that are less accessible to youth from other areas in 

the Gharb. Second, there is a weekly market where farmers from the surrounding area bring their 

produce in, which allowed me to meet farmers and their sons from nearby villages, most of 

which farm on collective land. Third, collective land near the town was titled in 2018, and so 

rights-holders to collective land have begun thinking through the implications of legal land 

sales.7 Finally, I have conducted research in this town in the past, so I already had a modest 

network of contacts, including heads of households and local government officials, which 

allowed me to quickly begin research during my relatively short period of fieldwork. 

 
7 Since 1919, it has been illegal for those with rights to collective land to sell it to non-members of the lineage group 

with rights to the land, with the exception of eminent domain. See Balgley (2019) for an in-depth discussion of the 

ramifications of current efforts to title and privatize collective land in the Gharb. 
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Figure 1. The Gharb region 

 

I considered anonymizing my research sites but decided against doing so for two main 

reasons. First, the particular features that make Dar Gueddari an ideal fieldsite for my project 

also make it inherently recognizable. The context, history, and surrounding environmental 

characteristics of the town are vital to understanding both local processes of rural transformation 

as well as the livelihood trajectories of young rural men living there, including its proximity to 

an industrial free trade zone and sugar factory, the existence of mixed tenure systems on 

surrounding farmland, and its location on the banks of a tributary river with insufficient water for 

irrigation. Second, anonymizing a research site is primarily done for the protection of the 

participants in the study. In Morocco, the main actor whom researchers are concerned about with 
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regards to the ethics of protecting research populations is the Ministry of the Interior. However, I 

received official research clearance from the Ministry of the Interior, and so they were already 

aware of exactly where I was working while conducting research. I strongly suspect that my 

activities, at least in public areas, were closely observed and recorded by agents of the Interior. 

With this in mind, I use pseudonyms and refrain from specifying particular villages in order to 

protect the identities of my interlocutors. 

Prior to arriving, I had planned on living in my research site, as this is a key part of the 

ethnographic process. However, when I discussed the possibility of living in Dar Gueddari with a 

close interlocutor and explained that I was looking for a private, furnished residence, he told me 

that it would be better to rent an apartment in the nearby city of Kenitra. Part of the issue was 

that I conducted research in the summer, which I discovered was the worst time to rent in this 

town for two reasons. First, many people from Dar Gueddari return in the summer for various 

reasons, from helping their family with agriculture to participating in life events such as holidays 

and weddings. Second, the flow of income is highest in the summer, especially given the timing 

of Eid this year. Since people had relatively more cash, they were under less pressure to rent out 

space if they were not already inclined to do so. In this sense, the temporality of my research 

timing in terms of the season played a role in shaping my own possibilities for finding a 

residence, articulating with the temporal and seasonal factors that play a major role in structuring 

social and economic life in this area. 

While living in Kenitra did create some barriers to conducting ethnographic research, it 

was also helpful in facilitating other aspects of my data gathering process. Notably, the regional 

irrigation authority is in Kenitra, so I was able to easily visit that agency for interviews, which 



21 

 

was particularly helpful given the Kafkaesque process of dealing with the Moroccan 

bureaucracy. In addition, I was only 30 minutes by train from the central ministries in Rabat and 

an hour and a half from Sidi Kacem, the capital of the province in which Dar Gueddari is 

located. People from Dar Gueddari also frequently visited Kenitra, as it is only 40 minutes away 

by taxi, so I was able to participate in some aspects of their social lives that took place outside of 

the town. Depending on the week and whether I was focusing on local fieldwork or visiting 

government agencies, I typically spent 3-6 days a week in Dar Gueddari or nearby villages. I 

would often spend the night at one of my interlocutor’s homes, which made living in Kenitra a 

comfortable compromise between engaging in ethnographic fieldwork, conducting interviews 

with government officials, and gathering documents from relevant state agencies. 

In addition to Dar Gueddari, I also carried out fieldwork in six nearby villages. Each 

village is made up of one primary lineage group which has rights to a specific area of collective 

land, a key criterion for my study, but each of these communities have different amounts of land 

and households farmed plots of varying sizes. In part, I chose these locations for logistical 

reasons, as they were close to local transportation stops, a major concern when carrying out 

multi-sited fieldwork without personal transportation. However, they also facilitated a 

comparative approach to local agricultural conditions. These seven locations represent the end of 

state-run irrigation along the local river – that is, the furthest village could always rely upon 

receiving water from the state irrigation system, while Dar Gueddari did not reliably receive 

irrigation in drought years. At the same time, social, economic, and political life for this whole 

area was centered on Dar Gueddari, as it hosts the weekly market, is the site for local 
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administration, and is where most cafes are located, the primary gathering place for men outside 

of the home. 

 

Sample Population 

The target population for this project is men from my seven research sites with rights to 

collective land who are unmarried, never previously married, older than 18, and not heads of 

their own households. Youthhood is a socially constructed status, and although development 

reports usually address people in a specific age range, such as 15-24 or 18-29, this does not 

capture the specific stage of life in which I am interested. For example, a 20-year-old who is 

married, has children, and provides for a household does not occupy the same social position as a 

32-year-old who is unmarried and lives with their parents. The gendered nature of land access 

and agricultural work is well-documented, but I focused on men for two reasons. First, unlike 

women, there is a local expectation that men must establish a stable income in order to transition 

to full social adulthood. Secondly, gender norms in the region make it difficult for me to conduct 

interviews with young women. Given my positionality as an unmarried male American 

researcher, it is obviously inappropriate to intentionally violate important social norms in the 

course of my research. Since I carried out my fieldwork over the summer and because Eid al-

Adha occurred in August, I was able to interview some youth from the area who were not 

currently residing there as they returned home for the holidays. In terms of variance among youth 

as a segment of my research population, I primarily sampled for range of main livelihood 

activity. While I will later discuss some of the complexities and problematics in disaggregating 

income-generating activities, in general this range addressed work on family farms, non-local 
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agricultural labor, local and non-local industrial labor, construction, transportation, herding and 

livestock, and government employment. 

In addition to women, there are several other groups absent from my research. First, 

while I did speak with some youth who had returned for the holidays, I was unable to incorporate 

most youth who had left the local area on either a permanent or temporary basis that did not 

return over the summer. This introduces a natural bias into the research findings; since I did not 

speak with anyone who had chosen to permanently migrate away from the local area, I cannot 

address the prevalence or significance of that phenomenon. Second, I did not seek out youth who 

are engaged in illicit livelihood activities. While drinking alcohol and smoking hashish is 

widespread and would frequently occur in my presence, my interlocutors deliberately and 

explicitly prevented me from encountering le biznas, as local dealers are called. Many of my 

research participants viewed these people as immoral and dangerous, and my sense was that they 

felt a responsibility for both my own safety as well as the narratives that I heard from community 

members. I did have the opportunity to speak with two young men involved in illicit economies, 

both of whom requested that I not include them in my research. I believe that illicit economies 

play a role, perhaps even an important one, in the lives of local youth. However, I cannot address 

this from the perspective of those most deeply involved in these livelihood practices. Finally, 

because I consider marriage to be one of the primary practices through which youth transition 

into adulthood, I did not include young divorced men into my study. 
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Methods 

The methods I used to gather data can be broadly divided between participant 

observation, collective interviews, and semi-structured life history interviews that focused on 

education and labor. All of my communication during fieldwork was carried out in Moroccan 

Arabic. I went to the local market, attended weddings and funerals, went out into the fields, 

traveled with young people to local sites and other cities, talked with people as they worked, and 

shared meals with the families who were kind enough to host me. In short, the minutiae of daily 

life. In addition, I assisted with – or perhaps more accurately, got in the way of – various types of 

local agricultural labor, including repairing irrigation canals, weeding, watching livestock, and 

spreading fertilizer. Like most men in Dar Gueddari, I spent much of my time sitting in cafes, 

watching soccer games and conversing with a variety of people. The café forms a third space par 

excellence in Morocco, where most adult men and youth spend their afternoons and evenings, 

and so the cafes that I frequented became the locus for much of my participation in the male 

experience of social life in Dar Gueddari. 

I carried out several different types of interviews throughout my fieldwork process as 

well. First, I conducted three collective interviews with a total of 21 rights-holders to collective 

land, who are heads of households from three of the local lineage groups from my fieldsites. 

These interviews focused on their perceptions of the primary issues related to local agriculture 

and livelihoods, their relationships with state agencies such as the irrigation authority and the 

Ministry of the Interior, and their perspectives on the situation of local youth. I also carried out 

individual semi-structured interviews with 14 rights-holders from all the different local lineage 

groups, which covered similar topics, as well as their livelihoods, local shifts related to rural life, 
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and their perceptions of inter-generational change. I supplemented these perspectives by 

interviewing 19 government officials at a variety of relevant agencies, including the local 

authorities, the Ministry of the Interior, the irrigation authority, and the Ministry of Agriculture. 

These interviews focused on how officials viewed local residents in the context of their own 

work, as well as how government actors perceived shifts related to livelihoods in the Gharb. 

Through these interviews, I sought to gain the perspectives of a variety of local and non-local 

agents on the processes of rural change over time, which I analyze in Chapter 1. 

Finally, in addition to socializing and participating in the lives of local youth, I also 

conducted 20 life history interviews with youth from different lineage groups that focused on 

employment and labor, attempting to sample for range of experience. These interviews would 

last between 40 minutes and two hours, and usually occurred in local cafes. I included youth that 

fit the aforementioned research criteria, who were aged 19-32 and have participated in a diverse 

range of local and non-local livelihood activities. My analysis of youth economic practices in 

Chapter 2 is primarily based on these interviews. After asking about people’s history with 

education and labor, I then turned to asking them about their aspirations and future life goals. 

This part of the interview also related to their connections to their place of origin and sense of 

identity. The responses of youth to the latter part of these life history interviews form the bulk of 

my data in Chapter 3. 

 

Positionality 

Since this project is heavily reliant on qualitative data gathered from interviews and 

participant observation, it is important to draw out some of the implications of my own 
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positionality as a researcher. Specifically, I want to address some of the privileges I encountered 

as a white, male, American citizen, as well as the ways in which different research participants 

perceived me and the implications of these views on the data I gathered. In terms of privilege as 

an American citizen, I was granted access to government bureaucracies in a way that I know 

Moroccans do not typically experience, which greatly facilitated my ability to carry out 

interviews with officials and obtain non-public documents. As a white man negotiating a society 

that is still deeply imbued with patriarchal norms and colonial legacies, I never had to fight for 

respect in the way that I know many of my female or non-white colleagues unfortunately are 

required to do so. These privileges eased my way through the fieldwork process, and perhaps 

allowed me to gather proportionately more data during this short period of research than a 

scholar who faces greater barriers due to gender and racial power dynamics. 

At the same time, my positionality also impacted the data that I gathered from both 

government officials and local people. In terms of government agents, I usually found that they 

would initially present a rose-tinted vision of development in the countryside, which I read as 

performing to an American researcher as they sometimes seemed unsure of my positionality vis-

à-vis the U.S. government. While I was clear that I was a student carrying out a university-

supported research project, many of the officials I spoke with also work with U.S. development 

officials and would occasionally make references that my work was in some way connected with 

U.S. government policies. I always pushed back on this to be clear about my own position, but in 

some interviews it took me additional time to convince officials to depart from official narratives 

and discuss their personal perspectives on rural change. Ultimately, I believe that it was my 

language abilities that most significantly ameliorated this situation, as the informality of 
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conversing in the Moroccan dialect allowed me to engage with officials in a way that I suspect 

they would not do so in French. 

In terms of my interactions with local people in Dar Gueddari and the surrounding 

milieu, I repeatedly found that they believed I was affiliated with either the U.S. government or a 

development agency. While I clarified in every interview that I was only a student and could 

make no guarantees that my research would have any material impact on the lives and 

livelihoods of local people, I do not think that they fully believed me. In terms of data gathering, 

this did facilitate my access – people were happy to speak with me, not only because it was a 

change of pace, but also because they believed that I had some power to improve their lives. 

While it is true that I had privileged access to Moroccan decision-makers and drew on this to 

share the experiences and concerns of local people with some policy-makers, I know this is not 

what local people had in mind. In addition, this raises the question of the extent and the ways in 

which people shaped their narratives on livelihood, rural change, and development issues in a 

performative sense, with the belief that this would result in some future benefit. I attempted to 

deal with this by clarifying as much as possible exactly what I could and could not do in relation 

to the data I gathered in the course of fieldwork, and by comparing myself to Moroccan graduate 

students and the research they conduct. 

 

Limitations 

There are a number of limitations to this study, most notably that it is a fairly small 

sample. By no means do I claim that this research is representative of the Gharb region as a 

whole or the youth who are from there; the local particularities and unique characteristics of Dar 
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Gueddari and its surrounding milieu structure the choices and potentials for local youth to make 

a living. I sought to include local variance by sampling for range of youth livelihood experiences 

in my life history interviews, and I will later discuss how this interweaves with local socio-

economic disparities. However, at its core, this is a qualitative study – I cannot make claims 

related to prevalence or causality, and instead focus on identifying trends and the ways in which 

processes function. Given that I was primarily interested in the lived experiences of rural youth, 

the deep immersion built into an ethnographic methodology was the best way to gather data on 

both the material practices and affective experiences of youth Without retreading the well-worn 

ground of the limitations of small-sample qualitative research, I do want to elucidate some of the 

temporal and spatial limitations built into this study. 

As I previously addressed, my fieldwork was carried out over three months in the 

summer, and this temporality has numerous implications for the data that I gathered. First, more 

people originally from Dar Gueddari are present in the summer, either because they come home 

for holidays and the wedding season, or because they return to assist their families during the 

harvest. This provided me with opportunities to speak with people who may not have been 

physically present at a different time. Second, the summer is when most households have the 

greatest income, largely due to the harvest, but also because it is when weddings occur, with the 

entailed economic activity, and in some cases family members who have migrated bring back 

commodities which can be sold in local markets. This is not true of all economic activities, but in 

general the summer is a time of economic ease, relatively speaking. 

In addition, since I arrived shortly after the sugar harvest, the primary cash crop of the 

region, people also had more time to spend talking with me, which would not have been the case 
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if they were busy working in the fields as is the case during the late spring and early fall. While 

this had benefits, because I was only able to conduct fieldwork during one part of the year, it is 

readily apparent that my data gathering efforts cannot capture the full cycle of local livelihood 

activities throughout the year. Finally, given that this is a historically productive agricultural 

region, it is worth pointing out that this research took place within one climatic year. A 

significant amount of local household income remains predicated on agricultural production, 

which in turn fuels other local economic activities. The agricultural year in which I carried out 

my fieldwork had lower than average rainfall, which meant that some local farmers had 

diminished access to irrigation, since the nearby storage dams were not full. As a result, stress 

over seasonal water scarcity during this period of fieldwork could impact the findings of this 

study. 

Aside from time, there are also spatial limitations to this study beyond merely that my 

specific research sites are not fully representative of the Gharb region in its entirety. In an ideal 

world, I would have traveled with young people as they engaged in mobile livelihood activities 

in addition to carrying out fieldwork in their place of origin. However, given the temporal 

constraints to my fieldwork period, I focused on conducting fieldwork in Dar Gueddari and the 

surrounding villages. During this process, I experienced the abrupt departure of some people 

who I regularly saw during my fieldwork, later finding out that they had left in search of new 

livelihood opportunities. This speaks to the social displacement that occurs as people leave one 

place for another. Despite my choice to constrain my fieldsites to the aforementioned seven 

locations, the places that youth have gone to labor formed a ghostly presence throughout my data 

gathering process as different people mentioned the same cities and regions that they had 
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previously worked in again and again. As a result, I have relied on their narrations of their 

movement to search out new livelihoods and labor opportunities and cannot add any direct 

observations to complete or contest what they told me on this topic. 

 

Chapter Synopses 

In Chapter 1, I investigate the ways in which people articulate their understandings of the 

past to explain their present moment in time. In particular, I focus on multi-scalar shifts in 

Morocco’s political economy with ramifications on local livelihoods. Throughout this chapter, I 

explore processes of agrarian change to explicate the accumulated habitus of life in the rural 

Gharb, and the development of structural barriers to youth transitions into adulthood. These 

barriers primarily consist of growing land scarcity and the decline of state support for small-scale 

agriculture in the Gharb, which has limited the possibilities for making a living through farming. 

After a relatively brief period in the post-independence era when the state apparatus created 

some opportunities for socio-economic mobility, structural adjustment and privatization have 

curtailed opportunities for most young people to find stable livelihoods in their place of origin, 

which has delayed marriage and produced youth as an enduring social category in the Gharb. 

In Chapter 2, I focus on the mobilities of youth labor practices to highlight processes of 

re-spatialization that are embedded in the contemporary experience of youthhood. Class, 

education, and gender all play a role in structuring which youth are able to access particular 

employment opportunities. As a result, the dominant paradigm of rural youth labor in the area 

around Dar Gueddari is characterized by high levels of mobility and precarious labor 

positionality. The economic practices that in part define the period of youthhood thus extend the 
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reproduction of rural households into non-local rural and urban spaces. In turn, these experiences 

prompt new negotiations over notions of rural identity, particularly for youth that spend extended 

periods of time in cities. 

In Chapter 3, I use the lens of youth aspirations to demonstrate shifting notions of place 

attachment that have temporal implications. Youth aspirations are oriented towards reproducing 

independent households in their place of origin, thereby demonstrating continued connection to 

place despite mobile livelihood practices. By analyzing these aspirations, I address points of 

continuity and disjuncture in how people of different generations produce attachment to place. In 

addition, I draw on the notion of teleoaffects to emphasize the disarticulation of the current 

practice of youthhood with the very futures to which youth aspire. This gap produces an 

experience of affective precarity, which emerges in conjunction with the material precarities 

experienced by youth from the rural Gharb. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



32 

 

CHAPTER 1: A TIME AND PLACE FOR AGRARIAN CHANGE 

 

In early July, I was staying at the home of Nofel, an elected representative of one of the 

local lineage groups with rights to collective land.8 He knew I was interested in land and 

agricultural issues and had agreed to let me accompany him while he worked on his fields. We 

woke up an hour before dawn, and quickly stopped in town for coffee and breakfast before 

setting out into the fields surrounding Dar Gueddari. On our walk out to his plot of land, I asked 

him about local priorities regarding agricultural development. He replied that water is the key 

issue – only people who are close to the river can use it to irrigate, since most local farmers 

cannot afford the multiple motors to pump water far away from the river. Nofel added that the 

state needed to give support to local people, because increasing agricultural productivity would 

benefit the whole nation. He emphasized, then and later in the day, that small local farmers can 

only plant and harvest one crop a year, but on farms with state support and drip irrigation they 

get two or three crops. In his words, “Their land is always working.”  

On the way, we ran into a young man on the path next to a horse-drawn cart, who was 

harvesting the scrubby thistles9 that grew in scraggly patches along the packed dirt road. Nofel 

stopped me to say, “Look at him, meskin,10 he needs to gather snails just to get a little money for 

his family.” We continued on our way, and after a short walk arrived at Nofel’s plot of land, 

which was roughly three-quarters of a hectare in size. It was about a month after the annual 

 
8 According to statutory law governing collective land, each community is responsible for selecting or electing one 

or more representatives to serve as a link to the Ministry of the Interior. In the Gharb, there are typically between 

one and eight representatives for each community, who are prominent community members. 
9 Snails cluster on the thistles, and are used to make a soup called babouche, a popular and low-cost street food in 

Morocco. 
10 Meskin is a word with many contextual meanings in Moroccan Arabic but can roughly be translated as ‘poor guy’ 

– in this case, it carries connotations of poverty and marginalization. 
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harvest and short stalks of sugarcane, a perennial crop, were beginning to regrow in even rows. 

At the edge of the field, there was a large mound of compost that Nofel had purchased from the 

local sugar factory. It was dark brown, clumpy, and had orange and white mold growing 

throughout it, emitting an earthy scent tinged with a sour hint of rot. He took the shovel we 

brought and began spreading it in the field. I offered to help, but he laughed and gently refused, 

saying he only brought one shovel. I asked about the fertilizer and he explained to me that after 

the factory finished extracting sugar from the cane, they resold the decomposing detritus back to 

farmers. It used to be free, but after the factory was privatized in the 1980s they began charging 

for this fertilizer. After a short while, two older men came with a horse-drawn cart and 

pitchforks, and they started loading up the fertilizer to spread on the field. Nofel introduced them 

as ‘cousins,’ meaning fellow members of his extended lineage group, and we chatted briefly. 

Nofel joked with one of them about their lack of education, but quickly added, “Even those who 

are illiterate, who don’t know anything else, still know agriculture. Farming is something we 

learn growing up, everyone here can do it.” 

We left the two hired laborers and followed the irrigation canal upriver and away from 

Nofel’s plot of land. Every so often, Nofel stopped to dig out excess dirt or plants that had 

accumulated in the canal, explaining to me that “The state is supposed to do this work, but they 

don’t, so we’re forced to clear out the canals if we want any water to come.” Eventually, the 

brush became too thick to easily walk through, so we climbed on top of the canal and walked 

along it until we reached a section with a jagged crack running through the concrete. Nofel sent 

me to gather scraps of plastic along the road, then directed me to push them into the crack, which 

we then covered with a thin layer of clay-rich soil as a sealant. He had me photograph everything 
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as it happened so that he had something to show the official responsible for water maintenance. I 

asked about them coming to replace it, and he angrily retorted, “We pay for the water, and we 

work to fix the infrastructure for it too! The state never comes [to fix it].” The canal ran 

alongside the edge of a large private farm, easily larger than 100 hectares, with drip irrigation 

hoses snaking between the trunks of hundreds of fruit trees planted in neat rows. When we 

reached the end of the canal, I saw that it intersected with a larger channel; at the juncture was a 

sluice gate completely overgrown with grass, blocking any possibility of water flow. Right next 

to this canal juncture was a large well, powered by a motor running on gas canisters, which fed 

into a large basin for the private farm’s drip irrigation. As we walked up, a man who had been 

sitting in a folding chair got up and greeted us. 

 

 

Figure 2. A state-owned tertiary irrigation canal 
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 Nofel began to clear the grass out of the canal junction while I chatted with the man, a 

local from Dar Gueddari who had been hired to keep a watch on the private farm. He commented 

on how the state-run irrigation infrastructure was completely broken and said, “The owner of the 

Figure 3. Repairing a cracked canal 
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farm here, he last came 16 years ago. At that time, the infrastructure was ten years old, and the 

owner said that the canals already needed to be repaired and everything had to be fixed. And in 

these 16 years, nothing has happened.” Nofel continued to dig out the canal as the well’s motor 

rumbled and extracted groundwater for the large adjacent farm. I could clearly see the 

comparison of circumstances: Nofel was doing hard work not only for his own fields but also 

everyone downstream, while another farmer who inherited a large plot of private land and 

received state support was able to get rich. There were dozens of gas canisters strewn around, 

and after Nofel finished clearing the canal, he came over and said that the canisters were 

subsidized by the government for household usage and using them for agriculture was illegal. 

The private farm used over 200 canisters a month for groundwater extraction, while Nofel said 

he only used two for cooking and heating since he was ineligible to receive state subsidies to dig 

a well. Pointing at the well, he said, “See the difference between us? Between those who get 

support from the state and us?”  

 On the walk back, we crossed through an overgrown ditch, which separated the large 

agro-business we had just been walking through from the land of Nofel’s lineage group. He 

gestured back at the farm we had just come from, where neat lines of apple, pear, and plum trees 

were fed by drip irrigation linked to a state-subsidized well. “There, it’s like America. And here 

we are now at the borders, crossing into Syria.” I looked ahead, and saw the dry, cracked-earth 

terrain that lay before us – the same soil as the large private farm, next to the same river, and yet 

a world away. Nofel continued, “Our land here, when we can’t get water – it’s like a desert, 

that’s all it is.” 
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Figure 4. A large private agro-business 
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Figure 5. Collective land near Dar Gueddari 

         

In the course of my short journey with Nofel that morning, we traveled through both time 

and space. I mean this not in the self-evident, literal sense, but rather that we moved between 

places constituted by different temporal and spatial processes. As Casey (1993) notes, “in 
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learning of narrated times and places – times-of-places and places-in-times – we acquire a 

distinctive form of local knowledge” (p. 277). When Nofel told me that we were crossing from 

‘America’ into ‘Syria’ as we went from a large private farm to his collective land, he was also 

saying that we were crossing a boundary between two places that were formed and shaped by 

very different sets of agrarian relations. This vignette illustrates many of the key processes and 

relations that produce different agrarian places in the Gharb region. Some of these are 

immediately apparent, including extreme inequality between large and small farmers, state-

society relations in a highly bureaucratic state, and issues of water management. Others require 

more context to be clearly visible, such as the legacies of notable politics in rural Morocco 

during the pre-colonial and colonial periods.  

 In the rural Gharb, the emergence of youth as a relevant social category is intimately 

intertwined with these processes of agrarian change. By tracing the processes through which 

collective land became ‘like a desert,’ we can also come to understand how youth emerged as a 

significant life-stage in the Gharb. The combination of growing land scarcity and fragmentation 

of landholdings due to inter-generational inheritance norms prevents young people from building 

agrarian-based livelihoods that can sustain an independent household. There are few feasible 

alternatives outside of agriculture for young people to quickly accumulate the capital necessary 

to get married, support a family, and build a household. For young people in the local milieu, this 

is simply a fact of life in the Moroccan countryside. Yet this was not always the case.  

In this chapter, I explore how local people understand the plural histories that led to the 

present conjuncture. I trace macro-processes and their local expressions from the colonial period 

to the present day by analyzing the different narratives attached to three distinct places in Dar 
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Gueddari: the ruined home of a rural notable, an abandoned state-run agricultural extension 

services complex, and the local sugar processing factory. This approach not only emphasizes 

storytelling as a key method to understand the ways people in the Gharb make sense of their own 

lives but also stresses the socially particular ways in which individuals bring the past into their 

present. In doing so, I aim to emphasize the ways people from Dar Gueddari and the surrounding 

area explain who and what is responsible for the material barriers that prevent youth from easily 

transitioning to adulthood. The narratives that local people use to explain their present moment 

demonstrate their notions of agency, rural power dynamics, agrarian change, and shifting state-

society relations. The state-led development paradigm of the immediate post-independence 

period and associated discourses of progress played an important role in stimulating rising 

material expectations for new generations. As subsequent shifts in state development policy has 

raised barriers for new generations to realize these expectations, the emergence of youth is seen 

as both a societal failure and a betrayal of the state’s promise of progress and development. In 

the stories people use to explain the present moment, they argue that youth should be able to 

easily transition into adulthood, but state policies and related shifts in local political economies 

have made this transition fraught with adversity. 

In some ways, this story is a classic example of deagrarianization. Inequality of 

landownership, capitalization of agricultural production, and neoliberal restructuring make it 

extremely difficult for any small farmer to sustain a household on agriculture alone – for young 

people in the Gharb, it is impossible. In contrast to urban areas, where the emergence of youth is 

usually associated with longer periods of education, shifting socio-cultural norms between 

generations, and the rise of new leisure activities, youth became a life-stage in the rural Gharb 
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due to material shifts in the local political economy. However, if constrained economic 

opportunities for young people explain how youth came to exist in the countryside, the category 

of ‘youthhood’ remains a black box. In the following two chapters, I narrow my analysis on the 

experiences of rural youth in Dar Gueddari and the surrounding milieu. Here, I begin by tracing 

structural changes in the Moroccan countryside, which is vital to understand the array of 

processes that have produced youth as an enduring social category in the Gharb.  

 

Place, Narrative, and Agrarian Political Economy 

 Place provides us with an angle of inquiry to understand narrated histories and the 

processes described by these narratives. By place, I mean “a meaningful, concrete locale with 

distinctive features and qualities, invested with different layers and kinds of identities” (Munn 

2013, p. 360). Place is phenomenologically experienced – it is not only constituted by human 

practices but also by the sense of being in the surrounding landscape. As Casey notes in his 

seminal work on place-worlds, “place is what takes place between body and landscape” (p. 29). 

Places are distinguished by boundaries: the boundary between the body and what it perceives, 

the distinction of a socially-defined location, and as a nexus of the spatial, temporal, and social 

relations that form a specific context for human experience (Tilley 1994; Casey 1993; de Certeau 

1984). The accumulation of retained history and associated habitus is imbued in place, what 

Shannon Lee Dawdy (2016) refers to as social stratigraphy. This means that by attending to the 

ways in which people attach stories to place, we can come to a better understanding of how 

places and their imbricated narratives become “markers of individual and group experiences” 

(Tilley 1994, p. 33). The events and agents that make narrative happen are always emplaced – 
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thus making specific places a useful lens through which to uncover the relationships between 

actors, power structures, and outcomes. 

 Narrated histories are also connected to the social sense of being in time. As Ricoeur 

(1983) notes, “time becomes human time to the extent that it is organized after the manner of a 

narrative; narrative, in turn, is meaningful to the extent that it portrays the features of temporal 

experience” (p. 3). Narrative thereby constructs time in a way that “articulates people’s 

understandings of agency: literally, what makes things happen and what makes acts relevant to 

social experience” (Greenhouse 1996, p. 1). When individuals tell a story that explains their 

place in the world, they are creating meaning by organizing the temporal relations between 

actors, actions, and events. Individual memories and the ways they are narratively shared are 

shaped in relation to collective social memory (Halbwachs 1952). In this line of reasoning, the 

relational arrangement of characters, actions, and events gives us meaningful insight into agency. 

Agency in this sense is not constrained to individuals, but can be ascribed to collective groups, 

institutions, abstractions, or non-humans. By focusing on the narratives that people in Dar 

Gueddari and the surrounding area use to explain their present situation, we can better 

understand what they view to be important in their social worlds, as well as which people, 

groups, and institutions have agency. 

The role of capitalism and colonialism in integrating variegated countrysides into circuits 

of labor, commodities, and capital has long been discussed by scholars of rural change through 

the lens of Marxian-influenced agrarian political economy. This approach emphasizes materialist 

approaches to explain commodification of land in rural places around the world, de-

agrarianization/de-peasantization, and, more recently, land grabs and large-scale corporate or 
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state-based investments after the 2007 financial crisis (Fairbairn et al. 2014). Scholars who work 

in agrarian political economy ask questions about modes of production, who controls which 

forms of capital or economic resources, and how rural households economically produce and/or 

re-produce themselves (Bernstein 2017). They draw on shifts in state economic policy, changes 

in the flow of labor and capital through global processes, and analysis of local agricultural 

practices to answer these questions. This framework is useful in understanding the trajectories of 

different spatialized processes that change the experience of rural life and agrarian livelihoods, 

such as shifts in agricultural labor regimes or land ownership systems.  

Over the past two decades, scholars of agrarian political economy in the Global South 

have largely come to accept the global scale of de-agrarianization (Bryceson 1996; Bryceson and 

Jamal 1997; Bryceson 2002). Debates over this issue have primarily sought to elucidate the key 

factors driving this process, which is complicated by how local space and histories differentiate 

the ways in which de-agrarianization occur (Rigg et al. 2016). More recently, some researchers 

have begun to identify processes of re-agrarianization (or re-peasantization) in both the Global 

North and South (Tsikata 2015; Van der Ploeg 2018). In Morocco, some scholars have noted the 

emergence of new practices of farming characterized by entrepreneurial behavior (Petit et al. 

2017) or the corporatization and vertical integration of family farms (Sippel 2016). However, 

these processes are region-specific and the features of collective land in the Gharb prevent their 

emergence, as the following narratives make clear. 
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Rural Notables and Inherited Legacies 

 My friend Malik had asked me to go with him to the house of a community member who 

had recently passed away in a car accident so that we could pay our respects to the family. I met 

him at a café near his home in Dar Gueddari, and we set off to the other side of town where the 

mourning family lived. It was approaching dusk, and he took me down a dirt path that led 

through a grassy field that lay between the two neighborhoods. I noticed a shadowed, ruined 

compound with no lights in the windows, overgrown with vines and trees snaking through the 

fallen stonework of the outer walls. I asked Malik what this building was, and he looked 

querulously at me, responding, “That? That’s the house of the Gueddari. His descendants don’t 

live there anymore since most of them have moved to Rabat and Casablanca, so the house fell 

into ruin after he died.” 

 Dar Gueddari, or as it is written in formal transliteration11, Dār al-Gaddārī, means ‘The 

House of the Gueddari.’ In the late nineteenth century, a young man from an extended lineage 

group called the Guedadra decided to move from his family’s land along the Sebou River to the 

nearby Beht River, some thirty kilometers away. There, he claimed a plot of land and started a 

household. Over time, other members of the Guedadra lineage followed him to settle along the 

northern bank of the Beht River, along with people from adjacent lineage groups living on the 

Sebou River. These settlements later developed into the seven sites where I conducted fieldwork. 

Al-Gueddari became a prominent local figure, and the Sultan appointed him as the regional Qaid, 

meaning he was the local representative of the Sultan’s court in the last decades before formal 

 
11 I follow the standards outlined by the International Journal for Middle East Studies (IJMES) for transliterating 

Arabic, although many terms in Moroccan Colloquial Arabic have a standard French spelling in the literature, which 

I use where possible. 
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colonial rule. When the French began mapping the countryside, Dar Gueddari received its name 

because al-Gueddari was the only person who had a permanent stone house – the very house that 

I walked by with Malik. After al-Gueddari’s death in the early twentieth century, his son became 

the Qaid during the colonial era and ruled the local area with an iron fist. Both father and son 

were locally known as al-Gueddari, and they were able to accumulate vast swathes of land 

through violent appropriation backed by the pre-colonial and colonial regimes. 

In the Gharb, the colonial period was marked by the expropriation of collective land by 

public and private actors, followed by the formalization of land rights. The colonial regime 

created a national land registry and initiated a program to map and demarcate collective lands, 

then published a formal title in the name of the lineage group with rights to these lands. Rural 

notables often took advantage of this period of shifting tenure norms to seize large areas of land 

under their private ownership, contributing to a bifurcated agricultural system characterized by 

the coexistence of large farms owned by foreign and domestic elites alongside numerous small 

family farms. Registering, titling, and formalizing land rights works to both legitimize notables’ 

control over land, as well as elide histories of violent acquisition in historical documentation 

(Balgley 2019). However, Timothy Mitchell (2002) notes that victims and their families retain 

histories of violence through stories, which reveals how cultures of fear can sustain unequal 

power dynamics across generations. In one conversation I had with Haj, an elderly farmer who 

had retired from his job in the local administration, he explained how this worked in the Gharb: 

“Al-Gueddari received a big chunk of land as a royal gift because he was the 

Qaid. He had some disputes with other people from the Guedadra, so he brought 

others from elsewhere and settled them on his lands, giving them farms in 

exchange for support. Since they relied on him for their land, they would back 

him up in disputes, and so he went out and got more and more land. People knew 

this was unjust, but they stayed quiet because they were afraid of his power and 
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influence. If someone refused to sell their land to him for the price he wanted, he 

would just send some of his followers out to torture them until they agreed. They 

would take the farmer, put him in a sack with wild animals, then either light it on 

fire or beat the sack so that the animals would tear up the farmer. Then, they 

would take him out, and he’d sign away his land. It isn’t like this anymore, but 

there’s still corruption. The rich people are already rich, they already have power, 

and so they get privileges from the government.”  

This description not only demonstrates the clear power disparity between al-Gueddari and other 

members of his lineage group, but also continuity with the present day, as Haj links past histories 

of violent accumulation of land with current political and economic inequalities. 

 Many scholarly accounts of agrarian change in the Gharb region focus on colonial 

expropriation of land as a primary driver of land concentration, which has contributed to 

contemporary land scarcity (e.g. Daoud 1981; Swearingen 1987; Minoia 2012). There is no 

question that the colonial regime drastically reorganized systems of land access throughout 

Morocco; roughly one-third of all arable land changed ownership from 1912-1956 (Swearingen 

1987). However, out of the 2.6 million hectares of agricultural land expropriated during the 

colonial era, 61% was seized by Moroccan notables (Swearingen 1992). When I spoke with older 

people about seizures of land during the colonial era, they highlighted the agency of Moroccan 

elites to explain how land ownership became concentrated, producing a division between large 

and small farmers. In one collective interview I conducted with older farmers, a participant said, 

“The titling system [i.e. property deeds] were used by the notables to steal land from tribes here 

in the Gharb. Titles are a thing that powerful people used to justify their right to take land from 

the small.” Local notables violently seized control of land, then used their preferential access to 

the colonial legal system in order to legitimate their property ownership with a title. In some 

cases, this facilitated the transfer of land to foreign investors. For example, al-Gueddari oversaw 
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the illegal sale of collective land by members of the Taicha lineage group to two directors of a 

foreign-owned firm in 1930 (Guerin 2016, p. 357). 

 When people from Dar Gueddari emphasized the strategic ways in which local notables 

interacted with the colonial regime, they are drawing the past into the present in a particular way 

that demonstrates continuity without linearity. This is not to say that the formal colonial 

apparatus was unimportant in shaping contemporary agriculture and systems of land ownership, 

but rather that it has not been retained in the local collective memory as a significant actor. At 

the same time, we must consider how present conditions structure the ways in which the past is 

narrativized. For example, local narratives largely elided the shift from transhumant pastoralism 

to settled agriculture during the colonial period, perhaps because this did not feel relevant to 

people’s lives today. In contrast, while notable politics function quite differently now than they 

did in the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries, they still play a major role in the 

countryside whereas formal colonialism has not existed since 1956.  

The pre-colonial and colonial politics of rural notables thus exacerbated the divisions of a 

bifurcated agricultural system between a few relatively large farmers and the more numerous 

small farmers. As this system still exists today, at least in its broad contours, the actions of rural 

notables during the colonial period has become a relevant way for people to explain 

contemporary inequalities in the countryside. While rural notables were a key group in the 

administration of indirect colonial rule, local narratives portrayed these elites as Moroccan actors 

who successfully and dynamically negotiated colonial structures for personal benefit (Bidwell 

1973). In fact, we have already seen this – the large agro-business I walked through with Nofel is 

owned by al-Gueddari’s grandson. 
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In the narratives that people shared with me, rural notables drove the concentration of 

land as they became large landowners, which is one factor contributing to the land scarcity that 

prevents young people from building lives materially based around agriculture. As one farmer 

put it,  

“The notables, the sons and grandsons of the old Qaids, they stole land from 

people. They’d receive a gift from the King of a hundred hectares, but then take 

twice that from the local people and justify it by saying they were ‘caretaking’ the 

land. It would have been better for the King to give them gifts like cars, rather 

than land that people need in order to live. But this was done for stability in the 

countryside – not stability for the people, but for the regime.”  

The alliance of the monarchy with rural notables in the decades after independence is well-

documented in the academic literature, perhaps most prominently by Remy Leveau in Le Fellah 

Marocain: Défenseur du Trône (1976). Some scholars have asserted that this alliance no longer 

exists, and that other groups, such as former military officers or highly-educated technocrats, are 

the primary elite supporters of the regime (Brahimi 1992; Layachi 1998; Minoia 2012). For the 

heads of household that I spoke with, these debates were not important. Instead, what they 

stressed is that local notables got rich from their preferential access to land, and then left to go to 

cities. While Dar Gueddari is still named after the house of a notable, that house lies in ruins not 

because of a clean break with the accumulation of wealth by certain families with political 

connections, but because those families have left to build lives elsewhere.  

While people condemned the greed of rural elites, they generally did not hold them 

responsible for inequality in the countryside; rather, it was the state that was to blame. During the 

colonial period, land tenure status was formalized. In the Gharb, this created distinct boundaries 

between land that remained under collective tenure and the areas expropriated by notables and 

colonial officials. By the time of independence, lineage groups with rights to collective land in 



49 

 

the Gharb had lost access to a significant portion of their ancestral lands, which they never 

reclaimed. This process of delimitation created the current boundaries around collective land, 

materially limiting the amount of land each community can distribute to members, as well as 

playing a role in the shift from transhumant pastoralism to sedentary agriculture. The 

combination of limited land, demographic growth, and the lack of political will for significant 

land redistribution has contributed to de-agrarianization over the past few decades. Land scarcity 

is not inevitable, but the political choices of various state actors has contributed to growing 

fragmentation of small plots while large agro-business flourishes. In order to understand why 

local farmers see these issues as a failure of the state, rather than merely the corruption of elites, 

we must look at the post-independence shift towards state-led rural development. 

 

The Rise and Fall of Statism 

 It was Thursday, which meant it was market day. I had invited a friend of mine, an 

American journalist, out to Dar Gueddari so he could see what a rural market was like. We 

wandered through the dusty stalls, occasionally stopping to greet people I knew or converse with 

shoppers from surrounding villages that were confused by the presence of two Americans in this 

out-of-the-way town. After getting our fill of the press of people and animals, we went to a café 

on the outskirts of town to unwind and drink a coffee, and for him to ask me about various 

aspects of rural life in Morocco. After we sat and chatted for perhaps fifteen minutes, Kamal, a 

farmer and close interlocutor of mine, came over and sat with us, asking me who this other 

foreigner was and what he was doing here. When I responded that he is a journalist interested in 

rural life, Kamal abruptly stood and said, “Come with me, I want to show you something.” I 
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knew he was trying to take advantage of what he saw as an opportunity to broadcast local 

agricultural issues to a larger audience; throughout my fieldwork, I had tried (and usually failed) 

to convince people that I was not with a development organization and had no power over any 

sort of projects or funding in the local area. However, I had told my interlocutors that one of my 

goals was to highlight local problems, and so I dutifully translated to my journalist friend that we 

were going to see ‘something’ related to current issues that farmers face. 

 The three of us left the café, and Kamal guided us onto the packed dirt road that led out 

of town. Just outside of Dar Gueddari, the road split; I had always gone to the right, since it led 

to the other villages upriver from Dar Gueddari where I was also doing fieldwork. Today, Kamal 

took us to the left. I asked where we were going, and he responded, “You know how you’re 

always talking about the irrigation authority? Well, they used to have a whole neighborhood out 

here, that’s where we’re going.” He guided us off the main road to a track that went through a 

small grove of pine and eucalyptus trees, leading to an open field surrounded by ruined buildings 

branded with the names of various branches of the Ministry of Agriculture. In the center, dozens 

of mossy, cracked, replacement segments for irrigation canals lay abandoned, with scrubby 

weeds and grass growing around them. As we walked through the deserted complex, which 

included administrative offices, storage facilities, and residential units for state employees, 

Kamal launched into an explanation. 

“After the floods in the 1960s, King Hassan II came to the Gharb and decided that 

Dar Gueddari, which stayed dry, would be a place of resettlement for people 

whose villages were destroyed. That’s why they built the sugar factory here, and 

why Dar Gueddari is a town, not like the other smaller villages around here. 

When my father was farming, the state gave us all kinds of support. We got seeds, 

fertilizer, credit, everything that you needed to farm. The state sent employees out 

to help farmers, to learn new techniques, to improve the productivity of the land. 

Here is where it all happened, this was the place where the state employees lived, 
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where farmers used to come to get all the services they needed for agriculture. 

Hundreds of people used to live here. Then in the 1980s, things began to change. 

The state stopped giving people jobs in public administrations and stopped 

providing all the services needed for agriculture. That was the time of 

privatization. By the 1990s, all the employees here left, and just abandoned 

everything. Look, you can see the pieces of the canals that we need to irrigate our 

land – just sitting there broken, unusable. There used to be hundreds of employees 

here. You know how many there are now? One. One, who we have to call, 

because he doesn’t even live here, he lives in Belqsiri [a nearby city], and he 

doesn’t even do anything. All these buildings, and there’s nothing here now.” 

 

 

Figure 6. A closed state-run facility for cattle feed production 
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Figure 7. Abandoned canal segment replacements 

 

 

Figure 8. A decaying open-air storage facility 
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In Dar Gueddari and the surrounding area, people hold the state responsible for both the 

decline of family farming as a sustainable livelihood strategy and the emergence of youth as a 

life-stage in the countryside because of the expansion and retreat of state-led development. This 

policy cycle has several explanations: the legacy of Hassan II’s centralization of power during 

his struggle with political parties for control of the regime, the genuine assistance to 

marginalized people that the state apparatus provided during the period of state-led development 

immediately after post-independence, and the concomitant rise of a social contract wherein the 

state provided socio-economic opportunities in exchange for political quiescence (Ashford 1967; 

Leveau 1976; Swearingen 1987). Heads of household that relied on farming as an economic 

activity emphasized the latter two explanations. 

After independence, the Moroccan state continued many agricultural policies initiated 

under the French Protectorate, although a statist agenda emerged to provide support to small 

farmers in the form of state-run agricultural extension services, various subsidies, and limited 

land redistributions. As previously mentioned, settled smallholder agriculture is a relatively 

recent phenomenon in the Gharb, and was not a common practice until some point in the first 

half of twentieth century. In part, it was support provided by the state that made agricultural 

livelihoods tenable in the Gharb in the decades following independence. This material support – 

along with discourses of agricultural modernization – contributed to a normative belief in the 

local milieu that agriculture was a ‘proper’ rural livelihood. In 1973, the Moroccan regime 

appropriated all foreign-owned agricultural land, roughly one million hectares. During the 

following decade, these lands were allocated to landless peasants, sold off to domestic elites, or 

retained as part of the state’s private domain on a roughly equal basis, although no expropriated 
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land was returned to communities with rights to collective land (Swearingen 1987). In this same 

period, the state invested not only in providing agricultural support services, but also creating 

new public sector jobs for those who had completed a high school education. As state-led 

development has declined, agricultural livelihoods and public sector jobs ceased to be viable 

paths for young people to transition into adulthood. 

In the 1980s, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank used a debt 

crisis to pressure Morocco into undergoing structural adjustment, which entailed the ending of 

agricultural subsidies, privatization of state assets including agro-processing factories, the re-

opening of agricultural land to foreign investment, and a shift towards production of high-value 

fruits and vegetables for export (Najem 2001; Akesbi 2012). Global processes are locally 

translated; not only in their material impacts, but also in the more literal sense of how people 

grasp and articulate the impact of broader processes on their daily lives. From a Marxian 

perspective, it would be institutions labeled as neoliberal or neo-imperialist, such as the IMF and 

World Bank, that are ultimately responsible for the decline of state support for small farmers, 

thereby eliding the agency of the Moroccan state by labeling it as part of the periphery. In 

contrast, local people in the area around Dar Gueddari stress the choice of the state apparatus to 

abandon the social contract that emerged in the immediate post-independence era. In Dar 

Gueddari, local people identify the retreat of the state through changes related to state support for 

agricultural extension services and associated bureaucracies. In this sense, the scale of analysis 

matters for conceiving of agency and responsibility with regards to structural adjustment and its 

impact on the Moroccan countryside. 
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In the post-independence period, Morocco also underwent a period of significant 

demographic growth. Since all land in the Gharb is mapped and registered to an individual or 

community, each ethnic collectivity only has a limited area of collective land to allocate to 

individual rights-holders. In the past, when the son of a community member got married, the 

collectivity would grant him a plot of land to form an independent household. In the 1970s, 

ethnic collectivities in the Gharb largely began to run out of their ‘bank’ of excess land to 

allocate to new households. As a result, children of rights-holders inherit a share of their father’s 

land when he passes away, causing the fragmentation of agricultural land under the collective 

tenure system. Both small farmers and the Ministry of Agriculture view these inherited plots as 

too small to support a household; in the span of a generation, plots can fragment from five 

hectares to half a hectare. In the rural Gharb, youth emerged as a relevant social category due to 

land fragmentation, young people’s inability to access land, and the lack of alternative 

livelihoods that can support an independent household. Now that young people cannot easily 

access the capital necessary to get married, support a family, and build an independent 

household, the transition from adolescence to adulthood has elongated. The expansion of the 

period of youthhood now means that youth is an enduring stage of life in the countryside. 

 The abandoned compound we went to is a place of the past that haunts the present. It is a 

physical representation of the history of state support for small farmers that has decayed in 

conjunction with the retreat of the state from agricultural extension services. In this sense, the 

place of the abandoned complex features aspects of ‘hauntology’ – it exhibits the physical 

presence of buildings, but the absence of the state policies, funding, and activity for which it was 

built (Derrida 1994). For local farmers, it is a constant reminder of neoliberal agrarian change, an 
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emplaced marker of a past that has not carried into the present. This issue came up repeatedly in 

my interviews with older heads of household. When I asked what local people needed, a frequent 

refrain was “Just a little support from the state.” Then I would ask what this support might look 

like, and they would typically respond, “How it used to be, you know. We need irrigation, credit, 

and fair prices for fertilizer and seeds.” The relationship between the state and the people was 

often expressed through familial notions of responsibility – as one farmer put it, “The state is 

responsible and needs to work for the benefit of the people – like a father with his children. The 

state has experts, they have power, and so they need to come in and do what is best for the 

people and the land.” In sum, local narratives demonstrate that the state apparatus, usually 

conceived as a unitary actor, is the sole agent with the power and responsibility to ameliorate 

contemporary issues related to local livelihoods.  

The neoliberal turn of Morocco’s rural economy encompassed not only state retreat, but 

also the privatization of state assets in the wake of structural adjustment. The latter process is 

best seen in the sugar processing facility located on the outskirts of town. As one farmer put it, 

“When COSUMAR12 came in and built the sugar factory, the support that the state used to give 

to peasants started to go to the factory instead. And then when the factory was privatized in the 

1990s, the owners took all the support that used to go to us. Our grandfathers got assistance from 

Mohammed V, our fathers from Hassan II, but us, it’s just ‘G-d help you, goodbye’ and the state 

threw us in the trash.” The factory thus serves as a place that symbolizes the state’s betrayal of 

its responsibility to small farmers in favor of giving economic privileges to elites. 

 

 
12 COSUMAR is a sugar processing corporation that used to be a state-owned enterprise before being privatized. 
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Localizing Neoliberalism 

 “The only way we benefit from the sugar factory is the pollution it gives us.” I was sitting 

with a group of eleven heads of household in the shade of a large tent, drinking tea as we 

discussed the role of the sugar factory in local livelihoods. This comment sparked a torrent of 

complaints: the factory dumps waste into the river, chemical ash periodically erupts that burns 

plants and people, and the pollution makes people sick, especially children. One man said that he 

used to work in the factory, but after two months his eyes began to burn whenever he was in the 

furnace-room. He went to an ophthalmologist in a nearby city, who told him that he had to stop 

working there or else he would go permanently blind. The worker went to the factory’s manager 

to get compensation, since he had a contract, but said that he was roughly turned away and the 

factory didn’t honor the terms of his contract. He added, “Workers aren’t the only people who 

are exploited by the factory – farmers are as well. Farmers who have contracts, the factory 

charges them for seeds, for fertilizer, for transportation, and then lies about the sugar content 

when they measure it. So farmers make almost no profit when they sell their sugar cane.” A 

farmer continued the thread, saying, “This is what pushes people to migrate. For our youth, the 

lack of local opportunities pushes them leave their home, to go to cities, and some even try and 

go to Europe, to run away all the way to the bottom of the sea.”  

 A week later, I met an elderly man named Ali who had worked in the factory for over 

three decades, retiring with a pension package when the factory was formally privatized in 

2005.13 He told me that when the factory was owned by the state, employees worked harder 

 
13 The privatization of sugar factories in Morocco has a complicated history. Sugar processing is monopolized by 

COSUMAR, ostensibly a private corporation that was partially nationalized in 1967 before being sold off to ONA, 

the royal family’s investment company, in 1985. Individual state-owned sugar factories had exclusive contracts with 

COSUMAR, which formally purchased the state’s factories in 2005. 
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because they had a sense of responsibility and were proud of their work. In addition, he noted 

that employees divvied up 5% of net profits as a bonus, and another 5% was allocated to a fund 

that employees could vote to use for vacations, health care costs, or to finance their children’s 

education. Ali explained the process of privatization:  

“The old directors, the big people there, they divided the whole factory up 

amongst themselves. It used to be just one corporation owned by the state, but 

when they privatized it the directors broke it up into lots of small companies, each 

with their own job. It was like a butcher, chopping up an animal to sell in the 

market. The processing plant, the workers’ cafeteria, the pipelines that go to and 

from the factory, each of these became a separate company that had a new owner, 

depending on how much they invested in the purchase of the factory. Us, the 

regular workers, were never invited to join in; it was just for the important people, 

the directors. The factory used to have responsibility for the workers, you know, 

we worked hard and they took care of us. Now, all the jobs are on a nine-month 

contract – even if you know that your contract will be renewed because you have 

a connection to someone in charge, the workers still don’t have the same stability 

we used to have. To this day, nobody here knows who really owns the factory 

now. When you see a document that’s supposed to have the owner’s name on it, 

there’s just a big X instead.”  

 The neoliberal turn in the Moroccan countryside totally upended perceived relations of 

responsibility that entangled local people, the state apparatus, and corporations. By 

neoliberalism, I mean the hegemonic system of thought that seeks to suppress extra-market 

forms of economic coordination, as well as associated policies that emphasize the role of private 

economic actors at the expense of state interventionism (Centeno and Cohen 2012). In Morocco, 

as in much of the world, economic elites who already had greater access to capital have 

disproportionately benefited from political-economic shifts related to neoliberal policies 

(Desrues 2005; Mahdi 2014; Akesbi 2012). If the retreat of the state is best seen in the 

abandoned complex formerly used by the regional irrigation authority, then the privatization of 

state assets is locally expressed by the sugar factory.  
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 As Ali described, the shift to nine-month contracts, as well as other changes such as the 

eradication of pensions and decreases in social security, has made factory jobs less stable than 

they used to be. To return to Standing’s notion of the precariat, jobs that used to provide 

significant security have now become increasingly precarious. In contrast to Munck’s critique 

that analyses of material precarity elide long histories of labor marginalization in the Global 

South, there was a period in Dar Gueddari during the immediate post-independence era with a 

Keynesian social contract, at least for some public sector jobs. In the course of my fieldwork, I 

found that older heads of household who had gotten one these jobs had experienced significant 

upward socio-economic mobility, which served as a catalyst for class formation. In essence, they 

became a middle class between those who stayed in agriculture and the families of rural notables. 

However, although jobs in local factories and public administration do still exist, they have 

contracted significantly and no longer provide the same social mobility as they once did. As a 

result, young people struggle to find a feasible livelihood in the local area that can provide them 

with the economic stability to transition into social adulthood. 

 

Conclusion 

 The context of agrarian change in the Gharb shaped the conditions under which youth 

emerged as a population category. The initial concentration of land under the ownership of rural 

notables created distinct power disparities in the countryside, and lead to extant land scarcity 

wherein most rural residents, especially youth, do not have access to sufficient land in order to 

live off of agriculture. The formalization of land tenure regimes during the colonial period and 

the failure of the post-colonial state to radically re-distribute land access created the boundaries 
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for contemporary land access. As rural populations have increased and collective land plots have 

fragmented, agricultural livelihoods have become increasingly unfeasible for residents in the 

central Gharb. 

In the immediate post-independence period, these issues were partially mitigated by a 

policy of state-led rural development in the countryside, where significant support and subsidies 

were provided to small farmers, as well as the creation of stable public sector jobs. In part, this 

was connected to broader agrarian shifts where people transitioned from subsistence production 

or agro-pastoralism to commercialized agriculture, particularly in the form of cash crops such as 

sugar. It was during this time, in the 1960s and 1970s, when farmers in the Gharb constructed 

their notions of responsibilities between the state and the rural populace as part of the post-

independence social contract. 

However, this relation of responsibility was betrayed with neoliberal reforms from the 

early 1980s onward, which has further constrained local livelihood opportunities as possibilities 

for employment in state factories evaporated. Instead, factory jobs are now based on temporary 

contracts, without the guarantees of long-term contracts, benefits, and pensions. It was changes 

in rural political economy that produced youth; as a result, it is a distinct set of economic 

practices and income-generating activities that most clearly defines what it means to be a rural 

youth in the contemporary Gharb. 
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CHAPTER 2: THE ECONOMIC PRACTICES OF RURAL YOUTH 

 

Abdullah, a 30-year-old unmarried man from a village upriver from Dar Gueddari, left 

high school in 2007 without completing his baccalaureate.14 Instead, Abdullah decided to enroll 

in a state-funded, two-year technical degree in the nearby provincial capital of Sidi Kacem, 

specializing in mechanical engineering. After the first year, he spent a summer working as an 

unpaid intern in a garage in Sidi Kacem, then completed his second year and returned home to 

his village after getting his degree. Abdullah was proud of his education and wanted to master 

the skills in his field, but he didn’t have the connections to get a job as a mechanic in the local 

area or the capital to open his own garage. He spent six months working odd jobs in the local 

area while putting together his CV to apply for a job at a factory that makes automobile parts in 

Kenitra. 

In 2011, Abdullah succeeded in getting a one-year contract at the factory. He learned a 

great deal of practical knowledge in his field and began to gain independence from his parents, 

which led him to think about starting his own household, getting married, and becoming a 

responsible father. However, his contract was not renewed, which he attributed to the continued 

economic crisis in Spain. As a result, he was one of 600 employees that lost their jobs at the 

factory in 2012. Abdullah decided to return home to the stability of his village. 

Since he was unable to access a job in his field in the local area, Abdullah began to work 

as a daily laborer in agriculture in order to raise funds for another attempt to find an urban job. 

After about six months, he had saved a few hundred dollars and decided to go to Casablanca, 

 
14 The baccalaureate comes from the French educational system, and is equivalent to an American high school 

diploma. 
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where he had some friends, in order to look for a better-paying job. He ended up working as a 

gardener, earning roughly $250 a month, which was barely enough to cover his living expenses. 

Since he was unable to save money, Abdullah left his job, returned home to work for a few 

months herding livestock, then heard from a friend about an ironmonger in Fes who was looking 

for an employee. In Fes, he was earning about $200 a month, but was able to save a bit of money 

since living costs are cheaper in comparison to Casablanca. However, the owner refused to give 

Abdullah a formal contract, so he left after a year out of concern that he might get injured and 

not have any insurance to pay for his medical costs. 

Abdullah returned home once more and raised money for another attempt to find a more 

permanent job. He ended up moving back to Kenitra, where he informally bought and sold goods 

in an open-air flea market for six months before finding another job working in a mechanic’s 

garage. He encountered the same issue that he had at the ironmonger; the mechanic refused to 

give him a formal contract, and so he had no access to social services if he was injured in the 

course of this dangerous job. When he confronted the owner, he was told that there is an 

abundance of workers, and so he should be quiet and just be content that he has employment. 

Disgusted with the exploitative working conditions, Abdullah returned home at the end of 2016. 

Despite trying to get a contract at one of the factories in the nearby industrial free trade zone, he 

has repeatedly been turned away. Abdullah told me that now, he was trying to raise money to 

bribe a middleman who could get him a job in the industrial zone, but it cost roughly $400; a 

significant amount to raise solely on the wages he can earn as a day laborer. 

Abdullah’s work history is fairly typical of the labor practices of youth from Dar 

Gueddari and the surrounding area. While shifts in state economic policies and processes of 
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agrarian change played a significant role in reshaping the possibilities for making a living in the 

local area, this is not to say that youth economic practices are homogenous. Many young people 

do engage in waged labor in the local area. However, most young men cannot access local jobs 

that provide sufficient incomes for them to transition to adulthood by building a household, 

getting married, and supporting a family. Access to local waged labor is largely mediated by 

class, social networks, education, and gender. Young men from wealthier families and young 

women generally are more easily able to access better-compensated local jobs. For the majority 

of young men, the confluence of gendered and class-based barriers along with structural shifts in 

livelihood possibilities is what has produced youth as a social category in the Gharb.  

One dominant approach within youth studies has been through a cultural framework, 

which analyzes the socio-cultural practices of youth. This branch of the literature originated in 

Britain during the 1980s, and has tended to focus on North America, Europe, and Australia 

(Silver 2017). In the Global South, this approach has primarily been applied to urban middle- or 

upper-class young people. Adopting a practice-based approach to understanding the experience 

of young people living in the life-stage of youth serves to deconstruct ‘youth’ as a homogenous 

category in the Global South. There are a host of social practices that distinguish young men 

from older generations in the Gharb – such as new notions of material consumerism, smoking 

hash in joints instead of kif in pipes, or different methods of critiquing the government – but 

these practices are often shared by young men who are both married and unmarried. I argue that 

it is economic practices and their social implications that are the primary way to understand the 

period of youthhood in the Gharb; by doing so, I distinguish between youth and young people. 

This distinction is important for two reasons. First, much of the scholarship on youth practices 
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have focused on the cultural or leisure activities of middle-class urban youth. Second, the 

dominant approach on youth labor and livelihoods has prioritized the transitional nature of 

youthhood, at the expense of analyzing the implications of labor on the lived experience of 

youth. In analyzing the specific practices that make up the period of youthhood in the Gharb, I 

focus on the relationship between space, identity, and livelihoods in order to better understand 

how rural youth experience the period of youthhood. 

De-agrarianization, as introduced in the previous chapter, has emerged concomitantly 

with three dynamic processes: livelihood diversification, the phenomenon of multi-sited 

households, and the blurring of urban/rural boundaries. Livelihood diversification can take many 

forms, which are not necessarily linked to urban migration or mobility in general; the 

potentialities for diversification are interwoven with the local context. Rignall and Kusonose 

(2018) argue that in southeastern Morocco, migration, environmental change, and market 

integration have contributed to local livelihood shifts away from extensive pastoralism towards 

wage labor, cultivation, and diversification. Sippel (2014) asserts that the expansion of intensive 

export-oriented agriculture in southern Morocco has stimulated processes of rural-rural 

migration, as people seek employment opportunities in new modes of agriculture. Crawford 

(2008) argues that households in his village study have strategically sent members to work in 

cities in order to solidify the household’s position within the village. In the Gharb, Minoia (2012) 

notes that hydroprojects have dispossessed some communities from their land, which she claims 

has forced these people to work in waged labor on the large farms that benefit from state support. 

Across different regions in Morocco, local specificities have shaped the ways in which rural 
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people engage in livelihood diversification, which in turn has ramifications for the social 

ramifications of diversification processes.  

The emergence of new livelihood strategies has implications not only for youth, but also 

for rural space and identity. Rural spaces are of course full of people actively building and 

engaging in complex lives; rurality is in part constituted by these practices. Analyzing rurality 

through the lens of peoples’ practices, behaviors, aspirations, and social norms has been termed 

the “second rural” (Bell 2007; Rigg 2019). Scholarship drawing on the ‘second rural’ can be 

broadly divided between studies that emphasize a materialist approach through the lens of 

livelihoods, and culturalist analyses that prioritize identity, sense of place, and changing social 

norms (Scoones 2009). Both perspectives are useful; I attempt to situate the dialectical relation 

between livelihoods and rural socio-cultural change as emerging together through the notion of 

mobility. Mobility is a useful lens through which to understand the mutual constitution of 

moving elements and the spaces they construct and inhabit. As material elements, processes, and 

people enter and move through particular spaces, they are transformed, even as they reshape the 

spaces and places through which they move (Urry 2007; Merriman 2012).  

Youth transitions to adulthood in this part of the Moroccan countryside are primarily 

constrained by access to livelihoods that afford incomes for young people to achieve the social 

markers of adulthood. As a result, the period of youthhood is in best defined by pursuit of 

economic opportunities that allow them to accumulate the capital to transition to adulthood. 

Youth access to jobs in the local milieu is largely structured by class, education, and gender. As a 

result, most male youth pursue economic opportunities outside of their place of origin. The 

dominant economic activities of youth are characterized by significant mobility, informality, and 
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precarious labor positionality. In turn, these itinerant, mobile income-generation activities have 

re-spatialized the experience of youthhood in the Gharb, as youth encounter urban ways of life, 

extend their household to new sites, and negotiate the relationship between urban space, 

economic precarity, and rural identity. Despite the itinerant, mobile income-generating activities 

in which youth participate, there is a sense of feeling frozen in time, since these livelihood 

practices are not seen as a realistic means to accumulate the capital necessary to transition into 

adulthood.  

 

Situating Youth Labor 

Abdullah’s story provides an overview of some of the different types of labor in which 

youth engage. There are two axes upon which it is useful to organize a typology of youth labor: 

the site of labor and its potential for capital accumulation. Non-local labor could be either urban, 

such as in the case of Abdullah working for an ironmonger and in a garage, or rural, in the form 

of waged labor for large agro-business in another region of Morocco. Local labor is primarily in 

nearby industrial factories or working as a waged or non-waged worker on family farms or small 

businesses in the local area.15 Most youth participate in non-local urban labor opportunities at 

some point in their lives, which has implications for the constitution of rural and urban space and 

the blurring boundaries between the two. In this sense, the type of labor in which youth 

participate is also defined by particular modes of mobility, which in turn re-constitutes notions of 

rurality. 

 
15 Despite the existence of large agro-businesses in the local area, most waged labor on these large farms was done 

by older married women, according to both male youth and heads of household. 
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The second axis upon which labor can be divided is the potential for accumulating 

capital. Male youth see local industrial labor as the best job through which to save money. Non-

local labor, both urban and rural, lies somewhere in the middle – there are opportunities to save 

money, but living costs constrain possibilities for capital accumulation. Finally, the low wages 

that characterize local agricultural labor mean that it is not seen as a feasible means through 

which to save money. Instead, youth use these types of jobs to fund interim life-projects, 

primarily attempts to get a better-paying job. The types of labor to which specific youth have 

access depends on a number of factors, but class, education, and gender are the most important. 

In the previous chapter, I addressed one instance of class formation; the rise of rural 

notables who appropriated large swathes of land during the colonial period. However, the 

descendants of local notables from Dar Gueddari have moved to cities, and although they still 

own farms in the area, they rarely come to visit. Another period of class formation occurred after 

independence, as the state apparatus embarked on an economic strategy that highlighted the role 

of the state in development. In Dar Gueddari and the surrounding area, men who completed a 

high school diploma from the 1960s until the beginning of the 1980s often got relatively well-

compensated jobs in public administration or the sugar factory when it was still owned by the 

state. These jobs were critical for class differentiation at the local level, which continues to 

structure opportunities in the present day. Moussa, a 25-year-old man who works at the local 

sugar factory, illustrated the importance of this period to me: 

“My uncle, he got his diploma in the 1970s and became a teacher in the school 

here. That was a time when education was really important for getting jobs, since 

the state said that if you got a diploma, then you would get a job. Not that many 

people were finishing school at the time, you know, so maybe there was less 

competition. Well, my uncle became a teacher and was respected here in the 

community, so my father, his younger brother, it was… well, easier for him to get 
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a job at the sugar factory. He’s worked there for 40 years now, through the 

privatization and everything. When I got a technical diploma and finished my 

internship, he got me a job at the factory too.” 

Moussa was one of the very few young men I spoke with who was generally unconcerned 

about his ability to get married and settle down in the future. His family connections facilitated 

his access to one of the most sought-after local jobs. While his work was predicated on nine-

month contracts, he said that he never worried about getting the contract renewed, since he was a 

good worker and had family members that had worked at the factory for a long time. In general, I 

found that youth widely viewed nepotism as the primary way to get a job. Most youth summed 

this up with the phrase “bāk sāḥibī,” meaning ‘your father is my friend’ to explain the prevalent 

system of hiring. This phenomenon is by no means unique to the Gharb region or rural Morocco, 

but rather is a structural feature of an economy with over 20% unemployment for people aged 

15-24 actively searching for jobs in 2019, according to ILO statistics. However, in my labor 

history interviews, I found that youth tended to use immediate kinship networks16 to find local 

jobs but relied on extended social networks to find jobs outside of the local area. 

Education is another factor that structures access to particular types of work. Young 

people who do not finish high school or obtain a technical degree typically cannot get jobs in 

industry, and are relegated to lower-paying agricultural jobs, construction, or the service sector. 

However, youth have a complicated view of education. As one young man put it, “You do fifteen 

years of education, and everyone tells you that you’re going to benefit from this, but then you 

graduate and there’s no work to be found.” In another conversation I had with Ibrahim, one of 

the two youth I met who worked in the nearby free trade zone, I asked him about the general 

 
16 Almost always, this meant they found a job through their father, brother, or paternal uncle. 
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problems that youth faced. He replied, “Are you talking about educated or uneducated youth? 

For educated youth, the biggest problem is that they can’t find good work. For the uneducated… 

well, it’s really the same problem. But they’re more likely to work in agriculture than industry.” 

Many of the youth that I spoke with had obtained a two-year technical diploma, though 

they generally estimated that about 20-30% of their peers had this type of degree. Only two 

young men that I interviewed had obtained a bachelor’s degree – one had become a taxi driver 

after failing to find any other job, while the other became a teacher in his village’s primary 

school. When I asked the teacher how he was able to go to university when so many of his peers 

did not, he replied: 

“My father, even though he is poor, he supported me in my education. Not so 

much financially, but he encouraged me a lot. I mean, most parents, they are 

interested in education, the problem is the students don’t have the drive to finish 

school. When people grow up hearing about unemployment, they think if I’m not 

going to find a job, why even finish school? For me, I wanted to improve my 

circumstances and the situation in my village, to help build the knowledge here. 

Things are changing for the better here, there is clean water, electricity, and the 

internet, for example. But the mentality seems to stay the same. Although I do 

have one observation. Now, girls study more. It used to be that they would drop 

out after finishing primary school, but now they finish high school.” 

Young women are not only achieving higher levels of education but are also more likely 

to work in waged labor, at least in comparison to the past. While much of the extant academic 

literature on rural women’s employment in the Gharb has focused on agricultural labor, either in 

Morocco or abroad, I found that local discussions were much more concerned with young 

women working in local factories. When male youth raised the issue of gender, they primarily 

focused on their female peers who worked in the nearby industrial free trade zone. Moussa, 

despite his privileged access to the sugar factory through family connections, claimed that he 

would never be able to get a job in the free trade zone. He told me,  
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“If I went there to apply for a job and gave them my CV, and saw a young woman 

walking in after me, I would already know that she got the job, and I didn’t. In the 

factories there, 98% of the jobs are just for women. I mean, it makes sense for the 

employers. Young women work harder than young men. They take fewer breaks, 

work longer hours, and don’t request overtime. They don’t request their [labor] 

rights like men do, maybe because they don’t have to support a household.” 

All of the male youth I spoke to that worked or aspired to work in local factories shared 

similar views on the feminization of industrial labor, though some emphasized that women’s 

entrance into the workforce had driven down wages. Men of all generations argued that women 

could work for lower wages because there was not a social expectation for them to be the 

primary household earner. Moussa’s brother and a few other young men also acknowledged the 

greater social freedom for employed women:  

“Young women use work as an excuse to be out of the house. They have a job and 

their own income, even if they give a lot of it to their father, so they have extra 

spending money to go to the city. But maybe their family is still a bit 

conservative, so she tells them that she has to work overtime, but then just goes to 

the city to hang out with her girlfriends.” 

 In general, I found that young men did not resent women for entering labor markets, and they 

emphasized the structural conditions which facilitated women’s access to employment. In this 

sense, male youth placed the onus for gendered hiring practices on corporate employers, rather 

than female employees. 

By hiring young people from the local area, industrial factories in the Atlantic Free Trade 

Zone are engaging in what some scholars refer to as ‘superexploitation,’ meaning provision of 

wages below the cost of social reproduction (Rigg 2019). More specifically, this means that 

factory jobs that rely on laborers who live with their families do not have to pay wages that meet 

all the social needs of the laborers. Typically, this is understood to mean that rural households 

tend to own their own house and grow some of their own food, so factory wages do not need to 
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fully cover the costs of rent and subsistence. In the Gharb, one of the social needs of young men 

is to save money to demonstrate their eligibility as a spouse, pay for a wedding, and build an 

independent household. When factories hire young women, who are not subject to this social 

expectation, they can pay lower wages. However, given the dearth of waged opportunities for 

young people and high levels of youth unemployment in Morocco, this is characteristic of the 

broader industrial economy rather than specific to rural areas. As a result, youth who can access 

local industrial jobs are able to accumulate more capital in comparison to their peers in other 

sectors, so they see these jobs as the most feasible way to transition to adulthood. Unfortunately, 

most male youth are unable to obtain these scarce jobs, as they tend to be allocated through 

nepotism or along gendered lines. Instead, many of them go to seek their fortune elsewhere. 

 

Mobility, Space, and Rural Identity 

Abdulladim, a 28-year-old youth from a village three kilometers away from Dar 

Gueddari, has worked in the construction sector for the past decade. He left school after finishing 

ninth grade in order to get a technical diploma in mechanics with a specialization in automobiles. 

As part of this program, he did an internship at a factory in Tangier for six months but was 

unable to get a job in mechanics or industry after he completed his diploma. Abdulladim told me, 

“Since then, I’ve always worked in construction, but always for different 

companies in different places. Those companies, they’re just ink on paper 

[sharikāt wahamiyya], they don’t really exist, the real owners just use them to 

avoid paying taxes and following regulations. I’ve never had a contract or 

insurance, nothing like that, but I’ve worked in all the big cities. Now, I’m 

working in Casablanca, but I’ve worked in maybe 8, 9 cities over the years. Every 

year, I work for about ten months, then I go home for Ramadan until Eid al-Kabir 

to relax and spend time with my family. Then I leave again to go find another 

job.” 
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Hakim, a 24-year-old from the village adjacent to Abdulladim’s, stopped his education 

when he was 20 after he failed the final baccalaureate test to complete high school. He began 

looking for work in 2015, and got a job working in agro-business in Dakhla, far to the south, 

through friends of his from the same village. After 9 months, he decided to return home. He 

explained, 

“My parents missed me a lot, especially my mother. It was three full days of 

travel to come home, so I only came back during the big holidays. I’ve thought 

about going back to work there since the pay was good [$8/day, but guaranteed 

work every day of the week and free housing], but my mother convinced me not 

to. Even if I can earn more money there, she said it’s better if I’m closer to home. 

I stayed home for a couple months in the village, then I went to Sale where I got a 

job in a corner store through my maternal cousin who also worked there. I was 

there for 4 months, then got tired of the work and came home. Since then, it’s 

been like that. I go somewhere and work for two, three, four months to earn a bit 

of money, then I come home for a month or two before leaving again.” 

The stories of Abdulladim and Hakim represent the dominant paradigm of labor 

strategies for rural youth in Dar Gueddari and the surrounding milieu, which is characterized by 

a high degree of mobility and itinerant movement. This is a type of circular migration, referring 

to “the process of leaving and then returning to one’s place of origin” (Newland 2009, p. 6). 

While circular migration has drawn significant attention in policy circles in recent decades at the 

inter-state level, it first emerged as an analytical concept in the 1960s and 70s to describe internal 

migration, especially between rural and urban areas (e.g. Elkan 1967; Hugo 1977; Conaway 

1977). Internal migration has a long history in Morocco; in the early modern period, rural-urban 

migration was often stimulated by drought or famine in the countryside (Holden 2009). The 1952 

census, which was the last national census during the colonial period, found that only 8% of the 

population of Casablanca were born there and nearly 75% of the population were rural 

immigrants (Awad 1964, p. 51). By 1992, half of Morocco’s population were living in cities, and 
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the most recent census in 2014 found that 60.3% of the population lived in urban areas (HCP 

2014). 

The main analytical difficulty of demographic snapshots is, of course, whether urban 

residency is temporary, permanent, or cyclical. In the Gharb, one government study conducted 

from 1963-68 estimated that 55,000 workers were engaged in seasonal migratory labor per year, 

while 15,000 permanently migrate every year (Atlas du Sebou 1970). However, the study does 

not disaggregate between rural-urban and rural-rural movement, and notes that “the distinction 

between temporary and permanent migration is uncertain and immigration and emigration 

sometimes take place simultaneously” (Ibid., p. 12). Mobile economic practices may not be a 

new phenomenon in the Gharb, but their prevalence has likely increased in the intervening 

decades with the de-agrarianization of rural livelihoods. 

The labor histories of youth from Dar Gueddari and nearby villages complicates a 

simplistic narrative of rural-urban migration in search of livelihood opportunities. While rural 

and urban areas have always existed in relation to one another, the increasing complexity and 

density of these connections under second-wave globalization prompted geographers to 

reconceptualize rural space as a product of relational processes (Massey 2005; Wylie 2007; 

Woods 2011). A key insight that the relational approach to space has brought is the blurring of 

boundaries between urban and rural spaces (Woods 2011; Rignall and Atia 2017). Scholars 

drawing from a political economy approach have emphasized that shifting flows of capital, 

people, ideas, and commodities are reshaping the complex interlinkages between urban and rural 

spaces (Fairbairn et al. 2014). New approaches differ from traditional conceptions such as world-

systems theory (Wallerstein 1974) or dependency theory (Frank 1966) by arguing that rural and 
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urban spaces have become intertwined and overlapping (Kay 2008; Hecht 2010). The blurring of 

urban/rural boundaries occurs through mobility - while flows of capital and commodities are 

important in this process, here I am most concerned with the circulation of people and ideas. 

When people move to urban (or other rural) areas in search of remunerated labor opportunities, 

they bring with them their own logics, agencies, and ways of living. At the same time, the 

circulatory aspect of some people’s mobility allows those who work in cities to bring back new 

ideas, social practices, and modes of being to their place of origin, encapsulated in what Keyes 

(2012) refers to as the ‘village cosmopolitan’. In this sense, mobile economic practices have re-

spatialized the experience of youthhood in the rural Gharb as they encounter urban ways of life.  

The most obvious change in youth experiences due to these mobile economic practices is 

that many young men now spend a considerable portion of their 20s outside of their place of 

origin, usually though not exclusively in cities. As a result, a key feature of rural youthhood in 

Dar Gueddari and the surrounding milieu is itinerant and cyclical urban residence. This spatial 

extension of youth experiences also has implication for rural households, which are increasingly 

multi-sited. Scholars of rurality developed the term multi-sited households to explain the spatial 

extension of household economics while retaining the household as a unit of analysis (Rigg 

2019). One village study in the High Atlas demonstrates that some households do leave their 

village entirely, but it is more common for members to seek remunerated labor elsewhere while 

retaining social and economic ties to their place of origin (Crawford 2008). This seemed to be 

the case for most of the youth I spoke with, since they sent at least part of their earnings back to 

their parents and returned home to their village of origin periodically. In a structural sense, the 
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means for youth to socially reproduce rural households has spatially extended to urban areas due 

to inadequate local livelihood opportunities.  

Youth, older heads of household, and government officials all stressed that younger 

generations had higher material expectations for life than older generations. One local official 

claimed, “Youth are not as interested in traditional agriculture because their new lifestyle 

requires cash. They want a lifestyle based on clothes, phones, technology, and all of this requires 

[spending] money.” Nofel, the collective land representative from the previous chapter, asserted 

that “Now, youth expect a lot more from their life, they are always striving and aren’t satisfied 

with what they can get here. It’s not like my father’s generation, where if there was a little meat 

then life was good.” Youth generally acknowledged that they did not face the same material 

deprivations as their parents or grandparents – nobody was starving, and local infrastructure had 

improved. Subsistence costs are low. As one young man put it, “It’s not that we lack the 

essentials of food and shelter. We could just work two days a week, and that’s all the money we 

need to survive. But then there’s nothing left over, nothing to use to build a better life.” 

While it is difficult to disaggregate all the factors that contribute to rising material 

expectations, the spread of television and recent emergence of smartphones in the countryside 

featured prominently in youth discourses about generational shifts in expectations. Ghannam 

(2009), argues that gifts, phone calls, and recorded tapes played an important role in keeping 

young Egyptian migrants connected to their families back in their place of origin during the 

1990s. With the advent and spread of smartphones and WhatsApp in the Moroccan countryside, 

it is much easier for young rural men to stay engaged in household and community dynamics 

while living elsewhere. At the same time, the ease in sending photos and videos of different 
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places has facilitated a broad awareness of the possibilities of life in different places. Zubayr, a 

young man from a village near Dar Gueddari, emphasized the role of technological change in 

shifting generational expectations: 

“There are a lot of differences now between me and my father’s generation, the 

world and technology has developed a lot, you know. You can go to a café and 

see the news and how people live elsewhere, and it’s become a lot easier to 

communicate between peoples and countries, like through WhatsApp or 

Facebook. When you see what life is like in Europe, obviously you want to live a 

life like that. Of course, there’s always pros and cons to this exchange. In my 

view, these links have allowed Western culture to enter into Muslim countries and 

mess everything up, which has caused a lot of people to stop really following 

Islam.” 

If Zubayr emphasized the role of Europe, others highlighted encounters with Moroccan cities. 

Abdulali, who had moved to Dar Gueddari from a nearby village as a child, told me that one of 

the biggest generational changes was better transportation infrastructure in the countryside. He 

claimed that the combination of better roads and cheaper, more abundant transportation options 

like buses meant rural people could travel to cities more easily for both economic and social 

pursuits. He said, 

“When people here go to the cities, they see all sorts of experiences and things 

that don’t exist here in the countryside, and they want to do them but it’s too 

expensive. We have an expression here, ‘In Morocco, if you don’t have money, 

then you don’t live.’ Yes, this means to live literally, but more it’s like… you 

need a bit of money if you want to enjoy yourself in life, to have new experiences 

that make you forget about your problems.” 

Cities undoubtedly harbor certain attractions for rural youth, and itinerant urban residence has 

played an important role in youth’s imagination of a better life. However, the dominant narrative 

in youth discourses was that it was preferable to live in one’s place of origin. While I will 

explore this phenomenon in greater detail in the following chapter, part of the reason behind this 

view is the nature of how youth encounter urban life through mobile economic practices. 
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When rural youth go to work in cities, they not only face exploitative working conditions, 

as I addressed earlier, but also issues related to housing and transportation in the city. Despite 

recent state policies to eliminate peri-urban shantytowns, most youth that I interviewed lived in 

bidonvilles [shantytowns] while they worked in cities. Jamal, a young man who had worked at 

various times in Fes, Kenitra, and Casablanca, explained these issues to me: 

“When you get a tip about a job in a city, the first priority is finding housing. This 

is the first problem that any youth encounters when he leaves the countryside to 

go work in a city. It’s not that there’s bias in this process, at least on the basis of 

us being rural, but there is exploitation. Landlords prefer to rent to married people 

and families, they don’t want to rent to bachelors. So there’s fewer options, and 

those landlords know that we don’t have other options, so they can raise the price 

for housing that isn’t suitable, that doesn’t have running water, or electricity, for 

example. You need to pay an intermediary just to find housing, but then 

oftentimes it is far from your job, so then you have to choose between taking 

public transportation, which is unreliable, or a taxi, which eats up a lot of your 

income. There’s always a tradeoff, and it’s a very difficult life in cities.” 

Exploitative rental processes and high costs of living in urban areas remove much of the 

attractive veneer of city life for rural youth. Youth often told me that they were forced to live in 

sub-standard or informal housing in cities that lacked sewage systems, running water, and other 

utilities. Some youth also linked the material difficulties of urban life with moral differences 

between the cities and the countryside. One young man told me,  

“The cities are different from here. Here, people will invite you in for a meal and 

give you a place to sleep. But if you go to the city and go to someone’s house, 

they’ll ask you to pay them just to stay a night or be fed a meal. People change 

from this monstrousness [waḥashiyya]. If you go to the city, you’ll see youth from 

the countryside who are starving and have lost all their morals, who will be 

willing to steal a loaf of bread right out of your hands.” 

Youth tended to affirm and construct the difference between urban and rural life along 

moral lines. Despite greater economic opportunities in urban areas, people of all ages described 

cities as crime-ridden, full of drugs, and emphasized that rural communities were more moral. 
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Usually, this sense of morality was tied to hospitality and generosity, as well as communalistic 

and familial notions of care. In this sense, notions of rural identity continue to play an important 

local role in distinguishing morally proper ways of living in relation to urban life. However, both 

young men and older heads of household claimed that the current generation of rural youth was 

less moral, less respectful, and more individualistic. Every person I spoke to argued that 

economic marginalization and lack of material opportunities was the cause of this generational 

change.  

In this sense, it is the material precarity that rural youth face which contributes to moral 

decline and associated shifts in notions of rural identity. According to Standing’s definition of 

the precariat, even the lucky few who can get local factory jobs are precarious, due to their weak 

job security, lack of a work-based identity, and temporary labor status. In the context of the rural 

Gharb, a Euro-centric notion of material precarity may be useful for normative arguments about 

labor rights and the need for social mobility. However, this framework must be reformulated to 

analyze the differentiated positionalities of youth engaged in certain types of jobs and the various 

priorities that these jobs fulfill. At the same time, the forms of precarity that rural youth face in 

labor markets are relatively new phenomena and cannot be explained through the claim that it 

“has always been the norm in the global South” (Munck 2013, p. 752).  

There are important distinctions between the situation of contemporary youth and 

previous generations. While Morocco may never have fully developed a Keynesian welfare state, 

neoliberal restructuring in the 1980s and 1990s has decreased social mobility in the countryside, 

which contributes to youth frustration with their labor positionality. In this sense, precarity 

emerges as a comparison to an imagined past that no longer exists. Formal and informal wage 
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labor is increasingly important to youth livelihood practices, and agricultural work has decreased 

in significance. The absence of sufficient local jobs conducive to social reproduction of new 

rural households is a new form of spatial precarity. To extend Anna Tsing’s phrasing, we can 

think of spatial precarity as “life without the promise of stability” in a particular place. As a 

result, rural youth are forced to continuously choose between the specific types of precarity 

found in rural and urban areas. One young man summarized this choice: “Sometimes you get 

tired of the low wages that are all you can get here in the countryside, so you go to the city. Then 

you get sick of the exploitation in the city and you miss your family, so you come home. And 

that’s it, those are the two options available to us.” 

 

Conclusion 

The majority of rural youth in Dar Gueddari and the surrounding area experience the 

period of youthhood through the alternation between pursuing waged opportunities outside of 

their place of origin and periodically returning back home. Class, education, and gender all serve 

as structuring factors that prevent most male youth from accessing local jobs with sufficient 

wages for youth to save money to build their future; in turn, these barriers push many youth to 

seek their fortune elsewhere. As a result, they practice economic activities characterized by a 

high degree of mobility and precarious labor positionality, although the details of precarity vary 

as youth move between urban and rural spaces. 

The mobility of youth as they pursue waged opportunities has spatial implications for the 

experience of youthhood, household formation, and notions of rurality. Youth from the central 

Gharb now spend a considerable portion of their 20s outside of their place of origin, often in 
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cities but in some cases working in other rural areas. When youth move to cities in search of 

jobs, they encounter new ways of urban life. This encounter forces them to negotiate their 

notions of rural identity in relation to urban ways of life, which they identity as immoral and 

exploitative. Despite these issues, youth are choosing mobile, itinerant income-generating 

strategies outside of their place of origin as their best available option to achieve their economic 

goals. As such, the social reproduction of rural households is spatially extended beyond the local 

area. In particular, the production of new households is predicated on non-local labor, except for 

the relatively few young men who can get jobs in local factories through class-based social 

networks. 

The material expectations and aspirations of youth have risen as they encounter other 

ways of life through television news and smartphones, in addition to other factors such as 

collective memory of a past where education led to social mobility. The fact that youth are 

choosing this mobile paradigm of economic activity in order to pursue their aspirations does not 

mean that they see it as a good option to achieve their aspirations. While young people’s 

experience of youthhood as a period of their life can best be understood by analyzing their 

economic practices, this is not the full experience of youth. Youth is a particular socially-

constructed stage of life that is normatively viewed as leading into full social adulthood. In this 

sense, it is inherently temporary. In order to more fully understand the experience of youth in the 

rural Gharb, we must also take into account their aspirations and the ways in which they imagine 

their transition to adulthood and relate to their own futures. 
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CHAPTER 3: ASPIRATIONS, PLACE CONNECTION, AND FUTURE AFFECTS 

 

“My future... the future is opaque. My vision, in the future, I see uncertainty. There is work and 

job opportunities, but each time they are extinguished…so you lose hope. You go to apply for 

jobs, and there isn't an answer. There is still, thank G-d, we still have aspirations. I have two 

diplomas in mechanics, I want to work in this field and start my own business, G-d willing…if I 

succeed in this project I will have total economic stability, which makes everything easier in 

getting married, raising children, building a private home, and investing in your business.” 

 Jamal, a 31-year-old unmarried man from a village near Dar Gueddari, gave this answer 

when I asked how he thought about his future. In many respects, the broad contours of his 

narration are not unique to the Moroccan countryside; the trajectories of global neoliberalism, the 

extension of capitalist processes, and extant political-economic arrangements that reify multiple 

dimensions of inequality have produced similar feelings across the world. However, this has not 

produced a ‘flattening’ of the highly variegated experiences of young people seeking to build 

their lives around the world. While there are a set of common processes impacting the structural 

possibilities for youth to engage in life-building projects oriented toward the future, local socio-

cultural and material elements translate the impact and implications of these processes on 

particular places and communities. 

This chapter investigates how the aspirations of rural youth in the Gharb region give 

insight into generational change and shifts in the experience of youthhood as a liminal state 

leading to adulthood. In the previous chapters, I analyzed the material barriers that produced 

youth as a socially relevant life-stage in the rural Gharb, as well as the economic practices that 

constitute the period of youthhood. Here, I build on these two frameworks of analyzing youth 

experiences to specifically address youth as a transitional period in the life-course of individuals. 

Using the lens of aspirations, I combine material and socio-cultural frameworks to analyze youth 
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as a temporary life-stage, generational shifts in place attachment, and the emergence of new 

temporal and affective relations related to the transition to full social adulthood.  

The ways in which rural youth in Dar Gueddari articulated their future aspirations reveals 

points of continuity and divergence between generations related to socio-cultural markers 

signifying the transition to adulthood. Every young person I spoke with emphasized that their 

primary teleological goal was to produce an independent household in their place of origin. This 

goal demonstrates youth’s continued attachment to place, a key feature of rural identity. 

However, the labor opportunities available to youth also structure the possible means through 

which youth construct their attachment to place. In contrast to previous generations, who 

produced place attachment through agricultural practices, young people now demonstrate their 

connection to place through the discursive practice of aspiring to produce a household in their 

home village. However, most young people do not see their current economic activities as a 

realistic path to achieve their future goals. This produces a deep sense of affective precarity, re-

temporalizing the ways in which young people relate to their own futures and see the possibility 

of transitioning to social adulthood. 

Despite increasingly mobile livelihoods, youth still retain a strong attachment to place, 

but older generations adhere to a discourse that youth are no longer attached to land because of 

the new ways in which youth produce connection to place. While both youth and older heads of 

households use narratives drawing on the past to articulate their attachment to place, older 

generations whose livelihoods are predicated on agriculture inscribe their attachment to place 

through their labor. Since these opportunities are not afforded to young people, their connection 

to place is constructed through future-oriented aspirations to produce households in their place of 
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origin. However, the constrained and low-wage labor opportunities that youth can access are not 

seen as realistic potentials to achieve the normative elements of the aspirations that youth 

articulate. This has resulted in a deep sense of precarity, where youth do not see a clear 

connection between their current practices and the receding futures in which they transition to 

social adulthood. 

 

Youth Aspirations and Transitions 

In the previous chapter, I focused on the period of youthhood through economic 

practices, but youth is also a stage of life characterized by liminality and transition. Scholarship 

on youth aspirations usefully synthesizes these two perspectives by analyzing how young people 

think about their future goals and positionality within society at a particular and contingent 

moment in time (Leavy and Smith 2010; Giuliani et al. 2017). In this chapter, I consider how the 

content of youth aspirations symbolizes life-building projects oriented towards achieving social 

adulthood. By this, I mean that the teleological goals that characterize youth aspirations, such as 

getting married or building a house, demonstrate the socio-cultural markers necessary to 

transition into adulthood. At the same time, the affective relations that emerge from perceived 

barriers to achieving aspirations and the transition to adulthood give insight into the socio-

temporal experience of youthhood (Brannen and Nilsen 2002; Woodman and Leccardi 2015). In 

this regard, analyzing aspirations allows us to conceive of youth as both a transitional life-stage 

as well as a unique moment in the life-course of individuals that exhibits its own temporalities, 

affects, and social practices.  
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Aspirations are a uniquely future-oriented discourse because they symbolize individuals’ 

relation to collective notions of life-course trajectories. Aspiration exhibits ‘temporal 

momentum’ – “it is always an impetus toward something” (Bryant and Knight 2019, p. 139, 

emphasis in original). Aspirations thus reveal the teleological aspects of how individuals bring 

the future into their present by orienting towards specific ends. Long-term aspirations also have a 

normative element, in that they reveal what individuals believe ‘ought’ to occur throughout the 

course of their life. This point is particularly relevant for youth as a transitional life-stage.  

In this chapter, I frame youth as a distinct period of social life characterized by life-

building projects, which are innately connected with transitions to social adulthood. Youth, in 

this sense, is imbued with potentiality; not only as a transitional period between adolescence and 

adulthood, but also because to be a youth means one has the potential to be an adult. By this, I 

mean that socio-cultural markers of adulthood and the material means to achieve these markers 

mediate who is categorized as a youth rather than an adult, in contradistinction to adolescents 

who do not yet have this potential. However, as Fischer (2014) notes, “aspirations are 

constrained by what is seen as possible, the realm of what is achievable and conceivable, the 

space of opportunity structures” (p. 145). In this sense, aspiring is different than imagining, not 

only as it is more clearly constrained by perceptions of the possible, but because aspiring is 

inherently goal-oriented (Hart 2014). Adolescents may imagine being adults, but youth – at least 

in the rural Gharb – aspire to be adults. Analyzing youth aspirations thereby provides a lens to 

investigate the transitional points of life-courses while acknowledging the structuring 

potentialities of the present moment.  
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In contrast to the bulk of sociological research on youth transitions, which has focused on 

youth as a liminal life-stage in which individuals gain the social and economic resources to 

transition to adulthood, I am more concerned with how youth conceive of and relate to the notion 

of transitioning to adulthood. As a life-stage, the period of youthhood is temporary – or at least 

there is a normative sense that it should be temporary. Following the scholarly literature on youth 

in the MENA region,17 as well as my ethnographic findings, the most significant break between 

youthhood and adulthood is marriage. 

Singerman (2007) coined the term ‘waithood’ to describe the phenomenon of delayed 

marriage in urban Egypt, which “places young people in an adolescent, liminal world where they 

are neither children nor adults” (p. 6). The notion of waithood has been taken up by other 

scholars focused on the MENA region to describe the broader emergence of youth as a 

population group who face significant structural barriers to achieving the usual social roles 

associated with adulthood, including spouse, parent, worker, and citizen (e.g. Dhillon and Yousef 

2009; Sayre and Yousef 2016; Silver 2017). Explanations for why youth transitions to adulthood 

have elongated include the rising cost of marriage (Singerman 2007), extended periods of 

education (Salehi-Isfahani and Dhillon 2008), and the shrinking availability of public-sector jobs 

(Dhillon and Yousef 2009). This phenomenon is by no means confined to the MENA region. 

Writing on the situation of global youth, Woodman and Bennett (2015) argue, “events that were 

once clearly and unambiguously seen to mark the end of the youth transition, such as the 

 
17 Based on seventeen years of fieldwork in Lebanon, Suad Joseph notes that “shibab (youth) rarely means those 

twenty-nine or younger or those 14-24 or 15-25 or any demographic definition of youth used by Western scholars. 

Rather, youth tends to be used to mean either ‘unmarried’ or ‘robust,’ especially for males” (Joseph 2013, p. 118). 
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completion of education, full-time employment, and household and family formation, have 

become protracted, increasingly reversible, and less likely to occur concurrently” (p. 5).  

Given the social construction of categories such as ‘youth’ and ‘adulthood,’ one cannot 

make universal claims about what marks these categories. However, there are common themes 

that have emerged from decades of scholarly research into the transition to adulthood in a 

multitude of local contexts. In terms of social relations, adulthood is marked by greater 

independence and a rearrangement of relations of responsibility (Arnett 2015; Bucholtz 2002). 

This is most clearly seen through the different social roles that distinguish adults from youth, 

adolescents, and children (Silver 2017). There are some roles that have historically been 

associated with adulthood but which youth can perform, at least in the Moroccan context, such as 

citizen-subject or laborer. However, for the purposes of analyzing the content of the aspirations 

of the youth that participated in this study, I focus on three roles: head of household, spouse, and 

parent. 

 

Building a Household, Starting a Business 

 In every one of my interviews with local youth, they told me that their primary aspiration 

was to create an independent household in their place of origin. By household, I mean both the 

material structure of a house as well as the social structure of the nuclear and/or extended family 

in residence. Due to lack of available land, in practice most young adults have built a private 

room or two within an extended family home, rather than a separate building. The youth I 

interviewed conceived of an independent household as one in which they were the primary 

decision-maker, rather than an older paternal relative. Other features of young people’s future 
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aspirations, such as jobs and employment, were organized towards the teleological end of 

building a private residence in their village, getting married, and having children. I found that the 

transition from living in one’s parents’ household to forming an independent household was the 

primary point of continuity between different generations’ notions of transitions to adulthood. 

Abdulkabir, a 30-year-old mechanic from a nearby village, made this clear to me. He was 

married and had three children – excluding him from my criteria of youth. However, he did live 

in an extended family household, and did not own a private home. I asked him if he considered 

himself to be a youth, and he looked at me like I was an idiot, replying, “No, of course I’m not a 

youth. I’m married, I have kids, I took out a loan to start my own business - I’ve built all the 

parts of my life.” Abdulkabir’s comment that he had already ‘built’ his life gestures towards 

youth as a transitional stage of the life-course in which one assembles and constructs the aspects 

of socio-material life that constitute adulthood.  

For young people who remain in the life-stage of youth, the teleological goals they 

articulate as part of their long-term aspirations are the social roles that mark adulthood. Ismail, a 

24-year-old man from one of the villages near Dar Gueddari who had a technical diploma in 

mechanics, told me, “If you’re settled here, you get married and have kids, that’s just what is 

done. But in order to do so, you need to have a house and money, to be fully stable. We don’t 

even have land left in the village to build on, so how can we do this?” In this sense, inability to 

access residential land constrains youth from materially building a home and socially building an 

adult life. Nabil, who worked at a nearby factory, responded to my query about his future 

aspirations by saying, “Our dreams are like your expectations [in the West]... in Morocco, the 

dream of anyone is to have a house, a car, to get married.” His linguistic shift from aspirations to 
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dreams demonstrates the uncertainty associated with these teleological goals. Jamal, who I 

quoted in the beginning of the paper, later told me, “We all have the idea of getting married… 

the idea is there, but the possibility isn’t, because you need a job with a good income. Whoever 

gets married has a big responsibility to his family, so he needs a real income.” What emerges 

from these points is that when youth talk about their long-term aspirations associated with social 

adulthood, they immediately link achieving these goals with material barriers arising from the 

processes I outlined in Chapter 1, especially the lack of available residential land and limited 

labor opportunities characterized by low wages.  

 Youth in Dar Gueddari and the surrounding environs generally consider their current 

income-generating strategies – as outlined in the previous chapter – to be unconnected to their 

future livelihood aspirations. Primarily, this is because these activities are not seen as a feasible 

way to produce and sustain an independent household. When I asked interviewees what they 

wanted to do for a living in the future, the ubiquitous answer was to start their own business – 

usually a cafe, corner store, or restaurant. For youth who had technical training in a profession 

such as mechanics or utility repair, they typically sought to start an owner-operated business in 

their specific field of expertise. One young man explained why business ownership was so 

important, claiming, “Once you start a business, then everyone knows you have the stability to 

get married and start a family.” Since local communities can no longer provide land to help 

youth build their lives, starting a business now serves to demonstrate to the community a man’s 

eligibility as a potential spouse. In effect, being a business owner has become a transitional step 

to getting married, one of the key markers of social adulthood. With the end of agriculture as a 
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viable livelihood strategy, the path to marriage has become temporally extended as young men 

work to save money to invest in starting a local business. 

The problem youth face is that the low wages of the labor opportunities, both local and 

non-local, make it difficult for young people to save enough money to open a business. In one of 

my conversations with Mehdi, a 24-year-old who worked a few days a week as a laborer for a 

nearby agro-business, he told me, “Even those who are educated [i.e. have a technical diploma] 

can’t get real jobs. The jobs we can get in cities, they don’t pay enough for all the various 

expenses you have in a city, like rent, transport, and utilities. Here, even if I can just work two or 

three days a week for 40-50 dirhams18 a day, I can still pay for my family to eat. But I don’t earn 

enough to save any money for my future. As we say here; what answers the day? The coming of 

night.” The expression Mehdi used at the end gestures to the temporal immobility that 

characterizes the current labor opportunities to which youth have access. Older people also 

explicitly recognized this issue. In one group interview I conducted with eleven heads of 

household, I asked about the different economic opportunities between their generation and the 

youth today. One man, who I estimated to be in his mid-40s, said, “Young people just live day-

to-day here, they can’t gather money to invest or improve their lives.” Everyone nodded 

somberly in agreement.  

  The temporal implications of the gap between the current income-generating strategies 

of youth and their aspiration to start a business is best understood by thinking about the plural 

‘times’ that shape youth experiences, which range from the quotidian temporality of daily life to 

longer rhythms related to the shift between different stages of social life (Cavalli 1985). The 

 
18 Roughly $4-5 
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labor practices of youth form part of the temporality of everyday life, meaning “the pace and 

rhythms and schedules that give a structure, or lack of structure, to everyday existence” 

(Woodman and Leccardi 2015, p. 61). These jobs are subsistence, literally day-to-day, in that 

they maintain life without allowing for the possibility of change. This phenomenon is by no 

means unique to the Moroccan countryside; scholarship on youth has increasingly remarked on 

the practical approach of young people focused on the present and the short-term (e.g. Honwana 

2012, in Africa). In contrast, the aspiration to start a business is related to the temporality of 

youth’s life-course, since it both constitutes and represents a transition to the socio-economic 

stability necessary to produce an independent household. However, if young people cannot save 

money based on the work they do now, then what other methods are they using to make progress 

on starting a business? 

 The strategies that young men use to achieve the intermediate goal of starting a business 

differ based on their economic class and social networks. Youth from relatively wealthier 

families can get a loan from their father or grandfather in order to start a small business. Some 

young men that had finished high school benefitted from a local government program that gave 

them seed capital and subsidized rent in a state-owned property to open clothing and electronic 

stores. I later heard from several interlocutors that most of these beneficiaries had some sort of 

social connection to the local bureaucracy, with the implication that their good fortune was due 

to nepotism, rather than individual merit. Others get married without a stable income, although 

older heads of household told me that this contributed to rising divorce rates in the countryside. 

The majority of local youth do not have access to family loans, connections to officials, and were 

unwilling to get married without a stable income. They had to get creative. 
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 One instance from my fieldwork is especially illustrative of new strategies that young 

people are using to start a business and get married. I was at the house of a friend in Dar 

Gueddari who had recently built a second story to his family home. He had hired two young 

local men, Karim and Abdullah, to repaint the entire house. I asked if I could help them paint - 

they laughed in response but let me take a turn with the rollers to put down a basecoat. After 

about 15 minutes, Karim insisted that I stop, and when I protested that I had hardly helped at all, 

he replied, “Why don’t you sit and keep us company while we work - time goes faster when 

you’re chatting, after all. If you want to help, just point out any spots that we miss.”  

I pulled up a stool, and we proceeded to chat for nearly two hours about their lives, work 

opportunities, migration, and changing life expectations between generations. Later in the 

conversation, I posed the question of whether they would prefer to work as an employee with a 

stable contract, benefits, and a good salary, or own their own business. Abdullah immediately 

responded, “It’s better to own your own business, because you control it and can make all of 

your own decisions, it’s not like at a company where they rule over you.” I asked him how much 

it cost to start a corner store, and he estimated that it was roughly three thousand dollars. To me, 

this seemed an impossible sum requiring a decade or more to save, at least based on my rough 

calculations of local wages and living costs. When I asked how the average young man could 

possibly save this much money, Abdullah launched into a surprising story: 

“My cousin, he’s from the same village as me. He liked this girl from our village, 

you know, they’d known each other since they were kids and had always joked 

around. When he got older, he left school and went to go work in cities. After a 

couple years, he had saved up some money, but didn’t want to keep waiting [to 

marry her]. So one time when he had come back to visit family, he talked with her 

about how they could make a life together. It turned out she had rights to some 
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land19 that she got profits from every year. Since they knew she would have this 

income, they decided to get married now. He could work to support the family 

and not worry about saving money, since they could save her income, and a few 

years later he started a business.” 

The story of Abdullah’s cousin not only highlights the creativity of young people in 

strategizing to build adult lives in the face of difficult circumstances, but also their agency. In 

this case, they had flipped the usual order of starting a business and getting married because of 

their access to specific resources, commitment to each other, and willingness to search for a 

compromise that may not fully align with the gender norms of older generations. As Bourdieu 

(1977) argues, “to substitute strategy for the rule is to reintroduce time, with its rhythm” (p. 9). 

Abdullah’s cousin and his wife strategically played with the normative sequence of life-course 

transitions, allowing them to get married before their peers. However, the reason I found this 

story surprising was because it featured a strategy that worked around a common rule. Most 

youth encounter considerable difficulty in saving or raising the money to start a business and 

continue to espouse gendered norms that men should be the primary breadwinner. In this sense, 

shifts in normative views around marriage and household labor are not changing at the same 

pace as the material conditions that allow people to manifest these norms in lived reality. 

 Despite numerous obstacles, all the young men I spoke to still saw an entrepreneurial 

project as the best means to achieve their ultimate teleological goal of producing an independent 

household. The Moroccan state has made a concerted effort to encourage entrepreneurial 

behavior among youth, although this has primarily been aimed at urban youth (Bergh 2012). The 

literature on youth and entrepreneurship has often focused on issues related to neoliberalism, 

 
19 The implication was she had rights to a portion of an agricultural parcel in a different village, which one of her 

family members would farm and send her a portion of the gross profits each year. 
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from educational discourses promoting individualism in the Global North (Mitchell 2003; 

Purcell 2011) to the spread of neoliberal governmentality through development programs in the 

Global South (Bergh 2012; Sukarieh 2016; DeJaeghere 2017). In contrast, the ways that youth in 

Dar Gueddari talked about starting a business opposed neoliberal rationalities of individual 

responsibility and the capitalist logic of profit-maximization. I found this was because 

entrepreneurial behavior is oriented towards the end of building and sustaining an independent 

household in their place of origin. 

 The two painters I spoke with, Karim and Abdullah, emblematized this way of thinking. 

Earlier in our conversation, Karim had told me that after he gets a technical diploma in electrical 

maintenance, he wanted to get a stable job with insurance, good pay, and a contract, so I 

expected him to advocate for employment over entrepreneurship. Surprisingly, Karim echoed 

Abdullah in his preference to start a business. He said, “Working for other people sucks. Having 

your own business is better, if you have the choice…you can relax and make money 

continuously without needing to always move around.” Abdullah added, “If you own a business, 

you can take a vacation every year for three or four months to spend more time with your family, 

and you’ll still make an income, even if it won’t be as much because you need to hire other 

people to work for you. It’s not like working as a laborer or for a company, where you only get 

paid when you’re actually working.” Clearly, their goal was not to make as much money as 

possible, but rather to spend time with their family and sustain a life in their village. In addition, 

as youth cannot access the land necessary to become independent farmers, being a business-

owner carries similar notions of socio-economic autonomy that older generations gained from 

smallholder agriculture. 
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There is, of course, another aspect to opening a local business; it allows individuals to 

emplace themselves in the local community. Youth aspirations to start an entrepreneurial project 

must be understood as a means to achieve their teleological goal of producing and sustaining an 

independent household in their place of origin. This facet of youth aspirations requires us to 

unpack shifting notions of rural identity and how young people produce their attachment to 

place. Despite extant constraints on the possibility of making a living in the local area, the youth 

I spoke to still express a powerful sense of place connection, albeit one that is distinct from that 

of previous generations. 

 

The Spatio-Temporality of Place Connection 

 Rurality has long been associated with notions of stability and a connection to place. 

Studies of place attachment have formed a primary angle of approach to investigate migration 

choices and immobility in rural areas (Woods 2011; Milbourne and Kitchen 2014). As Barcus 

and Brunn (2010) note, “An underlying assumption about place attachment and mobility is that 

as place attachment increases, the likelihood of mobility or propensity to migrate decreases” (p. 

283). At the same time, it is vital to note that “the rural has long relied on extensive mobility in 

both economic and social life...Markets, employment, shopping, socialising, schooling, attending 

church, seeing a doctor, visiting parks: these all require traversing space, often great reaches of 

it” (Bell and Osti 2010, p. 199). However, contemporary rural life is marked by new forms of 

mobility, as detailed in the previous chapter. The extension of infrastructure into the countryside 

has opened new opportunities for both human mobility as well as flows of capital investment 

(Rignall and Atia 2017).  
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 The dominant mode of youth economic practices is characterized by mobile, itinerant 

labor in which young people move back and forth between urban and rural spaces. Mobile 

populations are not a new phenomenon in the Moroccan countryside, but older heads of 

household told me that the scale of mobile labor has increased rapidly since the 1980s. This has 

obvious implications for the construction of rural identity, as young people increasingly spend a 

large portion of their formative years away from their place of origin. Some scholars have 

emphasized the deployment of local identity through the lens of resistance, whether against 

globalization (Escobar 2001), state-led renewable energy projects (Devine-Wright and Howes 

2010), or land grabs (Hall et al. 2015). In contrast, I explore what it means for people to maintain 

a sense of place attachment not as a form of resistance, but rather as a self-referential teleological 

end.  

Numerous case studies have demonstrated that many rural people still exhibit high 

degrees of place attachment (e.g. Giuliani et al. 2017, in Morocco). Place attachment, which has 

primarily been deployed as a theoretical concept in human geography and environmental 

psychology, can be defined as “bonds between people and place based on affection (emotion, 

feeling), cognition (thought, knowledge, belief) and practice (action, behaviour)” (Gustafson 

2006, p. 19). Barcus and Brunn (2010) argue that new technologies have allowed for the 

emergence of what they term ‘place elasticity’ meaning “a virtual relationship, in which 

individuals who may or may not reside in a community maintain a permanent or continuous 

engagement with one place for a lifetime irrespective of actual residence in that place” (p. 281). 

Social media, smart phones, and new forms of digital technology have prompted the emergence 

of ‘virtual mobility,’ allowing rural people to use technology to explore new places as well as 
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allowing mobile populations to retain ties to their place of origin (Milbourne and Kitchen 2014). 

In Morocco, improvements in transportation infrastructure linking cities to the countryside and 

the recent spread of smartphones have allowed mobile people to maintain closer contact with 

their place of origin as they pursue mobile livelihoods to accumulate capital. 

 Social reproduction is intimately related to sense of place. The intensification and 

diversification of forms of mobility have reshaped the connections between place and identity 

but have not done away with them. Place attachment is self-evidently spatial, but I argue that it is 

also a temporalized experience. People build connection to place through the past, by connecting 

a place to ancestral lineage, but also through the future, by orienting their life trajectories toward 

particular places. Casey’s (1993) conception of journeys and homecoming is a useful way of 

thinking about the relationship between the temporality of youthhood and connection to place. 

He writes, “an initial implacement is succeeded by a displacement elsewhere as a journey is 

undertaken; the displacement, which may itself be multiple, in turn gives way to a last 

implacement at the end of the journey that is comparatively conclusive and stable” (Ibid., p. 

291). When an individual enters the liminal period of youthhood, they are on a journey towards 

the teleological end of coming home with the capital to start an adult life. Part of the experience 

of youthhood in Dar Gueddari means becoming dis-emplaced, because there is not a place in the 

local community for them to build their adult lives. This is what forces most young men to 

migrate in search of economic opportunities to accumulate capital. Even though young men may 

move in and out of their community of origin during the journey of youthhood, they do not 

become re-emplaced until they experience homecoming. For young rural men, to truly come 

back to their home village means they must transition into adulthood.  
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 In Morocco, the notion of place and associated attachments is signified through the word 

bled, which can perhaps best be translated as ‘homeland.’ Bled is used to articulate an attachment 

to place - a common question upon meeting someone is to ask where their bled is, meaning 

where their family is from, not necessarily where they actually grew up or currently reside. The 

answer, as in Evans-Pritchard’s (1940) discussion of the concept of cieng among the Nuer, 

depends on perceptions of shared geographical knowledge. To a foreigner or urbanite, 

Moroccans may respond with the region or nearest major city, but to someone of the same region 

they would name the county or specific village. Like many words in Moroccan Arabic, bled has 

multiple meanings depending on linguistic context. In addition to homeland or place of origin, it 

can also mean land in the abstract, as in the question, “How much land (bled) do you cultivate?” 

These two meanings of bled provide a useful framework to understand shifts in place attachment 

across generations; older heads of household take their specific plot of agricultural land as the 

relevant place to be attached to, while youth demonstrate connection to place in the form of their 

village as a socio-spatial community. 

 The dominant discourse among older heads of household is that youth no longer have an 

attachment to land. Some of these older people turned to a material approach to explain this 

generational change. Ichaq, a local farmer who had also periodically worked in urban 

construction, told me, “The youth of today, they are patient since there’s not enough land for 

them. They can’t use the land to live, to get married, to raise their kids… it’s lost its meaning.” 

In this viewpoint, land is a resource that provides livelihoods and the material means to transition 

to adulthood. For older generations, their ability to build their adult lives through agricultural 

livelihoods was intertwined with producing their affective connection to place. To return to 
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Gustafson’s definition of place attachment, these older heads of household see the primary 

method to inscribe connection to place through the practice of agricultural labor. 

However, land is not merely an economic resource, but also a socio-material entity that 

defies easy categorization as an alienable object.20 Nofel, a member of the local council 

responsible for dealing with internal community disputes over land, argued that “There are too 

many youth now and the next generation will bring even more, so they need work and economic 

opportunities. Now, there are no residences, no work, so what will future generations do? The 

relationship with land doesn’t remain, it’s not like a mother and her child anymore. People can’t 

improve their lives using the land, so they see it as just a desert.” Here, Nofel linked people’s 

relationship with the land to familial notions of care. He was by no means the only farmer to 

express this idea – when I asked older generations how they felt about land, a common response 

was “land is our mother.” In describing land through familial terms, older farmers also 

emphasize the affective component of the bond between people and place.  

 Youth conceptions of land also exhibit a complicated negotiation between land as 

material object and social entity. In a conversation I had with a group of five young men in a 

village upriver from Dar Gueddari, one of them said, “Yeah, this idea that land is beloved 

exists,” then trailed off, and I sensed a ‘but’ hanging in the background. He continued, saying, “I 

mean, those who live off the bounty of the land have that sort of feeling.” Another took up the 

thread, asserting, “Anyone who can make a living off the land feels that way about it.” The 

implication, of course, is that since they did not live off the land, they no longer shared this 

 
20 As Karl Polanyi argues in his 1944 book The Great Transformation, land is a fictitious commodity as it is not 

produced for the market. The process of commodifying land (or access to land) thus serves as a threat to the social 

relations within which land is embedded. 
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emotional attachment to their family’s land. However, this was by no means a ubiquitous 

narrative among youth, and as I inquired further the complexities of youth’s relation to land 

began to emerge.  

Mohammed, a young man from Dar Gueddari who sought to migrate to Europe, told me 

that when he inherited land, he planned to sell it in order to raise money for the costs of 

migration. When I asked him how he felt about his family’s land, Mohammed smiled wryly and 

replied, “I still have an emotional feeling for the land, it reminds me of my parents and my 

family. But even though our land is dear to us, it doesn’t feed us.” His emotional connection to 

the land exists despite de-agrarianization – the word he used for ‘dear’ is typically descriptive of 

inter-personal human relations, demonstrating an affective bond. However, for him, material 

pressures superseded this attachment. When I asked who would buy this land, he said, “I don’t 

know. Rich people, those who have money. I’d prefer to sell to a member of our community, but 

we are all poor here so they don’t have the possibility to buy land.” Even as Mohammed looked 

to his own future and how he could achieve his dreams, collective notions of who should be 

using their community’s land structured his preferences for who he would sell land to, although 

he saw material inequalities as limiting this possibility. 

 Some young men explicitly drew on the past and lineal roots to explain their connection 

to land and place. Abdulfatah, like Mohammed, wanted to raise money to migrate to Europe. 

However, he explicitly noted this was a temporary step – he only wanted to stay for five or six 

years to save money in order to start a local business, get married, and settle down in Dar 

Gueddari. When I asked him if he would sell land once he inherited it, he laughed and said, 

“Even if I had a title I wouldn’t sell it, the land is still good for agriculture even if it is just a 



100 

 

little…” He trailed off, and continued, “Look, the land is dear to me. It’s the land of my 

ancestors, my forefathers. I would never sell it.” In this sense, Abdulfatah drew on a connection 

to the past expressed through his lineage to inscribe his personal connection to the land and 

explain why material pressures could not induce him to sell it, despite his desire to migrate to 

Europe.  

Ismail, the young mechanic from a nearby village, also expressed a complicated relation 

to land and agricultural livelihoods. He said, “Look, I don’t see my future in agriculture, but I 

help my father out on our land when I am home. When you see the land being used for 

agriculture, when you see everything growing after your hard work… you feel a sense of pride. 

You’re proud when someone walks by and compliments you on the bounty of your land, when 

you see the quality or the amount of the harvest.” While Ismail did not connect his family’s land 

to his own future, he still expressed an affective mood of pride in relation to his current labor on 

his family’s farm. 

 How can we reconcile the discourse of heads of household that youth are no longer 

connected to land with the more complicated picture that emerges from how youth articulate 

their own emotional attachments to the land? First, while the emotional and affective element of 

this relation arises through the ways in which people of different generations talk about land, 

most people initially explicate their relation to land through material elements, notably 

livelihoods. Now that young rural men from Dar Gueddari and the surrounding area are 

increasingly participating in mobile livelihoods that bring them in and out of rural space, whether 

through itinerant work in the major urban centers of Morocco or by planning to migrate to 

Europe, members of older generations see them as losing their attachment to the land of their 
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ancestors. However, as I continued to question youth about their connection to land and place, I 

came to realize that their connection to their place of origin was an integral feature of their future 

aspirations, forming a distinct modality of place attachment that was future-oriented and 

substantially different from the ways in which older generations understood attachment to place 

through the practice of agricultural livelihoods. 

 We can understand these two different forms of place attachment by returning to the two 

aforementioned definitions of bled. Older heads of household who rely on agricultural 

production as a significant part of their livelihoods see their family’s specific agricultural parcel 

as the key place to which one forms attachment. In this sense, the attachment is to the land. In 

contrast, youth articulate attachment to place in their aspirations through the socio-spatial unit of 

the village. By this, I mean they produce attachment to their emplaced community of origin, not 

the specific plot of land that their family owns and cultivates. Every young man that I 

interviewed expressed a long-term aspiration to permanently settle and produce a household in 

his home village, regardless of whether they wanted to work in urban areas, seek out local 

employment in factories, or migrate to Europe in the interim period between the current moment 

and this future aspiration. While it would be difficult, if not unfeasible, to assess the relative 

strength of these attachments, it is worth noting that drawing the future into the present to 

produce a link between people and a place is an inherently ephemeral and tenuous process. 

Both youth and older heads of household express place connection through relations to 

the past by citing an ancestral connection to their place of origin. However, older heads of 

household whose livelihoods are primarily predicated on farming inscribe their connection to a 

particular plot of agricultural land through their actual labor. Youth, who do not have access to 
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their own land, produce attachment to place through their discursive aspiration to form a 

household in their place of origin. The gap between the methods through which different 

generations demonstrate attachment to place has made youth notions of place connection 

unintelligible to older heads of household, contributing to a prevailing discourse that youth have 

lost their connection to land. The future-oriented modality of youth production of place 

connection also has spatial implications; rather than a specific plot of agricultural land, youth 

articulate a connection to their village of origin as a socio-spatial community. However, the 

aspirations that youth articulate related to reproduction of households are by no means assured. 

Material barriers to building an independent household has produced new temporalities integral 

to the experience of youthhood in the Gharb, in which the path for young people to achieve their 

aspirations is murky, uncertain, and precarious. 

 

Affective Precarity and the Future 

I previously asserted that precarity is not incompatible with teleology, but acknowledging 

the precariousness of our interconnected world does elide the sensibility of linear teleology. The 

youth of Dar Gueddari and the surrounding area have clear aspirations that feature specific 

teleological goals related to transitioning to adulthood and producing a household in their place 

of origin. The issue is that they feel deeply uncertain about the path between their current 

position and these future goals. Schatzki’s concept of teleoaffects is useful here, meaning “a 

range of normativized and hierarchically ordered ends, projects, and tasks, to varying degrees 

allied with normativized emotions and even moods” (Schatzki 2002, p. 80). This concept helps 

us understand the relation between the content of youth aspirations, their embedded affective 
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relations, and the ways in which young people continue to maintain precarious imaginations of 

the future. Youth as a transitional life-stage also features a particular teleoaffective experience – 

in this specific case, affective precarity arising from uncertainty surrounding future transitions. 

 The implications of the affective aspect of precarity are most clearly seen in the gap 

between rising material expectations and perceptions of realistic possibilities. As one local 

farmer succinctly noted, “Everybody wants more now; it’s not like in my father’s generation. 

We’ve reached a point where some people won’t even eat a dish that doesn’t have meat in it.” 

People of all generations widely acknowledged that life is better now, citing material 

improvements such as running water, electricity, and the availability of food, in contrast to the 

experience of previous generations. This results in a seeming paradox: how is it that people 

accept that their material lives have improved while also expressing a deep sense of precarity? 

 In studies of wellbeing in the Global South, scholars have noted that the gap between 

rising material expectations and opportunities to achieve these expectations have affective 

implications (Fischer 2014). As Graham (2011) proposes, “if prospects of a more fulfilling life 

are raised but the opportunity to live that life does not materialize, one can surely imagine lasting 

unhappiness as a result” (p. 47). The uncertainty that arises from shifts in political-economic 

arrangements, such as processes of de-agrarianization in Dar Gueddari and the surrounding area, 

contributes to an embodied feeling of precarity that goes beyond materialist conceptions of labor 

characteristics. Young men still incorporate the future into their present, demonstrated by their 

aspirations to reproduce households in their place of origin, start a business, get married, and 

have children. However, increasing structural barriers, including shrinking availability of 
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residential land and lack of adequate labor opportunities have caused youth’s visions of the 

future to recede into the distance.  

Youth experience existential immobility as their current economic practices do not seem 

to lead towards the teleological ends to which they aspire. By this, I mean that there is a 

normative belief on the part of both heads of household and youth that the period of youthhood 

should be one in which they accumulate the capital necessary to achieve the social markers of 

adulthood, but that as a general case, they are not. As Bryant and Knight (2019) note, 

“Expectation, when translated into communal terms, often slips between the “ought” of 

potentiality and the “ought” of promise” (p. 73). The gap between normative notions of what 

youth should be able to do, rising material expectations, and perceptions of material possibilities 

has muddied the notion of life-courses. In this regard, the elongation of youth as a life-stage has 

also resulted in new affective experiences characterized by uncertainty and precarity, particularly 

in relation to future aspirations about building livelihoods that allow youth to transition into 

adulthood. 

In my interviews with youth, they often described their aspirations to start a business, get 

married, and build an independent household as unrealistic. In contrast to Berlant’s (2011) notion 

of ‘cruel optimism,’ the young people I spoke with were quite explicit about how their present 

practices were disconnected from their future aspirations. Omar, who worked informally for a 

sub-contractor of the local sugar factory in Dar Gueddari, told me, “There are some aspirations, 

but there's no possibilities to reach those aspirations. The goals are there, the ideas are there to 

create a future, but there's no help or support [from the state], there's no way to realize your 

aspirations.” Another young man from a nearby village who worked as a seasonal agricultural 
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laborer used similar rhetoric. When I asked him what his aspirations were in the future, his voice 

took on a tone of frustration, saying, “My aspirations in the future? What can I tell you, my 

aspirations in the future, it's just in my head.” He paused, shrugged, and took a deep sigh. “I 

think about starting a business in the local market, that's the idea that's in my head. But I can't, 

it's not possible. There's no business in commerce these days, you understand?”  

 In Pascon and Bentahar’s (1969) seminal work on rural youth in Morocco, they found 

that young men from Dar Gueddari were highly optimistic about their economic prospects and 

believed the state had the capacity and desire to support their pursuit of livelihoods outside of 

agriculture. Fifty years later, young men continue to hold the state responsible for creating jobs 

but are highly pessimistic about the political will to do so in the face of endemic corruption. I 

often saw a feeling of deep frustration among local youth; not only from what they said, but as 

an embodied affect emerging from the pauses, tones, and bodily gestures that accompanied their 

words. At times flashes of anger would appear, particularly when I asked about elites and socio-

economic inequality. For example, when I asked Soufyane, one of the few local youth that I 

encountered who primarily made a living off of agricultural labor, about who owned the farms he 

worked on, I recorded the following account in my fieldnotes: 

His posture shifted, sitting up straight and looking me directly in the eyes. He 

raised his voice, taking on a sharp, rough tone, and said, “They’re thieves. I don’t 

care who hears this [pointing to my audio recorder], you can tell this to anyone, 

they all know it. They’re thieves, that’s all. During this time [the three months of 

work in the summer] we have relative abundance, things are OK. There is some 

work in those farms, but they hardly pay you. You wake up early, do a whole day 

of hard work, then go to a cafe afterwards to relax, drink a coffee, smoke some kif 

– and that’s it, you just spent all your earnings. The rest of the year? It’s like a 

punishment, like torture. There’s nothing to do, no work.” 

This account resonated with another rhetorical notion that emerged several times in the course of 

my conversations and interviews; the period of youthhood was a waste. Some policy reports 
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have alluded to MENA states as failing to take advantage of the youth bulge as a rise in the 

productive population for economic production. However, I found that when youth used the term 

waste [ḍayʿa] they meant that youthhood was a period of time that marked wasted years related 

to social reproduction. 

Several weeks later, I encountered Soufyane at a cafe that I had gone to with Nofel, a 

member of the community’s local council. It was nearly midnight, and when I greeted Soufyane, 

it was immediately apparent that he was quite intoxicated. We started talking, and he quickly 

turned to this notion of wasted lives. He told me, “The elites, those sons of bitches, they’re 

getting richer, while the rest of us are wasting our lives. The youth now, they are lost. This life I 

am living now, it’s like death; if I died right now, it wouldn’t even matter to me.” Soufyane 

articulates a clear sense of the injustice of the current system, and the violent effect of extant 

political-economic arrangements on the affective experience of youth. 

Earlier, I discussed Singerman’s notions of waithood, which has become the dominant 

label to describe the experience of youth in the MENA region. Clearly, the modality of ‘waiting’ 

implies passivity. Some scholars who continue to deploy waithood as a conceptual term have 

pushed back against its passive implications by emphasizing the dynamic agency of young 

people (Honwana 2012). In the rural Gharb, youth are incredibly active – they pursue mobile 

livelihoods, come up with creative strategies to get married, and are constantly working towards 

finding possibilities to transition into adulthood. While waithood may seem to articulate with the 

existential immobility youth described to me, it fails to capture the darker aspects of the affective 

experience of youthhood in the rural Gharb. 
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 In contrast to waithood, the notion of waste more clearly expresses the teleoaffective 

experience of youthhood in the rural Gharb. By this, I mean that youth see their current labor 

practices as largely detached from their future-oriented aspirations; not in the sense that they are 

waiting for the opportunity to transition into adulthood, but that the possibility scarcely exists. 

The phrase “our lives are a waste” came up frequently in my conversations with young men. 

This notion typically emerged when I asked young people to describe the general situation of 

youth in the local area, rather than their specific experience. I came to understand this phrase in 

two ways. First, that society is wasting their potential by failing to provide reasonable livelihood 

opportunities. Secondly, that the period of youthhood is wasted years of their social lives, 

because young people imagine these could be years in which they are married and raising a 

family, and yet are not. The teleoaffect of youthhood, in this sense, arise from the perceived 

chasm between what youth see as possible, in terms of livelihood practices, what they see as 

necessary in order to transition out of the life-stage of youth, and normative views on the proper 

course of their social lives. As a result, the future appears to recede into the distance, producing a 

deep sensation of embodied frustration and anger at the structural barriers to life-stage transitions 

and the elites that are perceived to have created these barriers. 

  

Conclusion 

 A variety of pressures have constrained the possibility for young people to achieve the 

social markers of adulthood, including demographic growth, residential and agricultural land 

scarcity, rising material expectations, and constrained livelihood opportunities. In this sense, the 

emergence of youth as a life-stage in the Gharb was in part produced by processes of agrarian 
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change, especially de-agrarianization of livelihoods without a feasible replacement. The 

difficulties young people face in accumulating the capital necessary to produce an independent 

household has thereby elongated their transition to adulthood, which in part has constituted youth 

as a social population group. The specific trajectory of socio-economic change thus structured 

the local meaning of youth and youthhood, as well as the temporal rhythms that characterize 

youth as a life-stage in this particular milieu. 

 Despite young people’s inability to rely on the same livelihoods through which previous 

generations built their adult lives, youth do still demonstrate a strong attachment to place. Unlike 

older heads of household who inscribe place connection through the practice of labor as an 

independent farmer, young people produce place attachment through their aspiration to 

reproduce a household in their place of origin. This has two significant implications. First, 

generational shifts in the methods through which place connection is produced and inscribed has 

contributed to a dominant discourse that youth are no longer connected to the land of their 

forefathers. In this sense, older heads of household do not see youth’s production of place 

connection in their discursive aspirations as a legitimate method of inscription. In addition, the 

re-temporalization of produced place attachment has also re-spatialized the place to which 

attachment is formed. Whereas older generations identified their specific plot of agricultural land 

as the relevant notion of place, youth aspirations specify their village of origin as the socio-

spatial unit in which they seek to emplace their adult lives. 

 However, young people see the material barriers to achieving their articulated aspirations 

as making the transition to adulthood nigh-impossible. Of course, this is not to say that people 

are not getting married, building households, or having children. Yet the ways in which young 
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people talk about this transition present it as unrealistic in light of the material possibilities 

present in the local milieu. In this sense, the expressed teleoaffect of the life-stage of youth 

emerges from the gap between what they feel ‘ought’ to be happening and the socio-material 

realities that they experience. In addition to the material precarities to which youth are subject, 

young people also articulate a deep sense of affective precarity in relation to their own futures, as 

the current practices that constitute youthhood feel disarticulated from possibilities for 

transitioning into adulthood. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In the rural Gharb, changes in the local political economy produced youth as a population 

category. During the colonial era, French colonists and rural notables expropriated land from 

local communities for their private benefit, constraining the amount of land communities could 

distribute to new households. Once communities ran out of their ‘bank’ of unallocated land, 

agricultural plots fragmented through inter-generational inheritance. While some relatively well-

paid local jobs were created by state-led development initiatives in the immediate post-

independence era, structural adjustment and privatization severely limited the potential for state 

employment to replace agricultural livelihoods. As a result, the combination of demographic 

growth and insufficient economic opportunities makes it difficult for young men to prove their 

economic eligibility as a spouse, thereby delaying age of first marriage and the associated 

transition to adulthood. However, youth are not passively waiting, but rather actively seek out 

new forms of employment in order to achieve their aspirations. 

The majority of rural youth in Dar Gueddari and the surrounding area experience the 

period of youthhood through the alternation between pursuing waged opportunities outside of 

their place of origin and periodically returning back home. Class, education, and gender all serve 

as structuring factors that prevent most male youth from accessing local jobs with sufficient 

wages for them to save money to build their future; these barriers push them to seek their fortune 

elsewhere. As a result, they practice economic activities characterized by a high degree of 

mobility and precarious labor positionality, although the details of precarity vary as youth move 

between urban and rural spaces. The mobility of youth as they pursue waged opportunities has 
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spatial implications for the experience of youthhood, household formation, and notions of 

rurality. Youth from the central Gharb now spend a considerable portion of their 20s outside of 

their place of origin, often in urban areas. When youth move to cities in search of jobs, they 

encounter new ways of urban life. This encounter forces them to negotiate their notions of rural 

identity in relation to urban ways of life, which they identity as immoral and exploitative. 

Despite these issues, most youth are choosing mobile, itinerant income-generating strategies 

outside of their place of origin as the best available option to achieve their economic goals. As 

such, the social reproduction of rural households is spatially extended beyond the local area; in 

particular, the production of new households is predicated on non-local labor, except for the 

relatively few young men who can get jobs in local factories through class-based social 

networks. 

Although young people today are no longer able to rely on the same livelihoods through 

which older generations achieved social adulthood, youth continue to express a strong 

attachment to place. When youth spoke about their aspirations for the future, these teleological 

goals primarily revolved around reproducing a household in their home village, and they had 

little desire to permanently migrate. Given the daily barriers youth face in finding stable local 

livelihoods, the majority of youth I interviewed considering starting a small business to the best 

way to emplace their economic livelihood in their place of origin. Despite these aspirations, 

youth widely considered material barriers to achieving their aspirations as nearly 

insurmountable, making the transition to social adulthood as nigh impossible. In interviews, 

youth repeatedly characterized their own aspirations as unrealistic, given current circumstances. 

In this sense, the affective atmosphere of youth as a transitional life-stage emerged from the gap 
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between what they feel ought to be happening, and the socio-material realities they encounter. As 

a result, this period of the life-course features a deep sense of affective precarity in relation to the 

future, as the economic practices that in part constitute the experience of youthhood feel 

disarticulated from the possibility of transitioning to social adulthood. 

However, there is another aspect of youth that I have only implicitly addressed; the actual 

transition to adulthood. In Morocco and elsewhere, there is a normative notion that youth should 

become adults at some point, although the specific markers that delimitate this liminal process 

vary based on the local context. Since I spent much of my fieldwork talking with youth about 

their lives and the difficulties they face, at times it seemed that there was no hope for youth to 

ever achieve their aspirations. In this sense, I became drawn into the teleoaffect of youth’s 

relation to their own futures. And yet, people do get married and youth do transition into 

adulthood, though it was only halfway through my fieldwork that I personally encountered a 

concrete instance of life-stage transition.  

In mid-July, Nofel and I had just finished dinner at his house when he stood up and 

suggested we go on a walk to help digest. As we wandered through the dimly-lit, unpaved streets 

of Dar Gueddari, we discussed the issue of bribery in Morocco, one of our regular topics of 

conversation. When I asked him what he thought the solution was, he replied, “Look, corruption 

is a cultural issue, not just a political one. This isn’t only a Moroccan phenomenon, it’s an Arab 

issue that’s linked to the mentality of the people. The only solution is for new generations to 

come that have new mentalities. It’s like America’s issue with guns. You need a new generation 

that thinks differently in order to change it.”  
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While I reflected on his statement, I heard the faint sounds of music in the distance. I 

asked Nofel what was going on, and he gave a slight chuckle and said, “Well, speaking of new 

generations, that’s a wedding. Come on, let’s go take a look.” When I protested that I wasn’t 

invited, he told me that anyone was welcome to come to the after-dinner party. We cut down a 

narrow street, and he led me along a winding route that opened onto a square with a large tent in 

the middle, illuminated with strings of lights. Perhaps a hundred people crowded around the 

outside of the tent, peering in at the musicians and dance troupe performing in the center. Nofel 

and I sidled around the edge to find a spot to watch the musicians, settling in with the crowd 

surrounding an inner circle of perhaps sixty people sitting in chairs. People animatedly chatted 

with one another, groups of young men occasionally pushed one of their own to go join the 

dancing, and there was little evidence of the tension or stress I often observed in people’s daily 

work. We watched the celebration for perhaps half an hour until Nofel tapped me on the shoulder 

and gestured that we go. 

I knew that young people were still getting married, but it is quite different to personally 

experience the joyous affective atmosphere of a wedding. On the one hand, this event embodied 

a common belief I heard throughout my fieldwork that the stress of daily life necessitated 

blowing off steam every so often. On the other, it raises questions on whether the affective 

precarity of youth continues into adulthood. In my conversations with youth about the issues 

they faced, they primarily focused on obstacles to achieving the social markers of adulthood. 

What then, are the implications of becoming an adult on affective precarity and material 

positionality? 
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Fully answering this question is outside the framework of this project, which specifically 

focused on the experience of rural youth in the Gharb region. However, considering the 

transition into adulthood as a transformational moment can also give insight into other instances 

of socio-economic change in the Moroccan countryside. As I noted in the previous chapter, 

young people are coming up with creative solutions to overcome obstacles to marriage. In some 

cases, this continues beyond marriage. For instance, the few employed young women I 

encountered in the course of my fieldwork were married, and they told me that it was their 

income which allowed them and their husbands to support independent households. Future 

research is necessary in order to chart how the precarious positionality of rural youth endures, 

dissipates, or changes as they enter social adulthood, as well as how shifting gender norms 

interacts with changes in the life-courses of young rural people. 

 In this sense, it is worth returning to the abstract notion of precarity as a common 

ontological condition characterized by exposure and interdependence. Youth in the rural Gharb 

do face considerable structural barriers to achieving the lives that they desire, and yet they not 

only endure, but agentively seek out new opportunities. When capitalist processes function as 

arts of creative destruction, they not only foreclose old ways of life but produce the conditions 

for people to build new ones. It is in pursuit of their aspirations that youth are exposed to new 

places, new ideas, and the shifting possibilities for rural life in the Moroccan countryside. As we 

all work to maintain precarious imaginations of the future, acknowledging our mutual exposure 

is critical to formulating new potentialities for life in our interconnected world. 
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