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Treatment for Transgender and Gender Non-
Conforming People With Disordered Eating

Abstract 
Transgender and gender non-conforming (TGNC) people 
experience higher rates of  disordered eating in comparison to 
cisgender people. Despite this, most eating disorder research 
focuses on treating cisgender women. This study aimed to 
develop an effective treatment model for people who struggle with 
disordered eating through analysis of  previous research on the 
topic, questionnaire responses from people with disordered eating 
(Study A), and questionnaire responses from professionals working 
with the population (Study B). Based on responses from Study A 
and Study B, three themes should be addressed and considered in 
the screening and treatment of  disordered eating in people: barriers 
to treatment, individuality among commonality, and transgender 
competency. Lastly, this thesis provides a preliminary treatment 
model for treating and working with people with disordered eating 
which considers client and professional input, as well as previous 
research on the topic. 

Collin Lamkin | Psychology
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According to data collected from the American Col-
lege Health Association–National College Health Assess-
ment, transgender students report eating disorders and related 
behaviors at a rate four times greater than cisgender students 
of  any sexual orientation (as cited in Diemer et al., 2015). 
Subsequent smaller studies have obtained similar findings and 
emphasize the need for continued research on the topic (Don-
aldson et al., 2018; Jones et al., 2018; Witcomb et al., 2015). 
An emerging theme found in these studies has been the con-
nection between people’s gender identity and their experienc-
es of  body (dis)satisfaction. Given the rates at which people 
experience disordered eating behaviors, clinicians need to be 
more aware of  the unique disparities this high-risk population 
face. In order to develop the most effective treatment mod-
el for working with this group, I surveyed both people who 
struggle with disordered eating and professionals working in 
this field to further the clinical science on this topic.     

Body Image and Disordered Eating
 Body image, as a construct, consists of  the perceptions, 
behaviors, and attitudes one has toward oneself. Disturbances 
in body image are commonly associated with negative health 
outcomes, one of  which includes disordered eating behaviors. 
Researchers have identified three distinct aspects in evaluating 
how much of  an effect body image plays in the development 
of  eating disorder pathology: dissatisfaction, preoccupation, 
and overvaluation of  weight and shape (Sharpe et al., 2018). 
Out of  these three dimensions, body dissatisfaction has been 
found to be a particularly important predictor of  disordered 
eating across a wide range of  populations. Given the signif-
icant role that body dissatisfaction plays in the development 
and exacerbation of  eating disorder symptomatology, many 
treatment models focus on nurturing a healthy relationship 
with the body in hopes of  decreasing body dissatisfaction 
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(Cook-Cottone, 2015). 
 In a case study involving a body-focused mindful-
ness and acceptance-based treatment construct, researchers 
implemented a five-session component of  body compassion 
within people’s established therapy to help target body dissat-
isfaction (Altman et al., 2017). The researchers discussed the 
role negative body image plays in disordered eating behavior 
and emphasized that by having a positive/adaptive/resilient 
body image, people would be more likely to engage in posi-
tive health behaviors. Upon evaluation, the individuals in the 
case study reported improvements in their body compassion 
and their body image flexibility. Based on the results, Altman 
et al. suggest that it may be helpful to specifically target body 
compassion as an additive component addressing body dissat-
isfaction.
 According to Cook-Cottone (2015), a positive body 
image incorporates the core features of  body appreciation, 
body acceptance and love, and respect for the body. In looking 
at the role that positive body image can play in eating disor-
der recovery, Cooke-Cottone reviewed the Attuned Repre-
sentational Model of  Self. This model places the authentic 
self  in the center, which is experienced as a combination of  
external and internal systems/spheres of  influence that create 
attunement in an individual’s life. The focus on attunement 
combined with cognitive and emotion-based self-care tools 
and health-promoting self-care behaviors are potential targets 
in therapeutic work on the cultivation of  positive body image. 
Cooke-Cottone emphasized that flourishing is the ultimate 
goal and that with the cultivation of  positive body image and 
attunement comes this flourishing.

While body image concerns or disturbances may be 
one of  the first presenting symptoms in the development of  
disordered eating, they may also be some of  the last symp-
toms to go away. Many individuals who complete treatment 
for an eating disorder experience persistent body image dis-
turbances after discharge. Stewart et al. (2003) developed and 
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studied a body image therapy program specifically targeting 
this population called the Body Positive Program. The pro-
gram included components of  relaxation/rebreathing train-
ing, self-monitoring, cognitive-behavioral therapy for body 
image concerns, mirror exposure, exposure to distressing 
behavioral situations, and relapse prevention, which were 
incorporated into 16 sessions over a 20-week period. Overall, 
the four women in this study showed improvements in areas 
of  depression, anxiety, and most importantly body dissatis-
faction after completing the Body Positive Program. While 
the conclusions drawn from this study are tentative due to the 
small sample size, they are warranted enough to suggest fur-
ther research. This specific study is unique because it looked 
at the efficacy of  body image therapy in individuals who have 
previously been through eating disorder treatment and contin-
ued to experience body image concerns.

Body Image and Gender Nonconformity
 Gender dysphoria is a psychological condition in 
which a person experiences significant distress due to the 
difference between their “assigned” sex at birth and their de-
sired/experienced gender identity. Only some TGNC people 
experience gender dysphoria, and some seek out medical or 
psychological treatment to alleviate some of  their body dissat-
isfaction. Other factors that may contribute to an individual’s 
level of  body satisfaction include experiences of  non-affirma-
tion from peers and society as well as clinicians’ assessment 
of  “passing’’ as their affirmed gender (Testa et al., 2017; van 
de Grift et al., 2017). Researchers have become interested in 
the effects that gender-confirming medical interventions1 (GC-
MIs) have on experiences of  gender dysphoria among TGNC 
people. Today there are a variety of  GCMIs that are offered 
to people, some of  which include hair removal, hormone 
1. Gender-confirming medical interventions (GCMIs) is a term commonly 
used by the scientific research community to refer to specific medical inter-
ventions pursued by some TGNC people.
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replacement therapy, and facial, chest, and/or genital surgery. 
While a large portion of  the research on this topic focuses 
on the effects of  GCMIs on body dissatisfaction, it is equally 
important to emphasize that not all people wish to pursue a 
GCMI. 

Researchers van de Grift et al. (2017) were interested 
in the status of  individuals who sought out gender-confirming 
interventions between the years 2007 and 2009. Their article 
outlined a 6-year prospective follow-up study on the effects 
of  medical treatment on gender dysphoria and body image in 
201 transgender participants. The effects of  medical treatment 
on body satisfaction were significantly associated with the 
degree of  body satisfaction at an individual’s baseline. High 
dissatisfaction at admission and low psychological function-
ing at follow-up were associated with persistent body dissatis-
faction. One important finding was that all of  the individuals 
who went through the gender clinic experienced some level of  
decreased gender dysphoria and body dissatisfaction, whether 
or not they pursued medical interventions. This indicates that 
while GCMIs may increase an individual’s chance for a re-
duction in gender dysphoria, general psychological treatment 
with a gender specialist may also be needed.  

Disordered Eating in TGNC People
It is not surprising that TGNC people experience 

elevated levels of  eating disorders based on the fact that body 
dissatisfaction is often a core underlying feature of  disordered 
eating behaviors (Jones et al., 2018). Having high experiences 
of  body dissatisfaction related to gender places a person at a 
higher risk for developing disordered eating behaviors. De-
spite the significant prevalence among this population, a large 
majority of  eating disorder research focuses on the treatment 
of  female cisgender people. While these studies may begin to 
give some insight into the overarching negative behaviors peo-
ple engage in, they ultimately lack in identifying the potential 
unique underlying causes of  disordered eating among the 
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TGNC population.
 Identifying why individuals use certain behaviors may 

help address the target focus of  the dissatisfaction. In inter-
views conducted by Ålgars et al. (2012), participants were 
asked about the possible underlying causes of  their disordered 
eating and the effect of  gender reassignment on their eating 
thoughts and behaviors. Three themes that emerged around 
the perceived causes of  disordered eating were suppressing 
gender, accentuating gender, and other causes. Transgender 
male (FtM) people often report using restrictive eating behav-
iors as a way of  stunting breast growth and using over-exercis-
ing behaviors to help increase muscle mass (Couturier et al., 
2015). Other cases reported FtM people using restricting or 
purging behaviors to induce amenorrhea (absence of  men-
struation) and suppress feminine curves (Ålgars et al., 2012; 
Strandjord et al., 2015). 

  The idea of  using gender-confirming medical inter-
ventions is to help decrease body dissatisfaction in people. 
Hypothetically, these interventions should help reduce the 
risk of  disordered eating behaviors. Testa et al. (2017) hypoth-
esized that for transgender people, undergoing or receiving 
some type of  GCMI would lower the chance of  developing 
disordered eating patterns. Participants in their study were 
asked about their desire for/utilization of  different GCMIs 
(genital surgery, chest surgery, hormone use, hysterectomy, or 
hair removal), as well as the level of  non-affirmation of  their 
gender identity they experienced. Results showed that for both 
FtM and MtF people, GCMIs reduced experiences of  non-af-
firmation, increased body satisfaction, and decreased eating 
disorder symptoms. Similarly, in interviews with 20 transgen-
der people, gender reassignment was primarily observed as al-
leviating symptoms of  disordered eating (Ålgars et al., 2012).   

While a majority of  these case studies highlight the 
successes that GCMIs have in reducing eating disorder be-
haviors, they often limit their discussion on cases where such 
interventions have not been as effective. In one specific case, a 
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transgender male continued to show disordered eating be-
havior post-gender confirmation surgery despite an expressed 
improved satisfaction with his appearance (Strandjord et al., 
2015). In a separate case study, two transgender female people 
reported unwanted weight gain as a result of  hormone thera-
py (Ålgars et al., 2012). Other aspects of  appearance such as 
the skeletal bone structure of  shoulders and hips are very dif-
ficult or impossible to change even with hormone therapy or 
surgery and may continue to be sources of  dissatisfaction after 
GCMIs (Witcomb et al., 2015). These “residual” features can 
increase the risk of  people using disordered eating behaviors 
to further alter their bodies to fit their desired gender form. 
Because the gender-confirming medical intervention “pre-
scription” is not a one-size-fits-all, clinics and professionals 
need to consider what other treatment components may be 
necessary for the reduction of  disordered eating behaviors due 
to body dissatisfaction.

In an article by Donaldson et al. (2018), researchers 
presented five case studies of  TGNC adolescents with eating 
disorders. Researchers hoped to better understand important 
themes for this high-risk patient population. Based on the dis-
covered themes, researchers emphasized that in the absence 
of  timely gender dysphoria management, gender noncon-
forming adolescents may turn to harmful coping mechanisms, 
including self-harm and disordered eating. Because many of  
these people may present with comorbid concerns, Donaldson 
et al. stressed the importance of  partnering with an interdisci-
plinary team that will be able to better articulate an appropri-
ate treatment plan. This may include taking into account how 
hormones such as estrogen may require an individual to thrive 
at a higher weight because of  increased fat storage. Other 
unique considerations may include looking at growth curves 
for both the individual’s natal and asserted gender to establish 
appropriate goal weight ranges.  

As a part of  identifying where professionals lack ex-
pertise in treating this population,  Duffy et al. (2016) created 
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a questionnaire survey asking transgender clients about their 
experiences with eating disorder treatment. The participants 
in this study were recruited with the help of  an organization 
called FEDUP (fighting eating disorders in underrepresented 
populations) Collective. This organization works to provide 
accessible, gender-literate community-led healing spaces for 
transgender and other gender non-conforming people, to bring 
awareness to marginalized voices and experiences, and to 
develop a standard for trans-cultural competency in the eat-
ing disorder recovery field. Three themes emerged from the 
surveys conducted with people: the role of  the body in eating 
disorder treatment, negative experiences with clinicians, and 
recommendations for treatment centers and providers (Duffy 
et al., 2016).

Unanswered Questions
 Although research on people’s experiences with dis-
ordered eating is continuing to grow, there is still a lack of  
resources on specific treatment components or models for 
the TGNC population. In order to develop a model that 
takes into account the complexities of  people’s experiences, 
researchers and practitioners should integrate a variety of  
previously developed models. With these considerations, a 
multidisciplinary team would likely best suit the needs of  
people in an eating disorder treatment setting (Donaldson et 
al., 2018).  According to van de Grift et al. (2017), by looking 
at an individual’s level of  body dissatisfaction upon entering 
treatment, clinicians may be able to understand how effec-
tive gender-confirming medical interventions for a specific 
individual would be, and how much additional psychological 
treatment may be necessary for recovery. It may also be useful 
to incorporate models that have been effective in treating per-
sistent body image disturbances in individuals who may have 
already received treatment or have partially recovered from an 
eating disorder (Stewart & Williamson, 2003).
 Because many of  these people may present with 
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comorbid concerns, researchers stress the importance of  
partnering with an interdisciplinary team that will be able 
to better articulate an appropriate treatment plan. This may 
include taking into account how hormones such as estrogen 
may require a person to thrive at a higher weight because of  
increased fat storage. Other unique considerations may in-
clude looking at growth curves for both the person’s natal and 
asserted gender to establish appropriate goal weight ranges 
(Donaldson et al., 2018). Professionals should review the 
themes expressed by transgender clients’ experiences with 
eating disorder treatment before working with this population.

There is a dearth of  information about the best practic-
es when treating people for disordered eating. For my study, 
I took the information gathered from body-image-focused 
eating disorder treatment in cisgender people, treatments of  
gender dysphoria in people, personal thoughts from the target 
population themselves, and thoughts from professionals spe-
cializing in this area. In the current study, the research ques-
tions were as follows: How can professionals more effectively 
care for people struggling with gender identity and disordered 
eating? What considerations need to be taken at the begin-
ning of  treatment? What extra support needs to be available 
throughout the treatment process? What is the best treatment 
model for treating this niche group of  individuals? 
 

Methods

 Study A included clients as participants, and Study B 
included professionals as participants. All individual partici-
pation was voluntary and those who chose to participate were 
guided through a consent process within the survey.

Study A
Participants 

The first sample consisted of  46 individuals who 
identify under the gender non-conforming umbrella and have 
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struggled with an eating disorder or disordered eating behav-
iors. Throughout the study, this group was referred to as cli-
ents. These clients were recruited from the FEDUP Collective 
Facebook page as well as through snowball sampling.  

Measures and Procedures 
Clients received a Google Form survey consisting of  

four open-ended questions (see Appendix A). Individuals 
were asked to give their consent to participate before answer-
ing the survey questions. Participants were also given space to 
self-identify and provide their specific identities. Within the 
questionnaire, clients were given the option to forgo any ques-
tions they wished to not answer. All participants’ responses 
were anonymous. Participants were first recruited through 
the FEDUP Collective private Facebook page. The research-
er explained the purpose of  this study and invited anyone 
who wanted to contribute voluntarily to complete the Google 
Form. As a part of  snowball sampling, the researcher also 
invited members of  the private group to forward the Google 
Form survey to other individuals they knew who may have 
been willing to participate. Once a participant clicked on the 
survey link, they were guided through a few sets of  instruc-
tions. 

Study B
Participants 

The second sample consisted of  2 individuals who 
currently work in the field and are researching to further the 
science on gender identity and disordered eating. These indi-
viduals were referred to as professionals throughout the study. 
Professionals were recruited from the individuals who head 
the FEDUP Collective organization as well as through snow-
ball sampling.   

Measures and Procedure 
Professionals received a Google Form survey consist-
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ing of  three open-ended questions (see Appendix B). As in 
Study A, professional participants were guided through a con-
sent process before answering the questions. At the end of  the 
survey, professionals were asked if  they would be willing to be 
contacted via email or phone for follow-up questions from the 
researcher.

Results

Data Analysis Strategies
I evaluated both clients’ and professionals’ survey 

responses through thematic analysis. Responses to the Google 
forms were programmed to be compiled into a spreadsheet. 
This made reading and analyzing participant answers to each 
question more manageable since they were broken down by 
question and individual response. I then began identifying 
common themes within each question’s corresponding set of  
responses.  

Study A
 The “client” participant survey (see Appendix A) was 
first posted to the FEDUP Support Group Facebook page on 
September 9th, 2021. A second post of  the survey was up-
loaded on September 20th. By September 23rd, there were 46 
total participant responses. Some participants only answered 
select questions, so not every question had 46 responses. Due 
to time constraints, the thematic analysis was only conduct-
ed for the first 40 responses. The average age of  participants 
was 27, with the youngest respondent being 20 and the oldest 
respondent being 46. Gender identities of  the participants 
were diverse, some of  which included non-binary, transgen-
der male/transmasculine/FtM, genderqueer, male, agender, 
gender fluid, woman, and demi boy (trans male).
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Question 1: Impacts of  Gender-Affirming Treatment on Body 
Image
 Question one of  Study A asked participants if  they 
had received any kind of  gender-affirming treatment2 (hor-
mone replacement, surgery, hair removal,  etc.), and if  it had 
any impact on their body image. The question also asked par-
ticipants who had only considered pursuing gender-affirming 
treatment if  they thought it would impact their body image. 
All 40 participants included in the sample responded to the 
first survey question. Out of  these responses, 30 participants 
indicated they had received some kind of  gender-affirming 
treatment, and the other 10 indicated they had not received 
gender-affirming treatment. Out of  those 10 individuals, 2 
indicated they have no future desire to receive treatment and 
have not considered the effects.

For the responses where participants indicated they 
had received some kind of  gender-affirming treatment, I creat-
ed three categories for the impact it had on their body image: 
positive, negative, and some combination of  both. 18 out of  
the 30 individuals made no mention of  negative or unwanted 
outcomes from receiving some kind of  gender-affirming treat-
ment and reported a positive impact on their body image. 12 
individuals mentioned both positive and negative outcomes 
from receiving gender-affirming treatment. Only one partici-
pant indicated their pursuit of  gender-affirming treatment led 
to exclusively negative outcomes. 

Question 2: Barriers in Seeking Treatment as a TGNC Person
 The second question asked participants if  they have 
ever encountered any barriers in seeking out treatment as a 
gender non-conforming person. Out of  the 40 total responses, 
4 participants indicated they had not sought out treatment, 4 
participants indicated that they had experienced no barriers 
(including one stating that most of  the barriers they expe-
2. Gender-affirming treatment/care are broad terms used to describe an 
array of  supportive services. This care may include medical, surgical, men-
tal health, social, or other services aimed at supporting TGNC people.
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rienced were financial and not related to their gender iden-
tity), and 32 indicated some form of  barrier in seeking out 
treatment for disordered eating as a TGNC person. The 32 
individuals expressed a wide variety of  barriers, but common 
themes can be drawn from many of  their responses. 

One of  the most commonly reoccurring themes was 
gender identity discrimination. Several participants disclosed 
barriers posed by admissions policies in different inpatient 
treatment settings (i.e.“all-female” treatment centers), some-
times resulting in the sacrifice of  one’s gender identity to 
receive adequate medical treatment. Other individuals talked 
about how most eating disorder treatment is geared towards 
cis women/men, and that there seems to be a “constant 
gendering of  [eating disorder] spaces.” In situations where 
individuals had pursued or were planning on pursuing gen-
der-affirming treatment, some experienced barriers when 
trying to access these interventions within a treatment center 
(i.e. not being “allowed” to pursue hormone replacement ther-
apy while in treatment). There was also a common theme of  
dismissiveness by clinicians, whether it was the invalidation 
of  the individual’s gender identity or their disordered eating. 
Some individuals reported a placed emphasis on their gender 
identity “issues” over the presentation of  disordered eating 
behaviors. A handful of  participants also expressed some sort 
of  barrier in seeking treatment based on the notion that they 
do not “fit” the criteria for an eating disorder according to the 
DSM or do not conform to “typical” presentations of  eating 
disorders.  

Question 3: Experiences With Professionals
Question three asked participants about any positive or 

negative experiences they have had with clinicians or eating 
disorder treatment professionals. Only 32 of  the 40 total par-
ticipants gave a response to this question. Out of  the 32 total 
responses, 20 of  the participants indicated solely negative 
experiences, 6 indicated both positive and negative experienc-
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es, and 6 indicated positive experiences. There is some overlap 
between responses that indicated negative experiences and 
many of  the barriers reported by participants in the previous 
question. Multiple participants depicted experiences with 
being misgendered and the frequent microaggressions and 
defensiveness they have been met with around corrections of  
pronouns. Along with general experiences of  being misgen-
dered, several participants talked about the negative impacts 
of  gendered language and treatment that are centered around 
cisgender bodies and binary thinking. One trans non-binary 
individual was told to “simply embrace [their] curves and 
womanly body, and [their] issue will go away.” Two individ-
uals disclosed traumatic experiences they had endured within 
the treatment setting and also expressed being asked invasive 
questions about their genitalia. 

Participants who indicated having positive experiences 
(of  varying extents) with professionals also had comparable 
responses. Several participants mentioned that while their cur-
rent therapists, dietitians, nutritionists, etc. do not have a ton 
of  TGNC experience, they are willing to learn from the client 
themselves, and on their own. Similarly, several responses 
mentioned their provider(s) being honest in that they do not 
have personal gender dysphoria experience, but that they want 
to learn about what that means for the specific client. One 
individual mentioned that their therapist and dietitian “work 
hard on pronouns, and while they don’t get them 100%, they 
are very good about correcting themselves and/or accept-
ing correction.” Professionals who acknowledged the role 
of  marginalization in disordered eating among the TGNC 
population and created space to discuss those topics also had 
a positive impact on multiple respondents.      

Question 4: Suggestions and Considerations for Working With 
TGNC People

The final question asked participants about any sug-
gestions or considerations they felt professionals should have 
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when working with TGNC people with disordered eating. 
Only 36 of  the 40 total participants responded to this ques-
tion. Almost all of  the individuals who answered this question 
mentioned the need for more education and training for pro-
fessionals working with TGNC people. According to respon-
dents, education should be gained through people with lived 
experience, their own clients, and through general research 
on the topic. Part of  this education may involve learning the 
interactions/relationships and differences between gender 
dysphoria and body dysmorphia. Gender dysphoria can be 
described as a sense of  discomfort or disconnect between 
gender identity and one’s assigned sex at birth. Body dysmor-
phia is listed in the DSM-V as an anxiety disorder, classified 
by a worry about and preoccupation with a perceived flaw in 
appearance. People who experience body dysmorphia have 
a distorted view of  themselves. While gender dysphoria may 
be alleviated by gender affirming practices, body dysmorphia 
does not respond to physical changes made to the body. One 
respondent emphasized the importance of  trying to differen-
tiate between things that are rooted in dysphoria and things 
that are rooted in the eating disorder, as they may require 
different treatment approaches.

Multiple respondents talked about the importance of  
asking people what feels affirming for them, as everyone’s 
experience and expression of  gender and relationship to their 
body is unique. Similarly, multiple participants reiterated that 
a TGNC person’s healing may look different from a cisgen-
der person’s healing. Acknowledging where one (a clinician) 
does not understand an experience, and not using that as an 
excuse for invalidation, was also a repeated suggestion. Sever-
al respondents talked about being cautious about dismissing 
gender dysphoria in regard to body image, such as implying 
that self-acceptance is the answer when physical and/or social 
transition may be more helpful for the individual. By far the 
most frequent recurring suggestion by participants was to 
never make assumptions but to instead ask and listen to the 
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individual.

Study B
 The “professional” participant survey (see Appendix 
B) was first posted by Scout Silverstein, a team member of  
FEDUP, on a private Facebook page for trans and gender-af-
firming eating disorder providers on September 9th, 2021. 
By September 25th, there were only 2 participant responses. 
Both individuals answered all three of  the survey questions. 
Because of  the small sample size, the following findings are 
tentative.

Question 1: Role in Working With TGNC People
 The first question on the professional survey asked 
about their role in working with TGNC people who struggle 
with disordered eating or body dissatisfaction. Both respon-
dents mentioned that part of  their role was assisting their 
clients in navigating the barriers that often arise when seeking 
out inpatient or residential treatment services. One of  the par-
ticipants described their role as holistic, working at a variety 
of  levels within the eating disorder field. They specifically 
concentrate on staff  development training, academic research, 
case consultations, policy, and intervention design. The other 
professional talked about their work in being a certified eating 
disorder recovery coach as an openly trans non-binary indi-
vidual themselves.    

Question 2: Multidisciplinary/Interdisciplinary Approaches
 The second survey question asked professionals about 
their thoughts on a multidisciplinary/interdisciplinary ap-
proach in treating or working with TGNC people with dis-
ordered eating. Both respondents talked about the growing 
support for intersectional treatment approaches, not just with-
in the TGNC population, but the general population as well. 
Both professionals agreed that an interdisciplinary/intersec-
tional/multidisciplinary approach is likely the most effective. 
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However, they also mentioned that the question should not be 
“is it?”, but “what does it look like?” One professional de-
scribed intersectional treatment as a treatment that is inclusive 
and considerate of  each individual’s differences in all aspects 
of  life.

Question 3: Working With TGNC People and Effective Therapy 
Practices
 The final question on the survey for professionals 
asked what clinicians should know about working with peo-
ple. They were also asked what they saw as important com-
ponents of  effective therapy for this population. For the first 
half  of  the question, both respondents mentioned the distinct 
uniqueness of  the individuals they have worked with. One of  
the professionals noted that it is important to understand what 
role a person’s gender identity and outward physical appear-
ance has (or does not have) in any of  the disordered behaviors 
they exhibit.

Discussion

As suggested by the data, people more often than not 
have negative experiences when working with clinicians or 
eating disorder professionals. Both fortunately and unfortu-
nately, people who participated in this study had a wealth of  
information and experiences to share about the subject matter. 
After reviewing responses from both clients and professional 
participants, I developed three main themes. The following 
recurring themes should be addressed and considered in the 
screening and treatment of  disordered eating among the 
TGNC community.

Theme 1: Barriers to Treatment
 The most common recurring theme reported by both 
clients and professionals was the barriers that TGNC people 
face when attempting to seek out treatment. These barriers 
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can be categorized into three main sections: reinforcing harm-
ful narratives, structural barriers, and misconceptions.

Reinforcing Harmful Narratives
The reinforcement of  harmful narratives around what 

eating disorders “should” or “should not” look like is not 
uncommon just within the cisgender community, but also 
in the TGNC community as well. Systematically flawed are 
the DSM’s different eating disorder diagnoses, which require 
certain criteria to be met to receive a proper diagnosis. Many 
of  the clients reported being dismissed by eating disorder pro-
fessionals or treatment programs because they did not fit the 
“typical” presentations of  someone with an eating disorder. 
Neither the term eating disorder nor disordered eating holds 
more value over the other. Often in the scientific and med-
ical community, having a diagnosed eating disorder is seen 
as more severe, which only perpetuates the minimization of  
people struggling with disordered eating. Further, the presen-
tation of  gender-based stereotypes around motivations for re-
covery (i.e. return of  menses and being able to have children, 
breast growth, larger hips) are often causes of  more dysphoria 
for people. 

Structural Barriers
 Along with general financial barriers in seeking out 
different levels of  treatment, TGNC clients reported expe-
riencing specific structural barriers because of  their gender 
identity. These barriers were encountered either in the process 
of  seeking out treatment or within the treatment setting itself. 
Both clients and professionals mentioned the many difficul-
ties encountered when trying to obtain or continue (within 
the treatment setting) access to gender-affirming treatments. 
Part of  these obstacles has to do with certain treatment cen-
ters being labeled as “women-only” versus “co-ed” (where 
individuals are usually still divided into male/female). If  a 
TGNC person initially admits to a “female” designated treat-
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ment setting but then wishes to pursue hormone replacement 
therapy for transition, they are often denied access based on 
the gender policy of  the institution. Part of  the role of  many 
gender-affirming treatment providers is to advocate for people 
who are being denied access to services they wish to receive 
or pursue.   

Misconceptions
 Clients and professionals both mentioned clinicians’ 
many misconceptions about working with people struggling 
with disordered eating. Many of  the clients reported a com-
plete lack of  understanding of  the experiences of  gender 
dysphoria as a TGNC person. Others felt the role that their 
gender dysphoria had or did not have in their disordered 
eating behaviors was also commonly misunderstood. Another 
misconception experienced by some clients was the practi-
tioners’ opinions and perceptions of  gender-affirming treat-
ment services. According to both clients and professionals, a 
common automatic suggestion when a TGNC person reports 
gender dysphoria and body dissatisfaction is either hormone 
replacement therapy or surgery. This is especially prevalent 
when an individual identifies wanting to suppress secondary 
sex characteristics associated with their assigned birth sex by 
food restriction or other disordered eating behaviors.

Theme 2: Individuality Among Commonality
While the population of  people who struggle with 

disordered eating can be represented as one group, each 
individual ultimately has their own experience. As indicated 
by TGNC participants’ responses, not one TGNC person’s ex-
perience of  body dissatisfaction is the same. In working with 
people, it is important to identify the unique role one’s gender 
identity plays in their disordered eating, as this may not be a 
universal experience. Additionally, a specific combination of  
treatment approaches that work for one TGNC person may 
not work for all people. Treatments that set out to target some 
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of  the physical features associated with gender (i.e. hormone 
replacement, surgeries) are not a one size fits all prescription. 
Client participants reported positive, negative, and a combina-
tion of  both effects of  gender-affirming medical interventions 
on their body image. Also as literature has repeatedly support-
ed, TGNC people have different experiences when it comes 
to disordered eating and body dissatisfaction in comparison 
to cisgender people. These results indicate the need for highly 
individualized treatment when approaching work with people 
with disordered eating.

Theme 3: Transgender Competency
 The third theme I identified was transgender compe-
tency. One of  the questions from the client survey (see Appen-
dix A) asked participants about any suggestions or consider-
ations they thought professionals should have when working 
with the TGNC population. Almost all client responses 
mentioned the need for more education and training for pro-
fessionals around topics of  experiences of  gender dysphoria, 
gender-affirming medical interventions, and the impact of  mi-
croaggressions on their clients. The FEDUP Collective offers 
training and workshops for professionals who are seeking to 
make their practice or treatment facility more gender-literate 
and enable them to provide more informed, comprehensive 
care to trans and gender-diverse clients.  

Conclusion

While previous studies have proposed that interdis-
ciplinary/multidisciplinary treatment approaches may be 
most effective when treating people with disordered eating 
(Donaldson et al., 2018; Duffy et al., 2016; van de Grift et al., 
2017), most fail to provide information on what those treat-
ment models look like in practice. The following is a prelimi-
nary treatment model for people with disordered eating which 
considers client and professional input, as well as previous 
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research on the topic. 

Treatment Model
 Based on the common theme expressed around the 
need for more education around TGNC experiences, all 
professionals, clinicians, staff, and other personnel would be 
required to attend regular transgender cultural competency 
training. As a part of  this training, these individuals would 
also be regularly required to engage in conversations with 
TGNC people about the difficulties they face. Some of  the 
topics covered in these trainings may include best practices 
regarding using names and pronouns, a better understanding 
of  body image concerns in TGNC clients, insight into why 
people are at greater risk for developing eating disorders (i.e. 
interplay between dysphoria and dysmorphia), prescribing 
hormones under certain laws, assessing gender-literacy/
inclusivity of  intake forms, issues in research representation 
and how to make research more gender-inclusive, and tips on 
reaching out to and building relationships with local queer/
transgender communities.

This treatment model would be grounded in the ideas 
of  flourishing and attunement from Cooke-Cottone’s Attuned 
Representational Model of  Self  (2015). Placed in the center 
of  this model is the representation of  the self  or the authentic 
self. According to this model, the authentic self  can be broken 
down into two systems: the internal system and the external 
system. Spheres of  influence within the internal system (real 
self) include thoughts, feelings, and the body. The spheres of  
influence within the external system (ecological context) are 
family, community, and culture. Flourishing can be under-
stood as an awareness of, and commitment to, an attuned 
inner and outer life in which internal needs are met, and 
external demands are accommodated, without compromising 
one’s physical or mental health. Clients receiving treatment 
would work in tandem with their treatment team to decide 
what they feel they need to reach their “authentic selves.’ 
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Strategies in moving towards the path of  flourishing may 
include learning self-care tools to utilize when confronted 
with stress and unhealthy external standards, as well as tools 
in assessing and choosing environmental settings that enhance 
well-being (Cook-Cotttone, 2015). Other resources targeting 
the internal system may include full access to gender-affirm-
ing medical interventions, as well as education on the pros 
and cons of  such interventions.

As research has supported, many people who receive 
initial treatment (whether psychological or medical) targeting 
body dissatisfaction continue to experience sources of  dissat-
isfaction after the fact (Ålgars et al., 2012; Strandjord et al., 
2015; Witcomb et al., 2015). Researchers Altman et al. (2017) 
adapted a mindfulness and acceptance-based cognitive-behav-
ioral therapy model to focus on the treatment of  persistent 
body dissatisfaction after initial eating disorder treatment. 
Therapeutic aspects from this model would also be incor-
porated into this treatment model, focusing on cultivating a 
better relationship with one’s body. The overall goal of  these 
interventions would be for an individual to nurture a positive, 
if  not at least neutral, relationship with their body.

The final and potentially most influential aspect of  
this treatment model would be the elimination of  gendered 
language and gendered treatment protocols. As discussed in 
the themes I identified, many people have been and are con-
tinuing to be harmed by society’s (and particularly the eating 
disorder community’s) binary gender classifications. By elim-
inating or at least lessening this barrier, the hope is that more 
people feel comfortable approaching treatment professionals 
and receive the highly individualized care that is evidently 
needed.       

Limitations and Future Directions

 While the outcomes of  this study were fairly sugges-
tive, it is still necessary to address the limitations of  these find-



199

ings. In recruiting participants for Study A, a link to the client 
survey (see Appendix A) was posted in a private Facebook 
group led by the FEDUP Collective. Individuals who wish to 
join this group have to get approval from one of  the page’s ad-
ministrators; therefore, only members had direct access to my 
survey. Given the nature of  my recruitment, I ultimately had 
limited access to my target population. Because of  this, my 
findings from this sample of  individuals are not necessarily 
generalizable to the whole population of  people who struggle 
with disordered eating, though the data I gathered is sugges-
tive of  an overall theme of  experiences. 

I received a total of  46 survey responses from the client 
group of  participants, but only included the first 40 in my 
thematic analysis within and across the four survey questions. 
Due to the time constraints for this project, I was only able to 
thoroughly analyze the first 40 responses. While it is highly 
unlikely that the omission of  these 6 survey responses had a 
significant impact on my findings, it is important to address 
this as a potential limitation.

   The limitations encountered in recruiting the partic-
ipant sample for Study B were significant. Scout Silverstein, 
a lead team member of  the FEDUP organization, shared 
the professional questionnaire (see Appendix B) in a private 
Facebook group specifically for trans and gender-affirming 
eating disorder providers. Because I am not a member of  this 
group, I was unable to re-post the survey or reach out to any 
of  the care providers directly. By the time of  my data analysis, 
I received only two responses from professionals. Because of  
this small sample size, I was unable to receive much direct 
feedback from the professionals working with TGNC people, 
a population I hoped would help enhance my data and re-
search on this topic.

Based on the magnitude of  research still needed to 
considerably advance this subject matter, it is imperative for 
more studies of  this nature to be conducted. Subsequent stud-
ies with larger sample sizes, specifically focusing on acquiring 
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more input from professionals, would enhance and comple-
ment the development of  the treatment model proposed in 
this study.

The language surrounding gender and identity is 
continuously evolving. The terminology used throughout this 
paper was chosen intentionally with inclusivity in mind. I 
recognize not all people may identify or agree with the terms 
I chose, and encourage all future researchers to do their own 
exploration. 
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Appendix A
Google Form for Clients

Gender Identity and Disordered Eating
disclaimer: I am not a professional in this topic, but a student who is 
looking to further the literature through research for my senior thesis 
project
* Required
I certify that I am 18 years of  age or older *
☐ Yes
☐ No (and I will exit out of  the survey now)
This survey discusses the topics of  gender nonconformity and 
disordered eating. If  you are uncomfortable with any of  the 
questions, you are not obligated to answer. Participation in 
this survey is voluntary, and all responses will be anonymous 
*
☐ I consent to participation
☐ I do not consent to participation and will exit out of  the 
survey

General Information
Please answer each item to the best of  your ability. You may skip any 
question(s) you do not wish to answer. There are no right or wrong 
answers.
Age (years) ___________________
Gender Identity ________________

For each question, please provide as much or as little infor-
mation as you feel comfortable
If  at any point in this survey you wish to withdraw, please exit out of  
the survey window and your responses will NOT be submitted
*GNC3: gender non-conforming (transgender, nonbinary, etc.)
Please feel free to email clamkin.f18@warren-wilson.edu or bswoap@
warren-wilson.edu if  you have any questions.
3. I originally chose the term gender non-conforming individuals in my 
surveys when referring to my target population. Upon further research I 
found the term transgender and gender non-conforming people to be more 
commonly used and accepted. 
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If  you are not satisfied with how this study is being conducted, or if  
you have any concerns, complaints, or questions about your rights as 
a participant, please contact the Warren Wilson College Institutional 
Review Board at irb@warren-wilson.edu.

If  you have received any kind of  gender-affirming treatment 
(hormone replacement, surgery, hair removal, etc.), has this 
had an impact on your body image? If  you have considered 
pursuing gender-affirming treatment, do you think it would 
impact your body image?

What (if  any) barriers have you encountered in seeking out 
treatment for disordered eating as a gender non-conforming 
individual?

What (if  any) positive or negative experiences have you had 
with clinicians or eating disorder treatment professionals?

What (if  any) suggestions/considerations do you feel pro-
fessionals should have when working with GNC individuals 
with disordered eating?

Thank you for your participation!
Your responses will be considered in developing an inclusive treatment 
model for GNC individuals who struggle with disordered eating.
 



207

Appendix B

Google Form for Professionals
Gender Identity and Disordered Eating: A Professional’s 

Perspective
disclaimer: I am not a professional in this topic, but a student who is 
looking to further the literature through research for my senior thesis 
project
My hope with this survey is that I will cultivate idea(s) for a model 
that will be most effective for treating gender non-conforming individ-
uals who struggle with disordered eating.
* Required
Email address * ____________________
I certify that I am 18 years of  age or older *
☐ Yes
☐ No (and I will exit out of  the survey now)

This survey will ask about your opinions as specialized profes-
sionals in the topics of  gender nonconformity and disordered 
eating. If  you are uncomfortable with any of  the questions, 
you are not obligated to answer. Participation in this survey is 
voluntary, and all responses will be anonymous *
☐ I consent to participation
☐ I do not consent to participation and will exit out of  the 
survey

For each question, please provide as much or as little infor-
mation as you feel comfortable
If  at any point in this survey you wish to withdraw, please exit out of  
the survey window and your responses will NOT be submitted
*GNC: gender non-conforming (transgender, nonbinary, etc.)
Please feel free to email clamkin.f18@warren-wilson.edu or bswoap@
warren-wilson.edu if  you have any questions.
If  you are not satisfied with how this study is being conducted, or if  
you have any concerns, complaints, or questions about your rights as 
a participant, please contact the Warren Wilson College Institutional 
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Review Board at irb@warren-wilson.edu.

What would you say is your role in working with GNC indi-
viduals who struggle with disordered eating or body dissatis-
faction?

Some research proposes that a multidisciplinary/interdisci-
plinary approach to treating GNC individuals with disordered 
eating may be the most effective. What (if  any) are your 
thoughts about this idea?

What should clinicians know about GNC individuals with 
disordered eating? What do you see as important components 
to effective therapy for this population? Please feel free to add 
any additional information that you think would be helpful.

Thank you for your participation!
Would you be willing to be contacted for follow-up questions? 
If  you select yes, your email will be saved. *
☐ Yes
☐ No 
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Abstract
This paper analyzes the post-colonial nation-building strategies that the 
Moroccan nation-state adopted as it navigated its rural and ethnically di-
vided civil society after claiming independence. Morocco is an exceptional 
case study because it navigates its dissident public sphere by adopting a 
hybridized model of  governance. This model consists of  traditionalizing 
the public sphere by uplifting Islam, an Amazigh ethnic ancestry, and 
the King’s position as the rightful protector of  the Moroccan people. To 
protect the monarchy and enforce its centralized power, the Moroccan 
state has institutionalized a process of  governance that only allows for 
moderate progress to occur through constitutional referendums and state 
infrastructure. As well, they accommodate pluralistic discourses within 
their political arena by co-opting ethnic movements, such as the Amazigh 
identity, in order to pacify the framing of  civil identities within the public 
sphere. The Moroccan nation-state does not truly care for democracy, 
and its celebration of  ethnic diversity and formal governance is a survival 
strategy that aids the nation-state in representing itself  under a democratic 
and pluralistic façade. Consequently, Morocco’s flexible, hybridized na-
tion-building model allows the nation to navigate social turmoil, and keep 
its position secure. In the pages that follow, these trends are explored using 
royal speeches, the Moroccan constitution, and considering the historical 
context of  Moroccan nation-building.

Masquerading a Monarchy: The Moroccan 
Monarchy’s Post-Colonial Nation-Building Strategies
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Monarchies and authoritative regimes are perceived as 
effective in establishing national unity because they are highly 
centralized. As centralized regimes, these states can manip-
ulate and intrude on the public sphere, subjugate minority 
groups through the process of  rulemaking, and implement na-
tional policies through the suppression and silencing of  civil 
society. Although centralized states are effective in reinforcing 
their national agendas through the suppression of  diversity, in 
the long term, fixed states with a single function are vulnera-
ble to domestic counter-movements, dissident radical voices, 
and the global environment of  changing systems of  power. 
Michael Mann reaffirms this in “The Autonomous Power of  
the State,’’ when he suggests that nation-states with a “mul-
tiplicity of  power relations” are effective in avoiding scruti-
ny or collapse.1 The multi-functionality of  a state that he is 
suggesting is derived from the state’s ability to negotiate with 
its civil society. Mann argues, “This maneuvering space is the 
birthplace of  state power.”2 In other words, a nation-state’s 
ability to assess its limitations in power and be malleable in 
its decision-making process through the consideration of  its 
civil society allows the reproduction of  state power to occur. 
In this paper, I explore how the Moroccan Kingdom, a mon-
archy with fixed ruling practices, has effectively strengthened 
its nation-state and maneuvered an ethnically fragmented and 
dissident civil society. 

I argue that Morocco has been able to stay ground-
ed in its centralized Islamic and Arabic identity because the 
monarchy does not run against social movements, but rather 
embraces a pluralistic identity that allows them to be flexible 
and malleable when interacting with oppositional movements. 
In other words, to protect the monarchy and further enforce 
1. Michael Mann, “The Autonomous Power of  the State : Its Origins, 
Mechanisms and Results,” European Journal of  Sociology / Archives Eu-
ropéennes de Sociologie / Europäisches Archiv Für Soziologie 25, no. 2 (1984): 
197.
2. Mann, “The Autonomous Power of  the State,” 198.
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its centralized power, the Moroccan state accommodates plu-
ralistic discourses within its political arena, allies itself  with 
multicultural movements in favor of  its nation-building pro-
cess, and fragments social movements to promote civil con-
flict within the public space with the result of  weakening the 
radicalization of  these movements. In my research, I explore 
this complex contestation of  power dynamics between the 
state and the Amazigh movement, alongside other Moroccan 
dissident movements, to illuminate the effectiveness of  the 
Moroccan state in conserving the monarchy. 

Counter-publics are large contributors to the re-
construction of  a nation’s development of  democracy and 
economic development. Nancy Fraser defines the “count-
er-public,” as a subordinate social group that exists within a 
dominant oppressive public sphere.3 To further understand the 
role played by counter-publics in post-colonial Morocco, I ex-
plore the role the Amazigh movement played in the post-colo-
nial reconstruction of  Moroccan identity. In my investigation, 
I interpret the informal and formal outcomes implemented 
by the Moroccan monarchy at present and determine wheth-
er these seen collectively represent a sign of  progress or an 
attempt to placate the Amazigh people’s movement.  

Moroccan Exceptionalism: The Exceptional Monarchy To-
wards Liberalization 

Exceptionalism occurs when a country uplifts itself  
above other nations by claiming that they are practicing a 
form of  ruling that is superior to those of  its surrounding 
nations. In this case study, the Moroccan monarchy uses ex-
ceptionalism as a tool to distance itself  from other centralized 
regimes, which are often perceived as authoritative. 

Moroccan exceptionalism provides an effective tool 

3. Nancy Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the 

Critique of  Actually Existing Democracy,” 2021, 64.
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for the monarchy to frame itself  as democratic and pluralistic, 
thus allowing them to effectively partner with western states. 
As will be shown in this paper, Moroccan exceptionalism 
reveals itself  as a shield for the king to effectively protect the 
monarchy from domestic and international discontent. On 
the 68th anniversary of  the Moroccan Revolution for Inde-
pendence, King Mohammed VI gave a speech that illuminates 
how Moroccan exceptionalism is framed within the public 
sphere. In this speech, he stated, “Morocco is a target be-
cause it is a country steeped in history—not to mention the 
nation’s long-standing Amazigh history—and it is governed 
by a citizen-based monarchy.”4 Mohammed VI’s frame sug-
gests that Morocco is a “target” for international discontent 
because it celebrates its ethnic diversity through its Amazigh 
ancestry, and practices civil democracy through a pluralistic 
parliament, which many other centralized Arab states fail to 
do. In suggesting this publicly, the king is participating in the 
art of  statecraft. Not only is he framing how change occurs in 
Morocco, but he is also manipulating and limiting the ways in 
which counter-publics can navigate the public sphere. 

My goal is to demonstrate that the monarchy protects 
its centralized power, and frames itself  as a democratic and 
“exceptional” nation-state by using soft power. These tools of  
statecraft include constitutional referendums, royal speeches, 
and parliamentary elections in their interactions with dissi-
dent groups. Similarly, the monarchy interacts with massive 
social movements that are potentially threatening to the state 
by creating conservative reforms that address the demands of  
these movements on the surface.

4. “His Majesty the King Delivers a Speech on 68th Anniversary of  the 
Revolution of  the King and the People,” Ministry of  Foreign Affairs, 
African Cooperation and Moroccan Expatriates, accessed April 23, 2022, 
http://www.diplomatie.ma/en/his-majesty-king-delivers-speech-68th-an-
niversary-revolution-king-and-people.
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Historical Context 

Morocco is an exceptionally pluralistic country and 
holds a rich linguistic and cultural diversity due to its geo-
graphical location and history of  foreign occupation. The 
current Moroccan nation-state has been shaped by its histori-
cal narratives, geography, and shifting relationship to various 
forms of  rule. The Kingdom of  Morocco is an Arabic and 
Islamic country. To the east are Algeria and Libya, and to the 
southwest is Mauritania. All these countries make up what is 
called the “Maghreb” region, or the most western point of  Af-
rica. Morocco is also on the periphery of  the European Union 
and directly faces Spain. Its geographical location has made it 
an epicenter for migration, and this also pertains to attempts 
by Arabic and European Nations to occupy Morocco. Mo-
rocco received its independence in 1956, and in 1957, the 
first post-colonial King, Mohammed V, declared the country 
a “constitutional monarchy.”5 Today, the country is ruled by 
Mohammed VI. 

Authoritative regimes are often perceived as being 
demographically homogeneous, but this is not the case in Mo-
rocco considering its geographical location and interactions 
with foreign occupations. Morocco has an ethnically diverse 
and fragmented population. The Amazigh people are the 
majority population and are estimated between 40-50%.6  As 
well, Morocco has the largest Amazigh population in North 
Africa, with 15 million Moroccans recorded speaking Tama-
zight, one of  many languages spoken by the Amazigh.7 Mo-
rocco’s current public identity is a hybridization of  Arab and 
5. “Morocco - The World Factbook,” accessed February 14, 2022, https://
www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/morocco. 
6. Nick Dines, “Towards a ‘New’ Moroccan Capital? Democratisation, 
Diversity Politics, and the Remaking of  National Space in Rabat,” Identi-
ties 28, no. 6 (November 2, 2021): 739. https://doi.org/10.1080/107028
9X.2021.1990569.
7. Moha Ennaji, “Recognizing the Berber Language in Morocco: A Step 
for Democratization,” Georgetown Journal of International Affairs 15, no. 2 
(2014): 93.
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Amazigh. However, this is a recent adoption, as the monarchy 
has transitioned to formally acknowledge the large historical 
presence and role of  the Amazigh people in Morocco only in 
the 20th century.

Pre-Independence Morocco: Arab Empires, The 
French Protectorate, and The Progression of the Amazigh 

Identity into the Public Sphere

The rise of  the centralized nation-state in Morocco teach-
es us how crucial the use of  soft power is when navigating 
a strong civil society with a weak state structure. Coined by 
Joseph S. Nye, Jr, soft power is the ability of  a country to 
enforce its influence on its citizens and nations internation-
ally without physical force.8 This is evident when colonial 
empires do not intrude in peripheral ethnic communities but 
require tribal leaders to pacify their communities in return for 
rewards. Considering Morocco’s heterogeneous ethnic make-
up, soft power within the Moroccan empire has been most 
commonly present through the manipulation of  ideologies, 
languages, and cultural practices.9 

In order to understand Morroco’s current effectiveness 
in using soft power to build a pluralistic modern nation-state, 
we must explore the strategies empires have used on Amazigh 
communities in the past. The Arab Empire conquered Mo-
rocco during the 8th century, and this conquest was crucial 
for the solidification of  a hybridized civil society rooted in 
an Arabic identity.10 This integration derived from the Arab 
army’s strategy of  building a Muslim army that consisted of  
predominantly Amazigh soldiers.11 In embracing a flexible 

8. G. John Ikenberry, “Review of  Soft Power: The Means to Success in 
World Politics,” May 1, 2004, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/reviews/
capsule-review/2004-05-01/soft-power-means-success-world-politics.
9. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and 
Spread of Nationalism (London ; New York: Verso, 2006), 46.
10. Bruce Maddy-Weitzman, The Berber Identity Movement, 8.
11. Maddy-Weitzman, The Berber Identity Movement, 14. 



215

approach to managing cultural differences, the Arab state 
prevented the Amazigh from building up discontent. This 
empire’s survival strategy clearly illustrates the influence that 
ethnically fragmented societies have on the decision-making 
process of  nation-states.12

Another important colonial effort that has shaped the 
modern Moroccan nation-state is the occupation of  Morocco 
by the French empire. The French enforced a protectorate 
on Morocco in 1912 intending to establish a “civilizing mis-
sion.”13 The French allied with the Amazigh and enforced 
divide-and-conquer strategies to protect the pure Amazigh 
culture from being further Arabized. They did this through 
the implementation of  the Berber Dahir of  1930. The word 
“Berber” comes from the Arabic word “barbara,” or to speak 
noisily. The Arabs who conquered the Amazigh saw their lan-
guages as abnormal, and thus, stigmatized their communities 
by referring them to as the “Berbers.”14 

 The Berber Dahir document stated that the “Berber” 
tribes were no longer under Islamic sharia jurisdiction but 
rather under the jurisdiction of  tribal leaders and French 
administrators.15 The Berber Dahir was an effective politi-
cal tool to divide the Arab and Amazigh communities from 
allying against the French colony; in the process of  placat-
ing the Amazigh in peripheral regions away from the urban 
Arabs, the French presented themselves as the saviors of  these 
tribal communities. These divide-and-conquer strategies were 
effective as they subordinated the Arabic identity and ensured 
French rule was not jeopardized.   

Although the Moroccan-French protectorate enforced 

12. Maddy-Weitzman,The Berber Identity Movement, 28.
13. Maddy-Weitzman, The Berber Identity Movement, 37.
14. “Names of  the Berber People.” Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Names_of_the_Berber_people. 
15. “Texte Intégral Du Dahir Sultanien Du 16 Mai 1930 Dit Dahir Ber-
bère,” January 2, 2009, https://web.archive.org/web/20090102005102/
http://www.amazighworld.net/countries/morocco/documents/dahir_
berbere/texte_du_dahir_du_16_mai_1930.php.
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formal systems of  governance to uphold stability, their colo-
nial empire came to an end because of  the intrusiveness in 
their politics to target the historical cultural unification be-
tween the Arabs and Amazigh. The Berber Dahir undermined 
the position of  the Sultan and the sacredness of  practicing 
Sharia Law for all Moroccans. This intrusiveness gave way to 
Arab nationalism and the Liberation Army, in which Ama-
zigh and Arabs allied and fought for Moroccan independence 
against the French.16 In analyzing French rule in Morocco, we 
begin to comprehend that soft power is effective and long-last-
ing, yet only if  it is paired with the implementation of  non-in-
trusive approaches to interacting with the dominant religious 
and cultural practices of  fragmented societies. 

The Moroccan Model of Nation-Building: A Hybridized 
Process 

In Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson argues 
that nation-states must abandon traditional tools of  uni-
ty formation to be indoctrinated into a process of  modern 
statecraft. With his analysis, we can argue that a post-colonial 
nation-state such as Morocco must abandon “pre-nationalist 
ancient regimes” and transform its governance system into 
one that practices “new nationalism.”17 In other words, a 
nation must transition from uplifting sacred languages and 
religious scripts to a “modern” nation that standardizes a 
modern education, establishes industrial infrastructure, and 
de-incentivizes tribalization through the promotion of  urban 
migration. Yet, Morocco is an interesting case study because 
it has managed to enlarge the power of  its nation-state and 
maintain peaceful relations with its fragmented societies 
through the use of  a hybridized model of  nation-building. 
This hybridized nation-building process exists at the periphery 
16. “Tribalism: The Backbone of  the Moroccan Nation,” The Jour-
nal of  North African Studies 4, no. 2 (June 1999): 6–22, https://doi.
org/10.1080/13629389908718358.
17. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities, 34-46. 
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of  traditionalization and liberal democracy. 
The Moroccan model of  nation-building upholds a 

collective memory founded on religious scripture, an ances-
tral Amazigh identity, and a romanticized image of  the king 
and his connection to Allah as the protector of  all Moroccan 
citizens. It also practices modern approaches to state-build-
ing, such as constitutional referendums and the establishment 
of  state institutions. This model is particularly effective in 
the navigation of  a religiously and ethnically diverse country 
because it prioritizes and celebrates the process of  tradition-
alization, a process that simultaneously legitimizes the mon-
archy’s existence as well as encompasses the realities of  their 
powerful ethnic communities into the public discourse. In 
other words, using traditionalization in the process of  modern 
nation-building reinforces the king’s position as it constructs 
the idea that the monarchy is the sole conserver of  tradition, 
and without the king’s ability to guide all Moroccans, the 
religious consciousness and territorial pride that unites the 
country would crumble. 

The hybridized and flexible nature of  the Moroccan 
model of  nation-building is visible in the first post-colonial 
constitution of  Morocco, established in 1962. In this text, 
King Hassan II declares Morocco a “constitutional, dem-
ocratic, and social monarchy.”18   In prioritizing the words 
“constitutional” and “democratic,” the King is framing Mo-
rocco as a strong state with an objective and fair process of  
governance. Considering the vulnerability of  the post-colonial 
nation-state and the potential for revolt and collapse from 
areas of  dissidence, ensuring citizens that Morocco was on a 
path towards social democracy assisted in pacifying society, 
and allowed the king the ability to implement his particular 
version of  democracy. Moreover, Morocco’s malleable con-
stitutional framing, which did not acknowledge any ethnic 
identities, is a crucial characteristic of  Morocco’s ability to 

18. “Constitution Marocaine 1962, Digithèque MJP,” accessed April 1, 
2022, https://mjp.univ-perp.fr/constit/ma1962.htm.
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stay in power by using ambiguity to deal with domestic and 
international discontent. 

Alongside the king’s effective framing of  a democra-
tizing Morocco existed the traditional values of  Islam and the 
unity of  the king to his people. For example, Article 19 of  this 
constitution states, “The king, a symbol of  the unity of  the na-
tion, … ensures respect for Islam and the Constitution. He is 
the protector of  the rights and freedoms of  all citizens.”19  The 
king, as a symbol of  unity and Islam, upholds the Moroccan 
nation-building model by creating a romanticized image of  
rule that decenters westernization, yet is rooted in democracy 
and Moroccan heritage. The king could frame his legislation 
and decision-making within the public space as representing 
the well-being of  all Moroccans, and in this process construct 
a flexible national identity with a highly respected centralized 
government. 

Post-Independence Morocco: The Arabization Campaign of 
the Newly Independent State

Post-colonial Morocco was left in a very vulnerable 
position, with an ethnically and culturally fragmented society, 
economic instability, and poor national infrastructure. At the 
time of  independence, 55 to 77 percent of  the population was 
tribalized within Amazigh enclaves. 20 These enclaves held an 
abundance of  cultural practices and governing systems. How-
ever, for a newly independent nation with an infant economy, 
a tribalized country was not the ideal structure for building a 
united image. Therefore, after French colonization, Morocco 
embarked on a nation-building campaign to strengthen its na-
tional identity. This campaign was grounded in what Ander-
son calls “modern nationalism”, and at the forefront of  their 
early post-colonial campaign, Morocco prioritized values of  
Arabization, territorial nationalism, and Islam. 
19. “Constitution Marocaine 1962, Digithèque MJP,” accessed April 1, 
2022, https://mjp.univ-perp.fr/constit/ma1962.htm.
20. Senem Aslan, Nation Building in Turkey and Morocco: Governing Kurdish 
and Berber Dissent (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 84. 
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Morocco’s approach to nation-building was first seen 
in 1961 when King Hassan II declared Morocco an Arab and 
Muslim state. He also standardized Arabic as the national lan-
guage within all public spaces.21  The Arabization campaigns 
in the early years of  independence were anti-Amazigh and 
targeted peripheral ethnic regions. The Berber Manifesto, a 
declaration for human rights, written by Amazigh scholars, 
depicted the anti-Amazigh rhetoric that occurred during King 
Hassan II’s reign. At the time of  independence, they argued 
that the Makhzen, which translates to the deep state, declared 
Amazigh territory as filled with “disturbing minorities.”22 
In other words, the Amazigh identity during this time was 
perceived as an obstacle to the potential building of  a united 
pan-Arabic nation. Look no further than the legislation at 
this time: Amazigh people were prohibited from running for 
parliament and parents could not give their children non-Arab 
names.23 At the root of  the monarchy’s Arabization campaign 
was the belief  that ethnic fragmentation and areas of  dissi-
dence were obstacles to a post-colonial state that desired a 
united framing.  

However, centralized states that oppress subaltern 
groups within their civil societies initiate a feeding ground 
for counter-public movements. The threat to the Moroccan 
nation-state was not its fragmented societies, but its ineffective 
policies, which poorly represented the realities of  its public 
sphere. The monarchy deeply feared the radicalization of  its 
disenfranchised majority. The Arabization campaigns did not 
accurately represent the realities of  the communities within 
their ethnic enclaves, and this lack of  representation could 
potentially threaten the king’s position. Therefore, alongside 

21. Aslan, Nation Building in Turkey and Morocco, 89.
22. “Berber Manifesto,” accessed February 18, 2022, http://amazigh-
world.org/human_rights/morocco/manifesto2000.php
23. Bruce Maddy-Weitzman, “Arabization and Its Discontents: The Rise 
of  the Amazigh Movement in North Africa,” The Journal of  the Middle East 
and Africa 3, no. 2 (July 2012): 116-117, https://doi.org/10.1080/2152084
4.2012.738549.
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the Arabization campaign, King Hassan II began to shift his 
rhetoric in Morocco to one of  pluralism and flexible gover-
nance. This shift in Morocco’s modern agenda illustrates how 
the post-colonial Moroccan nation-state was able to effectively 
navigate its society, while other centralized regimes in the 
region ended up in a cycle of  political instability. 

The Functional Elements of the State: Constitutional Ref-
erendums, Royal Speeches, and Social Fragmentation

When oppressed people hold a collective memory of  their 
history, it becomes challenging for centralized states to en-
force new institutions of  nation-building. Considering this, 
nation-states must be cautious when civil societies hold collec-
tive memories of  state repression. For the monarchy, a cau-
tious approach to the public sphere came in the shape of  mod-
erate reforms. That is, the monarchy interacts with subaltern 
social movements that are potentially threatening the state 
by creating conservative reforms that address the demands 
of  dissident movements on the surface. This aids in silencing 
marginalized communities that try to seek unity with other 
subaltern groups against the repressive nation-state. 

The post-colonial transition that Morocco went through 
after independence was dedicated to conserving the power of  
the Moroccan king and ensuring that the different fragmented 
communities did not seek solidarity with each other. There-
fore, we saw a Morocco that once implemented Arabization 
campaigns and pushed Amazigh culture into areas of  dissi-
dence, transition into a nation that prioritized their interac-
tions with disenfranchised communities. 
Beyond Morocco’s desire to ally with the Amazigh movement 
to pacify dissidence, their decisions were also rooted in mak-
ing the Amazigh identity transactional for the state through 
the reproduction of  cultural and historical narratives. The 
monarchy’s state infrastructure serves many impressive roles. 
Most importantly, it upholds a sense of  community rooted 
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in Moroccan cultural practices, while simultaneously estab-
lishing systems of  surveillance and manufacturing palatable 
cultural narratives. 

In the “Autonomous Power of  the State,” Mann 
reasons that the most effective states are the ones that have 
a “functional element” in their nation-building approach-
es.24  The essence of  Mann’s argument is that by prioritizing 
a formal law-making process, the state can institutionalize its 
ideologies, and manage the distribution of  political power by 
partnering with the public sphere. In essence, Mann argues 
that a centralized state cannot effectively rule on its own; it 
must have a concrete system of  governance that enables it to 
build partnerships with the public sphere that aid it in uphold-
ing the nation’s ideological, political, and military institutions.

We see this theory come to life during King Hassan II’s 
reign in transitional post-colonial Morocco. His reign, which 
spanned from the late 1950s to the 1990s, was documented as 
a time when human rights violations were rampant, and bru-
tal violence was enforced upon Amazigh regions. As he ruled 
a newly independent nation, he tried to balance the violence 
out with his framing of  a romanticized Islamic state and sense 
of   “Moroccanness.”  Yet, in King Hassan’s case, his central-
ized state did not effectively rule a peaceful state because it 
brutalized its ethnic communities. King Hassan could not 
expect to keep a peaceful regime by forcefully enacting vio-
lence and declaring it a needed behavior for the protection of  
Moroccan sovereignty. 

Therefore, towards King Hassan’s ending reign in the 
1990s, we begin to see an implementation of  de-jure state 
strategies that prioritized democratization and political plu-
ralism. This shift came about for various reasons. In choosing 
to accommodate a pro-Amazigh discourse within the political 
arena, the monarchy protected the framing of  their country 
against hostile civil fragmentation. For example, Hassan II 
declared a process of  democratization by officially co-opting 

24. Mann, “The Autonomous Power of  the State,” 188. 
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the Amazigh movement. In 1994 King Hassan II introduced 
the Amazigh language into public schools and declared the 
Amazigh language and identity “one of  the components of  
the authenticity of  our history.” 25 

One might argue that the power-sharing process 
that the monarchy adopted by enforcing de-jure policies to 
reconstruct their public sphere, such as the framing of  plu-
ralistic and ethnically diverse public institutions, is a symbol 
of  Morocco’s post-colonial democratization process. While 
King Hassan’s acknowledgment of  the importance of  Ama-
zigh identity in Moroccan history should not go unnoticed, 
the standardization of  Amazigh identity by using formal 
lawmaking allows for the state to determine which political 
movements and ethnic identities are worthy of  existing in the 
public space. This formal lawmaking process requires that 
subaltern publics under the monarchy compartmentalize their 
ideologies to the king’s agenda at all times. In addition, any 
disagreement that the Amazigh movement may have with 
the monarchy must go through various levels of  bureaucra-
cy, such as parliament, state agencies, and public legislation. 
These obstacles are set in place by the king to exhaust civil 
movements and silence the parts of  the movements that do 
not meet its conservative ethnic framing.

The Use of Constitutional Referendums: How Movements 
Die in Morocco 

The use of  formal constitutional actions to silence 
dissidence is most evident during the rise of  the February 20th 
protests (FM20) of  2011, also referred to as the “Moroccan 
Spring,” which occurred alongside the wider Arab Spring 
movement. During the FM20, the monarchy was met with a 
massive and organized demonstration led by liberal and leftist 
political parties, such as feminist, Islamist, and Amazigh 
groups. The diverse movement framed itself  as secular and 
25. Paul Silverstein and David Crawford, “Amazigh Activism and the 
Moroccan State,” Middle East Report, no. 233 (2004): 44–48, https://doi.
org/10.2307/1559451.
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was predominantly led by urban Islamists and human rights 
associations. 26 According to organizers, 240,000–300,000 
participants mobilized on the streets and demanded the refor-
mation of  Article 19 in the constitution, which acknowledged 
the King as ruler of  the state and judiciary.27 Some members 
of  the movement, such as Islamist groups, demanded a com-
plete overthrow of  the absolute monarchical regime. In com-
parison to other sections of  the movement, the Islamist group 
used a radical approach to activism by adopting the slogan 
“Makhzen get out. Down with despotism,” and mobilizing 
support within low-income neighborhoods.28  This brought 
deep fear to the monarchical regime. Although the monarchy 
used violent approaches in their interactions with these dissi-
dent groups, such as violently beating protestors and arresting 
activists, the death of  this movement occurred through the use 
of  constitutional referendums.

At the height of  this movement, Mohammed VI 
gave a speech and declared a constitutional referendum on 
March 9th to fulfill the demands of  the FM20 activists. In this 
speech, he declared that the new constitution would prioritize 
liberalization by acknowledging the Amazigh language as 
an official language under the Moroccan Kingdom, increas-
ing the power of  the parliament, and establishing female 
parliamentary quotas.29 Although the FM20 movement was 
ideologically diverse, the new constitution passed in 2011 
only prioritized two identities, the feminist and the Amazigh 
movements. 

Co-opting the feminist and Amazigh movement was 
crucial for the survival of  the Moroccan nation-state as they 
26. Anja Hoffmann and Christoph König, “Scratching the Democratic 
Façade: Framing Strategies of  the 20 February Movement,” Mediterranean 
Politics 18, no. 1 (March 2013): 6-7, https://doi.org/10.1080/13629395.20
12.761474. 
27. Hoffman and König, “ Scratching the Democratic Façade,” 6.
28. Hoffman and König, “ Scratching the Democratic Façade,” 12-13. 
29. “King Mohammed VI’s Speech (March 9, 2011),” accessed April 13, 
2022, http://www.moroccotomorrow.org/king-mohammeds-speech-
march-9-2011/.
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navigated the Arab Spring of  2011, and as they tried to es-
cape the international discussions of  collapsing Arab states. 
Mohammed VI’s nation-building approach was centered on 
creating a more liberalized and democratic Moroccan polit-
ical economy that required the assistance of  western states; 
thus, the monarchy feared getting involved with this political 
turmoil. The modernizing approach that the Moroccan na-
tion-state was after is evident in Mohammed VI’s 2007 open-
ing speech at parliament where he stated, “Modernization 
remains our chief  objective as the first step towards overall 
institutional reform.”30 In other words, the monarchy sought 
to reconstruct the image of  its state from one of  religious fun-
damentalism and authoritarianism to one that is active in the 
global market, and that practices liberal reform.

Morocco’s nation-building processes have involved the 
collaboration of  a plethora of  subaltern identities. However, 
the progress that the Amazigh movement has made in the 
public sphere has outshined all other dissident movements. I 
would argue that this is because the Amazigh movement has a 
deep historical context in Moroccan history. Additionally, it is 
the most established and dominant subaltern movement in the 
country, not to mention that the Amazigh diaspora spreads 
across North Africa. Thus, it could be a potential territorial 
threat to the Moroccan monarchy. When we analyze modern 
Moroccan policy, we begin to understand how the Moroccan 
nation-state grasped speedy control over this ethnic group. 

Morocco’s most drastic acknowledgment of  its Ama-
zigh people is prevalent in its 2011  constitution, in which the 
King prioritized Amazigh identity as part of  all Moroccan 
ancestry and acknowledged Amazigh as an official language 
in the constitution. In Article 5, Mohammed VI declared, 
“The State works for the protection and the development 
of  the Arabic language…. Likewise, Tamazight [Berber/
30. “Oct.12.2007. Full Speech of  King Mohammed VI at Opening of  
Parliament Fall Session,” House of  Representatives, December 3, 2014, 
https://www.chambredesrepresentants.ma/en/royal-speeches/oct122007-
full-speech-king-mohammed-vi-opening-parliament-fall-session.
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Amazigh] constitutes an official language of  the State, being 
common patrimony of  all Moroccans without exception.”31 
In acknowledging the Amazigh languages as an inherent part 
of  Moroccan heritage and giving it the same worthiness as the 
Moroccan Arabic identity during the FM20 movement, the 
monarchy made it abundantly clear which dissident voices it 
prioritized in the public sphere.

 Although there lies pride in the monarchy’s decisions 
to adopt the Amazigh language within the Moroccan na-
tion-building rhetoric, I also believe that the Amazigh made 
the most progress due to their conservative and moderate po-
sition. Sylvia Bergh and Daniele Rossi-Doria suggest that the 
FM20th movement was a predominantly urban-based politi-
cal movement that demanded the distribution of  power from 
the monarchy to civil society.32 Amazigh political parties were 
also contributors to the urban movement, yet most Amazigh 
protests took place in rural regions, and unlike the urbanites, 
these rural communities prioritized material claims, such as 
infrastructure development, and access to economic resourc-
es. The demands of  these rural communities were not rooted 
in challenging the monarchy’s power centers. In fact, in ask-
ing for material resources, they made it clear to the monarchy 
that they needed state support for their existence. While rural 
movements framed themselves as needing the monarchy for 
its survival, urban movements framed themselves as unable to 
co-exist alongside a centralized power center.  

The state’s decision to acknowledge the Amazigh 
movement posed various implications within civil society. The 
monarchy’s decision to publish a set of  referendums during 
a time of  international political upheaval was an effective 
strategy in creating fragmentation and conflict within the 
FM20 movement. This referendum made many political 
leaders abandon the movement and shift their loyalties to the 
monarchy. The constitutional referendums were used as a 
31. “Morocco 2011 Constitution - Constitute,” accessed May 1, 2022, 
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Morocco_2011?lang=en.
32. Hoffman and König, “ Scratching the Democratic Façade,” 7. 
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divide-and-conquer strategy, which assisted the king in deter-
mining which political movements, ethnic groups, and activ-
ists he could establish clientelist relationships with, and which 
ones he required repressive tactics to protect his position. 
 Many activists and Moroccan scholars argue that 
the constitutional referendum was a “façade” and a surviv-
al strategy for the state to frame itself  as a more democratic 
and egalitarian society.33 We can affirm this argument when 
looking at the formal strategies of  the Moroccan nation-state. 
For instance, the king took a non-intrusive approach in his 
interactions with the FM20 movement and instead used the 
media and his image to create civil fragmentation and to vil-
lainize the urban Islamist groups within the movement which 
were known to support constitutional democracy. In addi-
tion, the king acknowledged the moderate demands of  more 
conservative movements, such as the feminists and Amazigh 
movements, to create a sense of  progress across civil society 
and gather the support of  local civilians who were witnessing 
this massive unrest across the country. Unlike strict regimes 
in Turkey or the violence that ensued in Algeria between 
the Amazigh and the nation-state, the Moroccan monarchy 
presented itself  as a malleable, pluralistic promoter of  change. 
This framing effectively assisted Mohammed VI by solidify-
ing the monarchy’s judicial and legislative powers as the only 
actor and mediator able to provide Moroccans safety. In addi-
tion, in presenting themselves as malleable, the monarchy was 
able to promote co-optation and allyship as the only tool for 
civil society to sustainably survive and receive the representa-
tion they needed.  

The Puppet Parties: Co-opting Amazigh Elites
Monarchies that want to protect their centralized 

power must negotiate their interactions with counter-publics 
peacefully and in a way that prevents the counter-publics from 
effectively amassing national and transnational solidarity with 

33. Hoffman and König, “ Scratching the Democratic Façade,” 1. 
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other oppressed groups or with the dominant public sphere. 
As I have explored above, the newly independent Morocco 
negotiated their interactions with the Amazigh people in 
various ways. However, we now explore how the monarchy 
constructed a pro-monarchy Amazigh national identity and 
fabricated social fragmentation within the public sphere as a 
way to center the king as the sole arbiter of  conflict.

Co-optation and ethnic bargaining in Morocco occur 
through a process of  rewarding Amazigh elites and moder-
ate activists. This process uses symbolic politics to promote 
conservatism across areas of  dissidence. Aslan states, “Rather 
than trying to eliminate the authority of  local power centers, 
the king used Berber notables and tribal leaders to consolidate 
his power.”34 In other words, the monarchy’s lasting reign was 
rooted in its ability to be a malleable and adaptable institution 
that could easily reconstruct a once threatening factor, tribal-
ism, into a beneficial tool for the state that pacified the poten-
tial for an uprising. 

We see the effectiveness of  co-optation and ethnic 
bargaining during the early years of  independence when the 
monarchy was threatened by political groups that wanted 
claim over the nation-state. This included the Istiqla party 
which at the time of  independence dominated parliament and 
demanded a centralized constitutional monarchy. The Istiqla 
party was a clear threat to monarchical rule. Therefore, the 
monarchy sought to destroy the Istiqla party by villainizing 
them as a terrorist group and by favoring the formation and 
spread of  their opposing party, the Popular Movement. The 
Popular Movement was an Amazigh movement that advocat-
ed for rural power centers, and the protection of  monarchical 
rule. In favoring the Popular Movement, the monarchy cre-
ated societal fragmentation between Islamist and Amazigh 
groups, thus exhausting the parties from building solidarity 
with each other and with the wider public.
 The monarchy’s intentional strategy of  creating con-

34. Senem Aslan, Nation building in Turkey and Morocco, 81. 



228

flict between political parties is a common strategy across 
global south nations under patrimonial and monarchical rule. 
In State-Society Relations and State Capabilities in the Third World, 
Joel Migdal explores this phenomenon by illuminating the 
political survival strategies used within the global south. The 
Moroccan nation-state practices what Migdal terms the “big 
shuffle.”35 The big shuffle is a political survival strategy where 
the state monopolizes the public space by only prioritizing 
state agents that are unthreatening against the centralized gov-
ernment. In supporting the construction of  the Popular Move-
ment, the more moderate movement, the state was effectively 
able to monopolize the public sphere and its Amazigh com-
munities. In analyzing the monarchy’s state policies, their use 
of  the “big shuffle” to protect their position is evident. More-
over, I would argue the king’s effectiveness in intervening in 
local politics is a main driver in the framing Morocco proudly 
claims today. This framing is one of  a pluralistic (Ama-
zigh-Arab) political system with a moderate Islamic practice. 

From the co-optation techniques of  the state, it is evi-
dent that the Amazigh are continuously used as signifiers of  
peace, compromise, and unity. This is because traditionalism 
and tribalism are often infantilized and indexed as passive, 
folkloric, and unable to threaten modernity. Thus, it is no sur-
prise that in building a strong state, the Moroccan nation-state 
also interacted with Amazigh communities for state survival 
through ethnic bargaining. The state co-opts ethnic leaders 
into state institutions and military positions to fragment eth-
nic groups and manipulate them into allying with the state. 
Ethnic leaders at the top of  the hierarchy receive rewards and 
status for their alliance and are demanded to keep the peace 
and silence their ethnic communities. In these patrimonial re-
lationships, even radical and less trustworthy groups are given 
positions within the state to pacify the entire ethnic commu-
35. Joel S. Migdal, “The Politics of  Survival:” in Strong Societies and Weak 
States, State-Society Relations, and State Capabilities in the Third World 
(Princeton University Press, 1988), 216, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.
ctvzsmdzz.13.
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nity. In co-opting the Popular Movement, the monarchy was 
able to ensure the alliance of  a predominantly Amazigh and 
rural country. As well, in constructing power centers within 
peripheral regions, the king could escape blame for the eco-
nomic disenfranchisement and lack of  public infrastructure 
within mountainous Amazigh communities and rather place 
the blame on the Amazigh political party. In other words, 
the Moroccan nation-state ensured its survival through pow-
er-sharing, and by creating division among civil society which 
framed the king as a necessary part of  peacebuilding. The 
negotiations of  the state with Amazigh communities and the 
visibility of  Amazigh leaders in the political sphere proved 
effective for the monarchy’s survival but were debilitating for 
the survival of  self-sufficient Amazigh groups. I believe that 
in co-opting an Amazigh political party into parliament, the 
Amazigh identity became transactional for the monarchy, 
such that it was used to water down extreme Islamist groups 
and represent Morocco as an Islamic country that is friendly 
to ethnic diversity. This framing is an effective approach to 
entering the global economy and interacting with the western 
world. 

In addition, Amazigh identities are not homogenous, 
and their geographical locations and cultural practices expand 
across all of  North Africa. However, in prioritizing certain 
Amazigh voices over others, the Amazigh movement was 
framed as one identity and compartmentalized to meet the 
needs of  the monarchy. This was also the beginning transition 
of  pacifying Amazigh communities by representing them as 
solely a cultural movement. Framing the Amazigh as a cul-
tural movement that can easily exist within a more important 
Moroccan Islamic unity debilitates them, and prevents them 
from demanding territorial sovereignty, true political power, 
and economic self-sufficiency.
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The Fabrication of the Public Sphere Through the Use of  
State Agencies 

Weak states must go through a survival process to 
bring themselves back to a space of  equilibrium where they 
can control society and endure challenges. Migdal suggests 
that these survival strategies involve mobilizing the masses 
through a process of  “rewards, sanctions, and symbols.”36 
State survival can only occur through the establishment of  
strong state agencies that represent the needs of  the people. 
Through a more practical lens, we can argue that state agen-
cies garner massive civil support by co-opting tribal leaders 
and activists. In this way, subaltern groups are forced to act 
in compliance with the state’s demands. A movement that is 
surveilled by the state cannot revolt as it is being tied down by 
clientelist state relationships. 

King Mohammed VI, the current king of  Morocco, 
is often represented within the domestic and international 
media as the opposite of  his father. He frames himself  as the 
king of  the people and a king that has placed Morocco on 
a path toward liberalization. In a speech given at the 2016 
parliamentary opening, his framing of  democratization and 
liberalization through the use of  state agencies are present. 
He stated, “Everyone is responsible for ensuring the efficien-
cy of  state agencies because they are the backbone of  any 
reform.”37 In emphasizing state agencies as the only tool for 
democratic reform, King Mohammed VI suggests that dem-
ocratic change and the distribution of  power to citizens is 
only feasible through indoctrination within the monarchy’s 
state agencies. In prioritizing state agencies, it is evident that 
the public sphere and the formal law-abiding process are all 
manufactured for the particular purpose of  creating a unified 

36. Joel S. Migdal, “The Politics of  Survival:” 210. 
37. “Full Text of  HM the King’s Speech at Parliament Opening 10-14-
2016 | House of  Representatives,” accessed April 30, 2022, https://
www.chambredesrepresentants.ma/en/royal-speeches/full-text-hm-kings-
speech-parliament-opening-10-14-2016.
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and powerful image of  the state. In addition, his interpreta-
tion of  state agencies leads me to believe that all citizens who 
want significant change must de-radicalize their demands and 
negotiate their position with the king. 

In Morocco, state agencies are instrumental in the pro-
tection of  power and mass support that the monarchy holds. 
In such a manner, certain rewards and state positions are 
provided to community members who comply with the rules 
of  the monarchy. This is reflected in Mohammed VI’s first 
initiatives within his reign, which prioritized the establish-
ment of  Amazigh state agencies in the public sphere. In 2001, 
Mohammed VI established the Royal Institute of  Amazigh 
Culture (IRCAM). In the “Texte Du Dahir,” the King’s opening 
speech and declaration for establishing the state agency, he 
declared that IRCAM was responsible for protecting Ama-
zigh history and disseminating it within civil society.38 The 
IRCAM institution was tasked with standardizing the three 
varieties of  Amazigh languages into one language that can be 
taught across primary schools and across the public sphere to 
symbolize Morocco’s Amazigh-Arab unity. During Moham-
med VI’s opening speech, he stressed that the Amazigh iden-
tity belonged to all Moroccan citizens and should not be used 
for political movements. He stated, “We want to affirm that 
Amazighity…cannot be used for political purposes of  any 
kind.” 39 In declaring this during the establishment of  a state 
agency, the king pacified the Amazigh movement by using a 
language of  discipline that prevented the Amazigh identity to 
exist beyond cultural concerns. 

In standardizing Amazighness as a cultural rather than 
political movement, the state erases the idea that Amazigh 
existence is under threat or experiencing economic and social 
disenfranchisement. This monarchical image of  the Amazigh 
movement is effective because it symbolically represents the 
Amazigh identity within state institutions. In my view, it pres-
38. “Texte Du Dahir | Institut Royal de La Culture Amazighe,” accessed 
April 2, 2022, https://www.ircam.ma/fr/textes-fondateurs/texte-du-dahir.
39. “Texte Du Dahir.”
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ents this question to the public: How can an identity that is 
nationally recognized within the constitution be on the verge 
of  erasure or subjugation? Thus, the establishment of  IRCAM 
caters to the needs of  the monarchy by shifting the framing of  
the Amazigh movement. In this process, Amazigh commu-
nities lose the ability to mobilize on the grounds of  collective 
memory and political initiatives. In addition, in becoming a 
mainstream movement, they lose their radical roots and sim-
plify themselves to only having one experience, one identity, 
and one demand that needs to be addressed. 

This use of  state agencies for the manipulation of  the 
public sphere and the de-politicization of  the Amazigh move-
ment is also visible during the Tifinagh vs Latin Script debate 
of  2003. In the efforts to repair the violent history enforced 
upon Amazigh communities by King Hassan II, Moham-
med VI addressed his father’s inability to institutionalize the 
teaching of  Amazigh languages in public schools and began 
a project to standardize Amazigh languages across all Mo-
roccan state schools. From this decision, a linguistic debate 
arose within the IRCAM institution and the wider Amazigh 
community about the decision to standardize a Latin or 
Tifinagh script in the public sphere.40 The Tifinagh script is 
an Ancient Moroccan Amazigh script that has fallen out of  
use within most Moroccan Amazigh communities. While the 
Latin script is the universal script of  Amazigh communities 
across North Africa, IRCAM saw the Latin script as reinforc-
ing western worldviews. The state agency, thus, advocated for 
Tifinagh, and the monarchy approved the teachings of  Tifi-
nagh in all primary schools across Morocco. However, the 
passing of  this legislation only considered the voices of  urban 
Amazigh elites who were in a clientelist allyship with the Mo-
roccan state. Paul Silverstein and David Crawford illuminate 
the true intentions of  the monarchy when they argue: “The 
standard Tamazight developed by Paris-based linguists was 
part of  an effort not only to divide the international Berber 

40. Maddy-Weitzman, The Berber Identity Movement, 167-168.
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community but to fragment the national one as well.”41 In 
other words, by choosing Tifinagh, an ancient linguistic prac-
tice, and homogenizing three different dialects of  Amazigh 
languages into one, the state was able to disrupt the transna-
tional consciousness of  the Amazigh movement and placate it 
within Moroccan borders.

 In “Mobilized Diaspora: Kurdish and Berber Move-
ments in Comparative Perspectives,” Ofra Bengio and Bruce 
Maddy-Weitzman speak on the importance of  acknowledging 
pluralism and change to keep subaltern and ethnic move-
ments alive across the diaspora. They suggest that the “dias-
pora experience...is defined, not by essence or purity, but by 
the recognition of  a necessary heterogeneity and diversity: by 
a conception of  ‘identity’ which lives with and through, not 
despite, difference.”42 Bengio and Maddy-Weitzman urge us 
to consider how a subaltern diaspora keeps itself  protected. 
The diaspora experience welcomes ethnic transformation as a 
tool to keep ethnic communities alive as they navigate a glo-
balized world. Considering this, it is evident that the diaspora 
unity of  ethnic communities dies when they are unable to 
communicate through cultural exchange, practices of  collec-
tive remembering, and traditions.

I would argue that an ethnic community’s inability 
to communicate across borders occurs when a nation-state 
manipulates the ethnic identity’s image into one that is stoic 
and fixed within the national borders of  the territory under 
which they live in. This silencing of  the Moroccan-Amazigh 
from the wider North African Amazigh diaspora has occurred 
in the Moroccan nation-state through the establishment of  the 
IRCAM state agency. More specifically, in IRCAM’S decision 
to standardize the Tifinagh script over the Latin across public 

41. Paul Silverstein and David Crawford, “Amazigh Activism and the 
Moroccan State,” Middle East Report, no. 233 (2004): 44–48, https://doi.
org/10.2307/1559451.
42. Ofra Bengio and Bruce Maddy-Weitzman, “Mobilised Diasporas: 
Kurdish and Berber Movements in Comparative Perspective,” Kurdish 
Studies 1 (November 2013): 67, https://doi.org/10.33182/ks.v1i1.386.
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schools. I came to this conclusion for various reasons. The Ti-
finagh script is known to be an outdated and ancient language 
relegated to Moroccan borders. All other Amazigh commu-
nities in the North African region, such as Lybia and Algeria, 
are known to use the Latin script when writing in Amazigh. 
Additionally, many Amazigh people in Morocco disapprove 
of  IRCAM’s decision, and they thought it to be a symbolic 
action rather than one rooted in progressing the Amazigh 
movement. This is because in adopting the Tifinagh script, 
Moroccan-Amazigh people are disenfranchised from the 
wider transnational Amazigh diaspora. What I am trying to 
illuminate here is that the monarchy’s decision to implement 
cultural agencies in the country’s capital and institutionalize 
the Tifinagh script went beyond a tool to frame the movement 
under monarchical surveillance. It also assisted in placating 
Moroccan Amazigh people from uniting with other North 
African Amazigh people. In silencing the transnational aspect 
of  the Amazigh movement, you de-radicalize the movement 
and only allow it to exist under certain conditions. 

Another way in which the surveillance of  IRCAM 
plays out is in its location. The IRCAM institute was con-
structed in the capital of  Morocco, Rabat, and sits alongside 
other state institutes to resemble the acceptance of  Amazigh 
history within the social spheres of  a liberalizing Morocco.  
IRCAM, as an urban institution stationed in the capital of  
the country, sends the message that only Amazigh commu-
nity members who make the effort to assimilate into mod-
ernization will be given acknowledgment within the public 
sphere. Before the standardization of  state agencies, the mon-
archy solely relied on tribal power centers. However, in inte-
grating urban Amazigh activists with moderate worldviews 
into IRCAM, the monarchy’s ability to discipline is much 
more effective, and the potential radicalization of  the Ama-
zigh movement is non-existent because co-opted Amazigh 
leaders will not threaten a system that provides them rewards 
for their moderate ideologies. If  we look deeper into the orga-



235

nizational structures of  IRCAM, we see how the hybridiza-
tion of  de-facto and de-jure regulations proves to be extremely 
effective in serving the agenda of  the nation-state to discipline 
identities and to de-radicalize the public sphere. 
 There is no denying that IRCAM and the integration 
of  teaching Amazigh history in public schools are surviv-
al strategies for the state to pacify dissidence rather than 
promote tangible democratic change. While this is evident, 
it does not capture the full truth and damagingly portrays 
the Amazigh as puppets of  the state. In fact, the Amazigh’s 
choice to partner with the state has assisted them in estab-
lishing themselves as political agents.  For example, when 
asked about the importance of  IRCAM for the Amazigh 
movement, an IRCAM employee replied, “It is not only the 
state that automatically benefits from this process, but we can 
also benefit too…. By working within the system, you know 
that one day you will decide.”43 In making this comment, we 
are urged to reconsider what being a subaltern counter-public 
entails under a centralized regime. Within the Amazigh move-
ment, being a counter-public movement is rooted in working 
with the nation-state to establish systems of  rewards and 
symbolic institutions. These tools allow buffers of  protection 
for the Amazigh, as they slowly try to challenge the monar-
chy’s hegemonic ideologies, reconstruct the public sphere into 
prioritizing Amazigh identities, and repair the economic and 
societal disenfranchisement that has been experienced within 
Amazigh communities during the early post-colonial era.

In “Rethinking the Black Public Sphere,” Catherine 
Squire coins the term “strong publics” to describe count-
er-publics with “ready access to organized forms of  associ-
ation and publicity.”44 Squires suggests that counter-publics 
that gain access to state institutions can influence the deci-

43. Senem Aslan, Nation building in Turkey and Morocco, 134.
44. Catherine R. Squires, “Rethinking the Black Public Sphere: 
An Alternative Vocabulary for Multiple Public Spheres,” Commu-
nication Theory 12, no. 4 (November 1, 2002): 457, https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2002.tb00278.x.
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sion-making process within the dominant public sphere and 
uplift their communities out of  disenfranchised positions. 
Using Squire’s interpretations of  subaltern resistance, I urge 
us to consider the Amazigh as a “strong public” whose pres-
ence in the public sphere exists beyond one of  co-optation and 
rather as one of  survival. Moreover, the Amazigh’s ability to 
negotiate their position with the state has today transformed 
the public sphere into a space where Amazigh identity is pri-
oritized within all power-holding spaces, such as state agen-
cies in the media, and the constitution. 

Conclusion

As I have shown throughout this paper, Morocco is 
a nation-state that strictly enforces formal components of  
nation-building. While simultaneously uplifting a historical 
mystification, through a process of  traditionalizing the king’s 
position. In using a fixed historical identity, the Moroccan 
Kingdom has placated the possibilities for radical reform and 
the existence of  changing identities because that would go 
against the natural order of  power determined by the king-
dom’s patrimonial ancestors. Daniel Brumberg states, “Weak 
states are better at dominating than transforming, controlling 
than changing, surviving than innovating.”45 In stating the 
adaptability of  weak states, we can better understand why 
post-colonial Morocco adopted the ethnically diverse framing 
that it still practices today. 

What can the Moroccan nation-state illuminate about 
weak states navigating a process of  nation-building? First, we 
learn that nation-states create their reality through the art of  
statecraft. In other words, the current international position 
of  the Moroccan nation-state has been constructed through 
the monarchy’s manufacturing of  historical narratives and 
their surface-level framing of  a democratic state. Secondly, 
45. Daniel Brumberg, “Dissonant Politics in Iran and Indonesia,” Po-
litical Science Quarterly 116, no. 3 (September 2001): 384, https://doi.
org/10.2307/798022.
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we can better understand the role that states play in the global 
context. Although states can be mediators of  conflict, states 
also serve as political units and expressions of  power. More 
specifically, states write the narrative for how power-sharing 
is contested, who is legitimized in the public sphere, and how 
progress is negotiated in governance spaces. 

Timothy Snyder suggests that nation-states have man-
ufactured a political cycle that creates a sense of  hopelessness 
within civil society, thus, ensuring the positions of  authorita-
tive leaders remain secure. The first part of  this cycle, he calls 
the “politics of  inevitability.”  Within the politics of  inevita-
bility, the laws of  progress are predetermined by our historical 
narratives. Snyder suggests that the politics of  inevitability 
always collapse, and this leads to the “politics of  eternity” 
within nation-states. In this political narrative, society is 
invaded by external and internal threats which prevent the 
government from enacting positive progress. In this process, 
the state takes on the role of  mediator of  conflict, and the 
potential for reform is lost in the historical past.46 

Snyder believes that to remove a state from this cycle 
of  unfreedom, we must study historical contexts. In other 
words, by studying history, individuals can awaken to possi-
bilities of  change, as progress has occurred in the past, and 
there is hope in the possibility of  it continuing. I truly believe 
that potential change exists in Morocco’s use of  historical 
narratives as they navigate their state-building. The Berber 
Manifesto is a perfect example of  the potential for change in 
studying historical narratives. In this manifesto, Amazigh peo-
ple illuminate the active position that they had in the past and 
continue to have in Morocco’s fight for liberation. 

We should be concerned with the effectiveness of  the 
Moroccan nation-building model because it has completely 
prohibited the possibility of  Amazigh people from creating 
self-sufficient communities alongside the state without be-
46. Timothy Snyder, Timothy Snyder Speaks, Ep. 14: Politics of  Eternity, 
Politics of  Inevitability, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Egh-
l19elKk8.
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ing dominated. This domination goes beyond the state just 
surveilling its ethnic communities. The nation-state is now 
able to manufacture historical narratives and manipulate its 
citizen’s collective memory, which inevitably is leading to a 
process of  organized forgetting. To prevent this, the Amazigh 
people must document their history through their worldview, 
through oral recordings, dance, and literature. If  the Amazigh 
continue to solely rely on the state to keep its culture alive, it 
will quickly become a manufactured history inseparable from 
the state’s political agenda.
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Artist Statement
Mya Goodman

“But I think art is a total thing. A total person giving a contri-
bution. It is an essence, a soul, and that’s what it’s about .… 

In my inner soul art and life are inseparable.” -Eva Hesse

 To know me, and to know my work, you must first 
understand two things: first, that I create compulsively and 
constantly, and second, that I am a communist. I have been 
an artist for as long as I can remember. My understanding of  
the world is rooted in its physicality. The tactile qualities of  
material between my fingers is an essential part of  my artistic 
process and my understanding of  an idea.
 My interest in sculptural art is tied up in two more 
specific endeavors: wearable arts and interactive, collaborative 
work. I am drawn to wearable art as I continuously explore 
the pieces and articles we carry with us from day to day. They 
represent an intimate part of  our inner selves, physical mani-
festations and displays of  our interests, our style, our histories, 
our connections. I am interested in the ways I can merge the 
subtle elements of  everyday jewelry and accessories with the 
louder, less functional elements of  contemporary wearable 
art. I am drawn to interactive and collaborative works because 
of  the ways that my politics connect with my artistic practice. 
I am fundamentally interested in embodying interconnected-
ness and interdependence. My project, in art and in life, is in 
working in community to build the world we all want (and 
need) to live in from the ground up. I am interested in elimi-
nating hierarchy within my own art in whatever ways I can.
 My artistic practices and work are rooted in my iden-
tity as a neurodivergent, working-class, Southern leftist. My 
work is deeply informed by research, historical perspectives, 
critical analysis, and political theory.



244

A Note on the Cover Art: 
Relics of the Creative Commons Crypt

By Katherine Wilson

The cover of  this year’s Auspex is a narrative storytelling piece, 
with each thesis in this volume being represented by an object. 
"How to Kill People in a God Honoring Way," which focuses 
on Catholicism in horror, is represented by a church. "Intel-
lectual Property and Art" is represented by a ‘For Sale’ sign, 
to portray the paper's point that American culture conceptu-
alizes ownership of  thought in ways that reflect our hyper-in-
dividualist, capitalist society. "Maíz Libre para el Mundo" is 
depicted by the basket of  maize along with the maize field, 
to emphasize the paper’s topic of  seed patenting and sale. 
The mirror reflecting the maize field represents "Treatment 
for Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming People With 
Disordered Eating," as body image and dysphoria play a role 
in their development. The crown located on top of  the mir-
ror represents the Moroccan Monarchy, the main subject of  
"Masquerading a Monarchy." The fibers hanging across the 
front of  the church represent research done for small scale 
indigo dye creation in "Alkaline-Tolerant Bacterial Species 
Associated with Small-Scale Indigo Fermentation Dye Vats." 
"Using Embodiment to Boost Creativity Among Musicians" 
is depicted by the cello and piano as musicians in the experi-
mental group were asked to create a new way of  playing their 
instruments. Lastly, "Motivation in Recovery" is represent-
ed by the hand upholding a lightbulb, depicting individuals 
choosing something that drives them to recover: a light at the 
end of  a darkened tunnel, just within reach.
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Submit to Auspex!

 We are now taking submissions of  senior capstone 
work in any media for next year’s volume of  Auspex. 
Submit your work via the Writing Studio website on My 
WWC. Please note that we require a recommendation 
email from your capstone advisor. A committee including 
faculty and students from across the disciplines will review 
the submissions for entry into the journal. If  your piece is 
selected, the Auspex sub-crew of  the Writing Studio will work 
with you during the following academic year to prepare your 
piece for publication.

 The submission deadline is May 20th. Please note that 
if  you have a written thesis accepted, you will need to edit 
your piece down to 8,000 words or fewer as you work with 
our crew.

Journal Crew

 Interested in working on design or editing for Auspex 
next year? Contact Julie Wilson at the Writing Studio for 
more information.


