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A critical reading of the books « Makhzanization of Sport in Morocco » and « Sport and 

Politics in Algeria » published in  « the International Journal of the History of Sport » by 

Mahfoud Amara, Lecturer in Sport and Leisure Policy and Management at Loughborough 

University, UK1. 

 

The books of Youcef Fates about Algeria and Moncef Lyazghi 
about Morocco are timely considering the important (cultural, 
economic and political) transitions that the region is undergoing. 
They provide a useful overview about the development of sport 
in both countries, and the role that political institutions had 
played in the past, and today, in shaping post-independence 
projects for sport. 
Fates’s study of modernisation and professionalisation of sport 
in colonial and postcolonial Algeria is a useful follow-up to his 
previous study of sport in the Third World. Together these 
provided excellent background to my own book, Sport, Politics 
and Society in the Arab World. London: Palgrave and 
Macmillan, 2012. The cover photograph is well-chosen and 
symbolically significant, showing President Bouteflika, smiley 
and energetic, giving the Cup of Nations to the captain of 
Mouloudia Club d’Alger. One of the oldest football clubs in 
Algeria, founded in 1921 during French occupation, Mouloudia 
symbolises Algerian resistance against French colonialism. 
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President Bouteflika was the first, and the youngest, Minister of 
Youth and Sport under Ahmed Ben Bella’s government in 1962. 
He was actively involved in the military coup led by Houari 
Boumedienne against Benbella the first president of Algeria, 
himself a former professional player with Marseille in early 
1940. In the photograph President Bouteflika is shown 
surrounded by members of the Algerian government and the 
military. This captures the main argument of the book about the 
willingness of the Algerian state, following the model of socialist 
countries, to have a monopoly on, or as Fates puts it, ‘to 
confiscate the sporting affairs’ (21), at least in the 1970’s and 
1980's. In the same page Fates argues that ‘institutionally 
localised, as for other organisations representing civil society 
which were controlled by the state, sport became an important 
national matter’ (emphasis added). 
The book offers a critique of French authors such as Jean 
Meynaud and Jean Marie Brohm who tend, according to Fates, 
to describe ‘why sport is political’. 
Instead, he favours an approach which analyses ‘how sport 
becomes political’ (20). 
To illustrate his argument he uses two major case studies. 
Firstly, he explores the Algerian state’s engagement in the 
1970s, and disengagement in post-1988 (the end of one party-
state), in defining legislations around physical education and 
mass sport in the country. Sport discourse became an 
instrument for the rebuilding of the Algerian nation, as a break 
with the colonial past, and for the formation of (new) Algerian 
men and women, who were supposedly strong, nationalist, Arab 
and socialist. This discourse is apparent in the 1976 Code for 
Physical Education and Sport, the Sport Charter, which Fates 
considers the most significant reform of sport practice in post-
independence Algeria. It was important for a number of 
reasons: 
combating regionalism; attaching football clubs names/brands 
to socialist values; applying the state’s industrialisation reforms 
in 1970’s, and adopting an Arabisation policy. For instance, 
prestigious sport clubs took the names (in Arabic) of national 
corporations that provided their financial and human resources. 



Mouloudia Club Alger, which was sponsored by SONATRACH 
(the Oil and Gas Company), took the name of Mouloudia Naft 
(Peterolium) Al-assima (the capital). Entente Sportive de Se´ tif 
(ESS), sponsored by a petrochemical company, became Wifaq 
(Entente) plastic Se´ tif; and Jeunesse Sportive de Kabylie 
(JSK), sponsored by the SONELEC, a company specialised in 
electronics, became Chabab (youth) electronic Tizi Ouzou. 
In the late 1970’s up to 1986 sport was used both externally as 
a tool for national representation (of the Algerian model of 
socialism and development); and internally, as an important 
element for political legitimisation. Investment was also made in 
the maintenance of sports facilities inherited from the colonial 
era and in the development of massive new sport 
infrastructures, to host sport events at national and international 
levels – such as the Mediterranean Games in 1975 and the 
Pan-African Games in 1978. The special status of sport in the 
political regime was clearly evident when the Ministry of Youth 
and Sport was able to declare that the Algerian team’s victory 
against West Germany, in the 1982 football World Cup in Spain, 
had done more for the nation than the work of any Algerian 
ambassador around the world. 
Fates’ second case study of how sport became political focuses 
on football stadia not only as a space for the one party-state’s 
propaganda but also a space for political expression against the 
regime’s socio-economic and cultural policies, and political 
legitimacy. 
Fates provides examples of how trade unions and students’ 
associations were mobilised to promote football chanting that 
endorsed Algeria’s socialist ideology. A famous chant was ‘ai 
mamia, ou tawra ziraia’ (We are all behind the agrarian 
revolution) in reference to the agrarian reform in the 1970’s 
which aimed at improving the living-standard and working 
conditions of the rural population. In the 1980’s football chanting 
reproduced the claim for more cultural and political rights, 
particularly in the region of Kabylie, after the events of 1980 or 
the Berber Spring. 
Banners were deployed during football matches with slogans in 
favour of Tamazight (Berber language): ‘nous ne sommes pas 



des Arabes, Tamazight dil likoul’ (We are not Arabs, Berber 
language in schools). 
Fates’ book covers also the impact of political transition in 
Algeria in post-1988 and during the political violence in the 
1990’s on sport practice to make sense of the growing violence 
(verbal and ‘physical-material’) in football in Algeria. He also 
highlighted the question of sport practice among women 
population as reflected in the political discourse and the reality 
of Algerian society. 
The cover photo of Moncef Lyazghi’s book, a caricature of an 
army general dressed with a military jacket and a hat, 
contrasted with football short and boots, and even the use of 
the term ‘El-Mekhzen’ to refer to the monarchy-state/or the 
Palace, also has powerful symbolic significance in the Moroccan 
context. Indeed, it would have been risky, or even impossible, to 
have such provocative cover during the king Hassan II era. 
Lyazghi argues that even before the independence of 
Morocco,sport, especially football, was the domain of the palace 
(El-Makhzen). This is given particular emphasis by the naming, 
after the independence, of sport federations as the ‘royal 
federations’ rather than ‘national federations’. This has had 
repercussions on their internal affairs, since most of the heads 
of federations were appointed by El-Makhzen (and they came 
mostly from military ranks). In 1959, the then Prince Hassan II 
established his own football club, the Royal Football Club, 
which was to become one of the dominant football clubs in the 
Moroccan league. King Hassan II was also the honorary 
president of the National Olympic Committee since its inception 
in 1959 until 1965. The active involvement of the monarchic 
state continued in the 1970’s and 1980’s – a most challenging 
period for King Hassan II, whose throne was threatened by 
internal disorder (failed military coups in 1971 and 1972), and 
by 16 years of war with the Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Sanguia el-Hamra and Rio de Oro (POLISARIO) over the 
control of Moroccan Sahara. 
More than even before, sport was considered an infallible tool 
to contain the crowd, to sell dreams and to occupy the youth, 
stopping them from being seduced by the theses – subversive, 



according to the palace – of third-worldism, which was largely in 
vogue at that time, particularly in neighbouring Algeria. Sport 
competitions under the patronage of the king became 
commonplace. The agenda of the Royal Cup was fixed by the 
royal cabinet, Lyazghi argued. 
The impressive international performance of Moroccan athletes, 
particularly in football and athletics (and to lesser extent in 
tennis) gave rise to occasions to celebrate national unity 
against internal and external threats. The Moroccan national 
football team won the African Cup of nations in 1976 in Addis 
Ababa and qualified four times in the FIFA World Cup (1970, 
1986, 1994 and 1998), making Morocco the first Arab and 
African country to qualify in the football World Cup in 1970 and 
the first one to reach the second round in 1986. Morocco 
became well known also thanks to its world and Olympic 
champions in track and field: Said Aouita, Nawel Moutawakel 
(the first Muslim women to win a gold medal at the Olympics), 
Khalid Skah, Nezha Bidouane, Khalid and Brahim Boulami, 
Hicham Al-Guerrouj and Hasna Benhassi (to name just a few). 
After the King Mohamed VI acceded to the throne on 23 July 
1999, as part of the new monarchy-state’s strategy of a break 
with the past (that is, with King Hassan II era) from 2002 to 
2007 there was no ministry of sport. Sports affairs depended 
directly on the prime minister’s office. The only time that the 
new king attended a match was during an international friendly 
football match between France and Morocco on the occasion of 
the Hassan II International Tournament. The royal family was 
represented in the highly symbolic final Cup of the Throne by 
Prince Rachid, the younger brother of King Mohamed VI. During 
the same period a number of businessmen managed to obtain high 
positions in professional football clubs, challenging in this way 
the long-standing dominance of the military institution over 
football affairs (Amara 2012). 
To conclude, both books are important contributions to the 
study of sport history, sport sociology and politics of sport in the 
region. Whilst the language barrier might make them 
inaccessible to an international audience, Fates’ book covers a 
plethora of sport sociological debates with applications into the 



Algerian context that is valuable to sport academics and policy 
makers. Although Lyazghi’s book does not engage much with 
theory, his rich historical narrative provides a fascinating insight 
into Moroccan’s political and sporting systems that can be 
appreciated by a larger audience. 
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