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Less than two months after the inauguration of John F. Kennedy, on March 3, 1961,
Hassan II ascended the Moroccan throne following the surprise death of his father,
King Mohammed V. He was twelve years younger than his American counterpart and
certainly much less prominent outside of his own country. But despite receiving only a
fraction of the foreign media coverage of his US counterpart, the elaborate ceremony—
which included a display of the royal umbrella, a parade of dignitaries kissing the young
ruler’s right hand, and a horseback ride in the company of his black elite soldiers—
proved no less spectacular. Hassan II would soon emerge as an influential player in
Africa and the Middle East during his thirty-eight years on the throne despite ruling
only a medium-sized North African kingdom. Pitiless toward his opponents, charming
to those dear to him, and closely aligned with the United States, he represented the
ultimate Cold Warrior whose friendship politicians in Western capitals desired.
The political role of the United States in the world, and Hassan II’s rule, constituted
the overlapping lenses through which the Moroccan population perceived global
affairs during the 1960s. The country’s political elites had already been aware of the
international political situation for a long time before obtaining independence from
France and Spain in March 1956. Inspired by the liberation of countries like India,
in 1947, and Indonesia, in 1949, as well as the brutal war in neighboring Algeria
from 1954 to 1962, many Moroccans had come to understand foreign and domestic
politics as inherently intertwined. The members of the nationalist Hizb al-Istiqlal
(Independence Party) organized their campaign for independence both at home and
abroad after its establishment in January 1944, culminating in a successful propaganda
campaign that spanned from Cairo via Paris to New York. Their global network of
supporters put significant international pressure on the colonizers and thus proved
pivotal in the struggle to end the two, French and Spanish, protectorates.1 International
affairs constituted a central aspect of Moroccan politics from its very inception, because
many of the Istiqlal’s leaders had spent more time abroad than at home during the late
colonial era.
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It is from this vantage point that we must understand Moroccan perceptions of the
presidency of Kennedy, who self-consciously portrayed himself as an outspoken anticolonial politician willing to work with the peoples of Third World to build a world
of peace and prosperity. After all, Kennedy had risen to international prominence
following his now-famous “Algeria speech” on the Senate floor in July 1957, in which
he had condemned imperialism as “the great enemy of . . . freedom” and suggested
that France “get out of North Africa completely.”2 These words had been extremely well
received by the peoples of the Maghrib, who welcomed this clear distancing from the
Eisenhower administration’s pro-French attitude. Many in the region hoped that the
United States would finally become a truly emancipatory force following Kennedy’s
win in the 1960 presidential election.
Yet by the time of Kennedy’s funeral in November 1963, this initial enthusiasm
for his anti-colonial credentials had largely abated. Now, Moroccans spent little
time talking about his emancipatory politics, focusing instead on his fight against
segregation and for tax cuts at home as well as the important symbolism of his
youth. They no longer displayed the same excitement as in previous years, despite
remaining sympathetic toward Kennedy as a man and politician. Having realized
that his policies were muss less revolutionary than originally anticipated, the US
president had long ago lost his saint-like aura in the eyes of many Moroccans,
despite the fact that they sincerely mourned his tragic death. Hope had given way
to disillusionment.
An additional factor behind the transformation of Kennedy’s image can be
found in Moroccan domestic politics. Although the Istiqlal had dominated the anticolonial movement during the last decade of foreign occupation, the royal palace
had successfully sidelined the nationalist party from the reins of power following
independence. Hassan II’s ascendance to the throne further aggravated the political
situation, as he quickly established a fully authoritarian regime. The country’s
first constitution, of December 7, 1962, legitimized his role as “commander of the
faithful, symbol of the unity of the nation, head of the cabinet of ministers . . . [and]
commander of the armed forces.” He maintained the right to “dissolve the parliament
. . . [and] announce laws,” and most importantly, his very person was “sacrosanct and
holy.”3 Moreover, he built a close alliance with the United States that strengthened and
legitimized the monarchy at home.4 The CIA concluded in August 1962 that although
“the King publicly espouses nonalignment . . . his policy in practice is to stay within
easy reach of the Western umbrella.”5 A different report confirmed that he had clearly
established his “pro-Western proclivities,” and this shift in foreign policy also impacted
Morocco’s fragmented field of local politics.6 Thus, if we want to analyze Moroccan
perceptions of Kennedy, we must read them from the standpoint of domestic events.
By 1963, the US president appeared not only like a youthful politician of increasingly
questionable anti-colonial credentials abroad but also as an enabler of an ever more
authoritarian regime at home.
One way to gain a more in-depth understanding of Kennedy’s perception in the
decolonizing world is by looking at the Moroccan press, especially the two organs of
the conservative Istiqlal, the country’s most important political party. Published since
September 1946 and thus Morocco’s oldest independent daily newspaper, the Arabic-
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language al-ʿAlam (“The Banner”) represented the viewpoints of the Istiqlal during
the immediate postindependence period that lacked a vigorous independent press.
Widely circulated and often read communally in coffee shops, it reached an important
sector of the population, though widespread illiteracy (80.2 percent of men in 1960)
significantly narrowed its potential readership to the educated elites and parts of
the urban working class.7 Until July 1963, the party also published the francophone
weekly al-Istiqlal, which “addressed itself primarily to French readers” interested in the
viewpoints of the nationalist movement.8 It had a more left-leaning editorial line since
many of its journalists had spent their formative years at French universities during the
late colonial period. In the absence of legal protections guaranteeing the freedom of
the press, the few nongovernmental newspapers had to tread extremely carefully when
discussing domestic issues so as to not run afoul of the unofficial censorship rules.
Despite these serious limitations, al-ʿAlam and al-Istiqlal constitute useful windows
into the ideational landscape of the country’s politically conscious elites during the
tumultuous postindependence period.

tim

Anticipating the Kennedy presidency

e
at

Al-ʿAlam followed the electoral campaign between Kennedy and Richard Nixon
closely. In September 1960, the newspaper quoted the Democratic candidate regarding
his plans to increase US support for non-Western nations: “The intent of our aid is
not to buy the friendship of other states or to make them our dependencies. We want
to help them . . . to the degree that they can be independent from any foreign control,
including our control.”9 On the eve of the election, columnist Abdelatif Ahmed Khalis
approvingly explained that “it was known that the Democratic candidate supports
the case of the Algerian people and demanded its freedom and independence.”10 The
journalist admitted that Kennedy’s stance on Algeria “was more zealous before than it
is today,” but added that it was “certain that his initial pledges will be victorious over
the political environment” he would encounter as president.
In the weeks following Kennedy’s victory, al-ʿAlam reminded its readers that the
president-elect had repeatedly promised to “give special attention to the wave of
independence that is engulfing the African continent” and that “the US will work
to spread freedom across the entire world.”11 Especially his bold inaugural address
received substantial attention. Asians and Africans consequently “registered with great
relief—without a doubt—his resolve not to permit the exchange of the old colonialism
for a new colonialism and . . . to present the necessary aid to the states in order to help
the people rid themselves of misery,” because “the future belongs to freedom, and if the
young president wants to preserve the tradition of his country, he must participate in
the name of the United States.”12
Al-Istiqlal offered a much more somber assessment of the potential for change
embodied by Kennedy. Initially, the newspaper had expressed its hope for a Kennedy
victory because he would “ally America with African nationalism.”13 A different article
published in mid-December remarked that “Kennedy had expressed the hope . . . that
US foreign policy will be . . . not only anti-communist, but also a symbol of ‘liberty.’”14
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But the francophone weekly nonetheless remained skeptical regarding Kennedy’s
nascent presidency. Despite his flowery rhetoric, “neither Kennedy’s [inauguration]
speech nor his first press conference have provided the least indication . . . that the
United States will recognize its past mistakes.”15 While Kennedy might have rhetorically
offered the recently liberated countries to “defend their liberty” and promised “the
loyalty of a true friend,” it seemed quite difficult to take such statements seriously “if
one is aware . . . of the US intervention in the Congo for example.”
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Kennedy’s anti-colonialism
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One litmus test for deciphering Kennedy’s true intentions was his attitude toward the
revolutionary anti-colonial regimes. “Will the relations between the People’s Republic
of China and the United States develop?,” asked Abdelatif Khalis in al-ʿAlam in March
1961.16 Referring to Kennedy’s recent statements on global affairs, the columnist
concluded that the president might actually “reach an understanding with the People’s
Republic of China” in order to “reduce the degree of international tensions.” But this
honeymoon between the Moroccan press and the Kennedy administration came to
an abrupt end in the wake of the disastrous Bay of Pigs Invasion of April 17, 1961,
the failed attempt by US-backed counterrevolutionary forces to overthrow the
Castro regime. A long op-ed article by Khalis condemned the “assault against Cuba”
and praised the revolution of 1959 as a “victory over feudalism and despotism.”17
Referring to Kennedy’s harsh anti-Communist rhetoric during the election campaign,
he criticized the commonplace but “unfounded assumptions” that the new president
would actually change Washington’s stance toward the Western Hemisphere. The
saintly aura surrounding Kennedy had already evaporated.
Still, Kennedy’s personal engagement with Third World politics continued to
fascinate Moroccans. Throughout the spring of 1961, the US administration repeatedly
signaled its sympathy toward the Third World. “We support the African states from the
bottom of [our] heart[s],” declared Kennedy in a telegram to the Conference of African
states.18 Especially his willingness to receive the leaders of recently decolonized nations
in the White House underlined his interest in the fates of the non-Western peoples.19
Kennedy also publicly called upon Britain to reform its colonial regime in Kenya and
supported the autonomy of Northern Rhodesia, thus distancing himself from the
passing age of European rule.20 Even more satisfying in the eyes of North African
observers was Kennedy’s engagement with Arab leaders to find a just solution for the
Palestine question; for example, he exchanged a number of amicable letters with Egypt’s
Gamal Abdel Nasser.21 Kennedy’s reception of Ahmed Ben Bella just three months
after Algeria’s independence in July 1962 further underlined his commitment to the
postcolonial world.22 The United States even provided the transport for the Algerian
delegation traveling back home to North Africa after the successful conclusion of the
peace talks with France in March 1962.23
Kennedy’s most ambitious foreign policy project was the promise of increased
economic aid. The unveiling of the Alliance for Progress in March 1961 demonstrated
his willingness to spend billions of dollars in order to “raise the standard of living
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and end the dictatorial regimes in Latin America” and create “a world society that is
peaceful [and] made up of free and independent states.”24 His assurances of economic
support went beyond Latin America and included countries like the Congo.25 Such
reports on Kennedy’s foreign policy depicted him as a well-meaning world leader, who
sought to live up to his reputation by cooperating with the nations of the Third World
within the ideological boundaries of liberal capitalism.
Yet al-ʿAlam also featured articles that provided critical assessments of the US
administration. “Why do [the United States] wage a feverish war against the nonaligned states?,” asked one article in November 1961.26 Instead of accepting the principle
of Cold War neutrality, Kennedy’s aggressive foreign policy stance allegedly paralleled
those of his two predecessors and thus constituted “a new sign . . . that foretells serious
dangers and necessitates the outmost precaution.” A different op-ed published two
years later scolded the Kennedy administration for its intention to veto UN Security
Council resolutions condemning Portuguese colonialism in southern Africa as well as
the apartheid regime in Pretoria. “Those who are astonished by this do not understand
the spirit which drives US politics,” explained the article.27 Washington seemed to hope
that all colonial regimes would inevitably collapse under their own weight, making it
unnecessary to alienate two crucial Cold War allies. “America does not look beyond
this [issue],” which would mean embracing the aspirations of the peoples of Africa and
Asia. By positioning itself as “the guardian of Christian culture and Western progress,”
the US inevitably sided with white minority rule. Kennedy’s gradualism and focus on
containing Communism trumped the interests of the decolonizing world.
Al-Istiqlal, by contrast, always remained skeptical regarding Kennedy’s rhetoric.
When Indonesian President Sukarno and Modibo Keita of Mali came to the White
House as emissaries from the recently concluded Belgrade Conference in September
1961, Kennedy provided his guests with “the best welcome” but did not discuss any
details of US foreign policy.28 One year later, the newspaper printed a front page that
featured four equally large pictures of Fidel Castro, Nehru, Chou en-lai, and Kennedy.
Rather than as the leader of the “free world,” the US president appeared as a coequal
of his Third World counterparts.29 The context was quite serious. At the height of the
Cuban Missile Crisis, al-Istiqlal advocated for Havana’s right to defend itself against
“extreme interference in its internal affairs.”30 What might superficially appear as a
conflict between the world’s two leading superpowers actually became an act of antiimperialist resistance when seen from the Global South. “Can we permit . . . that we
remain at the mercy of the pressing of a button in the East or West, which risks bringing
death to a large portion of our planet?,” an editorial rhetorically asked the reader,
before concluding that the Cold War is “a struggle that does not concern us.” Kennedy
certainly did not appear as a guarantor of liberty as he and his Soviet counterpart’s
“egoistic reflex[es]” threatened the very survival of the human race.
Amid such critical assessments of Kennedy’s role toward the decolonizing world,
ʿAllal al-Fassi published a lengthy editorial in defense of the US administration in both
al-ʿAlam and al-Istiqlal in July 1963. Kennedy had decided to organize “a remarkable
campaign” in the United States that will incite the population “against the existence
of states subject to foreign rule,” according to the president of the Istiqlal party.31
Al-Fassi furthermore praised America’s return to its “proclaimed liberal principles”—
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after all, “nothing is as noble as a man fighting for the liberty of others.” Yet even the
party’s most prominent conservative member did not unequivocally embrace the US
president. Kennedy’s recent policy changes, al-Fassi explained, “have luckily begun to
adopt the attitude of the Soviet Union regarding the necessity to end colonialism.” The
US president, rather than being a world leader, seemed to have finally fallen in line
with the inevitable march of history.
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Kennedy the Cold Warrior
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Central to Kennedy’s image as a Cold Warrior was his determination to confront
the Soviet Union. Immediately following his inauguration, al-ʿAlam wrote that “Mr.
Kennedy will only negotiate with the Kremlin from a position of strength.”32 After his first
visit to Paris in May 1961, the newspaper commented, “The US president . . . confirmed
that he was not afraid of the future and that the situation is calling for manifestations of
patience, resolve, and audacity.”33 Kennedy’s passionate anti-communist rhetoric went
so far as to claim that the nonaligned states “had a responsibility before history” to take
a stance when confronted with “the shared . . . communist threat.”34 Neutrality was not
an option. The youthful Kennedy also appeared as the guardian of an aging Europe.35
During the Vienna summit on June 4, 1961, Kennedy had vigorously defended the
interests of Western Europe vis-à-vis the Warsaw Pact through his unwavering stance
on the issue of Berlin.36 His personal commitment to West German security had “put
Adenauer and German politicians at ease.”37 The US president had also provided the
necessary “moral support” to Charles de Gaulle in his struggle against “the military
fanatics and their rebellious movement in Algeria” following the putsch orchestrated
by French settlers in April 1961.38 In an article explaining the project of European
unification, al-ʿAlam commented that since the Second World War, “power has been
transferred from Old Europe to New America”—a large picture of a smiling Kennedy
indicated that he personified this geopolitical transformation.39
Two editorials capture the evolving Moroccan attitudes toward his role as a
Cold War leader. Abdelatif Khalis explained in February 1961 that “the differences
between the Eastern and Western blocks in international affairs are serious,” making
it very difficult to secure a “rapprochement between the [two] viewpoints.”40 However,
Kennedy’s nascent presidency increased the possibility of “prudence triumphing over
the spirit of egoism and fanaticism,” paving a path “for an understanding . . . [between]
the two blocks” that might benefit the international situation and allow Third World
countries to prosper. A cartoon published just one year later indicated the sobering
mood in Morocco with regard to the Cold War: it depicted Kennedy and Khrushchev
sitting on the moon and looking back at our planet with a caption reading: “look at how
peaceful the earth is now that we have left it!”41 The drawing humorously expressed an
increasing disenchantment with the Kennedy presidency.
Even with regard to Kennedy’s Cold War policies, al-Istiqlal adopted a much more
critical line than its arabophone sister publication. Of course, the US president’s role
as the leader of the West became clear during pivotal world events such as the Berlin
crisis, when he received his German counterpart in the White House to deliberate on
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the political situation in central Europe just as the Berlin Wall was being constructed.42
Kennedy also asserted his leadership through “calm and firmness” in the weeks leading
up to the Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962.43 The US president subsequently used
a speech at the NATO command headquarters in Naples to express “the determination
of his country to defend the liberty of Europe.”44 But the newspaper also offered a
very pessimistic assessment concerning the Alliance for Progress, proclaiming that
“Latin America is disappointed by John F. Kennedy.”45 He had only offered “vague
promises . . . without specifics” instead of a concrete roadmap outlining a project of
the same magnitude as the Marshall Plan “that benefitted Europe following the end of
the [last] war.” It appeared that “the United States are not about to retake the initiative
in South America” at a time when many countries in the Western Hemisphere were
“flirting more and more with communism.” Kennedy’s administration put the narrowly
defined national interest before the welfare of other countries.
The newspaper’s criticism also attacked the discrepancy between the image and
reality of Kennedy as a global statesman; the president’s trip to Europe on the eve of the
Vienna summit caused a particularly acerbic commentary. After briefly describing his
diplomatic achievements in Paris, the article focused on the “romantic stopovers” that
the presidential couple had enjoyed across the continent (“good wine, waltzes . . . and
theater, and clothing stores as well as animal nurseries for Jacqueline”) before rendering
a devastating verdict: at a time when “millions of human beings are starving” the world
“demands result, nothing but results” from international diplomacy.46 “These millions
of [hungry] beings, will they be enticed by this young couple that one could easily see
. . . in [a movie like] Gone with the Wind?,” the article asked sarcastically. The personal
aspects that regularly fascinated audiences around the world about the Kennedys—
their ability to project an almost magical aura of a seemingly perfect youthful couple
dominating world politics—was now used against the president. He suddenly seemed
out of touch with the harsh realities of the world surrounding him.
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Apart from these global issues, it was Kennedy’s attitude toward the civil rights
movement at home that shaped his image in Morocco.47 Already early into his
presidency, a high-ranking official at the Department of State had pointed out that
American influence in Africa would remain limited as long as the United States did
not grant full citizenship rights to its own citizens.48 Khalis concurred. “Segregation . . .
demolishes the United States’ reputation abroad,” he held, admonishing that the United
States “cannot play an important role on the international stage” and “lead the free
world” unless it resolves this issue.49 Especially his readiness to challenge segregation in
Alabama during the summer of 1963 with the help of federal troops shaped the image
of a strong leader willing to tackle this pivotal domestic issue with determination.50
Kennedy’s willingness to receive African and African American visitors at the White
House further bolstered his anti-racist credentials.51 Moreover, his meeting with black
students from the University of Alabama and his speech to US mayors in Honolulu
in which he outlined his support of the civil rights movement cemented his image as
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a great emancipator.52 Khalis celebrated that “Kennedy was not one of the men who
hesitated before these events,” because “he was an opponent to segregation and thus
ordered his brother [the Attorney General] to use all legal means to suppress this
rebellion” by a few southern states.53
The struggle against institutionalized racism in the United States thus stood at the
intersection of US domestic politics, anti-colonialism, and the Cold War. In a speech
before the UN in September 1963, Kennedy promised to end racial discrimination at
home while forcefully denouncing the apartheid regimes in southern Africa.54 Capturing
this complicated dynamic, al-ʿAlam explained that Kennedy’s “resolve” in executing the
court order to integrate all American universities was not only based on “humanitarian”
concerns but also took place in “consideration of foreign policy.”55 Without such forceful
actions against segregation “it would have been impossible for the United States to bring
to life a successful international policy towards the African continent.” It was both a
question of racial justice and a publicity issue. “There is no doubt that his victory in
this important humanitarian sphere will help him overcome obstacles in other states,”
al-ʿAlam wrote at the height of Kennedy’s presidency. The president’s progressive
domestic policies permitted him to maintain some of his popularity in Morocco.
Al-Istiqlal, too, embraced Kennedy regarding his fight against segregation, this
“scandal of the civilized world.”56 As James Meredith’s struggle to enter the University
of Mississippi caught international attention in the fall of 1962, Kennedy “took firm
measures to impose federal law in order to eradicate this scourge, which causes great
harm to the reputation of the country.”57 “President Kennedy has won his battle
in Alabama against the segregationists,” the newspaper cheered after the federal
government had successfully forced another state to desegregate its higher education
system in June 1963.58 It also applauded “his victory over the racist Governor [George]
Wallace,” which the president had achieved “with a courage and loyalty that one must
acknowledge.” After reporting that the American press had described the president’s
efforts as “courageous” and “admirable,” al-Istiqlal drew a straight line from Abraham
Lincoln’s emancipation of the country’s slaves one hundred years earlier to Kennedy’s
efforts on behalf of racial equality.59 By describing it as a “legacy of the colonial system,”
the newspaper linked the current situation in the United States to the past era of foreign
occupation in North Africa and other parts of the world.60 Thus, at least on this issue,
his presidency had delivered the kind of social progress that the peoples of Asia and
Africa had been expecting for a long time.
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Hassan II’s visit to Washington and the US military bases

A main area of friction between the United States and Morocco resulted from the US
naval base at Kenitra, which had been granted by the French protectorate authorities in
the aftermath of the Second World War.61 The presence of foreign soldiers symbolized
the continuation of the colonial era in the eyes of many Moroccans, given that it was
based solely on an agreement between two Western powers and thus ridiculed the
notion of their country’s sovereignty. Just two weeks after his inauguration, al-ʿAlam
proclaimed enthusiastically, “Kennedy gave the order to create a list of US military
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bases abroad . . . from which he might withdraw.”62 Eight months later, the tone had
changed considerably as a different editorial depicted the ongoing US military presence
as a violation of Moroccan independence. Written shortly after the departure of the last
French soldiers, it explained that “the citizens are now opening their eyes towards a
new age, the age of freedom,” because “the people’s nationalist awareness” now called
for “a hastening of the elimination of these bases which are symbols of a bygone age.”63
Yet it eventually became clear that the pragmatic foreign policy pursued by the royal
palace did not fully accommodate such passionate nationalistic appeals.64
Hassan II eventually traveled to the United States for an official state visit in March
1963 amid increasing tensions over the military installations. After arriving by ship at
the port of New York, he took a train to Washington where Kennedy and his spouse
personally received their guest at Union Station before driving in an open-roof
limousine past “more than 250,000 Americans that crowded the streets of the city”
to welcome him.65 While the US media would later reduce the number of spectators
to 100,000, many of whom had primarily come to see their own president, this warm
reception nonetheless constituted a great publicity success for Hassan II. The Moroccan
delegation’s goal was quite simple—in the words of the king himself it was the
establishment of a “new age of friendship for the sake of freedom, peace, and dignity in
the world.” Al-ʿAlam added that the “King hopes [US] financial aid will increase and that
US businessmen will do a greater amount of investments” in Morocco.66 Taking place
in the immediate aftermath of the adoption of the constitution of 1962 that centralized
most powers in the hands of the king, the state visit also suggested American approval
of this highly controversial project that cemented Hassan’s authoritarian rule.
Al-ʿAlam’s coverage of this event remained somewhat scarce and eventually
included some indirect criticism. Upon his return to Morocco, the monarch
proclaimed that he had permitted the US Navy to continue using its base in Kenitra
as a communication hub beyond 1963.67 The announcement obviously enraged the
nationalist-minded journalists. “The foreign bases are nothing but an occupation and
remnants from the age of colonialism,” thundered a front-page editorial.68 Criticizing
the eternal “threat to Morocco and violation of its sovereignty” constituted the best
line of attack for a party that had few venues to oppose the increasingly authoritarian
monarch. For the king, the deal with the Kennedy administration was a brilliant move
since it gave him “considerable leverage to help ensure a continuing flow of US military
aid and economic assistance,” as an American diplomat would note a few years later.69
From the viewpoint of the political opposition, however, it provided ultimate evidence
for the increasingly close relationship between Rabat and Washington. The Kennedy
administration clearly did not hesitate to cooperate with authoritarian regimes abroad,
which damaged the president’s image as “liberator” of the peoples of the Third World.
Concerning Hassan II’s visit to Washington, al-Istiqlal showed itself even more
critical than its sister publication. While the United States were certainly “a friendly
country” and had offered financial support “to fight against underdevelopment” in
Africa, the continent’s peoples had “not appreciated the more or less direct intervention
in the Congo prior to [Prime Minister Patrice] Lumumba’s assassination [in January
1961] or the half-heartedness of US diplomacy in the Algerian case prior to . . .
independence.”70 The editorial then pivoted to the issue closest to its readers’ hearts,
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namely the importance of “evacuating the military bases within the assigned period”
as a sign of “respect for our sovereignty.” The already quite low expectations had not
improved after the king’s return.
On April 7, al-Istiqlal offered a detailed assessment that did not look too kindly
upon Hassan’s diplomatic mission. While Morocco “occupies a strategic location in
Africa with regard to the United States,” it was much less clear that Washington had
understood the importance to not “make Morocco deviate from its policy of nonalignment” despite the fact that the king had “explained his country’s interest . . . in
peace and freedom.”71 In additional to this barely disguised criticism of the monarch,
the newspaper pointed out that Hassan II had obtained “nothing concrete” with
regard to a “US contribution to the economic development of Morocco.” Al-Istiqlal
also showed itself dismayed that both sides had agreed to a future “constructive
use of the military bases,” which indicated that the installations might remain open
to the US military indefinitely. The newspaper’s editorial board displayed little
confidence in Hassan II’s willingness to defend the popular will on this important
issue.

tim

Kennedy’s assassination

e
at

Kennedy’s assassination, on November 22, 1963, sent shock waves across the entire
world and Morocco was no exception. Al-ʿAlam proclaimed that “the world has lost
a great leader” whose death would “influence the entire world”;72 a few days later,
it reported that hundreds of thousands of Americans had paid their last respects at
the wake organized in the Capitol building.73 The newspaper also honored the late
president by printing the speech he was supposed to have given in Dallas.74 Inundated
by a flood of condolences that reached the White House from across the globe,
Congress granted several assistants to his widow Jacky in order to help her respond to
them. “The women of the world envied her . . . now they are crying for her sake,” the
same article explained.75
Yet surprisingly few articles dealt specifically with the accomplishments of the man
that had led the United States for almost three years. “‘What has happened is painful,’ . . .
said the average person here in Morocco and on all five continents,” explained al-ʿAlam
to its readers in a caption underneath a large portray of the deceased.76 Instead, the
newspaper focused on Kennedy’s youthful appearance as a source of inspiration. One
article offered an overview of the prevalent mood around the world after summarizing
the global impact of his energetic appearance, “The Kennedy disaster touched the
buttons of affection in the hearts of every man and woman, every youth and old
person.”77 In contrast to all other major countries “ruled by old men,” Kennedy’s youth
had caused many to expect “the deliverance of the world from the thinking and the
politics of the old” as he sought to “tear down the barricade between East and West
and terminate the politics driven by hatred.” By late December, al-ʿAlam explained
that Kennedy’s “belief in liberal democracy” was the basis for understanding his entire
worldview.78 His achievements were threefold: passing “laws against segregation” and
supporting “the right to vote of all blacks in America and [their] equality with whites,”
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his active role in increasing “foreign aid,” and “lowering taxes . . . for the middle class.”
But no article celebrated him as a hero of the decolonizing world.
What does this coverage of the Kennedy assassination tell us about local perceptions
of the thirty-fifth president of the United States? At first, it might seem quite strange that
his attitude toward the Third World received so little attention by al-ʿAlam, especially
given the enthusiastic reception his electoral victory had originally caused inside the
North African kingdom. Yet three years later his mixed foreign policy record toward
the Third World had notably reduced that enthusiasm in Morocco. Just as importantly,
domestic political considerations had also contributed to a general disappointment
with the American politician. The most obvious example can be found in the struggle
over the continuing presence of US military installations on Moroccan soil. Less than
four weeks after Kennedy’s assassination, an editorial in al-ʿAlam reminded its readers
of the importance of the enduring struggle for complete national sovereignty in light
of the continuing presence of foreign soldiers on Moroccan soil, explaining that “the
agreement between King [Mohammed V] and [US President] Eisenhower in 1959 to
return the bases . . . symbolized independence and sovereignty” and thus has to be
honored.79 Yet the article did not mention the late US president, despite the fact that he
had successfully convinced Hassan II to keep the bases open for the foreseeable future.
Neither a hero nor a villain, Kennedy’s image in Morocco had undergone a dramatic
transformation during his brief tenure in the White House.
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Kennedy was the first US president willing to publicly support the aspirations of the
peoples of Africa and Asia, which endeared him to millions of men and women around
the world. But his actual record in office rarely lived up to his lofty rhetoric. Despite
numerous African heads of state visiting the White House as well as a substantial
increase in US foreign aid, the constraints of the Cold War caused him to adopt foreign
policies that did not coincide with the interests of the decolonizing world. Thus, a
much more nuanced image of Kennedy emerged already during his lifetime, one that
acknowledged Kennedy’s achievements as president, while nonetheless lacking the
enthusiasm that had engulfed parts of Moroccan society following his electoral win in
November 1960.
A comparative study of al-ʿAlam and al-Istiqlal also grants us new insights into
Morocco’s political landscape. Perhaps surprisingly, the two publications interpreted
Kennedy’s tenure somewhat differently. Whereas the arabophone daily initially
offered a predominantly optimistic portrayal of the president, the francophone weekly
maintained a very skeptical attitude throughout his three years in the White House.
The theme of anti-colonial solidarity featured prominently in both publications, but
al-Istiqlal embraced the burgeoning Non-Aligned Movement wholeheartedly long
after its left-leaning members had left the party to establish the socialist UNFP (Union
nationale des forces populaires) in 1959. Even center-right Moroccans apparently
believed in the liberatory potential of radical anti-colonialism to a degree that might
surprise us, given that historians have usually associated this ideological current with
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the far Left—at least in the context of Western countries.80 These preferences might
not have had a major impact on Moroccan diplomacy during the Cold War, since the
monarchy maintained a monopoly over the nation’s foreign relations. But we begin to
understand that skepticism toward the foreign policy pursued by Hassan II prevailed
across the kingdom’s political spectrum.
An analysis of the country’s two leading conservative newspapers also presents us
with further insights into both Moroccan and American history. While it would certainly
be incorrect to view these newspapers as mass mediums, they did express the viewpoints
of the largest and most popular political party in the country. Because his presidency
overlapped with a highly volatile period in Moroccan politics, the “leader of free world”
was not only a foreign statesman engaging with the global issues of his time but also a
politician involved in domestic politics. Especially Hassan II’s decision to move beyond
his predecessor’s preference for nonalignment and instead become an ally of the United
States politicized Kennedy’s image in Morocco. His support for the monarchy, though
mainly for pragmatic reasons, clearly contradicted Kennedy’s claims to be a forceful
voice for freedom around the world. It is only by applying both of these lenses—domestic
politics and international affairs—that we can comprehend contemporary perceptions
of Kennedy in Morocco in particular and across the Third World in general.
We thus have to question some of the assumptions driving both practitioners and
students of US foreign relations. Too often, the absence of reliable data—and ideological
blind spots—prevent us from correctly assessing the image of the United States abroad.
Kennedy’s presidency is a case in point. While many of his political companions and
scholars have taken his carefully crafted image as the “secretary of state of the Third
World” at face value, the historical record tells a very different story. In the specific case
of Morocco’s conservative party, few viewed him as a champion of global liberty by the
time of his untimely death in November 1963; he had become just another representative
of the unacceptable status quo characterizing international relations at the height of the
Cold War. The way that Americans wanted to be seen, and the way Washington’s policies
were actually perceived abroad, diverged quite drastically even in a nation that remained
extraordinarily friendly toward the United States. We are in utter need of more studies
of perceptions of the United States from the outside-in—and not from the inside-out—
to obtain even a basic understanding of how the world views this country.
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