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Abstract 

Waiting at the Border: Language, Labor, and Infrastructure in the Strait of Gibraltar 

Audi George Bajalia 

 

 Even as the numbers of migrants waiting in North Africa to continue their journeys to 

Europe continue to grow, the social and political consequences of this time spent “en route” 

remain marginal to conversations around migration across the Mediterranean. There is a focus on 

migrants’ movement through space, with emphasis on origin and destination, presumed to be 

Europe, but not much attention paid to the time in between. Rather than centering on how 

borders regulate, impede, and allow or not, migratory flow, and what happens when European 

borders are crossed, this dissertation focuses on another of the predominant phenomena to which 

borders give rise: waiting. This dissertation emerges from the social worlds and subjective 

transformations that take place in and around the borderlands of the Strait of Gibraltar. These 

worlds include communities of West African migrants who have become immigrants in 

Morocco, Moroccan and Spanish day-laborers who work as commodity porters moving back and 

forth between Morocco and Spain, and activist and mutual aid networks that have emerged 

around the rapidly growing immigrant community in Tangier, Morocco. Lives lived while 

waiting, whether in the city of Tangier among im/migrants or in the commodity warehouses that 

abut the border between Spanish Ceuta and Morocco, form consequential habits that sediment 



 
 

into social life and become fields for potential political claims grounded in communal 

sentiments. As such, this dissertation explores the consequences of these communal sentiments 

across the many borders of the Strait of Gibraltar, and draws on intensive fieldwork between 

2017 and 2019 in the context of a decade of research in Tangier and Ceuta. It does so through a 

critical ethnographic analysis exploring the emergent languages, labors, and infrastructures of 

belonging and difference that emerge among immigrant and migrant communities in Tangier, 

Morocco and Ceuta, Spain. Theoretically, this dissertation builds from theories of metapragmatic 

discourse analysis, infrastructural flow and breakdown, and borderland political economies in 

order to emphasize the worlds emergent along these borders. When seen through the lens of 

waiting, understanding the growth and transformations of migratory dynamics and border 

politics in the region means paying more attention to this time spent “en route,” its consequences 

beyond just the regulation of access to spatial territories, and the categories of belonging and 

difference that emerge along the way.  
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Notes on Transliteration, Translation, and Transcription 

Words from across different languages appear throughout this dissertation, primarily from 

English, Moroccan Arabic, Spanish, and French. Sometimes they appear in the same sentences, 

and other times different languages appear in the same word. At times, I use the Latin alphabet to 

transliterate Arabic words as heard so that they can appear alongside words and phrases in these 

other languages, as they did throughout my research, especially with common phrases. Most 

often, I am transliterating from Moroccan Arabic, or darija, in the ways it is pronounced in 

Tangier and the surrounding regions. When necessary and appropriate, I have transcribed 

“original” phrasings with a modified version of the International Journal for Middle East Studies 

(IJMES) transliteration guide, as well as furnished translations that index these various 

languages. I have, however, provided the Arabic text alongside French and Spanish text for 

certain transliterations and translations. I do so for the sake of readers unfamiliar with IJMES 

standards, often Arabic speakers and readers who may not be familiar with the codified language 

of academic transliteration, but who may be familiar with darija in Tangier and its region and 

thus the variety of languages that appear in an alongside this form of Arabic. Additionally, rather 

than using transcription practices common in Morocco, for instance “ou” instead of “w,” for the 

Arabic letter و, I transcribe in a manner more familiar to the English-language reader. Thus, 

“Tanjawi” instead of “Tanjaoui” to say something or someone of or from Tangier. When 

introducing certain concepts and categories that emerge through the appearance and circulation 

of words like al-barzakh and boza, I have left these terms untranslated.  
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Dedication 

 This dissertation is dedicated to those have crossed to the other side, and those who are 

still waiting: to return, to keep moving, to make boza and to travel through al-barzakh. The 

journey continues. Boza free.  
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Waiting and Working in Tangier, I: Boza Beginnings 

It’s late Friday morning, February 2018. One of the cold foggy mornings where the 

clouds seem to roll over the Strait of Gibraltar and settle over Tangier. Looking out at the sea, 

you can’t quite see the end of Tangier’s coast. The ferry-boats that go back and forth between 

Morocco and Spain disappear into the fog, and the 8-mile gap between Africa and Europe is 

imperceptible. The two coastlines seem to blur together in the haze, and you can’t quite make out 

the Rock of Gibraltar across the Mediterranean, even from the highest points of the city. I am 

running late. I was supposed to meet the team of volunteers with Voie des Migrants at the Darna 

theatre space at 11:00, and it is nearly noon. Since 2015, Polofree has been putting together 

weekly Friday meals for people living on the streets of Tangier and inviting sympathetic 

activists, volunteers, and friends to help with the distribution. At the beginning, he said it was to 

show Moroccans that migrants aren’t just begging from Moroccans, which has been appearing 

more and more in the Moroccan media recently. Instead, he said, he wanted to show “migrants” 

like him giving back to their own communities, and working with young Moroccans who came to 

Tangier to “burn” across the Strait of Gibraltar- to do the harraga as its known among 

Moroccans. As Polofree sees it, “migrants” doesn’t really capture the breadth of experiences of 

North, West, and Central Africans living in Tangier while trying to head across Morocco’s 

borders to Spain. The name of his association, Voie des Migrants, comes from his desire to help 

share the paths and ways of those we call migrants and their perspectives.  

Many of these young people, kids really, arrive in Tangier from rural regions around the 

northern Morocco and then spend days, weeks, months, even years living in Tangier’s margins. 

Some of them attempt to make it to Spain hiding in the jet turbines of the daily ferries that depart 

from downtown Tangier. In 45 minutes, they are across the Strait in the Spanish town of Tarifa. 
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Others hang out around the border of Ceuta, an hour down the coast to the east, waiting for the 

right moment to sneak into a car or truck heading through the border or even trying their hands 

(and feet) at making it through the fences and into the Spanish enclave. In between Tangier and 

Ceuta, in the major commercial cargo port of TangerMed, more kids hang out in the truck stops 

dotting the highway in hopes that they can find their way into one of the trucks heading into the 

commercial port zone, and onto a boat from there. Sometimes it does happen, they make it. But, 

more and more it is organized trips on small boats, or group assaults on the border fences, that 

lead to successful trips across the border.  

Polofree started the Friday meal project out of his apartment in Dradeb, a neighborhood 

up the hill from downtown Tangier. It’s in between the cemetery, where some other migrants 

work as grave diggers and body washers while waiting in Tangier, and the big covered market 

where rural farmers bring their goods to the city for sale and distribution around Tangier- 

another place where migrants can perform day labor selling fruits and vegetables. It was a few 

years ago when he first started it, 2015. The first time I went to his old apartment there, it was 

shortly after he had moved in. Before, he lived off and on in rented rooms in buildings still under 

construction in the city’s suburbs with other members of the Cameroonian migrant community, 

out by the airport in Boukhalef. He finally rented the apartment in Dradeb with 4 of his friends, 

some of whom had been in the documentary film he made years ago, “The Astronauts of 

Boukhalef.” The film was a part of the first edition of the Youmein Festival that I co-founded, 

and it’s how we first met. It was also when I first heard about how members of the migrant 

community use the term “barzakh” to refer to the action of living, waiting, and working as a 

migrant in a place like Tangier. “I’m doing barzakh,” in the way that one might say “I’m doing 

the Hajj,” or even “I’m doing a doctorate.” Doing so takes a long time, and all of the small 
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individual events along the way can fit into this process, even if it takes years and doesn’t quite 

have a set end-date yet. “Al-Barzakh” was the theme of our first edition of Youmein. We meant it 

as a way of investigating, as a group of artists and academics, what it meant for residents and 

denizens of a city such as Tangier to take ownership of its in-between nature. Al-Barzakh refers 

to the in-between, but it also refers to the both/and. In between life and death, and also in 

between salt and fresh water, in the Qur’an. In Tangier, people refer to the Strait itself as “al-

barzakh.” It is an in-between place that produces both sides of its threshold. Neither a border, 

nor a gate, nor a bridge, but something spanning all of these terms. In that first apartment, those 

“doing barzakh” also taught me about another phrase, “making boza.”  

I was sitting on a cushion on the floor of Polofree’s apartment, trying to install photo 

editing software on an old laptop I brought with me from the US when a call came in from Spain. 

I could barely make out a voice on the other line saying, in French, “Patrick made boza! He’s in 

Spain!” I didn’t know Patrick well, but the rest of the room did. Polofree and his 5 roommates, 

all 6 shared the two rooms of the apartment, erupted into cheers and chants of “Boza! Boza! 

Boza!” and Polofree logged onto to his Facebook group straight away to post the details of the 

successful trip across the barzakh of the Strait. “1 convoy, 4 Cameroonians, 3 Moroccans, 

including 2 mothers with their children landed off the coast of Cadiz (Spain). #boza #bozafree.” 

“What exactly does boza mean?” I asked the group. Polofree replied, “Come on, man, that’s 

boza.” “So boza means making it across?” “Yes. But this is boza too. You can make boza here, 

and it’s also making it there.” This type of back and forth, vague and yet extremely precise, has 

characterized so many of our conversations. Especially the ones where I try to perform the role 

of the good anthropologist, and ask the probing questions to establish broader context about 
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what I am here to study. Migration? Borderlands? Waiting? All of them, and yet none of these 

words seems to really fit.  

This all came to my mind as I arrived at the Darna Theatre just outside of the old city 

walls of Tangier. It’s across the alley from the fish market, and the narrow alleyways around the 

building are full of venders selling their wares off plastic tarps on the ground. Nail-cutters, glue, 

socks and t-shirts prepackaged for shipping in thin plastic, and piles of clothing freshly off the 

back of a truck. Dish soap, blankets, and laundry detergent imported from Ceuta. Plastic juicers, 

coffee makers, and packages of Spanish coffee and cookies too. The Theatre is just at the edge of 

the old Spanish neighborhood of Tangier. It’s across from an empty lot under the old city walls 

where young people without homes often sleep. Some also huff glue, an addiction facilitated by 

the cheap access to chemical glues brought in from Ceuta and being sold just down the street. 

Activist and philanthropist Mounira Bouzid El-alami founded the Darna Foundation in 1995. It 

means “Our house” in Moroccan Arabic. Now, it has several branches: the women’s 

cooperative up the street with a small restaurant attached, the “pedagogical farm” outside the 

city, an old schoolhouse on the way to Dradeb from the old city that hosts vocational training for 

young people, and this theatre. The theatre started as a way of providing young people without 

housing in the city a place to go, to learn, and to express themselves in the language of theatre. 

It’s one of the first places I went when I first came to Tangier in 2010. At the time, there didn’t 

seem to be much happening. Now, the space is bursting with activity. In one room, young people 

rehearse acrobatics and circus tricks for a performance they have coming up soon. In another, 

young adults are practicing improvisation and sketch comedy in Moroccan Arabic. In the main 

salon, Polofree is unpacking bags of baguettes, palettes of eggs, tomatoes, and boxes of small 

yogurts. Since connecting with the Darna community, Polofree and his team have been able to 
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secure monthly donations from a broader community in Tangier that also includes ex-patriates 

and philanthropists such as Mounira. Two of the young men from that apartment in Dradeb are 

still there, helping to cook the eggs into Spanish tortilla omelet. Two French men, in their late 

twenties or early thirties, are there too. I know them less well, but know that they both work in 

the manufacturing zone near Boukhalef as middle management.  

Hamida, a Moroccan woman who has recently moved back to Tangier after 15 years in 

France shows up too. She arrives with Ahmed, who is originally from a town outside Fez but 

moved to Tangier in his early twenties. After spending a decade working in tourism and at times 

on film and tv sets in the city, he’s now an environmental activist who also works closely with 

Darna on their youth programs. Ahmed and I first met in 2012 but our mutual friendship and 

collaborations with Polofree have brought us closer in the past for years. I’ve been on WhatsApp 

groups with all of these people for months, but there always seems to be someone new. I think 

I’m hard to place in the group for some of the more recent arrivals. It’s not clear exactly what I 

am doing there and I don’t show up every Friday as they do. These days, I usually meet up with 

Polofree halfway through the food distribution and finish the routes with him in the suburbs of 

Boukhalef and Msnana, while the rest of the group spreads out through downtown Tangier and 

hands out brown paper bags filled with a sandwich, some yogurt, and usually a piece of fresh 

fruit. Sometimes with a toothbrush and toothpaste too. I haven’t been in a few weeks because I 

had been in Spain, mainly in Malaga and Madrid, meeting with activists and lawyers who work 

on the issues of Spain’s southern borders, the “frontera sur” beat as it is called.  

In the Darna theatre, with the savory wafts of onions frying with eggs drifting out into a 

street full of freshly arrived goods from Ceuta, the “frontera sur” feels very close. I came today 

because Polofree has just received a Schengen Visa to go to the European Union. He has an 
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exhibition of his photography coming up in Paris, and I wanted to congratulate him. After years 

of waiting and working in Tangier, organizing with Voie des Migrants, taking photos and 

convincing small galleries and bookshops in Tangier to show his work, applying for Moroccan 

immigration papers at the Tangier police office, and finally going through the visa process to 

acquire a French visa, he was going to go to France soon. I was curious, would he stay there? 

Was this the end of his journey “doing barzakh?” Would he finally “make boza?” I ask him 

while I am cutting the baguettes open so as to stuff them full with pieces of the tortilla omelet. He 

brushes me off and says loudly in French, loud enough for the rest of the group to hear, “Come 

on, hey. Don’t be so American, stop asking questions. Hey guys, the anthropologist is back and 

wants answers!” He is joking, I think. I leave it aside and get back to work cutting the bread, 

wishing I had a serrated knife instead of the blunt paring knives he picked up from the guys 

selling them on the street outside.  

A group of kids, young people with whom the Darna theatre troupe works, come storming 

into the room and grab some of the yogurt. Polofree hands them brown-bags and puts them to 

work filling up the bags, and then sends them outside to start handing out the bags to their 

friends living on the streets. “Make sure it’s only one per person!” When we head outside, it 

looks like an auction is about to take place. One of the boys is standing on a wall, shouting, and 

holding the bags high above his head with a cigarette poking out of the corner of his mouth. 

Hamida, strides up to him and snatches the cigarette away. Ahmed quickly jumps in and grabs 

the bags, passing them out to the crowd bags one by one. Polofree and I load up 4 big plastic 

bags with as many brown bags as we can fit, maybe 200 in total, and head to look for a taxi. It 

will be about a 20-minute drive to the apartment complex in Boukhalef, one of those buildings 

with still under-construction apartments that belong to Moroccans living in Europe and where 
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building managers rent out rooms to migrants “just passing through” Tangier. It’s around the 

corner from where Polofree filmed “The Astronauts of Boukhalef” back when we first met. 

Should I bring up the visa again, and boza? As we get into the shared taxi, the driver tells 

Polofree “Attends, mon ami” so he can open the trunk himself. Wait, my friend [FR]. Polofree 

snaps back, “ānā mashī ton ami. ānā monsieur ū lā sīdī.” I’m not [AR] your friend [FR]. I’m 

monsieur or sidi. Not your friend. Mister.“wākha sīdī,” the driver replies, and we get into the 

car.1 We wait for the collective taxi to fill up with two other passengers so we can depart to 

Boukhalef and the sun cracks through the fog. Little pieces of clear blue sky reflecting where the 

Atlantic and the Mediterranean meet start to peak through. Al-barzakh. It’s mornings like these 

when, all of a sudden you can see the coastline extending across the horizon, I appreciate where 

I am. In between two continents, in between two great bodies of water yes, but also somewhere 

else. In between two sides, but somehow right in the center of it all.  These sort of reflections on 

Tangier always remind me of the opening of the film Casablanca, where they show a map, dotted 

with routes that somehow all lead to Morocco. When I first came to Tangier in 2010, someone 

told me that the film was actually based on Tangier in the periods between World War I and II, 

in its mythical International Zone phase.  I don’t know if that is true or not, but it’s always been 

stuck there somewhere in the back of my mind. These days, it seems like they got it all wrong. In 

the cafes and theatres of Tangier, in its busy bars and crowded plazas, waiting is so much more 

than empty time. It’s full of life.   

  
 

                                                
1  .ton ami شم انأ     - 

.يدیس لاوأ   monsieur انأ   
يدیس آ اخاو  - 
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Introduction 

 
And so, a tortuous, roundabout refugee trail sprang up. Paris to Marseilles, 

across the Mediterranean to Oran, then by train, or auto, or foot, across the rim of 
Africa to Casablanca in French Morocco. Here, the fortunate ones, through 

money, or influence, or luck, might obtain exit visas and scurry to Lisbon, and 
from Lisbon to the New World. But the others wait in Casablanca -- and wait -- 

and wait -- and wait.  
- Casablanca, 1943 

 

The opening of the film Casablanca maps a route from Paris to Casablanca, where scores 

of migrants, refugees, and asylum-seekers spend their lives waiting for the chance to continue on 

to Lisbon. In 1943, they waited for a chance to get (back) to Europe and perhaps onwards to the 

Americas. The past decades have seen the inversion of this map where, from Casablanca to Paris, 

Oran to Athens, and Dakar to Tangier, people spend time waiting for papers, work, or the right 

moment to cross the border. Unlike the route mapped in the film, however, many of those 

waiting today wait without the assurances of a wartime exit visa. Even if Casablanca was filmed 

on a Hollywood sound stage without any real reference to Morocco, or Moroccans, the film’s 

emphasis on this passive waiting is nonetheless prescient of the way that popular media and even 

scholarship have come to treat the subject of migrants, refugees, and asylum-seekers who seem 

to be stuck waiting in places like Morocco. This dissertation, however, argues that this waiting is 

far from passive and that it is indeed productive of new forms of belonging and difference. These 

forms of belonging and difference emerge from the social worlds and subjective transformations 

that take place in and around the borderlands of the Strait of Gibraltar, where the edge of the 

Mediterranean Sea meets the Atlantic Ocean. These worlds include communities of West 

African migrants who have become immigrants in Morocco, Moroccan and Spanish day-laborers 

who work as commodity porters moving back and forth between Morocco and Spain, and 
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activist and mutual aid networks that have emerged around the rapidly growing immigrant 

community in Tangier, Morocco. In these borderlands, new claims to belonging and political 

identity are being made. Language codes are emerging that speak to sedimented histories of 

labor migration across North and West Africa. Here, religions are adopted, and abandoned, and 

forms of community are emerging that transcend political, religious, and ethnic boundaries. 

Rather than solely looking at movement across space, as most border and migration studies do, 

this work will begin with the perspective of movement through time to grasp the formation, 

accumulation, and sedimentation of such communal sentiments, seen through an active temporal 

stance of waiting. 

 

Doing Barzakh, Making Boza 

Lives lived while waiting, whether in the Moroccan city of Tangier among im/migrants 

or in the commodity warehouses that abut the border between Spanish Ceuta and Morocco, 

cannot be contained in the simple description of migration. While migrating seems to be liminal, 

with regards to both space and time, this dissertation will build from the descriptions of 

community and being-in-common that appear during this waiting. These communal sentiments 

have consequences across the many borders of the Strait of Gibraltar, filtering and producing 

sociality and subjectivity just as the underwater seafloor known as the Camarinal Sill produces 

and divides the two sides of the Strait, the Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea. This 

threshold between seas is known as al-barzakh in Tangier. In Islamic eschatology, al-barzakh 

refers to something between the Christian notions of limbo and purgatory, and the time between 

death and resurrection. In the Quran, this time is likened to the productive firmament that 

separates salt and sweet water, two types of seas, just as the Strait separates the Atlantic and the 
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Mediterranean. Popularly, around the Moroccan coastline of the Strait of Gibraltar, al-barzakh is 

used to describe the region around this underwater isthmus that juts out from the sea floor and 

allows the higher saline-density waters of the Mediterranean pass in one direction, while the 

lighter Atlantic waters pass above it. The multi-directional flow of these two sea-waters 

constantly replenish each other across al-barzakh. It is a border that depends on both the 

difference between the two sides, as well as the permeability of flow between them, for its 

constitution as such. Beyond its use in northern Moroccan cities like Tangier to refer to the Strait 

of Gibraltar, al-barzakh has a rich genealogy, including in anthropology, which draws on its use 

in the Quran, and in everyday invocations. In her writings on Morocco, as well as elsewhere, 

Stefania Pandolfo discusses al-barzakh as a psychological space that is more than liminal – a 

productive dialogic space made of both sides and a sort technology of the self that must be 

navigated like a beehive – drawing on 12th century Sufi philosopher Ibn al-ʿArabi’s 

conceptualization of the elsewhere of the afterlife (Pandolfo 1998). Similarly, Vincent 

Crapanzano draws on this understanding of al-barzakh as both transitory and constantly in 

mutation, as al-ʿArabi understood it, as well as not just the “neither nor” betwixt and between but 

more a “both and” (Crapanzano 2004, 57-60). Amira Mittermaier locates the dreams and moods 

of al-barzakh in Egypt, where the imagination of the realm between the material and the spiritual 

can make visible desires and moods that are otherwise ambiguous or unstated (Mittermaier 

2011). While throughout this dissertation I will also pose the concept of al-barzakh as a way of 

understanding this waiting as more than (just) liminal, it appeared first in my research as both a 

descriptor and an active tense of being and doing used in the borderlands around the Strait of 

Gibraltar.  



11 
 

“Barzakh” appears in multiple ways throughout this dissertation. As an emic term, it 

appears in everyday discourse surrounding migration. Potential Senegalese migrants popularized 

the Wolof phrase “Barça walla Barzakh,” or “Barcelona or Barzakh” (Maher 2016; Andersson 

2014). In those instances, it is evoked as a claim that one will make it Barcelona, or Spain, or die 

trying and end up in al-barzakh. Such a phrase takes on a different inflection in Tangier today. 

There it has morphed to be become “I’m doing barzakh” and eventually “I’m doing boza” or 

“making boza,” as many of my interlocutors of various faiths and countries of origins have 

described the action of migrant waiting in Tangier, describing the life of a “boza-eur.” In this 

sense, I also employ barzakh as a methodological frame. As in the case of the Camarinal Sill and 

its productive threshold that is simultaneously in-between the Atlantic and the Mediterranean and 

producing each side, seeing borders through barzakh reveals what is produced during this time 

and space in-between. This is the conceptual use of barzakh that I will develop throughout this 

dissertation. 

The relationship between barzakh and boza is not a clear one. While some in the 

community point to boza’s origins in the Lingala word for “to have,” or “to be with,” others 

describe it as having emerged through a mixing of languages and terms, including barzakh, in 

Morocco. Chapters 1 and 4 in particular discuss how “boza” has become a popular social media 

hashtag among both those “making boza” and activists and observers who report on it. It is used 

to both call attention to the everyday struggles of living in the Maghreb as such a boza-eur, as 

well as successful and unsuccessful attempts to cross by land and sea into Europe. In some ways, 

“making boza” seems to be an indeterminate process. As I recounted in the opening narrative of 

this dissertation, it is not clear when it begins or ends. Nor are the boundaries of “boza” as an 

event as such clearly defined. I will draw Gilles Deleuze’s work on events, eventfulness, and 
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language throughout the dissertation in order to ascertain the ways in which we may consider 

“boza” as both a proposition (I am making boza) and a thing (a successful trip across the border, 

for instance). I mobilize this way of thinking about events and language in order to unpack the 

categories of belonging and difference that emerge through waiting. In the first half of the 

dissertation, I begin with a discussion of borders in their infrastructural capacities as a manner of 

laying the ground work for that discussion. I focus on ways of being and navigating borders that 

are not reducible to the workings of a “migration apparatus” as such, and the names and contexts 

of these habits.  

In the latter half of the dissertation, I build from Elizabeth Povinelli’s understanding of 

“social tense” in order to make sense of the relationships between language, temporality, and 

habits of belonging and difference within these worlds in between the Events of History, for 

instance, in between the events reported as “a migration crisis.” Povinelli uses social tense to 

describe how practices, narratives, and habits of belonging endure between events that do not 

register on the scales of the “event of narration” and the “narrated event” (Povinelli 2011). The 

gap between these events, seen here as “migrating” and “having (im)migrated” may also be 

understood as the active and ongoing time spent waiting, what I describe as “making boza” and 

“doing barzakh.” As such it contains the habits of everyday life that compose and index potential 

communities of belonging among those waiting, as well as language codes, lexicons, and 

neologisms to describe them. Throughout this dissertation, I will unpack the various discursive 

and metapragmatic dimensions of these terms in order to argue for their analytic consequence in 

understanding the sedimentation of that habits of everyday life characterize this time and space 

in-between. I draw on theorists of language and semiotics such as M.M. Bakhtin, and C.S. Peirce 

in order to discuss how the forms of social life that emerge in this temporal stance of waiting, or 
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of “making boza,” present the grounds for lasting communal sentiments and dialogic 

communities within a constellation of semiotic codes and categories. This focus is part of a 

broader argument I seek to make about the nature of times and spaces in-between, and how we 

may think conceptually about this in-between with its own immanent words, concepts, and 

categories. As concepts, barzakh and boza offer an alternative for thinking anthropologically 

with what is often seen as (just) liminal time spent waiting. As emic terms, they provide a new 

grammar for naming what is produced in between these borders. 

In contrast to the reductive terminology of an apparatus of governmentality that gives 

prominence to terms such as “migrant,” “refugee,” and “asylum-seeker,” the world of  “doing 

barzakh,” as will come to be clear, contains ways of being and belonging that emerge within 

borderlands themselves. As I have said, the world of al-barzakh is the productive space in 

between – in between times, spaces, and subjectivities – and appears in various instances 

throughout the ethnographic accounts. Boza, and making boza, will refer most often to the active 

and ongoing stance encompassed by “migrating,” in an effort to demonstrate what is left out of 

the terms of “migration” as such. My interest in that active and ongoing stance stems from my 

original aim with this research, which was to investigate the social and cultural vitality of 

borderlands. I did not originally conceive this dissertation research with a focus on migration, but 

rather on the networks of exchange that characterize northern Morocco’s borders. In the face of a 

growing body of work on migration through Morocco, much of which seemed to focus on tropes 

of racist Moroccans and young Black men moving through the country on their ways to Europe, 

borders and their social worlds seemed a more apt frame from which to approach this research. 

However, as the words and worlds of boza and barzakh became more pervasive throughout the 

years of intensive fieldwork I spent around these borders between 2017 and 2019, so too did it 
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seem to become more and more urgent to think through the what is left out of conversations that 

solely focus on “migrants” passing through the Morocco and what exists at the margins of these 

sorts of conversations about the borders of the Strait of Gibraltar.  

I initially planned to conduct my research in three sites. Those three sites were Tangier, 

nearby in Spanish Ceuta, and further east down the coastline on the northern border with Algeria 

in the Moroccan city of Oujda. I was interested in comparing these three borders and the systems 

of exchange and sociality by which they were connected as they represent three different types of 

borders crossings. The first is the maritime border of Tangier and Spain, across the Strait of 

Gibraltar. The second is the regularized land border traffic and irregular movement between 

Morocco and Spain at the borders of Ceuta, and the third is the persistent yet irregular crossing 

of a closed regional border between Morocco and Algeria made by migrants seeking to 

eventually move northward from Morocco, as well as by Moroccan and Algerian merchant 

smugglers. That version of this project reflected many of my initial interests in this research, 

interests that centered more on borders than on migration or immigration. As I undertook a 

period of concentrated fieldwork in Tangier in 2017, several things changed. For one, it became 

clear that one dissertation may not be able to cover each of these dimensions sufficiently 

substantially. It also became clear that conducting fieldwork in Oujda would be particularly 

difficult. Additionally, as a condition of the research funding I received, I had to apply for and 

receive permission for my research from the Moroccan Ministry of the Exterior. I submitted 

several applications for this, and each time it seemed to disappear into a void. After making some 

informal inquires among people connected to the ministry with whom I am acquainted, and I was 

told that I would not be granted permission to research around the border of Oujda, nor along the 

corridor of the Rif mountains between Al-Hoceima, the epicenter of the Hirak Al-Rif protest 
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movement (The Rif Movement). That in and of itself is noteworthy in the way in speaks to how 

anthropological research and knowledge is produced under the auspices of exchange between 

two countries such as Morocco and the United States. However, I rewrote my application to only 

discuss Tangier and Ceuta, and received permission from the Moroccan authorities to conduct 

this research.  

From 2017 to 2019, I also spent extended periods of time in Ceuta, and on the other side 

of the Strait of Gibraltar in southern Spain, conducting research with recent immigrant arrivals in 

Malaga and then again in Madrid as they moved to the capital. In the end, that dimension of the 

work is not as present here as it might have been, for several reasons. On the one hand, it slowly 

seemed to be becoming its own project. A related project, to be sure, but not one that could be 

completed in this fieldwork. On the other hand, I became concerned with explicitly 

understanding forms of difference in what are pronounced to be sort of paragons of convivencia, 

living together: Tangier and Ceuta. In different ways, both are said to be examples of a so-called 

ideal that doesn’t really exist, at least not in the way it is described. And yet, in both instances 

there was the clear of existence of something like that convivencia, what I came to call in this 

dissertation as “shared difference.” To that end, my discussions of Ceuta serve two roles. One, to 

show how this shared difference exists in a place which, like Tangier, officially promotes this 

sort of convivencia regardless, and perhaps because, of the tensions and solidarities that exist at 

its margins. Second, it is important to highlight the other dimensions of the land borders between 

Morocco and Spain at Ceuta besides the moment of crossing. Although there is a an increasing 

and indeed important focus on these fences, I am interested in what exists, quite literally, in 

between the fences that appear in nearly every popular media and journalistic representations of 
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the place.2 There are more stories to be told about this, including about the connections between 

Ceuta and the Moroccan towns immediately on the other side of the fence, but also about Ceuta 

and its borders and connections with mainland Spain. This is a dimension of my larger work to 

explore the social world where after waiting in Tangier becomes waiting in Ceuta and then 

becomes waiting in Malaga or Madrid, activists, lawyers, and politicians navigate and negotiate 

this waiting alongside those who have done boza. In this work, I am interested in the durability 

of the categories of belonging and difference that emerge during this waiting and how, regardless 

of the spatial borders crossed, they are temporally accumulative and also transform further.  

In many ways, Tangier is at the center of this dissertation, and my larger project to 

understand a region that connects both sides of the Strait of Gibraltar as well as its extensions 

into West and Central Africa as well Spain. Even as I began fieldwork, at times in the ports, 

among border officials, ferry workers and fishermen, and at the various material manifestations 

of its borders, my work slowly began to take another turn. I had been involved with the boza 

community since I first got to know my friend Polofree in 2014, an experience that I will 

elaborate more fully in Chapter 1. Naturally, when I returned to Tangier for long term fieldwork, 

I became involved in his activist and artistic work, as a friend and a collaborator. Many of these 

collaborations form the basis of the fieldwork conducted for this dissertation, such as in the 

narrative opening of this introduction. As I progressed through my doctoral work, more scholarly 

and popular depictions of migration through Morocco began to appear. I often had the sense that 

Morocco was incidental in those depictions. It appeared as just an empty vessel where the time 

so-called migrants spent there could be written off as full of racist and xenophobic violence in a 

                                                
2 Even as recently as May 2021, images of migrants of diverse ages and backgrounds crossing through Ceuta’s 
fences appear in the popular press without much context as to what they were doing before “crossing,” and the 
broader workings of these border apparatuses (e.g.: Ashifa Kassam 2021; Gallardo 2021).  
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big waiting room outside the doors of Europe.  Indeed, there are real reasons to draw attention to 

this violence, and how both the Moroccan state and the European Union profit from it. Despite 

this, I was reluctant to focus on the event of migration as such, perhaps because of a desire to not 

play into this sort of cottage industry of migration studies. However, the work I undertook with 

the Voie des Migrant collective also showed me a world full of life, a time of indeterminacy and 

violence yes but also a productive time. Meanwhile, Morocco rejoined the African Union in 

January 2017 and made overtures toward entering the Economic Cooperative of West African 

States. This occurred as the country opened the residency process, what is referred to as the 

regularization process, for migrants to become immigrants. As this happened, it seemed more 

urgent to think about these choices to stay in Morocco, at least for the time being, and their 

consequences for both Morocco and Tangier. To that end, this work is a part of a canon of 

anthropology of Morocco that I will outline below, even if its central stories are often that of 

immigrants to Morocco and not Moroccans.  

There are also arguments within this dissertation that emerge from my fieldwork in 

Morocco, but intervene into anthropology more generally. As I discuss at the end of the 

dissertation, the subtitle keywords of “Language, Labor, and Infrastructure” also speak to 

broader concerns in the discipline. The first two chapters are most explicitly concerned with 

infrastructure. In some ways, when one thinks of borders, their material infrastructures come to 

mind most immediately. In Ceuta, this is the border fence itself. In Tangier, these infrastructures 

are perhaps more immaterial – social and regulatory infrastructures – but nonetheless there are 

also material infrastructures connected to these borders: the ports, with specific railroad lines 

leading from factories to cargo terminals, the “free zone” manufacturing districts that dot the 

coastline between Tangier and Ceuta connected to wind turbines and water pipelines feeding off 



18 
 

the natural resources of the Strait of Gibraltar, and the telecom and radio systems where signals 

and waves mix and cross between national networks. In Tangier, in different ways, these borders 

are used as a resource. Many districts throughout the city are oriented toward the sea, and Spain 

looms in the distance around each turn. These borders, and their infrastructures, are the 

precondition for what emerges during this waiting, and for the circulation of peoples, goods, and 

perhaps also categories of belonging and difference. Infrastructure, both in its material sense and 

as a concept, helps to think through the emergence of the social worlds and sets of habits for 

navigating them. As scholars of African cities in particular have argued in the past decades, in 

the normal flow of infrastructure as well as its breakdowns, there is the potential for political 

claims and communal sensibilities to arise (Larkin 2008; 2013; Melly 2017; Simone 2004a; 

2004b; Von Schnitzler 2013). Following this argument, I want to consider borders both as an 

infrastructure as well as a set of semiotic codes that condition this time spent waiting along the 

borders between Africa and Europe. Before a border is crossed, or even if it is never crossed, it 

actively conditions everyday life far from the fences so often seen on the covers of certain 

academic books or in news media reporting. And, indeed, as I will argue throughout the 

following chapters, this is not new in Tangier or in the Strait of Gibraltar. The social life of this 

region has come to be defined by these borders and crossings, both internal and external. 

For instance, at a match of the African Cup of Nations football tournament in 2018, 

Nigeria and Libya faced off in Tangier as news was traveling of migrant slave markets in Libya. 

At the match, which I discuss further in Chapter 4, spectators from across West and Central 

Africa – some migrants passing through Tangier on their ways to Europe and others immigrants 

who had made the choice to stay, at least temporarily – left aside expected Francophone and 

Anglophone rivalries in order to cheer in unison for Nigeria against Libya. Jeering at the Libyan 
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team, many of these spectators spoke in dialects of Arabic from across the Maghreb, combining 

them into a Pan-Maghrebi dialect of Arabic that emerged from the sedimented history of labor 

migration between countries in this region, and that exceeded the languages of any one country 

or the roots of any one spectator. While seemingly exceptional, this momentary eventfulness was 

in fact rooted in a sedimented communal sensibility. As a political and intellectual project, I am 

concerned with these sorts of belonging that are born out of the shared difference produced by 

routes and worlds forged across borders.  

Such forms of belonging are not imposed by schema regulating the mobility of peoples 

and goods, but rather speak to ways of organizing social life outside of hegemonic orders, such 

as through the networks of sociality and exchange that bring potential migrants in Tangier into 

proximity with commodity-porters in Ceuta as they distribute goods imported into Africa without 

duty under the centuries-old treaty between Morocco and Spain that governs movement of 

persons and things from “European” Ceuta and “African” Morocco. These borders induce 

waiting among the commodity-porters who queue for hours for a chance to bring a pre-packaged 

parcel from Spain to Morocco and among the “boza-eurs” waiting for years for just the right 

time to cross to border from Morocco to Spain, often after having crossed many previous 

borders. In so doing, they provide the grounds for networks of exchange and sociality extending 

beyond their boundaries. Waiting, as an active and ongoing action, gives rise to forms of labor 

practices and shared idioms that build from the infrastructural systems of borders but also exceed 

their boundaries and normative operations. Over time, these practices have given way to forms of 

belonging and difference that emanate from the borders of the Strait of Gibraltar region, but have 

consequences across North and West Africa, and through Europe’s borders.  
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Histories of Mobility in the Anthropology of Morocco 

Morocco has long been a site of innovative practice in anthropological theory, even as 

anthropology has taken new turns in its approaches to culture, religion, and social relations, with 

consequences far beyond research on Morocco. As Lila Abu-Lughod put it, for much of the latter 

half of the 20th century, Morocco was a “zone of theory” for the Anthropology of the Muslim 

and Arab world (1989). The depth of this anthropological canon is at the same time 

overwhelming and richly generative, both for the anthropologist as well as in Morocco’s national 

self-fashioning (Rachik 2012). Although there is a growing body of scholarship concerned with 

migrant communities passing through Morocco, much of it treats the country and its cultures as 

incidental to migratory flow. That is to say, these phenomena are happening in Morocco, but 

they are not of Morocco. In contrast to this, instead of seeing Morocco as incidental to the social 

worlds forged through migratory flow, and migratory flow as incidental to cultural practices in 

Morocco, I frame Morocco as a host-country for immigrants within the context of pre-existing 

transnational routes of socio-cultural exchange, commodity flow, and as a site of return for 

Moroccan emigrants in Europe.  

 To do so requires a brief detour into how different sorts of migration, immigration, and 

mobility have been understood and written about in Morocco in the context of difference and 

belonging in the country, and the traces they have left in anthropological discourse. In recent 

decades, anthropologists of Morocco have turned to mobility as an analytic for understanding 

changes in the country related to globalization, economic neoliberalism, and modes of sociality 

brought about through a growing Moroccan diaspora across the world. Some make explicit 

reference to George Marcus’ call for multi-sited ethnography, while others work in sites that 

demand an ethnographic inclination toward mobility. However, discussions of mobility under the 
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auspices of kinship networks, social solidarity, economic exchange, and religious pilgrimage 

have long characterized the discipline’s focus on Morocco. Historian Edmund Burke III traces 

this focus to the early colonial ethnography of the French Protectorate when, as early as 1900, 

colonial ethnographers were following the travels of former French military officer and monk 

Charles de Foucauld (1888) in Morocco for the purpose of documenting the tribal structures, 

cultural practices, forms of difference, and sociological patterns that may be of use in colonizing 

the country (Burke III 2014, 41). Burke explains this interest in “scientific imperialism” as a 

reaction to the French colonization of Algeria. In the late years of the 19th century, support in 

Paris for the Algerian colonial project seemed to be diminishing, partially due to perceptions that 

French policy in Algeria was needlessly violent and without proper scientific consideration 

(2014, 41).   

These early ethnographers, and the sociologists such as Edvard Westermarck who 

followed suit, began their studies with the maraboutic system of “living saints,” mapping out the 

system of relations through which rural descendants of Muslim saints subsisted through networks 

of patronage that extended throughout the Maghreb (for instance, Doutté 1900; Westermarck 

[1926] 2014; discussed in Eickelman 1976; Burke III 2014). Even after Moroccan independence 

in 1956, the focus on marabouts, Sufi orders, and regional pilgrimage centers continued into 

Anglo-American anthropology seamlessly, often taking up colonial distinctions of bled es-siba 

and bled el-makhzen. In Moroccan Arabic, these phrases refer, generally, to “land of 

resistance/dissidence” and “land of government control.” Though mazkhzen refers literally to the 

royal storehouses, it was much more widely used in reference to the urban, often supposedly 

Arab-descent elite of the country who long controlled the reserve supplies of commodities, and 

their flows, and the political governors and military leaders with whom they conferred. Siba, on 
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the other hand, designated the rural, often Amazigh (pl. Imazighen), tribal areas characterized by 

transhumance and a supposedly peripheral political autonomy. Ernest Gellner’s Saints of the 

Atlas placed these maraboutic mountain saints at the center of mediating all-consuming tribal 

feuds that he saw as wholly and eternally outside of the realm of the Moroccan state (Gellner 

1969). This followed the legacies of French colonial rule that allied with urban makhzen 

leadership in order to make the claim to metropolitan Paris that the resistance of the land of siba 

was against the Arab elites, rather than against colonization. This work, as well as others by 

Gellner, provoked a number of strong critical reactions among anthropologists focused on Islam 

for several decades to come (Asad 1993; Gellner and Munson 1995; Hammoudi 1980; Munson 

1993). 

As much as he may have disagreed with Gellner’s segmentary lineage theories, Clifford 

Geertz’s own early work in Islam Observed made heavy use of the same French colonial science 

in his depiction of the tenacious tension between tribe and town (Geertz 1971; Burke III 2014, 

188-189). The legacies of Geertz and Gellner in anthropological studies of Morocco feel 

oppressively heavy, at times. Given this history in the discipline, is it possible to discuss 

practices of mobility in Morocco wholly outside of this legacy? Anthropologists of Morocco 

have for decades written with reference to these scholars, and for good reason. They are as much 

a part of the discipline and its formation as Malinowski, Mauss, or Mauss’ unpublished students 

working in colonial Algeria and Morocco (Coquet 2009). However, even in this earlier era of the 

anthropology of Morocco, it was clear that regional social networks drawing on practices of 

pilgrimage and exchange influenced dynamics of belonging and difference. In Moroccan Islam, 

Dale Eickelman explores the continuities between pilgrimage, weekly regional markets, and 

patron/client dynamics in his social history of the pilgrimage center of Boujad in southwestern 
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Morocco (1976). While Eickelman was primarily concerned with the religious dimension of 

these practices, his work also points toward the political economic dimensions of pilgrimage. 

Even if they primarily focused on parts of Morocco formerly colonized by France, the 

legacies of mobility contained in these works is important context for understanding how 

difference and belonging have been understood and articulated in Morocco along the lines of 

spatial practices such as migration and pilgrimage, and especially in relation to Morocco’s 

growing investments in West and Central Africa. Today, diverse practices of Islam sit alongside 

forms of religious, linguistic, racial, and cultural relatedness and difference emergent from both 

immigrant populations in Morocco, as well returnees from Morocco’s large emigrant population. 

Contemporary anthropology of Morocco must not only contend with this legacy, but also 

changing practices of belonging and difference on the ground. It is questionable whether or not 

these forms of relatedness were as stable as they seemed in this earlier work. Nonetheless, it is 

clear that the presence of new minority and diasporic populations in Morocco today influences 

contemporary social and political life in the country.  

Judith Scheele brings together these dimensions of politics and mobility quite potently in 

her ethnography of connectivity in the Algerian-Malian borderlands (Scheele 2012). Her 

historical anthropology traces the founding of maraboutic centers (plural zawaya, singl. zawiya) 

alongside agricultural and pastoral investments by prominent North African families over the 

past two centuries. Her discussion opens space for considering these historical flows alongside 

contemporary routes following the same direction. Scheele argues that political economic and 

religious power go hand in hand in the North and West African Sahara, historically and in the 

present day (2012, 42-50). Notably, many of these zawaya are connected to Sufi orders such as 

the Tidjanniya with major followings in the Maghreb, as well as in Muslim West Africa. In 
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Scheele’s analysis, not only do these oasis zawaya serve as outposts for long-distance trans-

Saharan trade, they are integral to a regional intra-Saharan trade that is intimately connected to 

these networks of religious power. Scheele is writing against a backdrop of mobility studies 

which privileges trans-Saharan mobility and migration at the expense of intra-Saharan and 

regional networks of connectivity (2014, 9). Such studies pose an opposition between “mobile 

and sedentary Saharans, immigrants, and locals, towns and villages,” where “migration and 

mobility hence appear as exceptional solutions to a crisis, rather than as longstanding 

requirements” (Scheele 2014, 10). Many of these same networks enable trans-Saharan migration 

through social relations that make people-smuggling, trafficking, and border-crossing possible, 

as well as the economic exchanges that make it profitable (Brachet 2012).  

 Like Scheele, I am proposing that networks of exchange and connectivity in the Strait of 

Gibraltar region should be considered in their own rights and not only as spaces through which 

migrants pass. Additionally, I am proposing to consider migration in this region in a way that 

does not privilege crossing the Mediterranean, but rather is situated in the context of both 

mobility in Morocco and Morocco’s regional ties with West Africa. The utilization of these 

regional ties does not stop at the level of local political, economic, and spiritual actors. Rather, it 

extends to the very top of the Moroccan government. Today, as the Moroccan state looks toward 

West African oil as a site of investment, it does so with the performative gestures of a nation 

newly returned to the African Union (Quinn 2017; Telquel.Ma 2016).  

As King Mohammed VI continues his political visits to ECOWAS states along the site of 

a proposed pipeline extending from Nigeria to Morocco, leaders of Sufi orders such as the 

Tidjanniya hold spiritual gatherings and conferences which bring together the spiritual elite of 

the same West and North African countries. Mohammed VI often invokes the values of 
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“Moroccan Islam” in speeches touting Morocco’s supposed pluralism. Such speeches, and the 

political maneuvering they come with, draw on the prominence of such Sufi orders, just as 

Mohammed VI’s new imam training center brings religious leaders from across West Africa and 

Europe to learn the Moroccan variant of Maliki Islam (Boum 2016; Lamlili 2016). This comes 

alongside nearly a dozen royally-sponsored festivals, which host academics, musicians, spiritual 

leaders, and curious tourists together under banners of tolerance, heritage, and cultural exchange 

across the country. While recent music and cultural festivals such as the Fez Festival of Sacred 

Music or the Gnawa World Music Festival in Essouaria explicitly link cultural and spiritual life 

of Morocco to its African neighbors through diplomatic partnerships, this practice also dates 

back decades (Kapchan 2007). Today, as Morocco seeks to promote its image of pluralism, it 

does so within the context of both its social, religious, and political ties to West and Central 

Africa with little discussion of difference as such and especially with regard to race.  

As Aomar Boum points out regarding discussion of Jewishness in Morocco, there is an 

aversion toward framing difference through discussions of race and racism among the political 

and social elite of the country (2014). Yet, this aversion occurs simultaneously with the 

promotion of Morocco as an African country, with an African history, through festivals, 

museums, foreign investment, and public speeches. However, there are clear discursive and 

political connections between the centuries of mobility – forced and voluntary – that run through 

Moroccan history and the internal and trans-African migration which has characterized the 

decades since independence in 1956. Historian Chouki el-Hamel’s Black Morocco, and its recent 

translation into French and subsequent publication in Morocco, has sparked academic and public 

debate about the extant legacies of slavery in Morocco and their relation to contemporary anti-

Black racism in the Kingdom (2013). Still, most recent ethnographies of migration in Morocco 



26 
 

most explicitly focus on the movement of Moroccans within the kingdom or to European 

countries. Here, I will explore how to think of migration to the country from West and Central 

Africa alongside the preexisting structures and histories of mobility in northern Morocco.  

 

Emigrants and Immigrants 

The routes of commodity distribution supported by the Moroccan-Spanish borderlands 

are traversed by West and Central African migrants in Morocco heading toward the country’s 

northern borders. The experienced smugglers of the North find a willing labor force, just as the 

smugglers discussed by Scheele (2012) profit from the increasing presence of persons desiring to 

make the journey across the Sahara and into the Maghreb by any means necessary. The routes of 

pilgrimage and religious power that traverse North and West Africa overlap with the interests of 

intra-Saharan and Mediterranean traders through the desired mobility of migrants through the 

Maghreb. Although none of these phenomena should be used as a causal explanation of another, 

placing them in relation to one another paints a strikingly different picture of this portion of this 

region. Anthropology of North Africa from the colonial period until the present has often 

considered these routes through division, for instance between bled es-siba and bled el-makhzen, 

Amazigh and Arab, North and “Black” Africa, and the ensuing linguistic and social divisions, 

rather than the negotiation of difference. The type of mobilities seen in the present moment, 

crisis or otherwise, enunciates these differences while also inflecting these borderlands with sets 

of social relations worthy of further consideration. Though contemporary anthropologists often 

consider the broader Maghreb a region of migrants and emigrants (Crawford 2008; Hoffman 

2008; Goodman 2005; Pandolfo 2007; P. A. Silverstein 2004), it is less discussed as an 

immigration destination (Bensaad 2009). Such a distinction, however, belies the very concrete 
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relationships between immigration and emigration in the Maghreb, and the untidy blurring of 

such categories in Morocco specifically. While it remains to be seen what sort of communal 

sensibilities the decades-long flows of would-be immigrants to Europe through Morocco will 

leave in the country, the divide between flows of immigration and emigration is not a neat one, 

and includes various dynamics of return and relation to home.  

These dynamics are also present among Moroccan immigrants and emigrants within the 

country, as well as abroad. Katherine Hoffman’s ethnography of Amazigh rural-rural and rural-

urban migration in Morocco’s Souss Valley outlines the discursive field on which Ishelhin 

Imazighen migrants draw in constructing their cultural and social identities through songs, 

poetry, and performance (Hoffman 2008). While Hoffman focuses much more explicitly on the 

discursive production of identity across these rural-urban divides, David Crawford attempts to 

find space within this anthropological history for an intervention into the study of globalization’s 

impact on rural economic life. Crawford argues that the temporal management of household 

labor in the rural High Atlas Mountains is an analytic lens that clarifies the economic, political, 

and social matrices through which Moroccan villages are connected to larger flows of global 

capital (2008).  

Across Morocco’s borders, in contexts of France and Algeria, Paul Silverstein (2004) and 

Jane Goodman (2005) both focus on the tension between notions of a North African home, 

indigeneity, and the wider circulation of peoples and texts between North Africa and Europe 

within contexts of return. Though Algeria is obviously outside of French national borders today, 

its status as a department within France during the colonial period gave rise to patterns of 

mobility that, on the surface, reflect a center-periphery dynamic: Paris and metropolitan France 

as the center, and Algeria as the rural periphery. Silverstein complicates this distinction, as well 
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as divides between Arab and Imazighen North Africans, through his discussion of transnational 

political action and solidarity. His argument that “Algeria in France” and Algerians in France 

have transformed the cultural and political logics of both nations has been bolstered in recent 

years. French president Emmanuel Macron’s visit to Algiers during his campaign for the 

presidency sparked strong reactions among potential French voters, including accusations of 

pandering to a “silent majority” of Muslim voters in France (Reuters 2017). Goodman’s 

compelling portrait of the modern and mythical “Berber Village” complicates Bourdieu’s 

timeless “Kabyle house” (Bourdieu 1970) by showing how migration between Algeria and 

France leaves many such houses vacant or demolished. Even as these houses are demolished, 

French citizens with Algerian heritage fill summer homes in Algeria with coffee-table books 

drawing on Bourdieu’s writings (Goodman 2005, 93). Sitting vacant for most of the year, these 

newly constructed homes lie furnished and waiting for those perpetually identified as immigrants 

to France to return “home” to Algeria as emigrants who left. As Morocco was a French 

Protectorate rather than a Department of France, like Algeria, the political and legal structures 

related to Moroccan immigration to France are distinct. Nonetheless, the complex transnational 

relations between France and Algeria outlined by Silverstein and Goodman remain relevant to 

Morocco and especially the context of housing developments in suburban Tangier built to attract 

Moroccans in Europe.  

In Tangier, the complicated relationship between Morocco and Spain is a crucial 

component in understanding these dynamics. While the former territories of the French 

protectorate appear more often in anthropology of Morocco, it is the region’s relations with 

Spain that appear more prominently in the former Spanish and International zones in the north. 

The proximity of the two countries and the regular movement of people and commodities 
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between the two lead many young people to fashion their identities in relation to migration 

despite the unlikelihood of its actual occurrence. In her discussion of “the burning,” or al-

harraga as it is called in Moroccan Arabic, Stefania Pandolfo describes how “burning” may 

involve the precarious journey across the Strait of Gibraltar to Spain, as well as burning of one’s 

identity papers (2007). The choice to burn, however, is a consequential form of self-fashioning 

that begins long before, and regardless if, one ever reaches the shores of Tangier and its 

professional traffickers. Northern Morocco’s borders appear as sites of crossing in some 

anthropological scholarship on migration between Morocco and Europe, although the cities and 

denizens of these borderlands receive less focus than those who are in motion across their 

borders (Andersson 2014; Campbell 2012; Casas-Cortes, Cobarrubias, and Pickles 2013; Gold 

2000; Moffette 2013), even though earlier full-length ethnographies from Eva Evers Rosander 

(1991) and David McMurray (2000) do provide broader insight into its role in the co-constitution 

of both Moroccan and Spanish borders. Rosander, working in a tradition of symbolic 

anthropology, studied a community of Muslim residents of the Spanish enclave of Ceuta prior to 

the country’s entrance into the European Union. While some of these residents are emigrants 

from the north of Morocco to Ceuta, many come from several generations of Ceutíes. Cross-

border traffic between Morocco and Spain characterized the daily life of her informants in the 

1980s, including during the crucial moment when such Muslim Ceutíes were finally granted 

Spanish citizenship.  

In his ethnography, David McMurray underscores the dissonance between the aspirations 

of an older generation of emigrants from the northern Moroccan city of Nador to Europe, and the 

younger generations in Nador. Residents of the Nador region in the Rif mountains, like residents 

of the Tetouan region where Ceuta is located, receive special identity documents that allow them 
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restricted access to the Spanish enclave as Melilla as day-laborers and commodity porters. As 

McMurray points out, in the late 1980s and 1990s the development of a strong Nadori-Spanish-

Riffi community outside of Moroccan or Spanish national imaginaries fostered a generation of 

Riffi Imazighen youth across both sides of the border who resented the generation of emigrants 

who had left previously. Partially as a result of former King Hassan II’s active neglect of 

northern Morocco, as will be discussed later, and partially because of the legacy of anthropology 

in ex-French Protectorate regions, Anglophone anthropologists generally neglected northern 

Morocco, a former Spanish-protectorate, and its complex of borders with Spain and Algeria in 

this period.  

Following the death of Hassan II in 1999 and the ascension to the throne of his son 

Mohammed VI, the interest in the political economy of the Moroccan north and its Spanish 

borderlands increased. Infrastructural investment in the form of ports, residency complexes, and 

national autoroutes provide a growing number of opportunities for the long-standing commodity 

distribution networks of northern Morocco, which only loosely adhere to distinctions of formal 

and informal (Rothenberg 2015). In striking contrast to the era of Hassan II, the death of fish-

seller Mouhcine Fikri in Al-Hoceima brought a nearly immediate comment from King 

Mohammed VI and a royal investigation (BBC News 2016). Hassan II was notably uninterested 

in responding to the demands of northern protesters in the 1980s and Mohammed VI’s swift 

response was, at least superficially, seen as a welcome change. That incident sparked a wave of 

protests directed at the Moroccan government and police forces who ordered Fikri to be crushed 

in the garbage truck into which he jumped following the disposal of his “contraband” fish. The 

protests united at times under the Amazigh and Tarifit flags and called “Hirak Rif,” or Rif 

Movement. Even under the monarchy’s watch, the region retains a sense of social solidarity that 
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traverses the provincial and political borders of the North. The sense of social relatedness of this 

region is important in understanding the sense of belonging to the north shared in the region, as 

opposed to (just) Morocco. It also underlies the activist networks that spread across northern 

Morocco to the Ceuta and the other side of the Strait of Gibraltar that I will discuss later in this 

dissertation.  

 

Tangier as Destination and Origin 

The recent and historical human flows that have shaped the urban development of 

Tangier and its suburban region have also shaped the infrastructures and contexts that condition 

waiting in the city. As political scientist Ali Bensaâd discusses, following Abdelmalak Sayad, as 

the countries of the Maghreb were colonized by Europe, they also became points of departure for 

various groups of migrants heading to Europe. They have only recently become destinations for 

“immigrants” in the contemporary sense of the term. Accordingly, national policies regarding 

migration in countries such as Morocco have developed without real consideration for what it 

means to be a “host” country for immigrants (Bensaad 2009; Sayad and Bourdieu 2004). The 

notion of return, though, is crucial to understanding the development of Tangier. As such, my 

work tries to understand Tangier as both a place of origin, destination, and a site of return. 

Tangier is not simply a city that exports the now famous ḥrig, or burners, to Europe (Pandolfo 

2007; Abderrezak 2016). These burners are called as such both because of their literal burning of 

their identity papers when undertaking a border crossing, as well as the burning of ties with 

Morocco that supposedly characterizes their journey across the Strait from Morocco to Spain. 

Beyond the hrig, though, generations of emigration to Europe have maintained socio-cultural, 

financial, and familial ties to Morocco due to consistent efforts on the part of Moroccan 
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government, notably with the creation of the Hassan II Foundation for “Marocains Résidant à 

l'Etranger” in 1990. 3 Since his ascension to the throne in 1999, current monarch Mohammed VI 

has bolstered the efforts of this foundation, pouring resources into the ministry that oversees 

emigration and now immigration, and encouraging national and international investment along 

the country’s northern borders. 

The dyadic lens which divides countries, cities, and spaces into origin or destination – 

with immigrants and emigrants neatly divided accordingly – brushes over the complex and 

varied nature of mobility in high-traffic border zones such as Tangier, and Morocco more 

generally. Moroccans migrate abroad.  Many also return, some permanently, and some only 

temporarily, such as the hundreds of thousands of Moroccan subjects living in Europe who come 

back for the summer holidays, driving hours and even days and finally arriving in the port city of 

Tangier to recently built highways ferrying these Moroccan Living Abroad (MRE) visitors 

further toward the interior of the country. Each summer, Morocco launches Operation Marhaba, 

which mobilizes thousands of government employees – civil society, police, and military – to 

welcome MREs in the ports of Tangier, bid them goodbye at the end of the season, and smooth 

along their trips in between. 4 Just by way of the newer Tangier Mediterranean Port, the 

Moroccan Press Agency reported that nearly 2 million MRE “returned” to Morocco between 

June and September 2018 (MAP 2018).  Similarly, Central and West African migrants come to 

and through Morocco often with the intention of transiting elsewhere, and sometimes with 

success. Others, however, remain for months, sometimes years, regularizing their immigration 

                                                
3 “Moroccans Living Abroad,” as described previously are often referred to officially and colloquially by 
the French acronym MRE in everyday discussion of Moroccans abroad. 
4 Marḥaba signifying “welcome,” in Moroccan Arabic 
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status and slowly transitioning from people passing through to people staying put, and making 

do.  

The Moroccan state recognizes quite clearly that cities such as Tangier are not just points 

of departure, but also sites of return and even at times reluctant destinations. To this point, the 

Ministry for Moroccans Living Abroad was charged in 2013 with an additional mandate: 

Migration Affairs. As I discuss in Chapter 1, it now called the Ministry in Charge of Moroccans 

Living Abroad and Migration Affairs. This change set the stage in 2016 for the period of “open 

regularization” wherein hopeful immigrants to Europe via North Africa were invited to 

“regularize” their status in the Kingdom of Morocco during this yearlong period, a second 

iteration of program that ran from 2014 to 2015 with slightly less stringent restrictions on the 

types of documents needed to prove employment, lodging, and financial status (Lefébure 2017). 

Similarly, immigrants of less precarious sorts, potential business owners, and students were 

encouraged to come forward and declare their status in the country, as well as their incomes. My 

own residency application was processed in this period, and I was called to the police to receive 

my residency card on the same day as several others I met in the waiting room of the Tangier 

police station.  

Many of these new immigrants still express desires to move to Europe, but nonetheless 

they are legally hosted as immigrants by the Moroccan state. With these residency permits, 

immigrants can formally work and can travel within, outside of, and back to Morocco 

supposedly without fear of police, border guard, or military harassment. The city of Tangier has 

wrestled with hosting a population pronounced as both transitory and resident in the same breath. 

The growth of the city’s population, officially around 1.5 million but colloquially considered to 

be much larger, has correspondingly demanded city investment in new neighborhoods. Many of 
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the persons in this estimate, however, are without declared residency in Tangier and thus without 

effective access to municipal social services. Moroccan migrants from rural parts of the country 

to Tangier live alongside West African, Central African, and Syrian and Yemeni refugees and 

immigrants to Morocco. While the city of Tangier does not officially count all of these 

individuals as within its net of responsibility, it nonetheless has expanded local infrastructure to 

include these peripheral neighborhoods in its municipal plan.  

As a part of this expansion in the first decade of the 2000s, the municipality built a 

football stadium in the newly developing suburbs of Tangier, along the road to the airport, on the 

edge of the suburban quarter of Boukhalef and near to the burgeoning immigrant neighborhood 

of Msnana. With sweeping green lawns and youth sporting facilities alongside, it was part of a 

nationally sponsored plan to create and support more planned suburban developments in major 

Moroccan cities. This plan was designed to create neighborhood developments that would stand 

in contrast to the informal, unplanned, and self-built houses and developments sprawling across 

the country. Major interior cities such as Casablanca, Fez, and Marrakech still have blocks of 

shanty-towns inhabited by the types of internal migrants discussed by Crawford (2008), Hoffman 

(2008), Newcomb (2010), and Pandolfo (2007). However, northern coastal cities such as Tangier 

are growing in a similar manner. As more European citizens with northern Moroccan heritage 

see the region as an enticing investment for a familial vacation home, half-finished residency 

complexes and villas dot the coastal suburbs. Many of these planned developments, especially in 

northern cities like Tangier, were geared initially toward “slum-dwellers,” but slowly re-worked 

to focus on the Moroccan market in Europe, in hopes of convincing them to spend more time in 

Tangier when they returned to Morocco with families each summer (Kanai and Kutz 2013). 
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Brand new roads, smoother and with more stoplights than those in downtown Tangier, 

lead directly to these developments from the Tangier Mediterranean port. Each summer upon 

arriving in Tangier, many of the Moroccan emigrants to Europe and the generations that have 

succeeded them find their holiday apartments to be occupied by new immigrants to Tangier, 

namely West and Central African men, women, and families waiting to continue on to Europe. In 

the half-empty concrete blocks filling both sides of these new roads, Moroccan building 

managers rent out unfinished apartments to migrants willing to pay in cash month to month, from 

anywhere between a hundred and few hundred dollars a month. Sometimes, the renters will even 

work for the building managers to help construct other apartments in the building or nearby in 

order to pay back the rent to the manager. Many of these renters have waited in northern 

Morocco for several years, forced to vacate the complexes each summer by Moroccan building 

managers who extort them for rent while the owners of such housing units are in Europe for the 

working year. In the summer holidays, these managers collude with Moroccan police forces to 

evict these residents as “squatters,” many of whom work as construction laborers for these same 

managers ( RFI 2015; GADEM 2018; Bachelet 2019; Bither, Küppers, and Ziebarth 2016).  The 

summer holiday regularly brings newspaper articles reporting on these evictions, each time as if 

it were new (Chaudier 2014; Goverde 2015; Bozonnet 2017; Kadry 2018). Aside from being the 

sites of razzia, as members of the boza community say, many of these apartments also function 

as informal speakeasy-type social clubs and community centers for the neighborhood’s 

immigrant residents. Climbing up the stairs to the 6th floor of one such building in Boukhalef, my 

friend Polofree, recalled working with im/migrant workers to help to finish installing the 

plumbing of this building when he first arrived to Tangier from Cameroon in 2009. At the time, 
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he moved from construction site to construction site, living where he worked until the building 

was completed and sold off to owners no one ever saw.  

He took up the nickname of Polofree when he was working on this site. He got the name 

when he returned to a construction site where he used to sleep in 2014 one night with a 

camcorder and started to film his friends and colleagues impromptu. The subjects of his camera, 

other men from Cameroon in their early twenties, were sleeping in the huge concrete tubes they 

were supposed to be installing to connect the water and sewage lines from Tangier to Boukhalef. 

He had recently begun work on a documentary about these young male migrants with a French 

filmmaker residing in Tangier, the occasion through which we met. His friends laughed and said 

it was a good thing he wasn’t working with the police, otherwise they would have smashed the 

camera when he shoved it into their pipe-bedrooms and starting asking them questions. “No,” he 

replied, “I’m polo free, don’t worry about it.” Polofree, to be explicit, signifies being “free of the 

police.” Anxiety around the police is surely not singular to the experience of immigration in 

Morocco. However, in the communities described here, many activist leaders from within the 

Cameroonian and Senegalese communities have regularly accused one another of collaborating 

with the police. Whether or not this is true, the rumors generally would generate a sort of panic 

that would drive supporters of one activist leader to another. Polofree’s moniker of choice was 

intended to pre-empt this type of attack. While our initial meeting, as I will detail further in 

Chapter 1, was through the film which he produced in the construction sites of Boukhalef, his 

work since has grown to include organizing a variety of events in the immigrant community 

alongside his own artistic practice. Since then, Polofree and I have collaborated on a variety of 

artistic and social initiatives in Tangier, both in the context of my research and adjacent to it. I 

use his nickname, by which he is known as a public figure in Tangier, because he deserves credit 
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for the work he does as an artist and event organizer, as he does in the accounts I narrate 

throughout this dissertation.  

 

Liminal Infrastructures of Exchange 

 While this dissertation will begin and end in Morocco, these borderlands include 

operations of exchange and circulation that span both Morocco and Spain. To walk through the 

streets of Tangier is to pass by markets and plazas full of dry-goods, hygiene products, 

construction materials, toys, and kitchenware being hawked by individuals with connections to 

the daily cross-border commodity trade between the Spanish North African enclave of Ceuta and 

northern Morocco, which I elaborate on in Chapter 2. The infrastructures of these borders, while 

producing the material logics of the so-called migration crisis, also undergird networks of 

exchange engrained in the daily life of both Tangier and Ceuta, and the towns in between. And, 

as borders are crucial sites for the expansion of capital, they are also structures that condition and 

produce value and its circulation, both through commodities and their forms as well as through 

the structuring of labor power and the institutions that regulate it. As such, we might consider 

these borders as both infrastructures and superstructures, in their capacities to determine, and be 

determined by, the socio-cultural relations and political economic systems in which they are 

enmeshed. Chapters 1 and 2 examine these borders as such, with a focus on the emergence of 

forms of social life at the margins of these infrastructures, along their borders and in their 

breakdowns.   

 Scholars of infrastructure have pointed to how breakdown is itself endemic to 

infrastructure, and to circulation through infrastructures. Such work proposes that hidden 

infrastructures become visible through breakdown, and thus breakdown should not be considered 
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atypical but rather immanent to infrastructural flow (Graham and Thrift 2007; Star 1999). Brian 

Larkin extends this analysis by suggesting that such breakdown can also make visible the larger 

systems that facilitate flow and exchange through infrastructural systems, and not just the 

infrastructures themselves (Larkin 2013, 328-329). In this sense, infrastructures are networks that 

enable a certain way of being, organizing social life according to the material qualities of a sign 

system rather that its referent (Larkin 2013, 334). For instance, the material qualities of Ceuta’s 

commercial and tourist borders, and their breakdowns, evoke and undergird a social world on 

both sides of the border. On the Moroccan side, every few blocks, young Moroccan men hawk 

photocopied versions of the requisite Moroccan entry/exit forms one must fill out before leaving 

the kingdom alongside nuts and sweets wrapped in discarded Spanish newspapers and container-

ship inventories. On the other side, waiting to enter Morocco from Spanish Ceuta looks very 

similar, especially as many of these same hawkers vend their wares across the border as the 

shops and sites of Ceuta close around dusk and the line begins to clog the only official road in or 

out of this 7.1 square mile (18.5 square kilometer) enclave and spill into the warehouse district. 

As anthropologists have begun to consider infrastructure outside of, or in addition to, its 

materiality, we can ask how people hack and retool these breakdowns for the production of value 

and subjectivity outside of the normal and material flows of these infrastructural borders. 

Borders indeed are infrastructures, but are not just limited to the material spaces wherein they 

allow or restrict flow. The opening chapters of the dissertation argue against what the tendency 

to see borders as simply playing a role in a so-called “migration apparatus” that exerts absolute 

control over the subjects in its grasp, “migrants” (Agier 2016; Andersson 2014; Fassin 2011; 

Feldman 2011). Instead, it will ask how borders play a role in organizing social and political life 

beyond just dichotomies of inclusion/exclusion (Chalfin 2010; Green 2013). People and 
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commodities do and not move through borders, although generally we consider borders are either 

open or restrictive, and thus begetting of resistance. Instead, I am proposing that we consider 

them as productive, and the breakdown of both commodity flow and of migratory flow as 

productive of various forms of value, both subjective and political economic. Doing so opens up 

two ontological positions from which this dissertation will depart. They are both distinct and 

interrelated, as are the other themes of this analysis.  

Firstly, to consider this breakdown in flow means to also consider breakdowns in time, 

not just space, and their productive capacities. In that sense, this dissertation is engaged with 

conversations around liminal spaces and times which draw from Victor Turner’s work on the 

subject. Turner’s understanding of liminality builds from seeing these labors as preparations 

predicated on a future state-of-being to come, whether in ritual practices or in millenarian 

movements. They are, however, formative of communitas, and encouraging of the formation of 

open societies composed by momentary and particular communal sentiments which “cut right 

across tribal and national divisions during their initial momentum” (Turner 1969, 112). I am 

arguing that communal sentiments are found in the very foundations of waiting in borderlands. 

Moving beyond Turner’s understanding, however, this work also explores into how such 

sentiments and the resulting communitas endure beyond what Turner sees as only an “initial 

momentum.” This endurance is hard to see if one only considers border-crossing as the 

conditions of possibility for this event of emergence. When broadened to include the ongoing 

event of waiting itself, and its movement through time that we will come to see as doing barzakh 

and making boza, it becomes clearer that these transformations and the social and economic 

forms of exchange and circulation forged through waiting are immanent to very infrastructures 

of borders themselves. I am proposing the world and terms of al-barzakh as an alternative 
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lexicon for thinking about what Turner called liminality and communitas. To do so breaks 

through an impasse in the invocation of liminality in migration and border studies, as I discuss 

further in Chapters 1 and 2, wherein places such as Tangier or Ceuta are considered liminal 

spaces between origin and destination but the time in-between is rendered inconsequential.   

Removing time from being held hostage to a spatial imaginary means considering what 

happens during temporal breakdown, here seen as waiting. Doing barzakh and making boza are 

ways navigating through time and negotiating this waiting.  Considering time spent waiting at 

borders and in border cities as productive means to remove the parenthetical of (just) waiting to 

see waiting time as inherently of value, and accumulative beyond an incidental time before 

crossing a (European) border. This dissertation examines waiting time, the worlds of al-barzakh, 

and the actions of boza in cities such as Tangier but also in the border markets of places like 

Ceuta too.  

This leads to the second ontological position integral to this discussion: the borders of the 

Strait of Gibraltar actively produce a regional and infrastructural framework which puts Tangier 

in relation with Ceuta, and both in relation to the European coastline on the northern shore of the 

Strait. Recent turns in the anthropology of the Mediterranean region have positioned the region 

as a performative space of contestation, where various dynamics of belonging, difference, and 

exchange move in a scalar fashion between maps of the region and the frames of analysis that the 

region can bring to anthropology (Ben-Yehoyada, Cabot, and Silverstein 2020).  Following this, 

we can also ask how the specificity of the Strait of Gibraltar region – at once part of the 

Mediterranean and at its limits – provides a present and historical reference point for how 

physical and social infrastructures connecting and transcending national boundaries operate in a 

regional framework and, as such, so too do the effects of their productive breakdowns.   
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Frames and Perspectives 

Through the range of perspectives and people that compose and sometimes traverse the 

Strait of Gibraltar, waiting becomes a frame through which to query the way that borders, and 

here a specific set of borders, work in tandem to produce forms of belonging and sociality 

formed through habits of anticipation and preparation. Waiting is, here, a salient perspective in 

which these forms become apparent and the productive effects of borders can be seen more 

clearly. It includes anticipation, preparation, but also deferral, rejection, and violence. Although 

it is surely not the only frame, it does provide distinct perspectives on border operations not 

usually heard in discussions of the other phenomenon most often associated with borders- 

migration, commodity movement, and securitization. I have aimed to intervene in a broader 

literature around borders and mobility that often privileges movement through space at the 

expense of movement through time.  

By focusing on the accumulation of time, and not just its supposed rupture through 

movement (or not) through borders, these first three chapters coalesce around a larger point 

about how we might come to understand borders in their capacities as technologies, apparatuses, 

and infrastructures. In examining this waiting in the context of the Strait of Gibraltar, I am 

making an argument about the nature of social life in this region and emergence of cultural forms 

that have political consequences for Morocco specifically. My argument is grounded both in the 

emergent discussion of mobility in Morocco, and now immigration to Morocco, but also within a 

broader discussion of African-European politics that brings Morocco and Spain into conversation 

more than the historical privileging of France and North-West Africa often seen in the academy, 

as well as in popular discussion. I am laying the ground for a discussion of the categories of 
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belonging, forms of culture, and practices of labor that are apparent in the stories this waiting 

time that I share throughout this dissertation. For the most part, these stories emerge out of long-

term collaborations with interlocutors, colleagues, and friends. These are relationships of 

exchange, in some manner, and especially so in the cases of my artistic collaborators. In this 

way, I have sought to provide a certain ethnographic context and content while also developing 

an ethical anthropological practice grounded in my own work in these communities, rather than 

solely in the stories shared with me by willing collaborators.  

There is a certain reticence to parts of the ethnography in this dissertation. This is because 

I am unwilling to share the details and lives of people from whom I have taken such stories but 

given nothing of my own. I am writing alongside an over-saturated context of press pieces 

covering “the migration beat” in this corner of Strait of Gibraltar. The subjects of such pieces 

regularly share their life histories with journalists, government immigration officials, and 

international asylum adjudicators. There is a desire to hear such stories among these sorts of 

figures as well as in a wider readership of academic and journalistic work. While it is important 

to share these stories, here I have decided to do something different. The reader will not fully 

“get to know” the people who appear in this dissertation but will hopefully come to see what 

appears in these communities over time and how the consequences of this temporal accumulation 

gives rise to sentiments that forge a community of boza-eurs excessive of any single member of 

it. To that end, I opened this dissertation with a narrative account from the beginning of my own 

fieldwork. It details a moment in time during one of the regular Friday food distributions that I 

undertook with Polofree throughout my fieldwork. However, the reason I have shared it is to 

give space to both the labors we undertook together throughout this time, as well as the 

languages that I came to learn by way of it. Similarly, the second and third of these narrative 
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accounts – in the middle of the dissertation before Chapter 3 and then again toward its end before 

Chapter 5, respectively – provide further context for these concepts and terms. These are the 

languages of boza, the worlds of al-barzakh, that have shaped the nature of these exchanges. 

While they took place at a moment in time in Tangier, the worlds toward which these languages, 

codes, and habits point span far beyond that time or place.   

Likewise, the events of waiting in Tangier have consequence across the border in Spain, 

and vice versa. My preoccupation on what is produced while waiting perhaps comes from my 

own experience as a Palestinian in the US American diaspora. Three generations on, are we still 

waiting? Yes, and no. To put a parenthesis around generations of my own family and friends 

who have forged an identity in relation, or even opposition, to the notion of return would be to 

downplay the political, social, and cultural realities that have emerged during this waiting. 

Similarly, the “wait” of immigrant “Dreamers” in the United States has laid the grounds for a 

category of belonging with political import, as I discuss in Chapter 3. Yes, I am waiting for a 

return of sorts of my own, and for the end of waiting. However, I am also composed by my 

relations, friends and family, with whom I have exchanged and labored while living in Florida, 

Chicago, New York, and Tangier. I hope to share the stories and fruits of some of those labors 

here.  

Accordingly, the following chapters will build from these stories in order to chart out a 

theoretical apparatus that I believe bears significant consequences for a certain mode of 

ethnographic and anthropological work. This mode steps outside of certain types of disciplinary 

bonds (including those of certain regional studies frameworks) in favor of more expansive 

disciplinary politics that includes cultural practice and cultural (co)production more than just 

participant-observation. This bears implications for the writing process, as well as the theoretical 
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underpinnings of how we practice contemporary anthropological work. While these are surely 

ambitious claims, this ethnography is grounded in them, and serves each of them at each turn.  

My concern in this is explicitly political. I am in interested in how these instances of waiting lay 

the grounds for and introduce a new set of political categories by which we can understand 

borderlands and the denizens of them, those who wait. The migrant who comes to be known as 

an immigrant, and then again as a “boza-eur,” is related to the commodity-porter turned labor 

rights activist turned political advocate for immigration rights. These categories of belonging are 

produced by the contemporary state of world borders, but are not limited to it. They reveal 

borders as potentially productive sites, and not just begetting of obedience or resistance. And in 

the case of the cities of the Strait of Gibraltar, and especially Tangier, they help to enunciate the 

character of a region that has resisted the national borderings to which it has been subjected, and 

persisted in producing its own. These concerns, priorities, and scenes of everyday life come 

together to unfold the sense of waiting at the border, and the languages, labors, and 

infrastructures of the Strait of Gibraltar. 

These are the productive effects given rise to by what is otherwise labeled as vacuous 

waiting time. Individual chapters unfold these composite elements of the event of waiting in 

order to discover how their (potential) total is much greater than the sum of their parts. Together, 

these parts weave the texture of an active, ongoing narrative of real lives lived in what are just 

lines on a map, with consequences for how we understand the cartography of the Strait of 

Gibraltar. Each chapter will take as an instance various types of waiting in the Strait, and the 

forms of social life they beget: the anticipatory waiting that works off the rhythms of the borders; 

the preparatory and transformative waiting-work of enduring in-between; the deferral to leave 

seen as the choice to wait and see; and the resulting structures of exchange, belonging, and 
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difference. Of course, each of these is interlinked, knotted together, and co-present across the 

temporal structures of this waiting time. I separate them out in order to piece them together again 

with a fuller understanding of the various social worlds mobilized and formed in these instances. 

As such, each chapter builds off the conditions and characters introduced before to unfold 

another dimension of this region, and those who wait in it. Just as time accumulates through 

space, and is not ruptured by it, these instances accumulate, building off of one another, toward a 

conclusion. My hope is that throughout this work, these indices themselves will give a sense of 

the durable, yet mutable and modal, forms of communitas, and of communal sentiments and 

community more generally, that have appeared temporarily in various moments of eventfulness 

but have left streaks through the social worlds that they have brought into contact. 

 

Frame 1: Borders and Breakdown 

The dissertation begins with this notion of infrastructural breakdown and examines it in 

the context of the two most common scenes of the “migration crisis” in this part of the 

Mediterranean: in border cities such as Tangier and along the fences of Ceuta. To begin here 

allows the introduction of the theoretical apparatus of “waiting” as similar to how studies of 

infrastructure think about “breakdown”- that is as inherent to the supposedly normative 

operations of infrastructures and also productive and revealing of social and political economic 

value beyond these normative operations. Chapter 1 examines these productive effects within the 

emergence of vast social and governmental procedures to “regularize” and surveil immigrant and 

emigrant populations in Tangier, and shows how the subjects of the Moroccan state’s regimes of 

regularization and surveillance negotiate, engage with, and subvert these efforts. As Morocco 

begins to come to terms with being a country of immigrants, and not just migrants, numerous 
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legal and political processes have been developed, tested, and come into operation. By focusing 

on the everyday waiting of potential immigrants in Tangier and specifically in its police station, 

and my own experience waiting there too, Chapter 1 explores the emergence of communal 

forms, sentiments, and potential politics that exist apart from state regulations.  

Still within a broader discussion of borders and their infrastructures, Chapter 2 looks 

closely at the economic operations that depend on the breakdown in flow through the border of 

Ceuta, and the associated cultural and social forms immanent to them. The material 

infrastructures of Ceuta’s borders work in parallel with the governmental efforts at boundary-

marking, both through the securitization and surveillance of these borders and in municipal 

promotion of Ceuta’s historical and present so-called “convivencia.” In both cases, these 

boundary-marking operations break down for a variety of reasons, such as the hacking and 

retooling of the border infrastructure, and the production of solidarities – which I will describe as 

“shared difference” –the outside of dominant categories of (religious) belonging. I use “shared 

difference” as an analytical step away from other multiculturalist frameworks such as 

convivencia that, as used on the ground and in academic discourse, reproduce a binary where the 

clash and coexistence of civilizations are two sides of the same coin (Silverstein 2017).  

This apparent infrastructural breakdown in Tangier and Ceuta in fact puts those 

borderlands and their denizens in material and social relation with the infrastructures connecting 

Morocco and Spain, Africa and Europe, and both sides of the Strait of Gibraltar. The flow of 

both migrant persons and commodities between these territories are entangled with the political 

negotiations between Morocco and Spain, and by extension Europe, regarding development 

funds, maritime resource access, and other forms of transnational resource exploitation and flow. 

Just as these entanglements produce a web of national ideologies and political entailments, as 
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they have for quite some time, they also produce regional and local forms of belonging and 

exchange that link migrants with migration activists and commodity-porters, with associated 

ideological and political entailments.  

Chapter 3 bridges discussions between the first half of the dissertation, on border 

infrastructures, and the second half’s exploration of the labors and languages produced through 

waiting at these borders. While Chapters 1 and 2 thicken our sense of border time in order to see 

how waiting is endemic to bordering operations in the Strait of Gibraltar, and how bordering, 

division, and re-division are so deeply enmeshed in the history and present social and political 

economic life-worlds of the Strait, they also necessitate asking a further question: How has this 

bordering produced certain forms subjectivity and subject-positions? I will ask this question 

within the general scope of discourse analysis and metapragmatics to inquire how, in this 

particularly bordered political and socio-economic context, grammars and genres of expression 

emerge out of this social field.  

 

Frame 2: International Tangier(s) 

Accordingly, Chapter 3 builds from these discussions of infrastructure into questions of 

language, culture, and sociality and introduces the second frame of the dissertation. In some 

ways, as it sits in the middle, it is also a re-introduction of sorts. It returns us to Tangier, and sets 

the stage to think about the city differently- not just through the borders and bureaucracy of 

Chapter 1, but as a city with layers of cultures, histories, and languages. This second part of the 

dissertation continues by considering two versions of an International Tangier. Building from 

Tangier’s history as an “International Zone” during the first half of the 20th century, the version 

of “International Tangier” in Chapter 3 looks at the ways in which Tangier has reached outward, 
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primarily along the lines of its connections to Spain. Chapter 4 looks at a present version of an 

“International Tangier” grounded in the growing West and Central African immigrant 

communities in the city.  

With specific reference to Tangier’s social fields, Chapter 3 will also develop a general 

theory of the temporal stance of waiting as a social tense fostering the emergence of habits, 

languages, and labors of belonging. With reference to the history of divisions and re-divisions of 

the city by European powers as a result and to the effect of their constitution of European 

cultural units, Chapter 3 thus moves beyond privileging the Euro-American versions of Tangier 

as an “International Zone.” There are also ideological and communal forms that persist that 

differentiate Tanjawis from the rest of Moroccans, and relate them to the region of the Strait of 

Gibraltar in particular and distinct ways. Likewise, there is also a particular type of 

“internationalization” of Tangier occurring among increasing numbers of migrants and 

immigrants from West and Central Africa who make claims, political and social, to the city. 

Historical and present accounts of Tangier’s difference often ignore the forms of belonging 

emergent in the city that are grounded in African, as opposed to European, mobilities. These 

mobilities contribute in understanding the subjective and political economic effects of borders in 

this region, and the production of categories of belonging that exceed ethno-national boundaries.  

Chapter 4 explores four cases and scales of immigrant belonging in Tangier: in a major 

national literary salon, an international football match, a neighborhood police raid, and a holiday 

celebration on a suburban block. These cases reveal the formation of languages of belonging 

during waiting that do not depend on place of origin or destination but rather point to the 

common indices shared by a dialogic community of those waiting, making boza. Through these 

events and others, we see linguistic codes and lexicons of identity in operation in the Tangier 
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migrant community when discussing crossing borders; for instance, boza to describe the social 

tense of waiting, and razzia for police raids. These code words show how linguistic ideologies 

formed while waiting point toward forms of belonging immanent to making boza in Tangier. 

These forms contribute to the production of subjectivity outside of categories such as migrant or 

refugee but within this world of al-barzakh. While several these events took place in the suburbs 

of Tangier, in the neighborhoods of Msnana and Boukhalef, and seem far from the physical 

borders of Morocco and Europe, they are in fact intimately connected to the dynamics that are 

produced by these borders and which keep them in operation. These are not narratives of migrant 

camps, nor of climbing fences or piloting Zodiac boats, although such stories are present 

alongside these events. Rather, they narrate the spectacular quasi-events of everyday life hiding 

behind tropes of a migration crisis.  

 

Frame 3: Toward a New List of Categories 

This dissertation seeks to reveal how the social tense of waiting, of making boza, 

produces categories of belonging besides national origin, and beyond the regular governance of 

im/migrants, refugees, asylum seekers, and migrant workers. These new categories are the basis 

of the third frame of analysis. Several years ago, a group of scholars of migration and borders 

came together to outline “new keywords [of] borders and migration” (Casas-Cortes et al. 2015). 

Their initiative was designed as an addition to Raymond Williams’ Keywords: A Vocabulary of 

Culture and Society, originally published in 1975 (R. Williams 1985). It was also a response to 

what the authors felt was an oversight in a more recent volume called New Keywords, that 

included neither “migration” nor “borders” (Bennett et al. 2005). Their collective text sets out a 

list of keywords for the social worlds traversed by migrants, as well as present in activist and 
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academic discourse focused on borders and migration. While many of their foci in this piece – 

such as on differential inclusion and exclusion, bordering, and the production of subjectivity 

through migration – appear in various forms throughout this dissertation, my conclusion is 

oriented toward a new list of categories, not keywords. 

By categories, I refer to both the categories of belonging and difference that emerge 

through this time spent waiting and independent of whether or not the borders in concern are 

crossed. I also refer to the categories of sense and expression that pragmatist philosopher C.S. 

Peirce discussed in his essay “On a New List of Categories” (Houser and Kloesel 1992). At 

concern throughout this dissertation is the ways in which the labors of waiting and working at the 

border, and through their breakdowns, are indeed formative of ways of being – political, cultural, 

and social subjectivity – that I describe through the concepts of barzakh and boza. In some ways, 

this is the operating logic of the dissertation itself. The first section outlines the infrastructures of 

circulation – physical, social, and semiotic – that characterize these borderlands. I consider 

infrastructure to be the semiotic habits of navigating through borders that extend from the 

checkpoints of Ceuta to the police station of Tangier. Thinking with barzakh and boza allows us 

to see how these habits change during this waiting time and how those doing boza learn to 

navigate these border infrastructures differently. The second section unearths the communal 

sentiments that form through and undergird this navigation- the languages and genres of these 

habits. The concluding section asks how these communal sentiments may become the grounds 

for this new list of categories, both in terms of socio-cultural belonging and difference as well as 

in a political economic sense.  

The conclusion of this dissertation most explicitly in dialogue with the work of Sandro 

Mezzadra and Brett Neilson and what they call the “critical operations” of borders. They are 
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referring to such operations as critical to the workings and expansion of Capital as well as the 

material and spatial location of its crisis (Mezzadra and Neilson 2013).  The earlier chapters 

reflect on their notion of “border as method,” and their claim that borders enable the 

multiplication of categories by which labor may be divided, beyond just skill. As they see it, the 

“multiplication of labor” unfolds how the organization of labor power, and those who embody 

and bear it, depend on the networks of exchange structured through bordering. For them, 

language, religion, gender, and country of origin come to hierarchize and divide labor in a 

manner not encompassed by a classic Marxian understanding of division of labor based on skill, 

and the organization of the “world market.” However, the Strait of Gibraltar, and those who wait 

there, will show us how even these categories aren’t stable or immune to the pushes and prods of 

everyday life while waiting. In what I call “barzakh as method,” they succumb to other 

categories of belonging and difference, and are reorganized and transformed into alternate 

indices of subjectivity and of labor power across both sides of the border. Thus, Chapter 5 takes 

up their notion of the “multiplication of labor” in order to detach it from the dominance of spatial 

borders over temporal accumulation in order to see how labor is organized, divided, and 

multiplied within the social tense of waiting through a variety of factors, what I call “the 

factorialization of labor.” Among im/migrants in Tangier, over time, the choice to stay in the city 

(even if supposedly temporarily) becomes the choice to attend to the daily needs of enduring and 

belonging in a community. Furthermore, not only do commodity-porters who traverse the 

Moroccan-Spanish border at Ceuta, for instance, labor in the border exchange markets day in and 

day out, the border also conditions life even when one isn’t actually waiting in the line to cross 

the border with commodities but also in the way cultures and communities are divided in the 

enclave.  
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Even as these communities emerge alongside the ongoing securitization of borders, and 

particularly the borders of Europe, they draw from decades-long histories of labor migration, 

pilgrimage, and commodity-exchange across North-West Africa, including into Europe. The 

excavation of this categories is what I mean by “barzakh as method.” This method takes its cues 

from the way that barzakh conditions and undergirds both sides of its borders, between Morocco 

and Europe as well as between life and death and the subjective transformations in-between.  

Seen through this method, forms of belonging may seem temporary, but the structures from 

which they are formed are not. Waiting, like the worlds of barzakh, in its multitude of 

appearances, is both ephemeral and enduring. It stratifies sociality even while producing the 

grounds for new forms of social life. I do not address the question of the durability of these 

categories and structures because that remains to be seen. Likewise, there is a moral question to 

these categories. Who do they really benefit? Surely anyone seeking to cross the borders of the 

Strait of Gibraltar would much rather do so on a plane with a visa than on a boat through the 

Mediterranean or over Ceuta’s fence. Spain and Morocco both benefit from the violent 

operations of containment that Morocco undertakes on the European Union’s behalf in exchange 

for a sizable sum and certain resource extraction rights in the region. Yet, I propose that “making 

boza” does not need to mean climbing the fence. Rather, it is stance of negotiating border 

infrastructures as something to be crossed and not solely a symbol of division. Thus seen, we can 

ask, is there a possibility of a political reckoning wherein these categories may serve as 

foundation for an alternative structure and operation of borders themselves? The Strait of 

Gibraltar proves to be a consequential instance in such an inquiry: it embodies the paradox of 

historically durable hegemonic borders – between Europe and Africa; between kingdoms, 
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languages, and cultures; between post-colony and former colonizers – that nonetheless yield so 

much beyond these dividing lines.   
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Chapter 1: The Waiting Room 

 Over the last decades, borders have appeared as a salient object through which to 

understand contemporary capitalism, its logics and contradictions, and its expansions. From 

critical theory and comparative literature to popular culture and anti-xenophobic activism, the 

phrase “we didn’t cross the border, the border crossed us” has become a rallying cry against 

nationalist surges and growing anti-immigration sentiments in the Americas. Questions of 

translation, forced mobility, and diasporic communities have settled into common parlance in 

academic department discussions, and made their way into critical interventions into the 

de/construction of anthropology as a discipline and ethnography as its method. There is no 

shortage of excellent scholarly work that moves from this perspective, and which has contributed 

to the critical unpacking of associations of place, people, and culture and the role of borders in 

national and transnational imaginaries. Nonetheless, today, borders are most often considered 

from within the frame of migration. That is to say, borders are most often understood by scholars 

through the manners in which they regulate, impede, allow or not, migratory flow. This flow is 

most often considered as a circulation (again, or not) through space, with a focus on destination 

and origin but not much attention paid to the time and space in between. This chapter begins with 

a discussion of how this circulation through space must also be considered alongside flow 

through time, and the relationships between various forms of temporality that come into being in 

the borderlands of Tangier and the various spatial appearances of the borders between Africa and 

Europe in the city.  

 In short, by charting out the space of borders as they extend into Tangier, I will also show 

how they change and are navigated differently over time and how they condition the possibilities 

of novel categories of belonging and subjectivity. Just as the presence of a border, whether 
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material, social, or even bureaucratic, influences the time spent waiting at that border, this time 

spent waiting in turn can push the border back or make it appear differently. I consider narrative 

accounts that span different periods of policy governing immigrant and migrant life in Morocco, 

including my own navigation of these polices alongside my friend and colleague Polofree. 

Polofree came to Morocco as an undocumented migrant from Cameroon in 2009 and now runs 

his own artist studio and immigrant activist association in Tangier. The work we have done 

together since we met in 2014, as well as the various racist and political procedural injustices he 

and I have witnessed together, form the basis for the ethnographic material in this chapter and 

the ethnographic method that informs this dissertation. While the racist incidents recounted 

below ground my analysis of Morocco’s “regularization” procedures, they also set the stage for 

the broader intervention into the anthropology of borders I make by focusing on the languages, 

labors, and infrastructures of belonging that appear over time throughout borderlands. As the 

chapter moves through discussion of this regularization process, it lays out the historical and 

social context in which this process is situated and the communities that appear in and circulate 

through both Morocco and Europe as a result.  

 

Circulation, Migration, and Anthropology 

 Anthropology has long been concerned with the circulation of people, places, things, 

ideas, and texts through physical and now digital space. This is a list that keeps growing but 

nevertheless draws from the discipline’s early inclinations to consider circulation and the 

production of value through exchange and the ensuing consequences in constituting what came 

to be understood as “the social.” Before discussions of borders and migration explicitly entered 

into the sphere, Marxist and Maussian-inclined anthropologists took up discussions of the 
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circulation of both commodity forms and humans in order to study into the socio-political and 

cultural implications of such circulation, whether forms of reciprocity, exchange, or obligation 

(Gregory 1982; Malinowski 1984; Mauss 2000; Munn 1992; Strathern 1988). Crucially, though, 

both Marx and Mauss viewed this circulation with an eye on time and not just space. For Marx, 

understanding labor time was absolutely essential to understanding the alienation of human 

laborers as well as the role of wages in the production of money as a commodity form. For 

Mauss, a key tenet of his theory of the gift was that reciprocity occurs over time. This was later 

echoed by Bourdieu as he unpacked the relationships between practice, habit, and theory in the 

social sciences and in everyday life (Bourdieu 1977). In short, circulation never just occurs 

through space, but also and always through and over time. Without this conception of value 

produced in time, any analysis of circulation, including that of borders, neglects the actual 

political economy of the moment. While discourses around globalization have brought up 

questions of time in the acceleration of circulation, the past decades have been characterized by a 

sort of spatial turn in anthropology that has attempted to account for political and economic 

systems, and thus cultural systems, that depend on increasingly rapid movements of peoples and 

objects across vast and disparate spaces.  

 This spatial turn in anthropology came about along a variety of axes. One the one hand, 

theorists coming out of the Public Culture project in the late 80s and 90s pointed to the necessity 

of rethinking circulation in an era of globalization along the lines of how objects circulate 

discursively, and thus need to be “read” through the lexicon of their circulation and not 

necessarily for the content of their “text” (Appadurai 1986; Gaonkar and Povinelli 2003; Lee and 

LiPuma 2002; Vidali 1996). On the other hand, cultural anthropologists began to rethink 

ethnographic methods based on circulation, and the multi-sited embeddedness of cultural 
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phenomena as well as social groups (Clifford 1988; Marcus 1995). This was also a turn away 

from modes of anthropological inquiry that had insisted on the coupling of one culture and one 

space, and where intertwined legacies of both structuralism, structural functionalism, and 

colonialism allowed History to overdetermine the present political and social possibilities of 

cultural units through focuses on lineage, social segmentation, and structural analyses of kinship 

(Gal and Irvine 2019). These moves in anthropology responded to the changes in movement 

across space inaugurated by contemporary globalization. As this spatial reckoning in the 

discipline also intervened into problematic assumptions that cultures were stable and static units 

attached to one space, it also opened anthropology up to questioning how cultures change among 

immigrant and diasporic communities (Gupta and Ferguson 1992). Even after anthropologists 

such as Clifford (1988), Appadurai (Appadurai 1996), and Abu Lughod (2005) critiqued how 

and what anthropologists consider culture, there still remain assumptions that linking culture to 

space at the expense of time and temporality. Movement through and over time, and the various 

modes of temporality in this era, have gone underexamined in anthropology. A key point in this 

shift toward thinking about cultures in and of circulation was in fact that cultural objects, 

practices, and communities change as they move through space and time, and that neither of 

these dimensions can be neglected in the analysis of circulation. 

 In discussions of borders, however, and especially those focused on migratory flow, this 

movement through time seems to have fallen away. Rather, it is the movement through space 

that takes center stage and perhaps because it is precisely the potential access of the would-be 

migrant to territorial space that produces the most spectacular anxieties for even the most Liberal 

of the neoliberal global order. The spectacular dimension of the border, as a wall or as a fence, or 

even as a drone, provokes policy debates on the political Right and Left. Scholarship  has taken 
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up a critical lens on hegemonic policy that regulates spatial circulation and access to territory, 

critiquing such policy as a form of governmentality within a “migration apparatus,” with a keen 

focus on governmentality. With particular regard to flow into Europe, a number of scholars have 

taken up the Foucauldian concept of governmentality in order to point out the ways in which 

governance is distributed, stratified, hierarchized, and enacted through this “migration 

apparatus”(Agier 2011; Feldman 2011; Fassin 2011; Ticktin 2011) The apparatus itself is an 

assemblage of networks, policies, and tactics which regulate migration or, more precisely, 

regulate access to certain territories. The Europeanist perspective makes great use of this notion 

in order to critique European Union policy and violence around migration, and with good reason. 

These processes and tactics have been studied and critiqued because they are troubling, and point 

toward increasingly xenophobic and nationalist imaginaries that populate both public and 

political discourse, with real and consequential effects on everyday life along borders. For 

Feldman, for instance, this apparatus must be studied through what he calls “nonlocal 

ethnography,” to account for both the loose and disparate presence and enactment of policies 

governing migration across Europe as well as the aforementioned call by anthropologists in the 

1990s to rebuild an ethnographic method that responded to a globalized world characterized by a 

new sort of circulation of people and things (Feldman 2011, 12).  

 While it is clear that contemporary studies of migration and thus of borders do need to 

rethink the methodologies of ethnography in order to capture the governance of particular forms 

of mobility that were not a part of traditional paradigms of “fieldwork,” rejecting or at least 

rethinking the Malinowskian imperative to remain as long as possible in one place over seasonal 

changes, the operations of a border have implications that stretch beyond the space it delineates. 

While borders extend across diffuse space, the space they take up is also impacted by time. This 
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chapter takes up the appearance of “the border” not as a part of Europe’s migration apparatus but 

rather as a part of an infrastructure that connects Morocco to Spain, Africa to Europe, and 

Morocco to the rest of the African continent. In particular, it takes up what could be subsumed 

into this notion of the migration apparatus, Morocco’s policies of regularization of im/migrants 

in Tangier and positions them instead within the context of the breakdown of infrastructural 

flow. In doing so, it sets the ground for a discussion of the various categories of belonging that 

are produced through this breakdown, or interrupted time, and how they form, change, and 

persist throughout waiting time in ways that challenge how we understand the normative 

categories of borderland life as well as the subjective experiences of life and labor as a migrant.  

  Seeing breakdown not just as the interruption in the movement through space, but also a 

breakdown in temporal flow as well, this chapter begins to explore what happens during time 

spent waiting in borderlands and the various forms of social, cultural, and political economic 

value to which it gives rise. Scholars of borders have only begun to touch on the temporal 

dimension of the border, preferring to investigate the spatial dimensions of its infrastructures. 

Michel Agier calls attention to time by insisting that the border is a temporal object, that is to say 

evocative of a particular liminal temporality, but he still neglects the broader temporal flows, 

accelerations, stoppages, and rhythms to which borders can give rise (Agier 2016). This is not to 

say that Agier’s essay on borderlands is ahistorical, although some other analyses of migration 

between African and Europe do seem to be, but rather that he sees time spent around borders, 

what is called here “waiting time,” as parenthetical to life outside to borders and perhaps thus to 

History. As Agier draws on Victor Turner’s notion of liminality (1969) in order to call attention 

to the inherently productive nature of liminal time, he links border crossing, and bordering, to the 

temporal and temporary communitas of a ritual and the practices and processes of 
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subjectification in the ritual process (Agier 2016, 34). While this invocation of Turner and the 

ritual process opens critical space to see the practices of everyday life at borders as inherently 

productive of social life and subjectivity, the limit of liminality is that it positions borders, and 

border time, as transformative of subjective experiences that are confined in scope to just 

borders. For Agier as well as for other scholars of migration, these experiences have a temporal 

beginning and an end that are limited by the spatial dimensions of borderlands, and border-

crossing, where the movement through space is privileged over the movement through time. In 

this privileging, the spatial expanse of borders impacts time spent in their diffuse infrastructural 

net. While this discussion in this chapter ultimately concurs with that, it also invites 

consideration of how temporality can change and punctuate the space of borders, their 

appearances, and the negotiation of border space.  

 The problems of an analytical hierarchy where space dominates time can be seen in 

Ruben Andersson’s thought-provoking ethnography, which is a thoroughgoing examination of 

what he calls the “illegality industry” and the flow of migration from Senegal to Europe, with 

stops everywhere in between (Andersson 2014). This focus on migrant illegality and its 

spectacles borrows from de Genova’s work on the subject (de Genova 2013). He rigorously 

shows how this migratory flow is productive of economic operations that he terms the “illegality 

industry” as well as other political economic forms from Senegal to Spain, including in Morocco. 

Yet, at the outset of his work, he states that he will “[leave] history – and especially colonial 

history  – as the silent backdrop to the stories unfolding at the Euro-African border.” But this 

silence presence on colonialism and History means that his work overlooks the deep and still 

present histories of relationality and regionality in which this region is steeped, both from West 

Africa to Morocco and again between Morocco and Europe, and Spain in particular. Perhaps 
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nowhere is this more present than in Tangier, and the Strait of Gibraltar. While the material 

borders are products of recent history, the history with which Andersson chooses to engage, 

these borders and the sentiments of belonging and difference that they have produced are not. In 

fact, as we will come to see, they are integral to the carving up of colonial Morocco into Spanish 

Protectorate, the French Protectorate, and the Anglo-European administered International Zone 

around Tangier. These sentiments draw on the long-standing of habits of belonging and 

exchange that have accumulated over time in the Strait of Gibraltar.  

 While Andersson, like Agier, introduces reckonings with time as emic categories in 

border crossings, he does so through Irving Goffman’s notion of being “suspended in time” 

(Goffman 1961, in Andersson 2014, 2015). Again, like Agier, Andersson sees this time as 

impossibly limited to the space of border confinement, in this case in the Spanish enclave of 

Ceuta. In his work, it is inconceivable that while “buying time” or “killing time” in Ceuta, 

migrants may actually follow through with the goal of the Spanish detention center in which they 

are interned and learn Spanish in the year before they should be transferred to mainland Spain. 

While this point seems petty, it is illustrative of a larger problem in the conception of time in so 

many discussions of the Afro-European border. Is “time” supposed to begin once migrants are 

detained in “Europe” (or extra-European enclaves such as Ceuta and Melilla, in this case)? What 

of the time spent waiting before this, sometimes for years? And the Arabic, Spanish, and, for 

some, French learned in that time? In Tangier, there is plenty of time. My own analysis comes 

from having spent over a decade on and off in Tangier, and growing and learning (even these 

same languages) with members of the im/migrant community and Tanjawi friends. For 

Andersson, time as a rubric of analysis does indeed reveal the productive effects of time spent 

waiting, but the waiting that is of interest in this dissertation is not just a liminal time adherent to 
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and dependent on movement through borderland space. It may seem to begin when one starts 

“migrating” or when one is detained, but it accumulates beyond the boundaries of the 

(geo)political event of migration, or one’s entry into the “migration apparatus” and it does not 

end when “migration,” as defined within this apparatus, is over. It is generational, transmitted to 

children born as im/migrants and in diasporas, and it is consequential to life beyond one’s 

subjective position within the categories of this apparatus, categories such as migrant, refugee, or 

asylum seeker. 

 Life is indeed much messier than this, for im/migrants as well as for citizens, and much 

more enmeshed in a time without strict boundaries of now (migrant) then (immigrant). But 

studies of borders that focus on migration in this way set up their own theoretical apparatuses 

and in doing so create their own problems. Reading such work, one can feel a yearning to point 

out and understand the productive effects of this so-called migration apparatus over time. 

Ultimately, though, they fall short because the conception of this apparatus is built on an 

understanding of flow through space, where time seems just incidental. Borders function far 

beyond their role as spatial regulation in the so-called “migration apparatus.” In her ethnography 

situated along “neoliberal frontiers” in Ghana, for instance, Brenda Chalfin details the particular 

types of sovereignty and social, cultural, and financial value negotiated through frontiers, both at 

material borders and indeed far from what is nominally considered to be a “border” (Chalfin 

2010). Here, entire regimes of politics and sociality are engaged and put into play at borders. In 

this sense, borders regulate and produce regimes of value, both political economic as well as 

ideological, as will be explored in subsequent chapters, and are crucial sites for understanding 

the expansion of neoliberal capitalism as well as the structuring and production of value and its 

circulation. As we see in Chalfin’s work, and we will see here, borders also structure and 
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condition labor power as value, and laborers and migrants as neoliberal human-capital. As 

borders will be considered here as infrastructures, they should also perhaps be considered as 

icons of superstructures in the global flow of capital and commodities. 

 Considering borders as infrastructures, we can see how the breakdown in flow through 

time and space that is present in so many studies of migration is actually endemic to border 

operations. Considering borders as superstructures, that is to say the conduits by which certain 

forms of global (capital) flow are enabled, we can see how this breakdown, and time spent 

waiting, is critical to the expansion of capital into socio-cultural and thus political fields. Seen 

thus, the productive effects of this border breakdown, hinted at above by Agier, Andersson, and 

Feldman, are actually the normal operations of borders, and not just by-productions of a 

“migration apparatus.” Focusing on an apparatus regulating migration promotes a perspective on 

spatial inclusion and exclusion by holding principle access to territory. I am arguing for that 

borders, and perhaps something akin to a border apparatus instead, is a more salient frame 

through which to understand the phenomena I discuss. Of course, space is a part of this 

discussion as well, in particular the in-between space through which borders are navigating and 

negotiated while doing barzakh and making boza. Borders, as a particular crux of time and space, 

may then be reframed to allow us to see the subjective positions and possibility of political 

claims that accumulate through over time. This occurs through the enacting of new legal policies 

governing immigration in Tangier, through the sedimentation of habits that emerge in reaction to 

the various policies of management, regularization, and surveillance that appear alongside 

borders. When seen as tied to liminal movement through space, these habits appear to be 

temporary responses to an apparatus of governance. When seen as productive time spent waiting, 
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however, we will find that these habits are actually crucial to the infrastructural workings of 

borders, as well as their super-structural subversion.  

 

We Didn’t Cross the Infrastructure…! 

 While it is tempting to see Tangier as it has been characterized in popular imaginations as 

“The Gateway to Europe” or “The Gateway to Africa”, depending on your perspective, I would 

like to begin from a different initial position. Tangier is a node in a broader infrastructure, that of 

the borders of the Strait of Gibraltar. The material infrastructures of this region are linked, in 

terms of resource extraction and distribution, as are the social infrastructures that bridge and 

boundary-mark these two continents. The hourly ferries that depart from Tangier and the 

TangerMed port to southern Spain connect the highways of Morocco and Spain, for commodity 

distribution as much as for tourism, as do the car manufacturing plants around Tangier that have 

a direct rail line to the port for efficient loading on to transnational cargo lines. Ceuta, the 

European enclave on the Moroccan coast without its own sources of fresh water, relies on water 

pipelines built in the Franco-era of the Spanish Protectorate in northern Morocco that draw water 

and energy from the Moroccan mountains between Tangier and Tetouan, or on cargo ships full 

of water departing from the Cadiz region of Southern Spain. The radio-waves and telephone 

towers of the Strait broadcast on all sides, and on a beach in Tangier one might find that their 

cellular service provider has switched from Orange Morocco to Orange Spain and data charges 

have gone through the roof. 

 Tanjawis of a certain generation who grew up in Tangier grew up with Spanish radio, and 

the menus of the city’s restaurants and bars switch seamlessly from Spanish to Arabic, as do the 

names of the items on the menu. And even as far as Portugal’s Algarve coast, you can still tune 
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in directly to Cap Spartel Radio from Tangier. One might also consider the commercial-

warehouse district of Ceuta, which quite is quite literally split into two between Morocco and 

Spain, and overseen by joint administration of military police from both countries. The 

commodities imported from this zone, a process further examined in the next chapter, populate 

stores and markets across Morocco, and especially in Tangier. The biggest market in Tangier, 

Casabarata (Spanish for Cheap House), has, for decades, served as a clearing house for all 

manner of consumer, construction, and domestic products that enter into Tangier via these 

borders and has grown to occupy an entire eponymous neighborhood. Over time, these spaces 

grown from by-products of the borders of this region to some of their principle characteristics.  

 When Tangier is considered as a node in these broader infrastructures, we see the borders 

of the city are in fact part of much broader apparatuses that regulate flow, and migration and 

immigration is only a part of that flow. Beyond the material reworkings indicated above, the 

regulation of immigration and migratory flow is also reworked and hacked outside of its nominal 

purposes. Tangier, for good reason, has often been known as a border city. Even the perspective 

of Tangier as a “gateway” already includes an imagination of “the border” that extends beyond 

its material correlates in its ports and the Moroccan-Spanish land border at Ceuta. Indeed, 

Tangier is a border city in the sense that it is a city that serves as a border, both with the 

operation of containment as well as its interruptions. But what does this mean concretely on the 

ground, so to speak, where in between the beginning of migration and its supposed end the 

policies that supposedly govern Europe’s externalized borders are endured over months and 

years of waiting? Chalfin’s work on neoliberal frontiers showed that the work of borders can 

take place far from the material site of the border itself, even as the city becomes known as a 

border city, and eventually the city becomes the border. This is evident in Tangier, too. In his 
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writings on “people as infrastructure,” AbdouMaliq Simone describes the conjunctions by which 

“a specific economy of perception and collaborative practice is constituted through the capacity 

of individual actors to circulate across and become familiar with a broad range of spatial, 

residential, economic, and transactional positions” (2004, 408). While Simone is writing 

specifically about Johannesburg, South Africa, he also makes larger claims on the ways that 

people develop, renegotiate, and embody techniques of managing everyday life across urban 

African cities. The heterogenous collaborative practices Simone describes as emerge out of a 

negotiation with urban space, infrastructure, and objects that are not uniform in their design, 

mode of production, division of labor, or even regulatory regime. As such, “people as 

infrastructure” negotiate individually and collectively with material and social logics in order to 

rework systems that may not even be able to function otherwise. Simone is describing parts of 

Johannesburg that have been “’let go and forced to its connections with the larger world by 

making the most of its limited means” (2004, 411). The context of Tangier, and the immigrant 

worlds and communities in the city, is different but even so I argue there is a productive 

comparison. The repurposing of certain urban spaces in the city as no longer incidental to the 

borders of the region but in fact crucial to the conduits of flow – of peoples and commodities – is 

integral to how these border infrastructures work.  

 The ways in which immigrant and emigrant populations in Tangier negotiate, engage 

with, and resist the Moroccan state’s regularization and surveillance regimes reflects a similar 

approach to everyday life. As I will come to later in the chapter, the Moroccan government has 

taken ministerial and political structures meant to regulate formal labor and student migration 

from North and West Africa and attempted to scale these policies to regularize the mass of 

undocumented im/migrants waiting in the country’s cities such as Tangier. It did so by 
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collapsing the enactment of these policies into the ministry in charge of the affairs of Moroccans 

in Europe 2013, and driving the enforcement of policy into the Bureaus of Foreign(er) Affairs of 

local police stations. This ministry is now called the Ministry in Charge of Moroccans Living 

Abroad and Migration Affairs. This change also introduced new policies on how migrants could 

regularize as immigrants in Morocco. This change first took effect with an “open regularization” 

policy initiative between 2014-2015, and then again between the end of 2016 and beginning of 

2017. In the Tangier police station, which I discuss in the next section of this chapter, this means 

that a set of habits for navigating this regulatory infrastructure – making do on behalf of both 

migrants seeking to regularize and the police in the station – have emerged over time in the city. 

Secondly, Tangier’s municipal and social operations do not strictly follow the model of other 

cities in the Kingdom, and its (even recent) history as an International Zone has left lasting 

legacies in the way the city organizes itself and its residents, including power, privilege, and lack 

thereof. The enactment of these policies means contending with other networks of solidarity that 

stretch across the Strait of Gibraltar, and are enmeshed in all the other workings of these borders 

beyond the regulation of migratory flow. Tangier, like all cities, contains borders within it. And, 

over time, these borders are subject to shifting and prodding, pushing and pulling that comes 

from the subjective transformations that come as one waits in the city.  

 Far from being an intellectualized abstraction of conceptual borders, these borders are 

both currently present and deeply rooted in the city. Rudolf Mrázek has written eloquently on the 

ways in which Dutch infrastructural projects in the colonial Dutch East Indies, what is now 

Indonesia, brought into being language forms for using and developing these infrastructures, 

namely railroad and radio technologies (Mrázek 2002). Literally laying the tracks for the railroad 

also meant forging linguistic and social pathways for interacting with these systems, and 
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regulating the times and spaces of these encounters. Language, in its capacity as carrier of 

semiotic habits, works like infrastructure in this sense as well. In the Strait of Gibraltar, and 

especially Tangier, the very names of neighborhoods, residents, and habituated activities build 

from the multiple linguistic infrastructures brought into being throughout the region’s persistent 

and varied border regimes. And like other infrastructures, in Tangier we will see how language 

breaks down into new forms of semiotic codes and habits, each of which provoke particular 

temporalities and rhythms of everyday life in border zones. I am proposing that border 

infrastructures can be understood as a set of semiotic codes. These habits are the modes of 

navigating this semiotic series understood here as the process of making boza. Habit, in this 

sense, builds from both Mauss’ understanding of the habituated “body techniques” that bridge 

embodied socio-cultural knowledge with everyday life as well as pragmatist philosopher C.S. 

Peirce’s work on habit as a rule for action that derives from the attention to the relationship 

between a sign and its interpretant (Mauss 2006; Houser and Kloesel 1992).  

 If considered as a set of habits, border infrastructure is a semiotic construction with codes 

dictating something like “stop here; go there; not then; ok now; not you.” Seen in this more 

conventionally semiotic form, and combining both Mauss’ and Peirce’s understandings of habit, 

we can begin to see how the borders of and in Tangier influence the practices of everyday life 

while “waiting” as one constantly maintains attention to both the borders of Morocco and 

Europe, and how to navigate them, as well as the borders in the city that separate and bridge 

communities within it. As they sediment, these habits move from intentional attention to 

embodied knowledge. Below, I will discuss how these rules for action, and the relationships 

between sign and interpretant become habits in two instances. First, I will describe how my 

friend and colleague Polofree and I learned to navigate the linguistic borders marking who 
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belongs to Tangier and who does not. Second, I will outline my own experience of the process of 

waiting to process immigration papers in the Tangier police station’s waiting room, and the 

development of techniques of navigating this bureaucratically and temporally lengthy ordeal. In 

this process, these techniques become open to shifts, reifications, transformations, re-codings and 

reworkings, in short, they break down and change over time. The reverse is also true. Over time, 

this embodied knowledge becomes the grounds for a different negotiation of border space, 

opening the possibility of pushing back on the city’s internal borders that manifest in racist 

violence, for instance, or securing residency cards or visas that allow one to move through border 

spaces with new types of access and security. In these instances, “stop here” and “not now” also 

have another meaning: learn how to “wait.” 

 China Mieville’s 2010 science fiction novel The City and The City illustrates this 

conception of borders well, where citizens of two imagined overlapping nations train themselves, 

and are trained, from birth to see within the lines of their nation and avoid the colors, sounds, and 

sights of the other. Even as they constantly intersect, overlap, and bump into one another, the 

residents of both places know how to maintain attention to the borders of their subjective 

existence, and they know the penalties for overlooking them. That is, until the time when one 

detective following his alleged assassin target in the (other) city begins to see these borders, at 

which point the rule for action (the habit) governing the relationship between sign and 

interpretant (not here, there) begins to shift and becomes the grounds for a radical different way 

of inhabiting and negotiating the space of the city, and the city.  

 Like in Mieville’s novel, navigating borders in Tangier requires attention to a shifting set 

of infrastructural qua semiotic signs and their interpretants that change throughout the city and 

over time in reaction to evolving governmental mechanisms of regulating and bordering “waiting 
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time.” I learned of one type of this navigation from my friend and colleague, Polofree, who 

started an informal (and now formal) association to help fellow im/migrants navigate everyday 

life in Tangier. Polofree was one of the previously undocumented migrants who chose to go 

through the regularization process after the Moroccan government opened up a pathway to legal 

residency for migrants, refugees, and asylum-seekers in the country that operated within the 

confines of the Moroccan legal system. This legal pathway, a system of “regularization,” was 

novel in its difference from the previous residency processes that, outside of direct (and 

previously engaged) employee contracts and student visas, relegated migration policy to the 

international agreements of United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR). 

Previously, a UNHCR certificate acknowledging that “pending” status of an application for 

refuge was the de facto documentation governing migrant life in Morocco. Except for those with 

pre-existing jobs in Morocco, or from countries like Senegal and Algeria who have special visa 

regulations negotiated between countries, pathways to immigrant papers and thus to the legal 

ability to open bank accounts, work contractually and formally, or even apply for Moroccan 

social services were foreclosed.  

 The UNHCR paper was supposed to act as a guarantee that migrants would not be 

deported to their home countries by the Moroccan government while in Morocco, but afforded 

no legal protection or opportunity beyond that. Furthermore, many of the applicants for such 

“pending status” documents lacked or did not want to provide the documentation necessary for 

immigrant status. This documentation, such as previous bank statements, criminal record reports 

from home and host countries, certifications of degrees, and family information, was difficult if 

not impossible for many to provide after years spent en route. Many migrants even remove such 

paper trails intentionally along their migratory journeys, in order to avoid being rejected from 
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asylum or refuge or deported based on perceived lacks in their paper history. As a result, the 

UNHCR paper worked as a temporary pass to maintain everyday life in Morocco, as migrants 

chose to wait in the country while aiming for an onward destination.   

 Once the Moroccan government opened up this second “open regularization” period in 

2016, where migrants could apply for immigrant status without justifying their need to be in 

Morocco for work or school, the UNHCR paper became a step toward another temporary pass, 

one that would supposedly afford full legal rights and protection under (and from abuses) of the 

law. For migrants to go through this process of becoming an immigrant, as my friend Polofree 

did, they had to reconstitute a paper trail of their life. Although it was sure to be a pain, Polofree 

decided to do so for several reasons. If he were to secure a Moroccan residency permit through 

the Tangier police’s Office of Foreigner Affairs, then not only would he be able to inhabit and 

navigate Tangier as a legal resident with access to different governmental assurances and 

business services, he would also be able to navigate the spatial borders of North and West Africa 

through an entirely different infrastructure. For one, he wanted to be able to go back to 

Cameroon to see his family but not be prevented from coming back to Morocco legally and on a 

plane as opposed to back through the Sahara again, a route many migrants traverse time and time 

again in the years they spend waiting in North Africa. Even beyond the most basic desire for 

legal status and recognition in the country where one resides, a desire that should not be 

underestimated, he also wanted to formalize the work he had been doing for years through an 

informal association called “Voie des Migrants” (French for, Path/Way of Migrants). I heard 

about Voie des Migrants the first time Polofree and I met, in 2014, when we both had been 

invited for a dinner at an artist residency on the old mountain overlooking Tangier’s city center. 

The old mountain, as it is called among its wealthy residents, is where the King of Morocco has 
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his local residence, and monied “ex-pat” Euro-Americans have their homes and gardens in the 

city. The residency, hosted in a rented villa that is modest in comparison with its surroundings, 

was a temporary project being run by a French filmmaker who had decided to start it after she 

spent several years working at the Cinémathèque de Tanger. The Cinémathèque, since it was 

founded by Moroccan artist Yto Barrada in 2008, has become a place for youth of different 

backgrounds, Moroccan and foreign, to gather. It is also the place to go for young migrant artists 

looking for sympathetic ears from other young artists, and where many of the numerous art and 

cultural projects that characterize the city initially had their seeds. It, too, is a place of waiting, 

where a young person sits and casually sips coffee with a dangling cigarette, hoping to think up 

the next great film about Tangier, or at least be seated next to someone who does and needs some 

help. It’s one of the places I found myself when I first visited Tangier in 2010, and a place in 

which I have waited many a time in the decade since.   

 The French filmmaker had proposed a project to Polofree, a cinema vérité-type 

documentary about life in the Tangier suburbs where Polo and his comrades lived on 

construction sites that will be discussed further in Chapter 4. This film eventually became “The 

Astronauts of Boukhalef,” and was produced and premiered through a contemporary art festival 

in Tangier of which I am a co-founder, the Youmein Festival. The dinner had been a pretext to 

introduce Polofree, me, and Emmanuel Iduma, the Nigerian essayist and art critic. Emmanuel 

was in town on a research trip associated with a writing residency he had at the art gallery 

Apartment 22, in Morocco’s capital of Rabat. Emmanuel and I had, in fact, met by chance at the 

Cinémathèque earlier that week when I stepped in to translate between him and some 

Francophone Moroccans who had assumed that because Emmanuel was Black, he logically 

spoke French (he did not). After chatting about our respective research projects and life as 
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graduate students in New York, I took on the role of Emmanuel’s translator from French and 

Arabic to English that week, relating accounts to him as he interviewed migrants and activists 

about their notions of home, and the way “home” is put into parentheses while one is on the road, 

so to speak. Emmanuel’s work during that trip, which culminated in his 2018 book A Stranger’s 

Prose, was fascinating to me, as mine perhaps was to him, and we had much to discuss about the 

overlap between his idea of a parenthetic (home) and my interest in understanding waiting and 

borders.  

 Emmanuel left the dinner before I did that night. When I eventually left, after midnight, 

Polofree suggested we walk back to the city center together. It would be about an hour’s walk 

and while normally I would have tried to hail a collective taxi, he said he wanted to know more 

about what I thought about borders. As we walked through this upper middle-class neighborhood 

of “California,” Tangier, I tried to explain my theoretical perspective on a border, in the best 

French I could muster at that time. To me, the border was an abstract and concrete object at the 

same time, and I was obsessed with trying to understand what it produced. As we stepped across 

the street and on to the sidewalk, a luxury car driven by a middle-aged Moroccan man swerved 

around the corner and sped up to the curb of the sidewalk, bumping its edge. The man stopped 

the car and yelled out, ’ehh, mon ami, sors d’ici, zibi!, before speeding off again. (Hey, “my 

friend,” get out of here [French], dick! [Arabic]) I stopped, sort of stunned. Polofree turned 

around, laughed, and said “that’s a border, mon ami.” This term, “mon ami” is a provocative one 

in Morocco. French for “my friend,” it is a commonly heard casual epithet used by many 

Moroccans to refer to Black men. It is racializing, essentializing, and interpellating in that 

particular way that raises the skin on one’s neck, sometimes with fear and sometimes with rage.  

From the threatening remarks of the man driving the car, to the harassing “mon ami” one hears 
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on the streets of Tangier as Moroccan men call out to passing Black men, to the condescending 

“mon ami(e)” of the Moroccan bourgeoisie as they refer to their Black West African domestic 

help, to the Spanish-inflected call of Moroccan children in Msnana who cried out “shūf ʿkhay, 

Shūf ā khay, shḥāl dīāl monamigos kāīn timma!” to their friends as we all gathered to sacrifice 

the Eid sheep before the slaughter, the term is persistent and pervasive (hey man, look how many 

“monamigos” there are there [Tangerine Arabic, with portmanteau of French “mon ami” with 

Spanish “amigos”]).5  

 This moment, as well as the use and morphing of “mon ami,” is noteworthy for a variety 

of reasons, and also provokes a question of ethnographic methodology in this dissertation. Even 

as I tried to share my theoretical perspective on “borders” with a man whose experience with 

borders was much more material that conceptual, the conceptual notion of a border between 

citizen and im/migrant, those who belong and those who don’t, rendered itself material in an 

instant. This racializing and racist violence would be a persistent marker of the many long walks 

I’ve taken with Polofree since 2014, as are the borders of belonging and difference that appear 

through the linguistic and subjective interactions between those who seem to be out of place- in a 

neighborhood, in a city, or even in Morocco. While this has changed over time, the use of “mon 

ami” has not. “Mon ami” has also become “monamigos,” as I mentioned above, among a group 

of suburban Tangerine children with experience of Spanish media (radio and TV broadcasts from 

across the Strait) and Spanish-Moroccan relatives in Msnana. Msnana, a neighborhood of 

working-class Moroccans who work in Spanish-run factories and fields, in Morocco and in 

Spain, is also home to a growing immigrant population. This neighborhood, and the events 

around this religious celebration where I first heard this phrase, will appear in Chapter 4.  

                                                
امت ! 5 نیاك    Monamigos لاید لاحش   ، ياخ فوش ٱ      
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 Two more points need to be further explicated from this moment, as they are 

consequential to both my positionality in walking the streets of Tangier alone or with friends 

whether Moroccan or immigrant, as well as to the appearance of the conversations from these 

walks. The language of these walks was more often than not a mix of Moroccan Arabic, French, 

Spanish, and English. The combination of these languages is common throughout Morocco 

although oftentimes, among Moroccans, Arabic and French will be combined, or due to the 

increased presence of English in commerce, media, and education, Arabic and English. In 

Tangier, Spanish appears alongside or replaces French, and the movement between the languages 

is fluid and rapid even in one sentence. In some of my relationships in Tangier, we began our 

friendship in one language, and now speak in another. Polofree and I began our walk that night 

speaking in French, and now play between English, Arabic, Spanish, and French as many of our 

friends from Tangier do. In this ethnography, I have marked the language of interactions, or 

provided them in an original with a translation, in order to highlight the intentional use of 

language as a marker of difference or belonging, as in the use of “mon ami” above, or when it 

showcases the particular use or transformation of a term, as in the case of “monamigos.” More 

often than not, however, I wouldn’t be able to pinpoint an exact and discrete language of a 

conversation or a relationship, as to converse in Tangier is to converse between each language, 

for instance drawing structure and grammar from Moroccan Arabic, and vocabulary from a 

variety of languages depending on one’s education, upbringing, origin, and relatives abroad. Or, 

drawing structure and grammar from French and vocabulary from West African languages, 

Arabic, and Spanish. These linguistic constellations appear constantly in Tangier, and in this 

work. When English appears here, my translations are less of translations and more of unfoldings 

along these subjective lines.  
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 In Tangier, one can hear these different subject positions appear in passing conversations 

on the street or in the café. In the summers, when Moroccans residing in Europe come for their 

holidays, Dutch, Belgian-French, Spanish, and English appear more often, and their speakers are 

recognized for their ties to countries where Tanjawis have historically emigrated. Perhaps 

because of this diversity of ways of belonging in Tangier, when I walk through the streets of 

Tangier, and Morocco more generally, I walk through them as an Arab male, even as it could be 

rather clear that I am not from Morocco. Eventually, my Palestinianness and my Americanness, 

each in different ways, will come out in my manner of speech and body language. However, my 

chief mode of interaction is not one of distinct non-belonging in the country of Morocco, though 

it may be of non-belonging in certain neighborhoods due to apparent class differences made 

visible through my own comfort or discomfort. Sitting with a Moroccan friend and talking in a 

mix of English and Moroccan Arabic, or even in my particularly accented Moroccan Arabic, I 

am sometimes perceived from the outside as a Moroccan residing abroad, or perhaps someone 

from a neighboring North African country. Eventually, and inevitably, the truth comes out, and I 

am told that both as a Palestinian (especially so) and as an American (historically so, as Morocco 

was the first country to recognize the USA as an independent state), “you are welcome in 

Morocco.” This gesture of hospitality, and the particularities of being an Arab, American 

conducting research in Morocco will appear in more detail later in the chapter as I discuss my 

own entrance into the “regularization” process. 

 That night in 2014, I understood the danger in the term “mon ami” and the rage it 

provokes, too. The threat of a Moroccan car driver or the use of “mon ami” was not unusual. 

After it happened, Polofree and I continued our walk, and the debate about borders. Eventually 

we arrived in the center of the city, where Polofree was going to take a shared taxi back to the 
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suburban construction site near the neighborhood of Boukhalef where he was staying. Before we 

parted ways, he grabbed a piece of paper lying on the sidewalk and wrote down a phrase on it, 

“Voie des Migrants.” He told me that if I wanted to understand what a border was, to search for 

this on Facebook. I did, and found a Facebook page with, at the time, around a few thousand 

followers, dedicated to posting news and updates relevant for the migrant community in Tangier. 

At that time, Polofree and other users of the page mainly posted news relevant to the migrant 

community in Tangier and northern Morocco, as well as anonymous reports whenever a group of 

migrants made it across the border to Ceuta or across the Strait of Gibraltar to mainland Spain. 

Sometimes, there were warnings about police activity, raids happening, or spurts of xenophobic 

violence in Tangier. Other times, phone numbers to call if anyone could identify the remains of 

the dead, or knew what happened to someone who had gone missing. By 2020, that page had 

30,000 people who followed for general updates, interviews, photo-video series, and news about 

migrant life in North Africa, and a group of 12,000 members who share more detailed updates 

about the im/migrant life in Morocco and crossings across the border. Posts about successful 

crossings carry the hashtag “boza,” the code word I mentioned previously signifying success 

used across the country, but a word that first gained prominence in among migrants in Northern 

Morocco.  There are also similar pages set up from all over Morocco by other activists. As these 

social relationships grow, digitally and in person, there are more and more outlets for navigating 

the appearance of borders in the city, whether manifested as neighborhood violence or as police 

battalion evicting im/migrant residents and deporting them to the Moroccan south.  

 Online updates about police activity against immigrants and migrants, as well as news of 

deportations and political shifts in West and Central African governments and in Morocco, 

provide index points for reckoning with daily life in Tangier and with governmental procedures 
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relating to immigration. During the period of open regularization between 2016 and 2018, as 

well in the years since, the page also became a resource for navigating the shifting and at times 

unclear laws governing regularization as an immigrant in Morocco, even while waiting for the 

chance to keep moving to Europe. In Tangier especially, the relationship between immigrants 

and police is fraught and couched in dynamics of an already-difficult process of obtaining 

residency along with a clear frustration among police at being tasked with managing the 

immigration process. These borders have history in Tangier, and this history is barely under the 

surface of the city.  

 

Regularizing Waiting 

The central Tangier police station sits behind a plaza known as Sāhat al-Umam, (Plaza of 

Nations [Arabic])6. It was originally named that in recognition of CAFRAD, a Pan-African 

training and research center built there in 1964 by Morocco, Algeria, Cameroon, Egypt, Gabon, 

Ghana, Guinea, Mali, Senegal, Sudan, and Tunisia, with the support of UNESCO.7 Given 

Tangier’s history as an international city throughout the first half of the 20th century, this gesture 

of post-colonial Pan-African internationality seemed to be an attempt to reclaim Tangier’s 

international status on behalf of the African continent. Although CAFRAD now has almost 40 

member-states from around Africa, it mainly serves as a policy vehicle for Morocco’s political 

agendas across Africa, and a venue for trade negotiations benefitting Royal-owned or affiliated 

banks, real estate development companies, and resource extraction endeavors. The original plaza 

was demolished and paved over in 2012. It was eventually reopened in 2016 with an 

                                                
مملأا 6 ةحاس   
7 CAFRAD stands for Centre Africain De Formation Et De Recherche Administrative Pour 
Developpement, or African Training and Research Centre in Administration for Development. 
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underground parking lot and covered in the polished, machine carved stones that characterize 

contemporary Moroccan state-built public architecture. Train stations, ports, airports, museums, 

and rest stops have all been slowly renovated by the government over the past decade to reflect 

the same architectural style, and plazas, too. Around the time that they closed the plaza in 2012, 

the city government moved the central police department from the building where it had been 

located for decades to a newer builder next door, built in this same national modern style. 

While the particular recognition of Tangier’s international character that is “Plaza of 

Nations” and the CAFRAD building looks toward Morocco’s political economic expansion in 

Africa, just a few blocks away in the police station another historical memory of the international 

zone is pervasive, as are the everyday tensions of not-belonging in Morocco. Although the 

process of regularization came from a top-down directive, on the ground in the city it became 

very clear that the police were inventing the processes of regularizing and policing immigrants 

and migrants as they went along. Indeed, the change in location and expansion of the police 

office dedicated to these processes – three different offices in 4 years – speaks to the rapid 

expansion of their mandate and those who would fall within it. I had become familiar with the 

police station, and the police, over my time in Tangier. As a foreigner living in Morocco, I had 

sought out a residency permit as well as subsequent renewals since I first received one in 2012.  

In each office, though, photos of the “International brigade” of the Tangier International Zone 

police force from the first half of the 20th century adorned the walls of the waiting room where 

those attempting to have papers processed were forced to wait. The process of applying for the 

residency card is hard, in the best of circumstances, and seemingly impossible in the worst. 

That’s what made the Moroccan government’s period of “open regularization” so tempting for 

many migrant and immigrant denizens of Tangier who had been there for years, living without 
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State approval. It wouldn’t be easy, but at least it wouldn’t be impossible. In order to apply, the 

applicant needed to furnish a number of documents, and a number of copies of each document. 

These include rent contracts with payment stubs, a bank statement, a certificate from the country 

of origin acknowledging citizenship and that country’s knowledge of the applicant being in 

Morocco, certificates of health, a criminal record report from the country of origin, a criminal 

record report from the city of Tangier’s judicial department, CVs, and the list goes on, with 

various additions or subtractions depending on what the justification for residency is: studies; 

work; retirement; general immigration. Per accords with certain governments, namely Algeria 

and Senegal, and exemptions to this policy for Yemeni and Syrian refugees forced by UNHCR 

as well, citizens of those countries do not need to furnish all of the same papers, but do have 

other requirements. An applicant must also show a passport with photocopies of the face page as 

well as the page showing last date of entry into Morocco.  

Officially, the Moroccan government treats non-residents as tourists who must leave the 

country every three months. For years, that meant many foreigners from North America and 

Europe living in Morocco as “ex-pats” would trudge to Ceuta every three months and make a 

quick day-trip across the border to collect the passport stamps needed to justify their presence in 

the countries, as they were not working formally in Morocco. Especially for those living in 

Tangier, this became an excuse for a quick shopping trip to benefit from seasonal sales in Ceuta 

as well as tax-free alcohol and grocery prices. For many, even the long lines of Ceuta’s borders 

were preferable to the impenetrable process of applying for resident status at the police station. 

In 2019 the Moroccan government passed a law mandating that foreigners could not spend more 

than 6 months in a year in the country without residency permits, aimed at discouraging this sort 

of stamp-collecting. For migrants, refugees, and asylum-seekers in Morocco, exiting the country 
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every three months is nearly impossible. Many entered Morocco legally with passports from 

their home countries, but EU border restrictions prohibited their entrance into Ceuta or anywhere 

else in Europe without a visa. This is, of course, the reason for their time spent in Morocco and 

the breakdown in journeys elsewhere. Some, from Syria or Yemen for instance, may not mind 

staying in Morocco but still could neither legally work in the country without these residency 

permits nor legally enter and exit the EU to renew their legal tourist status in Morocco with their 

home country passports. Although the Moroccan government’s regulation of these different 

groups of foreigners in the country falls within the same ministerial procedures, in practice there 

are a variety of prohibitive conditions that determine access to legal permission to reside in 

Morocco, whether through regularization or through “stamp-collecting.”  

Some migrants, especially from Central and West African countries, purposefully do 

away with their passports so as to prevent possible deportation to their countries of origin. While 

the absence of formal documentation comes with risks, it also helps to alleviate other risks such 

as deportation to one’s country of origin. Applying for a residency permit in Morocco, even 

during the government’s supposedly relaxed period of open regularization meant furnishing 

identity documents that they may no longer have had. And, in contacting consulates and 

embassies, these applicants feared putting themselves on a list of potential deportees. The fear of 

deportation, or even “soft deportation” to regions of the Moroccan Sahara, is a present and 

justified fear. “Regularizing,” for some, means providing an address from which one can be 

evicted in raids, then detained and deported. This continued to happen throughout the 

regularization period, and still does. One key element in the open regularization period was that 

applicants were allowed to apply for residency even if their most recent entry in Morocco was 
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more than three months before the applicant, and thus they were out of their legal window of 

visiting the country. 

While the UNHCR paper attesting that a person has indeed registered with the 

organization and is seeking refugee or asylum-seeker status should prevent the Moroccan police 

from arresting and deporting migrants in Morocco who do not have the proper passport stamp 

documentation for being in the country during a three-month window, it does not prevent the 

police from raiding neighborhoods, conducting evictions, and deporting im/migrants to the 

Saharan regions. The time one has spent in the country thus becomes a legal liability to be 

measured against the risk of providing personal information to a police system that may not be 

trust-worthy. As a result, many migrants in Morocco have chosen to forgo the regularization 

process and thus providing an address, and only seek to register themselves with UNHCR to 

secure their papers, either in Rabat at their headquarters or at various authorized outposts 

partially supported by UNHCR or IOM in association with other organizations, such as the 

CARITAS Catholic Charities center in the Spanish church of Tangier. The role of these local 

organizations, and the pushback to their institutionalization of the figure of the migrant, refugee, 

and asylum seeker will appear again in later chapters, as it is in this pushback that seemingly 

temporary categories of belonging that exist outside this schema persist in Tangier. The concern 

here, however, is the quotidian labor of making-do and navigating this seemingly unknowable 

behemoth of “regularization.”   

This making-do involves an intimate relationship between non-citizens who want papers 

in Morocco and police who are charged with protecting and disciplining citizens. This uneasy 

relationship was related to me on the day I received my most recent residency permit, a 10-year 

permit affording me immigrant status in Morocco, in 2019. Although just months before my 
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fieldwork was to end and I was to return to New York, this permit was the culmination of an 

effort I began 6 months earlier when my previous permit was due to expire. When I finally 

received the permit, the officer in charge of my case took a look at my birthday and said, “when 

this one expires, you’ll be 40. It’s probably time to try and finish your dissertation now.” In the 

years since I have been coming to the police station and trying to apply for my residency permit, 

coming and going in search of another piece of paper and another notarized copy, the police 

officers in this office had come to realize my interest in what was going on there was more than 

just a happenstance. They saw me chatting with other people waiting to have their papers 

evaluated and their cases heard, exchanging phone numbers and setting up future conversations. 

Even though the sign posted by the chairs where we sat said, “WAITING ROOM – NO 

PHOTOS, NO CELL PHONES,” even they seemed to know that the often 8-hour wait was 

intolerable without any sort of interactions and smuggled-in cell phones. As a condition of the 

fieldwork funding I received, a copy of my research statement was submitted to the Moroccan 

Ministry of the Exterior, and had to be approved by the head of the Department of International 

Cooperation before I could receive the funding. This department, in turn, sent the information to 

the relevant office at the Tangier police station, which oversaw the presence of foreigners in the 

city. Thus, I had a rather full dossier in the desk of the man who handed me the residency card, 

and he knew full well that I was interested in the every-day life of immigrants in Tangier.  

After he quipped about the time it has taken me to do my dissertation research, he told me 

that he didn’t know how to deal with the influx of immigrants to Tangier, and to Morocco, any 

more than I did. His office, he said, was established to oversee the affairs of foreigners “like me” 

residing in the city, whether or not they had official residency status. It was one of the oldest 

sections of the Tangier police force, as evidenced by photos framing the whole of his 
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predecessors who worked in this section during Tangier’s International Zone days. Sometimes, 

that meant intervening on the behalf of foreigners with other police sections, such as when a 

group of drunken Russian men barreled their rental car into my parked rental car at 5am on 

Saturday morning, and the attending officers didn’t believe that yes, I am the American renter of 

this car and no I don’t have Moroccan insurance. Other times, that meant keeping tabs on me 

such as when I went to Spain for a month to conduct interviews with government officials in 

Madrid. At that point, I realized that the police had a low-level surveillance team watching me 

when, after they hadn’t seen me in a few weeks, they came knocking at the door of my apartment 

building and asked the parking attendant where the Palestinian was, and if he (I), was still living 

there. I had, since my first days in this police office in 2012, been known as “the Palestinian.” 

Every time I filled out a government form in Morocco, inevitably next to “Nationality- USA” 

they would write “Palestine.” This is, of course, despite my lack of any state-level recognition in 

the State of Palestine, beyond my current role as legal representative for my grandparents’ 

farmlands and crumbling houses in Ramallah and occupied Palestine. 

The officer went on to say that in fact his job was more to oversee the affairs of people 

like myself in Tangier, to know what I was up to as a foreign researcher, than to handle the 

influx of migrants, refugees, and asylum-seekers who had filled his office for the past decade. 

The Moroccan government, he said, was inventing policies as they went along and the 

responsibility to enact, enforce, and address the everyday challenges and contradictions of these 

policies fell to him and other police officers in his department. The head of the department was 

an appointed bureaucrat, but career civil servants like the people who actually worked in the 

office had seen the waxing and waning of different policies and implantation strategies on the 

ground over the years. Tangier is still an international city, he said, and that means processing 



85 
 

the residency applications for any range of foreigners from the migrants on the news, to the 

UNHCR-sponsored Syrian refugees who chose to settle in Tangier at the end of their journey and 

to undocumented Algerian kids who snuck into Morocco trying to get to Ceuta, as well as 

European and Asian business people working in businesses in the city’s growing manufacturing 

“Free Zone” by the port. All of these people, and all of their various social, financial, and 

political connections, and lack thereof, wound up waiting in his office.   

 Although Tangier is one of the fastest growing cities in Morocco, its social and municipal 

infrastructures remain stricken by the fact that until the early 2000s, the city had been basically 

abandoned by the national government and without much financial or political support for city 

services. In one of my first times in the police station, before they moved into their current 

building, I was sitting with the small corner office where residency applications were processed. 

Not many people were applying in 2012, either because it wasn’t necessary for most people or 

because for the migrants who needed it most, Tangier had yet to become a more permanent stop 

on the journey to Europe. The office was basically a counter with papers to fill out, and a few 

officers sitting behind the counter accepting and rejecting the assembled dossiers. The same 

officers who oversaw my case now were there then too, but the whole process seemed a bit more 

ad-hoc, and almost casual. It was more of a “Yes, we will accept these, and no, come back when 

you have this” sort of feeling. There was less waiting around for your case to be reviewed and 

heard, and there was no formal “Waiting Room,” just a few chairs on the applicant side of the 

counter. Once while I was waiting to have my papers reviewed, the BBC called this office asking 

for a comment about a Chinese-national wanted for a murder in the UK who had been found in 

Tangier. At that time, no one in the office felt confident in their English and so the man behind 

the counter – the oldest of the officers and the one who generally oversees “ex-pat” residency 
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applications – turned to me and called out: “hey you, Palestinian, you speak English, right? 

You’re from the US? Talk to this lady from the BBC and tell her to fuck off, we don’t have 

anything to say.” He beckoned for me to come around the counter. I took the phone and politely 

informed the reporter that the Tangier Police Department had no comment.  

 The contrast between that corner office and the entire 3rd floor of a brand-new central 

police station is astounding. There was no waiting room perhaps because the State had not yet 

realized that to oversee the presence of foreigners in Tangier meant to oversee and intervene into 

their waiting in Tangier. Even when this department first moved to this new station, they ran 

their section from a slightly larger office on the ground floor. All of the desks were in the same 

room, and multiple cases were heard at once in order to try and keep up with the ever-growing 

flow of applications. Eventually they implemented a rule which stated that any potential new 

applicant would have to show up at the police station early in the morning, beginning at 6am, to 

write their name and nationality down on a piece of printer paper. At 8am, an officer would show 

up at hand out numbered pieces of paper based on the order of the names on the list. All day, 

until 3:30pm, they would move through those numbers. If you weren’t there at 8, you would not 

be seen that day. If you were too far down on the list, it was likely that you wouldn’t be seen that 

day either. At least, that was what was supposed to happen. Throughout the day more people 

would show up, some of whom magically seemed to have numbers in hand and others who 

would carry shopping bags from a certain make-up store in the new mall, which served as a sign 

that they were carrying a bribe. Some of the officers standing guard at the door of the office, to 

make sure that only those with the right number in hand could enter, offered to hand out a phone 

number with the instructions to call the number later that night if one wanted to appear on the list 

of names in the morning without showing up at 6am.  
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 Sitting in the waiting room, day in and day out, I began to learn the tricks of making it to 

the top of the list. While swapping stories of frustrations and of the new papers being demanded 

by the police in an effort to slow this flow of applicants, waiting in the room endowed the time 

spent there with a particular sort of solidarity and sociability. People would share some of the 

woes that led them to this room, maybe rehearsing them to be shared with the police in hopes of 

an ounce of sympathy and maybe just looking to pass the time with others stuck waiting. No one 

dared leave the small room, rotating who sits and who has to stand, for fear that the police would 

call your number while you were out getting a coffee or having a cigarette. If you did leave for a 

few minutes, the rule was to find a person a few numbers behind you and ask them to come and 

get you when the number before you came up. For those without the connections to skip the line, 

your comrades-in-waiting were temporary lifelines. The stark reality seemed to be that was 

nearly impossible to get your paperwork through the police office and sent off to the capital, 

Rabat, for evaluation by the Ministry of the Interior without some sort of advocate. With the 

exception of those with institutional or corporate power, generally White Europeans, who were 

able to force their papers through without waiting at the station, everyone was forced to wait in 

the same space. 

 However, that is not to say that the waiting room was the only place where the process of 

regularization took place. Over time, communities of “waiters” formed to advocate for their own 

interests and for new members of their communities. That is to say, the waiting room could be 

negotiated by the waiting-work one undertook in the rest of the city. Likewise, the work of 

waiting changed the way one was able to navigate the city too. Advocates for certain 

communities would appear in the room to help organize papers and to provide contacts to NGOs 

and associations who could help provide the requisite domicile proof, health certificates, and 
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contacts at embassies to regain passports and ID cards previously “lost” along the way to 

Morocco. These advocates didn’t just exist in the room, though, and often served as emissaries of 

self-organized groups that over time appeared to help new migrants in the city settle in, find 

accommodation, work, and health-care support. Many of these advocates worked with new 

migrants hoping to become applicants regardless of their national origin, and the benefit of their 

work spread through word of mouth (and online) through informal associations and 

neighborhood and religious meetings that brought im/migrants together regardless of origin or 

status.   

 Fatema, a Cameroonian woman who had been in Tangier for nearly a decade, was one 

such advocate. She knew the police, and would walk residents of her Msnana community 

directly into the police office in order to demand why their papers weren’t being processed, and 

to find out what it really was that the police wanted, or what top-floor pressure was coming down 

on them. Even with this relationship, her apartment was still raided in the series of police 

ventures in 2017 that led up to the closing of this regularization period at the end of that calendar 

year. The neighborhood raids came to be known in the im/migrant community as razzia, a term 

that draws from an older Arabic term for raid, often denoting slave raids, but was then borrowed 

in French and Spanish to refer to “round-ups.” As it reappears in the context of im/migrant 

jargon in North Africa, the history of the term and its present connotation stand in eerie parallel. 

While this particular raid will be discussed further in Chapter 4, the context of Fatema’s 

advocacy here stands as a clear reminder that the police employed all manner of tactics to push 

for migrants to register as immigrants to discourage further movement to Europe, including 

conducting night-time raids in im/migrant neighborhoods so as to further underscore the unstable 

position of those without papers.  
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Other advocates appeared from international manufacturing firms, who would come in 

with stacks of their employees’ papers already compiled together and drop them off with the 

head of the office. Leaders of different European communities, from consulates or from one of 

the private foreign run primary and secondary schools in Tangier, would do the same for their 

communities. Those who didn’t have an advocate, or who hadn’t been in Tangier long enough to 

find their advocate, were forced to wait in the room while everyone else waited in the city. 

 

Mon Ami, The Resident 

Waiting in the city could mean a variety of things. For one, the informal associations that 

form organically among neighbors, conspirators, and like-minded migrants, such as Polofree’s 

Voie des Migrants, have become more formal over time. In this formality, and with recognition 

in different corners of the Tangier’s artistic, academic, and activist/aid communities, advocacy 

and activism present labor opportunities within the im/migrant community. Workshops, 

performances, exhibitions, and community work all become ways by which im/migrants can 

both build capital as well as connections which may be of use while in Tangier and perhaps also 

in leaving Tangier. Such opportunities may be organized in parallel with Moroccan authorities as 

well as against them. Regardless, there is the opportunity to organize, and to work. The seeming 

chaos of migrants in motion could be reconfigured to be seen as an organized operation that 

parasites off of this interruption in flow that is waiting time, and occurs in the city as much as in 

the waiting rooms of the police station. Throughout the chapters to follow, these events of 

waiting will appear in this capacity. These events result from persistent sedimentation of the 

languages, labors, and infrastructure of belonging that reveal themselves in momentary 

eventfulness but are formed slowly in the everyday work of waiting.  
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For Polofree, the work of waiting to move on from Tangier turned into waiting for his resident 

status. Along the way, his work with Voie des Migrants allowed him to build a network of 

relations and then media attention that eventually resulted in an exposition in Paris of his 

photography within the im/migrant community of Tangier. That exposition came with a visa to 

France, which he was able to receive because of his legal residency status in Morocco. Over 

time, the work of trying to pass through the border between Morocco and Spain gave way to 

negotiations of the borders of governmental procedures in Tangier. As this happened, new modes 

of belonging in Tangier opened up as well. In 2019, 5 years after Polofree and I faced the 

xenophobia of a Moroccan car driver, we were again taking a walk along the corniche of 

Tangier’s coastal boulevard Mohamed VI. Shortly after returning to Tangier from his exposition 

in Paris, he and I met up to head to a party hosted by a mutual French-Moroccan friend. It was 

summer, so the city was packed with Moroccans emigrants to Europe and their families who had 

returned to the city for holidays. Among families walking out late in the night after the hot 

Mediterranean sun had set over the Atlantic Ocean, children played, people flirted, and young 

men sat around smoking cigarettes idly on the benches overlooking the coastline. Polofree and I 

were this time speaking in a mix of French and English, when a young of young men started 

following us, calling out “eh, mon ami, eh eh, mon ami.” I turned around and generally told them 

to give it a rest, in Moroccan Arabic, and moved to keep walking: “wa yalla, ṣāfī, bārākā” (come 

on, that’s it, enough)].8 As they persisted, Polofree turned around and retorted, in a Tanjawi 

accented dialect of Moroccan Arabic, “hey dick, fuck off, I’m Tanjawi like your mother’s 

religion” (ṣīr taqawed zibī. ānā ṭanjawī kīf dīn dī-umak [AR]).9 After the insult, they were 

                                                
اكاراب 8 يفاص  ،7ای  او   
كامید 9 نیدلا  فیك  يواجنط  انأ  ،يبز  دوّقت آ  ریس   
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shocked, and apologized profusely, saying they didn’t think he was Moroccan or from Tangier 

because he was Black, that they were sorry, and then they walked away. As we kept on our walk, 

I remembered that night in 2014, and the differences in the experience. In 2019, both of us made 

claims on belonging, in different ways, and told the kids to move along. We pushed the border 

back a little bit. In 2014, the border pushed us back.  

This chapter began with an intervention into how we might discuss borders, and thus the 

events of waiting, in a way that borrows understandings of breakdown from studies of 

infrastructure. In charting out the spatial net that the borders between Morocco and Spain cast in 

Tangier, I’ve also tried to show how over time they can be negotiated and navigated differently. 

This can occur linguistically, as Polofree and myself learned in the difference between our 

experiences in 2014 and in 2019. In the time between, we both became residents, learned 

languages, and each learned new manners of walking through the city. It can also occur legally, 

when communities of advocacy born out of trying to navigate Moroccan bureaucratic procedures 

form to help migrants become immigrants in Morocco. The work of advocacy, too, can provide 

new social and financial grounds with which one can envision a way of being in Tangier that 

isn’t simply as a foreigner but as someone who belongs to a place. Within this rich social world, 

various productive effects emerge from the waiting time imposed by and contained within this 

regularization process, and categories of belonging that are excessive of “migrant,” “refugee,” 

“asylum-seeker,” and even “immigrant” appear. As each of these categories is transcended, 

social relations and labor opportunities emerge on the one hand, alongside state intervention, 

confusion, and xenophobia on the other. Far beyond solely the workings of a migration 

apparatus, the enactment of policies governing migration and regularization in Tangier produces 

other modes of belonging in the city. These modes of belonging include ally-ships and 
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relationships formed in the police station as well as across the city. Even as the material borders 

of Tangier perform their infrastructural role of regulating and restricting flow, they produce 

persistent modes of organizing social life. Rather than seeing the border as a tool for enacting 

Europe’s migration policy, seeing the border as infrastructure reveals the productive effects 

within its spatial and temporal bounds. Thus seen, the opening of the possibility of 

“regularization” in Morocco not only exceeds a discussion of migration policy as such, it is also 

grounded in an everyday negotiation of borders that preceded it and continues beyond it. 

 The processes of securitization, regularization, deportation described here evoke 

responses on social and material levels. As much as these processes are productive of the 

migration apparatus of concern to many studies of borders, they are also productive of the ways 

of life that emerge alongside the procedural categorization of personhood based on assumptions 

grounded in spatial mobility. If UNHCR deems someone an appropriate applicant for asylum 

based on where they are coming from and where they fit into a policy schema, then they are 

offered certain legal protections and opportunities. This schema affords for single mothers, 

victims of state-sanctioned violence, and members of internationally recognized persecuted 

minorities to more quickly pass through to another level of protection than those who are simply 

recognized as “applicants,” like most of those who UNHCR and its subsidiary the International 

Organization for Migration consider “economic migrants.” Even so, the appropriate papers 

“protecting” a Syrian family does not mean that the process of obtaining immigration papers in 

Tangier goes any more smoothly than for anyone else without the proper ally in the station. 

Internationally sanctioned recognition of these categories allows the deployment of funds, aid, 

and aid workers, but does not translate into their recognition on the local level. Indeed, this 

recognition is subject to the other forms of politicking at play in the region. For instance, even as 



93 
 

Morocco touted its regularization process as a progressive stance on the international stage at the 

UN Migration Summit in Marrakech in December 2018, they were renegotiating fishing and 

maritime-resource extraction rights with Spain in both the Mediterranean Sea and around the 

Atlantic Canary Islands. On May 17, 2021, over 6000 individuals crossed irregular from 

Morocco into Ceuta, prompting speculations that the Moroccan authorities had relaxed their 

patrols in response to the Spanish government’s decision to welcome Western Saharan leader 

Brahim Ghali for medical treatment in Spain (Kassam 2021). Throughout the past decade, 

Moroccan ministers such as Minister of Agriculture Aziz Akhannouch have publicly stated that 

should Spain not desire to capitulate, they should remember Morocco’s role in holding back 

scores of migrants from reaching their shores (Peregil and Cañas 2017) .  

 The entanglement of resource extraction and commoditization with migration policy is 

hardly surprising, but noteworthy here in that it makes very clear that these borders and their 

infrastructures have regional roles that far transcend migration policy and policing. In fact, they 

present opportunities for capitalization and the production of value even in their capacity as 

regulators of migratory flow. For the State, borders produce resources to be mined, just as the 

lands and seas in which they are situated. In their work Border as Method; Or, The 

Multiplication of Labor, Mezzadra and Neilson outline how borders create the conditions for the 

division of labor along a multitude of categories beyond simply skill. For them, border policies 

result in categories such as gender, religion, country of origin, language(s)-spoken, and family 

status become the lines along which labor is divided, and work and immigration visas are 

distributed. Applying that perspective to this situation offers one angle into the disjuncture 

between UNHCR-Moroccan policy, and its enactment on the ground in places such as Tangier.  
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 The bribes, allies, privileges, and advocacy that intervene in the waiting outlined above 

could also be seen as indices pointing to community such as Voie des Migrants and the 

communal sentiments that come from doing barzakh. As is obvious in the police’s cooperation in 

these interventions, they are quite aware of these communities and groups of belonging, and the 

potential usefulness of these categories. And as can be seen from King Mohammed VI’s 

international promotion of Morocco as a liberal and tolerant African state to the opening of 

French, Russian, and Chinese manufacturing zones across northern Morocco, the Moroccan state 

has a vested interested in the value and use of immigrant communities. Some communities may 

be of use in factories, such as the automobile and microchip factories near to the suburban 

Tangier neighborhoods of Msnana and Boukhalef that employ West African immigrant factory 

workers. Other communities, such as undocumented migrants, may be of use in negotiating with 

Spain, as stated above, or in promoting images of tolerance as discussed in Chapter 4. Some 

groups are useful in helping the police keep tabs on the goings-on in immigrant quarters as 

informers, and some groups are useful because they bring capital and tourism with their affairs. 

The temporality of such uses differs, as do the waiting times for immigration papers (if they 

come at all, in some cases). Among migrants seeking to become immigrants in Tangier, their 

value to the production of profit in Morocco changes over time, as do their relationships to 

countries of origin, the languages they speak, and perhaps even religion. It is along these lines 

that Mezzadra and Neilson’s theory of the multiplication of labor through bordering fails to 

consider what happens to these categories over time. In doing so, it overlooks the sedimentation 

of habits that emerge in response to these processes of regularization and securitization. While 

labor may be divided along new lines through the mechanisms of a border, including visa 

policies and migration apparatuses, it also may be divided by new categories that emerge in 
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response to borders, categories formed by habituated responses to the operations of the border 

both material and socio-political. The persistence of these habits are the grounds for other forms 

of belonging, and names for these forms, that neither fit into the categories of (economic) 

migrant, refugee, and asylum-seeker, nor in the perhaps opaque categories of use-value that 

might be found in the procedures of the Moroccan regularization process.  

 Finally, there is another category that must be considered in the value produced by these 

border infrastructures, and their organization of social life. The role of Moroccans residing 

abroad is integral to much of the work of the borders in the Strait of Gibraltar. On the southern 

Spanish coastal highways between Malaga and Algeciras, official European Union road signs 

indicating directions to the ferry terminals to Morocco are written in Arabic as well as Spanish. 

In Morocco, newly opened auto-routes connect Tangier’s ports with cities and towns with strong 

connections to Moroccan emigrants to Europe. The economic surge brought to this region each 

summer when millions of these emigrants drive to Morocco from throughout Europe, crossing 

through Tangier (MAP 2018). This is a significant force that drives development and policy from 

the local level all the way to international geo-politics. In Tangier, many of the immigrant 

neighborhoods where the annual summer raids take place were primarily developed to cater to 

this population of emigrants, and to increase local investment from Moroccans residing abroad 

(Wagner 2008). For West and Central African migrants and immigrants residing in such 

neighborhoods, their very residence (whether or not legally recognized) brings them into relation 

with this development plan. Later chapters discuss the dynamics of these neighborhoods further, 

including the work many West and Central African young men have done to help construct these 

neighborhoods even as they reside in their construction sites, as well as the particular rhythms 

and intimacies of sociality between immigrants to Morocco and emigrants from Morocco.  
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 Aside from these intimacies, and indeed often because of them, it is important to consider 

how Moroccan policy towards citizens and subjects abroad factors into the operations of the 

police directed at immigrant communities in Tangier. Moroccans Residing Abroad, known 

officially as “MRE” by the state agency which oversees both immigration and emigration affairs, 

provide one of the greatest sources of Morocco’s national GDP in the form of remittances, like 

many other emigrant populations across the world and especially in the greater-Maghreb region 

(P. A. Silverstein 2004). As a result, the government has employed nation-wide strategies to 

cater to them in airports, highway rest stops, and maritime amenities, including investing 

millions of dollars in building infrastructure to facilitate their smooth arrival in Tangier via two 

ports, TangerMed, located between Tangier and Ceuta, and the Tangier city port. This is in 

addition to private businesses and hotels designed to keep them in Tangier before they depart to 

the regions of origin across the countries. Among some in Tangier, however, there is a sort of 

distaste for the overcrowding, loud fast sports cars that come in from Europe and zoom down the 

“lazy” boulevards, and an assumed Islamic conservatism that is associated with the Moroccans in 

Europe, as opposed to the Moroccans in Morocco. This distinction appears in use of the 

derogatory term “zmigri,” which parasites off the pronunciation of the French “les emigres,” to 

refer to those who left for Europe. This seeming derision, however, doesn’t extend to the level of 

official state policy. On the contrary, outdoor festivals, resort towns, and summer home 

programs have all appeared in the last decade as a way of further capitalizing on Tangier’s 

greatest resource: its borders. As much of the smoothening of border-crossing processes 

designed to facilitate entry into Morocco with commodities and capital is aimed at these 

residents abroad, so is the policing of the neighborhoods where they have their residences. When 

this descendance of European-Moroccans to and through Tangier picks up in volume, so too do 
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the annual summer “razzia” where police clear neighborhoods where immigrant tenants reside in 

buildings owned by emigrants, sometimes without the knowledge of the owner but with the 

permissions of and rental contracts with sub-lease managers who exploit owners’ absences.  

 Seen through the catering toward “MREs” as well as regional politicking between 

Morocco and Spain, for instance, it is clear that the workings of borders in Tangier need to be 

considered alongside the broader relationship between Morocco and Europe, and Moroccans in 

Europe. Similarly, the historical and growing investment of Moroccan royal and corporate 

holdings in West and Central African industries such as transportation, banking, resource 

extraction, and real estate development impacts these border infrastructures as well. As Morocco 

has rejoined the African Union after decades of non-participation in protest over Algeria’s 

presence, a remnant of Morocco’s ongoing dispute with Algeria over control of the Western 

Sahara, they have also made entries into joining ECOWAS, the Economic Cooperative of West 

African States. If Morocco eventually succeeds in joining, there will be visa-free labor 

movement between Morocco and the member West African states. In such a scenario, then the 

im/migrants in Morocco would become a legal low-wage labor force with pre-existing networks 

and languages that allow them to work in Morocco, as they have already been doing. As such, 

looking at migration policy and the working of borders in Tangier necessitates understanding the 

particular relationship between Morocco and Europe, and that of Moroccans in Europe, and West 

Africans in Morocco, and Morocco in West Africa. Immigrant regularization in Tangier is then 

just one dimension of the workings of borders that are influenced by each of these regional ties.  
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To Whom is the Border Addressed? 

This chapter has examined how, as a series of infrastructural connections, the borders of 

the Strait of Gibraltar are thus mutually constituted by and responsive to political and economic 

pressures from a variety of directions. Far from just enacting and enforcing a “migration 

apparatus,” these borders draw on and influence daily life beyond their material infrastructures. 

The policies by which they are negotiated and the regimes of value, social and economic that 

appear in these negotiations have produced habits in response. These habits emerge as migrants 

and immigrants navigate the Moroccan regularization process in the police office, as well as in 

response to police activity in their neighborhoods. The infrastructure that keeps these borders in 

operation brings immigrants and emigrants into proximity, and categories of belonging into 

question. As seen through the events of waiting and regularizing in Tangier, while these 

infrastructures may be designed to regulate, facilitate, and impede flow, they also condition 

subjectivity.  Brian Larkin has argued that infrastructures are also concrete systems of signs and 

aesthetic vehicles oriented toward particular addressees. As such, they are technical objects 

which also serve as conduits for relations between things, objects, subjects, and their ambient 

environments (2013, 335-337). In the case of the border, we may ask to whom is the border 

addressed?  

As we see here, there are multiple addressees, and communities who are brought into 

relation through this border infrastructure. Furthermore, a further question emerges if we 

consider infrastructures as networks that enable a certain way of being, organizing social life 

according to the material qualities of a sign system rather that its referent (Larkin 2013, 334). 

Here, we may ask: what are the categories that emerge from the material quality of border 

infrastructure, and that organize social life around the border, apart from nominal categories to 
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which a border system refers? Instead of immigrant, migrant, citizen, refugee, asylum seeker, 

and “MRE”, we find “mon ami,” “monamigos,” “razzia,” “zmigri,” “advocate,” “informer,” and 

words like “boza,” the code word used in immigrant communities to refer to successes in stages 

of the migratory journey, whether in Morocco or in Europe. These addressees come into being as 

categories of belonging because of the techniques of negotiating these borders and their 

correspondent policies. Such techniques sediment and give way to embodied habits of being and 

belonging and ways of naming their associated communities. These communities are linked by 

way of these borders, and the policies that govern their welcome or their deportation are linked 

too by way of the single Ministry in Charge of Moroccans Living Abroad and Migration Affairs.  

However, the organization of social life is not just a passive process resulting in 

denominations such as the above. Rather, these are discursive and actively negotiated ways of 

being, formed through the ongoing activities of everyday life. “Doing boza” can describe 

everyday life in the Tangier suburbs in im/migrant communities just as much as it can signify 

having made it to Europe in other instances. The negotiations of daily life in this context, 

whether in accumulating the proper papers to make it through the police station or learning the 

right time to try and cross the border, are productive of what we could call habits. These habits 

draw on a variety of indexical points in order to make meaning out of action. These indexical 

points, brought into being through such border infrastructures, can shift and merge, fall out of 

focus or reappear in particular events. Throughout the rest of this dissertation, these indexes will 

be considered as they appear in the various languages, labors, and infrastructures of belonging 

that occur while waiting at the border, in an attempt to understand how these everyday actions 

and events produce the boundaries of subjectivity and subjective communities in the Strait of 

Gibraltar. As we have seen here, these boundaries must be considered in the context of Tangier 
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as a place, but also in the context of the Strait of Gibraltar as a region that is brought into 

articulation through these borders. The naming of events, actions, and communities in a 

borderland argot continues across the Strait, and is situated in the history of sedimented and 

shared linguistic habits across northern Morocco and southern Spain, as will be explored further 

in chapters 2 and 3. Using these emic categories such as “boza” and “razzia” allows the 

ethnographic descriptive process here to depart from within these communities, rather than from 

the normative categories that structure their governance as well as many analytical discussions of 

borders. Additionally, doing so allows for a critical unpacking of the potential political claims, 

and their consequences for subjectivity and social life more generally, contained within the use 

of such terms. While the dissertation is oriented to this conclusion, here the use of these terms 

also reveals how this social field is obfuscated by neglecting the way the movement through 

space is subject to shifts over time.   

This social field is produced through a breakdown in flow through space, and over time. 

It is composed of police violence, xenophobia, and racism from multiple angles, including within 

the securitization and regularization processes that are tied to Morocco’s relationship with West 

African countries as much as to Europe. In response, there are ways of enduring through 

everyday life that build from the mechanisms put into motion in an attempt to regulate Tangier’s 

borders, denizens, and residents. The spatial perspective of flow would see this field as 

contingent to bodies in motion, through the borders. The addition of its temporal dimension, and 

of waiting as a time of belonging, positions this field differently: it is an active and growing 

thickening of time, perhaps initiated by the liminality of borderlands but not limited to the 

temporal boundaries of the events of migration or crossing borders. Over time it has grown, such 

that it is a field unto itself and not dependent on any one person in it. Here, we see why the 
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spatial analysis of the “migration apparatus” will always be insufficient. This is because it 

assumes that things stop or start with movement through space and that the ethnographer should 

follow that phenomenon. But, removing time from its hostage situation allows us to see the real 

forms of social, political economic, and subjective value that are not “suspended in time” but 

rather active and ongoing, and consequential. In this way, we see how the borders as 

infrastructures, and their immanent breakdowns, over time produce sets of relationality and 

sociality that undergird the very movement through borders that is so often privileged.  

While the breakdown of border flow, seen here in Tangier, conditions modes of 

governance, political economy, and subjectivity that builds from, depends on, and subverts the 

infrastructures of Morocco’s maritime and terrestrial borders with Spain, this is only one side of 

the operations of these border infrastructures. As we have seen, police raids in Tangier are 

connected to debates over fishing rights in the Strait and Moroccan-Spanish political 

maneuvering. And, just an hour drive from Tangier, in the Spanish enclave of Ceuta, the daily 

operations of the border rely on a different, but related, type of breakdown that is both socio-

cultural as well as infrastructural. The primary forms of income in the enclave come from two 

sources: employment by the city, regional, or national governments and in the military or police; 

and workings as a commodity porter moving packages and loose goods such as hygienic 

products, domestic consumables and appliances, and construction materials from the tax-free 

enclave into Morocco. The border infrastructure creates the possibilities for both of these 

economies, as well as the forms of life materially and socially organized by this exchange. Even 

as conversations around migration dominate analyses of Europe’s borders, here at a European 

border external to the European continent, the border serves to undergird and produce a market 

of commodity exchange and distribution. These exchanges are also subject to the confluences of 
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pressures and flows described in this chapter, such as Moroccan-Spanish economic negotiations 

and accords, and the ensuing razzia in Tangier that push many to attempt boza by land and 

intervene into the pre-existing operations of commodity flow as well as its state regulation by 

Spanish military and police. Over time, networks of solidarity, sociality, as well as exploitation 

have emerged that link those who would attempt boza via Ceuta with organizers and workers in 

the commodity trade.  As will become clearer in Chapter 2, this land border brings into relation a 

variety of communities on both sides that otherwise might be seen as engaged in discrete 

operations of this infrastructure. What remains to be seen is how the cumulative breakdown of 

these borders has actually produced a region with particular languages and labors of belonging, 

and of discrimination, that spans both sides of the 8 mile stretch of sea dividing Africa from 

Europe. 
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Chapter 2: In the Margins of Convivencia 

Border Bridges and Border Battles at Biutz 

Waiting to cross the borders of Morocco into the Spanish enclave of Ceuta, one might not 

immediately notice the commercial-industrial zone built just above around the Bridge of Biutz 

connecting the two countries. It was here, at the 1916 Battle of Biutz, that then-Second 

Lieutenant Francisco Franco Bahamonde first earned the admiration of the Christian and Muslim 

militiamen who later enabled him to launch his military coup in Spain. At Biutz, he surprisingly 

survived an apparently fatal gunshot wound to his groin and, after miraculously surviving, was 

hailed as the blessed son of Ceuta (Ellwood 2014). The residents of Ceuta then attributed 

Franco’s survival to him having been endowed with “baraka,” the Arabic word used in Morocco 

for divine blessing and spiritual beneficence. Commemorations of the Spanish dictator Francisco 

Franco still adorn the homes and streets of Ceuta, where fascist sympathizers unabashedly recall 

the Spanish protectorate that stretched across northern Morocco and that was the bastion from 

which Franco built his military power. The city is a key site in Spanish and Moroccan national 

imaginaries. On the one hand it stands as a reminder for the Moroccan monarchy of the 

challenges to its territorial sovereignty it faces in Ceuta, the other Spanish enclave of Melilla 

down the coast, and in Western Sahara. On the other, it serves as a manifold remnant of, and 

homage to, Spain’s various by-gone days of glory as a fascist beacon, global imperial power, and 

supposedly exemplarily icon of Andalusian co-existence. Today, the Bridge of Biutz is the site of 

a cross-border commercial zone that includes both Morocco and Spain in a transnational 

infrastructure of exchange. Symbolically, politically, and legally re-territorializing this zone 

allows Moroccan and Spanish merchants access to a depot of warehouses where commodities 

imported duty-free from the mainland European Union are sold and carried, bag by bag, into 
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Morocco for redistribution across the country. Ceuta is, as signs posted around the city declare, 

“Una manera de hacer Europe:” “A way to do Europe.” In this chapter I will argue that, on the 

one hand, that this “way of doing Europe” leads to official narratives of who belongs and who 

doesn’t belong that ignore the realities of belonging and difference in the enclave. On the other 

hand, at its margins forms of “shared difference” emerge that exceed the confines of what is 

called in Ceuta “convivencia,” or living together.   

The Bridge of Biutz’s openings and closings have various temporalities, which can differ 

from one space to another, but all of which impact the spaces of the border when traffic through 

the Bridge breaks down. This chapter begins to outline the workings of border which, differently 

than the previous chapter’s discussion of Tangier, is well known by the material logics and 

breakdowns of its infrastructure. The two most commonly known images associated with 

Ceuta’s borders, that of a West African man crossing the fence into Spain and that of a Riffi 

woman working to bring commodities across the border to Morocco, seem distant from one 

another but for spatial proximity. However, these instances of border crossings, as well as the 

production of their images, are linked together and with other instances by the rhythms of 

infrastructural breakdowns which condition their possibilities. Through a discussion these 

different instances of breakdown, and their intersections, I will introduce Ceuta’s various spaces 

and temporalities, as a tourist border; the commercial border zone; the city as a border space 

itself. By introducing these categories in these instances of infrastructural breakdown, the chapter 

demonstrates how stoppages in border flow provide the grounds for the persistent subversion and 

retooling of this border outside of its nominal operations. Even as these grounds produce various 

forms of economic exchanges, they also draw on and undergird alternative indices of belonging 
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that connect the people of Ceuta with their neighboring Moroccan and West and Central African 

residents.  

Alongside this argument, there is also another tension I address in this chapter. Ceuta is 

very often the subject of European, African, and American news stories focused on migration in 

the Mediterranean. There is no shortage of media pieces, photos, and documentaries which 

center on the borders of the enclave, or the movement toward the enclave’s fences by would-be 

migrants to Europe living in Morocco. The exhausting repertoire of these depictions can be 

found with a quick Internet search, and have become their own sort of cottage industry of 

journalists, experts, fixers, photographers, and informants. In my own writing, I have struggled 

to avoid the spectacular traps of these preset narratives and the soundbites and images that 

circulate with them. This frustration with these sorts of narratives is shared among journalists 

and activists involved in the affairs of the enclave’s political left, and who regularly travel 

between Morocco and Ceuta. In contrast with constant depictions of crisis, their work often 

seems mundane. It is grounded in the day to day affairs of these borderlands and does not satisfy 

the appetite for spectacle. Following that lead, I have also made certain ethnographic maneuvers 

to approach the subject of this border from a different perspective, in the gaps of this spectacle. 

To that end, this chapter attempts to resist desires for expert explanation paired with appropriate 

quotes from “native informants,” even it could be considered part of that cottage industry. Much 

of what follows could be considered common knowledge in Ceuta. However, the margins of the 

common(s) point to the signs of the alternative narratives toward which this chapter is oriented.  

I heard about the Battle of Biutz when I first met a journalist in Ceuta named Sergio as 

we sat in the main square of downtown Ceuta. Though the city dates back millennia, the major 

architectural and urban planning of the contemporary city took place during the Franco era. As 
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an integral part of the Spanish protectorate in northern Morocco, it was the early bastion of 

Franco’s rule in Spain, and the place from which he launched the coup that landed him control of 

the entire country. Many older residents still remember the Francoist era fondly, though Sergio 

thinks differently. He is from Basque Country, and as we drank coffee we stared out at a protest 

of Ceutí police calling to be paid equally with the national Civil Guard stationed in the city. He 

told me that he’s just waiting for the tension in the city “to explode.” It reminded him of his early 

years in Bilbao and San Sebastian, where he had the feeling that at any minute something may 

just explode, politically and materially. He came as a journalist to Ceuta in the early 2000s to 

cover Ceuta and its border politics from the left, a perspective that isn’t very common in this 

Spanish enclave more known for its conservative Francoist nostalgia than for its leftism.  

 We were meeting because he had promised to take me into the Tarajal commercial zone 

of the Spanish-Moroccan border complex of Ceuta. When passing through this border as a 

tourist, it seems to be an impenetrable maze of fences and construction sites, spilling out from 

the commercial zone and warehouse district onto the narrow road that connects passage for cars, 

motorbikes, and pedestrians seeking to cross the two countries. We had met in 2016, almost two 

years exactly since 8 West African migrants died at the hands of Spanish Civil Guard while 

trying to cross over the Tarajal fence separating the two countries. It was just a few months after 

a Muslim Ceutí woman of Moroccan origins died after being trampled in a stampede of 

commodity porters trying to cross from Spanish Ceuta into Moroccan territory through the 

tourist border when the commercial border was temporarily closed without reason. Although I 

tried to ask Spanish police working at the border about what had happened, I was told each time 

that they didn’t know what had happened to “la mora.” 



107 
 

To be clear, Spanish terms such as “moro” and “mora,” sit uncomfortably with the 

Muslim population of Ceuta. The Spanish “Musulmán” is the proper term for “Muslim,” and 

“mor@,” or Moor, carries with it a derogatory connation most often associated with phrases such 

as the “Moorish invasion of Spain.” In Ceuta, as with elsewhere in Spain, “mor@” connotes 

people from the Maghreb specifically, and is used as a xenophobic stand-in for what are 

perceived to be outsiders from the Maghreb. While Spain has a sizable Muslim population, and 

especially in the enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla, terms such as “mor@” mark them as outsiders 

who do not belong in Spanish Christendom, regardless of their Spanish citizenship (Rogozen-

Soltar 2017). It is most often used by people who would identify themselves as “Cristian@,” or 

Christian, and especially so in Ceuta. Governmental and popular representations of Ceuta often 

tout its “Four Cultures.” In the enclave, this falls along religious lines: Christianity, Islam, 

Judaism, and Hinduism (in order of demographic size). This is what is officially meant by 

“convivencia” in the enclave, especially in the annual city award ceremonies that will be 

discussed later in this chapter. These categories are, of course, inadequate descriptions of 

everyday life in Ceuta. Nonetheless, they are useful in problematizing the differences between 

their official uses and the actuality of daily life of Ceuta’s borderlands, as well as in describing 

how difference is marked in everyday conversation in the enclave. 

This became clear to me in one of my first extended visits to Ceuta in 2015, when I was 

introduced to a volunteer at the Red Cross through a journalist friend in Madrid. The volunteer, 

Carmela, was a Spanish woman in her late-thirties. She moved to Ceuta from the other Spanish 

enclave on the Moroccan coast of Melilla. While her family was still in Melilla, Carmela had 

moved to Ceuta to work as a Spanish teacher in a public school there. When we met, she offered 

to show me around the city and to point out her favorite tapas bars and cafes. As we turned a 
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corner off of Calle Real, the main drag of the city’s downtown, she pointed to a row of small 

restaurants with grills and Moroccan-style dishes displayed on their signs. “Esto es lo mejor para 

la comida musulmana,” she said. “This is the best for Muslim food.” When I asked her what she 

meant, she referenced some of the most well-known Moroccan dishes, like lemon chicken tagine 

and couscous. In Ceuta, as will appear again, there is Spanish food, and then there is Muslim 

food, Hindu food, and Jewish food. Carmela pointed out a number of such restaurants before I 

told her that, in fact, I ate Moroccan dishes rather regularly in Morocco, and was looking forward 

to something different. She responded that I was lucky, getting to eat couscous so often in 

Morocco, she wished that she had that chance. When I pointed out, a bit surprised to be having 

this conversation, that Morocco really is rather close and she, too, could eat couscous in Morocco 

with relative ease, she told me that she doesn’t often go to Morocco. In fact, to return to Melilla 

to visit family, she would take the ferry across the Strait of Gibraltar to Algeciras. From there, 

she drives east on the Andalusian coastline, and then takes another ferry from Almería back 

across the Mediterranean to Melilla. She avoided crossing into Morocco, she said, because she 

isn’t sure she would feel safe as a Christian, and doesn’t want to put her two young children at 

risk.  

Carmela’s sentiments are not exceptional among the “Christians” of Ceuta. Throughout 

my time in Ceuta over the years, residents of Ceuta who didn’t have explicit familial or social 

motivations to go to Morocco often said similar things, and were surprised by my surprise. As a 

non-Ceutí in Ceuta, Sergio has a different relationship to neighboring Morocco than many other 

residents of the enclave. We had met through a mutual friend in Morocco, and though it seems 

simple, Sergio regularly travels to Morocco and often spends his weekends in nearby Tangier 

and Tetouan. Sergio and Carmela both fall into the category of “Christian@s,” even though 
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Carmela is a practicing Catholic and Sergio is an atheist. Even if both of them are ostensibly 

involved in the day to day affairs surrounding Ceuta’s borders – one as a Red Cross volunteer 

and the other as a journalist specializing in border affairs – they have very different relations to 

what happens at the border.  

Before Sergio and I sat down, we stopped by the newsstand in the square where 4 

different local Ceuta papers are sold, including the paper for which he writes. After greeting the 

woman working at the stand, he pointed to a newspaper, more conservative than his own, which 

had the headline: “Un otro grupo de migrantes ha saltado la valla” (Another group of migrants 

have jumped the fence). They like to say “ha saltado,” or has jumped, Sergio told me, because it 

stands in very nicely as code for “ha asaltado” (has assaulted). He described to me how those 

sorts of words started being used in Spanish news media around 2005, and that the Spanish 

media uses the language of war, and the police and Civil Guard use the techniques of war. He, 

like other activists, academics, and journalists who cover the frontera sur (southern frontier) beat 

in Spain, traces the evolution of violent tactics of border control that appear across the European 

Mediterranean region such as tear gassing and beating the water after migrant ships capsize, as 

well as the different techniques of fencing and wiring for land borders, to their early deployment 

between Spain and Morocco as early as 2005 (Ferrer-Gallardo and Gabrielli 2018). This includes 

the so-called “devolución en caliente,” or “hot return,” which occurs when Spanish military or 

police force migrants who have just made it over the fence through a small door cut into the 

fence on the Spanish side thus returning them to an in-between space between the Moroccan 

border and the Spanish border, and rendering such people as susceptible to “return” back into 

Morocco by Moroccan guards.  
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 Indeed, an entire vocabulary for discussing irregular border crossing has appeared in the 

nearly two decades since the Moroccan-Spanish border emerged as a key point in European 

border management. And the border itself seems to be constantly under construction because it 

is. New techniques, technical procedures, and infrastructures are constantly tested out to 

“combat” the “avalanches” of migrants that continually appear on Europe’s door here. Infrared 

scanners in the hills of both Morocco and Spain are complemented by tall surveillance towers, 

and new types of mesh are added to the fences in order to try and reduce one’s ability to climb 

them while still adhering to constantly changing European human rights law that regulates height 

and the types of fences that can be built here. Drones were deployed by the Spanish military to 

bolster their surveillance practices, but the notorious “sharqi” or “sirocco” eastly winds that 

travel north from the Sahara to the Strait of Gibraltar kept knocking them out of the air, or 

forcing them into contact with the scores of birds that pass through one of the world’s most 

heavily trafficked avian migration corridors. However, this construction and the infrastructural 

work undertaken at this border is not done uniquely with relation to irregular migrants that 

attempt to cross into Spain either over the fence or in the Moroccan sea surrounding the enclave 

on three sides. Ceuta’s border infrastructures include fences that rise higher than rooftops and are 

patrolled by 5 different police forces along 3 different land borders that can be open and closed 

at will. These land borders are controlled by the Spanish Guardia Civil, or the Civil Guards, in 

parallel with the maritime borders Spain shares with Morocco and the port systems linking Ceuta 

to mainland Spain.  

 Over the past few years, Ceuta has appeared in local and international news more and 

more often with reference to two main types of images. One image is that of young Black men 

from other parts of Africa attempting to climb from Morocco over the fence into Spain, and 
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Spanish police and military attempting to repel them. These news stories narrate the feats of 

migrants sitting for hours on top of the fence, chanting, or rushing the border en masse and then 

breaking into the enclave, into the European Union, where journalists and Red Cross volunteers 

await the young who ha saltado. While migration in the Mediterranean is usually linked to boat 

crossings, with the ubiquitous overcrowded Zodiacs and coast guard boats and workers 

attempting to save lives before detaining them, here Europe’s externalized borders are quite 

literal. While the borders of Europe extend into Africa in a variety of ways, they do so here with 

concrete, steel, and biometric monitoring systems.    

 The second type of image is that of commodity-porters. Often these pictures are of 

women carrying packages or pushing trollies loaded with wrapped up plastic goods, and where 

these women are wrapped up in as much as they can carry underneath their clothing. In the 

pictures, they seem to move in crowds, bringing these packages from Spain across the border to 

Morocco. The law governing the status of this European duty-free enclave since the 1980s states 

that Moroccans who are resident of Morocco’s Tetouan-Fnideq region, just on the other side of 

border, can import to Morocco “as much as they are able to carry on their back.” Thousands of 

women and men perform this labor daily, all moving back and forth between Morocco and Spain 

to import the dry goods, hygienic products, construction supplies, and kitchen goods that fill 

corner stores across Morocco. One of the few products made in Ceuta, Maruja chocolate bars, by 

the whole chocolate bar and by the piece, can be found across Morocco among street corner 

sellers also selling single cigarettes and tissues and at corner-stores. This network of exchange 

spans nearly all of the country, but is especially consequential in northern Morocco, where the 

two Spanish enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla have historically been lifelines for the economically 

depressed Rif region that stretches from Tangier and Tetouan to Al-Hoceima and Nador.  
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 This region, called after the Rif mountain range and the Tarifit Amazigh groups who 

have historically inhabited it, was neglected by former monarch Hassan II during the so-called 

“years of lead” in the 80s, until his son took over upon Hassan II’s death in 1999. Residents of 

the Nador Province, like residents of the Tetouan Province adjacent to Ceuta, receive special 

identity documents that allow them restricted access to Spanish Melilla as day-laborers and 

commodity porters. As McMurray points out, in the late 1980s and 1990s the development of a 

strong Nadori-Spanish-Riffi community on both sides of the border emerged in response to the 

continually dwindling economic opportunity in the region, as well as mass emigration to 

European countries such as Belgium, the Netherlands, and Spain (McMurray 2000). These 

emigrants left as the cities and towns of northern Morocco’s Rif region suffered a particularly 

arduous period in the later years King Hassan II’s reign, due in some part to the Monarchy’s 

response to student-led riots of 1984 in northern Morocco against the Moroccan government. 

Infrastructure, social welfare, and education projects in the region were left in shambles by 

government ministries, further accentuating the importance of imports from Spain for the 

economic vitality of the North. In the early 2000s his son, King Mohamed VI, began a 

“revitalization” project in certain areas of the north, namely Tangier and Tetouan. This plan 

focused on developing the Tanger-Med port complex in part to provide the infrastructure of an 

import-export economy that could take advantage of the same resources that had fed Ceuta’s 

economy for so long- a large reserve labor force with social and familial connections on both 

sides of the border and the crossroads of the Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea where 

cargo and container ships from East and West could dock and unload both formally and 

informally. 
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These national development projects in northern Morocco have struggled to compete 

with the sheer volume of goods imported from Ceuta to Morocco on a daily basis. Due to a 1767 

agreement between the Sultanate of Morocco and the Kingdom of Spain, and then ratified again 

in various forms in the centuries and decades that culminated in Ceuta’s exceptional duty-free 

status as a non-Schengen zone of Europe in 1994, pedestrians are able to import goods from 

Spanish Ceuta into Morocco in hand carts or on their bags. This was made even more appealing 

in 1860 when Ceuta was designated as a “free port,” allowing importation and exportation into 

the enclave without any sort of duties, fees, or taxes (Torres Colon 2008). Today, Spanish 

government as well as independent sources estimate that 40-50% of the commodities unloaded 

into Ceuta are hand-trafficked into Morocco, and that normally 20,000 to 25,000 individuals 

cross this border in order to engage in this sort of commerce each weekday (Ferrer-Gallardo and 

Gabrielli 2018). This is a large number for any cross-border economy, and especially so given 

the population of the 7 square mile enclave is roughly 85,000 people. The majority of these 

workers are either Muslim residents of the neighborhood of Principe Alfonso, which abuts the 

border in Ceuta, or Moroccan residents of the towns and zone between Tangier and Ceuta, which 

have grown nearly 300% in the past 3 decades since this commerce was officially allowed by the 

European Union (Ferrer-Gallardo and Gabrielli 2018). While it happened long before then as 

well, it wasn’t until the 1990s that visas were required for Moroccans entering Spain, and thus 

special permission had to be given to these neighboring Moroccan residents in order to maintain 

compliance with the centuries-old treaty between the two kingdoms.  

As the numbers of commodity porters, known as “porteadores” or “mula@s” in Spanish 

and “h’mlet” and “fikroun” in Moroccan Arabic grew, so did the need for controlling and 

overseeing thousands of people waiting from dusk until dawn when it was their time to pass 
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through the border with a load that was pre-packaged on the Spanish side of the border and 

would be handed off to be broken down, resorted, and distributed across the country on the 

Moroccan side of the border. The names of the workers, “porters,” “mules,” “carriers,” and 

“turtles” reflect the deeply embodied nature of their labor, and the ways in which their own 

bodies become loaded down with the baggage of their work. For anywhere between 15 to 35 

euro, depending on the size and weight of the package, they spend hours each day waiting in the 

hot Mediterranean sun with duty-free commodities strapped to their bodies, with the value of 

their labor attuned to the rhythm of the border’s openings and closures, and the military men who 

force them along at their own speed. Although subsequent sections of this chapter will describe 

the actual workings of this cross-border economy in more detail, I want to first elaborate further 

on the two depictions of border-crossers embodied in the types of images discussed above. In 

doing so, I want to propose that they are much more proximate than they seem at first, and are 

brought even closer when what is left out of the frame comes into focus. In this proximity, the 

grounds for solidarities of shared difference appear among the labors by which this border is 

crossed.  

 

Where to Focus the Lens? 

 There is by now a vast body of literature on how the institutions of the EU deploy the 

language of human rights, economic equality, and foreign development to justify neo-colonial 

foreign direct investment and capital expansion through border regimes, all the while securing a 

reserve labor force that can be allowed in Europe when needed but kept at bay until such time 

(Green 2013).  Much of this literature attempts to shift the focus from borders to (im)migration, 

as described in Chapter 1, outlining the workings of a “migration apparatus” that works chiefly 
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though exclusion (e.g., Agier 2011; D. Fassin 2011; Feldman 2011).  However here, as 

elsewhere, regulating migration is just one of many border operations and often works at the 

behest of other international political operations (Chalfin 2010). As we see here, it is coexistent 

with day-to-day practices of bordering, and border negotiation, that occur from checkpoints and 

ports to banks, office buildings, and distribution depots, and it is hardly determinative of any of 

these operations. Mezzadra and Neilson draw our attention to the heterogeneous ways in which 

techniques of border management such as biometrics, batons, blockages, “fast-lanes,” heat-

detecting sirens, pre-inspected containers, and duty-free zones are all designed in one way or 

another to speed up or slow down border flow (2013). It is tempting to maintain the separation of 

the two iconic phenomena mentioned above and their temporalities, linked only by their shared 

proximity to a fence. There is an overwhelming amount of various techniques of border 

management, of economic exchanges, and actors crossing these fences for differing reasons. This 

is an exhausting border, to cross and to police, as well as to study. It is precisely this exhaustion 

that draws the focus of scholars, as well as activists and the news media, to the most eventful of 

infrastructural goings-on, the crossing of a fence. It is much less exhausting to focus on the 

iconicity of events such as when someone “ha saltado” the fence, or in the event of a stampede of 

commodity-porters pouring through the tourist border, than it is to sift through the day-to-day 

border flows that undergird these peak moments.  

In much of the existing literature on contemporary Ceuta, as well as the other Spanish 

enclave of Melilla, there is a focus on these fences that separate the enclaves from Morocco. 

Critical border studies and migration research outline the various techniques used to slow, stop, 

deter, and also filter various passings through these borders, a process that Mezzadra and Neilson 

refer to as “thickening border time.” Recent studies of Ceuta in Spanish scholarship, such as that 
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of Xavier Ferrer-Gallardo, Lorenzo Gabrielli, and Cristina Fuentes Lara, draw detailed pictures 

of the timelines of the borders and fences, their lengthenings and thickenings, and the spectacles 

they produce both in person and for distribution via various news and social media (Ferrer-

Gallardo and Gabrielli 2018). Drawing on de Genova’s understanding of spectacle as a way of 

thinking critically about the mobilizations of narratives of “crisis” and “states of exception,” 

these scholars carefully outline the ways in which the spectacle of migrants assaulting the fenced 

in borders of Europe in Africa hides the more sustained and sedimented habits and histories that 

have led these borders to appear the way they do in this region and have led to these particular 

flows of capital, people, and goods (de Genova 2013). Ferrer-Gallardo in particular has long 

outlined how Ceuta’s position as a border city has been used symbolically, geopolitically, and 

economically by both the European Union (Spain in particular) as well as Morocco along dual 

axes: on one side, it is the border between Spain and Morocco; on the other, it is the border 

between “the EU and the non-EU” (Ferrer-Gallardo 2008). As Ferrer-Gallardo argues, it would 

be remiss to try and understand the workings of this border from one of these facets without the 

other. An alternative framework, however, is to consider both within the broader border 

apparatuses and connected infrastructures within the Strait of Gibraltar.  

In this framework, we are not only considering “the EU and the non-EU,” but rather 

flows emanating from both Africa and Europe as they come together in the Strait. The limit of 

Ferrer-Gallardo as well as other scholars who have looked at Ceuta as a preceding extension of 

the EU, and then Africa on the other side, is that the social lives, relationalities, histories, and 

habits of those who move toward the European border only come into focus once they climb the 

fence, or step foot into European territory. It is only then that they enter into the spectacular 

narrative of migration, even as this narrative is critiqued. Even in the most detailed and acute 
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analyses of how the operations and development of the architectural and material infrastructure 

of Ceuta’s borders condition social life through the determination of space, there is a lack of 

consideration for how these same operations and developments determine temporalities too.  In 

discussions of Ceuta, both in the broader migration studies literature I referenced in the previous 

chapter, as well as in scholarship focused exclusively on the enclave, there is a persistent 

evocation of Ceuta as a space of liminality, even carnivalesque. Agier, for instance, builds from 

Bakhtin’s notion of the carnival in order to argue how borders like Ceuta’s evoke a liminal 

temporality like that of carnivals that is both ritual, in the sense that it interrupts normal calendar 

time, as well as political, in the sense that the everyday is reflected in the carnival and subject to 

exaggeration, intensification, and transformation based on the pre-existing indices of the social 

order (Agier 2016). While Agier’s point is more generally about how carnivals are bordered 

times marked by their ritual beginning and ends, his point is useful to think about how other 

types of borders evoke similar temporalities and potential transgressions.  

In narrating the events surrounding an actual and infamous Carnival celebration in Ceuta 

in 2006, Brian Campbell outlines the categories that the government of Ceuta furnishes as 

evidence of a “convivencia,” or living together, that hearkens back to the days of Al-Andalus, 

and how they were transgressed in the racist and xenophobic performances of Christian Spanish 

citizens of Ceuta mocking their Muslim fellow citizens (Campbell 2016). While the government 

of Ceuta, both its municipality as well as its regional delegation of the Spanish State, both depict 

the enclave’s multiple “cultures” of Christians, Muslims, Hindus, and Jews as native children of 

Ceuta living together in convivencia, events such as this grotesque Carnival performance by a 

young group of Christian Ceutí police officers make a mockery of this official narrative. 

Campbell argues that categories of belonging used “on the ground” such as “Cristianos” and 
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“Musulmanes” living together in  (official) “Convivencia” are both out of time in the sense that 

they are antiquated and racializing claims on religious difference as well as out of sync with the 

actual categories of belonging at play in everyday life in Ceuta. This impulse to critique these 

very present and pervasive emic categories used primarily among “Spanish origin” Ceutíes leads 

us to question how those categories are deployed ideologically, but also to wonder what these 

categories might actually index within this constellation of borders, belonging, and difference. 

The events of border-crossing here are not spectacular, nor are they necessarily evocative of 

liminal positions. They are the banal, every-day, exhausted labors of crossing through this 

infrastructure.     

 The two iconic images referenced at the beginning of this section, of migrant men sitting 

atop the border of Europe and Africa and of masses of women dragging themselves back and 

forth across the border, represent forms of restricted human mobility and labor exploitation that 

have come to characterize the workings of contemporary global capitalism through securitization 

and bordering. The value of their labor is tied to how many commodity forms one can take onto 

their body and how long one can endure this everyday life. Their embodied endurance reveals 

the human strata that underpins the workings of these borders, on which the borders depend. 

Their images, however, and the narratives which accompany their circulations, can deceive us. 

They appear to mark exceptional events about which we are rightly and righteously outraged, but 

meanwhile hide the reality that these are in fact momentary and eventful glimpses into active 

networks of sociality and exchange conditioned through the ongoing work of waiting.  

 A closer look at the image of the migrant man, sitting on the fence, invites several 

questions. For one, from where are these pictures taken? Most of these photographs appear to be 

shot from rooftops in Ceuta, semi-professional images and cell-phone videos alike. It is clear that 
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many of the images come from the neighborhood closest to Biutz, Principe Alfonso. Principe is 

the neighborhood in Ceuta that directly abuts the Tarajal commercial zone and the border 

entrance marked for commodity movement, and sits on the hill overlooking the tourist border 

with Morocco. These borders should be distinguished because, while the commercial operations 

of the border can sometimes overtake the tourist operations, both mobilize separate groups of 

Spanish police for their surveillance and maintenance, and are governed by different departments 

of the Spanish government. The tourist border, for that is what it nominally is, is overseen by the 

Spanish Civil Guard’s “Department of Finance and Frontiers.” While uniformed members of the 

National Police maintain the operations of checking passports and visas, the Guardia Civil 

officially oversees the compliance of tourist travelers, by foot and by car.  

 Alongside tourists, activists from Principe, part of networks of solidarity originally 

mobilized to advocate for low-income Muslim residents of the neighborhood, now cross to 

deliver food and aid to migrants hidden in the hills and homes stretching from Ceuta to Tangier. 

Most residents of Principe are Spanish citizens with origins and extended families in northern 

Morocco, in the Rif mountains. And while most may not consider themselves Moroccan – they 

are Spanish, after all – many across generations would consider themselves Riffi, of Tarafit 

heritage, and proudly so (Rosander 1991, McMurray 2000, Torres Colón 2008). Years of 

working in solidarity to support one another and their extended networks on the Moroccan side 

of the border have created webs of relations that can be activated for any number of reasons such 

as helping to get commodities from Ceuta to Morocco, for instance, as well as arranging 

transport and movement of migrants one side of the border to another. To be clear, I do not mean 

to imply a direct causal or transactional relationship between residents of Principe and irregular 

migration through Morocco toward Spain. Rather, I want to emphasize the necessary and 
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intimate proximities of different social worlds’ relationships to this border. While both 

stereotypical images of Ceuta’s border may appear to represent separate events, women crossing 

with commercial goods or migrants charging a fence, they may be seen differently as multiple 

facets of the same, ongoing event of social emergence immanent to the border itself.  

 

Speculative Infrastructures of Exchange 

 This infrastructure appears exhausted, and is surely exhausting to navigate, but it is still 

rather alive and pulsing with opportunities for exchange. This is how Mousa, a Muslim Ceutí 

resident of Principe, described the “devoluciones en caliente” to me. More than just a “hot 

return,” it’s an exchange between the Spanish police and the Moroccan police. Mousa is an 

activist, and member of just about every leftist NGO and political association in Ceuta. Born and 

raised in Principe, he worked through his teenage years and 20s running commodities into 

Morocco through the tourist border before joining the left-wing Podemos political party in 2014. 

When we met in 2017, Mousa worked in an NGO office in Ceuta, officially working to try and 

bring attention to the human rights violations suffered by other commodity porters and finding 

childcare for their children. Now in his late 30s, Mousa unofficially drew on his experience as a 

porteador to work with other activists to organize the delivery of aid – food and water, money, 

clothing, and tents – to members of the boza community waiting on the other side of the border 

in Morocco.  

 Mousa was a friend of Abdourahmane, a Senegalese immigrant and activist I first met in 

Tangier in 2012, and who eventually moved to Belgium to work with the Red Cross in 2016. 

Abdourahmane put us in touch online and, after having missed each other multiple times during 

his visits to Tangier, Mousa and I eventually arranged to meet during one of my trips to Ceuta. 
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We met outside for a late-night tea at a café between downtown and Principe that had recently 

opened in a cultural center and is one of the rare movie-houses showing Arabic language films. 

The owner was a cousin of Mousa’s and he wanted to show support for the initiative. In all of 

our communications before, we had texted and messaged in Spanish.  When we finally met, our 

conversation started in Spanish and eventually moved into the mix of Moroccan Arabic and 

Spanish so common in both northern Morocco and in Ceuta. Mousa worked with other activists 

who, upon hearing the news of upcoming boza attempts, would mobilize journalists and Red 

Cross volunteers to be present at the border and on the rooftops of Principe when they occur to 

document the events and provide support when needed. Although I had initially asked him to 

meet to talk about his work with the boza community in Morocco, and how it overlapped with 

his own activist work in Ceuta, we quickly turned to a conversation about the time he had spent 

as a commodity porter before becoming an activist. He explained the border as a site of 

exchange, especially in the zones in between the borders of Morocco and Spain, in another 

instance of what is known as al-barzakh:  

When I was a [AR] porter [SP], I worked with [SP] Sebtawi [people from Ceuta, 
AR] and also [AR] with [SP] people from [AR] the other side [SP]. All of us [AR] 
together [SP]. Lots of times [SP]I worked in the barzakh [AR]. You know 
barzakh, right? [AR] That [AR] space in between the two sides [SP], it’s not 
Morocco and it’s not Spain. [AR] In that [AR] space [SP], you don’t cross to the 
[AR] other side [SP]. Someone comes to you, on a motorcycle, and [AR] takes 
your package [AR/SP] to Morocco and you do the same [AR]. You exchange so 
that [AR] the police don’t know what’s happening. [SP] There’s that [AR] space 
[SP] of exchange, and then again there’s [AR] the other space [SP] of barzakh, 
[AR] between the fences and the “hot returns.”[SP]10 

                                                
10  

porteador تنك انأ يّلم      
trabajé con  

كید ؟كای خزربلا فرعتك .خزربلاف تمدخ  Muchas veces .juntos otro lado انّلوك  نم سان   con ىتحو ىواتبس    
espacio entre los dos lados 

    كیدف .اینابس يشام ،برغملا يشام
espacio 

   ل يشزوڭتكام انیتن
l’otro lado .                                     .   
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 As Mousa explains it, the two spaces in-between are sites of collaboration and exchange 

between the two sides of the border. The interzone between police operations in the tourist 

border enables the sorts of exchanges that exist at the margins of this border economy, as well as 

in the gaps between police mandates. While the activity at the commercial border is overseen by 

the “Unit for Police Intervention” national forces, or UIP, the tourist border is nominally 

overseen by the Civil Guard. In the sorts of exchanges Mousa describes – where people meet in 

the middle of the tourist borders to pass off packages – porteadores take advantage of the gap in 

these mandates in order to keep commodities in motion even when the official traffic has ceased 

in the commercial border. No one actually crosses to the other side, per say, and so they escape 

the control of police who only oversee the entrance into their own country, and not partial exits 

of this sort. The other type of exchange, which takes place along the border fences, takes 

advantage of another type of gap. In the space between Moroccan and Spanish borders, and as 

will be discussed in more detail below, these “hot returns” enable the authorities of both 

countries to circumvent laws governing declarations of asylum and the UNHCR-protections of 

potential migrants. In both cases, the time and space in-between are liminal, and also intensively 

productive. Like the mix of Spanish and Moroccan Arabic that Mousa and I used to discuss the 

border, this border functions at the disjuncture of two types of circulation in order to undergird 

another logic of exchange. Mousa also pointed to how his work in Ceuta was not only connected 

                                                
  يطروپیو امّت روطوملاب كدنع يجیك دحاو يش

لا شاب ولدابتاك .كلذك انیتنو برغملل ىتح  el fardo  
policia no sabe que pasa. 

كید نیاك  
يناتواع نیاكو ،لدابتلا لاید  espacio 

لدابتلا لاید ....  el otro espacio 
entre las vallas y las devoluciones en caliente. 
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to the struggles of immigrant community in Tangier, but also on the other side of the Strait in 

peninsular Spain.  

 When Mousa and I first met in the fall of 2017, it was shortly after the referendum on 

independence in Catalonia. The region, which also is home to many immigrants from the Rif 

region of Morocco, saw weeks of protests that included advocates for independence coming to 

blows with Spanish national police on the streets of Barcelona (Minder and Barry 2017). Mousa 

had just returned to Ceuta after a month on the peninsula. He had been in Almería working with 

labor rights advocates organizing in the slums outside agro-business farm fields in that part of 

Andalusia, and then in Barcelona, where he was working with a left-wing Amazigh political 

activism group to organize Riffi immigrants in the city to support the Catalan independence 

movement and to try and gather their support for the “Hirak Rif” protest movement growing in 

northern Morocco. As we sat together in our initial meeting at the café, Mousa scrolled through 

photos of the violent police response he had witnessed on his phone, making sure to point out the 

“UIP” inscribed on the police uniforms. This is the same “riot cop” unit that the Spanish national 

police force sends to Ceuta to oversee the commodity trade in the Tarajal commercial zone. In 

Ceuta, Mousa told me that, “they operate like a mafia, the way they sell access to the Tarajal 

tickets for money and sex.” He went on to describe how they are worse than the local police 

forces, who often are from Ceuta and are paid much less than both the Civil Guard and the UIP. 

This is the special force sent in to manage the breakdown, whether in Barcelona or in barzakh.  

However, the opportunities occasioned by this breakdown include not only the violence of these 

police actions, but also opportunities to subvert the infrastructures by which they are supported.  

When Sergio brought me to the commercial border zone, it was the first time that I had 

been on the other side of a fence that I’d only ever seen from the tourist border. They are 
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proximate spaces, but with very different rhythms. While there are fences to separate Morocco 

and Spain, there is also a fence to separate these two sides of the border in Ceuta too. On one 

side, pedestrians, cars, and motorcycles traverse a narrow road between the two countries, with 

Spanish customs officials from the Department of Finances and Frontiers overseeing entry and 

exit into a sort of interzone between the two countries where cars and people wait to be admitted 

into Morocco. In the summer especially, when Moroccans in Europe travel to Morocco via ferry 

to Ceuta from the Spanish mainland, these lines can stretch for kilometers in either direction, 

with waits of 4 or 5 hours to get through the border by car. While the sheer volume of travelers is 

part of the reason for these waiting times, the other part is due to what is happening on the 

commercial zone of the border, Tarajal. Tarajal is full of warehouses and snaking fenced in 

waiting areas where commodity porters await their turns to bring goods from Ceuta into 

Morocco. When these operations break down, which can occur for a variety of reasons, the flow 

of commodity porters leaks into the tourist border and causes a blockage there too. Additionally, 

there is a sort of play between the Moroccan and Spanish military police who oversee this side of 

the border. If one of the two sides finds too many porters are coming through, or not enough, 

they pause operations in order to cause a build-up of people on the other side of the border.  

 These warehouses, run by residents of Principe, stock piles and piles of commodities 

waiting to be transported to Morocco. These goods are loaded in from the port, to be returned to 

later, and then brought into these warehouses. They are rearranged, bought and sold, and traded 

several times in Ceuta itself before they even make it across the border to Morocco. Beginning in 

the early hours of the morning, or sometimes even well before midnight, would-be porters begin 

to arrive from the Moroccan towns of Fnideq and Tetouan to queue up on the fringes of Ceuta’s 

border/warehouse district, where they are assigned numbered tickets by the special Spanish 
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police unit discussed below, the Unit for Police Intervention (UIP). Eventually, come morning, 

these tickets will allow the potential porters to go through the special commercial border. 

However, that process rarely goes smoothly and often results in a further series of exchanges to 

try and get the goods over the tourist border. Many times, within the commercial border itself, 

there are also men and young people lined up for a ticket too. At prearranged times, the UIP unit 

lets these would-be porters into the warehouse zone, where they scramble from one warehouse to 

another, picking up packages that have already been bought, sold, numbered, and weighed long 

before they reach the hands or the backs of a porter. There is a speculative element here as well, 

because the buyers and sellers are betting on the fact that the goods will make it over the border 

and into Morocco, where they will be handed off, sorted by number, unpackaged, repackaged, 

and arranged into the hands of distributors in Morocco. The porters are speculating too, as they 

will only be paid if they can manage to get these numbered packages into Morocco. The buyers 

know that these porters will do whatever they can to get the goods across, including any number 

of other micro-transactions necessary that accumulate in cost to less than the amount they would 

be paid for this particular package.  

 These scenes are reminiscent of the Abidjan bus depot in Ivory Coast that AbouMaliq 

Simone discusses, wherein networks of young men constantly form and reform constellations of 

social relations as “steerers, baggage loaders, ticket salespersons, hawkers, drivers, petrol 

pumpers, and mechanics,” attempting to “derive maximal outcomes from a minimal set of 

elements” (2004, 410-411). More broadly in the same essay, Simone draws on the example of 

Johannesburg’s inner-city neighborhoods to outline a concept of “people as infrastructure.” The 

material needs, desires, and skill-sets that come together in these neighborhoods, as in the 

Abidjan transport depot, forge sets of habits and transactional exchanges that remain largely 
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unseen in governmental and territorial schemata of belonging (419). Thus seen, hawking and 

vending, hustling travelers, and hassling police are endemic to border infrastructures from the 

wall to the end of the line, even if the line ends at a customs house in the center of downtown 

Ceuta or a construction site in Tangier.  Simone’s understanding of infrastructure here leads us to 

ask, what are the forms of belonging brought into existence through the sets of habits that keep 

this border in operation? 

 The sorts of transactional exchanges, techniques, and habits that Simone in South Africa 

and Ivory Coast describes take a variety of similar forms along these borders. In Ceuta, they 

could range from paying someone with an earlier ticket time to take your package across the 

border to Morocco in exchange for a cut of the pay, to paying one of the scooter-riding 

adolescents who ride back and forth in a sort of interzone between the Moroccan and Spanish 

sides of the tourist border to bring the package across in several trips, which Mousa described as 

one of the exchanges of al-barzakh. They could also involve calling in favors or trading favors 

with the Spanish police, too. While everyone seems to know that this is how the border actually 

functions on a day-to-day basis, the open secret on both sides of the border is that this all stands 

as a fine status quo as long as no one on the ground, neither cop or nor porter, causes too major 

blockage in the flow. Nothing changes when the Spanish police respond to corruption with a new 

ticketing system or when labor organizations intervene in response to activist calls because the 

real political game that is being played takes place far from the border itself, in the sorts of 

negotiations between Morocco and Spain over resource rights and broader territorial conflicts 

such as with Western Sahara.   
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The Sense of the Frontier, the Frontier of Sense 

Throughout the summer of 2016, the fall of 2017, and the spring and summer of 2018, I 

spent day after day in the warehouse zone, sometimes with Sergio as he went about his border 

blockage beat and sometimes with Mousa during his organizing drives. Over time, I began to see 

why they both took pains to differentiate the various police forces and their specific mandates at 

the border. While both Mousa and Sergio had some contacts with the local police and the Civil 

Guard who they called upon for favors, in the case of Mousa, and off-the-record information, in 

the case of Sergio, they both had a special distaste for the UIP (Unit for Police Intervention). As 

described above, this is a special police force based in Seville and normally deployed to quell 

riots, large demonstrations, and street gatherings such as those in Barcelona during the 

referendum on Catalonian independence. Mousa told me that the UIP work in Ceuta on 3-month 

rotations in order to discourage collaboration and collusion with commodity-porters and 

residents of the Principe neighborhood. These accusations are based on previous instances of 

UIP selling places in the commodity porter line to members of organized crime groups in 

exchange for sex, drugs, and cash. By rotating them, supposedly, their central command in 

Seville thought there would be less of a risk of these alternative economies developing. 

However, as Sergio saw it, “they accept rotations in Ceuta because they know what the real 

business is here, the three-month shifts don’t change that at all.” 

The presence of the UIP is a source of tension for both local Ceutí police forces as well as 

Civil Guard members from and stationed in Ceuta. Outside of working as a commodity porter, 

service in civil and police units is one of the largest employment opportunities in Ceuta. Even so, 

the UIP who are stationed in Ceuta get paid overtime automatically during the time they are 

working in the enclave, a point that hits sorely among Ceutíes who work in the police force. The 
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demonstration that Sergio and I witnessed during our initial meeting in downtown Ceuta was 

organized around protesting this sort of pay difference. Another impact of this division of 

policing is that the mandate of the UIP is exclusively related to the commodity trade in this zone, 

leading to the types of exchanges in the barzakh that Mousa referenced. Surveillance of the 

borders for the purposes of deterring migration falls to the Civil Guard, and maintenance of the 

tourist borders to the national police force, or “nacionales,” and customs agents. Municipal 

police, called “locales,” are left with civil crimes and traffic stops.  

 The gap between police functions is mirrored by the gap in between the fences, both 

between the commercial and tourist border as well as the gap between the Moroccan and Spanish 

fences that allow devoluciones en calientes to occur. This is the other sense of exchange in the 

barzakh that Mousa highlighted. The UIP won’t do the job of the Guardia Civil, and so if groups 

of migrants seeking to cross into Ceuta try to climb the fence near to the commercial border, the 

UIP will withdraw and wait for the Guardia Civil to intervene. Likewise, if the UIP’s oversight 

of commodity flow causes a blockage, and commodity porters take their work to the tourist 

border, the police there won’t stop them, as that is supposed to be a UIP mandate. The rhythms 

of movement, including waiting, connect these spaces as well as the actors within them into 

networks of exchange and sociality that exceed the normative and material functions of these 

borders.  In practice, this means that the none of these types of flow, or blockage of flow, across 

the border are spatially discrete from one another.  

 From Ceuta, the appearance of migrants on these border fences seems to come out of 

nowhere, like the apparitions that are described in the local news as “avalanches” and “assaults.” 

Shortly after one visit to Ceuta in the spring of 2018, a news story broke about a group of young 

West African men who approached the tourist border from the Moroccan side and ran through en 
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masse. In videos of the incident, the customs officials and police who work that border just 

seemed to step aside, as what looked like hundreds of men ran into Spain amid cries of “BOZA!, 

BOZA!” By the time the Guardia Civil arrived, most of the men were already in Spain. Some 

were registered as asylum-seekers through the Red Cross, and taken to the Ceuta Centro 

Extranjero Transito Interval (CETI) to await their case hearings and potential transfer to 

mainland Spain, a process that can take longer than the year at times. Others ran into the 

neighborhood of Principe, where local residents who support Mousa’s organizing efforts, the 

same residents who primarily work in the commodity business of the border, hid them from 

police seeking to find them before the Red Cross was able to. The police’s strategy in these sorts 

of cases is to find migrants before their cases are registered, and then push them back through the 

gap in the fence to Morocco. While the legality of this process is questionable to begin with, it is 

typically something that occurs just after crossing into Spain and within the immediate space of 

the border’s material infrastructure. Here, instead, the gap between the fences seemed to extend 

into Principe, and the time in which these men could be forced back into Moroccan territory 

extended as well.  

 Most often, however, “making boza,” that is to say successfully crossing into Ceuta, 

means climbing the fences separating Morocco and Spain. Photos of young men sitting on 

Spanish fences grace news media, human rights reports, and scholarship. Videos taken from 

neighborhoods like Principe, adjacent to the border, show men slowly chanting “bo-za, bo-za” 

while Spanish Guardia Civil gather below alongside journalists and Red Cross volunteers and 

employees. The longer they wait on the fence, the more people who gather, and the more 

attention will be paid when they come down off the fence. In part, this helps to deter the “hot 

returns.” The Red Cross employee in Ceuta, Carmela, situated her role in these sorts of events as 
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much as that of an observer of the activities of the Guardia Civil as a provider of the standard kit 

of blankets, water, and shoes to border-crossers whose clothing may have torn climbing the 

barbed wire and whose shoes were kicked off in order to get better traction on the metal mesh of 

the fence. Waiting on the fence, then, becomes a technique for subverting the securitizing role of 

the border itself. Instead of securing the Spanish territory, migrants use the fence as a way of 

securing their positions in Ceuta against potential illegal returns into Morocco. This is another 

sense of the frontier fence. Not only can it work to secure the enclave against would-be crossers, 

but it also provides a platform through which attention may be gathered and distributed 

differently. Sitting chanting “BOZA!” retools the infrastructure of the frontier fence to have an 

alternative value, and the event of waiting takes on another sense.  

We can catch a glimpse of these multiple senses of this event by looking at the duality of 

the word “boza,” as it is chanted here on the fence separating the material and political frontiers 

between Morocco and Spain, the African Union and the European Union. This duality exists 

both in how “boza” is chanted on the fence, as well as in how it is used in the phrase “making 

boza.” Gilles Deleuze’s elucidation of the “Fourth Series of Dualities,” in The Logic of Sense, 

provides one way at looking at the relationship between the language and matter of an event. For 

Deleuze,  

The event subsists in language, but it happens to things. Things and propositions 
are less in a situation of radical duality and more of the two sides of a frontier 
represented by sense…On the one hand, there are singular proper names, 
substantives, and general adjectives which indicate limits, pauses, rests, and 
presences; on the other there are verbs carrying off with them becoming and its 
train of reversible events and infinitely dividing their present into past and future 
(1990, 25) 
 

Bo-za/boza exists at this frontier of sense. On the one hand, “bo-za” is naming the state of 

affairs: sitting on this fence, this is boza. On the other hand, (making) boza is the ongoing action 
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being accomplished throughout this waiting on the fence. In a way, it summons its conditions of 

possibility into existence by calling a crowd, inviting attention to be paid by observers, 

journalists, police, and aid-workers alike. In so doing, the reorganization of this attention lays the 

ground for another dialogic imagination. The migrant subject, who was before another body 

climbing over a fence, is now speaking into the crowd assembled in the name of “boza,” a crowd 

that could imagine the possibility of an albeit indeterminate but nonetheless political claim, as 

will be discussed further in Chapter 4. Seen thus, this time spent waiting on the fence, and below 

it, could be seen as another sort of liminal period in which various power dynamics are 

transformed and roles are reversed. However, as I will continue to argue, this moment of 

seemingly peak eventfulness, encapsulated as a liminal waiting period on the fence, is actually 

enmeshed in a much broader, ongoing, configuration of social life.  

 Sociologist David Moffette traces the development of these fences, as symbolic of and 

integral to the emergence of the European Union’s border securitization policies, through 

Agamben’s notion of the state of exception. From the mid-1990s, when the Schengen Agreement 

became the dominant force regulating movement through and into European territories, Ceuta 

and its twin enclave Melilla posed a certain conundrum for Spain and thus the EU. Ceuta, as a 

Spanish territory on the African continent, needed to be incorporate into an international political 

strategy that was grounded in shared neighborly borders and freedom of mobility. The problem 

was that the borders of Ceuta, and thus Spain and Europe, existed more in the ferry terminals 

where IDs would be checked before transport to the European continent than in lines drawn on a 

map demarcating Spanish and Moroccan territory. The border fence, in 1995, was little more 

than a stick-post checkpoint used to allow Moroccans from the region into Ceuta for working, 

shopping, and commodity transport. As Moffette argues, building up Ceuta’s land borders 
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became a test case for European-level border management techniques, and the policies governing 

Europe’s external borders, were persistently revised and reworked as varying techniques seemed 

effective or not, raised activist alarms or not, and secured bargaining chips with Morocco or not 

(Moffette 2018). Positioning Ceuta as a site of exception to the Schengen zone did not allow 

exceptional practices to occur as much as it allowed already ongoing practices to occur under the 

guise of exceptionality.  

 Twenty-five years on, we should not consider the goings-on around Ceuta’s borders to be 

exceptional. The men sitting on the fence do not appear in an apex of an exceptional event of 

border crossing. Their chants of “bo-za, bo-za” resounded before they arrived at Ceuta’s borders, 

and will after, once they are detained and eventually transported to mainland Spain. These events 

are enmeshed in a directionality, and a temporality, that extends far beyond the seemingly 

exceptional moments captured on camera. Just below the fence and around the corner, the 

perpetual deployment of a special force of riot police and the persistent construction of new 

border infrastructure has come to be exactly what it is branded as in the EU Regional 

Development Fund signage posted on construction sites throughout the city: “Ceuta: Una Manera 

de Hacer Europa.” Ceuta: A Way to Do Europe.”  

 

“Ceuta: A Way to Do Europe” 

While this slogan is plastered onto EU-financed development projects around Spain, it 

takes on a particular resonance in Ceuta. Not only has this EU fund sponsored the construction 

and reinforcement of various border infrastructures, but it has also functioned as the main driver 

of other sorts of infrastructural development in Ceuta. For instance, on the other side of the 

enclave from Tarajal is the Spanish village of Benzú and the Moroccan village of Belyounes. 
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The two villages are just 100 meters away from one another. They were more of separate 

neighborhoods in the same village than two distinct villages until the border fence constructed in 

the late 1990s split them in two. Still, however, they share a cemetery (on the Moroccan side), a 

school (on the Spanish side), and the closest hospital to Belyounes is in Ceuta rather than in 

Morocco. Despite officially being a closed border, there is a Spanish Guardia Civil officer 

stationed in a small guard post next to a door in the fence who lets in children from Morocco to 

go to school in Spain every morning and lets people from Benzú visit the cemetery in Belyounes 

upon request. The EU ordered the closure of this border when it became clear that it was much 

less policeable than the Tarajal border, even more so because of the constantly irregular traffic 

through the border. Another dimension of this border is significant in the context of “a way to do 

Europe.” When Ceuta’s water and electricity infrastructure networks were initially constructed, 

Francisco Franco controlled northern Morocco as a part of the Spanish protectorate. The water 

systems that fed Ceuta, a rocky enclave without any fresh water sources, connected to rivers and 

springs that led from the Moroccan coastline toward a rich network of underground springs 

around Belyounes. The Camarinal Sill, the underwater geological formation that filters and 

separates the waters of the Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean, produces naturally filtered and 

flowing groundwater that feeds into these springs. After Morocco nationalized these water 

systems upon independence in 1957, Ceuta’s government was forced to purchase water from 

Morocco and rent the rights to maintain and control and infrastructure that previously belonged 

to Spain. This border, between Benzú and Belyounes, is the easiest access point to the pipelines 

that connect to Belyounes’ springs.  

 Instead of allowing regular traffic between this border, however, the EU sought to reduce 

Ceuta’s reliance on Morocco and began construction of a multi-million euro desalinization plant 
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in Ceuta (El Pueblo de Ceuta 2016). Additionally, they began to subsidize the purchasing of 

water from Cadiz, in southern Spain, and its transport on cargo ships to Ceuta. Even so, the 

combination of lack of water pressure for water stored in Ceuta’s reservoir and a demand that 

outpaces the rate of desalinization from the plant means that Spain continues to import water to 

Ceuta from the infrastructures of the former protectorate, and engineers continue to traverse this 

border irregularly alongside schoolchildren and mourners in order to conduct maintenance. As 

with the other commodities that move between Spain and Morocco around Ceuta, this provides a 

further opportunity for regional politicking and leveraging of one commodity and resource 

against another between the two kingdoms.  

 Even with all of these efforts combined – the delivery of water from Cadiz by boat, the 

desalinization plants, and the pipelines and their reservoirs – there are still regular water 

shortages in Ceuta, and oftentimes brackish water pumping through the city’s infrastructure. I 

noticed this in my first long-term stay Ceuta, in the summer of 2016. I kept rotating from hotel to 

hotel, until I realized that each of them had the same issue with very little water pressure and a 

high saline content in the water that did come through. The situation confused me, as just across 

the border in Morocco the water seemed completely fine. I put the question to Sergio during one 

of our trips to Tarajal, who told me I “should probably stop staying at the cheap hotels that don’t 

have private water treatment, and where sex workers use for day labor, and book a room at one 

of the nicer hotels in time.” I told him they always seemed full when I went to inquire about a 

room, and he replied that I should try to book it online, because I “look like a Moroccan and they 

probably didn’t trust [you]. And besides being racists,” he said, “most of the nicer hotels are full 

in the summers between Moroccans in Europe passing through, and UIP officers with sex 

workers.” I had never noticed sex work taking place in the cheap hotels where I had been 
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staying, just young Moroccan couples who, like me, couldn’t afford the fancier places in town. 

This was the year before Mousa and I met, and though he eventually told me something similar 

about the nicer hotels in the enclave. Nonetheless, the filtering of water, like the filtering of 

belonging in Ceuta, is part of its “way of doing Europe.” 

 It was outside the desalinization plant that I first noticed the “Una Manera de Hacer 

Europa” signage. It was the same summer of 2016, and I was on a walk with Carlos Perez Marin, 

an architect and art curator from Ceuta who I met several years before in Tangier at 

contemporary art and performance festival that I produce there. Carlos, like Sergio, regularly 

travels into Morocco. He runs a caravan residency program in the Saharan oasis of Tighmert as 

well as in Mauritania, where he invites artists, architects, and academics to travel by foot from 

one oasis town to the next over the period of several weeks. Unlike Sergio, however, he comes 

from a long line of Ceutíes and takes pride in Ceuta’s place in pre-Francoist Spanish as well as 

Islamic history. I asked him about the sign, and he laughed. “In Ceuta, the government” he said, 

“thinks of itself like a Spanish island, with connections to the north but only desert to the south 

in Morocco.” “In reality,” he went on, “it couldn’t be further from the truth.” When we finished 

our walk and sat down as a small restaurant serving grilled fish on the beach “Sebtawi style,” as 

Carlos described it with the Arabic term for someone from Ceuta, he went on:  

Ceuta is the size of a small town, has a population that reaches the size of a city 
with workers who come in from Morocco. It has the economic power of a 
province, but the mentality of a village. It's stuck between regional power and 
local power. The local federal government branch controls some things and the 
Mayor's office others. The mayor can call the president of Spain whenever he 
wants, and has his ear because of Ceuta's geo-political significance. But the city 
can't take care of itself. Imagine if Ceuta were really an island. It couldn't just ask 
Spain for money for development or security. It couldn't rely on actual boat-loads 
of fresh water coming from Cadiz every few weeks, it couldn’t buy easily energy 
from Morocco or rely on the power grids of the peninsula connected underwater 
to Ceuta and fed by the windmills of Andalusia. It's a rocky island, and has to 
learn to make due with what it has. The Mayor has been in office for 17 years 
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now. 15 years ago, I suggested that he bring in a research center to study energy 
independence, and how to produce energy out of the currents in the Strait, which 
are among the most rapid in the world. Or the wind, like the rest of southern 
Spain. Or solar panels, like Morocco does. "But I don't know how to do that," he 
responded. What kind of idiot thinks that he has to know how to do something 
himself to bring in a research team to study a topic? And the mayor, like many in 
Ceuta, is well educated.  

 

He is right, of course. The water comes from Morocco, the commodities go into Morocco, and 

Ceuta is the birthplace of many foundational Moroccan saints and leaders throughout history, 

including one of the patron saints and founders of Marrakech. Even before the Portuguese took 

control of Ceuta, it was a stop in caravans that reached from the Sahel to continental Europe. In 

many ways, today it still is. But the well-educated “many” that Carlos is referring to is a specific 

segment of the population that sees itself as divided along religious lines. For lack of a better 

description, it is most predominantly the Christian population of Ceuta. If Ceuta prides itself on 

its historical and present connections to the Andalusian notion of convivencia, then what of the 

boza community that makes Ceuta a stop on their journeys northward?  

 The municipal government of Ceuta annually holds an award ceremony and festival each 

fall, called the “Premio de Convivencia”- the Convinencia Prize. At it, members of each of 

Ceuta’s four “cultures” are honored for their service to the city and each “culture” is invited to 

perform songs and dances for a gathered audience. After the ceremony, tents erected in the plaza 

outside the auditorium offer attendees food from each of these four groups, in the manner that 

Carmela divided Ceuta when we first met. The tents proffer “Comida español,” “Comida 

musulmana,” “Comida hebreica,” and “Comida hindù.” Spanish food, Muslim food, Hebraic 

food, and Hindu food. When I attended it with Carlos in 2017, it was just after a scandal in which 

members of Ceuta’s Hindu community had carried a statue of Ganesh into a Catholic Church as 

a part of the week of celebrations of convivencia, sparking outcry from those who eat “comida 



137 
 

español” about the defiling of the sacred statue of “La Virgen de África,” the patron saint of 

Ceuta, with what they perceived to be a false idol such as Ganesh. What was supposed to be a 

celebration of living together turned into the spark of a culture clash that was noticeable in the 

stratifications of who was eating what food in the plaza after the ceremony. Sergio, who was 

covering the event for his newspaper, told me that the whole thing was beyond farcical. As he 

saw it, aside from the obvious absurdities of these food tents, most Ceutíes who were at the event 

shared one way of living together- they didn’t want West and Central Africans in Ceuta.  

 I heard this in another when I was introduced to members of the “multicultural 

committee,” and began to explain my research to them. If culture is food, and if Spanish food is 

paella for Christians, Muslim food is Moroccan-style couscous and grilled meats, Hebraic food is 

kosher flatbread and dip, and Hindu food was a chickpea curry, then where does Ceuta’s migrant 

community fit in? In short, they don’t. I asked if the committee had ever considered setting up a 

tent for people from the other cultural groups who live in Ceuta- Syrians, Yemenis, and 

Algerians who may have a different experience of “Muslim food,” South Asian migrants and 

refugees who are ostracized from the Ceutí Hindu and Muslim communities, and West Africans 

who share a continent and a region with Ceuta and could be members of either the Christian or 

Muslim tent. A high-ranking elected official in the municipal government, a career politician and 

local son of Ceuta, assured me that “Don’t worry, we have many associations and activists who 

do events for them. But this event is about Ceuta, for us, and our convivencia.”   

These associations, like those with whom Mousa often worked, have their limits. 

Mousa’s own “extraofficial work,” as he put it, was important because of those limits. In Ceuta, 

he found that people like the members of the “multicultural committee” were often sympathetic 

and even were willing to donate, to show up to volunteer for an event, but didn’t really want 



138 
 

people from the boza community to stay in Ceuta: “They [Ceutíes] say ‘ Oh, we don’t want them 

[migrants] to stay because they are taking our jobs.’ Really? You want to carry groceries from 

the store to someone’s car for a Euro? I don’t think so. They [Ceutíes] think the government pays 

each migrant in the detention center 400 euros a month. It’s just not true. But the government lets 

people think that.” Although the traveling through Ceuta on journeys of trade, refuge, and 

pilgrimages of knowledge and experience could be considered the oldest form of convivencia in 

the city, these present-day pilgrims were not allowed to be a part of Ceuta’s contemporary 

iteration.   

 The categories officially represented in this ceremonial pavilion – “(Christian) Spanish, 

Muslim, Hindu, and Jewish” – mark an easy stratification of Ceuta into groups racialized by their 

religion. These categories are so common in their emic use in Ceuta, it is tempting to think of 

them as a natural order of division. In fact, however, they represent official narratives of 

belonging that are transgressed through other icons of belonging both in terms of forms of 

relatedness as well as through other forms and markings of difference. In her work on the US-

Mexico border, Rihan Yeh describes the publics that emerge using overlapping indexical points 

but in different genres of articulation (Yeh 2012). In Tijuana, the space of the border brings out 

claims of belonging (and not) that build from different scales of discourse and representation. On 

one side, there is the “we” of the Tijuanese bourgeois public that builds from binaries of “we” vs 

“them”: “gringo versus mexicano, North versus South, patriot versus traitor, visa holder versus 

“illegal alien,” economically solvent versus impoverished” (212, 729). On the other, there is 

what she calls the “hearsay public,” continuously re-iterative in each encounter that repeats what 

“they say.” “They,” as Yeh describes, is never in a fixed position and the circulation of what 

“they say” expands who can be included in “they” in each repetition.  
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 In the case of Ceuta, we can see something similar in the official discourse of convivencia 

and its categories. These stratifications do offer indices of belonging in the enclave, as much as 

they position these categories as immutable and perpetual. “They,” in this case migrants passing 

through, can never belong to the categories of convivencia, if even the religious markers are 

applicable to “them.” To quote again the municipal official: “we have many associations and 

activists who do events for them.”  This public of convivencia exists because the border separates 

“them” from the other (Moroccan) side, where christian@s, as Carmela sees it, would be not 

safe or comfortable. In Ceuta, convivencia exists because of what it supposedly stands in 

opposition to. However, when the border becomes not (just) a site of separation but a site of 

exchange, it is circulation that determines categories of belonging and difference. These 

categories could be determined by the state, in the case of frontier guards and police who surveil 

and police entry into and exit from Ceuta. They can also emerge from other modes of circulation, 

for instance the not quite crossings such as those discussed by Mousa in the barzakh, or from the 

collective subjectivity called into being when boza is claimed from atop the fence and invites 

activists, aid workers, and journalists on both sides of the border to pay a different sort of 

attention to the border and its crossers. Like in Mousa’s reproduction of their discourse, the 

discourse of Ceutíes who participate in the events such as the Premio de Convivencia, there is 

another position by which one can stand in belonging in Ceuta. This collective subjectivity is not 

one of unitary belonging, but one grounded in difference. The right to belong does not come 

from fitting into Ceuta’s convivencia, with its immutable distinctions between its categories as 

well as between “us” and “them,” but rather from the circulations and exchanges at its margins 

and in the times and spaces in between. 
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Convivencia or Shared Difference? 

 While the official notions of convivencia propose Ceuta as an idyllic enclave oasis of 

tolerance and equality between four cultures, each with their own separate stand at the city fair, it 

is clear that the lived realities in the city fall far short of this. The critical literature on these 

official narratives in Spain outlines how the rightist agenda first articulated by Franco – an 

agenda that tolerated conservative and pious Others as useful neighbors but not equals to Spanish 

(Christian) subjects – is as entrenched in these notions of convivencia as it is in “hispanidad” 

(Moffette 2018). As Rogozen-Soltar points out on the other side of the Strait, in her ethnographic 

work in the Spanish city of Granada, these references to historical narratives of convivencia exist 

side by side with present-day Islamophobic and anti-immigrant sentiments (Rogozen-Soltar 

2017). Furthermore, even with the investments of various members of Ceuta’s “four (religious) 

cultures” in this notion of convivencia, this version of multiculturalism sits uneasily in the 

context of both the Francoist politics of the enclave and more broadly Spain’s Catholic monarchy 

and historically Catholic nation-state. Here, as elsewhere in the Mediterranean, this tension 

proves fruitful for unpacking the negotiations of who is considered a minority, and how, in a 

region characterized by differential politics of circulation (Silverstein 2017).  

 There are nonetheless ways of being and living together in spite of, or perhaps because 

of, (shared) difference that appear within the borders of this enclave. The on-the-ground 

organizing power of activist groups from the Principe neighborhood who have spent decades 

agitating for commodity-porter rights lends itself to having journalists such as Sergio on speed-

dial when a boza attempt is happening, and to set up neighborhood shelters and kitchens for 

newly arrived migrants in Ceuta. Advocates for the primarily Amazigh Rif mountain region’s 

independence from Morocco, born in Ceuta but with no allegiances neither to Morocco nor 
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Spain, find political allies among refugees from the Syrian and Yemeni states who have found 

themselves in Ceuta and who also found themselves on the receiving end of their home state’s 

antagonism. And alongside commodity-porters waiting to cross into Morocco, there are 

solidarity caravans such as those that Mousa organizes, with food and medicine heading to the 

camps in the Moroccan hills outside Ceuta where those ready to “make boza” over the fence wait 

to stage their attempts. These shades of solidarity emerge in the shadows of Ceuta’s borders, 

during time considered as (only) liminal because it is in-between two spatial locations; between 

Morocco and Spain, waiting in the border-line to cross, or between migratory stops in a longer 

journey. But, these forms of shared difference, produced out of the breakdown in border flow, 

show how this particular conception of liminality – a conception that names a temporal state that 

results from spatial in-between – is insufficient to describe the communal sensibilities that here 

have emerged.  

 Given the associations with spatio-temporal stasis and in-betweenness that is associated 

with migration, asylum, seeking, and borders, one can understand how liminality and 

transgression are often evoked to describe these time periods. More specifically, migration 

studies has begun to evoke the social effects of liminal waiting to discuss migrant life asylum 

and detention centers (Griffiths 2014; Rotter 2016; Turnbull 2016; Beek 2020; Debele 2020). 

This apparent “temporal turn” in the ethnography of migration, however, still holds temporality 

hostage to spatial imaginaries. In these readings, if someone moves location, as a migrant or 

otherwise, then they must be also changing temporal frames. Beyond this academic critique, 

however, the focus on liminality reveals the tension between the categories of belonging 

articulated by Ceuta’s government and the categories emergent among populations only 

considered to be passing through. These populations can include the West and Central Africans 
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who “make boza”  by crossing the fence in Ceuta after waiting in cities such as Tangier as much 

as they can include the Moroccan and Sebti Muslim day laborers who spend hours each day 

waiting in line. These individuals are considered peripheral to the operations of the border, by-

products of the process, as much as they are considered peripheral to the cultures of the city 

showcased during at the Convivencia Prize ceremony. In contrast to this perspective, I am 

arguing the opposite: they are what undergirds the operations of this border as much as they are 

who do the labor that fills the municipal coffers. They are, “una manera de hacer Europa.”  

 Thus far I have outlined a perspective of border infrastructure that displaces the privilege 

of space in the study of migratory flow as well as proposes how these tactics of border time 

management interact with “subjective experiences and practices to create dissonance, 

interferences, and interruptions” that echo beyond the time and place of border-crossing 

(Mezzadra and Neilson 2013, 133). Just as breakdown cannot be written out of normal 

infrastructural operations, we have seen how these interruptions are indeed instrumental within 

the disposition of the border itself.   

 Most often, discussions of borders in general highlight the abhorrent means of 

exploitation and capital expansion that occur through border regimes. However, considering 

waiting and borders, and by extension border regions, as intrinsically linked allows us to 

consider the other sort of productive effects of this breakdown we may now understand as 

waiting. Chapter 1 began by positioning the workings of border infrastructures outside of just 

their material dimension and outlining the political and social logics that come into being 

through their operations. This chapter has charted out more material operations, but one that also 

puts into play municipal and national legal mechanisms of regulation and surveillance as well as 

socio-cultural boundary marking. In both cases, in Tangier and in Ceuta, borders work through 
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these infrastructures as well as such super-structural correlates that uphold certain categories on 

the one hand, and provide the grounds for new ones on the other. These chapters have begun to 

introduce the languages and labors that come into being through waiting at the borders of the 

Strait of Gibraltar, and the forms of belonging that appear starkly in the most eventful of 

crossings but are nonetheless emerging all the while. Chapter 3 will return to Tangier to place 

these infrastructures, as well as the waiting outlined here, into the context of a broader literature 

around liminality and temporality. In doing so, it will move from discussions of border 

infrastructure and breakdown, here recast as waiting, toward the forms of social relatedness to 

which they give rise. Specifically, it will stage this waiting as generative of enduring communal 

forms, as seen through the semiotic forms, linguistic ideologies, and rhythms of labor that these 

borders engender. The infrastructures that are the subject of these chapters are connected, as we 

will see in the following chapters, and condition the political possibilities of this region’s future 

as much as they are linked to its particular histories of mobility and boundaries.   
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Waiting and Working in Tangier, II: The Lazy Wall 

It is far from the far from the first time I have found myself in this situation. I’m standing 

just between the Café de Paris and the Lazy Wall, on the corner of the street that heads down 

into Houma Spañol, waiting for Polofree to show up. We are having beers at the bar above the 

café, “Le Coeur de Tanger,” The Heart of Tangier [FR], ostensibly to plan the Eid celebration 

in Msnana in a few weeks, but really because it’s a Friday afternoon in Tangier, it’s sunny and it 

is summer. The city is packed, full of Moroccan immigrants to Europe, what some call zmigris or 

MRE, who are in Tangier to spend some time by the sea before heading to other parts of 

Morocco to celebrate with family “au bled,” as they say. I called Polofree and he told me he was 

waiting for a taxi from Boukhalef back to the center of the city. He had been out “working” at 

one of the speakeasys there, trying to arrange for people to help with the cooking. I decide to 

wander over to the old Tanjawi man selling snacks, hot nuts in wrapped old shipping container 

forms, but ended up getting a slice of “caliente,” a hot, spicy, and salty baked chickpea cake that 

you only find in northern Moroccan cities like Tangier or Tetouan, but in Ceuta too.  

I sit down on the wall and do what everyone else seems to be doing. Eating a snack and 

alternating between staring out at Strait of Gibraltar, trying to pick out the windmills on the 

coast that dot the mountains between the tiny white specs that are the buildings of Tarifa and the 

surrounding towns, and then turning back south and watching the spectacle taking place on the 

Lazy Wall plaza. It’s August and a weekend, so aside from the MRE, there are also crowds of 

Spaniards on “African Excursions” for the weekend. The ferry company FRS runs these so-

called excursions and between Spanish visitors coming from across the Strait and the tourist 

hordes who disembark at Tangier’s port for day-trips on their cruise ship routes, there is plenty 

of work for the guides and hawkers trying to catch someone who wants to buy a miniature 
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leather camel or a woven basket to take home. But it’s not just that, there are also the Tanjawi 

families out for an afternoon paseo, and the young men with virtual reality goggles selling the 

chance to stare out over the Strait not just in reality, but also virtually too. They take up position 

in between the bronze cast Portuguese cannons that are pointed out across the Strait and the 

telescopic viewing stands next to them. A group of kids fly by on roller-blades, trying to hitch 

themselves to the cars stuck in the perpetual traffic between the Lazy Wall and the French 

Consulate and catch a ride up the hill. They almost knock over an old woman walking past with 

a bunch of flowers in hand, but out of nowhere one of the other young men sitting on the Wall 

eating “caliente” jumps up and catches her. This has happened before.  

A man pushes his cart across the plaza, calling out the different types of fish that he has 

in the cart for sale. It varies with the season, but sardines, rays, eels, and bream are pretty 

constant all year. A group of cats follow. At this time of day, after the sales down in the fish 

market have wrapped up, fish-sellers disperse with their carts to different neighborhoods in 

downtown Tangier, selling what remains from the day’s catch to folks who didn’t make it to the 

market in time for dinner. I see one of these sellers most early evenings near my apartment 

building, between “Playa” or Beach [SP] and “La Posta Kbira,” or The [SP] Grand [AR] Post 

Office [SP]. There is an elderly Moroccan couple in the building who don’t seem able to leave 

the house very often, and one of these salesmen shows up in the late afternoon most days with 

fresh sardines he saved from the morning. They live on the ground floor, and their window faces 

the street. He sets up outside their window, and passes them their catch through the window.  

A foghorn sounds, so it must be 6:30. Time for the cruise-shippers to head back to port 

and continue on to Barcelona, or maybe Casablanca. A group of hip-looking French tourists 

show up, and start taking pictures of the angular street that leads down from the plaza toward 



146 
 

the Teatro de Cervantes. This has been happening more and more, as Tangier starts to show up 

again in hip television shows and films like the Korean Netflix drama Vagabond or in Jim 

Jarmusch’s vampire film Only Lovers Left Alive that flips between Tangier and Detroit, two 

cities of the Strait (Détroit in French). There’s a small bookstore and contemporary art gallery 

down that street, where Polofree had his first photography show, but most tourists don’t make it 

that far. On the other side of the plaza, across Boulevard Pasteur, cafes, shops, and restaurants 

face out toward the sea. Pizzeria Vienna, Cafés Mirador and La Giralda, Pizzeria La Gondola, 

Madini’s Perfumes, Pharmacie de Paris, Daswani’s Imported Electronics, all with their doors 

and windows open to the sea breeze coming in. They sit at the ground floor of old Spanish and 

French built Art Deco buildings that still stand strong, albeit with the white paint sometimes 

chipping off on the sea-facing side of the buildings. Many of them held banks and casinos during 

the International Zone period. Older Tanjawis say that at that time, Tangier had branches of 

over 300 international banks who set up shop in the city to take advantage of the lax monetary 

regulations specific to the free zone around the city. Several Moroccan banks still occupy the 

strip, and up the street, the Tanjawi members of Women’s Bridge Club of Tangier still sometimes 

gathers to play cards in the mirrored basement bar of the “Old Jewish Casino.” 

 A Tanjawi friend passes by. She works at another well-known bookshop further down the 

street, and we share a few words over a smoke before she hurries off. She’s late for a screening 

at the Cinémathèque, but tells me to give her a call if Polofree and I are still out in a few hours. I 

turn back to the other side of the Wall, toward the Strait and try to count the ships in the distance 

waiting to come into port at one of 6 main ports in this corner of the Strait, in Tangier’s city 

port, in TangerMed, in Ceuta, in Tarifa or at the ports of Gibraltar or Algeciras. I feel a tug on 

my shirt, and it’s a group of kids.“ ʿamu, ʿamu, al-mʿawanā f’quipo,”Uncle, uncle, help us out 
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with the [AR] equipo [SP].11 They are asking for money for their “team,” which basically means 

that they want money to buy a soccer ball. I brush them off. Not today guys, maybe tomorrow. 

They keep going until Polofree shows up from around the corner. Ok ok, that’s good enough, he 

says to them in Tanjawi darija, handing them a few dirhams. I realize I recognize one of the kids, 

he is one of the young Moroccans that I see often with Polofree when we do our Friday morning 

food distributions with Voie des Migrants, kids that leave their families and come up to Tangier 

to try and sneak onto the boats leaving the city’s ports for Spain. The kids break into a fit of 

laughter and then scamper off, and Polofree cracks a smile. I ask Polofree, “Did you pay them to 

do that?” “Yeah man, you looked so serious, how long have you been sitting there waiting for 

me?” “Never mind, let’s go,” I reply.  

 We head up the stairs between the terrace of Café de Paris and its back entrance, and go 

to the second floor of the building. The first time he and I came here a few years ago, the older 

doorman wasn’t eager to let a Black man into the bar. Now, he slaps hands with Polofree and 

me and then directs us inside. We head into the dark bar, past the old Moroccan and Spanish 

men alternating between televisions showing football matches and reruns of Spanish travel 

shows, towards the balcony. We position ourselves on the edge of the balcony terrace, in the 

corner of to the side where you still get a bit of sun, but not so much that it’s directly beaming 

onto your face, and order two beers. The waiter comes out with two beers, and the usual free 

tapas for regulars. Some cucumber tomato salad, a dish of green olives, marinated anchovies, a 

small plate of fried sardines. We toast, sip, and turn to stare back out at the Lazy Wall.  

- Field Notes, August 2018 
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Chapter 3: Liminal Tangier 

 

Tangier. Maybe the only city in the world with a central plaza called “the lazy wall,” 

Mustafa tells me. We’re in Madrid, where he has recently moved from Tangier, and where I am 

visiting during my dissertation fieldwork in 2018. The lazy wall, “sūr al-m’agāzīn” in Moroccan 

Arabic, is on the edge of a central plaza on Boulevard Pasteur in downtown Tangier.12 Antique 

bronze cannons face outwards, toward the sea, as if they are pointed and primed should Spain try 

to invade the southern shores of the Strait again, a hypothetical revenge by Catholic Spain for the 

conquering done by los moros, as many Spanish still say.  

Tangier and the region in which it sits is marked by a particular use and mix of 

languages. Moroccan Arabic breaks down into the Tangier-specific dialect, which is laughed at 

across Morocco for how it mixes Arabic, Riffi Amazigh, Spanish, French, even Italian and 

English in vocabulary and structure. To take an evening-time stroll to the Lazy Wall is, for 

instance, to “d-rab paseo.” D-rab, from the Moroccan Arabic drrb, or hit, and paseo, the term for 

boulevard that comes from the Spanish verb pasear or pass by. Literally, to hit the streets. 

Phrases such as this sit alongside the words of native-speakers of foreign languages French, 

Spanish, English, who inhabit Tangier. Historically, these foreign speakers from the Global 

North were colonists, and then they became known as “ex-pats.” Today, however, as Tangier 

becomes a place of settlement for entrepreneurs, adventurers, refugees, and immigrants from all 
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over Africa, the Middle East, and Asia, these languages of waiting in Tangier continue to 

change. As they do, so too do the boundaries of belonging that they demarcate. 

The previous two chapters discussed the logics of border infrastructures in Tangier and 

Ceuta, material and immaterial, in order to outline how these borders and their breakdowns 

produce habits of everyday life across different communities, and bring those communities into 

relations of belonging and difference. Here, this chapter frames the sedimentation of such habits, 

and their languages and labors, more explicitly within the temporal stance of waiting and in the 

context of one version of “International Tangier.” In doing so, it also examines the ideological 

forms and histories in which this waiting is enmeshed. As with Polofree’s situation, described in 

Chapter 1, Tangier has increasingly become a place where would-be migrants to Europe have 

found themselves waiting, for months and sometimes years, and finally settling in the city, 

sometimes as regularized immigrants. In the following chapters, I will continue to describe these 

languages and labors of waiting, and how they produce categories of belonging with potential 

political consequences. Chapter 2 took up other events of waiting at what seemed to be their 

apexes – climbing a fence into Spain in Ceuta, for instance – and reframed the lens by which we 

view such events so as to focus on the margins of the exhausted, everyday, workings of this 

border enclave. Both of these first chapters began with the logics of border operations, and how 

they exceed both the material infrastructures of borders as well as the scholarly literature that 

frames them primarily within models of a so-called “migration apparatus.” This third chapter 

begins by considering how these productive effects draw on the histories of im/mobility and 

ideological structures conditioned by waiting on this side of the Strait of Gibraltar.  Waiting, 

seen at the Lazy Wall and more broadly in border cities such as Tangier and Ceuta, is active. Its 

particular configuration of temporality, its social tense, is ongoing and present progressive. The 
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breakdown in flow endemic to infrastructure is just as endemic to the flow of migrants and 

immigrants across borders. It is productive and pervasive, and time spent waiting is active and 

generative. This type of waiting conditions the waiting person, the community in which they 

wait, and the systems that both give rise to and depend on this waiting. Waiting at borders 

extends far beyond the material borders that separate Morocco and Spain, both maritime and 

terrestrial, into cities such as Tangier, Ceuta, and even to the Spanish Andalusian coastline. The 

waiting of a migrant in Tangier, who may become an immigrant over the years, is connected to 

the waiting of commodity-porters in Ceuta, which is connected to the historically embedded 

forms of waiting that connect the social life and the political economies of both sides of the Strait 

of Gibraltar. These connections are material, as has been discussed, as well as cultural, and 

socio-political. The languages of waiting, the labors of waiting, and the infrastructures of waiting 

here are all intertwined, but this dissertation – at least initially – has introduced them as 

analytically separate. While in Chapters 1 and 2 they remained analytically separate, each 

chapter foregrounding one while the others remain in the background, this chapter sets the stage 

to see how the logics of their borders intersect together to foster senses of communal belonging 

with political consequences for each side of the borders. Taking a deeper look at waiting at the 

Lazy Wall, for instance, reveals how this conceptual apparatus will come to unfold the 

historically and presently productive effects of waiting in Tangier, and how this waiting has laid 

the ground for habits and labors that result in new categories of belonging.  

 

The Languages of Waiting, or, What’s in a Name? 

Tangier stands out, in Moroccan and Mediterranean history, as a city that materially and 

socially embodies a particularly strand of colonial history. Throughout the first half of the 
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twentieth century, the city and its surroundings were carved up by a confederation of European 

powers in consort with the Moroccan Sultanate and with the eventual addition of the United 

States. While much of Morocco was part of a French Protectorate, northern Morocco and parts of 

the Sahara region were under Spanish control. Tangier, although closely tied to the Spanish 

protectorate, was designated an International Zone. Today, this has left remnants in how the city 

looks, sounds, and functions. Its rhythms are attuned to the ebb and flow of people coming and 

going, from north and from south. For instance, the plaza of the Lazy Wall sits above a large 

park, which leads down to an old, but still intact, housing complex and theatre built by the 

Spanish government for middle class and working-class laborers during the protectorate and 

international zone periods of Tangier, which began in 1911 and ended in 1956. During that time, 

Tangier and the surrounding region were governed by an international coalition of France, Spain, 

and the United Kingdom jointly. Eventually Portugal, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, Sweden, 

and the United States came to join that governing coalition, and had already established 

diplomatic and residential quarters in the city (Stuart 1955). Boulevard Pasteur, leading through 

the center of downtown toward the older part of the city, the medina, was the main thoroughfare 

that both bordered and bridged these different communities. Even if, at various turns, Tangier 

played a significant role in the unfolding of European colonialism around the world – whether as 

a prize to be fought over or a strategic military and economic outpost – the histories of this city 

do not fit neatly into narratives of European colonialism (Pack 2015; Stenner 2019). From pre-

Islamic Phoenician and Roman settlements around Tangier to Iberian and Andalusian battles 

during the Reconquista, , the quadrants of the Strait of Gibraltar – Tangier, Ceuta, Gibraltar, and 

Tarifa – were prizes to be fought over and traded throughout Andalusian and Medieval European 

history and in the lead up to European colonialism in Africa alike (Brown 2012; Pack 2019). The 
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entrance of Anglo-European mercantile capitalism onto the world-stage solidified the Strait of 

Gibraltar as a prize to be fought over by European imperial powers in order to secure or surveil 

passage between the Atlantic and the Mediterranean. The Islamic Sultanates and confederated 

groups of Amazigh and Arab tribes across the countries played their part in this battle too, 

trading access to Tangier in order to solidify other strategic alliances.  

Indeed, even after acknowledging that European colonial occupations of and struggles 

over Tangier, which began in earnest in the 17th century, have shaped the ideological and 

political stratifications of the city and Morocco writ-large, attention must be paid to the ways in 

which the constant bordering and rebordering of the city and its infrastructures produced an 

enduring and specific schema of ideological and political subjectivity. As Gal and Irvine have 

pointed out, scholarly and popular understandings of (national) community have relied on the 

positing of one culture with one language (Gal and Irvine 1995). They have looked at how this 

worked to both create the contemporary nation states of Europe, as well as subject colonial West 

Africa to ideological stratifications bounded by wedding one language to one culture. However, 

linguistic practices in contemporary and historical Tangier, and this side of Strait of Gibraltar 

more generally, offer a look at how national borders and hegemonic linguistic ideologies have 

become enmeshed, as well as how they have broken down to produce new languages and 

ideologies apparent in the waiting that accompanies these borderlands. 

Mustafa and I first met in 2010, while he was editing a short film in the café of the 

Cinémathèque de Tanger. At the time, I was eager to find Spanish-speaking artists in the city 

because I was only starting to learn Moroccan Arabic. Mustafa’s film, as I saw over his shoulder, 

started in Arabic, moved into French, and concluded in Spanish. Our friendship began in those 

days in a combination of Modern Standard Arabic and Spanish, but today has grown across these 
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languages and sits in-between them all. The film explored the way that Mustafa interacted with 

his hometown in Arabic, French, and Spanish, with his language changing depending on the 

neighborhood or person with whom he was engaging. While heteroglossia has been discussed 

extensively in the anthropology of Morocco (for instance, Hoffman 2008) and code-switching 

more generally in the anthropology of borders (Urciuoli 1995), Mustafa’s film presented 

something different. In addition to the interpretive work of navigating various social and spatial 

contexts in Tangier across multiple languages, it spoke to the particular discursive culture of the 

city that extends into each of those languages, and is mutually constituted by all of them; for 

instance, “d-rab paseo f’Café de Paris” and spend some time at the café just next to the Lazy 

Wall. In Tangier, where the colonial and nationalist endeavors of European nation-states were 

projected at the extremities of the European continent through the twentieth century, one culture 

cannot be coupled to one language. Tangier’s contemporary cultural forms lie in the plurality of 

these languages living together across their differences.  

The constant and persistent re-division and re-bordering of the Strait of Gibraltar – and 

even quarters within cities such as Tangier and Ceuta – offer another angle into the production of 

linguistic ideologies. Beyond the insights of Gal and Irvine provide in moving past these 

linguistic ideological stratifications more generally, though, Mustafa’s film prompts us to think 

about the linguistic ideologies of borderlands in specific, where attention to difference from 

various state and local actors stratifies national boundaries even while producing the grounds for 

their co-production of linguistic, cultural, and social value. Gal and Irvine outline the historical 

and colonial processes that formed linguistic ideologies in Senegal and south/eastern Europe 

with attention to how European colonizers produced categories of difference even as they 

produced units of cultural similitude in Europe’s metropoles. Here, however, various and shifting 
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local and international investments in bordering caused the constant re-division of a region, its 

languages, cultures, and labor practices. These divisions give rise to names of parts of the city, 

from the “lazy wall” to the “Spanish neighborhood” where it is located, and even to entangled 

languages remixed to name various quarters and labor practices in the city. Indeed, to call a wall 

“lazy” points those waiting at it as lazy as well. In other parts of Morocco, Tangier is stereotyped 

as a place where the offices are always empty, and the cafes are always full of Tanjawis waiting 

for something to happen. To name those waiting as lazy reproduces dominant ideologies that see 

Tangier – where people work and speak across languages and fields that may not be bound to 

one structural ideology – as a place of deficiency and lacking of a proper, or single, cultural 

ideology cohesive with other parts of Morocco. As in the waiting room of the Tangier 

metropolitan police station, the waiting-work that takes place in these cafes, like Mustafa’s film, 

takes places across languages and fields of sociality.  

Along these lines, we could consider how this is a place where, over centuries of 

colonization and bordering, the coupling of one language to one ideology and one ideology to 

one culture has broken down and produced another set of entangled categories. These categories 

are different than other, more easily mobilized, national/cultural units like Moroccan, Riffi, 

Spanish, African, and European. With this perspective, Tangier is a space of creolization that 

supports a dialogic community altogether excessive of simple linguistic ideological coupling. 

Attention to the subjectivities and linguistic ideologies formed through this re-articulation of 

language and culture, present and historical, in the Strait of Gibraltar reveals another character of 

Tangier, and other such cities in the Strait. This character builds from the historically enmeshed 

ideologies of Tangier, and is not limited to a historical process but rather engaged in an active 
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present production of subjectivity that builds from and reworks the sedimented languages, habits, 

and cultures of these borderlands.  

This subjectivity draws on the histories embedded in this region, and reveals itself in the 

physical and cultural geography of its boundaries, and the gaps in those boundaries. In Ceuta, for 

instance, the Riffi Amazigh community draws on networks that span both Morocco and Spain. 

The work undertaken in the Ceuta neighborhood of Principe – the solidarity caravans for the 

boza community, activist organizing, and the everyday commodity trade – depends on those 

extra-national networks that go beyondthese national boundaries and takes places in a socio-

linguistic field that mixes Arabic, Spanish, and Tarafit. In Tangier, the “Spanish neighborhood” 

below the Lazy Wall is known as “Houma Spañol,” in Tangier-specific Moroccan Arabic that 

mixes the Arabic “Houma” for neighborhood with an abbreviated Spanish “Spañol”. The houma 

maintained its working-class character after the end of the international period, with Moroccans 

moving in to work in the various port enterprises of factories, fishing, and shipping once the 

Spanish left. On a clear day, you can see straight across the Strait of Gibraltar to the Andalusian 

countryside, where windmills dot the landscape between the towns of Tarifa, right on the other 

side of the Strait from Tangier, and the larger port city of Algeciras some 30 miles east next to 

the British island enclave of Gibraltar. Gibraltar, or Jebl Tariq in Arabic, is the twin mountain of 

Jebl Mousa. Tariq refers to Tariq Ibn Ziad, the Umayyad commander who crossed the Strait in 

711 to conquer Andalusia for the Umayyad empire. Mount Mousa, Arabic for Moses, references 

the Ibrahimic prophet whose lineage is nestled in the three religions that characterized the so-

called period of Convivencia of Andalusia.  

As I discussed in the previous chapter, this notion of convivencia has become a code 

word for the supposed days of yore when Muslims, Jews, and Christians all lived together 
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happily in Spain, known then as al-Andalus. While the truth of this historical convivencia is 

more complicated than one big happy Andalusian family, harkening to past convivencia 

obfuscates the actual minority presences of “Muslim Tangier” and “Christian Ceuta.” Chapter 2 

outlined how much ado is made in Ceuta about this present-day convivencia only insofar as 

“living together” doesn’t destabilize the dominant social order. The language of “living together” 

in Ceuta is one that excludes those who wait, at the border line as well as for the chance to 

immigrate to Europe. West and Central Africans of Christian faith aren’t included in that 

convivencia in Ceuta any more than they are in Tangier. In Tangier, the Christians of 

convivencia are Euro-American.  Convivencia doesn’t involve waiting because, supposedly, it 

has always been there. However, just as in Ceuta, there is a mode of living together in these 

places that exceeds the confines of these appeals to the convivencia of al-Andalus. This 

harkening back ties together language, culture, and religion in a way that seems impossible to 

find among present hegemonic ideologies, but it falls apart when one pays attention to the 

linguistic activities and boundary marking of which Gal and Irvine (1995, 2019) ask 

anthropologists and scholars to take note. These activities, as well as their associated labors and 

infrastructures, show the emergence of a shared difference that steps away from one 

language/one culture and toward the communal sentiments of belonging seen through waiting in 

Tangier and Ceuta. Instead of looking toward the boundaries marked between languages and 

cultures, we can here instead trace out the boundaries that have enclosed this region, and the 

categories of belonging they contains. The Kingdom of Morocco, the Kingdom of Spain, and the 

United Kingdom of Great Britain have long competed for control over the passage of people 

goods through the Strait of Gibraltar, forging international alliances and waging skirmishes on 

land and sea that eventually resulted in the 1906 Algeciras Conference, where the above 
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mentioned European powers decided to divide up control the shores of the Strait such that one 

country wouldn’t have full control over both sides (MacMillan 2013; Stuart 1955). Aside from 

Tangier’s change in status from an international zone to once again a part of sovereign Morocco, 

the physical locations of the borders of the Strait of Gibraltar remain the same. Within 15 miles 

of one another, these shores bridges three countries, three kingdoms, three telecom systems, 

three tele-radio systems, and the list goes on. Even with these historical connections across the 

Strait, infrastructural and otherwise, journalistic, literary, and popular representations of Tangier 

rely on a certain narrative that has been repeated to the point of exhaustion in Morocco as well as 

internationally. 

 

The City Behind the Myth  

Like Ceuta, any description of Tangier as a city is bound to come up against an overly 

saturated field of mythologies, including that of the el dorado that leads to Europe. It is the 

beginning of the empire of al-Andalus, where Tariq Ibn Ziad burned the boats his soldiers used 

to cross from Tangier to Tarifa so as to force them onward into Spain. It is also seat of the myth 

of the Garden of the Hesperides, where Hercules labored win the favor of the gods, and the site 

of Roman Tingis, from which Tangier draws its name and which St. Francis of Assisi lamented 

as “a city of madness and illusion” (Stuart 1955). All of these myths are the sorts of things you 

would read in a guidebook, like the Orientalist sort that Mark Twain referenced in his mocking 

Innocents Abroad, where he wrote: 

We wanted something thoroughly and uncompromisingly foreign…  
And lo! In Tangier we have found it. Here is not the slightest thing that ever we have 
seen save in pictures—and we always mistrusted the pictures before. We cannot 
anymore. The pictures used to seem exaggerations—they seemed too weird and fanciful 
for reality. But behold, they were not wild enough—they were not fanciful enough—they 
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have not told half the story. Tangier is a foreign land if ever there was one, and the true 
spirit of it can never be found in any book save The Arabian Nights…  
(1869, Chapter VIII) 
 

Even today, the endless stream of travel writing from popular American newspapers and 

magazines describing “36 hours in Tangier” do not stray far from Twain’s tongue-in-cheek 

description. The myth begins with the mighty Hercules, who tore apart the mountains to form the 

Pillars of Hercules, Jebl Mousa and Jebl Tariq, and then formed a home in the caves that mark 

the exact point of difference between the Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea. It continues 

with the mythologies of convivencia, supposedly still persistent in Tangier, Gibraltar, and Ceuta 

simply because people of different religions all live together. Tangier is described as the iconic 

port city, a center of sin and desire, and where you can lose yourself in beat-poet vagaries just as 

did Genet, Ginsberg, Kerouac, Burroughs, and Jane and Paul Bowles.  

 Hisham Aidi, writing about his home city, eviscerates the Orientalism of this myth of 

Tangier in his piece reflecting on the legacy of Spanish intellectual and novelist Juan Goytisolo, 

who lived in the city for decades (Aidi 2017). He does so while also carefully arguing that there 

is indeed a particular confluence of languages, cultures, and politics in Tangier that lends itself to 

these different imaginaries of the city. Brian Edwards has examined at length how Tangier, and 

Morocco more generally, served in the mechanisms of the Beat imaginary and, by extension the 

Anglo-American imagination of the Orient (Edwards 2005). Prior to this and indeed also 

throughout the same period, Aidi argues, Tangier also played a role in the circulation of 

revolutionary discourse and actors between Havana, Algiers, and Paris. Efforts to liberate 

Tangier and the surrounding Rif region from Franco’s control were bolstered by direct 

broadcasts from Radio Havana and the arrival of communist agitprop in the city’s newsstands 

(Aidi 2017, 21).  
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The death of the first monarch of the modern Moroccan nation-state, Mohammed V, in 

1961 and the accession of his son Hassan II to the throne ended any formal overtures between 

the kingdom and Havana. Castro’s support went to Algeria in the ongoing dispute between the 

two countries over what was then the Spanish Sahara, and Morocco formally turned toward the 

United States for support even as they maintained membership in the Non-Aligned Movement. 

The connections between Tangier and the Rif with international leftist movements, however, 

continued throughout the years of neglect – which eventually became the violent years of lead in 

the 1980s and 90s – that King Hassan II inflicted on Northern Morocco. It is important here to 

note that activists such as Mousa in Ceuta also position their work in this legacy. Even if they are 

not Moroccan, they are Riffi, as I was told time and time again. The growth of the Riffi 

populations in Ceuta and Melilla accelerated as Hassan II continued to neglect the Rif region, 

until formal borders and visa regulations were introduced between Morocco and Ceuta in the 

mid-1990s. These connections persist today. Mousa’s work in Ceuta, described in the previous 

chapter, is complemented by his activist work in southern Spain and Catalonia and he sees the 

Riffi “Hirak” protest movement as a complement to the struggles in Basque Country and 

Catalonia.  

Aidi’s reflections on growing up in Tangier during this period include visiting cafes and 

locations throughout the city colloquially called after the Iberian peninsular towns you could see 

from their different vantage points: Tarifa, Gibraltar, Cadiz, Faro, Algeciras. Through the layers 

and traces of these histories, languages, and mythologies of Tangier, what Goytisolo called “the 

city palimpsest,” Aidi describes the persistence of Spanish radio and television waves in 

Tangier’s cultural, social, and political life, especially in cafes.  As he puts it:  

Youth in Tangier have elaborate seasonal café routines; there were the cafés on 

the Boulevard where we sat with our fathers for breakfast, the cafés to play cards 
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or checkers, the rowdy spots in the medina to watch Spanish soccer, the quieter 

center-town cafés where we sat to watch Spanish news or American television 

series dubbed in Spanish… On Friday nights, as we waited for TVE2 to begin its 

live broadcast of NBA games, Goytisolo would appear on the screen, introducing 

that week’s episode of his documentary series “Alquiblah”… The first time we 

ever saw an image of Abdelkrim, the great Riffian leader, or learned that Spain 

had used poison gas against Riffian soldiers in 1923, was when Goytisolo 

broadcast an episode titled “Abdelkrim and the Epic of the Rif” (2017, 23). 

 

 The stereotype that the cafes in Tangier are always full, and that no one works, drew eyes of the 

Beats in the 20th century as much as the ire of St. Francis in the thirteenth century; Tangier, 

where people idle between café to café, stopping and chatting in between, sitting down on walls 

and steps and gazing out at the sea at every turn. However, as in Aidi’s description of a young 

man’s youth spent in Tangier’s cafes, these cafes are also the sites for the formation of political, 

social, linguistic sensibilities that draw from the surroundings of Tangier’s specific position in 

the Strait of Gibraltar perhaps as much as they do Moroccan national imaginaries. This brings us 

back to the Lazy Wall, and the eventfulness of waiting.  

 

The Events of Waiting, or, The Time/Value In-Between 

At the Lazy Wall people gather to sit, staring out onto the Boulevard and into the horizon, 

seemingly waiting for something to happen. But, this waiting includes virtual reality goggles 

being touted for a turn to kids and families, cigarettes being sold loose, or freshly warmed nuts. 

The Lazy Wall is a place for arguing, begging, promenading, posing, stealing, smiling, flirting. 

In short, it is a place for living. As a manner of explaining the eventfulness of this sort of 

waiting, and its immanent anticipation, consider the stereotypical fire-hydrant rupture on a hot 
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and sunny summer day in New York City. The water spurts out everywhere, filling sidewalks 

and streets and then seemingly from nowhere the streets fill up with people too; with kids 

playing, vendors vending, and people who seemed to be strangers who turn out to be neighbors, 

with a history, with a future. Or similarly, a power outage or fire drill, say in a library. The 

moment the lights go out and the emergency signals come on, what seemed before to be a space 

of enforced silence, or solitude, becomes teeming with eventfulness, with whispers, with furtive 

glances, with noises, rushing, and movement- in short, with possibility.  

The moment something happens in the most obvious sense – a fight, a protest, someone 

falling sick, a traffic accident, whatever it may be – immediately people spring into action. One 

person jumps in to intervene in the event, as several others come to their aid. These several 

others, it turns out, also know other members of the gathering crowd, who happen to know 

someone who can supply just what is needed sitting at the café around the corner. This type of 

waiting carries a particular sort of eventfulness.  By eventfulness, I am referring to gap between 

the event of narration (I am waiting… to cross a border, to arrive in Europe, for the ship to come 

in, for the border to open, et cetera…) and the narrated event (for example: “migration,” 

“immigration,” “integration,” “commodity exchange,” “import/export work”). Drawing on 

Benveniste as well as metapragmatic discourse analysis, Elizabeth Povinelli points to the 

emergence of a particular “social tense” during that grammatical gap (2011, 11-12). In doing so, 

she argues that how possible formations and organizations of social life, “narratives of 

belonging, abandonment, and endurances are socially enunciated” and can come to depend on 

this gap and the tense of its eventfulness (2011, 12, emphasis added). The temporal stance of this 

eventfulness is not one bound to the already-given ends of the event and thus socially and 

grammatically marked as completed or having been completed, but rather the ongoing and 
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durative present tense. Thus, “I wait, or I am waiting” rather than “I had waited/I will have 

waited… Or, in a more limited sense of the subject, “I migrate, I am migrating” rather than “I 

had migrated” or “I will have migrated.” This social tense is a particular temporal configuration 

that opens the space for forms of belonging, habits, and subjectivities that persist through the 

everyday practices of waiting, and endurance, that of life in borderlands. Thus seen, this waiting 

does not necessarily begin or end with an event. Rather, it is the event itself. And it endures 

through time, accumulating habits, languages, and labors of its own. This accumulation forms 

the grounds for the naming of the actual and social geography of this region, as well as the 

potential political categories and communal practices that compose waiting. Therefore, taking 

this accumulation seriously also means undertaking an investigation of the forms of exchange 

and the material structures that accompany this type of temporality.  Though immanent to the 

personal waiting-work across the different social groups in the Strait of Gibraltar that this 

dissertation discusses, these forms bear consequences for broader conceptual and political 

discussions of language, labor, and infrastructure writ-large. Instead of waiting, as I have argued, 

we can also describe these actions within the duality of “boza,” as a thing and a proposition, 

under the conceptual framework of “barzakh” and the productive space in-between. These are 

not habits of active preparation, but still of anticipation nonetheless.  

These habits emerge from the forms of value produced in, and negotiated through, this 

waiting and the ways that they are exchanged temporally and structurally. By language I mean 

broadly the neologisms, codes, and forms of discourse produced through waiting. The Lazy Wall 

and the appellations and linguistic codes and ideologies that surround ,and are embedded in, 

Tangier’s cultural and social histories provide one instance of the intimate relationship between 

language and the forms of labor that uphold and determine the city as such. On the other hand, 



163 
 

the languages of our own academic and political discourses must shift as well in order to 

accommodate the conceptual work and life-worlds brought into being by this waiting at borders, 

too, as the concluding chapters will examine further.  

This insistence to think about borders beyond just their restrictive capacities is not novel 

to my discussion, but is rather a part of a growing attempt to understand and deconstruct the 

political economic operations of Capital from within one of the key tenets of its expansion, 

bordering. Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson have attempted to call attention to how the 

operations of borders, and their regimes of value, condition and determine subjectivity and labor 

power through their notion of “the border as method,” where, “the border can be a method 

insofar as it is conceived of as a site of struggle” (2013, 18). At the border, and through the 

workings of its infrastructures which may extend far beyond the territorial space of the border, 

material commodities as well as labor power exist in networks of exchange that depend on the 

living labor of those who wait. These bearers of labor power are marked and stratified by 

subjective categories such as race, gender, nation of origin, residency, language, and religion. 

Mezzadra and Neilson discuss the multiplication of elements of division and hierarchy, such as 

these, as integral to the contemporary division of labor seen at and through the border (as 

method) and excessive of the typical Marxian division of labor based on (just) skill. This 

multiplication of labor, for them, “can produce political subjects who do not fit into established 

categories of political belonging and expression, such as those associated with citizenship, trade 

unions, political parties, non-governmental organizations, or even activism” (2013, 22). Even as 

they see this notion of the multiplication of labor, which precisely resonates with what occurs 

around the Strait of Gibraltar, as integral to critically rethinking the international division of 

labor in the framework of a heterogenous global space, they neglect the temporal dimension of 
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such multiplication. Chapter 5 will further argue that the very markers that they identify in the 

shift of this division of labor to the multiplication of labor, as well as the accompanying potential 

political subjectivities, are not necessarily stable or at least immune to the pushing and prodding 

of everyday life at borders. The categories that emerge in the social tense of waiting, within the 

world of making boza challenge the stability of the categorical signs that Mezzadra and Neilson 

identify in their theory of the multiplication of labor.  As we have begun to see already, and will 

see further in Chapter 4, indices such as “language,” “religion,” and “nation of origin” appear in 

different constellations and shift in value throughout time spent waiting. Indeed, in the social 

tense of waiting, new markers of belonging and difference form and rearrange as waiting time 

accumulates. As they do, they further displace the dominance of space in understanding the work 

of, and work at, borders.  The labor that is produced by and sustained through this waiting takes 

different forms, but at each turn serves to undergird the operations of this broader border 

infrastructure in a variety of ways, each of which bears consequence for any analyzing and 

agitating for the border as both site of struggle and socio-political formation.  

In her work on “embouteillage” in Dakar, Senegal, Caroline Melly takes note of the ways 

in which these “bottlenecks” become sites of governance through what is presumed to be 

infrastructural breakdowns – in her work, the supposed failures of roadway networks and 

transportation development plans – and also function as a “nexus of exchange and theft, where 

visions, strategies, and vocabularies are trafficked among unexpected allies” (2017, 21). Melly’s 

work is more explicitly concerned with the material blockages that characterize Dakar’s streets, 

and how the scalar ways of navigating and regulating them provide entry points into rethinking 

anthropological inquiries into everyday life in urban landscapes. Here, however, we might 

expand her inquiry into the realm of temporal “bottlenecks” in circulation, what has been 
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referred to here as breakdown in the events of migration, the events of waiting, and now the 

“social tense of waiting.” Doing so opens up an understanding of this social tense of waiting as 

both the source of anxieties around mobility, as well as the site of labors and languages formed 

and performed throughout this waiting and at times because of it.    

 

Temporality and Labor in Anthropology 

I am arguing that what is called lazy in Tangier also should also be seen as inclusive of 

labor, a punctuated waiting that is tied to the specific (ir)regularity of a port city. This belabored 

focus on waiting is an insistence that the infrastructures of these borders must also be seen as 

structuring social life and relations in the domains of language and labor as well. If these 

infrastructures are the modes by which exchange and circulation occur in and through these 

borders, then the semiotics of these exchanges and their consequences of political (economic) 

subjectivity must be considered as well. The foghorn of a cruise ship pulling into port, or the 

chimes of a WhatsApp message alerting longshoreman to come down to the dock may not be as 

clear a marker of shift schedules as the time-clock, but they are just as clear markers of labor 

time. While the subsequent chapters in this dissertation will take up the languages and labors of 

this waiting, and ask how they may bear consequences for enduring categories of belonging, I 

want to turn first to the temporal rhythms of waiting itself, in order to unpack how temporality 

and labor have been treated together, and especially in anthropology.  

 In elaborating the account of my own waiting at the Lazy Wall above, I am also trying to 

demonstrate a sense of the anticipatory and active preparatory time that leads to what may 

otherwise seem to be idleness, stillness, or just time in-between. In the events of that experience 

of waiting, we can a momentary glimpse into structures of exchange, relatedness, sociality, and 
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solidarity that otherwise seem to be just a bunch of people sitting around and lazing about. As 

described below, scholars have struggled with the conceptualization of waiting in the active 

present tense. Different senses and reckonings with temporality, however, have long 

characterized anthropology and its inquiries. In her 1992 review article on “The Cultural 

Anthropology of Time,” Nancy Munn describes Malinowski’s understanding time-reckoning 

through how it “puts on mundane, empiricist clothing,” and thus contrasts with “the ‘qualitative,’ 

myth-ritual dress of Durkheimian representations” (1992, 96). Indeed, Durkheim’s focus on the 

collective rhythms and representations of time purports to explain the flow of time and its 

coercive force in the ritual structuring of social groups. It does not take into account the active 

role of time-reckoning in structuring daily life (Durkheim 1974). Malinowski, on the other hand, 

first proposes the study of “time-reckoning” alongside a variety of everyday criteria through 

which Trobriand Islanders “qualify time – the astronomical, the meteorological, and the cultural” 

(Malinowski 1927, 204). He concludes that gardening activities are the most consequential 

dividers of time for Trobriand Islanders (1927, 211). However, he also admits that the planning 

for an “important overseas expedition” may also serve as the most salient divider of time (1927, 

212). This admission is crucial, not for what it reveals about Trobriand Islanders in the 1920s, 

but for what it reveals about the terms of Malinowski’s analysis. Both gardening and expedition-

planning are activities of preparation which must take place over time. The importance of 

gardening is not just in the linking of “action with nature” (Munn 1992, 96). It is rather, like 

expedition planning, a form of time-reckoning that simultaneously structures daily life while also 

necessarily entailing an anticipation of what the actions of daily life will yield in and over time. 

Malinowski, in his analysis, instead sees actions like ship-building, expedition planning, and 

garden-tending as evidence for a calendrical division of time into seasons. Each of these seasons 
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holds varying degrees of eventfulness and relevance to the daily life, and the activities within 

them are discrete. Time does not accumulate across seasons through such activities (1927, 215).  

 Evans-Pritchard, a decade later, proposed “oecological time” as a manner of integrating 

daily activities, seasonal tempos, and the perception of the passage of time into a set of related 

components (1939;1980, 102). Still, seasonal time does not accumulate beyond a year. Evans-

Pritchard proposes that Nuer reckon temporal accumulation through structural time based on 

age-sets and group relations (1980, 105). Lineage time depends on the structural distance 

between two persons or groups of persons with a common ancestor, and structural time cannot be 

determined but through the scaling of structural distances between lineage orders and kinship 

systems (1980, 104-107, 113).  Structural time depends on structural distance, the “distance 

between groups of persons in a social system, expressed in terms of values” (1980, 110). In his 

analysis, historical time does not go back more than fifty years, and individual time is a subject 

that “bristles with difficulties” sans collectively valid method (1980, 105, 107). For Evans-

Pritchard, there is an ontological rupture between “oecological” time and structural time. 

Structural time is incremental and entirely progressive over a person’s social life, while 

oecological time annually repeats itself on a wholly different temporal plane (1939, 190). The 

two do not intersect. However, the very complex of interrelated tempos, rhythms, and activities 

that constitute an oecological year seem to suggest otherwise. Pasturage, the rising and falling of 

water levels, and the movement between villages and camps – also seem to organize the calendar 

of social life, as well. Certain life-cycle ceremonies, for instance, can only take place in the 

village, and Evans-Pritchard writes of the “restlessness” of Nuer people as they make 

preparations to move either to camp or to village (1939, 191-192). Such ceremonies are no-doubt 

integral to the progression of a person’s social life and position, and they depend on particular 
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oecological rhythms. This, however, did not prove consequential in Evans-Pritchard’s own time-

reckoning with the Nuer.  

As Munn astutely points out, the legacy of Evans-Pritchard’s bifurcation of oecological 

and structural time in anthropology was the spatialization and ossification of time as a static, 

abstract space only able to be filled with temporally inconsequential intersubjective activities and 

broader atemporal worldviews (Munn 1992, 98-99). The practices of daily life, the preparation, 

anticipation, and the restlessness that accompanied the move between village and camp were lost 

to structural-functionalism. The time-reckoning studies of Malinowksi and Evans-Pritchard, with 

their varying degrees of distance to the early seasons of L’Année Sociologique of Émile 

Durkheim and Marcel Mauss, introduced time-reckoning to anthropology. Subsequently, 

epistemologies of time found their ways into every flip of anthropology, from full tilt 

structuralism and mythic time (Lévi-Strauss 1963, 211, 288-292), to the 1970’s literary turn and 

Geertz’s atemporal “situatedness” of Balinese culture (Geertz 2005). As Johannes Fabian saw it, 

all the while anthropology staked its claim through the ethnographic present, establishing itself 

as “the science of other men in another Time” (Fabian 1983, 143).  

With particular regard to the relationship between temporality and labor, both as it has 

been taken up in anthropology as well as at its margins, E.P. Thompson and Pierre Bourdieu 

provide points of entry. In Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism, Thompson 

sharpens his analytical gaze on the rise of industrial capitalism in English through comparison 

with a series of ethnographic studies focusing on the task-oriented everyday life of non-industrial 

societies (Thompson 1967 58-60, cf. Bourdieu 1964; Evans-Pritchard 1980; Hallowell 1937; 

Salas and Despilho 1966; Sorokin and Merton 1937). Among these studies, the works of Evans-

Pritchard and Bourdieu are most generative for Thompson’s social history of English industrial 
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capitalism’s disciplining of the English peasant through time, principally for their focuses on 

native disregard of clock-time (1967, 59). From his reading of Bourdieu, alongside the amateur 

ethnography of Irish writer J.M. Synge (1992 [1907]), Thompson outlines a logic of necessity 

which drives the aligning of work, life, and seasonal rhythms (Thompson 1967, 59-60). In early 

small-scale manufacturing, prior to intricate divisions of labor and machine-driven industrial 

processes, task-oriented labor entailed notions of time full of “much fetching, carrying, [and] 

waiting for materials” (1967, 71). From this description, Thompson paints a picture of the 

habituation of flexible comings and goings among peasants and early industrial laborers, which 

later carried over into resistance to industrial capitalism’s rational clock (1967, 86). By the third 

generation of factory workers, who struck for overtime wages, they had learned the lesson “time 

is money, only too well” (Thompson 1967, 86).  

While Thompson uses this dictum to propose that task-oriented time-organization had 

been disciplined by industrial labor-time, he also shows how time-discipline was resisted and 

reworked to serve the ends of the workers. Alongside the division of labor, English laborers were 

increasingly subject to time-discipline through “fines; bells and clocks, money incentives, 

preachings and schoolings; the suppression of fairs and sports” (1967, 90). External time-

discipline turns internal as the factory worker become accustomed to these impositions, but 

therein lies the possibility of subsuming this discipline into another time-sense (1967, 91).  

Bourdieu gives a similar account, wherein Algerian factory workers responded to a 20% 

increase in wages by reducing working time by 20%. Subsequently, however, the same workers 

responded to a doubling of wages by: 

show[ing] a desire to work, to earn even more, to work overtime, to anticipate the 

future by thrift. It was as if the whole of their attitude toward the world had 
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undergone a complete restructuring as a result of the modification of a single trait, 

as if, freed from his anxiety of subsistence, the individual suddenly discovered 

that he was capable of taking his own future in his hands (Bourdieu 1964, 71). 

 

Side by side, Thompson and Bourdieu’s accounts are rather remarkable. What takes the English 

factory worker three generations to learn, the Algerians seemingly learn overnight. The affinity 

for task-oriented time-reckoning is thrown to the wind once the Algerian is no longer prisoner to 

the anxiety of subsistence. What is even more remarkable is that the Algerian War of 

Independence began in the same year of 1954, and by 1956 the Algerian Front de Libération 

Nationale was bombing these very factories. While Thompson saw the rise of organized labor 

politics alongside the formation of new habits of time-discipline over several generations, 

Bourdieu saw a traditionalist attitude of submission and disregard for clock-time wholly 

transformed in an abrupt moment through the alignment of the “postulation of a future which can 

be planned” with a will to “fashion the present in the image of a projected future” (1964, 72).  

 Bourdieu arrives at this potential for abrupt transformation by first carefully examining 

and distinguishing prévoyance from prévision, translated as the distinction between “foresight” 

and “forecast” (1964, 61). Bourdieu explicates their difference through a hypothetical peasant 

farmer with a limited amount of grain, initially set aside as reserves for future sowing, who is 

faced with the potential of a deficient harvest. While there is a possibility the harvest will be just 

fine, the very potential of a deficient harvest is too real to ignore. Thus, in order to secure 

immediate sustenance, the farmer sacrifices “potential goods to goods in hand, forecast to 

cautious foresight” and the future possibility to the forthcoming potentiality (Bourdieu 1964, 63). 

Bourdieu explains this choice through the (male) farmer’s adherence to honor and his necessity 
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to provide for his family. Additionally, Bourdieu cites the transmission of social approval of such 

foresight through oral proverbs, poems, and tales. For Bourdieu these are “pre-perceptive 

anticipations” which form socio-technical habits (1964, 63-64).  

Bourdieu’s position in his theoretical work is complicated. This distinction between 

foresight and forecast, while elegant, rests on a historical imagining of an Algerian peasant 

society as a closed society (Eickelman 1977). As has been pointed out elsewhere (Goodman and 

Silverstein 2009), Bourdieu’s early Algerian ethnography notably excluded the written culture of 

his Kabyle friends and colleagues, including well-known writers, poets, and playwrights such as 

Mouloud Mammeri and Kateb Yacine as well as the traditions from which they drew. This 

critique bears particular relevance in the case of peasant time-reckoning, as it presumes a closed 

social, cultural, and economic system which simply did not exist among the Algerian Kabyle 

whom Bourdieu knew.  

Dale Eickelman neatly points out this contradiction in his response to Bourdieu, drawing 

on his own ethnography in neighboring Morocco. While Bourdieu is concerned with outlining 

‘traditional’ temporal concepts as they existed prior to colonization, he draws almost exclusively 

on the nontraditional situations of the preceding decade (Eickelman 1977, 40). Furthermore, 

sustained and intensive ideological and economic contact between urban centers and rural tribal 

groups goes back centuries in North Africa. Judith Scheele’s recent work makes a similar point 

regarding the scholarly overlooking of intra-Saharan trade in favor of trans-Saharan trade 

(Scheele 2010). As Scheele claims in her historical anthropology of Saharan connectivity over 

the 20th century, commodities only ever made it out of the Sahara if there was neither use nor 

market for them within the Sahara. In Eickelman’s ethnography of Bni Battu time-reckoning in 

the Middle Atlas Mountains of Morocco, such foresight depends upon regional weekly markets 
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and pilgrimage festivals. Thus seen, the technics of foresight also depend on broader reckonings 

of time, and its epistemology. They also entail perceptive calculations of the present in relation 

to subjectivity in the future. In paying attention to those perceptive calculations, we might 

consider how the Strait of Gibraltar and the forms of circulation within it, including migratory 

flow, do include calculations about what is external to the region but very often are more tied to 

the temporal rhythms internal to the region of the Strait itself. For immigrants heading to Europe, 

there is a calculation of time and preparations to be made regarding destination and origin, but 

most often these perceptive calculations take into account the rhythms of cities like Tangier or 

Ceuta.   

 

Understanding Waiting Time 

How does this calculation between present and future sit with understandings of waiting, 

in particular, though? In a collection dedicated to the subject, Hage (2009) proposes waiting as 

an “active passivity” which is full of socially and culturally learnt activity. It is thus revelatory of 

broader dimensions of seemingly isolated socio-cultural practices and processes (2009, 2-4). 

Hage nevertheless concludes that the agent of this waiting is potentially ambivalent about the 

activities themselves. Like in Crapanzano’s study of waiting in South Africa (Crapanzano 1985), 

this passivity leads to a theoretical impasse between a passive subject who waits and the active 

preparation for what is to come. Here, Bourdieu’s distinctions between forecast and foresight 

prove quite useful. Forecasting, like the scientific measurement of meteorological conditions 

used to made calculations about the weather, involves a series of conjectures about mutually 

exclusive possibilities. And like the weather forecast, these conjectures may prove wholly 

inaccurate. Weather conditions change, but this is not the fault of the forecaster. Foresight, on the 
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other hand, involves the calculated evaluation of potential outcomes by way of knowledge of the 

present at-hand and the expectation of an actual future which demands preparations (Bourdieu 

1967, 61; Eickelman 1977, 42).  

Gasparini helps to clarify how waiting may fall on one side or the other of this divide 

(Gasparini 1995). He points out that, in Romance languages, wait and expect are both signified 

by the same word: attente in French, attesa in Italian, espera in Spanish (1995, 29). Through this 

Romantic semiosis of waiting and expecting (and hoping, in the case of Spanish), Gasparini 

points to three sorts of waiting, and the effects to which they give rise. The first two forms of 

waiting are both interstitial interruptions in time. First is the temporary delay which leads to 

anxious feelings of wasted time, but is ultimately resolved by the resumption of a previous 

action. The second form is similarly provisional but leads to the filling of interstitial time with 

substitute value and meaning such as reading, rest, leisure, and work. The third, most closely 

aligned with Turner’s liminal time, is waiting conceived as a meaningful period able to 

completed. In this third case, the filling of time with meaningful activities is wholly different 

than the interstitial activities of the second sort of waiting (Gasparini 1995, 31-32). For 

Gasparini, all waiting serves as a link between the present and the future, but it is through this 

third way that a future state may be actualized. This general sense of passivity present in 

theoretical discussions of waiting time leads to a theoretical impasse between a passive subject 

who waits and the active preparation for what is to come. The folks sitting and observing from 

the Lazy Wall are both waiting for something to happen and preparing for when it inevitably 

does. Theoretically and conceptually, this impasse seems to border what is passive time and what 

is active time. In negotiations of everyday life, however, the impasse seems to dissipate rather 

quickly.  
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The people of the Lazy Wall, the migrant denizens of suburban Tangier, or commodity-

porters of Ceuta, are quite actively preparing, even as they are waiting. Their lived experiences 

of waiting have sedimented a sort of foresight of what is to come, and how to prepare for it. 

Their preparations anticipate the potential mobilizations of various relationships, as described 

above among the advocates in the immigrant community of Tangier, as well as the sorts of 

linguistic and social codes that mark the boundaries of these worlds and those who belong to 

them in different ways. The preparatory activities that foresight brings to waiting, seen in the 

processes to prepare regularization documents in Chapter 1, for instance, are themselves another 

time and type of labor. This labor is transformative in its very essence. By undertaking this 

waiting-work, these persons transform themselves and their subject positions by forging new 

categories of belonging and communal sentiments, as well as opening new possibilities of 

political subjectivity with relation to the state. Polofree’s Moroccan residency papers, for 

instance, enabled his eventual acquisition of a Schengen visa to promote an exhibition of his 

photography in Paris. The work of waiting in Tangier included not only the processing of his 

residency papers, but also the development of his artistic/activist practice to such a degree that it 

was recognized as grounds for a visa. Yet he remained in Tangier, doing boza, even as he claims 

political rights outside of that of a migrant, or immigrant. Though such transformations take 

place within the event of waiting, the chapters to come will continue to question if they are 

bound to the event, or if and how they endure beyond it to impact future waiters as well.   

The endurance of social forms and categories of belonging that emerge during such time 

periods is central to Victor Turner’s discussion of liminality. In Chapter 2, the connotations of 

liminality explicitly associated with border crossing, and Ceuta, appeared as insufficient 

explanations of the social transformations possible in spaces of exchange. Liminality, in that 
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context, referred to both marginal social positions within, or outside of, the categories of Ceuta’s 

convivencia as well as the liminal spaces of these borders. For Turner, it is the time “betwixt and 

between” that instigates such transformations. Here, however, what occurs in between – what we 

might call al-barzakh – cannot be not contained within the framework of liminality. For Turner, 

these transformative, and productive, labors are meaningful activities different in their 

consequences from the interstitial activities discussed by Hage and Gasparini, but they are 

nonetheless bound to these liminal periods. These forms of social life may be economic – as in 

Chapter 2’s discussion of the micro-economic exchanges that occur during the time commodity-

porting women and men spend waiting in the confines of Ceuta’s warehouse border district – or 

they may also result in the habituated practices that arise while would-be migrants spend months 

and even years in Tangier before moving on to Spain.  

This preparatory waiting, and the labor it entails, is linked to a third sort of waiting work. 

In this third type, waiting seems to involve a deferral of some sort. This deferral may seem to be 

a choice not to go across a border, a hypothetical choice to defer the future event of migration as 

such. However, in reality and in the present tense, it is a choice to stay in the present. Rather than 

be seen as a negatively marked choice not to leave, this must be considered as an active choice to 

stay.  This choice forges the grounds for the accumulation and sedimentation of habits, know-

hows, and efforts to negotiate daily life. It is a choice to live, and to endure. Not only does this 

endurance bring into existence the various networks of governmental and activist management of 

border worlds–  migrant solidarity groups, police and patrol officers, aid workers, and 

transnational NGO structures – but it also unfolds the possibilities of new political, legal, and 

social categories of belonging discussed in chapter 5. The accumulation of habits, language 

codes, and the everyday ways of negotiating local and international border regimes has a 
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potential impact beyond the lived experience of waiting at borders. In fact, it comes to determine 

the very operations of the borders themselves.  

Even with this array of perceptions through which a border time and space may be 

apprehended, it is clear that the work of “waiting at border” described as a static and passive 

reaction to immobilization, whether on a fence or in a border city police office, is erroneously 

oversimplified. Both what happens in Tangier and what happens in Ceuta demand new sets of 

concepts for how we think about border workings and migratory flow. Descriptions of waiting 

on fences and in border lines are just momentary snapshots of events actually composed by lives 

spent waiting, and worlds formed by that waiting. These worlds illuminate the infrastructural and 

socio-cultural connections between Northern Morocco and Spain, Tangier and the Southern 

Spanish Coast, Tangier and Ceuta, and Ceuta and the Southern Spanish coast. These 

infrastructures span countries, national histories, as well as geographic and human-made borders. 

Like the boundaries they traverse, they divide as well as create. The routes they forge undergird 

the conditions of possibility for the formation of a region, a region which sits in the mythological 

canon outlined above, The Strait of Gibraltar. In this region, bounded by borders on all sides, 

labor, language, and infrastructures entangle with one another to form particular senses of 

belonging, of communitas. As I will describe in the next chapter, this belonging emerges out of 

shared difference, momentary in nature, perhaps because of the desire to move on with which so 

many come to Tangier, but present nonetheless.  

Seen from this diverse array of angles, the vitality of the worlds evoked by borderlands 

cannot be denied. And while this vitality can be seen in borderlands all over, this particular 

ethnography focuses on those of the Strait of Gibraltar. The stories that have come to define 

contemporary capitalism all appear here as well. Stories of migration, and of seeking refuge. 
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Stories of water, or lack thereof. Stories of hope, and stories of death. Of exploitation and 

xenophobia, but also of strange and shared solidarities, even by other names. On the surface, 

these narratives appear to be isolated individual events. In reality, they are undergirded by the 

active and ongoing techniques and habits of waiting in this region. In the worlds of al-barzakh, 

the flow of people and goods breaks down, ostensibly grinding everything to a halt. But this 

breakdown, as seen here, provides an occasion to see what has been forming along the way.  

 

The Wait of the World 

When he brought up the Lazy Wall, Mustafa and I were sitting in Madrid, at the café of 

the Reina Sofia museum, where I was helping him subtitle a documentary film he had been 

working on. For a while, we had been meeting once every other week for a few hours in Tangier 

to make progress on subtitling the film. The film’s subject was personal to him, exploring the 

lives of immigrants in France, Belgium, and Spain, mainly of Moroccan and Algerian origin, but 

not exclusively. We began the process in Tangier, when one day he announced to me that it was 

finally time, he was going to get married and move with his Spanish partner to Madrid. She had 

been living there for quite some time, though often visited Tangier, and they had decided to get 

married and live together after years of commuting back and forth between Morocco and Spain. 

Mustafa was one of the very first people I met when I came to Tangier in 2010 and, though I was 

sad to see him go, I had long thought it was only a matter of time before he moved to Spain. He 

had been talking about leaving for years and, when in his early 40s, he received a Schengen visa 

for the first time, he started regularly visiting his partner in Spain and preparing for the move, 

several years in advance. At one point, he had just been waiting for the visa. At another point, he 

was waiting for the right time to settle down, watching our artist friends settle in with partners 
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and in the European Tangier-burbs of Paris, Brussels, and Madrid. Then, in Madrid, the waiting 

became about certain types of residency permits, drivers licenses, and finally, a Spanish passport. 

In the meantime, several years of traveling and visiting friends became a years-long project of 

documentary-making where he filmed immigrants becoming artists and activists, and artists and 

activists becoming immigrants. Mustafa and I had often discussed making a docu-fiction film 

together in Ceuta, where he had never been. We had always wanted to work together, and the 

prospect of working on a project about Ceuta kept being deferred for one reason or another. 

Eventually, sitting in that café in Madrid, we came back to the question of the Ceuta project, 

even as I was helping him subtitle another film much closer to being finished.  

This time, though, Mustafa was honest with me in a different way. “I’ve always been a 

bit nervous about going to Ceuta,” he told me. It had become a sort of forbidden city, an enclave 

just around the block and yet somehow so out of reach. That it had been out of reach for so long 

seemed to have provoked an anxiety that, somehow, he would be refused entry even with a visa, 

that they would take away his Schengen visa, that he would be caught up in one of the many 

closures of the border and be forced to justify his status there. The rationale for this anxiety was 

not rooted in law, although the legal regime governing movement to and from the Ceuta is a 

monstrous amalgamation of Moroccan, Spanish, and European Union law. Rather, it came from 

a more general sense that something about going to Ceuta felt wrong. Mustafa spent most of his 

life, until his mid-40s, living in the center of Tangier. As for so many others, staring out across 

the Strait of Gibraltar and daydreaming about the other side was a daily experience. That dream 

of crossing, of standing on the other side of the Lazy Wall, didn’t include the highly fortified, 

militarized borders of Ceuta, nor the massive crowds of commodity-porters being poked and 

prodded by Spanish riot cops looking for contraband and forcing the porters through the 
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revolving doors between the warehouses on the Spanish side of the border and the police on the 

Moroccan side. Sitting in Madrid, within the glass walls that house one of the Mediterranean’s 

premier contemporary art collections, the images and dreams that reflect across the 

Mediterranean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean between Morocco and Spain appeared in sharp focus. 

The weight of the world seems at times too heavy to bear during a life of waiting. There 

is constantly another document to be prepared, another petition to be filed, and another decision 

to come. In this chapter, I have outlined how these moments of waiting are in fact times of 

preparation and anticipation, of forecasting what is to come and the foresight about what it may 

mean. Mustapha, like Polofree, myself, and others, waits yes. He also works, as we all do. What 

in one moment seems to be the apex of eventfulness is in fact the fruit of these labors, and has 

come to into being because of this temporal accumulation. While making boza can mean success, 

it also points toward the everyday efforts that keep this action alive and ongoing. I would venture 

to say that Mustapha may not use the term boza to describe what he has done. So far, it remains 

specific to the world of West and Central African travelers across North Africa, and their 

advocates and allies. This waiting is nonetheless part of the weight born by residents and 

denizens of Tangier, a city where at nearly every turn you are reminded of its ties with Spain and 

its international pasts and presents. The weight of this time carries forth even after one leaves 

Tangier, and remains in the city for those who have come to find themselves waiting there still. 

Although the material and infrastructural markers of this International Tangier tend to look 

toward Europe, in today’s Tangier there are new claims to belonging that come countries South 

of Morocco. These claims sit alongside the existing forms of belonging and difference of this 

region, but also invite and evoke new ones.  
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Chapter 4: Dima Africa, Daily Darija 

An Introductory Event 

At the 2018 International Literary Salon of Tangier, three prominent Moroccan 

intellectuals took the stage to debate citizenship, identity, and belonging in contemporary 

Morocco. 13 They began by debating the linguistic contradictions and tensions of Moroccan 

Arabic, French, and Standard Arabic. Later, one denounced the popular claims of a linguistic 

identity crisis in post-independence Morocco, caught between Francophone,  Arabophone, and 

Amazigh tendencies, while another supported it with evidence from his own psychoanalytic 

practice. Yet another took the Moroccan media to task for catering to the basest elements of 

Moroccan culture and ignoring the progressive cultural forces around the country and its 

diaspora in Europe. In the salon of the Moulay Hafid Palace in Tangier, one hour turned to two 

and, as the sweltering heat enhanced by a packed house slowly started to become unbearable, the 

debate turned to audience questions. The last question of the session was asked by a middle-aged 

man from Ivory Coast:  

I’m an immigrant here in Tangier. My family and I planned to go to Europe but 
we’ve found ourselves waiting here for 4 years now. My wife and I both work here, 
we are legal residents of this country, and our daughter goes to public school here. 
But we are Christian. So our religious values aren’t included in her schooling. I 
don’t think she needs to go to a Christian school, but how can we ever expect to be 
really included in Moroccan society when there isn’t even a recognition of our 
faiths, our beliefs, and our practices by the state or educational system? My 
daughter speaks darija even, but at school she is made to feel like she doesn’t 
belong because she isn’t Muslim. 
 

                                                
13 This event happens annually in Tangier, and is sponsored by a coalition of funds ranging from foreign 
governments to personal funding from various Moroccan royal’s cultural funding associations. The event usually 
draws Moroccan and European intellectuals as well as novelists together to discuss both their own works and 
generally salient national questions. Debates around identity and language in Morocco have featured in each of the 4 
editions that I have attended, in 2012, 2013, 2017, and 2018. The three panelists in this roundtable were each 
relatively well known Moroccan popular intellectuals, some of whom work more in France than in Morocco these 
days. The crowd in attendance was likely there as much for their name draw as for the subject of the debates. 
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One of the panelists, a Moroccan philosopher based mainly in France, answered neatly with what 

has become the official state response to questions about Christian migrants in Morocco: “The 

King of Morocco is not called the Commander of Muslims. He is called the Commander of the 

Faithful. And your faith is included there, and you and your family are included in the 

composition of this society.” Resounding applause around the room ensued, and quickly 

everyone shuffled off stage before any real debate could begin. In an informal conversation after, 

the panelists agreed frankly that a well-educated Christian doctor or business person from Ivory 

Coast had a much better chance of integrating into Moroccan society and climbing the social 

ladder in rapidly-developing Tangier than a Muslim construction worker from Cameroon, for 

instance. This situation exemplifies the scenario in which many would-be immigrants to Europe 

find themselves while waiting in Morocco.  

What are the boundaries and scales of belonging in Morocco? As a Moroccan? As an 

African? And, in Tangier, as a Tanjawi (immigrant or not)? Furthermore, how are these forms of 

social belonging and difference marked and maintained? In response to these questions, I will 

explore instances of belonging and inclusion among immigrants to Tangier, primarily along the 

lines of race, religion, language, and immigration status and how these subject-positions take on 

different importance and at times are transcended by new modes of belonging. In doing so, this 

chapter looks at how, as time passes and potential migrants wait to continue their journeys 

northward, habits that seemed momentary or temporary sediment into social forms and, as in the 

above case, may lead to political claims. These claims are open-ended and unresolved, but 

involve a range of practices and habits of being and belonging in Morocco that transmit across 

generations and social groups during time that may be otherwise considered a parenthetical, 

empty “waiting time.” This dissertation has explored the productivity of this sort of time across a 
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variety of circumstances and social worlds in the borders of the Strait of Gibraltar region. This 

chapter looks at emergent categories of belonging, their composite practices, and their 

transmission in Tangier through three ethnographic moments in two neighboring areas of the 

Tangier suburbs, Boukhalef and Msnana. 

The moments took place around the fall of 2017 and beginning of 2018, a significant 

moment that marked the end of the Moroccan government’s regularization program discussed in 

Chapter 1. As the government encouraged migrants to register their presence in Morocco as 

immigrants, it also promoted publicly Morocco’s tolerance toward immigrants with the sorts of 

comments heard at the literary salon, and with public events geared towards showing off 

Morocco’s regional credentials as a capable, African, nation. These efforts took place in the 

midst of the Kingdom’s ongoing efforts to join the Economic Cooperative of West African States 

and the King’s regional politicking to shore up Royal business interests from Senegal to Nigeria. 

One such effort surrounded the African Nations Championship tournament football matches in 

Tangier in January 2018.  The events that took place in the suburban Tangier stadium during 

these matches were notable for a variety of reasons, not the least of which is the context of 

enduring precarity and police violence toward immigrants in the neighborhoods adjacent to the 

stadium.  

This question of endurance must be further interrogated, though, both in terms of the 

ongoing violence in immigrant neighborhoods as well as in the social life by which they are 

composed. Although the match may appear to be just a liminal event, and police raids 

momentary disruptions in otherwise settled daily life, the narratives and analysis to follow places 

them in another perspective. This analysis focuses on how, throughout this waiting time, senses 

of sociality emerge from sedimented habits and endure, sometimes with potential political 
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dimensions. In her discussion of eventfulness, Povinelli writes of the habits of new arrangements 

of social life that persevere and, in their persistence, act apart from the grand Events that 

compose the continuum of History. In doing so, she asks, “How do [these] new forms of social 

life maintain the force of existing in specific social spacings of life?” (Povinelli 2011, 9). Her 

understanding of endurance mobilizes a sense of an ongoing present progressive tense, where 

events may reveal an effort of endurance but are never bounded or constituted by them (Povinelli 

2012). Considering the situation of migrants and immigrants in Tangier within this frame gives 

new significance to events that would otherwise be registered as momentary occurrences during 

an ostensibly temporary in between. Attention to these events brings into focus what happens 

during the time periods written off as not part of the main event of crossing national borders: just 

waiting, passing through, wasting time, getting ready, and making-do. These everyday events 

make visible a sense of belonging, as well as shared difference, produced through time spent 

waiting among immigrants in Morocco.  

The first scene I analyze below is the gathering of immigrant audience members at a 

continental tournament match between Nigeria and Libya in Tangier in the context of the 

neighborhood contexts of the gathering place itself. This context brings into focus the duration, 

or rather, endurance of forms of social life visible during the gameplay but extending beyond the 

match’s clock.  This gathering was a crowd not often visible as such, for reasons of safety and 

fear of police round-ups or flare-ups of xenophobic violence. But, as sporting events can so often 

do, the presence of the Nigerian team brought West and Central African denizens together en 

masse in the stadium. Just as the event of the literary salon provided an occasion to speak to 

ongoing questions of belonging, the constellation of social life that became apparent in and 

through this crowd had already been enduring. The football match revealed a momentary crowd, 
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but not the reason for its coalescence. The chanted jeers discussed below, spoken in appropriated 

idioms no longer as foreign as the im/migrants who use them, hint at how sedimented habits 

formed through persistence and endurance condition the possibilities for political speech.  

While the first account provides an instance of an event where shared difference gives 

way to communal and political speech, the second account allows a discussion of the more 

quotidian “making do” in the suburbs and how this effort forms shared social habits. These 

habits involve responding to police raids, forming alliances, and negotiating shifting terms of 

belonging. These terms of belonging become even clearer in third account of this chapter which 

follows the work of migrant activists and residents of suburban Tangier to host a neighborhood 

celebration of the Muslim Eid al-Adha holiday. Each of these accounts outlines a different 

dimension of this apparatus of “productive waiting,” and they lay the ground for the ensuing 

discussion of subjectivity conditioned over waiting time. For the thousands of im/migrants who 

find themselves waiting in Tangier, even for years, this time is much more than a breakdown in 

migratory flow.   

 

Social Life in the Suburbs, Part 1: The Match 

Around the time of the Literary Salon in 2018 with which I opened this chapter, Morocco 

held the African Nations Championship football tournament. Like other major cities in the 

Kingdom, Tangier hosted a number of the matches in the suburban “Ibn Battouta stadium” 

between Msnana and Boukhalef. In preparation, the tournament organizers contacted Polofree, 

who then invited me to come along to a match. Alongside his work as a photographer and 

filmmaker, he also organized the informal weekly Voie des Migrants food distributions among 

both Central and West African immigrants and migrants in Tangier as well as Moroccan street 
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kids who came to Tangier with the intention of going on to Spain but wound up staying in the 

city. For the matches in Tangier, Polofree was hired to distribute nearly 4000 match tickets per 

game, along with free t-shirts (made at the Fruit of the Loom factory in Morocco) that read 

“Dima Africa” (Always [AR] Africa, with the Moroccan Arabic “Always” transliterated in Latin 

characters). Additionally, he arranged for a group of musicians and dancers to animate the 

“Black section” of the stadium, as he put it, and convinced the organizers to employ of group of 

fellow Cameroonian immigrants to prepare food and distribute it outside the stadium to migrants 

in need of a warm meal.  

In the lead-up to the evening match, the line of people grew outside the entrance 

designated on the tickets Polofree handed out. This entrance was different than that used by the 

general Moroccan public, and once inside there was no way to access the rest of the stadium 

except a few pathways guarded by police. In this section, the usual high emotions of a sporting 

event began to give way to loud jeers and chants among the several thousand men in the section. 

This match, between Libya and Nigeria, also felt like something of a personal grudge match for 

many of the African migrant and immigrant men with whom I was sitting. In the weeks and 

months before this, news had slowly been spreading of informal slave markets around Libya, 

where migrant men and women were being shackled, trafficked, and sold. Despite negative 

biases and disagreements Francophone African migrants and immigrants in Tangier hold toward 

the Anglophone African populations of Morocco, and particularly Nigerians, the whole section 

was united in supporting Nigeria against Libya that evening.  

As the match went on, a group of 20 something men sitting in our section began to chant 

rude words at the Libyan team. During half-time, the chants grew louder. The 

Francophone/Anglophone preferences in the migrant community disappeared in favor of a series 
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of rude chants mixing French, English, and a variety of Maghrebi Arabic dialects. One such 

chant stuck out not only because of its crassness, but also because of its distinct reliance on a 

mixture of French and Arabic for its rhythmic sense. The chant began slowly at one corner of the 

section, with the syllables drawn out… “Li-bye, zi-bi! Li-bye, zi-bi!” In English, Libya, my dick! 

The laughter grew as the chant took hold across the section. Aside from the baseness of the 

terms, and indeed perhaps because of it, the chant is noteworthy on several accounts. For one, in 

moving from the French “Libye” into the Arabic “zibi,” there is an appropriation of a gross, 

misogynist insult so characteristic of the streets of Tangier. In this case, this word was 

incorporated into a football chant, in a rhyme that could only work across these languages. 

Furthermore, reading this linguistic mixing in the context of the promoters’ “Dima Africa” 

campaign, the insulting of Libya in this way seems to be a reminder of the long-history of 

persistent and at times exploitative connections between North Africa and West and Central 

Africa, as well as of projects of labor migration and international political and economic projects 

taken up under the name of Pan-African identity. 

As the game picked up, Moroccan and immigrant informal vendors appeared in our 

section of the stadium selling nuts, sodas, and candies. The buyers, non-native speakers of 

Arabic were mainly ordering in Arabic. While some were basic interactions such as “two of this, 

three of that,” others were much fuller dialogues of transaction and banal social banter. But what 

stood out was the mix of Arabic dialects that appeared in these dialogues. The Tunisian zūz for 

“two,” not just the Moroccan jūj. Tniyn, not just ithnayn or itnaayn, reflecting dialects that use 

the more classical Arabic form of “two”. The consonant and fricative form of thalātha (three) as 

Tlete, thalāthe, and talāte14 appeared equally as commonly. Pronunciations from all around 

                                                
14 Each of these pronunciations is reflective of a specific dialect of Arabic in the Maghreb region. Pronunciations 
and denominations in particular vary between Mauritania, Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya. Throughout my 
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Morocco, but also from all over North Africa. This was a pan-Maghrebi dialect of Arabic, 

spontaneously spoken together by non-native speakers both Anglophone and Francophone, who 

were all ostensibly gathered to cheer on Nigeria against Libya in Tangier. Here, migrant and 

immigrant workers from across West and Central Africa, many of whom speak varying degrees 

and dialects of Maghrebi dialects, do gather to speak and cheer together for the Nigerian national 

team in Tangier. In this moment, linguistic traces of African mobility across the Maghreb 

coalesce in the usurping and appropriation of Arabic dialects and appear as claims of ownership. 

Indeed, these individuals are some of the only regular travelers between the countries of the 

Maghreb by land, crossing intra-regional borders closed and open alike in search of labor 

opportunities, and perhaps eventual passage across the Mediterranean.  

The implications of such a gathering, and such speech, further make clear the 

interrogations and claims to belonging that emerged in the opening narrative from the Tangier 

literary salon. While Moroccan national and regional politics focus on migration as a process 

originating somewhere and ending somewhere else, time spent waiting is, for many immigrants 

and migrants, a consequential and formative action. It is an active time full of ongoing social and 

cultural formations, rather than simply a passive and empty time devoid of communal 

sensibilities.  

 

Social Life in the Suburbs, Part 2: The Raid 

One danger in considering such an event is a temptation to read it in a sort of suspended 

animation, as an isolated peak of sociality. Instead, we can follow what Berlant calls “animated 

                                                
concentrated fieldwork in Tangier from 2017-2019 and in the years before, interlocutors and friends repeatedly 
pointed to having learned bits and pieces of Arabic whilst having been working and waiting for years across 
Maghrebi countries before ending up in Morocco. Other interlocutors, particularly from Senegal and Cameroon, 
mentioned having learned some Quranic Arabic pronunciations while in early Islamic education. 
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suspension,” where an event piques interest in what is in fact the ordinary minutiae caused by 

and endemic to enduring precarity (Berlant 2011). To that end, the analysis of the match above 

should acknowledge of the social context in which it occurred, and which made it possible. This 

context includes aspirations of immigration and integration, language learning and adapting, but 

also violence and increasing political and police pressure. And while the previous accounts 

described the growth of Tangier around the Boukhalef neighborhood, another of the most 

popular neighborhoods for new immigrants to Tangier is on the other side of the stadium, in the 

adjacent quarter of Msnana. Like Boukhalef, Msnana also has informal gathering places, social 

clubs and speakeasy bars. Individuals and families gather in these places for home-made gumbos 

and grilled fish with plantains, or just to get together watch music videos, and recount the 

numbers of boza-eurs that have made it to Spain and those repelled by the Moroccan police. 

While many of the same conversations happen in both in Boukhalef and in Msnana, and many of 

the same police evictions happen, the histories of the two neighborhoods are quite different. 

Msnana is just on the other side of the football stadium from Boukhalef, and they are connected 

by the same planned roads seemingly to nowhere that characterize suburban development all 

around Tangier. Most of the buildings in Msnana, however, are newer and self-constructed. 

Moroccans who work and reside in Europe are slowly building apartments or houses in the 

neighborhood, some standalone and some with multiple units and a small ground-floor 

commercial space as well. Slowly is the key word here because, like with so many immigrant 

and diaspora contexts, many of these buildings are being constructed over years and years by 

families via remittances or via incremental investments into the building (Wagner 2017).  

Msnana generally feels less tense than Boukhalef for many immigrant residents. The 

majority of Moroccan residents there are also recent migrants to the city of Tangier from the 
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surrounding countryside, or students sharing cheap flats owned by owners abroad. Empty lots are 

turned into football pitches where immigrant and Moroccan kids organize matches and leagues 

and Moroccan shopkeepers have begun to carry food, spice, and daily-use products especially for 

these immigrant communities. While the banality of these sorts of things can lull residents into 

thinking that Msnana is just a run of the mill Moroccan suburb, Msnana too sees annual police 

and military raids on migrant and immigrant homes each summer. Even without the building 

manager schemes of Boukhalef, police arrive claiming they are there to evict squatters.  

I arrived at the house of Fatema late one night in September 2018, shortly after such a 

raid. A friend in the neighborhood had called me around midnight to share that Fatema’s house 

had been raided. Fatema, a Cameroonian woman in her late 30s who often works as an advocate 

for potential immigrants in the waiting room of the Tangier police station as we saw in Chapter 

1, had spent the past few years living in Msnana as a documented immigrant to Morocco. At the 

time, she had been hosting some undocumented women in her basement, but she had contacts 

among civil society and police and was able to prevent these women from being taken into jail. 

Walking to her house, my friend pointed to door after door locked with metal chains, broken 

windows, and bricked-up openings into houses. “It’s more and more every day,” he said. “The 

police want to get rid of everyone here. We know it’s not the MRE trying to kick us out. It’s the 

police, and it’s the EU trying to get us away from the borders.” 

While Msnana has seen similar MRE related evictions year-round, the annual summer 

raids have begun to exceed the regularity of this routine, both in terms of numbers and duration. 

These raids often now continue well into the fall, and the most recent reports from Moroccan 

NGOs suggest numbers approaching 7000 young migrant men and women were arrested in the 

summer of 2018 in Tangier and Nador alone (Lefébure 2018). In Fatema’s case, she had been 
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living there for nearly 5 years, having been one of the first immigrant residents of Msnana. Over 

the years, she regularly hosted neighbors and newcomers alike in her 2-room apartment near the 

top of the hill where Msnana is located, but said she was now wary of gathering groups of 

immigrants in her apartment going forward after the raid.  

Fatema echoed my friend’s comments about the police, and the EU, as we sat in her 

apartment picking up clothing that had been torn out of drawers, setting aside overturned and 

broken furniture, and trying to reconnect a new TV that had been ripped out of the wall. As with 

many longer-term residents of Msnana, police already knew Fatema. After years in Msnana she 

had become a go-to for new arrivals looking to prepare their legal documents for residency 

applications. She also had the unfortunate responsibility of helping to identify remains of 

migrants who are killed trying to cross from Morocco to Spain by sea. She knew how to find the 

police when necessary, and the police knew how to find her. She cautioned us to be vigilant 

since if they were willing to raid her place, then others’ apartments were surely on the list. 

Privately, I asked my friend about her suggestion that he should be on the look-out. He 

responded that he was always on the look-out anyway, and that in Msnana the rumors of 

informal speakeasys around every corner give the police an excuse for their raids. Whether or not 

someone like Fatema would do so, the police could use rumors of illegal alcohol sales in Msnana 

to justify a raid on her apartment. Once they needed to show numbers of houses raided, her 

apartment was just another on a list of doors that could be broken down under suspicions of 

breaking the law.  

Even persons who have received residency permits and thus permission to legally work 

in Morocco as immigrants find themselves taken in droves to central police station and 

sometimes even forcibly transported to the south of country, to desert cities like Tiznit or even 
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further into the Sahara (GADEM 2018). As I mentioned before, my interlocutors in these 

communities of Tangier call this a “razzia,” the Arabic word for a (para)military raid that has 

made its way into French and Spanish too. While the razzia seems to become more and more 

regular, relations between the different populations of these neighborhoods reflect an emergent 

and sustained social community. However reluctant they may be to be immigrants to Morocco, 

digging deeper into the emergence of this community leads to a constellation of sociality that 

breaches the assumption that these are just would-be migrants waiting in Tangier and only 

loosely and ephemerally connected in a community. The day to day rhythms of Msnana include 

crises and police raids, but they also make way for shared labors, languages, and solidarities 

between individuals finding themselves becoming in common with one another even as they 

orient themselves toward everyday individual goals. The sedimentation of these codes, habits, 

and knowledges underpin the possibilities of events such as the football match and the responses 

to ongoing police raids described above. The exceptional crowd of the match, or the regular 

punctuality of the raids sit alongside the everyday assembling of social relations and obligations, 

of exchange. These everyday exchanges, such as the events around the Eid al-Adha celebration 

in Msnana recounted below, contribute to further understanding how im/migrant waiting in a 

border city is socially productive time, and not simply an empty, parenthetical time in between 

destinations. 

 

Social Life in the Suburbs, Part 3: Eid al-Adha 

Near to Fatema’s house in Msnana, in the ground floor unit of a building owned and self-

constructed by an Italian-Moroccan family, Maria and her daughter Sara lived and operated a 

small dry goods store. Leaving her abusive husband in Ivory Coast, Maria brought a then 7-year 
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old Sara to Morocco in 2013. Through the Spanish church in Tangier, she found part-time work 

cooking for Moroccan families and working in café kitchens, although she eventually started 

spending more time running her shop in her Msnana home. Tangier’s Spanish cathedral dates 

back to its international days, but has now become home to the Catholic charity Caritas. 

Religious charities such as Caritas have come to be key forces in advocating for migrants and 

immigrants in Morocco to the Moroccan government in its various local and national iterations. 

While the church shelters migrants within its confines when police conduct raids in Msnana and 

Boukhalef, they also work to find temporary employment for migrants who choose to stay, at 

least for the time being. However, their mission, both religious and social, is not without its 

opponents in the migrant community. Some migrant leaders take issue with how Caritas and the 

Spanish church administration seem to selectively maintain care for some, and set others up with 

illegal apartments and rent-plans that are impossible to pay with the job opportunities they 

furnish. Individuals such as Maria, for instance, then turn back toward the migrant community in 

order to find other formal and informal labor opportunities.  

Polofree brought me to Maria’s house a few days before Eid al-Adha in 2017, as this was 

to be the site of our all-day preparations and cooking for the holiday. The Eid is a major 

celebration for Muslim communities throughout the world, and commemorates Ibrahim’s choice 

to sacrifice his son at God’s behest, and God’s mercy in sparing Ismael. In Morocco, as in other 

Muslim countries, practitioners celebrate the holiday with an animal sacrifice and communal 

meals. Just around the corner from the mosque frequented by the Muslim Cameroonians and 

Senegalese in the neighborhood, Maria’s house seemed like an easy enough location to bring the 

two sacrificial sheep we had bought with donations from bourgeois Moroccan, French, and 

American residents of Tangier. The small apartment had two stove top burners and a refrigerator 
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in a small nook, and a sitting room with cushions on the floor and shelves with dry goods for sale 

along the wall closest to the door to the street. On the morning of the Eid, however, the entire 

space had been transformed by Maria and her 11-year-old daughter to serve as kitchen that 

would accommodate 10 people working. Polofree had previously dropped off more small gas 

cannisters connected to individual burners to cook on, as well as bins to wash the mutton, plastic 

cutting boards, knives, and piles of rice, tomatoes, garlic, peppers, and onions. Several other 

Ivorian women around Maria’s age, in their mid-thirties, sat on the cushions and were already 

peeling garlic and onions when we arrived around 9:00 in the morning. We arrived late, but with 

good reason. It had taken a bit longer than anticipated to sacrifice the sheep, because no one 

could find the Senegalese Imam who was supposed to do the sacrifice, and certainly no one 

wanted to take his place.   

When we finally arrived with the meat, several other Ivorian men showed up to help strip 

the meat from the bones, chop it into pieces, and wash it. My own ability to help was considered 

rather meager, even as I tried to explain that I grew up with butchers in the family and did have 

some sense of how to cut meat from the bone. The women sitting inside cutting vegetables 

invited me in to help peel garlic, although everyone seemed to doubt that I would be of much 

help in the cooking process. After debating with young Sara the best way of peeling garlic, the 

laughing group of women eventually gave me permission to peel in the way I knew best, or at 

least I felt most comfortable. Having been denuded of any pretensions of my own kitchen 

expertise, I settled into the rhythm of chatting with Sara and tackling some 200 heads of garlic 

that remained to be peeled. Although we started speaking in French, Sara quickly picked up on 

the Moroccan Arabic inflection of my French pronunciation and started speaking to me in the 

Tangier dialect of Darija. She seemed just as comfortable speaking in Tanjawi Darija as French, 
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telling me that most of her friends are Moroccans in the neighborhood and they all speak darija 

together. “Ana tanjawia daba,” she said, as her mother laughed in the corner. “I have no idea 

what she is saying to me half the time now,” Maria said to me. “She said, I’m from Tangier 

now,” I replied. I asked Maria if she felt the same sort of belonging in Tangier that her daughter 

did, and she scoffed. Her response that maybe she belonged in Msnana, but not in the rest of the 

city, was echoed by her friends. Maria told me she felt that there was no place for Christians 

among Moroccans in most of Tangier, but it was fine in the neighborhood to practice her faith.  

I was embarrassed that it hadn’t even crossed my mind that morning that all of the people 

doing the work of cooking for 300 people on a major Muslim holiday were Christian. When I 

asked Polofree about it later, he told me it was because they were eager to work on a day that the 

Muslim immigrant residents of Msnana didn’t want to work. No one seemed bothered that 

Christians perhaps ignorant of the standards of Halal were cooking, washing, preparing, and 

cooking the meat, just as long as the Imam did the sacrifices properly. The animals weren’t hung 

up to drain the blood, as is common in traditional Moroccan Muslim celebrations of the Eid, 

because it would not afford enough time to prepare all the food by the afternoon. Instead, the 

focus of the Eid preparations was on finding people willing to work on the holiday, and who 

would be able to prepare food for a mass of people. Since no one seemed to really care about 

preparing the sheep in the manner traditional of the Moroccan Eid, wherein the organs and meats 

are separated out and cooked individually over the course of several days, it was also fine to have 

Christian women and men willing and able to get the job done. In short, it was a job. Was it a 

labor of love and neighborliness, or was it more simply labor divided upon logical social lines in 

the neighborhood?  
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As we finished cooking, we started packaging the stew into tinfoil to-go containers and 

handing them out to the men and women who began to line up outside of Maria’s house. This 

home was already well-known in the neighborhood as the best place to by cola nuts and West 

African spice packages anyway, and it didn’t take long for everyone around the block to see, 

hear, and smell, what was cooking there. By mid-afternoon, 300 meals were distributed to the 

neighborhood and everyone was sitting around in a post-gumbo daze. No one seemed to have 

mentioned or cared that the animals weren’t fully drained of blood following the standards of 

Moroccan Halal slaughtering, and Moroccans, Cameroonians, Senegalese, and Ivorians in the 

neighborhood all lined up together to get a portion of stew. Was this a result of the precarious 

condition of many neighborhood residents? Or was it an acknowledgement that the Christian 

Ivorian cooks likely knew what they were doing and thus could be trusted to have cleaned and 

cooked the meat properly? 

Some weeks later I returned Maria’s house and picked up the conversation with her about 

how she practiced her faith in the neighborhood. She went outside and called out to an older 

Cameroonian man sitting on a stoop down the street. The pastor, as she introduced him, led the 

local Protestant church out of an apartment he has rented next to his own. The pastor, in his 50s, 

came to Morocco in 2010 with his wife and 3 children, planning to continue on to Spain. 

Eventually his wife, a son, and a daughter left without him on a smuggler’s boat, and he stayed 

behind with his oldest daughter who had enrolled in a Moroccan university in Tangier. I asked 

the pastor if he would leave if he had the chance. The pastor replied that he did have the chance, 

and he chose to stay. He stayed, he continued, because he saw many young people who had 

arrived in Morocco having seen horrors. And these young people, especially Christians, had no 

guidance in Morocco; no spiritual, social, or community leader to keep them from losing 



196 
 

themselves in the midst of what they had seen and done, and what they were planning to do. 

Thus, he chose to stay, eventually receiving some support for his labor from a Protestant group in 

Ivory Coast who sent him money to rent a new apartment and two young men as acolytes to help 

him run the new church out of the unit next door. While relations with Moroccan neighbors 

started out a bit tough, the seeming permanence of the church and the community smoothed out 

these relations over time. The biggest concern of Moroccan residents of Msnana, it seemed, was 

that the church members would try to convert young Moroccans to Christianity. In reality, the 

pastor explained, conversion most often goes the other way.  

This reflected other stories of conversion about which I had long heard. Most commonly, 

these conversions from Christianity to Islam seemed to happen with young men looking for 

temporary work in Tangier before continuing on to Spain. While much is made of the shared 

religious heritage between Muslim West and Central Africans and Muslim North Africans, in 

reality it does not often seem to make much of a difference among immigrant and migrant 

residents of Morocco. Shared religious beliefs do not eliminate racism, and racist stereotypes 

about these new residents of Morocco are pervasive. However, in the case of conversions, the 

newly Muslim immigrant seemed to be more readily accepted, especially with conversions done 

at the request of a Moroccan employer. Most specifically, this seemed to happen at the request of 

Moroccan men who run the affairs of funerals, burials, and cemeteries. Washing and preparing 

bodies for funerals and digging graves, especially in the Tangier suburbs, has become an 

economic market run by Salafi Moroccan men. The enterprises are run by Moroccan men who 

adhere to a certain traditionalist interpretation of Islam, but much of the daily labor grave digging 

and body washing is being done by young migrant men who are looking to accumulate money 

quickly to buy passage on a smuggler boat heading across the Strait of Gibraltar. Many of the 
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converts that I have met are quick to admit that perhaps their initial reasons for conversion 

included economic concerns, but are also quick to emphasize the seriousness of their 

commitment to Islam.  

It seems worthwhile to return briefly now to the remarks with which this chapter opened, 

at the Tangier Literary Salon. A Christian immigrant doctor or business person seems much 

better off in Morocco than a Muslim immigrant construction worker. However, these young 

Christian men do not have the opportunity to become doctors or business owners in Morocco. 

Nor do they have the chance to be Christian grave washers. But the chance to become a Muslim 

grave washer is not a labor-chance to be wasted, it seems. Seen thus, religious belonging in 

Tangier could follow along the lines of integration into a labor market. Potential inclusion in one 

class inflects religious belonging one way, wherein the potential employment of a doctor renders 

their religion less of a factor in their integration into Moroccan society. The question of 

schooling becomes less relevant as private schools become a financial possibility, and potential 

neighborhood tensions and police raids are rendered less threatening when living to middle-

upper class Moroccan neighborhoods. On the other hand, inclusion in another class, that of the 

grave digger or the body washer for instance, may rely on shared religious practice.  

Parallel to this however, we see the experiences of Maria and even the construction 

working “squatters” of Boukhalef. Such persons found their inclusion on a micro-communitarian 

level because of their labor. The inclusion is nonetheless a precarious one, and it should be noted 

that inclusion and integration may not even be a goal of all migrants and immigrants in Morocco. 

Waiting time, after all, was often still oriented toward movement to Europe for both Maria and 

for the construction-site dwellers of Boukhalef. Within this reluctant immigrant community, 

however, persons such as this found themselves inhabiting neighborhood roles at times 
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responsive to their religions, but not determined by them. As seen above, Maria’s Christianity 

became a determining factor in her temporary position as coordinator and head chef of the Eid 

meal. The pastor’s role as religious guide for the young Christians of Msnana was a position 

demanding of constant spiritual and social attention from him, but nonetheless he waited in line 

to receive an Eid meal like all of Maria’s other neighbors. We see the situation of Maria and her 

daughter Sara echoing the question of the man who asked about schooling for his Christian 

daughter. Maria’s doubts about integration were directed toward the broader context of Tangier 

and Morocco. At the level of the neighborhood, as the events surrounding the Eid demonstrated, 

integration was not a major concern. That does not mean, however, that communal sentiments of 

belonging based on religion, language, or labor were not at play.  

For Sara, her participation in Moroccan public school led to her confidence and comfort 

in Moroccan Arabic, setting her apart from many of the immigrant adults she knew in Msnana. 

Polofree, too, learned Moroccan Arabic, as have many other immigrant and migrant men in their 

twenties who have spent nearly a decade between different countries of the greater Maghreb, 

working in one and then traveling to another. While this knowledge of Arabic drawing on the 

languages and dialects of the Maghreb appeared rather acutely in the football match described 

above, Sara’s knowledge of Arabic and her playful claims of belonging to Tangier through her 

Arabic show another side of how time spent waiting manifests through language. This liminal 

time worked differently for Maria than for her daughter, and their accesses to forms of 

community in Msnana and Tangier more broadly fell along different angles as a result. Maria’s 

preparatory waiting-work meant accumulating capital through mobilizing the social relations she 

made while waiting. These relations meant working with Polofree to cook when he called, as 

well as maintaining a regular and semi-public shop presence in Msnana. For Sara, this translated 
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into the accumulation of the linguistic habits that accompanied her going to Moroccan school, 

and getting to know her Moroccan and immigrant neighbors while her mother worked. 

Regardless of whether or not it was Sara’s choice to stay in Tangier with her mother, her 

relationship to her neighborhood, her school, and her broader community was marked by a sense 

of belonging and the right to speak the language associated with that belonging. 

 

A New Foreign Idiom 

The sedimentation of these linguistic habits along the varying lines above and their 

creative re-use reflect broader patterns of the learning and reworking of North African languages 

in migrant and immigrant communities. While many in these communities may appear as 

transitory and temporary residents of cities like Tangier, these accounts reveal the profound 

impact of years spent waiting across the Maghreb as years spent working, living, and enduring. 

In reflecting on the growth of immigrant communities across Morocco, the ways in which events 

such as the above bring individuals from a variety of origins into social relation seems to appear 

especially in these moments of assembled crowds, like in at a football match, a holiday 

celebration, or a post-police raid council. In short, in exceptional moments. However, the 

gathering of the spectators at the match and the gathering of the Msnana community for the Eid 

would not have looked as they did without the ongoing labors and the associated forms of 

belonging formed through the actions that compose everyday life in these neighborhoods.  

But, again, is this ongoing action formative of communitas, that particular type of being-

in-common Victor Turner described, as fleeting as the liminality from whence it emerges? Or, is 

this a mis-bordering of the event in question? The tournament match is an event of sorts itself, 

marked by national, corporate, and bodily investments into spectator sports. The event of 
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migration, or even migrating as such, is another event and one configured by political and legal 

apparatuses that determine the boundaries of who is doing what, and when, and whether one is 

migrating, seeking refuge or asylum, doing a combination of all three, or none at all. But, the 

crowd described above did not assemble as national subjects or as citizens. Neither were the 

persons present migrating in a strict sense of the word during the match, the Eid, or during the 

police raid. Even as the Moroccan government opened up categories of regularization for 

potential immigrants, police violence in Msnana seemed to force neighborhood residents away 

from the stable category of immigrant – that is to say, away from permanence – and toward 

precarity and insecurity. Even so, the ongoing work of staying put in Tangier, and in Msnana, 

necessitates ways of being in common outside of terms of regularization. The categories of 

belonging apparent here are excessive of these terms, and belong more to the event of waiting 

than to migration itself. Throughout the ongoing social tense of waiting described above, 

im/migrants accumulate habits and idioms across regional and national borders stretching from 

the Sahel to Mediterranean, composing an ongoing event much greater than the sum of each 

individual border crossed.  

Other scholars of North Africa have noted ties between sporting speech and political-

valued genres of speech. Silverstein, for instance, traces the development of Amazigh nationalist 

and culturalist politics in Morocco and Algeria, as well as in the French diasporas, through 

sporting events and the sloganeering that emerge around football matches big and small (2013). 

However, the appropriation of foreign languages among im/migrants in the Maghreb has not yet 

been considered with the same perspective. Following Bakhtin’s understanding of the speech 

genres in the dialogic imagination, for each speaker, and for the collectively jeering crowd, there 

is a presupposition of both the language system being used and the previous utterances in the 
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semiotic chain arranging the speaker, the receiver, and, in this case, the crowd into relation 

(Bakhtin 1986, 69). In short, there is both an imagination of a pan-Maghrebi idiom heard in the 

match as well as an imagination of its dialogic community. This community folds im/migrant 

speakers into itself and, in doing so, opens a political horizon composed by both sedimented 

histories and future potentialities.  

While it isn’t clear what to call this speech genre exactly, whether dialect, language, or 

idiom, the significance of its emergence lies precisely in the midst of this imprecision. In a 

peculiar way, the argument that I am trying to make here recalls that of Derrida in the opening 

chapters of The Monolinguism of the Other, as he describes as a blurring of internal and 

structural forces which ostensibly distinguish language from idiom from dialect (1998, 9). This 

blurring is sort of transitory moment wherein we may notice, or apprehend, the historical artifice 

of these boundaries and therefore the relations of power and violence in which they are 

enmeshed. While Derrida goes on to discuss his own status as a non-citizen speaker of French 

who does not fit neatly, or at all, into categories Francophonie citizenship, here we might notice 

the emergence of categories of belonging in the Maghreb with their own particular sets of speech 

genres and sedimented linguistic habits. This Derridean apprehension of these blurry edges 

provides a way into considering the relations of power on which this new foreign idiom is 

grounded, as well as their political horizons. Though the question of the endurance, or 

persistence, of a crowd into a (counter) public sphere will continue throughout the dissertation 

and especially in chapters 4 and 5, here we see clearly the formations of categories of belonging 

in this community that draw upon the histories of power that characterize the past decades of 

labor migration between West and Central Africa and the Maghreb. These crowds seen as 
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dialogic communities also begin to give glimpse of the terms of political claims that may arise 

through these categories of belonging. 

Rosalind Morris seeks to unearth similar political claims in crowds when describing anti-

colonial movements in Southeast Asia. For Morris, “a crowd assembled to overhear messages 

that circulate beyond the dyadic structures of sender and receiver and thus at the limit of any 

effort to produce a horizon of shared meaning” contains within it the potential for communal 

politics (2013, 103). Like the cries of a rally, the chants at a football stadium for instance, seem 

to operate beyond a direct relationship between sender and receiver. However, this horizon of 

shared meaning does not seems to depend on the political role of the crowd as such, as it does in 

Morris’ reading, but rather on the presupposition that there is a community of speakers with 

whom the chanters are in dialogue. This dialogic imagination, as we have seen, includes both the 

chanters at the stadium but also the immigrant and Moroccan residents of the neighborhood, the 

police, the Moroccan state, and perhaps even a broader Maghrebi public. Instead of an effort to 

produce a shared horizon of meaning, this could be a claim of immigrant belonging in the 

stadium, in Tangier, in Morocco, and in Africa even as immigrants are excluded and categorized 

differently by state and social pressures in Morocco. This claim asserts, “we are here, we speak 

your language(s), now deal with it!” The terms of shared meaning and belonging in Tangier have 

here been usurped, and made to speak toward another end. This adds another dimension to Sara’s 

claim, that “I’m Tanjawi now.” It is not only that she claims she has become Tanjawi, through 

her persistence in the neighborhood and her knowledge of Moroccan Arabic. Her claim could 

also be an aspiration that Tangier could look and sound like her now, a young Black woman 

from Ivory Coast: “I’m Tanjawi now.” And though these political terms and their categories are 

open-ended, they are nonetheless evocative of speech acts that act as political claims for 
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representation on the terms and conditions imminent to these emergent communities even in the 

margins of Moroccan society, where there was a separate door to enter the football stadium. The 

persistence of the categories and forms of social relatedness that prefigure this speech must be 

considered alongside these idiomatic political claims, and seen outside of their supposed 

exceptionality. 

Of course, the emergency of a police raid in Tangier may rather clearly provoke 

exceptional assemblies, and a slave market in Libya shakes the foundations of immigrant life in 

even in Morocco and thus resounds in the rallying cries at the match described. More generally, 

though, the assembled crowds in these types of events reveal the networks of sociality and shared 

differences that underpin these emergent communities. While seemingly lying in wait, social 

differences activate and align to form commonalities, and similarly different communities 

emerge, even if temporarily. The genre of event described above is of interest in this context 

because of how it renders a socio-political possibility publicly visible. These possibilities are 

contained in the everyday habits that become visible during the event of the raid on Fatema’s 

house. The knowledge of how to negotiate an emergency in the neighborhood exists before the 

raid, and endures after, but is activated during the raid. In this sense, it is similar to the events 

around the Lazy Wall discussed in the previous chapter, as well as to the knowledges and 

networks mobilized at Ceuta’s borders on the occasions of making boza.  

Even in a holiday celebration in Msnana, the negotiation of difference between Christian 

and Muslim immigrants leads to a way of being in common, differently. This way of being in 

common recognizes difference, and articulates it as possible communal belonging among those 

who choose to stay in Tangier. Similarly, through Polofree’s imperative to fill the stadium’s 

“Black section,” a certain type of potential speech act becomes actualized through the gathering 
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of groups of immigrants known otherwise as members of different ethnic, national, and religious 

communities. In this section of the stadium, the possibility to speak back to Libya – an 

opportunity otherwise foreclosed by the relations of power characterizing the life of a West 

African migrant worker in the Maghreb – gives way to the actual ability to speak in public and in 

safety in Tangier. It is both the genre of the sporting chant and the collective idiom that grant this 

possibility in the Nigeria vs. Libya match in Tangier, even if the majority of supporters in the 

rest of the stadium were Moroccan, and not Libyan. The African Nations tournament, while 

perhaps hosted by Morocco in order to bolster a certain regional political cache, becomes a 

salient site for the formation of an assembly which assumes a political role and speaks in a 

language excessive of categories of belonging such as ethno-national, religious, or citizenship.   

 

After the Event 

These are just a selection of angles through which we may see a novel set of categories 

establishing, maintaining, and challenging social relations in Tangier, Morocco. This is not to 

say that more traditional categories of belonging like religious, ethno-linguistic, and class are 

absent or hidden. Rather, they function like other forms of similitude and difference and lie in 

wait. Such categories are ready at any moment to appear as a primary icon of difference should 

the circumstances demand, but meanwhile exist in a series of indices that can be re-organized to 

point to a variety of groupings of belonging and exclusion. Religious difference gives way to 

social solidarity during the neighborhood gathering to celebrate the Eid, as well as when the 

occasion presents itself to speak out together against the Libyan slave trade and Moroccan police 

raids. It is not as if these differences disappear but rather that they inflect particular ways of 

being in common. The appearance of these forms of social relatedness foreshadow categories 
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that could have significant political and legal consequences in Morocco. They also help to piece 

together the ways in which transnational border regimes such as the collaborations between 

European Union and Morocco or the United States and Mexico are productive beyond the 

restrictive violence they undoubtedly beget. Reflecting on the border between the United States 

and Mexico, Jason De León describes how a concerted US-led strategy of “prevention through 

deterrence” produces a subjective positioning of border-crossers as “risking their lives” through 

the channeling of human flow through the Sonoran Desert as opposed to urban or even peri-

urban crossing points (De León 2015, 36). For De León, the political and legal constellations that 

emerge through the production of this subjective category carry literal life and death entailments. 

There is surely a comparison to be made in the forcing of would-be immigrants, refugees, and 

asylum seekers through the Sahara, into warzones, and across the Mediterranean. However, there 

is another useful parallel to consider in the North American context. The birth of the “Dreamers” 

movement in the United States, initially introduced by politicians legislatively to carve out space 

for children born to undocumented foreign nationals in the US, opened a political horizon for a 

category of belonging otherwise collapsed into reductive identifiers such as illegal or irregular 

migrant.  

Morocco’s opening of a “regularization” process to migrants wishing to be legally 

recognized as immigrants by the Moroccan state did not quite carve out such socio-political 

space, as I have discussed above in the context of raids on the Tangier neighborhoods of 

Boukhalef and Msnana. However, the emergence of semantically-marked social habits contained 

in phrases such as “doing barzakh” or “making boza” points to ways of being and relating among 

the im/migrant communities that step outside of extant legal significations and toward another 

type of potential politics. In this instance, the indeterminacy that comes with liminality may not 
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preclude the formation of durable social and political forms. Exceeding the temporary 

communitas in other anthropological understandings of ritual liminality, “doing barzakh” and 

“making boza” suggest an active and ongoing orientation that is more than just migrating and 

thus not bound to the liminal period of “waiting in Morocco.”  We have seen how the opening of 

this epistemological space of the social tense marking waiting in Morocco , instead of just 

migrating to Europe, fosters both belonging as well as shared difference, through new subjective 

positions.  

By foregrounding the emergent languages of these communities and subject-positions 

and the labors by which they are maintained, I am arguing for a re-reading of the waiting time 

endemic to and emergent from migration crises and emergencies as times of productivity. This 

chapter has explored the appearance of these languages and labors in moments of peak 

eventfulness. It has led to the necessity of looking harder at what it means to choose to stay in 

Tangier, even if ostensibly temporarily, as opposed to continuing a journey northward and to 

query how that choice works on communal and state levels. This discussion looks towards 

further questions about migrants who choose to regularize as immigrants. Even if supposedly 

only for the time being, what does the choice to stay mean in the present? What does it mean in 

the past? Or, to ask more abstractly, how does this choice refract past waiting and future waiting 

into an ongoing present progressive social tense? In pursuit of these questions, it is necessary to 

consider these quotidian habits within their own inciting events, instigations, and trajectories, as 

opposed to only seeing them as incidental to the journey to Europe. How do these habits they 

sediment and enable political claims? Within current debates about migration across Africa and 

toward Europe, too often are the times spent waiting while en route ignored, or only understood 

within an orientation toward eventually arriving in Europe. Ignoring this time also neglects the 
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very foundations of communal sensibilities for which immigrant communities are so often 

known. For, along the road, the anxiety and boredom of waiting gives rise to communal values, 

languages, and social relations otherwise obfuscated by a sense that one has just been waiting for 

the right time. 

  



208 
 

Waiting and Working in Tangier, III: Here to Make Boza 

It has been another long day in Boukhalef. Polofree, Ahmed, and I came out to the neighborhood 

a little after lunch time. Well, Ahmed joined us later, because first he made a stop to visit some of 

the Syrian refugee families living in the forest outside the city. Before he arrived, I asked 

Polofree why he doesn’t go along with Ahmed on Fridays. He does, he said, but not always. He 

continued, “My Arabic isn’t good enough yet, and sometimes it’s better when Ahmed goes alone. 

They trust him easier than me.” These days Polofree and I speak English more than French, but 

that changes depending on the situation and who else is around and listening. Honestly, I think 

his Arabic is pretty good for someone who has picked it up in everyday life. It’s not Ahmed’s 

fault we are late, though, everything about the Friday food distributions seemed delayed today. 

We didn’t pick up enough bread this morning and spent most of the afternoon scrambling to find 

a baker still open Friday just before prayers, let alone one who still had enough bread to sell us. 

That’s not all. It’s been “hot” in Boukhalef and Msnana recently, as Polofree put it. The police 

seem to be everywhere, slowly patrolling the streets and alleys of Msnana and around the 

corners of the residential apartment sprawl of Boukhalef. Every day it seems like there are 

reports of a new razzia on the way, and people are scrambling to anticipate who the police will 

raid next.  

We show up outside of one of our usual spots, a big under-construction apartment 

complex. It’s wedged between storefronts catering to the growing immigrant population of the 

neighborhood. Cyber cafes, electronic stores selling cheap phones and phone cards for calling 

West Africa, Western Union money services, and hair salons spill out of their shopfronts and 

onto the covered sidewalks underneath the apartment complex. We pull up in Ahmed’s car, a 

small grey Renault Peugeot, I hop out and open up the trunk. Usually, this is how it works when 
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we get to these sorts of spots. Downtown, we walk around with big plastic bags and hand out the 

brown bags to individuals, many of whom we all know by sight if not be name at this point, and 

others who some of us know more personally. Out here, we usually make a couple of stops with 

big bulk items – bags of rice, oil, cartons of eggs, 10-kilogram baskets of tomatoes and onions – 

and drop these off at apartments we know. These apartments serve as informal community 

centers for members of the boza communities in these neighborhoods, sometimes as sort of 

speakeasies, too. The brown bags are often most for recent arrivals to the neighborhood and to 

the boza community. These new arrivals know that this is the place to be, to wait around and 

learn the ropes of navigating through living and waiting in Tangier. 

This time, when I pop the trunk and get ready to haul the heavy plastic bags out to the 

sidewalk Polofree rushes out of the car and slams the door shut. “What was that?” I ask. “You 

almost caught my finger, man. Slow down.” He responds, “Hey look, it’s not safe. It’s not polo-

free right now.” Not polo-free. Not cop free. Polofree is right. The cops are slowly driving 

coming down the street, probably wondering why he and I are slamming car doors shut left and 

right and arguing. Even more probably, they have noticed a crowing crowd of Black residents of 

the neighborhood gathering around us. I think quickly. “Ahmed! Pop the hood, open the car 

hood.” I dash around the front of the car and bang on the hood, open it up, and start banging 

around on the metal pieces. I don’t know a car engine from a hard-drive, to be honest, but I’ve 

had enough rental car trouble the past few months to know that at least one of these things looks 

like it could be having an issue, and that most cars in Tangier in summer could use some coolant 

in the radiator. The cops pull up slowly and ask in Arabic, “kulshī mizīān ā ṣāḥibī? yāk lā 

bās?15” Everything alright my friend? What’s up? I respond back, “Wallah this piece of shit 

                                                
؟ 15 سابلا كای  ؟يبحاص  نایزم ٱ  يشلك   
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motor just doesn’t want to run, it’s too hot. I thought my friend had some coolant liquid in the 

back, but he forgot. We’ll get some though, no worries. Thanks for your help, God be with you.” 

The cops take a look at the crowd gathered, back again at us. Ahmed rolls down the 

window and offers some more compliments to the officers, who nod and keep driving. When they 

are safely out of distance, Polofree and I collapse back into the car. I’m barely holding it 

together, laughing out of the pure absurdity of the whole situation. Polofree laughs and slaps 

Ahmed on the back. “Yak? George the car muʿallam …” Muʿallam means master, or teacher, 

but some people say it in a jovial way like boss, or chief. It’s a joke, especially when it comes to 

me and cars. Ahmed rolls his eyes and asks me if I think the car engine is safe to start up again. 

“Ok come on,” I say, “It was a good idea. They left us alone, and thought I was some strange 

sounding MRE who doesn’t know how to handle a car in this heat. It’s not that far off” 

Ahmed pulls away from the apartment complex and we turn the corner down an alley. 

The back entrance to the complex will have to do. “Shūf a muʿallam, ʿaml ʿaynak f’toumobile, 

wākha” Ahmed calls out as he and Polofree head up the dimly-lit concrete stairs with heavy 

plastic bags.16 I’m the muʿallam now, I guess. “Sure, fine.” They leave me with a few brown 

bags to hand out in case anyone comes by to the complex from the street. Sure enough, as I’m 

waiting for those two to come back downstairs, a few young men who saw everything that had 

happened with the cops out front came around the corner. I offer them each brown bags from 

inside the car, “Hey guys, comment ça va? (How’s it going? [FR])  Do you want one?” I’m 

mixing English and French, hoping to get a response in one of the two languages.  I’m awkward 

with new people, as always, and I don’t think I’ve seen any of these guys before. “Everything ok, 

you’re new to the neighborhood? Where did you come from?” I meant what part of Morocco did 

                                                
؟اخاو 16  ، لیبوموطلاف كنیع  لمع  ،ملعملا  فوش ٱ   
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they just arrive from, but they each look at each other and exchange glances and shrugs. These 

guys can’t be older than 20, maximum, maybe 17. No one speaks. I grab a couple of bags and 

head them each one. “We have some toothbrushes, toothpaste, shampoo, and soap here too. Let 

me get some, if you want.” I’m really scrambling here, still switching between English and 

French. These guys don’t really want to talk to me, but then again clearly don’t mind the 

packages we put together for the week. “So, what brings you here?” Really, how awkward can I 

be? What a question. One of them, he looks like he may be the youngest, looks me up and down 

and says in French, “I’m from Cameroon. I’m here to make boza.” I tell him my friend Polofree 

is from Cameroon too. That we’re out here together, but that Polofree comes every Friday. 

Polofree and Ahmed are coming back down the dank stairwell, we can hear them laughing their 

way down the stairs from outside. Surely my antics with the car weren’t that funny.  

The young man continues, “That’s him, Polofree?” You’re from Cameroon?” Polofree 

slaps hands with the young men and starts to walk away. He calls over his shoulder, “No, Mali.” 

Why would he lie? We get back in the car, this time I’m in the back seat, and I ask him, “What 

was that? You’re from Cameroon, man, he was just a kid looking for help.” “Yeah, and he’ll find 

it there. But come on bro, you don’t just tell people things like that right away. You have no idea 

who they are, what they’re doing here. They could be working with the polo.” I tell Polofree that 

he was from Cameroon and in Tangier doing boza. Polofree says that’s probably true, but you 

can’t just believe people. He goes on, “So what, that’s anthropology? You just believe what 

people tell you and write it down? Yalla muʿallam, let’s go.” Ahmed pulls out of the alleyway, 

and we head back to the main road that leads past the football stadium and up the hill to 

Msnana. 

- June 2019  
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Chapter 5: At the End of Waiting / Boza! 

Thus far, these chapters have examined how waiting at borders produces various forms of 

belonging and being in-common both despite difference and because of it. The concern at the 

outset of the dissertation was to reframe waiting time as a productive time, in the sense that it 

gives rise to social and cultural phenomena that contain within them the seeds for yet 

undetermined political claims. In that pursuit, the interrupted time between origin and destination 

that here takes the form of “waiting at the border” in Morocco has appeared as a time in which 

habits and idioms of belonging and difference accumulate, setting the grounds for communal 

sensibilities. These communal sensibilities have taken different forms and names throughout the 

chapters that I shall here bring into constellation with one another. In doing so, I will argue that 

what has appeared as just singular icons of instances of belonging are actually indices that point 

to a further process, and a new set of categories with which to consider these events. This 

process leads to different subject-positions in these borderland political economic along the lines 

of the categories by which labor is multiplied, in the sense that Mezzadra and Neilson have 

outlined and as I will discuss further below. 

To begin, I will review the nominative types of these communal sentiments as they have 

appeared in the preceding chapters, with reference to other general theories of waiting and 

temporality in anthropology that were taken up in Chapter 3. These types include theoretical 

narrations of what we have seen previously, such as communitas and novel dialogic imaginations 

of shared difference, as well as idioms of belonging as they are used “on the ground,” such as the 

transition from migrant to immigrant, or resident, convivencia, Tanjawi/a, and the narrative and 

descriptive use of boza and barzakh. The second section of this chapter will return to the modes 

by which these communal sentiments have appeared, or at least the events by which they become 
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visible. It will consider again, for instance, the breakdown of the social and political 

infrastructures of “regularization” in Tangier discussed in Chapter 1, through which vocabularies 

of aid as well as exclusion appear. Alongside that, the material (il)logics of the Moroccan-

Spanish border at Ceuta outlined in Chapter 2 give rise to, and are at odds with, solidarities 

between different types of waiters at the border and the official narratives of living and 

belonging together in the enclave. The languages and labors of belonging throughout these 

chapters appear perhaps most sharply in Chapter 4, where the most eventful of events – sporting 

tournaments, police raids, and holiday feasts – make clear the ongoing and active tense of 

waiting in the world of barzakh.  

The chapter concludes with a new list of categories that emerge through these communal 

sentiments and their vocabularies. These are set against the backdrop of ongoing efforts in the 

study of migration and borders which seem to give primacy to the events and spectacles of 

migration that occur once European borders are crossed. However, I also propose them in order 

to question the endurance of these categories, a question which cannot be resolved yet, but may 

resolve itself in time.  

 

Types and Names 

In the beginning, there was communitas. It is tempting to attribute the communal 

sentiments that appear across these pages to the radical potentiality of liminality, and the anti-

structural sentiments that accompany it in forms of communitas. The term itself seems to aptly 

describe these senses of belonging that cut across preexisting structures of division, and which 

emerge in the liminal time in between origin and destination. Within anthropology and beyond, 

liminality has much purchase, and even neatly overlaps with the “liminal time” of (the) al-
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barzakh between life and the hereafter, and al-barzakh in its descriptive sense of the productive 

firmament underling the shores of the Strait of Gibraltar. It is, however, insufficiently capacious 

to contain within it the full breadth of sentiments to which this time spent waiting gives rise. The 

speech of the chanting crowd in Chapter 4, who imagine a community of listeners of which they 

are a part, only comes into concert with reference to both the sedimented histories of labor 

migration across the Maghreb as well as present and future horrors of Libyan “slave markets.” 

This cannot just be the result of a liminal migratory event because this speech, in the genre of the 

chant or jeer, depends upon the histories underlying the presences of im/migrants who have 

worked across North Africa and now find themselves in Tangier, speaking in a shared pan-

Maghrebi dialect of Arabic, and it transforms into political speech that is grounded in a dialogic 

community continuous with those histories. Even if one were to argue that the sporting match 

itself is the liminal event, the languages and labors by which this event is undergirded exceed the 

time of the match itself.  

 Taking up the question of speech genres, and the dialogic imagination, leads us to 

question the means by which this imagination is possible. It is along these lines that I want to 

return to the concept of “shared difference.” In some ways, what I am describing with this 

concept is a part of an older story in anthropology. Through not belonging, alongside others who 

also do not belong, there is in turn a sense of belonging. This returns us, once again, to questions 

of liminal positions and of marginality. It is tempting to extend this polysemy to even the context 

of a borderland itself, where on the limits between one space and another, marginality becomes 

the dominant index of belonging. However, to do so without losing sense of time for want of 

space necessitates paying attention to the appearance of this shared difference over time. At the 

intersection of the lived logics of inclusion and exclusion both into Ceuta’s territory as well as its 
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official narrative of convivencia, social worlds that seem nominally apart and composed of 

distinct liminal events come into proximity through this shared difference. This does not happen 

instantaneously, or casually. The daily crossing of the border by commodity porters has, over 

decades, given rise to the social infrastructure of the neighborhood abutting the border, Principe. 

In Principe, as Mousa describes in Chapter 2, one learns both how and when to cross the border, 

as well as how and when to take advantage of the interruptions in its flow. In reaction to the 

dominant order of the border, where Spanish and Moroccan military and police constantly 

rework the ways in which they intend to surveil the flow of embodied labor, the workers and 

residents of Principe and the Moroccan towns on the other side of the border develop networks 

of solidarity through familial, social, and labor networks. Over time, these networks have come 

to include other sorts of border-crossers, namely those who do boza.  

 Even if the residents of Principe are included in a version of Ceuta’s convivencia, they 

live at both the margins of the city’s spatial limits and its dominant ideologies. Seen thus, there is 

a shared difference that bridges these two liminal positions, and it is the labor organizer from 

Principe who comes from generations of border-crossers who organizes receptions after a 

successful boza, and documents the spectacle of crossing the fence from the rooftops of the 

neighborhood. These are modes of being and belonging together that emerge over time but, in 

the most of spectacular of border-crossing events, appear distinct. Waiting can also mean 

working, and these labors involve the slow forging of sociality and habits of making-do that 

appear in these spectacular events but are not exclusive to them. In Tangier, too, this waiting-

work forges a constellation of shared difference, albeit with a different set of points. In the 

neighborhoods of Msnana and Boukhalef, religious and linguistic difference appear pointedly, 

but then become sub-liminal to other communal sentiments and even recede in the face of 
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languages learned over time, and religions adopted or abandoned. Christian and Muslim, 

Francophone and Anglophone, immigrants celebrate the Eid and the Nigeria’s win over Libya 

together because they are neighbors, but also because they are seen as racially other to ethnically 

Arab and Amazigh social fabric of the Maghreb. Even if they do not belong in the dominant 

strands of this fabric, they can share a table at its fringe.  

 However, over time, there are other possibilities of making claims to belonging in 

Tangier. In the case of Sara, in Chapter 4, she claims belonging to, and of, Tangier, now as a 

Tanjawia. Polofree, too, speaks back to harassment on the street in the language of the street, and 

receives the apology for having had been questioned as Tanjawi. Notably, this is not for 

assuming that because he is Black he is not Moroccan, and thus other, but because the young 

men on the street assumed because he was Black he was not Tanjawi. This is significant, as is the 

now affixed to the end of Sara’s expression. In Chapter 1, in the cases of racist and xenophobic 

harassment directed at Polofree that I related, only two of many, the span of 5 years makes all the 

difference. In that time, the border that he and I debated first in 2014 was able to be pushed back 

in 2019. The border of belonging to Tangier could be negotiated linguistically, and in that case, 

his Blackness was no longer at odds with being Tanjawi. In that time span, as discussed before, 

Polofree and I both had become residents of Tangier. After having arrived in 2009 Morocco as a 

migrant, in 2019 he was an immigrant and thus able to navigate the city as well Morocco’s 

external borders differently. Regularized immigration meant the ability to apply for and receive a 

Schengen visa to Europe. That visa permitted him to take a plane to visit his own gallery 

openings in Paris, as well as afforded him the right to walk through the tourist gate into Ceuta, as 

opposed to climbing over the fence. These are the legal and juridical trappings of regular 
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immigration, but does this change in legal status – the change from migrant to immigrant – 

engender a rupture in the communal sentiments that form while waiting as a migrant?  

 If waiting as a migrant is just a liminal period in between, and the communitas formed is 

trapped within the parentheses of this event, then the answer should be “yes, there is a rupture.” 

This, however, is not the case. As made clear in the ongoing work of the Voie des Migrants 

association that Polofree began in 2015, these sentiments of belonging, whether oriented toward 

Morocco, Tangier, or even just a community of difference-minded neighbors reach from before 

and after this transition from “liminal” migrant to “settled” immigrant. This is just one of many 

other anti-xenophobic and mutual aid groups run by immigrants in Morocco (Gross-Wyrtzen and 

Gazzotti 2020). Throughout the time that I have known them both, Polofree and Fatema have 

disagreed about the best way to take advantage of their “regularized” status. Polofree maintained 

his work in the community, and his legal status meant the chance to both further his artistic 

career as well as draw more attention to the work of Voie des Migrants by formalizing its status 

as an association. Fatema, building on the work undertaken to get her own immigrant residency, 

advocated for new arrivals to her neighborhood and community and treaded a delicate balance 

between the community space she created in her home and the community advocacy performed 

in the police station. In both cases, though, the work enabled by their legal residency statuses is 

not fundamentally apart from the communal sentiments or the idioms and habits of belonging 

accumulated prior to these legal changes. Rather, this change in legal position, from migrant to 

immigrant, served to reinforce the waiting-work in which they had already been engaged.  

The “now” of Sara’s “Ana Tanjawia daba” also further underscores how this belonging 

can be independent of immigration status, or the liminal time between arriving as a migrant and 

regularizing as an immigrant. Sara claims to be Tanjawia in a here and now that preceded any 
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receipt of regular immigration papers. On the other side of this equation, the audience member 

who posed the question of belonging at the Tangier Salon du Livre still finds his sense of 

belonging in Morocco precluded by his religion, even if he has a regularized immigrant status. 

Sara’s mother may too find this specific sort of belonging in Morocco foreclosed because of her 

religion, even if she could feel different about her neighborhood.  

 It is worth noting, too, that the Moroccan state and its local avatars take advantage of this 

waiting, as well. From demonstrating to the European Union that it can operate as a 

“containment” country and stem the flow of migrants toward European shores on the one hand, 

to utilizing the so-called avalanches “assaulting” the borders of Spain in order to secure better 

access to maritime fishing and resource exploitation sites, it would be remiss to say that the State 

is unaware of the value that this waiting time can produce. As seen in Chapter 4, police razzia in 

neighborhoods such as Msnana and Boukhalef continue to take place, regardless of whether 

these areas are best described as migrant or immigrant neighborhoods. Looking toward 

Morocco’s south, and the Economic Cooperative of West African States (ECOWAS), Morocco’s 

ongoing investment into the real estate, finance, and mineral extraction industries in this zone is 

tied to the country’s claims of being a pluralistic African country with opportunities for citizens 

of ECOWAS countries to immigrate and work regularly (Lamlili 2016). None of this seems 

dependent on a waiting as a liminal period that will end once any given individual crosses the 

border into Spain, or chooses to stay as an immigrant in Morocco. Instead, it speaks to the 

profundity of a transregional formation wherein Morocco is articulating and taking advantage of 

its in-between position in a region spanning from Northwest Africa to Europe, and where 

Tangier is perhaps the most in-between. Seen thus, what at first appeared liminal is no longer in-

between, and what marginal is actually central.  
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This is spatial as well as temporal. Tangier and Ceuta, at first on the territorial margins of 

both Morocco and Spain, Africa and Europe, can also be seen central to both the articulation of a 

region inclusive of both sides of the border, as can Morocco as a whole. Political economic 

operations, commodity exchanges, processes of securitization, and regional politicking all come 

to depend on the centrality of these cities, and country, in-between. Temporally, we have seen 

that the time spent waiting is generative of possibilities for social phenomena extending beyond 

the events of their liminality, so much so that they the condition both what occurs beyond its 

limits – for instance after one has received immigration papers – as well as the terms of 

negotiating this waiting for new members of the community. We can see this in Sara’s learning 

of Tanjawia Arabic in the settled immigrant neighborhood of Msnana regardless of her own 

immigration status. We can also see it in the ways in which advocates like Fatema or Polofree 

lay the grounds for different ways new migrant arrivals in the boza community might negotiate 

waiting time in Tangier. Here, what could be seen as liminal is actually transforming the time 

and space in between, as well as pointing toward new possibilities outside of its own 

parenthetical time. Doing boza is waiting, working, and learning in Tangier as much as it is the 

claims of success and demands for attention that occur on top of Ceuta’s fences. It is, in this way, 

at the frontier of sense and the sense of the frontier both, precisely at the gap between the event 

of narration and the narrated event.  

 I first introduced Povinelli’s understanding of this gap as an articulation of the social 

tense of waiting. In this social tense, there is the possibility for the configuration of a way of 

being and enduring even when entrance into the grand events of history is foreclosed. The 

spectacle of migration is part and parcel of the historical narrative of  an “ongoing migrant 

crisis,” but the waiting by which this crisis is made perpetually ongoing is not. Here, at the point 
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of this gap, the social tense of waiting points us toward another set of indices not dependent on 

narratives of spectacle and crisis, but rather that extend before and after the here and now of any 

one instance of boza, successful or otherwise.  

We could consider it like an imaginary inverted pendulum, of sorts. With a normal 

pendulum, the move to withdraw and release the metal ball on one side of the series converts the 

potential energy of the ball released into a kinetic energy that travels through the series of balls. 

At the end of the series, this causes the final ball in the sequence to take off into the air, 

accumulating its own potential energy. When this ball falls, the sequence repeats itself from the 

other side. This goes on, until the potential energy is insufficient to continue the cycle and the 

balls return to stasis. In this case, however, we see the inverse. We begin with stasis, with 

waiting, at the center. As the waiting grows, it accumulates potential energy to the point that the 

waiting is kinetic, vibrating with energy. Each vibration causes the series of balls to move 

slightly, each time pushing a little further backward and a little more forward. The potential 

impact of the ball in the center, what was before the static ground of waiting, grows with every 

impact and extends further backwards and forwards into the then and there on either side. 

Eventually, as the balls climb higher on both sides, the entire series is charged with the potential 

energy of what initially seemed to be stasis- the waiting ball at the center, parenthetical to the 

balls on either side of its series. The threshold of this potential energy continues to grow, until 

such point that it is unclear where the instance of stasis – the initial ball waiting in the middle – 

actually lies.  

If al-barzakh is like this threshold, a state of being productive of both sides of the fence, 

so to speak, then perhaps we can consider boza to be the proposition of sense contained within 

this threshold. Boza, as we have seen throughout the preceding chapters, happens in Morocco, 
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Spain, and on the border between them. It is both at the center of the liminal event and inclusive 

of the then and there of either side of it. It is the ball at the center of the inverted pendulum that 

vibrates outwards, growing in energy with each new proposition of “BO-ZA!” To understand the 

duality of this proposition, though, we must return to Chapter 2, and to the idea of “boza” as a 

proposition as Deleuze outlines in the “Fourth Series of Dualities.” That is to say, it is not a 

duality between “names of stasis and names of becoming… [but] rather, it is between two 

dimensions of the proposition, that is, between denotation and expression, or between the 

denotation of things and the expression of sense” (1990, 25).  

 Boza denotes the thing being done – crossing a border – whether over Ceuta’s fence, 

across the Strait of Gibraltar, or waiting in the Tangier suburbs. It also expresses the sense of the 

thing being done – the sense of the frontier and its ongoing navigation – as the sense internal to 

the proposition itself and the capaciousness of the world it forms. So perhaps, in the end, the 

productive capacities of what we have seen as waiting in the dissertation points to the formation 

of social life, ways of being and belonging, far beyond its spatio-temporal center at the border, 

and we can return to the active formulation of “doing barzakh” and “making boza” in order to 

revisit we first called the breakdown of the border.  

 

Actions and Descriptions 

This dissertation began by unpacking the different dimensions of the border as such, 

variously as an infrastructure and at times an apparatus. By evoking the ways in which 

breakdown is treated in various anthropological studies of infrastructure, it sought to highlight 

the ways in which the stoppages in flow – understood here as waiting – are not aberrant to the 

workings of the infrastructure but rather integral to it. They are thus productive for the 
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infrastructural operations of the border and also produce social relations in its environment. 

Proposing this waiting time as productive meant to invite attention to the various phenomena to 

which it gives rise. Displacing the focus on movement through space in migration studies, or 

rather inviting attention to movement through time as well, made clear the myriad ways in which 

this time is consequential, productive, and not merely parenthetical. However, another dimension 

of the border as infrastructure must now be addressed. What was first posed as breakdown has 

come to mean something much larger. While on the one hand the breakdown of the border 

means the sustenance of the forms of social life described in this dissertation, on the other it also 

enables the violence of border operations themselves. After all, a border on some levels is meant 

to contain. And, in this way, the blockages and interruptions in flow across the border are not 

breakdown at all, but instead its successful operations.  

 For instance, the violence of the razzia in Msnana and Boukhalef can serve the political 

maneuverings of Morocco and the European Union. The European Union has Morocco act as the 

enforcer of its territorial borders, and Morocco has another bargaining chip to play when it wants 

a concession from Europe. Reframing the proposition that this breakdown is integral to the 

operations of the border, we could also then ask what would the border be without breakdown? 

Doing so allows another angle into the question of what is produced through this time spent 

waiting. In pursuit of this angle, we can begin by decentering the logic of flow through the 

border, which is to say to giving primacy to the logic of breakdown. This would mean that the 

border, as an infrastructure, is primarily designed to contain. The function of its semiotic series, 

“go here; not there; not now; then,” is to index mechanisms of control, not to facilitate flow. The 

breaking down of these signs entails the breakdown in control. When someone climbs the fence 

into Ceuta, and mobilizes the attention of journalists, activists, and others to their boza, this logic 
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of control breaks down. When micro-economic exchanges occur among commodity porters 

waiting in line for hours, subverting the timed-ticket procedures implemented by the police, the 

logic of control is interrupted through these exchanges in the barzakh. In the world of al-

barzakh, doing boza means negotiating this semiotic series differently.  

 Understanding the border in this way opens up a response to one of the questions with 

which this dissertation began: to whom is the border addressed? This question emerged out of 

Larkin’s argument that infrastructures are systems of signs and aesthetic vehicles oriented toward 

particular addressees (2013, 335-337). The border, in its operations of control, is surely 

addressed to those who are subject to its interpellations, those who would cross it. These are 

subjects of the state and the hegemonic international political order, citizens or immigrant, 

bodies who would be categorized into holders of the proper papers or not. The sense of boza 

however, disrupts that interpellation. It contains the means by which predominant system of 

signs of the border are not the most important icons of meaning. By this I mean that these 

communal sentiments and the habits of belonging and making-do to which they give rise, as they 

sediment, lay the grounds for alternative meanings to these signs. The solidarities between 

residents of Principe and the boza community for instance, retools the border fence at Biutz to 

say “go here, now.” The networks that span the waiting room of the Tangier police station 

provide not only the means to acquire residency papers but also, as in the case of Maria and Sara, 

the opportunity to accumulate means of belonging in the form of social, financial, and linguistic 

capital. At the football match, the chants and jeers recognize the context of violence directed at 

immigrants and migrants across the Maghreb and propose the possibility of a collective response, 

and a sense of being in common, in a different dialogic imagination than that of the border’s 

nominal addressees.  
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 In each instance, we find the interruption of the border’s control even as it continues to 

enforce the previously discussed “migration apparatus.” Stepping out of the terminologies of this 

“migration apparatus” means replacing its addresses and implements of control, surveillance, 

securitization, and profit with a new vocabulary for understanding the social worlds of these 

borders. Continuing this way, we can reconstitute the system of signs that is the border 

infrastructure between Morocco and Spain, and remake their map. This is not to say that we 

should lose sight of the violence enacted through this apparatus, and through these borders. A 

razzia is still a police raid, and the deaths of untold thousands in the Mediterranean while doing 

boza over the past decades are only some of the tragic costs by which this apparatus has 

maintained its control. It is instead to name the workings of this apparatus on the terms by which 

it is exceeded. Then, it is ask how we might allow the subversions of its infrastructures to take 

control of how we understand cartography of its circulation.  

 In some way, this has been one of the political commitments underlying the chapters so 

far. The refusal to narrate the spectacle of violence itself and the focus on the work of waiting as 

opposed to various ways of crossing these borders is a deliberate step away from images of the 

“migration crisis” that every reader already has in mind. It is a refusal to feed the craving for 

images and narratives of migrants in crisis and an offering instead of a border in crisis, a system 

interrupted. We could take this one step further, to try and hold in mind that at the same time the 

moment of boza is both an interruption of the border’s logic of containment as well as an 

instance of the circulation or flow of another logic. To clarify: at the first appearance of boza, 

imagining an original instance that surely does not exist at such, it is a breaking down of the 

border’s role as a regulatory infrastructure. Over time, however, boza works more like the 

inverted pendulum described above. It brings into the world a set of habits and a semiotic system 
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that at once depart from the border’s infrastructures of containment while simultaneously 

building from it to enable circulation through an alternative indices toward which boza points. 

What was seen as stasis has come to be seen as an energetic and active waiting, which has in turn 

led us to the duality of boza. The final turn in Deleuze’s “Fourth Series of Dualities” is the 

displacement of the duality into the proposition itself.  

In the beginning, “boza” would not exist without the border that it interrupts. Making 

boza would not extend into the time spent in the police station without the need to stop over in 

Tangier in the first place. The advocate would not exist without her community needing her 

intervention and experience, and the razzia would not take place without the ebb and flow of 

border politics impacting immigrants and migrants alike in Msnana and Boukhalef. At the same 

time, making boza would not mean learning languages, building networks of solidarity and 

sociality, and working across shared difference – in short, the languages and labors of belonging 

– without that initial interruption and its persistence. Boza has become the simultaneous 

interruption of one system, and the forging of another. In each instance, boza names the thing 

being done as part of boza – from Tangier streets to Ceuta’s fences and beyond – and also 

expresses the sense of the social world of al-barzakh.  

As with the economic exchanges that occur in Ceuta’s borders, the breaking down of one 

system is the grounds by which another gains life. It is with this sense that we can leave waiting 

behind, and now begin to reconstitute the border infrastructure of which making boza is a part. In 

doing so, we can begin to draw out and question the addressees of this infrastructure in which 

boza is both the name of the interruption and the active sense of series of events. To do so is to 

try and understand the forms of value produced through this circulation, both political economic 

and subjective, and to query how they reflect back into and may be at odds with the systems 
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through which they circulate. Up until now, this chapter has attempted reframe the events leading 

up to it, and to argue that the categories that have been used along the way have been insufficient 

but necessary in order to describe parts of a whole. Liminality has led us to question the 

durability of communitas, convivencia brought into perspective shared difference at its margins, 

and breakdown has led us to question waiting. Now, the accumulation of these habits and idioms 

of belonging provide the map for a new list of categories.  

 

A New List of Categories 

Throughout this dissertation, I have argued that categories such as boza point to the new 

indices and signs that provide alternative rendering of the logic of the border infrastructure and 

its system of signs. In doing so, I am drawing on the work of American pragmatist philosopher 

C.S. Peirce in the 19th century and in particular his essay, “On a New List of Categories” (Houser 

and Kloesel 1992). In this essay, as in others, Peirce is concerned with outlining a 

phenomenology of sense and expression and specifying a way to understand the move from a 

manifold and plural being to unified substance. He does so by way of referential logic, moving 

from “likeness” (which later he calls iconicity), “indices or signs,” and “general signs,” or 

“symbols” toward “terms,” “propositions,” and finally “interpretants.”  For Peirce, the movement 

from icon to index, and then index to symbol happens by way of the interpretant. To explain, we 

can begin with the presence of “smoke.” Smoke is recognizable by its general essential qualities, 

or its “terms.” In this first sense, smoke is an icon of the quality of something having been 

burned and transitioned from one elemental state to another. In the second sense, we can 

remember the adage that proposes, “where there’s smoke, there’s fire.” The smoke points to, or 

indexes, fire. In the third sense, we could consider a sign posted with an image of a smoking fire 
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with an “X” over it. This is a symbol that relies on the correlation of smoke and fire, and the 

mediation of the interpretation of the symbol: “No Smoking.”  

We could consider the logic of the border as it relates to migration in a similar manner. 

Taking the border in its most literal material sense, at first, there is a fence in the ground. Its 

essential qualities are perhaps less clear than smoke, but it is instantly recognizable on its own 

terms as a barrier. In the second sense, the border could point to a particular separation or 

division: Morocco is here, Spain is there. The third step returns us to our initial understanding of 

the border and the interpretation of its logic of containment: “Stop here, don’t go there, go there, 

etc…” Following a similar logic with terms such as “migrant,” for instance, would lead to a 

mediation of that term meaning “someone who crosses from point X to point Y,” or someone 

who is coming from Cameroon and in Morocco in order to get to Europe. We interpret migrant 

to mean as much, and leave out the time in between. However, as we have seen, this time in 

between comes with its own sets of entailments, and cannot be discounted. When we introduce 

the logic of the proposition of making boza, though, we can see things differently. Peirce asserts 

that propositions “independently determin[e] their objects by means of other terms” and that the 

“term which separately indicates the object of the symbol is termed the subject, and that which 

indicates the ground is termed the predicate” (1992, 9-10). As was discussed above, this 

proposition of boza contains within it the duality of both a successful trip across the border and 

the various actions that compose the time before and after such an event. In this case, this 

proposition leads to a different interpretation of the border and the various instances of its 

infrastructures.  

In the first case, the fence is still recognizable as a material barrier in the ground. 

Secondarily, it points to a stage for boza. It is a sign marking where circulation through this 
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infrastructure can be continued. As a symbol, it is something to be crossed, and not something 

that contains. Although this seems to be just a simple turn of phrase, this same logic could be 

applied throughout the process of “waiting at the border,” when seen as making boza. The 

correlations toward which the indices of boza point are different from the indices of terms we 

normally associate with borders and border-crossing, thus inviting a new list of categories by 

which we denote and express the sense of these borders.    

 Building but also departing from Peirce, I am interested here in outlining the new list of 

categories in multiple senses. The first sense is perhaps the most obvious and is based on the 

ethnographic accounts throughout this dissertation. This is a list of categories of belonging. In 

these categories, the terms of belonging exceed the terms normally used to describe the 

communities that come in formation along these borders. As I have belabored, “migrant” is 

insufficient to describe the worlds of boza. Perhaps, so too is immigrant. The logic of the 

migration apparatus would have us read this all through the political-legal categories of 

“migrant,” “refugee,” and “asylum-seeker” and discount what happens outside of these 

categories. After all, “boza-eur” or “advocate” don’t appear on the forms furnished by the 

UNHCR or consular visa offices. There is a political and legal infrastructure that exists around 

these words and which regulates the modes of mobility entailed by each. However, as we have 

seen, boza indexes another type of circulation, and one that has potential political claims.  

It is important to note that as much this is a list of categories of belonging, it is also a list 

of difference. Terms that appeared in earlier chapters such as “mon ami,” “mor@,” or religious 

categories like Christian and Muslim, and Jewish and Hindu in Ceuta, index exclusion from 

certain categories as much as they do inclusion. Another dissertation could have focused on the 

racist violence in which terms like “mon ami” are enmeshed. To do so would also have been to 
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begin with another concession, which is that this waiting at borders happens in the first place 

because of the discriminatory and racist logics of borders which demand that Africans – 

Moroccans included – must have visas to cross into Europe while the reverse is not true. 

Nonetheless, these are the categories by which we can see an alternative border logic, one that 

situates itself more in the realm of barzakh – producing its differential sides and holding them 

together, separately, across their difference – than in the realm of a migration apparatus. The 

political dimensions of the categories can be seen in the ways in which the advocacy of the boza 

community in Morocco, for instance, has led to a new law allowing registered foreign residents 

of the country to vote in the 2021 Moroccan general election (Yabiladi.com, 2020). These 

categories organize social life around the border in ways that exceed the normative descriptors 

we associate with borderlands in general, and these borders specifically. These are also the 

categories by which certain types of circulation are enabled and others disabled.  

What are the broader consequences of these new categories of belonging, though? 

Answering this question leads to the second sense in which I propose a new list of categories. 

These are the categories by which labor is divided. Even if by now we can see that the 

“migration apparatus” provides only the narrowest of descriptions of what goes on in these 

borderlands, it is still worth highlighting one dimension of that apparatus. That is the element of 

“inclusion.” All of the regulatory mechanisms described before, from the “regularization” 

initiatives of the Moroccan state to the special visa protocols for Moroccans living adjacent to 

Ceuta, include an element of inclusion. It is through this dimension that the normative and 

dominant political economic operations of these systems gain their profit. Inclusion in immigrant 

Morocco means inclusion into the formal Moroccan labor market, at even lower wages that the 

already low-income reserve labor force. This is beneficial to the workings of capital expansion in 
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Morocco, as well as in Morocco’s efforts to expand their economic relations with West African 

countries. This is, as was related to me numerous times throughout my fieldwork, one of the 

prime reasons why West and Central Africans considered spending their time waiting in Algeria 

or Libya over the past decades. Morocco may have been a (relatively) better and (again, 

relatively) safer place to live for immigrants, but in Algeria and Libya there were plenty of 

opportunities to enter into the formal labor force. This was, of course, before the events 

described in Chapter 4 and the reports of immigrants and migrants being enslaved in Libya.  

 In Ceuta, there simply would not be enough low-wage workers, commodity porters or in 

the service and commercial sectors, without the special entrance rules for the adjacent Moroccan 

communities. Since the Covid-19 pandemic shuttered the doors of many of these operations and, 

more importantly, caused the complete closure of commercial and tourist traffic through this land 

border, regular and massive Friday protests in the nearby Moroccan town of Fnideq have roiled 

the political landscape of both sides of this border. As was described to me by one Moroccan 

official in Fnideq in 2017, leaders in both Fnideq and Ceuta are “secretly grateful for the job 

opportunities that come with the border, because [they] don’t know what these people would be 

doing with their time otherwise, or how they would make ends meet.” Morocco and Spain both 

also benefit from other types of inclusion through this apparatus. While I do not detail them in 

this dissertation but worthy of note if only to point to work that remains to be done. Yearly, and 

even throughout the official closures of the borders between Morocco and Spain from March 

2020 to present, truck drivers, sea-mongers, and port workers employed by transnational 

shipping and fishing companies and who live on the northern Moroccan coastline have still 

received transit visas to continue their transportation of commodities. Women who live in rural 

northern Moroccan communities travel to the Andalusian countryside each year to farm seasonal 
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crops such as strawberries, and receive yearly temporary visas to uproot their lives, risk abuse 

and harassment at the hands of Spanish managers, and work in Spain for the season (Alami 

2019). The massive greenhouses of Andalusia also employ thousands of immigrant workers, 

from Morocco and Algeria as well as other parts of West and Central Africa. These workers, 

many of whom spent years waiting in Morocco before finally arriving in Spain, and are known to 

be ready workers for these last resort, low wage, and back-breaking labor opportunities after 

making boza.  

 In their Border as Method, Mezzadra and Neilson describe this time of inclusion through 

the logic of the “just in time visa.” They argue that one of the primary roles of the border is to 

ensure the perpetual readiness of this reserve labor force. While their analysis proposes that this 

logic serves to make sure this labor force is ready at hand for labor in Europe, we might here 

extend this into our understandings of what happens before European borders are crossed, as 

mentioned above in Morocco’s dealings with ECOWAS states. This logic underscores the 

subtitle of their text, The Multiplication of Labor. For Mezzadra and Neilson, the multiplication 

of labor involves the multiplication of the categories by which labor is divided to include 

categories besides just skill. For instance, formulations of ethno-national origin, gender, religion, 

native language come to be the category by which certain workers receive European visas, or in 

the labor-sponsorship systems often associated with the Gulf and Levantine states. This also 

occurs in Morocco, though that is not the subject of this work. What is of interest here, however, 

are the ways in which these categories themselves change over time in what I will call the 

“factorialization of labor.”  
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The Factorialization of Labor 

As we have seen on multiple occasions throughout this dissertation, categories such as 

language and religion have both come to be mutable vehicles through which forms of belonging 

may emerge. This is through difference, yes, but also through the ways in which they transform 

and change. Furthermore, in Morocco immigration papers not only allow their holder to enter 

into the Moroccan formal labor force, they also allow their bearers to apply for visas (just in time 

or otherwise) to other states while in Morocco. Polofree was only able to apply for a Schengen 

visa for his exhibition once he had his Moroccan residency papers, because without them he 

couldn’t formally justify his presence in Morocco to the French consulate which awarded him 

the visa. In this way, the category of “immigrant” allows becomes the grounds on which labor is 

divided. While Polofree’s situation could be considered exceptional in that he applied for the 

visa for the purposes of his exhibition, it is no less consequential in its demonstration of how this 

process of multiplication works, and how the grounds of this multiplication can change while 

making boza. Other members of the boza community who received their residency papers in 

Morocco applied for and received visas to work in Belgium, France, Germany, Spain, and 

Sweden over the years of my fieldwork. Put simply, the categories that they fit into when they 

arrived in Morocco were not the categories through which they left. 

 This is another dimension of the circulation enabled by boza. However, it is difficult to 

disentangle the transformation and multiplication of these categories in Morocco from the ever-

expanded domain of the capitalist political economy. After all, it could be said that this 

multiplication of labor, and its expansive transformations while making boza, simply serves to 

benefit growing an alienated low-wage labor force.  However, it is also in this multiplication of 

labor that Mezzadra and Neilson locate the potential radicalization of the “border as method.” 
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Key to their understanding of this potential radicalization is their claim that in this multiplication, 

there are opportunities for types of solidarities among “living laborers,” those for whom their 

labor value is not abstracted but rather embodied. As they see it, such laborers can no longer 

survive in an abstracted world labor market wherein the production of financial value is tied 

more to instruments of speculation and monetary circulation than to rates of productivity or the 

length of the working day (2013, 91-93). At stake in their argument is the claim that the political 

subjectivities of these laborers do not fit into the dominant mechanisms of an international 

division of labor and what they call, “the established categories of political belonging and 

expression, such as those associated with citizenship, trade unions, political parties, non-

governmental organizations, or even activism” (2013, 22). As a result, these new categories 

provide the terms for contestations and tensions between the national-territorial configurations of 

power and the labor markets which support them.    

 These contestations can also be the grounds for laborers to make political claims that are 

at odds with the apparatuses that regulate their own circulation. Consider the claims of the 

chanting crowd at the football match in Chapter 4. Irrespective of immigration status in 

Morocco, the boza community gathered at the stadium made clear their right to speak, and be 

heard, on the terms of their presence in Tangier. And they chanted based on the terms of their 

work in Morocco, as well as sedimented histories of migrant labor and exploitation across the 

Maghreb, including in Libya. These immigrant and migrant laborers, gathered in Tangier in the 

name of boza, speak in a language and with senses of belonging and expression that do not fit 

into the established categories to which Mezzadra and Neilson refer. They might have when they 

arrived in Tangier, and they might again in the future, but the ways in which these categories 

change over demands needs to be accounted for in understanding these borderland political 
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economies. Similarly, at the frontier with Ceuta, women and men gather to move commodities 

between two nations, embodying their own labor power in as much as they can carry with them, 

and wait for hours in lines. Their ability to do so lies at the intersection between their residency 

in a neighborhood in Ceuta or a town in Morocco, and regardless of whether they hold a Spanish 

passport or a Moroccan one. It also comes from their inclusion in networks of sociality and 

solidarity that span this corner of the Mediterranean coast. At the same time, however, we must 

take a step further than Mezzadra and Neilson in the consideration of the formation of these new 

categories within the context of the multiplication of labor.  

 If, for Mezzadra and Neilson, “border as method” means to consider the ways in which 

borders enable an international multiplication of labor based in categories beyond (just) skill, 

then what are we to make of categories that form while waiting? Chapter 1 began to introduce 

these categories with explicit reference to the multiplication of labor. In that chapter, the 

categories of difference and inclusion in Tangier emerged as those such as “MRE,” “mon ami,” 

“monamigos,” “razzia,” “zmigri,” “advocate,” and “informer.” It also questioned how some of 

the other categories identified by Mezzadra and Neilson, such as religion and language, may 

change over time and sit alongside other political-subjective changes such as “resident.” At the 

same time, in Ceuta, we saw how even the official categories of difference and belonging which 

unofficially hierarchize social life in this enclave do not include the modes of belonging that 

form during time spent waiting in the enclave, whether at the border itself or in the city. Chapter 

3 further built on the production of subjectivity during waiting time nominally seen as empty in 

order to argue for an understanding of this time as inherently full and active, consequential and 

accumulative. Not only is this a time where waiting is working, but also a time of active 

preparation. This preparation involves the emergence of social relations that come into 
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perspective in eventful peaks, but are forming even during the seemingly uneventful every-day. 

In Chapter 4, we come to see how these categories of belonging and difference point towards 

political claims, as well as how they change over time. As with the conceptual tool of “border as 

method,” the time spent making boza in this social tense of waiting both produces these forms of 

difference as well as forges connections between them. I venture to call this “barzakh as 

method,” paying attention to the production of subjectivity during the time in between just as al-

barzakh produces and divides both sides of the Strait of Gibraltar.  

We can see then that identifying the multiplication of labor is, while a necessary step, not 

the final stage of understanding how labor and subjectivity are entangled at the border. While the 

“border as method” sees the emergence of new categories by which labor is divided through 

borders, “barzakh as method” argues that these categories can transform during the time spent at 

the border. Building from the “multiplication of labor,” this section is speculatively entitled the 

“factorialization of labor.” In mathematics, a factorial is the multiplied product of an integer and 

all the integers leading up to it. For instance, the factorial of 4 is 24, mathematically: [(1x2x3)x4] 

= 24. The operation of a factorial can also be represented by an exclamation point, as such: 4! = 

24. At the same time, a “factor” is in its most normative sense a circumstance or influence and in 

its mathematical sense a number or expression by which another is divisible. I am proposing that 

we consider “BOZA!” in a similar way. When, atop the fence between Spain and Morocco, 

“BOZA!” is claimed, it is reached by the multiplication of the various factors leading up to it. It 

is not simply a series of elements added to one another. For instance, waiting in Tangier, learning 

Arabic, and then receiving immigration papers does not necessarily lead to boza. Rather, making 

boza is the product of each of those factors multiplying in a series. It is the move from manifold 

categories of belonging and difference toward an inclusive whole. In the factorialization of labor, 
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while labor could be divided by each of these factors – based on language skill, religion, gender, 

residency status, or even racialized ethno-national categories – it is also the product of these 

factors multiplied by one another, changing as the series continues over time.  

At the risk of stepping out of the threshold of this dissertation, what I have tried to 

propose with this notion of “factorialization” is that the forms of social life to which waiting 

gives rise are more than the sum of their parts, and also more than the multiplication of 

categories by which labor can be divided. Rather, they are factors into which we can break down 

the culminating claim of “BOZA!” as well as which multiply among themselves in order to 

create new factors. Understanding the claims made by “BOZA!,” and the processes by which 

they come to be, demands attention be paid to the series of events on either side of the fence, so 

to speak. In this way, “BOZA!” stands for the multiplication of the factors that undergird it, and 

the emergence of the subjective categories by which it is composed. It is a fundamentally 

transformative process and one which leaves its traces behind with each new claim made at the 

border. Over time, these claims provide the foundation for a system of circulation that constitutes 

the role of the border differently than the normal workings of its infrastructures.  

 

Reflections on Anthropology in Morocco 

In some ways, the concerns of this dissertation speak to a very old debate in anthropology 

about the interplay of subjectivity, exchange, and circulation in the production of value. In that 

sense, we could replace categories in the subtitle of this dissertation, “Language, Labor, and 

Infrastructure” with those older anthropological preoccupations. To do so would invite the 

discussions opened up in Chapter 1, regarding how circulation always takes place through space 

and over time. This dissertation has questioned the value produced over this time, and positioned 
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it as a consequential effect of periods normally considered empty and parenthetical. As has been 

made clear by now, this value also produces categories of subjective belonging and difference 

that can be taken up in the labor market, and form the grounds of potential political claims. As 

stated above, questions of circulation have been at the core of the discipline of anthropology. 

Recent decades have also centered circulation as foundational to certain ethnographic methods, 

responding to a globalized social, cultural, and economic landscape characterized by increasing 

and rapid movement of peoples, things, texts, and ideas. However, the ethnographic work I did 

for this dissertation also poses challenges to this turn in anthropology. How should we conceive 

of an ethnographic project centered on “waiting at the border” when it is in fact time that is 

characterized by spatial stillness and stasis on the one hand, and regular and unexpected mobility 

on the other? Put differently, how should we do fieldwork when the individual social 

composition of “the field” is constantly changing? Some of the challenges of this fieldwork came 

about through this very problem, when members of the boza community were waiting today, and 

gone tomorrow. Is the object of the ethnographic analysis the movement itself? If so, then I 

should have left Tangier and followed the successful boza to the other side of the border.  

 Or, should the object of study have been the consequences of immigration on the social 

fabrics of Morocco, and the legal and political institutions that have emerged as migrants become 

immigrants in the country? This dissertation would be insufficient on both accounts, but it is the 

necessary precondition for asking those questions of endurance, both in Morocco and on the 

other side of the border. It is based in a multi-sited ethnography, and yet its focus is not 

necessarily a spatial site. The communities in which it is grounded are mobile, and also somehow 

temporary. As such, we must reframe the question. How should one conduct an ethnography 

situated in a temporal phenomenon nominally of stasis, waiting, that is grounded in the refutation 
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of that very stasis? Furthermore, how can we proceed with an ethnography where the very action 

of waiting means not staying in one “place,” physically and subjectively.  In some ways, 

attempting to answer this question has led to the propositions that the various worlds of al-

barzakh are capacious enough to influence not only the borders in between but also what is on 

both sides, and that the community of boza is larger than the individuals that compose it at any 

one moment.  

  The questions posed here also disrupt the normal associations of time spent in the field 

which date back to Malinowskian notions of “fieldwork.” In those renderings of anthropological 

fieldwork, still prevalent today, the temporal scheme motivating the work was one of seasons. 

The anthropologist should spend their time in the field in each season, in order to grasp the full 

sense of social life throughout different environmental and social seasons. However, here, the 

ethnographic work itself can only be the representation of a moment in time during which certain 

social sentiments seem to be emerging. It is necessarily insufficient because it is describing an 

ongoing present progressive tense itself. The long-term durability of the categories described 

here must be questioned further, as they could equally endure or disappear. More likely, as has 

been the argument of this chapter, they will further transform. Is Sara’s articulation of “ana 

Tanjawia daba” more grounded in being “Tanjawia” or being Tanjawia “daba,” or now? Is what 

is today termed an immigrant community, that which yesterday was a migrant community, 

tomorrow going to be a minority diasporic community? These are the questions posed by this 

dissertation that cannot be answered just yet but which point toward future directions of this 

work. This moment in time seems to be an enduring one, and it seemly likely that migratory flow 

will only increase in the coming years and decades. So too, will the time spent waiting in places 

such as Tangier, Morocco, and the Strait of Gibraltar more generally. 
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Many of these questions seem new in the context of the anthropology of Morocco, which 

has long been situated as an important site for producing anthropological knowledge around 

Islam, state-power, and the interpretations of culture, but tends to hold certain categories of 

belonging as rather stable. And, in the studies of migration which involve immigrants in 

Morocco, the country itself seems to appear as something of an afterthought, a place where 

migration happens but without social consequence on Morocco. However, any anthropological 

study in or of Morocco, particularly one coming from the Anglophone academy, is situated 

within a deep canon of anthropology in and of Morocco, one which contains rather influential 

and controversial figures in the field. As Lila Abu-Lughod reminded us some three decades ago, 

Morocco has long served as a “zone of prestige” for anthropological theory (Abu-Lughod 1989) 

and yet anthropology of this country has persisted with many of the problematic impulses 

identified by Abu-Lughod at that point. In the long aftermath of the so-called “Arab Spring” of 

2011, the list of countries in the “Middle East” where anthropology graduate students could 

begin their ethnographic fieldwork has narrowed even further. Twenty years after Abu-Lughod’s 

review of the “Zones of Theory in the Anthropology of the Arab World,” Lara Deeb and Jessica 

Winegar point to the complex dilemmas facing doctoral advisors when overseeing students’ 

work in many countries in what they call “Arab-Majority Societies” (Deeb and Winegar 2012; 

2015). Morocco has, again, reclaimed its prestige status for many reasons, not the least being it is 

accessible and United States Government agencies such as the Fulbright Foundation will fund 

ethnographic work there. My own long-term engagement with Morocco began under the 

auspices of a Fulbright-IIE grant in 2011, and continued again for the fieldwork composing 

much of this dissertation with funding from Fulbright-Hays, the American Institute for Maghreb 
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Studies, and a grant from the Council of American Overseas Research Centers in partnership 

with the Mellon Foundation.  

As an anthropologist, I am an American-born US-citizen trained in the American 

academy, and thus eligible for the privileges, and sometimes protections, of empire that this 

entails. Rarely have I been at risk of falling into the ire of the Moroccan state, as opposed to my 

immigrant friends and colleagues with and without residency papers, except for a few moments 

when I was politely told to remove certain aspects of my research agenda that related more to the 

Rif mountains and the border with Algeria. However, in Morocco, I am also a Palestinian 

immigrant, with American citizenship. At the Tangier police station, I am not subject to the 

privileges that Anglo-passing Euro-Americans have when they walk into the waiting room, nor 

am I allowed to write “Nationality: American” without the police procedural addendum of 

“Palestinian.” Like my colleagues and friends in the immigrant community there, I am surveilled 

as an outsider to Moroccanness, but one with permission to belong in a certain way. When 

waiting in the line to cross between Morocco and Spain, I am told wait in the line with people 

who look like they belong to those who must wait and have their visas checked, and not those 

with red and blue passports who are waved through by both Moroccan and Spanish police. Like 

on the Israeli side of the Allenby checkpoint, I am not allowed to go through the tourist line. 

Throughout the decade I have spent off and on in Tangier, including prior to beginning this 

doctoral research, my friends would critically point to my Americanness as the source of some of 

my idiosyncratic tendencies and habits. However, when Polofree wanted to introduce me to other 

members of the boza community, for instance, he did so by identifying me as Palestinian and an 

American. It explained the way I looked and spoke like I did, but also signified that I could be 

trusted with information in a way that a random, un-vouched for, Moroccan may not be in the 
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community, and neither perhaps another random White American. Like being “polo free,” being 

Palestinian meant I likely wasn’t an informer for the Moroccan police. It also explained, in a way 

that I only understood much later, my own preoccupations with waiting, belonging, and 

difference. 

Some time after my initial visit to Maria and Sara’s home in Msnana, discussed in 

Chapter 4, I stopped by again while I was in the neighborhood. I saw Sara outside, and Maria 

came out to say hello. Eventually, Sara ran inside and came back out with some papers and 

photos, stacked together in a clear plastic bag. She showed me a photo of their home in Ivory 

Coast and, underneath it in the stack, a paper deed outlining Maria’s ownership of a portion of 

family land there. Sara turned to me and looked up, beaming with pride at her home. “Apres 

hathi, ana ghadi nrja3!” she said. “After this, I’m going to return!” The moment stuck in my 

head for the rest of the day, both because of how proud she was of where she was from, and how 

certain she was that she would return. That night, I was due to send a lawyer in Ramallah copies 

of the birth and death certificates for my great grandparents and grandparents, who left Palestine 

for the United States in stages from the 1930s to the 1950s.  

  I was doing this in order to help reclaim and secure family land in Ramallah, land and 

homes which had over the decades been slowly left to ruin and neglected, both materially and in 

terms of my family’s legal claims to them.  As I found the right scanned documents to attach and 

send, hoping that maybe, decades later, I could help my family to rearticulate our belonging in a 

place that many had never been, I remembered Sara. She was about the same age as my maternal 

grandfather was when he arrived in a boat to Ellis Island, New York. Decades later, after a long 

day “in the field,” as I sat trying to find the proper papers to update the deeds to the home he left 

I realized that I was waiting just as much as Sara was. My own community of waiters had turned 
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into a diaspora of immigrants. That community articulates its relationship to Palestine through 

the rhetoric of “return,” the name given to my paternal grandfather and which I also carry, هدوع , 

and which sits at the top of my Moroccan residency permit. We are always waiting, but 

nonetheless working, learning, and finding forms of belonging and difference.  

When my maternal and paternal great-grandfathers first left Palestine, they did so 

temporarily, to work on the East Coast of the United States as textile and small goods merchants 

who carried their wares with them as they travelled. In the context of this dissertation, we might 

call them commodity-porters, carrying what they could on their backs. They returned back to 

Ramallah, and then eventually brought their children, my grandparents to the US as they fled an 

escalating crisis in Palestine. They arrived in New York intending to return to their homes and 

land in Ramallah, where they had farmed since the 16th century. Decades later they and their 

descendants found themselves waiting in Jacksonville, Florida for the right time to return.  

 I, like Sara, and like Polofree and so many others I have met in the decade since I first 

found myself waiting in Tangier, also have a bag filled with plastic covered papers, deeds, and 

photos. I have carried it with me across cities, as these documents and photos were carried across 

seas, on boats and trains, before they found their way to me. I cannot help but wonder if, two, 

three, or four generations later, Sara will have children or grandchildren who will carry such a 

bag too or perhaps if, “after this,” Sara and Maria will return home. 
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Epilogue: Looking Forward, Looking Backward 

If thus far waiting was oriented forward, toward continuing on, we might conclude by 

asking about another type of waiting: waiting to return. At stake in this shift are questions of 

endurance and of durability. Will this new list of categories persist beyond the seasons of its 

inception? Even as countries closing their borders due to Covid-19 coincides with rises in 

xenophobic nationalism around the world, it does not seem as if the increasing flows of 

migration and immigration will cease anytime soon. As climate change wreaks havoc around the 

globe, it only seems more likely that the number of people waiting at borders will continue to 

grow. At the same time, we are left with the question of how these categories will endure across 

transitions over space and time. After all, waiting in Morocco is only possible after other borders 

are crossed. Once these borders are crossed again, whether toward the North or South, what will 

happen to the communal sentiments that appeared during the duration of my fieldwork? Or, if 

they are not crossed, will what was first migration, then immigration, ultimately become a 

diaspora in Morocco? In some ways, these are the questions left unanswered by this 

ethnographic work. In other ways, they are the questions that can only be asked now, once the 

need for asking them has become clear throughout this dissertation.  

 As of this writing, in 2021, Polofree has returned home to Cameroon, at least for now. 

When he left Morocco in the fall of 2020, he did so in the context of worldwide lockdowns and 

curfews, and orders to stay at home until the Covid-19 pandemic cleared. This was another type 

of waiting, one that slowed down mobility across the world, and seemed to increase in 

magnitude over time to include waiting for the lockdowns to end, waiting for the virus to 
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dissipate, waiting to get sick, waiting to get better, waiting for the vaccine, waiting for jobs to 

return and businesses to open, waiting to return to normal, waiting for borders to open, among 

other types of waiting. While tourist borders closed, and countries enacted restrictions on entry 

by non-residents or citizens, the notion of return gained prominence. Flights between the United 

States and Europe, for instance, emptied, or were cancelled. The exception to this rule was for 

those returning to their homes or countries of citizenship. Morocco closed all borders until July 

2020, allowing exceptional charter flights for non-residents to return home. When commercial 

flights opened up again, Polofree flew back to Cameroon. When we spoke on the phone about 

his decision, he told me that he wanted to continue the work of Voie des Migrants, but back 

home, before people started their journeys northward. He said that he thought the skills he 

developed as an organizer and activist in Tangier could really make an impact in the town he 

comes from in western Cameroon.  

 For all of our collective waiting, life has continued. Forms of social relations have 

developed during this waiting, including digital sociality on an exhausting scale, and habits of 

recognizing belonging and difference too. Taking note of who wears a mask, and when and how, 

have come to be the ways in which we navigate the spaces of buildings and streets. Short-hand 

jargon for epidemiological concepts have entered into everyday vocabulary – some laborers have 

been deemed to fall into the category of “essential,” others “non-essential” –  and waiting is no 

excuse for not working from home. At this point, the consequences of this waiting will clearly 

outlast the parentheses of “before Covid-19” and “after Covid-19,” and it is unclear how to close 

the parentheses of this period at all. The organization of social life has changed, and some of 

these changes will endure beyond what seemed to be just a liminal period in between.  



245 
 

 In that way, the provocation of this dissertation seems more familiar than it did at the 

outset of this research. Many more people have come to experience firsthand how waiting gives 

rise to consequential forms of social life, modes of marking belonging and difference, and novel 

idioms of exchange. At the same time, they draw on preexisting knowledges and habits, 

sharpening extant differences and inequalities while forging new solidarities. Much like at the 

border, waiting has meant to continue on without knowing when the waiting will come to an end, 

but preparing for it nonetheless. Waiting at the border at first seemed like an interruption in flow 

and a breakdown in the logics of circulation. In the end, it proved to be the opposite: the grounds 

by which another sort of circulation is possible, building from the same infrastructure. The 

indices of this circulation, and the sense from which they emerge and grow, has been the object 

of study in much of this dissertation. I have argued that the event of crossing the border was less 

consequential than the event of waiting. The concluding chapter has proposed that the events 

contained in the name of waiting is perhaps also insufficient to describe the active and ongoing 

social worlds on which it is predicated.  

As the open regularization period in Morocco was supposed to come to an end in the 

beginning of 2018, more and more migrant denizens of Tangier chose to try and become 

immigrants to the city, even if only temporarily. There was a belief that legal immigrant status 

would provide some manner of protection. This is not to say that the choice to regularize in 

Morocco meant giving up on going to Europe. Rather, it was a choice to act on the opportunities 

and needs of the present in order to make possible a future choice. After years in Morocco, many 

of these immigrants now had relationships, loved ones, family, and dear friends in Tangier. 

Waiting to go to Europe meant taking care of one another now so that, when it was time to go, 

they could arrive in Europe healthily and safely and maybe with some money to bring along. 
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Even as this happened, however, there were thousands of men of women, also children, who 

made it across the border to Ceuta and in boats to mainland Spain during this same time period. 

These successful boza attempts populate the pages of Facebook groups such as Voie des 

Migrants, and the everyday conversations of those still waiting in Tangier. So how do we 

reconcile these two seemingly opposite choices that were sparked in the same moment?  

 To see these two events as at odds is grounded in the view that waiting ends when one 

crosses the border to Europe. Instead, we need to see both choices as a part of an ongoing 

present. Waiting in Morocco (and not going to Europe) contains within it the moment one does 

choose to cross a border, in either direction. But the networks of relations, the capital, the 

languages, anxieties, and dreams produced during one waiting time do not disappear the moment 

one sets foot on the other side of the border. They persist. After arriving in Spain, there is the 

waiting for the right to work in Spain, or perhaps waiting to register with the authorities, if 

possible, until in the country or city of their choosing. Once in Madrid, for instance, waiting 

might mean waiting for the police to clear out of an area so as to set up the informal shop on a 

plastic tarp on the floor of a busy tourist area. Or waiting for friends or family to make it across 

the border too. In this way, the choice to go and the choice to stay reflect differently. They are 

not opposites but rather two dimensions of the same choice, to endure. 
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