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Abstract
The Tangier Question is one of the most complex diplomatic issues in
modern Moroccan history. It was not merely a struggle over the
administration of a city, but a reflection of the global balance of power and
an attempt to find a legal formula that would protect the interests of the
major powers from French dominance. The American position in this
equation was pivotal. As early as October 1922, Washington sent official

memoranda to the French Foreign Ministry, asserting that any change to
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Tangier's status must not infringe upon the acquired economic rights of its
citizens. American support for the sovereignty of the Moroccan Sultan
stemmed less from a desire to support independence and more from a
legal means of upholding the '"open door policy,"” which guaranteed
absolute commercial equality and prevented any country from imposing
customs or administrative monopolies. The United States' insistence on
maintaining the system of privileges in the French and Spanish spheres of
influence aimed to ensure Tangier remained a free trade port, thus
obstructing French ambitions to transform the city into an integral part of
the French protectorate.

Amidst this American pressure, ltaly emerged as an indispensable
international player, especially with the rise of nationalist aspirations
spearheaded by Mussolini. The Italian government vehemently protested
its exclusion from the preliminary talks for the statute of Tangier's
internationalization. ltaly viewed this exclusion as an affront to its status
as a major power in the Mediterranean basin, prompting it to adopt a
strategy of 'diplomatic obstruction" until its comprehensive demands were
met. Italy demanded amendments to the international treaty to guarantee
its representation at all levels of international administration, from the
judiciary—through the appointment of Italian judges to the Mixed Court—to
the executive and security apparatus, including a military attaché position
in the customs authority and active participation in the committee for
upholding laws and the legislative council. These demands were not
merely a desire for administrative presence; they aimed to monitor French
and Spanish activities and secure an ltalian stake in vital projects such as
the Tangier International Port.

These tensions led to a diplomatic stalemate that was only broken through
arduous negotiations culminating in the July 1928 Protocol. This protocol
marked a major turning point, as France, under pressure from Italian

demands and Spanish maneuvering, was forced to accept lItaly's broader
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involvement in the city's administration than stipulated in the 1923
agreement. Under this new agreement, Italy gained significant privileges,
making it an active partner in the '"Port Commission" and various
legislative and judicial institutions. This complicated Tangier's
administrative structure, which was now managed by international
committees with overlapping jurisdictions. This extensive
internationalization essentially marginalized the role of the Moroccan
"Sultan's Delegate,” whose authority became purely ceremonial, lacking
the power to make effective sovereign decisions. Meanwhile, crucial
decisions concerning security, the economy, and the judiciary were being
made within the corridors of foreign consulates and diplomatic missions.

A careful reading of this period, based on the writings of historians and
thinkers such as Abdelkrim Ghallab and Aziza Bennani, reveals that
Tangier was a victim of its strategic location, which made it a testing
ground for international colonial experiments. The major powers exploited
the absence of a strong Moroccan authority to entrench an international
administration that primarily served the interests of foreign companies and
Western nationals. Although the 1928 Protocol was intended to resolve a
dispute between the major powers (France, lItaly, Spain, and Britain), it
effectively enshrined Morocco's "diminished sovereignty,” turning Tangier
into an administrative island detached from its national context. It
remained at the mercy of shifting international balances of power until the
dawn of independence. This historical era stands as a testament to how
international diplomacy can reshape the geopolitical landscape of cities
based on narrow economic interests, disregarding the historical and
sovereign rights of peoples under the guise of international law and
multilateral agreements

The Tangier Question stands as a unique example in the history of
international relations, as this Moroccan city became a testing ground for

legal and political experiments due to the clash of major colonial interests.
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The roots of internationalization, which began to take hold in the early
1920s, were not merely a desire for administrative organization, but a
strategy to prevent France from monopolizing control of the Strait of
Gibraltar. In this context, the American position emerged as one of the
most resolute and unequivocal, as Washington was unwilling to
compromise on the "open door principle," which guaranteed equal trade for
all powers. This was evident in the famous memorandum sent by the US
State Department to Paris in October 1922, which affirmed that
recognition of any new political status in Tangier was contingent upon the
preservation of the economic privileges granted to American citizens. This
American insistence was not so much a defense of Moroccan sovereignty
as it was an adherence to historical rights derived from previous treaties.
This led Washington to insist that Tangier remain a free trade zone
outside the scope of French monopoly, thus imbuing the Tangier Question
with a complex international legal dimension that transcended local
geographical boundaries. Alongside American pressure, the Italian
diplomatic arena witnessed a assertive movement, characterized by its
assertiveness and explicit demands for recognition of Rome's status as a
major Mediterranean power. The Italian government viewed its exclusion
from the preliminary negotiations for the 1923 Statute as a political
humiliation, prompting it to adopt a position strongly opposed to British
and French dominance. ltaly did not limit itself to verbal protests; it
presented fundamental conditions for accepting the internationalization
system. Foremost among these was effective representation in the judicial
system through the appointment of lItalian judges to the Mixed Court, and
guaranteed military and administrative representation in the customs
authority, security services, and anti-smuggling units. These Italian
demands aimed to penetrate French influence from within and ensure
Italy's participation in drafting the laws and regulations governing the city.

This led to a temporary impasse in the negotiations, as France feared that
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accepting the Italian conditions would weaken its grip on the effective
administration of the region.

However, this diplomatic tension ultimately led to the necessity of reaching
a comprehensive international settlement, which was achieved through the
July 1928 Protocol. This protocol was not merely a minor amendment, but
a radical restructuring of the international administration system in
Tangier. Under pressure from shared interests and a desire for regional
stability, France and Spain were compelled to fully integrate Italy into the
system. Under this agreement, Italy gained permanent seats on the
Legislative Council and the Port Commission, and a significant voice in
the appointment of senior officials and the management of financial and
judicial affairs. This transformation turned Tangier into an arena of multiple
sovereignties, where the effective authority of the Moroccan Sultan's
representative was eclipsed by the dominance of the joint international
committees. Instead of being under a national Moroccan administration,
Tangier was governed by an international bureaucracy representing the
interests of foreign consulates and companies. This resulted in the city
experiencing administrative separation from the rest of Moroccan territory,
a situation that persisted until the country's independence. The 1928
Protocol remains a testament to how national sovereignty was transformed
into a bargaining chip between the major colonial powers. Historical facts,
as noted by prominent historians such as Abdelkrim Ghallab and Aziza
Bennani, have proven that the internationalization of Tangier was
disastrous for Moroccan sovereignty. Major powers exploited the slogans
of "neutrality" and 'international administration" to consolidate their military
and economic presence. Spain, for its part, played a duplicitous role,
sometimes feigning support for Italian demands to weaken France, while
simultaneously ensuring that this did not lead to a loss of its traditional
influence in the neighboring Caliphate region. Thus, the threads of interest

intertwined between Washington, Rome, Paris, and Madrid, ultimately
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shaping a tragic reality for Tangier. The city was bought and sold in the
corridors of hotels and international conferences, far removed from the
aspirations of the Moroccan people for unity and freedom, making this
period a dark chapter in the history of foreign intervention in national
affairs

The Mixed Courts system in International Tangier was one of the most
complex structures within the international administration imposed on the
city, representing the legal embodiment of the principle of 'multiple
sovereignties" that dominated the region. These courts were not merely
judicial bodies for resolving disputes between individuals; they were, in
essence, a political instrument aimed at undermining the authority of the
legitimate Moroccan judiciary (represented by the judge and the Sharia)
and replacing it with a Western legal system that guaranteed absolute
protection for the subjects of the colonial powers and their commercial and
civil interests.

This judicial system was established to replace the old system of "consular
privileges," whereby each foreign consulate tried its own citizens according
to the laws of its home country, creating significant legal chaos. With the
adoption of the "Statute of Tangier," these powers were consolidated into a
single judicial body known as the Mixed Court, composed of judges of
various nationalities (French, Spanish, British, and later ltalian, as well as
those of the other signatories to the Algeciras Agreement). The pluralistic
composition of this court was not aimed at achieving universal justice, but
rather at ensuring a 'balance of power." The presence of a judge from
each major power guaranteed that no single state (especially France)
could unilaterally make a judicial decision that might affect the economic
interests of other nations.

From a procedural and legal standpoint, the Mixed Court applied laws
derived almost entirely from European legislation, particularly the French

Civil Code and international commercial law, with a near—-complete
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disregard for Moroccan legal rules or local customs. Its jurisdiction
extended to all criminal, civil, and commercial cases involving a foreign
party, and even cases between Moroccans and foreigners. This meant
that Moroccan citizens in Tangier were subjected to a foreign judiciary,
both in language and spirit, in their own country.

Returning to the attached documents, we find that Italy's insistence during
the 1928 Protocol negotiations on appointing lItalian judges to this court
was not a simple administrative demand, but rather a legal recognition of
its "parity" with the other powers. Fascist ltaly realized that controlling the
judiciary was an effective way to protect its economic influence and
counter French hegemony, since the Mixed Court had the power to decide
on land disputes, port contracts, and major commercial concessions,

which were at the heart of the diplomatic conflict.
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