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v

This book is the result of the efforts of a research group that has for 
more than four years investigated the same locus, Western Sahara, from 
different approaches and disciplines. In particular, it forms part of the 
outcomes of the research project “Territorial Policies and Colonization/
Decolonization Processes in Western Sahara” (2012–2016), funded by 
the Regional Government of Andalusia (Junta de Andalucía).

With this edited volume, we intend to publicize the results of our research 
in all its complexity, with rigour and consistency, aiming to contribute to 
fill in the gap that still exists in the academic literature on Western Sahara. 
Palgrave’s interest in our project also provided an opportunity to expand 
its thematic scope and our original team in order to include other inter-
nationally renowned experts. This represented a step further on previous 
collective publications in Spanish such as the 2013 special issue “Actores, 
procesos y políticas en el Sáhara Occidental” edited by Raquel Ojeda-
García and Victoria Veguilla in the Revista de Investigaciones Políticas 
y Sociológicas (RIPS) and the book Sáhara Occidentali 40 años después 
edited by Isaías Barreñada and Raquel Ojeda-García with Los Libros de la 
Catarata. We would like to thank the RIPS in particular for their generos-
ity in granting us permission to republish in English a part of the special 
issue. On the other hand, the new multilevel analytical framework—going 
from the global to the local dimensions of the conflict—on which this 

Acknowledgements

The original version of this book was revised.  
An erratum to this chapter can be found at
DOI 10.1057/978-1-349-95035-5_17

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-39850-1_10


vi  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

book is based was streamlined in an international seminar that was hosted 
by the universities of Granada and Jaen in October 2015.

We would like to thank, first and foremost, all the contributors to 
this book for their generosity and rigour in studying the Western Sahara 
conflict from different perspectives. We also appreciate their willingness 
to participate in the Granada/Jaen seminar, which allowed us to exten-
sively discuss face to face our respective research problems and approaches 
as well as the proposed analytical framework. The purpose was to avoid 
overlaps and enhance the complementarity and dialogue between the vari-
ous contributions, while keeping our commitment to respect the particu-
lar views, disciplinary lenses and methodologies of each author—which 
required a good deal of open-mindedness. Thanks also to our editors from 
Palgrave and to Pamela Lalonde for her careful editing support.

Moreover, our acknowledgement goes to the principal investigators of 
several Spanish research projects who have cooperated with ours and contrib-
uted to the publication of this book in different ways, including Inmaculada 
Szmolka (“Persistence of Authoritarianism and Processes of Political Change 
in the Middle East and North Africa: Consequences for Political Regimes 
and the International Scene”), Laura Feliu (“Popular Uprisings from the 
Mediterranean to Central Asia: Historical Genealogy, Power Fractures and 
Identity Factors”) and Miguel Hernando de Larramendi (“The International 
Dimension of Political Transformations in the Arab World”). We also received 
support from María José Calero, who leads a development cooperation proj-
ect of the University of Jaen aimed at strengthening self-management capaci-
ties in the Sahrawi refugee camps near Tindouf, Algeria.

We are likewise indebted to two prominent Spanish scholars who, with-
out appearing as authors in the book, have provided a vital support to this 
collective endeavour: Miguel Hernando de Larramendi, for his generosity 
in sharing information and knowledge, and for keeping the motivation 
for this and other projects alive, and Bernabé López García, as a forerun-
ner and key promoter of studies on the Maghreb, Morocco and Western 
Sahara, tireless worker and erudite connoisseur of the social, historical and 
political realities of the “other side” of the Mediterranean.

Finally, we could not fail to mention the encouragement provided to 
us by Emilio Cassinello and the Task Force on Western Sahara of Search 
for Common Ground (SFCG) and Centro Internacional de Toledo para 
la Paz (CITpax), who have pushed us to make the leap from the academic 
and intellectual sphere to the “real world” of policymaking, politics, inter-
national relations and foreign policy, always with an unwavering commit-
ment to seek a solution to the Western Sahara conflict.



vii

  1	 Introduction: Towards a Multilevel Analysis of the Western 
Sahara Conflict and the Effects of its Protractedness�   1
Irene Fernández-Molina

Part 1  Global Level�   35

  2	 The United Nations’ Change in Approach to Resolving 
the Western Sahara Conflict since the Turn of the  
Twenty-First Century�   37
Anna Theofilopoulou

  3	 The Geopolitical Functions of the Western Sahara  
Conflict: US Hegemony, Moroccan Stability  
and Sahrawi Strategies of Resistance�   53
Jacob Mundy

  4	 The EU’s Reluctant Engagement with the Western  
Sahara Conflict: Between Humanitarian Aid and  
Parliamentary Involvement�   79
María Luisa Grande-Gascón and Susana Ruiz-Seisdedos

Contents



viii  Contents

Part 2  Regional Levels�   99

  5	 Western Sahara and the Arab Spring�   101
Inmaculada Szmolka

  6	 Algerian Foreign Policy towards Western Sahara�   121
Laurence Thieux

  7	 Beyond Western Sahara, the Sahel-Maghreb Axis Looms  
Large�   143
Luis Martinez and Rasmus Alenius Boserup

  8	 The Role of Sahrawis and the Polisario Front  
in Maghreb-Sahel Regional Security�   165
Miguel G. Guindo and Alberto Bueno

Part 3 � National and Local Levels (1): Moroccan  
Governance of the Western Sahara Territory�   187

  9	 Western Sahara in the Framework of the New  
Moroccan Advanced Regionalization Reform�   189
Raquel Ojeda-García and Ángela Suárez-Collado

10	 The Western Saharan Members of the Moroccan  
Parliament: Diplomacy and Perceptions of Identity�   213
Laura Feliu and María Angustias Parejo

11	 Changes in Moroccan Public Policies in the Western  
Sahara and International Law: Adjustments  
to a New Social Context in Dakhla�   235
Victoria Veguilla



Contents  ix

Part 4 � National and Local Levels (2): Saharawi  
Resistance and Identity�   257

12	 Memory and Resistance: A Historical Account  
of the First “Intifadas” and Civil Organizations  
in the Territory of Western Sahara�   259
Claudia Barona and Joseph Dickens-Gavito

13	 Western Saharan and Southern Moroccan Sahrawis:  
National Identity and Mobilization�   277
Isaías Barreñada

14	 The View from Tindouf: Western Saharan Women 
and the Calculation of Autochthony�   295
Konstantina Isidoros

15	 “For Us, Parliament Is a Tool for Liberation”:  
Elections as an Opportunity for a Transterritorial  
Sahrawi Population�   313
Alice Wilson

Part 5  Conclusion�   333

16	 Conclusion�   335
Francesco Cavatorta

Erratum to  
Global, Regional and Local Dimensions  
of Western Sahara’s Protracted Decolonization�   E1

Index� 343



xi

Note on Contributors

Claudia  Barona  is lecturer and researcher at the University of the 
Americas, Puebla, Mexico. Her research focuses on North African history, 
national identity, history and oral tradition and civil society organizations. 
She is the author of Hijos de la nube. El Sahara Español desde 1958 hasta la 
debacle (Cuadernos de Langre, 2004).

Isaías Barreñada  is lecturer in international relations at the Complutense 
University of Madrid. His research focuses on Spanish and European for-
eign policy, human rights and social movements, with a particular focus on 
the Maghreb and Palestine-Israel. He has been long involved in develop-
ment, trade unionism and human rights issues.

Rasmus Alenius Boserup  is senior researcher at the Danish Institute for 
International Studies. His research focuses on North African politics and 
history. His most recent book is Algeria Modern: From Opacity to 
Complexity (Hurst/OUP, 2016), co-edited with Luis Martinez.

Alberto Bueno  is a PhD student at the Department of Political Science 
of the University of Granada and research fellow of the International 
Security Studies Group (GESI) of the University of Granada, where he 
works on international security and terrorism in North Africa.

Francesco Cavatorta  is associate professor in the Department of Political 
Science at Laval University in Quebec. His research focuses on democrati-
zation and authoritarianism in the Arab world, party politics, civil society 
and Islamist movements. His most recent book is Politics and Governance 
in the Middle East (Palgrave, 2015, with Vincent Durac).



xii  Note on Contributors

Joseph Dickens-Gavito  is an independent researcher with expertise in 
citizen security, organized crime, terrorism, Iranian international rela-
tions, Latin American politics and international relations, and non-
traditional international security threats.

Laura Feliu  is senior lecturer in international relations and Coordinator 
of the Master’s Programme in International Relations, Security and 
Development at the Autonomous University of Barcelona. Her research 
focuses on the international relations of the Middle East and North Africa, 
and human rights and democracy promotion policies.

Irene Fernández-Molina  is lecturer in the Politics Department at the 
University of Exeter. Her research focuses on the international relations of 
the Middle East and North Africa, foreign policy analysis and conflict 
studies, as well as EU foreign policy. She is the author of Moroccan Foreign 
Policy under Mohammed VI, 1999–2014 (Routledge, 2015).

Miguel G. Guindo  is lecturer in Political Science at the University of 
Jaen and senior researcher of the International Security Studies Group 
(GESI) of the University of Granada. His research focuses on interna-
tional security, insurgent movements and international terrorism.

Konstantina Isidoros  is an anthropologist of the Middle East and North 
Africa at the University of Oxford. Her research interests are social and 
cultural anthropology, gender, religion, evolutionary theory, international 
law and refugee studies.

María Luisa Grande-Gascón  is senior lecturer in the Faculty of Health 
Sciences at the University of Jaen, where her teaching and research focus 
on political science, development cooperation and gender and 
development.

Luis  Martinez  is senior research fellow at the Centre de Recherches 
Internationales (CERI)-SciencesPo Paris. His books include Algeria 
Modern: From Opacity to Complexity (Hurst, OUP, 2016, with Rasmus 
Alenius Boserup), Violence de la rente pétrolière (Algérie, Libye et Irak) 
(Sciences Po, 2010) and The Libyan Paradox (Columbia University Press, 
2007).

Jacob Mundy  is assistant professor of peace and conflict studies at Colgate 
University, where he contributes to Middle East and African studies. He is 
the co-author of Western Sahara: War, Nationalism and Conflict 



Irresolution (Syracuse University Press, 2010) and the author of Imaginative 
Geographies of Algerian Violence (Stanford University Press, 2015).

Raquel Ojeda-García  is senior lecturer in Political Science and Public 
Administration at the University of Granada and principal investigator of 
the research project “Territorial Policies and Colonization/Decolonization 
Processes in Western Sahara”. Her research focuses on public administra-
tion, decentralization policies and political systems in North Africa.

María Angustias Parejo  is senior lecturer in Political Science and Public 
Administration at the University of Granada. She specializes in compara-
tive politics with a focus on the Maghreb. She is the author of Las élites 
políticas marroquíes: Los parlamentarios 1977–1993 (AECI, 1999) and has 
coordinated Entre el autoritarismo y la democracia: Los procesos electorales 
en el Magreb (Bellaterra, 2010).

Susana Ruiz-Seisdedos  is senior lecturer in Political Science and Public 
Administration at the University of Jaen, where her teaching and research 
focus on political science, public policy analysis, gender and disability.

Ángela  Suárez-Collado  is a postdoctoral research fellow in the 
Department of Political Science and Public Administration at the 
University of Salamanca. Her research focuses on social movements and 
local politics in North Africa, and Moroccan migration in Europe.

Inmaculada  Szmolka  is senior lecturer in political science and public 
administration at the University of Granada and principal investigator of 
the research project “Persistence of Authoritarianism and Processes of 
Political Change in the North Africa and the Middle East: Consequences 
for Political Regimes and the International Scene”.

Anna  Theofilopoulou  former UN official, is an independent political 
analyst and writer. She has 14 years of hands-on experience covering 
North Africa focusing on the conflict over Western Sahara. She authored 
the relevant chapter for the Oxford Handbook of United Nations 
Peacekeeping Operations (Oxford University Press, 2015).

Laurence Thieux  is senior associate fellow of the Study Group on Arab 
and Muslim Societies (GRESAM) at the University of Castilla-La Mancha. 
She has led and coordinated several research projects related to the 
international relations in North Africa and the Middle East with a special 
focus on aid development and civil society.

NOTE ON CONTRIBUTORS  xiii



xiv  Note on Contributors

Victoria Veguilla  is lecturer in political science and public administration 
at the Pablo de Olavide University of Seville. Her publications include “À 
l’ombre de la khayma. Résistance culturelle et politique des jeunes 
sahraouis à Dakhla” (in Jeunesses arabes, La Découverte, 2013) and “Le 
Sahara sous l’angle de la politique de la pêche. Le cas de Dakhla” 
(Confluences Méditerranée, 2011).

Alice Wilson  is lecturer in social anthropology at the University of Sussex. 
Her research interests span political and economic anthropology in the 
Middle East and North Africa, with a focus on the Sahara and Oman. She 
is the author of Sovereignty in Exile: A Saharan Liberation Movement 
Governs (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016).



xv

Fig. 8.1  SWOT analysis of the Polisario Front� 177

List of Figure



xvii

List of Tables

Table 1.1	 Levels-of-analysis approach by Cordell and Wolff� 16
Table 1.2	 Cross-level interactions in the Western Sahara  

conflict� 17
Table 4.1	 European Commission budget for humanitarian  

aid and civil protection, managed through ECHO, 2004–15� 92
Table 5.1	 Participation and parlamentarian representation in the Sahrawi 

constituencies in the 25 November 2011 elections� 112
Table 9.1	 Results of the comparative analysis of regional autonomy  

in different regional and constitutional reforms, 1997–2011� 205



1© The Author(s) 2017
R. Ojeda-Garcia et al. (eds.), Global, Regional and Local 
Dimensions of Western Sahara’s Protracted Decolonization, 
DOI 10.1057/978-1-349-95035-5_1

    CHAPTER 1   

 Introduction: Towards a Multilevel Analysis 
of the Western Sahara Confl ict 

and the Effects of its Protractedness                     

     Irene     Fernández-Molina    

        I.   Fernández-Molina      () 
  University of Exeter ,   Exeter ,  UK   
 e-mail: I.F.Molina@exeter.ac.uk  

       The Western Sahara confl ict is getting old. Having turned 40, which 
is quite an advanced age for a confl ict, it is increasingly showing signs 
of ageing—wrinkles, changes of shape and fatigue—alongside its still- 
apparent genetic inborn features.  Protractedness  seems to be ubiquitous 
in its usual portrayals: a late, zigzagging and protracted decolonization 
procedure that was reluctantly launched by dictatorial Spain in the 1970s 
degenerated into a protracted annexation of the territory by Morocco 
and a protracted confl ict between the latter and the pro-Sahrawi inde-
pendence Polisario Front, which in turn have entailed a protracted refu-
gee situation  1   as well as a protracted confl ict resolution process fruitlessly 
led by the international community for more than three decades. These 
efforts—which should more accurately be described as confl ict manage-
ment—have been epitomized by the United Nations (UN)’s Settlement 
Plan, which both Morocco and the Polisario Front accepted in 1991 
along with a ceasefi re declaration. Like the Oslo Peace Process for the 
Israeli- Palestinian confl ict, this UN plan had the unfortunate fate of being 
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“dismembered” “from comprehensive ‘agreement’ to a step-by-step 
process” (Mundy, this volume) and eventually failed to be implemented 
due to the parties’ insuperable disagreement regarding the electorate enti-
tled to vote in the envisaged referendum for Sahrawi self-determination. 
After ill-advisedly attempting to fi nd “technical solutions to resolve what 
were essentially political problems, which the [UN] Secretariat was unable 
or unwilling to address” (Theofi lopoulou, this volume; Jensen  2012 ), in 
the early 2000s the UN put forward a series of “political solutions” com-
bining a temporary autonomy formula (under Moroccan sovereignty) for 
the disputed territory and a referendum to determine its fi nal status. Yet 
the so-called Baker Plans I and II, named after the UN Secretary-General’s 
personal envoy for Western Sahara James A. Baker III (1997–2004), also 
fell short of achieving the consent of both parties. The architecture of the 
UN peace brokering process virtually collapsed in 2007 when it became 
diluted into the new blurred approach of “negotiations without precondi-
tions” (Theofi lopoulou  2010 ), which lasts until today. 

 This book examines the actual traces of the passage of time on the 
Western Sahara confl ict. This means that it is more concerned with aspects 
of confl ict perpetuation (“what keeps the confl ict going now”) than with 
the primordial confl ict formation (“what started this confl ict in the fi rst 
place”) (Mitchell  2014 : 27). An immediately arising question concerns 
the confl ict’s  intractability . If intractable confl icts are simply defi ned as 
“those which, irrespective of what kind of parties are involved or the 
social environment in which they occur, continue for a long time and 
resist efforts to resolve them” (Mitchell  2014 : 60), then Western Sahara is 
defi nitely one of them (Joffé 2009). Three features concur in this regard: 
fi rst, the original goal incompatibility between the parties is about a scarce 
material resource of a zero-sum nature, that is territory and sovereignty 
(Joffé  2010 ); second, this involves “goals and aspirations that are logically 
incompatible and nonsubstitutable”; and third, some of the latter goals 
have reached the point of “[concerning] the continued existence of one or 
both of the main adversaries” (Mitchell  2014 : 63). Paradoxically enough, 
this is one of those “intractable asymmetric confl icts” that are “actually 
highly symmetric, at least in the salience that the adversaries attribute to 
the issues in confl ict, as well as in the value that they assign to achieving 
their own goals by winning” (Mitchell  2014 : 59). Moreover, its identity 
and existential dimensions appear to have gained prominence over time, 
which would have added a layer of incommensurability to the fundamental 
scarcity issue: “The battle for Western Sahara has rolled on, unresolved 
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for over forty years, because it is that very nature/quality of being [being 
Sahrawi] that has come to be contested by many voices. The trouble with 
time is that new voices appear in the geographies of the argument, each 
seeking to write or over-write themselves ‘within’ while the ‘original’ 
geographies fade from the record and memory” (Isidoros, this volume). 

 In any case, the focus of the book is not the never-ending debate on  why  
this confl ict has grown old behind the scenes, faced with the inadvertent 
neglect of the international community, but  how  specifi cally it has aged—
ramifying on various scenes and geopolitical scales while conversely being 
impacted and reshaped by developments on each of them. A second caveat 
is that the object of study are the tangible dynamics and effects of the con-
fl ict’s durability that can be observed in agents and structures at different 
levels of analysis, rather than ethical and normative debates such as the one 
sparked by Jeremy Waldron’s ( 1992 ) thesis on the supersession of historic 
injustices. At the same time, a shared concern of the authors of this volume 
is to make an effort at  refl exivity , which can be defi ned as the “researchers’ 
(and policy makers’) awareness of their necessary connection to the research 
situation and hence their effects upon it” (Schierenbeck  2015 : 1030). 

   A SPARSE AND UNEVEN ACADEMIC LITERATURE 
 The origins of this collective volume on the global, regional, state/
national and local dimensions of the Western Sahara confl ict lie in an inter-
national seminar that was hosted by the universities of Granada and Jaen 
in October 2015, as well as a previous special issue published in 2013 by 
the Spanish  Revista de Investigaciones Políticas y Sociológicas  (Ojeda-García 
and Veguilla  2013 ). The initiative to organize the seminar and edit these 
publications arose from some dissatisfaction with the state of the art in the 
scholarly analysis of this confl ict. With some noteworthy recent exceptions 
(Zunes and Mundy  2010 ; Boukhars and Roussellier  2013; Barreñada and 
Ojeda-García 2016 ) and leaving aside highly valuable contributions from 
journalists (Hodges  1983 ; Bárbulo  2002 ; Shelley  2004 ), the academic 
literature dealing with this confl ict has largely failed to do justice to all 
of its complexity and multidimensionality, as well as to make sense of the 
diachronic evolution entailed by its very longevity. This is to a signifi -
cant extent the result of this literature being itself quantitatively limited 
and subject to a number of qualitative constraints and biases stemming 
from issues of sociology of knowledge. By and large, Western Sahara has 
long suffered from a marked lack of international interest at both political 
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and academic levels  (Errazzouki 2013). Its peripheral position discour-
ages research on it as being marginal and hardly publishable in leading 
academic outlets even under the remit of area studies. This has resulted 
in four observable trends in the available scholarship, namely a disciplin-
ary concentration in the areas of anthropology and international law, a 
widespread inclination towards exceptionalism in accounts of the confl ict, 
the limitation of a large number of publications to Spanish-language audi-
ences and the predominance of normative and legalistic approaches over 
empirical socio-political analyses. 

 In the fi rst place, the observation of the academic marginality of the 
Western Sahara issue needs to be qualifi ed by distinguishing between dis-
ciplines. In actual fact, this confl ict has enjoyed signifi cant attention if not 
predilection in the fi eld of international law, especially in Spain (Soroeta 
Liceras  2014 ; Ponce de León et  al.  2012 ; Ruiz Miguel  1995 ), and not 
least the study of Saharan tribalism and Sahrawi refugees are deemed to be 
even overcrowded by anthropologists (Caro Baroja 1955; Caratini  1989 , 
 2003 ; López Bargados  2003 ; Naïmi  2004 ,  2013 ; Campbell  2010 ; Wilson 
 2010 ,  2014 ; Boulay  2015 ,  2016 ; Isidoros  2015 ; Gimeno Martín  2016 ).  2   
Anthropology and international law make an odd disciplinary couple, with 
each of them arguably standing at opposite ends of the continuum between 
the localized micro-level subjectivity of everyday human life and exogenous 
top-down legal objectifi cation. Yet both have addressed the old and intricate 
question of who/what are the “Sahrawi” and somehow fed each other inso-
far as the international legal emphasis on Sahrawi “autochthony”—since the 
1975 advisory opinion of the International Court of Justice—has drawn on 
the anthropological concept of “kinship” ( asaba ) (Isidoros, this volume). 
An immediate remark is that there remains an essentially  political  gap to 
be bridged between anthropology and international law in analysing this 
confl ict, all the more so if, as claimed by Konstantina Isidoros and Isaías 
Barreñada in this book, the major identity boundary currently demarcating 
who is viewed as a Sahrawi in the context of the Sahrawi nationalist camp lies 
in support for self-determination as a political project, “regardless of where 
they live and how it affects them” (Barreñada, this volume). 

 Secondly, the academic—just as the political—discussion of the Western 
Sahara confl ict has tended to depict all phenomena surrounding it in quite 
particularistic terms. Assuredly, arguments in favour of the uniqueness or 
anomaly of this case are not in short supply. Chief among them are the 
cliché that describes Western Sahara as Africa’s “last colony” and the foot-
note that distinguishes it as the only odd territory on the UN list of non-
self-governing territories that lacks an uncontested administering power—as 
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Spain has purported to be exempt from any international responsibility in 
this regard since 1976.  3   Similarly exceptional are the old- fashioned mandate 
of the UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO), 
which lacks a human rights component unlike most of the UN peace-
keeping operations of the post-Cold War era (Capella Soler  2011 ; Khakee 
 2014 ), and the European Union (EU)’s longstanding non-involvement 
and backseat role in this issue, which stands in stark contrast to its attempts 
to contribute to the resolution of other protracted confl icts in its south-
ern and eastern neighbourhoods (Vaquer  2004 ; Fernández-Molina  2016 ). 
This is not to mention the widespread discourse on the uniqueness of 
Sahrawi refugees (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh  2014 : 1–2) and the actual excep-
tionality of the Tindouf camps in terms of self- management and limited 
control by the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (Fiddian-
Qasmiyeh 2011b: 9), which would add to the inherent “state of exception” 
(Agamben  2005 ) or political and legal no man’s land that characterizes all 
refugee situations and refugee camps throughout the world. This being 
said, it is unclear whether the fi xation with exceptionalism has benefi tted 
our knowledge and understanding of the Western Sahara confl ict, or has 
rather contributed to isolating its analysis from the wider literature in con-
fl ict studies, forced migration studies and many other disciplines. One of 
the contentions in this book is that more comparative analyses would help 
overcome a somewhat blinding idiosyncratic bias. 

 Thirdly, the overall international academic neglect of this confl ict, cou-
pled with post-colonial linkages and sympathy, has confi ned a signifi cant 
part of the extant publications within the limits of the Spanish language 
and Spanish-speaking audiences  (see Hernández Moreno 2007). The 
academic literature in English, French and Arabic has been sparse and, 
most problematically, all of the linguistic clusters have often worked as 
hermetic compartments, with authors tending to read and reference works 
mainly in their own working language. Fourthly, due to the longstand-
ing predominance of legal studies within Spanish social sciences as well as 
well-meaning normative concern about the injustices infl icted upon the 
Sahrawi people, the “Spanish bias” has come hand in hand with a legal and 
prescriptive bias in the study of the confl ict. This would not be a problem 
itself if it were not for the gaps it has created over the years in the knowl-
edge of (in David Hume’s terms)  what is  as opposed  what ought to be  in the 
context of this issue. Moreover, the ever-repeated argument that “the con-
fl ict of Western Sahara is a classic example of the confl ict between the logic 
of power or realpolitik and international law, which includes the right to 
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self-determination” (Omar  2008 : 56) has crystallized in a neat dichotomy 
of international law vs. politics, which does not refl ect a far more complex 
reality. Among other things, as argued by Anna Theofi lopoulou in this 
volume, “those who espouse the legal argument either ignore or are igno-
rant of how the Settlement Plan came into being, how it was negotiated 
and the geopolitical dynamics surrounding the confl ict”. 

 In addition, besides the aforementioned factors relating to the sociol-
ogy of knowledge, attempts to understand and explain what was/is effec-
tively happening out there in the Western Sahara confl ict have recurrently 
encountered the obstacle of the high politicization of confl icting accounts 
and narratives, including many academic analyses (for a recent useful pro- 
Sahrawi collective publication, see Véricel 2015). Although the voluntary 
or involuntary involvement of scholars in the battlefi eld seems hardly 
exceptional in the realm of confl ict studies, in this case the lack of a critical 
mass of research and researchers increases the risk of “creating a vicious 
academic combat zone” (Isidoros, this volume). In connection to this, 
the researchers’ access to the fi eld in the two main local scenes of the con-
fl ict—the Western Sahara territory annexed by Morocco and the Sahrawi 
refugee camps ruled by the Polisario Front near Tindouf, Algeria—has 
often been hampered by the corresponding governing authorities or 
shaped by reliance on specifi c networks of interlocutors. On the one hand, 
visits to the territory under Moroccan control and particularly to the capi-
tal El Ayun by most foreign observers remain carefully administered and 
ostensibly, intimidatingly watched by the Moroccan security services. This 
makes long-term fi eldwork virtually “impossible” (Zunes and Mundy 
 2010 : xxxiii), subjects empirical research on the ground to a constraining 
semiclandestinity and limits the time scope to short stays under the perma-
nent threat of expulsion. Contacts with the local population are in equal 
parts marked by suspicion and eagerness to meet the stranger—especially 
by pro-independence Sahrawi activists (Fernández-Molina  2015a : 237)—
which might somewhat bias the fi ndings. A noteworthy exception in this 
regard is the extensive intermittent fi eld research carried out by Victoria 
Veguilla in the Western Saharan city of Dakhla from 2001 to the present 
(Veguilla  2011a ). Constraints in this particular case were of a different 
kind: access to the fi eld over the years was contingent upon not addressing 
every topic and not interviewing all the actors. On the other hand, the 
Tindouf refugee camps have traditionally been more open to outsiders, 
from non-governmental organization (NGO) workers and activists to aca-
demics and journalists, yet priority has been granted to “practice- oriented, 
rather than research-oriented, visits” (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh  2014 :  34). 
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Justifi ably or not, the issuing of offi cial invitation letters from the Polisario 
Front required to obtain an Algerian visa has often been linked to assess-
ments of the visitors’ actual or potential contribution to the “cause” of 
Sahrawi nationalism (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh  2014 : 34–35). 

 One fi nal bias that is admittedly present in this very book and deserves 
some unpacking is the “confl ict bias” involved in construing and label-
ling the phenomena under study as a confl ict. This assumption can be 
problematized particularly as one of the parties, Morocco, has always pre-
ferred to tone down the wording and talk about the “Sahara issue” or 
“question” (under the infl uence of the French language), thus trying to 
normalize the country’s long annexation of the disputed territory. Also, 
full-blown armed confl ict or war has been objectively absent since at least 
the early 1990s in both qualitative (ceasefi re) and quantitative (level of 
battle-related fatalities) terms. Thus a relevant question arises: “What sort 
of a confl ict do we have either when one party denies that a confl ict actu-
ally exists or when both disagree over whether the issues have been prop-
erly defi ned or characterized? Who defi nes/decides whether there actually 
is a confl ict? One of the parties? All of the parties? Third-party outsiders?” 
(Mitchell  2014 : 25). When it comes to empirical research, it can be at 
times appropriate and even more productive to analytically push the “con-
fl ict” framing into the background when studying some of the political 
dynamics occurring in Western Sahara—especially at the local level and in 
connection to the Moroccan governance of the territory.  4   

 All in all, this (self-)critical appraisal of the academic literature is not 
to diminish the signifi cance of existing works on the Western Sahara con-
fl ict but quite the opposite. In spite of all of the aforementioned diffi -
culties, four-fi ve strands of scholarship have developed and settled in 
English, French and Spanish, each of them largely focusing on a  different 
level of analysis. The fi rst includes historical, military and journalistic 
accounts of the origins of the confl ict. Most of these works underscore 
the confl ict’s national and bilateral nature by depicting it as the result 
of Western Sahara’s unachieved decolonization and self-determination 
process as well as a confrontation for sovereignty between the Polisario 
Front and Morocco (López and de la Lama  1975 ; Criado  1977 ; Vilar 
 1977 ; Gaudio  1978 ; Villar  1982 ; Barbier  1982 ; Hodges  1983 ; Bontems 
 1984 ; Lawless and Monahan  1986 ; Diego Aguirre  1988 ,  1991 ; De Piniés 
 1990 ; Pazzanita  1994 ; Hernández Moreno  2001 ,  2006 ; Bárbulo  2002 ; 
Shelley  2004 ; Barona Castañeda  2004; for the pre-colonial and colonial 
history of Western Sahara, see Hernández Moreno 1989; Martínez Milán 
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2003; Pazzanita 2006; Correale and Gimeno Martín 2015 ). Secondly, 
authors concerned with the global level of analysis have examined the 
involvement of the super powers and especially the United States of 
America (USA) during the Cold War, post-Cold War and War on Terror 
eras (Zoubir and Volman  1993 ; Zunes  1998 ; Mundy  2006 ; Darbouche 
and Zoubir  2008 ; De Orellana  2015 ), the vicissitudes of UN attempts at 
confl ict resolution since the late 1980s (Zoubir and Pazzanita  1995 ; De 
Froberville  1996 ; De Saint-Maurice  2000 ; Dunbar  2000 ; Mohsen-Finan 
 2002 ; Callies de Salies  2003 ; Pointier  2004 ; Solà-Martín  2007 ; Mundy 
 2007b  ; Souaré  2007 ; Fisas 2011;  Jensen  2012 ; Theofi lopoulou  2006 , 
 2007 ,  2010 ,  2013 ), the limited involvement of the EU and EU mem-
ber states throughout these decades (Vaquer  2004 ; Gillespie 2004, 2010; 
Benabdallah  2009 ; Darbouche and Colombo  2011 ; Riquelme Cortado 
and Andrés Sáenz de Santa María  2012 ; Smith  2013 ; Torrejón Rodríguez 
 2014 ; Fernández-Molina  2016; for the case of Spain, see Ruiz Miguel 
1995; López García 1999; Vaquer 2007 ) and the increasingly politicized 
legal issue of Morocco’s international trading in Western Sahara’s natu-
ral resources (Shelley  2006 ; Trasosmontes  2014 ; White  2015 ; Zunes 
 2015 ). A third group of scholars has prioritized the regional dimension, 
discussing the extent to which this confl ict has historically resulted from 
or been fuelled by competition between Morocco and Algeria for regional 
hegemony in the Maghreb (Damis  1983 ; Berramdane  1992 ; Mohsen-
Finan  1997 ; Zoubir and Benabdallah-Gambier  2004 ; International Crisis 
Group  2007a ,  b ; Mundy  2010 ; Martinez  2011 ; Ammour  2012 ) as well 
as its actual or potential connections with growing instability and security 
threats in the Sahara- Sahel area since the turn of the millennium (Mohsen-
Finan  2010 ; Wehrey and Boukhars  2013 ). 

 Fourthly, more grounded research on socio-political developments wit-
nessed in both the Moroccan-controlled territory and the Tindouf refugee 
camps has straddled between the state/national and local levels of analysis. 
This is particularly clear in the former case, where studies have addressed, 
on the one hand, the “carrots” and “sticks” of the Moroccan state’s 
governance of Western Sahara, that is, public policies, decentralization 
and autonomy initiatives (Veguilla  2004 ,  2009a ,  2011a ,  b ; Sater  2008 ; 
Hernando de Larramendi  2010 ; Desrues and Hernando de Larramendi 
 2011 ; El-Maslouhi  2011 ; Khakee  2011 ; López García  2011 ; Vloeberghs 
 2011 ; Theofi lopoulou  2012 ; Ottaway  2013; Boukhars 2013 ; Mohsen- 
Finan  2015 ) as well as “settlement” policies, repression and human rights 
violations (Mundy  2012 ; Mundy and Zunes  2015 ; Martín Beristain and 
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González Hidalgo  2012 ). On the other hand, a still-budding literature 
focuses on Sahrawi youth, civil society, social movements, protests and 
nonviolent resistance (Smith  2005 ; Stephan and Mundy  2006 ; Brouksy 
 2008a ,  b ,  2015 ; Veguilla  2009b ; Barreñada  2012 ; Gómez Martín 
 2012 ; Boukhars  2012 ; Gimeno  2013 ; Dann  2014 ; Mundy and Zunes 
 2014 ; Deubel  2015 ; Fernández-Molina  2015a ; Porges and Leuprecht 
 2016 ). Meanwhile, the analytical distinction between the “contested” 
state/national level (Geldenhuys  2009 ) embodied by the Sahrawi Arab 
Democratic Republic (RASD, for its French/Spanish acronym) and prop-
erly “local” or grassroots dynamics is more blurred when it comes to an 
exceptional spatial and political setting such as the Tindouf refugee camps. 
The number of publications showcasing fi eldwork conducted there has 
not been scarce (San Martín  2005 ,  2010 ; Mundy  2007a ; Caratini  2007a , 
 b ; Gómez Martín and Omet  2009 ; Wilson  2010 ,  2014 ; Campbell  2010 ; 
Fiddian-Qasmiyeh  2014 ). This literature links up with some signifi cant 
contributions from the disciplines of refugee and forced migration studies 
(Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et al.  2005 ; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh  2009 ,  2010 ,  2011a ,  b , 
 2012 ) and migration and diaspora studies (Gómez Martín  2011 ; Wilson 
 2014 ). In addition, these strands of literature are complemented by some 
insightful publications by geographers who emphasize the multiplaceness 
and moving socio-spatial borders of the Western Sahara confl ict and its 
actors (Dedenis  2006 ,  2011 ; Bennafl a  2013 ). 

 On a different note, Moroccan scholarship on this issue has grown abun-
dantly over the last two decades and can be divided into three categories, 
which show dissimilar degrees of independence from offi cial guidelines 
and discourse, namely more sophisticated academic works that engage 
with the literature and various theoretical debates in political science and 
international relations (Messari  2001 ; Maghraoui  2003 ; Daadaoui  2008 ; 
Benmessaoud Tredano  2011b ; El-Maslouhi  2011 ; Zouitni 2012; Rahimi 
 2014 ; El Houdaïgui  2015 ); sociological and anthropological studies that 
make interesting empirical contributions but end up shoring up the offi -
cial arguments on the confl ict (Naïmi  2004 ,  2013 ; Cherkaoui  2007 ); and 
timely publications that explicitly follow and acclaim fl agship Moroccan 
policies and chiefl y the 2007 Autonomy Plan (El Ouali  2007 ,  2010 , 
 2012 ; El Messaoudi and Bouabid  2008 ; Benmessaoud Tredano  2011a ) 
to the extent of arguably forming part of Morocco’s public diplomacy 
(Fernández-Molina  2015b : 64). The bottom line is that, in spite of some 
academics pushing the limits of public debate on the “national question”, 
“the Moroccan equivalent of Israel’s ‘new historians’ have yet to emerge” 
(Mundy  2014 : 654).  
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   LOST IN CONFLICT CLASSIFICATIONS 
 Building on more multidimensional or multilayered studies such as those 
by Stephen Zunes and Jacob Mundy ( 2010 ) and Anouar Boukhars and 
Jacques Roussellier ( 2013 ), the intended contribution of this book lies, 
in the fi rst place, in bringing together these four levels of analysis: global, 
regional, state/national and local. The aim is to make headway in disen-
tangling the dynamic interplay between all of them or, in other words, 
examining change and continuity in the Western Sahara confl ict through 
multilevel lenses. The time frame primarily addressed is the almost two 
decades elapsed since the turn of the millennium, when it can be argued 
that a gradual “spatial and scalar shift” or “inward turn” has brought the 
centre of gravity or locus of the confl ict back  inwards , to the interior of 
the disputed territory where it originated in the 1970s, and added new 
dimensions to it (Fernández-Molina  2015b : 46–47; Gillespie 2011). Such 
evolution can be described as dialectical change, as novelties have not led 
to a replacement of the original decolonization and sovereignty nature of 
the dispute but have resulted in growing complexity and contradictions. 
In terms of levels of analysis, the drivers of change appear to have been 
located mostly at the local level. While the situation within the diplomatic 
sphere and the internationally led confl ict resolution process seemed to stall 
or freeze, dynamics occurring within the Western Sahara territory under 
Moroccan control became more and more prominent. Local protests and 
resistance by hitherto unnoticed “internal” Sahrawi pro-independence 
activists (based inside this disputed territory) quantitatively and quali-
tatively  blossomed from 1999 onwards (Barreñada  2012 ; Smith 2005), 
achieving a considerable impact on both the global level and the Moroccan 
state/national level. In the context of the Sahrawi party or national move-
ment considered in its entirety, this was to entail a gradual yet profound 
strategic reorientation from the old approach “based on armed struggle 
and diplomacy conducted by the Polisario, to one based on civilian-led 
nonviolent resistance led by Sahrawis living inside the occupied territory 
[…]” (Stephan and Mundy  2006 : 2). In other words, change did not stem 
from the state/national level embodied by the RASD and the Polisario 
Front, but the latter understood the need to capitalize on it by recognizing 
the aforementioned activists and increasing contacts with them. 

 Furthermore, this “inward turn” of the confl ict also represented an 
opportunity for the Sahrawi nationalists to recover some of their standing 
at the global level. It crystallized into new international strategies based 
on the combination of a “low politics” strategy (in terms of content) 
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with parliamentary and judicial channels (in terms of means) (Fernández- 
Molina  2016 ). This low politics strategy has focused on two secondary 
issues that were not central to the UN Settlement Plan but contribute to 
internationally questioning and delegitimizing the Moroccan annexation 
of the Western Sahara territory, that is, Morocco’s human rights violations 
and the economic exploitation of the natural resources of Western Sahara. 
The main goal of the internationalization of the human rights issue has 
been to secure the extension of MINURSO’s mandate to human rights 
monitoring in both the disputed territory and the Tindouf refugee camps 
(Capella Soler  2011 ; Khakee  2014 ). While eventually never achieved, this 
demand became the main bone of contention in UN Security Council 
debates on Western Sahara from 2009 to 2015 and provoked unprece-
dented diplomatic crises between Morocco, on the one hand, and the UN 
and the USA, on the other, in 2012–2013 and 2016 (Fernández-Molina 
 2013 ; Mohsen-Finan  2015 ; Theofi lopoulou  2016 ). However, some of 
the authors in this book consider that this Sahrawi approach has been 
ultimately ineffective  for its promoters: “While framing the problem of 
Western Sahara in the apolitical terms of human rights has won Western 
Saharan nationalists new sympathy and some diplomatic victories, it has 
failed to destabilize the fundamental geopolitical architecture underwrit-
ing the confl ict” (Mundy, this volume). “This has only resulted in divert-
ing the [UN Security] Council’s attention from its main task of pressing 
the parties to work on a solution to the confl ict, without meeting the 
Polisario Front’s demand” (Theofi lopoulou, this volume). 

 Meanwhile, the international questioning of the legality of Morocco’s 
trading in Western Sahara’s natural resources (fi sheries, phosphate and oil) 
gained momentum after 2002 following an opinion issued by UN legal 
counsel Hans Corell on contracts signed by Morocco and foreign compa-
nies to explore mineral resources in the territory (Boukhars and Roussellier 
 2013 : 244–245). The main target of this Sahrawi strategy has been the 
EU and its bilateral economic cooperation agreements with Morocco, all 
of which fail to differentiate between economic activities conducted in, 
and products originating from, Morocco proper and the Western Sahara 
territory. Some substantial achievements have been made in this regard 
through parliamentary channels—the European Parliament’s rejection of 
the protocol of extension of the 2006 EU-Morocco fi sheries agreement 
in December 2011 (Smith  2013 )—and through judicial channels—the 
European Court of Justice's (non-fi nal) ruling annulling the EU-Morocco 
agricultural trade agreement (as far as its implementation in Western Sahara 
is concerned) in December 2015. These strategic shifts of the Sahrawi 
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party demonstrate how changes of confl ict dynamics at the local level have 
had signifi cant effects on the global level, which have in turn sometimes 
contributed to reinforce the former following a circular logic. 

 Coming back to the core of the confl ict, it is also worth considering the 
extent and the implications of this “inward turn” and relative reframing 
of the agency and issues at stake between the parties. While it is widely 
acknowledged that a transformation has occurred in the “socio-spatial 
form of the confl ict” (Bank and Van Heur  2007 ), that is, in the way it is 
construed and constructed by actors from both sides as well as outsiders, 
the existence of more fundamental changes affecting the very nature or 
essence of the confl ict remains unclear. Do these signs of internalization 
involve a  de facto  shift from what was once a typical decolonizing war of 
national liberation or an extra-systemic war to something more akin to 
an identity/secession confl ict devoid of the armed confrontation com-
ponent? While the former are defi ned by the confl ict analysis literature as 
armed confl icts pitting a sovereign territorial state against a political entity 
displaying some state features but limited international recognition—in 
this case the RASD—the latter would be carried out by identity or com-
munal groups, “often with the purpose of secession or separation from the 
state” (Holsti  1996 : 21; Singer  1996 : 43, 47). In other words, in iden-
tity/secession confl icts, the main dispute or goal incompatibility would 
revolve around “the relative status of communities or ‘communal groups’, 
however defi ned, in relation to the state”, including “struggles for access, 
for autonomy, for secession or for control” (Ramsbotham et al.  2011 : 76). 

 Curiously enough, a quick look at the most well-known international 
confl ict databases in search of some comparative insights reinforces the idea 
that Western Sahara is somewhat lost in classifi cations. First of all, Western 
Sahara does not currently qualify as a war or armed confl ict in any of them, 
since it no longer meets the defi nitional requirements of sustained combat 
involving organized armed forces and resulting in a minimum of 1000 
battle-related deaths per year (Sarkees and Wayman  2010 ). In addition, 
a serious discrepancy can be observed between Correlates of War, which 
categorizes this confl ict as an “extra-state war” that lasted from 1975 to 
1983, and the Uppsala Confl ict Data Program (UCDP)/Peace Research 
Institute in Oslo (PRIO) Armed Confl ict Database, which considers it an 
“internal armed confl ict” running from 1975 to 1989. For Correlates of 
War, the Western Sahara confl ict was an “extra-state war” because it pitted 
a state or member of the inter-state system (Morocco) against the armed 
forces of a non-state entity outside the borders of that state (Polisario). It 
was also an “imperial war” rather than a “colonial war” as the  relationship 
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between the parties was not one of colonial power vs. colony. The out-
come of the war in 1983, when Morocco consolidated its military control 
over the annexed territory and the intensity of armed combat substantially 
decreased, was that the confl ict continued at below-war level of fatali-
ties.  5   By contrast, the UCDP/PRIO Armed Confl ict Dataset assumes that 
Western Sahara was an “internal armed confl ict” between the government 
of a state (Morocco) and an internal opposition group or “guerrilla organ-
isation” (Polisario) without intervention from other states—except for one 
year, 1976, when it was an “internationalized internal armed confl ict” due 
to Algeria’s overt involvement.  6   The situation over the last three decades is 
summarized as follows: “As no activity reaching the level of an armed con-
fl ict has taken place since 1989, the confl ict remains terminated as of that 
year. However, the basic incompatibility between the parties–the status of 
the territory of Western Sahara–remains unresolved”.  7   

 It is beyond doubt that the conceptual neatness of confl ict classifi ca-
tions and databases is “less justifi able when one comes to deal with con-
fl icts in the real world, which are invariably much messier than those that 
appear in the pages of books” (Mitchell  2014 : 32). However, these incon-
sistencies about the nature of the Western Sahara confl ict further illustrate 
that, beyond the letter of the law, the dilemma about it being interna-
tional or internal is far from new. This is a sensitive line of reasoning since 
no classifi cation or labelling is politically neutral. The political problem 
with describing Western Sahara as an identity/secession confl ict is that 
it departs from the premises of international law, for which the original 
decolonization component of this dispute remains the touchstone, and it 
strikes a chord with Moroccan positions. On the other hand, this approach 
might be useful in analytical terms in order to better grasp the evolution of 
Moroccan governance of and socio-political dynamics in Western Sahara 
territory. At any rate, for some of the authors in this volume, these relative 
changes in the shape of the confl ict are nothing but the inevitable effects 
of its very longevity and ageing.  

   LEVELS OF ANALYSIS ARE INTERCONNECTED… 
AND CONTESTED 

 Another necessary caveat and point for discussion regarding the purpose of 
this book is that the scale and levels of analysis of the Western Sahara con-
fl ict are also a matter of contention. Any labelling the issue—as a decolo-
nization/sovereignty dispute, a regional confl ict or a peripheral Cold War 
East-West confrontation—is politically loaded and controversial. From 
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the former two descriptions, placing the emphasis on the decolonization 
component is generally understood as stemming from an essentially “pro- 
Sahrawi” perspective, while giving prominence to the regional dimen-
sion—and Algeria’s involvement—has often (simplistically?) been read 
as a “pro-Moroccan” position that underrates and undermines Sahrawi 
agency. This politicization is in line with the increasingly generalized 
understanding that in confl icts like this, “geographic scale is no longer 
pre-given or simply a conceptual tool, but […] it is actively appropriated 
by social actors as part of their arguments and their practice in order to 
persuade others” (Bank and Van Heur  2007 : 595–596). In other words, 
it is possible to observe the “promotion of specifi c scalar imaginations at 
the expense of others” and dynamic transformations in the “socio-spatial 
form of the confl ict”, which usually involve changes in the geometry of 
social power (Bank and Van Heur  2007 : 596–597). Besides the aforemen-
tioned “inward turn” of the Western Sahara confl ict, the recent construc-
tion of a merging Maghreb-Sahel regional security complex (Martinez 
and Boserup, this volume) is a good example of this. 

 That being said, one of the central endeavours of this book in terms 
of levels of analysis is a call to localize the study of and research into the 
Western Sahara confl ict. This is in line with the “local turn” that has 
become widespread over the last decade in the works of confl ict and peace 
scholars and practitioners. The “local” has been rediscovered as a reac-
tion to the shortcomings and failures of the top-down and one-size-fi ts-all 
toolbox of the post-Cold War international liberal peacebuilding para-
digm. The common denominator among the “local turn” advocates is an 
emphasis on the bottom-up potential for “peace from below”, as well as 
the need to recognize and empower local agents as primary architects 
and owners of peace, as authors and not recipients in peacebuilding. On 
this basis, the “local” has been incorporated into both the mainstream 
problem-solving discourse of international institutions—which recom-
mends enhancing local governance and ownership in order to increase the 
legitimacy and effectiveness of what are ultimately externally driven peace-
building operations—and more critical or transformative analyses—which 
aim at genuine emancipation and inclusion of local agency (Leonardsson 
and Rudd  2015 ). 

 The latter “critical localism” (Mac Ginty  2015 ) propounds a refl ex-
ive and cautious use of what admittedly remains an unspecifi ed,  elusive 
and contested notion, and is in line with the scepticism about the “local” 
maintained by some of the authors in this book.  8   The pitfalls of which 
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 academics and practitioners need to be aware include, in the fi rst place, 
that of romanticizing, essentializing or homogenizing the “local”. 
Underrating or obscuring the fact that “local communities are often sites 
of heterogeneity, change, dissent and agency” (Mac Ginty  2015 : 847) 
amounts to a form of depoliticization: “To the extent that ‘the local’ is 
plural, dynamic and contested, it must also be political” (Hughes et al. 
 2015 : 821). As a result, questions need to be raised as to “Who controls 
wealth and power distribution locally? Who gets to decide what is local 
and what is not? Who speaks for local culture or local community? Who 
determines who is an outsider and who is an insider?” (Hughes et al.  2015 : 
821). A second shortcut to be avoided is a static and binary understand-
ing of the “local” as opposed to the “international” (Paffenholz  2015 ; 
Kappler  2015 ), which is far from refl ecting any contemporary reality. As an 
alternative, some propose a sort of de-territorialization of the concept of 
the “local” by approaching it in terms of “activity, networks and relation-
ships” (Mac Ginty  2015: 840 ), which cut across various levels of analysis. 
Meeting the challenge of empirical substantiation and accumulation is also 
key to deconstructing such false dichotomies. All in all, the conclusion of 
critical localists is that “the local does not offer a solution, but a range of 
 opportunities to think differently about the relationship between power, 
agency and freedom” (Hughes et al.  2015 : 818–819). 

 Some insights from this “local turn” approach seem relevant to a mul-
tilayered analysis of the Western Sahara confl ict, which would counter the 
fact that it often continues to be discussed as a sort of delocalized issue. 
Much of the existing international law and normative literature conveys a 
“sense of placelessness” (Mac Ginty  2015 : 843), while usual accounts of 
international UN-led negotiations are imbued with a Cold War mindset in 
which peacemaking remains depicted as a national and international affair, 
“a preserve of diplomats and state machinery” (Mac Ginty  2015 : 844). 
The “local” is notably absent. Of the aforementioned scholarly literature 
on this confl ict, studies on local developments in the Tindouf refugee 
camps and the Moroccan-controlled territory remain by far the thinnest. 
It is also about the local level of analysis that international policy-makers 
know the least, as reminded by the UN Secretary-General in his 2012 
report on Western Sahara: “[…] It [is] vital for the UN and the interna-
tional community as a whole to have access to reliable, independent infor-
mation on developments in both Western Sahara and the refugee camps in 
order to consider how best to promote a settlement”.  9   
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