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Towards a Multilevel Analysis of the Western SaharaConflict and the Effects of its

Protractedness

Irene Ferndndez-Molina, University of Exeter

The Western Sahara conflict is getting old. Havunged 40, which is quite an advanced age
for a conflict, it is increasingly showing signsagdeing—wrinkles, changes of shape, fatigue—
alongside its still apparent genetic inborn featuReotractednesseems to be ubiquitous in
its usual portrayals: a late, zigzagging and pobéc decolonization procedure that was
reluctantly launched by dictatorial Spain in the7Q® degenerated into a protracted
annexation of the territory by Morocco and a prated conflict between the latter and the
pro-Sahrawi independence Polisario Front, whickuim have entailed a protracted refugee
situatiort as well as a protracted conflict resolution predesitlessly led by the international
community for more than three decades. These sffaftich should more accurately be
described as conflict management—have been epkomiy the United Nations (UN)'s
Settlement Plan, which both Morocco and the Pabsiront accepted in 1991 along with a
ceasefire declaration. Like the Oslo Peace Prdoedke Israeli-Palestinian conflict, this UN
plan had the unfortunate fate of being “dismembefdm comprehensive ‘agreement’ to a
step-by-step process” (Mundy, this volume) and &ty failed to be implemented due to
the parties’ insuperable disagreement regardingléntorate entitled to vote in the envisaged
referendum for Sahrawi self-determination. Aftéradivisedly attempting to find “technical
solutions to resolve what were essentially politpr@blems, which the [UN] Secretariat was
unable or unwilling to address” (Theofilopouloujsttvolume; Jensen, 2012), in the early
2000s the UN put forward a series of “politicalig@ns” combining a temporary autonomy
formula (under Moroccan sovereignty) for the digputterritory and a referendum to
determine its final status. Yet the so-called BakRéans | and I, named after the UN
Secretary-General’s personal envoy for Western i@alames A. Baker 11l (1997-2004), also
fell short of achieving the consent of both partilse architecture of the UN peace brokering
process virtually collapsed in 2007 when it becatihgted into the new blurred approach of
“negotiations without preconditions” (Theofilopoulc2010) which lasts until today.

This book examines the actual traces of the passaggme on the Western Sahara
conflict. This means that it is more concerned vagipects of conflict perpetuation (“what
keeps the conflict going now”) than with the prirdiad conflict formation (“what started this

conflict in the first place”) (Mitchell, 2014: 27An immediately arising question concerns
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the conflict’s intractability. If intractable conflicts are simply defined ashdse which,
irrespective of what kind of parties are involvedtbe social environment in which they
occur, continue for a long time and resist efféotsesolve them” (Mitchell, 2014: 60), then
Western Sahara is definitely one of them. Thre¢ufea concur in this regard: first, the
original goal incompatibility between the partissabout a scarce material resource of a zero-
sum nature, i.e. territory and sovereignty (Jo#610); second, this involves “goals and
aspirations that are logically incompatible and sudostitutable”; and third, some of the latter
goals have reached the point of “[concerning] tbetioued existence of one or both of the
main adversaries” (Mitchell, 2014: 63). Paradodicaénough, this is one of those
“intractable asymmetric conflicts” that are “actyatighly symmetric, at least in the salience
that the adversaries attribute to the issues iflichras well as in the value that they assign to
achieving their own goals by winning” (Mitchell, 28 59). Moreover, its identity and
existential dimensions appear to have gained prenci& over time, which would have added
a layer of incommensurability to the fundamentarsity issue: “The battle for Western
Sahara has rolled on, unresolved for over fortygdaecause it is that very nature/quality of
being [being Sahrawi] that has come to be contdsgadany voices. The trouble with time is
that new voices appear in the geographies of tgenaent, each seeking to write or over-
write themselves ‘within” while the ‘original’ geogphies fade from the record and memory”
(Isidoros, this volume).

In any case, the focus of the book is not the memding debate owhy this conflict
has grown old behind the scenes, faced with thdverdent neglect of the international
community, buthow specifically it has aged-ramifying on various sm@nd geopolitical
scales while conversely being impacted and shapgedelelopments on each of them. A
second caveat is that the object of study areathgilble dynamics and effects of the conflict’s
durability that can be observed in agents and &tres at different levels of analysis, rather
than ethical and normative debates such as thespakked by Jeremy Waldron's (1992)
thesis on the supersession of historic injustiéésthe same time, a shared concern of the
authors of this volume is to make an effortraflexivity, which can be defined as the
“researchers’ (and policy makers’) awareness off thecessary connection to the research
situation and hence their effects upon it” (Schbexk, 2015: 1030).

A sparse and uneven academic literature



The origins of this collective volume on the glgbatgional, state/national and local
dimensions of the Western Sahara conflict lie inraarnational seminar that was hosted by
the universities of Granada and Jaen in Octobeb,284 well as a previous special issue
published in 2013 by the SpaniRevista de Investigaciones Politicas y Sociol6ég{€jeda-
Garcia and Veguilla, 2013). The initiative to organthe seminar and edit these publications
arose from some dissatisfaction with the statehef d@rt in the scholarly analysis of this
conflict. With some noteworthy recent exceptionsini&s and Mundy, 2010; Boukhars and
Roussellier, 2013) and leaving aside highly valaatantributions from journalists (Hodges,
1983; Barbulo, 2002; Shelley, 2004), the acadeitecature dealing with this conflict has
largely failed to do justice to all of its complexand multidimensionality, as well as to make
sense of the diachronic evolution entailed by @s/Mongevity. This is to a significant extent
the result of this literature being itself quarttitaly limited and subject to a number of
gualitative constraints and biases stemming frosuds of sociology of knowledge. By and
large, Western Sahara has long suffered from aedadck of international interest at both
political and academic levels. Its peripheral positdiscourages research on it as being
marginal and hardly publishable in leading academitiets even under the label of area
studies. This has resulted in four observable sdndthe available scholarship, namely: a
disciplinary concentration in the areas of anthtogp and international law, a widespread
inclination towards exceptionalism in accounts lbé tconflict, the limitation of a large
number of publications to Spanish-language audseacel the predominance of normative
and legalistic approaches over empirical sociotigali analyses.

In the first place, the observation of the academarginality of the Western Sahara
issue needs be qualified by distinguishing betwdisciplines. In actual fact, this conflict has
enjoyed significant attention if not predilectianthe field of international law, especially in
Spain (Soroeta Liceras, 2014; Ponce de Leon, Arts Rinto Leite, 2012; Ruiz Miguel,
1995), and not least the study of Saharan tribalsich Sahrawi refugees are deemed to be
even overcrowded by anthropologists (Caratini, 1@3®atini, 2003; Lépez Bargados, 2003;
Naimi, 2004; Naimi, 2013; Campbell, 2010; Wilso®1Q; Wilson, 2014; Boulay, 2015;
Boulay, 2016; Isidoros, 2015; Gimeno Martin, 201@)nthropology and international law
make an odd disciplinary couple, with each of treguably standing at opposite ends of the
continuum between the localized micro-level suliyggt of everyday human life and
exogenous top-down legal objectification. Yet bdidve addressed the old and intricate
guestion of who/what are the “Sahrawi” and somehed each other insofar as the

international legal emphasis on Sahrawi “autochgtiesince the 1975 advisory opinion of
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the International Court of Justice—has drawn on a&hthropological concept of “kinship”
(asabg (Isidoros, this volume). An immediate remark ligtt there remains an essentially
“political” gap to be bridged between anthropolagyd international law in analysing this
conflict, all the more so if, as claimed by Kongiaa Isidoros and Isaias Barrefiada in this
book, the major identity boundary currently dem@ngawho is viewed as a Sahrawi in the
context of the Sahrawi nationalist camp lies inpsup for self-determination as a political
project, “regardless of where they live and howafiécts them” (Barrefiada, this volume).

Secondly, the academic—just as the political-disicun of the Western Sahara conflict
has tended to depict all phenomena surrounding guite particularistic terms. Assuredly,
arguments in favour of the uniqueness or anomalpisfcase are not in short supply. Chief
among them are the cliché that describes Westdnar&as Africa’s “last colony” and the
footnote that distinguishes it as the only odditigry on the UN list of non-self-governing
territories that lacks an uncontested administefiogver—as Spain has purported to be
exempt from any international responsibility insthégard since 1976 Similarly exceptional
are the old-fashioned mandate of the UN Missionth@ Referendum in Western Sahara
(MINURSO), which lacks a human rights componentkenimost of the UN peacekeeping
operations of the post-Cold War era (Capella S@et1; Khakee, 2014), and the European
Union (EU)’s longstanding non-involvement and baaksole in this issue, which stands in
stark contrast to its attempts to contribute torsolution of other protracted conflicts in its
southern and eastern neighbourhoods (Vaquer, Zdandez-Molina, 2016). This is not to
mention the widespread discourse on the uniquesfeéSahrawi refugees (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh,
2014: 1-2) and the actual exceptionality of thedbuf camps in terms of self-management
and limited control by the UN High Commissioner fBefugees (UNHCR) (Fiddian-
Qasmiyeh, 2011: 9), which would add to the inhefstdte of exception” (Agamben, 2005)
or political and legal no man’s land that charazts all refugee situations and refugee
camps throughout the world. This being said, ituisclear whether the fixation with
exceptionalism has benefitted our knowledge anderstanding of the Western Sahara
conflict, or has rather contributed to isolating @nalysis from the wider literature in conflict
studies, forced migration studies and many otheciplines. One of the contentions in this
book is that more comparative studies would helgroyme a somewhat blinding
idiosyncratic bias.

Thirdly, the overall international academic negleicthis conflict, coupled with post-
colonial linkages and sympathy, has confined aifsogimt part of the available publications

within the limits of the Spanish language and Sgausipeaking audiences. The academic
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literature in English, French and Arabic has bgmrse and, most problematically, all of the
linguistic clusters have often worked as hermetimpartments, with authors tending to read
and reference works mainly in their own workingdaage. Fourthly, due to the longstanding
predominance of legal studies within Spanish sos@énces as well as well-meaning
normative concern about the injustices inflictedmphe Sahrawi people, the “Spanish bias”
has come hand in hand with a legal and prescrifdiae in the study of the conflict. This
would not be a problem itself if it were not foretiyaps it has created over the years in the
knowledge of (in David Hume’s termgjat isas opposedhat ought to bén the context of
this issue. Moreover, the ever-repeated argument“‘the conflict of Western Sahara is a
classic example of the conflict between the lodipawer or realpolitik and international
law, which includes the right to self-detemation” (Omar, 2008: 56) has crystallized in a
neat dichotomy of international law vs. politics ialh does not reflect a far more complex
reality. Among other things, as argued by Anna Titkggmoulou in this volume, “those who
espouse the legal argument either ignore or aagm of how the settlement plan came into
being, how it was negotiated and the geopolitigalasghnics surrounding the conflict”.

In addition, besides the aforementioned factorkting to the sociology of
knowledge, attempts to understand and explain whatis effectively happening out there in
the Western Sahara conflict have recurrently enewad the obstacle of the high
politicization of conflicting accounts and narrasy including many academic analyses.
Although the voluntary or involuntary involvemerftszholars in the battlefield seems hardly
exceptional in the field of conflict studies, indltase the lack of a critical mass of research
and researchers increases the risk of “creatingciaugs academic combat zone” (Isidoros,
this volume). In connection to this, the researshaccess to the field in the two main local
scenes of the conflict—the Western Sahara terrigmnyexed by Morocco and the Sahrawi
refugee camps ruled by the Polisario Front neaddum, Algeria—has often been hampered
by the corresponding governing authorities or stapg reliance on specific networks of
interlocutors. On the one hand, visits to the teryiunder Moroccan control and particularly
to the capital EI Ayun by most foreign observersnaen carefully administered and
ostensibly, intimidatingly watched by the Moroccsaturity services. This makes long-term
fieldwork virtually “impossible” (Zunes and Mundy2010: xxxiii), subjects empirical
research on the ground to a constraining semickimity and limits the time scope to short
stays under the permanent threat of expulsion. &tstwith the local population are equal
parts marked by suspicion and eagerness to meetstif@mger—especially by pro-

independence Sahrawi activists (Fernandez-Moli@a5a: 237), which might somewhat bias
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the findings. A noteworthy exception in this regadhe extensive intermittent field research
carried out by Victoria Veguilla in the Western 8edn city of Dakhla from 2001 to the

present (Veguilla, 2011a). Constraints in this ipatar case were of a different kind: access
to the field over the years was contingent upon adtiressing every topic and not

interviewing all the actors. On the other hand, Tiedouf refugee camps have traditionally
been more open to outsiders, from NGO workers atgists to academics and journalists,
yet priority has been granted to “practice-orienteather than research-oriented visits”.
Justifiably or not, the issuing of official invitah letters from the Polisario Front required to
obtain an Algerian visa has often been linked tseasments of the visitors’ actual or
potential contribution to the “cause” of Sahrawtiomalism (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2014: 34-

35).

One final bias that is admittedly present in thiery book and deserves some
unpacking is the “conflict bias” involved in consirg and labelling the phenomena under
study as a conflict. This assumption can be proatesad particularly as one of the parties,
Morocco, has always preferred to tone down the imgrdnd talk about the “Sahara issue” or
“‘question” (under the influence of the French laage), thus trying to normalize the
country’s long annexation of the disputed territofyso, full-blown armed conflict or war
has been objectively absent since at least thg 2880s both in both qualitative (ceasefire)
and quantitative (level of battle-related fatab)igerms. Thus a relevant question arises:
“What sort of a conflict do we have either when quaety denies that a conflict actually
exists or when both disagree over whether the sstwmve been properly defined or
characterized? Who defines/decides whether thdtmalcis a conflict? One of the parties?
All of the parties? Third-party outsiders?” (Mit¢h€014: 25). When it comes to empirical
research, it can be at times appropriate and ewane productive to analytically push the
“conflict” framing into the background when studgirsome of the political dynamics
occurring in Western Sahara—especially at the Iszadl and in connection to the Moroccan
governance of the territoty.

All'in all, this (self-)critical appraisal of thecademic literature is not to diminish the
significance of existing works on the Western Satamflict but quite the opposite. In spite
of all of the aforementioned difficulties, four-&wstrands of scholarship have developed and
settled in English, French and Spanish, each oh tlaegely focusing on a different level of
analysis. The first includes historical, militargdajournalistic accounts of the origins of the
conflict. Most of these works underscore the catifli national and bilateral nature by

depicting it as the result of Western Sahara’s hbieaed decolonization and self-
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determination process as well as a confrontatiorsd@ereignty between the Polisario Front
and Morocco (Lépez and de la Lama, 1975; Criad@/1¥ilar, 1977; Gaudio, 1978; Villar,
1982; Barbier, 1982; Hodges, 1983; Bontems, 198iyléss and Monahan, 1986; Diego
Aguirre, 1988; Diego Aguirre, 1991; De Piniés, 198@zzanita, 1994; Hernandez Moreno,
2001; Hernandez Moreno, 2006; Barbulo, 2002; ShelO04; Barona Castafieda, 2004).
Secondly, authors concerned with the global le¥analysis have examined the involvement
of the great powers and especially the United StétsS) during the Cold War, post-Cold
War and War on Terror eras (Zoubir and Volman, 1988nes, 1998; Mundy, 2006;
Darbouche and Zoubir, 2008; De Orellana, 2015)vibissitudes of UN attempts at conflict
resolution since the late 1980s (Zoubir and PatzahD95; De Froberville, 1996; De Saint-
Maurice, 2000; Dunbar, 2000; Mohsen-Finan, 2002li€3ade Salies, 2003; Pointier, 2004;
Sola-Martin, 2007; Souaré, 2007; Jensen, 2012;filbpeoulou, 2006; Theofilopoulou, 2007;
Theofilopoulou, 2010; Theofilopoulou, 2013), theiied involvement of the EU throughout
these decades (Vaquer, 2004; Benabdallah, 200@s@ig, 2010; Darbouche and Colombo,
2011; Riquelme Cortado and Andrés Saenz de SantéaM2012; Smith, 2013; Torrejon
Rodriguez, 2014; Fernandez-Molina, 2016) and tloeeasingly politicized legal issue of
Morocco’s international trading in Western Saharaaural resources (Shelley, 2006;
Trasosmontes, 2014; White, 2015; Zunes, 2015).irfl tiroup of scholars has prioritizéue
regional dimension, discussing the extent to witinit conflict has historically resulted from
or been fuelled by competition between Morocco Afgeria for regional hegemony in the
Maghreb (Damis, 1983; Berramdane, 1992; Mohsenr;ih@97; Zoubir and Benabdallah-
Gambier, 2004; International Crisis Group, 2007aternational Crisis Group, 2007b;
Mundy, 2010; Martinez, 2011; Ammour, 2012) as veallits actual or potential connections
with growing instability and security threats iretlsahara-Sahel area since the turn of the
millennium (Mohsen-Finan, 2010; Wehrey and Boukh2ed.3).

Fourthly, more grounded research on socio-politieaelopments witnessed in both
the Moroccan-controlled territory and the Tindoafugee camps has straddled between the
state/national and local levels of analysis. Thiparticularly clear in the former case, where
studies have addressed, on the one hand, the t&€aamd “sticks” of the Moroccan state’s
governance of Western Sahara, that is, public ieslicdecentralization and autonomy
initiatives (Veguilla, 2004; Veguilla, 2009a; Vediaj 2011a; Veguilla, 2011b; Sater, 2008;
Hernando de Larramendi, 2010; Desrues and Herndadoarramendi, 2011; El-Maslouhi,
2011; Khakee, 2011; Lopez Garcia, 2011; Vlioeberghsl; Theofilopoulou, 2012; Ottaway,

2013) as well “settlement” policies, repression dwanan rights violations (Mundy, 2012;
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Mundy and Zunes, 2015; Martin Beristain and GorzBlielalgo, 2012). On the other hand, a
still budding literature focuses on Sahrawi youtivil society, social movements, protests
and nonviolent resistance (Stephan and Mundy, 2@806uksy, 2008a; Brouksy, 2008b;
Brouksy, 2016; Veguilla, 2009b; Barrefiada, 2012m@&p Martin, 2012; Boukhars, 2012;
Gimeno, 2013; Dann, 2014; Mundy and Zunes, 2014jbBk 2015; Fernandez-Molina,
2015a; Porges and Leuprecht, 2016). Meanwhile, atheytical distinction between the
contested state/national level (Geldenhuys, 200%)oelied by the Sahrawi Arab Democratic
Republic (RASD) and properly “local” or grassrodigiamics is more blurred when it comes
to an exceptional spatial and political settinghsas the Tindouf refugee camps. The number
of publications showcasing fieldwork conducted ¢hleas not been scarce (San Martin, 2005;
San Martin, 2010; Mundy, 2007a; Caratini, 2007aa@ai, 2007b; Gomez Martin and Omet,
2009; Wilson, 2010; Wilson, 2014; Campbell, 2010ddan-Qasmiyeh, 2014). This
literature links up with some significant contritmnts from the disciplines of refugee and
forced migration studies (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, Chattg Crivello, 2005; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh,
2009; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2010; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 1201Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2011b;
Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2012) and migration and diasgtudies (Gémez Martin, 2011; Wilson,
2014). In addition, these strands of literature awmmplemented by some insightful
publications by geographers who emphasize the pradeness and moving socio-spatial
borders of the Western Sahara conflict and its rac{®edenis, 2006; Dedenis; 2011;
Bennafla, 2013).

On a different note, Moroccan scholarship on tegieé has grown abundantly over
the last two decades and can be divided into tbategories which show dissimilar degrees
of independence from official guidelines and digseyunamely: more sophisticated academic
works that engage with the literature and theoamétdebates in political science and
international relations (Messari, 2001; Maghrad2003; Daadaoui, 2008; Benmessaoud
Tredano, 2011b; El-Maslouhi, 2011; Rahimi, 2014;Hgludaigui, 2015); sociological and
anthropological studies that make interesting eicgdilcontributions but end up shoring up
the official arguments on the conflict (Naimi, 20@4aimi, 2013; Cherkaoui, 2007); and
timely publications that explicitly follow and aain flagship Moroccan policies and chiefly
the 2007 autonomy plan (El Ouali, 2007; El Oualil@; El Ouali, 2012; El Messaoudi and
Bouabid, 2008; Benmessaoud Tredano, 2011a) to xtenteof arguably forming part of
Morocco’s public diplomacy (Fernandez-Molina, 20168). The bottom line is that, in spite
of some academics pushing the limits of public tekan the “national question”, “the

Moroccan equivalent of Israel’s ‘new historiansvha/et to emerge” (Mundy, 2014: 654).
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Lost in conflict classifications

Building on more multidimensional or multilayeretidies such as those by Stephen Zunes
and Jacob Mundy (2010) and Anouar Boukhars andugéacBoussellier (2013), the intended
contribution of this book lies in the first place bringing together these four levels of
analysis: global, regional, state/national and llo€ae aim is to contribute to disentangling
the dynamic interplay between all of them or, ihest words, examining change and
continuity in the Western Sahara conflict throughititevel lenses. The time frame primarily
addressed is the almost two decades elapsed bmderh of the millennium, when it can be
argued that a gradual “spatial and scalar shift*ioward turn” has brought the centre of
gravity or locus of the conflict baagkwards to the interior of the disputed territory whete i
originated in the 1970s, and added new dimensiotis(Fernandez-Molina, 2015b: 46-47).
Such evolution can be described as dialectical ghams novelties have not led to a
replacement of the original decolonization and seigaty nature of the dispute but have
resulted in growing complexity and contradictiolmsterms of levels of analysis, the drivers
of change appear to have been located mostly &bc¢helevel. While the situation within the
diplomatic sphere and the internationally led dohftesolution process seemed to stall or
freeze, dynamics occurring in the Western Sahardaaey under Moroccan control became
more and more prominent. Local protests and rewstdy hitherto unnoticed “internal”
Sahrawi pro-independence activists (based insigedisputed territory) quantitatively and
qualitatively blossomed from 1999 onwards (Barrefia2012), achieving a considerable
impact at both the global level and the Moroccaeghational level. In the context of the
Sahrawi party or national movement consideredsirittirety, this was to entail a gradual yet
profound strategic reorientation from the old apgio “based on armed struggle and
diplomacy conducted by the Polisario, to one basedivilian-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/natitenadl embodied by the RASD and the
Polisario Front, but the latter understood the naedapitalize on it by recognizing the
aforementioned activists and increasing contadis them.

Furthermore, this “inward turn” of the conflictsal represented an opportunity for the
Sahrawi nationalists to recover some of their stapdt the global level. It crystallised into
new international strategies based on the combimati a “low politics” strategy (in terms of

content) with parliamentary and judicial channets terms of means) (Fernandez-Molina,

9



2016). This low politics strategy has focused oo sgcondary issues that were not central to
the UN settlement plan but contribute to internaaity questioning and delegitimizing the
Moroccan annexation of the Western Sahara territtdmgt is Morocco’s human rights
violations and the economic exploitation of theumnalt resources of Western Sahara. The
main goal of the internationalization of the hum@ghts issue has been to secure the
extension of MINURSO’s mandate to human rights rtaoimig in both the disputed territory
and the Tindouf refugee camps (Capella Soler, 2Bbakee, 2014). While eventually never
achieved, this demand became the main bone of iortein UN Security Council debates
on Western Sahara from 2009 to 2015 and provokeguteardented diplomatic crises
between Morocco, on the one hand, and the UN amdU®, on the other, in 2012-13 and
2016 (Fernandez-Molina, 2013; Theofilopoulou, 20H&)wever, some of the authors in this
book consider that this Sahrawi approach has biiemately ineffective: “While framing the
problem of Western Sahara in the apolitical terfisuman rights has won Western Saharan
nationalists new sympathy and some diplomatic vies) it has failed to destabilize the
fundamental geopolitical architecture underwritthg conflict” (Mundy, this volume). “This
has only resulted in diverting the [UN Security] @ail’'s attention from its main task of
pressing the parties to work on a solution to tbaflect, without meeting the Polisario
Front’'s demand” (Theofilopoulou, this volume).

Meanwhile, the international questioning of thgalkty of Morocco’s trading in
Western Sahara’s natural resources (fisheries, patspoil) gained momentum after 2002
following an opinion issued by UN legal counsel Ba@orell on contracts signed by
Morocco and foreign companies to explore minerabueces in the territory (Boukhars and
Roussellier, 2013: 244-245). The main target of 8ahrawi strategy has been the EU and its
bilateral economic cooperation agreements with Moop all of which fail to differentiate
between economic activities conducted in, and mtsdoriginating from, Morocco proper
and the Western Sahara territory. Some substaatizevements have been made in this
regard through parliamentary channels—the Europaaliiament’s rejection of the protocol of
extension of the 2006 EU-Morocco fisheries agregnmebBecember 2011 (Smith, 2013)—-and
though judicial channels—the annulment by the Colidustice of the EU of the EU-Morocco
agricultural trade agreement (as far as its impteat@®n in Western Sahara is concerned) in
December 2015. These strategic shifts of the Sahpawy demonstrate how changes of
conflict dynamics at the local level have had digant effects on the global level, which

have in turn sometimes contributed to reinforceftimmer following a circular logic.
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Coming back to the core of the conflict, it iscalgorth considering the extent and the
implications of this “inward turn” and relative raming of the agency and issues at stake
between the parties. While it is widely acknowledigleat a transformation has occurred in
the “socio-spatial form of the conflict” (Bank ashn Heur, 2007), that is, in the way it is
construed and constructed by actors from both sidewell as outsiders, the existence of
more fundamental changes affecting the very naturessence of the conflict remains
unclear. Do these signs of internalization invodvele factoshift from what was once a
typical decolonizing war of national liberation @n extra-systemic war to something more
akin to an identity/secession conflict devoid o# trmed confrontation component? While
the former are defined by the conflict analysierature as armed conflicts pitting a sovereign
territorial state against a political entity display some state features but limited
international recognition—in this case the RASD-#t&er would be carried out by identity or
communal groups, “often with the purpose of seoessr separation from the state” (Holsti,
1996: 21; Singer, 1996: 43, 47). In other wordsthim second case the main dispute or goal
incompatibility would revolve around “the relatiwatus of communities or ‘communal
groups’, however defined, in relation to the stateicluding “struggles for access, for
autonomy, for secession or for control” (Ramsboth@modhouse and Miall, 2011: 76).

Curiously enough, a quick look at the most welbkn international conflict
databases in search of some comparative insiginf®mees the idea that Western Sahara is
somewhat lost in classifications. First of all, Wegs Sahara does not currently qualify as a
war or armed conflict in any case, since it no Emgeets the definitional requirements of
sustained combat involving organized armed forges r@sulting in a minimum of 1,000
battle-related deaths per year (Sarkees and Way2040). In addition, a serious discrepancy
can be observed between Correlates of War, whitdgoazes this conflict as an “extra-state
war” which lasted from 1975 to 1983, and the Upp<adnflict Data Program (UCDP)/Peace
Research Institute in Oslo (PRIO) Armed Conflictéemse, which considers it an “internal
armed conflict” running from 1975 to 1989. For &ates of War, the Western Sahara
conflict was an “extra-state war” because it pitsestate or member of the inter-state system
(Morocco) against the armed forces of a non-statéyeoutside the borders of the state
(Polisario). It was also an “imperial war” rathdrah a “colonial war” as the relationship
between the parties was not one of colonial poveercelony. The outcome of the war in
1983, when Morocco consolidated its military cohtower the annexed territory and the
intensity of armed combat substantially decreased, that the conflict continued at below-
war level of fatalities. By contrast, the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Datagssumes that
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Western Sahara was an “internal armed conflict’'ween the government of a state
(Morocco) and an internal opposition group or “giller organisation” (Polisario) without
intervention from other states—except for one y&8r6, when it was an “internationalized
internal armed conflict” due to Algeria’s overt mivement! The situation over the last three
decades is summarized as follows: “As no activegching the level of an armed conflict has
taken place since 1989, the conflict remains teabeh as of that year. However, the basic
incompatibility between the parties—the status h# territory of Western Sahara—remains
unresolved™!

It is beyond doubt that the conceptual neatnesscarfflict classifications and
databases is “less justifiable when one comes &b wligh conflicts in the real world, which
are invariably much messier than those that apipetite pages of books” (Mitchell, 2014:
32). However, these inconsistencies about the aaifithe Western Sahara conflict further
illustrate that, beyond the letter of the law, tiilemma about it being international or
internal is far from new. This is a sensitive lioé reasoning since no classification or
labelling is politically neutral. The political pptem with describing Western Sahara as an
identity/secession conflict is that it departs frdme premises of international law, for which
the original decolonization component of this digpremains central, and it strikes a chord
with Moroccan positions. On the other hand, thigrapch might be useful in analytical terms
in order to better grasp the evolution of Morocogovernance of and socio-political
dynamics in the Western Sahara territory. In arsecéor some of the authors in this volume,
these relative changes in the shape of the comitectnothing but the inevitable effects of its

very longevity and ageing.

Levels of analysis are interconnected... and conteste

Another necessary caveat and point for discus®garding the purpose of this book is that
the scale and levels of analysis of the WesterraiBatonflict are also a matter of contention.
Any labelling the issue—as a decolonization/soggtyi dispute, a regional conflict or a
peripheral Cold War East-West confrontation—is tpraily loaded and controversial. From
the former two descriptions, placing the emphagistioe decolonization component is
generally understood as stemming from an essentipllo-Sahrawi” perspective, while

giving prominence to the regional dimension—and eflgis involvement —has often

(simplistically?) been read as a “pro-Moroccan”ipos which underrates and undermines

Sahrawi agency. This politicization is in line withe increasingly generalized understanding
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that, in conflicts like this, “geographic scalene longer pre-given or simply a conceptual
tool, but [...] it is actively appropriated by socettors as part of their arguments and their
practice in order to persuade others” (Bank and Maar, 2007: 595-596). In other words, it
is possible to observe the “promotion of specifialar imaginations at the expense of others”
and dynamic transformations in the “socio-spat@int of the conflict”, which usually
involve changes in the geometry of social powerniBand Van Heur, 2007: 596-597).
Besides the aforementioned “inward turn” of the Wes Sahara conflict, the recent
construction of a merging Maghreb-Sahel regionalisgy complex (Martinez and Boserup,
this volume) is a good example of this.

That being said, one of the central endeavourthisf book in terms of levels of
analysis is a call to localize the study of anckaesh into the Western Sahara conflict. This is
in line with the “local turn” that has become wigesad over the last decade in the works of
conflict and peace scholars and practitioners. “Tdeal” has been rediscovered as a reaction
to the shortcomings and failures of the top-dowd ane-size-fits-all toolbox of the post-
Cold War international liberal peacebuilding pagadi The common denominator among the
“local turn” advocates is an emphasis on the bottpnpotential for “peace from below,” as
well as the need to recognize and empower locgblpeas primary architects and owners of
peace, as authors and not recipients in peacebgildn this basis, the “local” has been
incorporated into both the mainstream problem-sglvidiscourse of international
institutions—which recommends enhancing local goaece and ownership in order to
increase the legitimacy and effectiveness of wheg altimately externally driven
peacebuilding operations—and more critical or ti@mnsative analyses—which aim at genuine
emancipation and inclusion of local agency (Leossoth and Rudd, 2015).

The latter “critical localism” (Mac Ginty, 2015)qpounds a reflexive and cautious
use of what admittedly remains an unspecified,ieduand contested notion, and is in line
with the scepticism about the “local” maintaineddmyme of the authors in this bok The
pitfalls of which academics and practitioners neetle aware include, in the first place, that
of romanticizing, essentializing or homogenizing thocal”. Underrating or obscuring the
fact that “local communities are often sites ofenegeneity, change, dissent and agency”
(Mac Ginty, 2015: 847) amounts to a form of depaliation: “To the extent that ‘the local’
is plural, dynamic and contested, it must also mditipal” (Hughes, Ojendal and
Schierenbeck, 2015: 821). As a result, questiorexi e be raised as to: “Who controls
wealth and power distribution locally? Who getslexide what is local and what is not? Who

speaks for local culture or local community? Whted®mines who is an outsider and who is
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an insider?” (Hughes, Ojendal and Schierenbeck528P1). A second shortcut to be
avoided is a static and binary understanding of‘liheal” as opposed to the “international”
(Paffenholz, 2015; Kappler, 2015), which is famfroeflecting any contemporary reality. As
an alternative, some propose a sort of de-teraliadtion of the concept of the “local” by
approaching it in terms of “activity, networks amiationships” (Mac Ginty, 2015) which cut
across various levels of analysis. The challengengbirical substantiation and accumulation
is also key to deconstructing such false dichotem#dl in all, the conclusion of critical
localists is that “the local does not offer a st but a range of opportunities to think
differently about the relationship between powegerey and freedom” (Hughes, Ojendal and
Schierenbeck, 2015: 818-819).

Some insights from this “local turn” approach seemtable for a multilayered
analysis of the Western Sahara conflict, which wWardunter the fact that it often continues
to be discussed as a sort of delocalized issuehMdiche existing international law and
normative literature conveys a “sense of placelessh(Mac Ginty, 2015: 843), while usual
accounts of international UN-led negotiations lemda Cold War mindset in which
peacemaking is depicted as a national and intemeltiaffair, “a preserve of diplomats and
state machinery” (Mac Ginty, 2015: 844). The *“I6cas notably absent. Of the
aforementioned scholarly literature on this conflistudies on local developments in the
Tindouf refugee camps and the Moroccan-controkedtbry remain by far the thinnest. It is
also about the local level of analysis that inteomal policy-makers know the least, as
reminded by the UN Secretary-General in his 20J®meon Western Sahara: “[...] It [is]
vital for the United Nations and the internatiosammunity as a whole to have access to
reliable, independent information on developmentdath Western Sahara and the refugee
camps in order to consider how best to promotetkesent.™

The main aim and common thread connecting the rérapicontributions of the
authors of this book is to provide a multilevel lgses of the Western Sahara conflict by
examining issues and actors located on its concenotr overlapping global, regional,
state/national and local scenes, and searchingevieempossible for cross-level interactions.
This analytical framework is reminiscent of the ds+of-analysis approach developed by
Karl Cordell and Stefan Wolff (2009) for the stuayf ethnic conflicts. Cross-level
interactions are broadly defined here as caudalitg of any kind between agents, structures,
events or processes located at different levelanalysis. The subsequent chapters do not
purport to be exhaustive in this regard; only a fefvall of the possible cross-level

interactions are addressed.
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Table 0.1. Levels-of-analysis approach by Cordedl @olff

\J

DS

Level State structures and actors Non-state stregtand actors

Local/substate Local elites/leaders, authorities and Locally resident communities/ethni
representatives of the central groups/religious groups and their
government, established institutiongélites/leaders and locally operating
arrangements and socio-economic| NGOs, rebel forces, private-sector
structures interest groups and criminals

State/national| National elites/leaders, central Communities/ethnic groups/religiou
government, established institutionagroups and their elites/leaders and
arrangements and socio-economic| statewide-operating NGOs, rebel
structures forces, private-sector interest grouy

and criminals

Regional Neighbouring states and their Cross-border/transnational network
institutions, regional powers, and | (ethnic, religious, civil society,
regional international organizations, business, organized crime, rebel
as well as their respective groups, etc.) and their elites/leader
elites/leaders; established structures
of political and economic
cooperation

Global Powerful states and international | International NGOs, diaspora

organizations of global reach and

their elites/leaders

groups, international organized crin
networks, and trans-national
corporations, as well as their

respective elites/leaders

Source: Cordell and Wolff (2009: 10)

In the first part of the book, and by way of intuation to the global level of analysis, Anna

Theofilopoulou offers a practitioner’s perspectorethe limitations of UN conflict resolution

mechanisms within the straitjacket constituted the tgreat powers’ self-interested

preferences and approaches. Jacob Mundy arguethéhgtobal structure of US hegemony

has invariably shaped the Western Sahara confittitlae strategies of all the actors involved

since the late Cold War until today. Responseshi® global-level constraint include the
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RASD'’s efforts to showcase the “democratization’tted political structures in the Tindouf
refugee camps and the new strategies of Sahrawisactemphasizing nonviolent resistance
and human rights issues in the territory controllgdMorocco. Maria Luisa Grande and
Susana Ruiz highlight some of the particular fezguaind inter-institutional inconsistencies
observable in the EU’s inhibition and limited engagent with the Western Sahara issue,
which appear to be quite exceptional in the contéxhe rise and fall of the EU’s ambitions
about promoting security and preventing and solaogflicts in its neighbourhood.

The regional levels examined in the second pathefbook are plural and comprise
both the horizontal geopolitical scene of the Mal#last and North Africa (MENA), or Arab
world, and the vertical scene consisting of a nmgrgMaghreb-Sahel regional security
complex, where Western Sahara and the Sahrawis sedra some sort of missing link.
Inmaculada Szmolka assesses the appropriatenesheamaplications of the Arab Spring
regional framing imposed posteriorion the Sahrawi protests that took place in Gdeik |
El Ayun, in October-November 2010, as well as thesequences of the reforms launched by
the Moroccan state in 2011 as part of the “fifthvevaf political change” in the MENA on
both the Moroccan state/national and local levelhef conflict. Laurence Thieux addresses
the Maghreb, where the Western Sahara conflicofias been traditionally located by many
scholars. She discusses the domestic and exteetalmdnants of the role of Algeria as
Morocco’s rival in the competition for regional tegony, as the lifeline for the Polisario
Front and the host country for the Sahrawi refuggaps, and even as a full-blown party to
the conflict for those who argue, in keeping wittab@t's argument, that this is a
fundamentally Algerian-Moroccan dispute. Luis Magiz and Rasmus Boserup analyse the
reshaping of regional security and the growing pnemce of the north-south Maghreb-Sahel
axis in the eyes of the international communityha context of the War on Terror and the
post-2011 instability. Miguel Garcia Guindo and &tto Bueno address the tricky situation
and dilemmas facing the RASD/Polisario Front du¢hese new forms of securitization of
the region. Moroccan diplomacy and propaganda hée to seize the opportunity since the
early 2000s by promoting a new securitizing dissewabout the transnational terrorist and/or
criminal connections (or potential risk thereof) tife Polisario Front, the “threat of
ungoverned spaces” and the War on Terror’s franointhe Western Sahara conflict, thus
“globalizing the local conflict against Polisari(De Orellana, 2015: 489, 479). The terrorist
kidnapping of foreign aid workers from the refugaenps in October 2011 was a particularly

critical juncture for the Sahrawi leadership’s mgerment of these cross-level interactions.
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The third part of the book is devoted to the étetigonal-level analysis of the
Moroccan governance of the Western Sahara terrésnyell as its consequences at the local
level. Raquel Ojeda-Garcia and Angela Suarez-Colldidcuss the place and role of
Morocco’s 2010-2011 Advanced Regionalization Refanrthe context of this conflict, as an
intended means to boost the legitimacy of-if ndlyflegalize—-the annexation of Western
Sahara and reinforce the credibility of the 2007oaomy plan on both global and local
levels. Maria Angustias Parejo and Laura Feliurdesgle the intricacies of the activities of
the members of the Moroccan parliament represeMiagtern Saharan constituencies in the
sphere of parliamentary diplomacy and the way thgebal-level tasks interact with the
changing identity substratum of the conflict, basad these MPs’ own identity self-
descriptions. Victoria Veguilla explains how Moracc public policies towards Western
Sahara such as elections and housing face theenpallof adjusting to the deep socio-
demographic transformations provoked by sustainedrtharner “immigration”—or
“settlement”™ in the territory while preserving &cstability and formally living up to the
international legal standards which privilege “altihony” in the management of local
resources.

Finally, the fourth part of the book offers the shgrounded and localized insights
about Saharawi resistance and identity in bothWestern Sahara territory and the Tindouf
camps. Claudia Barona and Joseph Dickens-Gavitwideoa historical account of the
development of Sahrawi civil society and protestthe territory annexed by Morocco. Isaias
Barrefiada discusses the transborder ethnic antdtiddimension that has always underlain
the conflict, overlapping—yet not full corresponglito—the territorial issue. His chapter sheds
light on the scarcely explored grey zone of theomadist activism of ethnic Sahrawis from
southern Morocco who have mobilized hand in hanth viheir counterparts from the
disputed territory despite falling outside the cuéd territorial demarcation of Western
Sahara and the electorate for an eventual selfrdetation referendum, all of which poses
challenges for both the Moroccan state and thea@ahmationalist movement.

Konstantina Isidoros explores the relationship leetwthe extraordinary resilience of
the Sahrawi refugee population and local undergtgsdof “autochthony” and kinship,
particularly by women refugees living in the Tind@amps, also drawing contrasts with the
exogenous and top-down categorizations of intesnatilaw. Finally, Alice Wilson examines
the particular features of the “work of electior®i which the Polisario Front and RASD
leadership have expended considerable energy-te apthe lack of multipartyism and free

elections in the liberal democratic sense—as weltsaeffects at the Sahrawi state/national
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level (forging a transterritorial “national” imaggd political community encompassing the

refugee camps, the Moroccan-controlled territory tire diaspora), the global level (enabling

Sahrawi parliamentary diplomacy) and the local leygreating “cultural and moral events”

in the camps).

Table 0.2Cross-level interactions in the Western Saharaliconf

Agents/causes
Local Local State/natio State/natio Regional | Global
level 1: level 2: nal level | nallevel | levels level
Western | Tindouf 1: 2: RASD
Sahara refugee Morocco
territory camps
Recipi | Local Family/ki | Moroccan | Official “Arab Internatio
ents/ | level 1: nship governanc| support Spring” nal civil
Conse| Western bonds, e and for framing of | society
quenc | Sahara X communic| public “internal” | “internal” | and US
es territory ation and | policies, | pro- Sahrawi | human
Visits, socio- independe| protests | rights
civil economic | nce civil initiatives,
society investmen | society visits by
connectio | ts, organizati foreign
ns, recognitio | ons, observers/
defamatio | n RASD supporters
n of measures,| Ministry
“returnees| settlement| for
” policies, | Occupied
repression| Zones,
and inclusion
human in
rights Polisario
violations | General
Congress
and
elections,
RASD TV
Local Family/ki Internet State-like | Algeria’'s | EU/Europ
level 2: nship and media| governanc| hosting ean
Tindouf bonds, propagand| e of and humanitari
refugee communic X a, camps, protection | an aid,
camps ation and encourage| administra| of refugee | limited
Visits, ment of tion of camps, role of
civil dissent foreign impact of | UNHCR,
society and aid, Maghreb- | support b
connectio “return” elections, | Sahel internation
ns, official threats of | security | al civil
visits by a return to| instability | society,
“internal” armed on foreign
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Sahrawi struggle securitizat visits to
activists to ion of camps
camps camps,
kidnappin
g of
foreign
aid
workers
State/natio Participati Diplomati | Escalation| Expectatio
nal level |onin X c and de- ns of
1: Moroccan interaction| escalation | Moroccan
Morocco | institution /negotiatio| of security
S, ns, Algerian- | cooperatio
elections, internet Moroccan | nin War
parliament and media| tensions, | on Terror,
and propagand| oportuniti | post-Arab
consultati a, threats | es created| Spring
ve of a return| by expectatio
councils, to armed | Maghreb- | ns of
responses struggle | Sahel political
to security reform
Moroccan instability | and
public liberalizati
policies on
and
recognitio
n
measures,
socio-
economic
and
nationalist
protests,
instrument
al usages
of
Sahrawi
identity
State/natio Participati | Participati | Diplomati Algeria’s | Expectatio
nal level | on by onin c material | ns of
2: RASD | “internal” | RASD interaction X and democrati
activists in| institution | /negotiatio diplomatic | zation,
Polisario | s and ns, backing prevention
General | elections, | internet for RASD | of
Congress | responses| and media radicalizat
and to RASD | propagand ion/terrori
elections | governanc| a sm and
e of accountabi
camps, lity about
protests the
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and administra
dissent, tion of
demands humanitari
of a return an aid
to armed
struggle
Regional Moroccan | Role of us
levels foreign RASD/Pol counterter
policy isario rorist
activism | Frontin policies in
and regional Sahel,
parallel security internation
diplomacy al military
activism interventio
in Sahel nsin
Libya and
Mali
Global Nonviolen | Threats of | Moroccan | “Democra
level t a return to| foreign tization”
resistance, armed policy, of RASD X
“low struggle | diplomatic| and
politics” crisis with | elections,
internation UN, US, | discourse
al strategy EU, etc., | on gender
(human lobbying, | equality
rights and parallel and
natural and public| religious
resources) diplomacy | freedom,
, “low
propagand| politics”
a internation
al strategy
(human
rights and
natural
resources)
parliament
ary and
judicial
strategies,
threats of
areturn to
armed
struggle

Source: Author
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