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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to explore the role of Saharawi women as educators and promoters 

of peace. The study includes published research on the topic, as well as two interviews 

conducted with a Paz Martín Lozano, a Spanish politician who is an expert on Saharawi issues, 

and Jadiyetu El Mohtar, a Saharawi activist and representative of the National Union of 

Saharawi Women (UNMS) who was well known by the Spanish media due to the hunger strike 

that she went on at the Lanzarote Airport in 2009. Despite the unbearable extreme conditions, 

Saharawi people were able to organize their political, economic and social life in refugee 

camps in the middle of a desert, mainly thanks to the incredible Saharawi women who educate 

their children to fight for the liberation of the territory of Western Sahara in a peaceful and 

non-violent way. They are striving for the recognition of the Saharawi cause at the international 

level and raising awareness of their right to self-determination through a free and fair 

referendum. They provide an excellent example for their children and transmit the values of 

peace, non-violent resistance, and not despairing in the face of difficult circumstances. 

Keywords: Western Sahara conflict, Saharawi women, Sahrawi women, refugee camps, 

conflict irresolution 
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1. Introduction 

The Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR), better known as Western Sahara, is nestled 

in an arid desert region, with sparse and largely nomadic population. In 1949, the Spanish 

geologist Manuel Alia Medina discovered phosphate deposits in the territory, and after more 

than a decade of exploration, the researchers concluded that these constitute the world's largest 

open-pit phosphate deposit. It is estimated that there are two million tons of ore, with a purity 

of between seventy and eighty percent, that can be mined for a century and a half before its 

exhaustion. Since then, the Western Sahara has been called the "Kuwait of phosphate," so we 

can get an initial idea of the strategic energy reserves and economic interests surrounding all 

matters relating to its independence. Since the seventies, there have been successive 

discoveries of mineral wealth in the region: phosphate, uranium, iron, copper, and zinc can be 

extracted in abundance within its borders. The mining of the Western Sahara's natural 

resources has generated conflict with visible consequences. 

The Western Sahara includes two regions: Sakia el-Hamra (Red Channel) in the north, and 

Wadi ed Dahab (Rio de Oro) in the South. Sakia el-Hamra is a great river channel with steep 

overgrown banks, a sandy bed, and about four kilometers in length. El Aaiun, the capital of the 

territory, is located about twenty kilometers from the coast and on the river channel. For its 

part, the Rio de Oro has mostly steep banks on which are found Villa Cisneros Bay and 

Peninsula (Dakhla), Cintra Bay, Cape Barbas, with a lighthouse, and the peninsula of Cape 

Blanco, with the city of La Güera. (Lemarchand, 2000) 

2. The Current Situation of the SADR 

The SADR is represented by a national liberation movement, the Popular Front for the 

Liberation of Sakia el-Hamra and Rio de Oro, known as the Polisario Front, whose current 

mission is to work to end Morocco's occupation and lead the effort to bring about 

self-determination for the Saharawi people. The Polisario Front was founded on May 10, 1973, 

in Zouerate, Mauritania, with the first goal of obtaining the territory's independence from 

Spanish colonial rule. Since 1975, this organization has been based in Tindouf, on Algerian 

soil. In 1976 the Independent Democratic Arab Republic of Sahara was established. 

From 1884 until 1975 the Western Sahara was a Spanish colony. On November 14, 1975, in the 

same month that saw the famous "Green March" (a Moroccan military operation launched on 

November 6, 1975, to occupy the territories of the Spanish Sahara), the Madrid Accords were 

signed, this being an abbreviation of the formal title of The Declaration of Principles between 

Spain, Morocco, and Mauritania of the Western Sahara. This is a political declaration, to 

which must be added several secret appendices, economic in nature, which stipulate that Spain 

would transfer the administration, but not sovereignty, of Western Sahara to a temporary 

tripartite administration composed of Spain, Morocco, and Mauritania. 

Yet the legal validity of this agreement has been challenged by the Secretary-General for Legal 

Affairs and Legal Counsel of the United Nations, Hans Corell, in an opinion of 29 January 

2002, and the UN has never considered Morocco or Mauritania as administrative powers of the 

Western Sahara, which continues to be included in the UN list of territories awaiting 
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decolonization. To this effect one must consider points 5, 6, and 7 of the UN opinion of January 

29, 2002, in which the status of Western Sahara is discussed: (Note 1) 

5. A Spanish protectorate since 1884, Spanish Sahara was included in 1963 in the list of 

Non-Self-Governing Territories under Chapter XI of the Charter (A/5514, annex III). 

Beginning in 1962, Spain as administering Power transmitted technical and statistical 

information on the Territory under Article 73 e  of the Charter of the United Nations. This 

information was examined by the Special Committee on the Situation with regard to the 

Implementation of the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and 

Peoples (“the Special Committee”). In a series of General Assembly resolutions on the 

question of Spanish/Western Sahara, the applicability to the Territory of the Declaration on the 

Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples (General Assembly resolution 

1514 (XV)) was reaffirmed. 

6. On 14 November 1975, a Declaration of Principles on Western Sahara was concluded in 

Madrid between Spain, Morocco and Mauritania (“the Madrid Agreement”), whereby the 

powers and responsibilities of Spain, as the administering Power of the Territory, were 

transferred to a temporary tripartite administration. The Madrid Agreement did not transfer 

sovereignty over the Territory, nor did it confer upon any of the signatories the status of an 

administering Power, a status which Spain alone could not have unilaterally transferred. The 

transfer of administrative authority over the Territory to Morocco and Mauritania in 1975 did 

not affect the international status of Western Sahara as a Non-Self-Governing Territory. 

7. On 26 February 1976, Spain informed the Secretary-General that as of that date it had 

terminated its presence in Western Sahara and relinquished its responsibilities over the 

Territory, thus leaving it in fact under the administration of both Morocco and Mauritania in 

their respective controlled areas. Following the withdrawal of Mauritania from the Territory in 

1979, upon the conclusion of the Mauritano-Sahraoui agreement of 19 August 1979 (S/13503, 

annex I), Morocco has administered the Territory of Western Sahara alone. Morocco, however, 

is not listed as the administering Power of the Territory in the United Nations list of Non-Self- 

Governing Territories, and has, therefore, not transmitted information on the Territory in 

accordance with Article 73 of the Charter of the United Nations. 

In 1979, after fierce fighting, the Mauritanians renounced any territorial claim over Western 

Sahara. Morocco to this day, however, occupies most of the territories that were part of the 

original Spanish colony, and has surrounded them by walls in order to contain the Polisario 

Front. The consequence of this conflict is that much of the indigenous population remains in 

exile in Tindouf refugee camps in Algerian territory. 

In 1985, the Secretary General of the United Nations began a mission that resulted in "the 

settlement proposals," accepted on August 30, 1988, by Morocco and the Polisario Front. In 

1990, the Security Council approved the full text of the settlement proposals and outlined the 

plan of the Secretary General for implementation. On April 29, 1991, the Security Council 

decided to create, in resolution 690, the United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western 

Sahara (MINURSO), whose main purpose was the holding of a referendum on 

self-determination in January 1992. However, the UN postponed the referendum with 
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resolution 725 of December 1991. Since then the issue of the referendum remains blocked and 

the main task of MINURSO is currently limited to monitoring the ceasefire and cessation of 

hostilities. (Almario, 2012) 

3. The Involvement of Other Countries 

Since the eighties, the UN has intervened, trying to provide a solution to a conflict of more than 

three decades, and the oldest unresolved conflict in Africa. However, the UN has been unable 

to reach a final and lasting solution because of the conflicting interests of the parties involved 

in the conflict of the region. The Western Sahara issue has always been framed by the 

intervention of different governments seeking to protect their own interests. The governments 

that have had more relevant roles in the conflict are Morocco, Mauritania, Spain, Algeria, 

France, and the United States. 

Morocco. Since independence in 1956, Morocco has always sought by all means to achieve the 

construction of the Greater Morocco, covering the whole of Morocco, the Spanish territory of 

Ceuta and Melilla, Western Sahara, Ifni, part of Algeria, Mauritania and part of Mali. Morocco 

has guided its policy of expansion into the Western Sahara, and opposed the inclusion of the 

Western Sahara in the list of territories awaiting decolonization. In the last three decades, 

Morocco has sought to legitimize its occupation, has blocked the process for holding a 

referendum, has signed agreements to exploit resources of Western Sahara with other 

countries, and has strengthened the Moroccan presence in the territory. (Mera, 2007) 

Mauritania. This state has been directly involved in the conflict in Western Sahara as one of the 

three countries, along with Morocco and Spain, who signed the Madrid Accords. Mauritania 

always relied upon Moroccan military support to maintain control in the part of Sahara it 

occupied. The Polisario knew that the territories that had once been occupied by Mauritania 

were the weakest. Despite support by Morocco and France, Mauritania failed to hold firm in its 

position because the occupation required a great effort and they were not able to deal with 

attacks by the Polisario Front. 

Spain. The various governments of Spain have always dealt with this issue with ambiguity. 

Although Spain has always wanted to appear neutral, the commitments that link them to 

Morocco have ultimately caused them to take the side of its southern neighbor. In its position 

on the conflict,  geostrategic and economic interests such as fishing, the significant presence of 

Spanish companies operating in Morocco, cooperation in the fight against illegal immigration, 

cooperation against drug trafficking have taken precedence over the moral responsibility to 

guard the rights of Sahrawis as a colonial power. Moreover, the autonomous Moroccans 

deepened personal and economic ties, and have very close relationships with the current Head 

of the Spanish State, His Majesty King Juan Carlos I, and Felipe González, the former socialist 

Prime Minister of fourteen years. 

Algeria. This country is the staunch ally of the Saharawi people. Algeria has always maintained 

a very strong rivalry with Morocco. The Polisario has received economic and military aid from 

Algeria, as well as set aside part of its territory, Tindouf, for the Sahrawi people to set up 

refugee camps. The political support extends to the point that the Sahrawi refugees are allowed 
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to travel with Algerian passports. Morocco considers that Algeria's position reflects the 

self-interest of achieving an outlet to the Atlantic Ocean. 

France. Throughout the conflict, France has proven to be a staunch ally of Morocco and has 

provided economic, military, and political aid. The country still maintains French economic 

interests and a strong influence in the Maghreb. France, like the United States, has used its 

permanent membership in the Security Council of the UN to Morocco’s advantage. (Mera, 

2007). 

United States. Morocco is the main U.S. ally in North Africa. The U.S. government gave the 

green light to Morocco to carry out the "Green March," and has supported Morocco both 

financially and logistically. Still, administrations such as that of Bill Clinton, have sought to 

find a peaceful solution to the conflict. 

4. Expert Insights from the Interviews with Paz Martín Lozano and Jadiyetu El Mohtar 

While men were at war, women were left alone and had to build the refugee camps on their 

own. They built houses, schools, and health centers in the middle of nowhere, in the middle of 

the desert. They had to take charge of everything while struggling to survive extreme 

conditions. They learned how to live without men. They created administrative and political 

structures in exile. They organized social, political, and economic life from scratch. 

 

Figure 1. Sahrawi refugee camps 

 

The creation of the refugee camps can be divided into three different phases. During the first, 

dubbed the survival or wartime phase, civilians created the first settlements in the southern part 

of Algeria where humanitarian aid was distributed. In the second phase, the settlements kept 

growing thanks to international aid and volunteers who were coming to the refugee camps from 

abroad. All the tasks were supervised and run by the National Union of Saharawi Women. The 

third period is characterized by the strengthening of state structures and platforms, encouraging 

women’s participation in political, economic, and social life, as well as training and education. 
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At the international level, there have been several objectives established, such as striving for 

recognition of the Saharawi cause, liberation of the territory of Western Sahara, expulsion of 

the invading army, and the recognition of the Democratic Republic of Sahara.  

Refugees have been living in different camps that correspond to the regions in Western Sahara. 

They have been living on humanitarian aid; however, Saharawi women are very enterprising. 

They applied for microloans and start their own small businesses. They invested the money in 

livestock, stockbreeding, trade, sewing, crafts, and vegetable gardens. They even started their 

own radio and TV stations, in which the videographers, technicians, and other employees are 

women. 

 

 Figure 2. Radio station 

 

They feel and are empowered. These are women who created their country’s infrastructure on 

their own 38 years ago. They organized daily life in refugee camps. They occupy 75% of the 

jobs in education, 85% in public administration, and 75% in health care. They actively 

participate in politics. It is not uncommon to see women serving as police officers, teachers, 

doctors, etc. It is a phenomenon which is not often seen in Arab countries. They are involved in 

all facets of social and public life. Saharawi women are point of reference and role models for 

other African women.  

They began and currently operate libraries, preschools, primary and secondary schools, and 

schools for children with special needs. They are educated either in formal or informal settings. 

The learned ones teach those that had no chance to go to school or study abroad. The 

governments of other countries such as Algeria, Cuba and Venezuela sponsor scholarships to 

young Saharawi women to study at universities.  
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Figure 3. A Library in the middle of a desert 

 

In the refugee camps, there are women’s centers where they can receive computer and English 

classes, participate in sewing and carpet making workshops, publish magazines and traditional 

Saharawi poetry, as well as write poetry. They educate other women on health related health 

issues. They coordinate microloans and cooperative businesses. As is evident, they are very 

enterprising, even though they have to live in extremely difficult conditions. 

 

Figure 4. Classes/Workshops for women 

 

They have begun an organization called the National Union of Saharawi Women whose main 

objective is to spread the cause of Saharawi people. Saharawi women were able to shatter the 

stereotype of Muslim and Arab women which exists in the Western World. Saharawi women 

are culturally different than those from other Muslim and Arab countries because in the 

Saharawi society, women have always been esteemed. Saharawi women are very patient, 

dignified, and willing to sacrifice themselves for the greater good. They are open and tolerant; 
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however, they are not submissive. The men had no choice but to accept this situation upon their 

return from the war, and many men currently live abroad.  

 

Figure 5. Peaceful protests of Saharawi women 

 

Saharawi women have achieved a level of equality and empowerment unheard of in other Arab 

countries. They are a pillar of the non-violent Saharawi revolution and fight for the 

independence and self-determination of Saharawi people. The non-violence resistance consists 

of struggling for self-determination through a free and fair referendum, informing and 

denouncing the violence of the Moroccan State against peaceful Saharawi people, denouncing 

both the illegal exploitation of natural resources in Western Sahara territory as well as the 

placement land mines in the wall that divides the Sahara. 

 

Figure 6. A school in Sahrawi refugee camp 
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5. Conclusion 

Saharawi women provide an excellent example for their children and transmit the values of 

peace, non-violent resistance, and not despairing in the face of difficult circumstances. They 

teach their children to look for peaceful resolutions. The Saharawi people do not live in despair 

and are not resigned. They keep fighting. Nevertheless, their resistance is non-violent in nature. 

Thanks to Saharawi women, young people are willing to participate in this non-violent 

struggle. Saharawi women educate a society of the future in democratic values, thereby 

preparing them for the eventual establishment of a nation that upholds the values of freedom 

and civil rights in which the Saharawi want to live.  

In the Western Sahara territory occupied by Morocco, life is much more difficult due to 

continued cruel repression, kidnappings, and detentions as punishment for protesting in favor 

of autonomy for the Saharawi nation. They live in unbearable political, economic, and social 

conditions.  Women and men are tortured, assaulted, insulted, kidnapped, raped, detained, 

exiled and discriminated against. Despite all of these atrocities against human rights they 

continue fighting for self-determination through a free and fair referendum.  

Therefore, in order to help the Saharawi people it is necessary to break the wall of silence and 

make their fight more visible. The human rights violations must be openly denounced and the 

right to self-determination of Western Sahara as one of the 16 non-autonomous territories on 

the UN agenda and the last colony in Africa, must be defended.  
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