
See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/276180636

Collective Memory and Human Rights Violations in the Western

Sahara: Impact, Coping, and Demands for Reparation

Article  in  Peace and Conflict Journal of Peace Psychology · November 2014

DOI: 10.1037/pac0000061

CITATION

1
READS

267

3 authors:

Some of the authors of this publication are also working on these related projects:

Truth comission evaluation and social representations of past in Brazil View project

Catastrophes, collective behavior and coping View project

Maitane Arnoso

Universidad del País Vasco / Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea

53 PUBLICATIONS   290 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Carlos Martín Beristain

University of Deusto

50 PUBLICATIONS   482 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Eloísa González Hidalgo

13 PUBLICATIONS   21 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

All content following this page was uploaded by Maitane Arnoso on 12 May 2015.

The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/276180636_Collective_Memory_and_Human_Rights_Violations_in_the_Western_Sahara_Impact_Coping_and_Demands_for_Reparation?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_2&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/276180636_Collective_Memory_and_Human_Rights_Violations_in_the_Western_Sahara_Impact_Coping_and_Demands_for_Reparation?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Truth-comission-evaluation-and-social-representations-of-past-in-Brazil?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Catastrophes-collective-behavior-and-coping?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_1&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Maitane-Arnoso-2?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Maitane-Arnoso-2?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Universidad-del-Pais-Vasco-Euskal-Herriko-Unibertsitatea?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Maitane-Arnoso-2?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Carlos-Beristain?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Carlos-Beristain?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/University-of-Deusto?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Carlos-Beristain?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Eloisa-Hidalgo?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Eloisa-Hidalgo?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Eloisa-Hidalgo?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Maitane-Arnoso-2?enrichId=rgreq-427010389219b68d8f3273504197f054-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3NjE4MDYzNjtBUzoyMjgyNDM4MDI0MjMyOThAMTQzMTQyODk3MTc4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_10&_esc=publicationCoverPdf


Collective Memory and Human Rights Violations in the Western
Sahara: Impact, Coping, and Demands for Reparation

Maitane Arnoso-Martínez, Carlos M. Beristain, and Eloisa González-Hidalgo
Basque Country University

Despite the 1991 Ceasefire Agreement, the Kingdom of Morocco has been hampering
compliance with United Nations resolutions relating to the fulfillment of the right of
self-determination of the Sahrawi people. The whole process has become an endless series
of negotiations in a context of constant human rights violations. By means of semistructured
interviews (N � 261), this study explores the human rights violations to which the
population has been subjected; their impact at the personal, family and community levels;
as well as the coping strategies and the need for reparation as expressed by the population.
People still living in the Western Sahara were included in this study, as well as others that
are in refugee camps. The conclusion is the existence of considerable physical, psycholog-
ical, and social effects that differ depending on the level of exposure to violence, sex of the
respondent, and the place where the victims were, but there is also an important organiza-
tional and community resistance in the pursuit of compliance with international law and the
population’s right to decide on their own future.

Keywords: Western Sahara, human rights, refugees, psychosocial impact, reparation

The conflict in the Western Sahara has been
raging for 38 years now. Since the departure of
Spain and the military occupation of the terri-

tory by Morocco and Mauritania in 1975, the
POLISARIO Front, acting as the Sahrawi na-
tional liberation movement, has used violence

This article was published Online First October 13, 2014.
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as a part of a repertoire of collective action.1

The military and political dimensions of the
conflict have been analyzed in other studies
(Badía, Fernández, & Carranza, 1999; Ferrer
Lloret, 2001; Mariño Menéndez, 2003; Ruiz,
2003; Soroeta Liceras, 2001). This research fo-
cuses on human rights violations committed by
the Kingdom of Morocco on the Sahrawi civil-
ians who directly suffered the consequences of
violence. This research also provides informa-
tion on the largest number of casualties, dis-
placed people, victims of torture, and the disap-
peared (Amnesty International, 1996, 2010;
Human Rights Watch, 2008, 2009).

Human rights violations such as those that
took place in the Western Sahara in recent de-
cades have enormous individual, family, and
collective consequences, especially when the
frequency and the systematic nature of the vio-
lations, or their extension to other groups within
the same society, become a permanent threat
and danger of violation of the right to life.
These consequences have been widely studied
by social psychologists who have peace-related
concerns, and who have realized how political
violence causes emotional harm to people as
well as their life projects, as well as severe
psychological problems in extreme cases, both
on an individual and a collective basis (Becker
& Lira, 1989; Moghaddam & Marsella, 2004;
North & Pfefferbaum, 2002; Pyszczynski, Sol-
omon, & Greenberg, 2003; Silver, Holman,
McIntosh, Poulin, & Gil-Rivas, 2002; among
others).

In addition, research studies have been car-
ried out on the health of refugees, finding that
trauma exposure is the most important predictor
of mental health status in refugee populations
(Marshall, Schell, Elliott, Berthold, & Chun,
2005; Steel, Silove, Phan, & Bauman, 2002). In
Western countries, studies have reported that
refugees are about 10 times more likely to have
posttraumatic stress disorder than the general
populations of the host countries (Fazel,
Wheeler, & Danesh, 2005; Vojvoda, Weine,
McGlashan, Becker, & Southwick, 2008).
These studies also documented the fact that
women constituted one of the groups that is
most vulnerable to such traumatization. Further-
more, unlike survivors of many other traumas,
refugees also must deal with other stressors—
including exile, resettlement, and accultura-
tion—that greatly affect their long-term adjust-

ment and quality of life (Bello, 2004; Boehnlein
et al., 2004).

Similarly, various pieces of research have
studied the consequences of torture on mental
health. Such consequences include reactions of
panic and fear of death, sadness, shame, feel-
ings of humiliation, helplessness and unpredict-
ability of the world, among others. At the clin-
ical level, victims of psychological torture can
have symptoms of anxiety disorders, depres-
sion, or posttraumatic stress disorder (Başoğlu,
1992; Başoğlu et al., 1997; Bojholm et al.,
1992; Reis et al., 2004; Vesti, Somnier, & Kas-
trup, 1992; Viñar, 2005; among others). For the
families of torture victims, the consequences are
also extremely painful and enduring: Having
witnessed the arrest, the incommunicado deten-
tion in which the relative is held, and being
bullied and harassed because of having a family
link with the victim that the authorities wish to
punish can increase levels of stress, fear, con-
cern, and feelings of being threatened, as well as
a loss of the feeling of safety, security, and
social support, which affects both the family
system and other family members (Kira, 2002;
Silove, Steel, McGorry, Miles, & Drobny,
2002). Generally, women have to cope with the
impact of violence on their lives as well as that
committed on their families and communities
(Lunde & Ortmann, 1990).

Moreover, impacts produced by political vi-
olence are supplemented by those which gener-
ate impunity or lack of acknowledgment of the
harm suffered, which does not allow for a full
recovery of people who have been victims, nor
does it afford the necessary conditions for social
reconstruction processes (Kordon, Edelman,
Lagos, & Kersner, 1995). The impacts have a
psychosocial character because they are politi-

1 Resolution 2105 (XX) recognized the legitimate de-
fense of colonial peoples in favor of their independence.
The same has been included in U.N. General Assembly
resolutions 2107 (XX), 2189 (XXI), or 2326 (XXII). In
resolution 35/19, dated November 11, 1980, the General
Assembly recognized the POLISARIO Front as the sole and
legitimate representative of the Sahrawi people. However,
the POLISARIO Front has been accused of human rights
violations by POLISARIO defectors, who have left the
refugee camps and have pointed out that dissent is repressed
and freedom of movement is restricted, but such complaints
have not been properly documented by human rights orga-
nizations. There are currently no Moroccan prisoners of war
held in the refugee camps.
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cally motivated and take place in the context of
power dynamics and relations (Baró, 1990).
This psychosocial dimension also affects the
way in which victims face such violations, and
they affect the social representations they have
on human rights and on the conflicting groups
(Doise, Spini, & Clèmence, 1998), as well as on
the demands for reparation required in peace-
culture-building processes (Beristain, 2005; De
Greiff, 2006; Rome Statute of the International
Criminal Court, 2002; United Nations General
Assembly Resolution 60/147, December 2005).

Indeed, despite the cruelty of war and the
perverse character of the strategies used to sub-
due the population, people have not become
resigned to being passive subjects of barbarity,
and their grief can gain significance in the way
they live. Beliefs in the form of a strong alle-
giance to religion have acted as a primary
source of resourcefulness in different regions of
Africa (Halcón et al., 2004; Khawaja, White,
Schweitzer, & Greenslade, 2008). People also
use social support, and collective and commu-
nal self, as a protective factor against the impact
of violence and persecution (Goodman, 2004;
McMichael & Manderson, 2004). Moreover,
cognitive processes, in the form of interpreta-
tions and perceptions of oneself and the situa-
tion, have enabled individuals to cope with trau-
matic events (Brune et al., 2002; Gorman,
Brough, & Ramirez, 2003; Vázquez, Cervellón,
Pérez-Sales, Vidales, & Gaborit, 2005). Cogni-
tive processing is indicated by being prepared
for the difficulties, talking about trauma, or giv-
ing it new meaning (Başoğlu et al., 1997; Good-
man, 2004). According to Punamaki-Gitai
(1990), refugees exposed to extreme violence
and conflict adopt more active and purposive
coping strategies, such as being involved in
political activities or confronting the opposite
forces. The fight against oblivion and testimo-
nial commemoration, together with social orga-
nization and political demands, are mechanisms
that allow them to provide a social significance
to intrusive individual memories of collectively
traumatic events (Becker & Lira, 1989).

In recent years, there has been a growing
interest in psychology-for-peace-related circles
on reconciliation after violent conflict or pro-
longed periods of political repression in differ-
ent parts of the world. In most cases, the content
of this concept has to do with rescuing coexis-
tence between opposing groups, rebuilding trust

and the social and organizational fabric frac-
tured by violence, and the establishment of a
new social consensus and new attitudes of co-
existence with others, or even the creation of
new spaces for meeting people who have other
convictions (Bar-Tal & Bennink, 2004; Chirot
& Seligman, 2001; Gibson, 2004; Kelman,
2005, 2008, Malley-Morrison, Mercurio, &
Twose, 2013; Shnabel & Nadler, 2008). This
means assuming that the knowledge of the truth,
the application of justice, demanding apologies,
and suing for damages would all allow for rec-
onciliation (Gibson, 2004). However, when
those in government do not fulfil their citizens’
needs, and such citizens are kept in conditions
of poverty, insecurity, and violation of human
rights, and so forth without transforming these
sources of violence, there will always be a sub-
strate that hinders an effective implementation
of constructive social relationships. From a po-
sition that takes into account the literature on
collective mobilization, it is necessary to con-
sider that the perception of unmet basic needs
and perceived injustice intensifies antagonism,
frustration, and fear, which, in turn, can lead to
extreme behaviors (Finkel & Moghaddam,
2005; Staub & Bar-Tal, 2003; Staub, Pearlman,
Gubin, & Hagengimana, 2005; Taylor &
Moghaddam, 1994) that hinder peace processes.
These processes become even more compli-
cated in societies that are fractured into social or
ethnic groups that have clashed violently, or
when it is necessary to overcome historical di-
visions in the community, expanded as a result
of militarization (Beristain, 2009).

In the Sahrawi case, there is a lack of sys-
tematic studies to assess the impact of violence
on the population located in the refugee camps
and that resisting in the Western Sahara itself,
as well as on the needs for reparation of the
population, beyond the political and territorial
claims issued by group platforms. Neither are
there any systematic human rights violations
narratives of the victims to contribute to the
construction of a collective memory. We hope
that the results of this study are a contribution in
that direction.

This article is an exploratory and descriptive
study that attempts to make headway on these
issues. In particular, it aims to (a) increase
knowledge on the human rights violations suf-
fered by the Sahrawi population; (b) identify the
consequences and the emotional impact thereof,
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both past and present, and their relationship
with the various types of violence suffered; (c)
get to know the way in which the population has
been able to go through such human rights
violations and the strategies they have used for
this purpose; and, finally, (d) document the
most-valued forms of reparation for the victims
for the damages caused by the conflict and
human rights violations they have experienced.
These issues are studied taking into account
gender, the level of exposure to violence
(whether they are victims or direct relatives of
victims) and location (refugee camps vs. the
Western Sahara).

Historical Background

The conflict in the Western Sahara is still a
pending matter for the international community
with regard to the fulfillment of the right of
self-determination of a people in the process of
decolonization.2 In October 1975, Morocco in-
vaded the Western Sahara in two ways: (a) the
Green March, displacing thousands of Moroc-
cans3; and (b) by means of its armed forces,
which occupied the northwestern part of the
territory. In November 1975, Hassan II’s regime
organized the Green March, during which thou-
sands of Moroccan citizens occupied part of the
territory. During this stage, the modus operandi
followed by the State of Morocco against the
civilian refugees in the desert, or those simply
suspected of supporting the POLISARIO, was
the bombing of civilians, painstakingly sifting
through and plundering the desert region, and
carrying out enforced disappearances and extra-
judicial executions. A large part of the Sahrawi
population had to flee to the border with Algeria
after the bombings. There they established ref-
ugee camps administered by institutions of the
Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic, self-
proclaimed by the POLISARIO Front in Febru-
ary 1976 and recognized by many countries,
including the Organisation of African Unity
(Omar, Murphy, El Jalil, & Hamoudi, 2008).

Forced disappearances and arbitrary deten-
tions were, since then, characteristics of every-
day life that continued through the early 1990s.
Many people were arrested under the accusation
of having participated in proindependence ac-
tivities, or having supported or having family
ties to the POLISARIO Front. Others were ar-
rested while attempting to flee from the Western

Sahara to the refugee camps in Tindouf (Alge-
ria). Those arrested were taken to clandestine
detention centers located in Morocco itself or in
the Western Sahara, where torture and abuse
were quite common during interrogation and
throughout the period of detention (Amnesty
International, 1996). At least 800 people were
made to disappear. Of these, 120 were released
within a few months or in the early years, and
about 300 were released in 1991 after 15 years
of illegal detention. About another 350 people
are still unaccounted for. In December 2010, the
Advisory Council on Human Rights of Mo-
rocco published a list of 207 names of people
arrested who were declared dead, even though
they offered no information about the circum-
stances of the deaths or of their fate (Beristain &
González Hidalgo, 2012).

On April 29, 1991, Morocco and the
POLISARIO Front signed the settlement plan
sponsored by the United Nations and subse-
quently established the United Nations Mission
for the Referendum in the Western Sahara
(MINURSO),4 with the objective of maintain-
ing the ceasefire and holding a referendum on
self-determination for the Sahrawi people, who
would be able to choose between independence
or integration into, or association with, the State
of Morocco.5 Over the years, the MINURSO
mandate has proved insufficient to respond to
the current political situation, as human rights
violations have become one of the obstacles to
seeking a political solution to the conflict.

2 See http://iajuws.org/resoluciones.php
3 The displacement of the Moroccan population during

the Green March was significant; about 350,000 Moroccans
occupied abandoned buildings in Sahrawi territory. Others
arrived later on in exchange for tax compensation and other
stimuli (Segura, 2001). At present, it is estimated that the
population amounts to approximately 400,000, of which
250,000 to 300,000 are Moroccans; 100,000 to 150,000 are
Sahrawis; and another 160,000 are Moroccan soldiers and
military personnel (Skretteberg, 2008).

4 For further information on: http://www.minurso.unlb
.org/

5 See Resolution 1541 (XV), Principles which should
guide Member States to determine whether there is an
obligation to transmit the information called for under
Article 73 e of Charter 1960, United Nations General As-
sembly. The resolution states that the right to self-
determination can lead to independence, free association, or
integration with another State, depending on which is the
will of the people.
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On April 7, 1999, the State of Morocco cre-
ated the Independent Arbitration Committee,
which is responsible for granting financial com-
pensation for material and moral damages suf-
fered by the victims of enforced disappearances
and arbitrary detentions. Later, in 2004,6 the
Equity and Reconciliation Commission (In-
stance Equité et Réconciliation) was set up as
an independent national commission, with the
purpose of establishing truth, equity, and recon-
ciliation. But this did not meet international
standards of research: It simply provided com-
pensation to those victims that presented their
cases, excluding victims in the refugee camps
and setting aside the demands for truth and
justice or moral reparation for the Sahara. While
the commission worked, there was widespread
arbitrary detention, torture, and processes with
long sentences for claiming for the right of
self-determination, or simply for denying the
official state-sponsored version of the conflict.
These human rights violations were even per-
petrated against human rights associations that
were then banned, and against independent Mo-
roccan journalists.

Currently, the Sahrawi population is divided
between the areas occupied by Morocco, the
area behind the wall built by Morocco7 that is
occupied by the POLISARIO, and the refugee
camps in Tindouf. The Sahara controlled by
Morocco is inhabited by approximately 400,000
people who are, for the most part, not natives of
the territory, and of which less than 150,000 are
Sahrawis. Meanwhile, the refugee population is
divided into five camps that concentrate around
150,000 inhabitants: Smara, Laayoune, 27th
February, Auserd, and Dakhla.

During the early years in Tindouf, Sahrawi
women had to confront the harsh conditions of
the Hamada desert, with a complete lack of
resources for a minimum subsistence, the ab-
sence of men who were in the battlefield, and
the need to create conditions of safety and sta-
bility for the displaced, among other problems.8

Moreover, many Sahrawi women have been
subjected to serious human rights violations.
Whereas in the case of Chile, the women de-
tained during the dictatorship were 12.6% of all
political prisoners, in the case of the Western
Sahara, the proportion of detained and disap-
peared Sahrawi women is twice that number
(25%). Moreover, most of the detained and dis-
appeared Sahrawi women lacked any kind of

political activism, although a minority of them
had indeed participated in several public dem-
onstrations (Beristain & González Hidalgo,
2012, p. 86).

Until late 2010, the Moroccan authorities did
not recognize enforced disappearances and the
death of 207 people arrested in various clandes-
tine centers between 1976 and 1993. At present,
no members of the security forces have been
investigated or condemned for torturing detain-
ees, despite hundreds of reports in recent years.
During the last decade, the Sahrawi population
has brought reports to various entities such as
the prosecutor or the courts in the towns of
Laayoune and Smara. Such reports included
arbitrary detention and torture, but in general,
the allegations, although accepted, have not
been followed up on by the authorities. Two
factors are common to all these human rights
violations: (a) that they take place in the context
of claiming the right to self-determination, and
(b) the impunity with which they occur (Alonso,
2001). In none of the Sahrawi cases was com-
plete and reliable information provided by the
Moroccan authorities on the fate of the disap-
peared, nor have any remains been returned to
their relatives.

Method

Sample

Interviews were carried out with 261 people
who were victims of human rights violations
perpetrated by the Moroccan security forces in
different historical periods. Of these, 50.6%
(n � 132) were male and 49.4% (n � 129) were
female, with an average age of 51.4 years, the
youngest being 19 and the oldest being 91.

6 Royal Dahir (decree) No. 01.04.42 approved the stat-
utes of the Instance of Equity and Reconciliation, which was
enacted on April 20, 2004, and published in the Official
Gazette No. 5203 dated April 12, 2004. The Equity and
Reconciliation Instance was officially instituted by King
Mohammed VI on January 7, 2004.

7 This is a set of eight defensive walls of over 2,720 km
in length, built by Morocco in the Western Sahara from
1980. It is a military zone with bunkers, fences and mine-
fields, built to protect the territory occupied by Morocco
from POLISARIO Front raids and to prevent the return of
Sahrawi refugees to the territory.

8 National Union of Sahrawi Women, http://www.arso
.org/UNMS-1.htm
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Regarding the level of exposure to violence,
19.5% (n � 50) were indirect victims (relatives
of disappeared persons), and 79.5% (n � 211)
were direct victims, that is, people who were
directly attacked, either in bombings or demon-
strations, or who were temporarily detained or
made to disappear. It is necessary to bear in
mind that 23.3% of the direct victims said they
also had relatives who were victims of violence.
That is, almost one in four direct victims said
they also had relatives affected by human rights
violations, especially enforced disappearances.
The number of relatives affected by human
rights violations varies in each case between 1
and 11 people.

Although most of the indirect victims or rel-
atives now live in the refugee camps (64%), and
are mostly women (60% vs. 40% of men who
said they were relatives), 36% of the people
who were both relatives and respondents lived
inside the Western Sahara itself. That is, many
relatives of respondents who, at some stage, had
been made to disappear were in the refugee
camps. These data are important because the
victims who are in the camps have had no
acknowledgment of the human rights violations
suffered, or even access to information or to the
formalities through which to search for their
missing relatives. It is also necessary to take
into account that many victims who were inter-
viewed as direct victims of the Um Dreiga,
Guelta, or Tifariti bombings also had relatives
who had been made to disappear, especially
during the exodus.

On the other hand, the proportion of direct
victims residing in the Western Sahara (57.3%)
is higher than those in the camps (42.7%), and
there is a higher proportion of men (53.1%) than
women (46.7%) among this type of victim.
These differences are also relative to the fact
that most direct victims became victims in the
last few decades in the Western Sahara.

Most respondents refer to violations that took
place between 1975 and 1979 (60.9%), whereas
11.1% refer to the 1980s, 4% refer to the period
between 1990 and 1999, and 24.1% refer to the
period after 2000. It is necessary to bear in mind
that in 1991, most of the disappeared that re-
mained in secret detention centers since the
1970s were released, and that in the following 2
years, a considerable amount of cases of disap-
peared still took place through 1993. In 1996, a
group of Sahrawi prisoners of war who were

still in detention were released, and from that
period to the present, there have been wide-
spread cases of arbitrary detention, especially
during periods of Sahrawi demonstrations such
as those in 2005 and 2010.

Instrument and Variables

Semistructured in-depth interviews were car-
ried out. In order to systematize and quantify
the information gathered by means of such in-
terviews, a fixed questionnaire was designed. Its
construction was based on (a) the review of the
literature on human rights research and on psy-
chosocial impact in such studies, especially in
terms of Truth Commissions methodology
(Hayner, 2002; Human Rights Office of the
Archbishop of Guatemala, 1996); (b) the team’s
experience in other contexts about the impact of
violence and its reparation; and (c) the content
analysis of the first 30 in-depth interviews, with
the agreement of three blind experts that al-
lowed us to evaluate the forms of violence,
consequences, coping strategies and reparation
needs adapted to the context in order to validate
the questionnaire. The ad hoc questionnaire was
used by the interviewers to conduct the inter-
views and then to encode spontaneous narra-
tives of the population according to categories
that had previously been established by the
team.

In relation to the types of human rights
violations suffered, the questionnaire allowed
for the following registers: extrajudicial exe-
cutions (individual and collective), forced
displacement, forced disappearance (tempo-
rary disappearance and later release, or abso-
lute disappearance), threats, torture (physical,
psychological, and sexual), shadowing and
surveillance, bombing, destruction of prop-
erty, violations of the right to life, physical
abuse, requisition, and raids. All of these
were listed with a dichotomous response for-
mat (yes/no).

Regarding the consequences of the facts, the
questionnaire included the following conse-
quences: eating or sleeping disorders, injuries,
hospitalizations, stigmatization, physical or sen-
sory disability, fractures, impact on vital proj-
ects, worsening living conditions, chronic pain,
separation or abandonment, and impact on sex-
uality or impact on gender identity. All of these
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were also listed with a dichotomous response
format (yes/no).

Emotional impact was measured by two
items that delved on the perceived impact of
what had happened and the persistence of an
emotional impact in the present, in both cases
with impact ranking and a dichotomous re-
sponse format (yes/no).

Coping strategies listed in the questionnaire
were the redefinition and provision of signifi-
cance to the experience, the emotional and eco-
nomic support of the family, religious coping,
focusing on the family, not speaking socially or
socially inhibiting the facts of violence, trans-
forming the role played in the family, and get-
ting organized to defend one’s rights and/or
reporting the human rights violation to the re-
sponsible authorities or to the justice adminis-
tration. All of these had a dichotomous response
format (yes/no).

In order to explore the needs of reparation,
the following were included: investigating the
whereabouts or fate of the victims, truth about
what happened, prosecuting those responsible,
compensation for victims and their families,
victim protection, employment support, the re-
turning of properties, health care, legal rehabil-
itation measures, educational measures for
women or children, return of land, and the right
to self-determination. All of these were listed
with a dichotomous response format (yes/no).

In addition, the questionnaire included items
aimed at collecting certain social and demo-
graphic characteristics of the respondents,
namely (a) sex of the respondent, (b) place of
residence (the Western Sahara vs. refugee
camps), (c) level of exposure to violence (direct
or indirect victim), (d) age, (e) dates of the
events, (f) educational level, (g) occupation, and
(h) profession. In this work, the data on the first
three variables, that is, sex, place of residence,
and level of exposure to violence, are included
as independent variables for statistical analyses.
Any differences would be referred to with a
significance level of �0.05.

Procedure

Human rights research in the case of the
Western Sahara faces considerable difficulties
among a people divided into two geographical
areas, and with very distinct social, political,
and security characteristics. On the one hand,

there is a context of fragmentation in the Tin-
douf refugee camps; on the other hand, there is
a context of control and militarization within the
Western Sahara itself. The search for evidence
was focused on trying to have a minimum sam-
ple of testimonies relating to different periods or
forms of violence. These periods were initially
set up by looking up previous research and
identifying key witnesses in order to better de-
fine the scope and possibilities for this research.

Before conducting the interviews, contact was
established with local organizations—such as the
Association for the Families of Sahrawi Prisoners
and the Disappeared, the Sahrawi Association of
Victims of Grave Human Rights Violations, and
the Collectif des Défenseurs Sahraouis, des Droits
de l’Homme—to assess the feasibility of such
work and facilitate contacts to accede to them,
build trust, and overcome the frustration and prac-
tical difficulties of such access (including the Has-
senia9 language; two zones with difficult access;
and strong political or military control, especially
in the Western Sahara). An initial objective of 200
testimonies was set, which was exceeded, and it
was also decided that there should be a sufficiently
representative presence of women in the sample,10

so as to visualize the human rights violations
suffered by them. Later, visits to the two zones
were planned. Although the research itself was
conducted by an independent team, it was neces-
sary to establish relationships of trust and coordi-
nation with Sahrawi organizations in order to be
able to carry out the task in both a professional and
reliable manner. Furthermore, this process was
aimed at supporting local capacity to improve, as
far as possible, the documentation of cases and the
relationship with the victims.

We used contacts that some victims had with
others, and contacts with support organizations
(snowball technique). The victims were con-
tacted and consulted through Sahrawi human
rights organizations and through certain con-
tacts that the Hegoa Institute of the University

9 Eight percent of the testimonies were taken in Hassenia,
a dialect of Arabic, with the assistance of interpreters, and
interviews were translated and transcribed into Castilian for
later content analysis.

10 Twenty-five percent of victims of enforced disappear-
ance who were released in 1991 were women, which shows
the enormous impact of human rights violations against
women. However, most victims of the bombings, which
have never been investigated, were women (Beristain &
González Hidalgo, 2012, p. 86).
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of the Basque Country had. The interviews
lasted between 1 and 4 hr, and were made as
close to the place of residence of the victims as
possible, as part of the research process, in order
to understand the context in which they live and
the human rights violations they had gone
through. People were interviewed on a voluntary
basis, after explaining the significance of the proj-
ect. Because of fear, a few people testified under
the condition that their names would be withheld.

Prior to the development of the interviews,
training was conducted for the working team in
terms of case documentation, including practice
sessions for taking testimonies and initial super-
vision. All materials that had been developed
for this purpose were translated into Arabic to
serve as a support in the interview process and
as material for human rights work.

Results

Cases of Violence

Human rights violations referred to in the
study. Each person referred to between one
and 11 types of human rights violations suf-
fered, with an average of 4.6 violations per
person. Of the entire sample (N � 261), we
observed that 93.1% (n � 244) reported having
suffered violations of the right to life. A total of
59.5% (n � 156) said they had been victims of
arbitrary detention and enforced disappear-
ances. Of these, 70% (n � 112) were direct
victims who had suffered arbitrary detention or
temporary disappearance and were subse-
quently released, and 30% (n � 44) were indi-
rect victims or relatives of those missing to this
day.

In addition, 54.2% (n � 141) of all respon-
dents reported physical torture, 47.3% (n �
124) reported forced displacement, and 45.8%
(n � 120) reported psychological torture. A
third of those respondents (n � 88; 33.6%)
reported destruction of property; 28.6% (n �
75) said they had been monitored and placed
under personal surveillance; and 24.8% (n �
65) of the sample, that is, one in four respon-
dents, were victims of the bombings. Mean-
while, 22.9% (n � 60) reported sexual practices
in the context of arbitrary arrests and temporary
disappearances in secret detention centers; one
in five, or 21.4% (n � 56), received threats; and
a similar proportion, 19.5% (n � 51), suffered

physical abuse and endured beatings, especially
when demonstrations were held or in flight.
These data indicate the seriousness of human
rights violations against the civilian population
and the existence of several violations in each of
the cases of the victims interviewed.

The incidence was lower in relation to alle-
gations of house raids (n � 19; 7.3%), extraju-
dicial executions (n � 10; 3.8%), requisitions
(n � 10; 3.8%), and extrajudicial executions in
groups (n � 1; 0.4%).

The various forms of human rights violations
recorded were subjected to a factor analysis
with varimax rotation, which yielded five dis-
tinct factors accounting for 64.96% of the vari-
ance (see Table 1). This analysis was used to
group the different responses, in this case, on
the type of violations suffered, and to see how
they relate to each other.

The first factor gathered such human rights
violations as bombings, destruction, and forced
displacement (27.54% explained variance
[e.v.]), suffered by 56.3% of the sample (n �
147). The second factor integrated human rights
violations characterized by torture and threats
(13.19% v.e.), which were cited by 59% of
respondents (n � 154). The third put together
forced disappearance (temporary or total) and
violations of the right to life (9.37% v.e.), re-
ported by 94.3% (n � 246) of participants in the
study. A fourth factor was defined as searches
and requisitions (7.87% v.e.), and was reported
by 10% of the sample (n � 26). Finally, the fifth
factor referred to extrajudicial executions, both
individual and collective (see 6.98%), reported
by 3.8% of respondents (n � 10).

Correlation analyses were performed gather-
ing different forms of violence in accordance
with the factorial groups. To this end, the sam-
ple was dichotomized depending on whether it
was about the Western Sahara (2) or the refugee
camps (1), if the victim was a woman (2) or a
man (1), or if they were direct victims (2) or
relatives of victims (1). A positive correlation
indicates that this characteristic is more present
in the Western Sahara group, more present in
women, or more present in the direct victims, as
appropriate, and a negative correlation indicates
the opposite. The results (see Table 2) show that

• the bombings, destruction of property, and
forced displacement (Factor 1) comprise a type
of human rights violation reported by signifi-
cantly more people living in the camps (r �
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�.65) and by significantly more women (r �
.14);

• torture, threats, and surveillance (Factor 2)
comprise a repressive typology more character-
istic of men (r � �.28), of the population
residing in the Western Sahara (r � .61), and of
those who suffered direct violence (r � .33)
compared with the indirect victims or relatives;
and

• raids and requisitions (Factor 4) are more
frequent in the Sahrawi population (r � .13),
compared with those living in camps, as they
correspond to human rights violations that are
more prevalent today.

Enforced disappearances and violations of
the right to life (Factor 3) did not reveal differ-
ences in the level of exposure to violence, prob-
ably because in the forced disappearance cate-
gory, both the temporarily missing and the
permanently disappeared are integrated. There
were also no differences in terms of individual
or collective executions (Factor 5).

Torture in direct victims. An in-depth
analysis of the forms of torture described by
direct victims revealed that

1. With reference to physical torture, most of
the methods used (or at least those re-
ported by the victims) were (a) blows

without the use of instruments (n � 115;
54.5%), (b) blindfolding and use of hoods
(n � 96; 45.5%), (c) hanging and extreme
positions (n � 91; 43.13%), and (d) blows
with instruments (n � 81; 38.39%). To a
lesser extent, methods including the fol-
lowing were used: (a) asphyxia (n � 38;
18.01%), (b) electricity on the body (n �
36; 17.06%), (c) extreme temperatures
(n � 33; 15.64%), (d) burns or cuts (n �
15; 7.11%), and (e) the use of animals
(n � 8; 3.8%). In general, physical torture
was higher among the population living in
the Western Sahara itself (83.3% vs.
16.7% of the population in the refugee
camps; r � .68), among men (63.6% vs.
36.4%; r � �.27), and among those
who had been victims of arbitrary deten-
tion or temporary disappearance (60.6%
vs. 39.4%; r � .19).

2. With respect to torture of a psycholog-
ical nature, the most frequent forms re-
ported by direct victims were (a) insults
(n � 80; 37.91%), (b) unhealthy condi-
tions and/or deprivation of hygiene (n �
73; 34.6%), (c) insufficient food or food
deprivation (n � 72; 34.12%), (d) lack
of medical care (n � 69; 32.7%), and

Table 1
Human Rights Violations: Factor Structure

F1 F2 F3 F4 F5

F1. Bombings
Bombing 0.832 �147 �143 �114
Destruction of property 0.772 0.236 �111
Forced displacement 0.716 �314 �115 0.122

F2. Torture, Surveillance, and Threats
Monitoring and surveillance 0.809
Threats 0.721 �311 0.184
Physical torture �546 0.647 0.192
Psychological torture �560 0.625 0.141
Sexual violence �331 0.584

F3. Disappearance and Attacks Against the
Right To Life

Violation of the right to life 0.218 0.812 0.179
Forced disappearance �283 0.632 �213 0.187
Physical abuse 0.415 �598 0.406

F4. Requisitions and Seizures
Requisitions 0.117 0.744
Raids �244 0.698

F5. Executions
Extrajudicial executions 0.791
Collective extrajudicial executions (slaughters) 0.788
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(e) overcrowding (n � 54; 25.5%). This
type of psychophysical torture is linked
to the conditions of detention and inhu-
man or degrading treatment, and took
place especially in the clandestine de-
tention centers; together with all of
these forms of torture, there were also
(a) threats (n � 48; 22.75%), (b) ex-
treme individual isolation (n � 25; 11.
85%), (c) being forced to see other peo-
ple being tortured (n � 23; 10.9%), (d)
sleep deprivation (n � 22; 10.43%),
and, in a minority of cases, (e) the threat
of killing relatives (n � 3; 1.42%) and
(f) surveillance (n � 16; 7.58%), which
was reported by some victims as part of
the psychological pressure. In general,
psychological torture had a higher inci-
dence among the population residing in
the Western Sahara (84.7% vs. 15.3% of
the population of the refugee camps; r �
.62), mainly among men (62.7% vs.
37.3%; r � �.21) and among those who
were victims of arbitrary detention or
temporary disappearance (61.9% vs.
38.1%; r � .19).

3. Finally, in terms of sexual torture, the
most reported forms of such were (a)
forced nudity (n � 42; 19.91%), (b)
threats of rape or sexual violence (n �
12; 5.69%), (c) rape (n � 8; 3.79%), (d)
electric shocks on breasts and/or geni-
tals (n � 7; 3.32%), (e) torture during
pregnancy (n � 5; 2.37%), (f) blows on
the breasts and/or genitals (n � 3;
1.42%), (g) marks on the body (n � 2;
0.95%), (h) groping the body (n �
1; 0.47%), (i) forced abortion (n � 1;
0.47%), and (j) assault and/or oral
mockery with sexual content (n � 1;
0.47%). Also reported were other forms
of sexual torture such as being required
to kiss the perpetrators, photographing
people naked, and piercing the penis
with hot needles. In general, sexual tor-
ture was higher among the population
residing in the Western Sahara (90% vs.
10% of the refugee camp population;
r � .41), and among those who were
victims of arbitrary detention or tempo-
rary enforced disappearance (68.3% vs.
31.7%; r � .19). There were no signif-
icant differences between men and T
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women in sexual torture violation
reports.

It is necessary to bear in mind that there are
numerous cases of bombing or looting among
direct victims, and therefore the frequency of
torture is even greater if one considers only the
interviews of people who suffered arbitrary ar-
rests and disappearances, which are the cases in
which such tortures took place.

What Is To Happen After the Violence?

Psychosocial consequences of violence. In
order to know the consequences that such hu-
man rights violations have had on the lives of
people, various coded categories were identified
according to the freely expressed account of
victims on the aspects that had affected them.
The interviews revealed that most of the victims
experienced a worsening of their living condi-
tions (n � 249; 95.4%) and felt that their life
projects had been truncated (n � 234; 89.66%).

Over one quarter of the respondents reported
consequences in terms of separation and aban-
donment (n � 71; 27.2%). One fifth of them
reported chronic pain (n � 51; 19.54%) and
hospitalization as a result of the human rights
violations suffered (n � 51; 19.54%), especially
as a result of torture. Furthermore, one in 10
(9.96%; n � 26) reported having had alterations
in nourishment or sleep habits, and 8.81% (n �
23) reported fractures and physical or sensory
disability as a result of the violence. To a lesser
extent, 20 people (7.66%) reported effects on
sexuality and 18 (6.90%) reported an impact on
their gender identity. Finally, a minority (n �
12; 4.60%) said they had to endure social stig-
matization as a result of violence. It is necessary
to take into account that the frequencies of the
consequences were established in accordance
with the spontaneous testimonies of victims,
and therefore they show the most salient or
relevant consequences for the victims, all of
which is possible to collect by means of semi-
structured interviews.

In order to more adequately assess how to
group the different consequences identified, a fac-
tor analysis was carried out. This analysis yielded
four distinct factors that accounted for 60.08% of
the variance. The first, the psychophysical conse-
quences on health (justified by 19.67% v.e.), gath-
ered consequences of physical or emotional
trauma, fractures, chronic pain, hospitalization,

physical or sensory disabilities; and/or eating or
sleeping disorders. These consequences were re-
ported by 45.8% of respondents. The second (18.
17% v.e.) referred to those items that assessed
vital impact and a worsening of living conditions,
reported by 95.8% of the sample. The third factor
(11.14% v.e.) put together items aimed at explain-
ing social isolation, in terms of abandonment or
social stigmatization, reported by 30.7% of the
interviewees. The fourth factor (11.08% v.e.) col-
lected those items that measured the impact on
sexuality and gender identities, mentioned by 10.
34% of participants in the study (see Table 3).

Analyzing the differences in terms of so-
ciodemographic characteristics of the popula-
tion surveyed, we found that

• The population in the Western Sahara
made more reference to consequences of a psy-
chophysical character (Factor 1; r � .19) and
impact on sexuality and gender identity (Factor
4; r � .14), since direct repression, especially
that as a result of torture, affected them the
most, whereas the population in the refugee
camps referred more to consequences of social
isolation, abandonment, and stigmatization
(Factor 3; r � �.26; see Table 4).

• Also, women (r � .24) and indirect victims
(r � �.35), most vulnerable population in ref-
ugee camps, made more reference to social iso-
lation (Factor 3; see Table 4).

Emotional impact at the time and now.
As for emotional impact, 92.72% of the popu-
lation reported having suffered a very strong
impact when the human rights violations took
place, and significantly so among the direct
victims (n � 201; 95.95%) compared with rel-
atives (n � 41; 82%; r � .20). Sex of the
participants and place of residence factors
showed no significant differences.

The affected participants were also asked
whether they continued to suffer an emotional
impact even today. The data show that 78.16%
(n � 204) of the sample was still affected by
those human rights violations, more signifi-
cantly so among the population living in the
refugee camps (n � 102; 83.61%) compared
with the proportion of the population in the
Western Sahara (n � 102; 73.38%; r � �.12),
which is somewhat smaller. These differences
in the high level of concern showed by all the
victims is striking in that, in the refugee camps,
the time elapsed since such serious human
rights violations took place is many years,
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whereas in the Western Sahara, human rights
violations continue today, and the level of anx-
iety is somewhat higher in the refugee camps.
This is likely because of the impact of the
forced disappearances and bombings that have
not had any kind of recognition, and the condi-
tions of further neglect and lack of organization
of the victims in the refugee camps compared
with that of those in the Western Sahara, where
they still have to face conditions of violence.
However, they also have a higher degree of
organization and a sense of resistance that is
probably more diluted in the victims that are in
the camps. It also shows the importance of
psychosocial care programs in the two cases,
and the need for assistance of victims on both
sides. Sex and the level of exposure to violence
factors showed no significant differences.

Finally, in relation to the perception of a com-
munity impact, 77.4% (n � 202) of the respon-
dents reported that human rights violations had
had a major community impact, significantly so
for people in the refugee camps (n � 109; 89.3%)
compared with the population in the Western Sa-
hara itself (n � 93; 66.9%; r � �.27). Sex and the
level of exposure to violence factors yielded no
significant differences.

Consequences, emotional impact, and
types of violence: Correlation between
variables. Finally, we wanted to know the
relationship between the consequences of vio-
lence, its emotional impact (past and present),
and the type of human rights violations suf-

fered. For this purpose, a correlation analysis
was performed, which showed that people who
had been tortured experienced a greater emo-
tional impact at the time of the events (r � .21),
whereas being severely affected even today was
related to being a victim of bombings and the
forced displacement linked to the bombings
(r � .15). In addition, a greater emotional im-
pact at the time of the incident was positively
related to the fact of having suffered psycho-
logical and physical consequences (Factor 1;
r � .229) and vital impact (Factor 2; r � .45).
Finally, the fact of being hard hit even today
was related to the fact of having had more
consequences of a psychophysical (Factor 1;
r � .19) or vital impact type (Factor 2; r � .25),
or related to isolation or lack of social support
(Factor 3; r � .17), and a bigger impact on
sexuality and gender identity (Factor 4; r �
.14), as well as a greater emotional impact at the
time when the human rights violations took
place (r � .45).

Facing Violence and Its Consequences

The ways of coping, that is, what the victims
have had to do in order to confront the human
rights violations or the consequences thereof,
show the importance that different aspects or
strategies have had for Sahrawi victims.

The most frequent coping strategy reported
by Sahrawi victims was the attribution of sig-
nificance to what had happened. Among those

Table 3
Psychosocial Consequences: Factor Structure

F1 F2 F3 F4

F1. Psychophysical Consequences
Wounds 0.685 �114 0.103 0.094
Chronic pain 0.649 �122 0.133 0.250
Hospitalizations 0.552 0.280 �448 0.094
Physical or sensory disability 0.527 0.162 �208 0.157
Eating or sleeping disorders 0.517 �395 0.482 �121
Fractures 0.462 �085 �407 0.316

F2. Vital Impact
Life projects truncated �025 0.759 0.217 0.384
Worsening living conditions 0.028 0.673 0.388 0.421

F3. Social Isolation
Separation, abandonment �152 0.146 0.551 �.050
Social stigma 0.324 �438 0.507 0.188

F4. Sexuality and Gender Identity
Gender identity 0.348 0.407 0.126 �659
Sexuality 0.459 0.399 0.020 �623
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who made mention of the ways they had to
confront human rights violations and their con-
sequences, 36.02% (n � 94) mentioned efforts
to provide a political meaning to the experience.
One quarter of respondents (n � 66; 25.29%)
reported what had happened, with this being
especially true among victims of events that
took place in more recent years, whereas 18.
01% (n � 47) indicated that they focused on
their families as a way of coping with the situ-
ation. Meanwhile, 13.41% (n � 35) of the re-
spondents reported having confronted the situ-
ation by resorting to religion, 11.9% took
charge of the emotional and economic support
of the family (n � 31), and 4.21% (n � 11)
reported having transformed their roles within
the families. Only nine people (3.45%) reported
having chosen not to talk about what happened
as a kind of adaptive avoidance for coping with
a hostile environment. Nobody was able to ob-
tain psychosocial support as a form of confront-
ing the consequences of the human rights vio-
lations suffered. The latter is significant because
it shows how, in general, Sahrawi victims have
had to face the consequences of human rights
violations in solitude and have not had oppor-
tunities to obtain specific psychosocial support.

All of the coping strategies were subjected to
a factor analysis that yielded three factors ac-
counting for 53.89% of the variance. The first
(24.36% v.e.) refers to a type of family-focused
coping (together with its emotional and eco-
nomic support), religion, and the search for a
significance for what had happened. The second
(15.14% v.e.) puts together social distribution
or sharing with the social reorganization of fam-
ily roles. Finally, the third factor (14.38% v.e.)
groups the items related to reporting the human
rights violations and the organization of the
defense of such rights (see Table 5).

Analyzing the differences in terms of the
respondents sociodemographic characteristics,
there is a type of coping characterized by the
organization and conducting of human rights
violation reporting (Factor 3), which occurs sig-
nificantly among the victims in the Western
Sahara itself (r �. 39) compared with those
living in the refugee camps. In addition, a fam-
ily-type coping of a religious character (Factor
1) is more frequent among women in compari-
son with men (r � .13). The other factors did
not show significant differences (see Table 6).T
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Needs and Demands for Reparations

There was also a question asked at the end of
the interviews about what measures would be
appropriate to repair the damage. Although hu-
man rights violations, torture, bombings, and
forced disappearances imply irreparable reali-
ties, the right to reparation for victims is some-
thing that should be considered as an obligation
of the State (De Greiff, 2006; Rome Statute of
the International Criminal Court, 2002; United
Nations General Assembly, 2005). For this pur-
pose, it is essential to take into account the
perceptions, needs, and participation of victims.

The following frequencies refer to the re-
spondents’ spontaneous narration, as they were
not specifically asked about the importance of
the various possible measures. That is, their
replies show the most relevant aspects in the
victims’ spontaneous explanations. The results
show that for almost half of those interviewed
(n � 125; 47.89%), reparation is part of a more
general demand for the right to self-determina-
tion of the Sahrawi people and the possibility
that those responsible for human rights viola-
tions are brought to justice (n � 97; 37.16%).
One third of the victims interviewed (n � 82;
31.42%) referred to measures directed toward
getting to know the truth, whereas 16.48% (n �
43) considered that reparation meant having the
land and territory returned to the population.
For 12.26% (n � 32), reparation was linked to
the investigation of the whereabouts or fate of
victims, which is the main demand of the rela-
tives of the disappeared, whereas 10.34% (n �
27) referred to economic measures such as com-
pensation payments. To a lesser extent, other

spontaneously cited measures were health care
(n � 18; 6.9%), the protection of victims (n �
14; 5.36%), the return of property (n � 12;
4.6%), psychosocial care (n � 11; 4.21%), legal
changes (n � 10; 3.83%), employment support
(n � 8; 3.07%), forms of remembrance for
victims (n � 8; 3.07%), legal rehabilitation
measures (n � 5; 1.9%), and educational mea-
sures for the victims or their sons and/or daugh-
ters (n � 3; 1.15%).

The corresponding factor analysis of these
responses grouped five factors that accounted
for 61.15% of the variance (see Table 7). The
first (24.54% v.e.) focused on health measures,
protection, and memory for victims, reported by
11.1% of respondents. The second (10.12%
v.e.) focused on social and educational rehabil-
itation and integration measures, mentioned by
4.6% of people. The third (9.61% v.e.) included
measures linked to the return of the land and the
demand for self-determination of the Sahrawi
people, reported by 48.9% of the sample. A
fourth factor (8.88% v.e.) placed together
truth and justice-related matters, which were
claimed by 51.1% of participants in the study.
Finally, the last factor (7.97% v.e.) collected
demands for material reparation, such as com-
pensations or restitution of seized property,
which were demanded by 13.7% of respon-
dents.

Analyzing the differences in terms of the
population’s social anchors, once the items had
been grouped according to the factor solution,
one can see that (see Table 8)

• reparation measures focusing on victims
(Factor 1; r � .18) and those of an economic

Table 5
Coping Strategies: Factor Structure

F1 F2 F3

F1. Family and Religion
Economic affective and family support 0.701 0.415
Focusing on the family 0.622 0.487
Religious coping 0.642 �179
Providing a significance to the HR violations 0.680 0.176

F2. Social Sharing and Family Role Transformation
Not speaking about the HR violations �252
Transformation of the role the victim has in the family �136 0.806 0.173

F3. Reporting and Advocacy
Getting organized to defend their rights 0.240 �262 0.745
Victims reporting HR violations �150 0.197 0.748
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nature (Factor 5; r � .15) are mentioned more
by the population living in the Western Sahara
itself, whereas those residing in the refugee
camps make significantly more reference to
measures of self-determination and returning
the land (Factor 3; r � �.17);

• woman, compared with men, are those who
place the most importance on measures consist-
ing of self-determination and returning the land
(Factor 3; r � .16); and

• direct victims make more reference to vic-
tim-centered measures (Factor 1; r � .14),
whereas relatives, especially in the case of the
disappeared, make more reference to reparation
measures focusing on truth and justice (Factor
4; r � �.26).

Discussion

As is clear from the results of this study, most
of the affected population suffered violations of
the right to life. Among them, forced disappear-
ance, forced displacement and exile, as well as
physical and psychological torture are all mo-
dalities of human rights violations that have
been commonplace among the Sahrawis victim-
ized by Moroccan forces in the Western Sahara
conflict. The human rights violations analyzed
in this work were carried out by perpetrators
that are, or have been, members of the military
and security forces of the State of Morocco; the
vast majority of such crimes were committed
against the civilian population and they have
come in cycles of violence, with a collective
dimension affecting many people and families
who became victims. In most cases, those hu-
man rights violations were committed following
a planned modus operandi with the coordinated
intervention of different security forces. For ex-
ample, most of the temporary disappearances in
clandestine centers were carried out by the army
and the gendarmerie. Such centers were
guarded by rapid intervention police forces and
the so-called auxiliary forces (Beristain &
González Hidalgo, 2012).

These crimes have not taken place in an iso-
lated manner, but by analyzing this assortment
of human rights violations, we can see that there
is a relationship between them. It is also possi-
ble to see that the different types of human
rights violations arising from the factor analyses
differ depending on their population-related so-
cial and demographic profiles. Whereas theT
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bombings, destruction of property, and forced
displacement are types of human rights viola-
tions reported more often by women who
mostly live in the refugee camps, torture,
threats, and surveillance are forms of violence
that have been primarily described by men, by
those who directly suffered violence, and by the
victims who still resist within the Western Sa-
hara. The resident population of the Western
Sahara made significantly more reference to
physical and psychological consequences, as
well as to the impact on their sexuality and
gender identity (the Western Sahara is where
most people directly experienced violence in
terms of torture, threats, and surveillance, in
contrast to the population in the refugee camps).
Meanwhile, the population in the refugee camps
(represented mostly by women and relatives of
disappeared detainees) referred mostly to con-
sequences associated with forms of violence,
such as forced displacement and bereavement,
in the form of abandonment and social isolation,
in a similar manner to what was described by
Boehnlein et al. (2004) and Bello (2004). They
also referred to a greater emotional damage that
persists even today, in a manner similar to other
studies that described a greater traumatic impact
in this population (Fazel et al., 2005; Marshall

et al., 2005; Silove et al., 2002; Vojvoda et al.,
2008).

Over half of the Sahrawi population has
sought refuge in Algeria since 1976, but since
then, they have remained in a state of transience
and emergency for 37 years. The refugees ar-
rived in Algeria after a long exodus through the
desert, they were also subjected to plunder and
bombings, and many had left behind dead or
disappeared relatives. Hundreds of people died
in the bombings at Um Dreiga or Guelta, and
there has been no recognition of what happened,
or of the dignity of the victims, or of the re-
sponsibility of the perpetrators. The refugee
population is supported by international solidar-
ity and humanitarian aid provided by various
governments and civil society organizations
from different countries, but the situation has
been considered more as a problem of human-
itarian aid than as a situation of grave human
rights violations. The results of this study thus
reveal the differential impact on victims who
are in the refugee camps separated from their
families and uprooted from their land, as well as
the conditions of uncertainty and tentativeness
that have been maintained with the passage of
time.

Table 7
Reparation Needs: Factor Structure

F1 F2 F3 F4 F5

F1. Victim Services
Psychosocial care 0.814 0.336 0.141 0.096 0.057
Forms of memory of victims 0.729 �044 0.111 0.129 �020
Protection of victims 0.682 0.233 0.085 0.125 �159
Health care 0.679 0.048 0.072 0.018 0.105

F2. Rehabilitation and Restoration
Legal rehabilitation measures 0.178 0.788 0.069 0.051 �024
Educational measures for victims

or their children �061 0.664 �031 0.109 �034
Employment support 0.391 0.627 0.125 �117 0.111

F3. Self-Determination and Territory
Returning of the land 0.212 0.102 0.780 0.061 0.089
Self-determination 0.138 0.005 0.769 �059 �175

F4. Truth and Justice
Knowledge of the truth 0.211 �044 0.022 0.772 0.016
Investigation of the whereabouts

or fate of the victims �271 0.202 0.329 0.630 0.253
Prosecuting those responsible 0.274 0.095 �291 0.591 �167

F5. Real e Indeminizaciones
Compensation measures �073 0.067 �133 0.010 0.826
Returning properties 0.459 �156 0.144 0.021 0.526
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It is necessary to bear in mind that, in general,
individual testimonies are not a good source of
information about collective impacts, because
people tend to focus more on their own personal
affectations. That means, in the case of the
Western Sahara, individual affectation is seen
as part of an attack on a person’s group, which
is, in this case, the Sahrawi people. They also
show the sense of loss and involvement as a
people, with a strong prominence even today,
because this is an unresolved conflict that has
dragged on for many years and this has in-
creased the feeling of individual anxiety.

Regarding coping strategies, it appears that
most of the population socially shared ac-
counts about what happened and changed
roles within the families; nearly half recurred
to a coping strategy based on family (see
McMichael & Manderson, 2004) and religion
(mainly women), as previous studies have
described (Halcón et al., 2004; Khawaja et al.,
2008). Finally, one third of those interviewed
chose a collective form of coping by means of
getting organized in order to defend their
rights as victims (especially among the pop-
ulation resisting within the Western Sahara
itself), and these people have exhibited psy-
chosocial benefits in previous studies
(Başoğlu et al., 1997; Becker & Lira, 1989;
Goodman, 2004; Gorman et al., 2003; Puna-
maki-Gitai, 1990).

Within the camps, this collective coping
has had a strong foundation on the work car-
ried out by women. These are women who
were carrying their children and their few
belongings, and fled through the desert and
were victims of bombings, while the men joined
the armed resistance of the POLISARIO Front. It
was the women who kept the refugee camps,
cared for their families, or reversed their tra-
ditional roles in the maintenance of their col-
lective project. This role adopted by women
has also been found in other contexts, in
which they were responsible for family care
(Goldenberg, 1990; Lunde & Ortmann, 1990)
and for the collective memory of the commu-
nity (Leydesdorff, Passerini, & Thompson,
1996).

Within the camps, Sahrawi women have
protected their livelihoods and those of their
families, and that of their people as from their
traditional roles in Sahrawi culture, while also
questioning such roles, as is the case of theT
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women in the National Union of Sahrawi
Women in the refugee camps.

However, this resilience is also burdened
by the 37 years that the refugee population
has remained in the desert, abandoned to a
fate determined by the lack of international
commitment to support a solution based on
United Nations resolutions and international
law, including respect for human rights within
the Western Sahara and the return of refugees.

In recent years, there has been a growing
debate about the processes of truth, justice,
reparation, and reconciliation after violent
conflicts or dictatorships in different parts of
the world (Inter American Institute of Human
Rights, 2011). All of these situations have
been quite common in Latin America, Eu-
rope, and Africa over the past two decades.
Today, many of these issues are on the inter-
national agenda in countries in North Africa
and in the transition processes in the Arab
world. In these processes, there has been talk
of “transitional justice,” that is, the role that
truth, justice, and reparation policies have in
political transitions after armed conflicts or
dictatorships.

Data from this study show that the principal
way to repair what has happened goes through
a broader demand for the prevention of hu-
man rights violations in the future, more re-
spect for human rights and the application of
international law, including the right to self-
determination and the right of return and ter-
ritorial restitution, and making those respon-
sible accountable for the human rights
violations they committed. Other recurrent
demands are for truth and the return of land.
Other slightly less frequent demands are
forms of reparation associated with victims’
care, measures for their rehabilitation and re-
integration, or even economic measures or
return of property. These lower frequencies
are probably related to the different level of
reflection on what it means to redress victims
who have not participated in human rights
groups, and less knowledge of the different
dimensions of the various meanings of repa-
ration, as well as a higher projection of the
political aspects of the reparation and the
resolution of the conflict as the most impor-
tant measures for the victims. The differences
between the two places have to do with the
fact that of victims temporary disappearances

and arbitrary detention are in the territory of
Western Sahara, whereas the victims of
bombings and exile are in the camps, al-
though there are victims of forced disappear-
ances in both places. In the former case, they
have occasionally made claims for reparation
to Morocco, whereas the population living in
the camps has not been able to do this because
of their status and the lack of recognition of
the human rights violations they have suf-
fered.

In the case of the Western Sahara, these
concepts are still in question. Before the death
of Hassan II and after the enthronement of
King Mohammed VI in 1999, Morocco began
a process of internal change that continues to
this day. Political parties have been legalized,
parliamentary elections have been held, and
new spaces have been opened for political
participation and freedom of expression, and
some opponents of the regime are now even
government officials. In addition, the Moroc-
can state has launched certain compensation
and recognition policies for victims of the
Hassan II regime, but the role of such policies
in the Sahrawi population has been much
smaller, and has not responded to interna-
tional standards of investigation and search
for the disappeared. There has been no pun-
ishment for those responsible, nor has there
been any explicit acknowledgment of human
rights violations committed in the Western
Sahara. This, together with the lack of guar-
antees of nonrepetition, has made the contin-
uation of human rights violations against the
Sahrawi population possible. However, Sah-
rawi human rights organizations continue be-
ing illegal, military trials are still being held
against civilians, and freedom of expression
is denied to Sahrawi organizations (Amnesty
International, 1996; Human Rights Watch,
2008, 2009). The blocking and frustration of
political solutions, without there even being
any monitoring of the human rights situation
by the United Nations, is a breeding ground
for despair and a threat to the situation in the
region, while the conditions of exclusion and
marginalization of group demands can induce
extreme behaviors (Finkel & Moghaddam,
2005; Staub & Bar-Tal, 2003; Staub et al.,
2005; Taylor & Moghaddam, 1994) that hin-
der any peace processes.
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Therefore, and taking into account the re-
sults of this study, we suggest that certain
actions be taken in order to lead the current
ceasefire toward an effective peace process:
(a) the application of international law, as
expressed in numerous United Nations reso-
lutions; (b) the demilitarization of everyday
life in Western Sahara, and the verification of
the situation of civil and political, economic,
social, and cultural rights by independent in-
ternational actors; (c) the creation of specific
mechanisms of transitional justice (exhuma-
tion processes, research and acknowledgment
of the truth, acknowledgment of responsibil-
ities and a collective memory for the preven-
tion of violence, the acknowledgment of the
right to return, compensation for damages, as
well as the setting up of rehabilitation and
health programs); and (d) measures that con-
tribute to improve relationships in the West-
ern Sahara, facilitating spaces for dialogue
and projects that promote the social integra-
tion of the population.

Conclusion

The refugee population and the women
were the main victims of the bombings, dis-
placement, and destruction of property,
whereas the population living in the Western
Sahara, especially men, have been further af-
fected by torture, threats, and surveillance. In
addition, the population living in the Western
Sahara has suffered more psychophysical
consequences, whereas the refugee popula-
tion, the women, and the relatives of victims
of forced disappearances reported further
consequences, such as social isolation, aban-
donment, and stigmatization. The emotional
impact that persists today is very important in
both zones, but is somewhat higher among the
refugee population that places a greater em-
phasis on the harm suffered by the commu-
nity. This impact is related to having been
victims of bombings and forced displacement,
with the loss of the territory, and with having
suffered greater psychophysical conse-
quences and a lack of social support.

Religious and family coping strategies are
characteristic among women in contrast with
men. The organization and conduct of com-
plaints is significant among the people in the
Western Sahara, who also demand more eco-

nomic reparation and victim-centered mea-
sures, whereas the refugee population and the
women make significant reference to mea-
sures such as the returning of land and self-
determination as a form of repair. On the
other hand, compared with direct victims, the
relatives of the disappeared make more refer-
ence to measures focused on truth and justice,
such as truth and return of the remains so as to
be able to cope with the grief stemming from
loss and uncertainty.11 Considering these im-
pacts, these ways of coping and these de-
mands are to be a central aspect of peace
building in the case of the Western Sahara.

11 After conducting this research, a team from the Uni-
versity of the Basque Country found two graves containing
the first eight disappeared people to be found in the history
of the conflict. These civilian casualties were Bedouins,
found with firearm wounds that are typical of extrajudicial
executions, and their identities, including two of whom
were children, were confirmed by means of DNA testing.
This has reenacted the demands by relatives of the disap-
peared for the localization of their loved ones as part of
measures of respect for human rights (Beristain & Etxeber-
ria, 2013).

References

Alonso, F. J. (2001). Intervención oral en la IV
Comisión de las Naciones Unidas Sobre la
Descolonización del Sáhara Occidental [Oral in-
tervention in the IV United Nations Commission
on the Decolonization of the Western Sahara]. El
vuelo del Ícaro, 1, 27–30.

Amnesty International. (1996). Morocco/Western Sa-
hara: Kelthoum Ahmed Labid El-Ouanat, Prisoner
of Conscience. London, United Kingdom. Report
number: AI: MDE 29/03/96.

Amnesty International. (2010). Rights trampled-
Protests, violence and repression in Western Sa-
hara. London, United Kingdom. Report number:
AI: MDE 29/019/2010.

Badía, A., Fernández, X., & Carranza, S. (1999). La
cuestión del Sáhara Occidental ante la Orga-
nización de las Naciones Unidas [The question of
the Western Sahara in front the United Nations
Organization]. Madrid, Spain: Universidad Carlos
III de Madrid.

Baró, I. (1990). Psicología social de la guerra:
Trauma y terapia [Social psychology of the war:
Trauma and therapy]. San Salvador, El Salvador:
Editorial of the Catholic University.

Bar-Tal, D., & Bennink, G. (2004). The nature of
reconciliation as an outcome and as a process. In

570 ARNOSO-MARTÍNEZ, BERISTAIN, AND GONZÁLEZ-HIDALGO

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.



Y. Bar-Siman-Tov (Ed.), From conflict resolution
to reconciliation (pp. 11–38). New York, NY:
Oxford University Press. doi:10.1093/acprof:oso/
9780195166439.003.0002

Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to a
Remedy and Reparation for Victims of Gross Vi-
olations of International Human Rights Law and
Serious Violations of International Humanitarian
Law, A/RES/60/147, United Nations, Resolution
General Assembly (2005).
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