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Abstract:

In Spain’s last colony, Western Sahara, both efforts by the colonial power to stimulate development and

the negative impacts of colonisation intensified between the end of the Ifni-Sahara War (1957–58) and the

Spanish  withdrawal  in  1975.  Spanish  economical  and  geopolitical  interests  triggered  an  important

industrial and urban development of the territory. Cities such as Laayoune, Villa Cisneros, Smara, and the

Bou Craa phosphate deposits were to showcase Spanish modernising colonial policies.

However,  the effects  of  war,  the control  of  colonial  frontiers,  and severe droughts during the 1960s

strongly affected Sahrawi society. In this context,  the Spanish colonial state developed new forms of

control over the Sahrawi population, which included the progressive (forced) settling of nomadic people

around military posts and Spanish cities, bringing about the adoption of new economic paradigms. Not

only  did  the  Francoist  government  distribute  subsidies,  both  money  and  goods;  it  furthermore

implemented policies aimed at controlling the Sahrawi way of life, particularly in the areas of hygiene,

education, and gender relations. The essay analyses these “carrot-and-stick” strategies at the intersection

of colonial control and forced sedentarisation with regard to the implementation of a market-oriented

economy in Western Sahara.
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Introduction

An oft-repeated  saying  used  throughout  the  dictatorship  of  Francisco  Franco in  Spain  described  the

Sahara as a province so Spanish that it rivalled the likes of Cuenca, Cádiz, or Santander. 1 The expression

has been attributed to both colonists and key figures in Franco’s dictatorship, such as General José Díaz

de Villegas y Bustamante or Admiral Luís Carrero Blanco, both of whom had strong ties to colonialism in

Africa.2 A statement on the imperial project of Spanish late colonialism, it suggested that the ability to

incorporate colonial  subjects into the national  project  was enough to justify the metropole’s ongoing

presence in these territories. To be “a province as Spanish as Cuenca” was an implicit expression of the

power of Franco’s regime to modernise and bestow a Hispanic identity upon these ostensibly primitive

societies.

While the intellectual roots of this justification date back to the Africanism of the nineteenth

century, this particular project did not take shape until the second half of the 1950s.3 In 1958, Spanish

colonies  in  Africa  were  granted  a  provincial  status,  paving  the  way  for  a  number  of  institutional

investments and renovations aimed at giving them a more metropolitan appearance. In the case of the

Sahara colony, this process came on the heels of the Ifni-Sahara War (1957–58), which highlighted the

lack of authority the Spanish had over the territory.4 In Western Sahara, France and Spain had fought for

control over the territory and its inhabitants, combining strategies of both attraction and dominance. As a

result, not only was the area divided into a series of fragmented borders, agreed upon through a number of

diplomatic agreements between France and Spain at the beginning of the twentieth century, but it also

saw the rise of new key figures established as intermediaries between the administration and the Sahrawi

population. 

After becoming a member of the United Nations in 1955, the Franco regime refused to provide a

list  of  non-self-governing  territories  under  Spanish  control.  In  fact,  these  strategies  were  initially

implemented with the intention of disguising the imperial, exploitative nature of the Spanish project. The

majority of international actors perceived provincialisation as a crude, sensationalist strategy aimed at
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prolonging colonial power for an indefinite period of time. However, it comes as no surprise that over the

years the Spanish administration gradually lost the support of its most important allies, such as the French

government. Meanwhile, the internal workings of the dictatorship saw various sectors becoming more

open to processes of decolonisation, in exchange for greater integration into the international community.

In  addition,  beginning  in  1955–56,  the  Kingdom of  Morocco,  which  had  gradually  begun repairing

strained relationships with its neighbours, included the Sahara as one of the territorial claims detailed on

the map of “Greater Morocco” distributed by leaders of the Istiqlāl political party.5

The Spanish strategy was to mimic the decisions made under the Salazar dictatorship in Portugal,

which had reformed its constitution in 1951 amid mounting pressures to decolonise, amending the status

of  its  colonies  to  “overseas  provinces.”  These  were  related  projects,  in  which  the  economic

transformation  of  the  provinces  was  accompanied  by  a  cultural  framework  typical  of  Iberian

dictatorships.6 Beyond appearances,  both  projects  responded to what  has  come to be  known as  “the

second occupation,” in line with the parallel processes geared towards intensifying public investment in

development programmes that took place during the late colonial period. Just as the French and British

empires had been doing since 1945, imperial rule was rekindled through increased political control under

the guise of modernisation, as well as by co-opting traditional male elites through financial support and

donations.7

This was a process similar to previous models of colonial domination, but with redoubled efforts

to build infrastructures and identify supposedly suitable social models, such as paid work or the relegation

of women to the domestic sphere.  In this sense, the influence these policies had on gender relations

became an interesting indicator. Both the Iberian empires and their British or French counterparts sought

to transform the role of women in society with institutions meant specifically for them. At the same time,

colonial  contact  brought  with  it  the  increased  importance  of  male  roles  in  colonised  societies:  men

mediated between colonial institutions, thereby assuming greater power and responsibility that they had

not had access to previously.8

These transformative processes were not without violence. The participation of the local Saharawi
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population became possible only after extensive social fragmentation, at least to a certain degree. The

indiscriminate bombing during the Ifni-Sahara War had disastrous consequences for the livelihoods of

pastoral nomads. These consequences (destruction of pastures and wells, obstacles to trans-Saharan trade)

opened the door to Spanish authoritarian social engineering, including policies of sedentarisation. The

introduction of wage labour, limiting women’s roles to those within the home, and the establishment of

physical borders would not have been possible without the arbitrary use of power and repressive police

control. 

Nevertheless,  co-optation  strategies  also  played  an  important  role  in  this  process.  Sheikhs 9

steadily lost power as the colonial administration continued to alter the context within which their role

had  developed.  However,  the  colonial  administration  gave  these  individuals  an  important  role  as

intermediaries, thus creating a new class of notables who depended on the government to maintain their

economic and social status. Sheikhs participated in the provincial government, both in local and regional

institutions, as well as in the distribution of social benefits amongst the Saharan population. Of course,

this was all under the watchful eye of the metropolitan government, which always had the final say in any

decisions.10

This  article  seeks  to  analyse  these  processes  of  repressive  development,  linking  the  social

transformations that took place in the Sahara from 1957 to 1975 with the uses and abuses of state power,

which often blurred the boarders between cultural repression and open violence. 11 We shall  begin by

examining the Ifni-Sahara War and its consequences: this was a crucially important event in the region’s

social and cultural history, although scholarship has focused so far only on the military aspects. 12 Further

on, we provide an analysis of the “provincialisation” of the colony, examining both the physical and

institutional transformations of the territory. Finally, we will consider a number of social groups that did

not form part of the regime’s co-optation, exploring the interplay between modernisation, social changes,

and exclusion, all of which have been influenced by the “colonial situation” and its inherent violence.13 

We contend that violence—whether in open warfare or in its shadow—constitutes the primary

condition and consequence of any colony. It seems paradoxical to talk about military “pacification” or
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“peaceful  penetration”  when  colonialism  has  always  entailed  the  control  of  a  few  over  many,  the

exploitation of a population’s resources, the disintegration of its social balance and political traditions—in

short: the indiscriminate use of direct or indirect violence to impose a political or social order alien to

those societies. By relating the 1957 war to subsequent processes of “modernisation” and social changes

until 1975, we seek to highlight the violence of a period that has largely been ignored by academia.14 

Ifni-Sahara War

During  the  1950s,  the  Spanish-ruled Saharan territory formed the epicentre  of  a  number  of  military

operations carried out by Spanish and French soldiers in an effort to expel what was known as the Army

of Liberation. Formed in 1953–54 by irregular troops from the rural and mountainous zones of Morocco,

it had become the main actor in the fight against the French Protectorate. 15 While part of the Army of

Liberation joined the Royal Armed Forces after Morocco had won its independence, several contingents

avoided incorporation into the new Moroccan army and established their command headquarters in the

south, in the city of Guelmim. Later, in 1955, during a time of complete political uncertainty, the Army of

Liberation launched a series of strategic incursions into the territories still under Spanish rule. 

Beginning  in  October  of  1956,  contingents  of  the  Army  of  Liberation  moved  into  Spanish

colonial territory. They had managed to obtain consent from Franco’s government after expressing their

willingness to only attack the Mauritanian and Algerian territories, both of which were under French rule

at the time. In fact, in June and July 1956, the Army of Liberation carried out two attacks against French

positions in Algeria, and in January and February 1957, two more took place against positions of the same

army in Mauritania.16 Although these incursions ultimately failed, the army also made a concerted effort

to proselytise, which proved to be quite successful in the region of Ifni, where they received massive

support from the Ait Baamrane tribe, and in the Sahara, where recruitment took place from family to

family in the name of jihad against the colonial occupation. Despite ample signs of these groups’ eventual

intentions of recovering these territories, Spanish authorities ultimately chose to ignore them. 
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That  said,  in  the  summer  of  1957,  relations  between  the  Army  of  Liberation  and  Spanish

authorities  rapidly  deteriorated.  The  latter  decided  to  withdraw  all  European  soldiers  from  inland

positions, including the Ifni and Saharan regions. The Army of Liberation swiftly took advantage of the

movement, occupying the deserted positions one by one. On 23 November, colonial troops were surprised

in a coordinated attack on the city of Sidi Ifni, capital of the Ifni region. On that day, as several battalions

of the Army of Liberation besieged the city, people throughout the whole territory rose up against the

colonial power. As a result of their ill-fated movements, by the time the 1957–58 winter approached, the

Spanish army controlled only the urban centres on the coast. Meanwhile, the Army of Liberation, which

had between seven and eight thousand soldiers by the summer of 1957, had secured the inland positions.17

After lengthy negotiations between the Spanish and French governments, a series of large-scale

military operations were launched in January 1958, in an effort to expel the Army of Liberation from the

Saharan and Ifni territories. These operations, referred to as Écouvillon by the French and Teide/Huracán

by  the  Spanish  army,  involved  bombing  both  Army  of  Liberation  contingents  and  nomadic  camps

suspected of supporting the “rebels” in the Sahara, including settlements’ livestock and wells.18

After  the  formal  end  of  military  operations,  the  government  in  Madrid  ceded  Tarfaya,  the

southern area of the Spanish protectorate, to Rabat on 2 April 1958. The city of Ifni itself became a

Spanish enclave, until it was retroceded to the Alaouite kingdom a decade later on 30 June 1969. Both the

Sahara and the Ifni settlement were rebranded as new “metropolitan provinces” on 10 January 1958,

thereby avoiding labelling the territories as colonies, a status that was confirmed three years later with Act

8/61 of 19 April 1961. This measure enabled Franco’s government to promote the colonisation process

despite the growing global trend towards decolonisation.

Although  the  way  in  which  the  Ifni-Sahara  War  was  managed  implies  a  certain  level  of

complicity between the Moroccan and Spanish governments, given the government of Rabat sustained

silence throughout the Franco-Spanish military operations, the end of the war did not see the territories

successfully reclaimed as per the proposed map of Greater Morocco made official by the nationalist party

Istiqlāl in 1956.19 Throughout the second half of the 1950s and the first half of the 1960s, these claims to
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territory were mainly focused on Mauritania and Algeria, leading to the so-called Sand War (Guerre des

sables o Jarb ar-rimal) against Algeria in 1963.20 Mauritania’s independence was recognised by the Rabat

government in 1969, creating great political friction between the monarchy and the Istiqlāl party. These

Moroccan territorial demands formed part of the broader political conflict that had ravaged the Kingdom

of Morocco since its independence; they had also been used to help ease the strong social uproar that had

characterised the country since the mid-1960s.21 

While territorial disputes had a larger impact on the Spanish government’s Saharan policies, they

were not the only issue of concern for the colonial administration. The most important internal concern

came from attitudes on the part of the territory’s population, who, having already had a taste of the power

that jihad had lent them from 1956 to 1958, once again found themselves subjugated to colonial rule.

With the return of colonial rule came its inherently violent power structures. 

First,  there  was  the  propaganda  that  Istiqlāl  distributed  through  its  offices  in  Villa  Bens,

Laayoune, Smara, and Villa Cisneros, as well as Ifni; these offices had been open since the Kingdom of

Morocco  gained  its  independence,  but  they  were  all  closed  once  the  Army  of  Liberation’s  actions

intensified. Second, many men took active part in the armed struggle against the army from within the

territory,  rendering  more  than  necessary  the  development  of  a  policy  that  could  offset  any  possible

nationalist sentiments among those who no longer accepted a colonial administration in the Sahara. Thus,

the Spanish colonial administration was forced to take action, not only to allow it to remain in the region,

but also to legitimise the Spanish presence there in the eyes of the people and, by extension, justify that

presence with respect  to  overarching Moroccan ambitions and the prevailing wave of decolonisation

sweeping  the  Maghreb.  In  this  postwar  setting  an  often  contradictory  colonial  policy  combining

incentives and coercion evolved, which coined Spain’s repressive developmentalism in Western Sahara

until 1975.
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The Spanish Response and Postwar Policies to Attract Notables 

Following Spain’s entry into the United Nations in 1955, it was bound by Chapter XI of the UN Charter

to disclose any non-self-governing territories under its rule. By deeming them provinces, the Spanish

government sought to get its African colonies off the list of non-self-governing territories. This tactic did

not prove to be successful. The UN continued to insist that Spain decolonise its “African provinces,” with

the  Moroccan government  staunchly  backing  this  initiative  from its  inception.  Faced with  mounting

pressure, the Franco regime responded in an ambiguous manner, attempting to prolong its presence in the

territory  for  an  indefinite  period  of  time.  Although  the  Spanish  government  eventually  supported

resolutions calling for decolonisation of the Sahara, the territory saw a number of new policies that served

to  intensify  colonisation,  showcasing  the imperial  repertoire  of  different  but  concurrent  strategies  of

domination.22

These policies had major repercussions for the people of the Sahara when the colonial power

attempted  to  win  some  of  them as  supporters  of  the  Spanish  presence  in  the  territory.  One  of  the

administration’s first actions was to create harkas (militia contingents) on the northern border, made up of

irregular Sahrawis who, while not officially part of the Spanish army, fell under its command. The aim

was to intensify rivalries between the different tribes in the south of Morocco and create a climate of

insecurity. These harkas, organised on a tribal basis, were different from the battalions of the Army of

Liberation  in  that  they  were  entrusted  with  carrying  out  incursions,  especially  within  the  region  of

Tarfaya and its  surroundings.  The Spanish forces  were  assisted  at  the  time by  the  French forces  of

Mauritania, who created “partisan” militias in the region of Adrar at the border with the Spanish-ruled

Sahara, to support French opposition to Morocco’s territorial claims to Mauritania.23

Additionally,  in  an  effort  to  assuage  the  frustrations  and discontent  of  people  who  had just

undergone the most turbulent months in the territory’s contemporary history, the Spanish government

decided  to  reimburse  the  damages  caused  in  the  conflicts  of  1957–58.  Remunerations  covered  the
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destruction  caused  by  military  actions  of  both  the  Army of  Liberation  and the  French and Spanish

militaries; casualty lists were drafted, including hundreds of names, and were constantly updated at the

request of notables who demanded money from the government. Victims were directly compensated not

only for the death of family members but also for the destruction or loss of livestock, provisions, or

personal possessions.24 These sums were granted over a period of time dating back from spring of 1958 to

the mid-1960s.25

Most revealingly, the greatest consensus mechanisms put into place to entice the local population

were  known  as  “social  assistance.”  These  benefits  involved  material  aid  that  was  provided  by  the

Francoist  government,  beginning  at  the  end  of  1959,  in  response  to  requests  from  the  population

prompted  by  the  intense  droughts  affecting  the  territory  and the  subsequent  loss  of  pastureland.  By

gaining the loyalty of the inhabitants of the “new province,” the Spanish government managed to shield

the population of the territory from possible Mauritanian or Moroccan influences that may have otherwise

bolstered a rise in anti-colonial sentiments amongst Saharawi, as had already occurred during the Ifni-

Sahara War. In 1959, the governor of Spanish Sahara anticipated a total amount of about 1.3 million

pesetas  in  food aid,  in  addition  to  over  six  hundred  thousand  pesetas  for  distribution  in  cash,  as  a

“reimbursable” advance. This money came from the Spanish state, as the province did not have sufficient

funds; it had to be increased, with an extraordinary credit  of some 6.4 million pesetas designated for

“social action expenses.” This amount made up 12 percent of the total budget of 53.5 million pesetas

allocated  to  the  province  in  1960.  This  extensive  assistance  programme  was  continually  renewed

throughout Spain’s presence in the region until 1975.26

Nevertheless, these social benefits were not handed out equally: their distribution fell largely into

the hands of the sheikhs, who often favoured their own families and clientelistic networks. In other cases,

the  colonial  administrators  themselves  organised the distribution of  benefits  via  patrol  groups whose

routes  reached  the  most  isolated  corners  of  the  “Saharan  provinces.”  This  enabled  the  surreptitious

creation of a mechanism for surveillance,  control  and reconnaissance of local  populations,  especially

those that had not yet been settled in urban centres on the Atlantic coast, such as Laayoune or Villa
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Cisneros.  Furthermore,  the  notables  who  managed  the  distribution  of  benefits  occasionally  illegally

appropriated funds, channelling them into the informal trade routes that wound their way from the Sahara

to Algeria, Morocco, and Mauritania. In this sense, Spanish colonialism created members of a new upper

class, thereby guaranteeing their cooperation as intermediaries between the provincial government and

those without direct access to the administration. Spain’s paternalistic welfare colonialism with its new

cooperation networks contributed to further political and tighter social control throughout the territory.

Territorial  Exploitation  and  Institutionalisation  of  the  Colony  during  the  Period  of

Provincialisation 

Parallel  to  the  enticement  strategies  implemented  through  remunerations  and  social  benefits,  and  in

accordance with the establishment of the territory as a province, the colonial government implemented an

intense modernisation policy. This consisted of establishing industries for the economic exploitation of

natural resources; developing an entire institutional apparatus to legitimise and justify Spain’s presence;

and expanding urban centres  to  accommodate  the  population  which  Spanish  colonial  rule  sought  to

sedentarise. The Spanish official “colonial mind” considered the nomadic way of life as something from

another time, as an obstacle with regard to the territory’s “modernization” and “development.”27

The colony’s  main  economic  interests  lay  in  taking  advantage  of  its  mining  resources.  This

exploitation moved slowly, due to the lack of infrastructure. In 1947, important phosphate deposits were

discovered in Bou Craa, near Laayoune. However, it was not until the 1959 hydrocarbons law that the

area was fully investigated. In 1964, the government-funded company ENMINSA constructed permanent

facilities  in  the  mines  and  moved  a  large  number  of  workers  to  the  site. 28 Eventually,  a  hundred-

kilometre-long conveyor belt was installed, connecting the mine site to the sea via a dock that allowed

freighters to offload raw materials. The  Spanish company Fos Bucraa was formed in order to further

exploit  the  local  resources,  showcasing  Spanish  stimulation  of  the  Saharan  economy  at  home  and

abroad.29
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Another resource that caught the colonial power’s attention were the fishing grounds shared with

the Canary Island coasts.  Fishing was an important source of capital attraction, and it was of special

interest to islanders concerned about securing the African coasts for their own factories. The economic

interests shared with the Canary Islands did not end with fishing; by the second half of the 1960s, a

growing number of tourists staying in Gran Canaria or Tenerife began to show an interest in visiting

Laayoune  and  Villa  Cisneros.  The  National  Parador  of  Laayoune,30 opened  in  1969,  was  the  most

characteristic example of the Spanish government’s attempt to incorporate its African colony into the

rising surge of tourism, which played an increasingly important role in the country’s economy. 

Economic investments, alongside the institutional developments that came with this new era of

colonisation,  brought  a  relatively  important  contingent  of  Spaniards  to  Western  Sahara.  To  the

traditionally military population were added civilians, such as military family members who arrived along

with the increased development of education and health services, especially in bigger urban centres such

as Laayoune and Villa Cisneros. The civil servants in charge of these services contributed to the growing

European population in the Sahara.31 Finally,  mining companies attracted a certain number of skilled

labourers, in addition to the fishing industry and the possibility of providing services, all of which served

as incentives for joining the expanding colony from the Canary Islands. 

In  the  new urban  centres,  the  recently  arrived  metropolitan  population  encountered  pastoral

nomads. The latter were forced to turn to the former for assistance, due to the economic destruction (of

livestock and pasture) suffered as a result of the Ifni-Sahara War, and attracted by the resulting ease of

access  to  benefits  provided  by  the  colonial  government.  Laayoune,  Villa  Cisneros,  and  Smara  were

surrounded by neighbourhoods made up of a combination of  jaimas, the nomads’ traditional tents, and

self-built huts, inhabited mainly by Sahrawis. The sudden growth of these cities posed a genuine housing

crisis that the Spanish administration first attempted to solve in 1963. It was in this year that the National

Institute  of  Housing  (Instituto  Nacional  de  Vivienda)32 began  intervening  by  implementing  a  major

construction plan. Construction continued throughout the 1960s and continued to expand into the 1970s

with the creation of neighbourhoods such as Colominas around Laayoune. These new buildings were
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planned according to the inhabitants that  they were to receive, depending on whether the latter were

soldiers, civilians, or Sahrawis.33

Additionally,  the  province  was  organised  around  an  institutional  duality.  The  Decree  of  14

December 1961 established a legal  regime for  the province that,  while  drawing inspiration from the

state’s fundamental laws, had to take into account the characteristics and peculiarities of the territory. A

number of traditional, Sahrawi-led institutions were proposed, including the Yemáa, the Saharan general

assembly, and sharia law, a legal system inspired by the common law of the nomad society. A wide range

of services were organised by the Presidency of the Government in Madrid, which had authority over the

“new provinces” and its dependants, and ultimately by the General Government of the Sahara, controlled

by high-ranking military officers; it was these bodies that would make any de facto decisions. Alongside

these institutions at the local level was a series of bodies inspired by the Francoist “organic democracy”

that combined representation of the Sahrawi and metropolitan populations within the limited dictatorial

political framework. 

Amongst the services controlled by the General Government were the treasury, justice, education,

health,  public  works,  architecture,  mines,  telecommunications,  work,  information,  and  security.  In

addition, hospitals, primary and secondary schools, and other public buildings were created over time and

incorporated  into  the  urban  centres,  mainly  serving  the  interests  of  the  newly  settled  metropolitan

population. Regarding health services, for example, there were four centres in 1953, which had grown to

twenty-five by 1972, thus adequately covering the needs of the urban centres (but not of rural areas, that

is, the desert).34 The majority of educational services were primary schools, but there were also secondary

schools in Laayoune and Villa Cisneros, as well as the boarding school (escuela-hogar) for children in

Laayoune and the Sección Femenina centres for women in Laayoune, Villa Cisneros, and Smara.35

The  Sección  Femenina  and  its  schools  and  centres  revealed  the  gendered  aspects  of  new

institutions in the Sahara.36 The Francoist-inspired Falangist organisation was in charge of helping women

find their niche within the dictatorship, as well as providing education, health, and political services.37 Its

main area  of  influence was in  Laayoune,  which hosted a  girls’  boarding school,  textile  cooperative,
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women’s  centre,  and  a  recreational  activity  group for  girls  (which  also  organised  activities  in  Villa

Cisneros and Smara). These services were primarily aimed at Sahrawi women who had settled in the

urban centres, teaching them what were considered essential tasks for women, such as cooking, cleaning,

and  childcare.  The  colonial  administration  used  these  activities  to  firmly  link  Saharawi  women’s

education to the concept of how to run a household in the newly built settlements in the suburbs. 

Although the majority of these efforts were aimed at equipping women with the skills needed to

properly manage their  new homes,  housework was far  from the Falangist  regime’s  main concern.  It

wanted  to  prepare  women  for  those  jobs  considered  well  suited  to  them,  with  the  ultimate  goal  of

incorporating them into the cycle of production and consumption.38 It also sought to include women in the

national  project,  thereby showcasing the ostensible inclusivity of Spanish imperialism.39 Finally,  over

time, the Women’s Section sought to enlist the help of some of these women in maintaining its power

throughout the Sahara, an effort that was met with great resistance.40

As regards the governmental institutions in which Sahrawis participated, the local level was of

primary importance.  Four urban centres were established:  two as municipalities (Laayoune and Villa

Cisneros) and two as smaller local entities (Smara and La Güera), whose representatives were chosen

following the principles of the so-called organic democracy. In this way, voting rights were granted to

male heads of household residing in any of the aforementioned urban centres. However, only half of these

advisers were directly elected; the other half was selected from amongst representatives of commerce,

industry, the cultural sector, and professions, most of whom were Spanish. The same was true of the

provincial council, which was established by the provincial government and composed of a president, a

vice-president, and fourteen councillors. Two of these councillors represented town halls and small local

entities, six represented the nomadic divisions, and the remaining six represented different sectors.41

The province of the Sahara also had three representatives in the Francoist courts, chosen by the

government  from amongst  its  most  influential  members.  In  1963,  the  three representatives  were  the

mayors of Laayoune and Villa Cisneros and the president of the provincial council. By 1967, the number

of  representatives  in  the  courts  had  increased  to  six,  two  of  whom  were  chosen  among  heads  of
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household,  with  the  remaining  four  appointed  by  the  government.  The  participation  of  Sahrawi

representatives  in  the  court  system  served  the  colonial  administration  by  legitimising  Sahrawi

participation in the other, wholly undemocratic institutions of the dictatorship. 

Finally, we should also mention the Yemáa, or general assembly, a “traditional” institution that

served as a provincial representative body. Its members were elected for the first time in 1967 and again

in 1971 according to the regime’s organic principles.42 

The introduction of all of these instruments of governance and domination demonstrates how the

Francoist dictatorship exploited the disruptive consequences of the war to completely transform both the

territory  and the people’s  social  ways of  life.  The institutional  framework was meant  to  justify  and

complement a modernisation project that ultimately aimed to incorporate the colonial territory into the

dictatorship’s  extractive  logics.  This,  in  turn,  was  based  on a  series  of  standards  imported  from the

metropole, which sought to transpose peninsular social, gender, and political models that clashed with the

previous forms of life in the colony. Imposition of Spanish culture, including a sedentary way of life, was

meant to ensure social stability. 

Social Changes during the Late Colonialism of the Sahara

Within the territory, colonisation brought with it increasing social and economic authority of notables

who found themselves  newly empowered through their  dealings  with the  colonial  metropole. 43 Once

traditional  tribal  warfare  paradigms  had  shifted,  sheikhs  quickly  adapted  their  roles  to  become

intermediaries between the pastoral society and the colonial administration.44 This historical process, in

which the system of social benefits played a highly relevant role, led to a sharp increase in the number of

dignitaries.45 The development of an administrative structure in the Sahara province saw their political

and economic power institutionalised; mayors, legal representatives, and members of the Yemáa were all

chosen from amongst this new social elite. 

It is easy to see why anthropologist Rita Laura Segato has labelled this a “hyperinflation of male
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status,” a process by which the role of men in colonial societies as liaisons with the colonial power led to

the inevitable creation of a male-dominated, privileged public sphere.46 The process influenced gender

relations in these societies, enabling the formation of an alliance between colonised male elites and the

colonial power, to the detriment of women. Once power structures such as sharia law, sheikhdom, or the

Yemáa had been institutionalised,  any influence women had held in precolonial  society was steadily

eroded.  Moreover,  the  few  societal  opportunities  the  colonial  administration  did  offer  women,  for

example through the Sección Femenina, forced them to accept certain aspects of urban life that ensured

continued  female  subalternity  within  the  public  sphere  and  stressed  the  importance  of  women’s

attachment to the home.

In this manner, the Yemáa launched an attempt to control the price of dowries in 1971. Amongst

the military documents found in the general military archives of Ávila are complaints from several youths

describing themselves as “successful young elites” (a post office civil servant, Saharan radio announcer,

and merchant), who noted with dismay the high dowries fathers demanded for their daughters, especially

for those who formed part of the Sección Femenina. In addition, it was also reported that “at the General

Assembly, the sheikhs have drafted a document aimed at limiting dowries, but it is not respected, as in

Morocco dowries are even cheaper and women are better equipped to run a household.”47

A number of dynamics can be observed in this complaint: first, the effects of differing dowry

prices in Tarfaya and the territory controlled by Spain; second, recognition of the value of women who

had acquired certain skills, such as the ability to run a household; and, finally, the willingness of the

sheikhs  represented  in  the  Yemáa  to  interfere  in  marriage  negotiations.48 This  particular  dynamic

traditionally involved the entire family group, leading to the creation of sororities that united women from

different families.49 The legislation bypassed the tools women had previously used to contend with their

inferior status in the colonial context.

This was not  an isolated attempt to control  the marriage market.  Notables represented in the

Yemáa also sought to control  divorces,  through which women could request  a separation from their

husbands, who were subject to certain social pressure to accept.50 The following is a complaint filed with
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the inspector of the Sección Femenina in autumn of 1974: 

A former student told us she had secured a divorce from her husband at her own request, via

payment  of  two  hundred  and  fifty  thousand  pesetas.  This  unprecedented  case  (which  was

immediately followed by another) is in accordance with a decision taken at the Yemáa on 4-5-74,

which reads as follows:

Any married woman who rejects her husband is bound to either choose to carry on living with her

husband  at  their  home  of  residence,  or  give  him  FIFTY THOUSAND (50,000)  DUROS  in

Spanish currency. Should this amount be paid, the husband is then obliged to divorce his wife. 

Women insist  that  the  Yemáa’s  decision should be reconsidered,  as  this  situation  negatively

affects them. The Koran establishes that dowries should be returned.51

Once again, the privilege granted to men by the colonial administration allowed them to circumvent the

traditional means by which Sahrawi women could negotiate their position within the family. These cases

demonstrate how a certain class of women formed yet another social group marginalised by colonisation.

The male empowerment brought about through the institutionalisation of certain decision-making forums

destroyed some of the tools women had previously used to engage on key issues such as marriage.52

The structures proposed by the Spanish administration as new channels of female representation

proved ineffective. It is worth noting here the inability of the sole Francoist women’s organisation, the

Sección Femenina, to organise itself in the face of demands made by Sahrawi women, such as calling for

their  assistance  in  battling  attempts  to  control  marriage  on  the  part  of  the  Yemáa.  For  the  colonial

administration, the role of the state was to guarantee women’s access only to very specific training and

education, equipping them to bear children and limiting them to very specific niches within the labour

market,  thereby imposing  colonial  gender  roles.53 Moreover,  issues  related  to  family  rights,  such  as

dowries or age of marriage,  were considered private matters in which the institution had no right  to

interfere.54
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On another note, the process of monetisation seen in this phase of colonisation should also be

highlighted.  This  phenomenon was  linked to  an  increase  in  the  importance  of  wage  labour  and the

creation of a labour market. Investments originating in the metropole increased starting from the mid-

twentieth century, leading to inflation and providing some limited opportunities for Sahrawi entry into the

market economy. In this respect, the role of the Spanish state as an investor was essential, promoting

large mineral extraction companies such as Fos Bucraa, as well as constructing infrastructure including

roads and homes and promoting industrial activities such as fishing and tourism. 

In  contrast  to  these  economic  phenomena,  which  were  more  significant  within  urban  areas,

traditional  nomadic  practices  were  under  threat.55 The  result  was  a  dual  economy  that  nonetheless

maintained a certain continuity. This was reflected in the distribution of occupations amongst the different

areas of the province found in the 1974 census.56 Although the majority of those surveyed appeared to not

have  an  occupation,  those  who did  worked primarily  as  farmers  or  labourers,  followed  by  soldiers,

merchants, and drivers.57

Both farming and labouring work involved a kind of  nomadism,  as  pointed out  in  the  1974

census: “The creation of jobs on tracts of land that are currently being built or repaired also gives rise to

the slow displacement of many families from one area to another.”58 Similar patterns can be observed in

the case of drivers. In contrast, people who traditionally served in the military could often be traced back

to prestigious families.59 

The colonial regime’s emphasis on wage labour and generating jobs strengthened the position of

the  sheikhs,  who were able  to  insert  themselves  into  the  process  as  intermediaries.  Meanwhile,  this

growth also opened up new job vacancies for qualified young workers.  However, the skilled jobs and

positions of political responsibility that the dictatorship was able to generate were restricted by a need for

political control and economic profitability. Thus, sheikhs in privileged positions limited the prospects of

youths who had to face an increasingly full administration. It should be noted that in 1966, 51 percent of

the  province’s  population  were  under  twenty  years  of  age,  making  this  a  crucially  important

demographic.60
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When defining spaces of social transformation in the period of provincialisation, the increasingly

important urban phenomenon must be emphasised. Urban centres were appealing to those who had dealt

with the effects of the 1958 war61 and the long-term droughts of 1958–1969 and 1973–1975.62 If the

Spanish  anthropologist  Caro  Baroja  described  society  in  the  mid-1950s  as  preeminently  nomadic,63

observers  in  the  1970s  would  characterise  the  decade  by  its  seemingly  unstoppable  wave  of

sedentarisation.64 It is within this context that the relatively important urban centres of Laayoune or Villa

Cisneros  figured prominently.65 However,  there  were  also  a  number  of  areas  that,  although sparsely

populated from a quantitative standpoint, underwent a qualitative change in levels of nomadism, which

had prevailed in the area just a quarter of a century before; urbanisation within the territory grew to over

55 percent, with some sources even citing an urbanisation rate of 82 percent. 

The city became a space characterised by a certain possibility of accessing the market-based

economy,  as  expressed  in  many  poetical  controversies  of  the  time.66 These  poems  contrasted  the

prevalence of nomadic life in the desert with the opportunities provided by urban life,  as seen in the

poems  exchanged  between  Salama  Uld  Eydud  and  Yedehlu  Uld  Esid.67 The  latter  had  moved  to

Laayoune, where he worked as a roofer from 1958 to 1968 before returning to nomadic life.68 In 1972, as

a result of the second terrible drought that ravaged the territory, he lost almost all his livestock and was

forced to move back to the city. He wrote poems on urban life throughout this time, but they retained a

certain nostalgia for his life in the desert.

Besides being a place of relative refuge, the city became a defining place in the identity of certain

younger generations. Upon carrying out a study prior to the 1974 census, researcher Pablo San Martín69

noted  how,  when  asked  about  their  tribal  origins,  several  young  Sahrawis  residing  in  the  capital

responded “politely, but proudly, that they were residents of Laayoune, Street X, Number X.” 70 He argues

that young people sought to challenge the traditional colonial classification system, which was based on

tribe affiliation.  San Martín attributed these changing attitudes to two factors:  resentment against  the

sheikhs, whose power was now largely derived from their role as intermediaries in the service of the

colonial administration, and growing disillusionment with the social and economic changes taking place
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in Sahrawi society at the time.71

Further sociocultural disruptions were a consequence of the Operation Teide-Écouvillon, with the

subsequent retrocession of the region of Tarfaya to Morocco, which further fragmented the traditionally

nomadic  space  of  the  Sahrawis  that  had  once  reached  the  limits  of  Wādī  Dra‘a.  This  is  a  highly

interconnected area in which tightened borders led to a number of divergent economic processes, causing

major inequalities between adjacent territories; by 1975, the per capita GDP of the Sahara colony was

$2,550, much higher than the $180 in Mauritania, $270 in Morocco, or $430 in Algeria.72 Nonetheless,

relations were still maintained between the different populations in the region.

Among the populations most closely linked to colonisation were the exiles who had suffered as a

result  of the repression of various anti-colonial movements. Ex-combatants of the 1958 war migrated

from the Sahara towards the region of Tarfaya, crossing the frontier to escape Spanish oppression. The

same thing occurred just over a decade later in the wake of protests in Hatarrambla, in which the first

genuinely Sahrawi nationalist movement, the Harakat Tahrir (Liberation Front), was brutally repressed by

the Spanish Legion in June 1970.73 In this latter case, groups of people emigrated to settle in Zuérat

(Mauritania) or in Tindouf (Algeria), establishing an anti-colonial network beyond the territory’s borders. 

The emergence of the Polisario Front (Popular Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and

Río  de  Oro)  in  May  1973  saw an  organised  anti-colonial  movement  demanding  the  creation  of  an

independent  state  on Spanish colonial  territory.  From this  moment  forward,  the  colonial  government

found itself  under the considerable pressure of anti-colonial  sentiments,  both in the form of guerrilla

activity at the territory’s borders and through the genuine political mobilisation taking place from within

urban centres. The growing global consensus on decolonisation presented a new opportunity for Morocco.

Madrid, however, continued to provide conflicting responses. In response to demands from the Yemáa, in

1973 the colonial government began to expand the limited representative powers of Saharan institutions.

A few months after this decision came the promise to make the territory autonomous, not unlike the path

Equatorial Guinea had taken before its independence. However, in December of that same year, the death

of Admiral Luís Carrero Blanco—a highly influential figure in the dictatorship and a staunch proponent
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of maintaining the colony at any cost—greatly weakened the proposal.74

From 1974 onwards, the Spanish government established a change of course in politics in the

Sahara.  With  supporters  of  a  permanent  colonial  presence  having  lost  their  leader,  a  policy  of

decolonisation was established for the short term, in flagrant disregard of the directives followed up until

that time in the more recalcitrant colonialist settlements in the Sahara. From that moment on, the future

independence of the colony was sought, favouring the emergence of a new political class capable of

overseeing the process. The Sahrawi National Union Party (PUNS) was a puppet party created for this

purpose in 1974. It was mainly composed of the notables who had remained loyal to Spain over the past

years and who opposed the Polisario Front, which represented the Sahrawi people.75 

Finally, having reached an agreement with Mauritania, in December 1974 Morocco urged the UN

General Assembly to request an inquiry on the territorial statutes from the Court of Justice at The Hague.

The Alaouite kingdom sought to justify the annexation of the Spanish colony in the Sahara before a self-

determination referendum was held. However, the advisory notice issued on 16 October 1975 established

that  the  territory  of  the  old  “Saharan  province  of  Spain”  was  not terra  nullius before  colonisation,

although it recognised that some populations had historically been linked to the Alaouite sultan, while

others maintained relationships with the “Mauritanian entity.” It  was in this context  that  the Spanish

government had begun to adopt certain measures, such as carrying out a census enabling the Saharan

population to express their thoughts on the self-determination referendum under the control of the UN. 

However, on 6 November 1975, King Hassan II of Morocco ordered an invasion of the Sahara,

known as the Green March, led by three hundred fifty thousand Moroccans. Battles quickly broke out

between the Moroccan army and the Polisario Front; meanwhile, the colonial power swiftly withdrew,

with agreements signed in Madrid on 14 November 1975, dividing the territory between Morocco and

Mauritania. The parties involved in the armed conflict against these movements were made up of the new

generation of Sahrawis born throughout the 1950s, whose lives had been tremendously affected by the

social and economic changes of the period of provincialisation. It was from within this same generation

that the new Sahrawi independence movement had originated, culminating in 1973 with the Popular Front
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for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and Río de Oro.76

Conclusions

On 12 October 1975, the higher ranks of Sahrawi society, represented by sheikhs—including a number of

representative notables from the Yemáa or the Francoist courts—surrendered their authority to the young

members of the Polisario Front in Ain Ben Tili, a small military settlement on the northern frontier of

Mauritania with Western Sahara.77 Beyond the fact that the Front could serve as a vehicle for the anti-

colonial struggle, this time against Morocco, this was a singularly revolutionary decision that disrupted

the social hierarchies that had previously dominated life in the province. The gesture was particularly

confusing since the sheikh authorities’ power was transformed by colonial dynamics, especially during

the final period from 1958 to 1975. 

In this  manner,  one might  question whether this revolutionary act  was aimed at  tackling the

colonial hierarchies or at subverting the traditional order.78 Throughout this text we have seen how the

colonial power propped up certain notables, fragmenting the traditional society and displacing a large

number of people.  However,  though this dynamic had intensified after  1958,  it  had marked Western

Saharan society since the nineteenth century. In this sense, it is not surprising that these events could be

interpreted as an attack on the colonial order.

Tackling the effects of colonisation that had harmed Sahrawi society meant the implementation of

policies that fully encapsulated the various threads of current discourse, both in precolonial practices and

the revolutionary traditions of the time.79 Thus, for example, women’s demands were emerging within the

refugee camps. Women were able to achieve political importance in the administration of the camps,

although they were not granted access to hierarchically higher positions.80 Dowries—and subsequently,

the cost of divorce—were abolished, and women were granted new educational options.81 

In fact, what is scarcely taken into account is that colonisation was marked by violence, not only

in the direct manner seen in the wars of 1957–58 or 1975, but also in a structural manner inherent to the

“colonial  situation,”  as  per  George  Balandier’s  definition.82 This  involved  the  exclusion  of  certain
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populations,  such as  women, from the redistributive and security mechanisms of  precolonial  society,

leaving them no choice but the options provided by the colonial administration. The final result was to

incorporate the territory and its inhabitants to the logics of capitalism expressed via (oftentimes) forced

control.83 In these transformations—as in all colonialism over the centuries—the co-optation of certain

elements of the colonised societies as “collaborators” proved necessary. However, even this intermediary

class saw the formation of some important niches of resistance.84

Beyond the debate over the precolonial or traditional nature of these demands, what this study

reveals is the fluidity and the dynamics of social practices, as well as the importance of the late colonial

period in defining these concepts. That said, the period has been largely ignored by historiographers. The

Ifni-Sahara War was covered up by the dictatorial press,85 and African provincial issues were monitored

throughout the whole process, with propaganda being the only information to reach the masses. Only now

has the academic community begun to show an interest in this volatile period of time. The previous lack

of interest has been exacerbated by the political conflict that has been ravaging in the Sahara for four

decades;86 academic  research  has  been  hampered,  due  to  the  instability  of  the  period  after  Spanish

colonisation.87 If  we  focus  on  the  period  between  1957  and  1975,  as  Spanish  colonisation  was

intensifying, we can better comprehend the social processes in the territory and relate them to the legacy

of European imperialism at large. 
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