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Abstract 

In October 2000, the United Nations Security Council adopted Resolution 1325, marking an 

important shift in the global peace and security architecture by formally recognizing women as 

active agents in peacekeeping. This thesis studies the operationalization of this normative 

framework in the context of Western Sahara, with a specific focus on the United Nations 

Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO’s) peacekeeping activities and 

Sahrawi women inclusion. Following the collapse of the 1991 ceasefire in November 2020, the 

region entered a renewed phase of instability, underscoring the urgency of more inclusive 

peacebuilding strategies. Through a feminist theoretical lens and grounded in the Women, 

Peace and Security (WPS) policy agenda, this study critically examines the extent to which 

MINURSO’s engagement with Sahrawi women reflects actual local ownership versus 

externally driven international mandates. Employing the qualitative research method of 

thematic analysis, the research identifies persistent structural barriers including institutional 

marginalization, material inaccessibility, and geopolitical constraints, that limit women’s 

substantive participation. The thesis also identifies opportunities in inclusion through grassroots 

governance, digital activism, and civil society leadership. The findings reveal the need to 

rethink peacekeeping frameworks in ways that would prioritize gender-responsive, locally 

anchored approaches that elevate women’s roles from symbolic inclusion to actual 

participation. 
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1. Introduction 

The adoption of United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 in October 2000 marked a 

pivotal shift in global peace and security governance by formally acknowledging women as 

active agents in peace processes. Alongside subsequent resolutions under the Women, Peace 

and Security (WPS) agenda, it has reshaped normative expectations regarding gender inclusion 

in peace operations. However, despite these normative advances, the translation of WPS 

commitments into practice within peacekeeping missions remains inconsistent—particularly in 

operations without a formal human rights or gender mandate. Nevertheless, such missions still 

operate within the broader UN framework, which increasingly prioritizes inclusivity and 

gender-responsive approaches, both of which are integral components of peacebuilding 

mechanisms.  

Post conflict peacebuilding concept was unveiled by Boutros Boutros-Ghali - former Secretary-

General of the UN, as an ‘action to identify and support structures which will tend to strengthen 

and solidify peace in order to avoid relapse into conflict’ (Boutros-Ghali, 1992 in Barnett et al., 

2007: 35). It incorporates the construction of memory and truth, transitional justice and 

reparation, the prevention of violence and crime, the reform of the armed forces and police, the 

physical reconstruction, boosting the economy, ensuring political stability so people can live 

safely and with dignity(United Nations 2008, 2021 in Vanelli and Ochoa Peralta, 2022 : 369).  

However, the shift towards localization of peacebuilding, whether post conflict or otherwise, 

highlights the need for peace processes to be inclusive and reflective of local needs and 

traditions rather than using the same approach everywhere without considering local 

differences. Drawing on the localization debates in the fields of humanitarianism and 

development aid for example, localization agenda in peacebuilding is leading to a local turn in 

peacebuilding that combines an attention to overarching power inequalities with a practical 

decolonization approach (Paffenholz, Poppelreuter and Ross, 2023: 369). To further drive home 

the critical relevance in this shift, this localisation is defined in opposition to international, and 

local agency as resistance to the liberal peacebuilding project; a debate motivated by the failure 

of the international liberal peacebuilding project to support sustainable peace and state 

institutions even leaving in its wake damaging effects (Paffenholz, 2015: 861). 
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By extension, critical perspectives not only analyse and critically assess the shortcomings of 

peace operations but also create opportunities for new approaches to peacebuilding, thereby 

serving such critiques as lessons learned, sources of innovation, and guiding principles that 

shape the evolution of policy and practice in peace studies (Bargués, 2023: Critiques and 

openings section). In challenging the dominant, top-down approach of liberal peacebuilding, 

which often imposes external solutions without fully considering local contexts; localization 

emphasizes local ownership and participation, pushing back against power imbalances in 

traditional peacebuilding efforts (Paffenholz, 2015: 857, 879). 

The literature on women in peacebuilding continually emphasizes their essential role in shaping 

localized peace efforts and reinforcing conflict resolution mechanisms from the grassroots 

level. Paffenholz et al. (2016: 32) emphasize that women's groups are most impactful in peace 

processes when they can formulate unified positions and present them as concise demands to 

negotiators. They note here that while broad public consultations often include women, 

dedicated forums addressing their specific needs are uncommon. Also, this other perspective 

points out that although women's participation is often linked to the sustainability of peace 

processes, its effectiveness depends on their ability to influence decision-making structures 

(Berry, 2018: 90). 

El-Bushra (2007: 131) emphasizes that "women’s resistance to violence is widely believed to 

be a mobilizing factor in both local and international peace movements," this portrays a broader 

recognition of their influence in conflict transformation and resolution. By further emphasizing 

that "essentializing women's roles as wives, mothers and nurses discourages their inclusion as 

active decision makers in political arenas, as well as overshadowing the needs of other 

disadvantaged groups “she advocates for recognizing that "men and women are each differently 

violated by war"  El-Bushra (2007: 131,136, 142). This pattern aligns with findings from 

broader peacebuilding research, which highlights that women in displacement settings 

frequently establish structures of resilience and continuity despite conflict-induced instability 

(UN PBC WGLL Synthesis Report, in Shepherd, 2016: 128; Krause, Krause and Bränfors, 

2018: 991). 

In 2020, Western Sahara experienced significant developments that reshaped its longstanding 

conflict notably a growing frustration among Sahrawis particularly the youth, over the 

stagnation of UN-led peace efforts - MINURSO United Nations Mission for the Referendum in 

Western Sahara and Morocco’s continued control over much of the territory (International 
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Crisis Group, 2020). However, in November 2020, the ceasefire between Morocco and the pro-

independence Polisario Front - Frente POLISARIO, the official representative of the Sahrawi 

people (Minurso, n.d.), which had been in place since 1991 collapsed, leading to renewed 

hostilities (International Crisis Group, 2020). 

MINURSO’s mandate includes to monitor the ceasefire, troop reductions, and confinement of 

Moroccan and Frente POLISARIO forces to designated locations among others (Minurso, n.d.).  

While peacebuilding is traditionally distinguished from peacekeeping, contemporary discourse 

acknowledges overlaps between the two, particularly in missions where stability maintenance 

indirectly fosters long-term peace (United Nations, 2020). It increasingly integrates 

peacebuilding activities, including political facilitation, civilian protection, disarmament, 

election support, and human rights promotion (United Nations, 2020).  

In the context of MINURSO, the focus is on peacekeeping rather than peacebuilding, as its core 

mandate centres on monitoring the ceasefire and facilitating the referendum process. 

Nonetheless, its operations inevitably intersect with broader peacebuilding objectives. These 

intersections are evident in activities such as fostering conditions for a sustainable political 

resolution, contributing to community stability, engaging with civil society and local actors, 

particularly women, and maintaining an environment that prevents the recurrence of conflict 

(United Nations Peacekeeping, MINURSO, n.d.). Given the above background, this study 

examines how gender inclusion is addressed within MINURSO’s peacekeeping operations, and 

how the Women, Peace and Security agenda influences the mission’s approach to local 

engagement with Sahrawi women. 

1.1 Statement of the Problem  

The representation of local women in international peacekeeping missions is widely recognized 

as a critical component of gender mainstreaming, particularly under the framework of United 

Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325. Despite this normative evolution, the 

operationalization of WPS commitments within traditional peacekeeping missions remains 

inconsistent and often constrained by institutional mandates. The United Nations Mission for 

the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO), established in 1991 to monitor the ceasefire 

and support a self-determination referendum, represents a stark case of this disconnect. 

MINURSO lacks both a human rights and a gender mandate, yet it functions within a UN 

system that increasingly emphasizes gender-responsive and inclusive peace.  The 2020 
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breakdown of the ceasefire in Western Sahara has reignited instability in the region, 

intensifying the need for inclusive peacekeeping strategies that recognize the agency of local 

populations, including women. However, there is limited empirical evidence on whether and 

how MINURSO integrates elements of the WPS agenda in its operations, particularly regarding 

engagement with Sahrawi women. This gap raises critical questions about the extent to which 

peacekeeping missions can or should accommodate peacebuilding elements such as gender 

inclusion and community participation, despite formal limitations. This study addresses this 

gap by examining how gender-inclusion practices are accommodated or are resisted within 

MINURSO’s peacekeeping framework.  

1.2 Research Objectives  

This thesis aims to empirically examine how gender-inclusion practices, influenced by the 

Women, Peace and Security agenda, emerge within the United Nations Mission for the 

Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO)’s peacekeeping framework, with particular 

attention to the participation of Sahrawi women. Specifically, this study aims to achieve the 

following objectives:  

a) To examine the visibility and extent of gender-inclusion practices in MINURSO’s 

engagement with local communities, particularly Sahrawi women, within its 

peacekeeping operations. 

b) To assess whether MINURSO’s engagements with Sahrawi women reflect genuine 

local ownership and grassroots women’s agency, or whether they are primarily shaped 

by international Women, Peace and Security (WPS) norms. 

c) To identify and analyse the barriers affecting the engagement of Sahrawi women in 

MINURSO’s peacekeeping operations in Western Sahara. 

1.3 Research Questions 

a) To what extent are gender-inclusion practices visible in MINURSO’s engagement with 

local communities, particularly Sahrawi women, in its peacekeeping operations? 

b) To what extent do MINURSO’s engagements with Sahrawi women demonstrate 

genuine local ownership and grassroots women’s agency, as opposed to being primarily 

shaped by international Women, Peace and Security (WPS) norms? 

c) What barriers affect the engagement of Sahrawi women in MINURSO’s peacekeeping 

operations in Western Sahara? 
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By addressing these questions, the research aims to contribute to more contextually relevant 

peacebuilding elements within the MINURSO peacekeeping mission in Western Sahara, with 

a focus on increasing local women’s ownership and participation in its efforts.  

1.4 Delimitations 

This thesis is delimited to examining the participation and representation of Sahrawi women as 

element of peacebuilding efforts within the peacekeeping operation of the United Nations 

Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) in Western Sahara (WS). The 

study will cover the period from 2020 to 2024, encompassing the collapse of the ceasefire and 

post-COVID-19 peace efforts, challenges and the likes. This time frame is significant as it 

captures key developments affecting both peacekeeping efforts in the territory and the role of 

local actors, particularly women. This is particularly pertinent given that MINURSO’s 

operational focus—primarily monitoring the ceasefire—has, in practice, intersected with 

broader strategic roles such as gender inclusion and representation in decision making, which 

themselves embody key elements of peacebuilding.  By focusing on this period, the research 

aims to offer insights into the contemporary challenges faced by MINURSO and Sahrawi 

women, especially in the context of evolving geopolitical diplomatic dynamics. 

1.5 Thesis Outline  

The thesis is divided into six sections. The first section is the introductory part that includes a 

statement of the problem, research objectives, research questions, and delimitations to the 

study. The second includes a dive into previous literature on the thesis topic, this would 

highlight the gaps found in the literature and the extent to which such gaps have been addressed. 

The third section includes the theoretical framework with an analysis of the feminist theory in 

which the thesis is based. The fourth includes an analysis of the method used in the analysis, 

choice and selection of material and criticism of such choices. The fifth section is a breakdown 

of findings, linking empirical data discovered to the research questions which allows for a 

deeper interpretation, leading to meaningful conclusions. It would also provide answers to the 

research questions thereby verifying their relevance to the research topic. The sixth part of the 

thesis is the discussion. The last part of the thesis is the conclusion, which includes a summary 

of the findings identified in the study and suggestions for further research. 
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1.6 Operational Definition of Terms  

Peacekeeping: Peacekeeping refers to the deployment of international military, police, and 

civilian personnel to conflict-affected areas, with the consent of the main parties to the conflict, 

to help maintain ceasefires, create conditions for political processes, and support the 

implementation of peace agreements. In the UN context, peacekeeping can range from 

traditional ceasefire monitoring to multidimensional missions incorporating political, 

humanitarian, and state-building functions (United Nations, 2008). 

Peacebuilding: Peacebuilding encompasses a range of measures aimed at reducing the risk of 

conflict recurrence by strengthening national capacities for conflict management and 

addressing the root causes of violence. It involves long-term processes that support political, 

economic, social, and institutional reforms to promote sustainable peace (Boutros-Ghali, 1992 

in Barnett et al., 2007: 37; United Nations, 2010). 

Gender-Responsive: A gender-responsive approach ensures that policies, programs, and 

interventions take into account the different needs, priorities, roles, and experiences of women, 

men, girls, and boys. It seeks to promote gender equality and women’s empowerment by 

actively addressing gender-based disparities and ensuring that women’s voices and perspectives 

inform decision-making processes (UN Women, 2014). 

Localised Peacebuilding:  Localised peacebuilding refers to peacebuilding approaches that are 

grounded in the specific social, cultural, political, and historical contexts of local communities. 

It prioritises local ownership of peace processes, leverages indigenous knowledge and practices, 

and seeks to strengthen community-led initiatives rather than imposing externally designed 

solutions (Mac Ginty and Richmond, 2013: 777). 

Mandate-Limited Mission: A mandate-limited mission is a peacekeeping operation whose 

scope of activities is narrowly defined by its authorising resolution, often focusing on specific 

tasks such as ceasefire monitoring, without broader responsibilities for human rights promotion, 

governance reform, or humanitarian assistance. 

Women, Peace and Security (WPS) Agenda: The Women, Peace and Security Agenda refers 

to a series of United Nations Security Council resolutions beginning with UNSCR 1325 (2000) 

that recognise the disproportionate impact of conflict on women and the critical role women 

play in conflict prevention, resolution, and peacebuilding. The agenda calls for increased 
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participation of women at all decision-making levels, the protection of women and girls from 

conflict-related violence, and the integration of gender perspectives in all peace and security 

efforts. 

2.0 Previous Research 

This section includes an overview of previous literature that is relevant for this study, i.e. a 

review of existing research on peacekeeping and peacebuilding, with a focus on localization 

and interaction of the international (MINURSO) and local actors (women) towards peace 

processes in Western Sahara. A part of the literature would also include links to feminism theory 

however, more details of the application of this theory would be provided in the following 

chapter.  

2.1 Localisation of peacebuilding 

Kappler (2015) critiques the static notion of the local, arguing that localisation is a dynamic 

and processual phenomenon where peacebuilding actors continuously navigate between 

delocalisation (re-)localisation (Kappler, 2015 : 875-876). In this case the former, aligns 

strongly with international frameworks for legitimacy and authority and the latter emphasizes 

local ownership and authenticity for credibility and access to funding (Kappler, 2015 : 876). In 

a similar manner, MacGinty (2015) agrees to this notion of the local peacebuilding dictum, 

stating that it challenges the instrumentalization of the local by international actors, arguing that 

"the local" is often a construction used to legitimise externally driven peace interventions, while 

real power frequently remains with international donors and institutions... it is static, rural, 

traditional, incapable and waiting to be civilised, developed, monetised (Mac Ginty, 2015: 

841).  

Paffenholz 2015 builds on this by adding to the discussion in stating that these local approaches 

to peacebuilding mark a vital shift away from the traditional liberal peacebuilding model, which 

relies on externally driven peace-making and state-building efforts (Paffenholz, 2015 :857). 

In a similar discussion on how international actors continue to control decision-making under 

the liberal peace framework, Joshi, Lee and Mac Ginty, 2014 indicate that even though this 

approach promotes local participation in theory, in practice, it imposes top-down structures that 

constrain genuine local agency(Joshi, Lee and Mac Ginty, 2014 : 368-369). In outlining the 

peacebuilding components of security, governance, reconciliation, relief and development, 

which are in line with the liberal peace framework, he points out the capability gaps that 
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international actors such as the UN, NATO, and OSCE face in preventing violence and 

fostering relationships, which in turn undermines their ability to achieve their goals(Last, 2000 

: 86-87).  

Bräuchler and Naucke (2017) share similar opinions through their ethnographic fieldwork and 

anthropological perspectives by emphasising the need to focus on the role and meaning of local 

actors and cultures in peace processes, driven by the shortcomings of international peace 

missions (Bräuchler and Naucke 2017: 422-423). They went on to advocate for a deeper 

understanding of this local peace a perspective based on their fieldworks, aiming to engage with 

the local without oversimplifying it. 

Overall, these viewpoints collectively criticize the superficial inclusion of local involvement in 

peacebuilding, stressing the importance of a more genuine and context-driven approach to 

localization. I could deduce from the above viewpoints in this subsection that without a deeper 

understanding of local cultures and actors, peacebuilding efforts risk being disconnected from 

the realities on the ground. This further highlights the necessity for peacebuilding to be both 

contextually relevant and authentically inclusive of local perspectives. Previous research on the 

aspect of women as local actors in WS would be analysed following. 

2.2 Women in Western Sahara 

While many refugee women face oppression, including sexual harassment and discrimination, 

Sahrawi women a term referring to the women of Western Sahara, though face same but have 

largely mitigated these concerns by maintaining strong social traditions and customs (Wallace, 

1994: 51) but it did not happen in a vacuum. The region they inhabit is a sparsely populated 

territory in northern Africa with people mainly of Arabic origin and closely related to those of 

Mauritania and Morocco. Since 1975, it has been at the centre of a decolonization conflict, as 

it was colonized by Spain, who then ceded the territory to Morocco and Mauritania (Shelley, 

2004: ix). In spite of the UN intervention, the tussle persists between Morocco and the Polisario 

front (the official representative of the Sahrawi people), with Morocco seeking autonomy and 

the latter calling for complete independence (Shelley, 2004: ix) causing displacements, rise of 

refugees and the continued classification of WS as a non-self-governing territory. 

There arose women nationalists but the Moroccan regime was not easy on them as they used 

gender-based violence, including rape and torture, to suppress them; for example, the case of 

Fatima, recorded by an ethnographer, who suffered severe injuries due to torture, illustrates 
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how their resistance is met with brutal repression (Allan, 2019: 156). A position in conformity 

with this is this perspective saying that there is little room for refugee women to be recognized 

as political actors, as they are expected to be the “exotic, vulnerable other” (Baines 2004, 36 in 

Olivius, 2016 : 283); “helplessly entangled in the tentacles of regressive Third World 

patriarchy” and in need of salvation from the modern world (Parpart 1993, 453 in Olivius, 2016 

: 283). As refugee women are expected to play caregiving roles that aid organizations see as 

useful, such expectations also reinforce traditional gender roles rather than challenging them 

(Olivius, 2016 : 272). 

The absence of men (who are fighting, dead or detained) forced many women to take full 

control of camp management which led to significant empowerment but also extreme physical 

and emotional strain… surviving by organising: their lives, the distribution of aid, work, and 

responsibility(Wallace, 1994 : 52). The Saharawi women in the diaspora contribute to this quest 

for peace and advocacy through the use of online activism to challenge misinformation and 

advocate for both gender equality and national liberation (Strzelecka, 2023 : 133). Their 

activism is often met with resistance, both from Moroccan propaganda and from conservative 

elements within their own community who disapprove of their vocal presence in political 

debates (Sebastián and Nielsen, 2021 : 4). They opine that despite obstacles, these women have 

successfully created an imagined community based on gender equality, showing how digital 

activism can extend beyond physical borders to unite voices worldwide. Also, they have shown 

that their struggle goes beyond resisting colonial rule as they also challenge internal patriarchal 

structures even though their demands are often deprioritized in favour of the larger nationalist 

struggle (Allan, 2019: 191). 

Using a comparative perspective to Saharawi women, the experiences of Muslim women in 

Afghanistan, facing oppression particularly in their access to education (overall literacy rate 

for Afghan women is only 12%) (UNFPA 2012) and public life, as societal norms and security 

threats create significant barriers(Burridge, Payne, and Rahmani, 2016 : 129). Another 

perspective here states that they face harsh retaliation if they resisted, as seen in cases where 

women endured forced marriages or had to "hire" male guardians to navigate Taliban 

restrictions, highlighting the extreme measures they take to assert their agency (Rostami-Povey, 

2007: 297-298). This struggle for autonomy contrasts with the experiences of Saharawi women, 

who, while also facing displacement and oppression, have managed to use their collective 

identity to create a strong feminist movement – ‘Sahrawi feminism is feminist nationalism’ 

(Allan, 2019: 189). 
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These studies demonstrate that Saharawi women are not simply passive victims as suggested 

by (Giordano, 2024 : 12) but also active participants in shaping their political and social 

realities. Their struggles are shaped by both internal gender norms and external political forces, 

including colonialism, humanitarian governance, and international peacekeeping structures, 

such as MINURSO. The interaction between the women and international actors – MINURSO, 

highlights the complex dynamics in motion, where local experiences intersect with the broader 

political and humanitarian frameworks set by international institutions. 

2.3 Actor’s Mandate and Its Evolving Impact on Women (MINURSO) 

The United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) with its 

Headquarters in Laayoune WS, was established by Security Council resolution 690 of 29 April 

1991 in accordance with settlement proposals accepted on 30 August 1988 by Morocco and the 

Frente Popular para la Liberación de Saguia el-Hamra y de Río de Oro (Frente POLISARIO), 

the official representative of the Sahrawi people (Minurso, n.d). There is an indication here that 

the mission was originally established to implement the UN peace plan in Western Sahara, but 

instead, it has become a tool for maintaining the status quo (Lagdaf and Zoubir, 2022 : 308-

309). They further highlight how MINURSO’s mandate has been repeatedly extended without 

much progress, reinforcing Morocco’s control over the region rather than ensuring a fair 

referendum for Sahrawi self-determination, with countries of France and USA, blamed for 

stalling the peace process quo (Lagdaf and Zoubir, 2022 : 308). 

MINURSO was originally mandated in accordance with the settlement plan to: monitor the 

ceasefire; verify the reduction of Moroccan troops in the Territory; monitor the confinement of 

Moroccan and Frente POLISARIO troops to designated locations; take steps with the parties to 

ensure the release of all Western Saharan political prisoners or detainees; oversee the exchange 

of prisoners of war, to be implemented by International Committee of the Red Cross, 

(ICRC);repatriate the refugees of Western Sahara, a task to be carried out by the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR);identify and register qualified voters; organise and 

ensure a free and fair referendum and proclaim the results; reduce the threat of unexploded 

ordnances and mines (Minurso, n.d.). On an exceptional basis, the mission has been involved 

in providing assistance to irregular migrants as well as humanitarian help in case of natural 

disasters. 

On its mandate, it had inclusive policies to cater to women as it incorporated gender 

mainstreaming through symbolic representation in the mission’s activities – professionally, 
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military, local and field service  (López Belloso, 2022 : 112). It however struggled with 

meaningful female participation beyond the absence of a mandate for human rights monitoring, 

which is deduced to mean that this has limited its capacity to address the gender-specific needs 

of women in the region (Allan, 2019: 168).  

In critiquing the superficial inclusion of women in MINURSO, there is the gap observed 

between policy and reality because based on the statistics outlined in his paper for women 

representation in the mission, he noted that they remain underrepresented in decision-making 

roles especially as its institutional structures still prioritize male leadership (López Belloso, 

2022 : 116-117). Naïli (2022) notes that “the conflict remains unresolved since the cease‐fire 

was agreed almost three decades ago,” this indicates that while MINURSO has succeeded in 

maintaining a fragile negative peace, its comprehensive peacebuilding agenda is yet to be 

advanced (Naïli, 2022 :78). 

Previous research also shows that MINURSO, established at the onset of the post-Cold War 

era, was mandated to promote conflict resolution in the Western Sahara, thus adopting a 

peacebuilding agenda which was to provide self-determination for the Saharan people, 

disarmament and withdrawal of troops and a repatriation programme (Solà-Martín, 2006: 370). 

In this sense, MINURSO’s contributions—while modest and largely confined to maintaining 

the status quo, have been essential in preventing a setback into active conflict, even as they fall 

short of achieving a full-scale political resolution. In a similar vein a UN resolution 

acknowledges that peacekeeping operations must be complemented by post-conflict 

peacebuilding measures to ensure long-term stability, stating that "the Security Council and the 

General Assembly stress the importance of a comprehensive approach to sustaining peace, 

particularly through the prevention of conflict and addressing its root causes" (UNGA, 

A/RES/70/262, 2016, p. 3, para. 6). 

MINURSO, who is responsible overseeing the referendum in Western Sahara, has faced 

significant challenges, including political resistance, difficulties in integration, inconsistent 

follow-ups, and logistical setbacks that undermine its overall mandate (UN Report 

(S/2020/938), in Lagdaf and Zoubir 2022: 319-320). They also portray MINURSO as a passive 

mission with reference to the deteriorating situation that has contributed to prolonging the 

conflict rather than resolving it by arguing that without a shift in international political will -

Morocco’s fait accompli, MINURSO’s peace efforts will continue to be ineffective in ensuring 

Sahrawi self-determination(Lagdaf and Zoubir, 2022 : 321). 
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However, Atanasiu 2022 on the issue of female representation further notes that the key 

operational challenges include maintaining mobility and managing supply chains, both of 

which are further complicated by a lack of gender balance within the mission. (Atanasiu, 2022: 

198). In cautioning against this kind of poor representation  about gender roles that may emerge 

in such an instance, such frameworks can alienate local communities if they fail to respect 

cultural realities, thereby emphasizing the need for a more culturally sensitive yet robust 

gender-inclusion approach. (Hyndman and Giles, 2011: 362). 

Shepherd 2016 indicates that the UNSCR 1325, is the foundation of the WPS agenda and 

prioritizes meaningful participation of women amongst others (Shepherd, 2016: 121 -122). The 

article addresses the UN’s approach that tends to focus on women as victims rather than 

recognizing their diverse roles in both conflict and post-conflict settings based on the review of 

the Working Group on Lessons Learned (WGLL) association meetings (Shepherd, 2016: 126). 

In all Shepherd 2016 highlights the UN’s inconsistent application of WPS principles with its 

efforts largely shaped by the UN Secretary-General’s reports and action plans, which 

sometimes sideline the foundational work of the WPS agenda.  

2.4 Knowledge Gap 

Research on gender mainstreaming in UN peacekeeping under United Nations Security Council 

Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 has grown substantially, but it concentrates on multidimensional 

missions with explicit gender and human rights mandates—such as the United Nations 

Organization Stabilization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUSCO), 

the United Nations Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS), and the former United Nations Mission 

in Liberia (UNMIL). These operations embed Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) principles 

into their mandates, enabling systematic integration of gender perspectives (United Nations, 

2020).   

By contrast, traditional, ceasefire-monitoring missions without explicit gender or human rights 

provisions like the United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) 

are largely absent from empirical study. MINURSO’s narrow focus on military observation and 

referendum preparation means gender engagement is informal or ad hoc, making it largely 

invisible in both policy and scholarship (Minurso, n.d). This gap is notable in the Western 

Sahara case. While Sahrawi women’s political and social leadership—especially through the 

National Union of Sahrawi Women and camp governance—has been documented (Vásquez, 

2014: 9; Allan, 2019: 165), little is known about their interaction with MINURSO. The 2020 

breakdown of the decades-long ceasefire between Morocco and the Polisario Front altered the 
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conflict environment, potentially reshaping women’s roles in politics, advocacy, and resilience 

(International Crisis Group, 2020). Yet limited empirical study examines whether, or how, 

MINURSO engages with Sahrawi women, or the mission’s impact on gender relations in this 

shifting context. This study addresses that gap by providing an empirical, context-specific 

analysis of gender inclusion in MINURSO. It investigates whether WPS principles are 

operationalized without structural enablers, and how they are resisted or adapted in practice. 

3.0 Theoretical Framework 

In this part of the thesis, an analysis of the feminist theory would be presented as it serves as 

the overarching theoretical framework for the thesis. In addition, the Women, Peace and 

Security (WPS) agenda is introduced as an important normative and policy framework to 

evaluate the extent to which MINURSO's practices align with international commitments to 

gender-responsive (peacebuilding element) within MINURSO's peacekeeping mission. The 

discussion also engages with the concept of gendered power relations as an essential lens 

through which the participation, representation, and agency of Sahrawi women are understood 

within the localized peacekeeping processes. 

The chapter concludes by explaining how the theoretical framework will be operationalized in 

the thesis, outlining the initial guiding themes — participation and representation, 

accountability and transparency, and power relations and resistance — which form the 

analytical framework for the empirical analysis. 

3.1 Feminism Theory 

Feminism theory is a theory of change (Zwingel, Prügl, and Caglar n.d.: 180, in Weiss and 

Wilkinson, (eds.) 2014). Going by its origins, it was traced to the 18th century in England after 

the Enlightenment period, emerging as women began challenging the inequalities they were 

faced with in legal, political, economic, administrative, social and cultural areas as well as their 

disadvantaged positions or marginalized roles in society (Üstün and Süren, 2022 : 153).  

In relation to the field of international relations IR which is highly relevant to this study in the 

way it shapes the peacebuilding discourse, Peterson (1998) critiques IR for being deeply rooted 

in masculinist frameworks that prioritize state power, sovereignty, and military strength 

(Peterson, 1998: 581). He further links this perspective of feminism to postmodernism by 

challenging dominant ideas of truth and highlighting the importance of multiple perspectives. 
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This was done by questioning established ways of thinking, as feminist standpoint theory, 

opening up space for diverse voices, particularly those historically excluded – women, as agents 

of IR knowledge and theory (Peterson, 1998: 586). 

A view of feminist theory in peacebuilding suggests that mainstream approaches remain 

gender-blind, as it is failing to address the structural inequalities that shape conflict and post-

conflict societies (Rigual, 2018 : 148). Although international frameworks like the Women, 

Peace, and Security (WPS) agenda have contributed to global awareness of gender issues in 

peacebuilding, Rigual 2018 argues that many of these efforts results in tokenistic gender 

mainstreaming rather than genuine structural transformation (Rigual, 2018: 148–149).  

The integration of a gender dimension into the peace discourse remains crucial for developing 

a more comprehensive and inclusive approach to conflict resolution of which a deviation from 

this illustrates how separating theory from practice limits progress to quick fixes instead of a 

deeper and more inclusive perspective (Aggestam and Holmgren, 2022: 896). In support of this 

view, Enloe (2000) emphasizes the significance of gender in peacebuilding by arguing that IR 

and peace processes are often dominated by masculine norms, which marginalize women's 

voices and issues (Enloe, 2000 in Farr 2002:10). This critiques the lack of attention to gender 

in peacebuilding and advocates for a more inclusive and transformative approach especially in 

the area of decision making and reconstruction efforts after conflict. 

El-Bushra (2007) frames feminism similarly to Enloe 2000 in IR gender inequality and Rigual 

2018 IR perspective, in relation to women's activism in peacebuilding, particularly in the 

context of United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSC) 1325. This underscores a major 

milestone in advancing the recognition of women's rights in conflict resolution, peacebuilding, 

and post-conflict reconstruction (El-Bushra, 2007: 132). Although UNSCR 1325 is not a 

theoretical framework, its principles resonate strongly with feminist theory’s emphasis on 

agency, inclusion, and the need to transform structural inequalities in peacebuilding contexts. 

Feminist theory was also examined from the perspective of the concepts of gender and 

patriarchy (Ruiz, 2005, 1). The theory argues that IR has historically been dominated by men, 

particularly in key decision-making roles such as diplomats, policymakers, government leaders, 

and scholars (Ruiz, 2005, 2). These individuals often emerge from patriarchal social and 

political systems, which shape their perspectives and priorities. This argument implies that 

discussions within IR tend to reflect male-centred frameworks due to this domination, 
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frequently overlooking or minimizing the roles and contributions of women in global politics 

and this serves as a consequence of the structural biases that have historically failed to integrate 

gendered perspectives into mainstream IR discourse (Ruiz, 2005, 2). Ruiz’s analysis on feminist 

theory aligns with El-Bushra’s (2007) perspective, who acknowledges both essentialist and 

social analysis approaches within feminist theory.  

While numerous variants of feminist theory exist, this study adopts a combination of those 

particularly relevant to international relations, peacekeeping, and peacebuilding. Specifically, 

it merges postcolonial feminism and intersectional feminism as core analytical lenses, with 

liberal feminism and institutional feminism serving as operational and compliance-oriented 

lenses. This multi-layered feminist theoretical framework facilitates both a critical and practical 

assessment of gender inclusion practices in peacekeeping. It aims to analyse gender inclusion 

within the United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO), with a 

particular focus on the engagement of Sahrawi women.  

3.2. Postcolonial Feminism 

Postcolonial feminism challenges the dominance of Western-centric models of gender equality 

by situating women’s experiences within the historical, cultural, and political legacies of 

colonialism (Mohanty, 2003: 5-6; Spivak, 1999: 202). In the Western Saharan context, this 

perspective recognizes that Sahrawi women’s identities and activism are inseparable from the 

broader struggle for self-determination and the effects of protracted territorial conflict. 

Applying this lens enables a critical examination of whether MINURSO’s gender-inclusion 

practices genuinely reflect local priorities or reproduce externally imposed norms, including 

those embedded in the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda. Joanna Allan’s offers this 

perspective in her book chapter on, Women, Gender, and Resistance in Moroccan-Occupied 

Western Sahara, rather than relying solely on armed or confrontational strategies, Saharawi 

women engage in forms of resistance that are often non-violent, relational, and rooted in care—

challenging both the Moroccan occupation and patriarchal norms (Allan, 2019: 156-157).  

This portrays feminism in Western Sahara as diverging from Western own frameworks, 

focusing on everyday resistance and strategic essentialism in the instance of the youth-led 

clandestine operations, where young women engage in acts like painting flags and writing 

slogans(Allan, 2019: 163). Such actions challenge Morocco’s attempts to erase Saharawi 

identity. Incorporating this localized form of feminist resistance is essential for analysing the 

engagement of Sahrawi women with international actors such as MINURSO. As Mohanty 
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(2003: 34) emphasizes, feminist theory must begin with a “context‐specific differentiated 

analysis” if it is to generate effective strategies. Therefore, from this perspective, one should 

understand Sahrawi women’s intervention / resistance on its own terms – that is, pay attention 

to their particular historical and cultural conditions rather than applying a broader gendered 

power structures present in international interventions. 

3.3. Intersectional Feminism  

Intersectional Feminism, articulated by Crenshaw (1989: 140), emphasizes that gender-based 

experiences of inclusion or exclusion are shaped by overlapping identities such as ethnicity, 

refugee status, class, education, and political marginalization. In this study, intersectionality 

ensures that “Sahrawi women” are not treated as a homogeneous category; rather, the analysis 

explores how different subgroups—such as women in refugee camps, in occupied territories, 

or in the diaspora—experience distinct barriers and opportunities for engagement with 

MINURSO. This approach is essential for unpacking the layered barriers and complex realities 

that shape women’s participation in peacekeeping processes.  

 

3.4. Liberal Feminism 

Liberal feminism focuses on equal access, representation, and the removal of formal barriers to 

women’s participation (Okin, 1989: 181-2). Within this study, Liberal feminism provides 

measurable benchmarks for assessing visibility—such as women’s representation in meetings, 

the proportion of women in decision-making processes, and opportunities for participation. 

This lens helps evaluate whether gender inclusion is not only present in rhetoric but also 

reflected in tangible outcomes and institutional participation rates. Women’s contributions to 

conflict resolution must be recognized rather than assumed passive (Puechguirbal, 2010: 173).  

 

In Western Sahara, Sahrawi women are often represented as active nation‐builders. Strzelecka 

(2023:121–122) observes this by depicting Sahrawi women’s story as a revolutionary narrative 

which allows them to “embody the egalitarian, progressive and modern spirit attributed to 

Saharawi society and national identity”. In these accounts, the Polisario Front stresses gender 

equality as central to the national cause. Correspondingly, several authors describe Sahrawi 

women as “equal”, “active” and “empowered” actors who have “always been so free” (Hamdi, 

1993:27; Juliano, 1998; Hamoudi, 2016; Higgs and Ryan, 2015 in Strzelecka, 2023:122). A 

decolonial feminist lens highlights these portrayals while questioning whether they reflect 
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substantive influence for women: instead of symbolic roles, women’s agency should be central 

to nation‐building and peace processes. 

 

3.5. Institutional Feminism 

Institutional feminism examines how formal structures, policies, and bureaucratic mechanisms 

can be leveraged to advance gender equality (True et. al, 2016: 16). Feminist institutionalism 

critiques the gender-blindness of traditional institutional theories by asserting that for 

institutions to operate within gendered structures or to understand institutional power, change, 

and agency, it requires analysing how gender norms are embedded in both formal and informal 

structures (Mackay, Kenny and Chappell, 2010: 580). In the context of MINURSO, this lens is 

used to assess the integration of gender-mainstreaming tools, compliance with WPS mandates, 

presence of gender focal points, gender-sensitive training for staff, among others. Institutional 

feminism highlights the procedural and policy-level commitments that underpin, or constrain, 

operational gender inclusion. Applying institutional feminism aligns directly with the thesis 

aim, because it frames the analysis around how Sharawi women engage with MINURSO and 

what machismos and procedures MINURSO put in place foster gender inclusivity in its 

peacekeeping operations and to what extent do they comply with WPS mandates.  

3.6. Women Peace and Security Agenda and Feminism theory 

Women, Peace and Security (WPS) first made it on to the Security Council’s agenda in 2000, 

with the adoption of Security Council Resolution 1325 on WPS (UN Department of Political 

and Peacebuilding Affairs, n.d.). The agenda is a normative UN policy framework that emerged 

in response to feminist advocacy. It is not itself a theory but a series of international 

commitments aimed at advancing gender equality in peace and security (George and Shepherd, 

2016: 297). It serves as a major international gender equality policy in its own right and as a 

prominent example of the broadening of security practices in global politics (Kirby and 

Shepherd, 2021: 1). The initial resolution focuses on women’s involvement in three main areas; 

participation, protection, and the incorporation of a gender perspective in UN activities 

(Gibbings 2011, 528; Pratt and Richter-Devroe 2011, 492; Duncanson 2016, all in Thomson, 

2019: 599).   

Its implementation has been noted to vary widely by context and also shaped by local histories, 

actors, and politics (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic, 2019: 3). For instance, the Sahrawi 

women in Western Sahara have been actively engaged in political resistance, leading and 

organizing the movement across generations, despite facing violent suppression in their pursuit 
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of self-determination and human rights (Vasquez, 2014: 3). Their activism illustrates how local 

feminist agency can align with the goals of the WPS agenda, even if international interventions 

like MINURSO have yet to fully integrate these local efforts into their peacekeeping strategies. 

It is important to note that the WPS agenda reflects on both participatory and institutional 

feminist commitments by translating feminist calls for inclusion into formal policy benchmarks. 

This is seen here where O’Rourke (2014) outlines five understandings of women’s 

participation, culminating in deliberation - the “larger dream” of transforming peace and 

security (O’Rourke, 2014 in Thomson, 2019 : 604). This aligns with the thesis focus here from 

token inclusion to rethinking gendered governance in conflict institutions. Feminist academia 

is called to centre this transformative vision: will peace truly include women? This thinking, 

both inside and outside of academic work, encourages this return to the revolutionary aims that 

support the WPS agenda (Thomson, 2019 : 604-605).   

Civil society consistently serve as the primary vehicles for translating global commitments into 

practice  (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic, 2019: 1). This is seen also locally, as women’s 

civil society organizations (CSOs) operate as key spaces for women’s social and political 

engagement with the power to end wars and build peace(Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic, 

2019: 1). Feminist scholarship on women in peacebuilding draws attention to the multiple roles 

that they play and, while acknowledging that we should not expect ‘more from women (super 

heroines) than we expect of men’ just because they are women (Shepherd, 2016: 124). This 

emphasizes that failing to include women’s diverse contributions obscures the very mechanisms 

through which peace is sustained. Utilizing the 1325 Women, Peace, and Security framework 

as a synthesis of international legal instruments on women's rights in conflict and transition 

contexts offers a strategic approach to advancing inclusive, gender-responsive 

peacebuilding(Arostegui, 2013: 537). Though implementation gaps remain, it is gaining global 

importance and stems directly from women’s advocacy (Arostegui, 2013: 537). 

CSOs are heterogeneous and active (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic, 2019: 2) as seen 

even in Western Sahara as in the National Union of Sahrawi Women (NUSW), Sahrawi 

Association in the United States of America (SAUSA), Forum of Future for the Sahrawi 

Women in Western Sahara, etc. Grounding the WPS agenda is essential to this study, as it 

enables a critical assessment of the extent to which international peace missions, such as 

MINURSO, address or reproduce patterns of gender-based marginalization, structural 

exclusion, and shift from gender inequality toward gender justice. 
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3.7. Theory Operationalising  

From operational and compliance lenses, both liberal and institutional feminist theory provide 

a structured framework for evaluating visibility and policy compliance—measuring the extent 

to which institutional commitments to gender equality are implemented in practice. This 

combined approach directly addresses the thesis aim of understanding women’s roles in 

Western Sahara’s peace processes. In addition, both postcolonial and intersectional feminist 

theory helps to interrogate the quality, local relevance, and power dynamics of inclusion, 

revealing whether MINURSO’s practices foster genuine grassroots agency or reflect externally 

driven agendas. While postcolonial lens is used here to examine how gendered power relations 

affect Sahrawi women’s participation in peacekeeping, intersectional feminism helps highlights 

myriad of barriers that Shahara women encounter in their attempts to participate in 

peacekeeping processes in Western Sahara.   

4.0 Method and data 

 

This section discusses the chosen data and method used to collect, process and analyse the data 

applied in the thesis. This part is designed to describe the procedure through which the data 

would be collected, the category of the data to be gathered including its description, the 

technique of empirical analysis and also the mode employed for presentation and outcomes of 

the analysis which is the thematic analysis method. I also cover material decisions, including 

inclusion/exclusion criteria, the data’s reliability and validity as well as qualitative research 

method as a whole. 

4.1 Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative single-case study design, focusing on the United Nations 

Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) as a unique peacekeeping 

operation. The design is appropriate for exploring complex, context-specific phenomena such 

as this topic in peacekeeping practice. The case study will employ an embedded approach, 

examining the mission’s institutional structures, field-level activities, and community 

engagement with Sahrawi women. Simply put, a case study is an in-depth description and 

analysis of a bounded system (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016: 37). Yin (2014: 16), for example, 

defines case study in terms of the research process as an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) within its real-life context, especially when the 

boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident (Yin 2014: 16 in 
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Merriam and Tisdell, 2016: 37-38). It is a powerful qualitative methodology aimed at deepening 

understanding of a particular setting or phenomenon through “thick description” and 

“interpretive analysis”(Cousin, 2005: 421,424); this makes this approach a powerful tool used 

to interpret and explore the complex realities and even contested narratives surrounding the 

Sahrawi women and their engagements with MINURSO. 

4.2 Justification for the Case Selection 

Western Sahara offers a really compelling and underexplored case for examining localized 

peacebuilding especially through a gender-responsive lens. As Africa’s last remaining non-self-

governing territory, it has been the site of a protracted decolonization conflict since Spain’s 

withdrawal in 1975, with the Sahrawi people who are represented by the Polisario Front, 

seeking independence from Moroccan control (Correale, 2024: 1; Mundy, 2022: 62). Despite 

the 1991 UN-brokered ceasefire and the establishment of the United Nations Mission for the 

Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO), the promised referendum on self-determination 

has not yet been realised and its peacekeeping efforts remains limited and largely symbolic 

(López Belloso, 2022: 117; Lagdaf and Zoubir, 2022: 308–309). The ceasefire itself collapsed 

in November 2020, thereby reigniting hostilities and further complicating the peace process 

(Mundy, 2022: 62, 74; International Crisis Group, 2020). 

The decision to focus on Western Sahara is based on three key factors derived from the 

empirical and theoretical framework of this thesis: 1. The constant marginalization of Sahrawi 

women in formal peacekeeping structures of MINURSO; 2. The structural limitations of 

MINURSO’s mandate and 3. The compounded barriers of institutional marginalization and 

material inaccessibility. These 3 factors make the territory of Western Sahara a particularly 

interesting case that is instructive, to examine localised peacebuilding from a gender 

perspective with feminism at its core as they reveal concrete ways Sahrawi women interact with 

and shape MINURSO’s initiatives, demonstrating why the study is necessary.  

This case is also particularly relevant for exploring how the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) 

agenda has been practiced. While UNSCR 1325 calls for women’s full, equal, and meaningful 

participation in peace processes, the Western Sahara context reveals how such commitments 

often remain rhetorical without structural reform. By doing these, the case contributes to the 

research gap in the localised peacekeeping within broader peacebuilding literature as addressed 

by Paffenholz, Poppelreuter, and Ross, 2023: 351; Talentino 2007: 153; Joshi, Lee, & Mac 

Ginty, 2014: 364 as seen in part one of the thesis. It does this by offering an empirical analysis 
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of gender-responsive and localised initiatives within a protracted postcolonial conflict context 

of Western Sahara with insights into potential avenues for enhancing the MINURSO’s mandate 

into promoting gender equity within such complex political environments. 

4.3 Sources of Data Collection 

To achieve the objectives of this study, this study relies on secondary data sources, including 

UN reports, policy documents, and previously published research. To source for data, a 

substantial number of materials was read and reviewed including published academic journal 

articles, books, UN and other International Organisation magazine publications like Amnesty 

International, news reports, policy reports and UN resolutions. I would go into much detail of 

this data collection and material choices as follows. 

4.4 Data Collection and Descriptions 

By reviewing the materials, I identified at the beginning of this chapter, it helped me to identify 

the major local and international actors involved in localized peacekeeping in WS – the 

MINURSO personnel, Sahrawi women’s committees, international NGOs, and local 

civil‑society groups; as well as the critical themes of gender marginalization, mandate 

limitations, and access barriers that will guide the subsequent empirical analysis. This also 

helped me foreground peacebuilding elements within the peacekeeping mandate to capture 

longer term processes that transform peace relations on the ground especially through women’s 

agency.  

The process of the data acquisition was from secondary sources done and by using academic 

databases (e.g. JSTOR, Web of Science, google scholar) and the UN Digital Library, I 

conducted targeted keyword searches including ‘MINURSO,’ ‘Women, Peace and Security,’ 

and ‘Sahrawi women’, this helped me to capture peer reviewed articles, policy briefs, 

dissertation reports and mission reports. Each source was carefully reviewed to assess the 

clarity and relevance to the theoretical foundation, the quality of its research methods, and how 

effectively it contributed to the focal areas of the study -marginalization, mandate constraints, 

participation barriers. This process thereby laid the groundwork for an empirical, thematic 

analysis of how these texts highlighted the observed empirical participation patterns of Sahrawi 

women in MINURSO’s initiatives. 

This study focuses on the period between 2020 and 2024, a critical period that was marked by 

the collapse of the 1991 ceasefire in Western Sahara and the intensification of both geopolitical 



 
 

22 
 

tensions and grassroots peacebuilding efforts. This timeframe allows for a focused analysis of 

MINURSO’s evolving engagement with Sahrawi women in the wake of renewed hostilities and 

post-COVID-19 recovery efforts. By focusing on this recent and fast-changing period, the 

thesis shows how local peace efforts and women’s involvement have evolved, offering timely 

insights into how Sahrawi women navigate institutional constraints, assert agency, and 

contribute to peace processes under increasingly complex conditions. 

I also reference some earlier and later time points sparsely to provide historical continuity and 

contextual depth in the thesis. For example, the 1991 ceasefire agreement, the adoption of 

UNSCR 1325 in 2000, and the establishment of MINURSO in 1991 serve as foundational 

benchmarks for understanding the evolution of international engagement in Western Sahara. 

Additionally, references to events and reports from the early 2000s through to 2025 allow for a 

longitudinal perspective that traces the persistence of structural barriers and the fragmented and 

informal engagement by MINURSO towards the Sahrawi women. This temporal layering 

enriches the empirical analysis by situating recent developments within a broader historical and 

policy trajectory, tracing the persistence of structural exclusion and symbolic inclusion, while 

also identifying emerging forms of local agency. 

Data inclusion and exclusion criteria 

In the process of data collection, there was a need for including particular data material and a 

criteria to exclude particular data to achieve the research purpose. This section builds on the 

methodological framework I captured in my earlier thesis paper on Rationality and Legitimacy 

in the United States Involvement in the Israel-Palestine Conflict: A Scholarly Review, which I 

frequently reference to support and inform the analysis presented here. This was also essential 

for proper categorisation to ensure credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability, 

and authenticity of the thesis paper (Kyngäs et.al, 2020: 112-113). Table 1 would provide a 

clearer picture of the data utilised for the empirical analysis based on these criteria stated below. 

Data Inclusion criteria 

As materials were being gathered, particular attention was made to determine data that was 

necessary for the thesis and this was based on the guide given by (Kyngäs et.al, 2020 112-113; 

Ruppert, 2013: 273). The following criteria were used to select materials for empirical analysis: 

• The material must directly address Western Sahara, MINURSO, or Sahrawi women’s 

participation in peacekeeping or the women engagements with the mission. 
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• Sources that engage with gender-responsive peacebuilding, UNSCR 1325, or the 

Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda in the context of non-self-governing 

territories like Western Sahara 

• The publication should primarily cover between years 2020 and 2024, to ensure that 

both historical context and recent developments are addressed. 

• The material must be published in peer-reviewed journals, UN reports, or by reputable 

NGOs and academic institutions. 

• Sources that provided empirical data, policy analysis, or field-based insights relevant to 

Sahrawi women’s agency, representation, and interaction with MINURSO. 

Data Exclusion Criteria 

In line with the above points on inclusion, materials were excluded as follows; 

• Opinion pieces and social media content due to concerns about reliability and lack of 

empirical credibility. 

• Sources that focused on other UN missions or conflicts unrelated to Western Sahara, 

except they offered directly applicable comparative insights like my reference to 

Afghanistan in the previous research section. 

• Publications were excluded if they did not clearly explain their research methods or if 

they were not available through trusted academic platforms or institutional sources 

• Materials that addressed gender and localised peacebuilding only in abstract or overly 

general terms without offering a conceptual, theoretical, or comparative relevance to the 

case of MINURSO, Western Sahara, or Sahrawi women. 

This selection process ensured that the empirical material was both contextually grounded and 

methodologically sound, thereby forming a robust foundation for the thematic analysis of 

Sahrawi women’s participation in peacekeeping under the mandate of the UN mission of 

MINURSO. 
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Table 1: Empirical Material Categorisation 

Type of Document Number of 

Documents 

Year of 

Publication 

Main Sources 

News articles 1 2020–2024 Brussels Times 

Organizational 

Reports 

15 2010–2024 UN Women, 

UNHCR, Amnesty 

International, UN 

Research Articles 29 2018–2025 Journal of North 

African Studies, 

International 

Political Science 

Review, Yale, 

Springer, Oxford, 

Global Society, 

Cambridge 

Books and Book 

Chapters 

7 2000–2025 Routledge, 

Syracuse University 

Press, Polity Press 

Theses and 

Dissertations 

3 2022–2025 Durban University 

of Technology, 

Iscte – Instituto 

Universitário de 

Lisboa 

UN Resolutions 

and Official 

Reports 

15 2020–2024 UN General 

Assembly, UN 

Security Council, 

UN Peacekeeping 

 

Search Criteria / Key Words 

This was an important aspect of the empirical analysis as based on the key words / phrases 

search I was able to identify and retrieve relevant data / materials to form the analysis. These 

keywords were used across databases such as JSTOR, Web of Science, Google Scholar, Umeå 

library online database and the UN Digital Library. The following search phrases were most 

frequently used: ‘Western Sahara women and MINURSO 2020 – 2024’, ‘WPS agenda and 

MINURSO’, ‘women organisations in Western Sahara’, ‘MINURSO and Sahrawi women 

challenges and opportunities in interaction’, ‘Saharawi women in diaspora and MINUSRO’, 

‘Influence of local women on MINURSO’. These terms were selected to capture both formal 

and informal dimensions of women’s engagement with MINURSO, as well as to explore the 

intersection of international peacebuilding mandates with local agency using the feminist theory 

framework. 
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4.5 Criticisms of data, sources and limitations of the study 

Given the nature of the research questions and limitations of the researcher in terms of 

geographical and practical restraints as well as issues of security, a field study was not a feasible 

option. As such, a desk study research approach was deemed the most suitable option for this 

study. However, in spite of the above limitations, sufficient information was available through 

the online medium and umeå university library access to achieve the purpose set out in the 

thesis and provide answers to the posed research questions. In spite of these, it is important to 

acknowledge the limitations and potential criticisms associated with the data and sources used. 

This study relies on secondary data sources, including UN reports, policy documents, and 

previously published research as stated earlier. While secondary data analysis offers several 

advantages such as timely access to large datasets and the ability to examine trends over 

time(Pederson et al., 2020: 059) it also presents important limitations. For example, UN reports 

and MINURSO publications may present sanitized or strategic portrayals of engagement with 

Sahrawi women, emphasizing symbolic inclusion while omitting deeper structural critiques. 

The data used in such sources were not originally collected to address the specific research 

questions posed in this thesis, which may limit the precision and contextual relevance of some 

variables (Pederson et al., 2020: 060). Additionally, inconsistencies in question wording or data 

collection methods across board can complicate usability so it could include a huge amount of 

information without it being exactly appropriate as it could answer the research questions 

partially but without validity if not carefully analysed (Allen 2017: 1834). 

Due to the desk-based nature of the study, first-hand perspectives from Sahrawi women 

particularly those in refugee camps or under Moroccan control could not be directly captured 

through interviews or fieldwork. This limits the ability to fully represent the lived experiences 

and nuanced agency of local actors. However, I used some dissertation and other research work 

that had conducted extensive fieldwork in western Sahara through interviews and focus groups 

though not directly linked to my topic of focus. As noted by Silverman (2006: 299), qualitative 

research must strive for transparency and reflexivity, especially when relying on pre-existing 

materials. Additionally, language barriers and access restrictions may have excluded relevant 

documents produced in Arabic, Spanish or French by local Sahrawi organizations, potentially 

narrowing the scope of the analysis. Although most materials found were in English, those in 

other languages than English were translated using the deepl.com and google translate tools. 



 
 

26 
 

The reliance on publicly available and often internationally produced documents may lead 

to overrepresentation of institutional voices (e.g., UN, INGOs) and underrepresentation of 

grassroots or dissenting narratives. This is particularly relevant in the context of Western 

Sahara, where geopolitical sensitivities and media control can influence what is documented 

and disseminated. While efforts were made to maintain neutrality and transparency, the study 

embraced a reflexive stance, acknowledging that interpretations are shaped by my theoretical 

commitments (e.g., feminist theory) and the limitations of access to the field. I also relied on 

the use of credible sources to obtain information on the thesis through the library research 

engine and the google scholar, while also obtaining articles from well vetted journals published 

on Jstor and institutions like Yale, Cambridge, Oxford journal and the likes. 

4.6 Method for Data Analysis – Thematic Analysis 

I use this method to carry out the analysis with major motivation received from the article by 

Braun and Clarke 2006. They describe it as a data analysis method which is considered a 

foundational method for qualitative research analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006: 78). It makes 

sense of the topic by grouping similar codes into similar categories and summarizing a wide 

range of findings under each category as a form of identification of an overall structure in the 

data to form themes (Braun and Clarke 2006: 87). Fixed coding can be a way of testing the 

emergent categories from qualitative research such as in thematic analysis as the scheme often 

requires that researchers know prior to the analysis what they are looking to test in the study 

(Allen 2017: 145). 

The process of pointing out possible themes remains an important feature of the thematic 

analysis. They are identified to provide meaning and answers to the research questions. They 

also require an adept processing of material or data through coding either through an inductive 

or deductive method in the material analysis to form the codes (Braun and Clarke 2006: 84). In 

the case of this thesis, I would adopt a more abductive rather than a strictly deductive or 

inductive method of analysis. An abductive approach merges inductive and deductive 

approaches for a more robust plausible and flexible reasoning in the thematic analysis, thereby 

allowing for clear links between theoretical constructs in the articles and actual realities played 

out by the actors in question (Hurley, Dietrich and Rundle-Thiele, 2021: 69). 

In my analysis, I followed a flexible coding process inspired by open coding in grounded theory 

(Allen 2017: 147). Rather than fitting data into predetermined categories, I allowed codes and 

themes to emerge directly from the materials I found using key search words outlined above 
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for the thesis. I began with broad categorisation codes to map out the overall structure of the 

data, then developed substantive codes to capture specific concepts and patterns, and finally 

applied theoretical codes to link these patterns back to broader feminist and peacebuilding 

frameworks. Throughout this process, I continually compared new data segments against 

existing codes, merging related codes, splitting overly broad ones, and reorganizing categories 

as my understanding deepened, until a coherent set of themes and subthemes accurately 

reflected how Sahrawi women engage with MINURSO’s initiatives. 

A crucial benefit in using a thematic analysis is that it is more explicitly analyst driven which 

tends to provide a more detailed analysis of important aspects of the data (Braun and Clarke 

2006: 84). This is suitable for this thesis as it incorporates the purposiveness of such data for 

the research to achieve its objective and also, it is relevant to the choice of sampling method 

used. Furthermore, it is a relatively easy and quick method to learn and apply. 

Based on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) description, the data in this thesis is organised into themes 

at a semantic level, rather than a latent one. The semantic approach here involves more than 

just identifying surface meanings. It requires a deeper examination of the actions, interactions, 

and institutional dynamics surrounding Sahrawi women’s engagement with MINURSO. This 

includes analysing how their participation is framed, facilitated, or constrained within 

peacebuilding processes. Rather than merely describing whether MINURSO’s efforts are 

effective or not, the thematic analysis explores the broader contextual and structural factors that 

shape these engagements. This method allows for a more explorative and nuanced 

interpretation, adding insight and depth to the analysis while maintaining the flexibility needed 

to capture the complex realities of gender-responsive, localized peacebuilding in Western 

Sahara. 

4.7 Ethical Considerations 

The thesis was done via a desk study relying exclusively on secondary data collection and so 

no primary data collection like interviews and surveys was conducted, the traditional ethical 

considerations such as informed consent, confidentiality or participant anonymity were not 

directly applicable. However, I maintained ethical integrity through as I searched for my data 

by ensuring my data materials are available publicly especially via digital means or physically 

in a library, that they were credible sources and relevant to the research questions. I made sure 

to be honesty, transparent and reflexive in my writing (Ritchie et al. 2014(eds): 20-21), 

especially as I acknowledged the limitations in institutional narratives and the potential for bias 
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in interpreting content that talks about disputed political contexts - exploring how Sahrawi 

women are included or excluded in MINURSO’s peacebuilding policies and implementation 

processes. 

Researchers generally are expected to take particular care in data collection and analysis to 

minimise the extent to which the researcher influences the views of the participants (Ritchie et 

al. 2014(eds): 20). The study critically examined the power dynamics embedded in international 

peacebuilding frameworks, particularly the representation of Sahrawi women within 

MINURSO’s operations. By situating the analysis within a gender-sensitive framework, the 

thesis aimed to uphold ethical responsibility not only in methodology but also in the framing 

and interpretation of its findings. While I made concrete efforts to remain objective and fair in 

my analysis, I recognize that personal interpretation can still influence how I understand and 

present such a topic especially when dealing with the unique experiences of Sahrawi women 

and the policies of MINURSO. However, I believe the steps I took to reflect critically and use 

credible sources help to minimize this bias. 

5.0 Empirical Findings and Analysis 

In this chapter, the empirical findings of this study will be presented and analysed with the aim 

of providing answers to the research questions outlined in the first Chapter. The structure’s 

method is thematic, (Table 2 below offers this thematic analysis summary at a glance) guided 

by the analytical framework grounded in feminist theory and the normative framework of the 

Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) agenda. The analysis will begin by examining the first 

research objective which examined the extent to which gender-inclusion practices are visible 

in MINURSO’s engagement with Sahrawi women, in its peacekeeping operations. In response 

to this question, themes such as nature and quality of participation, representation, diaspora 

engagement and digital representation, policy alignment, as well as reporting & accountability 

on Gender were discussed. These themes were used to assess the degree to which Sahara women 

inclusion reflect the inclusive intentions of UN peacebuilding frameworks of WPS within the 

limited peacekeeping mission of MINURSO in Western Sahara.  

The second objective for this study examined the extent to which MINURSO’s engagements 

with Sahrawi women demonstrate genuine local ownership and grassroots women’s agency, as 

opposed to being primarily shaped by international Women, Peace and Security (WPS) norms. 
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In response to this, themes such as origin and design of engagements, WPS norms–Local 

realities interaction, and funding and decision-making power were discussed.  

With respect to the third objective which explores the barriers affecting the engagement of 

Sahrawi women in MINURSO’s peacekeeping operations in Western. Themes such as 

structural barriers, institutional barriers, centralisation of authority, socio-cultural and 

normative barriers, material inaccessibility, communication and technology gaps, physical 

mobility and security barriers, and economic constraints were identified to provide answers to 

the question.  

The final segment of this chapter, highlights evidence of Sahara Women advocacy and impact 

in the conflict zones despite limitations and barriers faced. This chapter also discuss 

contributions of the study to the existing literature. The chapter concludes by reflecting on the 

extent to which the findings respond to the overarching research questions and contributes to 

understanding the gendered dynamics of localized peacebuilding.  

Table 2: Empirical Findings Themes and Subthemes 

Research Questions  Theme Subthemes 

Visibility of gender-

inclusion practices in 

MINURSO’s 

operations in Western 

Sahara  

✓ Nature of Interaction 

& Engagement 

✓ Participation Quality 

✓ Policy Alignment 

✓ Representation and 

visibility  

 

✓ Participation Rates 

✓ Tokenism vs. meaningful 

involvement 

✓ Accountability 

✓ Women in leadership 

 

Barriers to 

Participation 

✓ Institutional 

Marginalisation 

✓ Material 

Inaccessibility 

✓ Structural Barriers 

✓ Economic constraints  

✓ Legal/political exclusion 

✓ Gender norms & stigma 

✓ Poverty and resources 

✓ Bureaucratic obstacles 

Local vs International ✓ Design of 

Engagements 

✓ WPS Norms–Local 

Realities Interaction 

✓ Funding and Decision-

Making Power 

 

✓ Locally driven vs. 

externally imposed 

✓ Control over priorities 

✓ Norm adaptation or 

tension 

✓ UN-driven Inclusion vs 

Local Agency 

 

Source: Author’s Compilation, see Appendix I and II 
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5.1 Visibility of gender-inclusion practices in MINURSO’s engagement with Sahrawi 

women 

5.1.1 Nature and quality of Participation  

This first theme addresses the nature and quality of participation between MINURSO and 

Sahrawi women-led community groups. It focuses on how Sahrawi women are included or 

excluded from peacekeeping processes and evaluates the depth and quality of their engagement 

to determine whether consultations with Shahara women are tokenistic or substantive through 

feminist theoretical lenses. It directly responds to Research Question 1, which asks how 

MINURSO engages local women in its peacekeeping mission and to what extent these efforts 

align with broader UN frameworks on gender inclusion. This analysis draws on various strands 

of feminist theory, including: postcolonial feminism, which critiques external dominance in the 

framing of gender roles; intersectional feminism, which acknowledges the multiple identities 

that influence inclusion; liberal feminism, which assesses equality within specific situational 

structures; and institutional feminism, which examines gender mainstreaming in policy and 

procedure by exploring how power and exclusion are organised through international 

institutional practices, particularly within MINURSO.  

The thematic structure for this theme is informed by Martens and Seitz’s (2019) study on the 

“rules of engagement” between the UN and private actors, which outlines key indicators for 

assessing institutional nature of participation and inclusion. Their structure has been adapted 

here to analyse the nature of local women’s participation and inclusion with MINURSO. 

Specifically, the subthemes here include participation and representation, reflecting 

“participation in meetings of the governing bodies, planning, representation in leadership 

positions, consultations, advisory boards, negotiations, and participation in decision making 

forums” (Martens and Seitz, 2019: 4).  

Going back a little into MINURSO’s history, it has been shown to represent a unique mission, 

shaped more by post–Cold War international dynamics and the global need for stability in North 

Africa than just a solid agreement between Morocco and POLISARIO or the principles of 

international law, such as self-determination (Balboni, 2022: 3). Even in examining, female 

participation, case studies from several conflict settings have shown that armed groups can be 

a site for change in gender norms, where women take on new roles and develop new political 

agendas (Gilbert 2020, Riley 2022 in Cardeño, Olivius and Åkebo, 2025: 43).  
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Based on historical narratives and ongoing roles in political resistance, social governance, and 

refugee camp management, one can find evidence of the extensive leadership roles played by 

Sahrawi women in building and operating the Tindouf refugee camps, noting: For example, 

Vićentić and Abdeslam (2025) quoted “It was women who had to take primary responsibility 

for building the camps… health, education, water, sanitation, everything” (Vićentić and 

Abdeslam, 2025: 9). Although these contributions are well documented, they have not 

translated into formal roles within MINURSO’s institutional framework. From a feminist 

peacebuilding perspective, this reflects a structural disempowerment that persists despite the 

normative emphasis on inclusion in UNSCR 1325. The types of participation afforded to 

Sahrawi women are rarely situated within strategic decision-making or policy planning, 

reinforcing their marginal status within international interventions. 

This analysis also draws on feminist critiques of liberal peacebuilding, which caution against 

the instrumentalization of women’s roles for legitimacy while reinforcing existing hierarchies 

(Mac Ginty, 2015: 841). This is seen in the part of researchers like Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, critiqued 

for portraying Sahrawi gender dynamics as performative and constructed to attract Western 

support, suggesting that the image of the empowered Sahrawi woman is a strategic fiction rather 

than a reflection of sociopolitical reality (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2014, 4). It was presented as a part 

of the ‘politics of survival’. There is the engagement of women in grassroots activism and 

human rights advocacy under intense surveillance as against the meaningful participation in 

formal peacebuilding structures put in place by the UN through MINURSO (Drury, 2025: 4). 

With the recount of violence against women protesters in the streets it suggests a gendered 

experience of occupation that should be acknowledged in peace processes but isn’t. 

5.1.2 Representation of Sahrawi Women 

The representation of local women in international peacekeeping missions is widely recognized 

as a critical component of gender mainstreaming, particularly under the framework of United 

Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325. Although MINURSO predates the 

adoption of UNSCR 1325, its operational practices concerning the inclusion and representation 

of local women remain markedly limited and lack institutionalization within the mission’s 

structural and procedural frameworks (López Belloso, 2022: 117). The United Nations Mine 

Action Service (UNMAS) formally recognized the active engagement of Sahrawi women in 

demining operations along the berm, which constitutes one of the most heavily mined regions 

globally (López Belloso, 2022: 118). This participation marks a paradigmatic shift in the 



 
 

32 
 

conceptualization of women in conflict zones (like refugee women)—from passive subjects in 

need of humanitarian protection (Olivius, 2016: 282) to autonomous agents in peace and 

security frameworks. This involvement of local women in mine clearance initiatives not only 

underscores their willingness to engage but also evidences their capacity to contribute 

meaningfully to the mission’s overarching security objectives (López Belloso, 2022: 129). 

Secretary-General’s 2021 report (S/2021/843) highlighted an increase in overall women’s 

participation in the mission—from 5% to 13%—though it remains unclear whether this 

included local Sahrawi women (UNSC 2021b, S/2021/843: para 26). Training on gender-

related issues, including sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA), was introduced following 

reported cases, particularly after the appointment of the mission’s first Conduct and Discipline 

Officer (López Belloso, 2022 :125). Furthermore, although mission leadership has engaged 

with civil society actors, including women (López Belloso, 2022: 127), persistent challenges in 

accessing local interlocutors on the ground—such as those highlighted in report 

A/AC.109/2021/17, continue to hinder broader and more consistent engagement, particularly 

of local women (UNGA 2021c, A/AC.109/2021/17: para 17 and 18).  

The evidence here underscores the theoretical argument that participation must be evaluated 

not only by presence but by representation, influence, voice, and agency. Without 

transformative intent, as feminist theorists such as El-Bushra (2007: 131) and Rigual (2018: 

148) suggest, women’s participation risks becoming a performative gesture within 

peacebuilding structures that continue to exclude them from meaningful power. While local 

engagement remains constrained, diaspora activism represents a parallel space of agency that 

reinforces the argument for broader institutional reform. 

5.1.3. Diaspora Engagement and Digital Representation 

In addition to formal and symbolic participation within the territory, Sahrawi women in the 

diaspora have historically contributed to peacebuilding efforts through both bureaucratic 

engagement and grassroots advocacy. Cohen (2008) identifies five types of diasporas—victim, 

labour, imperial, trade, and de-territorialised—arguing that "victim diasporas" are defined by 

traumatic dispersal to multiple locations (Cohen 2008: 2). The Sahrawi diaspora fits this 

category, marked by displacement due to the Moroccan occupation. Arribas Sebastián (2021: 

39) similarly describes the Sahrawi as a victim diaspora, with community members dispersed 

to Algeria, Spain, and beyond. In earlier phases of the UN peace process, diaspora women 

played operational roles, exemplified by Mariam B., who served on the Sahrawi Commission 
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for the Referendum (COSAR), originally established as the local counterpart to MINURSO. 

Similarly, Senia Bachir Abderahman, a former leader of the National Union of Sahrawi Women 

(NUSW), addressed the UN Fourth Committee on Decolonisation, reflecting a moment of 

structured engagement and political recognition (Rossetti, 2012: 345, 350). As one interviewee 

noted, “I ended up working for the Saharawi commission for the referendum, it was called 

COSAR, something like the Saharawi MINURSO... it had relations with MINURSO which was 

obviously organizing the referendum” (Rossetti, 2012: 345). 

Although COSAR is now defunct and NUSW’s operational presence diminished, contemporary 

Sahrawi women in the diaspora continue to participate in peacebuilding through digital activism 

and transnational advocacy, often within what Almenara-Niebla (2022: 564) terms 

“emotivescapes” - digitally mediated emotional and political acts that sustain engagement, 

community ties and foster civic engagement across borders.  Such spaces serve as powerful 

platforms for political representation. For example, activist Sukeina articulated her feminist 

commitment to national liberation through her digital presence, stating, “Yes, I consider that all 

my efforts and all my time are dedicated to fighting and changing the situation of the Western 

Sahara...” (Almenara-Niebla, 2022: 573-574).  

In this diaspora engagement analysis, agency, decision-making, and structural access serve as 

key analytical indicators because they align directly with the core assumptions of feminist 

theory as applied to peacebuilding. Feminist approaches reject the notion of women as passive 

beneficiaries and instead emphasize their capacity as active agents shaping political, social, and 

institutional processes (El-Bushra, 2007: 131; Enloe, 2000 in Farr, 2002: 10). 

By focusing on agency, the analysis prioritizes the ability of Sahrawi women to act 

autonomously and assert influence in both formal and informal peacebuilding contexts with the 

women activism and formal advocacies. Decision-making is central because liberal feminist 

theory critiques the systemic exclusion of women from political authority and argues that true 

inclusion requires access to arenas where power is exercised (Rigual, 2018: 148–149).  This 

exclusion is shaped by a combination of MINURSO's structurally limited mandate, leadership 

choices within the mission, and broader political constraints posed by Moroccan control and 

patriarchal norms. Structural access, that is, the ability to participate meaningfully in 

institutional mechanisms like MINURSO, helps determine whether peacekeeping efforts 

translate into real influence for women or remain confined to surface-level inclusion. These 

diaspora digital practices mirror broader trends in transnational feminist activism, where 
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diasporic women use social media to create alternative spaces for justice and visibility, often 

compensating for their exclusion from formal peace processes (Kharroub, 2023: 318). 

5.1.4 Policy Alignment 

 

This theme measures the consistency of MINORSO mandate with UN WPS resolutions as well 

as the integration of gender perspectives in operational mandates. Despite the commitments of 

UNSCR 1325, Sahrawi women—whether in camps or diaspora—are rarely consulted in 

mission planning or included in decision-making processes (UNSC 2021b, S/2021/843: para 

55; UNGA 2021c, A/AC.109/2021/17: para 20,23). Their activism, while vibrant and effective 

in alternative spaces, continues to be marginal within institutional peace frameworks, revealing 

the limitations of symbolic inclusion without structural reform. In line with the WPS agenda, 

this analysis evaluates whether the principles of participation and inclusion outlined in UNSCR 

1325 are translated into actionable strategies within MINURSO’s peacekeeping operations.  

5.1.5 Reporting & Accountability on Gender 

Accountability and transparency are key feminist concerns because they relate directly to the 

redistribution of power, the obligation of peace-actors to answer for rights-related outcome, the 

accessibility of decision-making structures, and the visibility of those traditionally excluded 

from peace processes (Shepherd, 2011: 516). Feminist scholarship contends that institutions 

must be accountable not only to states and donors but also to the communities most affected by 

conflict—particularly women, whose experiences and insights are frequently overlooked or 

tokenized (Magero, 2020: 17). The absence of a human rights oversight in MINURSO meant a 

flaw in the accountability mechanism as it contributes to the invisibility of abuses, a situation 

that feminist peacebuilding calls to rectify “Morocco absolutely refuses to incorporate a human 

rights monitoring mechanism in the mandate of the United Nations Mission for the Referendum 

in Western Sahara” (Saidy, 2020: 15). This lack of institutional monitoring not only hampers 

mission credibility but also structurally silences Sahrawi women’s firsthand accounts of 

violence and repression, thereby excluding their insights from shaping peace efforts. Feminist 

peacebuilding critiques missions that fail to report clearly or engage grassroots women, 

emphasizing the need for transparent operations where women are not only informed but also 

involved (Magero, 2020: 15).  

A notable decline in compliance with the terms of the ceasefire; shows MINURSO's difficulties 

in fulfilling its mandate (UNSC 2020, S/2020/938: para 2). This then is a precursor to local 
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women, particularly in conflict areas like Western Sahara, left without clear communication or 

participatory roles in monitoring peace efforts. This structural limitation severely restricts its 

capacity to engage substantively with local actors, including Sahrawi women. MINURSO’s 

leadership and procedural design often fail to implement transparent or participatory 

frameworks, resulting in a continued disconnect between institutional rhetoric and actual 

experience (Sueidat, 2020). 

Although the UN has emphasized the importance of gender mainstreaming in peace operations, 

documentation on MINURSO’s gender-related practices is scarce and fragmented. The 

mission’s reports to the Security Council make limited reference to gender-specific initiatives, 

and information on consultations with local women is often absent or generalized (UNSC, 

S/2654, 2022b: 4). This suggests an empirical gap between consultative processes and 

institutional accountability mechanisms. When engagement occurs without a mechanism for 

feedback or accountability, it risks reinforcing a dynamic of extraction, where women’s 

perspectives are solicited but ultimately dismissed or ignored. As Fernandes (2023: 12) argues, 

participation without accountability reduces inclusion to a rhetorical exercise rather than a 

substantive shift in institutional behaviour. 

Furthermore, feminist scholars argue that without access to transparent decision-making 

structures, women remain structurally disempowered, even if formally present within peace 

processes (Shepherd, 2016: 124). This is particularly evident in the case of MINURSO, where 

mission leadership retains disproportionate control over agenda-setting and resource allocation, 

with little input from local communities (Saidy, 2020: 14-15). From the lens of feminist 

institutionalism, MINURSO’s gender-blind operational design reinforces institutional inertia, 

where power continues to be gendered and restrictive even in the presence of gender-sensitive 

language (Mackay, Kenny and Chappell, 2010: 582, 584). These limitations are compounded 

by geopolitical constraints, especially Moroccan resistance to the expansion of MINURSO’s 

mandate, which continues to undermine efforts to include a human rights or gender lens in the 

mission’s operational structure (Saidy, 2020: 15).  

However, Sahrawi women have locally developed their own accountability mechanisms 

through intergenerational and community-based governance systems. The women imbibed 

informal survival strategies in camps through—oral-history circles market-based mutual aid or 

mobile peer-support groups that reach within the society of the camp and beyond 

(Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2010 in Fernandes, 2023: 30). These structures reflect feminist notions of 
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horizontal power-sharing and mutual responsibility and offer alternative models of 

accountability that challenge the top-down paradigms prevalent in international peacekeeping. 

Sahrawi women have organized community responses to displacement and marginalization, 

using traditional networks to advocate for justice and equity (Barona, 2016: 9, 

Medina Martín, 2016b in Fernandes, 2023: 30-31). 

Yet, these grassroots efforts are rarely acknowledged or integrated into MINURSO’s formal 

structures. While this analysis proves this in itself, official statements within the period of the 

thesis tend to celebrate internal gender parity or commemorate International Women’s Day, yet 

omit partnerships with local women-led efforts (MINURSO, 2023; UN, A/AC.109/2022/17: 

para. 4, 2022; UNSC, S/RES/2654: para. 6, 2022; UN, A/78/249: para. 3, 2023; UN, 

A/AC.109/2023/17: paras 5–6, 2023). This pattern aligns with feminist critiques that label 

MINURSO’s inclusion efforts as symbolic and constrained by its limited gender-responsive 

provisions (López Belloso, 2022: 116–117; Vićentić and Abdeslam, 2025: 4). The mission’s 

poor engagement with such initiatives reflects a broader pattern of institutional disregard for 

local feminist knowledge and practice. In doing so, MINURSO perpetuates a model of 

peacebuilding that excludes the very actors most capable of transforming conflict dynamics 

from within. 

5.2 Barriers to Western Sahara Local Women’s Engagement with MINURSO 

5.2.1 Structural Barriers 

 

This theme measures the legal restrictions; political exclusion and lack of institutional support 

affecting Sahara women engagement with MINORSO. Although UNSCR 1325 and the broader 

Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda demand women’s full, equal, and meaningful 

involvement in peace operations (UNSC, 2000, S/RES/1325: para 1,4), MINURSO’s mandate 

falls short in such gender provisions (López Belloso, 2022: 117). The mission’s role was 

primarily focused on ceasefire monitoring, supporting UNHCR-led family visits, and 

overseeing demining on both sides of the berm including Moroccan-held areas and the 

Polisario-controlled “liberated territory” in Western Sahara (interview with MINURSO senior  

political advisor, Laayoune, June 10, 2013 in (Fernández-Molina and Ojeda-García, 2020: 87).  

 

This institutional and structural omission, combined with infrastructure constraints such as 

unreliable communications in the refugee camps (Finden, 2018: 41), exemplifies the dual 

barriers of institutional marginalisation and material inaccessibility that continue to limit 
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Sahrawi women’s participation in MINURSO peacekeeping operations. This framing aligns 

with feminist critiques of peacebuilding that emphasize the exclusionary nature of bureaucratic 

peace structures that weakens the prospects for sustainable peace (Cohn, 2012: 35).The 

resulting  gap has resulted in persistent structural exclusion, particularly for Sahrawi women, 

whose involvement in the peacekeeping is constrained by both institutional design and the 

absence of localized gender-sensitive mechanisms within the mission (Shepherd, 2011: 516; 

Magero, 2020: 17).  

5.2.2 Institutional barriers or marginalisation 

Institutional marginalisation refers to Sahrawi women’s peripheral place in MINURSO’s 

formal peace architecture, reflecting what feminist theorists call ‘tokenistic’ participation 

(Della Valle and Strazzari, 2023: 49; Merkel, 2021: 7). This subtheme aligns with the WPS 

agenda’s critique of surface-level inclusion that fails to empower women meaningfully. 

Empirical data reveal significant exclusion of local women from peacekeeping processes, 

attributable to the absence of a gender-inclusion mandate in MINURSO’s operational 

framework (Correale, 2024: 19). This institutional shortcoming reinforces structural 

marginalisation, as it precludes local women from exercising mechanisms of accountability 

over the mission or from contributing substantively to the determination of its priorities. 

“Meaningful local ownership” is essential to transform bureaucratised peace processes (Basini 

and Ryan 2016: 391 in Della Valle and Strazzari, 2023: 529) Yet, as in other post‑conflict 

contexts, the WPS pillar of participation in Western Sahara remains largely rhetorical without 

real decision‑making power for Sahrawi women (Della Valle and Strazzari, 2023: 528-529).  

A major contributor to this barrier is the economic and geopolitical context of the conflict. The 

controversial extraction and utilisation of natural resources in Western Sahara may constitute a 

foundational factor contributing to the sustained marginalisation of Sahrawi communities, 

particularly women in MINURSO’s policies. This condition, though inadequately addressed in 

formal political frameworks, has emerged as a central advocacy concern for pro-Sahrawi 

organisations and reframes marginalisation not just as social exclusion but as a by-product of 

entrenched economic interests (Naili, 2022: 1223). In support of this position, Allan and Ojeda-

García, 2022 suggest that realpolitik and economic imperatives—especially those tied to 

phosphate and fisheries exploitation— have taken precedence over normative concerns for 

human rights and participatory governance in western Sahara (Allan and Ojeda-García, 2022: 

1129). This convergence of geopolitical and economic considerations has contributed to the 

systematic exclusion of Sahrawi voices, particularly women, from gender-responsive 
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peacekeeping mechanisms such as those embedded in MINURSO’s mandate. Thereby 

reflecting a pattern of what can be described as "reformist reforms," where peacebuilding 

interventions adopt superficial changes while maintaining underlying power hierarchies to 

prevent abolition (Wright and Achilleos-Sarll 2024:7).  

5.2.3 Centralisation of Authority  

MINURSO’s chain of command runs through New York and Rabat, bypassing areas like 

Laâyoune, Sahrawi-administered areas like the refugee camps in Tindouf and the other 

controlled zones. This centralisation of authority enacts a form of governance that excludes the 

majority of Sahrawis, particularly women, from decision-making (Correale, 2024: 20) as this 

inaction on the ground intensifies Sahrawi women’s sense of exclusion. It also reflects what 

decolonial feminist scholars call institutional patriarchy: bureaucratic systems that replicate 

male-dominated hierarchies under the guise of neutrality (Puechguirbal, 2010: 174; True, 2012: 

143).  This exclusion deepens their alienation and contradicts peacebuilding principles of local 

ownership and inclusive participation, highlighting the limitations of MINURSO's approach to 

effective localisation.  

Nevertheless, limited signs of engagement exist. The UN Secretary-General’s 2021 report 

(UNSC, S/2021/843: para 4 and 26) highlighted Sahrawi women’s peaceful protests at 

MINURSO sites, facilitated through informal support networks. Similarly, the 2023 report 

(UN, A/AC.109/2023/17: para. 21-22) acknowledged the Personal Envoy’s consultations with 

women’s organisations. These suggests that, while formal structures may ‘marginalise’, 

informal community groups can serve as empowering platforms for political engagement and 

advocacy, offering opportunities for women to voice their concerns and engage in meaningful 

political participation.  

The new feminist trends in Saharawi communities among the women are characterized by 

transnationality and intersectionality manifested through grassroots empowerment initiatives 

such as literacy programs, vehicle driving instruction, and the establishment of women libraries 

(Strzelecka, 2023: 132) but their agency remains largely unrecognized within the institutional 

architecture of MINURSO. This appears rather indicative of how peacekeeping frameworks 

often operate through externally imposed, bureaucratic templates that remain disconnected 

from local sociopolitical realities and gendered experiences. Peacebuilding institutions often 
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ignore relational and intersectional forms of conflict engagement, focusing instead on 

procedural inclusion (Chigudu 2024: 16).  

The UN Gender Thematic Review notes that “tokenistic” participation risks reinforcing the 

very exclusions peacebuilding efforts claim to dismantle, especially where inclusion is driven 

by compliance with donor requirements rather than genuine empowerment (Merkel 2021: 21). 

Moreover, it also cautions that gender balancing—when not paired with intersectional 

sensitivity—fails to account for how overlapping exclusions based on class, ethnicity, and 

political identity compound institutional barriers for women (Merkel 2021: 21). Emphasis on 

the female representation would yield even stronger outcomes for peacebuilding through the 

adoption of a more sophisticated approach that pays attention to the power women hold, rather 

than the ‘overemphasis’ on issues related to sexual violence which is one of the most sustained 

critiques of the WPS agenda (Merkel 2021: 21, Newby and O’Malley, 2021: 3). This pattern 

resonates in the Western Sahara context, where Sahrawi women are not only marginalised by 

virtue of gender but also by their political status in a contested and militarised territory. 

5.2.4 Socio-Cultural and Normative Barriers  

This theme measures gender norms and expectations, cultural restrictions on women’s public 

participation as well as social stigma for women engaging in political or peacekeeping 

activities. It also includes patriarchal power structures which made male gatekeepers 

controlling access to community decision-making. In general, cultural norms compound these 

barriers. Culturally, gender roles in Sahrawi society, while progressive in certain refugee-based 

governance contexts, still intersect with conservative patriarchal norms, especially in areas 

under Moroccan control, limiting women's visibility in formal peacebuilding processes. As 

López Belloso (2022: 128) notes interaction of the Mission with civil society is one of the issues 

in which the mission has registered less progress. This reflects what feminist scholars 

conceptualize as institutional patriarchy, whereby bureaucratic cultures replicate male-

dominated hierarchies, even within missions ostensibly committed to equality (Puechguirbal, 

2010: 174).  Also, the expulsion of 84 MINURSO personnel by Morocco, following accusations 

of pro-Polisario bias, underscores the political volatility that constrains institutional continuity 

and access to local women (Bibee, 2023: 11). This disruption not only weakens trust between 

the community and MINURSO but restricts the logistical presence of staff who could facilitate 

gender inclusion. Meaningful gender inclusion requires the creation of safe and consistent 
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avenues for participation opportunities that fully transform and challenge the authorities for 

more gender-inclusive decision-making (Chigudu 2024: 17). 

Nonetheless, emerging opportunities offer cautious optimism for overcoming institutional 

marginalisation in Western Sahara. Peace education workshops proved to be an effective tool 

for promoting peaceful relationships and conflict resolution in the Western Sahara region with 

a key benefit of providing a safe space for Moroccan and Sahrawi women to engage in dialogue 

and express their thoughts and feelings about the conflict (Bibee, 2023: 308). Also, UN SG 

reports have consistently highlighted engagements with Sahrawi women's networks in 

peacebuilding efforts. For instance, the Secretary-General's 2024 report (S/2024/707) notes 

ongoing consultations with women's organizations in the region (UN, S/2024/707: para 4).  

Similarly, the 2023 International Women's Day celebration organized by MINURSO's Tindouf 

Liaison Office brought together women from various UN agencies, emphasizing their role in 

promoting peace and security (UN Peacekeeping, 2023). These instances, though limited in 

scale, embody the bottom-up peacebuilding approach championed by feminist theorists, which 

underscores the importance of acknowledging women as active participants in peacebuilding. 

As Shepherd (2011: 504) observes, to recognize and simultaneously to constitute women as 

agential subjects. 

5.2.5 Material Inaccessibility 

Material inaccessibility in Western Sahara manifests through severe infrastructural, 

technological, economic and environmental constraints that collectively prevent Sahrawi 

women from engaging meaningfully with MINURSO’s peacebuilding activities. A series of 

United Nations reports which I reviewed in table 3 below between 2020 and 2024 document 

such access-related barriers that further constrain the inclusion of Sahrawi women. Feminist 

theory highlights that such material conditions are power-laden and shape who can participate 

in peace processes (Cohn, 2012: 35; El-Bushra, 2007: 131). The WPS framework likewise 

demands removing practical barriers alongside normative mandates to ensure women’s full 

participation (UNSCR 1325, 2000, preamble).  
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Table 3: Key notes from UN reports  

Source Citation 

Reference 

Quoted Observation Document 

location 

UNGA 

(2021) 

A/AC.109/2021/17 Heavy reliance on humanitarian aid; 

COVID-19 exacerbated income 

para 22 

UNSC 

(2020) 

S/2020/938 Limited communication infrastructure and 

minimal progress in outreach efforts by 

MINURSO.; food insecurity among Sahrawi 

women 

paras 35, 65 

and 79 

UNSC 

(2023) 

S/2023/729 safety concerns limit MINURSO’s contact 

with women; Degraded environment and 

mine contamination threaten daily life and 

limit women’s safe participation. 

para 61 and 

100 

UNGA 

(2024) 

A/79/229 Restricted access due to geography and 

aerial strikes 

para 18 

  

The data extracted from successive UN reports in table 3 highlights systemic material 

accessibility barriers faced by MINURSO, particularly regarding field-level engagement with 

Sahrawi women and broader civil society. Based on the observations in these reports, I examine 

four interrelated dimensions of material inaccessibility. 

5.2.6. Communication and Technology Gaps 

Fixed-line telephone in Tindouf camps is virtually non-existent, and mobile/internet coverage 

remains sporadic(Goldstein, Elansari, and HRW, 2014: 34). A 2018 UNHCR survey found over 

80% of camp residents lacked reliable phone service, forcing long journeys to cybercafés for 

digital access (UNHCR, 2018: 12 in Brussels Times 2020). Such limitations restrict women-

led initiatives like literacy circles, health awareness sessions and sever informal channels to 

reach MINURSO (Finden, 2018: 41). The UN report (S/2020/938, paras 35 and 79) showed 
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efforts to address communication gaps between MINURSO and local populations; however, 

these initiatives yielded only limited progress in overcoming such barriers. In Moroccan zones, 

online surveillance and censorship compound this divide, blocking announcements of mission 

briefings and limiting virtual dialogue (Fernández Molina and Ojeda García, 2020: 87). Without 

basic connectivity, Sahrawi women cannot access or influence peace forums nor mainstream 

gender perspectives, undermining WPS’s call for inclusive communication (UNSCR 1325: 

para 8). 

5.2.7 Physical Mobility and Security Barriers 

This theme measures threats of violence, barricade, harassment, fear of reprisals among others 

as barriers affecting full inclusion and participation of Sahara women in MINORSO peace 

keeping operation in Western Sahara. For instance, the berm, the second-largest man-made 

defensive barrier in history, stretching over 2,700 km, physically isolates Tindouf camps from 

Moroccan-controlled Western Sahara and impedes humanitarian and civilian movement (Zunes 

and Mundy, 2010: 48; Bibee, 2023: ii). The UN report (A/79/229/ para 18) indicated lack of 

access to obtain firsthand information, due to situation on the ground regarding human rights 

issues, while this other report (S/2023/729/para 61), showed similarities in limited access due 

to security concerns in the form of aerial strikes. Activists protesting the lack of freedom of 

movement and expression faced by Sahrawis was met with punitive measures by the 

government (Bibee, 2023: 48). There is a heavy reliance on walking due to inadequate transport 

infrastructure, which can be particularly taxing for women without independent mobility 

(Transformative Urban Mobility Initiative, n.d.). Met with constraints, many women developed 

coping mechanisms, including multilingual skills, to navigate humanitarian systems and 

advocate within their limited spheres(Rossetti, 2012: 345). These constraints render 

MINURSO’s field consultations inaccessible, naturally removing women from decision-

making. 

5.2.8. Economic Constraints 

Access to food serve as a constraint because based on the UNHCR report reviewed, Sahrawi 

households in the Tindouf refugee camps for example, heavily rely on monthly food rations 

and humanitarian assistance, with limited access to income-generating opportunities, thereby 

constraining their ability to engage in voluntary peace activities (UNHCR, 2019: 5-6). The UN 

reports (A/AC.109/2021/17 para 22) indicated income issues due to the pandemic which 



 
 

43 
 

negatively affected food supply. Also, a rise in refugees needing food assistance was anticipated 

and also recorded in the region due to the pandemic as majority had lost income (S/2020/938/ 

para 65).  Women are often positioned as strategic humanitarian partners due to being seen as 

considerate, which opens up job opportunities but also increases their unpaid domestic 

workload and reinforced traditional gender roles in program implementation(Olivius, 2016: 

278). Local women’s groups play a critical role in translating abstract participation goals into 

practice through grassroots initiatives such as microfinancing, legal education, peacebuilding 

involvement, and efforts to enhance women’s economic and social empowerment (Basini and 

Ryan, 2016: 395). The exploitation of natural resources by Morocco in Western Sahara, 

especially phosphates and fishing, systematically excludes Sahrawi women from economic 

participation, reinforcing their dependency and socio-economic marginalisation(Fernández-

Molina and Ojeda-García, 2020: 96). 

6.0 Discussion 

Is there local ownership or international agenda? 

 

I have shown in my analysis above how the UN and member states have emphasized women’s 

meaningful participation as a key part of any future peace process, particularly through the 

Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda as reaffirmed in Security Council resolution 

(UNSC, S/RES/1325: para. 1, 2000; and other resolutions on MINURSO - UNSC, S/RES/2703: 

para. 6, 2023). Reports by the Secretary-General evaluated above on the mission have also 

stressed that increasing the participation of women in peacekeeping operations enhances 

mission effectiveness and legitimacy (UN, S/2023/729: para. 72, 2023). This then reflects 

critically on the research questions (RQ2): To what extent do MINURSO’s engagements with 

Sahrawi women demonstrate genuine local ownership and grassroots women’s agency, as 

opposed to being primarily shaped by international Women, Peace and Security (WPS) norms? 

Empirically, I find evidence of Sahrawi women’s own leadership and activism as well as UN 

gender driven initiatives in the region and I conclude that Minurso’s approach is a mix of both- 

though heavily shaped by international mandates and policies. 

6.1.1 Origin & Design of Engagements 

The theme origin and design of engagement measures whether projects executed by Sahara 

women are locally executed or externally imposed. Empirical evidence addressed earlier 

suggest that Sahrawi women have their own feminist and political agenda, born of the camps 
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and diaspora, that aims to reshape traditional gender roles in tandem with the conflict - rather 

than being simply recipients of outside programs. However, examples of MINURSO engaging 

with these local women’s initiatives include the mission has providing training and mentoring 

to an all-female Sahrawi mine-action team. The mission’s mine-clearance unit worked with this 

team and a Sahrawi landmine victims’ association through mentoring sessions (MINURSO, 

n.d.). This cooperation – Sahrawi women running a critical grassroots program, supported by 

UN technical assistance – exemplifies a localized partnership. 

I also found evidence of local governance and activism as a UN WPS report note, “a majority 

of camp administrators are women” running social services, schools, health centres and also 

serving on local councils with activists like Aminatou Haidar and the NUSW exemplifying 

women’s leadership in advocacy (NGOWG, 2022). This suggests in essence that women drive 

the essence for inclusion not just the UN.  

Integration and partnerships on the ground between MINURSO and the women. The UN 

reports noted in analysis above highlight consultations and workings with the women groups: 

For instance, UN personnel have met with local women’s associations in refugee camps as a 

“crucial aspect” of consultations and jointly delivered awareness and training programs (UNSG 

2023, S/2023/729, para 35; MINURSO, n.d.). These engagements indicate that MINURSO 

recognizes Sahrawi women as active stakeholders, implying some degree of local integration 

over projects. Overall, these points indicate that Sahrawi women are not mere objects of UN 

policy, but are organized actors with their own initiatives and ideas, stemming from 

longstanding camp governance and liberation drive. 

MINURSO’s involvement has been heavily influenced by global norms and geopolitical 

interests as expressed in the mandate and other publications. This also includes the parts of 

women which the WPS drives seen in resolution UNSC 2000 and 2703 calling on increase in 

the participation of women in its activities. Reflecting on such directives, MINURSO made 

efforts in its force as UN data on gender statistics showed that the mission’s uniformed 

observers who are women reached about 23–33% of the force in 2022–2024, well above the 

UN target (MINURSO, n.d.).  

6.1.2 WPS Norms–Local Realities Interaction 

This theme measures aspect of the adaptive application of WPS principles among Sahara 

Women to determine areas of tension or conflict between norms and local practices. Evidence 
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revealed that there is also the part of the consultations by the personal envoy to the women 

groups as seen in analysis above revealing an international gender agenda at work. A shift in 

MINURSO’s operational focus is also evident, as I find that it is moving beyond ceasefire 

monitoring toward enhanced political facilitation, logistical restructuring, and greater 

engagement with human rights and local participation, particularly under UNSCR 2756 

(UNSC, 2024, S/RES/2756, para. 2). However, a driven governmental organisation agenda 

might not “resonate with or be accepted” by communities if cultural norms differ – “women’s 

rights may not be accepted thereby leading to unequal partnerships(Al-Abdeh and Patel, 2019 

: 241). On the other hand, simply adding the women without addressing the power dynamics is 

addressed as tokenism or symbolic and does not lead to structural gender reform (Rigual, 2018: 

148–149). This is an area where MINURSO is falling short given its weak mandate and little 

resources. The formal push for women inclusion comes mostly from the diaspora, online 

activism and other smaller NGO working group interventions through press, raising their voices 

in the UN assembly among others. 

6.1.3 Funding and Decision-Making Power 

This measures the degree of influence on resource allocation and how it influences MINURSO 

decision making power. There exist geopolitical constraints on MINURSO being an 

international character with external funding used for its servicing therefore unfortunately 

dominated by external political considerations with Morocco (UN DPO, 2024). The 

international agenda perspective emphasizes that MINURSO’s gender outreach is driven by 

UN norms and external politics. The mission’s own documents and leadership meet global WPS 

expectations, but these may not translate into local ownership. So, without concrete changes 

involving for example institutionalizing their input or granting the NUSW official roles in any 

negotiations and responding directly to their expressed needs (such as human rights protections) 

to MINURSO’s mandate or authority, women’s participation in peace building risks remaining 

a bureaucratic goal rather than a grassroots transformation. 

6.2 Evidence of Sahrawi Women’s impact in Western Sahara despite limitations and 

barriers  

Sahrawi women are at the forefront of grassroots peace initiatives within the Occupied 

Territories. They organize protests, document human rights violations, and lead civil society 

organizations - activities that are crucial for the local peacebuilding process ; the violation of 

human rights has been increasingly acknowledged within the MINURSO domain, primarily 
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driven by escalating complaints from the POLISARIO regarding abuses by Morocco and the 

absence of a human rights mandate(Constança Sousa, 2023: 73).  From a feminist theoretical 

perspective, the active participation of Sahrawi women in these initiatives challenges traditional 

gender roles and highlights the importance of women's agency in conflict resolution and 

peacebuilding (Yüksek, 2020: 15; Sueidat, 2020). Empirically, the limited engagement with 

Sahrawi women’s grassroots efforts reflects a lack of integration into peacebuilding structures. 

Normatively, this absence of support undermines both transparency and meaningful 

accountability in international peacebuilding efforts. While Sahrawi women are actively 

engaged in promoting peace and human rights, their efforts are often overlooked by 

international actors, including MINURSO(Constança Sousa, 2023: 76). 

Sahrawi women’s proactive leadership in grassroots protests, human-rights documentation, and 

civil-society coordination underscores their agency, even as MINURSO’s accountability 

framework leaves room for enhanced inclusion (Constança Sousa, 2023: 73–76; 

Yüksek, 2020: 15; Sueidat, 2020). This underscores the importance of accountability and 

transparency defined not only by gender-sensitive language in official documents but by the 

structural inclusion of women’s voices in monitoring, decision-making, and resource 

allocation. 

As Shepherd (2016: 124) argues, true inclusion requires mechanisms that empower women 

beyond representation quotas and integrate their voices in shaping mandates and institutional 

priorities. Without such frameworks, peacebuilding risks reproducing the very inequalities it 

seeks to overcome. Taken together, the exclusion of Sahrawi women from transparent decision-

making within MINURSO, despite their substantial grassroots contributions, illustrates the 

implementation gap within WPS commitments. It reaffirms the need to reconceptualize 

accountability as a relational, bottom-up process that centres local feminist agency. 

Furthermore, there are evidence of emerging opportunities for more inclusive peacebuilding, 

such as growing digital advocacy and shifting gender norms within Sahrawi society. Western 

Sahara remains a contested territory today with about half a million Sahrawis living under 

Moroccan control and about 100,000 Sahrawi refugees inhabiting the Algerian camps (e.g. near 

Tindouf) (Worldometer, 2025; UNHCR, 2024). A majority of camp administrators are women, 

and women have actively participated in the Polisario independence movement as both fighters 

and peaceful protesters, including acting as leaders in the National Union of Saharawi Women, 

which serves on the frontlines (NGO Working Group on Women, Peace and Security, 2022). 
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After the U.S. recognized Morocco’s claim over Western Sahara in December 2020, Amnesty 

International warned that activists saw salaries frozen, were "followed and targeted" by security 

forces, and even "sent to prison" on trumped-up charges (Amnesty International, 2021). 

Digital activism has also been especially important; scholars note "a new burst of energy" online 

as young Sahrawi men and women livestream protests and circulate images, poems, and memes 

to publicize their struggle (Fernández-Molina and Ojeda-García, 2020). During these 2020–

2023 flare-ups, Sahrawi women have also mobilized in diaspora communities (e.g., in Spain 

and Europe) and appealed to UN forums and NGOs (Almenara-Niebla, 2022: 573). 

MINURSO has proven to serve as a mission with no civilian police, human rights monitoring, 

or gender advisor of which civil society advocates, including the NGO Working Group on WPS 

in WS, have repeatedly urged the Security Council to rectify. They have done this by calling 

on the special envoy to hold "active, regular and ongoing consultations with women’s rights 

groups and women leaders," thereby fostering women’s "full, equal and meaningful 

participation" in any peace process (NGO Working Group on Women, Peace and Security, 

2022). 

Fig 1. shows a UN map of the “wall” – the long berm built by Morocco – dividing much of the 

land. This restricted accessibility as outlined above aligns with the interview result findings 

collected in fieldwork done by Bibee 2023, wherein Sahrawi women described MINURSO’s 

presence as “distant,” “invisible,” or “shielded,” thereby evidencing a material disconnect 

between the mission’s mandate and its implementation on the ground (Bibee, 2023: 18, 150). 
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Fig 1 Map of Western Sahara, MINURSO. Source: (Correale, 2024: 2) 

Peacekeeping research data from respondents in Western Sahara revealed that women in 

Laayoune suffered frustration at the lack of any meaningful consultation or dialogue with 

MINURSO officials, particularly regarding security, livelihoods, and civic participation (Bibee, 

2023: 18, 150).  

MINURSO’s presence is largely limited to uniformed patrols, rendering it visible but not 

effective in the everyday lives of Sahrawis or in meaningful decision-making spaces. In line 

with this and of Bibee 2023 findings on the perspectives towards MINURSO on the women 

above, it supports (Mundy, 2022: 65-67) argument that MINURSO has largely served as a 

“shield for geopolitical stagnation,” lacking truly transformative or inclusive peacebuilding 

mechanisms. This poor engagement examined from the feminist standpoint show the 
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importance of going beyond the questions of why and how to add women which is being 

advocated. 

While MINURSO and the formal peace process remain weakly gendered, women’s 

organizations like the NUSW continue to lobby for inclusion. International NGOs note that 

amplifying their input is crucial for any future settlement. As Sahrawi sources themselves stress, 

women’s role in resistance and community life embodies the highest ideals of the conflict: they 

have proven that "they have peacefully protested the most" and "paid the most" for freedom 

(Sueidat, 2020).  

6.3 Contributions to Previous Research 

The findings of this study align with previous research that critiques the predominantly top-

down approach to peacekeeping mandates and operations, advocating instead for a bottom-up 

model that reflects genuine local ownership in both formulation and implementation. This is 

seen in the part of researchers like Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, critiqued for portraying Sahrawi gender 

dynamics as performative and constructed to attract Western support, suggesting that the image 

of the empowered Sahrawi woman is a strategic fiction rather than a reflection of sociopolitical 

reality (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2014, 4). Similarly, (Drury, 2025: 4) presented as a part of the 

‘politics of survival’ that there is the engagement of women in grassroots activism and human 

rights advocacy under intense surveillance as against the meaningful participation in formal 

peacebuilding structures put in place by the UN through MINURSO. Feminist approaches also 

reject the notion of women as passive beneficiaries and instead emphasize their capacity as 

active agents shaping political, social, and institutional processes (El-Bushra, 2007: 131; Enloe, 

2000 in Farr, 2002: 10).  

As evident in the analysis, the lack of institutional monitoring not only hampers mission 

credibility but also structurally silences Sahrawi women’s firsthand accounts of violence and 

repression, thereby excluding their insights from shaping peace efforts. Feminist peacebuilding 

critiques missions that fail to report clearly or engage grassroots women, emphasizing the need 

for transparent operations where women are not only informed but also involved (Magero, 

2020: 15). As Fernandes (2023: 12) argues, participation without accountability reduces 

inclusion to a rhetorical exercise rather than a substantive shift in institutional behaviour. As 

Shepherd (2016: 124) argues, true inclusion requires mechanisms that empower women beyond 

representation quotas and integrate their voices in shaping mandates and institutional priorities. 
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Without such frameworks, peacekeeping risks reproducing the very inequalities it seeks to 

overcome. This study found that gender inclusion in Minurso peacekeeping operations is not 

genuine despite international mandate. This findings align perfectly with the argument of 

Rigual (2018: 148–149) who opines that ‘although international frameworks like the Women, 

Peace, and Security (WPS) agenda have contributed to global awareness of gender issues in 

peacebuilding, Rigual 2018 further argues that many of these efforts results in tokenistic gender 

mainstreaming rather than genuine structural transformation (Rigual, 2018: 148–149). 

7.0 Conclusion  

In this thesis work, I have shown that in using the feminism theory grounded in the WPS 

agenda, it shifts the current perspective of how peacekeeping is viewed in Western Sahara. It 

has shown that it is not enough to simply add women in the existing peace processes as true 

inclusion requires rethinking the foundational relationship between the Sahrawi women 

including the diasporans and international actors (like MINURSO) in this context. I achieved 

this by framing the MINURSO mandate through the feminist theory lenses and the WPS policy 

agenda of the UN, this led to my identification of narrow consultation mechanisms of the 

mission towards the women limiting their ability to act as their stakes are largely marginal. 

Through analysing formal participation and accountability levels of the mission alongside 

grassroots networks, camp governance of the women and their digital diaspora networks, I was 

able to identify peacebuilding in a local context driven by women’s own resistance and 

solidarity rather than as an externally imposed project strictly following a top-down approach. 

The findings in this study reveal Sahrawi women’s engagement with MINURSO has been 

largely symbolic rather than substantive. UN reports and local interviews done by previous 

research dissertation analysed within similar contexts in Western Sahara, show some increase 

in women’s participation (for example on advisory committees or in mine-action programs), 

but this involvement often amounts to tokenistic inclusion without real decision-making power. 

Because MINURSO’s mandate includes no civilian police or human rights monitoring and its 

activities are confined by the Moroccan berm and remote command structures, its capacity to 

integrate women meaningfully is minimal. As a result of this Sahrawi women’s voices remain 

channelled primarily through their own grassroots, civil society, and diaspora networks rather 

than through the mission. Structural barriers – including the geographic isolation of refugee 
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camps, limited communications and mobility, patriarchal norms, and geopolitical constraints – 

further limit women’s direct contact with MINURSO and reinforce their peripheral status. 

These overlapping barriers demonstrate that material inaccessibility - like institutional 

marginalisation, functions as a profound structural barrier to Sahrawi women’s agency. 

Practically, MINURSO’s efforts to follow UNSCR 1325 (RQ1) falter when women cannot be 

reached by phone, vehicle or meeting place. Regarding RQ2, the most significant challenges 

are technological divides, transport restrictions, environmental issues and economic 

dependency. Unless MINURSO and partners invest in connectivity infrastructure, transport 

solutions, economic support, which RQ3 addresses, the WPS agenda’s promise of meaningful 

inclusion will remain an unfulfilled aspiration. Furthermore, without addressing these material 

challenges in tandem with institutional and geopolitical barriers, the participatory and 

transformative peacebuilding envisioned by UNSCR 1325 will continue to be undermined, 

leaving Sahrawi women marginalized not only by the structures of peace operations but also by 

the material conditions that limit their capacity to engage and advocate for their rights. 

7.1 Suggestions for Future research 

The thesis has made inference for future research on the subject based on the limitations 

identified in MINURSO’s engagement with the Sahrawi women and structural constraints on 

their participation. Localised peacekeeping could benefit from a modern evidence-based 

approach that embodies participatory scientific writing to generate actual actionable insights. 

A comparative analysis of MINURSO’s mandate alongside missions with more expansive WPS 

commitments such as UNMISS or UNAMID could reveal how stronger institutional 

frameworks foster meaningful localization. By examining how Sahrawi women’s digital 

solidarity networks translate online mobilization into concrete governance and conflict-

resolution practices within refugee camps, such a study could offer more practical models for 

embedding Women, Peace, and Security principles in semi-structured conflict environment like 

Western Sahara. 
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