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Mohamed

Portrait of a Sahrawi exile

Bj: Rohel Losier

This work is based on an interview with Mohamed in Barcelona in
2017, I was studying for an MA in migration studies at the time, I am
currently doing an interdisciplinary Ph.D. in Canada focusing on
history and sociology When I conducted the interviews, I took
portraits of each interviewee with a film camera. The roll of film
was M my purse when it was stolen in Morocco leaving me to think
of a c{i,ffjerzhk way to portray the interviews with visuals, hence the
current format. I am inspired b3 the theoretical approach of
Abdelmalek Sayad, an Algerian-French sociologist of migration. Like
Savad, I tried to approach ‘the exile’ as an o ject of knowledqe, a
po itical category, and a withess of cultural configurations in
Frofoc.md transformation. I am interested in such wmicro-historical
ap roaches towards migration, where we can learn about someone’s
Life framed through the historically significant contexts they live in.
Learning more about the political subjectivities (the ?kough!:s,
feelings, motivations, identities, and memories about culture and
Folil:i.cs) of overlooked individuals can sometimes lead to surprising
hew understandings of past and present events.

7 ' grew up with my parents,
gmuclrareuts, cousins and aunts
in the refugee camps. My fa.mi.b_‘-,

came ko Spain but it is'a long
story in terms of how we got

here.
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§ I met Mohamed for our interview
ot a cafe in Barcelona in the
summer of 2017, I was researching
the migration experiences of Sah-
rawi refugees for my Master’
degree, which was based in Lille,
France.

I asked Mo-
hamed about his
childhood and
his journey to
S‘Pai.n. '

'I was born in the refugee camps, that's why most of my family
is there, my uncles, my grandpas, my grandmas, they are all
there. BefoTe I was both, my father Lent to the program, the
vacation program of the youth (Vacaciones en Paz), he came
as like a monitor, he went 2 or 3 years, the 3rd time, he
skaved, in the Canary Islands, in Tenerife. When I was bori, he
made a visa for me and my mom, and we went, he started
working.
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Sahrawi youth grow up in a
nation-in-exile housed in
Algeria, and many spend :
decades in Spain and Cuba to |
escape the harsh desert P4
conditions of the refugee (L
camps, Considering that the
are twice removed from their
territorial homeland, I was M
curious to learn about
Mohamed’s cultural identity,

‘The reason I have a stron _
thternal conflict, I feel that I'm\
Sahrawt, it is because of the
conflict, because of the situation
that they Llet my Feopl.e in, no?
The reason is because we all
humans need to choose, right?’
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| ‘At around § years old, Llike 1999, they decided for me to 90

| back there and stay with my grandma’s, because I Lost, not
even I lost, I cli.duz even learn about it the language Llike,

| they want me to feel like where I come from so I sl:oujecl

there Like two or three years with my grandma’s, We were in
between Mauritania, we went to the Liberated Territories and

| the refugee camps, we moved on Like every & months.!
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Since 1975 when Morocco invaded the Westeri Sahara, there has been no
agreement on how to define Sahrawi people in terms of citizenship. The
Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SA‘ER) is a partially recognized nation
that claims sovereignly over the entire Westerin Sahara. As a goverinment-
in-exile, the SADR Frovi.cles birth certificates, national identity cards, and
passports, The Algerian government also issues travel documents for

countries where the SADR remains unrecognized. The majority of Sahrawi
pecple remain stateless.

‘Around 2003, m
documents expired, so I
came with the youth
vacation, a Spanish
solidarity program, to
Tarragona. I stayed with a
Spanish family for two
months, When I was going
to 9o back in the airport,

| my Pocrenl:s took me,

| | because they moved from

| Canarias to here. I sktayed

| here and I qo most of the
summers back to the

camps. That'’s the

geograpkical movement,
there’s a Lot of different
stories in there though!




static Mohamed: portrait of a Sahrawi exile 23
# issue 2| 2022

Memories ‘There are a Lot of memories there and
here. Sahrawi are a big family. They all
Of Ehe khow each other even i Spain. I can get

ko khow all the Sahrawis in Barcelona. We

cam Ps are so much familiar with each other! ‘

‘Although, the Last summer that I went to the camps, Like 3 years
ago, one time I was on the streets going shopping with my uncles
in shorts, I was whiter than I am now, People 18 meters away
asked, is that a ‘wasrani’? Its a term Arabs use to describe
Westerners, it has an origin, ‘nasareni’, nazareth, it comes that
way, and I was like, what? Why are you speaking about this? It
doesnt even makter?’
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‘That was the first week, so the rest of the time I stayed bhere,
I felb ik, I was eleven so when I came back I qot to Listen to
these kinds of comments here too, of not belonging, But, the

roblem is, I feel part of this, they don't feel like I'm part of
this over there, not even there, same way here, il's not the
roblem that I don't identify as a Spanish, it's the fact that, I
don't want to say they don't accept me, buk...it's a difference, I
can smell it So, when I get to meel people that have traveled
a Lok, these kinds of eople most of the time, they feel Like
inkernakionalists, so IF feel better with these kinds of people
thawn with the other ownes, Here they are too much Sf:cwu.sk for
me, and there they are too much Sahrawi for me...
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I attended three Sahrawi
rotests in Barcelona in

he summer of 2017, People
were raising awareness
about the historic respon-
sibility of Spain. They de-
manded that the Spanish
goveriment, the coloniz-
g country which led to
the Moroccan occupation
of the Western Sahara, help
enact justice, It was a
great place to meet Sahra-
wi youth and understand
their points of view. Mo~
hamed’s cousin gave me
his contact, she said he
didint believe in tradition-
al activism, so I asked
him why,

25
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‘ Elr\ej can Ir\e.I.P and this is the wa I:kej con, 1 real.i.j res’zecl: that eve.rjl:kiug

| to Pe saying no, when you suffered a Lot more than me. I can choose to

I asked Mohamed what he thought about the growing frustration in the camps
and the younger generation talking aboul war again more. Since the older gen-
eration lived through the armed struggle, many are against ik, Previous inter-
viewees told me they didnt support war although they wouldnt try to stop it
since they had found o orl:um‘.ri.es in Europe. For those stuck in ?he camps, the
feeling was much more desperate. Mohamed said something similar, Since our in-
terview in 2017 an armed conflict did resume in 2020 which ended the 1991
peace agreement.

‘I respect them, because I can say what I'm saying in my point of view, in
m Li.Fe.Ei.me, in the experiences that I have, b !:lne.tj see their Life qgoing
okt Tke.tj are staying in the camps, economi.cal.l.v bécause they cannot get
out, you can’t get a job to feed your fami.l.:,, and that’s the most reachable,
they couldnt reach, so I respect, if they say they want war it's because they
see’no other solution, in their mind they ohly can fight, what can they do
from there on the point that I was sa?iv\g? LSbby? They can't do nothing so

if they can't do nothing on this I would say no,"I must choose a way that

they do, I think like if they decide to do that I'm not the one that’s going
not even think about the conflick anymore and I would be good, they
can't, I can't koo but because of my, not moral, but because of my person-
ality, Buk I can't get to say no!
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‘1k's not eas

| 'Before the war, it could have been a UNESCO patrimonial heritage.

. From 1975-1991, the
. Sahrawi POLISARIO
| front waged a querrilla

war against Morocco

- afl:er Morocco orga-
- nized the Green March |
where 350,000 civilians
and 20,000 Moroccan
troops entered the Wesk-
eri Sahara to occupy it
after the nearly 100
years of Spanish coloni-

Y to take up arms, the onl
thing that I'm sure is that they have lost
a Lot not only my family menmbers, the
have Lost koo 'much wealth, Nomads on .
have camels and sheep, everyone has lost ‘
all this because of the war, They started
to Live from humanitarian help; because
of the war directly/

W e S /&S S

We Lost a Lot of fauna and plants that you canlt see, gazelles even

| Lions, there was a Lot of fauna, I think if ik wasnt for the war it
| would be a cultural heritage, there is a Lot of pre-historical, pre-his-
| torical bones, artifacts, no there were like graveyards pre-historical

graveyards, cave paintings, there are a Lot of stories there. “Because
of theé war, we lost a Lot of, thinking about ancther world, War is a

| suicide, in all countries, whoevers ko go ko war is a suicide. We all

know that, Morocco has a Lot of military, we would Llast Like 4 min-

| utes. I thinke it's not even our decision, f we start a war it's nok
| even because of POLISARIO decision, I think it's because Algeria Llek

it because it's the first supporter and Algerian military gave us a Lot. |

i Theﬁ( defend us a lot, even on oil and qas, we depend so so much,
| So, tt's not only my decision or those youth decision or the POLISA-

RIO decision alone...’
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Mohamed spoke about a Cuban Krogmm that his father participated in. To
date, some 7,000 Sahrawi youth have gone to study in Cuba for middle/high
school and university, After Cuba’s long process of decolonization from
Spain and rejection 6f neocolonialism from the USA, they sought to hel

her peoples achieve what they did and to foster camaraderie and alliances
with fellow disenfranchised péople. The educational migration program
began on the Island of Youth in Cuba as a way to cultivate human resources
for decolonial Liberation movements, mainly in Africa and Latin America.
The students would study reqular school subjects and also were accompa-
nied by adulks from their cultures who taught the languages, traditions, and
histories of where they grew up, whether it ge Ghana, Nicaragua, Palestine,
Western Sahara, ete.

v __ . W i T Gl <

‘va pop studied in Cuba. He went there when he was younger, The program
Cuba has is a program with Liberation movements, they can help their youth to
study there for free, they are like from all countries,”Asians, Palestinians, Af-
ricans, all over the world, Syrians, even my cousin, both of her brothers have
studied there, one is finishing school theré and one is o vacation, I never
went to Cuba. I would like to, only to see. When I
finished secondary school, my father asked me if I
wanted to go there and study in the same program
as he did, I didnt do it but want ko visit.
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Mohamed dis-
cusses being on
the Geneva con-
vention which
defined the
stakus of refu-
gees in 1951,
Moy have
arqued that the
21st century re-
uires hew trea-
bties that reflect
| changes unpre-
¢ dicted in the
74 1950s,

'I think you have to accept that you are bori in this country, you are borin
in this conflict. I didnt choose when I was born to get on Géneva. Even
if it's ok the war situakion even if it's the best situation you always will
have some qgood things, some bad things, I think because of the conflict,
ou appreciate Life more than being here more than raising here. Here your
Pi.fe_ is your work, sure you qet something, you get house, you get fo.mi.‘{vj,
you happy, you worlk Lilke eleven months and you get Like'a month of va-
cation, you kicking it There it's Like living, we hever been alone in the
community, you would never be alone there, you are always with someone.
We consider the family a Lot more than here, like I can E€ll you the name
of my eleventh grandfather, we consider the family a Lot more than here.

‘We are nomadic, if the camels, goats and sheep survive, people will sur-
vive, First you kake care of all them, then kake care of yourself, it%s
always been Like thak, Toclaj, they make us feel Like thefe is no move-
menk all around the world! Bul, ?kere’s always been moving, 20 wears or
2000 years aqo. We have to accept that there'is always qoing to be geo-
graphical changes, it could be happening Like in Calalonia. Now Ehis
movement and flexibility is becoming more inevitable because of global

warming, but many political systems still seem too rigid. For example, it |

rains less now thai twenty yedrs ago, which affects the Lifestyle, Like
some of my family. Things Sill keep changing, homadism always exists.

29
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Mohamed spoke a
Lot about Larger
issues that frame his
Life and the occupa-
tion of the Westerin
Sahara, He felt Like
Western organiza-

| tions Like the UN,

IMF, World Banle, or

| CIA operate from a

self-interested posi-
tion, ot for the
freedom of other
coumkries,

“The Western organizations, the big ones like that
run the countries they have committed a big
problem, it's thinkingthat they, their point of
view, their way of seeing freedom is the same as
Arabs, same as Asians, same as Afr(.caus. Ik is not
that way, you qotta accept that, The Western orga-
nizations and the Westerin countries have wronged
about it, and I know they don't do it because of
the freedom of those coantries, they do it for
their own interests!

‘I dow't thinlk it's Arabs’ time. We had our time and I dont lnow
where we would have our time of, not shining, but, at least being
normal. The Lastk 22

changed a Lot of the perception of people on Arabs/

ars have been really stigmatizing, they have

1044279 WO 'WM
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‘There is a huge problem we having U Africa, we heed another
decolonisation, an economic one, most of the companies, wow, a
Lot of companies that work on Af’rico. most of them are Europe-
ans and most of them have Likke ¥© percent or, most of them, not
only Africa, also Asia, South America it happens, I saw it that the
company that was on Bolivia working on the oil was getling the
¥5% and the country was getting 15% - 20% do you think that is
rational? That seems normal?’ |

‘Europe still exists because of these bypes of situations. Many Afri-
can countries were ruled by the French. I think I read somewhere
that 15-20% of French people’s GDP is because of the companies
that are exploiting Africa. I dont mean the profit they get, no, the
over-profit. How can we help on this? It's a corporate thing, it's
not easy, not a person, not only a grou of people can do ik ouL-j
awnocther corporate s-_-,stem can ik, and it has to be builk i
Africa. We have the Tesources and yek we're the poorest ab the
same time, that’s not rational. It is"economic, ib's always been that.
If we were only desert, nobody would qo, it's always ain economic
thing. It's kind'of a pity ko aliays be on that, the économical
thing, but it's cur world now, and we need to move on because of
something, a really really big problem. The day that cur world
stops growing, the'day we will realize that itstaking us nowhere,
you know?’

3l
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‘The last time I was there, the Liberated territories in the Sahara in the
desert, I didnt even have a wabch, I didnt even ask the time the 10
days I spehl:. The most simple technology that is around the world. In-
stead, you feel the day, you wake up early because it's hot bj 11-12 am,
u care the animals or whatever you're doing, then you have time for
Eou.rsei.f. There is a Tuareg quote: “You may have the watches, but we
have the time”, I think even they're ot having all these things, it is
worth Living there than here. Your Llife is
worth there because you are around your

familg.’

what you study, who you are. You
con’t even speak if you down't
| study, that’s ancther problem that
we have, and I really really hate
¢ that park, we consider a person
as what she does, not because the
fact that they are o person and
she has a polnt of view and have
a Lifetime experience, It's like u
u don't even study, don't talk
o me. It is true, they taught us
this way but ik's not, I dow't think
it's the good way. I know eople
- that can work i the most de-
grading jobs for forty hours per
weelk and they can be the most
beautiful people you can ever
meet.




static Mohamed: portrait of a Sahrawi exile
# issue 2| 2022

The UN Settlement plan which Morocco and the
POLISARIO accepted in 1991 has failed. The agree-
menks were slowly dismembered and ulkimakel
failed due to disagreement over who was entitled
to vote for Sahrawi self-determination. The situa-
tion has been unresolved for 47 years. I asked Mo-
hamed how he felt about the future of the struggle.
He said, “I only have hope!

Mohamed now
owhs a Pizzeria
in Barcelona that
he orev\edl wikth
the help of his
friends and
family, He has
worked rzallv

bears his mi.lﬂ
name. He conbrib-
ules to the Liber-
ation of his

eo in the
ways he khnows,
ahd our inter-
view was a keska-
menk ko his
desire ko raise
awareness abouk
the struggle.

hard on ik, and ik |
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