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Abstract  
  

Much research applies postcolonial perspectives to peacebuilding initiatives 
undertaken by Western actors, however, not much emphasis scrutinizes the context 
of Western Sahara vis-á-vis Sweden’s involvement and especially so from the 
perspectives of secularization as a Western phenomenon. As this research area is 
limited and ephemeral, this paper aim is to fill the gap by employing a qualitative 
content analysis to investigate how and if proposals to Swedish peacebuilding 
initiatives to the Western Saharan dispute embeds values of secularization as a 
postcolonial legacy focusing on three specific Peacebuilding Motions: 
2017/18:534;2010/11:U274; 2016/17:982 using religion, secularization 
universalism and Eurocentrism as guiding theories/concepts. The analysis 
uncovered secularization as a Western phenomenon indirectly embedded in 
proposals by proposing Western based frameworks deriving from a Western 
secularist context to substitute aspects of which Islam is central in to code and shape 
– such as the human and women’s rights in Western Sahara built on Islam per their 
Constitution thus proposing differentiation. The postcolonial legacies within which 
framework this is realized revealed that Western based values are proposed to 
Western Sahara without considering their wants, needs, cultures, norms and values 
which suppresses them to mimic Western values and ideals subsequently becoming 
passive recipients of norms and improvement.  
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 List of abbreviations  
  

EU – European Union.  

ICJ – International Court of Justice.  

MINUSRO - United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara.  

NGO – Nongovernmental organization.  

POLISARIO - Popular Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and Río de Oro.  
  
UN – United Nations.   

UNSC – United Nations Security Council.  
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1. Introduction  
 1.1  Research	problem		
  

Peacebuilding proposals and policies, simply put, are formulated societal imaginaries of 

war-affected spaces on how to establish a functioning society and thus peace. They are 

very broad in the sense they include visions of state apparatuses and ideologies, 

economies, human rights, cultures, geographies, norms, visions, ethics, values, and much 

more (Fernandéz & Guerra 2020). Here, to different extents, both diplomatically and 

militarily, Sweden is a prominent actor and has been so in numerous peacebuilding 

initiatives historically and contemporarily: Western Sahara, Yemen, Mali, Kosovo, Iraq, 

Central African Republic, Somalia – the list goes on (Försvarsmakten, 2019). Interventions 

and works as such are normally realized and legitimized by publicly and discursively 

framing them as crucial to help and aid civilians and societies affected by the horrors of 

war – which also portrays the initiatives as virtuous. However, different perspectives and 

approaches may occur when drafting and authoring peacebuilding policies from an 

external position to any given conflict. This becomes reflected in respective approaches, 

proposals, and possible outcomes of the peacebuilding process (Fernandéz & Guerra 

2020). Particularizing thus Sweden as an affluent Western actor concerning this, Annika 

Björkdahl (2013) accentuates that Swedish peacebuilding ‘…[invests] energy in promoting 

and shaping the behavior of others as a diplomatic strategy for setting international 

normative standards and thereby influencing the world order’ – so-called norms 

entrepreneurship (p. 325). Swedish peacebuilding initiatives accordingly disperse its 

values of central state-building, central governance, democracy, liberty, ’respect for the 

rule of law, arbitration of disputes, consensus settlements, [and] social solidarity’ (ibid, p. 

326). By Western actors assuming these values to be non-contextually implemented and 

accepted in different spheres and spaces, it thereby standardizes a Western value-based 

societal imaginary to be realized in war-affected contexts. This not only obstructs the 

agency of those who are affected by the war in expressing their perspectives, needs, and 

wants who consequently mimic the policy maker’s imaginaries (Björkdahl, 2013), but it 

also centralizes and makes the Western societal ideal superior which fuels the continuum 

of Western dominance and thus the postcolonial legacy (Fernandéz & Guerra 2020).   

  



  7  

Indeed, this is not a new phenomenon and is neither exclusively related to Swedish 

peacebuilding initiatives. Historically, through the process of the European imperial 

colonization; languages, systems, differentiation, cultures, norms, values, and also 

Christianity were brought with by the Europeans to be implemented and mimicked in the 

colonies by the native populaces (Brekke, 2012, p. 46, 57). One specific area related to this 

is the processes of modernization which undermined inter alia the colonies ‘religion by 

compartmentalizing [societies] and throwing out [respective] religion [and tradition] as 

the ultimate source of authority in the emerging spheres of social life’ as well as in the 

private and the public sphere (Brekke, 2012, pp. 17, 21, 30). Separating religion from the 

state to thereby implement and adhere to secular laws came to be one of the hallmarks 

of modern societies colonizers sought to achieve in foreign lands (ibid, pp. 27-28. 43). The 

‘language of modernity included and still includes [universalized] concepts such as 

equality, justice, freedom, autonomy, rights, democracy, citizenship, nationhood, 

development, and public and private spheres’ (Brekke, 2012, p. 41). Hence, Makau Mutua 

(2002) and Bonny Ibhawoh (2007) argue that it is precisely their genealogy that makes 

them, when existent and sought to be spread to non-Western contexts through inter alia 

peacebuilding policies in the contemporary world a continuum of Western dominance and 

thus a postcolonial issue.  

Similarly, Torkel Brekke underlines that spreading values of ‘liberal individualism, 

humanism, egalitarianism, and…other values that characterize modern societies’ (ibid, p. 

30) to non-Western contexts is problematic. Scholars have accordingly researched this 

phenomenon by applying postcolonial lenses to primarily unilaterally drafted 

peacebuilding policies of Western agents to non-Western contexts and highlighted and 

argued it is becoming problematic to spread and seek to implement the Western-based 

and influenced ideas, norms, and values of politics, social, cultural, and economic 

imaginaries. It accordingly results in mimicry and suppressing war-affected people’s 

perspectives (Jabri, 2013; Krishna, 2009; Ibhawoh, 2007; Mutua, 2002; Richmond 2018; 

Sabaratnam 2017; Jahn 2007; Tom 2017; Turner 2012).  

Indeed, as secularization is one of the Western and particularly a modern phenomenon 

further explained and discussed in the text below (Appadurai 2006, p. 36; Brekke 2012, p. 

17-21; Cavanaugh 2009 p. 13; Hellman 2008, p. 14), it becomes incumbent to investigate 

how and if secularization is proposed to non-Western contexts through peacebuilding 

policies. There is accordingly a gap in the literature scrutinizing Western Sahara in relation 

to Sweden’s initiatives, a Muslim country by population and constitution. It is also 
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important to create awareness and attain a social impact amid international, often so 

Western, policymakers on how certain approaches may impact the integrity, autonomy, 

and agency of war-affected people and societies.   

1.2	Research	objective	and	question		
  

This qualitative research’s general aims are thus to first investigate peacebuilding 

proposals initiated and proposed to Sweden to the conflict in Western Sahara in relation 

to if and how secularization is embedded and proposed and how it consequently 

deconstructs the Western Saharan identity to mimic Western ideals and thus how it 

becomes a post-colonial legacy. Based on the findings, to attain a social impact among 

policymakers and create awareness of the issue, alternative ways are proposed how to 

construct meanings and contents of policies to war-affected contexts. Thus, three Swedish 

Peacebuilding Motions to the conflict in Western Sahara are to be investigated on how 

and if secularization is embedded and consequently and how it from a postcolonial 

perspective challenges the Western Saharan identity. The main research question is 

thereby: How are proposals to Swedish peacebuilding initiatives to the Western Saharan 

dispute embedding values of secularization as a societal ideal? Furthermore, to address 

the research question two sub-questions guides the research:  

1. What understandings of secularization are disseminated through Swedish peace-
building initiatives in terms of human rights?   

2. What understandings of secularization are disseminated through Swedish peace-
building initiatives in terms of women’s rights?  

1.3	Relevance	to	RPC		
  

The relevancies this research is indited to the study field of religion in peace and conflict 

are multiple. It critically analyses peacebuilding proposals to the Parliament of Sweden to 

underline possible problematic discourses and ideas to both safeguard and promote the 

integrity of the war-affected people, but to also attain a social impact and create 

awareness among policymakers on the legacies of imperialism and postcolonialism 

contemporary peacebuilding may contain. Further so, this thesis discusses the 

conceptualization of religion in relation to ethically-based initiatives and how and what it 

means to the Western Saharan context. Lastly, it contributes to discussions on the topic 



  9  

of secularization in relation to peacebuilding and broadens the horizon to postcolonial 

perspectives.   

1.4	Delimitations		
  

As this research is interested in scrutinizing proposals to the Parliament of Sweden, given 

the identified literature gap, other state perspectives, as well as non-governmental 

organizations, are therefore not included. Only Peacebuilding Motions post-2008 

proposed to the Parliament of Sweden are included as they cover the period after the 

Manhasset Negotiations which took place in 2007-2008, further elaborated in the text, 

which ever since has been a declined unsuccessful period of policy discussion and conflict 

resolution. Also, only relevant Peacebuilding Motions and parts of the selected 

Peacebuilding Motions which help answer and address the research questions and 

objectives are to be analyzed and discussed. Further, this research is limited to the 

selected theoretical frameworks and method which accordingly provides guidelines and 

perspectives within the given research frame.   

1.5Thesis	outline		
  

This thesis is built on eight chapters in total, excluding the bibliography. The first chapter 

introduces the research objective and area to better equip the reader with what is at stake 

here. The second chapter provides an insight into the history of Western Sahara, the 

conflict and the societal structures of Western Sahara. Following this is the chapter where 

theories are discussed, secularization, universalism and eurocentrism. The fourth chapter 

is the literature review where previous research is examined in relation to this paper’s 

interest. Next is the method chapter where the employed method is highlighted and 

discussed followed by the sixth chapter which reviews the material to be studied. The next 

chapter, the seventh, is the analysis and is introduced by an analytical framework finally 

followed by the eight chapter where conclusions are provided and discussed.   

1.6	Ethics		
  

It is difficult mentioning ethics without a mentioning of Robert Coles, author of Doing 

Documentary Work published in 1997. This influential book reminds us writers of ethical 

dilemmas associated with academic or other pieces of work where people and societies 

are represented. In this case, this thesis voices and uses the example of a war-affected 
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space and context to simply illustrate a social dilemma amid policy makers which is an 

intervention without a direct solution. A career progression empowered and made 

possible due to a harsh climate of war and turmoil. Another ethical issue my thesis evoke 

is related to authoring a paper that criticizes the engagement of a democratically elected 

party that seek and establish peace. It is therefore central to understand which sort of 

critique is presented and included here. It is accordingly the approaches to solve the 

situation in Western Sahara which this paper scrutinizes, not the mere thought of helping 

itself. I intend to deal with these ethical issues by enlightening and reminding the social 

impact I seek to achieve – namely an impact amid policymakers to understand the possible 

problems when they seek to establish peace and to raise awareness of the conflict.   

1.7	Source	criticism			
  

To build research as credible as possible, sources should based on academic peer-review 

books, journal articles, ethnographical field work, reports and articles with empirical 

based and oriented research. The selected sources have thus been objectively allocated 

and selected to provide the thesis as objective background data as possible (Creswell, 

2018). Writing about a phenomenon such as this war is very delicate in the sense that if 

subjective sources are used, the credibility of the paper is severely affected. To further 

clarify potential biases, since being unbiased is crucial for a researcher, having parents 

surviving the colonialization of France in Algeria may account as an impending biasness in 

relation to an anti-colonial mindset. Undeniably, each individual is affected by something 

around us, and scholarly transparency is accounting the thoughts that day to day influence 

us.   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  11  

2. Background  
2.1	The	Imperial	Colonialism	in	Western	Sahara		
  

This section will focus on Western Sahara in relation to the European imperial 

colonialization which produced the context for which this conflict and dispute was made 

possible. It begins by providing an insight into the colonial history to conclude with a 

general overview of the societal structures of Western Sahara. Indeed,  

“the western Sahara has long been fabled, attracting the fascinated gaze of 
medieval Arab travelers such as Ibn Battuta and Ibn Khaldun to 
nineteenthcentury shipwrecked European sailors like James Riley, with his 
wild 1817 memoir Sufferings in Africa. Early Portuguese, Spanish and French 
colonizers began to demarcate the region cartographically, fight over it and 
carve it up between themselves” (Isidoros, 2018, p. 23).   

  

In the 1884 Berlin Conference when European powers constellated and divided Africa to 

their interests, Spain awaited France to first decide its claims over Africa and then took 

the mapped area of contemporary Western Sahara (Metelits, 2018, p. 682). Spain’s 

economy and power was then negatively affected by a variety of events such as the Carlist 

Wars. Spain then officially declared the territory of today’s Western Sahara and named it 

Cape Bojador and Bahia Oeste making it the Spanish Sahara and employed military bases 

and expanded trading posts (ibid). Spain also signed unilateral treaties such as the Illyl 

Convention with local tribes then assumingly pro-colonial to recognize Spain’s control 

(Besenyö, 2010, p. 200). However, resistance to colonial rule even from those who signed 

the treaty of Illyl took place and Jihad was declared against the colonizers. For example, 

in 1887, local populaces attacked the Villa Cisneros fortress and another fort in 1892, and 

in 1894 they burned two ships: Tres de Mayo” and “Las Marias” (ibid). In the years 

19001912, France drafted again the geographical areas to ensure the natural resources 

stayed within its colonies in Algeria, Mauritania, and Morocco and gave Spain ownership 

of Rio de Oro, Seguiet-el-Hamra, and southern Morocco or Tarfaya (ibid). It was also 

during these years French troops and explorers faced resistance attacks by tribes from 

and outside the territory of Western Sahara which in turn fueled additional turmoil and 

conflicts. This initially caused France to give an ultimatum to Spain to control the area 

(Besenyö, 2010, p. 206). Consequently, the colonial rule of Spain instead occupied 
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strategic and central territories as their priority and employed troops to ensure military 

presence and their colonial control until the year of 1976 (ibid). Meanwhile, the colonial 

administration employed local people from the Moroccan territory to be drafted by 

France as soldiers, police officers, and nomadic calvarias (ibid, pp. 206-207). These ‘were 

tasked with the control over the border area and the tribal areas, collecting information 

for garrisons, policing and mass control, and keeping rebelling Sahrawis at bay’ (ibid, p. 

208). One of the desired outcomes of these initiative was to produce peaceful coexistence 

between Sahrawi tribes and Spaniards (ibid, p. 209).   

  

Indeed, as with the Napoleonic War, the Carlist War, and the American Wars of  

Independence, both World Wars – not to mention the Spanish civil war between 

19361939 parallel to re-organizing regional administrations, caused significant deficits for 

the Government of Spain parallel to when no data on phosphate and iron deposits were 

found in their colonial projects (ibid). Their colonial projects of Western Sahara were very 

much motivated by phosphate and iron conquest in the 1900s.  More precisely, numbers 

indicated a ratio of 20:1 loss in terms of import and export in the colony. Though, around 

the year 1950, Manuel Alia Medina finally gave new hope to Spain with his discovery of 

phosphate in the colony of Western Sahara with an estimation of 85% purity (ibid, p. 210). 

This also cultivated the interest of the newly independent nation-state of Morocco – 

however, Spain planned for the full legal right to the discovery. The anti-colonial 

resistance was still existent and one remarking such ended in 1956 with a joint force á 

France and Spain to eliminate all major resistances (ibid). The discovery of phosphate 

prompted thus the raison d’être for colonial presence in Western Sahara and exploitation, 

however, came rather too late as the world was entering the era of decolonization (Mundy 

& Zunes, 2010, p. xxii). Increasing demands, wars, awareness, activism, and uprisings of 

decolonization in the 60s and 70s in the region and other colonial lands eventually led the 

international community to call to protect and safeguard the human rights and thus 

promoted the self-determination, independence, and autonomy of Sahrawis. This 

subsequently caused Spain to leave the colony (Daadaoui, 2008, p. 148). In consequence, 

a power vacuum was created which, according to Christopher Paul (2013) opened the 

eyes of neighboring Morocco and Mauritania.  
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2.2	History	of	the	conflict	in	Western	Sahara		
  

‘[An] examination of the war for Western Sahara—its origins, its evolution, 
and its nonconclusion—is an important first step toward an understanding 
of the broader conflict’ (Mundy & Zunes, 2010, p. 3).   

Of all the various Sahrawi movements that had ever since the conquest of Spain resisted 

colonial exploitation, one group is particularly gained momentum – namely the POLISARIO 

Front. In the year of 1973, the resistance became so intensified between the POLISARIO 

and the Spanish colonial rule, it led to a short war and initially to the withdrawal of Spain 

to decolonize the region. Though, shortly after this, ‘Morocco, in the wake of domestic 

turbulence, summarily annexed Western Sahara, claiming that it was merely restoring its 

territorial integrity that had been disrupted by French and Spanish colonialism’ (ibid, pp. 

685)’. This claim was later investigated by the International Court of Justice and the United 

Nations who later declined it based on lacking evidence and thus recognized the area and 

people’s ‘support for independence under the leadership of the POLISARIO’ in lieu of the 

Moroccan and later also the Mauritanian claims. In addition to this, the self-determination 

principle supported the ICJ’s and the UN’s verdict as they found a substantial number of 

Western Saharans supporting the POLISARIO leadership. Following closely, two years after 

the decolonial protocol and the verdict of the UN and ICJ, the Moroccan state  

‘initiated a march of 350,000 Moroccan civilians into Western Sahara to claim 
the territory as its own. This event became known as the Green March for 
the green-coloured flags that represented Islam’ (Mundy & Zunes, 2010, p.  
3).  

Aside from civilians, a heavy Moroccan military force followed the Green march and laid 

the basis for POLISARIO’s military response and thus the war (Isidoros 2018, p. 23). The 

Red Cross and UNHCR estimated that 40 000 respectively 50 000 people fled to Tindouf, 

neighboring Algeria and Mauritania. The following year, by February the 27th 1976, the 

POLISARIO declared the independence of Western Sahara. Western Sahara’s geography 

is since 1980 separated from the Moroccan by a 2000-kilometer sand wall built by 

Morocco and guarded by its militaries (ibid).  The war has ever since been fueled by 

international actors supporting each party and continued until the ceasefire of 1991 and 

claimed some 6000 –16 000 deaths, among them also civilians (Mundy & Zunes, 2010, p. 

3). This ceasefire founded the peacekeeping force MINUSRO – The United Nations Mission 

for the Referendum in Western Sahara where some 228 military observers were deployed 

to monitor the ceasefire (United Nations, 2022). The UN then founded the 1991 
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Settlement Plan which included inter alia referendums, regulations of Moroccan military 

deployments, and transition time for governance change (UN, 1990). However, any 

realization of this Settlement Plan never took effect, ‘both parties’ positions can be 

summarized as Morocco’s tending towards the principle of jus sanguinis and POLISARIO 

to jus soli’ (Isidoros 2018, p. 23). In other words, Morocco wants full control over the 

territory while POLISARIO wants their own full control. In 1994, the Settlement Plan 

initiated a voter registration for the promised referendum in 1996 however this collapsed 

five years later because of the assertions between Morocco and POLISARIO vis-á-vis what 

and who constituted an ethnic Western Saharan ethnicity to be eligible to vote (see  

Theofilopoulos 2016). The  

‘voter registration process was [nevertheless] completed between 1998 and 
2000, [however,] new factors collided to lead the UN to abandon the 
referendum: briefly, anomalies appearing in the voter lists of ‘Moroccan 
Sahrawi’; the succession process in the Moroccan monarchy; East Timor’s 
1999 referendum majority for independence, which frightened Morocco; 
and the increase in pro-independent uprisings among Sahrawi under 
Moroccan occupation, igniting nationalist feelings leading to their Intifada al- 
Istiqlal (‘the independence uprising’) of May 2005 (Isidoros, 2018 p. 24).  

The following years, Kofi Annan the then UN Secretary-General involved James Baker 

earlier United States of America Secretary of State to ‘search for a solution’ in this dispute 

(ibid, p. 24). The ‘USA offered strong backing to the UN settlement effort, suggesting that 

Washington had come to accept the possibility of an independent Western Sahara’ who 

accordingly claimed neutrality (Mundy & Zunes, 2010, p. 68). However, the USA has since 

the14econd14tt erupted supported the Moroccan army with heavy arms sales, public 

lobbying, and increased the military funding to Morocco five-fold between 2001-2006. 

The ceasefire in 1991 held accordingly for about ten years until the UN deserted the 

Western Saharan referendum on independence and when the Moroccan army mobilized 

and shot warning shots against POLISARIO who were mobilized as activists to resist a 2001 

Paris–Dakar Rally on the occupied region (ibid, p. 26).  

The vision of solving the dispute remained alive by the James Baker’s involvement through 

the second Baker Plan drafted in 2000 which in short included a referendum for total 

independence after five years of Moroccan sovereignty and autonomy over the territory 

excluding the areas of defense and foreign policy. This was accepted by Morocco and even 

so drafted by Morocco-sponsored jurists thus naturally refused by the POLISARIO as the 

proposal was reasonably unilateral. Baker then adjusted the Peace Plan in 2003 to instead 



  15  

propose Western Sahara to be under the sovereignty and autonomy of Morocco however 

only to four years thereafter have a referendum to either continue in this fashion, 

integrate, or acclaim full independence. This was accepted by the POLISARIO however 

Morocco sought to investigate the plan further. As a result, Baker commanded the 

Security Council to engage Morocco further however received an apathetic response as 

France ‘watered down the resolution to a non-enforceable statement of support’ (ibid). 

The UN continued with the peace talks and engagements however the unilateralism ideals 

of both parties as well as international interference hindered eventually a successful 

resolution (Mundy & Zunes, 2010, pp. xxxi, 239, 242, 243). Following this, the Manhasset 

Negotiations took place in 2007-2008 between the POLISARIO and Morocco which again 

failed to reach a bilateral outcome (ibid). In 2009, UN Secretary-General Personal Envoy 

for Western Sahara, Christopher Ross was assigned as a mediator to solve the dispute 

until 2017 and engaged in talks with each party both separately and together, however, 

his results did not distinguish from his predecessor’s (Trevisan 2017/2018).   

Albeit the attempts to conflict resolution, as of today, the Western Saharan question is 

still contested. Political scientists  such as Steve Junes, Jacob Mundy, Pinto Leite, and Juan 

Liceras underline the importance of international pressure on Morocco as a central step 

toward independence (Isidoros, 2018 p. 24). Accordingly, independence realized through 

a referendum is, theoretically, a lesser complicated and nonviolent solution to autonomy 

(ibid, p. 25). Western Sahara has thus yet attained full self-determination and 

independence and endures an occupation by Morocco which has ‘forced the Sahrawi to 

adopt new geographical delimitations, concepts, and vocabulary to redefine their identity 

and territory’ (ibid).   

2.3	Societal	structures	and	religion	in	Western	Sahara		
  

With a geographical area of circa 266 000 square kilometers, Western Sahara is located in 

the north-west of Africa bordering Morocco in the north, Algeria to the east, and 

Mauritania to the south – borders of which are products of European colonial cartography 

drafted in the 1885 Berlin Conference (Jensen, 2012, p. 9). The population is estimated to 

be 567 402 and approximately 90 000 Sahrawis – another name for Western Saharans, 

live in Morocco, while 120 000 live in the refugee camps in Algeria and around 30 000 – 

40 000 are dispersed around the world (Besenyö, 2010, p. 36; UN, 2019). The languages 

which are spoken in Western Sahara are primarily Hasnain Arabic, partly Spanish due to 
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the Spanish colonization, and French due to the state education and the earlier 

involvement of French imperial colonization (Besenyö, 2010, p. 36). Sunni Islam is the 

major religion while Shiite Muslims, as well as Catholic Christians are minorities which 

coexist peacefully. Sahrawis have an accordingly a ‘high degree of religious tolerance both 

within and outside their communities’ (ibid). The governance is democracy centralizing 

Islam as the source of law and state religion according to the Sunni understanding (SADR, 

2015). Introduced in 1975, the Constitution covers domestic and international state 

sovereignty and is federally ensured and exercised via institutions and courts instituted 

throughout Western Sahara (ibid). Article 32 of the 2015 Constitution ensures the  

POLISARIO as   

‘the political framework that shall unite and mobilise politically the Sahrawis 
to express their aspirations and legitimate rights to self-determination and 
independence and to defend their national unity and complete the building 
of their independent Sahrawi State’ (ibid, p. 4).  

Moreover, ‘rights and freedom’ regardless of ‘ethnicity, color, gender, language, religion, 

and political or any other opinion’ is ensured by Article 25 (ibid, p. 3). The Constitution 

covers a spectrum of 147 articles from the eligibility to vote to ensuring the safety of 

individual morals and honor (ibid). The Sahrawi Commission for Human Rights (CHR) was 

established to address violations against human rights with a method of constellating and 

dialoguing with concerned parties based on the customs and laws of the Western Sahara. 

Dreven (2016) underpins that a political system to the like of this originates from the idea 

of neutralizing hierarchies based on colorism constructed by the European colonialists.   

Moreover, among the consequences of the war is the higher rates of male deaths which 

have led to females undertaking some central leadership roles in institutions of education, 

hospitals, societies, and committees’ previously occupied by men (Dreven 2016; Lippert, 

1992). Leadership roles that came to be occupied by females have now become 

incorporated parts of contemporary Western Saharan covering municipals, systems of 

transportation, education, water distribution, and various projects in different 

communities (Dreven 2016). A UNHCR report (2007) further indicate that there is thus not 

much of an equality gap between males and females in their customs.   

Indeed, as Western Sahara is very broad and diverse, as with any other context, it becomes 

difficult to generalize and provide a complete and fair picture over the societal structures. 

Though, albeit the diversity, there are still some common traits over the area. Western 
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Sahara generally consists of a tribal societal structure where the family is the core of the 

society. Tribe leadership is generally a male hereditary and there are ‘more than twenty 

major tribes, which can be divided into three main groups: Ouled Delim, Reguibat and 

Tekna’ (Besenyö, 2010, p. 27). However, other minor tribes do exist both outside and 

within these and generally, tribes have their autonomy and territories. From these groups, 

it is estimated that there are some one hundred and twenty tribes. The tribes are also of 

different origins, for instance, Reguibat tribes descend from Sanhaja Berbers whose 

presence in the region precedes the Arab conquest. It is also estimated that Berbers 

migrated there during the first millennium before the common era while Bafours 

emigrated southwards and reigned the region by the 21st century. Due to their nomadic 

nature, tribes such as Ait Lahsen live across Morocco in the South and Western Sahara in 

the north, and in Algeria as there were no set geographical borders then.   

During the seventh and eighth centuries, Islam began to spread with the Almoravids as 

the main followers. Dynasties led by Yusuf Ibn Tafshin and Ismail Moulay and the like of 

others expanded their reign and established inter alia Marrakech and Fez in the year 1059 

respectively 1062 and at different epochs even covered the area from Timbuktu to Agadir. 

The tribes such as Ouled Bou Sba, Ouled Arousien, and Ouled Delim originate from 

contemporary Yemen in the 1400s. The tribal relations have not always been completely 

peaceful depending on context and space as conflicts have in fact taking place. 

Nonetheless, as of today, the tribes have jointly established councils such as The Council 

of Forty (Ait Arbain) as well as other war councils for disputes and cooperation (ibid, pp.10, 

27, 28, 33, 34, 35). Andrew Borowiec even so underpins the governance of tribes in the 

Lamtuma territory are still tribally governed by fourth men consisting of elders and sheiks 

and thus informally autonomous from the Constitution of Western Sahara while others 

have founded neutral and separated legislatures (2003).   

2.4	Sweden’s	role	in	the	dispute	over	Western	Sahara		
  

Since the thesis aims orbits around investigating peacebuilding proposals initiated and 

proposed to Sweden’s Parliament to engage in the conflict of Western Sahara, it becomes 

natural to explore previous attitudes and roles of Sweden on the issue. Indeed, as 

mentioned above Sweden is a recognizable actor in vast initiatives to promote human 

rights and conflict resolutions. Parties in Sweden accordingly responded quickly to the 

Green March when Lars Werner, representative of the Left Party condemned it and 
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maintained that the March per se was an invasion instigated by economic, political, and 

military interests (Saadi, 2018, p. 19). Werner then proposed to the Parliament of Sweden 

to condemn both Morocco and Mauritania for their crimes against humanity and 

recognize Western Sahara with full independence and that the UN should work to ensure 

Western Saharan independence (ibid). The then Committee of Foreign Affairs of Sweden 

referred thus to the 1977/1978 report where the Government of Sweden considered the 

occupation as unacceptable and that the UN should complete their stance on allowing the 

people of West Sahara to determine their future (ibid, p. 20). The Committee further 

emphasized the importance of involving all concerned parties in initiating peace and 

underlined possible hindrances to recognition as Morocco had occupied the capital city as 

well as other strategic places (ibid). The Committee further underlined that Sweden as a 

state should continue supporting the self-determination right of Western Sahara (ibid).   

In 1989, Sten Andersson the then Foreign Affairs Minister and a Social Democrat received 

a question posed by Left Party’s Jan Strömdahl on how Sweden intends to support and 

approach the peace plan to Western Sahara and maintained that Sweden’s stance on the 

issue over many years was and is to support the UN resolutions and give its full support 

to the then Secretary-General of the UN (ibid, p.21). Andersson accentuated then that 

Sweden had been involved and in contact with both parties for peace plans and that 

Sweden had donated 21 million SEK and that more was to come (ibid). In the 1990s 

however, a shift in Sweden’s foreign affairs was taking place. The so-called “third-world” 

initiatives as stressed by Bjereld et. Al (2008) lost importance resulting from Sweden’s 

interest and focus on joining the European Union. Accordingly, the focus of Sweden’s 

foreign policy was rather steered towards free trade and EU-friendly values and 

frameworks which in turn silenced the talks of the conflict (ibid). In contrast to Lars 

Werner’s political milieu, the Government then consisted of the Social Democrats Party 

however only as a minority Government, a governance form which lack majority in the 

Parliament of Sweden.   

In 2001, Willy Söderdahl from the Left Party, within a similar political milieu as Lars Werner 

namely a government consisting of a minority coalition with the Social Democrats Party 

until 2006 underlined that Morocco has for a long time infringed and sabotaged a 

referendum that now had become outdated (ibid, p.22). Söderdahl also condemned the 

exploitation of Western Saharan fishing resources which Morocco utilized with a green 

light from the EU (ibid). These fishing agreements were never debated against by Sweden 
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and thus laid the ground for Söderdahls claim that Sweden indirectly recognizes the fishing 

rights to belong to Morocco (ibid). The then foreign minister Anna Lindh responded to this 

by underlining the support of Sweden to the UN peace plans as well as support to  

James Baker (ibid, p. 23). According to Lindh, the most important initiative for Western 

Sahara was to pursue and establish the right to autonomy for Western Saharans (ibid).   

The initiatives during the Cold War differed from those after the fall of the Soviet Union. 

Bader Saadi (ibid) argues it became important for Sweden to maintain their neutral stance 

and politics amid the West and East whom both supported the opposite party in the 

conflict. Thus, terms such as full independence – which Western Saharan sought were not 

used to indicate and safeguard the neutrality of Sweden. Instead, Sweden used terms such 

as the right to self-determination and approaching the dispute through UN channels (ibid). 

After the Cold War when Sweden became a member of the EU, in 1995, Sweden had to 

instead adopt their initiatives and stances to befit the EU policies and values (ibid, p. 24). 

Sweden did not yet recognize Western Sahara as an independent state since their 

principles of independence cover an organized state authority with full control over a 

limited and set geographical territory wherein a people live. And since there were no 

controlling authorities over the territory, Western Sahara could not be recognized by 

Sweden (ibid; p. 25).   

In 2005 a new fishery agreement was signed by the EU with Morocco and included an 

expansion over Western Saharan water as suppose to the 1999 agreement (ibid, p. 26). 

Sweden opposed an infringement over Western Saharan territories (ibid, p. 27). Both the 

Green Party and the Liberal People’s Party agreed on the fishing agreements were unjust. 

In 2008 Hans Linde referred to the interpellation of 2007/08:311 to the Maastricht 

Convention Article 11 in a Parliamentary debate and explained that the EU had a 

peacebuilding role in the region by fulfilling, supporting, and following UN initiatives and 

by establishing fishery agreements it became thus paradoxical (ibid, p. 31). Morocco had, 

and still has an important strategical point for the EU in terms of cooperating in areas of 

human trafficking, drugs, migration, trade, and sustainability projects, as replied by Carl 

Bildt – the then foreign minister. Abandoning the fishing rights could therefore endanger 

this cooperation (ibid, p. 32). Bildt brought up the debate again in 2007 and drafted two 

peacebuilding motions 1754/07 respectively 1783/07 where it was stressed to both 

parties to involve in conflict resolution in good faith and that the UN should continue its 

initiatives there (ibid, p. 32).  
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In 2010, only one year was left before the fishing agreement between the EU and Morocco 

expired. The Minister for Rural Affairs of Sweden in a Swedish Government consisting of 

a majority collision from 2006-2010 with The Christian Democrats, The Moderate Party, 

The Liberal People’s Party, and The Centre Party, voted against a renewal of this in the EU 

Commission arguing that it did not benefit the local population by the International Law  

(ibid, p. 33). In addition, in 2012, with still the same parties in seats of the Government of  

Sweden – however now within a minority collision from 2010 to 2014, a majority of the 

Parliament voted to recognize Western Sahara as an independent state. In 2015, the 

Government of Sweden reviewed the Western Saharan politics and initiatives to the 

Parliament with the majority of the motions proposed derive from the left side of the 

political spectrum.   
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3.Theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks  
This chapter introduces a conceptual discussion of religion secularization, universalism 

and eurocentrism as there are volumes of understandings and approaches existing in the 

literature. The aim is thus to limit the literature scope to befit the realm of this research. 

The chapter includes Cathrene Albanese’s (2012) understanding of religion and covers the 

theory of secularization as understood by José Casanova (1994), Torkel Brekke’s (2012) 

and as discussed by Elizabeth Hurd (2008) which will serve as introductory and vital tools 

in categorizing and determining the contents of the peacebuilding motions to help answer 

the research question on how proposals to Swedish peacebuilding initiatives to the 

Western Saharan dispute are embedding values of secularization.   

To address the followed research objectives, on how this consequently deconstructs the 

Western Saharan identity to mimic Western ideals and thus how this becomes a 

postcolonial legacy, postcolonialism as a broader framework scrutinizes and analyses the 

‘contemporary colonial legacies in both pre-and post-independence nations and 

communities as well as ‘the subtleties of subject construction in colonial discourse’ 

(Aschroft, 2013, p. 205). Postcolonialism may be deconstructed into several conceptual 

frameworks and of them are two of relevance here: universalism and eurocentrism. These 

two conceptual frameworks are very much related to each other and scrutinize how 

spheres such as Western Sahara may be subjected to cultural production, change, and 

inferiorization – all of which postcolonial legacies. This is also fruitful for the social impact 

this paper seeks to attain amid policymakers to create awareness and provide alternative 

ways. Important to mention is that the prefix ‘post’ in postcolonialism is essentially a 

debated issue where scholars such as Aijaz Ahmad (1995) and Stephen Slemon (1994) 

criticize it arguing that it indicates colonialism is simply fixed and limited to its historical 

periods and that it thus excludes the transhistorical and contemporary legacies and 

impacts. Having clarified this, this research undertakes and recognizes the understanding 

and acknowledgment of these effects, reactions, and processes of colonialization as still 

current and relevant (Aschroft, 2013, p. 205).  
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3.1  Conceptual	discussion	of	religion		
  

There is a broad debate among scholars concerning the definition of religion and its 

approaches to it. Indeed, as Jim Beckford (2003) argues, defining religion depends very 

much on context, authority, space, sphere, and individuals. Historically and 

contemporarily, religion had and still has a central role in organizing communities, 

societies, and individuals by setting up frameworks and contexts for world views, 

boundaries, values, norms, goals, and actions (Park & Slattery, 2009, p. 160).). With a 

majority Muslim population, in Western Sahara, Islam is also institutionalized in the 

Constitution as the main source of law (Isodoros 2015). It thus makes it incumbent to 

establish an understanding of religion for this thesis to assume.   

The employed understanding of religion is based on Catherine L. Albanese’s (2012) notion 

which first divides it into two: ordinary religion and extraordinary religion. Both 

approaches assume religion as something sacred, revelated from a supernatural source 

with a reality that is not absolute and thus naturally resists a precise definition. The 

former, synonymously to culture, guides humans to live a proper life within the set 

boundaries according to the given religion. Ordinary religion is the ‘source of 

distinguishable cultural forms and the background out of which the norms arise that guide 

us in our everyday lives’ (p. 5). Ordinary religion recognizes both the “interior” 

sacralization such as mentality, motivation, and feelings, and the “exterior” sacralization 

of everyday life such as customs of greetings, clothing, behaviors, duties, and diet – all of 

which ‘if examined, can tell a great deal about the main values of a society’ (ibid, p. 6). 

Accordingly, ‘each is a concrete expression of the ways in which people are accustomed 

to think and act…that helps people to locate themselves’ (ibid). One example of this is the 

hijab which, if a Muslim woman chose to wear, could indicate the valuing of religious 

customs and values and the safeguarding of boundaries to mark and claim identity and 

space. Simultaneously, as such an act seeks to guide the Muslim woman to live a good life, 

it also insinuates spirituality, or as mentioned, interior sacralization. On a third aspect, it 

may also indicate the free choice of fashion. Nonetheless,   

‘[ordinary] religion tends to be at home with the way things are. It functions 
as the…religion of a community as com- munity. Because it is about living 
well within boundaries, it values the social distinctions that define life in the 
community and respects the social roles that people play. It honors the ranks 
that they hold and the general institutions of government, education, family, 
and recreation to which they assent. When it becomes self-aware as 
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“spirituality,” it is still a version of spirituality that concerns way of life and 
regular social pattern. Thus, ordinary religion is the religion that reinforces 
the bonds between members of a society, that provides social “glue” to make 
people cohere (ibid, p. 6).   

The approach to religion as something which gives meaning to life by producing shared 

and sacralized symbols, rituals, values, ethics, goals, mentalities, customs, and meanings 

which build coherent and functioning societies, is not an unusual one (Woodhead, 2014). 

There are accordingly arguments for the inseparability of the values of religion and 

societies. For example, aspects of Albanese’s view on religion become parallel to Geertz’s 

definition of culture as:   

‘the framework of beliefs, expressive symbols and values in terms of which 
individuals define their world, express their feelings, and make their 
judgements. (It) is the fabric of meaning in terms of which human beings 
interpret their experience and guide their action’ (p. 70)  

Also, in traditional societies as in Western Sahara, aspects of culture which religion shape 

are transhistorical in the sense they ‘have been carried forward into this contemporary 

period’ (Isodoros 2015, p. 50).    

Extraordinary religion, the latter approach of Albanese focuses on the sacralization which 

happens outside the borders of what realism and positivism may explain. It aids 

practitioners of respective religions to name the unknown and the “other world” where 

prophets and idols are heroes and thus help individuals to communicate with their God 

(ibid, p. 7). ’The point is that people in some symbolic way voice their concern with going 

beyond boundaries to the “other” side’ (ibid, p. 8). Albanese further highlights that the 

line between ordinary and extraordinary religion may be blurred in traditional societies as 

‘people use the same or similar symbols to express both everyday and non-ordinary 

concerns’ (ibid). Ordinary and extraordinary religion are both religious systems, which if 

deconstructed, reveal they are constituted by interrelated elements and dimensions. 

Albanese divides this system into four C:s creed, code, cultus, and community. The first 

highlights that ‘religion is expressed in creeds, or explanations about the meaning of 

human life’ (ibid). These creeds are shaped differently based on size and context and may 

be anything that large and established world religions based their belief on – holy stories 

and ‘informal oral traditions’ (ibid). Also, a ‘religious creed provides an intellectual 

rationale for why people act in the religious ways that they do’ (ibid, p. 9). A creed is 

accordingly the central belief from which actions and boundaries are set. Examining the 
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Constitution of Western Sahara reveals that the creed is de facto institutionalized by 

centralizing Islam as the main source of law and guidance (SADR, 2015). With a history of 

about 1400 years of Islam present, practiced, and institutionalized, the same can be said 

about the Islamic culture and customs of people which to a majority are Muslims (Isidoros, 

2015). A creed in Albanese’s view may be originated from revelation which in turn 

legitimizes and establishes the following Cs. The second C, code, underlines that ‘religion 

is expressed in codes, which are rules that govern everyday behavior. These may take the 

form of moral and ethical systems’ (ibid, p. 7) and can also be the customs societies have 

accepted (ibid). In Western Sahara, generally, the moral and ethical systems and values 

are based on Islam as well as tribal customs depending on context. One example of which 

certain tribal customs societies have accepted – which is not based on Islamic regulations 

is the forbiddance of inter-tribal marriages. This demonstrates the flexibilization and 

personalization of religion and culture and values as not something static. Moreover, the 

third C is emphasizing that religion is expressed in cultuses, meaning the sacralized 

practices and rituals of creed and codes which also due to their repeatability strengthen 

and nurture the creed and codes (ibid, p. 9). Sacralized practices are not limited to the 

interiorization and may be embodied physically as earlier exampled by the hijab. 

Investigating case studies on Western Saharan indicate this is expressed very much in 

Islamic clothing, dieting, celebrations, and prayers (Isidoros, 2015).  

Lastly, the final C is community which stresses that ‘religion is expressed in communities, 

groups of people either formally or informally bound together by the creed, code, and 

cultus they share’ (ibid). Here, within the framework of ordinary religion, these may be 

ethnically or culturally originated which helps unite the community upon common 

grounds. Though, within the framework of extraordinary religion, such communities tend 

to be identifiable by their formalized institutions and social organizations such as Catholics 

and churches, sects, and small-sized spiritual groups. Thus, a tribal nation like Western 

Sahara with communal built identities, unlike in Western contexts which in a general 

sense centralizes individual values (Woodhead, 2014) differs from many contexts from 

which international peacebuilding initiatives derive from. On a final note, Albanese’s 

understanding of religious systems may be summarized as follows:   

‘Religion here can be seen as a system of symbols (creed, code, cultus) by 
means of which people (a community) locate themselves in the world with 
reference to both ordinary and extraordinary powers, meanings, and values. 
Locating oneself means taking note of where the boundaries are and placing 
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oneself in relation to them. This may mean placing oneself carefully within 
the boundaries, out on the frontier, or some of each’ (ibid, p. 10).  

Employing thus Albanese’s approach to religion befits this research by not only limiting 

the understanding of religion to sacred places like mosques and clergymen and practices 

like prayers and fasting – but also on how ordinary Western Saharans organize their life 

around Islam as well as how Islam organizes communities and people from which moral 

and ethical values and are established. Indeed, Albanese’s view on religious systems is 

further fruitful to utilize when further analyzing how and which codes and cultuses derive 

from Islam as the creed amid ordinary people and tribes in Western Sahara vis-á-vis the 

proposals of the Peacebuilding Motions. This approach to religion further scrutinizes 

communal adherence and organizing upon religion and its expression – which befittingly 

to the context of Western Sahara covers tribal and societal centralizing of Islam – an 

ummah.  

Though, this approach to religion may be limited in the sense that ‘people use the same 

or similar symbols to express both everyday and non-ordinary concerns’ (ibid, p. 8) which 

would direct the research towards generalized and normative findings, in the same way 

assuming people, communities, and societies organizing around Islam in Western Sahara 

would purely do it based on the belief of it as a revelation. This thus blurs out the option 

of people adopting religious values and customs as a mere habit in place of sacralization. 

It, therefore, becomes vital to again recognize the broad discussion among scholars in 

defining religion and adhering to Albane’s notion while centralizing the focus of this 

research – which is to counter-argue possible agency obstruction and the Westernization 

of Western Sahara as a postcolonial legacy in contemporary peacebuilding as existent in 

other Western peacebuilding initiatives  (Jabri, 2013; Ibhawoh, 2007; Mutua, 2002; 

Richmond 2018; Sabaratnam 2017; Tom 2017; Turner 2012).  

3.2  Secularization 	
  

To address the research question and understand the problem this thesis seeks to address, 

the theories of secularization are also central to include and discuss. The theories of 

secularization are very large and broad in the sense they cover many aspects, approaches, 

understandings, and dimensions. Akin to the conceptual discussions of religion, there are 

many scholarly definitions and approaches to understanding secularization. To thus 

employ a feasible understanding of secularization, I draw on a mixture of José Casanova’s 



  26  

understanding, Torkel Brekke’s and Elisabeth Hurd’s discussion of secularization. To 

better understand the theory and the paper in large, the section begins briefly providing 

the historical account of the term and process divided by three transformative periods to 

end with reviewing how secularism establishes new political cultures previously 

maintained by religious institutions.  

The understanding of secularization employed here had its first part of the process taken 

place during the 13th century in Europe where disagreements within Christianity formed 

binary clergies initiating priests to monastically seclude themselves from those who 

consequently carved out secular clergies. Then, the European Churches were integrated 

with the state and thus established the social orders, imaginaries, rules, visions, and 

realms based on Christian values. The word secular, then negatively connotated, was used 

to differentiate the monastically secluded priests from those who were existing outside 

such spheres. Talal Assad mentions the reason for this was to evade labeling the 

freethinkers as infidels and atheists (2003, p. 23). The next transformation came about in 

the 16th century when the term secular on the one hand was associated with blasphemy 

and godlessness while on the other hand began to insinuate a world in motion. To 

“secularize” here referred to the conversion of objects and subjects from ecclesial to civil. 

The realization of this process, namely secularization, describes and refers thus to the 

process of transferring and/or relocating objects and subjects from their religious spheres 

and ownerships to the secular sphere, that is, institutions owned by the civil secular state.  

In other words,  

‘the core of the theory of secularization is the conceptualization of the 
process of societal modernization as process of functional differentiation and 
the emancipation of the secular spheres – primarily the state, the economy, 
and the science – from the religious sphere and the concomitant 
differentiation and specialization of religion within its own newly found 
religious sphere (Casanova, 1994, p. 15).  

This was very much the case in the Thirty-Year War where princes took exclusive control 

of churches and in the 1648 Westphalia Peace Pact. The idea here was to marginalize and 

privatize religion with the purpose to establish an international order based on 

cosmopolitan ethics and end the violence based on sectarianism (Hurd, 2008, p. 3). Rulers 

could now determine which religion their state and people should adhere to base on the 

1555 Peace of Augsburg principle: eius regio cuius religio. The Westphalian Peace pact 

then partly reformed this principle by removing the obligation of people to follow their 
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ruler’s religion making it a private issue. It further included the idea that states are 

sovereign without divine legitimization (Calhoun, Jurgensmeyer & Van Antwerpen 2011,  

p. 16). Similarly, in the French Revolution, ‘all ecclesiastical goods [came to be] at the 

disposal of the French nation’ (Hurd, 2008, p. 13).   

This process of this functional differentiation may be divided by:  

‘a cognitive one…directed against metaphysical and supernatural religious 
world views; a practical-political one directed against ecclesiastical 
institutions; and a subjective expressive-aesthetic-moral one’ (Casanova, 
1994 p. 30).  

The first builds on opposing religious perspectives which prevented the institutionalizing 

and legitimizing of scientific methods to investigate the existence of God (Casanova, 1994 

p. 30). Here, the church excluded all scientific explanations for various societal and natural 

problems (ibid). By the time, when positivist science became more established and 

legitimized, the first scientists concluded religion as something primitive developed as the 

initial response to dangers and fears and thus not contextual to their time. Positivist and 

natural science eventually gained momentum to provide concrete limits to explanations 

in life in contrast to the church who had no boundaries with their supernatural beliefs. 

This evolved into a political and ideological critique which hence decreased the Church’s 

legitimacy.  

‘The practical-political critique was [accordingly] directed against the ideological functions 

of religious institutions (ibid,p. 31) by which alternative understandings of the history and 

origin of religion were sought. Concludingly, the philosophers argued that religion was 

invented to control the mass as ignorant, subjective, and oppressed. Additionally, while 

the critique against the Church was oriented towards religious truth claims, other critiques 

were directed against how religious ideologies fostered ignorance, control, hegemony, 

and violence. Using thus examples and references to antiqued Roman regimes and 

papacies with great power and state violence which churches were parts of – became a 

central thesis for the critiques of thinkers like Marx and Holbach. In addition, another 

critique argued that religion is but the expression and feeling of man and thus subject to 

subjectivism. Therefore, societies should seek to instead assume standard principles of 

reality and utilize science and rational moralities – something which modern civilization 

should be structured upon (pp.31-35).  
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This differentiation is not to be misinterpreted as a total disappearance of religion. Rather, 

it stimulated the privatization of religion from the public to the private sphere. The 

secularization thesis which José Casanova describes includes a) the decline of religion 

indicating a decrease of religion and even so its disappearance/differentiation, b) the 

privatization where religion is relocated from the public sphere to the private/individual 

and into/privatization and c), ‘the marginalization of religion in the modern world’ (1994, 

p. 20). The privatization is essentially connected to modern social order emergences in  

‘the very process of institutional differentiation which is constitutive of 
modernity, namely to the modern historical process whereby the secular 
spheres emancipated themselves from ecclesiastical control as well as the 
form of religions norms. Religion was progressively forced to withdraw from 
the modern secular state and the modern capitalist economy and to find 
refuge in the newly found private sphere. Like modern science, capitalist 
markets and modern state bureaucracies manage to function as if God would 
not exist’ (ibid, p.40)  

Indeed, much happened during the Enlightenment era. The critique against the church 

being central which instigated the secularization processes deemed the church as a 

hindrance to the modernization process. The third transformation began in the 19th 

century which focused on a life theory free from religion and supernatural explanations. 

In contrast to the 13th-century perception, secularism came to be positively connotated 

now established and referred to as progress.   

‘Secular liberalism cannot be addressed simply as a doctrine of the state, or 
as a set of juridical conventions: in its vast implications, it defines, in effect, 
something like a way of life…The secular is associated with the worldly or 
temporal; it carries no overt references to transcendent order or divine 
being’ (Hurd, 2008, p. 13)  

The liberal political doctrine separates public and private clearly by constitutions, 

structures, and regulations. Accordingly, religion came to be seen as something private 

which normalized and legitimized the state’s isolation from Churches and the shielding of 

the separation. This further safeguarded and promoted individual independence from 

religious interferences with their various standards and values differing from newly 

independent the civil order (ibid, p. 55). Thus, secularism established new political 

cultures to legitimate power, identities, rules, and norms. State policies are accordingly 

constructed and organized upon political goals and imaginaries instead of ecclesiastical, 

holy, and supernatural perceptions which historically were central. Secularism becomes 

thereby the moral judgment defining, settling, and legitimizing politics including global 
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capitalism and other sets of power which law and ethics derive from. Based on reason and 

logic, non-religious, natural, and universal moral orders are replacing the religion’s (ibid, 

p. 26). Secularization as this, understood as a Western model and tradition for democratic, 

political, and social ideals, derives accordingly from the ideals and doctrines of liberalist 

Enlightenment thinkers with ‘a particular understanding of human dignity…based on 

individual freedom’ (Copson, 2019, p. 113). Thinkers like John Stuart Mills and John Rawls 

further underlined the individual freedom to exclusively determine oneself important 

issues – including religion which today is a legal right (ibid, p. 119). All central 

Enlightenment figures ‘derived the legitimacy of government not from God or the 

approval of churches, but the consent of the governed’ (ibid, p. 58). And as Linda 

Woodhead stresses:  

‘the distinction between the “religious” and the “secular” occurs in societies 
in which the individual, rather than [the] group is the primary component of 
social organization. The rise of the individual as the basis of social 
organization corresponds with the expansion of the centralized modern 
state, with its strong legal-rational bureaucracy that treats individuals and 
not groups as the primary source of social rights. Before the rise of the 
centralized state . . . “religion” was not a distinct social category that a person 
could choose or reject’ (2014, p. 175).  

Indeed, the historical processes of modernization undermined inter alia the ‘religion by 

compartmentalizing [societies] and throwing out [respective] religion [and tradition] as 

the ultimate source of authority in the emerging spheres of social life’ (Brekke, 2012, pp. 

17, 21, 30). Separating religion from the state to thereby implement and adhere to secular 

laws came to be one of the hallmarks of modern societies (ibid). Parallel to this, the 

‘language of modernity includes concepts such as equality, justice, freedom, autonomy, 

rights, democracy, citizenship, nationhood, development, and public and private spheres’ 

(Brekke, 2012, p. 41). There is accordingly a long custom of contending amid secularism 

advocators and politicians that secularism is the main current method for establishing it 

as the main political framework (ibid, p. 127). Not only are modern states subsequently 

employing and implementing these thoughts through constitutional frameworks and 

laws, including Sweden, but also organizations like the UN with e.g, their 1948 Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, UDHR (ibid, p. 109).   

Torkel Brekke (2012) argues that spreading values such as ‘liberal individualism, 

humanism, egalitarianism, and…other values that characterize modern societies’ (p. 30) 

may be perceived negatively by non-Western populaces and contexts. When included in, 
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for instance, peacebuilding policies, it further indirectly proposes war-torn populaces 

mimic Western ideals, norms, and values – which this research is interested in. Scholars 

have researched this topic by applying postcolonial lenses to peacebuilding policies and 

initiatives and argue that it becomes problematic to implement one set of ideas and values 

‘in accordance with Western political, social, and economic governance standards’ 

(Fernandéz & Guerra 2020, p. 2) to a different context – often non-Western such, unfit for 

such (ibid; Jabri, 2013;  Richmond 2018 Sabaratnam 2017; Tom 2017; Turner 2012).   

3.3  Universalism		
In postcolonial terms, universalism is the assumption and ‘belief in the commonality of 

certain human features and attributes’ (Nayar, 2015, p. 163). It assumes that an idea, 

culture, value, norm, and/or behavior originating from Western Europe is to be 

implemented wherever and whenever regardless of the recipient’s location, ethnicity, 

community, or nation. Universalism neglects thus differences in culture and context to 

instead impose and utilize a standardizing homogeneity ’where there can only be one 

cultural dominant – the European one’ (Nayar, 2015, p. 164). European here refers to the 

Western/affluent parts of Europe previously imperial colonizers. Pramod Nayar 

underlines that universalism is a central term vis-á-vis the ascent of European 

humanitarianism and Enlightenment (ibid, p. 163) and Bill Ashcroft et.Al  asserts that  

universalism offers a hegemonic view of existence by which the experiences, 
values, and expectations of a dominant culture are held to be true for all 
humanity. For this reason, it is a crucial feature of imperial hegemony, 
because its assumption (or assertion) of a common humanity – its failure to 
acknowledge or value cultural difference – underlies the promulgation of 
imperial discourse for the ‘advancement’ or ‘improvement’ of the colonized, 
goals that thus mask the extensive and multifaceted exploitation of the 
colony (2013, p. 268)  

If failing to respect and acknowledge other values and cultures, universalism may become 

a deconstructing ideology to individualities, cultures, and identities which makes them 

subaltern to Western values and imaginaries. To illustrate, universalism neglects and lacks 

the understanding of how inter alia human rights are both relative and contextually based 

and construct Western values as superior to indigenous non-Western such (Xanathaki, 

2009). This is indeed problematic since it marginalizes and obstructs the agency of 

nonWestern agents if they are subjected to policies that propose to institutionalize a 

universalist set of values and doctrines based on the Western-liberal understandings. The 

UN Declaration of human Rights 1948, which draft was borrowed of an American schooled 



  31  

jurist, serves as a fruitful example on universalist discourses which thoughts and doctrines, 

established within the framework of the then colonial order of power, was and is sought 

to be implemented and followed worldwide (Wallerstein, 2006 p. 13).  

Universalism accordingly fuels thus the continuum of Western dominance as 

problematized by Makau Mutua (2002) and Bonny Ibhawoh (2007) where Europe 

becomes modernizers and the savior of the non-Europeans – as in the framing of the 

imperial colonizing. Emanuel Wallerstein sees this as a moral quest established by ‘great 

moral enterprise of humanity’ – the West, that is (2006, p. 28)    

Thus, using universalism as a conceptual framework to interpret the text data from 

Peacebuilding Motions serves as a central tool to help answer the research question as it 

illuminates the potential problematic contents, approaches, and understandings of 

proposals, which if sought to be implemented based on Western understandings and 

imaginaries uncovers postcolonial legacies.   

3.4  Eurocentrism			
  

Eurocentrism as a term in the postcolonial field notices how the world economy is and 

was developed based on the needs of Europe. ‘Raw materials, markets and trade policies 

all served European interests at the expense of the rest of the world’ (Nayar, 2014, p. 75). 

Edward Said, a central thinker in the postcolonial field, refers to eurocentrism as the 

practices and/or ideologies that centralize Europe and the rest as peripheral in terms of 

knowledge production. Here, Said scrutinize how Eurocentrism is a culture-producing 

mechanism on top of influencing and altering non-European cultures – theorized as the 

Orient. Accordingly, Eurocentrism ‘is a way of coming to terms with the orient…based on 

the orient’s special place in European western experience’ (Ashcroft et. Al, 2013, p. 108). 

Eurocentrism is a ‘western style for dominating, restructuring and having authority over 

the orient’ (ibid). This superiority was, according to Said, sewed, managed, and founded 

in the post-enlightenment era – ‘a product of a systematic discipline’ (ibid). This was 

indeed also the case of early modern European cartography assumed Europe as the center 

of the world by the Mercator Atlas, as accentuated by José Rabasa (1993). The so-called 

discovery of lands and people in continents outside of Europe during the imperial colonial 

era by European colonizers and explorers was given value only to boost the European 

imperialist and colonial conquests by domination and appropriation. Here, the colonial 

powers started to be viewed as the focal point and agents of progress, development, and 
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innovation. Eurocentrism subsequently situated Europe as a model for different countries 

to imitate and as a characteristic pioneer in the world. Eurocentrism, similarly to 

universalism is also from which the establishment of the ‘white man’s burden’ derives 

from where the ethical obligation lies to uplift the rest of Europe (Nayar, 2015, p. 73).  

Eurocentrism accordingly uphold and promote colorist class divisions where Europeans 

were made superior. Bill Ashcroft et.Al. further underlines that these processes where 

European assumptions are centralized, naturalized, and universalized – Eurocentrism – 

may be consciously or unconsciously realized and materialized (2013, p. 107). 

Furthermore, as Eurocentrism adopts a progressive view of Europe and its civilization it 

automatically applies a lesser progressive view on non-European contexts while othering 

them. In this way, an identity is created from which human and societal progress in terms 

of values, norms, ideas, religion, and customs derive (Wintle, 2020, p. 28). Eurocentrism 

thus legitimizes and imposes European values and ideas on non-Western contexts. In  

Eurocentrism: a Marxian Critical Realist Critique 2012 Nick Hostettler argues that  

the most obvious sense of the term ‘eurocentrism’ is simply European 
ethnocentricity: the theory and practice of privileging the European. 
Eurocentrism is just all those ways of thinking that assert or claim the 
superiority of the European; it is all those ways of thinking that inform and 
justify European dominance; it is also all the social practices that seek to 
bring about such superiority; and all the political, economic and other 
cultural relations of European privilege, dominance or superiority. 
Eurocentrism clearly encompasses colonialism and imperialism along with 
contemporary neo-imperialism. It takes in the systemic racism of modern 
states, the racism that developed with slave plantation capitalism in the 
Americas and which remains such a prominent feature of contemporary, 
multicultural societies…It deals with the institutions of global hegemony (p. 
2).  

Finally, Eurocentrism also understands the world in binary terms in relation to moral 
standards, humanism, and civilization. It defines the inner and outer social and moral 
progressive systems and organizes codes to conceptualize nature and human purposes 
from the lenses of affluent Europe (Ashcroft et.Al, 2013, p. 107). Eurocentrism as the 
cognizant or oblivious interaction by which Europe and European cultural and social 
assumptions are developed as, or thought to be the ordinary, the regular, or the 
universal serves thus as a central theoretical framework which complements both 
secularization as a European phenomenon and universalism to interpret the content of 
the text as postcolonial legacies.   
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4.Literature review  
This chapter builds on investigating the preceding research made on secularization vis-

ávis Western peacebuilding in non-Western contexts. As the case in Western Sahara is 

indeed understudied, I look at the phenomenon from a wider perspective in different 

contexts and spaces to highlight the similarities and problems. The literature review 

investigates thus scholarly articles, books and studies on the topic to accordingly place the 

thesis within a broader research horizon.   

4.1  Secularization	and	peacebuilding		
  

Lindsay K. Horner (2017) researched how secularization interplays with peacebuilding 

driven by international (western) peacebuilding actors and referred to how Joseph Stiglitz 

– the Nobel Prize winner and ex. World Bank Chief Economist contested that the goal of 

development is to transform societies and attitudes which incorporates the abandoning 

of the traditional fashions of thinking –  religion, remain a central theme. According to 

Horner, the development field which seeks to modernize societies based on Western 

ideals both assume and welcomes religion to decrease in importance and space. Horner 

further underlines that international development and peacebuilding lean toward a 

technocratic solution originating from Western individualism, free markets, and 

secularism ‘against the ignorant, the residual, the inferior, the local and the nonproductive 

strengthening the post-development call for alternative approaches to development’ 

(ibid).  Although Horner’s research is contextualized in Mindanao, the Philippines, it still 

scrutinizes a postcolonial context linking contemporary Western peacebuilding with a 

focus on the material outcomes to the ‘field of secular/ism, the West, democracy, and 

modernity [as] hyponyms of each other’ (ibid, p. 2010).  Though, it lacks specific 

referenced material such as policies, documents, and political statements. There is 

therefore a need for deeper studies that scrutinize specific materials and even so to 

understudied areas such as Western Sahara.  

Similarly, Ofer Zalzberg underlines that liberal peacebuilding which contemporarily is 

centralized by most Western agencies ‘share an emphasis on a correlation between the 

advancement of human rights, free markets, liberal democracy, and international law’ 

(2019, p. 46). Thus, diplomats understand peacebuilding as a diplomatic agreement 

‘written in the language of international law’ (ibid). The “use” of the so-called language of 

international law in contemporary peacebuilding is accordingly not something atypical 
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given that the system and establishment of nation-states are built on liberal values dating 

some hundred years back (ibid, p. 50). An example of which this becomes illustrated is the 

Oslo Accords which according to Palestinians and Israelis deem the peace process as 

deconstructing their religious laws and context by advancing and utilizing international 

laws which include concepts and values such as human rights per Western understanding 

in lieu of the contextually religious frameworks. Thus, contemporary peacebuilding 

neglects the contexts and values of societies and communities by employing universal, 

liberal, and secular values. Zalzberg further stresses that  

‘those who have fully embraced liberalism often see peacemaking efforts as 

a means to reshaping society, imbuing the process with a political agenda 

beyond the simple desire for a cessation of conflict’ (ibid, p. 48).  

Moreover, as contemporary peacebuilding driven by Western agents is built on the 

liberalist thought which centralizes, inter alia, individual economic growth and individual 

human rights – akin to the modern nation-state establishment, it also weakens the familial 

and culturally communal based value systems in non-Western contexts when sought to 

be implemented (ibid, p. 49). Critics hence ‘point to its weaknesses in forming and 

supporting collective identities (ibid p. 47).  While Zalzberg offers his perspective similarly 

to Lindsay K. Horner (2017), it centrally references specific materials such as the Oslo 

Accords and to non-Western context which this paper may broaden.   

Moreover, parallel to Zalzberg’s view, Kadayifci-Orellana (2015) stresses that the main 

reason for why Western peacebuilding efforts in Muslim contexts have failed – such as in 

Iraq is that their approaches and contents employ a positivist secular world view where 

religion is seen as irrational and thus omit the religious values and perspectives of the 

society. This approach to a societal imaginary, in turn has its roots in Enlightenment 

thoughts. The author further underlines that leading peacebuilding actors such as the UN, 

EU, World Bank, USA, United Kingdom, Canada, France, and Germany approach to 

peacebuilding centrally emphasizes democracy, secularization, promotion of women’s 

and human rights, and free marketization. Particularizing thus the UN frameworks of 

peacebuilding which these approaches derive from, Kadayifci-Orellana evidence this by 

referring to the 81st paragraph which covers a specific focus ‘on the process of 

democratization, the promotion of human rights’ (p. 3). Accordingly, as this approach to 

peacebuilding originated from the Enlightenment’s notion of philosophy, epistemology, 

and methodology which stipulates an external top-down approach, it thus excludes local 
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perspectives and customs. Simultaneously, Western peacebuilders contextualize 

waraffected societies from the lenses of Western societal imaginaries to thereby identify 

the ‘existing social and political institutions as starting points for analysis and aim to find 

solutions to the problems arising from these starting points’ (ibid). In this way, the 

peacebuilding approaches offer economic, social, and political “solutions” and support 

reforms that promote democratization, human rights, market economies, and other 

liberal institutions’ (ibid). For example, the 2010-2012 US Agency for International 

Development (USA) not only focused on establishing ‘just, representative, and 

accountable governance; the integration of Iraq into the global economy; and contributing 

to regional peace and security’ (ibid, p. 4), but also promoted economic growth within the 

private sector and established a democratic state ‘governed by the rule of law’ in 

Afghanistan, Kadayifci-Orellana accentuates (ibid).  These universalist and secularist 

approaches which understand peace as universal and thus achievable without any 

consideration of context employs a binary world view where societies are either civilized 

based on Western ideals and values or uncivilized if lacking these. In this way, the 

religiocultural contexts of respective spaces of war-affected societies where religion 

organizes these dimensions become neglected and suppressed. Though, Kadayifci-

Orellana (2015) research, akin to the above, is not providing a clear and similar definition 

of religion in relation to secularist discourses and approaches of peacebuilders. As the 

concept is very large, it becomes therefore vital to this research to include Albane’s notion 

in the discussions  

Furthermore, both Slavica Jakelić and John Heathershaw underline that when secularist 

values are incorporated in peacebuilding approaches and agendas as in the UN Agenda 

for Peace (AfP) 1992 which includes ‘monitoring elections, advancing efforts to protect 

human rights, reforming or strengthening governmental institutions, and promoting 

formal and informal processes of political participation’ (Heathershaw, 2008, p. 600) they 

‘[neglect] the positive role of religious symbols, elites, and institutions in the context of 

peacebuilding’ (Jakelić, 2015, p. 2). It also overstresses the financial and secularist nation-

state establishment as well as the ‘ethics of liberal democracy’ (Heathershaw, 2008, p. 

600).  Not only is this problematic in the sense it omits non-Western contexts’ 

perspectives where peace is sought to be built and established by various Western agents, 

but it also neglects local cultures and religions to have any role in peacebuilding (Jakelić, 

2015, p. 2). According to Jakelić peacebuilding tend marginalize religious identities and 

collectivities by instead, as in line with what Woodhead (2014) and Ofer Zalzberg (2019) 
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centralize individual freedom based on the liberalist thought. However, the normative 

understanding of culture which their studies employ referring to “positive role of religion” 

in turn suggest a framework/measurement which provides a binary notion of culture in 

terms of positive respectively negative. This in turn is problematic in the sense that it is 

unclear who defines it and on what grounds.   

Christina Schliesser (2020) nevertheless agrees with Jakelić (2014) and Heathershaw 

(2008) perspectives, however, underlines that the problem occurs when peacebuilders 

employing UN frameworks which are built on Western liberal thought which centralizes 

development, democratization, security, and human rights which ultimately neglects 

other perspectives and marginalizes identities built on and affiliated with revelational 

belief of religion, culture, and nationality. In this way, a Westernization of war-torn 

societies is stimulated. To this,   

‘Duffield (2005) has suggested that liberal peacebuilding, rather than being 
driven by a concern for the common good, is in fact a form of bio-politics and 
colonialism. Easterly (2006) pro- vides a critique of the west’s tendencies to 
impose its agenda, while Richmond refers to the liberal peace as a ‘virtual 
peace’ which lacks meaning for its recipient societies…’ (Kappler, 2014, p. 31)  

To sum, the existing literature provides analytical depths to different extents illuminating 

specific examples and policies on how secularization is indirectly and directly proposed in 

contemporary peacebuilding initiatives such as Jakelić (2015), Kadayifci-Orellana (2015), 

Heathershaw (2015). They commonly shared the scrutinization and critique of Western 

peacebuilding agents in non-Western and post-colonial contexts as dismantling, 

deconstructing, and westernizing local cultures and values where religion is central. 

Though, there is accordingly a large gap in the literature investigating how and if 

secularization is embedded in contemporary – and especially so in Western Sahara via 

Swedish peacebuilding. Similarly, the studies share the lack of definition and discussion of 

religion. Thus, this research seeks to fill these gaps by investigating how and if proposals 

for Swedish peacebuilding initiatives to the Western Saharan dispute embed values of 

secularization.  
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5 Method  
 

5.1  Qualitative	content	analysis		
  

This chapter introduces the selected method to the research and provides an overview of 

its relevance, content, and strengths and weaknesses. Indeed, depending on the research 

field, interest and orientation, there is a bulk of methods existing out there which can be 

used to study the contents of policies, documents, and narratives. Scholars analyzing 

similar materials as this have utilized methods to investigate the representations of 

problems using Foucauldian lenses (Bacchi 2009) while others focus on structuralism 

(Engler 2011) developing theories (Thomassen 2011), or drawing correlations to other 

examples and cases, and scrutinizing linguistics (Kunin 2011). With a slightly different 

research aim, as this paper is not interested in these directions, there is a need for an 

alternative method. Thus, to answer the research question on how proposals for Swedish 

peacebuilding initiatives to the Western Saharan dispute are embedding values of 

secularization, qualitative content analysis as understood by Hsiu-Fang Hsieh and Sarah E. 

Shannon (2005) is to be used. A qualitative content analysis ‘is defined as a research 

method for the subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the 

systematic classification process of coding and identifying themes or patterns’ (ibid, p. 

178). Qualitative content analysis is a method suitably interested in expanding and 

scrutinizing the understanding of the Peacebuilding Motion’s contents and ideas.   

There are three approaches to this method: summative, conventional, and directed. 

Briefly, the first excludes the use of theory while the second is not using predetermined 

codes and is more suitable for interview-oriented studies. As theories are central to this 

research to also predeterminate codes, the directed content analysis is hence to be 

utilized, an approach to ‘interpret meaning from the content of text data’ (ibid, p. 1277). 

The directed approach focus ‘on the characteristics of language as communication with 

attention to the content’ (ibid, p. 1278). The texts which the method analyses may not 

limited to any format or content and may thus be electronic, print, and verbal deriving 

from whichever narrative thus befitting this research’s selection of Swedish Peacebuilding 

Motions. The method further investigates linguistics to accordingly classify the text data 

into categories that characterize similar meanings and may represent explicit and inferred 

communication. Directed qualitative content analysis goal is thus ‘to provide knowledge 
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and understanding of the phenomenon under study’ (ibid, p. 1278). Therefore, the 

method may be ‘defined as a research method for the subjective interpretation of the 

content of text data through the systematic classification process of coding and identifying 

themes or patterns’ (ibid). Further so, as in line with the identified literature gap to this 

research, this method extends and validates the conceptualizing and theorizing of a 

phenomenon to complete and extend the research.   

The deductive use of theories in 38econd38tivee content analysis with a directed 

approach has a vital role in guiding the research question by providing ‘predictions about 

the variables of interest or about the relationships among variables, thus helping to 

determine the initial coding scheme or relationships between codes’ (ibid, p. 1281). The 

codes are designed and identified by the content of theories and/or previous research 

which helps isolate and identify key concepts and/or variables. The previous research 

and/or theories are thus central to directing the discussion of findings. The codes are then 

organized under categories determined by the theories. The flexible nature of this method 

allows for both predetermined codes to guide and analyze the content of the 

Peacebuilding Motion as well as space for new codes to scheme would ‘they represent a 

new category or a subcategory of an existing code’ (ibid, p. 1282). Naturally, the method 

may provide theoretically supported evidence which accordingly ensures the method’s 

credibility while also refining and extending the theories.   

Moreover, to illustrate how the method is to be employed, it first necessitates a 

clarification of which parts and contents of respective Peacebuilding Motion are to be 

analyzed. The table below is thus organized per context units to befit the research:  

  

Context 
unit  

Section  Section name  Peacebuilding Motio n/page  

Context 
unit 1  

Section 3:3  Women’s role in the 

Western Saharan  

Liberation Struggle  

Motion  to  the  

2017/18:534, p. 4  

Parliament  

Context 
unit 2  

Section 5  MINUSRO Mandate  Motion  to  the  

2017/18:534, p. 5  

Parliament  
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Context 
unit 3  

Section 2  Safeguarding  Human  

Rights  

Motion  to  the  

2016/17:982, p. 3  

Parliament  

Context 
unit 4  

Section 2  Motivation  Motion  to  the  

2010/11:U274, p. 2  

Parliament  

 

The context units are thereafter deconstructed to themes which are identified using the 

above-mentioned theories of secularization, religion universalism, and eurocentrism. The 

themes represent those terminologies present in the Peacebuilding Motion used to 

describe the actions and impact the proposals aims to attain in Western Sahara. Hence, 

the selected themes are women’s rights and human rights – both of which central and 

embodied with contents and discourses to analyze.  

The second step which follows is the selection and determination of codes. A code refers 

to the part, paragraph, sentence, word, terminology, idea and/or content of the text in 

the given Peacebuilding Motion which helps and guides the research question to be 

answered. Codes are utilized for the recognizable proof and depiction of key implications 

in texts, and they help in summing up significant importance and content inside texts that 

are as per the exploration goals. The codes are to be identified according to the viewpoints 

of the categories and context units. Thus, by examining the content of the theories and 

the content of the Peacebuilding Motions, four codes have been chosen illustrated in the 

table underneath:  

Code figure  Explanation  Abbreviation  

1  Neglecting the context of 
Western Sahara in proposing the 
conflict resolution/solution.  

C1  

2  Proposing Swedish or Western 
based values and norms to 
Western Sahara.  

C2  
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3  Portraying the Swedish 
intervention along with C1 and 
C2 as a necessity and virtuous to 
improve and change the status.  

C3  

4  Voicing the future to Western  

Sahara  

C4  

  
Finally, according to the deductive category development categorizing tool, these codes 

need to be listed based on how they suit the contents of the theories and previous 

literature. The same codes may exist under several different categories as long as their 

meaning and definition remain the same – which are distinguished by the content of their 

respective theory. The brief table below demonstrates which codes are categorized 

where:  

Category  Codes  

Secularization  C2, C3, C4  

Eurocentrism   C1, C2, C3, C4  

Universalism  C1, C2, C3, C4.  

	
5.2  Strengths	and	weaknesses	of	the	method		
  

Hsieh and Shannon underline that this flexible method is not only fruitful in extending and 

supporting previous research, and theories and making new claims, but also in guiding 

‘the discussion of findings’ (ibid). As in line with the research objective of attaining the 

social impact amid policymakers, this method further investigates latent and manifest 

contents which helps provide a wider realization and understanding of texts and the 

possible outcomes. The structural nature of this method with codes, context units, and 

categories is also pedagogical for the researcher as well as the reader’s understanding and 

guiding of the text. Finally, the method incorporates the validation of the results by 

crossexamining or comparing the contents to comparable research.   

Despite the strengths and relevancies of this method, naturally, there are a few limitations 

and weaknesses to mention. By employing theories to guide the research, a subjective 
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orientation is set in motion which thus eases the task of identifying evidence to support 

the study. This may consequently impact the neutrality and trustworthiness of the 

research.  Hence the need for and importance of placing the findings and research within 

the broader research horizon and theories.  Secondly, the emphasis on theories to explain 

the contents of the Peacebuilding Motions may fuzz the research to omit the context from 

which the studied phenomenon derives. It becomes thus incumbent to provide space to 

recognize the centrality of context from which these Peacebuilding Motions were drafted 

in the conclusions.  
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6. Material  
 

6.1	Peacebuilding	Motions		
  

The materials which this thesis is to analyze are Motions issued by the democratically 

elected party members of the Parliament of Sweden on building peace in Western Sahara. 

They cover different aspects of peacebuilding and have been authored by different Party 

Members over years. A Motion, simply put, is a proposal for a parliamentary decision and 

can be anything from a counterproposal to the Government of Sweden’s Propositions to 

proposing new laws and frameworks – both for domestic as well as foreign affairs. 

Motions may be drafted and supported by a singular and/or plural party members and 

are not bound to party adherence. Once a Motion is drafted, they arrive at the Chamber 

of Parliament which distributes it to different Committees constituted by different 

Committees Members according to election results. The Committees then issue a 

committee report to the Chamber’s decision-making (Riksdagsmotioner, 2022). The 

Swedish Parliamentary Proposed Motions to the conflict in Western Sahara are here 

referred to as Peacebuilding Motions, policies, and Peacebuilding proposals and are 

authored in Swedish and will be translated into English by a Swedish author.   

The Peacebuilding Motions which will be analyzed are those issued after 2008 till the 

present day (2022) for the very same reason mentioned in the introduction – namely that 

the period ever since the Manhasset Negotiations has been a period of unsuccessful policy 

proposals. Among these are only those whose content covers religion or aspects of what 

religion is understood by Albanese as discussed above as well as of secularization. This has 

led to a specific sampling of three Peacebuilding Motions illustrated below. Further 

elaborated in the analytical framework, secularization, and religion are not explicitly 

mentioned in the proposals, however, they both originate from two different 

conceptualizations of life and humanity and evolve around central aspects of human and 

societal life which the peacebuilding seek to achieve as also existent in precious research. 

Finally, the following Peacebuilding Motions are:  

- Motion to the Parliament 2017/18:534 by Lotta Johnsson Fornarve et.Al. (Left 

Party);  

- Motion to the Parliament 2010/11:U274 by Hillevi Larsson (Social Democrats)  

- Motion to the Parliament 2016/17:982 by Åsa Westlund (Social Democrats)  
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7. Analysis  
 

7.1	Analytical	framework			
  

The analysis below is systematically structured and organized based on the method where 

each subchapter below focuses on a theme analyzing one or several codes from the 

Peacebuilding Proposals based on the lenses of the theories of religion, secularization, 

universalism and eurocentrism. The codes are accordingly acronymized with a capital C 

and reference numbers. As above-mentioned, secularization and religion are not explicitly 

mentioned in the proposals. However, in line with the method’s approach to texts, the 

phenomena are indirectly present and discussed as they both, as discussed in the 

conceptual discussion, evolve around central aspects of human and societal life that the 

peacebuilding seeks to influence. To briefly illustrate, human and women’s rights in 

Western Sahara are stipulated and constitutionalized by Islam while the Peacebuilding 

Motions employ UN frameworks, as shall be illustrated. These, according to scholars are 

based on Western values and thus non-Islamic and non-Western Saharan – as to the 

Constitution (Mutua, 2002: Ibhawoh, 2007; Pandey, 2016).   

7.2.1 Secularization	and	women’s	rights		
  

The first material to analyze is Motion to the Parliament 2017/18:534 represented by 

Lotta Johnsson Fornarve from the Left Party and is sent with five other party members. 

The Peacebuilding Motion contains thirteen sections, however, of interest to this paper is 

first Section 3.3 – Women’s role in the Western Saharan Liberation Struggle. This section 

is introduced by a piece of brief background information on the girls and women’s central 

role in the liberation struggle of Western Sahara. The section recognizes that Western 

Saharan women have always had a relatively strong position compared to women in the 

rest of the region and underline that there is still a lot of work to be done. Without any 

reference to the latter detail nor which method of measurement provided that particular 

conclusion, the text further highlights the gender-changing roles caused by the war 

between 1975-1991 which forced women into a more active and central role in societies 

and communities due to the male absence. They accordingly built houses, tutored, 

organized, and took care of families in a milieu with continual shortages of food and 

necessities:  
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‘The rights of girls and women play a central role in the struggle for a 
liberated Western Sahara. The life during the occupation affects men and 
women in different ways and to different extents. Western Saharan women 
have always had a relatively strong position compared to women in the rest 
of the region, but there is still a lot of work to be done. During the war (1975– 
1991), women in the refugee camps were forced into a very active role due 
to men’s absence. They built houses, taught and organized, while taking care 
of their families in a harsh climate with a constant shortage of food and 
necessities (Riksdagen, 2017/18, p. 4).  

Though, as below shows, there is an interest to propose to Sweden to interfere with the 

situation concerning women in Western Sahara:  

Unfortunately, the proportion of female [political] leaders has decreased in 
recent times and there is therefore a great need to strengthen the position 
of women… It is important that Sweden as an individual country, as well as a 
member of the EU and the UN, works to ensure that issues of women’s rights 
are always on the agenda when the future of Western Sahara is discussed. 
UN resolutions on women, peace and security are key tools here (ibid)  

The proposal has accordingly employed a needs assessment and measurement of the 

women’s rights situation in Western Sahara where UN resolutions on women, peace, and 

security are proposed as key solutions. To this, Laura Shepherd argues that the ‘theoretical 

synthesis of neorealism and neoliberalism’ indeed permeates the production of UNSC 

Resolutions (2008, p. 385). Shepherd accordingly underlines that UN resolutions 

conceptualizing gender are based on liberal thoughts to commit to the liberal democratic 

ideal where the subject is the liberal individual. Sheri Gibbins (2011), similarly, emphasizes 

that UN resolutions, such as United Nations Security Council, UNSC 2013b, §4, which 

evolve around women, peace, and security, which, among others, this proposal assumes 

to be a central tool to achieve societal change in Western Sahara, centralize democratic 

and liberal values and thus advocating inter alia democratic election programs, judicial 

reforms, and securitization – all of which virtues of the liberal political thought. Fernando 

Cavalcante (2009) takes this even further and links the origin of these values and norms, 

to the Enlightenment Era from where they emerged.   

In relation to these origins and value-based frameworks, illuminating the Constitution of 

Western Sahara where the creed, per Albanese’s understanding (2012), as the central 

belief from which actions and boundaries are set– Articles 2 and 7 of the Constitution of 

Western Sahara institutionalize and centralize Islam not only as of the main source of law 

and guidance but also in terms of the ethics, values and societal basis (2015, p. 2). With a 

history of about twelve centuries of Islam present, practiced and institutionalized, and 
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with a majority Muslim populace, Islamic aspects of Western Saharan culture are 

accordingly transhistorical and indoctrinated in the sense they ‘have been carried forward 

into this contemporary period’ (Isodoros (2015, p. 20). Islam here guides humans to live a 

proper life within the set boundaries. Naturally, the Western Sahara’s codes – the rules 

which shape everyday behaviors such as ethical and moral systems from which then 

women’s rights are influenced and stipulated by, as to Albanese’s understanding, become 

influenced and shaped by Islam which the societies accept and adopt (2012, p. 7). In 

addition to the Constitutional Articles, micro-level ethnographical fieldwork display 

Islam’s expression in communities on how people organize, identify, and bound 

themselves. Accordingly, Western Saharan culture rooted in Islam is not, a system by 

which communities adhere to and organize in terms of governance by laws, customs, and 

norms, but also a strong identity marker for people (Isodoros 2015).   

‘The discourse of Islamic human rights is based on Islamic philosophical 
principles rather than on the Western concepts of humanism, individualism, 
liberalism, and secularism. At the most fundamental level, Islamic human 
rights is based on belief in the One God and in His exclusive possession of 
sovereignty (tawhid) from which the doctrine of the dignity of man as God’s 
vicegerent on earth is derived’ (Saghaye-Biria, 2018, p. 60).  

To thus interpret the meaning of the proposal of the Peacebuilding Motion 2017/18:534 

‘through the systematic classification process…and [the] identifying [of] themes…to 

provide knowledge and understanding of the phenomenon under study’ (Hiesh-Shannon, 

2005, p. 1178), the proposal which suggest implemented and centralized use of UN 

resolutions as central tools to achieve change in Western Sahara implies a differentiation 

of Islam from state governance vis-á-vis women’s rights to instead adhere to and follow 

laws, norms, values, and customs on which the UN resolutions are based which scholars 

refers to are, inter alia, secular (Cavalcante, 2009; Gibbins 2011; Shepherd 2008). A central 

theme in the secularization theses is accordingly the emancipation of religion in the public 

sphere – which this this proposal indirectly insinuates. That is since Islam permeates the 

Western Saharan culture, laws, and identity, particularly as in line with Albanese’s 

understanding of how a creed establishes codes within a community and identity. This 

also indicates, as in line with the secularization thesis that societies should assume 

standard principles of reality and utilize rational moralities – something which modern 

civilization are structured upon (Casanova, 1994, pp.31-35). Based on reason and logic, 

non-religious, natural, and universal moral orders are proposed to replace the religion’s 

(Hurd, 2008, p. 26).  
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Indeed, as in line with Horner’s general research on contemporary Western peacebuilding 

in non-Western contexts which demonstrates that the role of religion is decentralized by 

proposing to impose Western ideals of modernization including free markets, Western 

liberalism and essentially secularism (2010), it is by and large contended that these 

practices work in a rationale fashion of “modernization,” that is, advancing Western 

political, social, and economic administration as universal guidelines (Krishna 2009).   

Focusing thereby on the linguistics of the text and their characteristics in relation to the 

context and content from which they derive as in line with the method’s examination of 

inferred and manifest communication, the codes which may be demonstrated from this 

example are first C1: The neglecting the context of Western Sahara in proposing the 

conflict resolution/solution. Accordingly, the Peacebuilding Motion’s proposal to use and 

employ UN resolutions to promote and safeguard women’s rights in Western Sahara 

neglects the already existing frameworks which are built on Islam to instead adhere to UN 

based values and frameworks. This in turn suggests the proposal to differentiate religion 

from state governance in terms of women’s rights. In turn, it gives rise to C2 – Seeking to 

spread and implement Swedish or Western based values and norms in Western Sahara. 

Finally, as quoted above, the Peacebuilding Motion’s proposals portrayed the use of UN 

resolutions as central tools for achieving change. This is accordingly in line with C3: 

Portraying the Swedish intervention along with C1 and C2 as a necessity and virtuous to 

improve and change the status.  

7.2.2	Universalism	in	women’s	rights		
  

Similarly to Peacebuilding Motion 2017/18:534, Peacebuilding Motion 2010/11:U274 

written by Hillevi Larsson of the Social Democrats, Context Unit 5, section 2 under 

Motivation, first provides an historical account of the conflict and the historical 

peacebuilding negotiations which criticizes the influx of financial motivated external 

hands and actors halting the peace development processes and thereafter proposes to 

support earlier drafted UN resolutions on the dispute of Western Sahara as below shows:  

It is now of the utmost importance that Sweden plays a leading role in both 
the EU and the UN and demands that the UN’s previously adopted 
resolutions on the issue be implemented as soon as possible, especially 
regarding the promised referendum. The struggle should also apply to the 
humanitarian situation in Algeria’s refugee camps, which is constantly 
deteriorating. European financial support has declined in recent years, with 
significant negative effects in the form of food and medicine shortages in the 
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camps. The same applies to UN support. The patience of Western Saharans 
is not infinite. If the outside w’rld is cold-hearted oriented towards the 
legitimate demands, there is an imminent risk that the fighting will flare up 
again. Today, a majority of Western Saharans want Polisario to leave the 
peaceful path and to take up arms again, as they get tired of 20 years of 
waiting without results while instead getting worse. They rightly feel that the 
outside world has turned its back on them. In this context, Sweden should 
work preventively instead of waiting until the disaster is a fact. There is also 
every reason to work to ensure that journalists and international other 
observers will soon be admitted to Western Sahara in accordance with the 
previous UN resolution. This will highlight the Moroccan oppression of 
Western Saharans and create an opinion in support of the liberation of 
Western Sahara (Riksdagen 2010/2011, pp. 2-3).  

A similar proposal is further included in Peacebuilding Motion 2016/17:982 authored by 

Åsa Westlund, Social Democrats, under Context Unit 3: Safeguarding Human Rights. The 

policy argues for the renewal and adherence to MINUSRO mandate in Western Sahara, 

which in turn also centralizes resolutions such as 1325 and UNSC 2013b (UN, 2017).   

Since MINURSO do not have a mandate to intervene in the event of abuse 
against human rights and the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights is 
neither present in Western Sahara or in the camps in Tindouf, it is impossible 
for them to investigate alleged abuses. Despite all the signs of abuse against 
Western Saharans and strong courtesy from civil society, MINURSO’s 
mandate has not been extended. Therefore, Sweden should work to extend 
MINURSO’s mandate to include a mandate to intervene in human rights 
abuses and to ensure that the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights is 
given a special task to investigate the situation for human rights in Western 
Sahara. What is stated above is that the government will work to expand 
MINURSO’s mandate to intervene in human rights abuses and to give the UN 
High Commissioner for Human Rights a special task to investigate the human 
rights situation in Western Sahara, the Parliament should, as its opinion, give 
the government to recognize (Riksdagen, 2016/17, p. 3)  

To thereby examine how the situation is described by the Peacebuilding Motions portrayal 

where the problem is solved by implementing and utilizing earlier drafted UN resolutions 

– of which also resolution 2242 are part of which welcomes member-states to implement 

resolution 1325 calling for the   

‘increased representation of women at all decision-making levels in national, 
regional and international institutions and mechanisms for the prevention, 
and resolution of conflict, encourages those supporting peace processes to 
facilitate women’s meaningful inclusion in negotiating parties’ delegations to 
peace talks, calls upon donor countries to provide financial and technical 
assistance to women involved in peace processes, including training in 
mediation, advocacy, and technical areas of negotiation…’(UN, 2015, p. 3), 
To this, Hellsten argues thus that such actors and fundings are doctrinally and 
‘ideologically tied with political and economic liberalization, i.e. economic 
and political transition towards liberal democracy’ agendas (2016, p. 363). 
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Resulting from this is thus the spread of values related to liberalist politics 
based on Western history, context, and ‘conceptualization of political 
liberalism’ (ibid). Thus, Western political ideals as naturally institutionalized 
in such policies to be spread which places a condition on women as recipients 
of Western liberal norms. As above-mentioned, the context from which such 
UN resolutions on women, peace, and security derive from are accordingly 
steered towards establishing a political system with Western values 
(Parasha, 2019). Swati Parasha (2019) is one of many postcolonial feminist 
thinkers who problematizes the Women, Peace and Security Agenda in 
relation to its knowledge production and imperial/colonial project where the 
Global North is to save and help the uncivilized, waraffected, and 
underdeveloped women Global South and how it ‘perceives…individuals in 
the Global South as mere recipients of norms’ (p. 1). Parasha further 
underlines that ‘neoliberal global institutions and even corporate 
interests…who fund both WPS research and practical initiatives’ (ibid, p. 3) 
including Western NGOs, states, and international organizations related to 
resolution 1325 constantly drive the agenda forward making this an 
imperial/colonial project.  

Naturally, the language of international law is utilized as a framework and basis for 

pursuing and establishing the societal imaginary, as to how Zalzberg (2019) highlighted in 

his study on Palestine and Israel. Accordingly, as illustrated here, Western peacebuilders 

‘emphasis correlation between…advancement of human rights, free markets, liberal 

democracy, and international law’ (2019, p. 46) as central tools to achieve change.   

An understanding of the Peacebuilding Motions’ proposals based on the claims that UN 

resolutions are based on Western and modern values and imaginaries (Mutua, 2002: 

Ibhawoh, 2007; Pandey, 2016; (Fernández & Guerra, 2020, p. 2), juxtaposes the neglection 

of differences in culture and context by their nature to achieve a standardizing 

homogeneity by the universalist policies –  as in line with universalism (Nayar, 2015, p. 

164).  Further, by also not including the perspectives of Western Saharans when drafting 

these Peacebuilding Motions, it further subjectivizes Western Saharans as passive 

dependent on change and subaltern to Western values and imaginaries. This in turn 

suggests C2: Seeking to spread and implement Swedish or Western-based values and 

norms in Western Sahara – which also includes the indirect thought of differentiation as 

the section above demonstrate. Universalism further neglects and lacks the 

understanding of how inter alia women’s rights are both relative and contextually based 

while constructing Western values as standards and homogenic (Xanathaki, 2014). This is 

indeed problematic since it marginalizes and obstructs the agency of Western Saharans 

by the subjection to policies that propose to institutionalize a universalist set of values 

and doctrines originated on Western-liberal understandings to replace those based and 
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practiced on revelation and customs, as in the case of Western Sahara This thus induces 

C4: The voicing Western Sahara’s future by excluding their insights and perspectives and 

thereby C1: the Neglecting the context of Western Sahara in proposing the conflict 

resolution/solution.  

7.2.3	Eurocentrism	in	women’s	rights			
  

Furthermore, as all the three Peacebuilding Motions have proposals which employ UN 

approaches and tools to improve the situation in Western Sahara, and based on as how 

scholars interpret their origin, it becomes incumbent to examine the contents from the 

lenses of eurocentrism. First, Peacebuilding Motion 2010/11: U274 urges that:  

‘It is now of the utmost importance that Sweden plays a leading role in both 
the EU and the UN and demands that the UN’s previously adopted 
resolutions on the issue be implemented as soon as possible’ (Riksdagen 
2010/11, p. 2).  

Secondly, Peacebuilding Motion 2016/17:982 suggests that:  

‘…Sweden should work to extend MINURSO’s mandate to include a mandate 
to intervene in human rights abuses and to ensure that the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights is given the special task of investigating the 
human rights situation in Western Sahara’ (Riksdagen, 2016/17, p. 3).  

Similarly, Peacebuilding Motion 2017/18:534 underlines that:  

A Human-Rights mandate for Minurso would help to highlight the human 
rights violations in the occupied Western Sahara, regardless of which side 
they occur on. It would also give Western Saharans new hope and an 
opportunity for restoration. Sweden will work to expand Minurso’s mandate 
to also include human rights. The Parliament should support this and make 
the government recognize this /Riksdagen, 2017/18, p. 5)  

To accordingly expand the understanding of the texts and meanings which are produced 

as well as how these are designed to influence the understanding, as in line with Hiesh & 

Shannon directional approach to content analysis, employing Parasha (2019) and 

Hellsten’s (2016) account on the discourses and origins of UN resolutions on inter alia 

women, peace, and security as indirectly suggested here, which accordingly projects the 

establishment of a political culture with Western based values; the ‘[ideological ties of 

political] and economic liberalization, i.e. economic and political transition towards liberal 

democracy’ of which actors funds and influence (2016, p. 363), such UN agendas thus 
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projects the spread of values related to liberalist politics based on Western history, 

context, and ‘conceptualization of political liberalism’ (ibid). Accordingly, liberalism is 

projected through such policies as the global universalized and correct ideology, morale, 

and custom to follow and employ (Parasha, 2019). Resolution 2242, for instance, 

‘welcomes the efforts of Member States to implement resolution 1325, including the 

development of national action plans, further welcomes the increase in national action 

plans in recent years’ (UN, 2015, p. 3). Indeed, although as such approaches to 

international and foreign affairs are normative standards within international relations 

and state politics, especially so in the context of Sweden, it is nevertheless proposing 

models and frameworks assumed from Western liberal thoughts in turn originating from 

the liberalist doctrines of Enlightenment thinkers with ‘a particular understanding of 

human dignity…based on individual freedom’ (Copson, 2019, p. 113). This positivist 

approach built on reason and logic, natural and universal moral values which in turn 

programs the moral judgment in defining, settling, and legitimizing politics and other sets 

of power where law and ethics derive from (Hurd, 2008, p. 26), as also in line with 

secularization, is thus indirectly proposed to Western Sahara by the Peacebuilding 

Motions. According to Kadayifci-Orellana (2015), Western peacebuilding initiatives in 

Muslim contexts in fact tend to omit religious values and perspectives of societies by 

employing positivist approaches to the solutions.   

By thus focusing on the linguistics of the texts and their characteristics in relation to the 

context and content from which they derive, since Western Sahara employ Islam as source 

of law and guidance on issues related to women’s rights (SADR, 2015), the creeds, codes 

and community which Islam organize as derived from a sacralized belief of revelation 

differ from the proposed UN frameworks and their emergence:  

‘the discourse of Islamic human rights is based on Islamic philosophical 
principles rather than on the Western concepts of humanism, individualism, 
liberalism, and secularism. At the most fundamental level, Islamic human 
rights is based on belief in the One God and in His exclusive possession of 
sovereignty (tawhid) from which the doctrine of the dignity of man as God’s 
vicegerent on earth is derived’ (Saghaye-Biria, 2018, p. 60).  

  

Rights as a concepts and ideas issued by propagated such as the UN by which these 

Peacebuilding Motions argue for to be implemented and supported, are according to 

critics discourses of cultural ‘[conversions] in which case the adherence to human rights 

norms is found in concurrence with the increasing adoption of Western…norms’ (Saghaye-



  51  

Biria, 2018, p. 67). Further, as eurocentrism binarily categorizes the world into the 

progressively developed North contra undeveloped and underdeveloped Global South, 

this binary categorization produces the need for the North to intervene and modernize 

the lesser progressive South per Northern standards and perspectives (Wintle, 2021; 

Ashcroft, 2013). Eurocentrism thus shapes non-Western contexts and agents subjected to 

European culture and values, as indirectly found here. The proposals to utilize UN-made 

resolutions which derive from a European/Western context (Parasha, 2019; Pandey 2016; 

Sagaye-Biria 2018), primarily, to promote women’s rights shapes thus indirectly a model 

by which the moral systems and values are influenced and based on  

European values, as the ‘the…path to progress passes through the West’ (Sagaye-Biria 

2018, p. 69), in lieu of contemporary Western Saharan values – which on the other hand 

centralize Islam and different tribal traditions. Eurocentrism legitimizes, standardizes, and 

imposes European values and ideas on non-Western contexts (Ashcroft, 2013, p. 107), as 

in war-affected Western Sahara. Indeed, this is not simply because they are proposed to 

Western Sahara or any particular context for that matter, but because they are shaped 

and existent as global goals (Pandey, 2016). The Peacebuilding Motions further underlined 

the need to use UN Resolutions as central tools as above shows.  

Finally, the codes which may be extracted from this perspective is first C1: Neglecting the 

context of Western Sahara in proposing the conflict resolution/solution, however different 

from the universalist and secularization aspects since the scrutiny here is on centralizing 

the values, norms, and systems above the already existent in Western Sahara. This raises 

C2: Seeking to spread and implement Swedish or Western-based values and norms in 

Western Sahara in a legitimizing fashion by portraying the need and importance of 

MINUSRO and UN resolutions to be adopted and centralized. Thirdly, the Peacebuilding 

Motion’s voices Western Sahara by arguing the for the need of UN resolutions as central 

tools in liue of promoting the Western Sahara frameworks, values and norms which equal 

to C3 – Portraying the Swedish intervention along with C1 and C2 as a necessity and 

virtuous to improve and change the status.  
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7.2.4	Secularization	in	human	rights		
  

Similarly to as to how women’s rights are proposed and their political origin, in Context 

Unit 2, Section 5 under MINUSRO Mandate within Peacebuilding Motion 2017/18:534, 

human rights are projected to be safeguarded and promoted to give Western Saharans 

new hope:  

An HR mandate for Minurso would help to highlight the human rights 
violations in the occupied Western Sahara, regardless of which side they 
occur on. It would also give Western Saharans new hope and an opportunity 
for restoration. Sweden will work to expand Minurso’s mandate to also 
include human rights (Riksdagen 2017, p. 5).   

Likewise, Context unit 3, Section 2 under Safeguarding Human Rights in Peacebuilding 

Motion 2016/17:982 stresses the importance and support of the MINUSRO mandate to 

both expand its mandate, intervene in human rights violations as well as task the UN 

Commission for Human Rights to specifically investigate the situation – naturally 

employing their frameworks and values as lenses to the context.   

‘…Sweden should work to extend MINURSO’s mandate to include a mandate 
to intervene in human rights abuses and to ensure that the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights is given the special task of investigating the 
human rights situation in Western Sahara’ (Riksdagen, 2016/17, p. 3).  

As above-issued, Islam stipulates the human rights in all of Western Sahara, a creed which 

derives from a sacred belief in a revelation which in turn constructs codes by specific 

ethical and moral values and norms, in combination with local tribal values which together 

shape a community according to Albanese theoretical framework. Within this context, 

CHR – the Sahrawi Commission for Human Rights was established to tackle violations of 

human rights where delegates discuss and consulate with concerned parties, based on 

Western Saharan law and custom (Dreven, 2016). The criminal law per Islam which 

Western Sahara is influenced by, and employs include and allows perpetrators to repent 

instead of receiving punishment, which practically includes expression of regret, seeking 

the forgiveness of God, making a determined promise to not repeat the crime in the future 

and finally, if the crime has included the violation of rights such as the properties of others, 

the perpetrator must return it (Cherif, 2013). While according to other tribal customs, 

there is a prohibition for marrying across different tribes, a rule which is inexistent in Islam 

as well as on UN frameworks. This rule based on importance of loyalty and adherence to 

one’s social organization as to the individual agency and choice, which is fundamentally 
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custom in secular European contexts (Woodhead, 2014). Nevertheless, the MINUSRO 

mandate with its resolutions and conceptions of human rights excludes the referenced 

opportunity of repentance while nonetheless allowing the second – marriages across tribe 

lines. Built and influenced on liberal thought, free will, and free choice, and not to 

mention, secularism, UN notions on human rights are partly indifferent to those which 

Islam respectively tribal culture postulate (Parasha, 2019; Gibbins, 2011; Jabri 2013). Yet, 

the similarities should not be neglected. Both “doctrines” value, inter alia, human dignity, 

protection, respect, and well-being, however, their origin and purpose differ.   

Hence, by examining semiotics of the Peacebuilding Motion’s based on secularization as 

the categorizing tool ’to uncover the [deeper] processes of meaning production and how 

signs are designed to [effect] actual and prospective consumers of those signs’ (Hiesh & 

Shannon, 2005, p. 1277), it can be argued that since the origins by which laws and 

conceptions of human rights per UN’s understanding differ from those established and 

developed in Western Sahara, there is an indirect proposal to emancipate religion. While 

the former is based on their religious-cultural transhistorical process, the later originates 

from the ideals and doctrines of liberalist Enlightenment thinkers with ‘a particular 

understanding of human dignity…based on individual freedom’ (Copson, 2019, p. 113). A 

doctrine that in turn becomes the moral judgment defining, settling, and legitimizing the 

doctrines and frameworks which law and ethics derive from.  In this way, the reason and 

logic, non-religious, natural, and universal moral orders are south to proposed indirectly 

to replace the contemporary Islamic ones – an ideal and basis for establishing Western 

models and traditions for democratic, political, and social imaginaries as argued by critics 

(Gibbins 2011; Richmond 2018).    

From this perspective, the proposal is in line with Torkel Brekke’s notion on secularization 

that the ‘religion is undermined by compartmentalizing society and throwing out religion 

as the ultimate source of authority in the emerging spheres of social life’ (Brekke, 2012, 

pp.17, 21, 30). The main Enlightenment philosophers from which secularization was 

advocated, claimed governance legitimacy to derive from people’s consent, and thus not 

any religion – as in the case of Western Sahara.  In addition, UN frameworks also include 

the ‘language of modernity includes concepts such as equality, justice, freedom, 

autonomy, rights, democracy, citizenship, nationhood, development, and public and 

private spheres’ (Brekke, 2012, p. 41). Concepts that may be negatively connotated and 
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received in non-Western contexts (ibid) who the concepts in turn shape as recipients of 

norms (Parasha, 2019).   

This also confirms the arguments on the initiatives of Sweden which expands values of 

central state-building, central governance, democracy, liberty, ’respect for the rule of law, 

arbitration of disputes, consensus settlements, [and] social solidarity’ (ibid, p. 326). The 

assumption embedded here is that these values, customs, and norms may be 

implemented without any reference or consideration of spatial and contextual 

differences, indicates that standardized Swedish values and norms of politics are sought 

to be realized. This is indeed not something unique to Sweden as a Western actor, but can 

is evident in the bulk of Western peacebuilders (Jabri 2012; Richmond 2018)  

By analyzing the origins of respective frameworks, the codes which may be extracted from 

this section’s theme are, similarly to above, C1 – Neglecting the context of Western Sahara 

in proposing the conflict resolution/solution. as the policies have no whatsoever respect 

to the already existing frameworks of human rights. Naturally, C2 emerges – the Seeking 

to spread and implement Swedish or Western-based values and norms in Western Sahara. 

Moreover, as this intervention was to give Western Saharan new hope, C1 and C2 have 

been portrayed as necessities and virtuous to improve and change the situation which 

Indicates C3. In consequence, proposals to Sweden voices Western Sahara in terms of 

human rights and hope thus uncovering C4.   

7.2.5	Universalism	in	human	rights		
  

This section continues analyzing same Peacebuilding Motion 2017/18:534 under Context 

unit 2, Section 5 on MINUSRO Mandate where human rights and the MINUSRO mandate 

are suggested to be safeguarded and promoted in Westerns Sahara to give them new 

hope as analyzed in subchapter 7.2.1. The section further includes Context unit 3, Section 

2 under Safeguarding Human Rights in Peacebuilding Motion 2016/17:982 as referenced 

in 7.2.3 which also highlights the importance and support of the MINUSRO to expand in 

mandate enabling interventions to human rights violations and tasking the UN 

Commission for Human Rights investigate the human rights situation (Riksdagen 

2017/18;2016:17b). To further expand the understandings of the Peacebuilding Motions, 

both texts latent and manifest communication hold central UN resolutions and 

frameworks for human rights to be implemented and followed in Western Sahara by 

proposing to support earlier drafted UN resolutions in Western Sahara or by using them 
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as central tools. As examined above, and by previous research, the UN frameworks and 

origins and discourses are contextually and originally western centric in the sense they 

centralize and assume Western based values and notions as the path towards progress 

and modernization (Parasha, 2019; Gibbins, 2011; Jabri 2013). Scholars have broadly 

problematized such approaches and ideologies where ideas and values as ‘in accordance 

with Western political, social, and economic governance standard’ (Fernandéz & Guerra 

2020, p. 2) are to be implemented and mimicked in non-Western contexts (ibid; Jabri, 

2013; Richmond 2018; Sabaratnam 2017;  Tom 2017; Turner 2012). Makau Mutua (2002) 

and Bonny Ibhawoh (2007) even argue such proposals are a continuum of Western 

imperial dominance and a legacy and trace of European imperialism and Saghaye-Biria, in 

fact underline that the  

promotion of Eurocentric notions of human rights as universal is an attempt 
at restoring the idea that the only path to progress passes through the West. 
Achieving any meaningful Islamic human rights regime requires the courage 
and political will to deconstruct such notions of progress’ (2018, p. 69)  

The contents of the Peacebuilding Motions are accordingly established upon other 

political goals and imaginaries in lieu of supernatural and ecclesiastical, religion that is –  

as in the case of Western Sahara. Slavica Jakelić and John Heathershaw both underline 

that secularist values may be illustrated in peacebuilding proposals in the ‘monitoring [of] 

elections, advancing efforts to protect human rights, reforming or strengthening 

governmental institutions, and promoting formal and informal processes of political 

participation’ (Heathershaw, 2008, p. 600). All of which ‘neglects the positive role of 

religious symbols, elites, and institutions in the context of peacebuilding’ (Jakelić, 2015, p. 

2). Indoctrinated secularism as accordingly existent through these values and notions may 

not only ‘be addressed simply as a doctrine of the state, or as a set of juridical conventions, 

it defines, in effect, something like a way of life’ (Hurd, 2008, p. 13) which thus proposes 

the organizing and nurturing of new cultures vis-á-vis human rights and the related values 

and discourses of politics, identities, laws, ethics rules, and norms by which these are 

defined, settled, and legitimized. Theorizing thus this distinction where nonreligious 

norms and laws are proposed to shape the discourse of human rights, as in line with 

differentiation which scholars refer to as a Western and modern phenomenon (Appadurai 

2006, p. 36; Brekke 2012, p. 17-21; Cavanaugh 2009 p. 13; Hellman 2008, p. 14) both 

brings with and spreads the values of ‘liberal individualism, humanism, egalitarianism, 

and…other values that characterize modern societies’, again based on European models 

(Brekke 2012, p. 30). Not only may these discourses be negatively perceived by Western 
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Saharans whose values are built on local tradition and sacralized belief of revelation, but 

they are also a framework and fashion by which Western Saharans are proposed to mimic 

Western ideals, norms, and values. If thus proposing to institutionalize differentiation 

indirectly through the proposed policies as the path to progress, it, from the perspective 

of universalism indirectly proposes a universalization of the Western Sahara.  

The ‘belief in the commonality of certain human features and attributes’ (Nayar, 2015, p. 

163) as in line with universalist discourses proposed through these Peacebuilding 

Motions’ centralization of UN documents and their origin such as Resolution 1325 which 

assumes a moral right and value – such as equal gender division to be a universal moral 

right, or Resolution 2250 assuming the same about youth participation in politics produces 

a framework and claim which neglects to respect and acknowledge Western Saharan 

moral values vis-á-vis gender and youth participation in politics which is also marginalizing 

and obstructing their agency. The point here is not to denigrate youth participation in 

politics nor the idea of equal gender division, but instead to account for the uncontextual 

nature of the discourses and proposals suggested to Western Sahara with reference to 

Parasha (2019), Hellsten (2008), Schliesser (2019) and Saghaye-Biria (2018).  

Finally, the Peacebuilding Motions proposals neglected the context of Western Sahara in 

proposing the conflict resolution/solution which equals to C1 which both legitimized and 

was influenced by C2: The Seeking to spread and implement Swedish or Western based 

values and norms in Western Sahara from the perspective of universalism in terms of 

human rights. In addition, the Peacebuilding Motion’s proposals portrayed the 

intervention of the Peacebuilding Motions as a necessity and virtuous to improve and 

change the status thus uncovering C3 and ultimately voiced the Western Saharan future 

on this aspect – C4.  

7.2.6	Eurocentrism	in	human	rights		
  

As eurocentrism and universalism are two very close theories, similarly to the conception 

of human rights respectively women’s rights, which naturally organizes the analysis to 

build on each other, eurocentrism nonetheless may be distinguished by how it holds the  

Western European cultures and values central and superior to non-European which are 

consequently made inferior, othered, and sought to be changed to resemble the former 

(Ashcroft et. Al, 2013). The notion of human rights as understood per international law 

and global advocacy organizations such as the UN from which Sweden adopts laws, as the 
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ones referenced to above, which are built on European liberalist thoughts (Wintle, 2020) 

– are held central in Peacebuilding 2017/18:534 while also proposing the MINUSRO 

mandate to expand in the two other Peacebuilding Motions (2016/17;2010/11b). In 

further contrast to universalism which holds the central belief of commonality to cultures, 

Edward Said argues that Eurocentrism is rather a culture producing mechanism on top of 

influencing and altering non-European cultures where it establishes a ‘western style for 

dominating, restructuring and having authority’ (Ashcroft et. Al, 2013, p. 108), now of 

Western Sahara. Accordingly, Eurocentrism establishes Europe as the model for non-

European spaces to imitate and as a characteristic pioneer to the world centralizing 

European values (Said, 1978).  

Focusing thereby on the proposals of the Peacebuilding Motion’s and their content in 

relation to the context and origin from which they derive, they accordingly encompass – 

and are permeated by different value-based system to the existent one in Western 

Sahara, which origins are Islam and local traditions (Isidoros, 2018) whilst the former are 

built on values and discourses of differentiation and secularism as the analyses above 

illustrate (Parasha, 2019; Gibbins, 2011). The main values of Western Saharan societies 

and culture by which human rights are centrally influenced by are accordingly histo-

cultural ones based on Islam which establishes ‘a system of symbols (creed, code, cultus) 

[by] which people (a community) locate themselves’ (Albanese, 2012, p. 10). This ‘means 

taking note of where the boundaries are and placing oneself about them (ibid). Proposing 

thus values with different origins, norms, customs, and systems as to the contemporary 

ones in Western Sahara, as executed by the Peacebuilding Motions, sews accordingly a 

framework by which the West restructures and influences Western Sahara. To illustrate 

an example as in line with the language of modernity which generally permeates UN 

thoughts includes ‘concepts such as equality, justice, freedom, autonomy, rights, 

democracy, citizenship, nationhood, development, and public and private spheres’ 

(Brekke, 2012, p. 41). The UN frameworks wherewith these are existent, accordingly paves 

the way for viewing equal political participation between males and females as virtuous 

while based on Islam, righteous leaders according to Islamic laws and customs are viewed 

as virtuous. This means that ethical and moral systems in Western Sahara by which rules, 

and frameworks vis-á-vis political virtues are not constructed on political goals and 

imaginaries based on Enlightenment reason and thought, but on ecclesiastical, holy, and 

supernatural perceptions – Hadith. The adherence to secular laws is accordingly a 

hallmark of modern societies replacing ‘religion as the ultimate source of authority in the 
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emerging spheres of social life’ (Brekke, 2012, pp. 17, 21, 30) while in traditional societies 

as in Western Sahara, aspects of culture are transhistorical in the sense they ‘have been 

carried forward into this contemporary period’ with Islam as the central source of law 

(Isodoros 2015, p. 50).    

Indeed, both Duffield (2005) and Schliesser (2019) researched this issue of the Western 

peacebuilders approaches and stressed that peacebuilding employing UN frameworks 

originates from Western liberal thoughts which scrutinize development, democratization, 

security, and human rights suppress and neglect alternative perspectives which may be 

built on religion, as in this case. In this way, the non-Western culture is altered and 

proposed to be changed by the Western culture through the Peacebuilding Motions’ 

proposals – as in line with eurocentrism. Advocators which employ universalist sets of 

lenses with the belief of Western-based resolutions to be implemented irrespectively of 

context – combined with a world view where liberalism is seen as the universalized global 

and the correct ideology, morale, and custom (Parasha, 2019, p. 6) – exacerbates the 

postcolonial problem.  

In thereby scrutinizing the semiotics based on Eurocentrism as categorizing tools ’to 

uncover the [deeper] processes of meaning production and how signs are designed to 

[effect] actual and prospective consumers of those signs’ (Hiesh & Shannon, 2005, p. 

1277), the codes which Eurocentrism uncovers are close to the above-made analyses 

however differ in origin and discourse. C1 is accordingly the first one – Neglecting the 

context of Western Sahara in proposing the conflict resolution/solution as the Eurocentric 

discourse suppresses the Western Saharan contexts by excluding them and proposing 

non-contextual values and norms through the UN frameworks. In consequence, C2 arises: 

the Seeking to spread and implement Swedish or Western-based values and norms in 

Western Sahara – both in terms of UN resolutions and mandates. Thirdly, this is 

legitimized as a necessity and thus in line with C3 which in turn voices Western Saharans 

thereby indicating C4.   

7.3 Alternative	ways	to	the	policies		
  
Based on the codes which provided evidence for the key implications of the proposals and 

summing up significantly important contents inside texts to provide the vital knowledge 

and understanding of the Peacebuilding Motions, there were a variety of problems which 

needs to be dealt with. The certainly common patterns with all findings were the 
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neglection and suppression of Western Saharan perspectives proposing proposals of 

uncontextual and changing nature. These combined establishes policy agendas which 

alter Western Saharan culture and identity to mimic the content and discourses of the 

proposals. To thus avoid a policy of total dominance, it is vital for policy makers of this 

field to include and incorporate the perspectives and voices of those who are to be helped. 

This may be realized through dialoguing with local populaces through fieldwork, 

constellations and interviews with representatives of Western Saharan politics, civil 

society organizations and other powerful institutions. This is based on John Lederach’s 

(2003) approach to peacebuilding which includes different segments and social 

geographies of respective societies. In this way, a combination of micro and macro level 

insights are included to better contextualize the aid while also deconstructing the notion 

of progress through the West. However, this as this proposal is built on this paper, it is not 

synonymous to the Western Saharan want and need. To thus consider the ethical aspects 

to not voice Western Sahara in a replacing fashion, the simplest answer and proposal to 

the policy makers is to simply ask Western Saharan what they wish and need and use the 

answers therefrom as guidelines.   

  

  
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
  

  

  



  60  

 8.Conclusions  
This paper examined three Swedish Parliamentary Peacebuilding Motions; Motion to the 

Parliament 2016/17:982; Motion to the Parliament 2010/11:U274 and Motion to the 

Parliament 2017/18:534 with their different Context Units and sections using 

secularization, universalism, eurocentrism, and religion to investigate if and how 

secularization is embedded and proposed to the context of Western Sahara and how it 

consequently deconstructs their identity to mimic Western ideals and thus how this 

becomes a post-colonial legacy. Employing the qualitative content analysis as understood 

by Hiesh and Shannon (2005) to examine and interpret the meanings and content of the 

texts and to scrutinize the semiotics based on the theories as categorizing tools ’to 

uncover the [deeper] processes of meaning production and how signs are designed to 

[effect] actual and prospective consumers of those signs (Hiesh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1277) 

provided answers to different extents and levels.   

The codes which were uncovered in the sections imply how the policy proposals neglect 

the context of Western Sahara in proposing conflict resolution/solution (C1) by utilizing UN 

frameworks for advancements and improvements in lieu of the already existing ones per 

their context. Secondly, it gave rise to C2) the Seeking to spread and implement Swedish 

or Western-based values and norms in Western Sahara. The Peacebuilding Motions’ 

proposals further portrayed the Swedish intervention as a necessity and virtuous to 

improve and change the situation. This gave rise to C3, since, Sweden voiced Western 

Sahara on aspects such as human and women’s rights. In turn uncovered C4 by which it 

shaped and established a relationship that is declarative in the sense Sweden becomes 

the helper and the modernizer of Western Sahara. All of these from the different 

theoretical frameworks indicates a postcolonial legacy.  

Utilizing thus secularization as a theoretical framework to interpret the text data in light 

of the proposals to use and support UN resolutions as central tools to promote inter alia 

women’s and human rights revealed that, since Western Sahara’s creed per Albanese’s 

understanding of religion – Islam, establishes ethical and moral rules and values from 

which women’s rights and human rights derive from, there is a differentiation indirectly 

proposed by the Peacebuilding Motions where secular laws and approaches are to replace 

religion as the central source of authority and guidance. This, albeit the Western Saharan 

constitution which centralizes Islam as state law and religion. The UN frameworks which 

were proposed derive accordingly from a secular and liberalist context and origin. 
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Enlightenment thoughts that gave rise to such doctrines have their origin in European 

liberalist milieus where individual freedom and rights are at the center – while Western 

Saharan codes and creeds derive from the sacralized belief of revelation which also 

establishes a communal and collective identity. A hallmark of modern societies, namely 

the replacement of religion with secular law which in turn brings with concepts such as 

egalitarianism, equality, freedom, autonomy, democracy, citizenship, and rights as 

accordingly proposed and suggested by such proposals.   

This is in indeed line with previous studies on peacebuilding contemporarily centralized 

by most Western agencies which ‘share an emphasis on a correlation between the 

advancement of human rights, free markets, liberal democracy, and international law’ 

(Zalzerg, 2019, p. 46) which in turn decentralize the role of religion by positivist 

approaches rooted in the Enlightenment thought (Kadayifci-Orellana, 2015). Though part 

of the secularization thesis which underline the privatization of religion was, by this 

empirical approach, undefinable as the focus was steered towards Peacebuilding Motions 

and state policies and the cultus and codes deriving therefrom. To deem privatization per 

se a causality of differentiation would require further empirical research. However, the 

assumption of standard principles of reality and use of rational moralities – something 

which modern civilization should be structured upon as in line with the secularization 

thesis was indeed exampled in the proposals (Casanova, 1994, pp.31-35).   

The use of international, in particular Western, standards and frameworks for both 

assessing and proposing to solve the situation in Western Sahara establish a basis for 

democratization and Westernization by which a continuum of Western dominance is 

proposed thus further indicating a postcolonial legacy. Employing the lenses of 

Eurocentrism and universalism not only revealed this by how universalist and Eurocentric 

values infringe and influence the context in which they seek to intervene upon, but also 

by how the interventions are portrayed as, or at least, part of globalized improvement and 

advancements.   

Further, important to mention though is that qualitative studies which employ theories to 

interpret reality may naturally provide findings to their accordance which in turn may 

question the validity. The empirical arguments and evidence brought forth derive from a 

particular school of thought, the postcolonial perspective, that is – which naturally is 

counter-hegemonic and critical towards Western liberalist thoughts. Indeed, there are a 

bulk of similar oriented studies illustrating similar findings, not to mention Zalzberg’s 
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(2019), Heathershaw (2008), and Schliesser (2020) though focusing on different contexts. 

It is therefore fair to recognize the existing literature with opposite orientations as the 

research horizon of different research field are very vast and broad.   

Though, this research nevertheless filled the gap in the understudied topic of Western 

Sahara whose findings and conclusions may finds refuge and support in Annika Björkdahl’s 

(2013) research on how Swedish peacebuilding ‘…[invests] energy in promoting and 

shaping the behavior of others as a diplomatic strategy for setting international normative 

standards and thereby influencing the world order’ (p. 325). Accordingly, as illustrated, 

proposals to Swedish peacebuilding centralizes and seeks to spread values related to 

central state-building, central governance, democracy, and liberty (ibid, p. 326). 

Moreover, as the method focus on text data, it after all employ theories and conceptions 

of reality to interpret the content – both the manifest and latent. However, a backside of 

this is that only the existent material may be analyzed and not the actual intentions behind 

them. For instance, as in line with Eurocentrism, the ideology per se may be consciously 

or unconsciously realized and materialized and propagated. In other words, it cannot be 

completely concluded that the Peacebuilding Motions reflect the factual intentions of the 

policies/authors before consulting the case with the authors. In addition, the 

Peacebuilding Motions had quite few page numbers which thus impact the available 

content and empirical material to analyze. Also, the UN resolutions which all 

Peacebuilding Motions refers, and supports are more in number than simply those 

referred to in this paper which thus limits the scope. Similarly, as influenced by the EU in 

domestic politics, proposals to Sweden may also be influenced by the UN in suggesting 

these proposals and approaches. Thus, although as ‘knowledge and understandings of the 

phenomenon under study’ was provided by the identified themes and patterns (Hiesh-

Shannon, 2008, p. 1278), more research is proposed to carry on this approach where 

interviews with policymakers are held parallel to investigating other Peacebuilding 

Motions proposed to different contexts to investigate if this is a common trait of proposals 

to Swedish Peacebuilding or something unique to Western Sahara. A specific context that 

is genuinely understudied, Western Sahara needs more research and attention in the 

international arena without revoking imperial traces and legacies.  
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