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Little archaeological research has been conducted in Western Sahara as a result of the territorial
conflict between Morocco, which occupies some 80 per cent of the territory, and the Frente
Polisario independence movement, which administers the remainder of the territory from the
Saharawi refugee camps in southwestern Algeria. While some archaeological studies have
been undertaken recently, there has been no recent excavation, or dating of archaeological
materials and palaeoenvironmental indicators, and little detailed publication of the archaeology
in international journals. This is largely due to problems of access and logistical difficulties
resulting from the ongoing political conflict and the security situation in neighbouring
Algeria. This article is based on observations made during two seasons of fieldwork in 2002
and 2005 in the Polisario-administered ‘Free Zone’. It provides a brief overview of the archae-
ology of the Free Zone, addresses threats to archaeological sites within the context of the mili-
tary and political conflict between the Polisario and Morocco, and discusses the wider political
relevance of archaeology in Western Sahara.

Introduction: Recent Historical Background

Western Sahara, formerly known as the Spanish Sahara, has been the subject of a ter-

ritorial dispute between Morocco and the indigenous Frente Polisario independence

movement since the withdrawal of Spain, the former colonial power, in 1975. Border-

ing Morocco, Algeria and Mauritania, Western Sahara has been described as the ‘last

colony in Africa’, and its situation has often been compared with that of East Timor

before the latter’s recent independence from Indonesia.1

Armed conflict between Morocco and the Frente Polisario2 (hereafter referred to

simply as the Polisario) was precipitated when the Moroccan government of King

Hassan II sent troops and settlers into Western Sahara during the ‘Green March’ of

1975, on the eve of the Spanish withdrawal. The Moroccan government portrayed

the Green March as heralding an historic reunification of peoples and territories

divided by European colonialism, and emphasised the role of civilians in the

March. However, while the civilians that participated in the March returned

home after crossing the border into Western Sahara, the military forces that entered

the territory at the same time remained to begin the task of securing the territory

for the Moroccan state.3
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The Green March thus heralded the beginning of a bitter armed conflict between

Morocco and the Polisario, who saw it as the action of an aggressive colonial power

with territorial ambitions. Having fought for independence from Spain, the Polisario

now fought against Morocco, and also against Mauritania, which entered the conflict

on the side of Morocco under an agreement to partition the territory of Western

Sahara. Tens of thousands of indigenous Saharawi people were displaced in the

early phase of the conflict, fleeing across the border to Algeria, where they were

housed in refugee camps near the town of Tindouf.

Mauritania later withdrew from the conflict, recognising the Polisario as the legit-

imate government of the Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) of Western

Sahara. However, fighting between the Polisario and Morocco continued, and

Morocco gradually sealed off territory by constructing large defensive walls around

population centres, in which they settled Moroccan nationals. By the late 1980s

Moroccan forces had sealed off up to 80 per cent of Western Sahara behind a

single defensive wall some 1500 km long, stretching the entire length of the territory

and following the approximate line of the border with Algeria and Mauritania

(Figure 1). This structure, commonly referred to as the Berm, is manned by some

160,000 Moroccan troops.4

In late 1991 the UN brokered a ceasefire between Morocco and the Polisario and

established the United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara

(MINURSO), charged with monitoring the ceasefire and facilitating a referendum

on independence. Little progress has been made towards this end, with successive fra-

meworks for a referendum stalling as a result of disagreement over voter registration.

The most recent proposal, by James Baker, the UN Secretary-General’s Personal

Envoy to Western Sahara (who resigned in 2004), involving a period of autonomy

for Western Sahara followed by a referendum on full independence, was accepted

by the Polisario but rejected by Morocco.5

The Polisario currently administers all the territory to the east and south of the

Berm, commonly known as the ‘Free Zone’, from the refugee camps around

Tindouf in Algeria. These are home to some 160,000 displaced Saharawi, and effec-

tively constitute a society and state in exile. A lack of infrastructure and resources

(principally water), and the risk of renewed conflict, currently prevents the settlement

of refugees in the Free Zone.6

The Status of Archaeological Research in Western Sahara

As a result of the territorial conflict, Western Sahara remained closed to foreign

archaeologists from the mid 1970s to the early 1990s. While the situation has

improved in terms of stability, security and access, practical obstacles to fieldwork

remain over and above the usual problems associated with work in remote areas.

The Moroccan-occupied zone remains heavily militarised, while access to the Free

Zone is principally via Algeria, where the security situation has made travel difficult,

dangerous or unappealing to foreign researchers. Overland travel through Algeria is

particularly problematic, meaning that foreign archaeologists must rely on the Poli-

sario for logistical support. The Free Zone may also be accessed from Mauritania,
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although Tindouf is not a designated border crossing, meaning that there is no access

to the Saharawi camps via this route. While the Polisario have been willing to accom-

modate the needs of archaeologists, resources in the refugee camps are inevitably

limited, and archaeology is understandably a low priority. As a result of the political

FIGURE 1

UNITED NATIONS MAP OF WESTERN SAHARA SHOWING THE MOROCCAN DEFENSIVE

WALL OR ‘BERM’ AND SITES MENTIONED IN THE TEXT; THE FIELDWORK DISCUSSED IN

THE TEXT TOOK PLACE TO THE EAST OF THE BERM IN THE POLISARIO-ADMINISTERED

AREA, COMMONLY KNOWN AS THE ‘FREE ZONE’
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and associated developmental situation there is little local capacity to undertake

archaeological research or engage in conservation of archaeological sties, although

a museum has been set up in one of the refugee camps with the assistance of the

University of Gerona.

Archaeological research was conducted in Western Sahara by Spanish researchers

during the colonial period, although accounts of this work are now difficult to find, at

least outside of Spain. Accounts of the archaeology from the Spanish colonial period

describe rock carvings, burial sites and lithic materials representing all the major

epochs of Saharan prehistory, and include photographic plates of a large number of

stone tools and flakes, indicating extensive collection of artifacts from archaeological

sites.7,8 Removal of artifacts from sites poses sampling problems for subsequent

research, particularly where research is discontinuous and accounts of earlier work

are not widely available. In a recent survey of the Northern Sector of the Free Zone

the author and colleagues9 found relatively few lithic materials. While this may be

indicative of small populations or of transient occupation, it may also be the result of

past removal of artifacts by archaeologists or collectors. Neolithic materials (particu-

larly arrowheads) are also collected by local people for sale to foreign workers in the

refugee camps. The practice of collecting such materials for sale is by no means con-

fined to this part of the Sahara; in many other regions organised looting, often by

foreign groups, poses a much more serious problem for archaeological preservation.10

A general description of the Free Zone, including archaeological sites, has recently

been published by Soler et al.,11 and related material describing the findings of archae-

ological surveys by the University of Gerona is accessible on the internet (http://
uadi-kenta.webcindario.com/). Archaeological research is also being conducted in

the Free Zone by the University of Granada, for example at the site of Erqueiz,

where rock shelters in an escarpment face and along the sides of ephemeral river chan-

nels house a rich variety of paintings. Some work has also been undertaken in the Mor-

occan-occupied zone; a recent paper by Searight and Martinet describes a rock painting

site ‘130 km SW of Tan Tan’, close to the Berm in the occupied Northern Sector.12 A

study in the unoccupied Northern Sector by the author and colleagues in 2002 describes

a variety of funerary monuments and a new rock painting site at the locality of Bou

Dheir, as well as lithic materials and the regional geomorphological and palaeoenviron-

mental context13. There are some stylistic similarities between the Bou Dheir rock

paintings and those described by Searight and Martinet. The author and others also con-

ducted further reconnaissance survey work in the Southern Sector of the Free Zone in

March 2005; it is intended that these surveys serve as preliminary studies to more

detailed work including excavations. The following discussion is based largely on

the findings of the 2002 and 2005 surveys by the author and colleagues; the findings

of the 2005 survey are yet to be published, and are previewed here where appropriate.14

The Archaeology of Western Sahara in a Regional Context

Archaeological sites are extremely abundant in the Free Zone. These sites indicate

that prehistoric Western Sahara was very much part of the wider contemporaneous

Saharan cultural complex, but are also indicative of local innovation.
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Similarities with the Central Sahara

Many of the funerary monuments recorded to date in the Free Zone are similar to

those recorded elsewhere in the central Sahara and greater western Saharan region.

Conical tumuli and platform burials are abundant. Crescent-shaped burial monuments

are common in the south of the Free Zone; these typically consist of a central linear

tumulus some 1–2 m in height and 5–12 m long, from which emerge long, narrow,

arm-like stone arrangements which taper to a point at their ends and curve towards

one another. Typically, a line from the middle of the tumulus through the centre of

the gap between the ends of the arms will point approximately east or east-southeast,

and in many instances such a line defines an orientation of the monument of about

1108. However, such an orientation is not universal, and one such monument was

recorded whose orientation was to the west. Similar monuments have been recorded

in southern Algeria by Faleschini and Palmentola.15

A low-relief monument consisting of a wide central platform (in which are

embedded two small tumuli) from which extend linear stone arrangements was

recorded in the vicinity of Tifariti. Similar structures have been recorded in the vicin-

ity of Immidir in Algeria16,17 and are referred to as ‘V-type’ monuments; also

recorded in this region18 are low-relief monuments consisting of a tumulus from

which radiate two large sub-oval enclosures, separated by a narrow central corridor,

referred to as ‘goulet’ (gulley) monuments.19 These monuments are also known to

exist around Bir Lemuesat in northern Mauritania;20 similar structures in Algeria

(referred to as ‘keyhole’ monuments and explicitly distinguished from the ‘goulet’

style by Milburn21) have been interpreted by Faleschini as serving a function as

solar ‘observatories’.22

During the 2002 field season a single monument was recorded in the vicinity of

Bir Lahlou consisting of a small well-defined central tumulus with two narrow

linear structures emerging from it. Brooks et al. refer to this as a V-type monu-

ment, although it is different in construction from the V-type monuments described

by Gautier et al.23 The Bir Lahlou monument is of the same construction as a

monument recorded in the Libyan Fezzan by Gautier and Gautier,24 and very

similar to monuments recorded in the Fezzan a number of other authors.25,26,27

These monuments are variously described as ‘V-shaped’ monuments or as

‘antenna tombs’.28

Cultural connections with the central and eastern Sahara are also demonstrated

by the widespread depictions of cattle in rock paintings and engravings, and by the

presence of dotted wavy line pottery, identified in 2005. Cattle herding is believed

to have originated from the domestication of wild species in the southeastern and/
or central Sahara and spread westwards after 8 thousand years before present

(ka);29 it has been suggested that cattle pastoralism spread through West Africa

after the onset of Saharan desiccation around 5 ka BP.30 Dotted wavy line

pottery similarly appears to have spread throughout the Sahara from an origin in

northeastern Africa in the early Holocene.31 Rock paintings and engravings also

depict similar large humid-climate fauna to those represented throughout the

Sahara, and it is likely that the region experienced broadly similar climatic
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changes to the greater Saharan region during the recent geological past, although

detailed chronological data are as yet unavailable.32 The rock art appears to span

all the major ‘periods’ defined by other authors, from the large wild fauna of the

‘Bubaline’ period associated with the early Holocene to the Tifinagh-style script of

late prehistoric or early historical times.33,34

Palaeolithic material, including scrapers, Acheulian hand axes, and tanged Aterian

points were recorded in 2002 and 2005, although these do not appear to be as abun-

dant as in parts of the central Sahara.35 Grinding stones, associated with Holocene

occupation sites, are extremely abundant in many locations. Such lithic remains

indicate continuity with the wider Saharan region during both the Pleistocene and

Holocene.

Today, the inland regions of Western Sahara are much more densely vegetated

than similar latitudes further east. This is a consequence of the more northerly pen-

etration of the West African Monsoon in the far west of northern Africa, and also

of the region’s proximity to the Atlantic Ocean, which results in its being occasionally

subject to the rain-bearing Atlantic westerlies. However, cold water associated with

coastal upwelling leads to atmospheric subsidence and extreme aridity along the

coastal strip. Neither the monsoon nor the westerlies can be relied upon to produce

rain every year, as Western Sahara lies at the extreme edge of their influence. None-

theless, rainfall is sufficient to maintain a significant amount of vegetation in many

areas, and frequent enough for the Saharawi people who inhabit the region to have

a concept of drought.

The relatively humid climate of Western Sahara when compared with other

Saharan regions suggests that this region may have acted as a refuge for floral,

faunal and human populations during arid episodes throughout the Holocene. There

is evidence for a number of such episodes in other Saharan regions prior to the

final desiccation of the Sahara, which commenced after about 6 ka and accelerated

around or just before 5 ka.36,37,38,39 While such a ‘refuge’ hypothesis remains

highly speculative at present, the broad similarities between the archaeology of

Western Sahara and the greater Saharan region coexist with evidence of local or

regional innovation suggestive of distinct cultural trajectories. Such innovation

could well have been the result of cultural fragmentation during periods of aridity

when populations taking refuge in the far west of the Sahara became isolated from

communities with which they had previously been connected, although much more

work must be done before any firm conclusions can be drawn.

While at present we can only speculate about the ages of the archaeological sites

in Western Sahara, it is instructive to note that the first monumental funerary struc-

tures in the Sahara have been dated to between 6.4 and 5.9 ka.40 These contain

only animal remains, with human internments evident from about 5.8 ka. For about

a millennium after this, human burials coexisted with animal burials and ‘empty’

monuments; after about 4.8 kyr BP burials appear to have been exclusively

human.41 This chronology provides us with a general framework; given the evidence

of cultural transmission from east to west and the similarity of much of the archaeol-

ogy of the Free Zone to that further east, we may expect the funerary monuments of

Western Sahara to post-date those of the central Sahara.
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Regional and Local Innovation in the Archaeological Record

Local stylistic innovation is evident in the rock art of the Free Zone, for example in

the unusual nature of the engravings at the site of Sluguilla, exhibiting extreme

elongation of the limbs of animals such as ostriches and giraffe. Some of the paintings

at the sites of Bou Dheir and Erquiez are also highly unusual, and it appears that the

styles of certain depictions of human figures, cattle and other animals may be unique

in the context of the known corpus of Saharan rock art. This is particularly true of a

highly naturalistic representation of a human figure and what we may term ‘well-fed’

grazing cattle at Bou Dheir. The focus of the main ‘fresco’ at Bou Dheir is a large

painting of an animal which is difficult to identify, but may be an ovicaprid or a

type of wild antelope.42 A similar representation is also present at Erquez, where

there are suggestions of fire blackening of the rock surface. Both of these represen-

tations are associated with hand prints. While the painted shelters of Erqueiz and

Bou Dheir share characteristics with the wider body of Saharan rock art, the

overall compositions are quite distinct from those recorded to date elsewhere in

terms of style and technique.43

Engravings in the far south of Western Sahara at Zug take the form of geometric

patterns more reminiscent of engravings in the European ‘megalithic zone’ than of

those generally associated with the Sahara to the east, although similar engravings

have been recorded in Morocco and Chad.44,45 Unusual abstract paintings are

present at the site of Irghayra;46 abstract paintings of an apparently later date are

also associated with human and animal figures as well as Tifinagh-style script in a

rock shelter at Lajuad.

The funerary architecture of the Free Zone is especially diverse, and as well as the

many monuments resembling those of the central Sahara described above, there are

numerous funerary monuments which appear to be particularly characteristic of

Western Sahara. These include complex structures comprising a combination of

tumuli, linear stone arrangements and stone enclosures, a number of which are

found in the vicinity of Tifariti. Other particularly notable structures comprise a

central tumulus from which extend non-linear arrangements of vertical flat stones,

giving the appearance of rows of teeth (Figure 2). The extensions from the central

tumulus appear to have been deliberately constructed so as not to form straight

lines. At Lajuad, a group of these monuments is arranged in an elaborately defined

and constructed funerary complex contained with a circular stone perimeter and

associated with small round and elongated tumuli and the extensive scattering of

quartz pebbles.

Also notable are isolated menhirs or standing stones in the Southern Sector of the

Free Zone; two such monuments were recorded in 2005, each some 2 m in height.

Isolated menhirs have been recorded in other Saharan regions,47 but are not widely

described in the literature. Stone arrangements with apparent astronomical functions

are abundant throughout the Free Zone, and are generally situated in the same

locations as burial groups. Another peculiar feature of the archaeology of the Free

Zone is the abundance of standing stones or stelae associated with funerary monu-

ments. Some burials are associated with pairs of stelae that serve to orient the
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monument within the landscape, and the 2002 survey of Western Sahara by the

author and colleagues identified a single burial site associated with numerous

stelae, the largest of which is some 2 m high, as well as a north-south linear

stone arrangement.48 The most striking example of the use of standing stones is

an arrangement of some 65 stelae with clear divisions of space and precise

north-south and east-west alignments, situated some 14 km north of the settlement

of Tifariti.49 This structure is not associated with a single burial site, but is situated

in a depression around which are located numerous burials of varying type and

dimension, including the complex types described above. Stelae monuments

have been recorded in other Saharan regions, most notably Nabta Playa in

Egypt.50 Throughout the Sahara stelae are sometimes associated with burials.

However, the sites recorded in the Free Zone during the 2002 and 2005 surveys

suggest a far more extensive use of standing stones than is known elsewhere in

the Sahara. The stone monuments of the Free Zone suggest that the prehistoric

inhabitants of this region were preoccupied with astronomy to an extent not appar-

ent elsewhere in prehistoric North Africa, except possibly in the region around

Nabta Playa in the eastern Sahara.51

FIGURE 2

UNUSUAL QUASI-LINEAR MONUMENTS AT LAJUAD
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The Wider Relevance of the Western Saharan Archaeological Record

The brief summary presented above demonstrates the richness and diversity of the

archaeological record of Western Sahara, and underlines the importance of the terri-

tory for furthering our understanding of the human past in the Sahara, and indeed in

Africa as a whole. The archaeological record of Western Sahara provides us with a

valuable window on the Saharan past, and can help us understand regional issues

such as human migration, the spread of cattle pastoralism, relationships between

prehistoric and historical populations in northern Africa, and human responses to

climatic and environmental change. While recent work has increased our knowledge

of comparative Saharan archaeology, there is still a need for detailed, systematic

surveying and recording of archaeological sites, and for excavation and dating

work. Until such studies are carried out, our interpretation of the regional archaeolo-

gical record and its relationship to cultural and environmental change will remain

highly speculative. Furthermore, regional studies of palaeoenvironmental indicators

could help us to understand processes of environmental change and monsoon

variability on a variety of timescales, providing a context for archaeological studies

but also illuminating processes that are relevant to contemporary concerns associated

with developmental issues and human adaptation to climatic variability and change.

Threats to the Archaeology of Western Sahara

While archaeological research in Western Sahara is desirable from an academic

perspective, several factors lend urgency to such research. A number of archaeologi-

cal sites were damaged during the military conflict from 1975 to 1991, while the rela-

tive peace established with the UN-brokered ceasefire has brought its own problems

for the preservation of archaeological sites. Whether the political stand-off between

Polisario and Morocco is resolved peacefully or results in renewed hostilities, the

existence of archaeological sites in Western Sahara will continue to be threatened

in the absence of serious preservation efforts.

Impact of Conflict on Archaeological Sites

The military conflict in Western Sahara had a mixed impact on the territory’s

archaeology, on the one hand resulting in direct damage to sites, and on the other

hand resulting in their isolation and thus serving to protect them from disturbance.

A dramatic direct impact is the apparent reworking of burial tumuli as gun emplace-

ments (Figure 3). This has been observed in the far north of the Free Zone, close to the

Berm.52 However, it is notable that such sites occur within some tens or hundreds of

metres of apparently undisturbed burial sites, suggesting that such practices were far

from gratuitous. While disturbance of burial sites is apparent in the Free Zone, it does

not appear to be as widespread as in other parts of the Sahara such as the Libyan

Fezzan, and undisturbed tumuli are abundant. There is therefore significant potential

for excavation and dating of burial monuments.

Archaeological sites have also been used as military posts. At the site of Akchach

a rock shelter has been excavated for this purpose, resulting in the destruction of
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archaeological contexts; to date few shelters have been identified which appear prom-

ising for excavation. Inside the (previously undecorated) rock shelter at Akchach,

Polisario fighters have created their own rock art, including depictions of contempor-

ary flora and fauna and scenes representative of daily life and military conflict

(Figure 4).53

The remains of stone buildings can also be seen at Erqueiz Lahmar, where

structures have been built exploiting the cover provided by existing rock shelters.

One such structure is located in a shelter decorated with a line of ovicaprids. Apart

from a single piece of Arabic graffiti the rock surface in this shelter is otherwise

undisturbed. Graffiti are more abundant at other locations, such as Erqueiz and

Irghayra, where a number of different languages are represented. At Lajuad, a rock

shelter housing a rich variety of prehistoric carvings also contains recent paintings,

including a representation of a parachute. Recent paintings and graffiti in the Free

Zone dating from the period following the Spanish withdrawal may be attributed to

Polisario fighters, Moroccan troops (although much of the Free Zone has never

been occupied by Morocco), and troops from the United Nations Observer

Mission. Graffiti such as that reading ‘Uruguay 2001’ in a rock shelter at Erquiez

decorated with prehistoric paintings may presumably be attributed to members of

MINURSO.

FIGURE 3

APPARENT REWORKING OF BURIAL TUMULUS AS A GUN EMPLACEMENT OR DEFENSIVE

FEATURE IN THE VICINITY OF UAD ERNI, NEAR THE MOROCCAN BERM IN THE FAR

NORTH OF THE FREE ZONE
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Current Threats to Archaeological Sites

The cessation of hostilities in the early 1990s brought with it a new set of problems for

archaeological conservation, principally related to the increase in the number of

people visiting archaeological sites. Despite the remoteness of the Free Zone,

certain archaeological sites are visited frequently by foreign visitors to the Saharawi

camps near Tindouf. Visitors to the camps include political delegations, support and

solidarity groups, film crews, staff from NGOs and those professing a specialist inter-

est in archaeology. According to the local military commander, visitors to Erqueiz

number several thousand per year. Such ‘touristic’ activity has already led to the

destruction of a large number of important sites at Erqueiz, and significant damage

to many others. The principal cause of damage to the Erqueiz rock paintings has

been the practice of wetting the painted rock surface in order to enhance the appear-

ance of the paintings so that visitors may view and photograph the images.54 Numer-

ous instances of wetting can be observed at Erqueiz; in some cases this is apparent

from the obvious fading of individual images and the surrounding rock surface

when compared to neighbouring images and surfaces, while in others all that can

be seen is a lighter area of rock where images are no longer apparent (Figure 5).

The practice of wetting has long been used by archaeologists, and is often copied

FIGURE 4

MODERN PAINTINGS DATING FROM THE MILITARY CONFLICT BETWEEN THE POLISARIO

AND MOROCCO AT AKCHACH. PHOTO COURTESY OF TOBY SAVAGE
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FIGURE 5

RESULTS OF WETTING OF THE ROCK SURFACE AT ERQUEIZ FOR THE PURPOSES OF

PHOTOGRAPHY OR VIEWING ROCK PAINTINGS
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by local people and tourists.55 Rock paintings at Erqueiz have also be subject to

removal of loose panels and natural weathering.56

Engravings are intrinsically less fragile than paintings: they cannot be washed

away and as a rule occur on less friable surfaces than do paintings, making them

less prone to weathering. Nonetheless, engravings are not immune to human disturb-

ance. The most widespread threat to rock engravings in the Sahara is from vibrations

caused by heavy vehicles or seismic instruments used in oil prospecting. Terrestrial

oil exploration in Western Sahara is effectively suspended due to the political situ-

ation; however, the passage of heavy vehicles close to rock engraving sites does

pose a threat. The most spectacular and well known concentration of rock engravings

in the Free Zone is at the site of Sluguilla, which is situated on the route from Tindouf

in Algeria to Tifariti, the principal military post in the Free Zone. Recent cracking of

some engraved boulders is apparent at Sluguilla, and is most probably attributable to

vibration from the passage of vehicles. However, a far more serious threat is that of

looting. The engravings at Sluguilla are located on flat boulders embedded in the

ground rather than on large rock faces, and many of these boulders are small

enough to be removed relatively easily and transported by truck or other means.

The locations of most of the engravings are marked by small piles of stones, and

the site is well known. During a brief visit to the site in March 2005 it was observed

that some engraved boulders had been removed, as apparent from the presence of

small piles of marker stones next to shallow depressions giving the appearance of

recent disturbance, and devoid of any engraved boulders (Figure 6). Evidently the

engravings had been removed and the markers left in place. Disturbance also took

FIGURE 6

SHALLOW INDENTATION AT THE WELL-KNOW-ENGRAVING SITE OF SLUGUILLA, WHERE

AN ENGRAVED BOULDER HAS APPARENTLY BEEN REMOVED
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the form of overturned boulders, obvious from the contrast in patina between the

darker surfaces that had been exposed for long periods and the lighter surfaces that

had been embedded in the ground. The only groups with regular access to this area

are the Saharawi resident in the camps near Tindouf (including the Polisario military),

foreign visitors to the region (who are accompanied by Polisario officials) and the

United Nations Observer Mission. Among the Saharawi there are suspicions that

MINURSO personnel may be responsible for the removal of antiquities, although

such suspicions cannot be confirmed at this stage. The possibility of people informally

crossing the border from either Algeria or Mauritania cannot be ruled out, although

the area between Tifariti and Tindouf is regularly traversed and it is likely that

such activity would be noticed.

Throughout the Sahara, small artifacts such as hand axes and arrowheads are

vulnerable to looting by tourists, collectors, and foreign workers such as those

employed in the oil industry. Local people often collect artifacts for sale to tourists,

and organised foreign groups collect large numbers of artifacts for sale, for example

on the internet. Organised looting by foreign groups has been responsible for the

‘sterilisation’ of many archaeological sites, for example in Algeria and Libya.57 In

the past, archaeologists have also collected large numbers of artifacts.58 Where the

results of such collections remain unpublished, or where the publications are difficult

to obtain, the archaeological record is compromised for subsequent research.

Few lithics were recorded during the reconnaissance surveys in the Free Zone in

2002 and 2005. It is an open question whether this reflects a relatively sparse occu-

pation of the region by groups using stone tools, particularly in the Pleistocene, or

whether the scarcity of material is the result of previous collection. Arrowheads col-

lected in the Free Zone were on sale alongside fossils in Smaara camp near Tindouf in

2002, although no other lithic materials appeared to be available for purchase. It is

possible that widespread removal of surface artifacts occurred during the Spanish

colonial period. Lithic materials were certainly collected by archaeologists in the

middle of the twentieth century, as demonstrated by the extensive photographic

plates in a work by Almagro Basch.59 Given the tendency for foreign nationals

working in the oil industry to collect archaeological materials,60 collection of artifacts

by MINURSO personnel may well continue today.

Future Prospects for the Preservation of Archaeological Sites

While the territorial conflict between Polisario and Morocco has been associated with

specific problems of archaeological conservation, it has served to keep much of

Western Sahara isolated, meaning that many archaeological sites have remained

relatively undisturbed. The peaceful resolution of the conflict and the associated

development of the territory will bring new threats to the cultural heritage of the

territory. Oil exploration in particular could have devastating impacts on the archae-

ology if it is not pursued in conjunction with timely and well managed archaeological

and environmental impact assessments. In Libya, seismic surveys have caused wide-

spread damage to rock engravings, for example in Wadi Mathandoush on the Messak

Settafet, widely acknowledged as one of the most important rock art sites in the

Sahara. At this site, vibrations caused by seismic exploration have led to the partial
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collapse of decorated rock faces and to the cracking of engraved panels (Figure 7). In

the same area seismic lines have destroyed burial monuments and other archaeologi-

cal sites. Employees of foreign oil companies have acquired collections of archaeo-

logical artifacts from Libya and elsewhere in the Sahara; in some instances these

are displayed in ‘museums’ in company offices, while many artifacts are illegally

exported as souvenirs.

Any ‘opening up’ of Western Sahara in the wake of a formal settlement to the

territorial dispute is likely to lead to an increase in the number of foreign visitors

to the territory. Such visitors will include employees of foreign companies doing

business in Western Sahara, and possibly tourists attracted by the landscapes

and archaeological sites. Unless access to archaeological sites is carefully

managed, any influx of visitors will lead to further damage through the collection

of surface materials and physical damage to rock paintings as a result of touching

the painted surfaces and the practice of wetting the surface for viewing and

photography. Western Sahara will also become more vulnerable to organised

looting if access to the territory is less restricted.

A return to armed conflict will pose more direct threats to specific sites in areas

where military activity is focused. While damage to archaeological sites during the

last phase of the conflict appears to have been relatively light, it is highly apparent

that some of the qualities that attracted prehistoric populations to specific sites also

make such sites attractive as camp sites and semi-permanent posts for military person-

nel. It is therefore to be expected that a renewal of the conflict would be associated

with further damage to archaeological sites, even if such damage is unintentional,

for example resulting from the modification of shelters of the lighting of fires that

might damage rock paintings.

It is difficult to make recommendations for archaeological conservation given the

political circumstances of Western Sahara. However, a first step in addressing threats

to archaeological sites is focusing the spotlight of publicity on these threats. Foreign

and international organisations working in Western Sahara could assist in preserving

the region’s heritage by fostering a culture in which the defacement of archaeological

sites and the removal of artifacts is unacceptable. Looters might be less inclined to

remove materials such as the engraved panels at Sluguilla if made aware that such

sites had been systematically recorded so that any engravings appearing on the

international antiquities market might be accurately identified and, hopefully,

recovered. Ideally, those involved in the smuggling of looted antiquities would be

subject to prosecution in their countries of origin or in countries through which the

trafficking took place.

Ultimately it would be desirable to engage international bodies such as UNESCO

in the management of cultural heritage in Western Sahara. However, as discussed

below, the current situation means that this may be unlikely in the short term. In

the interim, organisations such as the Trust for African Rock Art (TARA) might

assist in the documentation of rock art sites so that their condition could be monitored.

Finally, the Polisario can do much to promote the preservation of the heritage of the

Free Zone by raising awareness among the Saharawi population of the existence and

nature of the archaeological sites and stressing their importance and the threats posed

CULTURAL HERITAGE AND CONFLICT 427



FIGURE 7

SEISMIC LINE (LEFT) AT WADI MATHANDOUSH (LIBYAN FEZZAN) DIRECTLY OPPOSITE

RECENT ROCK FALL IMMEDIATELY ADJACENT TO SOME OF THE MOST WELL-KNOWN

ROCK ART IN THE SAHARA (RIGHT)
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to them. Guidelines could be issued regarding the treatment of sites, for example

discouraging or prohibiting the practice of wetting painted surfaces, discouraging

people from touching painted surfaces, limiting the number of visitors to certain

sites that are particularly at risk, and ensuring that visitors to sites such as Erqueiz

are accompanied by Polisario representatives who are aware of the preservation

issues and explain these to their guests. Archaeologists operating in the region

must also play their part in alerting the local authorities to sites that are at risk, and

in making recommendations for, and assisting with, their preservation. An important

role for foreign archaeologists is the building of local capacity and expertise through

engagement with individuals from the Saharawi community. Awareness of archaeol-

ogy can be raised through activities such as organised visits to archaeological sites

by school or youth groups during seasons of excavation or survey, so that young

Saharawi may experience not only the sites themselves but also the process of

archaeological investigation.

In the longer term, archaeology may represent an important economic resource. In

other parts of the Sahara tourism sustains local economies, and much of this tourism is

focused on archaeological sites. Well-managed, low impact tourism involving small

groups of tourists accompanied by local guides could be a major economic activity for

future Saharawi communities in the event of a political settlement to the conflict.

Western Sahara certainly has all the requisite attributes for attracting high-cost adven-

ture and cultural tourism. A greater appreciation and more detailed understanding of

the archaeology within the Saharawi community, and careful stewardship of the

region’s cultural heritage, thus has some very tangible potential benefits.

Archaeology, Identity and Politics

Archaeology as a Link between Past and Present

Archaeology is understandably a low priority for the Polisario given the wider

problems of existence in exile and of dealing with the territorial conflict with

Morocco. However, archaeology is far from irrelevant in the context of the political

conflict, as it addresses issues of cultural identity and sheds light on the history of

human occupation in the region. The Polisario have encouraged archaeological

research in the Free Zone, and have provided logistical support for work undertaken

by Spanish Universities and also for the international teams led by the author. In facil-

itating archaeological work that leads to a deeper understanding of their ‘national’

heritage, the Polisario is no different to other governments. Engagement with the

international scientific community and with foreign institutions also represents a con-

tribution to the normalisation of the status of the Polisario as the legitimate sovereign

power in Western Sahara, and of the political entity and putative state which is the

Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic or SADR.

Identification with the archaeology record and with the prehistoric populations

associated with it emphasises the continuity of human occupation of Western

Sahara, and links the modern Saharawi with the distant past, reinforcing their identi-

fication with the land. The Saharawi view themselves as deriving from mixed Arab

and Berber stock, and it is widely accepted that modern and historical Berber and
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proto-Berber populations (including the Garamantes of the Classical period and the

modern Tuareg) are in large part descended from the prehistoric Saharan pastoralist

groups represented in the archaeological record.61–64 The cultural continuity evident

between the archaeological records of the central and western Sahara extends the

association between modern and prehistoric Saharan population groups to the latter

region. As a nomadic, desert people, the Saharawi might also feel a particular affinity

with prehistoric pastoralists, an identification that could be juxtaposed with the urban,

sedentary basis of Moroccan society, from which the counter claim to the territory

derives. While the complex population dynamics of the late prehistoric and early his-

torical period in northwest Africa make it difficult to identify specific regional

lineages tying modern populations to specific prehistoric ‘ancestral’ groups,65 the

archaeological record provides a broad link between the modern Saharawi population

and the prehistoric inhabitants of the Sahara as a whole.

Interesting parallels between prehistoric and modern use of the landscape also

reflect identification with, and a sense of ownership of, the land. For example,

areas rich in prehistoric burials also contain Islamic burials from the historical

period and, more pertinently for this discussion, the graves of Polisario fighters

killed in the conflict with Morocco. These latter graves tend to occur in groups and

are marked by arrangements of stones, reflecting burial practices from the prehistoric

period, with their modern origins attested by the inclusion of materials such as shell

cases. Since its emergence in the Sahara some six thousand years ago, monumental

funerary architecture has signified the link between people and land, advertising own-

ership of territory, reinforcing group identity and associating particular groups with

specific locations. In a sense the modern Polisario burials continue this tradition,

providing a further link with the past.

The use of decorated rock shelters by Polisario fighters has already been noted,

and provides another link between past and present. Soldiers using such shelters

could not fail to realise that they were following a precedent set by prehistoric

people, and will have been well aware of the broad archaeological context of their

immediate physical environment as defined by prehistoric rock paintings and funerary

monuments. Some of these shelters have been decorated, for example by indepen-

dence slogans, although such recent decoration tends to have left the prehistoric paint-

ings unmolested, suggesting a certain degree of respect for the archaeological

heritage. The decorated cave in the region of Akchach, mentioned above, contains

a number of scenes representing everyday life for Polisario fighters during the

conflict, including a landscape inhabited by birds and gazelle, an armed soldier by

a camp fire with a military vehicle in the background, and the slaughtering of a

camel. While the psychology behind the creation of these images is presumably

very different from that behind the region’s prehistoric rock art, they again serve to

link modern populations with the landscape, and are likely to survive for as long as

the prehistoric paintings if undisturbed.

Moroccan Responses to Archaeology in the Free Zone

The significance of archaeology in the territorial conflict appears not to have gone

unnoticed by the Moroccan state. After the publication of the results of the 2002
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survey conducted by the author and colleagues, and the subsequent presentation of

these results at a conference on the Sahara held in Norwich, UK in June 2004,66

Moroccan state media issued a press release regarding an archaeological discovery

in the Moroccan-occupied zone of Western Sahara. According to numerous media

sources, Moroccan scientists claimed to have found the remains of a prehistoric

‘town’ incorporating the ‘remains of a place of worship, houses and a necropolis,

as well as columns and rock engravings depicting animals . . . near the town of

Aousserd in northeastern Western Sahara’. The article, reproduced in numerous

news services across the world, dates the ‘town’ to 15,000 years before present,

based on ‘the style of the engravings and the theme of the drawings’ and associates

it with a prehistoric ‘Berber’ culture.67

This story is unconvincing for a number of reasons. While prehistoric burials are

abundant throughout the Sahara, monumental funerary architecture of the kind associ-

ated with necropoli in the Sahara dates does not appear until around the middle of the

seventh millennium BP.68 The dating of rock art remains controversial; however there

are no data indicating that engravings were created in the Sahara as early as 15,000

BP. The earliest Saharan rock art for which reasonable age estimates are available

is associated with the resettlement of the central Sahara in the tenth millennium

BP, after the onset of stable humid conditions in the preceding few millennia.

While earlier settlement in the west is plausible (although purely speculative) there

is no comparative stylistic or thematic basis on which to base an age estimate of

15,000 BP. This figure thus appears to have no convincing foundation, and the

material remains on which it purports to be based would suggest a much later date.

Furthermore, it cannot be assumed that rock engravings and other archaeological

materials at any given site are contemporaneous.

The description of the site as a town also bears some examination. If the date of

15,000 years is accepted, this site would be in the running for the title of the earliest

town in the world. Any date prior to the historical period would make the existence of

a town in this area remarkable in a regional context. It is unclear what is meant by the

term ‘houses’; hut circles or the remains of shelters would be characteristic of prehis-

toric Saharan settlements, but the presence of more complex buildings of any great

antiquity is highly unlikely. The term ‘places of worship’ is also highly problematic,

and we must ask how such a function has been identified, given the difficulty of attri-

buting a purpose to structures constructed by prehistoric societies whose beliefs

remain essentially unknown to archaeologists.

Finally, the article states ‘. . . experts said the discovery could be significant if

proven that the ruins were of Berber origin as this civilisation is believed to date

back only some 9,000 years’. The claims made in the article, if true, would certainly

be highly significant regardless of their association or otherwise with Berber culture.

However, the 9,000 BP date for the ‘accepted’ origins of the Berbers is arbitrary and

somewhat meaningless. On the one hand genetic studies reveal ancient sequences

linking modern Berber populations with the first occupation of North Africa by

modern humans some 50 kyr ago, while on the other hand, genetic, linguistic and

archaeological evidence indicates a variety of later influences from the Near East,

Europe and sub-Saharan Africa, as well as evidence of population movements
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within North Africa.69–72 All the archaeological evidence indicates that at 9 kyr BP

the Sahara was occupied by hunters and gatherers, with the appearance of cattle

herding cultures in the central Sahara during or after the eighth millennium BP.73

The immediate antecedents of modern Berber groups most likely emerged from the

pastoral societies of the Sahara as populations congregated around oasis and highland

refuges in response to the regional desiccation after 5 kyr BP. This process has been

studied in some detail in association with the emergence of the Garamantes in the

Libyan Fezzan.74 While the Afro-Asiatic language, from which both Berber and

ancient Egyptian are derived, appears to have been introduced to North Africa

between 11.5 and 7 ka,75 recognisable Berber culture in the interior of the Sahara

almost certainly emerged after the demise of the prehistoric Saharan Pastoral cultures

of the Holocene humid phase. We may look for the origins of the modern Berbers in

the ‘Libyan tribes’ described by classical authors, although identifying links between

even these groups and historical Berber groups described by Arab authors is diffi-

cult.76 Dating the origins of Berber populations and cultures thus remains proble-

matic; the date of 9 ka suggests an identification of Berber populations with early

Holocene hunter-gatherer groups, the justification for which is questionable.

The article concerning the prehistoric town near Aousserd is riddled with incon-

sistencies, questionable claims, and archaeologically dubious statements. Of course

some of this may be due to the prism of journalistic interpretation and clumsy

editing, although the weight of unsupportable statements suggests that the original

source material would be unlikely to stand up to expert scrutiny. The source of the

story is given as ‘Moroccan state media’, although searches on the Maghreb Arabe

Presse website and on the World Wide Web failed to yield any further information

regarding this discovery. An unconvincing story without supporting material has an

air of propaganda about it; in this case it appears that a story has been concocted

by unidentified persons with little expertise in the subject matter in question,

perhaps based on a core set of facts relating to the existence of rock engravings, funer-

ary monuments and possible evidence of settlement in the vicinity of Aousserd. This

exercise is presumably a response by the Moroccan state to the publication and

dissemination of the results of ongoing archaeological research in the Free Zone,

and represents an effort on the part of the Moroccan government to exert or maintain

some sort of ‘ownership’ over the archaeological heritage of Western Sahara, as part

of a wider propaganda battle.

Implications of Regional Politics for Scientific Research

The role of the military and political conflict in Western Sahara in discouraging field

research has already been noted. The relative lack of scientific research in Western

Sahara to date is not only due to issues of security, accessibility and the profile of

Western Sahara as a location in which to conduct fruitful field studies, but also

results from misgivings about offending the Moroccan authorities. As a high-

profile nation enjoying friendly relations with the West, Morocco attracts a significant

number of foreign researchers, in stark contrast to Algeria and Mauritania. Research-

ers with an interest in northwest Africa are reluctant to compromise their access to

Morocco by cooperating with the Polisario. As the author discovered at a recent
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scientific meeting, Moroccan researchers are fearful of attracting the attention of their

domestic security services if they so much as participate in international conferences

where Western Sahara is discussed in any context other than as part of a greater

Morocco. The author has also been approached regarding scientific collaboration

by individuals and research groups who soon lose interest once they discover that

such collaboration would involve working with researchers who have active contacts

with the Polisario. Overtures to colleagues in the scientific community regarding

collaborative research are met with caution, with one colleague recently responding

to an enquiry regarding scientific collaboration by stating that ‘There are all sorts of

issues of stepping on toes – Morocco for a start’.

The political positions taken on the conflict by the governments of the countries of

residence of researchers undertaking fieldwork in Western Sahara must also be

considered. For example, the UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) offers

no travel advice for the region that remains unoccupied by Morocco. In fact,

reading the advice on the FCO website (www.fco.gov.uk77) one could be forgiven

for concluding that the FCO is unaware that such a region exists; while reference

is made to the Polisario-controlled area under the online country profile for

Morocco, its existence is not acknowledged in the online travel advice, the clear

assumption being that any visit to Western Sahara will be made via Morocco. All

enquiries regarding travel in Western Sahara, even in the Free Zone, are forwarded

to the British embassy in Rabat, despite the fact that embassy staff have no access

to or effective jurisdiction over the Polisario-controlled zone (the British embassy

in Algeria would be better placed to handle enquiries regarding the Free Zone). All

references to Western Sahara deal with conditions in the Moroccan-occupied zone,

and the FCO states that ‘There is a high threat from terrorism in Western Sahara as

there is in neighbouring Morocco’. In fact the threat of terrorism in the Free Zone

is negligible, given the fact that the area is effectively uninhabited except by UN

observers and the Polisario military, who control access to the region. While the

FCO states that ‘Western Sahara is a disputed territory and the UK regards its

status as undetermined’, the lack of reference to its current effective partition and

the existence of the Polisario-administered zone suggests a de facto acceptance of

Morocco as the administering power in the whole of the territory. This is underlined

by the absence of Western Sahara from the list of countries for which profiles are

available on the FCO website. British complicity in the Moroccan occupation is

further indicated by reports that the UK has recently upgraded Howitzers deployed

by the Moroccan military in occupied Western Sahara, and of the presence in late

2002 of at least one British weapons trainer in Layoune.78 This tacit support for, or

at the very least indifference to, the Moroccan occupation of Western Sahara by

the UK government presents problems for UK-based researchers working in the

region. While the travel advice from the FCO is that ‘We strongly recommend that

you obtain comprehensive travel and medical insurance before traveling [to

Western Sahara]’, the lack of travel advice pertaining to the Free Zone makes such

insurance difficult to obtain for this area.

The ambiguous political status of Western Sahara also poses problems for the

acquisition of funding for fieldwork. An anonymous reviewer of an unsuccessful
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funding application by the author to the UK Arts and Humanities Research Board

(AHRB) in 2003 made the following statement: ‘This proposal requests funds to

support an archaeological survey and excavations in a little known area of

Morocco now under the control of the Polisario Front, and administered from

Algeria’. This statement gives the clear impression that Polisario are a separatist

movement seeking succession fromMorocco, rather than an independence movement

involved in a conflict over a disputed territory. The statement thus reflects the

Moroccan ideological stance. Either this reviewer was unfamiliar with the regional

political situation (unlikely if they were qualified to review the application), or

they accepted the Moroccan claim to Western Sahara. While the lack of success of

this particular application may of course be due to a variety of factors, statements

such as the one above do raise questions regarding the impartiality of reviewers

and funding panels. The AHRB panel also ‘had doubts about the validity of

permissions to carry out the proposed project in a disputed territory’, despite the

explicitly stated successful completion of the 2002 field season, suggesting a wariness

of upsetting the Moroccan authorities. Nonetheless, the above reviewer and the

AHRB recommended that the application was resubmitted once certain specific

issues had been addressed. A subsequent application in 2004 which addressed

these issues was also unsuccessful, receiving a much lower grading than the original

application. Whatever the quality of the proposal, the feedback received from the

AHRB suggests that political considerations as well as academic merit played a

role in the decision not to fund this particular project.

The Western Sahara conflict thus serves to hamper scientific cooperation, as well

as undermining regional security and economic integration. While the conflict may

have played a role in protecting certain archaeological sites by keeping visitors

away from the region, it also represents an obstacle to the development and

implementation of measures to protect them. For example, UNESCO is highly unli-

kely to consider designating any World Heritage Sites in Western Sahara as long as

the status of the territory is contested. Ostensibly this is because of concerns over

potential difficulties in managing such sites should the conflict resume, although it

might also be noted that UNESCO is very active in Morocco. In this context it is

also notable that UNICEF has no presence in the Saharawi refugee camps, in contrast

to its activities among refugee populations elsewhere. In fact, on the UNICEF website

(www.unicef.org), Western Sahara is present in neither the list of countries or

territories in which UNICEF is active, nor in the list of countries or territories in

which UNICEF does not operate, indicating that Western Sahara is not recognised

as any sort of entity UNICEF. Again, given its activities in Morocco this is

perhaps unsurprising.

Summary and Conclusions

The archaeology of Western Sahara as represented by sites in the Free Zone is of

considerable importance to our understanding of the African past, given its diversity,

the density of sites, and its obvious links with the greater Saharan region and potential

links with areas to the north and south, coupled with the evidence of local cultural
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trajectories. As a result of the military and subsequent political conflict between the

Polisario independence movement and Morocco, very little is known about the

archaeology of this region in any detail, although the situation is changing as a

result of recent work. The possibility of renewed conflict lends urgency to efforts

to record and assess the archaeology of the territory. In particular, there is an

urgent need for excavation and the recovery of archaeological and palaeoenvironmen-

tal materials for dating, in order to examine linked trajectories of environmental and

social change. Such an undertaking would do much to illuminate past climate change

and associated population dynamics and cultural innovation in the region, and would

also yield information of relevance to contemporary concerns about climate change

and human adaptation.

The ongoing political conflict has resulted in certain opportunities for field

research as a result of support for such work by the Polisario. However, the reluctance

of national governments, funding bodies and international agencies to risk offending

the Moroccan authorities represents a barrier to the development of large-scale

collaborative research projects as well as to the preservation of important archaeolo-

gical sites. The political situation also has important implications for the preservation

of archaeological sites. All parties interested in the cultural heritage of the region –

archaeologists, the Polisario authorities, and individuals from the Saharawi commu-

nity – must work together to ensure the preservation of this important resource.

Archaeologists can facilitate the long-term management of cultural heritage

through the fostering of local expertise, the building of local capacity to assess and

monitor archaeological sites, and by engaging international organisations in conser-

vation efforts.

As a result of the conflict, the wider political and social relevance of archaeology

in Western Sahara is amplified. Archaeology appears to have been deployed in the

propaganda war, rather inexpertly, by Morocco. On the other side of the conflict,

Polisario support for archaeological fieldwork may also reflect a desire to exploit

archaeology for nationalistic purposes, although the author has personally experi-

enced no attempts by the Polisario to influence the presentation of scientific results.

Rather than using archaeology explicitly to support territorial claims, it appears

that the approach of both sides in the conflict is to use archaeology to strengthen

the psychological links between people and land and to strengthen a sense of

ownership in a more abstract manner. For the Polisario, an obvious motivation for

supporting archaeological field research is the potential publicity it may generate,

which will inevitably lead to increased international awareness of the plight of the

Saharawi people. An additional incentive is the role such collaboration plays in

normalising the status of the Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic with foreign

institutions.

Under such circumstances, archaeology cannot be conducted purely as an ‘objec-

tive’ exercise independent of the political context. Archaeologists working in

conditions such as those pertaining in Western Sahara must accept that their work

has potential political ramifications. However, they should work hard to ensure that

archaeology does not become debased as a simple political tool. While archaeology

may inform people’s views of a political conflict, it cannot arbitrate in such situations.
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Ultimately the solutions to Western Sahara’s problems must be arrived at through

negotiation between the parties to the conflict, supported by a genuine commitment

to peace from external interested parties. Unfortunately such a commitment

appears to be lacking at present.
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