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In recent decades, the transnational approach to the study of human mobility 

processes has nurtured different fields of social science with perspectives and 

approaches that have challenged so-called methodological nationalism, 

emphasizing practices and social relations across borders (Wimmer and Glick 

Schiller 2003). New theoretical and empirical insights have questioned the 

assumption of nation-state borders as a natural part of the study of social 

processes and the need to analyze flows and connections between places and 

people. Consequently, research has highlighted the role of non-governmental 

actors while emphasizing the necessity of transcending nation-states, borders, 

and localities to understand migrants’ ties, relations, and processes to and of 

migration flows. In a more interconnected world, contemporary migration 

processes cannot be understood without examining global communication and 

the impact of digital technologies in everyday life. In that sense, scholarship has 

also enriched empirical studies which aim to understand diaspora experiences 

through a more globalized lenses (Georgiou 2013; Leurs and Smets 2018). 

Electronic media -radio, television and digital technologies- have covered 

multiple territories, reduced distances and renegotiated co-presence, i.e. that 

meaningful experience of feeling close to distant beloved ones through 

immediate caring practices and circular technological communication, allowing 

the construction of a sense of togetherness (Baldassar et al. 2016). Such 

opportunities have redefined belonging and collectivity for diasporic 

populations all over the world. Following this approach, this special issue of 

L’Ouest saharien highlights recent research in the field of diaspora studies with 

a particular focus on Saharan and Sahelian diasporas settled in Europe and 

elsewhere. The aim of this special issue is to investigate how and with what 

implications Saharan and Sahelian populations communicate their perceptions 

of exile. 
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Recent developments in this field have drawn attention to the emotional 

implications of the notion of exile and its current media expressions (Vermot 

2017; Freedman 2017; Alinejad and Ponzanesi 2020). The intersection of 

emotional dynamics linked to the migratory process and to the diasporic 

condition itself allows us to understand the interconnectedness of places and 

groups that directly experience deterritorialisation and differentiated social 

relations. In the following paragraphs we will examine the link between 

diaspora and media communication practices. We argue that this intersection is 

primarily based on social recognition and identifiable status that bring about 

rights and forms of belonging. Diasporic populations strive for recognition and 

participation in public spaces, allowing them to sustain a sense of community 

through various modes of communication and contact with their peers in 

relation to their common sense of exile from a distant homeland. These 

observations have inspired the articles included in this special issue of L’Ouest 

saharien highlights recent diaspora research in both the humanities and social 

sciences. Following authors such as Stéphane Dufoix (2011) in sociology, or 

Martine Hovanessian (2005) in anthropology, the aim is to expand on diasporic 

media as a concept to understand the ways the production and consumption of 

images, sounds, and information are linked to exile as an emotional process. 

 

The issue of migration and the cosmopolitan condition (Agier 2013) has 

been a focus of scholarship and media attention in Europe in the last decades. 

The displacement of populations following the Arab Springs as well as civil 

wars (Libya, Mali, Sudan, Syria, etc.) represent an intensification and 

diversification of a movement of people. Sahrawi and Sahelian populations 

have been affected by the intensification of migration waves in recent years: the 

countries of the region have also experienced disruptions since their 

independence from colonial rule and the arrival and fall of different political 

regimes. These developments have been linked to political and social instability, 

but also broader phenomena such as economic fluctuation and the consequences 

of climate change. Moreover, the Arab Spring(s) of 2011 demonstrated the 

relevance of digital technologies in the region not only for organizing political 

mobilization, but also for the contribution and active participation of diasporic 

communities through social media platforms. 

 

We consider that a special issue focusing on this broad context allows us to 

better understand the impact of the digital technologies in mediating diasporic 

everyday life. To this end, different analytical approaches of exile will be 

examined, both from within and outside diasporic communities. Following Dan 

Sperber (2000), communication is successful when at least one idea of what one 

wants to communicate has been transmitted. This process of communication is 

more complex in the context of migration and intercultural relations (Ladmiral 

and Lipiansky 2015), which accentuate issues relating to the sense of belonging, 

self-awareness, and community. Thus, this issue will explore the different 
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perceptions of exile within Saharan and Sahelian diasporas through what their 

members communicate to each other or to others outside the community. 

Diasporic exile(s) 

The concept of diaspora has been the subject of numerous debates related to 

ethnicity and nationhood (Hall 1990; Safran 1991; Cohen and Vertovec 1999; 

Brah 2011), most significantly those addressing migration and the multiple 

senses of belonging and loyalties to certain groups. The conceptual 

development of such debates goes beyond a delineated community to 

encompass alternative processes of belonging, self-identification and 

consciousness. In this sense, according to Cohen and Vertovec (1999), the 

concept of diaspora is now used for virtually any population that is considered 

deterritorialized or transnational. However, not all migrants consider 

themselves part of a diaspora. As "exemplary communities of the transnational 

moment" (Tölöyan 1991: 5), members of diasporas have become relevant actors 

of globalization because of their capacity to evoke solidarities and maintain 

symbolic ties between equals. The main point is the conceptualization of 

diaspora as a “dispersed group of people from an existing or imaginary 

homeland, maintaining a sense of collectivity over an extend period of time” 

(Kleist 2008: 1129). Collective memories of displacement and home narratives 

are constituted, and potentially contested, by groups who experience a 

displacement and dispossession. Such memories are then relayed to new 

generations. 

 

Thus, the intersection between the collective and the individual merges in 

the notion of exile. Derived from the Latin class. ex(s)ilium "banishment, place 

of exile", diaspora can also take on the meaning of "distress, misfortune, 

torment" if we refer to the use of this term in the Song of Roland (Roland, ed. J. 

Bédier: verse 2935). Currently, the notion of exile has been also addressed by 

scholarship as a collective process. This situation is also connected to 

transmission of memories associated to a traumatic event related to 

displacement or dispossession of a group. Thus, the sense of exile accentuates 

an intimate experience, which to collective pains and traumas that require 

sensitive approaches and adapted protocols (Saglio-Yatzimirsky 2020) to the 

various populations encountered. Exile implies as much suffering as hope 

(Nouss 2015), but also nostalgia for what is left behind (Angé and Berliner 

2015), or recognition of the migratory condition as a form of attachment to the 

country of origin through continued political involvement (Galitzine-Loumpet 

and Saglio-Yatzimirsk 2018). As mentioned before, diasporas develop a sense 

of identification that links “here” and “there” as an interconnected and 

dialectical belonging from the homeland to the host countries, and from 
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experiences and memories to affects connected to the collective meaning of 

exile. 

 

Appealing to emotions or pathos in rhetoric allows us to capture how people 

living in exile create their own narratives, especially when they talk about and 

share their experience related to “living in-between different nations, of and not 

of each place, feeling neither here nor there” (McLeod, 2010: 247). Thus, 

common narratives are differentiated based on sharing feelings, evoking forms 

of nostalgia and affective expressions (Peraldi-Mittelette 2019) which can also 

be read as degrees of analysis in diasporic communication studies. Hence, 

considering digital affordances, i.e., the practices and forms that people use 

when interacting with technology, digital communication in exile generates 

significant emotivescapes that involve different scales of sociality such as the 

intimate group, the known-community level and the national level (Almenara- 

Niebla 2022). 

Locating the Sahel-Sahara diaspora 

According to Ki-Zerbo (2011) and Nugent and Asiwaju (1998), African 

borders are conceptualised as places of contact and as channels of 

communication that go beyond the notion of borders as barriers obstructing 

contact between people. In this sense, Mbembe (2010) has questioned the 

relevance of perceiving African borders as itinerant territorialities beyond an 

understanding of them as mere products of colonialism. Sahelian and Saharan 

borders are relevant for the demarcation of imaginary territories characterized 

by the very mobility of their populations. In the same way, this mobility has 

been shaped by European colonialism, both in terms of the change in the 

sedentary dynamics of the mobile populations of the area (Zunes and Mundy 

2010), and the neo-colonialism inherent in the economic and political links with 

the former metropolises. 

 

According to Amselle (2022), the Sahel has often been portrayed in media 

as frozen in an archaic and stereotyped colonialist representation. In this context 

of denied historicity, it is necessary to broaden this perspective, leaving behind 

this limited representation of the area and understanding of not only the social, 

political and economic relations existing in these countries, but also the 

significant role of broader social processes that concern the region, such as its 

diasporic populations, whether on the African or European continent. In the case 

of the Tuareg of the Sahara, their displacement to neighboring countries 

(Algeria, Burkina Faso, Libya, Mali and Niger) is documented following the 

rebellions of the 1990s (Boilley 2012, Boyer 2019, Claudot-Hawad 2017, Klute 

2011). These series of migrations since the 1960s has been analyzed in terms of 

population displacement due to droughts, famines or loss of livestock (Bellil 
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and Dida 1995, Spittler 1997). Since 2012, the situation has changed with the 

declaration of independence of Azawad- a territory in northern Mali claimed by 

the Tuareg. Azawad seceded from Mali in April 2012, but without international 

recognition, and although partly motivated by previous armed movements in the 

1960s and 1990s, this period of independence ended quickly for various reasons. 

(Grémont 2019). This declaration of Azawad as an independent state was partly 

a consequence of the fall of Libyan president ‘Umar al-Gaddafi. Once the 

Libyan state crumbled, Tuareg who had served in al-Gaddafi’s army returned 

to Mali with weapons and military equipment procured during their service. 

They joined the rebel troops of Azawad and contributed to the victory against a 

disorganised Malian army plagued by tensions between different high-ranking 

officers and various army factions. (Grégoire and Bourgeot 2011, Poupart 2017) 

and left Tuareg communities with hope that a territory of their own would 

emerge. This hope was quickly dashed by the French intervention in Mali in 

2013. From the point of view of members of the diaspora, who live in 

neighboring countries (Mauritania, Morocco or Senegal) or in Europe (France, 

Belgium, Italy and Switzerland), the situation is still worrying because there are 

many departures and the hope of return is diminishing. This is partly due to the 

unresolved conflict in the north between the Tuareg and the Malian state, not to 

mention the ever-present threat of AQIM. Increasing numbers of young people 

are leaving the Sahara and venturing into exile. The Tuareg community in 

Europe has risen from 350 individuals in 2011 to more than 6000 in 2021 

(Peraldi-Mittelette in this issue). This wave of migration has been formed 

mainly by students who settle for a longer period, and by people without training 

and whose irregular situation has impacted their migratory condition. In exile, 

Tuaregs have opted for diasporic organizations to be able to meet with each 

other, but also to be able to organize their struggle from abroad. This struggle 

has taken several forms, such as the promotion of their own culture, and the 

spreading of their situation to get recognition of their suffering and requirements 

(Peraldi-Mittelette 2019). 

 

Several papers in this special issue address the Western Sahara conflict and 

the Saharawi diaspora in particular. One of the longest postcolonial conflicts in 

the contemporary world, the struggle over the independence of Western Sahara 

is defined by the international community’s labeling the state as a non-self- 

governing territory (Zunes 1998) defined by Morocco’s continued occupation 

of the region, leading to what have some labeled “the unfinished process of 

decolonization” (Zunes and Mundy 2010). The conflict over the Western Sahara 

began at the end of Spanish colonial rule in 1975 when the POLISARIO Front, 

the nationalist movement of the region, Morocco and Mauritania went to war to 

claim the territory. Despite a ceasefire in 1991, the conflict remains unresolved, 

and the population of the Western Sahara is still divided between those who 

continue to live in the territory and those who reside in the Sahrawi refugee 

camps in the southwest part of Algeria. However, there is now a third category 
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of those who live further afield that constitute the wider diasporic population 

beyond the camps, especially in Spain and Mauritania. This wider diaspora has 

been politically active, playing critical roles in lobbying for a resolution of the 

conflict (as we will see in the following papers of this issue). In particular, 

Sahrawi women have played a significant role in the promotion of the cause, 

but also in the reconfiguration of gender roles through the affordances promoted 

by digital technologies. These are topics connected to the emotional experience 

of exile and the maintenance of strong links with their communities of origin 

and their new individual project. 

Researching diasporic exiles through media practices 

Focusing on the particular experiences and associated practices of exile of 

Sahelian and Saharan diasporas allows for a better understanding of the ways in 

which they communicate the meanings of their localities, homelands and 

communities. Electronic media have opened up the emotional dynamics of 

diasporic roots and routes (Gilroy 1995). In recent years, ethnographers have 

begun to develop extensive analyses related to the study of mediated social 

interactions. In particular, digital ethnography (Pink et al. 2016) has inspired 

numerous enquiries that reconsider a non-media centered approach to the 

analysis of communication processes. A focus not on the media, but on the 

practices, processes and experiences that are socially generated around them, 

has enriched and benefited diaspora studies because of the ability to understand 

spatial, emotional and communicative interactions at different levels. In terms 

of media practices, digital technologies have emerged as an indispensable 

means to understand diasporic practices. In recent decades, media 

anthropologists have focused on affordances, as well as dynamics and 

implications of digital communication, in ongoing social processes linked to 

migration (Costa 2018; Leurs 2017) to understand broader aspects such as 

belonging, nostalgia and the diversity implicit in diasporic experiences. This 

perspective has allowed us to understand agency and practices to affirm and 

strengthen processes of belonging in transnational communities. Music could 

be seen as a playful medium to inform diasporic experience. By music we also 

mean musical social moments, in which songs are listened to, as a means of 

listening through rhythm and exploring lyrics. These musical elements resonate 

with a scenography that is as much a part of musical practice as the set, 

costumes, gestures and words (Bakis 2007; Goffman 1973; Peraldi-Mittelette 

2022; Georges 2008; Greathouse Amador & Penagos Corzo 2009). 

Considering these contextual approaches, but also theoretical, 

methodological principles mentioned before, the reflections of this special issue 

are articulated around three fundamental topics that are embodied through the 

members of the Sahrawi and Sahelian diasporas. According to Bateson and 

Ruesch, "communication is the matrix in which all human activities are 

embedded" (1988). We have, therefore, organized the articles in this special 
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issue into different thematic sections. The first section concerns the meanings 

that this communication practices represents for the diasporic community itself 

and vis-à-vis the foreigner (Stavo-Debauge 2017). The second section 

articulates the forms that communication processes might take through 

proxemics, kinaesthesia or haptic interactions. Finally, the third section seeks to 

address digital agency and its possibilities in social media interactions within 

the community. 

Mediated meanings 

The aim of this special issue is to address the relationship between the 

diasporic experience and the media practices that are shaped and consolidated 

through migratory processes. In this section, this relationship will be described 

and analyzed in order to identify the different socio-political realities that make 

up the communication process. To this end, it will be important to interrogate 

scales of self- and community-perception when living abroad (Stavo-Debauge 

2017), which can be deployed between the Saharan and Sahelian diasporas. By 

building diasporic communities that are sometimes geographically fragmented, 

these groups nevertheless establish links between their members. The 

establishment of relationships is achieved through various encounters and 

exchanges, such as interpersonal relationships, the creation of associations and 

collective events, among others. However, depending on the diasporic group in 

question, the meanings communicated through digital technologies may not 

have the same social and political implications for each member or collective. 

In this vein, Ana María Pernás, Keina Espiñeira, and Carlos Diz address these 

questions of meaning in this special issue. Through the case of the Sahrawi 

diaspora in Galicia, and specifically women, the authors analyze the links and 

bridges that are generated between the group by transmitting their cause. From 

a feminist and decolonial perspective, the authors seek to understand the role of 

women in the transmission of knowledge about the Western Sahara conflict. 

Similarly, in her paper Judith Tavakoli analyses how young Sahrawis connect 

their personal aspirations with the metanarratives they were socialized with, 

e.g., the over-riding and unifying wish of all Sahrawis to return to an 

independent Western Sahara, and how they reflect on the politicization of their 

person. 

Communicating the diasporic condition 

This second section of research addresses the different forms of 

communication processes of self-representation in exile. The continuity of a 

sense of belonging can be seen in the preservation and transmission of heritage, 

as in the case of migrant languages (Ammouden 2012; Bornand and Leguy 

2016; Deprez 2006; Donabedian-Demopoulos 2001; Matthey 2010; Sadi 2009). 

Moreover, the marketing of objects imbued with imagination, claimed 



20  

 

 

authenticity and nostalgia for the country (Bordes-Benayoun 2012), may make 

it possible to question affective links with diaspora homes (Alexandre-Garner 

and Galitzine-Loumpet 2020; Almenara-Niebla 2020). In this context, the place 

of the communicating body is interrogated through an analysis of sensory 

communication (Gélard 2010: 176) to question the senses and emotions of 

diasporic people (Galitzine-Loumpet and Saglio Yatzimirsky 2018; Pénicaud 

2017). The process of embodiment or disembodiment is played out, in 

particular, in festive events that bring together members of the diaspora, during 

which images and bodily expressions mediate and stage discourses, claims and 

representations of the self in exile. Syntia Hasenöhrl analyses the example of 

two Malian women and how affective experiences of digital connectivity shape 

their experiences and perceptions of exile. Likewise, Pierre Peraldi-Mittelette 

reflects on the ways in which members of the Tuareg diaspora settled in Europe 

communicate their sense of exile. Using situations of interaction and a game of 

discursive and sensorial representation, Peraldi-Mittelette questions how the 

Tuaregs express and present themselves to people who do not belong to their 

group. 

Social media affordances 

We also afford a special place to the analysis of relations between diasporas, 

in particular through intra-African or globalized diasporas (Boyer, 2005; Daum 

and Dougnon 2009; Dia 2014; Mary 2014; Rasmussen 2003). The exploration 

of kinship links between here and there, as well as their representations and 

consequences, focuses the debate about gender roles and other social 

interactions. Recently, studies have focused on the relationship between 

migration and digital technologies (Georgiou 2010; Kiyindou and Miéré Pélage 

2012; Rigoni 2010) to take into account the scope of diasporic networks through 

different media practices across cultural, national, ethnic or transnational 

imaginaries (Belalimat 2019; Fogel 2007; Kane and Mazauric 2013; Mattelart 

2007). These everyday media practices are relevant both in the analysis of 

transnational advocacy networks and in the way diasporic groups communicate 

their cause. In her paper, Ana Arribas Sebastián analyses the impact of social 

media in the configuration of a diasporic public sphere for Sahrawi women, 

especially in terms of the reconfiguration of gender roles. Similarly, Silvia 

Almenara-Niebla focuses on blogs written by Sahrawi women to understand 

diasporic agency and a sense of in-betweenness due to their diasporic condition. 

In their article, Horacio Espinosa Zepeda and Marta Contijoch Torres present 

the results of two research studies on street vendors of Senegalese origin in 

Barcelona, Spain, commonly known as "manteros". They study how vendors 

collectives were formed from networks close to Sufi circles as well as how 

political movements and the media took advantage of their undocumented 

situation to lump the manteros in with rioters during different events. 
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✽ 

 
This special issue accounts for the diversity of experiences in diaspora as 

Saharan and Sahelian populations communicate their perceptions of exile. This 

issue is conceived as a whole that focuses on a major geographical area of 

departure, the Sahara-Sahel zone. It is not intended to circumscribe the regions 

of arrival or transit, but to include a wide international view on the diasporic 

condition. In that sense, the populations discussed in this issue are diasporas that 

are not only attached to their nations, but also to their ethnicities. As the papers 

of this special issue demonstrate, diasporic communities organize themselves in 

formal or institutional ways through political groups, local associations, but also 

through informal links of relations based on social media ecology. Therefore, 

the following articles emphasize the ways in which diasporic groups organize 

and communicate their exile. These processes allow for the study of diaspora 

communities not only as organized entities, but also as connected social and 

political structures. These Saharan and Sahelian diasporic communities are 

socially and symbolically attached to both their homelands and host countries, 

and currently constitute a complex map of social and emotional structures 

within digital localities. 
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