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Abstract
Violent extremism and Jihadism in Western Sahel are the result of interlocking
conflicts. Civil strife and regional (or global) conflict form a nexus. Conflict
becomes intractable. And the inability of government to resolve normal social
tensions, let alone the challenges caused by the effects of climate change, youth
unemployment, poverty and food insecurity, make them open to intervention
by outside players motivated more by geopolitical calculations than local
concerns. Foreign players can be divided in two main categories. Firstly,
Jihadists, by exploiting local situations, can make civil strife more deadly than
their own actions. Secondly, global powers use Africa as a surrogate terrain for
their global power play. As this paper argues, this architecture of complexity
leads to the conclusion that there is no one terrorism in the Sahel but many and
each requires a different approach. By the same token, the theoretical debate
about whether we are witnessing a radicalization of Islam or an Islamization of
Radicalism is irrelevant. This paper argues that there a continuum between the
two extremes.
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Introduction
There is an ongoing debate about whether Jihadism is the result of a
radicalization of Islam or the result of an Islamization of radicalism. This
debate was featured in an article by Bonelli and Carrié in Le Monde
Diplomatique of Mars, 2020: ‘Fausses évidences sur the jihadism.’ In the
political scientist Gilles Kepel’s theory, Jihadism is the result of a
radicalization of Islam. But the researcher Olivier Roy’s theory asserts
that Jihadism is the result of the Islamization of radicalism.1 This paper is
a response to the ongoing debate and proposes the view that
radicalization of Islam or Islamization of radicalism is a false dilemma.
Jihadism in Western Sahel combines both phenomena at various degrees
to create a situation of increasing instability, political violence, intractable
civil strife, and interlocking conflicts.
There are two embedded conflicts going on in the region: one is
international (global Jihadism) and the other is local (local grievances).
This paper looks at how the intersection of these two interlocking
struggles, the radicalization of Islam and the Islamization of radicalism,
merge to produce an explosive mixture. It is at this nexus of the global
and the local that Roy’s and Kepel’s views can be reconciled.
Expert in development policies, Serge Michailof wrote a book titled
Africanistan: Development or Jihad (2018). For him, political violence cannot
be dissociated from absence of development. His conclusions, in many
ways, join that of Nick Turse’s book, Tomorrow’s Battlefield: US Proxy Wars
and Secret Ops in Africa (2015). Focusing on external intervention, Turse
asserted that Africa is the next (if not already the current) battle space of
the war on terror while, Michailof, basing his analysis on domestic issues,
concludes that all the conditions that have created a semi-permanent war
situation in Afghanistan are now present in Africa, particularly in the
‘Sahelistan.’ The difference is only in magnitude: Afghanistan is a
country. The Sahel is a region.
The purpose of this paper is to deconstruct the architecture of
complexity created by the nexus where the local and the global meet and
where the radicalization of Islam and the Islamization of radicalism are
combined at various degrees at different locations.

1

Laurent Bonelli and Fabien Carrié, ‘Fausses évidences sur the djihadisme,’ Le Monde
Diplomatique, Mars 2020, p. 19.
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Current security situation in the Sahara-Sahel
A panoramic view of the Sahel shows an image that can be compared to
the trajectory of a bullet traversing the northern half of the African
continent from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean, or the bed of a gigantic
dry river with 10 riparian states. ‘These 10 countries span over 7 million
square kilometers and have close to 135 million inhabitants’ as wrote
John F. May in 2015.2 Its population is growing fast. It is estimated to
reach 200 million by 2050. More than half of that population will live the
three countries that constitute the epicenter of Jihadist activities, Niger,
Burkina Faso, and Mali. Meanwhile, the region experiences recurrent
drought. Water is scarce. Due to a combination of drought, political
instability, and rising food prices, an estimated 18 million people are
currently facing food insecurity.3 ‘All of these factors contribute to a cycle
in which the climate worsens human conditions and resulting human
behaviors worsen the climate.’4 Outbreaks of diseases such as dengue
fever and cholera are not uncommon and are likely to increase as the
population grows while agriculture becomes more difficult. The
following map shows the shape of the Sahel.

John F. May, ‘Demographic Challenges of the Sahel,’ January 14, 2015, available at
https://www.prb.org/sahel-demographics/. Accessed on April 29, 2020.
3 Map sahel.jpg - Wikimedia Commons, commons.wikimedia.org
4 Marcel Kitissou, ‘The Sahel in its complexity,’ Sahel Consortium website at
http://sanelconsortium.com
2
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An article titled ‘The Sahel in Flames: Key dates for the Sahel’s spreading
militancy’ published by The New Humanitarian (formerly IRIN News) on
May 31, 2019, describes some of the consequences of Jihadists’ violent
actions in the region with these disturbing statistics:
•
•
•
•

•

1.8 million people facing food insecurity
5.1 million people requiring humanitarian assistance
157 men, women, and children killed in March (2019) in one attack in
Mali
In past months (Spring 2019), a surge in violence in Mali, Burkina
Faso, and Niger – three Sahelian countries with shared borders and
common problems – has left more than 440,000 people displaced
and 5,000 dead, as militants, some with links to al-Qaeda and Islamic
State, have extended their grip across the region.
Meanwhile, hundreds of thousands are left unable to have access to
education and healthcare.
The map below shows areas of food insecurity in the Sahel. The
darkest colors indicate the most affected areas.
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There are several actors that are the sources of the acts of violence noted
above. We will only discuss the principal ones.
Main Jihadi actors
The rapid escalation of violent activities by militant Islamist groups in
the Sahel since 2016 has been primarily driven by three groups:




The Macina Liberation Front focusing its activities around the MoptiSegou region of central Mali
The Ansaroul Islam, concentrated around the Djibo municipality of
northern Burkina Faso
The Islamic State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS)

ISGS has been distinctive for the geographic expansiveness of its
activity. Its actions extend to some 800 km along the eastern
37
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Mali/western Niger border area as well as roughly 600 km down Burkina
Faso’s eastern border with Niger. Roughly 90 percent of ISGS attacks
have occurred within 100 km of one of these borders.5 Jihadist activities
are progressively expanding beyond these areas in the Sahel and can, if
not stopped, destabilize the northern regions of coastal states in the near
future such as Togo, Benin and Ghana. With regards to coastal states of
West Africa, because of the multi-faceted challenges confronted by the
Sahelian population and severe effects of climate change, many Sahelians
are migrating to coastal states. Furthermore, from Nigeria to Somalia and
from Mali to Mozambique, Jihadism is becoming a pan-African issue
overlapping local threats. Therefore, it is becoming clear that there is no
one terrorism but many, requiring different approaches even if there are
opportunistic external connections.

A street vendor from the Sahel in Lomé-Togo.
A mejira is a generic name for street vendors from the Sahel in Lomé,
Togo and is a common phenomenon on the coast of West Africa. They
go door-to-door to offer all kinds of merchandise as the picture
shows. Often illiterate but extremely smart, they offer products at prices
local customers can afford. In Lomé, they live in specific neighborhoods
(Bassadji, Biossé, Togbato, Ablogamé, Anfamé) and in the area around
5

Pauline Le Roux, ‘Exploiting Borders in the Sahel: The Islamic State in the Greater
Sahara,’ Africa Center for Strategic Studies, June 10, 2019.
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the Port and others. As years pass, they integrate the local populations
and speak, with a foreign accent, Mina, the language spoken in Lomé.
This type of street vendor can also be found, here and there, in towns of
the interior.6 One can find established Sahelian communities in almost
every town in West Africa. Potentially, this can provide either a network
for Jihadist militants, if one is pessimistic, or a source of information for
security personnel, if one is optimistic. The best source of information is
not necessarily the person who speaks good English or good French.
The smart policy will be to welcome them. These ethnic translocations
lead us to interrogate the modus operandi of the Jihadist groups in the
region.
Modes of operation
There are several ways in which Jihadist groups operate in Western Sahel.
Some of them are salient enough to create a pattern. They manipulate
inter-communal conflicts by exploiting ethnic tensions. By doing so, like
in central Mali, they can make ethnic conflicts deadlier than their own
direct actions. By closely studying social issues in specific regions, they
exploit social grievances in local communities. As a result of their actions,
there is escalation in the displacement of populations, food insecurity,
and other humanitarian crises while resources to effectively respond are
lacking.
The new wave of violence makes a bad situation worse and threatens
civilians’ lives and livelihoods. Christian Parenti has studied similar
tensions around the world in his book, Tropic of Chaos: Climate Change and
the New Geography of Violence (2012), and concluded that severe climate,
combined with poverty, aggravates social tension and political violence.
Poverty combined with a lack of safety net creates a situation of
permanent emergency and a window of opportunity for political
entrepreneurs and violent actors.
Jihadists have also helped local militias thrive allowing and, in some
cases, encouraging the proliferation of communal militia groups leading
to the rise of intercommunal conflicts. Furthermore, finding themselves
between the hammer and the anvil, civilians are often the casualties of
their own governments’ security forces. These forces, by killing civilians
during counter-terrorism operations, add to insecurity, legitimate the
6

Journalist Ekoué Satchivi, Facebook, June 18, 2019.
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enemy’s propaganda, and facilitate recruitment by extremist groups. In
Burkina Faso, for example, military forces are killing three times more
civilians than Jihadists. Reaction to military actions such as this was part
of events that triggered the emergence of Boko Haram as terrorist group
in the state of Borno in Northern Nigeria. Moreover, Hilary Matfess
(2017) contributed to the analysis of Boko Haram by describing how
patriarchy and competing masculinities in northern Nigeria have made
Boko Haram an attractive alternative for women determined to free
themselves from the prevailing structural violence that affects them and
control their own lives,7 thus inserting added sources of anger into the
mix.
Governments in Africa, often, are themselves a source of instability.
It is therefore a tricky business, particularly in foreign intervention, to
rely on the African state alone to resolve conflict and ensure durable
peace. The actions and reactions between Boko Haram and the
government of Nigeria is a typical example of such situation.

The New Humanitarian, ‘The Sahel in Flames,’ May 31, 2019 available at
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/in-depth/sahel-flames-Burkina-Faso-MaliNiger-militancy-conflict?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=cf63
26c87f- Accessed on April 29, 2020
7
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The map below shows the geography of active militant Islamic groups.

There are other endemic issues that create a fertile ground for non-state
armed groups.
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Endemic issues
A major factor of instability in the Sahel, present and future, is
demography. The population grows faster than economic development
can meet its needs. For example, as Michailof (2018) pointed out, Niger,
at the time of independence in 1960, had 3 million people. Now it has
about 20 million people. By 2035, it will have more than 40 million.
Forecast for the period between 2035 and 2050 varies between 76 million
(at the fertility rate of 5.1) and 89 million (at the fertility rate of 7.2). It
remains to be seen where foods and employments will come from to
meet rapidly growing demands.8
Another major endemic issue is the structure of the economies,
characteristic of failed or failing states. A 2018 report by OECD, ‘Illicit
Financial Flows: The economy of Illicit Trade in West Africa,’ states:
Informal enterprise accounts for anywhere between 40% and 75% of
gross domestic product (GDP) and employs anywhere between 50%
and 80% of the available workforce in different West African countries.
By one estimate, the informal sector currently accounts for around 60%
of all urban employment and provided 90% of all new employment
created in the 1990s (Fortune et al., 2015). Consequently, economic
growth has translated into increasing inequalities and a highly visible
gap between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots.’ This, in turn, has caused
young people to become disillusioned with their governments and has
entrenched intergenerational differences (Reitman and Shaw, 2014;
Marc et al., 2015). Arguably, these schisms have exacerbated social
fractures and weakened the rule of law, with implications for the
recruitment of youth into criminal industries.

Other challenges include food insecurity due to climate change and
increased demand, illicit trade, youth unemployment, corruption and, in
French speaking countries, the limitations of the franc CFA. Being
pegged to the Euro, the monetary system had the strength of the
economy of Germany while operating in weak economies. The ‘haves’
could afford to import Mercedes Benz cars while many of those who
seek salvation outside the continent end up dying crossing the Sahara
Desert, being sold as slaves on Libya’s slave markets, or drowned at the
bottom of the Mediterranean. There are well-meaning NGOs that try to
8

Serge Michailof, Africanistan: Development or Jihad, Oxford University Press, 2018, p. 22.
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compensate for governments’ limitations. However, their actions lack
coordination and national vision while great powers’ interventions, with
their geopolitical calculations, add to the complexity of local problems.
As a result of issues mentioned above, countries of the Sahel are faced
with two urgent needs: security and development, both requiring
simultaneous attention. However, they cannot afford to finance both at
the same time. Coupled with this double emergency are, also, the double
demands for internal reforms and external assistance. Two examples will
illustrate this point.
The first example pertains to the role of Non-Governmental
Organizations. Lessons from Afghanistan to the 2014 Ebola crisis in
West Africa, in Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone in particular, indicate
that aid should be coordinated and should not by-pass sovereign
institutions. It should also be implemented in a way to strengthen, not
weaken, national sovereign institutions and coordination should be
handled in such a way that other ministerial departments are not or do
not feel disempowered. Matfess noted that ‘In general, the global aid
system often arrests development in its attempt to triage need.’ (2017, p.
190).9
The second illustration of the issues facing African states pertains to
the role of foreign powers. Among great powers’ politics, the role of
France is the most salient as exemplified by the complex relationships
between France and its former colonies in Africa. The de facto FrancoAfrican state was summarized in one word (now in desuetude) by the late
President of Cote d’Ivoire, Felix Houphoet-Boigny, in a 1976 speech:
Françafrique.
Great powers’ politics: the case of France
Decolonization in the case of Africa south of the Sahara is a peculiar
phenomenon. Unlike other regions in the world, including North Africa,
the colonizer decolonized but never left. Francophone Africa is a typical
example. Ties are maintained thanks to defense agreements (usually
secret), cultural affinities and financial arrangements. Military
interventions, as has been the case of France numerous times, are not
durable solutions if local armies cannot hold the space. Repeated
interventions as in the past and permanent presence as is the case of
9

Hilary Matfess, Women and the War on Boko Haram: Wives, Weapons, Witnesses,
Zed Books Ltd., 2017, p. 190.

43

An Architecture of Complexity …

current Operation Barkhane in the Sahel, are perceived as colonial
expeditions and attempts at rebuilding the administrative structures of
colonization. In fact, the use of military force is a sign of weakness
rather than strength. It means that political arrangements in place are no
longer able to maintain the status quo and require action manu militari to
ensure social quiescence. The CFA Franc was less visible than military
intervention but more efficient in maintaining dependence.
The CFA Franc is divided in two mutually exclusive monetary zones:
West Africa CFA Franc and Equatorial Africa CFA Franc. Both are
separately pegged to the Euro but at the exclusion of each other. The
monetary system is too rigid and too strong for weak economies. The
system was unilaterally modified by France in December 2019 and is to
be replaced by Eco starting in 2020. The new Eco is also pegged to the
Euro and participants African member states are no longer required to
deposit 50 percent of their foreign currency in a special account at the
French treasury. A Nigerian scholar, Jibrin Ibrahim commented:
France, through the instrumentality of their most faithful poodle in
West Africa, Alasane Ouattara [President of Cote d’Ivoire], kidnapped
the West African currency that was to be launched next year [2020] for
the 15 countries in the region. In a press conference in Abidjan,
Presidents Macron and Ouattara announced that the 8 West African
countries using the CFA Franc currency would adopt the Eco as their
new currency next year [2020]. The announcement was done the day
ECOWAS was meeting for a final adoption of Eco, also decided for
2020. The French move breaks up the 30-year struggle by ECOWAS to
establish a regional currency to promote trade and development. What
France has done is that it takes over the responsibility of establishing
and even printing the new currency and presents the other countries in
the region with a fait accompli. France is also keeping the new currency
attached to the Euro and therefore aligning it with its colonial interest
as it has always done with the CFA. This means that the other seven
West African countries can only join on conditions established by
France. The implication is that Nigeria is essentially kept out of the
currency because the country will not accept the conditionalities
established by France.10

The map below, with a vertical layout of the countries, shows French
speaking countries in Africa.
10

Jibrin Ibrahim, ‘Why France Kidnapped West Africa’s Eco Currency,’ Deepening
Democracy, Daily Trust, 27th December 2019.
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11

The following map, with a horizontal vision of the capital cities of
French speaking countries, shows those countries in a more strategic
manner, that makes their geopolitical importance for France clearly
understandable. The French pré carré (private preserve) basically coincides
with what a couple of analysts described as the African equivalent of the
Plateau de Pratzen.
11

Source: Google search Francophone Africa, accessed on April 29, 2020

45

An Architecture of Complexity …

According to Christine Ockrent and Comte Alexandre de Marenches, the
French strategy has been to maintain control over the African Plateau de
Pratzen in comparison to the dominant Pratzen Heights that Napoleon
used to achieve victory at the battle of Austerlitz in 1805 (Ockrent and
de Marenches (1986).12

12

Christine Ockrent and Comte Alexandre de Marenches, Dans le Secret des
Princes. Paris: Stock, 1986, pp. 161-162). Christine Ockrent was a Belgian
journalist and Comte Alexandre de Marenches was former Director of the Service
de Documentation Extérieure et de Contre-Espionnage (SDECE), the French
external intelligence services (6 November 1970 – 12 June 1981).
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This important geostrategic space that is also considered a French pré
carré (private preserve) is a mixture, on the one hand, of Western, Arabic
and African civilizations and, on the other hand, a combination of
Christian, Muslim, and traditional African religions. Besides being a
source of social influence, that “Plateau” can also be used as a launching
pad for military operations in the Gulf of Guinea (West Africa), in the
Horn of Africa (East Africa), and in the direction of southern Africa.
Situated between important water bodies, it could give access to the
Mediterranean basin and the Red Sea, thus to countries of North Africa
and the Mideast, across the Atlantic Ocean to the east coast of Latin
America, and to the Indian Ocean. In fact, in 1959, France created the
‘Strategic Zone of Central Africa,’ covering all the then French colonies
in Africa south of the Sahara. Two examples illustrate this geostrategic
calculation. In 1982, the United Kingdom was allowed to use the French
military installations in Dakar, Senegal, to intervene in the Argentina’s
Falklands. And the overthrow of Emperor Bokassa of Central Africa in
1979 was to prevent the Libyan leader Gadhafi from establishing alliance
with a country at the center of Africa rather than to stop Emperor
Bokassa’s continuing violations of human rights. Okrent and de
Marenches explained:
The Central African operation [Opération Barracuda, 1979] was an
operation implemented to free this unfortunate country from its
‘Emperor’ [Bokassa] and to prevent Libyans from taking over a
position at the center of Africa. The strategic thinking of Gadhafi was
to occupy Chad, then the Central African Empire situated just below.
Thus, he would be in a strategic area, the equivalent of the Plateau du
Pratzen on the basis of which Napoleon conceived of the maneuver of
the battle of Austerlitz [1805]. Such a victory would be exploited in the
direction of either the Gulf of Guinea or the Horn of Africa and the
Red Sea, hence helping communist Ethiopia and achieving control over
a large part of Africa (my translation).13

Currently, France has troops spread across five countries— Mali,
Mauritania, Burkina Faso, Niger and Chad — as part of Operation
Barkhane that started in 2014. Based in Chad, the operation aims at

13

Christine Ockrent and Comte Alexandre de Marenches, Dans le Secret des Princes. Paris:
Stock, 1986, pp. 161-162.
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disrupting potential militants’ threat across the Sahel region.14 The U.S. is
one of the main western countries France has collaborated with in the
African battle space.
The US has created structures of permanent military presence on the
African continent since 9/11 particularly with the creation of the U.S.
Africa Command in 2007. Part of the US security architecture overlaps
France’s traditional zone of influence from Dakar to Djibouti thus
requiring cooperation in theory and practice.
Evolving US-France collaboration: a practical necessity
France is in Africa to stay for national interests. One can then assume
that, in the fight against violence extremism, it is trying to prevent
Jihadists from preventing it to have access to strategic raw materials,
particularly the uranium from Niger. Khadija Sharife, in an article,
‘French nuclear power fed by uranium from Niger’ (2010), pointed out
that 50 percent of France electricity depends on Niger’s uranium while
three-fifths of the population lives below the poverty line and noted that:
It goes without saying that [the] Niger cannot actually access any of the
uranium mined within its borders: 100 per cent of electricity (225
million kWh) is derived from fossil fuels and imported largely from
neighbouring Nigeria. France, though, is well aware of the situation.15

In a scenario in which US disengages from Afghanistan and Iraq and
decides to focus more on Africa, France will be a junior partner in the
fight against Jihadism. Even if this hypothesis is proven wrong, as it
seems to be, since the Trump Administration has decided to withdraw its
military forces from Africa to focus more on great powers’ competition,
in the current configuration of forces in the Sahel, the U.S. and France
will still need each other, with France playing the leading role. The U.S.
will need France’s knowledge of and presence in the field to protect
western interests. However, because of France’s financial and military
14

Jeremy Bender, ‘France’s Military Is All Over Africa,’ January 22, 2015 at
https://www.businessinsider.com/frances-military-is-all-over-africa-2015-1, accessed
on 6/20/2019.

15

Khadija Sharif, ‘French nuclear power fed by uranium from Niger,’ Bambazuka News,
January 14, 2010 available at https://www.pambazuka.org/governance/frenchnuclear-power-fed-uranium-niger accessed on April 28, 2020.
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limitations, it will need not only the support of Western countries but to
work closely with local forces and authorities. The latest illustration of
this close collaboration is the creation of the G5 Sahel. Cooperation with
China is also a possibility but that will be tricky if U.S.-China competition
intensifies.
Amid geopolitical calculations of great powers, the responsibility of
African governments is crucial in protecting the interests and meeting the
needs of their population. The case of Niger illustrates the contradiction
between great powers’ calculations and local needs and shows how an
African government, caught between conflicting interests, can mishandle
local policymaking and policy implementation.
Good policy and bad politics
Even though Niger is a top producer of uranium, it is among the poorest
countries in the world. It needs money. E.U. wants to curb massive
migration of Africans to Europe. It needs Niger. The opportunity for a
marriage de raison is obvious. In 2015, the European Union (E.U.) helped
the Republic of Niger address simultaneously its development and
security challenges with the Fonds Fiduciaire d’Urgence. In order to
implement the anti-immigration program to E.U.’s satisfaction, Niger
passed the law ‘2015-36’ to stop the flow of migrants through Agadez,
‘the Gate to the Desert.’ From E.U.’s perspective, the immediate goal was
achieved. Locally, the program had unintended consequences.
The law was, in effect, imposed by Brussels. And it was implemented
overnight. This is where good policy turned out to be combined with bad
politics. The ‘2015-36’ law took effect with neither efforts to educate
businesses, nor an information campaign to prepare the residents of
Agadez, and no period of transition. Those believing that they were still
conducting their businesses legally, transporting migrants across the
desert, were suddenly found guilty of doing illegal activities, arrested and
their trucks confiscated. More than half of Agadez’ households
depended on the migration business and related activities (such as
transportation, restauration and lodging) for their income and found
themselves in dire economic predicament overnight. The distribution of
the E.U.’s funds, created to help locals found alternative businesses, was
slow and went mainly to those with political or family connections. Then,
the transportation business resumed but went underground. Lack of
transparence meant more abuses and violations of human rights, and
more financial exploitation of candidates for migration. As a result of
49
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this legal measure and the way it was implemented, the benefit of
smugglers coming back and sharing information with local authorities
about what was going on in the desert was lost. As one General from
Niger put it, when you are at the bottom of a wells, you accept
everything that comes from above, even a snake. 16
It is difficult to suppress illegal activities when communities depend
on them for their livelihood, restaurants, lodging and other services
included. For those communities, therefore, it is a matter of survival to
protect illicit traffickers rather than to cooperate with law enforcement
agents. In Christianity, the power base is in the North, but the
population is in the global South. For Islam, mosques depend on their
communities to survive. Since Muslims form much of the population in
the Sahel, it is tempting associate armed groups with Islam and easier to
exploit religious solidarity. For that reason, local and the outside world
easily merge and make it difficult to distinguish between the
radicalization of Islam and the Islamization of radicalism. This paper
argues that it is a continuum in a spectrum of coping mechanism. In an
era when ideologies supporting the East-West competition have
disappeared, faith has largely replaced ideology in North-South struggle.
This situation reminds one of miscalculations during the Vietnam War.
The U.S., afraid of a ‘Domino Effect,’ was fighting to contain
communism. As China and Vietnam went to war in 1979 after the last
U.S. troops were evacuated in 1973, it turned out that the army of Ho
Chi Minh was fighting for nationalistic reasons and not for communism.
Challenges of security policy in the Sahel
France’s African policy is experiencing serious structural changes. For the
French diplomatic staff, serving in Africa is not a career enhancer. For
the French military personnel, however, serving in Africa is a career
builder. According to Remi Carayol (2019), in three decades, the French
Ministry of Foreign Affairs lost 53% of its staff mostly in Africa. The
last 10 years, the African and Indian Ocean desk lost 40% of its staff.
France’s African policy has been militarized as it now relies more on the
military than the diplomatic officers. And the military, preferring the
strongman as partner, are more concerned about winning the war than
16

Remi Carayol, ‘Les migrants dans la nasse d’Agadez,’ Le Monde Diplomatique, June
2019, pp. 4-5.
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winning the peace, the short-term vs. long the term. Negotiation is no
longer part of the equation. Doctrines of past professionals in colonial
pacification, such as Maréchal Joseph Gallieni and Maréchal Thomas
Bugeaud, are re-emerging.17
Here, the warning of U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt to
Churchill and de Gaulle during WWII is worth remembering: ‘I have
tried to make clear to Winston—and others [including Charles de
Gaulle]– that while we are their allies and in it to victory by their side,
they must never get the idea that we’re in it just to help them hang on to
the archaic, medieval empire ideas,’ he told his son Elliott. 18 This
principle should guide the security cooperation between the U.S. and
France in the Sahel.
Beside the U.S. and France, there are other players. China is a
prominent one. As the U.S. is withdrawing its military forces from Africa
to focus more on great powers’ competition, one wonders what the
consequences of the U.S. decision will be for combatting Jihadism and
ensuring security in the Sahel. Many scenarios can be envisioned. The
first one would be the continuation of France’s self-appointed role of
representing western interests in the region. As violent extremism gains
in intensity and scope in the region, however, France does not have
enough financial and military resources to successfully meet the
challenge. Public discourse about humanitarianism, such as for
interventions in Libya and Cote d’Ivoire in 2011, is being used to justify
cooperation with the international community, particularly the US. If the
current tendency to decouple U.S.’ economy from China’s is realized,
China will certainly compensate for it by reinforcing its presence in other
areas of the world including Africa and seek better cooperation
arrangements with European countries. After the French reintegration of
NATO’s command structures in 2009, after 43 years of hiatus and, in
2010, the Franco-British defense agreements, signaling a trend toward the
emergence of a European army, a possible France-China cooperation will
require real diplomatic creativity.

Remi Carayol (2019), ‘Sahel, les militaires evincent le Quai d’Orset,’ Le Monde
Diplomatique, Juillet, 2019, p. 13)
18 Nigel Hamilton, Commander in Chief: FDR’s Battle with Churchill, 1943, New York:
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2016, p. 120.
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In such circumstances, one can envision another scenario in which
France and China would extend economic cooperation into the area of
security collaboration in the Sahel. The third and inevitable scenario,
given France’s financial and military limitations, is the intensification of
cooperation with local governments. The G5 Sahel illustrates that
strategy. The 2017 UN Security Council Resolution 3359 is an example. It
welcomed ‘the deployment of a Joint Force to Combat Terrorism Threat,
Transnational Crime in Sahel… the Council urged the joint force of up
to 5,000 military and police personnel, as well as the United Nations
Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA)
and French forces in that country to ensure adequate coordination and
exchange of information regarding their operations, within their
respective mandates.’ The Resolution also requested that ‘the SecretaryGeneral, in close coordination with the Group of Five (G5) Sahel States
– Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger, as well as the African
Union – provide an oral update within two months.’19
Participant African countries in the French-led G5 Sahel are all
Francophone and former French colonies. They have small armies.
Neighboring countries in north Africa with bigger military might are not
part of it. Nigeria, which has a bigger army and more experience in
fighting terrorism and conducting peacekeeping operations in West
Africa, is left out. Even if each of the five G5 Sahel states contributes
1,000 troops, that leaves the home territory vulnerable. Of course,
France, the sponsor of the group, will bring troops and come to rescue if
they are threatened (and reclaim control over the situation). In spite
official pronouncements of humanity and generosity, the underlying goal
remains the protection of France’s economic and strategic interests. How
can France, with the G5 Sahel pacify a territory of more than 5 million
km2 with 4,000 troops, interrogated Michailof (2018) in his book,
Africanistan: Development or Jihad (2018)?
Claire Metelits (2016), as in anticipation of this question, asserted
that the “securitization” of Africa is based on western perception of and
perspective on threat. Therefore, there is a hierarchical relationship
between those who assist and those who receive assistance.
Metaphorically, the hand that gives is above the hand that receives.
19

UN Security Council Meeting 7979 TH (AM), ‘Security Council Welcomes
Deployment of Joint Force to Combat Terrorism Threat, Transnational Crime in
Sahel, Unanimously Adopting Resolution 2359 (2017), available at
https://www.un.org/press/en/2017/sc12881.doc.htm. Accessed on May 1, 2020.
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Consequently, African voices are absent in policy design and decisionmaking. ‘I propose that the West, and the United States in particular,
take African wisdom and, rather than letting Western frameworks shape
the narrative about what is and what is not a threat, let Africans define
their own challenges,’ she concludes.20 A process of resolving conflict
that ignores conflict legacies and the geography of legitimacy within given
states is unworkable. And an approach that does not recognize that the
nature and praxis of statecraft in Africa could be, itself, be a source of
instability is unrealistic. In this regard, Metelits (2016) emphasizes that if
the political institution doesn’t enjoy an equal level of legitimacy
throughout the governed space, it is itself a source of instability. 21
Therefore, western countries’ over relying on the African states to resolve
conflict is likely to create intractable conflict rather resolving it. That
leaves space for Jihadists to manipulate local conflict and recruit new
members. It is not surprising that violent extremism continues to expand
in the Sahel, now reaching the coastal states of Benin, Togo, and
Ghana.22 As the local and the international merge, political leadership
skills are more needed than military action, and are required to navigate
and mitigate conflict in the Sahel.
Because of the nexus formed by local grievances and external forces,
nobody knows where radicalization of Islam starts and where
Islamization of radicalism ends. Therefore, the nature of terrorism differs
from place to place and requires different approaches.
There are also, natural phenomena affecting social instability. Climate
change cannot be dissociated from social violence and political instability.
Christian Parenti (2011) called the traumas that result from the
combination of poverty, violence, and severe climate a ‘catastrophic
convergence’ in which climate change is a multiplying factor. Other
authors seem to share Parenti’s analysis from the Brazilian physician
Josué de Castro’s book, The Geopolitics of Hunger (1952), who associated
high fertility rate with poverty,23 to economists Amartya Sen’s and Jean
Drèze’s findings in Hunger and Public Action (1991).24 Their analyses
Claire Metelits, Security in Africa: A Critical Approach to Western Indicators of Threat,
Rowman & Littlefield, 2016, p. 113.
21 Claire Metelits, Security in Africa: A Critical Approach to Western Indicators of
Threat, Rowman & Littlefield, 2016
22 Christian Parenti, Tropics of Chaos: Climate Change and the New Geography of Violence,
Nation Books, 2011.
23 Josué de Castro, The Geopolitics of Hunger, Monthly Review Press, 1952
24 Amartya Sen and Jean Drèze in Hunger and Public Action, Oxford University, 1991.
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converge in that poverty, a permanent feature, and natural disaster, a
cyclical phenomenon, heavily affect the vulnerable. Such situation creates
socio-political volatility in the absence of credible mitigating measures.
The catastrophic convergence of poverty, violence and climate change is
aggravated by foreign intervention more concerned with geopolitical
calculations than the local challenges that plague failed and failing states
such as those in the Sahel region.
Conclusion
This paper has tried to deconstruct the architecture of complexity of
political violence and Jihadism in the Sahel. In the context of the Sahel,
the theoretical debate about whether there is radicalization of Islam and
Islamization of radicalism is irrelevant. The paper argues that there is a
continuum between the two concepts. The idea of a continuum is best
explained by the existence of interlocking conflicts: the local and the
global that merge at a certain point thus creating intractable conflict. At
which point in conflict escalation this nexus is formed remains to be
studied. Therefore, there is no one terrorism but many. And each requires
a different and tailored approach.
As local governments are unable meet ordinary challenges of
governance let alone to resolve complex conflict on their sovereign
territories, international players, be they great powers and Jihadist
movements join the battle space, not to address local needs such as the
effects of climate change, food security and unemployment, but to
achieve their own geopolitical objectives. In an era when competing
East-West ideologies are obsolete, political Islam has been
instrumentalized either as a coping mechanism or in the North-South
struggle.
Who will cut the Gordian Knot? The solution employed by
Alexander the Great in 333 BCE--cutting the Knot instead of untying
it—indicates that one should think outside the box. In that vein,
following recommendations are proposed.
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Recommendations
To successfully tackle the twin issues of development and security and
unscramble the architecture of complexity that characterizes violent
extremism and Jihadism in the Sahel region, African countries need
democracy as a matter of practical necessity but not just any democracy.
Beyond electoral and deliberative democracy, what is needed most is
consensual democracy. That is, instead of ignoring local grievances,
ostracizing political adversaries, or persecuting opposition members,
there should be constant consultation with the opposition, former
leaders and those who lost elections, in crafting national policies of
importance.
It will be helpful to encourage or establish collaboration with North
African states with bigger armed forces and more experience in dealing
terrorism and Jihadism and integrate Nigeria in the security architecture
of the region instead of the France and the G5 Sahel countries acting
alone.
Regarding the Tuareg irredentism, like in the Arctic Circumpolar
Council, which includes representation of indigenous peoples but
without voting power, a Pan-Sahel Council or other forms of regional
inter-governmental organizations could be created where a border ethnic
group such as the Tuareg is represented.
This multi-national organization could be more effective in dealing
with conflict and combatting human and drug trafficking in the region.
France, with its extensive contacts in the region, is in a unique position to
help negotiate such an arrangement.
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