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Abstract

The Sahel Belt's contradictions have brought about a multidimensional
and lasting security crisis. The conflicts were triggered partly by climate
change’s disruption of seasonal pastoral migration in the western Sahel,
and partly by the disruption of nomads’ natural symbiosis with sedentary
farmers in the south. This has led to the politicization of ethnic and
religious differences between pastoralists and farmers, and to the spread
of jihadism (e.g., the JNIM) and Tuareg separatism (e.g., the CSP-DPA).
The conflict has drawn in a growing number of extra-regional players, both
state actors and various proxies. This article analyzes their interaction
and the prospects for achieving long-term positive peace as interpreted
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by Johan Galtung (i.e., the elimination of direct, structural, and cultural
violence), focusing on the role of Russia, the Sahel Alliance’s members,
and other non-Western countries.

Keywords: Africa, Sahel, security, terrorism, jihadism, water access, climate,
proxy, positive peace.

he terms ‘Sahelian Anomaly’ and ‘Red Belt’ appear increasingly

often in newspaper headlines and academic studies regarding

the Sahel. Over the past few years, the region has seen military
leaders take power, who have united Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger
into the Alliance des Etats du Sahel (AES); first a defense pact and
now a confederation. Chad, Togo, and to some extent Senegal
tend to cooperate with the AES. However, all these countries face
unprecedented security challenges, exacerbated by climate change and
deteriorating socio-economic conditions.

Stabilization and lasting, or positive peace are needed here more
than ever. Intuitively understandable, “positive peace” was coined by
the Norwegian scholar Johan Galtung, for whom it became a lifelong
research program, proclaimed in his editorial in the first issue of the
Journal of Peace Research (Galtung, 1964). Positive peace implies not
only the absence of war, but also the integration of human society,
divided by a multitude of conflicts between various groups and not
only along national boundaries.

From the analysis of direct or personal violence, Galtung moved
to the study of structural or indirect violence, caused by the unequal
distribution of resources (Galtung, 1969)—in the spirit of neocolonial
center-periphery relations, which he suggested should be overcome
through “collective self-reliance” (Degterev, 2024). Finally, Galtung
saw the third component of the “triangle of violence” in cultural
violence, which includes various aspects of culture, language, art,
and science that “justify or legitimize direct or structural violence”
(Galtung, 1990, p. 291).
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This article is built on these theoretical assumptions, but updated with
academic publications from 2022-2024.

THE LAYER CAKE OF SAHELISTAN

A conventional multilevel (local, national, regional, and global) analysis
of the Malian crisis (RIAC, 2022, pp. 32-33, 37-40) has already been
applied following Paul Williams and his concept of “conflict within
conflict” (Williams, 2016, pp. 79-80). However, recent developments
prompt a different conceptualization of the situation’s multilevel
structure: a “layer cake” of extra-regional actors and their Islamist and
separatist proxies (Fituni and Abramova, 2014), which can often swing
abruptly from conflict to alliance.

An instance of the latter was displayed on 25-27 July 2024, during
a bloody clash in the Tinzaouaten area near Algeria between Russian
fighters and the Malian Army versus a hodgepodge of pro-Azawad
(Tuareg) separatists and JNIM jihadists (who united around al-
Qaeda' in 2021) (Davidchuk, Degterev and Sidibe, 2021). Today,
these are the two main opposition projects: ethno-nationalist, since
2021 under the CSP-DPA (Cadre stratégique pour la défense du
peuple de '’Azawad), and religious, headed by the JNIM (Jama'at
Nasr al-Islam wal-Muslimin) (Afriyei, 2024, p. 5), which accounts for
more than 60% of terrorist attacks in the region and is designated a
terrorist organization by the U.S. and the UN (Ibid, p. 2). (Despite
this, there are signs of a creeping legitimization of the “moderate
jihadists” in the JNIM, whose negotiating strategy has been
compared in Western journals to the Taliban’s rise to power (Pieri
and Partaw, 2024).) It is hard to say which of the two projects will
eventually succeed, but both envision borders quite different from
those of the current ‘Sahelistan’

The layer cake’s final component is Ukraine, the West’s new proxy
in Africa (Vedomosti, 2024). Demonstrations of Ukrainian-Tuareg
solidarity in the media should not be underestimated, as they reflect
the emergence of a stable discursive association between ethnicities
purporting to suffer from internal colonization (Bovdunov, 2022).

' Outlawed in Russia.
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Meanwhile, Western media are widening their campaign against the
AES armies and Russian military advisers, shifting from a focus on
the Fulbe and Tuareg peoples to a quasi-global level. This is cultural
violence (Galtung, 1990, p. 291). It is no coincidence that the content of
the gadgets of the Russians killed at Tinzaouaten has undergone close
scrutiny by clearly foreign (likely Western) analysts (AEOW, 2024).

The first layers of the cake were shaped by France as a sub-imperial
power that had long seen the region as its neo-colonial fiefdom (pre-
carré) (Davidchuk, Degterev and Sidibe, 2022). The Malian authorities
assert that the French, aware that control was slipping away from them,
sought to destabilize Mali to produce a pretext for their prolonged
military presence (Maiga, 2020, pp. 12-17). Operations Serval and
Barkhane targeted the Islamists even as the French connived with
Azawad separatism. The French helped defeat Islamists in the south,
but were in no hurry to assist in reestablishing control over the north.
Western experts claim that they were unable to do so. The Malian
authorities are certain that they did not want to (Davidchuk, Degterev
and Sidibe, 2021, pp. 60-65).

Despite its pretensions to great-power status (most visible in Africa
in its numerous military interventions), France has long relied on the
logistical, financial, and political support of the collective West. This
support is provided through “reluctant multilateralism” (Recchia and
Tardy, 2020) within the EU (e.g., training missions and the Takuba
Task Force) (RIAC, 2023, pp. 34-36) and within the UN, where France
has great influence over peacekeeping and UN policy regarding its
former colonies (Adu, Bokeriya, et al. 2023, pp. 421-423). France’s
sub-imperiality is limited to the role of minor brother in the collective
West—brazen as long as it feels the support of the U.S. and the EU.

By the end of 2023, this layer had largely been swept away (Filippov,
2024) by the AES governments with Russia’s support. French expert
circles have undergone an acute conceptual crisis and reassessment
of policy (Abramova and Degterev, 2024). The U.S. is hardly ready
to stand by as its ally loses its sphere of influence to non-Western
players, but its attempts to distance itself from Francafrique (especially
in Niger) have not been helpful: in August 2024, the U.S. completed the
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withdrawal of its military from Niger. (As did Germany, which had also
tried to distance itself from the French (Trunov, 2024).)

The second tier superficially consists of Islamists: Al-Qaeda (JNIM)
and the Islamic State’ (Davidchuk, Degterev and Sidibe, 2021). Various
Islamist groups have long controlled major gold mining areas and
promising oil fields. The gold flows from the artisanal miners to the
traders (SWISSAID, 2024) and ultimately to the real beneficiaries of
the region’s current situation. (Not Paris.)

The region has always been rightly famed for its gold mines. The
fortune of Mansa Musa I, the medieval ruler of the Mali Empire, is
estimated at $400 billion by modern standards (he was the richest
person in the history of the planet) (Warner, 2014). His hajj in 1324-
1325—an escort of 60,000 men with so much gold that its price
collapsed (Coleman de Graft-Johnson, 2015)—is still legendary. And
that was extracted with medieval technology. In the modern day, the
crucial role is played by those who supply equipment, pay the workers,
and collect the finished products (Raineri, 2020, p. 104). The region is
also rich in oil (not yet fully surveyed) and uranium.

Between state actors there are layers of proxies whose actions are
not limited by the rules of warfare; their transition to a more official
status involves a reputational requirement to provide security in a
manner compliant with international law (Loshkaryov and Kopyttsev,
2024, p. 34). The hierarchy of enemies proclaimed by semi-autonomous
proxies includes the West, the UN, the infidels, and foreign tourist, with
armies and Russian instructors sometimes appearing at the top of it
(Afriyie, 2024, pp. 9-10), as has already happened in Syria.

The borders of the “cake” (the dotted line in Fig. 1) were defined back
in January 2013 as a self-fulfilling prophecy of the International Center
for Terrorism Studies at the U.S’s Potomac Institute for Policy Studies,
almost immediately after the fall of Muammar Gaddafi’s government in
Libya and have remained virtually unchanged since then.

Some of the proxies fight for the creation of a Salafi ‘Sahelistan, as
proclaimed by JNIM leader Iyad Ag Ghali in April 2017 (Afriyie, 2024,
p. 5). The abundance of associations with Afghanistan is impressive,

2 Both outlawed in Russia.
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not only in terms of the general discourse of failed states (Malejacq and
Sandor, 2024), but also in quite tangible terms as depicted by the arrows
in Fig. 1. The floating of instability and jihadism is evident (Loshkariov
and Kopyttsev, 2024, p. 27) between Afghanistan, the Middle East,
and the Sahel working as “communicating vessels” of the “jihadist
international”(Semenov, 2024). In a broader context—embracing other
African countries—it manifests itself in the ‘Africanistan’ disourse
(Michailof, 2018; Hassan, 2020, p. 206).

Fig. 1.
Terrorist arc of instability in the Sahel
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Source: Alexander, 2013, p. 2.

The fragile Sahel states, critically weakened by IMF/WB structural
adjustment programs in the 1980s and the 1990s (Riddell, 1992),
find it difficult to resist such threats, which sometimes requires even
combined-arms operations with the use of modern artillery and
armored vehicles.

SHAPING THE ECONOMICS OF THE CONFLICT

After the withdrawal of French, EU, and UN (MINUSMA) troops,
Russia began to fill the regional power vacuum and provide security
(Loshkariov and Kopyttsev, 2024). But the Sahel needs long-term
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security arrangements in the military, economic, food, energy, and
financial spheres in order to attain comprehensive security and positive
peace (Ozerov, 2024).

Regardless of the instability and need for security assistance,
which is certainly higher in the Sahel than anywhere else in Africa
(Loshkariov and Kopyttsev, 2024, pp. 28-29), Russia needs an exit
strategy, since any peacekeeping operation sooner or later reaches a
“plateau of international efforts,” and security-providing measures
are eventually nationalized (Trunov, 2023, pp. 51-53). Moreover, the
timeliness of that nationalization is crucial: delayed sovereignty leads
to a negative perception of the security provider, as happened to the
West in Mali (Trunov, 2024, p. 162).

Mali’s 25 January 2024 withdrawal from the 2015 Algiers Agreement
was an important step towards nationalization. The country’s authorities
had been openly critical of this document from the outset. Ex-Prime
Minister Choguel Kokalla Maiga has jointly authored a 50-page critical
analysis of the Algiers process leading to the 2015 agreement (Maiga
and Singaré, 2018, pp. 304-335) and the 2016 agreement on interim
administrations (Maiga and Singaré, 2018, pp. 336-351), emphasizing
their unfair nature. In a pamphlet—La faillite de I'Etat Malien. Les
origines, les responsabilités, les pistes de solutions [The Failure of the Malian
State: Origins, Responsibilities, Possible Solutions|—summarizing the
ideology of contemporary Mali, Maiga also argues for a gradual revision
of the 2015 Algiers Accords (Maiga, 2020, pp. 24-25).

According to Maiga, the internationalization of the conflict with
the Tuaregs in northern Mali amounts to unacceptable interference in
the internal affairs of a sovereign state. It was possible only because the
Malian state, as a result of the liberal reforms of the 1990-2000s (under
Alpha Oumar Konaré and Amadou Toumani Touré), significantly
weakened and essentially betrayed its army. Accordingly, when the
Malian army and Russian specialists retook the Tuareg rebel stronghold
of Kidal on 14 November 2023, 11 years after it was abandoned, this
was a decisive step towards regaining sovereignty. In 2015, French
diplomat Michel Dominique Reveyrand, the EU’s special representative
for the Sahel, and his office played an important role in organizing and
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conducting peace talks on Mali. Hence the Algiers Agreement is made
largely obsolete by the withdrawal of the EU and MUNISMA (which
are mentioned in the Preamble and Articles 18, 21, 51, 56, 58, 60 and
61 of the Agreement (MG, 2015)).

The day after Mali’s withdrawal from the 2015 Algiers agreement,
on 26 January 2024, interim President Assimi Goita signed a decree
establishing the Steering Committee of the Inter-Mali Dialogue for
Peace and National Reconciliation, essentially resuming negotiations
with the Tuareg rebels, but from a new position of strength. Yet the
bloody events in Tinzaouaten in July 2024 show that Mali cannot really
cope on its own with the “coalition of proxies,” and Russian support is
still needed. Turkey is also supporting the AES countries with supplies
of TB2 attack drones.

Mali is not Russia’s first involvement in a non-Western country’s
security provision since its return to a proactive foreign policy:
Venezuela, Syria, and the CAR all preceded Mali (Bovdunov, 2023).
These cases give reason to consider the distinguishing features
of Russia’s approach to peacebuilding, and the means by which it
can transition from establishing peace to assisting in post-conflict
reconstruction, potentially alongside non-Western partners. Such
a transition would usually be accompanied by the transfer of UN
responsibility for the crisis from the Department of Peace Operations
(since 1997 headed by representatives of France) to the Department
of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs (since 2016 headed by
representatives of the U.S.)°.

The very term ‘conflict management’ (Kremenyuk, 2003), in
contrast to ‘conflict resolution, semantically seems to imply some
procrastination, with states’ systems reformatted and the states
drawn into the post-conflict “matrix” of the U.S.-led collective West
(Bogdanov, 2023).

In the Sahel there have been attempts to monopolize the control of
the illegal economy by the JNIM (Nsaibia, Beevor and Berger, 2023, pp.

> From 1952 to 1993, the Department of Political and Security Council Affairs, and then
the Department of Political Affairs, was headed by representatives of the USSR/Russia. (Adu,
Bokeriya, et al., 2023, p. 422; Amara, Degterev, and Egamov, 2022, pp. 84-85).
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33-37, 43), which was established in 2017 on the basis of four major

groups:

e Ansar al-Din (predominantly Ardar de Iforas Touaregs from
Kidal);

o Katiba Macina (Rimaybe, a sub-ethnic group of former Fulbe
slaves);

e Al Mourabitoun (core members of the Movement for Oneness
and Jihad in West Africa (MUJAO), predominantly Arabs and
Bella (former Tuareg slaves));

e Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) (predominantly
Fulbe and Tuareg) (Davidchuk, Degterev and Sidibe, 2021;
Afriyie, 2024, pp. 3-5, 8).

JNIM seized all of the illegal economy’s major sectors, including:
kidnapping and drug trafficking (Tilemsi Arabs or Arabs of Gao; Al-
Mourabitoun), kidnapping of Westerners, cigarette smuggling (AQIM),
cattle raiding, protection racket of artisanal gold mining, road tolling,
etc. (Nsaibia, Beevor and Berger, 2023, pp. 10-11). The JNIM in its media
advocates “liberalization of the illegal economy” and the demolition of
borders, abolition of customs duties, etc. In this it enjoys the support of
local smugglers (Ibid, p. 11).

In all cases of protracted conflicts, the absence of legitimate economic
institutions does not create an economic vacuum, as a fairly stable conflict
economy takes shape. In its current form, this smoldering conflict and the
accompanying criminal economy benefit the end customers, including
gold buyers. In fact, the conflict creates neocolonial conditions for
the industrial-scale plundering of AES countries—a perfect example
of Galtung’s ‘structural violence’ (Galtung, 1990). One should not
underestimate the scale and technological resources of artisanal mining.
“Capital may be injected by either pit owners themselves, or, more
frequently, a ‘logistic provider, who supplies the means of production,
owns the needed equipment and pays for the labor force and its
sustenance on the mining site” (Raineri, 2020).

Naturally, the beneficiaries are completely disinterested in changing
the status quo, as revealed most clearly by the Malian government’s
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retaking of Kidal in 2023. Mainstream Western media and Western
academic quarters claim that this operation merely “shattered the
fragile peace” in northern Mali (Pieri and Partaw, 2024, p. 16). But the
plundering of Mali’s natural wealth and future under ‘peace-minded’
Islamists hardly contributes to “positive” peace. Western-centric
institutions (Bokeriya and Degterev, 2024) and “liberal peacekeeping”
(Karlsrud, 2023) are in crisis. Attempts at “co-operative peacekeeping”
in accordance with the Malte Brosig (2015) theory of complex security
regimes have failed and given way to forced decoupling (Vasilev,
Degterev, and Shaw, 2023). The gap between Western and non-Western
security providers is growing wider with gradually increasing tensions
(RIAGC, 2023). In this context, the need for a non-Western formula for
positive peace—be it in Syria, the CAR, Afghanistan, or the Sahel—is
more relevant than ever.

Regrettably, regional actors—‘African solutions to African
problems’ (Denisova and Kostelyanets, 2023)—have not yet
been of much use. The African Union suffers from both internal
organizational difficulties (Gottshalk, 2024) and major challenges to
its agency, as the organization’s budget in the security sphere relies
mostly on EU contributions. The agency of ECOWAS is even more
dismal (Adu and Mezyaev, 2023; 2024). At this point, the organization
that promotes mainly regional interests is the AES, pursuing a
strategy of “collective self-reliance” not only in security, but also in
other spheres (Degterev, 2024).

THE VICIOUS CYCLE OF TENSIONS: WATER RESOURCES
The encompassing of several neighboring countries by security crises
testifies to a common, natural origin of their problems. Indeed,
however complex the bundle of causes described above may be, the
trigger is climate change and water scarcity due to aridization and
population growth, although these factors are not given enough credit
by international actors or the Sahel governments themselves (Afriyie,
2024, pp. 10-11).

Natural factors (and thus climate change) are extremely important
to sedentary farmers and nomadic pastoralists (Grishina, 2024).
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Drinking water is of particular significance (Mbaye and Signé, 2022,
pp- 2-3). Research conducted in Niger in 2015 found that when
climatic conditions deteriorate, the Sahelian people first sell their
livestock and durable goods, then stop sending their children to
school, and finally move elsewhere (Mbaye and Signé, 2022, p. 7).
Many refugees abandon villages for cities in ‘false urbanization, thus
joining the ‘precariat’

Between 1944 and 2020, the average annual air temperature in
Burkina Faso and Mali rose from 28.0°C to 29.0°C, and in Niger from
26.7°C to 28.0°C (Mbaye and Signé, 2022, pp. 12-13). The region has
also suffered a slight decline in rainfall (Mbaye and Signé, 2022, pp. 9,
11), although the terrible Sahel droughts and famines in 1968-1974 and
1983-1984 have given way to some re-greening (Ibid, p. 9; McGuirk
and Nunn, 2024, pp. 7-8). Rainfall is six times more determinative of
crop yields than temperature is (McGuirk and Nunn, 2024, p. 8), and
most researchers agree that climate instability has been growing, with
negative effects on the region’s socio-economic development.

L

Fig. 2.
Seasonal migration in the Sahel
a Dry Season (January) b Wet Season (August)
s
2 ? e, P
0 B
—

.

.

-

and

Source: McGuirk and Nunn, 2024, p. 6.
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The avoidance of simplistic climate reductionism (Benjaminsen and
Ba, 2024, p. 2) requires depoliticized analysis of micro-level processes.
The region is host to a natural symbiosis: During the dry season, grass
is scarce in the Sahara and pastoralists move their livestock south (see
Figure 2a), thus providing organic fertilizer for local farmers. During
the wet season, cattle graze in the north, so farmers do not have to
worry about their crops (see Fig. 2b).

If a drought causes a shortage of fresh grass in the Sahara,
pastoralists move their cattle south before the sedentary farmers
have harvested their crops, creating tensions. The different ethnic
and religious identities of pastoralists (predominantly Muslim,
Fulbe) and farmers (predominantly Christian) permit the
exploitation of these tensions by JNIM and others (McGuirk and
Nunn, 2024).

The establishment of protected areas actually appears to worsen
the situation, as it reduces farmland, blocks some of the corridors for
the movement of livestock, and ultimately fuels pastoralist-farmer
tensions (McGuirk and Nunn, 2024, pp. 27-31).

More generally, international aid projects (1947-2013) appear
to frequently backfire. For instance, the Fulbe people use the burgu
cereal for livestock fodder. However, since the 1950s, as a result of
the Malian Office Riz Mopti’s operation (financed by the World
Bank in the 1970s-1980s and the African Development Bank in
the 1990s), burgu crop yields have slumped by a quarter in favor of
rice—to the Fulbe people’s great discontent. Well projects launched
in the late 1980s by the Office for Livestock Development in the
Mopti Region have been heavily criticized by pastoralists, as they
have “contributed to increasing land conflicts by drilling new wells
in pastoral dryland areas. The new water sources attracted farmers
to settle and conflicts over land emerged” (Benjaminsen and Ba,
2024, p. 6).

This sort of thing is what provides fodder for the narratives that
stigmatize the state and any efforts made by it at socio-economic
development. Natural landscapes and the “nomadic archaic” are
valorized in post-developmentalism.
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THE “POSITIVE PEACE” TRIANGLE

Galtung noted that peace research “should also be peace search, an
audacious application of science in order to generate visions of new
worlds” (Galtung, 1964, p. 4). It seems that absolute positive peace is
unattainable, a utopia, as recognized by Galtung (1964) himself, so a
“pareto optimal” peace may be more attainable (Oh, 2020). Adhering to
Galtung’s concepts, let us consider all three components of the “triangle
of violence:” direct, structural, and cultural.

The AES’s cognitive sovereignty is crucial for the elimination of
cultural violence. The majority of Western popular and academic
publications (see, for example, Pieri and Partaw, 2024), with very
few exceptions (Afriyie, 2024), negatively portray the actions of the
Malian government (the current one, and almost all the others since
independence). Meanwhile, the separatists and rebels, including
jihadists, enjoy predominantly positive treatment, including with
a moral political economy argument (regarding pastoralism!)
inspired by critical agrarian studies (Benjaminsen and Ba 2024).
Most Western reports on JNIM activities are illustrated not by
snapshots of their crimes, but by “romantic” photos of armed
jihadists against a backdrop of beautiful sand dunes (Nsaibia,
Beevor, and Berger, 2023).

Writing of a true history of the region is a separate field of cognitive
battle. The country’s former prime minister, Choguel Maiga, has
personally taken part in it with his co-authored 350-page history of all
major Tuareg uprisings (Maiga and Singaré, 2018), a kind of response
to a Western monograph on the same subject (Lecocq, 2010).

Various socialization tools, both traditional (school, religion,
family) and new (social networks, TikTok, podcasts), will play an
important role (Degterev, 2022, pp. 359-363). Especially important
is primary education, unavailable to a significant share of the AES’s
population (Afriyie, 2024, pp. 10-11), and religious education
(Bakare, 2016). The government’s provision of basic social services
and propagation of a values-based narrative are essential for reducing
the social base of the JNIM and CSP-DPA and restoring constructive
relations between farmers and pastoralists.
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Structural violence can be overcome only through long-term socio-
economic development programs (Somé, 2024) that are compatible
with Tuareg and Fulbe lifestyles. Large-scale Soviet aid programs
(Davidchuk, Degterev and Korendyasov, 2022) might be assessed
for effective practices. Russia’s partners from the World Majority,
including China, Turkey, Iran, and India, might also be included in
socio-economic projects (Karaganov, 2022).

It is of special importance that the AES states restore their
sovereignty and law over the extraction of their natural resources (in
which they are some of the richest in the world), doing away with
neocolonial arrangements such as production-sharing agreements.
However, the current Western beneficiaries of these arrangements
will prefer to topple AES governments—including with the use of
sanctions (Fituni, 2021)—rather than face the loss of profits from
mineral extraction in the “forever war”

As the state gradually builds up its capacity and regains control
over territory, anti-government groups must choose between
continuing to fight or integrating into the state. Agreements with
moderate rebels—e.g., the CAR’s 2019 Khartoum Agreement,
brokered with Russian support—are important. But no consideration
should be given to ideas of AES governments exhausting their forces
against the most serious terrorist groups (e.g., the Islamic State4) and
then, weakened, sharing power with the JNIM, which is actually the
governments most serious competitor (Nsaibia, Beevor, and Berger,
2023, p. 12).

A crucial role is also played by political and military
coordination—not only within the AES, enabling effective cross-
border counterterrorism operations in the Liptako-Gurma triangle,
but also closer cooperation with the two regional leaders, Algeria and
Nigeria. (Algeria hosts the African Center for the Study and Research
on Terrorism (ACSRT) and the African Union’s police cooperation
mechanism, AFRIPOL.)

The successful implementation of measures to combat cultural,
structural, and direct (military) violence in the AES will contribute to
achieving positive peace in the region.
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