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Climate Security and Climate Justice: Recognizing Context in the Sahel ties together nearly four
decades of wide-ranging research conducted by Tor A. Benjaminsen, tracing the connections
between themes that are essential for understanding the past as well as the current Sahelian
context: desertification, pastoralism, land-use conflict, and insecurity. Benjaminsen provides a
wide-ranging discussion on the environmental and political context of the Sahel which belies
the conciseness of the book at just 156 pages. He uses this context in order to confront the
analytical lenses of both climate security and climate justice when applied to the region.
Throughout, he argues that a political ecology approach, which recognizes the agency of actors
along with the historical and material context, is necessary for understanding the current
Sahelian situation.

After an introduction in Chapter 1, Benjaminsen examines the environmental context of the
Sahel in Chapter 2. He discusses the colonial origins of desiccation and later desertification
theory, which implicates smallholder farmers and pastoralists as both responsible for, and
victims of, a degrading environment. Benjaminsen critiques the science of desertification theory,
referencing the non-equilibrium ecological dynamics of the Sahelian drylands and the
‘regreening’ vegetation trend over the last three decades. After the environmental context, the
political context of the Sahel is explored in Chapter 3, where particular attention is given to
pastoralists and the threats to their livelihoods. Benjaminsen carefully outlines the processes of
land dispossession of pastoralists in central Mali, such as the blocking of livestock corridors and
the loss of critical burgu pastures in the Inner Niger Delta by rent-seeking and corruption. He
argues that the blending of these local grievances with regional and global events , including
the training of Tuareg soldiers in Libya and connections with jihadist groups outside of the
Sahel, allowed jihadist leaders Amadou Koufa and Iyad Ag Ghaly to mobilize support from
some Fulani and Tuareg pastoralists. This context supports his argument that rather than
climate change, as claimed in the environmental security literature, state policies which
marginalize pastoralist livelihoods are central to understanding current conflicts.

Chapter 4 presents a critique of the climate security framework by applying a historical and
materialist political ecology approach to the Fulani-Dogon conflict in Central Mali. Benjaminsen
contextualizes this conflict within the historical shifts in power between the Fulani pastoralists
and the Dogon farmers. Prior to independence, the Fulani were able to exclude the Dogon from
the Seno plains which extend east of the Bandiagara Cliff. Since independence, however, power
has shifted in favor of the Dogon farmers through the marginalization of the Fulani pastoralists.
He outlines how tensions resulting from this power shift have been exacerbated by state
corruption, which undermined the efficacy of official conflict resolution systems for land
disputes. With the introduction of jihadist groups to the area, Benjaminsen observes a shift in
power towards the Fulani, although at the cost of a rapidly escalating conflict.

The remainder of the book expands upon the argument of the utility of a political ecology
approach, this time by examining afforestation projects and the framework of environmental
justice. In Chapter 5, the weaknesses in the assumptions underlying afforestation projects are
exposed, in particular the proposed Great Green Wall of Africa. Benjaminsen critically examines
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the assumption that dryland environments are degraded, and thus would benefit from
afforestation, as well as the assumption that land is unused, unowned, or otherwise available
for afforestation.

The chapter on the Fulani-Dogon conflict reflects the greatest strength, but also the
potential shortcoming, of this book, which is the depth and reliance on the author’s experience
in Mali. Although the themes of the book and a political ecology approach are relevant across
the region, the evidence the book presents is largely confined to Mali. The author justifies this
focus by claiming that Mali is a hub country for the relevant issues, but there is a lack of case
studies from other Sahelian countries to support this claim. Even if the Malian context is not
precisely shared across the entire region of the Sahel, however, it does not undermine the
author’s larger point regarding the danger of allowing an environmentally deterministic
approach, devoid of critical context, to frame discussions of conflict and crisis in the Sahel.
Thus, Climate Security and Climate Justice provides a valuable contribution to the discussion of
the Sahel and avoids simply cataloging the author’s extensive research in Mali. This book is
relevant for researchers and policy makers working in the region whose understanding of the
environmental, historical and political context of the region may be enhanced.

Lacey Harris-Coble, University of Florida
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