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The Fulani issue: a new instability discourse

• Two reports by International Crisis Group:
• Central Mali: An Uprising in the Making (July 2016)

• Herders against Farmers: Nigeria’s Expanding Deadly Conflict (September 
2017)

• Report by UNOWAS: Pastoralisme et Sécurité en Afrique de l’Ouest et 
au Sahel 

• RFI talking about ‘la question peule’ as a the major focus for French 
counterinsurgency operations in the Sahel
• Association of the Fulani with violent extremism (worse than the Tuareg)

• Images of the 18-19th century Jihads



The Fulani issue: a multi-layered conflict

• They are accused of being in the forefront of Muslim extremist 
movements

• They are also framed as being land invaders trying to encroach on 
farmers’ land to expand livestock keeping

• Innocent Fulani are targeted by armies and retaliation as belonging to 
Jihadist movements

• They become victims of land evictions, expulsions, raids and summary 
killings









Images of well armed Fulani on websites





Mambilla Committed Ethnic Cleansing In Taraba, Says Fulani 
Community

• This was announced in a press statement released by Fulani elders in 
Jalingo, Taraba State on Wednesday, who said that hundreds of Fulani 
villages on the Mambilla Plateau were raided by members of the 
Mambilla tribe on the orders of Sardauna LGA Chairman John Yep.

(Sahara reporters, (New York based website) June 22, 2017)





• Fulani burying victims of an 
attack on Mambilla plateau, 
Nigeria











A small overview

• Nigeria: more casualties in Fulani related conflicts than related to 
Boko Haram. Vigilantes and banditry

• Mali: targeted as Jihadists by Army and groups of hunters. Fulani 
settlements are systematically being cleansed in certain areas

• Guinea: closed its borders for Malian Fulani because of ‘security’

• Benin: levies taxes on incoming Fulani leading to conflicts on the 
Burkinabe side of the border

• CAR: anti-Fulani violence 

• Ghana: increasing xenophobia against Fulani



This raises a number of issues

• Who are the Fulani?

• What is the context in which all these incidents take place?

• Is it only the Sahel or West Africa as a whole?

• What are the root causes of this violence

• What is the role of counterinsurgency?



Who are the Fulani?

• Known as group of mobile nomadic pastoralists

• Who are spread over 22 countries: more than any other ethnic group 
in Africa

• But they are also very diverse: from real nomads to sedentary elites 
residing in urban areas

• Played a prominent role in history: 18-19th century emirates

• The Fulani issue is not only about Fulani versus others, but also about 
Fulani versus Fulani



Changes in the West African Region

• Demographic inversion: enormous internal migration

• High population growth

• Unstable production systems 

• Decreasing space for nomadic pastoralists
• Expanding cities

• Expanding agriculture



Pastoralists in West Africa

• Moving southward since the 1960s to areas with more rainfall

• But also closer to urban markets on the coast

• Sometimes promoted by governments such as in Cote d’Ivoire

• Enormous increase in farmer-herder conflicts

• Is also a conflict over available land and space

• Not necessarily driven by climate







Possible causes

• Decreasing space: 

• Internal changes in Fulani society
• Proletarisation

• Widening gap urban and rural Fulani: chiefs and herdsmen

• Polarisation of wealth

• Changing property relations: most livestock is not owned by Fulani

• Incapacity of governments/states to impose an effective monopoly on 
violence (Nigeria vigilantes, Mali hunters, Touareg militia)



The dangers for the Sahel proper

• Widespread violence against people being labelled as ‘Fulani’

• Difficult to stop because of enormous area in which they live

• Amalgamation of Fulani-Muslim-Extremist-Nomadism

• Ethnic conflict 

In contrast:

• Different groups of Fulani might unite and indeed develop their Jihadist or ethnic 
based movement

• Will be a regional problem

• Counterinsurgency breeds terrorists (Opération Barkhane, G5 Sahel)

• Use of local militias leads to intercommunity conflict and settlement of old scores



Conclusion

• There is no such thing as a Fulani issue

• There are many issues
• Population growth

• Management of natural resources: pastures and fields

• Internal divisions within Fulani society

• Self-owning pastoralists versus hired herdsmen

• Governments lack control

• Linkages with high politics
• Many cattle owners are high-placed politicians and business men

• Regional problem requires regional solutions (ECOWAS)


