RESEARCH AFRICA REVIEWS Volume 10 (2026) Page 67

Research Africa Reviews Vol. 10 No. 1, April 2026

These reviews may be found on the R4 Reviews website at:
https://researchafrica.duke.edu/

Brahim El Guabli, Desert Imaginations: A History of Saharanism and its Radical
Consequences. Publisher: University of California Press, Oakland, 2025, 330 pages.
ISBN: 9780520401785.

Reviewed by: Eric Ross, Al Akhawayn University in Ifrane, Morocco.

Desert Imaginations is a history of ideas about deserts. In it, El Guabli explores
various iterations, manifestations, and expressions of these imaginations, ranging
from the strategies of colonial conquest and exploitation to literary representations
of desert places and people to their expressions in present-day pop culture. These
imaginations were created in the course of Europe's encounter with the Sahara De-
sert, but they can be applied to all deserts, hot or cold. Developing as a globalizing
desert imaginary that undergirds the ways deserts are seen and acted upon. The Sa-
hara (simply "desert" in Arabic) is the quintessential desert, exemplary of all deserts
and the source of most of the tropes assigned to them: emptiness, solitude, death,
and danger existing beyond ethics, morality, and law. It is a powerful system of ideas
that has justified extraction, experimentation, racialization, and sexual exploitation
as intrinsic to a specific class of biome construed as both "empty" and "dead."

In Desert Imaginations, E1 Guabli demonstrates how the world's deserts have come
to be considered immense "sacrifice zones." Their landscapes, environments, and
populations are expendable. They are reduced to empty wastelands that can be de-
stroyed for the sake of benefits delivered elsewhere. They are political terra nullius
(open to be claimed by some external power), as well as moral/ethical terra nullius
(places outside of normative behavior) and sometimes even legal terra nullius, be-
yond the reach of the laws that apply everywhere else.

The monograph consists of five thematic chapters, each exploring one manifestation
of Saharanism. In Chapter 1: Spiritual Saharanism, El Guabli demonstrates how
ideas of spirituality were deployed by colonizers to entrench control of the Sahara
and to evangelize its indigenous inhabitants. The Sahara was envisioned simultane-
ously as both a salutary and timeless space of spiritual retreat and purification and
as a bastion of Islamic fanaticism that needed to be brought under European control.
The time-honored Desert Fathers tradition of abnegation and retreat from the world
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was repurposed to advance the military-political agenda of conquest and exploitation
typified by Charles de Foucauld and Cardinal Lavigerie.

In Chapter 2: Extractive Saharanism, El Guabli explains how deserts in general, and
the Sahara in particular, were conceived as spaces whose resources are entirely avail-
able for exploitation. The key concept here is mise-en-valeur, meaning literally "en-
valuation" or creating conditions for the profitable exploitation of places and re-
sources. According to this conception, deserts become blank canvases, devoid of
indigenous people with their own agency and devoid even of any biome worthy of
consideration. France's extractive activities included coal mines, industrial com-
plexes, and various unrealized plans for trans-Saharan railways. There were also
proposals to harness the Sahara's ample sunlight and wind, but these never material-
1zed either. The inhabitants of the desert, in this perspective, were reduced to pools
of cheap labor to be "mobilized" as needed. By the 1950s, the Sahara Desert had
become integral to the French modernization project, meaning that the moderniza-
tion of France and its capacity to keep up with the other great powers had become
contingent on the mise-en-valeur of the Sahara. El Guabli argues that extractive Sa-
haranism survived its colonial iteration and lives on as "green neoliberalism." For
example, solar power plants are being built in various "empty" deserts across the
globe with no regard for the desires of local people or the specificities of local envi-
ronments.

Chapter 3: Experimental Saharanism follows logically from the chapter about ex-
traction. El Guabli's experimental Saharanism refers to endeavors that test new ideas
and undertakings in desert spaces. In this view, deserts are conceived of not only as
"empty" (people are displaced to render them "empty") but as "dead." For deserts to
be seen as "dead," their biomes are either "invisibilized" (not accounted for in the
engineer's spreadsheet) or homogenized (any given desert is like any other). When
not rendered entirely "empty," deserts become "racialized" spaces whose inhabitants
can be experimented on. Also, deserts are seen as remote (from heavily populated
areas), and this remoteness makes them ideal places for live experiments. In the case
of the French Sahara, experimental Saharanism was distinguished by engineering
megaprojects and events. This started with digging the Suez Canal and led to unre-
alized projects to flood the Tunisian-Algerian chotts with seawater from the Medi-
terranean. It was also manifest in publicity-rich trans-Saharan car rallies organized
by French carmakers like Citroén and Berliot. The most compelling case of experi-
mental Saharanism remains France's nuclear testing in the Sahara. El Guabli dis-
cusses the colonial contexts of tests in Tanezrouft and the Hoggar and analyzes how
France justified testing in these locations to world opinion.
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In Chapter 4: Sexual Saharanism, El Guabli exposes the ideational processes and
practices that establish deserts as havens for sexual experimentation and sex-related
violence outside the realm of morality, ethics, and law existing everywhere else.
Deserts in general, and the Sahara in particular, are "dreamscapes of desires" where
some categories of people, mostly white men, can transgress the moral order with
impunity. This chapter first focuses on the pedophilia that played out during the co-
lonial era, where the prostitution of minors developed as an "edgy" form of tourism
(the precursor to today's sex tourism). What would have been considered reprehen-
sible in France was presented in colonial Algeria as an ethnographic curiosity tour-
ists were invited to experience. El Guabli delves into this theme by recounting the
biographical, autobiographical, and literary exploits of André Gide. Gide's sexual
abuse of Algerian boys, mostly in desert towns like Biskra, is not disputed. Yet, the
French author's moral transgressions are still rationalized today by literary scholars
as a "liberation" from bourgeois constraints. This reading occludes the colonial con-
text that made such liberation possible, and it "invisibilizes" its underage victims.
The chapter continues with an analysis of current discourses and practices related to
the deserts of the US Southwest. Here too, El Guabli finds empty spaces set for "self-
exploration" and personal self-realization where impunity is virtually guaranteed.
"What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas" is more than just an enticing promotional
slogan. It becomes a license to transgress. In the futuristic American TV series West-
world, set in a desert resort, robotic sex "hosts" cater to every need and desire of
paying "guests." No matter how vile or violent their behavior, guests always emerge
unscathed and legally intact. At the Burning Man festival, held annually in a pop-up
encampment in Nevada's Black Rock Desert, participants seek out encounters and
experiences often involving drugs and sex that they would not have in their "real
lives" back home in some city. For El Guabli, both Westworld and Burning Man
represent sexual Saharanism made socially palatable.

In Chapter 5: Unity of Creatures, El Guabli offers readers a glimpse into indigenous
responses to Saharanism articulated as desert "ecocare." Desert ecocare is a repara-
tive ecological care approach that requires rational management of the finite re-
sources crucial for sustaining life in a desert. It is a particular form of environmental
humanism suited to the desert biome. First, El Guabli presents this counter-vision of
the desert through the works of two thinkers indigenous to deserts. In his Cities of
Salt novels, Saudi author Abdelrahman Munif offers a political-economic critique
of the hypermodernity exemplified by the steel and glass dreamscape techno-cornu-
copia exemplified by Dubai and the abandoned Neom project. In The Bleeding of
the Stone, Tuareg novelist and philosopher Ibrahim al-Koni develops the concept of
"unity of creatures," according to which humans are simply one species among oth-



RESEARCH AFRICA REVIEWS Volume 10 (2026) Page 70

ers whose existence is contingent upon the ecological balance that sustains all spe-
cies. While, like ecocare itself, the concept of unity of creatures can be applied to
any biome, it is particularly salient for deserts because of their comparatively lower
metabolisms and dearth of ecological redundancies. Human life in arid lands is only
sustainable so long as other creatures' lives are also nurtured and sustained. Sec-
ondly, El Guabli explores ecocare through the work of Algerian scholars who have
assessed the legacies of France's nuclear testing in the Sahara. By using "other-ar-
chives" (the lived experiences of its inhabitants) in addition to official state archives,
these scholars reveal the enduring "nuclear colonialism" and "nuclear racism" of ex-
perimental Saharanism. This is a legacy the Sahara shares with the Nevada desert,
but also with the South Pacific Ocean, another non-ecumene "sacrifice zone."

Deserts are among the great global peripheries—areas of low population density ap-
pearing as "empty" non-ecumene zones on world maps. The wealth of resources they
harbor is matched by their population's lack of agency over how those resources are
exploited. In the manner in which they represent Otherness in relation to normative
Europeanness, deserts resemble equatorial rain forests and polar regions (cold de-
serts). These landscapes too have been mythologized as empty, isolated, and dan-
gerous, while also serving as testing grounds for Promethean feats designed to
demonstrate human mastery over nature. They also resemble tropical islands in that
they are said to permit sexuality free of moral and legal constraints. All these geo-
graphical imaginaries emerged through the processes of colonial conquest and ex-
ploitation, yet El Guabli shows how they live on today with undiminished force. In
this regard, El Guabli's Desert Imaginations is one of a kind; no other study has
attempted to explain the unchallenged tropes associated with desert regions.

El Guabli suggests that, in some regards, his Saharanism resembles Edward Said's
concept of Orientalism. Both consist of ideas about large swathes of foreign lands
on the frontiers of Europe, and they developed organically from their domination by
Europe. However, Orientalism is mostly practices from outside "the Orient." It arose
from scientific disciplines like philology and religious studies pursued in European
institutions, as well as from literary and artistic currents developing in Europe. In
contrast, Saharanism is grounded in immediate contact with the desert terrain, on
acquiring firsthand knowledge. Saharanists must "go native" in order to demonstrate
the legitimacy of the knowledge they possess and to acquire the authority that they
claim over the subject. More importantly, Saharanism's "othering" relates primarily
to landforms, not to cultural traits. It is the morphology and ecology of deserts, no
matter where in the world they are located, that make them appear so utterly "other"
to European observers. And like Orientalism, Saharanism has generated an enduring
mystique about the Other that thrives in contemporary pop culture, where they still
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embody ideas of emptiness, solitude, death, and danger beyond ethics, morality, and
law. Saharan landscapes are even instrumentalized to evoke the ultimate extraterres-
trial "Other," as with Tatooine in Star Wars and Arrakis in Dune.

Tellingly, these colonial-era narratives and images of the Sahara still channel actions
today. Tourism is booming in those parts of the Sahara that are not experiencing war.
Cheap airfare from Europe offers opportunities for tourists to cosplay Antoine de
Saint-Exupéry or Laurence of Arabia, or to follow in the footsteps of Charles de
Foucauld or André Gide. Though El Guabli only mentions it in passing, the notori-
ous Paris-Dakar Rally perpetuates the trope of an empty testing ground for live-ac-
tion televised motorsport. Meanwhile, retired French legionnaires rebrand as "les
Amis du Sahara" to vacation in Mauritanian camel encampments and reminisce
about the glory days of their active service. Desert Imaginations is a necessary book
as it convincingly explains why Saharanist things like this keep happening.
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