STATE LEGITIMACY IN MALI: CRISIS, CONTEST, (RE)
CONSTRUCTION
Jonathan M. Sears

Emerging scholarship on the sources of political legitimacy
raises questions about the character and purpose of the Malian
state, challenging capacity-based approaches with relational and
contextual ones. Taking key concepts from this scholarship, this
article sets out the case of Mali as illustrative of the pertinence of
relational approaches to understanding political legitimacy. The
context of chronic crisis since 2012 is set against the backdrop
of democratization’s disappointments since the 1990s and the
longer arc of problematic nationalist approaches to building
the political legitimacy of the state. From a richer contextual
understanding of the drivers and barriers of political legitimacy,
there emerges a renewed call for the bottom-up re-construction
of the social contract between Malians and their governing actors
and institutions.

INTRODUCTION
With reference to the Republic of Mali, the pervasive view among Malian
and international actors and analysts is that political legitimacy is an “aggregate quality of the state in relation to an abstract citizenry writ large.”1 When
close attention is paid to diverse contextual factors that Malians name from
their lived experience of the state, the foundational assumptions about what
the state is and ought to be are called into question. Norms and expectations
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about the political legitimacy of the state cannot be assumed to be shared
by all Malian citizens because the state is not a single, unitary object but
rather “a set of relationships built around different, sometimes competing,
legitimating narratives.”2
The first section below sets forth some key guiding concepts. The second
section establishes what is at stake for both scholars and actors in Mali’s
recent history of multiple coups d’état, and in the disappointing dividends
of democratization and administrative decentralization since the 1990s.
The third section examines the complex sources of political legitimacy in
Mali, with reference to narratives about an analyses of the ongoing crisis
since 2012. Finally, the concluding section suggests the need, in theory and
practice, for new understandings of a social contract for political legitimacy
in Mali.
SOME GUIDING CONCEPTS
Legitimacy and Legitimation
Political legitimacy entails citizens’ willingness to defer to the state’s right to
rule over them.3 The converse of politically legitimate governance is coercive
and co-optative rule, which is unevenly stable and unevenly effective at
social regulation in Mali.4 Certainly, in fragile and conflict-affected contexts
such as Mali’s, political legitimacy has become “central to thinking about
how states can transition from conflict and instability to more sustainable
development.”5 Key in what follows are the roles and relationships among
conferrers and conferees of legitimacy. Conferrers are citizens who expect to
access state services. Conferees are state actors who are the ostensible service
providers, and who are themselves also individuals situated in communities.
The Mali case illustrates the ways in which state legitimacy is co-constructed
by state (conferees) and societal groups and actors (conferrers), “based on a
fluid dynamic between people’s beliefs about how state power should be exerted and by people’s experience of the state.”6 Whether shared or divergent,
these beliefs can drive or hamper legitimacy building within and among
communities in Mali.
Capacity-Based Approaches to Political Legitimacy
Mainstream approaches to political legitimacy taken by donors and Mali’s
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successive governments are capacity based, such that political legitimacy is
an instrumental good sought by state actors through public service provision and reciprocated by populations with similarly instrumental interests in
receiving public services. The dominant approach emphasizes performance
(what is provided) and process (how provision happens).
On the one hand, Malian realities show this approach at work. Throughout
Mali’s colonial and post-colonial history, institutional capacity has been
built to govern (coerce and serve) Malians. On the other hand, Malian realities also show the importance of relational, co-constructed, intersubjective,
and complex sources of legitimacy. Such sources do not square easily with
mainstream, capacity-based approaches. The discussion below challenges
the notion that service output performance and participatory processes or
inclusive delivery are the pre-eminent sources of political legitimacy. 7
Relational Approaches to Political Legitimacy
This article uses a rich case study—Mali—to affirm that multiple sources of
political legitimacy need to be better understood by analysts and actors.8 The
country offers an instructive case through which to rethink state legitimacy as
relational, co-constructed, and intersubjective rather than mainly as a transactional process. The axes of Malians’ variety of experiences include regional
(north-south-centre), urban-rural, identity and status differences among
and within communities, as well as among different types of livelihoods
and corresponding activities to manage natural resources (e.g., farmlands,
pastures, waters, surface gold deposits). Indeed, the conferral of political
legitimacy on state authorities is not only based on the appropriate delivery
of public services but is also informed by different—both convergent and
divergent—beliefs about how state power can and should be exercised. Adding empirical support for a relational approach to legitimacy-building calls
into question analysts’ and actors’ “direct or indirect equation of process or
political legitimacy with democratic, rational-legal legitimacy.” 9As Dorothea Schulz also shows, approaches to legitimation need to complement
primarily institutional analyses with attention to the subjective attitudes
of conferrers and conferees of legitimacy. Such examination of political
legitimacy in Mali has implications for understandings of and approaches
to democratization, and for post-colonial state formation in Sub-Saharan
Africa more generally.10
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THE 2020 COUP, THE 2021 “RECTIFICATION,” AND KEY
ISSUES
The key issues centre on the poorly founded state legitimacy at the core
of quasi-permanent, multiform political, economic, and social-cultural
crisis. Also at stake is the persistent failure of actors and analysts to grasp the
complexities of actual and potential sources of political legitimacy in Mali.
Histories of state repression and political and economic inequality make the
relational, co-constructed, and intersubjective sources of political legitimacy
more fraught. These fraught relationships and complex histories cannot be
resolved mainly through capacity-based and technical approaches to state
building.
Aspects of Mali’s recent history offer insight into issues of political legitimacy.
Against the backdrop of multiform crisis since 2012 and the mixed record of
international and national counter-insurgency and stabilization initiatives
since 2013, the profound crisis of Malian state legitimacy was crowned by
two coups in less than a year: August 2020 and May 2021.
The ongoing attempts to rebuild state legitimacy in Mali show the alignment of institutional development practices with a dominant, capacity-led
approach, in which state capacity to provide services is expected to produce
state legitimacy. The persistent inadequacy of such attempts, as revealed by
these recent coups and the responses to them by national and international
elites, reveals uneven, intermittent legitimacy. The Malian case highlights
the shortcomings of the dominant approach in action and points to the
relevance of relational, co-constructed, and intersubjective sources of
legitimacy.
Mali’s two recent coups d’état recall previous political ruptures. A 2012
coup ended twenty years of constitutional continuity; before that, a multiyear pro-democracy movement culminated in a 1991 coup which ushered
in a transition from military dictatorship to multiparty electoral democracy;
an earlier 1968 coup replaced a socialist state with a military-led state; and
an independence movement ousted the colonial administration to establish
an independent nation-state in 1960. Notwithstanding the important
specificities of each of these moments, they all signal the breakdown of and
challenges to state legitimacy under previous regimes. Despite embodying a common message—rejecting past regimes—these moments did not
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significantly disrupt past practices or existing dynamics.
Malians’ hopes for changes in the political status quo were raised once
again by the Mouvement du 5 Juin-Rassemblement des Forces Patriotiques
(M5-RFP) and culminated in the August 2020 coup. Malians were glad to
have the military junta National Committee for the Wellbeing of the People
(CNSP) complete what popular movements had begun, and for the CNSP
to help push President Ibrahim Boubacar Keita (“IBK”) to resign in August
2020. Mali’s international partners accepted the coup-makers’ statements
and best intentions. The transition, however, soon showed itself lacking
“imagination, introspection, and self-criticism.”11 By mid-fall 2020, it was
clear that the CNSP would marginalize, rather than include in a transitional
government, key leaders of the Mouvement du 5 Juin-Rassemblement des
Forces Patriotiques (M5-RFP).12
From the heterodoxy of the anti-IBK movement before the August 2020
coup13 to the subsequent incoherence of the transition up until May 2021,
National Transition Committee (CNT) members have struggled to keep
Mali’s increasingly fragmented political class unified enough to govern,
let alone to engage in political legitimacy building across social divisions.
Malians’ hopes for change after Keita’s ouster were already moderated when
a coup “course correction” occurred in May 2021.14 The leaders of this socalled “rectification” of the transitional government in place since September
2020 insist that this was not a coup.15 Perhaps predictably, many Malians’
hopes for reform were moderated through September 2020–April 2021, to
be largely dashed since May 2021.16
Given the persistent legacies through Mali’s post-colonial history of authoritarian rule over—rather than responsive and representative governance of
Malians—the possibility for military actors to become ascendant at various times has remained latent. The CNSP’s discourse of “completing” the
popular uprising in August 2020 resonated with that of 1991. However, the
tenor of the coup shifted quickly from “refounding” Mali to a steady-state
transition governance model increasingly dominated by military actors,
especially after May 2021.17
In any case, the CNT’s slow, even stagnant work since September 2020 is
symptomatic of a combination of (1) the transition leadership’s resistance
to reforms that might jeopardize their capacity to sustain patron-client relationships that are beneficial to themselves and their networks; and (2) the
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co-optation of potentially dynamic reformers and forces for change. Even
with the shakeup of May–June 2021, the transition for transformation that
many Malians wanted is instead on a status quo course, reproducing the
modus vivendi of Mali’s political class since 2013 and before.18
Having raised Malians’ hopes for change from the usual arrangements
under Ibrahim Boubacar Keita (2013–20) and Amadou Toumani Touré
(2002–12), the military core of the CNT has moderated its ambitions,
disciplined reformers among the civilian and military transition actors,
and signalled to national and international publics that deeper governance
patterns will shift as little as possible.19 Coups and transitions in 2020–22
have not yet catalyzed a break with past practices and priorities. Still largely
ignored are the lessons of the 1991 transition, including the importance of
patient, broad-based dialogue that engages meaningfully with the diversity
of Malians’ experiences and the attendant inequalities.20
At most, some of the players changed, while the state roles and practices
remained intact. Rather than ruptures, these coups were recalibrations
of existing power relations among key actors and actor classes in state
institutions, parastatal organizations, and large nonstate organizations.
21
Continuity, then, is the message of all Mali’s coups: continuity of poorly
founded, uneven, and contested state legitimacy. The coups and transitions
of 2020–22, like that of 2012–13, show that Mali’s leaders have again abandoned building the solid foundation of state legitimacy that was among the
anticipated dividends of democratization.
DISAPPOINTING DEMOCRATIZATION SINCE 1991:
CORRUPTION, CO-OPTATION, CONSENSUS, AND COUPS
Notwithstanding Mali’s effective transition from Moussa Traoré’s twentythree-year military dictatorship (1968–91) to elected governments in 1992,
1997, 2002, and 2007, Malians’ experiences of this period show that multiparty elections declined as a source of political legitimacy. The early energy
of the “people’s revolution” in 1992 and the commitment of the Alpha
Oumar Konaré government (1992–2002) to lay foundations for deepening
democratization and administrative decentralization waned. The high-level
commitment to meaningful decentralization in particular was not sustained
by Konaré’s successor, President Touré.
With pre-democratic-period roots, a civilian political class emerged and
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cohabited in power with actors from the previous regime. More crucially,
however, past practices of authoritarian power holding, coercion, and tactical
power sharing were preserved, not transformed, by the end of the dictatorship and in the early years of democratic politics. Although democratization
opened the competition for state power, it did not and has not yet made
the exercise of state power significantly more responsive and representative.
Mali’s leaders have remained largely insulated from meaningful scrutiny, and
they persistently lack the political will to enact checks and balances on their
own power. Post-1992 “democratorship”22 retained an executive-dominated
centralized administration, coalition governments, and consensus politics.23
As discussed below, persistent institutional cultures and officials’ pervasive
behaviours have not only allowed or incentivized corruption at every scale
of government, but—most importantly—enabled impunity for these delinquencies. 24
Corruption and Clientelism
Institutional cultures and state actors’ behaviours enable both corruption
and patron-client relations. They are often two sides of a coin. Conferrers’
different experiences of the state hinge on the behaviours of state actors in
their official state-based and unofficial social roles. Consider this scenario:
A senior bureaucrat might misappropriate state or donor-partner funds to
cover short-term debts incurred by their staff for a specific reason such as
medical expenses, school fees, marriage or religious festival costs. Using public money in this way is both textbook corruption and effective clientelism.
Within the ethics of public service accountability, it is unacceptable. Such
use and misuse permeates state and nonstate administrations, and links local
and regional political and economic actors to key government ministries,
officials, and on upward to national political leaders.25
Extended across state institutions and the parastatal and nonstate organizations linked to the state, this use of public resources has a significant
impact. Throughout Mali, citizens witness bribery, misappropriation of
funds, influence-peddling, and nepotistic recruitment. Maintaining client
bases relies on resources and influence or leverage gained through legal and
illicit means both public and private. 26With relatively routine corruption
providing resources to nurture patron-client relations, impunity reigns and
fraudulent entry into the public civilian and military sectors is chronic and
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large-scale, by some estimates numbering tens of thousands of people.
Where marginally qualified persons occupy civil and military positions, state
actors’ pervasive incompetence undermines citizens’ trust in institutions. As
former Malian Prime Minister Oumar Tatam Ly noted, lack of trust “destabilizes the rule of law, prevents the democratic functioning of institutions
and poses a threat to the country's social and political stability.”27 Reforms
and anti-corruption initiatives in civilian and military recruitment tend to
focus on legal texts and policy guidelines that get limited implementation
and produce little impact.28
Such normalized corruption is bemoaned but is also expected and understood as a reasonable response to financial vulnerability. When actors in
state institutions and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) have wages
that are insufficient or too delayed to meet their social obligations, they respond to incentives and opportunities that lead to the misuse of institutional
resources for appropriate socio-cultural purposes.29 In the above-mentioned
scenario, however, corruption is not only acceptable within the ethics of
patron-client relations but may often be expected by the actors involved.
Even as these actors may bemoan the scourge of corruption, they act in this
way to meet economic obligations within their network of social relations,
as illustrated by the observation that the “Parliamentarian in Mali, is becoming the Secretary General of social demands.”30
When rooted in the mutual obligations among individuals, families, and
communities, patronage activities are crucial for daily and long-term survival. Many Malians’ precarious, land-based livelihoods are embedded in
moral economies: extensively networked patron–client relations of redistribution and conflict management among intersecting identities and across
conflict-prone social divisions.31 These modus vivendi dynamics are crucial
to understand.
Nepotism can serve the network at the expense of effective public service.
State-actor patrons use their positions, personal connections, and closeddoor negotiations to serve their clients and to reinforce the networks that
they link and that link their clients to the state. And yet, in Mali some quasipublic goods are pursued and delivered almost as unintended consequences
of other pursuits and goals.32 Deployments of cultural capital along with
financial resources and job positions are concentrated within geographical
locales and networks in which patrons and clients have ties such as those of
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extended kinship, while also being situated in the interplay of national and
international political-economic and socio-cultural dynamics.
Malians’ social relations are prone to many frictions, if not necessarily to
conflict. Wherever frictions may occur, “arrangements” can be made among
the parties involved, often with the intermediary of “fixers” who insert
themselves into the negotiations. Public- and private-sector actors encounter “inefficient regulations [that] present opportunities for soliciting bribes,
where firms are required to make ‘unofficial’ payments to public officials
to get things done.”33 Whether these arrangements are seen as regrettable
though necessary, or simply as the way things are, they are effective because they dissipate the “heat” from social friction through money or other
resources as a social lubricant. Thus, friction does not become conflict or
potential violence.
Arrangements, then, anchor patrons’ legitimacy and credibility through
hybrid legitimacy that straddles political legitimacy in public, state spheres,
and social legitimacy in networked relations. State actors, from mid-level
public servants to executive leaders, cultivate their hybrid legitimacy by
playing roles in state institutions, nonstate organizations, and customary
social relations. Within and through these relations citizens may confer
legitimacy on state actors, while these leverage their societal legitimacy to
legitimize their state roles, functions, and access to resources and positions.
The primacy and complexity of societal legitimacy, including “workable”
corruption-for-co-optation, challenges “a simple ‘process’ legitimacy model,
in which certain procedures are seen to generate legitimacy.”34
State actors or officers hold official, unofficial, formal, informal, bureaucratic, and traditional roles. State actors’ societal legitimacy within personal
networks has only secondary or tangential reference to the office itself, and to
the broader legitimacy of the state.35 Combining narrowly state-centred political obligations and broadly social ones, elders, household heads, community leaders, faith leaders and others build their personal legitimacy, which
may or may not align fully with the legitimacy of the public institutions
in which they also serve. From their various identity and status positions,
Malians also confer legitimacy in relation to their connectedness to state
institutions and actors. Just as the identity and characteristics of the conferees “granting” legitimacy vary, so too should the state be disaggregated: “In
effect, the ‘state’ is not one but several objects of legitimation.”36

State Legitimacy in Mali

169

In network relations, patrons are conferees and clients are conferrers of
legitimacy.37 If these conferring relationships are also channels of provision,
redistribution, and access to services and opportunities, then the social legitimacy conferred to patron-as-state-actor may be further conferred to the
state office through the officer. Citizen-conferrers’ attitudes about what the
state is and ought to be conditions the degree to which this further conferral
happens. These attitudes and beliefs can range from an abstracted expectation of the state as an institution serving a “public” to the state as a source
of personal and network benefits.38 Still further, attitudes toward the state as
a foreign power in one’s region and community can incentivize negotiating
with state actors in good or bad faith, and sometimes resistance by force.
Historically, Tuareg-led insurgencies (“rebellions”) have exemplified armed
community-based resistance to the state as foreign to some northern and
remote communities.
Evident in these dynamics are Malians’ experiences of how “the state does or
does not provide access to influential sources of potential security, problemsolving support or resources for one’s community or network group,” and
thus “there are few expectations that the main function of the state is to
provide services of a particular kind.”39 Moreover, the state is “an avenue
for personalised action among community members to overcome collective
action problems” when trust beyond the network is limited.40
In Mali, as elsewhere in Sub-Saharan Africa, corruption can undermine
development, democracy, and stability. Nevertheless, the same patron-client
relations that enable corruption are also strategies for survival and prosperity through redistribution and conflict management across social divisions.
Thus, problematic governance practices “work,” while complicating aspects
of state capacity and legitimacy—undermining some and enacting others.
Because perceived fairness is “subjective and relative, and sometimes can
be contradictory among groups,” meso- and micro-narratives of inclusion
and exclusion arise at community, household, and individual levels. Given
Malians’ highly uneven and divergent experiences of inclusive or exclusionary co-optation, the political legitimacy of the state is being diluted, questioned, challenged, and even rejected even as it being shored up through
networked co-optation, particularly through strategic alliances between the
political centre in the capital Bamako and local and regional elites around
the country.41
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Elite bargains were present under President Konaré, expanded under
President Touré, and central to Keita’s attempts to buy stability and quell
dissent with cash payments after the 2012 coup.42 Clientelistic negotiations
have occurred especially between the central state and key elites from some
Tuareg and Arab communities in northern Mali, but also between the central state and other communities such as Songhay, Fulani, and Bozo. The
negotiations have helped establish elite-led, patronage-based co-optative
“legitimacy” in the limited, instrumental terms of capacity and resource support from the central state. What needs to be seen more clearly is this: even
when patronage-based co-optation works to secure (sometimes short-term)
compliance and allegiance, it also works to undermine building broader and
more durable political legitimacy.
“Greater Mali” (Maliba): A Problematic National Unity Discourse
Another factor hampering broader and more durable political legitimacybuilding lies in the persistent and still rarely discussed gaps in Mali’s “national idea” and in the related nationalist narratives of unity, inclusion, and
consensus. After twenty-three years of dictatorship (1968–91), Mali’s multiparty democracy was heralded for two decades by Malians and international
donor partners alike as a success, building a democratic polity and a modern
national identity. Under the elected regimes of Konaré (1992–2002) and
Touré (2002–12), electoral competition accompanied a certain “restoration
of the national idea, which had come alive with independence in 1960.”43
This idea, however, rested and still rests on longstanding public discourses
that stress social harmony and the ostensible unity of Malians’ national sociocultural characteristics, framed within an idea of “greater Mali.”44 The political historiography of the Mali Empire (Maliba, or “Greater Mali”), founded
by Sundiata Keïta in the thirteenth century and lasting until the fifteenth
century, recurs in public discourse as the “founding epic of the nation.”45
This historiography—partial and oriented to southern Mali—continues to
influence contemporary political discourse across the state administration,
as well as in local civil society organizations and foreign NGOs.46 To draw
from Maliba a “veritable Malian identity of common characteristics and
values that are internalized and shared”47 selectively narrates Mali’s dominant Mandé/Bamanan heritage as ostensibly national culture, mythos, and
values. This selectivity serves the top-down legitimation of the Malian state
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by exaggerating commonalities and minimizing differences and conflicts in
the ongoing construction of social and political identities in Mali. After the
March 2012 coup, “the major intellectual challenge for Mali’s reconstruction” remained the narration of a national story more inclusive, truthful,
and reconciliatory than one largely oriented to the centuries-old legacies of
the Mali Empire.48
One important legacy of a narrowly nationalist narrative is that state elites
across regimes have claimed that they need a strong state to rule and guide a
once-unified, now-fragmented population.49 In pursuit of their prerogatives,
state and parastatal elites shape state and nonstate institutions to reinforce
the political class of Bamako-based, donor-oriented, educated, urban professionals. Specifically “because of their proximity and entanglement with
the State,” they misunderstand the bases and barriers to the state’s political
legitimacy, having “lost sight of the country’s grassroots realities and regional
dynamics.”50
Democratization since 1992 notwithstanding, authoritarian patterns of
governance in Mali have been slow to change. Southern-oriented politicalclass actors have sought to continue centralizing a control-and-containment
governance model. Malian leaders have never consistently sought to address
the existing diversity and conflict-prone inequality in state-society relations
to foster durable political legitimacy. To manage effects of the diversities,
inequalities, and vulnerabilities within the Malian population means using
more or less coercive rule over “outlier” communities.51 At-risk communities—whether because of vulnerability to livelihood shocks, historical targets
of state repression, or because of state neglect—create problems for the state.
At-risk, outlier/marginal/remote communities are, however, far from unified and homogenous. Diversity and inequality in Mali is not only among
communities but also within them. Some of the social axes of difference
within communities are those of generation (between elders and youth,
whose experiences of, e.g., unemployment or loss of livelihood might be
very different). Along gender axes, men’s and women’s experiences of human
rights (and violations) can be very different. Socio-economic status, including ascribed identities from low to high status, affects how the benefits and
burdens of socio-economic development are unevenly shared by whom.52
In different ethnolinguistic communities, these internal axes of difference
manifest themselves differently, and affect the views that their members
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have of the state. Diversity within communities can also amplify differences between communities, especially when communities sharing land and
resources pursue multiple, diverse livelihood strategies such as fishing, herding, farming, small- and large-scale manufacturing, and artisanal mineral
extraction.
These axes of diversity complicate state legitimacy-building. When state
actors favour a resource-and-capacity approach and ignore the importance
of engaging and working with diversity in building political legitimacy,
they fail to grasp how communities are sites of ongoing negotiations and
struggles about what the state ought to do (and ought not to do) to foster
justice, peace, and well-being in people’s daily lives.
Where both state laws and traditional norms coexist (legal pluralism) to
regulate (e.g.) land management, inheritance distribution, and conflict
resolution, neither is automatically or permanently definitive, and the legitimacy of both sets of social and political norms is contested, sometimes
violently.53 Because the existence and character of legal pluralism has for
so long been so poorly addressed, the role/idea of the state—its ostensible
omnicompetence in public service provision, and as the preeminent site of
legitimacy-building—is drawn into profound question. Mali’s political and
economic elites face these complexities while also managing Mali’s relationships with international donor partners, including states, international
organizations, and private corporations. If Mali’s national-level actors are
underequipped and have little interest in understanding Mali’s populations
and communities well, Mali’s many international partners are often even
less invested in grasping the depth and breadth of the questions about and
challenges to the political legitimacy—and stability—of the state.54
As noted, Malians across the country “view the Malian justice system as
corrupt and illegitimate, fuelling illicit activities,” and daily face the impacts
of impunity and injustice. Communities’ and individuals’ experiences and
perceptions of these realities do vary by region and social category (class,
gender, generation, etc.). While not reducible to an archetypal sedentarypastoral conflict, divergences in livelihoods and land use are highly salient.
Land discrimination is a legacy of attitudes and laws under colonial and
independence regimes, reinforced by donor-led development thinking.
Legacies of Mali’s early post-colonial agrarian reform principle that “the land
belongs to those who tend it” preserve attitudinal and systemic prejudices
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against pastoral and nomadic livelihoods and their practitioners as backward, regressive, and suspect. 55
Another axis of Malians’ different beliefs in the “can” and “ought to” of state
action, and related issues of political legitimacy, is the relative functionality
of traditional or customary forms of conflict resolution, mediation, and
justice. Some grass-roots mechanisms have remained relatively intact and
are being used in local-level negotiations to re-establish relations among
communities,56 and also to form peace pacts with jihadist groups. However,
in other areas “traditional leadership systems” and “mechanisms of governance and justice” have “broken down due to corrupted access to power.”57
Through the mid-2000s precursors to the crisis ongoing since 2012, conflictprone social divisions were increasingly unmanageable through the customary mechanisms that provided societal legitimation of the state through
state actors as patron-conferees of political legitimacy. Where traditional or
religious leadership was—and still is—the primary resort across Mali, even
such customary authority is no longer consistently seen as either legitimating the state or a credible alternative to state authority. In some localities in
Timbuktu, Gao, and Mopti regions, gaps in traditional and state authority
have been filled by jihadist actors. For some, local-level sharia-based courts
can adjudicate effectively and moderately.
Cadis [judges/magistrates] enforced Islamic justice … Nobody
died, no hand was cut, but thefts were adjudicated, [they solved
not only] issues related to resource management, land conflicts,
well sharing, debts, but also marriage, divorce and all the
problems of everyday life.58
DIVERGENT VIEWS OF MALI’S STATE-BUILDING PROJECT
I personally wasn’t harmed during past rebellions, but this crisis is more serious, because it challenges the State’s viability. 59
The testimony that the state’s viability has come more urgently and increasingly into question is at the very heart of the crisis since 2012. The ongoing
crisis combines problems of capacity and legitimacy, and encompasses issues
of what the Malian state can do and what it ought to do—as seen by state
actors, and by Malians across the country, respectively the conferees and
conferrers of political legitimacy.60 Challenges to the state’s viability show the
deepening of “a long-term process of degradation and/or non-consolidation
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of the State.”61
As mentioned, repeated Tuareg-led autonomist insurgencies and movements, as well as the at-best partial fulfillment of promises made by the
Malian state in successive peace accords and pacts (1991, 1996, 2006,
2015) have their own particular dynamics. However, the non-resolution of
these longstanding issues in north-south relations and especially in relation
to Tuareg and Arab communities exemplify deeper insufficiencies in the
Malian state. Communities remote from centres of political influence and
economic infrastructure and opportunities have been and remain marginal
to Mali’s state-building project.62
If insecurity—of body integrity and of livelihoods—is and has been a
key concern for Malians in and from the north, centre, and increasingly
other regions, the “perceived source of that insecurity varies dramatically,”
depending on the population or community.63 For some the state is the
primary source of predation, while for others “armed movements, bandits,
and inter-communal tension” have been of concern since before 2013,
when international forces (France, UN, regional) further complicated the
landscape of armed actors.
Those who felt more secure under insurgent or Islamist occupation bear
witness to the crisis of political legitimacy. When compared with the neglect
or threats posed by members of Mali’s armed forces, a Tuareg herder from
the Timbuktu region notes that
Jihadists efficiently delivered a number of services, which the
state previously had great difficulty managing, and which are
still lacking to this day. They delivered health services … They
helped the agricultural sector … they provided real security, since
everyone could go about their daily activities without worrying
about theft or racketeering.64
Longstanding neglect or predation by state actors, as well as suspicion, fear,
and mistrust of the same have pushed Malians across the country to selfreliance and to partnerships with non-state actors (including jihadists) for
the enabling conditions for their daily lives. Emerging practices see unofficial
dialogue between state actors and jihadist leaders, while local-level negotiations and pacts among jihadist groups and communities have been taking
place. Once dismissed by Malian and international elites as never occurring,
official dialogue among state and some jihadist actors seems more likely.
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Key to grasp also is that labels such as “army,” “insurgent,” “jihadist,” like
many identity-markers, can be fluid over time and may not be mutually
exclusive. A defector from the Malian army to the Mouvement Arabe de
l’Azawad (MAA) points to both the attraction of the armed forces as a career
and calling, and the disconnect that certain communities feel from the reality of such service.
I decided to join the army in order to protect my family. But
I can’t remain with an army that kills my parents instead of
protecting them … Some high-ranked army officers contacted
me to return, but it would have been absurd. I cannot imagine
going back to an army that is the cause of the fear and exile of
our populations. How could I be proud of being a senior army
officer when my family is currently exiled in refugee camps [in
Mauritania, Niger or Burkina Faso]?65
The legitimacy or illegitimacy of the state is thus informed not only by
what people suffer, lack, or witness, but also by state actions in which they
themselves may participate and later come to regret. Memoirs by former
armed forces personnel can reflect this stock-taking. A sworn duty to serve
within state institutions, their orders and command structures unravel from
the larger and deeper sense of patriotism as a loving service of country and
an extension of one’s sense of community. 66
If populations in northern and central Mali (Kidal, Gao, Douentza, Mopti,
Timbuktu, northern Segou regions) are spared the harassment or repression by state, insurgent, or jihadist actors, they often find state services
lacking or absent, whether through disinterested neglect or depletion by
misappropriation or theft. Spared jihadist or state-led violence, they are
vulnerable to predations by armed criminals and can be caught in the
crossfire of community-based militias that organize in response to armed
criminality. Depending on the highly localized factors of inter-community
and infra-community relations, state disinterest, incapacity, and complicity
can pit herders against herders, leave sedentary populations unmolested, and
incentivize bribery.
Peul bandits stole 180 steers in a camp of Mopti, while the army
is only at 7 kilometres from the camp. The army told the owner
they could not follow him, and so the problem had to be solved
through the aid of corruption. The authorities pretend they don’t
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see anything but in fact they participate to all of this. It is always
the same problem, with banditry benefitting people who are
supposed to protect us and make us feel safe.67
This lived experience points to the problem: the state cannot and will not
serve and protect them. Thus its legitimacy has no basis in capacity or political will. Furthermore, the lessons learned from long experience are that
self-reliance and mutual assistance can and should fill the gaps. Organizations and associations with service-provision capacity thus become sites of
socio-political legitimacy, leaving out, or even diluting the possibility of
building the legitimacy of the state.
So along with inter‐communal violence, persistent banditry, and insurgency,
Malians face violence generated by national state and international armed
actors. Depending on which axes of conflict and violence are most pertinent
to a community’s daily life struggles, they will hold different views of what
the Malian state can and should be actively doing. When the state is not
consistently reliable to manage social divisions impartially, then the proliferation of armed groups and influx of resources (weapons, vehicles, money)
“only reinforce[s] existing cleavages, but also create[s] new divisions, even
within the same families.”68
As noted by a Kel haouza Tuareg fraction chief from Mopti region,
Even the positions we obtained in State services and especially
in politics, have not helped us. Most Tuareg and Arab officials
you see in Bamako can no longer play their role and defend the
interests of the most vulnerable and oppressed people, because
their jobs and their salaries come from the State that is oppressing
us. And the State uses them to show that it is integrating us.…
The State uses these people as mediators to divide us and create
problems between us. Even if they have high positions, we also
consider some of them to be part of our woes, because they
remain silent and participate in the injustice. 69
The prospect of February 2022 elections set forth in the September 2020
transition roadmap continues to elicit strong debates. Some Malians and
non-Malians alike see elections as urgently necessary to end the military-led
transition, citing the perceived (and not inconceivable) danger of the transition perpetuating itself into a military-led regime. Failing to hold elections
would reward the transition government for its failures to make good on its
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commitment to the roadmap. Others cite these very failures as making hasty
elections worse than none at all. Among other outstanding gaps is the review
and revision of the lists of electors and the establishment of a genuinely independent electoral body to replace the three that currently oversee Malian
elections. Indeed, to address persistent irregularities in past elections and
“to have any real hope of getting Mali out of the crisis, the electoral process
must be modernized.”70 Even so, however, modernized electoral processes
may not address how voters’ support is solicited “on the basis of promises,
including promises of immunity.”
Vote for X, and as soon as he is elected, he covers for you. The
military completes the triangle. Elections have really exacerbated
the situation. We've heard some elected officials say “Be careful,
if you don't vote for my party, patrols will be harassing you.”71
CONCLUSION: (RE)BUILDING THE SOCIAL CONTRACT FOR
POLITICAL LEGITIMACY IN MALI?
As increasingly noted by observers inside and outside Mali, the fundamental
challenge is to understand the need for “a reconstituted public space and
new social contract” that meaningfully links especially historically and
chronically marginalized communities to the central state.72
Everything needs to be restructured in order for the state to
represent the reality on the ground. The state that was inherited
from the colonial period does exist, but not yet the Malian
nation, i.e. a new social contract, a new will to coexist. The
surface area is shared by heterogeneous entities; we don’t speak
the same language, we have different lifestyles. The state preceded
the nation. But there first has to be a nation, i.e. a nation with a
common history, a linguistic community, and a social contract.
Without that, given the lack of cohesion, it is difficult; therefore
each person must cope in his or her own way. Today, the contract
that allows us to coexist and its processes need to be redefined.73
Malians experience “unfairness, corruption or exclusion” based on identity
or social status; these crucial factors influence “how people connect their
experience of services to their views of government.”74 The Malian evidence
reinforces that service delivery activities can, paradoxically, be good for some
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while being bad for others, given that “dimensions of material circumstance,
subjective interpretation, and relationships, all shape states of mind.”75 In
such complex and sometimes paradoxical interfaces of the Malian state and
different communities, “legitimacy can be better understood as a relational
quality rather than a characteristic of a given organisation or institution.”76
As discussed in this article, Mali illustrates the ways in which state legitimacy
is “based on a fluid dynamic between people’s beliefs about how state power
should be exerted and by people’s experience of the state.”77 Furthermore,
“state and societal groups co-constructed these expectations and how experiences are perceived.”78 The complex sources of political legitimacy need
to be understood and approached as intersubjective and co-constructed
through the specificities of Malians’ identities, statuses, regions, and livelihoods. Different populations hold convergent and divergent beliefs about
how state power is and should be exerted. Given the state’s multiple sites
of legitimacy-building and Malians’ varying experiences of the state, calls
for the “return” and “stabilization” of the Malian state risk reproducing or
ignoring the foundational conditions of today’s crises.79 Approaches to the
return of state authority through capacity building that is deemed sufficient
for political legitimacy-building show a chronic disinterest in the complex
relationships among state capacity and legitimacy, as well as Malians’ diversity and inequality.
Most discussions among Malian and non-Malian political and economic
elites about resolving crisis, stabilization, development, and peacebuilding
eschew thoughtful consideration of an ostensibly existing social contract in
Mali. Still less often is engaged the more foundational issue of what state and
what society can and ought to be party to such a contract. Given the layered
crises of political legitimacy of the Malian state, it remains difficult to see
clearly what good governance means and might mean in Mali, and hard
to see clearly who, where, and what are the most capable and appropriate
sources of a lasting legitimacy to govern.
The challenge of rebuilding Mali’s social contract has some seeds in the
Truth, Justice, and Reconciliation Commission’s work to receive testimony
and bear witness to Malians’ lived experiences of the ongoing and historical
crises of political legitimacy. The hard truths of predations and injustices
must be foregrounded in any attempts to move slowly and patiently toward
meaningful and material reconciliation. Models exist in Malian and regional
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political history of genuinely inclusive national conferences, built up from
the grassroots rather than set down by political elites, whether national,
regional, or international. Such conferences must aim to give space and
voice to Malians’ diverse experiences and unequal benefits and burdens as
“Malians.” Rich, complex, and contested, Mali’s fraught histories are the
only viable sources of durable political legitimacy.
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