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MALI’S current 
conditions and 
recent political 
developments 

are rooted in decades of political 
missteps. The May 2021 coup 
d’état led by then Vice President 
Col. Assimi Goita marked the 
fifth overthrow of a President 
since independence from France 
in 1960. The coup d’état was not 
an outlier, but was instead yet 
another example of ongoing 
political upheaval in the country. 

Despite a successful democratic 
experiment from 1992 to 2012, 
the last decade of political 
turmoil is rooted in long-standing 
problems within Mali’s political 
system. In 2020, Col. Goita was 
emboldened by popular protests 
to overthrow President Ibrahim 
Boubacar Keita. The widespread 
protests targeted the political 
class (or ruling elite) who were 
blamed for growing insecurity 
and corruption in the country. 
Col. Goita, much like the 2012 
coup leader Amadou Sanogo, 
rationalised the overthrow 

of a civilian government and 
subsequent military takeover 
by arguing that Mali’s security 
situation was only getting worse 
under civilian leadership. Security 
has not improved and more 
Malians were killed in 2020 than 
during any other year since the 
2013 French intervention.

This briefing examines four 
interrelated themes that are 
central to current affairs in Mali: 
weak state authority; delayed 
elections; insecurity; and the 
spread of anti-French and pro-
Russian sentiments. 

WEAK STATE AUTHORITY 
Democracy in Mali never resulted 
in bringing power to the people. 
Instead, a small segment of 
the population has maintained 
control of government since the 
1992 revolution. These people, 
commonly referred to as the 
political class, are centered in the 
capital city of Bamako and have 
always distanced themselves from 
the rest of the country, particularly 
the North. Many Malians 

believe that the political class 
has enriched themselves, to the 
detriment of the common good. 

While ethnicity has never been 
central to Malian politics, there 
has always been a geographic 
divide. The southern populations; 
namely the Bambara, Soninke, 
and Malinke have regularly 
controlled the government in 
the south. The Northern Tuareg 
have rebelled and been integrated 
into government at various 
moments in the country’s history. 
The nomadic Fulani, who live 
throughout the country but 
predominately in central Mali, 
have generally been excluded 
from government.

The Malian state has very little 
presence in the vast Malian 
territory. This was true even 
before the most recent (2011) 
Tuareg separatist uprising 
and has become even more 
evident since the subsequent 
expansion of violent extremist 
organizations (VEOs) in Mali and 
the three border region. Since 
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independence, tax collectors and 
state agents from the Department 
of Water and Forestry have 
regularly acted with impunity and 
extracted resources from Malians, 
who saw little from the state in 
return. Roads are poor, electricity 
is unreliable or non-existent, and 
schools and healthcare are often 
inaccessible to rural populations.  

In 2012, a law (Loi no. 2012-
017 du 2 mars 2012) was 
passed to create new regions 
and divide the country into 18 
rather than eight administrative 
regions. Only two of these have 
been created (Taoudeni and 
Ménaka). The 2015 Algiers 
Peace Agreement, which has 
not been implemented, includes 
infrastructure improvements 
and a framework to improve 
access to basic social services 
across the North. To this day, 
the agreement languishes due to 
a lack of will on the part of all 
signatory parties. 

The implementation of these new 
regional governments in Mali 
has been stalled due to political 
turmoil in Bamako and insecurity 
throughout the country. Regions, 
and regional assemblies, when 
functioning effectively, should 
provide citizens with an avenue 
to make demands on politicians 
and the state. Unfortunately, 
the creation of more regions 
often provides opportunities 
for bureaucracies to become 
larger and for state officials to 
wield influence through budgets 
and distribution of jobs to their 
personal networks. Rather than 
decentralizing power, the result in 
Mali has been to add just another 
opportunity for corruption, 
cooptation and influence 
peddling for a small group of 
politicians and civil servants. This 
exacerbates the problem of the 
divide between the political class 
and the population at large. 

The weakness of the national 
and regional governments in 
Mali provides opportunities for 
alternative authorities to operate 

at the local level. These include 
local militias and traditional 
authorities. This undermines 
state control. The state has not 
only been complacent but, in 
some instances, implicated in the 
widespread problems of human 
and drug trafficking and violence 
against civilians.

In Mali, religious leaders hold 
significant influence and this 
further weakens the authority 
of the state. The High Islamic 
Council of Mali (HCIM) and 
its former president, Imam 
Mahmoud Dicko, are respected 
by many Malians. Dicko, a 
conservative religious figure, 
has long promoted negotiation 
between state authorities and 
VEOs. The HCIM has been 
working with local authorities 
and VEOs to broker peace, 
illustrating the important role of 
alternative authorities in peace 
building in Mali. 

DELAYED ELECTIONS 
Mali’s interim parliament, the 
National Transition Council 
(CNT), voted unanimously in 
February 2022 to extend the 
transition to civilian rule for up 
to five years. Presidential and 
legislative elections have been 
postponed on multiple occasions 
and this final delay resulted in a 
trade embargo by ECOWAS and 
closed borders. 

The current government relies 
on popular frustration with 
“politics as usual” to rationalize 
staying in office and delaying 
the political transition. Rushed 
elections have resulted in a 
failure to address persistent 
governance problems. Following 
the 2012 coup, elections were 
held in 2013, and President Keita 
came to power. As a formidable 
member of the political class, his 
term in office failed to address 
widespread governance problems. 
While elections are critical, 
rushing elections will not solve 
persistent political problems in 
the country. As a result, until 
significant political reforms are 
implemented, Goita and the CNT 
can and will claim that elections 
will be ineffective. 

Proposed political reforms 
include a revision of the 
constitution and electoral 
laws, as well as administrative 
decentralization. In theory, the 
delay in elections will allow for 
reform of the now dissolved 
independent election monitoring 
body (CENI). Free and fair 
elections, across the country, will 
require a reliably independent 
monitoring body. Whether the 
current government can create 
one, is another question. 

In February 2022, the CNT grew 
from 121 to 147 members. It also 

approved a charter for transition 
that would last up to five years 
and eliminated the position of 
Vice President, formerly held by 
Goita under President N’Daw. 
These actions by the CNT further 
centralizes Goita’s power. In 
addition, the increase in seats 
in the interim governing body 
incorporates former elected 
deputies deposed when the 
National Assembly was dissolved. 
This manoeuvre ensured that 
those deputies who were removed 
from power by the dissolution of 
the National Assembly following 
Goita’s coup would be effectively 
reinstated and would therefore 
be unlikely to protest against the 
extended political transition and 
delayed elections. 

Delaying elections for another 
five years is generally believed 
to be too long. The delay allows 
for Goita’s regime to further 
entrench their power. Similarly, 
elections alone cannot fix Mali’s 
deep-rooted problems of overly 
centralized power in Bamako and 
pervasive corruption. Rushing 
elections is a bad idea, as is 
an extended delay in bringing 
Malians to the polls.

INSECURITY 
There is growing frustration 
among Malians, many of whom 
blame the French for the growing 
violence in their country. The 
lack of effective state authority 
and continued insecurity has 
led Malians to take matters in 
their own hands. Communities 
have turned to ethnic militias, 
a tactic that was common in 
the 1990s during land disputes 
in central Mali. These militias 
are participating in local level 
peace deals that have been 
arranged between VEOs and 
local authorities on a case by case 
basis. If the French, MINUSMA, 
and the Malian military cannot 
build peace, then Malians in 
rural areas will rely on small scale 
peace deals. 

Routinely, Malian presidents 
have proposed security solutions 
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“IF THE FRENCH, MINUSMA, AND THE MALIAN 
MILITARY CANNOT BUILD PEACE, THEN 

MALIANS IN RURAL AREAS WILL RELY ON 
SMALL SCALE PEACE DEALS.”

Malian special forces soldiers 
participate in combat reload drills  
Credit: Spc. Peter Seidler, U.S Army
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to violence in northern Mali 
and ignored the underlying 
causes of the violence. President 
Touré’s flagship program, Special 
Program for Peace, Security and 
Development (PSPSDN), brought 
military installations rather than 
social services and development 
projects that communities needed 
and expected. Similarly, President 
Keita [pictured right] launched 
the Integrated Securitization Plan 
for Central Regions (PSIRC) in 
2017. The PSIRC also relied on 
security solutions, rather than 
improved governance. In both 
cases, the government in Bamako 
approached the crisis by focusing 
on reinforcing the military. This 
approach, when not joined with 
development initiatives, improved 
state and local governance, 
and effective anti-corruption 
campaigns has missed the point 
and as a result led to increasing 
frustration and lack of trust in the 
government in Bamako.  

The Malian army has been 
accused of widespread ethnic 
targeting of Fulani and human 
rights abuses. After 27 Malian 
soldiers were killed in a terrorist 
attack, the state declared three 
days of mourning. Malians are 
victims of both state abuse and 
state neglect. This leads to distrust.

INCREASING ANTI-FRENCH 
AND PRO-RUSSIAN 
SENTIMENTS 
Malian mistrust of French motives 
in their country remains strong. 
France is seen as a country with 
neocolonial intentions rather than 
as a country that has Mali’s best 
interests at heart. While Operation 
Serval was welcomed a decade 
ago, the inability of the French 
military or the UN peacekeeping 
Mission, MINUSMA, to bring 
peace and security to Mali has 
led many to question the motives 
behind these interventions. The 

fact that violence has increased, 
and even spread to other countries 
in the region, has fueled these 
popular perceptions. 

Goita has used the increase 
in violence to rally popular 
resentment towards the 
French and label them as a 
neocolonial intruder in Mali. 
Fake news in Mali is widespread. 
Disinformation campaigns are 
being used to claim Malian 
popular support of the junta 
and of the Russian mercenary 

group Wagner. This has been 
effective because frustration with 
the French is at an all time high. 
CSIS reports that bringing in 
Wagner is a way for the Malian 
government to appear as though 
they are taking charge and finally 
getting down to business with 
more effective military training 
(by Wagner). The European 
Union has stated that the Wagner 
group risks exacerbating Mali’s 
crisis and further violating 
human rights in the country. 

Mali has important historic 
connections to Russia. Mali’s 
much revered first President, 
Modibo Keita, was a Socialist 
who sought the support of and 
gained recognition from the 
USSR in 1960 when Mali became 
independent. By embracing the 
Soviet Union as an ally, Keita 
made a statement against France 
and neocolonialism. 

The invitation to Wagner should 
come as no surprise. Wagner also 
serves to “coup proof ” the Malian 
junta, much in the same way 
that it did in the Central African 
Republic. The organization is now 
embedded in the Malian military 
and providing security for the 
junta. In Mali, as Wagner arrived, 

“WHILE OPERATION SERVAL WAS WELCOMED 
A DECADE AGO, THE INABILITY OF THE 

FRENCH MILITARY OR THE UN PEACEKEEPING 
MISSION TO BRING PEACE AND SECURITY 

TO MALI HAS LED MANY TO QUESTION THE 
MOTIVES BEHIND THESE INTERVENTIONS.”

Credit: UN Photo/Harandane Dicko

Credit: UN Photo/Evan Schneider

https://www.hdcentre.org/activities/mediation-in-mopti-and-segou-mali/
https://www.hdcentre.org/activities/mediation-in-mopti-and-segou-mali/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/04/20/mali-killings-disappearances-military-operations
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/04/20/mali-killings-disappearances-military-operations
https://www.jeuneafrique.com/1323617/politique/mali-deuil-national-apres-une-attaque-jihadiste-meurtiere-contre-larmee/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Sahel-Moving_beyond_military_containment.pdf
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Sahel-Moving_beyond_military_containment.pdf
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Sahel-Moving_beyond_military_containment.pdf
https://www.csis.org/analysis/tracking-arrival-russias-wagner-group-mali
https://www.csis.org/analysis/tracking-arrival-russias-wagner-group-mali
https://www.csis.org/analysis/tracking-arrival-russias-wagner-group-mali
https://euobserver.com/world/154112
https://euobserver.com/world/154112
https://www.csis.org/analysis/end-operation-barkhane-and-future-counterterrorism-mali


IN-DEPTH BRIEFING // MAKING SENSE OF MALI

a monumental propaganda 
campaign was taking place on 
social media in support of Russia.  

The geopolitics are complicated. 
Putin claims he has nothing to 
do with Mali’s choice of working 
with Wagner. Meanwhile, Goita 
is clearly snubbing the country’s 
allies in the West. Mali has 
alienated ECOWAS member 
states, European and American 
allies. A “secret” mission of the 
Malian Defense Minister and an 
Air Force officer to Russia during 
the war in Ukraine signals that 
Goita is not at all concerned 
with how the world may perceive 
his actions. He may however be 
misreading the room. While fake 
news and pro-Russian and anti-
French propaganda has certainly 
been effective, Malians are not 
isolated from the international 
media decrying Putin’s invasion 
of the Ukraine. There may have 
been popular support for Russia 
in the past, but that support may 
dry up quickly as the atrocities in 
the Ukraine become apparent.
 
CONCLUSION 
Mali’s crises remain rooted in 
poor governance perpetuated 
by elite power politics and the 
disconnect between Bamako and 
the rest of the country.

Goita has strengthened his hand 
in the near term by expanding 
the transitional government 
and coopting the political 
opposition. He has also gained 
popularity by “kicking the French 
out.” The French withdrawal 

of Operation Barkhane serves 
political purposes on both sides. 
Goita is posturing and playing 
the popular anti-French card. 
Meanwhile, President Emanuel 
Macron of France can claim that 
he is taking a stand and talking 

tough in the lead up to the 
April 2022 French presidential 
elections. He is also removing 
French soldiers from a mission in 
Mali that has been losing popular 
support in France. 

There is no doubt that the 
French army should not fill the 
void of the non-functioning of 
the Malian state. However, the 
debate over Wagner and France’s 
role in Mali has only served to 
distract the Malian public from 
the failures of the Malian state. 
Unfortunately, the Wagner group 
is likely to become even more 
entrenched in the country. As 
Goita’s regime becomes more 
isolated internationally they 
will not hesitate to use Malian 
natural resources (gold, lithium 
and uranium) to pay for Wagner’s 
services. These resources 
would be far better served in 
meeting the infrastructure and 
development needs of Malians 
across the country rather than 
indefinitely propping up a 
military junta.
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“WHILE FAKE NEWS AND PRO-RUSSIAN AND ANTI-FRENCH 
PROPAGANDA HAS CERTAINLY BEEN EFFECTIVE, MALIANS ARE NOT 

ISOLATED FROM THE INTERNATIONAL MEDIA DECRYING PUTIN’S 
INVASION OF THE UKRAINE. THERE MAY HAVE BEEN POPULAR 

SUPPORT FOR RUSSIA IN THE PAST, BUT THAT SUPPORT MAY DRY UP 
QUICKLY AS THE ATROCITIES IN THE UKRAINE BECOME APPARENT.”
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