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The Crisis in Northern Mali: in-between resistance, criminality and Global Jihad? 



Northern Mali’s strategic location in regional affairs 

• An area of remoteness and 

isolation, but also of increased 

geopolitical significance due to 

the ”war on terror” and unitended 

consequences of the Libyan 

revolution 

• A site of informalisation, but also 

increased criminalisation: illicit 

transportation of cigarettes, 

drugs, arms and people 

• Global Jihad in the form of AQIM 

and MOJWA (and Ansar ud-

Dine?), more secular Tuareg 

rebels (MNLA) as well as 

ordinary bandits 

 



Locating Northern Mali? 

• Basically it’s the area north of the River Niger, but what does this 

actually tells us about its regional neighbourhood? 

 It is an area that formally belongs to a state, but that for most 

practical purposes it is somewhere in-between and betwixt the 

Malian state and several neighbouring states  

 That is Algeria, Libya, Mauritania and Niger 

 Each of them with their own sort of trouble and each of them 

hosting Tuareg minority groups 

 And the long lasting competition for hegemony in this part of the 

Sahel is also in flux partly due to repercussions from the Libyan 

revolution 

• It sent people (Tuaregs, but not exclusively) back to their homes of 

origin with arms and ammunition, but little else, and the very same 

repercussions are also altering for good and for bad the quest for 

hegemony between Algeria, Morocco and Libya 



The region and town of Kidal illustrates this point 

Kidal – formally a part of Mali, but in reality something else   

o The state of Mali stops where the road ends in Gao 

o The 350 kilometre track through the sand from Gao cuts across 

a borderless limbo between the Algerian and the Malian state 

o A place lost in time and space 

 

• Kidal is marginal 

o But also a place of prime importance 

- at the forefront of all Tuareg rebellions , and 

- Increasingly a centre for trade and transportation (legal and 

illicit) 
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Do the people of Northern Mali support an independent Azawad? 

• Difficult to say 

• To a certain extent the history of rebellion here is “separatism as an 

allias”, and we should acknowledge that 
 The politics of the state as a “city game” – one of the few things that the North and the 

South has in common 

 In the South probably fair to say that to the extent that the rural population care about the 

state it is as hoping that a government could improve their economic situation or at the 

least not worsen it 

• In the North – in may be that for the majority of the Tuareg pastoralists 

– an independent Azawad simply means no more state interference in 

their lives. 

• Azawad is real as an image and a dream, but as a state in the making 

no more a state than the large wadi, the dry desert riverbed north of 

Timbuktu where the name originates from 

 



Global Jihad in Africa: another axis of evil? 

• The great conspiracy: AQIM, MOJWA, Ansar ud-Dine, 

Boko Haram, al-Shabbab – all as one united under the 

al-Qaeda banner – this is the failure to understand the 

difference between “branding” and “branching” 

• Hausa being spoken in Gao is certainly not solid 

evidence, and neither is the fact that fighters are shouting 

as this has been the main battle cry in the Muslim world 

the past 1432 years 

• Rather we need to understand the chaos that MNLA 

created when the Malian army ran away and how Iyad Ag 

Ghali and Ansar ud-Dine with the support of AQIM and 

MOJWA stepped in to the security vacuum that this 

created  

 

 

 



The 2012 rebellion – purification, or what actually 

happend? 

• Tuareg warriors and military leaders returned from Libya well-armed 

• Started MNLA and the Malian army just fragmented and ran away 

• MNLA plunder, looting and sexual violence inflicted on the Tuareg 

population 

• It is into this chaos that Iyad Ag Ghali and Ansar ud-Dine steps with the 

support of AQIM and MOJWA, re-establishes some sort of order 

• The old Turaeg warrior turned Jihadist or just a pragmatic re-orientation 

to a changing context? 

• Impossible to say at this point, but most likely a little of both 

• MNLA destroyed the old song of Azawad and a new tune, a 

reinterpretation of the Azawad texture was necessary and a stricter 

version of Islam was one possibility and not that many others really 

existed 

• Thus, the imaginary had to be re-imagined, but as ECOWAS both 

negotiate and plan for a military intervention, and the Tuaregs has 

probably lost once more 



The planned ECOWAS intervention 

• Need a credible partner in Bamako to have any 

chance of success – that is not the case now 

• Even with such a partner it will be difficult 

 Can recapture Gao and Timbuktu, but much more 

difficult to fight an insurgency with local support 

 Need to find a negotiated settlement with Ansar ud-

Dine – maybe then possible to deal militarily with 

AQIM and MOJWA (weaken them and force them far 

into the desert) 

 Need a military and a political plan, and a clear and 

credible exit strategy 



To conclude with a plea for caution 

• We should be very careful to jump to 

conclusions 

• Simply too much that we do not know 

• Some pieces of information is given way too 

much credibility – particularly the case of that 

which supports a ”war on terror”/criminalisation 

approach and thinking, whereas information 

that would lead to the questioning of this 

paradigm is if not ignored at least not 

investigated much further so far 


