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Les islamistes, ils dissent que la frontière est pour Dieu. Mais en fait,
c’est pour le diable.
(Mahamane Cissé)

The earth is in effect one world, in which empty, uninhabited spaces virtually
do not exist. Just as none of us is outside or beyond geography, none of us is
completely free from the struggle over geography. That struggle is complex and
interesting because it is not only about soldiers and cannons but also about ideas,
about forms, about images and imaginings.
(Edward Said)
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Introduction: There is an elephant in the room, the room has no borders

That night I hadn’t slept enough. I had arrived the previous day in town, not far from the Mauritania n
border. A few years before, in the same location, a French-Portuguese citizen had been kidnapped by
a jihadist group, and since that day he had not been released. The whole area had been labelled as a
“no-go zone” for several months. For security reasons, then, I had been wearing my Tuareg scarf
during the entire day in order to cover my face: I would have been the only white man in the whole
town that day, probably that week, and the last thing I wanted was to attract undue attention. Proving
their ancestral hospitality, some Malian friends offered to me a bed for the night in their house: an
irregular square of dried mud and poor-quality sandy cement, which I reputed much safer than any
hotel or commercial accommodation around. I slept in the courtyard, together with the rest of the
family and the animals.
Despite a wonderful starry night, I could not sleep well. The discussion I had with Mamadou
about the duty to obey and serve the elders troubled my thoughts. The disturbing presence of a radical
Islamist preacher’s stronghold, just a couple of blocks away from where I was lying, did not contribute
to relaxing me. Moreover, it was 40 degrees, I was sweating abundantly, and it seemed that both ants
and sudden gusts of desert sand had deliberated to torment me that night.
The next day, I was so tired that when my driver asked me «can you see that?», I was forced
to confess that I actually could not see anything at all. We were driving in the middle of a dusty dried
savannah, towards a small village situated at the borderline between Mali and Mauritania, where I
planned to conduct some focus groups with the local youth. Apart from arid dunes, the skeletons of
some shrubs and the scruffy shapes of a few baobabs in the distance, I could see nothing special. «I
think you must see that, let me take you there», insisted my driver. I was so tired and confused that I
felt forced to accept without further discussion. Our Land-Rover turned, and, indeed, as we moved
closer to our mysterious target, I could detect a bulky shape on the horizon. Yet, it was not until we
were a couple of kilometres away that I could clearly distinguish what it actually was, and it was not
until this shape was standing just in front of me that I admitted it was not a desert mirage, despite its
astonishing unlikelihood.
What initially seemed to be just an indistinct little spot on the horizon, in fact, proved to be a
huge compound standing in the middle of nowhere: a two hundred meters per side wall, protected by
barbed wire and cameras, locked up a complex of 6 glass-and-concrete towers of 7-8 floors each. To
add a touch of oddity, the the compound was apparently empty. Around, nothing but arid shrubs, and
some poor huts. On one of the walls, the portrait of some politician smiled above the slogan
15

“education is a priority”.
It was a completely amazing, unrealistic, and startling view. «The work is almost finished »,
the driver told me. I was explained that what I was witnessing was the renovation of the headquarters
of a famous local big man, who became extremely rich thanks to unknown cross-border traffics. He
never faced prosecution nor investigations, since he was reportedly protected by a diplomatic
passport, although he was not a diplomat. I later discovered that he actually had three different
diplomatic passports of just as many different countries: just to be sure. «He is so powerful here that
even African Presidents feel obliged to come and pay him a visit of courtesy when they pass by. But
now, he is descending into the arena of politics himself».
This incredible meeting shook me from slumber and woke me up. If it is from wonder that
philosophical enquire begins – as Aristotle famously argued – well, that view was really wonderful,
and worth stimulating an in-depth exploration for a Philosophy Doctorate. So much of abstract
theoretical speculation was condensed and coming true in that single image: patronage networks,
cross-border traffics, smooth spaces, permeability of state institutions, political and criminal interests,
mis-governed territories, racketeering, social inequality… It probably resembled closely one of those
“eureka moments” as a researcher I had dreamt of. However, throughout this research I have realized
that such an “epiphany” was less extraordinary than I might thought that it was at first sight: on the
contrary, it amounted to just one of those not-so-uncommon encounters – albeit bewildering – that
can occur in Mali as soon as one scratches below the surface of the events. Be that as it may, it seemed
to me that I had found my research path.

Over the past years, a wealth of scholarly and policy literature has attempted to investigate the reasons
for the endemic instability and widespread insecurity affecting Mali, and by extension the regiona l
groupings – all equally fragile – of which it is perceived to be part, such as the Sahel, West-Africa, or
sub-Saharan Africa. Much of this work has referred, more or less explicitly, to the theory emphasizing
the alleged destabilizing potential of so-called ungoverned spaces – of which the desert of northern
Mali is often described as an emblematic case. This, in turn, points to the wider political and scholarly
discussion about the security doctrines and IR theories popularized during the Global War on Terror.
As a matter of fact, the alleged link between (in-)security and so called ungoverned spaces has been
representing one of the most recurring tropes of the grey policy literature over the last couple of
decades. Its influence has reverberated into geopolitical debates and IR theories, and it has provided
the strategic underpinning and the political justification for some of most recent (and controversia l)
16

foreign interventions in local conflicts – including in Mali.
The claim that ungoverned spaces unavoidably bring about instability, both locally and
internationally, is linked to the idea that some places are inherently conflict-prone, and therefore
represent a threat to international security. From this perspective, every area of the globe needs to
subject to the authority of a well-built sovereign state so as to ensure the existence and the
effectiveness of local, regional and international order. This view has been enjoying an unparalle led
prestige among Western policy circles in the last decades. It has gained prominence also in contiguo us
fields of international politics: international aid funds, for instance, have been increasingly diverted
from traditional developmental goals to the overarching objective of state-building, thereby
emphasizing the alleged existence of a security-development nexus.
Yet, beyond the postulation of a mere correlation, what actually drives (in-)security within
“ungoverned spaces”1 ? Building on positivist epistemologies, some scholars have been trying to
single out specific mechanisms supposed to convey insecurity from ungoverned spaces to the nationa l
and international realm. Some of the most prominent among these mechanisms include the “crimewar nexus”, “crime-terror nexus”, and the “criminal state-capture” mechanisms. Yet, the results of
this line of work did not prove fully convincing, as the mechanisms put forward suffer from major
loopholes, such as poor explanatory and predictive value, and are unable to address issues of
equifinality or cross-case variation. The key question therefore remains open to further speculatio n
and requires more empirical research.
Moreover, this literature fails to question the ontological premises of the very nexus it
undertakes to investigate. What positivists – and policy circles inspired by them – actually mean by
“ungoverned spaces” is less than clear, and indeed the literature has put forward different, and
sometimes conflicting interpretations. Even less attention has been paid to the key concepts of
“security” and of “space” within this alleged nexus. While positivists take these notions for granted,
in the last decades critical and deconstructive scholarly works have been seriously questioning the
assumptions of such approaches. This has led some scholars to argue that the theory of ungover ned
spaces amounts to a speech act aimed at securitizing (Buzan et al. 1998) some specific areas of the
world. Yet, this is said to take place irrespective of the detection of an “objective” threat and in pursuit
of independent strategic goals.
In sum, these two bodies of literature – positivist and critical – have pointed out the limits of

The inverted commas here underscore a distancing from the notion of “ungoverned space”, and stress that the latter’s
implications are not taken for granted in the framework of this research. For the sake of simplicity, this thesis drops the
inverted commas from this point onward, with a view to both mimicking its naïve use in policy discourses, and assuming
that the sceptical approach of this inquiry is clear enough. The subsequent chapters problematize the concept of
ungoverned spaces further.
1
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the doctrine of ungoverned spaces and of the latter’s alleged link to insecurity. However, scholars on
both sides have not seemed to take seriously the questions of each other. As a result, today, both the
ontological determination and the actual functioning of the dynamics of (in-)security within
ungoverned spaces are undertheorized. Put otherwise, ungoverned spaces and their (in-)security
dynamics remain a theoretical black-box. While this has led some scholars to claim that the paradigm
of ungoverned spaces should be simply dropped altogether, this research stems from the consideratio n
that such form of thinking still deserves a particular attention precisely due to its unparalle led
hegemonic significance among policy circles, and to its major policy implications2 . This research
project, then, stems from an interdisciplinary background and should be conceived as an intellectua l
incursion in different fields of investigation.
My overall aim in embarking upon dissecting this topic is to in-depth explore the mechanis ms
regulating the governance of security and insecurity within ungoverned spaces, and, as a corollary, to
assess the reliability of the claim that ungoverned spaces as such unavoidably bring about insecurity.
The transformations of contemporary warfare are at the core of the problematic plexus in which this
research is located. The problématique of governance (or lack thereof) points to the non-conventio na l
nature of contemporary conflicts, while the mention to spaces alludes to the alleged erosion of their
territorial dimension. In doing this, my objective is also to problematize the ontological premises
upon which the very notion of ungoverned space rests. This research, in fact, provides the opportunity
to compare the explanatory and heuristic value of the latter with competing framings, such as those
emphasizing the significance of hybrid assemblages, neopatrimonial governance and patronage
networks in the postcolonial world.
It is important to point out that the most prominent mechanisms of insecurity within
ungoverned spaces underscore the important role of extralegal economies, trafficking and organized
crime as a source of insecurity. Hence, from the overall aim of the present research stems the
opportunity to allow a more fine-grained understanding of the inner workings of extralega l
economies, cross-border trafficking and criminal networks, and their link to the dynamics of (in-

I suppose that I should mention a more personal motive as part of the reasons that convinced me to investigate this topic.
I was particularly impressed by one piece of suggestion we were given in an introductory course for doctoral students:
«If you want to be able to withstand the ups and the downs and the pains of several years of doctoral research, you ’d
better preliminarily ask yourself “what is your rage”, and then stick to it with your research question». I think that the
problematic of ungoverned spaces fairly approximates “my rage”. For some years, in fact, I had been working on different
capacities in the field of international development aid. As a practitioner, I soon came to realize that the doctrine
securitizing ungoverned spaces and fostering state-building often represented the implicit background inspiring
development approaches. Its influence was clear in the destination of the aid funds allocated by major international donors.
For the needs of my (then-)work, I found it crucial to try and better understand the reasons for its theoretical success
(often taken for granted, and therefore invisible to the eyes of practitioners), as well as for its overt and frequent practical
failure (this, instead, highly visible and almost obvious to practitioners), in the contexts of both war-fighting and statebuilding.
2
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)security within ungoverned spaces. To this end, this investigation supplies a framework to investiga te
informal practices, shadow economies and amorphous political systems with the eye of an
ethnographer. To put it better: with the eye of a smuggler, since available literature has almost
exclusively analysed the topic from the point of view of the state, and of its bureaucratic apparatuses.
This perspective is popular among both positivist (Madsen 2009) and post-positivist scholars (Bigo
and Tsoukala 2008) dealing with political criminology. But it is ill-suited to properly investigating
the dynamics of fragile states and ungoverned spaces, or the “disordering” practices, as opposed to
the ordering ones (to adopt the valuable portioning of practice theories in IR suggested by AdlerNissen 2015). These considerations call for “local turn”, i.e. a greater analytical proximity to the
insiders’ practices and representations. A few prominent examples of such an undertaking already
exist in the literature, and have proved inspirational for this work (Nordstrom 2007; Reno 2000; Scott
2009).
From this perspective, political ethnography is a necessary requirement to open up the blackbox, and study the governance of security and insecurity within ungoverned spaces and other
“alternative” political orderings. In this framework, political ethnography should not be conceived as
a mere set of tools for the collection of qualitative data. Instead, it implies a broader reconsideratio n
of the very theoretical and ontological foundations of political scientific enquire, an affinity to the
teachings of postcolonial literatures, and a commitment to meaningful empirical research, with a view
to overcoming the dualisms of mainstream IR theories.
Such an epistemological effort is not pointless, if one is keen to acknowledge that ideal-types
of Weberian states emerging from a Westphalian system – to whom most of IR theories are attuned –
have probably never existed on much of the face of the earth. From this point of view, the choice to
in-depth study of the security dynamics in remote ungoverned settings, often qualified as tribal,
backward and insignificant, is not so eccentric, and invites one to reconsider the fundame nta l
assumptions about normality and exception in IR. In sum, an underlying question crossing this whole
research is whether an ethnography of security is possible, and how it shall be carried out with a view
to yield meaningful results for political and social sciences. To this end, this research undertakes not
only to single out the best methodology to build a theory (of ungoverned spaces’ security dynamic s),
but also to identify the most suitable theory to building a method for political ethnography.
Immersion into the field is one of the most distinctive requirement of the political ethnography
that this research engages with. However, ungoverned spaces generally – and almost by definition –
feature volatile and unpredictable environments.

Security considerations impose significa nt

constraints, and make the observation of the relevant phenomena problematic, their triangulation very
difficult, and the replicability of such observations almost impossible. Identifying the most
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appropriate methodology to access the field and the targeted populations in it amounts to one of the
most stimulating and thrilling challenges of this research. The effort can prove worthwhile however,
because the contribution to illuminating the grammar of opaque practices and sensitive dealings,
based on the collection of meaningful evidence, could be one of the most significant achievements of
this research. These data in fact are likely to supply the empirical ground to problematize the
assumptions of the securitization of ungoverned spaces, and to question the extent to which this trope
is well-suited to recognizing the key dynamics of governance and (in-)security herein.
Put otherwise, it is where access is most difficult that it becomes more necessary. In times of
troubles, an empirical – albeit limited – grasp of the uncertain can contribute to shedding lights on
the security logics of insecure places (Milne 2010). The focus on «disordering practices» then
provides the opportunity to tune up the theory of a methodology, and raises meaningful question that
this research contributes to addressing: whose knowledge does research produce, and for whom, when
dealing sensitive practices? How does a scholar make sense and make clear his/her positiona lity
within a relational setting in way that ensures everyone’s security, is methodologically fruitful,
consistent with ethics, and allows reflectivity?
The commitment to political ethnography obviously leans towards a qualitative approach
within a single-case study research design. (This obviously poses a problem of generalization, which
will be addressed in the methodological section of the present research, and further discussed in the
concluding remarks). To this end, the present research focuses namely on the (in-)security dynamics
of Mali. Mali, and namely its northern desert borderlands, have been consistently defined as a
quintessential ungoverned space. Hence, the conflict in north Mali represents a valuable opportunity
to in-depth investigate the influential theory securitizing ungoverned spaces, and the explanator y
value of the mechanisms put forward in the literature to substantiate this view. Moreover, the choice
of the case of Mali features at least three remarkable advantages: it addresses an important research
gap; it provides an opportunity to test the limits of cornerstone concepts of IR theories, and it is likely
to have important policy implications.
In terms of research gap, it is noteworthy that most of the scholarly and policy literature
dedicated to Mali which was available until the beginning of this project had appeared to substantia lly
neglect the crucial significance of extralegal economies, cross-border trafficking and organized crime
in the local dynamics of insecurity (to the notable exception of Lacher 2012, and maybe of Daniel
2012a). Even UNODC reports (UNODC 2011a) seemed to accept the idea that cocaine trafficking in
the region was declining, as well as its potential impact on security. It was as if the analytica l
categories developed by the then-existing research were still too compromised with the fictio n
portraying Mali as the bon élève of neoliberal good governance (Bergamaschi 2014), and therefore
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unable to interpret the new context originated by the Arab springs and resulting in the implosion of
the regional security balance. In other words, phenomena related to extralegal economies, illic it
traffics and organized crime amounted once again to the oft-(un-)noticed elephant in the room (Kemp
et al. 2012). These observations highlight a significant research gap, in terms of both empirical focus
and theoretical approach, which this research undertakes to address.
On the other hand, the specificities of the case can provide interesting insights to test the limits
of the literature that had already dealt with such phenomena in other settings. If, in the case of Malian
crisis, issues of organized crime and trafficking represent an elephant in the room, one must admit
that in this specific context the room has no walls, i.e., no borders, at least in the conventio na l
understanding of what a state border should be in modern politics. As a matter of fact, the unique
spatial feature of the case examined, lying in the middle of the Sahara Desert, allow to question the
alleged universality of the fundamental concepts of conventional security doctrines, such as borders,
identity, sovereignty, and statehood. In other words, the territorial claims put forward by contenders
in north Mali lend themselves suitably to an investigation in terms of critical geopolitics and
geopolitical imaginaries, and invite to problematize what John Agnew (1994) famously stigmatized
as “the territorial trap” of mainstream IR theories.
Lastly, in terms of policy implications, one should observe that this analysis intersects ongoing
scholarly discussions in contiguous disciplines, including most notably the controversy about the
causes and dynamics of civil wars, peacebuilding and state-building, which has been animating peace
and conflict studies for the last quarter of century at least. In the specific case at stake, this enquire is
likely to provide valuable insights about the onset, determinants and variables of the crisis that has
swept north Mali since 2012. This debate has obvious and immediate policy consequences, since it
has the potential to provide feedbacks to the ongoing efforts that both local and international actors
are making to tackle the root causes of violence and restore a sustainable peace in Mali.
With a view to addressing the puzzle inspiring it, this research develops a methodology for
theory-building and advances a theoretical discussion for method building combining different
methodological tools within a unitary framework. If I am allowed to borrow here Tilly’s famous
metaphor, I see the latter as akin to a “theoretical backpack” that a scholar makes in preparation of
the long “scientific journey” across unexplored territories. Such “theoretical backpack” needs to be
light enough, in order not to clutter one’s walk with superfluous weight, but nevertheless equipped
with all the tools one may need to face all the possible difficulties emerging along the way, both
expected and unexpected. Before hitting the road, one needs to pack up all such tools together, in a
coherent and balanced way, with a view to comfortably carrying them and proceeding along the
journey, knowing that adjustments are always possible en route, but they are more arduous and
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energy-consuming3 .
This research is particularly inspired by Stefano Guzzini’s recent work (2013), which
reformulates many of the existing problematics in the field of critical geopolitics from an interpretivis t
theoretical standpoint, and makes an original use of qualitative methods. Guzzini’s work masterly
contributes to bridging the gap between distinct disciplines and fields of research which all too often
do not speak enough to each other, including IR theory, critical geopolitics, critical security studies
and continental philosophy. As such, it represents the ideal starting point for the interdisciplinar y
endeavour of this investigation.
In line with the purpose of this research, Guzzini’s work is committed to process-trace
“causal” mechanisms as a relevant (and arguably the best) strategy to approach trans-nationa l
conflicts and civil wars. Incidentally, this is perhaps the best definition of the specific case of Mali’s
conflict: both a trans- and intra- national conflict, but hardly an inter-national or inter-nationalized
one. Yet, this research stretches Guzzini’s method beyond discourse analysis to include practices as
a valuable unit of analysis. While process-tracing practices is not entirely new within security studies
and IR, the focus on «hidden practices of informality», or «disordering practices», rather than on the
«ordering» bureaucratic routines of security professionals, is less common. However, it seems much
more promising to study the complex dynamics of (in-)security unfolding in areas of limited
statehood, as the prominent example of James Scott’s work (1987) pointed out. Rooted in the works
of post-positivist French thinkers (De Certeau 1980; Deleuze and Guattari 1980; Lefebvre 1974), this
view of practices allows to reframe the key concepts of this investigation, such as space and security,
as embedded into, and resulting from, social meanings enacted through practices. The significa nt
conceptual links between Lefebvre, De Certeau, Scott and Deleuze, recognized and made explicit by
the authors themselves, contribute to strengthening the theoretical coherence of this approach.
The application of the methodological rules contributes to shielding the present research from
the pernicious influence of partisan biases and political/normative judgements about the specificities
of Mali’s conflict. Although in Bamako’s policy circles this may be less apparent, the situation on the
ground is extremely polarized, the society is deeply divided (with about one third of north Mali’s
overall population having been displaced due to the conflict), and the bitter memories of war-time
abuses – still ongoing – prevent a commonly shared narrative from emerging. All the attempts to
reconstruct the determinants and dynamics of this conflict are therefore unavoidably captured into a
3 As

a matter of fact, I have had to progressively readjust my research project, and attune my theoretical framework to the
realities emerging from the ground, which were previously unaccou nted for. In particular, the extraordinary importance
of extralegal economies, cross -border trafficking and criminal networks has been pointed at by virtually all the local
interviewees, filtered through my interpretive grid and forced me to review my analytical framework in order to
accommodate them. By cooperating with a few organizations, I have had the opportunity to perform a recursive approach
to the field and to undertake several periods of fieldwork.
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very conflictive field (in Bourdieu’s sense), whose stakes are represented by the ultima te
determination of the historic “truth” about each other’s’ rights and wrongs. Obviously, I have my own
political views on the facts herein discussed. Even epistemological choices unavoidably lead to the
admission of one’s limits: hence, it would perhaps be inappropriate to claim that this research is
completely value-free. Nevertheless, I have done my best avoid that my own biases distorted in any
meaningful manner the academic work and its values, including neutrality, ideological secularity,
struggle to document one’s assertion and impartial judgement. The scientific design delineated herein
enables a distancing from the topic of the research, which I find particularly healthy in this kind of
enquiries.
It is based on these methodological choices and with these cautions in mind that this research
projects undertakes to in-depth explore and understanding what drives insecurity within ungover ned
spaces. It is articulated in five chapters and a sixth part in which the concluding remarks of this
research are elaborated.
In the first chapter, I introduce the problematic of ungoverned spaces. I put forward a short
genealogy of the securitization of ungoverned spaces and fragile states, especially following the 9/11
attacks, and of its incorporation in prominent security doctrines. In this framework, I argue that the
swings between territorialisation and deterritorialisation have contributed

to reframing the

securitization of ungoverned space as a geopolitical problem. Furthermore, I analyse the most
significant literature available on the topic, and discuss the merits of the existing theories according
to which ungoverned spaces are supposed to bring about international insecurity. In particular, I single
out three causal mechanisms allegedly ensuring this connection: the civil-war mechanism, the statecapture mechanism, and the crime-terror nexus mechanism. I suggest that state-building has been
representing the most prominent policy response to tackle ungoverned spaces, and I analyse and
discuss the prescriptions resulting from such a view. I conclude that available theories are generally
unconvincing, and unable to capture the actual dynamics occurring within ungoverned spaces which
may possibly lead to insecurity. While problems of equifinality, cross-case variation, direction of the
correlation, ontological framing and empirical inaccuracy undermine the plausibility of existing
mechanisms, prevalent approaches to state-building seem to encompass a limited, if not biased,
understanding of the state, and namely of its governance, its sovereignty, and its territorial basis. As
a result, I call to open up the “black-box” of ungoverned spaces in order to carefully study its inner
dynamics and the drivers of insecurity in it.
The second chapter discusses the most suited strategy to undertaking this enquire, includ ing
methodological choices and research design thereof. Drawing on the lessons of critical geopolitics,
the chapter endeavours to introduce the foundation of this research from an interpretivist perspective,
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and to discuss the reformulation of the scientific aims that results from it. In order to consolidate the
conceptual foundation of this exercise, I undertake to clarify the content of the key notions employed,
including namely space and security. Building on an interpretivist perspective, I depart from abstract
definitions and put forward instead an alternative understanding in which the role of locally enacted
meanings and practices is key. I also clarify my approach to practices, and situate it within the existing
literature. I suggest that the understanding of practices results from the analysis of the field in which
they are enacted, and from the study or their genealogy from a longue-durée perspective. Facing the
manifest limits of existing theories, I argue that instead of further testing them, the present research
shall engage in an exercise of mid-range theory building. Having reviewed different options, I
eventually argue that the focus on causal mechanisms abductively process-traced within a single
most-likely case-study represents the most suitable research design to this end. In this framework, I
discuss how the notion of causality and the problems of generalization and operationalization will be
addressed from an interpretivist perspective. In the end, I complete the methodological review by
presenting the sources of evidence interrogated by the present research, how they have been selected,
and the operational and ethical standards adopted to approach them.
In the third chapter, I propose to focus on north Mali as a quintessential case where the
dynamics of insecurity within ungoverned spaces can be studied, and which adds up to a wellestablished scholarly tradition of case-studies focusing on security governance in ungover ned
borderlands. To this end, the chapter reviews the unfolding of north Mali’s recent (and current) crisis,
and traces its origins engrained in the long-standing patterns of instability since independence. I claim
that the notion of smooth borderland fostering connectivity is well suited to capturing north Mali’s
specific features. In it, borders do not obstruct flows, but articulate them, and sustain networks of
patronage politics. I argue that the concepts of sovereignty and private property locally lack of
empirical grip, while the mobile practices of trafficking and contraband are largely compliant with
prevalent social norms, and provide a significant amount of evidence to substantiate this view.
Building on the insights of critical geopolitics and biopolitics, I conclude by problematizing the
consequences of the securitization of contraband within smooth connective spaces.
The fourth chapter is more empirically dense. In it, I describe the politics and economy of
trafficking in north Mali (and partly in the broader Saharan-Sahelian region) as a crucial practice
determining local security. In particular, building on recent developments in the field of politica l
criminology, the chapter focuses on the markets and the material infrastructures of extralega l
economies, including routes, actors, organizational arrangements, prices and quantities of smuggled
goods. I suggest to consider the practice of smuggling from a longue-durée perspective, as resulting
from pre-colonial trans-Saharan cross-border caravan trades and religious networks, and further trace
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its subsequent evolution into the current smuggling infrastructures. In particular, I discuss the find ings
of the available literature and of my own field research, so as to review the different assemblages
which have been contributing to the rise and consolidation of the contraband of licit and illicit goods,
including subsidized foodstuffs, tobacco, hashish, cocaine, synthetic drugs, weapons, migrants and
human beings. While emphasizing the relevance of smuggling practices on local security, I argue that
the former mirror competing views of morality and social legitimacy. These activities, in fact, are
closely interwoven into daily practices and legal economies. Based on this analysis, I claim that
criminal activities, such as trafficking and contraband, but also their protection and profits ’
redistribution, are not antithetical to state apparatuses, but instead deeply penetrate them through a
thick network of complementarities and connivances. In conclusion, I emphasize that these find ings
further disconfirm the validity of the mechanisms put forward in the literature, and further
problematize the very notion of ungoverned spaces.
The fifth chapter in-depth studies whether, and how, extralegal economies and illicit traffics
impact on local security. I introduce, elaborate and discuss a significant amount of data about all the
instances of armed conflict occurred in north Mali from 2012 to 2015 with a view to detecting
potential patterns or mechanisms. The analysis is supported by an extensive cartographic apparatus
developed to this end, in line with the geopolitical aims of the present research. I confront these data
with the expectations of existing semantic models on the spatial distribution of armed violence within
civil wars, and process-trace the diachronic patterns of violence (and the political imaginaries they
convey) in key locations to discriminate among competing models. I argue that the mechanisms of
state-sponsored protection rackets seem the most suitable to interpreting the dynamics of (in-)security
observable in the case at stake, but that this model requires some adaptation and refinement due to
the specificities of north Mali’s ungoverned smooth space. To this end, I introduce an analytic
distinction between “deterritorialised” traffickers fostering the flow of smuggled goods, and
“territorialized” armed actors protecting a specific portion of territory. From this perspective,
smuggling activities are closely interwoven into daily practices and legal economies, and mirror
competing views of morality and social legitimacy. I conclude that the specific spatial features shall
be accounted for in the security assemblage of the case at stake, since they structurally benefit the
traffickers over the protectors, and contribute to explaining north Mali’s endemic instability and its
specific patterns of (in-)security.
Lastly, in the concluding remarks I try to sum up the chapters’ findings with a view to
ultimately answering to the research question, and assessing to what extent the conclusions of the
present research can be generalized and stretched to other cases.
The path which led me through this scientific journey has been exciting: a fascinating
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incursion through my own ignorance, the appetite for discovery, the paucity of science, and the
infinite wisdom of the world. I cannot help but hope that the following pages may transmit at least
some of this enthusiasm to the readers.
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Chapter 1: What drives (in-)security within ungoverned spaces?

They would reconstruct society on an imaginary plan, much like the
astronomers for their own calculation would make over the system of the universe.
(Pierre-Joseph Proudhon)

1.1 Ungoverned spaces as a geopolitical problem
Since the attacks of September 11, Al-Qaeda has been labelled a “deterritorialized threat” (see for
instance Elden 2007a, 824; Roy 2002; Tosini 2014, 108-109). Scholars have further stressed this
peculiarity by comparing Al-Qaeda's approach to jihad to the one pursued by more recent expressions
of salafist armed militancy, such as the one of the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS).
The geographical rooting and political ambitions of the latter, in fact, contrast sharply with the global,
anti-state call of the former (Guidère 2015).
What is the precise meaning of the statement highlighting the “deterritorialised” nature of AlQaeda (and of contemporary threats, by extension), whether this is accurate, and to what extent it
represents a novelty in the contemporary security landscape – all these are questions that have been
addressed elsewhere (among the latest interventions in this debate see for instance Byman 2015;
Mandaville 2014; Shafir et al. 2013), and therefore fall beyond the scope of the present research.
Irrespective of its meaning and truthfulness, however, the claim that contemporary threats, epitomized
by the global networked terrorist organizations like Al-Qaeda, are deterritorialised, has had powerful
effects, both at theoretical and practical level. The theoretical productivity of such a conceptualizatio n
of contemporary challenges to international peace and security has been immense, as much as its
political implications. The Global War on Terrorism (GWOT) launched by the Bush administratio n
in the immediate aftermath of the attacks, is premised on such an understanding. The same can be
claimed for the neoliberal interpretation of the doctrines of state-building, later incorporated in the
strategies of leading aid agencies. In sum, one can hardly overestimate its impact on internatio na l
security and development policies – as much as on the development of a theoretical and practical
“nexus” between the two fields (Duffield 2001; Stern and Ojendal 2010).
The present research will therefore attempt to provide an assessment of some of the most
significant consequences stemming from the alleged deterritorialisation (and subsequent reterritorialisation) of contemporary threats. In doing so, it will adopt the specific theoretical angle of
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geopolitics and of the most recent critical approach to it (for instance Agnew et al. 2003). This is far
from surprising, given the inherently geographical reference of the notion of deterritorialisation. In
the full maturity of his scientific production, Simon Dalby, one of the most prominent authors in the
field of geopolitics and critical geopolitics, has put forward a comprehensive though aptly
parsimonious definition of geopolitics, in terms of «mapping of dangers» (Dalby 2008). According
to Dalby, instead: «the function of critical geopolitics is […] to investigate how geopolitical reasoning
[i.e. the mapping of danger] is used as an ideological device to maintain social relations of dominatio n
within contemporary global politics» (2008, emphasis added). The alleged deterritorialization of
contemporary security threats, as much as the GWOT originating from it, seem to provide an excellent
field for this intellectual exercise. The heuristic value of this approach will be clarified in the further
development of this discussion.
Indeed, the same Dalby will notice a few years later that, from the vantage point of critica l
geopolitics, «the main interest of the GWOT is precisely that it lacks any precise geographica l
reference» (Dalby 2010). On the one hand, this has allowed the rhetorical construction of a “global”
war that would underwrite the unipolar ambitions of the Project for a New American Century 1
implicitly endorsed by some sectors of the Bush administration. On the other, however, the notion of
a deterritorialised threat, lacking any precise geographical reference, seemed to prevent the passage
from rhetoric to action, or from the abstract theoretical framing of the threat to the actual
implementation of relevant security measures. The projection of military power, in fact, does require
a specific target, one that is both clearly identifiable and physically localized.
The clarification of how the Bush administration was about to overcome this contradictio n
was contained in a crucial, albeit little noticed, passage of the President's address to the nation
immediately following the attacks of September 11: «we will make no distinction between the
terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbour them» (Bush 2001). Such a move
surreptitiously allowed to re-territorialize the threat of international terrorism, by identifying a clearly
demarcated geographic proxy against whom the GWOT would be conducted. It enabled, in other
words, to reframe the GWOT in more conventional military terms, and to target states (Elden 2007a,
824). As vice-President Dick Cheney acknowledged a few years later: «in some ways the states were
easier targets than the shadowy terrorists» (reported in Woodward 2003).
By this significant move, the threat against whom the whole American strategy was to be
The Project for a New American Century (PNAC) was a neo -conservative think tank established in Washington D.C
and operational between 1997 and 2006. According to its first release, the Statement of Principle, the USA faced a
challenge to «shape a new century favourable to American principles and interests», and therefore called for significant
increases in defence spending, in order to «challenge regimes hostile to our interests and values» and preserve and extend
«an international order friendly to our security, our prosperity, and our principles». See Elliott A. et al. (1997), Statement
of Principles, June 3, 1997, newamericancentury.org.
1
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designed for the forthcoming decades silently shifted from the terrorist organizations themselves, to
the territories harbouring them, and therefore to the states responsible for the guarantee of interna l
and international security in those territories. As the 9/11 Commission Report also highlighted
(National Commission 2004), a consensus started to coalesce around the idea that contemporary and
future security threats for the U.S. and global security would arise from areas within states (or
straddling across the boundaries between states) that are not controlled by state authority, for various
reasons. In political discourses, the states that were perceived by the American administration to be
unwilling to conform to this agenda fell into the category of “rogue states”. The ones that were
considered as incapable – albeit potentially willing – of doing so were labelled as “weak” and
“fragile” states2 .
The present research will focus namely on the latter category. The genealogy of the
securitization of weak states, that will be traced herein, will provide evidence sustaining a dialectica l
mechanism identified in the early production of critical geopolitics. The focus on weak states, in fact,
overturns the threat of deterritorialisation, attributed to contemporary “enemies”, into its opposite,
i.e. a new form of territorialisation. As Tuathail observed, in fact, deterritorialisation «evokes the
challenges posed to the status of territory and, by extension,

our territorially embedded

understandings of geography, governance and geopolitics, states, places. [...] But it is deceptive when
it becomes an answer polemically naming this challenge as a clear disappearance of territoriality. The
problematic of deterritorialisation is also the problematic of reterritorialisation; it is not the presence
or absence of state territoriality but its changing status, power and meaning» (Tuathail 1998a, 82).
From this point of view, the “postmodern” idea of a purely deterritorialised threat is less ambitio us ly
distinctive of a bracketed historical era, caught between the end of the cold war and the beginning of
the GWOT, i.e. roughly corresponding to the Clinton administration (Agnew and Corbridge 1995;
Tuathail 2000), whereby 9/11 would mark its end rather than its inauguration.
1.1.1 The territorialisation of the threat: networked terrorists, fragile states, ungoverned spaces.
This section describes the subsequent steps of the progressive territorialisation of what has come to
be perceived as the major threat to international peace and security, i.e. the shifts from a security focus
on terrorist organizations – framed as deterritorialised networked – to fragile or weak states, and
eventually to ungoverned spaces. The concluding remarks of the section emphasize the idea that a
2 Lacking a universally accepted definition of “fragile” state and “weak” state (as it will be discussed in the followin g
lines), the two concepts have been used somewhat interchangeably, especially in the grey literature. As a consequence,
they will also be understood as synonyms in the present study. However, the notion of “weak” state might be thought to
arise, by negation, from the one of “strong” state, implicitly assumed as a desirable and normative standard. In order to
avoid such ambiguity, the concept of “fragile” state will be preferably used (unless it will be necessary to do otherwise in
order to stress the link with existing texts). For a further discussion on this topic see Coticchia (2014).
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critical approach to both this longstanding securitizing (Buzan et al. 1998) pattern and to the policy
prescriptions stemming from it is needed and opportune, due in particular to its major geopolitica l
significance.
Although a first attempt to prioritize state collapse as a potential security threat can be traced
back to the failed intervention in Somalia (Zartman 1995), the main shift is highlighted by a
significant number of strategic documents put forward by the US military and State Department
following the attacks on American soil of September 11 2001. Despite some initial hesitatio ns
(Mazarr 2014), the securitization of ungoverned spaces, and its policy corollaries, became a pillar of
the foreign doctrine of the Bush administrations. The 2002 National Security Strategy, the one where
the “Bush doctrine” was exposed for the first time3 , states that: «America is now threatened less by
conquering states than we are by failing ones […] Weak states […] can pose as great a danger to our
national interests as strong states» (The White House 2002). Building on the findings of the 9/11
Commission Report (National Commission 2004), policy guidelines among the US security forces
retrospectively recognized that «until recently, ungoverned territories were of little interest to the U.S.
national security community […]. In the post-9/11 world, however, national security experts are
coming to the consensus that […] the front lines of the war on terrorism lie in these ungover ned
territories» (Rabasa et al. 2007, 1).
Such an approach spilled over and inspired the development of similar doctrines at more
strategic and tactical level. The 2003 National Strategy for Combating Terrorism was premised on
the idea that: «Terrorists must have a physical base from which to operate. Whether through
ignorance, inability, or intent, states around the world still offer havens […] that terrorists need to
plan, organize, train, and conduct their operations. Once entrenched in a safe operating environme nt,
the organization can begin to solidify and expand» (The White House 2003). Similarly, the 2004 US
National Military Strategy announces its ambition to «work to deny terrorists safe haven in failed
states and ungoverned regions» (US Department of Defense, Joint Chiefs of Staff 2004). The
following year, the US National defence strategy warns that «the absence of effective governance in
many parts of the world creates sanctuaries for terrorists, criminals, and insurgents. Many states are
unable, and in some cases unwilling, to exercise effective control over their territory or frontiers, thus
leaving areas open to hostile exploitation» (Department of Defense 2005).
In the update of the National Security Strategy that followed Bush's second mandate, the same
idea is reiterated (albeit in a slightly more constructive manner). In a noted article on Foreign Affairs
issued in summer 2005, two high level officers of the State Department claimed that «in today’s

3 For part of the data exposed in the following lines I am indebted to the research conducted b y Edoardo Baldaro. See
Baldaro (2015).
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increasingly interconnected world, weak and failed states pose an acute risk to U.S. and global
security. Indeed, they present one of the most important foreign policy challenges of the contemporary
era» (Krasner and Pascual 2005). Interestingly, the new National Security Strategy emphasizes the
special relevance of Africa within this discourse: «The United States recognizes that our security
depends upon partnering with Africans to strengthen fragile and failing states and bring ungover ned
areas under the control of effective democracies» (The White House 2006). And in 2007, the US Air
Force exposes its own understanding of this doctrine by publishing a very explicit book titled
“Ungoverned Territories: Understanding and Reducing Terrorism Risks” (Rabasa et al. 2007; see also
Brachet 2013).
Despite the rejection of some features of the “Bush doctrine”, it is worth noticing that the
advent of the Obama administration did not bring much change to the American concern and
securitization of fragile states, failing states and ungoverned territories. Indeed, following the ousted
of the Bush administration, scholars advocating for a sea-change in American foreign policy, while
framing their recommendations in terms of renewal, adaptation, or farewell to outdated models,
curiously kept on advising the Obama administration to «police all the globe», aiming at «saving,
resuscitating or intervening in failed states» defined as «incubators for terror» (Van Evera 2008).
What was presented in a magniloquent manner as a “farewell to geopolitics” incidentally ended up
resuscitating a very geopolitical strategy targeting fragile states and ungoverned territories.
As a consequence, the National Security Strategy of 2010, the first of the Obama era,
recognizes that «failing states breed conflict and endanger regional and global security» (The White
House 2010). The 2011 National Strategy for Counterterrorism lists among its “Overarching goals”
the task to: «Eliminate safe havens. Al-Qaeda and its affiliates and adherents rely on the physical
sanctuary of ungoverned or poorly governed territories, where the absence of state control permits
terrorists to travel, train, and engage in plotting. In close coordination with foreign partners, the
United States will continue to contest and diminish al-Qaeda’s operating space through mutually
reinforcing efforts designed to prevent al-Qaeda from taking advantage of these ungoverned spaces.
[…] Our challenge is to break this cycle of state failure to constrict the space available to terrorist
networks» (The White House 2011).
In a largely retrospective piece issued by Foreign Affairs – a review which incidenta lly
contributed greatly to the successful securitization of ungoverned spaces and weak states – Mazarr
(2014) came to acknowledge that «for a decade and a half […] the dominant national security
narrative in the United States stressed the dangers posed by weak or failing states. These were seen
to breed terrorism, regional chaos, crime, disease, and environmental catastrophe. To deal with such
problems at their roots, the argument ran, the United States had to reach out and help stabilize the
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countries in question, engaging in state building on a neo-imperial scale».
The US drive towards the securitization of fragile and failing states was not confined to the
realm of security and foreign policy specialists in Washington D.C. The security concerns for
ungoverned spaces and their providers made a remarkable entry at the core of the European Union's
Security Strategy (European Council 2003) – which ranks state failure among Europe's key security
threats – and of NATO's latest Strategic Concept (2010, see also Coticchia 2014). Noteworthy, the
2004 UN High Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change's report A More Secure World, Our
Shared Responsibility identified ten top security priorities for the international community, includ ing
terrorism, civil war and transnational organized crime, premised on the assumption that «internatio na l
terrorist groups prey on weak states for sanctuary» (UN 2004). The community of international aid
and development, moreover, proved particularly receptive of the concept of fragile states, and quick
to align its own priorities with it. For the USAID «there is perhaps no more urgent matter facing
USAID than fragile states» (USAID 2005, 1), whereas the Swiss Department of Foreign Affairs
acknowledged that «the problem of fragile states […] now represents one of the most serious and
fastest growing challenges in the areas of development, peace and security policy» (FDFA Working
Group 2007, 45).
Further examples could be added to the list. What is really significant here, however, is to
point out that the securitization of fragile states and ungoverned territories represents a continuo us
thread which has progressively unfolded since 2001, and has become one of the most consistent and
widespread leitmotifs of international security discourses. Two significant shifts have accompanied
this process: on the one hand, the gradual displacement of the exclusive focus on “rogue” states as
the most significant threat to international security. Even prominent neoliberal scholars, such as
Francis Fukuyama, have become keen to acknowledge that «weak or failed states are close to the root
of many of the world's most serious problems, from poverty and AIDS, to drug trafficking and
terrorism […]: the terrorist attacks of September 11 proved that state weakness constituted a huge
strategic challenge. […] State weakness is both a national and an international issue today of the first
order» (Fukuyama 2004a, 17-18). On the other hand, the increasing relevance of “ungoverned” spaces
and territories is presented as one of the most important features of weak, fragile or failing states. As
Mitchell (2010) aptly notes, the rhetoric of “rogue” states has been supplanted in order to present
these areas as the new frontier of terror: «it is no longer just the strong, aggressive and authoritar ia n
states that provoke concern, but also their opposites: those which allow their territories to appear
chaotic, cut off, ungoverned or ungovernable».
The call to “police all the globe” (Van Evera 2008) and extend the supposed benefits of
government and effective state sovereignty over territories that are discursively framed as ungover ned
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spaces, represents the culminating point of the geopolitical project. Commenting Halford Mackinder
(1904), whom can legitimately be considered as the founding father of geopolitics, John Ruggie
(1993) contends that the political modernity begins with «the integration of separate and coexisting
world systems, each enjoying a relatively autonomous social facticity and expressing its own laws of
historicity, into a singular post-Columbian world system». Writing in 1904, for Mackinder the
successful end of the age of the explorations achieves the ultimate unity of the world: the closure of
the oceans and the mapping of unexplored masses of lands, whether in inner Africa or in the Polar
regions, accomplishes the absorption and internalization of all geographical outside, thus ending the
Columbian era and opening a new one – the era of geopolitics. Ungoverned spaces, however, seem
to resist, almost by definition, the political hybris aiming to integrate every possible outside into the
unity and intelligibility of the world. To the extent to which it aims at incorporating the exception into
the normality, governing ungoverned spaces is therefore the last and necessary act of the geopolitica l
drama, revealing the «impulse of universalizing cosmologies to absorb and transform that barbarian
frontier» (Scott 2009, 111). It is not by chance, so, if this agenda is enthusiastically endorsed by
neoliberal scholars and policy-makers (such as Francis Fukuyama, cited above). Only then, in fact,
the liberal hegemony that represents the end of history (Fukuyama 1992) will be definitive ly
unchallenged and perfectly achieved. The end of history, in sum, coincides with the end of geopolitics.
1.1.2 What is an ungoverned space?
The salience of the securitization of fragile states and ungoverned spaces in contemporary politica l
discourses contrasts sharply with the vague, unspecified and often misleading analytical content of
these notions. Instead of aiming at providing a (further) formal definition of state fragility and
ungoverned territory, the present investigation attempts to reconstruct the genealogy and the politica l
consequences of the progressive securitization of fragile states and ungoverned spaces.
In the last couple of decades, an immense body of literature has been struggling to provide a
shared and consensual definition of “weak” and/or “fragile” state. (Brock et al. 2012; Call 2008;
Coticchia 2014; Menkhaus 2003; Newman 2009; Rotberg 2003; Zartman 1995; to cite but a few).
Moreover, several international datasets have been developed in order to capture, quantify and
monitor, in a more “scientific” manner, the main features defining “weak” and/or “fragile” states.
These include: the State Fragility Index (promoted by the Center for Systemic Peace); the Failed
States Index (developed by the Fund For Peace and the review Foreign Policy); the Worldwide
Governance Indicators (World Bank); and the Ibrahim Index of African Governance (Ibrahim Mo
Foundation, focusing more specifically on Africa).
Despite this wide array of instruments, however, the scholars’ community is far from
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universally agreeing on a specific definition of “weak” and/or “fragile” state. Call (2008, 1497)
famously commented that this rhetoric resulted from the «agglomeration of diverse criteria,
[which…] throw a monolithic cloak over disparate problems that require tailored solutions». The idea
that such framing concepts could be aptly described only through the manipulation of quantitative
variables has attracted a significant amount of methodological criticism, quite understandably so. The
in-depth analysis and discussion of this debate would fall beyond the scope of the present research,
to the extent to which I aim – as mentioned above – to focus on the consequences of such a framing,
rather than discussing its merits. I will then limit myself to introduce a couple of definitions endorsed
by some major actors in the field of international development: the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID) and the Organization

for Cooperation and Economic

Development (OCDE). The rationale behind this choice is twofold: first, these definitions seem to be
relevant also to the scholarly work (see for instance Boege et al. 2008, and Baldaro 2015 for USAID;
Batmanglich and Høyer 2013; and Coticchia 2014 for OCDE); and second, because from these
definitions, crafted for operational purposes, stem very concrete and observable policies and practical
consequences, which are of the utmost relevance for the present investigation.
USAID adopts the following definitions: «the term fragile states refer generally to a broad
range of failing, failed, and recovering states. However, the distinction among them is not always
clear in practice […]. [USAID] distinguishes between fragile states that are vulnerable from those
that are already in crisis. USAID is using vulnerable to refer to those states unable or unwilling to
adequately assure the provision of security and basic services to significant portions of their
populations and where the legitimacy of the government is in question. This includes states that are
failing or recovering from crisis. USAID is using crisis to refer to those states where the central
government does not exert effective control over its own territory or is unable or unwilling to assure
the provision of vital services to significant parts of its territory, where legitimacy of the governme nt
is weak or non-existent, and where violent conflict is a reality or a great risk» (USAID 2005, 1).
Similarly, OCDE considers that: «A fragile region or state has weak capacity to carry out basic
governance functions and lacks the ability to develop mutually constructive relations with society.
Fragile states are also more vulnerable to internal or external shocks, such as economic crises or
natural disasters. More resilient states exhibit the capacity and legitimacy of governing a populatio n
and its territory. They can manage and adapt to changing social needs and expectations, shifts in elite
and other political agreements, and growing institutional complexity. Fragility and resilience should
be seen as shifting points along a spectrum» (OECD 2013). In sum, if states' capacity to withstand
several varieties of shocks can be expressed along a continuum spectrum that goes from resilience to
collapse and failure, then “fragility” identifies a state tending towards the latter end of such spectrum.
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For the scope of this discussion one can therefore conclude that the concept of “state fragility”
(or weakness) defines a situation in which the central government has little capacity to guarantee
security and the provision of public goods in (part of) its territory, is unable or unwilling to control
its borders, cannot maintain vital public services and institutions, and is vulnerable to extraconstitutional challenges to the established order.
Interestingly, this interpretation of state fragility largely overlaps with the coeval definition of
“ungoverned space” or “ungoverned territory” adopted by the U.S administration. US Deputy
Assistant Secretary of Defence Theresa Whelan defined – albeit succinctly – ungoverned space «a
physical or non-physical area where there is an absence of state capacity or political will to exercise
control» (Whelan 2006, 64). In a major study commissioned to the RAND corporation by the US Air
Force in 2007, recollecting all the then-available literature and policy experience on the topic,
ungoverned territories refer «both with respect to physical space and to the level of state control, [to]
the degree to which the state has control of normal government functions. Ungoverned territories can
be failed or failing states; poorly controlled land or maritime borders or airspace; or areas within
otherwise viable states where the central government’s authority does not extend» (Rabasa et al.
2007, 1).
Whether abusive or appropriate, the conflation of the notions of failed state, state fragility and
ungoverned territory is noteworthy to the extent that it suggests a bridge between the fields of
international development – where the concepts of failed and fragile states were initially crafted (see
among others World Bank 1998) – and the field of counterinsurgency and counter-terrorism (Debiel
and Rinck 2017) – from where the concept of ungoverned territory has arisen (Rabasa et al. 2007).
From this perspective, it further stresses the merger between development and security policies
(Duffield 2001), whose apogee will be consecrated by the World Bank’s 2011 World Development
Report titled explicitly “Conflict, Security, and Development”.
Noteworthy, the rhetorical construction of ungoverned spaces departs from the concepts of
weak and failed state in as much as it seems to feature all the characteristics traditionally attributed
to the geopolitical topos of the terra nullius by the most un-critical “orientalizing” (Said 1978)
literature: a mysterious, wild no man's land, where ferocious and barbarous lawlessness reigns, thus
threatening the fragile acquis of civilization. The rhetorical device of the shadowy, cupid, barbarous
“other”, pressing at the state's frontiers and threatening the survival of civilization4 has been
historically used to justify both the inward aspiration to the sovereign monopoly of the state apparatus,
and its outward colonial hybris (Salter 2002).

This is usually conceptualised as coeval to the political system of the states, unlike the Renaissance myth of the noble
savage, that precedes it; see Foucault (2003).
4
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However, one needs to stress that most of the literature devoted to ungoverned spaces,
including policy documents and “grey” literature, tends to adopt a more nuanced view which rejects
such a straightforward dichotomy between state order, on the one hand, and barbaric anarchy in the
remaining ungoverned spaces, on the other. Apart in the most unsophisticated accounts, the tenants
of the “ungoverned spaces” paradigm are usually keen to acknowledge that «ungovernability means
that, in these regions, the state is unable or unwilling to perform its functions. This is not to say that
these territories are devoid of governance. Rather, the structures of authority that do exist are not
related to the formal institutions of the state» (Rabasa et al. 2007, p.xv-xvi, emphasis added; see also
Whelan 2006).
This approach echoes the findings of the most recent literature on governance dealing in
particular with areas of limited statehood. While the latter’s definition analytically reproduces most
of the features encapsulated in the concept of fragile states and ungoverned territories 5 , Risse (2010,
23) observes that «areas of limited statehood are not “un-governed” or even “un-governable.” In fact,
governance is sometimes provided even under rather adverse conditions of fragile or failing
statehood». The example of Somalia provides a valuable case to clarify this point: Menkhaus (2006,
82) argues that «Somalia is without government, but not without governance», due to a proliferatio n
of informal providers of security and justice. Rabasa et al. (2007, 149) do not dismiss the point, as
they are keen to acknowledge that « Somali territorial control takes a coherent picture when viewed
as a clan-based society». Yet, the presence of alternative forms of governance competing with the
state and replacing it is precisely among the features contributing to make of Somalia «the most
chronic situation of ungovernability» in East Africa (Rabasa et al. (2007, 148). The exercise of
authority beyond the scope of formal state structures, then, is not equated to pure anarchy, although
it is among the features of ungoverned spaces.
These observations are particularly significant to the extent that, while some recent literatur e
has indeed criticized the focus on ungoverned spaces as an appropriate blueprint for strategic foreign
policy in Western countries (Foreign and Commonwealth Office 2015), it has tended to do so based
more on a caricatured and simplistic understanding of ungoverned spaces than on an accurate analys is
of the most prominent policy documents dealing with the latter. So that, when analysts from the UK
Foreign and Commonwealth Office (2015) presume to distance themselves from the prevailing
doctrine by claiming that the “ungoverned space paradigm” «takes a state-centric approach, [and] it
assumes that only states govern and that no other forms of governance exist», the shot is wide and

See Börzel and Risse (2010, 119): «“areas of limited statehood” in the sense that central authorities do not control the
entire territory, do not fully possess the monopoly over the means of violence, and/or have limited capacities to enforce
and implement decisions, at least in some policy areas or with regard to large parts of the population ».
5
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misses the target. The lack of analytical grip of such shallow criticism is reflected on the lack of
political significance. Indeed, while the cited document was being elaborated, UK Prime Minister
David Cameron smoothly kept on claiming that a major source of threat to the UK originated in
ungoverned spaces, both in physical (BBC 2014; Russia Today 2015) and non-physical sense (The
Telegraph 2014). From this point of view, one can legitimately argue that, more than a decade and a
half after it gained unprecedented prominence in policy discourses, the notion of ungoverned spaces
still deserves a thorough

criticism

which departs from taken-for-granted

knowledge

and

commonplaces.
1.1.3 Ungoverned spaces or hybrid orders?
Drawing on ethnographic insights, recent scholarly literature has been calling into question the
securitization of ungoverned spaces and fragile states, arguing that the latter rests on an implic it
dichotomy opposing state government to pure absence of governance, or anarchy. Against this view,
Boege et al. (2008, 10) observe in a seminal article: «regions of so-called fragile statehood are
generally places in which diverse and competing claims to power and logics of order co-exist, overlap
and intertwine, namely the logic of the ‘formal’ state, of traditional ‘informal’ societal order, and of
globalisation and associated social fragmentation». Interestingly, this understanding of state fragility
closely

corresponds

to Erdmann

and

Engel’s

(2007, 105) authoritative

definition

of

neopatrimonialism: «the two role systems or logics […], the patrimonial of the personal relations,
and the legal-rational of the bureaucracy […] are not isolated from each other. Quite to the contrary,
they permeate each other: the patrimonial penetrates the legal-rational system and twists its logic,
functions, and output, but does not take exclusive control over the legal-rational logic». With a view
to circumscribing the field of inquiry of the present investigation, it is worth clarifying as much as
possible the analogies

and differences

between the concepts of “ungoverned

space” and

“neopatrimonial orders”.
The introduction of the notion of neopatrimonialism has contributed to deconstructing the
Weberian assumptions of a rationalizing teleology tending towards territorial sovereignty in modern
statehood. The first theorizations of neopatrimonialism can be traced back to the mid-sixties semina l
critiques of the then-mainstream modernization theory. Weber’s categorization of the different
historical forms of legitimacy were reintroduced in order to make sense of some deviant
developments of postcolonial states which contradicted the strong teleological predictions of thenmainstream approaches. The notion of neopatrimonialism thus crucially contributed to moving past
the modernist accounts, both of positivist and idealistic ones, which assumed the bureaucratic,
sovereign,

territorial

state as the only possible rational

outcome of political

evolutio n.
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Neopatrimonialism offered to social scientists the analytical categories to interpret the specific and
independent trajectory of the postcolonial (substantiated, and without hyphen, as Mbembe 2000
would argue)6 .
Roth (1968) noticed that in several newly independent African states the traditional, tribal and
patriarchal legitimation of authority had been eroded, without being supplanted, by the formal and
impersonal system of rule that was supposed to unavoidably accompany modernity. Instead, a new
form of power was being shaped, whereby the leader was legitimized individually by his clients on
the basis of personal links of cooptation within state structures. Eisenstadt (1973) then coined the
term “neopatrimonialism” in order to account for the hybridization of two distinct ideal-types of
Weber’s legitimacy, resulting in the personalization of traditional legitimacy inextricably linked to
the rise of impersonal bureaucracies within modern post-colonial states. Also Reno implic itly
recognizes his debt, as well as his conscious departure, from Weber’s blueprint, as he defined
neopatrimonial regimes in terms of «shadow of state bureaucratic agencies based on personal ties»
(Reno 2000, 45). The most prominent cases analyzed by seminal literature include Cameroun's lack
of institutionalization as a function of political authority converted into private patrimony by a
nepotistic bureaucracy controlled by the president (Médard 1982); and Mobutu’s ambivale nt
appropriation of public offices in Zaire as a tool to ensure his clients’ status, prestige and loyalty
(Williame 1972)7 .
Neopatrimonialism thus describes a particularistic and personalized redistribution regime
enabled by the de facto privatization of public roles, which proved to be particularly prominent in
Africa (Bayart 1993). Within neopatrimonial regimes, political is authority diluted and hybridized in
a multiplicity of intersecting levels. As recognized by Gazibo (2012, 85) retrospectively: «the concept
of neopatrimonialism is inherently hybrid and has been elaborated in order to account for mixed
situations». Hybridity, then, is the most prominent conceptual marks of neopatrimonialism (Albrecht
and Wiuff Moe 2015; Bagayoko et al. 2016; Boege 2011; Boege et al. 2008; Mac Ginty 2011). This
In the English translation, Weber’s work (especially Weber 1968) has often been referred to as a historical sociology of
the different forms of “legitimacy”, or “domination” (Hobson 1998). However, the German word employed by Weber
himself to describe his own analytical focus – Herrschaft – reveals Weber’s continuity with Hegel and the latter’s clear
teleological orientation towards the modern state as the supreme embodiment of the universal rationality in the political
realm. I agree with Hobson that Weberian historical sociology’s merits include the critique of the causal monism of some
prominent IR theories (structural realism most notably) and the arguments in favour of multi-causal and multi-lev el
approaches. Neopatrimonialism’s focus on intra- and inter-state networks of power, which transcend the understanding
of states as bounded entities, is a case in point here
7 These examples suggest that, since the outset, neopatrimonialism was assumed to be rigidly centralized, akin to an
“administrative monarchy” emanating vertically from the institutional power of an immovable president, down to the
subordinate places of the bureaucratic hierarchy. In this view, structural constraints outperform individual capacities: an
office-holder counts just as much as the political box he happens to occupy. As Médard (2012, 58) argued, with reference
to Kenya: «the position of an important political leader other than the president is fragile: he does not usually stay for
very long in office, either because he replaces the head of state, or because he is eliminated by the ruler or one of his
presumed heirs».
6
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perspective suggests to focus on the simultaneous agency of multiple sets of norms, authorities and
rules: «hybrid forms are never simply a mix of two otherwise pure forms, but are perennially ongoing
processes of amalgamation and dissolution» (Albrecht and Wiuff Moe 2015, 5). This requires one to
reject the teleological bias, common to several mainstream approaches to IR (including neo-realis m,
idealism, Marxism, Weberian historical sociology, and the English School) according to which the
non-state inevitably precedes the state. Building on Scott’s work (2009), and on Deleuze and
Guattari’s (1980) theoretical insights before him, one needs instead to acknowledge that state and
non-state (actors, spaces, practices, etc.) are simultaneous and mutually constitutive in the framework
of a dialectical relation.
In spite of the growing scholarly production on the inherent hybrid order of neopatrimo nia l
regimes, discourses securitizing fragile states and ungoverned spaces have been systematica lly
reproducing outdated ontological dichotomies. Although (some) studies on ungoverned spaces have
been keen (and rightly so) to acknowledge that governance can be carried out by organizations and
entities different from the state, the two sets of actors (state and non-state ones) have been often
reified. Their postulated essential dichotomy has prevented to observe that state and non-state actors
can coexist, overlap and merge within ungoverned spaces. This has also affected the contemporary
conduct of warfare: «many contemporary large-scale violent conflicts are hybrid socio-politica l
exchanges in which state-centric as well as (non-state-centric) traditional and economic factors mix
and overlap. The state has lost its central position in violent conflicts of this kind, both as an actor
and as the framework of reference» (Boege 2011, 434). From this point of view, the dialectic of the
securitization of ungoverned spaces tended to generate a rigid separation, both descriptive and
normative: govern(ance/ment) vs ban(ishment/dit); on the one hand, spaces that are ruled, regular,
normed and normal; on the other, un-regulated, un-ruled and a-normal threatening spaces where the
laws of exception apply.
In other words, the discourse securitizing ungoverned

spaces has remained largely

impermeable to the contributions of postcolonial approaches, and anchored to a biased teleologica l
approach unsustainable and empirically inaccurate. In particular, it has failed to incorporate the
lessons learnt from the growing literature on neopatrimonial regimes, and has systematica lly
misinterpreted the hybrid nature of governance as a lack of governance altogether.
I argue, however, that these apparent limits do not oblige one to dismiss a focus on ungove rned
spaces as simply misguided. Irrespective of the empirical (in-)accuracy of its content, the
securitization of ungoverned space is a discursive construct endowed with its own reality, and bearing
specific effects worth studying. In particular, as I will try to demonstrate in the subsequent sections,
it shifts the focus away from relevant micro-dynamics, and thereby risks to recommend inappropriate
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policy responses. Hence, I will endeavour to take these discourses seriously, and assume the risk to
employ the notion of ungoverned space even without inverted commas. In the present research, then,
I shall try to investigate its causes and its effects, with a view to comparing the discursive production
of ungoverned spaces’ insecurity with the dynamics observed empirically. The conclusion of the
research will therefore contribute to asking whether it makes sense to perpetrate the analytica l
distinction between ungoverned spaces and hybrid orders.

1.2 Literature review: ungoverned spaces and mechanisms of insecurity
The securitization of fragile states and ungoverned spaces is premised on a theory that – albeit often
left implicit – posits a relationship between the latter and the critical factors determining national and
international security. Although one may hardly identify a coherent and systematic theory about the
securitization of ungoverned spaces, that is referred to or – even less – accepted by all the supporters
of the latter, it seems fair to consider that in most of the cases the causal link connecting fragile states
and international (in-)security hinges upon the notion of “safe haven”, or terrorist sanctuaries :
«Terrorist sanctuaries are geographic areas, infrastructure, and facilities where terrorists can conduct
training and indoctrination; develop networks that may subsequently serve as a source of operational,
financial, and other support; and plan and launch operations» (Rabasa et al. 2007, 2).
Such an understanding, that inspires the whole strategy of the GWOT, stems from the idea
that 9/11 was a plot organized by non-state actors nested in the ungoverned borderland between
Afghanistan and Pakistan. This view is clearly expressed, for instance, in the 2003 National Strategy
for Combating Terrorism, mentioned above: «Terrorists must have a physical base from which to
operate. Whether through ignorance, inability, or intent, states around the world still offer havens […]
that terrorists need to plan, organize, train, and conduct their operations» (The White House 2003,
emphasis added). The protection offered by such safe havens, the argument goes, would allow nonstate actors to prosper, grow, and potentially perform attacks anywhere on earth, thanks to the global
interconnections of the modern world, without any fear of retaliation.
This explanation, of course, has not been immune to criticism. As Stephen Walt (2009)
famously contented: «it is hardly obvious that Afghan territory provides an ideal “safe haven” for
mounting attacks on the United States. The 9/11 plot was organized out of Hamburg, not Kabul or
Kandahar, but nobody is proposing that we send troops to Germany to make sure there aren’t “safe
havens” operating there». Even the staunchest proponents of the securitization of ungoverned spaces,
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such as Rabasa et al. (2007, xvi), have been forced to acknowledge that «not all ungoverned territories
are equally suitable as terrorist sanctuaries or conducive to the presence of terrorist and insurgent
groups». Yet, they failed to convincingly single out the key features explaining the cross-case
variations (what Rabasa et al. 2007 call “conduciveness; for a similar criticism see also Foreign and
Commonwealth Office 2015). In other words, the existence of a causal relation that would link fragile
states to international insecurity, via the availability of safe havens to potential enemies situated in
ungoverned territories, has been more often postulated than demonstrated and critically scrutinized.
The present section, then, aims to in-depth explore and discuss the most significa nt
mechanisms put forward by scholarly literature in order to understand the causal relation alleged ly
linking state fragility to insecurity in the international realm, and the alleged role of ungover ned
spaces in it. In other words, it aims at “opening the black-box” of the observed – or, better, postulated
– correlation between fragile states and international insecurity in order to better grasp its concrete
functioning. To this end, I retain the following definition of the concept of mechanism 8 : «A simple
causal claim tells us about counterfactual dependency: it tells us what would have happened if the
cause had been different. The mechanism tells us why the counterfactual dependency holds and ties
the relata of the counterfactual to the knowledge about entities and relations underlying it. The
account of a causal mechanism integrates an isolated piece of causal knowledge with a much larger
body of knowledge and helps us to answer many natural follow-up questions about the conditio ns
under which the causal dependency holds: For example, what are the necessary background
conditions and what are the possible intervening factors that have to be absent for the effect to be
present?» (Hedstrom and Ylikosky 2010, 53).
In the present section, I would focus particularly on three of these mechanisms, that will be
labelled, for the sake of simplicity, the “civil war”, the “state capture”, and the “crime-terror nexus”
mechanisms.
1.2.1 The civil war mechanism.
Despite its relatively recent origin, the literature on civil wars – their causes, dynamics, ontologies,
inducements, triggers etc. – is immense. Since one of the most consistent and precocious theorizatio ns
of a nexus between fragile states and international insecurity has been put forward within the
framework of this scientific programme (see for instance Kaldor 1999), one needs to briefly focus on
some features of this field of research.
Mahoney (2001) famously identified 24 different definitions of mechanism. As a provisional measure, I suggest to adopt
the one introduced by Hedstrom and Ylikoski (2010) as it seems the most comprehensive, as well as the most suitable for
the purposes of the present research. With a view to further clarifying the scientific cogency of such choice, further
discussion on the ontology and epistemology of mechanisms will follow in chapter 2.
8
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For a long time, the investigation on the causes of civil wars has been polarized along a
dichotomy inspired by one of the leading theses of its early production. Since the seminal research
on the onset of civil wars promoted by the World Bank (1998) – and therefore clearly biased in favour
of an econometric approach – the “greed and grievances” debate (Collier and Hoeffler 1999) has been
ongoing, unresolved, for about a decade. The idea that civil wars amount to quasi-criminal enterprises,
providing unsanctioned opportunities for looting to greedy rational individuals and violent politica l
entrepreneurs, proved initially fascinating and attracted a considerable attention in the scholarly and
policy communities (as testified by the success of the research programme on the political economy
of violence, see Berdal and Malone 2000). Yet, a great amount of scholarly work, addressing issues
of methodology, epistemology, ontology, coding, econometric refinement, etc. 9 , has not been able to
lead to the unquestionable triumph of neither school of thought, nor to put an end to the dispute.
However, according to many recent retrospective assessments of this literature (De Boer and Bosetti
2015; Holmqvist 2012; Kalyvas 2009), both tendencies have ended up converging on the idea that a
focus on state (in-)capacity, fragility and eventual collapse could allow to overcome this deadlock.
This is therefore supposed to provide the best framework for the understanding of civil wars.
This idea was initially introduced by Fearon and Laitin (2003, 2004), who – like Collier and
Hoeffler (1999) – found a high statistical correspondence between low GDP pro-capita and tendency
to civil wars’ eruption, but departed from the prevailing approach by interpreting this finding as a
proxy indicator for limited state capacity, instead of one for a rational-choice motivation focusing on
actor-centred individual rebels. Indeed, Kalyvas (2009, 421) observed that «both grievances and
greed may motivate leaders and followers, but unless they are able to exploit the weakness of the
state, they are unable to translate their preferences into civil war. One such condition is a state’s
inability to fund sufficient police and administrative presence in its hinterlands. The stylized story is
one of weak states that police mountainous peripheries poorly». In other words, the likelihood of a
civil war is driven less by individual motivations, more or less authentic, than by feasibility and
opportunity, that fragile states can provide abundantly. Motivations, whether grounded in greed or
grievances, are always around to be exploited by cunning military-political entrepreneurs: civil wars,
however, are triggered less by a specific cause than by the absence of consequences.
It might be argued that such a retrospective, teleological, quasi-Hegelian understanding of the
history of civil war studies, in which the contradictions of the thesis (greed) and its antithes is
(grievances) are overcome by a rational synthesis (feasibility expressed by state fragility), reveals
nothing but the personal perspective and interests of its author, as it actually helps to legitimise
Kalyvas's own research programme. Taking a deductive shape, the latter is in fact premised on the
9

For a comprehensive retrospective, see Woodward 2005.
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idea that popular allegiances are endogenous to insurgents' territorial control (Kalyvas 2006), and
therefore engages with governance, rule of law and state's projection of power at the micro level.
However, even Collier and Hoeffler themselves seem to have embraced this thesis afterwards. The
key research hypothesis behind their latest work (whose title could hardly be more explicit: Beyond
Greed and Grievances: Feasibility and civil war), is that «factors that are important for the financ ia l
and military feasibility of rebellion, but are unimportant for motivation, decisively increase the risk
of civil war» (Collier and Hoeffler 2008). While significant drawbacks in the quality and manageme nt
of data, highlighted by subsequent scholarly literature, have probably led Collier and Hoeffler to
review their initial stance (Woodward 2005), the actual frequency of civil wars occurring in areas of
limited state reach, such as borderlands, peripheries, rough terrains and rural regions, seems to
provide a prima facie rationale for this conclusion (Fearon and Laitin 2003; Kalyvas 2006).
A plausible – and probably mainstream – reformulation of the two decades long scholarly
debate on the causes of civil war could be legitimately put forward as follows: state fragility is seen
as the structural incentive facilitating the eruption of civil wars. The latter, in turn, could easily affect
regional and international stability. According to Vlassenroot (2013), the main finding of the literature
on civil wars in Africa developed since the '80s is that «mineral wealth leads, in specific cases [i.e.:
where a state's fragility so allows], to rent-seeking practices and cycles, which foster predation,
undermine state-building, and eventually lead to state failure». Indeed, this seems to reflect quite well
the main conclusions of prominent scholars in this field, like De Koning (2011) and Ross (2000) 10 .
Neighbouring countries are unavoidably drawn in, on the one hand, by the need to prevent massive
refugee waves and the spill-over of violence into their own territories; and on the other hand, by the
opportunity to extend their own influence, and benefit from the control and exploitation of the
resources harboured in the collapsing neighbouring states. The transmission belt linking ungover ned
territories within fragile states to international insecurity is expressed by such mechanism, whence
follows the need to securitize fragile states and prevent their collapse.
Such inference has been eventually endorsed by the World Bank in the famous 2011 World
Development Report, thereby confirming the consistency between the initial inspiration of the
research programme, and its final outcome: according to World Bank (2011), the most serious
contemporary challenge to international security is not represented by strong aggressive states, but
by fragile and failing ones, who allegedly lack the resources needed to counter sovereignty ’s
contender nestled in their own territory, including criminal organizations and terrorist networks.
One can highlight, however, that for the purposes of the present research – which will focus namely on the Sahel and
Mali – this theoretical approach seems of limited value to the extent that it says very little of the causal link between civil
wars and state fragility in contexts characterized by very poor endowment of lootable natural resources, such as Mali for
instance. Further elaboration on this point will follow in chapter 5.
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Building on this perspective, in the same year Geneva Declaration (2011) reported that the largest
share of worldwide death toll can be found in poorly-governed territories of low-income countries
affected by endemic instability.
Yet, the actual dynamic and the concrete functioning of the mechanism linking civil war
feasibility (i.e. state fragility and ungovernability) to its actual occurrence is far from clear. Largely
inferred retrospectively through regressions and comparison of large-N of past experiences (treated,
moreover, in a controversial manner), this “theory” amounts in fact to a mere correlation, with no
meaningful explanatory nor predictive power (Holmqvist 2012; Woodward 2005), thus posing a
problem of equifinality. For instance, to the extent to which low pro-capita GDP is listed among the
proxies expressing a state's fragility, one could equally contend that civil wars erupt because of the
limited costs of raising an army, or because of the larger marginal profits deriving from the
exploitation of natural resources captured during the war. Indeed, research approaches focusing on
causal mechanisms have found out that the impact of lootable resources on conflict is independent of
a state’s fragility or strength (Humphreys 2005).
Moreover, recent observations demonstrated that the focus on state capacities and spaces,
supposedly ungoverned, rather than on motives, can be misleading. For instance, Herbst (2000)
suggested along these lines that civil wars in Africa are causally determined by the huge expanses of
scarcely populated land masses. Laying inside fragile states, the latter are uncontrolled and
ungoverned, and thus “naturally” more violence-prone. This claim, however, is contradicted by more
accurate observations recently made available by specific geo-referenced data capturing the exact
locality where violence occurs, within and below the state level. The examples of Liberia, Rwanda,
Eritrea and Mali reveal a consistent pattern whereby clashes take place where populations overlap
and abound, not where they are scarcely present (Raleigh and Dowd 2013). Building on these
findings, Zanker et al. (2015) suggest that historic and societal aspects are way more important than
the supposedly “objective” spatial features (including the endowment of natural lootable resources)
identified by Herbst in order to determine the stability and governability of specific contexts, and
namely in Africa. Critics argue, then, that the only way to overcome this theoretical deadlock is to
shift the unit of analysis from the macro unit at the state-level, to disaggregated data at the level of
micro-dynamics in sub-regions, in order to account for different sorts of inequality, such as horizonta l
inequality and spatial inequality (Sambanis 2004; Woodward 2005). This is in line with the theoretica l
approach developed herein.
As a result, given the indetermination of the concept of fragile state, the “civil war”
mechanism securitizing ungoverned spaces risks to reproduce a simple tautology of little theoretica l
value: civil wars occur in fragile states, and because of state fragility; and fragile states are precisely
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those where civil wars occur. States like Russia and Turkey, then, are ranked alongside with Liberia
and Rwanda in the category of fragile states precisely because they have been all affected by more or
less large scale insurgencies, whereas Bolivia or Mauritania would be excluded due to the absence of
the latter. Woodward (2011) provides an illuminating example of the absurd consequences which may
arise from such flawed reasoning. The circularity of the argument, then, seriously undermines the
credibility of this mechanism.
1.2.2 The state capture mechanism
The notion of “state capture” was first coined by Marxists and scholars of transition economies in
order to describe the increasing control on state apparatuses exercised by private interests and the big
capital (Gustafson 1999). Bringing in the insights of the Weberian political sociology and the study
of clientelistic networks and patronage politics, the idea of state capture was stretched to encompass
«the extent to which the state is subject to capture – or undue influence – by powerful vested interests.
[…] Surveys were undertaken for the purpose of assessing the penetration of state bureaucracies by
private interests and lobbies, and their capacity to fashion laws, policies and regulations to their own
advantage» (Bach 2012, 42).
According to some commentators, we are witnessing today an increasing admixt ur e,
collusion, encroachment, and even identification of state structures (invariably located in states
qualified as fragile) with non-state interests promoted by illegitimate actors, such as terrorists and
criminal organizations. The result of this process would be the emerging of new, threatening actors in
the international realm, such as narco-states (Cohen 2012) or mafia-states (Naim 2012): «Mafia states
integrate the speed and flexibility of transnational criminal networks with the legal protections and
diplomatic privileges enjoyed only by states» (Naim 2012).
This argument has found – quite unsurprisingly – a very attentive audience among law
enforcement agencies (Andreas and Nadelmann 2006). For instance, from the stand-point of the
Swedish National Bureau of Investigation, a very vivid and simple (if not simplistic) empirica l
account of the “state capture mechanism” would go as follows: «Organized crime uses its economic
strength to corrupt or control weak and vulnerable states. This is much relevant when it comes to
West Africa. […] drug related organized crime establishes parallel societies that compete with the
legal state and threaten government institutions. For instance, the northern part of Mexico is more or
less governed by organized criminal groups. The cartels essentially own the economy. When you own
the economy, you own the power in your hands because you can corrupt the society. If you also exert
control over the national government institutions, you have a good chance to take over the rule and
create your own government» (Alm 2013, 32).
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The mechanism of state capture, then, cannot be described simply as one of sporadic or
occasional cooperation between different actors pursuing different – and sometimes conflicting –
goals, separated by a fundamental extraneousness. Instead, the capture of state apparatuses describes
a situation whereby a structural link, an inextricable mingling of state power and criminal goals
occurs. Unable to resist, the state – whose helpless passivity into this mechanism is incidenta lly
assumed – would be completely captured and subjugated to its hijackers' will.
Fragile states are supposed to be particularly vulnerable to this kind of mechanism: lacking –
by definition – a sound, legitimate and effective state apparatus, fragile states are paralleled to empty
houses left largely unprotected, that illegitimate actors would unlawfully occupy and divert for their
own purposes. «The capacities of transnational mafias (in terms of resources and power) appear larger
than those of some fragile states, no longer able to effectively counteract the threat» (Coticchia 2014,
31)11 . The unprecedented amount of economic resources that are reportedly stockpiled and managed
by non-state actors, such as terrorists and organized criminal networks worldwide, suddenly appeared
more threatening than ever, due to its potential conversion into military might. Indeed, the estimated
GDP of some non-state criminal actors outweighs the one of some sovereign states 12 .
Such arguments somehow parallel the ones produced by political geographers in the early
1990s (Agnew and Corbridge 1995), in which States were ranked according to their GDPs alongs ide
with transnational corporations, in order to show the magnitude and significance of private actors in
the emerging global economy. Indeed, it is noteworthy that UNODC's (United Nations Office on Drug
and Crime) most recent threat assessments on West Africa do feature precisely this type of rankings,
whereby criminal businesses are put in direct comparison, and competition, with states' GDPs and
military budgets (UNODC 2011a and 2013). Were this wealth converted into military power, the
standard argument goes (somehow simplistically), criminal actors would probably give a hard time
to many conventional state-sponsored standing armies. This would prima facie depend on the relative
means of violence available to the hosting state, on the one side, and to the criminal organization, on

This quotation was originally in Italian, and no English translation exists of this book. In few cases in which the English
version of quoted books, articles, and interviews was not available or not accessible, the translations from the original
language into English must be attributed to the author of the present research.
12 According to a recent survey (Kemp et al. 2013), in DRC the value of gold illegally mined and smuggled reaches 1,2
billion dollars per year; the protection racket is supposed to earn the Somali Sh abaab about 80 millions dollars per year,
and in Iraq, even before the Islamic State arose, about 200.000 oil barrels per day were illegally siphoned by local crimin al
networks and injected into black markets (for a more updated and circumstantial account of Syria's criminal war economy,
see especially Hallaj 2015). Based on the data collected by the Malian investigative police department, Al-Qaeda in
Islamic Maghreb's (AQMI) involvement into racketeering and kidnapping-for-ransom feeds an organizational budget
amounting to 40 million dollars per year (data collected in an interview conducted in Bamako, in November 2014, with
the director of the Malian investigative police dealing with organized crime and terrorism). The illegal trade in migrants
and human beings run by criminal organizations in Libya only is valued at 255-320 million dollars yearly (Glob al
Initiative 2015), while Tupman (2014) estimates that the opium racket earns the Taliban so me 400 million dollars per
year.
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the other. State fragility would therefore reduce the structural constraints preventing the mechanis m
of state capture. Similarly, ungoverned spaces would provide the trigger by harboring the enemies of
the state.
Once in control of a state, and benefiting from the legal protection offered by their de facto
sovereignty, prowler non-state actors such as criminal or terrorist organizations would be able to
undermine the international security. For instance, fearing no law enforcement, these could be eager
to circumvent existing international treaties and smuggle nuclear components for profit, as suggested
by Naim (2012). From this perspective, it would be pointless to linger in the neorealist assumptio n
that non-state actors are by definition unable to significantly affect state security, and consequently
the whole international order. Instead, it is precisely because it is set up as a state that a criminal actor
can be a threat and an enemy living up to other states (Longo 2014, 147). The securitization of fragile
states and ungoverned spaces would then follow as a necessary measure to prevent the start up of a
mechanism that might lead to such potentially destabilizing outcomes.
Despite its undeniable success in media reports, however, the mechanism of the state capture,
leading from localized state fragility to international insecurity, has been exposed to a vast amount of
criticism. Peter Andreas, for instance, contends that such large, monolithic, and identifiable crimina l
organizations that would perform state function like unitary, coherent and individualized actors hardly
exist out of Naim's imagination: «Illegal cross-border commercial activities, ranging from drug
trafficking to human smuggling, are hard to put out of business precisely because they are so diffuse
and loosely organized» (Andreas 2012). In other words, the functional identity between large
transnational corporations, and non-state networks devoted to criminal activities, upon which the state
capture hypothesis is premised, does not hold. On this point, Hall (2012, 378) pointed out that: «while
large multinational corporations are recognized as key agents shaping the contemporary licit global
economy, they appear to have few equivalent among organized criminal groups. The latter tend to be
small, flexible, often unstable and horizontally networked rather than hierarchical and monolithic ».
The state capture thesis, in sum, lends to non-state actors a physiognomy, an identity, that does not
stand empirical scrutiny.
The hypothesis that criminal networks, having captured states, could engage in nuclear
smuggling, is also highly unrealistic, as it ignores the different security logic at play here. Scaling- up
one's ambitions at the level of international security concerns would attract undesired attention, that
would be at cross-purposes with the profit-seeking behaviour supposedly animating the capturers'
behaviour (Andreas 2012). Instead, the state capture hypothesis pretends that state actors and their
enemies are exogenous but homologous to one another. They are extraneous and independent to each
other, but sharing the same objective: they are therefore bound to engage in a competition where only
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the fittest would survive.
These assumptions seem to stem directly from an outdated understanding, that can be traced
back to the 1930s, viewing organized crime as an external, international conspiracy, and which
systematically disregards all potential interactions with a domestic society postulated as essentially
sound (Madsen 2009). In recent years, however, a growing amount of literature (for instance Banfie ld
2014; Bayart et al. 1997; Cockayne 2013) is pointing out that such a dichotomy, conveyed by
mainstream literature, is at best inaccurate, if not misleading. The idea of a dichotomous cleavage and
a competitive race between the public and the private, the political and the economic, the nationa l
and the international, the legal and the illegal, is largely misleading, and should be reviewed in favor
of a more nuanced hybrid assemblage that articulates, rather than opposing, these dimensions.
The incestuous intimacy that often links, rather than antagonizing, states, law-enforce me nt
apparatuses, and non-state actors devoted to plundering and crime, has been recognized by a growing
number of empirically-based studies (Kemp et al. 2013; Reno 2011; Snyder and Duran-Martine z
2009; Strazzari 2014a), thus questioning the alleged exogeneity of the criminal(ized) and politica l
spheres of power. According to these authors, empirical evidence reveals that the idea of statesponsored rackets would be more an accurate description than the simplistic view of the brutal capture
of the state from the outside. To put it otherwise, the metaphor of a symbiotic relationship would be
closer to reality than that of a parasitic one (Cockayne and Pfister 2008).
These findings echo the conclusions of critical border scholars, such as Sassen (2006) and
Mezzadra and Neilson (2012), who have made abundantly clear that, in the framework of a globalized
economy exposed to an international environment, the progressive erosion of state prerogatives and
former governmental powers, that benefited transnational corporations, has been actively favored,
rather than opposed, by state actors. Similarly, the state capture's thesis fails to recognize the extent
to which state actors have been actively promoting the dismissal of many of their own functions to
the benefit of private and criminal actors, including in the sovereign realm of security.
One can therefore conjecture that the relationship established between the state, on the one
hand, and on the other non-state organizations supposedly driving them out of office, is characterized
more by a cooperative division of labor than by coercion. Yet, this would undermine the implic it
assumptions upon which the state capture mechanism is premised. It seems more promising, instead,
to direct further research into the investigation of the alternative mechanisms of the state-sponsored
racket and hybrid orders within neopatrimonial state apparatuses, quickly sketched above, as
suggested for instance by the research agenda recently identified by Bagayoko et al. (2016). This will
be attempted in the further development of the present research.
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1.2.3 The crime-terror nexus mechanism
This crime-terror nexus's mechanism has attracted considerable attention both in the scholarly and
media debates. An influential version of it has been suggested by Makarenko (2004). Following the
end of the cold war, the author contends, politically- motivated non-state actors such as rebels,
insurgents and “terrorists”, have faced shrinking opportunities for foreign sponsoring and patronage 13 .
Looking for alternative sources of funding, they turned then to organized criminal networks, whose
influence and wealth were significantly growing in the meantime.
Despite their rather different goals (as underlined recently by UN 2015), mutual benefits could
in fact attract the two actors towards each other. The instability created by insurgents could generate
new business opportunities for criminal actors, including sanctions circumvention and protection
rackets, while taking advantage of the limited grip on law-enforcement apparatuses in a disputed
territory. On the other hand, armed actors in need for resources could offer their protection to crimina l
actors in exchange for a cut of their revenues. In such a way the two expressions of extra-lega l
authority, organized crime and rebels, traditionally separated, might begin to cooperate and become
increasingly confused.
Today, Makarenko claims, no clear thresholds divide criminal organizations from politica llydriven armed insurgencies, as their aims as much as their methods tend to merge. A continuum is said
to link crime and armed rebellions: the separate identities of the two phenomena are less a matter of
essence than one of degree. Makarenko identifies seven steps through which contingent alliances can
lead to the establishment of a fully- fledged overlapping, that she defines “the black-hole”, whereby
«criminal and terrorist organizations could converge into a single entity that initially displays
characteristics of both groups simultaneously; but has the potential to transform itself into an entity
situated at the opposite end of the continuum from which it began» (Makarenko 2004, 135).
For the purposes of the present investigation, it is noteworthy that convergences between
organized crime and political unrest are said to affect primarily fragile states and ungoverned spaces.
In the words of Makarenko «the Black-Hole thesis […] specifically refers to the situation in which
weak or failed states foster the convergence between transnational organized crime and terrorism, and
ultimately create a safe haven for the continued operations of convergent groups. […] It refers to the
emergence of a 'black-hole' state – a state successfully taken over by hybrid groups […] Non-state
actors are producing alternative economic and political structures in the absence of a strong state»
(Makarenko 2004, 138-139). Just like the civil war and the state capture mechanisms, the crime-terror
nexus hypothesis postulates that fragile states represent a fundamental precondition for the emergence

This assumption is of course not immune to the criticism that potential counter-examples and the lack of empirical
evidence could raise.
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of a new, complex threat. The absence of the state and the weakness of its infrastructures and
capabilities are perceived as explanatory variables for the entrenchment of criminal and rebellio us
phenomena, as well as for their cooperation. The significance of these phenomena, in turn, alleged ly
exceeds the one of other social, cultural, ethnic, or territorial aspects (Hall 2012; Rabasa et al. 2007).
The link between ungoverned spaces and fragile states, where the nexus is supposed to
emerge, and international security, is thus easily established: «as a result – Makarenko concludes –
non-state actors, in the guise of transnational organised crime and terrorism, are directly challenging
the security of the state, arguably for the first time in history» (Makarenko 2004, 141). To the extent
to which state security is likely to be affected, a causal relationship connecting state fragility to
international stability is established. This line of reasoning has been endorsed also by the UN, in the
framework of a recent report of the Secretary General to the Security Council (UN 2015). The
securitization of fragile states, then, aims at preventing this mechanism from being set in motion.
It must be observed that Makarenko’s point is largely deductive, and it lacks the fine-gra ined
analysis of the mechanisms that would be required in order to open the black-box, or the black-hole,
and explain the actual functioning of the merger she describes (De Boer and Bosetti 2015). Critical
scholars convincingly pointed out that the very notion of nexus is actually quite obscure, and deserves
empirical scrutiny: «a nexus can be understood as a network of connections between disparate ideas,
processes or objects; alluding to a nexus implies an infinite number of possible linkages and relations »
(Stern and Ojendal 2010, 11). Despite the absence of strong empirical test, Makarenko has reiterated
her thesis it in a more recent article (Makarenko 2010), in which she stresses that her theory stands
irrespective (and sometimes even against) participants’ perceptions, thus leaving one to wonder to
what extent this does not amount to a mere petitio principii.
Indeed, a growing amount of evidence reported in recent scholarly and “grey” literature seems
to disconfirm Makarenko’s predictions. Departing from Makarenko’s deductive and abstract
approach, case-study based analyses have offered excellent opportunities to empirically test the
validity of Makarenko’s predictions. As a zone of limited state reach, the Saharan area – according to
some policy analysts – would provide an adequate example to this endeavour (this is also in line with
the scientific approach of the present investigation, that will be discussed in the following sections).
According to security analysts «the nexus between crime and terror is of immense strategic concern
in the trans-Sahara» (Global Initiative 2015). «The huge, sparsely populated, impoverished Sahel is
affected by growing numbers of jihadi extremists and illicit activities, including arms, drugs and
human

trafficking

[…]. Borders are porous, government

reach limited.

Populations

and

unemployment are soaring. […] Criminal networks increasingly overrun Central Sahel […] State
authority is weak […] thinly populated area only loosely controlled by national governme nts
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represent […] deep sources of its instability» (ICG 2015b, 3).
However, the existence of a systematic strong, operational, and even ontological, nexus
between criminal actors and politically- inspired militants has been challenged by a significant amount
of reports focusing precisely on the Sahel and West Africa. The plausibility of the latter as a to test
the validity of Makarenko’s theory is thus undermined. According to the authoritative West African
Commission on Drugs Report (WACD 2014), the evidence collected in the last years proves that the
operational link established between criminal actors, and namely the ones dedicated to drug
smuggling, and political or religious extremists is not structural, but contingent, fragile and
opportunistic, and therefore hardly inevitable. Similarly, Reitano and Shaw (2014, 7) find that, in the
Sahel, «there is no direct ideological link between trafficking, and terrorism and the insurgent
conflicts in the region». Lacher (2013) has gone as far as suggesting that the crime-terror nexus, in
the case at stake, is a myth.
Recent guidelines produced by policy oriented bodies also contribute to questioning
Makarenko’s theory, namely with regard to the policy recommendations it enshrines. Exaggerating
the threat posed by an elusive “crime-terror nexus” is often misleading, and might end up suggesting
the adoption of the wrong policy measures. Given that fragile states are also defined by high
unemployment, securitizing criminal phenomena does not seem an adequate answer, as the militar y
is probably not the most appropriate tool to address these concerns. In other words, if a nexus between
criminal actors and political insurgents exists, its securitization may lead to adverse, if not clearly
contradictory, consequences. Noteworthy, such a conclusion is hardly unforeseen: Van der Veen
(1999) for instance had predicted its key traits in a prescient critical article more than 15 years ago.
From this perspective, the West African Commission on Drugs suggests to shift the focus of
the analysis, from such an elusive object like “narco-terrorists” to criminal entrepreneurs and their
drivers within hybrid orders. This should allow to discontinue a purely repressive stance in favour of
a more nuanced and evidence-based approach, whereby harm reduction would replace law-and-order.
A similar conclusion has been reached in an in-depth report published by the European Parliame nt,
dealing with the supposed crime-terror nexus in the domain of the international illegal smuggling of
migrants towards Europe (European Parliament 2014). The report observes that «the growing
militarisation of the response to irregular migration in the Mediterranean region» has actually driven
candidates to migration increasingly in the hands of organized criminal actors, thus severely affecting
human security and contributing to human rights abuses (see also Reitano 2015).
Once more, then, the securitization of supposedly ungoverned spaces, located at the
peripheries and interstices of states’ power's reach, where poverty, marginality and frustration are
concentrated, neglects the role of these factors in fostering dissatisfaction, social anger, and instability.
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From this perspective, one may hardly be surprised by the systematic failures of policies aimed at
addressing insecurity without seriously investigating the origin of the beliefs that challenge the state's
monopoly of violence in a given region. More than a decade after its most widely referred to
formulation (Makarenko 2004), the crime-terror nexus thesis, advocating for the securitization of
ungoverned spaces, is seriously weakened by its theoretical loopholes and its practical failures.

1.3 State-building: an appropriate policy to tackle ungoverned spaces?
The correlation between international insecurity, on the one hand, and the existence of fragile states
and “ungoverned spaces”, on the other, is more often postulated than demonstrated. Empirica l
evidence is poor and often simply missing. Moreover, as discussed in the previous section, the most
often cited mechanisms that scholarly literature has been putting forward in the attempt to provide an
explanation of this correlation – i.e. the “civil war”, the “state capture”, and the “crime-terror nexus”
mechanisms – prove unconvincing.
Yet, this did not prevent the international community from focusing on fragile states and
ungoverned spaces as a source of potential instability and a threat to the international order.
Throughout the last fifteen-twenty years, a wide array of proposals, policy prescriptions and strategies
have been put forward in order to tackle these phenomena. These prescriptions are often imbued with
bio-medical metaphors that implicitly convey an outdated organicist view of the state, somehow
anthropomorphically qualified as “weak” or “fragile” body (OECD 2012) in need for a treatment.
Insurgents, criminal organizations, or “bandits” are paralleled to a virus, or disease (Kemp et al. 2013)
that needs to be cured, before it develops parasitic or symbiotic relationships (Cockayne and Pfister
2008) with the host organism, supposedly healthy14 . Similarly, international assistance is equated to
an attempt to “block the infection”, “heal”, “stop the bleeding” or “raise the barriers of the immune
system” (see also Strazzari 2014a).
The qualification of ungoverned spaces as a threat to international security implies that even
national borders represent no longer an appropriate protection against the potential intrusion of such
a potentially infectious disease. This understanding implicitly expresses the call for a total
normalization – or policing (Andreas and Nadelmann 2006) – of the space. Talking of potentially
destabilizing organizations who may find safe havens in ungoverned spaces, Kemp et al. (2013, 16)

14 On the widespread wartime practice of unilaterally labelling the enemies of the State by adopting a pathological
vocabulary, and on its ill-fated impact on scientific research in civil wars, see also Kalyvas S. (2006).
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argue: «once organized crime gains a foothold, it can spread like a cancer throughout a whole region,
which can have wider consequences for international peace and security». This is why, they claim,
these actors need to be eradicated merciless wherever they are nestled, including in small states such
as Kosovo, Guinea-Bissau and Salvador, that did not seem to represent a fundamental threat to
international security. A powerful will to normalize the totality of the space, that will be discussed in
further detail in the subsequent sections, is the main driver and inspirations of the policies and
prescriptions put forward to tackle the threat of ungoverned spaces.
The most influential of them fall within the porous boundaries of the notion of state-build ing.
State-building, in other words, is often seen as the appropriate medicine to heal a political disease
called “state fragility”, or “weakness”, of which ungoverned spaces are among the most disturbing
symptoms, and is administered via processes of social engineering (Boege et al. 2008). As a set of
policy measures, state-building arises at the juncture – or “nexus” – between security and
development. From a purely semantic point of view, it is clear that the concept of state-building refers
to the attempt of consolidating the state's fundamental infrastructure, in order to address its most
threatening weaknesses and prevent its potential collapse. As discussed above, in fact, it is feared that
the latter might unlock safe havens and ungoverned spaces where the prospective trouble-makers of
the international order could nestle and thrive. This is why, according to some analysts, «learning to
do state-building better is central to the future of world order» (Fukuyama 2004b, 120), and therefore
amounts to «an imperative» (Fukuyama 2004a) that cannot be postponed any further.
What is the real and specific content of the notion of state-building, and what concrete policy
measures are actually packaged into this label, is far less clear, and it is a matter of ample theoretica l
debate. The present section will therefore attempt to provide an overview of these arguments, by
focusing namely on the theoretical and practical consequences stemming from the securitization of
ungoverned spaces. In order to do so, I will introduce an in-depth analysis of the underlying – often
implicit – theoretical underpinnings that sustain the practice of state-building. Four problematic sets
of them will particularly attract my attention in the following lines: the problem of teleology, the
problem of stabilization, the limited understanding of sovereignty and the spatial assumptio ns
presupposed by state-building policies as a way to counter threatening ungoverned spaces.
1.3.1 State-building and the problem of teleology.
As a leading contributor to the international debates and practices of state-building, OECD defines
the latter as «an endogenous process to enhance capacity, institutions and legitimacy of the state
driven by state-society relations» (OECD 2008). The focus on enhancing the capacities, institutio ns
and legitimacy of the state explicitly indicates state-building as an antidote to state fragility. Yet, other
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less prominent aspects of this definition deserve being discussed.
The emphasis on an internally-driven process and ownership, founded upon the peaceful
dialogue among all the components of the local society, albeit politically correct, is often at crosspurposes with empirical evidence and historical cases where state-building policies have been
actually implemented. This is largely attested by the oft-noticed (Boege 2011; Paris and Sisk 2009;
Wesley 2008) pattern of failures of the international community’s externally driven attempts at statebuilding (whether under the banner of the UN or of other agencies), from Somalia to the Balkans,
from Congo to Iraq, and from Afghanistan to West Africa. Despite the enormous resources engaged
in order to reshape these societies according to the standards of state-building, the results have proved
systematically well below expectations: «state-building […] has reaped only poor results so far»
(Boege 2011, 454). In other words, OECD's definition seems to be more normative (and largely
disregarded) than descriptive.
Moreover, one may argue that state-building is defined more in procedural terms («a process»)
precisely due to the lack of an accepted agreement among the international community on a
universally desirable end-state that would be the final outcome of such a process. This would amount
to saying that there is no international consensus on what a decent – or well “built” – state should be.
The lack of a universal definition – let alone measurement – of state fragility and state failure in
current political science and practice, discussed above, is paralleled by (and is likely to stem from)
the lack of a universal definition of a healthy “proper” state, or state tout court. This situatio n,
however, leaves room for potentially dangerous simplifications. Scholars have often observed, in fact,
that the notion of state fragility implicitly refers to a normative standard, and aims at measuring the
adherence or deviance to such an ideal-type, that is assumed as universal and necessary (Boas and
Jennings 2005; Debiel and Rinck 2017).
It is not by chance that the Weberian concept of “ideal-type” is invoked here. First, because,
just like a Weberian ideal-type, this normative standard of state is obtained by emphasizing and
accentuating some particular traits that one can never find, as such, all united together in empirica lly
existing real “things”, but always as spurious, mediated, often hybrid and mixed forms. Ideal-types
make an ideal synthesis, which is still useful as an analytical grid, but one that is impossible to be
found in reality, and therefore literally utopian. Ideal-types do not emerge from raw data before the
(supposedly objective and neutral) eye of the scholar; instead, they are an artificial constructio n
assembled in the laboratory of the social scientist. They are a simplification of phenomena presented
in their purest and most abstract traits. Designing policy prescriptions that would push existing states
to adhere to an ideal-type of “proper” state might have potentially dangerous consequences, unless
one understands clearly the utopian nature of such an effort, stemming from the abstractness of the
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model and the inevitable deviance of every empirical actualization of it.
Weber fits into this conversation also due to the fact that the ideal-type of state that is implic itly
assumed in the rhetoric of state fragility and in the prescriptions of state-building is precisely a state
featuring the Weberian notion of sovereignty. The German sociologist claimed that a sovereign state
«successfully upholds a claim to the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force in the
enforcement of its order» (Weber 1968). In a similar fashion, a state's capability – or not – to exert
full (Weberian) sovereignty over its territory represents a fundamental cleavage that determines
whether it will be ranked among the fragile states – deserving to be healed through externally assisted
state-building efforts – or among the healthy, proper states: «Mainstream ‘state talk’ refers to various
representations of the ‘classical’ model of the western Weberian sovereign state, and other states are
presented as deviant cases, evaluated according to the degree to which they approximate the Weberian
benchmarks» (Hameiri 2007, 138). In fact, a recent assessment of the two-decades long push for statebuilding has demonstrated that «prevailing approaches to state-building and to security governance
have continued to follow Weberian paradigms, which characterise the state by its monopoly of
legitimate violence, its assertion of effective public authority and its legal-rational norms and
institutions» (Bagayoko et al. 2016, 2).
Yet, that Weberian-like states shall be the universal norm and the only acceptable end-state
towards which all forms of political organizations must tend, as the state-building prescriptio ns
assume, is a teleological statement. By definition, then, it lacks of any meaningful empirical support.
On the one hand, this seems inevitable given the clear teleological bias of Weber's political and ethical
thinking, which is obviously expressed in his ideas of the progressive rationalization of societies and
ethical preferences. From this perspective, Weber draws on a tradition of teleological political theory
dating back to Hegel at least, which he could hardly evade. On the other hand, however, the ideal
state to be built, according to the contemporary proponents of state-building, is designed according
to OECD standards: this amounts to saying that “developed”, Westernised countries offer not only
financial resources, but also themselves as a role model, the embodiment of a “best practice” whose
universal value is assumed, in a way that risks to neglect historic contextualization and accuracy.
“Strong” and “weak” states, therefore, are being measured and ranked against the OECD-type
Western state, whose fundamental features (central government exerting a monopoly of legitima te
violence on a clearly defined territory, liberal constitutional democracy and industrialised market
economy) are regarded as the only viable model of stable state (Debiel et al. 2007; Doyle and
Sambanis 2006).
This, of course, can be seen as nothing but an arbitrary and undue imposition of a foreign
preference, whose contingent generality and provisional hegemony is (deliberately) passed off as
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universal necessity. In other words, the unilateral and universal drive towards (Western-)statebuilding would amount to an imperialistic attempt to freeze and perpetuate the existing internatio na l
relations of domination and subjugation behind an ideological smoke-screen. This impression is
further reinforced by the fact that one of the most prominent advocates of state-building policies,
Francis Fukuyama (2004a) himself, has gone as far as explicitly positing the United States, in their
actual and concrete shape, as the ideal model which shall inspire future state-building approaches.
The United States, in other words, would represent from this perspective a unique case of embodied,
historically realized and empirically existing ideal-type.
The implicit teleology which sees the Western, Weberian “rational” state – and the United
States in particular – as the universal and inevitable model for state-building is, again, in line with the
overall philosophical foundations of the “end of history” rhetoric (Fukuyama 1992), mentio ned
above. From this perspective, the West is seen, on the one hand, as the avant-garde bearing the
responsibility of the “absolute rationality”, that the Weberian (and Hegelian) state embodies in the
political realm.
On the other hand, however, the fact that state-building constrains all varieties of politica l
sovereign organization to conform towards this model suggests that the latter is seen as the ultima te,
insurmountable goal of historic progress. Western-like statehood is deterministically bound to take
place everywhere, according to a simplistic linear understanding of causality (Debiel et al. 2007).
State-building modelled on the Western state, then, is the tool that allows to achieve the end of history
(and of geopolitics) by assimilating every potential outside from the margins into the formatted unity
of the world. It is as if the international system of the states had a natural tendency to cover, to take it
upon itself, all the available space, so that there is no territory left out in which, in case of a potential
outbreak of violence, some state's responsibility (or, literally, ability to respond) could be invoked 15 .
In as much as it opposes the proliferation of ungoverned spaces, thus, “building” states based on the
Weberian blueprint contributes to the normalization of the space.
1.3.2 State-building in IR: the problem of stabilization at all costs
The present section argues that the foundations of state-building policies stem from a specific
theoretical perspective of international relations, rooted in the neorealist tradition, i.e. the hegemonic
stability theory (HST)16 . This section suggests that the links between HST and state-building theory
15 In the following chapters we will try to demonstrate how evading one's responsibility for acts of violence, rather than
claiming it, is a typical nomadic tactic, expressed by the rule to avoid confrontation. It is, in other words, the behavior of
the non-state actor that, contrarily to the expectations of mainstream theories of international relations, struggles with all
available means not to be recognized.
16 The primary and secondary literature is extremely developed, and their merits will not be in -depth discussed here. See
in particular Ikenberry (1999); Kindleberger (1973); Wyatt-Walter (1996).
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overemphasizes, when it comes to implementation, the security components of state-build ing
agendas, at the detriment of the developmental ones. Evidence from a recent case of state-build ing
programme in the Sahel will be evoked to substantiate this view.
HST has been developed within the discussions on hegemonic systems and power transitio ns
that animated IR theory (namely in the United States) in the 1970s and 1980s (Gilpin 1987; Keohane
1984; Modelski 1987). It is the heir (or a branch, in a less deterministic way) of the (neo)realist school
to the extent that for HST the order is conceived solely as the result of a Leviathan, understood as the
central and unitary locus of power to whom individual units of the systems – states in the internatio na l
realm, subjects or citizens in the national one – delegate the authority to inhibit defection and enforce
compliance to the order, as well as the resources needed to this end. Diffusion of power, instead, is
seen as unavoidably leading to disorder, anarchy, and conflict, and therefore needs to be forestalled
(Boege 2011). The threat of destabilization always risks to affect the hard-to-achieve social ordering
both at the top and at the bottom of the pyramid. Indeed, the two are deeply interconnected.
Given the absence of a supranational Leviathan capable to enforce international law, HST's
proponents would argue, the international order is perpetually threatened by the risk of anarchy and
conflict. The only viable solution, then, is to concentrate power into the hands of a unitary actor of
the system, to whom the role of a leader would be delegated. It would not be overarching but
overriding, a sort of primus inter pares17 . Its status, in other words, would not amount to that of a
sovereign, but of a hegemon, «that would alone be able to approximate the role of government on the
world scene» (Guzzini 2012, 17). In this view, the notion of hegemony refers to the capacity to
convince other actors that subordination to the order of the leader is undertaken for the sake of their
own interest. In other words, what supports the power of the leader – which more or less explic itly
referred to the US – is ultimately good for them. Order, achieved at no matter what price, is thus
presented as a “collective good”. For the sake of the international order, benefiting to all, the global
leader is in charge of the responsibilities conferred on him to carry out an interventionist policy in the
name of its superior capabilities. In order to guarantee the provision of world order, the hegemon is
then conferred a unique political, legal and moral status, whose ambiguity is captured by the slippery
notion of right/duty to undertake unilateral humanitarian interventions. Thus, the rules that apply to
all others, do not necessarily apply to the leader, whose exceptionalism, or exemptionalism (Ruggie
2005), is also asserted18 .
17 Due to this slight but fundamental difference, the situation thus described could n ot be said to amount to a mere
nineteenth-century like imperialism, as conventional Marxists and post-colonial theorists would have it. It would seem
more appropriate to adopt the more nuanced notion of functional, headless, largely un -coercive “empire” (Negri and Hardt
2001). Subsequent declarations of states of exception would then authorize the progressive stretch of its “sovereignty” to
include and cover formerly “ungoverned” spaces.
18 One could legitimately identify here the inspirational sources of th e doctrines that largely shaped the foreign policy of
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Allies and subordinates (whereas the conflation of the two terms stresses again the ambiguitie s
of the HST) should strive to contribute to the world order, without interfering or challenging it,
because they are the first beneficiaries of the collective good thus provided, but would be unable to
procure it and ensure it by themselves. Three instances, in particular, would prove the defection of
other actors from the global order thus achieved, and so potentially spur international instability:
firstly, the challenge to the leadership launched by an aspiring new hegemon, that would trigger the
competition about the topical position of the international ordering; secondly, the failure of the
hegemon's allies to provide the necessary assistance (in terms of material resources and politica l
solidarity) allowing the leader to undertake its mission; and thirdly, at the lower level of the pyramid,
the internal collapse of the building blocks of such ordering.
The authority and “mandate” of the global hegemon, in other words, would stretch globally
across both a horizontal and a vertical axis. Horizontally, it is deemed to cover the whole physical
space where power could be deployed. Leaving outside of its reach any ungoverned space, in fact,
would provide opportunities for potential threats to the international order to arise. Vertically, it must
ensure stability at every level of the political space, from the top of the pyramid, where hegemonic
struggles might dangerously occur, to the bottom of its unitary components, whose security and
solidity is ultimately a responsibility of the hegemon. Facing the challenge of failing and fragile states,
HST, it is argued, would revive the prestige of the abandoned institutions of trusteeships and mandates
(Guzzini 2012). In this sense state-building would be, alongside with humanitarian interventions, an
appropriate tool to achieve this end.
It is worth stressing that, from this perspective, the diffusion and scattering of power
represents a threat both at macro-level, in the international arena, and at micro-level, inside the
supposedly unitary actors of the international system. Centralized (Weberian) government is seen as
the only possible embodiment of political rationality, as discussed above. The prevalence of
alternative forms of diffuse, hybrid, leaderless and rhizomatic governance are perceived, from the
hegemon's perspective, as doubly unpredictable, and thus potentially doubly threatening: first, they
are harder to pinpoint and to control; and second, they might express a different rationality, whose
destabilizing potential cannot be adequately anticipated. Moreover, they challenge, both de facto and
de iure, the principle of the monopoly of legitimate violence in the international system. From this
point of view, the hegemon and its allies are called, for the sake of the common good, to “restore” the
order lost in a country, if need be, by strengthening their grip on the latter's territory and people.
the United States especially after the end of the cold-war: the neo-conservative unipolar orientation expressed by the
PNAC; the humanitarian motive advocated to justify foreign military interventions whose legality would have been
otherwise questionable under the normal UN legal framework; and the conceptual development of a right to interference
(or droit d'ingérence, in the more widespread French wording; see Bettati 1996).
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From this perspective, however, different doctrines and political goals converge and conflate
within state-building. On the one hand, state-building is seen not as a tool, but as the only acceptable
way to foster peacebuilding: it is the so called “peacebuilding-as-state-building” approach. On the
other hand, the pursuit of stabilization at all costs brings about the conflation of state-building with
counter-insurgency tactics (Debiel and Rinck 2017). In this way, however, pacification and repression
dangerously

overlap, while

emancipation

is incidentally

expelled

from the ambitions

of

peacebuilding.
HST, however, has been criticized for being too schematic, in as far as it wrongly assumes a
simplistic understanding of the centralization of power – around an international hegemon or a
national unitary government – and the functioning of existing political orderings (Boege 2011). In
many contexts, however, the tensions between HST normative ideal and the observations of existing
rulings could hardly be greater, as the recent literature on the “local turn” in peacebuild ing
emphasized (Hughes et al. 2015; Mac Ginty and Richmond 2013; Zartman 2000)19 . This is especially
true in those areas and political environments where the Western, Weberian, Westphalian state-model
is less rooted, and where, unsurprisingly, HST theorists find the greater need to intervene in order to
restore the only order they consider as normal – despite the fact that it might have never existed there.
Jean-François Bayart (1993, 220) for instance has noticed, with particular reference to Africa, that:
«the state is not a one-dimensional monolith, formed around a single trunk, like a giant oak tree deeply
rooted in history; instead, it is a variable multiplicity of networks with underground branches
connecting the scattered points of society». On a similar vein, Bagayoko et al. (2016) observe that a
focus on the micropolitics of security institutions is likely to reveal the extent to which the latter are
penetrated and influenced by informal networks and social ties.
From the standpoint of HST, however, and given its theoretical premises, this decentralized
multiplicity is precisely what is found to be particularly disturbing, and potentially threatening. As a
consequence, instead of engaging in an accurate and empiricist analysis of the variety of diffused and
articulated networks actually contributing to steer the society and the state, HST prefers to assume a
strong and schematic dichotomy opposing government and ungoverned spaces, that leaves little room
for more nuanced – and realistic – understandings of sovereignty and of the institutions, both formal
and informal, actually providing security. The fundamental value and meaning of such a clear-cut,
simple – albeit inaccurate – dichotomy, is less in its theoretical and cognitive value than in its politica l
and normative consequences.
While this literature takes inspiration from postcolonial approaches to IR and security studies (and is in fact frequently
publicized by the Third World Quarterly journal), it is worth emphasizing that its intended polemic target was in first
place the “liberal peace”(-building) doctrine. Yet, I argue that its arguments hold also – and perhaps even more – vis-àvis HST.
19
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Drawing on these premises, in fact, state-building programmes increasingly see the provisio n
of security uniquely as a function of state centralization, thereby neglecting a growing amount of
evidence put forward by the literature on hybrid security governance and non-state security providers
which contradicts this view (Bagayoko et al. 2016; Boege et al. 2008; Hoffmann and Wiuff Moe
2015; Menkhaus 2006 and 2016, Vlassenroot 2004). Departing from their developmental vocabulary
and policy aims, state-building initiatives tend to overemphasize the security component with a view
to strengthening the law enforcement and military capacity of the central state (Bagayoko et al. 2016).
Critical security scholars have noticed the tendency to conflate state-building doctrines with counterinsurgency tactics (Debiel and Rinck 2017). While donor agencies and international development
actors insist that security and development are mutually reinforcing and mutually dependent, strategic
concepts and blueprints to engage in fragile countries are designed in the name of an alleged “securitydevelopment nexus”. The actual implementation of this approach, however, has been often
disappointing.
Specific research focused on the Sahel, taken again as the quintessential area of weak
governance and fragile statehood requiring robust state-building interventions, found that both the
EU and the US respective engagements in the area are premised on the idea that a securitydevelopment nexus approach shall be prioritised in order to contribute to the state-building and reduce
the availability of ungoverned spaces. Yet, on the ground, the securitization of the latter has led to the
systematic subordination of the development agenda. The EU's Programme Spécial pour la Paix, la
Sécurité et le Développement dans le Nord du Mali (PSPSDN) «was primarily a security strategy
designed to position Mali as a key partner in the global war on terror. Development activities were
used to camouflage security-related objectives, and the funding for the plan was predominantly aimed
at security activities, rather than the limited development and disarmament, demobilisation and
reintegration activities» (Reitano and Shaw 2014, 11). Indeed, according to Chena and Tisseron
(2013), 42% of the PSPSDN overall budget was represented by security-dedicated costs, while the
shares of the socio-economic development and of the governance components amounted to only 26%
and 25% respectively. Berschinski (2007) similarly concludes that in the last decade the Department
of Defence has secured an increasing control over the US policy towards West Africa, including with
regard to its development component formerly monopolized by the USAID.
The gulf separating the grandiose development objectives spelt out in magniloquent langua ge
and their poor implementation on the ground has led some scholars to raise critical speculations about
the seriousness of Western engagement vis-à-vis fragile states, beyond the fundamental desire to
contain regions of potential instability (Chandler 2007; Duffield 2007). A unique focus on
stabilization, instead of a more comprehensive and demanding engagement in favour of emancipatio n
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and positive peace, manifests in fact a sea-change in contemporary doctrines of peace and
development (Mac Ginty 2012)20 . The rooting into HST has thus proved detrimental to state-build ing
interventions.
1.3.3 State-building and the problematic understanding of sovereignty
I argue that state-building policies are undermined by a constrained geopolitical imaginary which
implicitly adopts a limited and unilateral understanding of sovereignty. Socially-engineered statebuilding, in fact, is made theoretically possible by the assumption that a space where the primacy of
Weberian sovereignty is not guaranteed would be simply “ungoverned”. In other words, statebuilding enterprises often rest on the assumption of a dichotomous and inescapable cleavage between
sovereign state order or chaos, Weberain monopoly of force or anarchy, governed or ungover ned
spaces21 .
Yet, such view is too simplistic, and is increasingly challenged by a growing amount of
qualitative-based evidence and case-study oriented literature. Researches on hybrid orders (Albrecht
and Wiuff Moe 2015; Bagayoko et al. 2016, Boege et al. 2008), governance in areas of limited
statehood (Risse 2010), and/or without government (Menkhaus 2006), and African political systems
(Bayart 1999; Clapham 2004; Utas 2012) have been clearly showing that within and across states
qualified as “fragile” and ungoverned by external lenses, the foundation of political ordering does not
simply disappear, nor the political community collapses into a pure anarchy where the Hobbesian
nightmare of the war of all against all would unfold. Formal government is replaced, or integrated,
by the formation or reactivation of alternative forms of governance, including traditional authorities,
community-based structures, informal networks, non-state organizations and religious movements.
Recent scholarly work on areas of limited statehood has brought to the recognition that «the social
science debate on governance implicitly or explicitly remains wedded to an ideal type of modern
statehood – with full domestic sovereignty and the capacity to make, implement, and enforce
From this point of view, one may argue that contemporary state-building policies are consistent with an influential –
albeit controversial – realist approach to IR from a “third world” perspective. Scholars like Thomas (1987) and Ayoob
(1997) have been contending that the search for security in the “third world” was mostly about maintaining domestic
security through state-building interventions, aimed at reinforcing in first place the security forces, with little regard for
other concerns. This perspective is of course at odds with Booth ’s (1991) liberal postmodern view of security as
emancipation. I argue that both approaches should make room for more nuanced views , in as much as they both rely on
sharp dichotomies between the state and the individuals, which prevent one from understanding the way in which these
dimensions articulate and overlap within hybrid orders.
21 Historicizing this particular notion of state-building is extremely revealing. It can be argued, in fact, that one of the first
theorizations of the state-building imperative can be traced back to the 16th century Islamic political thinking. From this
perspective, in fact, it is a duty of the pious Muslim ruler to subjugate to his domination, and therefore to order and
lawfulness as defined by Islam, all the “ungoverned lands” (‘bilād al-sāʾiba’). This specific notion refers to those areas
beyond the control of states, often in mountain ranges or in the desert, whose population lacks of rejects the shari’ah and
a “lawful” Muslim emir. This argument has been put forward by the Fulani empires of West Africa (such as the Sokoto
and the Macina) in the 19th century to justify their expansionist enterprises (Hall 2013).
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decisions. From a global as well as historical perspective, however, the Western modern nation-state
constitutes the exception rather than the rule» (Risse 2010, 2; see also Bagayoko et al. 2016).
The unique focus on sovereignty administered according to the Weberian paradigm «fails to
capture the multiple, often overlapping ways in which these spaces are in fact administered, albeit
often not by Westphalian state institutions» (ICG 2015b, 19; see also Raleigh and Dowd 2013). Given
that state-building is theoretically aimed at “rescuing” fragile or failing states from the risk of anarchy,
Boas and Jennings (2005, 388) observe: «to say that something ‘fails’ or ‘is failing’ is a normative
judgement that is only meaningful in comparison to something else; in this case, that something else
is the existence of a westernised, ‘healthy’ state that, unfortunately, has little relevance to most of the
states in question because it has simply never existed there». It has been observed that «where
governance takes different forms, especially if those forms are unfamiliar to donors (e.g. hybrid or
illicit), the tendency is still to focus efforts on strengthening national government» despite the fact
that ««the assumption that governments are necessarily good at governance – or are regarded as
legitimate providers of governance by their constituents – has been proven false time and time again»
(Batmanglich and Høyer 2013, 30).
The doctrine of the state’s sovereignty and monopoly of legitimate violence is in fact only a
twentieth-century theory and practice, and therefore needs to be questioned from a longue-durée
perspective. This point of view allowed peace-scholars to emphasize that historic processes of statebuilding have often encompassed a widespread resort to violence, that is eluded in contemporary
discourses and strategies of state-building. While glossing over contemporary forms of alternative ly
administered territories, where sovereignty is replaced by non-state systems of governance, statebuilding policies deliberately neglect the actual historic patterns and complex social processes that
constituted sovereignty and modern statehood in its current shape, embodied by Western nationstates. As Cristopher Clapham (2004, 86) observed: «the state-centred and state-supporting literature
of political science has been so heavily concerned with emphasizing the benefits of statehood that the
other side of the account has gone almost unnoticed […]. The social costs of statehood, and
particularly of modern statehood, include the sacrifice of identities and structures that are inimical to
the hierarchies of control that states seek to impose». Similarly, Boege (2011, 454) observes that
«state-building […] ignores the fact that the enforcement of state laws, institutions and policies
oftentimes has even done considerable harm, denigrating, suppressing, disempowering or even
destroying effective and legitimate traditional local institutions».
Yet, throughout history, one can find several examples of societal and political orderings who
actively resisted and sometimes vigorously fought state-builders' drive to monopolize the use of
violence and control the means of its legitimate administration on a territorial basis (for instance
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Clastres 1974; Neumann and Wigen 2012; Scott 2009; Thompson 1994; Tilly 1975). The “subjuga ted
knowledge” (as Foucault would say) of these bloody clashes, whose ultimate outcome was the
emergence of the modern sovereign state, «constitutes the subplot in the central drama in which the
state achieved ultimate authority, especially on the use of coercion, within its territory» (Thompson
1994, 3). Yet, by its own definition, the doctrine of state-building risks to neglect – at best, or
deliberately aims to eradicate, at worst – potential alternatives to state’s rule (Boege 2011). Indeed,
recent studies found that, from a state-building perspective «all political organizations beside and
beyond the state are predominantly perceived as deviant developments, not as independent
phenomena of political organization» (Husken and Klute 2010, 108) thus implicitly pointing to the
need of normalization.
While the actual implementation of state-building policies is often more nuanced, their
intellectual premises – only slightly extended – seem to pretend that such complex historica l
processes, whose duration might have exceeded several centuries, can be easily replaced by simplistic
schemes of social engineering lasting a few years, designed by technocrats from remote locations and
administered in a vertical manner, based on a linear and deterministic understanding of causality
(Boege 2011; Debiel and Rinck 2017). The attempt to realize on earth the Weberian ideal-type of a
state reveals its utopian character. In first place, this view unduly and optimistically lends way too
much leverage to existing theories and practices of social engineering, and namely of externally
supported interventions in fragile countries and conflict or post-conflict environments. Moreover, it
is precisely the reversal of the historic process, that establishes the state from above, and that make s
civil society an appendix descending from it – instead than the other way round as historic accuracy
would suggest – to determine a context of ungovernable instability. From this perspective, in fact,
civil society risks to be, by design, captured into neopatrimonialist mechanisms and clientelist politics
(Chandler 2010), whose impact on governance and civil wars is well documented (Boas and Jennings
2012; Reno 2011; Utas 2012).
Critical voices in the field of peace studies have therefore emphasized that the state-build ing
agenda is hegemonic and unsuited to the realities of many fragile states and post-conflic t
environments (see for instance Autesserre 2011; Chandler 2005; Duffield 2001). According to its
critics, then, state-building would be «failed by design» as it is based on externally imposed norms,
systems and legitimacy. The hybris of internationally driven state-building, in fact, risks to iron out
the potential of local agency. The subject of peace- and state-building, critical peace scholars argue,
is actually a passive one, who needs to pacified (from outside), made productive and respectful of
property and laws, and vote according to a merely procedural understanding of democracy.
Profoundly behavioural, this approach expects to shape the subject as an object, to be made docile
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and disciplined (Richmond 2013).
An enthusiastic supporter of state-building such as Fukuyama made very clear that, in order
to be successful state-building requires, first and foremost, to export and instil in its beneficiaries –
whose helpless passivity is incidentally assumed – a «certain habit22 of mind» (Fukuyama 2004a; for
a similar approach see Whelan 2006). It remains unclear, however, to what extent this would differ
from some sort of (more or less soft) brainwashing. Fukuyama recognizes that, as a system of durable
dispositions governing cognition and action, the habit «resists being moved». Presumably, the one
that is necessary to state-building makes no exception. What the incentives and constraints are for
this new disposition to germinate and thrive, despite its potential conflict with existing local habituses,
remains obscure. Ample room is left, then, for potential violent degenerations of this process, which
would run counter the stated purpose of state-building, i.e. to bring about international peace and
security.
In spite of the emphasis on ownership and endogeneity, spelt out in official documents,
conventional state-building programmes aimed at stabilizing fragile states and “ungoverned spaces”
would thus amount, in practice, to «a diet of compliance and discipline» (Mac Ginty 2012). Critical
peace scholars therefore stressed the need to adopt a bottom-up approach, and to start from «local
everyday practices» (Menkhaus 2006; Richmond 2013) and in-depth studies of «what truly
constitutes order» in contexts of state fragility (Bagayoko et al. 2016; Boege 2011; Boege et al. 2008;
Hughes et al. 2015; Mac Ginty and Richmond 2013), in order to build decent states grounded in a
sustainable and just – albeit hybrid (Richmond and Mitchell 2012) – peace.
This, of course, leaves room to the interesting debate on how to assess empirically the potential
resistance of those who are subject to (instead of subject of) practices of state-building. According to
Richmond (2011 and 2013; but see also for instance Krause 2016, and most notably Scott 1987, 1998
and 2009), the opposition to externally-driven and hegemonic projects by post-colonial subjects, in
order to escape detection and leave as little traces as possible, is often expressed in a passive, silent,
non-verbal and informal

way, whose manifestations

include

«resistance,

opposition,

civil

disobedience, foot dragging, flight, non-compliance, limited cooperation, rhetorical resistance, or
other ‘hidden acts of resistance’ which have represented a lack of local legitimacy for a particular
strategy» (Richmond 2013)23 . A more scrupulous focus on the actual practices of governance from a
“Habit” is a key notion in the present investigation, and it will be further developed in the forthcoming chapters. Its
original meaning can be traced back to the concept of “habitus” developed by the Pierre Bourdieu and his followers, who
described the habitus as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations and actions performing the fundamental human function
to integrate and interpret one's experiences into a pre-existing repertoire (Bourdieu 1998, 261). «Though ever-changing,
as history unfolds, the habitus instils path dependency in social action, for revisions take place on the basis of prior
disposition» (Pouliot 2010, 31).
23 From this point of view, Chandler (2013) correctly observes that attributing such a political significance to the invisible,
subterranean politics (as Scott would call them) operating below the surface and therefore inaccessible to empirical
22
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longue-durée perspective, and of their complex non-deterministic causalities, might then contribute
to illuminating the problematic of ungoverned spaces and of their dynamics of (in-)security.
1.3.4 State-building, ungoverned spaces, and the problem of the territorial trap
The securitization of ungoverned spaces, as well as the state-building policies to counter them, are
relying on a specific set of assumptions about the spatial deployment of political phenomena. Existing
literature has seemed to largely neglect this aspect: the present section will therefore attempt to sketch
some fundamental observations in order to address this gap. Three related arguments will be
introduced to this end: in first place, I will argue that state-building considers states as the logical and
chronological premise of societies, thereby falling within what Agnew (1994) called the “territor ia l
trap”, i.e. the unquestioned spatial assumptions of IR doctrines. Secondly, drawing on critical security
scholars, I will claim that the epistemological fear generated by supposedly smooth and uncontrolled
spaces contributes to the securitization of ungoverned territories. Thirdly, and lastly, I will claim that
mapping is a key tool of contemporary state-building.
State-building has failed to reflectively come to terms with what Agnew defined the territoria l
trap – i.e., the fundamental geographical assumptions of contemporary international relation theory,
which takes a territorial conception of the state for granted. Agnew (1994, 59) summarizes as follows
three key features identifying the territorial trap, both together and separately: «First, state territories
have been reified as set or fixed units of sovereign space. This has served to dehistoricize and
decontextualize

processes of state formation

and disintegration.

[…] Second, the use of

domestic/foreign and national/international polarities has served to obscure the interaction between
processes operating at different scales. […] Third, the territorial state has been viewed as existing
prior to, and as a container of, society. As a consequence, society becomes a national phenomeno n.
This assumption is common to all types of international relations theory».
Criticizing the dominant approach, in the last decades a large amount of studies coming from
different perspectives has been able to address the way in which the territorial trap bias in IR has
contributed to dehistoricizing and decontextualizing the processes of state formation, and to implic itly
assume the political insignificance of every possible alternative form of governance 24 , as discussed
observation runs the risk of hypostasizing resistance as a necessary occurrence without any evidence to document it.
Chandler is correct to trace this absolutization and primitiveness of resistance to Foucau lt's (2004) much quoted statement
on the imbrication of power and resistance. Foucault, however, does very little to justify this view, or to provide some
rational foundations or theoretical underpinning for it. The priority of resistance is simply assumed . In other words, it
seems to have the status of a veritable paradigm of his approach to social sciences. James Scott (1987) has discussed at
length this epistemological problem, and his overall work and unconventional approach to field research testifies of a
pragmatic and effective way to partly overcome the deadlocks arising from it. However, we tend to agree with Chandler's
view that the scholarly community still lacks a serious theory of resistance. The subsequent chapters will try to address
these shortcomings.
24 See among others: Ruggie (1993); Sassen (2006); Scott (2009); Thompson (1994); Tilly (1974).
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in the previous sections. However, the lastly mentioned aspect of the territorial trap, i.e. the idea of
the state as a pre-existing container of society, has attracted limited attention, and it seems particular ly
significant for the present analysis.
Aiming to fill the alleged political vacuum of ungoverned spaces, state-building has been often
understood, interpreted and implemented as a sharp watershed between anarchy and order,
formlessness and formality, passive victimization and active entrepreneurship, chaos and order, state
of exception and normality. Little consideration, then, has been attributed to pre-existing forms of
social ordering, local governance schemes and their embedded practices, as if state-build ing
interventions could take place on a tabula rasa (Farinelli 2009), or blank state. This has often resulted
in the controversial attempt of state-building interventions to (re)build societies from the scratch. The
priority attributed to the state, understood as the logical antecedent inherently predating, contain ing
and shaping societies, thereby confirms state-building’s rooting in Agnew’s territorial trap.
Indeed, territoriality is the social epistemology (Ruggie 1993) of the international system
rooted in statehood. While tackling ungoverned spaces, state-building interventions contribute to reaffirming the fundamental partition between normal and deviant political orderings, and stress the
spatial categories upon which such a partition is based. It can be argued, then, that the securitizatio n
of ungoverned spaces is in first place a function of what critical security scholars (Burgess 2011;
Huysmans 1998) qualified as the epistemological fear. This is created by the completely unknown,
in-visible, un-intelligible and therefore un-predictable and un-masterable. From this point of view,
then, taming chaos represents the veritable original performance founding the state's legitimacy, and
is the pre-requisite where the very possibility of fixing international relations is grounded. It is by
constituting a grid to make the reality intelligible that the state provides Order in its most fundame nta l
meaning. To the extent that it contributes to reducing strangehood in the international system, statebuilding amounts to a security practice that constitutes and confirms a principle of determinability,
which – according to contemporary critics of the Copenhagen school – constitutes the very conditio n
of possibility of every possible securitizing move.
The cartography of contemporary security threats provides a clear illustra tion of this
phenomenon. Risk areas such as ungoverned spaces are often mapped as smooth spaces of
indetermination. They feature a generic extension with no internal attributes, and are painted in
homogeneous colours due to the “hold” exerted by threatening and undetermined non-state actors in
a way that is as supposedly complete as it is empirically vague and inaccurate. Yet, empirical studies
have proved that in most of the cases local actors’ deployment responds to a very specific spatial
strategy, made of localized bases and well-planned attacks on individual strategic points25 .
25

For instance, Choplin and Pliez (2011) provide an interesting illustration of this with reference to the case of the Saharan
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From the standpoint of critical cartography (Wood 1992; Crampton and Krygier 2006),
however, it is clear that the inner logic of these maps lays less in the accurate identificat ion and
localization of actual threats than in the exhibition of the epistemological fear. Available empirica l
evidence shows that, in some significant cases, the securitization of allegedly ungoverned space preexisted the actual detection of threats in it (Lacher 2008). Contrarily to what an ex-post rationalizatio n
would claim, then, the former is not the political answer to a definite security threat existing “out
there”. Instead, it is precisely its generating principle. The mapping of ungoverned spaces is a security
practice which does not aim at recording and monitoring a security concern, but at shaping it and
making it visible (epistemologically) and real (ontologically). From the point of view of the spatial
assumptions underpinning the notions of state fragility and state-building, it is precisely the
“illegibility” of the ungoverned space to determine the latter's status as a source of anxiety.
Making society legible, then, is the first prerogative of state-building (see also Scott 2009 on
this point). Scholars from different disciplines have in fact observed that the progressive improve me nt
of cartography and mapping technique is intimately connected with the progressive emergence of
territoriality as the cornerstone of modern IR (Anderson 1983; Lacoste 1976; Sassen 2013).
Cartography in fact in-scribes relations, which are in themselves immaterial and affective, within a
politically connoted material substrate. It contributes to reifying and individualizing the otherwise
multiplicity of changing relationships, shifting identifications and boundless affiliations of human
agency. Insofar as it tends to reify the ineffable vitality of worldly practices within fixed and
controllable categories, corresponding to a pre-established design a priori, cartography is a key tool
that connects state-building to the social engineering of a utopian ideal-type (Farinelli 2009). It is a
security practice, which contributes to discursively constructing a threat.
Yet, the spatial categories upon which state-building is designed – as a way to counter the
epistemological fear generated by ungoverned spaces – deliberately ignores daily practices, both
spatial and security practices, and emphasize instead the universality of borderlines and the
transcendence of the legal framework, albeit abstract (Badie 1995). The legibility of society that statebuilding struggles to bring about, then, obscures at least as many “objects” as it resurrects, just as
much as each light determines its own shadow. And indeed, shadow economies (Ballentine and
Nitzschke 2005), shadow states (Reno 2000), shadow wars (Nordstrom 2004) and black markets
(Strazzari and Kamphuis 2012) are often said to represent the dark side of globalization (Tuathail and
Luke 1998), as well as the unwanted, hybrid outcomes of failed state-building processes. Therefore,
a critical approach to ungoverned spaces and state-building should try to bring back to evidence
precisely the spatial and security practices buried under the historical contingencies. This is what the
space.
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present research will attempt to do in the following chapters.

1.4 Conclusion. Ungoverned spaces as a black box.
The present chapter has aimed to provide a genealogy of the securitization of fragile states, and in
particular of ungoverned spaces within them, as a major feature of contemporary security doctrines.
It has further attempted to analyse the most significant consequences of the policy prescriptio ns
stemming from them. In particular, I have focused on the relationship allegedly linking ungover ned
spaces and international (in)security, trying to single out the mechanisms which would convey such
a connection. A review of the existing literature has identified some gaps and unconvincing aspects
of these mechanisms. The task to properly understand, from a sound scientific perspective, the
dynamics unfolding in ungoverned spaces, and their alleged correlation to international insecurity,
therefore seems to require further investigation.
One could fairly argue that, based on the available literature, the actual functioning of
ungoverned spaces remains undisclosed or, put otherwise, that the mechanisms linking ungover ned
spaces to international insecurity still represent a black-box (Hedstrom and Ylikosky 2010; Tuathail
and Luke 1998). Opening the black-box will then be the main task set out for the present study.
Despite the methodological warns against such a goal, stemming from a more empiricist and realist
tradition of social research (King et al. 1994), I believe that this attempt is both possible and
worthwhile. The following chapters will be particularly dedicated to put forward an adequate
methodology and identify an appropriate case study to conduct such a research, resisting the potential
criticism of – or at least showing the advantages as compared to – alternative approaches. A few notes
might usefully prepare the ground for such an exercise by highlighting the most significant drawbacks
that prevent existing mechanisms from providing a convincing explanation of the functioning of
ungoverned spaces and of their correlation with international insecurity.
In the first place, one can argue that the lack of clarity about the direction of the explanator y
mechanisms underlying the correlation between ungoverned spaces and insecurity seems to represent
one of the clearest deficiencies of the relevant literature. It has been noticed already that the civil- war
mechanism is unable to correctly predict whether ungoverned spaces are supposed to bring about
civil wars (and therefore international insecurity), or if it is the other way round. Similarly, the crime terror nexus mechanisms lend itself to confusion as it risks to unduly conflate the criminalization of
political violence, on the one hand, and the politicization of criminal violence, on the other. The
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direction of the nexus thus would need to be further clarified. Moreover, the dangers of political and
rhetorical manipulation of such an inaccuracy should not be underestimated. As a consequence of
these shortcomings, the civil war mechanism seems also unqualified to answer one of the most
pressing questions in the study of civil wars and ungoverned spaces, as set out by Kalyvas (2006; see
also the comments to it of Albrecht and Wiuff Moe 2015 and of Tuathail 2010): «why is violence
concentrated in certain places and not others and what accounts for the disjuncture between the
macro-level causes of war and the micro-level patterns of violence?».
On a broader scale, these limitations are responsible of existing explanatory mechanis ms'
inability to properly address the problem of cross-case variations in the level of violence, which has
been noted both referring to the civil war mechanism (Raleigh and Dowd 2013), and to the state
capture mechanism (Andreas and Wallman 2009; Coticchia 2014). Ungoverned spaces, in fact, are
not only lacking a direct, immediate and universally applicable relation with high levels of violence
(Brock et al. 2012; Strazzari 2014a), but are also sometimes featuring a clear opposite relation to
them (Raleigh and Dowd 2013). Claims of the contrary (Herbst 2000) have been found to be
empirically grounded on poor data.
More recently, the availability of fine-grained qualitative research and more accurate geolocalized data has allowed to show that cross-case variations of the levels of violence depend more
on the interactions between competing forms of governance rather than on the complete absence of
any form of government, as the securitization of ungoverned spaces' thesis would contend instead.
«The most pressing issues in hinterland areas are how non-state actors create forms of governance,
and how regions and agents therein deal with the multiplicity of potential ‘governors’ and interests.
Indeed, in the Sahel, the areas of most concern are located between regulated and unregulated spaces,
and those where non-state agents are actively and effectively competing with the central regime »
(Raleigh and Dowd 2013, 8). Rather than being completely deterritorialized, contemporary security
threats exploit the physical and political space open up by this competition, and thrive in it by forging
tactical alliances with state and non-state actors.
Recent research has demonstrated the veracity of this claim both referred to “terrorists ”
(Boilley 2012) and to “criminals” (Snyder and Duran-Martinez 2009). It is precisely because the
ungoverned space topos «fails to capture the multiple, often overlapping ways in which these spaces
are in fact administered, albeit often not by Westphalian state institutions» (ICG 2015b, 19), as
recalled already, that recent scholarship has suggested to replace it with the more nuanced notion of
mis-governed (Brachet 2013), or illicitly-governed (Idler 2013) spaces, where shadow state-build ing
may occur.
These considerations, however, seem to strike a fatal blow also to the mechanism hinged on
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the hypothesis of a state capture performed by exogenous and powerful conquerors. The latter in fact
is premised on the assumptions of a clear-cut dichotomy between non-state agents and passive state
actors, as well as between licit and illicit. I would rather tend to agree with Hall (2012, 373), who
contends instead that: «corruption and the penetration of the state, or state-capture, often overlooks
the roles that organized crime can play as proxy agents of governance, often extending informa l
governance into realms that states find hard to reach, such as borderlands, prison systems and the
underworld generally». Delimiting the threshold between criminal and non-criminal might then prove
problematic, both methodologically and ontologically. Indeed, the interpenetration and the mutuallybenefiting cooperation between state and non-state actors (both economically and politica lly
motivated), unfolding in the borderlands and supposedly ungoverned areas, has been empirica lly
demonstrated by a significant amount of studies focusing on patronage networks in West Africa, and
namely in Guinea-Bissau (Coticchia 2014; Kemp et al. 2013; Vigh 2012) and in Mali (Boas 2012;
Lacher 2012; Strazzari 2014a). These findings confirm a growing tendency among critical scholars
of organized crime, which invites to stop «perpetuating a series of false discontinuities» (Levi 2002,
882) and instead to recognize the entanglement of the licit and the illicit (Hall 2012) embedding the
criminal into the “normal” economy (De Boer 2010; Vorrath 2015).
Furthermore, the analysis of the theory and practice of state-building has demonstrated that
both the securitization of ungoverned spaces and the policy measures devised to tackle it rely on sharp
dichotomies opposing – in an outdated Hobbesian fashion – state-governed spaces to un-governed
anarchy. From this perspective, they pay an inadequate attention to the junctures, overlaps and
hybridization between these polarities, which can correspond to theoretical ideal-types, but that can
hardly resist empirical scrutiny. A more nuanced focused is required, in order to grasp the actual
practices through which order and security, or disorder and insecurity, are produced by the dynamics
of actors on the ground.
It is worth noticing that most of the criticism addressed to the mechanisms pretending to
describe the correlation between international insecurity and ungoverned spaces is attributed to their
peculiar “blindness to geography”. Indeed, some of the most recent and promising research
programmes have been able to overcome the deadlocks of both the state-capture and the civil war
mechanisms by fruitfully employing more accurate and geo-referenced datasets (Snyder and DuranMartinez 2009; and Raleigh and Dawd 2013 respectively). The same can be said for qualitative
research focusing on specific geographic locations such as the borderlands, which largely contributed
to moving beyond the limits of the crime-terror nexus mechanism (Hall 2012; Idler 2013; Lacher
2013). This might sound surprising for a theorization whose spatial dimension is so often claimed,
for instance by referring to ungoverned spaces, or to fragile states' inability to project power over the
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totality of their territory.
One may then argue that the discourse about ungoverned spaces, just as much as standard
geopolitics, has served more grand-strategy designs rather than scientific debates, thus featuring «the
homogenizing, downscaling, anti-geographical qualities of this prevailing mode of geopolitica l
discourse» (Tuathail 2010, 257). Consistently with the narrative of deterritorialized threats mentio ned
above, the securitization of ungoverned spaces often neglects – or deliberately hides – the actual
geographical and spatial features of ungoverned spaces: «The irony of practical geopolitica l
representations of place is that, in order to succeed, they necessitate the abrogation of genuine
geographical knowledge about the diversity and complexity of places as social entities» (ibid). To the
extent to which all of the three mechanisms mentioned above have to do with illicit economic flows,
smuggling and criminal activities, it has been correctly observed that «the flows associated with
organized crime reveal the fallacy of considering them as disembodied, ontologically separate from
their spaces» (Hall 2012, 379).
The neglect of the significant aspects connecting social phenomena to the physical and
geographic places where they deploy, methodologically asserted by reductionist approaches to social
science, often results in the simplistic implementation, at policy level, of abstract, decontextualized,
standardized best-practices (Mazarr 2014). Contemporary research, however, has often documented
the failures of this approach, and therefore recommended to pay a greater attention to the microdynamics unfolding at ground level (Autesserre 2014). This is furthermore in line with the latest
conclusions of the two-decades long research agenda in critical geopolitics. In a largely retrospective
piece, published at the end of his academic career, Tuathail recognized that critical geopolitics, of
whom he is one of the most prominent advocates, had been focusing for too long on merely
deconstructive and speculative exercises (Tuathail 1996). The neglect of local expertise and
geographic empirical accuracy had finished, according to him, to render critical geopolitics much
more similar to its uncritical counterpart than most of its proponents had been ready to acknowledge.
And he concluded that «the development of ground-level expertise about conﬂict regions is
undoubtedly a worthy expansion of critical geopolitics» (Tuathail 2010, 263).
Interestingly, from this point of view critical geopolitics seems to catch up with the research
agenda of radical political theory focusing on spatial issues. In order to clarify why the present
investigation deems it relevant to tackle the issue of the “blindness to geography” while studying
ungoverned spaces, it might be worth reproducing here in its entirety a long quote from the French
philosopher Henri Lefebvre (whose coherence within the theoretical framework of the present
investigation will be discussed in the subsequent chapters): «Curiously, space is a stranger to
customary political reflection. Political thought and the representations which it elaborates remain
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‘‘up in the air,’’ with only an abstract relation with the soil and even the national territory. Space
belongs to the geographers in the academic division of labour. But then it reintroduces itself
subversively through the effects of peripheries, the margins, the regions, the villages and local
communities long abandoned, neglected, even abased through centralizing state power. Classical
liberalism [which also includes realism, in Lefebvre’s philosophical view] thinks and reasons ‘‘nonterritorially” as a pure abstraction [...]. This requires a spatialization of political theory, not without a
critique of its deterritorialized abstraction, which, at the same time, takes into account localities and
regions, differences and multiple (conflictual) associations, attached to the soil, to dwelling, the
circulation of people and things, in the practical functioning of space, This similarly entails a
reconsideration of the economy in terms of space, of the flux of stocks, of mobile elements and stable
elements, in short, of the production and reproduction of (social) space» (Lefebvre 1976–1978, IV,
164–165).
In line with these findings, I believe that a broader understanding is required: one that can
focus at the micro-political level on the multiple and indeterminate interactions among social
phenomena within hybrid orders and the geographic space where these take place. In other words, an
approach that includes geography in the social whole and accounts for the spatial dimension of hybrid
orders. I argue that such an approach might prove capable to address the gaps highlighted in the
available literature and discussed above, and to provide a more thorough scientific understanding of
the dynamics of ungoverned spaces. Whereas the securitization of ungoverned spaces has ultimate ly
closed the latter in a black-box, impenetrable the explanatory mechanisms so far put forward, I argue
that a greater attention to the spatial aspects – in all the variegate meanings of the word – will be able
to open up the black box and allow for a deeper inquiry.
As Agnew (2002, 2) argued: «part of the problem is the way the debate is posed, as if networks
invariably stand in opposition to territories [and as if] networks are seen as a completely new
phenomenon without geographical anchors». It is in this sense that ungoverned spaces represent a
geopolitical problem, and it is from this point of view that the present study is going to study them.
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Chapter 2: Research Design

So the land, I said, must first exist as a concept in the mind? Then it
must be sung? Only then can it be said to exist?
(Bruce Chatwin)

2.1 Interpreting the security dynamics of ungoverned spaces

The previous chapter attempted to examine the most important mechanisms put forward in the
literature to explain the alleged link between ungoverned spaces and international. Three mechanis ms
were especially identified and scrutinized: the “civil war”, the “state-capture” and the “crime-ter ror
nexus” mechanisms.
The analysis, however, highlighted some important criticisms about the three of them, in terms
of the theoretical consistency, poor corroborating evidence, and problematic deriving policy
recommendations. The three mechanisms, in fact, share a tendency to privilege aprioristic approaches
and deductive arguments inferred from a purely speculative approach to agency, which crucially lack
of empirical substantiation. As a result, they risk to reify questionable categories and do not engage
at all with the norms and meanings enacted by the actors in the field. Due to their poor theoretica l
and empirical refinement, these mechanisms have proved unable to offer convincing answers to the
most pressing questions that the puzzling functioning of ungoverned spaces raises before the scholarly
and political community, including cross-case variation, cross-place variation (“why violence occurs
in some places and not elsewhere”), explanatory mechanisms of the correlation and blindness to
geography.
Furthermore, an aprioristic notion of the state prevails in the securitization of ungover ned
spaces suggested by the three mechanism, despite the fact that this is unlikely to «capture the multip le,
often overlapping ways in which these spaces are in fact administered, albeit often not by Westphalia n
state institutions» (ICG 2015b, 19), as already recalled. Indeed, both the securitization of ungover ned
spaces and the doctrine of state-building seem to neglect the crucial contribution to the sociology of
the state put forward by the postcolonial literature, including the “local turn” of peacebuilding and
the hybrid assemblages of state- and non-state actors in the framework of neopatrimonial regimes.
Such an understanding of state and governance is responsible for the acritical adoption of binary
dichotomies, just as much theoretically tranchant as empirically inaccurate, opposing governed and
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un-governed spaces, ideal-typical Weberian sovereignty and anarchy, normal political settings and
states of exception (Zanotti 2006).
As a result, in order to study the mechanisms (allegedly) linking ungoverned spaces to
insecurity, one should in first place depart from simplistic explanations. The making and un-making
of states and governance are unlikely to be adequately described by linear models endowed with
deterministic causality. Instead, the complexity of these dynamics requires to focus on nondeterministic accounts establishing more nuanced causal inferences, and open to a plurality of
interpretations.
Furthermore, such an investigation cannot be adequately undertaken without an accurate
framing of the key concepts mobilized within the research at stake, such as space and security. As a
result, the present research makes the strategic choice to depart from the aprioristic adoption of
abstract notions, and instead undertakes to re-discuss the key concepts of the theoretical framework
from an interpretivist standpoint.
Given the loopholes of existing explanatory mechanisms, the present chapter is dedicated to
discussing and developing the most appropriate methodological approach and toolbox allowing to
open up the black-box of the security dynamics within ungoverned spaces. In particular, this section
aims to introduce the ontological and epistemological foundation of the present investigation. It
argues that interpretivist thinking can be combined quite smoothly with Deleuze and Guattari’s
philosophy in order to provide the adequate theoretical underpinning of my undertaking which,
moreover, builds on the approach developed by critical geopolitics. Conversely, the ontologica l
realism and methodological positivism (Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman 1992; King et al. 1994)
common to standard (i.e. a-critical) geopolitics (see Guzzini 2013) will represent the main polemica l
reference. The limits of the positivist and realist foundations of geopolitical thinking (Guzzini 2013),
as well as the interpretivist and deconstructive ambitions of the critical approach to geopolitics,
require one to preliminarily engage in a more sophisticated manner with the philosophical foundatio ns
of social science, at least in the framework of the present exercise.
2.1.1 Interpretivism, against the myth of geopolitics’ “ocularcentric objectification of the world”
At the turn of the century, Tuathail (2000, 166) claimed that «in the conventional conceptions that
dominated the twentieth century, geopolitics was […] declarative (“this is how the world is”) and
imperative (“this is what we must do”). “Is” and “we” marked its commitment to, on the one hand, a
transparent and legible world and, on the other hand, to a particular state and its cultural/politica l
version of the truth about this world. Critical geopolitics is an approach that seeks to problematize
these epistemological assumptions and ontological commitments of conventional geopolitics. It
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deconstructs its ocularcentric objectifications of world politics, and challenges its commitment to
particular state-centric political practices».
One could radicalize Tuathail’s view by claiming that conventional geopolitics’ commitme nts
result from its underlying unsophisticated ontological assumptions. In fact, the «ocularcentr ic
objectification of world politics» recalls Heidegger’s (1977, 115) critique of modernity as “the Age
of the World Picture”. Many scholars trace back to this essay the foundation of interpretivis m.
Arguably,

then,

critical

geopolitics

is consistent

with the aim of questioning

such an

ocularcentric/imagined approach to “the world”, and the resulting presumption of “objectivity” from
an interpretivist standpoint (see also Farinelli 2009).
Stating “this is how the world is”, in fact, is less straightforward than conventional geopolitic s
rhetorically claims it to be. By adopting an interpretivist approach to ontology and social science, the
present research argues that “reality” is not simply out there, before an observer supposedly neutral,
who can apprehend it immediately and intuitively, and therefore describe it faithfully. Interpretivis ts
famously criticized and dissolved the traditional theory of intuition and its realist ontologica l
assumptions, arguing that any relationship that humans have with the world, the reality, or other men
and entities, is always the result of an interpretation (see also Rorty 1979). Realists are unable to
convincingly explain how “things” would pour from the “objective reality” into one’s mind: such
non-mediated transfer actually amounts to a veritable mystery of faith.
According to interpretivists, what occurs “in reality” is instead a process of accommodatio n,
interpretation, and inference (Sini 1996), in which pre-existing dispositions, both at individual and
social level, play a prominent role. Speaking from an interpretivist standpoint – largely indebted to
Deleuze’s philosophy – Latour (1999) recognizes that facts do not speak for themselves, but need a
spokesperson expressing “what they have to say” (whereby the possibility of betrayal is always to be
considered). As a consequence, interpretivists challenge the naïf belief in a factual world “out there”
exogenously given, whom theory should strive to mirror as objectively as possible, and argue instead
that an interaction (Guzzini 2012; Pouliot 2010), or “looping-effect” (Hacking 1999) occurs between
“the world” and the categories we employ to describe it. I would like to point out that this approach
is not just a matter of ontological preferences, or unquestionable postulates that one may simply opt
for, or against. Instead, I argue that even positivist-oriented realists should be driven to these
conclusions, provided that they are radical and coherent enough with their own premises. It is
probably worth recalling here Quine’s (1969) famous argument which, drawing on positivis ts
premises, ended up criticizing the unsophisticatedness of ontological realism by arguing that «theory
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decides what facts are». Beyond abstract theoretical discussions, the legitimacy of this approach has
been repeatedly and convincingly demonstrated in several fields of recent IR literature 1.
. Drawing on the constructivists’ argument that both knowledge (epistemology) and reality
(ontology) are socially constructed (Guzzini 2000), interpretivists conclude that reality and
knowledge are mutually constitutive. What is in the world and what we know about things in the
world are constantly shaping one another. It follows that there are no such things as “pure facts”
which are not also theoretically constructed; similarly, there is no independent reality “out there”
against which a theory’s truthfulness can be tested. As Pouliot (2010, 57) observed: «there is no
meaningful reality prior to knowledge, and vice versa».
From this perspective, it would be pointless to linger in the conventional dichotomy
distinguishing between epistemology and ontology, as if they would pertain to two strictly separate
domains. The present research would rather adopt Fierke’s (2006) concept of ontology/epistemolo gy,
as most consistent with an interpretivist approach to security studies (Balzacq 2012). Whereas no
independent ontological ground can be called upon to sustain (and validate) the enterprise of
knowledge; and whereas the endogeneity of theory and reality prevents the former to aim at mirror ing
the latter (Rorty 1979), a post-foundational approach shall be adopted by the present research. The
following sections will be dedicated to clarifying the scope, criteria and standards of a scientific
enterprise within this unconventional framework.

2.1.2 Territorialisation, deterritorialisation, comprehensiveness.
This section argues that, in order to be consistent with the interpretivist ontology/epistemology of the
present investigation, one needs to reconfigure some fundamental ambitions of the scientific enquire.
In particular, one should replace the goals of objectivity and discovery by – respectively – a quest for
comprehensiveness and non-cumulative re-descriptions. As a theoretical support to this attempt, I
will adopt an interpretivist reading of Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy.
Given the imbrication of ontology and epistemology, discussed above, the shaky, ever-shifting
foundations of knowledge prevent the scientific discourse from identifying an absolute Archimedea n

For instance, Scott (2009) and Kalyvas (2006; 2008) have showed how ethnic and social identities are better interpreted
as the consequence, rather than the cause, of theoretically identified political violence, and therefore question the objective
effects “naming” may produce on self-understanding and identity. The same line of reasoning can be stretched to place naming: as a non-transparent social practice, this is the result of constant negotiations and discursive power struggles
whose genealogy can be reconstructed critically (Tuathail 1994). Moreover, attributing names to places confers to the
latter an ontological consistency, and an apparent obviousness, which they would lack otherwise (Farinelli 2003). As
Retaillé and Walther (2013, 61-64) observe, naming (whether oral or written) «is called upon to give a meaning that does
not exist in material sites». The paradoxical consequence of such ontological disconnect is that «the same place can take
place elsewhere» or that « one place can have several names, just as much as one name can name several places», whose
“objective” difference would then be abrogated.
1
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lever. Consequently, one finds no access to a transcendent point which would provide an authentic
view of the world “as it actually is”. It follows, then, that «there cannot be such a thing as the valid
interpretation or theory» (Pouliot 2010, 81), as criteria of validity are endogenous to the theories
themselves. Consequently, the scientific ambition and raison d’être, i.e. to measure theories against
an objective, independent standard deserving universa l trust (such as the regulative ideal of “truth”),
must be dropped. In other words, from an interpretivist perspective one cannot “test” theories 2. The
adoption of a post-foundational approach implies a radically immanent stance whereby discourses,
including scientific discourses about the world, are inextricably embedded into worldly practices and
meanings. Standards are also questionable; they are not the unquestionable bedrock against which
one can measure claims of truthfulness and theoretical validity.
From this point of view, the claims of the positivists to strive for neutrality, objectivity and
detachment should be challenged as a myth of modernity that a reflexive (and thus necessarily postmodern) approach to science must overcome 3. It is worth emphasizing here the fundame nta l
continuities between Heidegger and Gadamer’s interpretivism and Deleuze’s immanent postmodernism (Badiou 1997). I argue that these philosophical traditions form a coherent conceptual
whole which is not merely coincidental nor anecdotal.
Yet, if, according to these premises, one renounces to the ideals of truthfulness, objectivity,
neutrality, universality or replicability, what is left to characterize the scientific endeavour? Put
otherwise, what are the distinctive features of a post-foundational approach to social science, and to
IR in particular? In order to overcome Rorty’s (1979) justified criticism of the realist notion of validity
in terms of adaequatio rei et intellectus (or “mirror of nature”)4, I argue that, following Pouliot (2010),
the latter should be replaced with criterion of “comprehensiveness”5 as the fundamental ambition of
scientific discourses.
Against the positivist pretention to verify or falsify a theory, comprehensiveness is defined as
«the capacity to see further than previous interpretations» (Pouliot 2010, 81). That means making
sense of reality in the broadest possible manner, by taking into account elements left aside by previous
Clarke and Primo (2007) and Suppe (1989) build on a semantic perspective and put forward a broader and cogent critique
of the futility and fallacies of the hypothetic-deductive imperative to test the validity of a scientific theory by empirically
observing its implications.
3 This does not imply, however, that a post-foundational approach shares the concern with demystification of Marxis m.
This, in fact, presuppos es the unveiling of an allegedly objective truth to erect against the abuses of ideological biases.
On this point see also Bennett (2010).
4 Obviously, the literature on this point would be virtually inexhaustible, and the discussion of its merit transcends the
scope of the present analysis. Rorty has been singled out namely for two reasons: first, for the clarity of its critique to t he
centuries-old theory of the “mirror of nature”; and secondly, due to the interpretivist premises of the mentioned critique,
which fit particularly well within the theoretical foundations of the present investigation
5 It should be noticed that Pouliot (2010) calls it “incisiveness”. However, I find this notion misleading, and less suited
than “comprehensiveness” to describing what also Pouliot, following the interpretivist tradition, seems to have in mind .
His citation of Geertz’s work supports the legitimacy of this reading.
2
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interpretations.

By adding a supplementary meaning to the reality, a more comprehens ive

interpretation thus completes, rather than contradicting, the existing ones. In other words, an
interpretation is more comprehensive, and therefore more scientifically purposeful, to the extent to
which it enriches one’s cognition of the world by leaving more room for previously unnoticed entities
and differences. It enlarges and refines the sophistication of the world one lives in. Building on these
premises, scientific progress can be described as the capacity to observe and reveal new distinctio ns,
which literally make the reality speak and grow by supplying additional interpretations to otherwise
mute,

meaningless

facts.

As

a

criterion

for

scientific

meaningfulness,

interpretivis t

comprehensiveness is thus at cross-purposes with positivist reductionism.
The notion of scientific discovery also deserves being redefined. I depart, obviously, from the
positivist drive to identify “objective laws” and “new facts” of the social realm supposedly existing
“out there” independently of one’s ascertainment. Against this view, I argue that the notion of
“discovery” must be seen as a re-description of the world which “makes more sense”, that is, which
adds further meaning to the cacophony of the empirical experience. It arranges and assembles the
real, rather than finding new facts or laws within it.
It is worth emphasizing the far-reaching correspondence between interpretivism and Deleuze
and Guattari’s philosophy, and namely their “concept of concept”. Discussing the theoretica l
shortcomings of the realist theory of designation, i.e. what Rorty (1979) called “the mirror of nature”,
Deleuze (1990, 19) argues: «for the condition of truth to avoid this [realist] defect, it would have to
have something unconditioned capable of assuring a real genesis of designation […]: the conditio n
of truth would then be defined, no longer as the form of conceptual possibility, but as an ideal matter
or “medium” that is, no longer as signification, but as sense» (emphasis added). Drawing on these
premises, Deleuze and Guattari develop their famous definition of concept. Departing from a view of
the concept as a transcendental “subsumption of differences”, they insist instead on the actualizatio n
of such differences: «concept is an intensive multiplicity, inscribed on a plane of immane nce »
(Deleuze and Guattari 1991, 164). Conversely, Deleuze and Guattari accuse positivist science to reify
concepts into functions deployed on a “plane of reference”, and linger about the “pre-post-modern”
dichotomy between ontology and epistemology (“the world as it is”, as a-critical geopolitics would
have it). From this standpoint, concepts are more accurately defined as expressing (and therefore
producing) reality, rather than apprehending it: «concepts do not simply describe things but, rather,
express events, […] which is not a universal truth of things but is rather a transformation that things
incarnate» (Cook 1998, 29).
Concepts thus defined are also closely connected to a fundamental theoretical pair of Deleuze
and Guattari’s (1980) philosophy: territorialisation and deterritorialisation. Territorialisation is
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defined as the creation of a horizon of meaning (in the “Heideggerian” sense mentioned above), i.e.,
in Deleuze and Guattari’s own terms, a plane of objectification, or a plane of consistency. Concepts,
thus, territorialize reality by attributing it a sense, or meaning. Territorialisation reduces (without
being reductionist) the chaotic complexity of the ever-fluctuating, evenemential reality by shaping a
two-dimensional, flattened, encoded version of it, which allows one’s orientation. Territorialisatio n
is therefore never absolute nor complete, as many elements are literally lost of sight in it, like in a
transformation. From this point of view, the relationship between the real world, on the one hand, and
geographical maps pretending to reproduce it, on the other, represents an excellent metaphor to
approximate the ontological/epistemological process of territorialisation.
On the other hand, Deleuze and Guattari (1980, 706) define deterritorialisation as «the
movement whereby one leaves the territory, i.e. the plane of consistency». The horizon of meaning,
or sense, enacted by the function of territorialisation is in this case abandoned. Deterritorialisatio n
expresses an exodus driven by a dis-sense (or dissent), a dis-use, or a dis-functioning, which defigures what territorialisation had previously shaped. The process takes place in view of a
transformation, that is, of a subsequent territorialisation. Indeed, every deterritorialisation comes
from, preludes to, and unavoidably

results in a new territorialisation.

The function

of

deterritorialisation therefore originates a new territory, a new “universe”, with its own horizon of
meanings. Whence its “absolute” nature, because the exodus is not a simple relative movement, from
one point to another inside a given, pre-existing space, or a map: instead, it is the creation of a new
space, endowed with radically new orientations and references. In short, it originates entirely new
meanings6.
The introduction of new concepts, just as much as the ever-lasting swing between
territorialisation and deterritorialisation, contributes in this way to the progress of science, and
therefore equates a scientific “discovery” from the interpretivis t point of view, by widening our
understanding of reality and by making more reality speak. However, to the extent that new concepts
also introduce different planes of consistency, they cannot simply be accumulated progressively, as
the positivist ideal of science assumes. Putting forward new concepts is an alternative form of
scientific progress which involves the displacement of a semantic field, the articulation of different
practices and concepts, and their translation from one field to another, that is, from a universe of
meaning to another. That, however, always involves a slight change of meaning, a loss and a gain
(see also Maskit 2008).

6 According

to Ronchi (2015), from this point of view deterritorialisation represents Deleuze and Guat tari’s philosophical
attempt to found an immanent transcendence
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Interestingly, this dynamic approximates closely Gadamer’s (1975) famous definition of the
hermeneutical

circle7:

1+1=3,

that

is,

one (interpretation/concept)

plus

one (differe nt

interpretation/concept stemming from a different perspective) unavoidably produces another
interpretation/concept, which differs from both the previous ones 8. It is precisely this difference
between interpretations, concepts and articulations which represents the contribution, or the scientific
progress, interpretivists can expect to achieve. Interpretivism departs then from the naïve belief to
reproduce faithfully the “objective” experience of actors in the field, and instead endorses the
inevitable translation of practices into theories, which offers the opportunity to develop more
comprehensive interpretations of contextualized social meanings. The only criterion allowed to
discriminate between competing interpretations, thus, is not their validity, objectivity or truthfulne ss
– as one could not find any objective standard for these – but their comprehensiveness (see also Adler
1997).
To conclude, within the framework of the present research, the overall scientific ambition is
to put forward a more comprehensive theory, capable to analyse a broader set of phenomena than
existing reductionist approaches in order to interpret and make sense of the security dynamics within
ungoverned spaces. I shall therefore drop the controversial, sharp dichotomies upon which the
securitization of ungoverned spaces relies, such those opposing governed and ungoverned spaces,
state and non-state actors, etc. instead, I will try to focus on the hybrid articulatio ns between these
allegedly opposed polarities,

as well as on the implicit

practices shaping the vernacular

understandings of space and (in-)security. The development of new categories and analytical frames
will not only provide a greater empirical richness to my work, but also a new territorialisation for the
interpretation of the security dynamics of ungoverned spaces.

2.2 Framing concepts, in practice

The causal mechanisms evoked in the literature tend incorporate an unsophisticated and generic
understanding of the crucial notions at the core of the alleged link between ungoverned spaces and

Interestingly, Ciuta (2009) also refers to it while developing his own approach to the hermeneutics of security.
To further enrich this discussion, one can refer to Law’s notion of “translation” (whose origins can be traced back to
Geertz’s anthropology, Serres’s and Wittgenstein’s linguistic, and Latour’s philosophy): «to translate is to make two
words equivalent. But since no two words are equivalent, translation (traduction) also implies betrayal (trahison). So
translation is both about making equivalent, and about shifting. It is about moving terms around, about linking and
changing them» (Law 2007, 4). As a main source of inspiration to Law, Serres ’s (1974) notion of translation features
perpetually unstable connections which prevent the establishment of relationships of the type “A=A”
7
8
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insecurity. These are often imported from abstract speculative models, or arbitrarily taken for granted
without further investigation. The superficiality of this approach reveals the epistemological bias of
its a-critical proponents, and mirrors the universal, teleological ambitions of the discourses
securitizing ungoverned spaces. This view, however, is both theoretically untenable, and inconsiste nt
with its own premises. This is especially disturbing considering its universalistic normative stance.
Against this simplistic approach, I argue that concepts such as “space” and “security” (or
“insecurity”) deserve a much more nuanced understanding and deconstructive analysis, focusing on
contextualized meanings and practices. Building on the literature of post-positivist political theorists
and security scholars, the present section aims then to introduce the framing concepts of the present
investigation, and to elucidate their value from an interpretivist perspective. This is meant to avoid
superimposing preconceived categories of analysis and concepts which are originally alien to the
context at stake (what Durkheim called pre-notions, or prejudices). Building on Geertz (1983), this
section argues that interpretivism shall leave aside experience-distant concepts and instead take
seriously the local interpretations of social meanings enacted in practice. According to Neumann’s
(2000) felicitous expression, in fact, practices amount to social action endowed with intersubjective
meanings. As a result, the only coherent approach to practices is an interpretivist one, thereby
supporting the overall theoretical coherence of the present investigation.
From this point of view, it is worth stressing that the specific content of each concept is
unavoidably context-related, and as such it cannot be in-depth analysed before a specific case-study
is singled out. In conclusion, I will introduce the notion of field (of leverage) as a theoretical tool
contributing to the interpretation of contextualized practices.

2.2.1 The concept of security
The prevalent approaches to ungoverned spaces consistently link the latter to insecurity. The
conceptual link between ungoverned spaces and insecurity stems from the view that “by definitio n”
state governance, whose lack defines ungoverned spaces, administers and provides security as a
public good, i.e. as a centralized resource accessible to all without competition (Reno 2000; Risse
2010).
Yet, what is actually meant by (in-)security here often remains undetermined. Conventio na l
discourses about ungoverned spaces did not seem to consider that security is, accordingly, an
“essentially contested concept”, as highlighted by prominent contemporary literature (Baldwin 1997;
Buzan et al. 1998). Critical security studies have emphasized that everything about security is
debatable: the source of threat which is securitized, the referent object to be secured, the social actors
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performing the securitizing move, as well as the entity providing security. Still, one can hardly find
traces of these debates in the securitization of ungoverned spaces.
Irrespective of its truthfulness, the securitization of ungoverned spaces in contemporary
discourses remains utterly vague with regard to the referent object. Would rather human security, or
state security (to mention but the most prominent options within an expanding field developed by
recent scholarly work, see for instance Krause 1996) need to be protected against the threat posed by
ungoverned spaces? Should the allegedly threatened security be interpreted as a public or a private
good? Moreover, the mechanisms commonly referred to in the available literature often leave it
uncertain whether ungoverned spaces are said to generate insecurity from the supply side (as
suggested by Reno 2000; and 2011), or from the demand side (as one can infer from Tilly 1985).
Lastly, it is unclear whether ungoverned spaces threaten peace in the positive or negative sense (based
on the classical dichotomy introduced by Galtung 1969), and, whatever the answer, what the latter’s
link to security would be.
At this stage, the present investigation does not mean to introduce a further, more accurate
definition of security that would be specifically related to ungoverned spaces. Rather, it builds
explicitly on the indeterminacy of the latter. I argue that security, just as much as space, is a socially
constructed notion. To the extent that, as discussed below, spaces and meanings are mutually
constituted, security’s meaning is also context-dependent, i.e. related to the space where the latter
notion is supposed to make sense. Moreover, local understandings of security often remain implic it,
since they are embedded in informal institutions and unspoken practices. In other words – to
paraphrase Wendt’s famous formula – (in-)security is what actors make (and not simply say) of it,
and it is therefore undetermined and context-dependent. It follows that approaching a field – with a
view to building an empirically-rich account of social phenomena – with a strong pre-fabricated
notion of security at the cornerstone of one’s conceptual framework, can be utterly misleading. This
view builds on Weldes’s (1999) seminal work, which opened the doors to the mutual contaminatio n
of ethnographic literature and international security studies. Contemporary scholars further reinforced
this approach. As Luckham’s work highlighted (Luckham 2015; Luckham and Kirk 2013), «t he
starting point for any such analysis needs to be citizens’ vernacular understandings and practical
experience of insecurity and security in their everyday lives» (Bagayoko et al. 2016, 16). The
continuity between the vernacular security practices, and the spatial practices mentioned above,
further stresses the overall coherence of the approach of the present investigation.
Building on these insights, the present research builds on Ciuta’s (2009) hermeneutica l
approach to security- in-context. Instead of imposing a purely theoretical category of security which
is foreign to the context at stake, the hermeneutics of security argues that security is a socially
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constructed notion, whose contextualized – and often implicit – meaning the researcher endeavours
to identify, reconstruct and interpret. This is arguably one of the most promising ways to overcome
the «entrenched grills of intelligibility for understanding security» emphasized by critical scholars
(Dillon 2004). An interpretivist understanding of security therefore requires an ethnographic access
to the field, a focus on locally enacted meanings of vernacular security, and a hermeneutics applied
to the qualitative data collected.
Noteworthy, some of the most prominent theoretical approaches to ungoverned spaces
(Rabasa et al. 2006; Foreign and Commonwealth Office 2015) agree with the idea that the policies
to counter the latter cannot be merely applied as a one-size-fits-all measure, since the fine-gra ined
understanding of contextual peculiarities does matter. Yet, this recognition has remained largely
theoretical, while it is often contradicted when it comes to policy prescriptions. Moreover, while
virtually all available studies on ungoverned spaces define the latter as characterized by a breakdown
of security and the prevalence of insecurity, one can hardly find security scholars (and often even few
critical security scholars) questioning whether a different understanding of security might emerge
there, albeit at odds with the conventional meanings attributed to it. Most available accounts, in fact,
implicitly build on a Weberian tradition, whereby security is understood as a public good to be
provided for by an state-like institution. As Stern and Ojendal (2010, 14) recalled: «in modern
political imagination, “security” has traditionally revolved around the principle of modern state
sovereignty». In spite of an abundant critical literature on geopolitical imaginaries, the securitizatio n
of ungoverned spaces does not seem to depart from this imaginary in any meaningful sense.
While this line of thinking has been prevalent in political science and security studies,
exception to this approach can be found (Menkhaus 2006), even more frequently in the literature of
political anthropology (Clastres 1974; Scott 2009). This is why recent scholarly work has stressed the
need to enrich critical security studies approach with «the methods used by anthropology» (Bagayoko
et al. 2016, 8). The present research builds on this perspective, and aims at addressing this gap by
further highlighting the need of an interpretivist approach to (in-)security within ungoverned spaces.

2.2.2 The concept of space
Departing from standard, policy-oriented and realist accounts of ungoverned spaces, the present
investigation invites to consider “spaces” and “territories” not as a natural given, but as a social
construct. I argue that practices and social relations are not exogenous to the space where they are
deployed, but contribute to constituting it, in a strong ontological sense. The opposite is also true:
social relations are also shaped by the space where they are deployed. Human geographers refer to
this view in terms of “relational” understanding of space, implying that it is the (social) relations hip
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which determines its own terms, and not the other way round (Massey 1993; Paasi 1996). The present
section therefore builds on the spatial theories of Deleuze and Lefebvre 9, as well as on their followers
(respectively Retaillé and Sassen, on the one hand, and De Certeau, Scott and Elden, on the other) in
order to operationalize explore the concept of space from an interpretivist perspective, thereby taking
into account the conditions of its social construction.
This approach rejects the prevailing, abstract notion of substantive space. Inspired by Euclid’ s
geometry, modern geography, from Kant to Bunge (1979), has uncritically10 considered space as a
neutral, empty repository, or container (Giddens 1985; see also Agnew 1994), of relations deployed
in it, to whom space would pre-exist: like the tabula rasa within modern cartography and cognitive
theory (Farinelli 2003). Implicitly assuming a realist ontology, the substantive view considers space
as a given a priori, something endowed with independent existence “out there”, exogenous to (and
therefore invariant vis-à-vis) relations and conceptualizations of it. Space is, in other words, reified
in a material alterity existing prior to, and irrespective of, a subject’s understanding of it. It is an
object, even without a subject.
The interpretivist understanding of space clarifies and radicalizes an intuition which is not
completely alien to the history of geopolitics. Despite the widespread charges of non-reflexive
positivism, academic geopolitical thinking developed after the second world war proved to be quite
aware of the significance of the human and social features – such as representations, perceptions,
imaginations, memories and (albeit to a lesser extent) practices – that contribute to defining places
and spaces beyond their mere material endowment or geographical position. Saul Bernard Cohen
(2003), largely deemed to have pioneered the re-birth of the discipline in the post-war period, in an
attempt to eschew potential charges of determinism, defined geopolitics as: «the analysis of the
interaction between, on the one hand, geographical settings and perspectives and, on the other hand,
political processes. (...) Both geographical settings and political processes are dynamic, and each
influences and is influenced by the other. Geopolitics addresses the consequences of this interactio n».
Similarly, Colin Flint argued: «I try to emphasize that geopolitics (broadly the mutual constructio n
of space and power relations) is both a matter of practice (doing) and representation (justifying the
The theoretical coherence of Deleuze’s and Lefebvre’s approaches will be further discussed in the forthcoming sections.
It is worth noticing that recent trends in scholarly research on African studies (Bayart 2000; Galy 2008; Utas 2012) and
border studies (Parker 2009) – both of which are significant for spatial framework of the present investigation – build
explicitly on Deleuze’s ontology and spatial thinking as an appropriate heuristic tool, thereby contributing to confirm the
overall theoretical coherence of the present research.
10 Based on Cox (1987) famous standard, one may charge conventional spatial theories and geopolitics to be a -critical.
By assuming, instead of questioning, their own object as “natural” and intemporal, discourses on ungoverned spaces limit
their scope to identifying successful patterns within the given rules, rather than questioning the rules themselves. They
therefore amount to an exercise of problem-solving, rather than critical problem-raising. «Problem-solving theories can
be represented as serving particular national, sectional, or class interest, which are comfortable within the given order.
Indeed, the purpose served by problem-solving theory is conservative». (Cox 1987, 208).
9
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doing)» (cited in Bordonaro 2009). Despite his being a resolute realist, even Colin Gray (1999)
recognizes that the «imagined» spatial features count at least as much as the physical ones in the
geopolitical equation. Ultimately, the French School definition of geopolitics typically stresses the
same point: «In order to understand a geopolitical conflict or rivalry, it is insufficient merely to
determine and map what is at stake, instead it is necessary to understand the reasons and the ideas of
the main actors» (Lacoste 1993, 4).
Yet, I argue that modern, mainstream, a-critical geopolitics has failed to draw the most radical
conclusions stemming from this line of reasoning. Whereas classical geopolitics (which one can label,
with a play on words, a-critical, or pre-post-modern) acknowledges the mutual influences of spatial
features and ideational aspects to determine the political equation, from an interpretivist point of view
space is not simply influenced, but ontologically constituted by social and ideational aspects.
To the extent that the space as such is ontologically endogenous to spatial representations and
practices, the latter categories needs to be further clarified. Lefebvre (1974) introduced the analytica l
distinction between spatial representations and spatial practices 11, which was subsequently taken up
by Agnew and Corbridge (1995, 7) within the debates of critical geopolitics: «Spatial practices refer
to the material and physical flows, interactions, and movements that occur in and across space as
fundamental features of economic production and social reproduction. [Spatial] representatio ns
involve all of the concepts, naming practices, and geographical codes used to talk about and
understand spatial practices»12. A comprehensive understanding of space thus needs to encompass all
the representations and practices taking place in and about the space. By prioritizing meaning and
uses over abstract – supposedly “natural” – essences, the very nature of places is understood as mobile
and nomadic, since it is continually adjusted and negotiated according to contingent needs.
Building on this perspective, Retaillé argues that the very ontology of a given place depends
on how the latter is perceived, represented, imagined, lived and practiced, and not on the materia l
sites where it happens to “take place” (Retaillé et al. 2012). Spatial practices, representations and
imaginations are seen as endowed with a performative power 13. Accordingly, a place is, in first
Interestingly, the distinction comes from Lefebvre’s notion of “everyday life” – which he deemed to be his most
important philosophical contribution – which in turn builds on Heidegger’s interpretivism and on Marx’s notion of
“alienation”, that Lefebvre originally developed as the first translator into French of Marx’s “Economic and Philosophic
Manuscripts of 1844”, (Elden 2007b). Lefebvre’s sources further contribute to stressing the overall theoretical coherence
of the present research.
12 It should be noticed that in many instances Lefebvre (and Agnew and Corbrige after him) adopt a different wording,
whereby “spatial representations” is replaced by “representations of space”. Moreover, Lefebvre's suggestion also entails
a third dimension that should be considered in the analysis of spatial intercourses, i.e. “representational spaces”. Despite
the philological relevance of these remarks, they are dropped here for the sake of analytical clarity.
13 For example, empirical observations conducted with the nomadic people of the Sahara -Sahel showed that people there
can consider neighbourhoods located hundreds of kilometres away from each other as belonging to the “same” city, i.e.
to the same place, provided that they are inhabited by the same ethnic group, whereas juxtaposed neighbourhoods
inhabited by distinct social groups within the same city are perceived as radically disconnected, and therefore featuring
11
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“place”, not a physical site identified by abstract coordinates, but the object of multiple and
overlapping representations, including the un-thematised, theoretically unknown but practically lived
spatial practices of those living in and with the place, “inherited” and tacitly performed. Spatial
identities are not objectively provided by nature, nor by their material properties; they are not an
ontological bedrock given a priori, but result from socio-epistemological practices. Space is
endogenous to the social realm, and not an empty, superficial, passive repository of the latter, since
social dynamics do not happen “in” the space, but “with” it (Retaillé 2006, 223). In other words,
space can be viewed as a sign, featuring no sense nor meaning without an interpreter associated to it:
«places are offered to the polysemies whom passers-by affect them with; they are detached from the
sites they were supposed to define, and instead serve as imaginary appointment» (De Certeau 1980,
157; see also Regnauld 2012).
The interpretivist understanding of space, territories and places as social constructs allows one
to challenge the fundamental assumptions of substantive spatial theories, enshrined both in a-critical
geopolitics and in the naïve notion of ungoverned spaces. On the one hand, in fact, this view obliges
one to rediscuss the fundamental postulates of Euclid- inspired geography, such as: the idea that
distance measures objectively an “empty” space; the alleged biunivocal correspondence of names and
places on a map; and space’s homogeneity. On the other hand, one needs to conclude that also the
substantive notion of space is just as socially constructed as any other “vernacular” (as Scott would
say) notion of space.
Inspired by Euclidean geometry, a-critical geography sees distance as an empty abstract space,
objectively measurable, lying between two separate entities. Against this view, Deleuze (1990)
argued that distance should not be considered a mere negativity separating two given objects, which
exist independently of the former. Instead, it would be more appropriately interpreted as a positivity
constituting the social relations: not an empty objective container, but a plenum which actively
performs the separation, thereby making the objects distinct (Regnauld 2012) 14. Distance, then,
actively affirms and produces, rather than passively recording, the entities’ differences. Despite its
apparent abstractness, recent findings in political ethnography15 have been able to confirm how

different “localities”. Similarly, the same place can take place in different locations from one year to another, depending
on the ever-changing nomadic patterns of mobility (Retaillé and Walther 2013). This is in line with the priority of lines
over points stated in Deleuze and Guattari’s (1980) ontology of space, whereby points (localities) are determined by the
lines (relations) connecting them, and not the other way round, as realists would assume. See also Maskit (2008).
14 The identification of “difference” as an ontological feature expressed by space, rather than time, represents one of the
most significant contributions of Deleuze’s philosophy as compared to his main sources – such as Bergson and Kant –
and to his most prominent contemporaries, namely Derrida. See Elden (2007b); Regnauld (2012); Smith (2004).
15 Distance has been defined as a function of: land’s usage (Gallais 1984); social networks between the given points
(Retaillé et al. 2012; Scheele 2012); or technology and political interests (Scott 2009; however, this idea has been popular
among libertarian geographers – a definition Scott would unlikely reject for himself – since Reclus, see Giblin 2005).
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cogent such an understanding of space and distance is. To the wide majority of human societies,
distance is not objective: abstract measures crucially fail to capture what is really important about
mobility.
The interpretivist approach to space allows one to problematize also another postulate of acritical geography: the alleged biunivocal (and therefore apparently unequivocal) relationship link ing
“real objects” with their charted representations on the map, aptly expressed by the view that “in the
same space there cannot be two things” (Retaillé 2013)16. Yet, the analytical distinction between
spatial practices and spatial representations has given scholars the opportunity to observe a significa nt
disconnect between names attributed locally, and their reconfiguration, or coding, within scientific
and political discourses, such as maps17.
Yet, by claiming to be objective and universal, the substantive notion of space expressed in
scientific and political discourses fails to recognize its being politically and historically situated.
Better put: the latter is deliberately obscured. Space appears as – or rather, is made to look like –
homogenous, continuous, objective and undifferentiated in order to serve «those forces which make
a tabula rasa of whatever stands in their way, of whatever threatens them — in short, of differences »
(Lefebvre 1974, 427). However, De Certeau (1980, 145) acknowledges that such an understand ing
of space obliterates the practices that contribute to constituting it, and is therefore biased: «Just below
the ideological discourses and representations, one can find a proliferation of practical tricks and
combinations of power with no readable identity, no theoretical entry-point and no rational
transparency».
Also homogeneity, postulated by the substantive concept of space, deserves to be questioned.
Lefebvre suggests that the “abstract” ideal of substantive space «destroys its (historical) conditio ns,
its own (internal) differences, and any (emergent) differences, in order to impose an abstract
homogeneity (Lefebvre 1974, 370, emphasis added). “Homogeneity” is a key attribute, in as much as
it provides a theoretical underpinning to the state logic, both internally and within the internatio na l
system. At the international level, spatial homogeneity represents the hidden assumption laying at the
core of the under-theorized principle of the units’ differentiation of the system within contemporary

This view has accompanied the history of spatial thinking (De Certeau 1980) from Hobbes’s claim that geometry is the
only real science given to men by God, to the contemporary ambitions of quantitative geography (O’Loughlin 2008).
Indeed, maps only feature proper names (Farinelli 2003), thereby minimizing the problems of designation of natural
languages highlighted by analytical philosophers .
17 Distinctive products of the latter approach are the Renaissance invention of the “panoramic city-view” (De Certeau
1980), and the notion of “landscape” introduced by German Romanticism’s geography (Farinelli 2003): both, in fact,
deliberately assume a neutral observer’s God-like eye distanced from one’s lived practices. «He is transfigured in a pure
voyeur by his elevation. The world which used to captivate and “possess” him is turned into a text before him. Being a
solar eye, or a god look, helps to read it: exaltation of a panoptic and gnostic drive. Pretending to be nothing but pure
vision: this is the fiction of knowledge» (De Certeau 1980, 140-141).
16
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structuralist-realist theories of IR, such as Waltz’s (Ruggie 1983). Internally, it purposefully
obliterates the historical preconditions, internal differences and vernacular practices existing below
the fictive homogeneity predicated by the substantive notion of space. However, recent findings in
security studies have suggested that vernacular practices are key components of the security equation
in hybrid contexts (Bagayoko et al. 2016). An analysis of ungoverned spaces’ (in)security dynamics
that neglected them would then be incomplete and inaccurate.
The substantive understanding of space as homogeneous results from «the specific mode of
social relations embodied by modern statuality. The two can thus be said to be mutually constitutive »
(Lefebvre 1976–1978, IV, 278)18. Far from being simply given, or objective and obvious, the abstract
ideal of substantive space is seen, from this perspective, as a social construct designed at the outset
of modernity as a specific tool (or “technology of power”, as Foucault would qualify it) allowing
rational calculation, social control, and centralized authority (see also Farinelli 2009). It is instituted
and institutional in order to serve the «state’s mode of production» (Brenner and Elden 2009, 359) –
which of course includes the production of the state itself, and of centralized governance of security
as its necessary corollary. From this point of view, then, abstract space is part of state-build ing
practices.
The naturalization of substantive space amounts to an ideological device, which hides «its
own historical conditions and antecedents, and transforms them. Subsequently, the state engenders
social relations in space» (Lefebvre 1976-78, IV, 261). Yet, as a spatial representation, it can be at
odds with the spatial practices performed in the same territory. The status of the latter is the object of
a negotiation, which can potentially evolve into a contestation or a dispute set up by local dwellers.
Along a theoretical line of inquiry subsequently developed by Scott (1987; 2009), Lefebvre claims
that expressions of this practical and definitional challenge can include self-manageme nt,
concealment, non-legibility, foot-dragging, banned practices, and the development of alternative
representational spaces or geopolitical imaginaries. The space then represents «a site for contested
processes, projects, and strategies; it is a social relation that is produced and transformed through
continual struggle» (Brenner and Elden 2009, 364).
From this point of view, the notion of ungoverned space offers a privileged observatory to
study the dynamics of the social production of space as a tool for state-building and as a site for
contestation. Within the present investigation, then, ungoverned spaces shall not be interpreted as
something existing prior to, and independently of, the political and social processes investing them

On this point, see also Sassen (2013). On a similar vein, Deleuze and Guattari (1980) consider homogeneity among the
fundamental features of striated spaces , thereby stressing the idea that substantive space should not be interpreted as
immediately given, but as resulting from a socially engineered construction or, better put, a constraint .
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(as the attributes of emptiness and objectivity predicated in the substantive notion of space would
have it); instead, they shall be considered precisely as a historical and political construct, i.e. as a
result of the social relations unfolding between the state and sub/non/extra-state levels.

2.2.3 The concept of practices, and their field
As a key to my analysis, the concept of “practice” needs to be delimited and clarified within the scope
of the present investigation. In this section I propose an interpretivist understanding of practices
consistent with the ontology/epistemology sketched so far. This builds on the systematization of the
notion put forward by De Certeau (1980), and subsequently introduced to IR debates namely by
Pouliot (2010) and by Scott (1998 in particular), both of whom explicitly draw on De Certeau’s
analyses. The fact that De Certeau was inspired by Lefebvre and Deleuze provides further coherence
to the theoretical framework sketched herein.
The notion of “practice” has proved so successful and flexible in scholarly debates of different
branches of IR that it faces the risk of losing analytical value. Practices, in fact, have been found to
be constitutive of a wide array of socio-political phenomena, just as much as many of the latter are
straightforwardly labelled as practices. Space, as discussed above, is a case in point here. Security as
well has been seen as resulting from practices (Ciuta 2009; Balzacq et al. 2010). Other prominent
examples include: power (Foucault 1977); borders (Kratochwil 1986; Parker 2009; VaughanWilliams 2009; Salter 2012; Mezzadra and Neilson 2013); peace (Pouliot 2010; Richmond 2013);
corruption (Tidjani Alou 2012; Gazibo 2012); and neopatrimonial governance (Bach 2012; Olivier
de Sardan 2015).
With a view to circumscribing and clarifying the content of the concept of practice within the
framework of the present investigation, it is worth clearing up a possible misunderstanding. By
“practices”, I do not refer here to the notion developed by Bigo (2014), which refers to the practices
of security professionals. Instead, I mean the tacit knowledge performed by social actors in order to
evade, rather than complying with, the dispositif of state governance and surveillance: «the practices
by which users reappropriate the space organized by the techniques of sociocultural production» (De
Certeau 1980, XL). This understanding seems particularly promising in order to study ungover ned
spaces. In fact, it sees practices precisely as what pullulates below and across the surface of stateordered governance, with a view to circumventing and short-circuiting the institutional discipline
imposed by the latter19. As De Certeau (1980, 152) argued, practices «play with spatial organisatio ns,
irrespective of how panoptical the latter are: they are not exogenous to them (they do not take place

To a certain extent, this endeavour parallels the research strategies developed by De Certeau (1980), and namely by
James Scott throughout his entire work.
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elsewhere) nor merely compliant (they do not receive their identity from them). They create shade
and equivocation. They insinuate the multitude»20 .
From this perspective, one cannot approach practices but from an interpretivist standpoint.
This fact stems not just from the obviousness that practices are constructed through and within social
intercourses, but also and more importantly from the fact that one cannot rely on an objective, written
demarcation of practices, since the latter, by definition, amount to an implicit, non-verbal knowledge.
There is no core doctrine of practices, since they are informal, decentralized, malleable and adaptable
according to the context and the specific case at stake. They are localized and cannot be reified into
an orthodoxy. As Scott (1998, 316) notes, building on De Certeau: «[practice]21 resists simplificatio n
into deductive principles which can successfully be transmitted through book learning, because the
environments in which it is exercised are so complex and non-repeatable that formal procedures of
rational decision making are impossible to apply». Moreover, practices are tacitly learnt, implicit, unthematised and self-evident vis-à-vis their bearers. As such, they do not require justification: they are
simply what people do; not what people speak about, but where they speak from (Pouliot 2010).
Practice being «a knowledge that doesn’t know itself» (De Certeau 1980), the analyst is left
with no other possible choice but trying to interpret it. One could even argue that practices undergo a
double interpretive twist. In first place, social actors perform practices following their own
interpretations of the hybrid situations before them, to which they manage to apply creatively their
“rules of thumb”, albeit vague and non-reflexive. Unlike routinized activities, which can be foreseen
and codified in a pigeonholed case manual, practices strive with the uncertainty and require a
hermeneutic of reality in first place. As a second step, the analyst “enlightens” the performer’s
irreflexive practices through his/her own discursive mirror. Paradoxically, then, practice is a form of
knowledge that could not be known except from the interpreter, despite, or probably precisely due to,
his/her being a foreigner to the practice itself.
The subsequent developments of the present investigation will further discuss the
methodological challenges that one faces in order to access practices as a unit of analysis and source
of evidence. Here, however, it is worth stressing that the theoretical interpretation of practices is a
paradoxical, given that practices are unswervingly practical. This also refers to Bourdieu’s (1990, 91)
famous paradox: «as soon as he reflects on his practice, adopting a quasi-theoretical posture, the agent
The density of this short quote makes its interpretation very complex. The notion of “shade”/shadow practices
(including shadow economy and shadow citizenship) will be further analysed in the following sections, by focusing
specifically on how they articulate specifically with ungoverned spaces. For the time being, however, it is worth stressing
De Certeau’s choice of a typically Deleuzian language, as exemplified by the reference to the “multitude”.
21 Inspired by the analysis of Detienne and Vernant, Scott refers to the notion of metis, instead of conceptualizing practices
straightforwardly. Yet, I argue that the two notions can be paralleled without conceptual stretch: De Certeau ’s practices,
in fact, directly stem from Detienne and Vernant’s analyses, and indeed Scott himself cites De Certeau within his own
argument without fearing any contradiction (Scott 1998, 321).
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loses any chance of expressing the truth of his practice, and especially the truth of the practical relation
to the practice»22. Such an exercise, then, can only make sense if one adopts the standpoint of
Gadamer’s (1975) hermeneutic circle. The production of concepts articulated in consistent webs will
be a key theoretical tool to this end, although one cannot expect theory to reproduce the “truth” of
practical knowledge.
Yet, it is worth stressing that the interpretation of local practices features some significa nt
“practical” advantages to the social-scientific enquire. In first place, it shifts the focus away from
discourses and individual testimonies as the only available source of qualitative evidence, thereby
contributing to triangulation and reducing the risks of self-deception. Secondly, it provides a unique
access to “informal” social actors whose discourses are hardly audible nor formalized (by chance or
by choice) but nevertheless act and practice. Thirdly, it allows to analytically disentangle the realm
of social legitimacy from the abstract framework of written legality, both national and internatio na l.
All these three aspects can prove crucial in order to study the dynamics of social actors within
ungoverned spaces. The fact that practices are said to subsume, or at least to constitute, the main
categories mobilized in the present study, i.e. space and security, provides further coherence to the
analytical framework sketched herein.
A correct interpretation of spatial and security practices requires to consider the context where
they take place. Interpretivists highlight in fact that practices, i.e. enacted social meanings never stand
in isolation, but “make sense” within a web, or a field 23. As a result, one cannot interpret practices in
vitro, but by making reference to the field in which they are inscribed. A “field of practices”, then,
contributes to making sense of practices within a broader set of social relations. The field itself,
however, is not an “objective” reality emerging from one’s direct observation, but results from the
researcher’s abstraction of analytical categories (De Certeau 1980; Pouliot 2010).
Following the reading of Vincent Pouliot, the notion herein adopted builds on a mild ly
Bourdieusian approach, i.e., one that does not strictly align to Bourdieu’s orthodoxy, nor does it
espouse all of the latter’s cumbersome epistemological commitments, as highlighted by De Certeau
(1980). Suffice is to say that, from Bourdieu’s perspective, a field is determined in first place by the
object(s) of contention, around whom relevant actors, rules and capitals are arrayed. In a field, « a ll
participants agree on what it is they are seeking» (Pouliot 2010, 34). A field, thus, displays and
distributes the different positions of actors with regard to the object at stake. Positions can be

Boege (2011, 437) stresses a very similar point: « Definitions are designed to pin things down, therefore, they do not
sit well with phenomena that are characterised by their fluidity», such as hybrid political orders, customs and traditional
practices of peace, conflict resolution and security.
23 IR scholars have introduced several approaches to analyse the interactions of practices and meanings in a given
structure, from Bigo’s (2011) borrowing of Bourdieu’s notion of “field”, to Pouliot’s (2010) “s-o-bjective” methodology.
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dominant or dominated, depending on the varying degrees of relevant capitals actors are endowed
with. What counts as capital (material, economic, social, symbolic or other resources) is also both a
function of the field, and an object of struggle itself. Given the present analysis’s emphasis, this
enquiry will focus namely on the field of security. In it, the object of contention yearned for by the
actors is to increase one’s security, that is, one’s position within the web of infinitesimal mechanis ms
structuring people’s conducts, as discussed above.
In a field of practices, norms, competitions and games that regulate the access to the specific
award at stake are not necessarily spelt out. They are enacted, but not automatically reflected upon.
As such, they can draw on a tacit, un-thematised knowledge which actors implicitly endorse through
practices. As a consequence, a field is not demarcated by formalized institutions, but often rests on
socially accepted rules of conduct. While aiming to understand power within a field, then, the
consideration for formal juridical models or central decision-making is of little significance, since
«power is exerted at the level of inarticulate knowledge: meanings are imposed in and through
practice» (Pouliot 2010, 46). The analytical focus should rather shift to the «infinites ima l
mechanisms» through which real power is actually exerted in practice, at the micro-level: «the
everyday influences that affect people in their daily lives», as Foucault (1980, 99) observed (by
incidentally adopting a language close the one employed in the study of mechanisms and practices).
On the one hand, then, an interpretivist approach to practices implies a focus on (fields of)
struggles, resistances, enacted meanings and social norms at micro-level. On the other hand, however,
Bourdieu (1998) rightly warned that in social investigation a too narrow analytical focus might lead
scholars to reify the practices observed, as well as the categories employed to interpret them. In order
to avoid both a short-sighted belief in the present’s exceptionalism, and a misguided confidence in
supposed eternal laws of social science, Bourdieu recalls that practices and habits are «durable»,
«resist being moved», «instil path-dependency», but nevertheless change continuously – albeit
perhaps imperceptibly – across history. One could possibly trace a genealogy, or a history of
practices, focusing on the emergence of a certain field, and on the ruptures and continuities of
practices within it. From this perspective, I argue that a longue-durée perspective (…) can contribute
to identifying practices, “objectifying” them for theoretical purposes, and situating them properly
within their specific field. In other words, while the present research focuses on practices as an
appropriate unit of analysis, the heuristic tool through which they are observed is twofold: the micro level analysis à la De Certeau, and the longue-durée perspective à la Braudel24. I argue that, from an
interpretivist standpoint, these two approaches are not contradictory but complementary.

This view is also endorsed by the tenants of the Paris School of critical security studies. Building on Bourdieu, they
argue that a focus on the genealogy of a field is crucial. On the one hand, this helps to clarify the distinction between
24
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From this perspective, in order to investigate the field of security within ungoverned spaces,
I suggest to combine the “mitigated” Bourdieusian understanding of field introduced so far with the
complementary notion of “field of leverage” developed by William Reno, himself admittedly inspired
in turn by the work of the anthropologist Erik Wolf (1969). The fields of leverage refer to all the
spaces – political, economic, social – normally placed beyond the state’s control and reach, whereby
formal institutional domination is replaced by traditional hierarchies, independent civil societies, free
academic institutions, or others. Aiming to adapt this notion to the study of warfare in Africa, Reno
(2011, 31) claims that these «somehow insulated communities» represent the potential breeding
ground from which prospective rebels can collect the resources to support their political ambitio ns.
To a certain extent, then, the notion of fields of leverage approximates the concept of ungover ned
space, and seems to represent a promising starting point for the present investigation.

2.3 A methodology for theory building

The overarching goal of the present research is to open-up the black-box posited by contemporary
security discourses according to which ungoverned spaces are said to unavoidably bring about
insecurity. Given the loopholes of the explanatory accounts and mechanisms put forward in the
available literature, the present research makes the strategic choice to depart from existing
mechanisms, whose inconclusive performances have been discussed in the previous chapter, and
instead aims at building a new theory to account for the dynamics of ungoverned spaces and their
alleged link to insecurity. I do not aim to call into question the validity of the postulated relations hip
linking an outcome (insecurity) to a cause (ungoverned space), but to tackle the misspecification of
the cause, which I deem too generic and simplistic, and to uncover the actual mechanisms through
which such relationship is possibly established. In other words, borrowing an (inadequate) positivis t
language, I shall not focus on the dependent variable (insecurity), nor I will call into question the
validity of the postulated causal link. Instead, I will in-depth review the relevance of the alleged
independent variable (ungoverned space), including from an ontological point of view, and I will
mainly focus on the intervening variables to come out with a more convincing explanation. Further
Bourdieu’s approach and the most common structuralism. On the other, this cleavage differentiates Bourdieu from the
tenants of the Actor-Network Theory (Latour 2005; Law 2007), who emphasize instead the simultaneity and ephemeralit y
of assemblages (Bigo 2011). IR scholars focusing on practices have been criticizing this view, as ill-suited to the study of
international relations. I agree with such an observation (Nexon and Pouliot 2013). As a result, the present research focuses
namely on the construction of fields of practices from a longue-durée perspective, on the resilience of assemblages, and
on the patterns of resistance within such framework.
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testing the inaccuracy of the mentioned mechanisms in order to falsify them would probably be
pleonastic. Similarly, engaging with them with a view to developing a more refined version capable
to overcome their limits does not seem a very promising research avenue, considering the very serious
ambiguities already highlighted.
The preceding sections have offered arguments to develop an ontological and epistemologica l
(or, better put an ontological/epistemological) foundation, as well as an analytical framework for this
enterprise. The present section aims to develop a methodology25 attuned to this end. In line with
interpretivist approaches to IR (Pouliot 2010), this shall be understood as a toolkit designed to address
the truth claims of the research at stake here. I argue that process-tracing and a focus on mechanis ms
represent a suitable methodology to opening up the black box of security dynamics in ungover ned
spaces and build a new theory about this topic. This section raises several questions with a view to
combining such methodology with the interpretivist ontological/epistemological foundation of this
research. It does so by building on the growing literature on interpretivist approaches to processtraced mechanisms (Guzzini 2013; Pouliot 2014). In particular, this section addresses questions about
the research design of process-tracing oriented enquire (comparative or single-case approach?
inductive or deductive process-tracing?); the interpretivist the understanding of causality within
mechanisms in critical geopolitics; the generalizability of the results likely to be obtained through
this methodology, and consequently the epistemological status of the research’s conclusions.

2.3.1 Process-tracing mechanisms
Opening up the black-box requires to focus on causal mechanisms capable to explain the actual
functioning of the phenomenon at stake. Furthermore, the puzzle of the present investigation – how
ungoverned spaces bring about insecurity? – seems particularly well-suited for a mechanism-orie nted
research design, to the extent that it focuses on the causal-how question rather than on the causalwhat questions seeking for correlations (Elster 2007; Guzzini 2013).
Departing from correlations-oriented research designs allows one to «focus on non-events or
lower profile cases» in which much more nuanced, comparative, and context-sensitive accounts often
contribute to invalidating the sensationalistic generalizations put forward in the media about alleged ly
violence-prone ungoverned spaces (Andreas and Wallman 2009). Mechanisms, then, are best suited
to studying dynamic processes from an interpretivist point of view, instead of focusing on supposedly

In the framework of the present research, method and methodology shall not be understood as completely overlapping.
The former mainly refers to the techniques for data collection (for instance, qualitative or quantitative methods), while
the latter includes the whole strategy devised to address the truth claims of the overall research. Methods are therefore
part of a broader methodology, whose rationale is spelt out in the epistemology.
25
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unchanging entities and structural factors allegedly contributing to the onset of social phenomena
(Kalyvas 2008).
Moreover, a greater attention to mechanisms would seem a promising avenue to correct the
aprioristic top-down bias identified in the existing theories, with a more bottom-up emphasis on finegrained empirical accuracy. The most contemporary methodological debates dealing with the topic
have emphasized the renewed consideration for micro-dynamics unfolding at ground level:
«mechanism based explanations have to go to minute levels of detail, tiny increments of time, and
temporarily distant causes of events» (Bennett and Checkel 2014b, pos.362). Furthermore, this would
be consistent with the epistemological principle of explanatory efficiency (Nexon and Pouliot 2013):
given the failure of macro-oriented research designs to account for the alleged correlation between
ungoverned spaces and insecurity, an approach focusing on causal mechanisms at the micro-scale is
worth being preferred. Lastly, mechanism-based social inquiry, drawing as it does from diverse
sources in order to gather the largest possible amount of evidence (Bennett and Checkel 2014b), is
more likely than correlation-oriented research to depart from the reductionist bias of positivism, and
to provide instead an accurate and comprehensive account of the embeddedness of the different
components of the social realm. Interestingly, recent literature emphasizes the advantages of this
approach to study the dynamics of fragile states (Batmanglich and Høyer 2013), or the agency of
criminal networks (De Boer 2010) especially in the African context (Shaw and Reitano 2013).
The following sections of the chapter will in-depth deal with the ontological and
epistemological implications of a research design focusing on causal mechanisms. Here, one needs
to highlight that virtually all the most salient scientific literature devoted to causal mechanisms seems
to agree on the idea that, in order to study the latter, process-tracing represents the most suitable
methodological approach (Beach and Pedersen 2013; Bennett and Checkel 2014a; George and
Bennett 2005). Process-tracing is defined as «the examination of the intermediate steps in a process
to make inferences about hypotheses on how a process took place, and whether and how it generated
the outcome of interest» (Bennett and Checkel 2014b, pos.249).
The main aim of the present research, in fact, is not to question the validity of the alleged
causal relationship linking so-called ungoverned spaces to insecurity, but to clarify how the outcome
(insecurity) is actually produced: firstly, by supplying a re-conceptualization of the alleged “cause”
of such correlation (i.e. the notion of ungoverned space itself) and of its most significant components;
and secondly, by reviewing the actual mechanisms through which such relationship is established,
given the considerable limits of available theories. Having in mind the purpose of the present research,
one would then need to process-trace the micro-dynamics taking place in ungoverned spaces in order
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to better grasp the mechanisms describing the actual functioning of the latter, and their potential to
generate insecurity.
On the one hand, process-tracing is proposed as a tool which can help to further explore the
content of mechanisms often invoked at the theoretical level, albeit imprecisely, and therefore
«obscuring, rather than revealing, the causal processes unfolding at different subnational levels»
(Lyall 2014, pos.4435)26. Similarly, process-tracing is said to contribute to addressing puzzles of
cross-case variation by clarifying the content of mechanisms (Elster 1998) and their contextua l
triggers. From this perspective, it is likely to provide interesting insights to the puzzle which inspires
the present research. On the other hand, an increasing amount of studies have been suggesting that
process-tracing can be effectively employed as a tool for theory-building (Beach and Pedersen 2013;
Symposium 2008), and not only to test or refine existing theories. For these reasons, the methodolo gy
of process-tracing is likely to be very well suited to the scientific needs and purposes of the present
investigation.
There seems to be less agreement among scholars as to whether and to what extent processtracing aiming for theory-building should address the problem of equifinality, i.e. the careful
assessment of potential alternative explanations. Bennett and Checkel (2014b) consider the focus on
equifinality as a crucial best practice to abide to if one wants to exploit the potential of process-tracing
as a tool and not as a mere metaphor. This view, though, stems less from the methodology itself than
from the realist assumptions and the preference for deductive research designs they profess.
Proceeding from a less rigid scientific background, theory-building approaches can probably
be content with putting forward a sufficient causal explanation, without pretending it to be a necessary
one, nor the only one (Beach and Pedersen 2013; Elster 1998; Guzzini 2013). Indeed, for interpretivis t
scholars, leaving the door open to alternative patterns of explanation and competing mechanis ms
potentially at play represents a scientific value worth pursuing, rather than a methodologica l
shortcoming. In line with these ontological and epistemological premises, Pouliot argues that
«mechanisms are heuristic devices, not substances» (2010, 77), and therefore «causal chains are never
the only possible ones, […] analysis is always provisional and must remain open to contestation and
revision» (2014, pos.5919). This approach, then, allows to significantly deflate the stress on
equifinality, and to engage in a more (re-)descriptive scientific endeavour coherent with an
interpretivist posture.

2.3.2 An interpretivist approach to process-tracing: the logic of abduction

Interestingly enough, Lyall (2014) makes explicit reference to the mechanism of state -capture as one needing more
accurate investigation through process -tracing.
26
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Shall the present research privilege deductive or inductive process-tracing? This is a strategic choice
that needs to be addressed in order to build an empirically- grounded mechanism-based theory
describing the actual functioning of ungoverned spaces and their (alleged) link to insecurity. The
section argues that both approaches shall be discarded, because their cumbersome epistemologica l
commitments are inconsistent with the interpretivist approach sketched above. Instead, the logic of
abduction supplies a valuable alternative more in line with the interpretivist approach to social science
that the present research subscribes to.
The deductive and inductive approaches to process-tracing feature alternative strategies.
These are prominently exemplified, in the field of civil war studies, by Kalyvas’s (2006) and Wood’s
(2003) research designs respectively. Despite this alleged divide, Bennett and Checkel (2014b,
pos.514) claim that «process-tracing usually proceeds through a combination of induction and
deduction». According to them, a systematic approach to process-tracing requires hypotheses to be
modellized a priori, in order to be subsequently tested in case-studies against potential alternative
patterns of explanation. A deductive approach prevails then. However, Bennett and Checkel argue,
the researcher shall not disregard to perform an immersion into the field and indulge to the inductive
work of political ethnography. This is viewed as particularly helpful in the case of theory build ing
process-tracing, in order to formulate initial hypotheses, correct and refine them throughout the
process.
I argue however that such a recursive approach, making back-and-forth between deduction
and induction, is only apparent in Bennett and Checkel’s argument. Even if inductive moments are
allowed, according to them real and effective process-tracing only occurs through the rigorous test of
formalized hypotheses. Obsessed with the problem of equifinality (self-imposed by their own
ontological and epistemological assumptions, one may add), induction represents to Bennett and
Checkel nothing but a preliminary step and has simply an ancilla ry role, if any, within “processtracing properly done”. Lyall (2014, pos.4723) reformulates this view in the clearest manner, as he
sees the generation of deductive hypotheses as a necessary priority «in order to avoid fishing for the
“correct” mechanism via backward induction».
Yet, the very notion of testing a theory conveys debatable ontological assumptions, although
these are often left implicit. It namely presupposes a realist ontology (which Bennett and Checkel
admittedly subscribe to) whereby theory shall aspire to mirror a reality supposedly “given” and “out
there”, before whom the analyst would stand as a passive spectator. This view reflects the old
epistemological endeavour of adaequatio rei et intellectus, of which the alleged exogeneity of
“theory” and “reality” is a necessary corollary. Building on an interpretivist epistemology, however,
hypothetical mechanisms are not there to be tested, and eventually falsified or verified; instead, they
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represent fine-tuned analytical tools developed to “make the reality speak”, that is, to construct the
otherwise messy empirical world in a way that renders it intelligible and accessible to an interpreter
(see Pouliot 2014).
Yet, one could argue that an “inductive” approach to process-tracing is equally inadequate
from an interpretivist standpoint. Against deductivists, Beach and Pedersen (2013) contend that
theory-building process-tracing’s principal aim limits itself to uncover a plausible mechanism, and to
this end aprioristic deduction is less well suited than the ethnographic immersion into the field, with
a view to inductively generating hypotheses. Empirically testing such hypothetical mechanism is a
task that can be left to subsequent researches. Little difference would separate, otherwise, theory
building from theory testing. From this point of view, the “end” of the research, both in terms of
scientific purpose and of time limit, would be to modellize hypothetical mechanisms generated
inductively through process-tracing. Beach and Pedersen, then, drop the positivist ambition (see
Waltz 1979) to infer general laws from hypothetical mechanisms generated inductively via processtracing.
Yet Pouliot rightly points out that process-tracing theorists27 provide quite an indetermina te
account of how the generation of hypotheses actually occurs, as it seems to ultimately limit itself to
a sort of «eureka intuition» (Pouliot 2014, pos.5884). Against this view, Pouliot suggests that the
notion of abduction describes more accurately the process leading to the formulation of hypotheses
for theory building, both in cognitive epistemology and within process-tracing28.
As a cognitive middle-ground between deduction and induction, the logic of abductive
reasoning has been elaborated namely by the American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce, who
argued that «abduction consists in studying facts and devising a theory to explain them. […]
Abduction is the process of forming an explanatory hypothesis» (cited in Psillos 2011, 117), that is,
precisely what the present inquiry is aiming for. Abduction is a plausible inference drawn from eyecatching empirical regularities arising in the field, first observed naively and in an unfocused manner,
the formalization of which will contribute to putting forward more specific hypotheses. Abduction,
thus, can be considered as a creative process which contributes to making sense of one’s messy
experience.
However, the uncertain epistemological status of abducted conclusions prevents one from
immediately stretching their value beyond the context under observation29. The inductive
The argument is explicitly addressed to Bennett and Checkel, but it could probably be stretched also to Beach and
Pedersen (2013).
28 The literature on the history and merits of the logic of abduction is virtually immense, and falls beyond the scope of the
present research. For further historical and conceptual clarification see in particular Magnani (2001).
29 As the following sections will demonstrate, the contextualized and situated knowledge produced by abductive reasoning
mirrors the middle-range theories that one can expect to infer from mechanisms process -traced within case-studies.
27
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generalization, consolidation and test of the inferences thus produced falls beyond the scope of
abductive reasoning. Unlike inductive and deductive logics, then, abduction does not engage one to
accept demanding ontological commitments.
Abduction – as a creative hypothesis – and induction – as controlled verification – materialize
the relationship between experiential observations and hypothesizing. Without the creative moment
of abduction, science could never get to induction, that is formalized hypotheses, to generalize and to
test, nor to deduction of inferred broader theories. As a first but certainly not definitive step into the
process of cognition, abduction contributes to making sense of reality, or, in other words, to make the
reality speak by creating meanings. As interpretivists would argue, in fact, concepts are not nomina lis t
flatus voci detached from “reality”, nor intemporal and transcendent ideas, but provisional tools
pragmatically carved in order to help make sense of one’s contingent experience. In other words,
concepts are abducted hypotheses30. Abductive process-tracing, then, seems the most appropriate
approach to theory building within the interpretivist ontology/epistemology of the present research.

2.3.3 Emergent causality and assemblages
Virtually all existing methodological accounts on how to conduct process-tracing stress the idea that,
in order to study the inner workings of postulated or observed correlations, mechanisms and their
components need to be endowed with some form of causal capacity. For instance, George and Bennett
(2005, 137) claim that «mechanisms are processes through which agents with causal capacity
operate»; similarly, Beach and Pedersen (2013, 49) observe that «each of the parts of a causal
mechanism should be conceptualized as a composed of entities that undertake activities ».
Mechanisms are in fact often qualified as causal mechanisms31 . Several different sets of entities may
be said to perform as mechanisms with causal capacities and/or agency – including structures,
ideational factors, practices, conventions and rules (Beach and Pedersen 2013, 52). Yet the question
remains as to what kind of causality (i.e. efficient, final, deterministic, non-linear, emergent, etc.) can
be said to occur within mechanisms. The category of causality then requires to be discussed in light
of the ontological/epistemological framework sketched above.
It is worth noticing how Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy, again, fits prominently into the theoretical framework
developed herein. Patton (1996) has convincingly demonstrated the extent to which Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of
concept (for instance in Deleuze and Guattari 1980; and 1991) is indebted to Peirce ’s. On this point Semetsky (2004)
suggests that Deleuze accesses to Peirce via the intermediation of Dewey, while both Ronchi (2015) and Smith (2004)
consider that it is the philosophy of James (known again through the intermediation of Bergson and Guattari) which
provides the most significant entry point. Be it as it may, these different interpretations show ne vertheless a broad
consensus on the idea that a pragmatist legacy played a prominent role in Deleuze and Guattari’s thinking. Deleuze and
Guattari’s marked preference for abductive reasoning is also well established in the dedicated literature, as it is sa id to
unavoidably result from their fundamental ontological and epistemological framework (Bell 2006; Ronchi 2015).
31 Though, according to Guzzini (2013), non-individualist approaches, which reject rational choice reductionism, prefer
the wording “social mechanism”.
30
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The present session, then, briefly reviews the most prominent approaches to causality claimed
to take place within process-traced mechanisms by the available literature. I will argue that positivis t
correlationism (King et al. 1994), materialist linearity (Beach and Pedersen 2013), and Copenhagen
School’s textualism (Buzan and Wæver 1998) are all incoherent with interpretivism.

For

interpretivists, in fact, it makes little doubt that causality is not an independent entity existing “out
there”, but is instead «a heuristic focal point used by the researcher to make sense of social life»
(Pouliot 2010, 64). From this perspective, the effect can be seen as the cause of the cause, just as
much as the cause is the effect of its own effect (Good and Garrison 2011): it is only because
something is identified as an effect that another entity is qualified as a cause. Building on these
premises, I will then introduce the notion of non-linear emergent causality as a possible solution to
this theoretical deadlock. In conclusion, I will put forward the idea that the notion of assemblage
contributes to bridging emergent causality, Deleuzian ontology, and mechanism-oriented research.
Accordingly, an understanding of causality in terms of mere Humean correlation, such as the
one suggested by positivists (King et al. 1994), is unsatisfactory for a research design which processtraces mechanisms (Beach and Pedersen 2013; Bennett and Checkel 2014; Guzzini 2013). I have
already discussed the limits of correlational accounts linking ungoverned spaces to insecurity.
Moreover, a positivist focus on correlations requires one to identify and isolate quantifiable variables
intervening in the process of causation. Yet, “variables” are unlikely to capture the non-measurab le,
non-quantifiable and non-objective features that mechanism-oriented research should instead
consider and process-trace (Bennett and Checkel 2014a). As Guzzini (2013, 254) argued, from an
interpretivist point of view: «process factors are not “variables” whose explanatory power “add up”
in a linear explanation; rather, they are interlinked in a way that is not co-variational, but relationa l».
Against positivist correlations, Beach and Pedersen (2013) suggest to adopt a notion of
causality in terms of linear material determinism, whose antecedents they identify in Descartes’s and
Bhaskar’s philosophies. Rather than being the simple observation of co-variating phenomena, this
relation of causality needs to be conceptualized as the transmission of a mechanical force from one
entity to another. It is not necessarily constant and recurring: causality can also be rare, provided that
some sort of “material” medium is present in order to transmit this “force” from the cause to the effect
(these terms being understood as ontologically, spatially and chronologically separated). The inner
working of mechanisms is comparable to the ones of gearwheels.
Yet, when applied to causal mechanisms, such an understanding of causality faces the risk of
infinite regress (King et al. 1994). Furthermore, it draws on very strong assumptions about the
linearity and determinism of causal relations. Though, the latter’s adaptation to the realm of social
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sciences is highly questionable, both for its theoretical premises (Arendt 1973)32 and for its poor
applicability to the policy realm (Zanotti 2006)33 . In particular, it seems ill-suited for the investigatio n
of security dynamics within ungoverned spaces (Debiel et al. 2007). Recent applications of the theory
of complexity to human geography have further stressed the importance of indeterminate, non-line ar
causalities for geopolitical inquiries (Dittmer 2014).
Against the materialism of causal relations, the so-called Copenhagen School of security
studies has put forward a third approach to causation. Drawing on the insights of the linguistic turn
in philosophy, this puts forward an immaterial ontology, centred on textualism. According to this
view, the “causes” of security-related mechanisms are rhetorical and confined to the realm of politica l
discourses; as such, they need to be measured in terms of speech acts’ performativity (Buzan and
Hansen 2009). Yet, this narrow focus tends to disentangle representations and discourses from the
contexts and practices through which they are enacted. Building on Deleuze, feminist scholars (Barad
2003; Bennett 2010; Coole and Frost 2010), have claimed that the Copenhagen School’s unique
emphasis on discourses has ended up completely disembodying and dematerializing geopolitics.
Gregory (1994) concludes that the lesson of postmodernism imposes one to overcome the pure
textualism of the Copenhagen School, particularly in the field of geopolitics, and claims instead that
spatial features are culturally inscribed through practices.
These conclusions are echoed by the so-called Paris School of security studies, which has
been stressing that practices, and not only discourses, perform a crucial role in the securitization of
given referent objects (Balzacq et al. 2010; Bigo 2014; Bigo and Tsoukala 2008; Pouliot 2008)34 .
Indeed, prominent scholars in the field of critical geopolitics seem profoundly aware of this: Agnew
and Corbridge (1995), and Tuathail and Dalby (1998) similarly recognize that geopolitical order

Against determinism, Hannah Arendt (1973, 33) famously argued that: «Causality, i.e., the factor of determination of a
process of events in which always one event causes and can be explained by another, is probably an altogether alien and
wrong category in the realm of the historical and political sciences. Elements by themselves probably never cause
anything. They become origins of events if and when they crystallize into fixed and definite forms. Then, and only then,
can we trace their history backwards. The event illuminates its own past. but it can never be deduced from it» .
33 Inspired by his own experience as then-Secretary General of the United Nations Department of Peace-Keeping
Operations, Jean-Marie Guéhenno contended that causality in politics is not linear, but complex and probabilistic (cited
in Zanotti 2006). Drawing straightforward forecasts based on a set of isolated variables, as the “science” of strategy would
request, obliges one to illegitimately neglect the proliferation of lo calized, widespread sources of potential instability, and
unavoidably ends up in flawed analyses.
34 One can debate to what extent this represents a genuine rupture vis -à-vis the approach of the Copenhagen School of
critical security studies, whereas Waever has been arguing for the last two decades that «security is a practice» (Waever
1996, 106). Interestingly, Bigo suggests to depart from this tradition by reconsidering, within IR scholarly work, the role
of material ontologies such as the one developed by Deleuze’s philosophy and Bruno Latour. Interestingly, recent
scholarly work (Frowd 2014; Nyers 2012) has introduced the idea to combine the two mentioned traditions, i.e. new
materialism and the Paris school of security study, in order to provide a more accurate account of the causal capacity of
landscapes and borderscapes, with specific reference to the Saharan space: «the Sahara plays an agential role in shaping
the kinds of technologies deployed at border posts» (Frowd 2014, 234). The subsequent sections will demonstrate how
these insights fit into a coherent methodological approach within the framework of this analysis.
32
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results from the interplay between spatial representations and spatial practices 35 . The latter in fact
contribute to defining and qualifying spatial features from an interpretivist point of view: as discussed
above, then, this approach seems to be more in line

with the present investigatio n’s

ontology/epistemology.
The limits of the prevailing conceptions of causality suggest to draw again on the Deleuze and
Guattari’s

thinking,

and consider a notion of causality understood as “emergent” within

assemblages36 . Emergent causality stems from the idea that if the whole, as a complex entity, is not
reducible to the sum of its parts, then its causal capacity cannot be reduced to its components either,
but emerges only from the articulation of the whole as such. This type of causality is called
“emergent”, and refers to «qualities that are not analytically tractable from the attributes of interna l
components» (Manson, 2001, 410). By focusing on causality as embedded both in individual and
situational factors jointly, the notion of emergent causality rejects as faulty the linear “as- if
reasoning”, as much as its methodological corollaries of reductionism, monism, and quantitat ive
outlook. «If efficient causality seeks to rank the actants involved, treating some as external causes
and others as dependent effects, emergent causality places the focus on the process as itself in
possession of degrees of agentic capacity» (Bennett 2010, 33)37 .
Unlike linear material determinism, then, emergent-causal mechanisms are not comparable to
a transmission belt conveying a “force” through every single component of the mechanism, from the
cause to the effect. Instead, the analytical focus should be placed on the whole and on its capacity to
produce effects as such, since cause and effect are seen as deeply imbricated and related to one
another. As Connolly put it: «emergent causality is causal […] in that a movement at one level has
effects at another level. But it is emergent in that […] the new effects become infused into the very
organization of the second level such that the cause cannot be said to be fully different from the effect
engendered» (Connolly 2004, 342).
This is particularly significant for an interpretivist approach to process-tracing, which,
according to Guzzini (2013, 252) is necessarily multi- layered and «needs to look for parallel
processes and their interaction, rather than for a single time-line from a critical juncture to the
outcome». As a result, the analytical focus should pay a greater attention to the whole as an
assemblage in which non-linear causality is emergent, and abandon the quest for linear and/or
deterministic causality.

The reference to Lefebvre’s work is obvious here.
Noteworthy, Ronchi (2015) emphasises that Deleuze’s concept of causality is eminently emergent.
37 Building on this perspective, many scholars have argued that emergent causality itself functions like a mechanism
(Beach and Pedersen 2013; Guzzini 2013; Hedstrom and Ylikoski 2010; Sawyer 2004).
35
36
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Assemblage, in turn, is a concept introduced by Deleuze and Guattari (1980), systematized by
their followers like Latour and DeLanda, and increasingly adopted in human and economic geography
(Dittmer 2014; Muller 2015). Many scholars (to the notable exception of Sassen 2006) have noticed
a strong link between assemblages and non-linear, emergent causality: «assemblages, […], are
provisional unities that may themselves have an ‘emergent’ or ‘complex’ causality that is irreducib le
to their component parts» (Anderson et al. 2012, 24). Similarly, «the implication of assemblage
thinking is that causality is located not in a pre-given sovereign agent, but in interactive processes of
assembly through which causality operates as a non-linear process» (Anderson et al. 2012, 29). I
argue this concept is key to the present investigation, in as much as it allows to combine a Deleuzia n
ontology with an understanding of causality as emergent, within a process-tracing research design.
Noteworthy, the status of the entities composing the assemblage is relational. As DeLanda
(2006, 10) commented: «Assemblages can be defined as wholes characterised by relations of
exteriority». This means that the components of an assemblage are determined (in a strong,
ontological sense) by their mutual relations. From this point of view, assemblages are produced by
contingent interactions among components whose separateness and discreteness is a consequence of
these relations, and not their cause. This is in line with the interpretivist concept of space discussed
above, thereby further contributing to the overall coherence of the present research design.

2.3.4 The return of old ghosts: the causal capacity of the space
The theory of assemblage moves past the atomistic understanding of agency, and favours instead a
congregational one (Bennett 2010). The latter is characterized by the co-implication of activity and
passivity, cause and effect, social and material. As a result, within assemblages both humans and nonhumans are endowed with agential capacity. The present section claims that this view allows one to
circumvent the oft-noticed theoretical impasse of geopolitics, i.e. the problematic status of the space
and its causal, or agential, capacity to “undertake activities” and produce effects. In the conclusion I
will discuss the epistemological status of the initial conditions “triggering” the mechanism analys ed
in the present investigation.
Process-tracing mechanisms which include spatial features, understood as “entities that
undertake activities”, i.e. endowed with “causal capacities”, is a thorny theoretical issue which should
be handled with some caution. Old-style political geography and geopolitics has in fact been
frequently accused of geographic and environmental determinism (Bassin 1993, 2008; Guzzini

103

2013)38. Attributing causality to spatial features too easily risks to lend itself to abusive
interpretations. One should therefore define in narrow terms the “causal capacity of the space”.
I argue that an anti-reductionist approach to causality as emergent within assemblages
provides a valuable solution to this puzzle. From this perspective, in fact, causality is activated by a
conjuncture of independent elements, including spatial features, without being attributable to none of
them separately. This allows one to develop a theoretical middle-ground where a specific notion of
the agency and/or causal capacity of space (within assemblages) can be legitimately conceptualized,
without incurring in the methodological obstacles discussed above. From this perspective, the space
would not amount to a mere passive, reified “entity”39, nor to an intentional subjective “actor”, but to
something lying in-between the two: an “intervener” akin to the Deleuzean quasi-causal operator, i.e.
«that which by virtue of its particular location in an assemblage and the fortuity of being in the right
place at the right time, makes the difference. It makes things happen, it becomes the decisive force
catalysing an event» (Bennett 2010, 12).
Interestingly, these insights are not alien to the debates of critical geopolitics. Explic itly
building on this perspective, Tuathail (1998b) evokes the importance of Deleuze’s (and Latour’s)
theories for the contemporary development of critical geopolitics’ agenda. This call, however, has
not been taken up by Tuathail’s followers. Instead, its productive potential has been exploited in
different fields of research. The demonstrations taking place in Cairo’s Tahrir square have inspired
critical theorists to study the performativity of the assemblage of bodies and places (Butler 2011) and
to develop the idea of “space-in-process” (Gregory 2013). Critical border scholars have also
emphasised the significance of the «assemblages of territory and power» (Mezzadra and Neilson
2013, 85; see also Frowd 2014; Nyers 2012).
Inspired by Tuathail’s call, the present research aims to support the development of this
perspective within the research agenda of critical geopolitics, and to address a gap existing in the

It is worth noticing, however, that geographic determinism, whether efficient or final, is much less part of the repertoire
of classical geopolitics than its later critics would argue. The analysis and rehabilitation of the lesser writings of the
forefathers of geopolitics, in fact, has allowed contemporary historiographical research to demonstrate that nor Ratzel
(Farinelli 2003), Kjellen (Marklund 2015), Spykman (Bordonaro 2009) or even Haushofer (Korinman 1991; Natter 2008)
have ever been firm believers of the doctrine of geographic determinis m based on monistic linear causality. Even
Haushofer, one of the author of classical geopolitics more indulgent towards geographic and environmental determinis m,
claimed that «geography represents perhaps up to 25% of the political equation» (Natter 2008, 200), so that the final
outcome can easily contradict geographical predictions. One could therefore argue that the theory attributing blind
environmental determinism to classical geopolitics is in fact a disparaging myth introduced by later French politica l
geographers, aiming to brush off their theoretical and political rivals (Farinelli 2003; Korinman 1991). For a different
take on this point, see Guzzini’s (2013) claim that, should geopolitics drop its specific appeal to environmental
determinism, it would lose its most distinctive theoretical feature.
39 Further reinforcing the overall theoretical coherence of this work, it is worth noticing that such an understanding of
space is shared by the thinkers whose spatial philosophies represent the theoretical underpinning of the present
investigation. Lefebvre (1974, 18) contended that «space is not merely the passive locus [lieu] of social relations», while
Deleuze argued that space should be conceptualized as a social product just as much as a social actor (Regnauld 2012).
38
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scholarly literature. Building on this, I argue that one should not consider space as a passive or
objective entity, but as a feature contributing to an assemblage, alongside with practices and
interpretations, with a capacity to trigger emergent causality, i.e. causality which cannot be attributed
to anyone of these elements separately.
A last potential misunderstanding remains to be addressed from this perspective. Guzzini
(2013, 264) observes that «mechanisms are conceived as emerging capacities that need to be triggered
by some initial conditions». Anderson et al. (2012, 18) add that «with assemblages the starting point
is “context” and the conditions under which provisional unities emerge from the agencement of
heterogeneous phenomena». Does the claim that spatial features intervene within assemblages imply
that the former amount to some sort of trigger necessarily setting in motion the causal mechanism? I
argue that the answer to this question is no. Such claim, in fact, would be inconsistent with the idea
that causality is emergent within mechanisms, and therefore non-deterministic. Instead, a focus on
causality as an emergent relation implies that triggering conditions, potentially including spatial
features, are contingent, not necessary. As Yet While the contextual factors triggering the mechanis m
deserve being examined, such an enquire is doomed to be provisional, since it cannot conclusive ly
identify and isolate specific triggering factors. Causality, otherwise, would not be emergent, but
efficient.
From this point of view, I agree with Elster’s (1998, 45) well-known approach to mechanis ms,
understood as «frequently occurring and easily recognizable causal patterns that are triggered under
generally unknown conditions». I reject, instead, Johnson’s (2006, 247) view that «the theoretica l
challenge consists in not merely conceptualizing the more or less particular mechanisms that sustain
causal explanations but also identifying the range of conditions under which we might reasonably
expect those causal mechanisms to generate effects». At best, the research conclusion can ambitio n
to put forward some exploratory hypotheses about the conditions triggering the mechanism. This is
what I aim to achieve, especially with regards to the role of spatial features within the mechanis m
driving security dynamics within ungoverned spaces.
While a mechanism’s trigger can be hard to determine, given the emergent nature of causality,
the same does not apply to its effects, or outcomes. Emergent causality, in fact, is not in contradictio n
with sufficient causality. In other words, when a mechanism is set in motion – under unknown
conditions – that is sufficient to determine the expected outcome. Mechanisms, then, are not openended processes. Empirical observations also support this view that mechanisms incline towards a
significant degree of regularity40 . One does not need to reify assemblages to admit that they feature

One may be tempted to ask, in fact, what would be otherwise the purpose of studying emergent causal mechanisms
within assemblages. Wouldn’t the latter risk to be so unstable and ineffable to be ultimately theoretically unmanageable?
40
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some distinctive causality. This is noteworthy, since the very same (unknown) conditions trigger ing
the examined mechanism could equally originate one or more differe nt mechanisms in the same time.
The effects of the latter, though, could end up diluting or nullifying the expected outcome of the first
mechanism. In this sense, while mechanisms are not open-ended processes, their outcome cannot be
deduced ex-ante. This is a result of the inextricable complexity of non-linear processes of causation.
As Dittmer (2014, 394) observed: «the emergent effects of the assemblage are too complex and
excessive to predict».
The emphasis of the research should then point to the resilience of the mechanism within a
given assemblage, that is to say, to the mechanism’s capacity to produce similar outcomes
notwithstanding the context’s inherent instability.

2.3.5 Case-study design
George and Bennett (2005, see also Bennett 2004) made clear that the large and diverse amount of
evidence necessary to carry out satisfactorily process-tracing required scholars to engage with indepth case-study based research designs. In the same years, Sambanis (2004) highlighted the
appropriateness of case-study research designs to the research agenda on civil wars, in order to
address the shortcomings of the latter, including the misspecification of causal mechanisms. Since
then, the study of causal mechanisms through the administration of process-tracing applied to one (or
more) case study/ies has evolved into a unitary methodological whole, hardly disputed in the availab le
literature.
I agree with Bennett’s (2004) view that Eckstein’s (1975) seminal definition of case-study is
too narrowly focused on positivist designs featuring single variables, and therefore ill-suited for the
present study. Instead, I rely on George’s (1979) definition of case-study «as an instance of a class of
events of interest to the investigator such as an instance of revolution, type of governmental regime,
kind of economic system, or personality type» (cited in Bennett 2004, 21). Arguably, a focus on a
type of non-governmental regime, such as ungoverned spaces, fits the present definition, and is
therefore suited for a case-study research design.
The recent developments of scholarly literature have put forward a large amount of potential
case-study research designs (see for instance Bennett 2004; Levy 2008). Building on Eckstein (1975),
positivists have been traditionally reluctant to acknowledge that non-comparative approaches,
featuring within-case (or single-case) studies, can be a valuable tool for theory-building purposes
(King et al. 1994, 209). As a result, they incline towards multi-cases comparative research designs
processed with statistic tools. Yet, this approach is arguably ill-suited to focusing on the specificities
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of a unitary whole like an assemblage, anchored in contextualized spatial features, practices and
meanings. It is therefore hardly consistent with the interpretivist foundations of this research.
Positivists claims that, at best, single-case studies research design can provide tests that might
strongly support or impugn theories, thereby amounting to theory-testing exercises. These need to
focus on so-called “crucial cases” (whether most-likely of least-likely) providing tough tests for a
theory’s credibility. As Eckstein (1975, 127) commented, «a single crucial case may certainly score
a clean knockout over a theory» if, for instance, a theory is not verified in a most-likely case (that is
to say, in a case in which the conditions are most favourable for its applicability). Conversely, if a
theory is confirmed even in a least-likely case, one can arguably conclude that it also applies in cases
featuring more favourable conditions.
Yet, more recent literature has been emphasizing the view that within-case process-tracing
and single-case study research designs can very well provide significant contributions not only to
theory-testing, but also to theory-building. This is said to be particularly the case when hypothetica l
causal mechanisms are process-traced within a single case (Bennett 2004; Martin Nome in
Symposium 2008; Wood 2003). «Process tracing looks at the observable implications of putative
causal mechanisms in operation in a case, much as a detective looks for suspects and for clues link ing
them to a crime. The goal is to establish which of several possible explanations is consistent with an
uninterrupted chain of evidence from hypothesized cause to observed effect» (Bennett 2004, 22).
On the one hand, process-tracing mechanisms within a single case can provide a plausibility
probe to a theory one has come up with deductively. On the other hand, it can help to inductive ly
generate new hypotheses. The former approach, however, applies a logic of confirmation which
seems very close to a standard exercise of theory testing, and its ontological/epistemologica l
implications are inconsistent with the theoretical framework underlying the present research. The
latter approach, instead, is particularly suited to in-depth exploring and better explaining the actual
content of a mechanism often invoked, albeit imprecisely (Lyall 2014; Symposium 2008), and might
lead to the identification of “intervening variables” previously unnoticed. Within this framework,
then, a logic of discovery applies. «Inductively, the researcher should be open to unexpected clues or
puzzles that indicate the presence of left-out variables. This can lead to the development of new
hypotheses» (Bennett 2004, 23).
The second approach, then, seems much more consistent with both the aim and the
ontology/epistemology of the present investigation. Interestingly, Bennett (2004) observes that this
specific single-case study design, which Lijphart (1971) called “hypotheses-generating case”, closely
corresponds to what Ecksetin (1975) qualifies as a “heuristic” case in his own taxonomy. This further
stresses its coherence with the interpretivist foundation of the present research. Drawing on his own
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realist premises, Eckstein downplayed the scientific significance of this specific case study design.
Yet, this did not prevent him from clarifying that the study of heuristic single cases should take place
in representative contexts, i.e. within cases that are typical, standard examples of a wider category.
Interestingly, this notion approximates the one of most-likely case, understood not in terms of
probable statistical occurrence, but of most favourable conditions for the manifestation of the
phenomenon examined. In the case of process-traced causal mechanisms within single case studies,
that would amount to the case featuring the most favourable conditions for the alleged relationship to
hold, not with a view to falsifying it, but to accurately interpreting its functioning.
Building on these discussions, today the majority of the scholars remarkably agree that a noncomparative approach focusing on a unique most-likely case amounts to the most suitable research
design to process-tracing aiming for theory-building (Beach and Pedersen 2013; Lyall 2014;
Symposium 2008; Wood 2003). In a most-likely case, the phenomenon under investigation is
supposed to stand out more clearly, featuring all the characteristics that prima facie seem to qualify
it as the quintessential embodiment of the mechanism one has set out to study. Nome also calls it a
“pathway case” (Symposium 2008), which from the most typical manifestation can possibly lead to
broader generalizations. It is, in other words, the most representative and prototypical example of a
wider category. Given that the concept of “most-likely case” can suggest an inappropriate reference
to a probable statistical occurrence, in the present investigation I rather adopt the notion of
quintessential case
This is then the research design that the present investigation privileges: process-tracing a
causal mechanism within a single quintessential case. The empirical case better fitting these criteria
within the purposes of this research will be examined in the following chapter.

2.3.6 Methodological limits: generalizability
The present section, devoted to methodology, addresses the theoretical concerns that a single casestudy based research design could raise: first and foremost, the issue of generalizability. One may
reasonably ask, in fact, to what extent a mechanism identified in a single case, albeit carefully studied,
can legitimately apply to other cases. This concern points to a more profound theoretical question
about the epistemological status of the conclusion one can expect to draw from the present study.
Unlike the abstract laws sought after by the positivist tradition in social sciences (King et al. 1994),
which can travel across cases by definition, mechanisms process-traced within case-studies and
triggered under (unknown) conditions amount to a “situated knowledge”. As such, one cannot
automatically stretch their validity to other contexts.
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Disagreements persists, however, about the regularity and repetitiveness of mechanisms, that
is whether, all triggering conditions being equal, the same mechanism must occur in different
circumstances. Machamer et al. (2000, 3) opine that «mechanisms are regular in that they work
always or for the most part in the same way under the same conditions». conversely, recent
scholarship (Beach and Pederson 2013, Bennett and Checkel 2014b) is of the view that these are not
inherent qualities of mechanisms. The latter view seems to be more attuned with an emergent
understanding of causality, as developed in the previous section, and shall therefore be preferred in
the present study.
From this point of view, I tend to agree with Martin Nome (see Symposium 2008), who
considers that what mechanisms identified through theory-building case-studies might aim for is not
to single out universal laws of social sciences, but to identify pathways leading to «conditio na l
generalizations», that is, patterns of regularities which, under certain – unknown – conditions, might
have an explanatory value for contexts featuring regularities similar to the ones observed in the case
study. Although Elster (1998) would probably be very cautious about the possibility to actually
identify the specific conditions triggering a mechanism, as discussed, he would probably agree that
process-traced mechanisms feature a mid-level epistemological status, in between predictive law- like
statements – which he deemed unattainable in social sciences – and mere factual descriptions – which
would be too unambitious for a scientific endeavour. Prominent interpretivist scholars of IR seem to
converge towards such an understanding (Guzzini 2013). Indeed, as recalled by prominent
constructivist scholars like Reus-Smit and Price (1998, 275): «rejecting the pursuit of law- like
generalizations does not entail a simultaneous rejection of more contingent generalizations».
Interestingly, such a more circumscribed and limited scientific ambition seems to parallel
what Merton (1968) defined “middle-range theories”. While “grand theories” aim to find out the
variables that apply to all social processes, middle-range theories are «applicable to limited
conceptual ranges […] rather than to seek the total conceptual structure that is adequate to derive
these and other theories of the middle range» (Merton 1968, 51). IR scholars (Bennett and Checkel
2014b; Sil and Katzenstein 2010) correctly recognize the strong relationship between middle range
theories and mechanisms process-traced within case-studies.
Moreover, a sceptical approach to grand theories, both in methodological and political terms,
is in line with the endeavour of critical geopolitics (Agnew 2003; Dalby 2008) and of “heterodox”
post-colonial geopolitics (Lacoste 1980) also shared by the present research. Just like middle-range
theories, the endless accumulation of contextualized evidence required to process-trace mechanis ms
within a case-study does not aim to abstract strong causal links that one could immediately generalize,
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but, more realistically, to «federate and consolidate» (Boudon 1991, 520) the empirical regularities
found.
This epistemological stance may be less ambitious, but is more realistic and theoretically
sound. Moreover, it is more consistent with the interpretivist approach of the present research. As
discussed, I aim to investigate the mechanism supposedly linking ungoverned spaces and insecurity
by adopting an interpretivist understanding of the key concepts at stake here, i.e. space and security,
and therefore by focusing, in first place, on their meanings emerging from discourses and practices.
Yet, unlike individual beliefs and supposedly rational choices, meanings are social constructs in as
much as they are widely shared and often implicitly used. They emerge through interactions, and are
therefore closely linked to a particular social context: «to understand meanings requires placing
particular ideas/beliefs within a certain cultural context» (Guzzini 2013, 255). On the one hand, this
makes comparisons particularly challenging, and therefore calls for a single-case study research
design. On the other, nothing ensures that the mechanism identified for the context at stake can “make
sense” and applies automatically

elsewhere. Instead, the knowledge obtained through the

“consolidation and federation” of the empirical regularities one process-traces within a single case
study might prove helpful to interpret different cases featuring significant similarities. I agree then
with Pouliot’s (2010) approach, introduced above, claiming the heuristic value of mechanisms, which
arguably – but not certainly – could be applied to distinct cases.
To conclude, then, one cannot a priori assume that the mechanism(s) I will potentially identify
herein could be legitimately stretched to all existing ungoverned spaces, irrespective of the
peculiarities of the contexts. As a result, the present study is forced to depart from the ambition to
develop a general, i.e. non-contextualized, theory of ungoverned spaces and their alleged link to
insecurity.
Given the present study’s geopolitical emphasis, one could reasonably expect that the
conclusions of my argument will be applicable only to those contexts sharing spatial features,
practices and meanings similar to the ones of the specific context under observation. Moreover, the
mechanism likely to result from this study might contribute to the consolidation of a broader
understanding of the regional security complex (Buzan and Waever 2003) where the selected casestudy is rooted. Regional security complexes describe in fact the modalities in which security is
clustered in geographically shaped regions and in the perceptions stemming thereof41.

41 Yet,

while Buzan and Weaver dogmatically assume that states are the fundamental actors of regional security complexes,
this study is likely to depart from their rigid framework, because of the key relevance of non/sub -state entities in the
security equation of ungoverned spaces.
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While the choice of the quintessential case-study and of its relevant features will be introduced
in the following chapter, the conclusion of the investigation will address the issue of the potential
generalizability of the research findings. Before to turn to these, however, I need to provide an
overview of the evidence collected and processed in the framework of the present methodology.

2.4 A theory for method building

The preceding sections of this chapter have introduced the ontological/epistemological foundatio n
and the methodology of the present research. This section aims to clarify the kind of evidence one
would need to access, collect and treat within this framework.
As discussed, the present investigation aims to study the dynamics of (in-)security within (a
single quintessential case of) ungoverned spaces, by providing an interpretivist analysis of spatial and
security practices, i.e. of enacted social meanings. Yet, the access to, and treatment of, this data poses
some challenges that need to be addressed, both in terms of methods and of ethics. The present section
is therefore divided into three parts: in first place, I discuss how spatial and security practices can be
accessed, treated and used as a unit of analysis adequate to the specific theoretical foundation of the
present research; to this end, I supply a framework for data collection largely based on Pouliot’s
(2010) seminal discussion of the topic. In second place, I introduce concretely the sources of data
collection upon which the present research is actually built. Lastly, I address some ethical concerns
raised by the ethnographic method adopted herein, and the principles that I have strived to abide to
with a view to circumventing them.

2.4.1 Theorizing practices, or faire savoir un savoir-faire.
Based on the discussion above, in the present research I see practices as the multiple and decentralized
ways in which social actors reappropriate the space organized by the dispositif of governance and
surveillance, and which contribute to constituting the shared meanings of space and security. As such,
practices are often invisible to practitioners, since they express a natural(ized) and legitim(ized) – and
therefore tacit – order of things, pullulating below the instituted norms.
This understanding raises significant problems in terms of access, objectification and
operationalization of practices within the methodological framework of this research. An agent’s
knowledge of his/her own practices, in fact, is very often implicit and taken for granted, stemming as
it does from one’s own routines and habits, and not from a rational deliberation. It is what agents
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speak from, not what they speak about. To the extent that one’s access to his/her own practices is
eminently practical, an agent’s discursive and theoretical comprehension of the latter is unavoidab ly
faulted. Turner (1994) qualified this contradiction as “the Mauss problem”. Paradoxically, one would
need to be both native and alien to the common sense enacted through practices, in order to properly
understand it, objectify it and step back from its apparent obviousness.
Furthermore, the reconstruction of the intersubjective meanings enacted through practices
often requires the analyst to transcend the agents’ point of view, reify the practices he/she may
possibly be aware of, and situate them within the framework of a (deducted) web of meanings,
practices and positions, i.e. as part of a field of struggles (Pouliot 2010). The translation (traduction)
of practices within a theoretical framework, then, risks to amount to a betrayal (trahison) of their
original sense, or meaning. Attempting to develop a theory of practices, then, sounds like a
contradictory endeavour, nicely captured by De Certeau’s formula: il s’agit de faire savoir un savoirfaire. From the researcher’s point of view, ethno-methodologies filter the access to the field, and the
adoption of a Bourdieusian “quasi-theoretical posture” prevents ipso facto to access the truth about
one’s practice. Traditional methods of data collection seem to be of little help when it comes to access
practices in an unbiased manner. Following Pouliot’s (2010) seminal approach to this topic, however,
I argue that some practical rules and precautions of data collection and treatment can contribute to
significantly deflating the paradoxes mentioned
What kind of evidence, then, can the analyst focus and draw on in this type of research design?
Given the interpretivist approach of this research, the reliance on qualitative evidence has been of
primary importance. This has resulted, moreover, from the shortage of reliable quantitative data
concerning some of the key phenomena investigated in the present research, including cross-border
spatial practices, informal trades and extralegal economies (Shaw et al. 2014; UNODC 2013). The
general lack of statistical capacity of fragile states further reinforces this view (Jerven 2013)42.
Yet, the standard tools of qualitative data collection (i.e. direct and/or participant observation;
more or less structured interviews; focus groups, etc.) have been at times be unavailable or
impracticable, due to the specificities of the research at stake. In fact, I have been confronted with the
security risks of a volatile field; the secrecy – or at least opacity – of some of the objects studied; and
the anthropological complexity of the context examined, which only specialists could possibly
manage43. While I agree with Schatz (2013, 307; see also Pouliot 2010) that one should always strive
for the nearest possible vantage point, the anthropological toolkit of ethno-methodology has proved
Jerven (2013) argument explicitly refers to African fragile states. The next chapter will clarify how such framing is at
the core of the present investigation.
43 This will be further clarified when I will introduce the specific case-study under observation in the present research,
during the next chapter.
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ill-suited in the context at stake. As a result, and building on prominent methodological scholarship,
the present research has also relied on media reports (Gusterson 1993), anthropologica l
intermediations (Scott 1998) and perception surveys (Pouliot 2010) as valuable sources of evidence
with a view to detecting social practices. To this end, I have strived to develop a close familiar i ty
with the ethnographic literature about the context under observation, as well as with the main results
of local perception surveys. The ethnographic work of prominent authors has provided invaluab le
insights to my own research. Significant sources have included Claudot-Hawad (2001); Gallais
(1984); Gellner (1969); Klute (2011); Lecocq (2010); Retaillé (2013); Scheele (2009, 2011, 2012),
to cite but a few44.
However, when access to primary sources of qualitative evidence has been feasible, I have
privileged

non-directive and non-structured (or semi-structured) approaches. Harnessing the

respondents into rigid grids of prefabricated questions, in fact, did not seem the wisest strategy to let
their tacit knowledge (Frowd 2014), or unspoken practices (Menkhaus 2006) emerge. In the study of
practices (spatial, security, and others), «the goal is not to mine for the truth but to hear life stories»
(Pouliot 2010, 68). To this end, lies, personal biases, repetitions, errors, silences, and reticences
should not be interpreted as mere disturbances to be polished in order to unmask the real content of
one’s discourse. Instead, all these features are as significant as the actual content of one’s allocutio ns,
or intentional message, in as much as they equally express the unarticulated assumptions structur ing
agents’ conscious speech acts. As De Certeau (1980) argued, in fact, within practice analysis speeches
and discourses should be interpreted as a performance, or a practice in itself, and not as a simple
object of study abstracted from its contextualised enactment. Discourse analysis, then, cannot leave
the analyst’s cultural competence out of consideration, in order to correctly decipher the “shared
meanings” that discourses enact and give place to.
Since the interpretation of practices is a complex task, and the risk of self-deception is always
lurking, the need for an as much as possible rigorous triangulation proved to be a necessary rule to

The reliance also on indirect sources contributes to the clarification of this approach ’s specificities, and in particular of
its differences vis-à-vis grounded theories (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1990). Many authors have in fact
pointed out the similarities between the two approaches, in terms of ontological/epistemological foundations (Geert z
1973; Kurowska and Tallis 2013) and research strategies (Bennett and Ch eckel 2014a). Yet, grounded theory rejects the
validity of indirect or mediated approaches, and instead requires one to personally perform the ethnographic immersio n
into the field. Glaser and Strauss (1967) recommend to carry out a first-hand immersion in a sphere of social life and
meanings of the “object” studied, in order to let “experience-near concepts” emerge from the field and speak for
themselves. I argue that this represents quite a surprising revert into positivism, as it implicitly postulates bo th an
oxymoronic passivity of the interpreting subject, and the objective expressiveness of reality without an interpreter, as if
scientific research could possibly adopt the posture of a “neutral”, passive observer, devoided of any pre-existing
conceptual framework. Building on an interpretivist standpoint, instead, the present investigation recognizes that some
form of underlying theory and/or conceptual framework unavoidably drives one’s observation. As Pouliot (2010, 22)
observed: «the positional dimens ion of the social construction of knowledge has yet to be fully taken into account by IR
constructivists, including those located closer to postmodernism».
44
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abide to. Next to semi-structured interviews, then, the present research has relied on different sources
of evidence in order to complement discourse analysis with the study of social meanings as emerging
from different practices, namely spatial and security practices.

2.4.2 Sources of data collection
The identification of the sources relevant to the present research is obviously a function of the object
of study, as well as of the context at stake. This chapter has introduced the former (the security
dynamics within ungoverned spaces, with a specific attention to the agents’ spatial and security
practices), while the next chapter will discuss the latter (north Mali), in order to encourage the
systematic nature of the exposure. Before embarking on the treatment of the data obtained during the
research, it is worth specifying here all the sources consulted for the collection of these data, and, to
the largest possible extent, the reasons that have driven their selection.
The most significant source of qualitative evidence for the present investigation comes from
279 semi-structured interviews and 11 focus groups which have been conducted between November
2013 and May 2016. The largely unpredictable security conditions of the context at stake have
suggested to adopt a recursive approach to the field. In other words, instead of a single, long- term
fieldwork sojourn I have opted for several short- to medium-term research stays, carried out in
November-December 2013, in October-December 2014, in September-November 2015, in January
2016 and in May 2016, for a total amount of about 22 weeks. Moreover, a recursive approach to the
has supplied the opportunity to progressively fine-tune my analytical framework and readapt my
interviews’ blueprints according to the reality emerging from the ground, and in line with the
abductive approach of this investigation introduced above45.
Throughout the whole period, relationships maintained through social media and the
socialization via the common participation into international civil society networks (of the kind of
those described by Keck and Sikkink 1998) have contributed to the establishment of mutual trust with
several interviewees, irrespective of the gaps during which direct immersion and personal meetings
could not take place. Indeed, the recursive approach to the field has created the opportunity and timespan to develop stronger personal relationships with some of the interviewees, who have then
accepted to be re-interviewed in several instances, each time adding precious pieces of informatio n

I have to admit that even the research question inspiring the whole project has been readjusted fo llowing the first days
of the first field mission, as it quickly turned out that my original project, largely based on a purely theoretical argument,
was ill-suited and hardly relevant for the context under observation. Instead of being set on pursuing it at all costs and
against all odds, I found it wiser to reconsider my assumption and reshuffle my project in order to make it more attuned
to the empirical evidence.
45
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previously left aside, more or less intentionally. Indeed, the 279 interviews mentioned above have
concerned 246 interviewees, of whom some accepted to be interviewed more than once.
In line with the interpretivist approach of this research, as well as with the often sensitive
nature of the information exchanged, the targets for the interviews (i.e. the interviewees) have not
been identified solely based on a rigid, pre-conceived grid. Instead, the reliance on the snowball
sampling technique has allowed a greater degree of flexibility to accommodate for sudden openings
and locate hidden individuals. This suppleness has represented a crucial advantage in the framework
of the present research. In order to compensate the well-known limits of this sampling methodolo gy,
including the community bias and the wrong anchoring (Morgan 2008), I have relied on a very diverse
set of initial informants, sharing little social links with each other. This population included members
of local CSOs (civil society organizations), local and international NGOs (non-governme nta l
organizations), news correspondents of international medias, officers working for internatio na l
organizations deployed in the field, former national civil servants, and local researchers. Through
them, I have had the opportunity to access and interview key targets occupying crucial positions in
the framework of the present research, such as members (or “former” members) of non-state armed
actors and insurgent groups, participants into trafficking networks, high-ranking diplomatic or
military officers of European and African embassies in the Sahel, former ministers, incumbe nt
members of the Parliament, well-placed customs officers, local investigative journalists, and local
authorities, both formal and traditional.
Access to the initial informants has been garnered through different ways. In first place, a
literature review, including both “grey” and academic literature, has helped to single out the
significant actors and positions in the field. Moreover, I have had the chance to rely on the extensive
network of local and international actors in this field, which I had developed in my previous career,
and namely during the years spent as an NGO worker devoted to human rights based development in
Africa. Moreover, I have had the opportunity to join a couple of international research missions to
Mali, each of them relying on a previously constituted own set of local informants and fixers 46. In
late November 2013 I contributed to NUPI’s (Norwegian Institute for International Affair s)
exploratory mission to Mali, as well as to the majority of the interviews (including the collective
ones) organized within this framework. From October 2015 to January 2016 I coordinated the
research “Tackling Organised Crime and Conflict as Part of Peace Agreement Implementation in
I hereby take the opportunity to express my sincerest gratitude to all the individuals and organizations who put at my
disposal a significant amount of resources, in terms of both material and social capital, which contributed enormously to
my work. These include, to name but a few, Francesco Strazzari, Lotte Vermeji, Jan -Morten Torrissen and Morten Boas
(NUPI); Silvia Bergamasco, Federica Masi, Remo Zulli, Claudio Russo (COSPE); Marco Simonetti, Chiara Gallett i,
Pierre Piccolo, Boukary Sangaré, Baba Dakono, Matthieu Moraly (International Alert); Lucia Montanaro, Catherine
Guicherd (ERMES).
46
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Mali”, assigned to the European Resources for Mediation Support (ERMES) agency under the aegis
of the EU external action service Instrument of Stability, and implemented through the support of the
international NGO International Alert. In May 2016 I was tasked to carry out several focus groups in
Mali’s and Niger’s borderlands within the framework of two distinct projects of peace-building run
separately by the NGOs International Alert and COSPE.
In my capacity of ERMES’s research coordinator, it is worth stressing that I had the
opportunity to direct a group of local researchers, to whom I provided the analytical framework,
training modules, interviews’ outline and initial targets’ list aiming to let them carry out independent
interviews in “ungoverned” regions47. The reliance on local researchers has thus allowed to
circumvent the “Mauss problem”, discussed above, as well as the security and logistic (linguistic,
cultural, economic, etc.) constraints which would otherwise prevent to outsiders, and namely foreign
security scholars, the access to potentially crucial evidence. The reliance on indirect means of
evidence collection, though, needs to be acknowledged: out of the 279 interviews mentioned above,
I have directly conducted 235 of them, and simply framed the remaining 44. Of the 235, moreover, 6
have been carried out remotely, by phone or otherwise. While I acknowledge that this indirect method
might be ill-suited to properly interpreting the tacit knowledge that actors enact through practices,
this approach has been carefully limited to reach those key targets who could not be met otherwise.
In order to expand the pool of sources and points of view, to understand the complexity and
diversity of the actors, to intersect the information obtained and to avoid community biases of all
sorts, interviews have been carried out in different sites. The geographic distribution can be
summarized as follows: 168 interviews have been conducted in Mali’s capital Bamako; 44 in the
north of Mali, by local researchers48 (18 of which in the region of Gao; 14 in the region of
Tombouctou; 12 in the region of Kidal)49; 2 in Mali’s region of Kayes; 47 in Niger’s capital Niamey;
3 in Niger’s region of Tahoua; 8 in Dakar; 1 in Paris, and 6 remotely. In order to maximize the access
to local voices (and meanings thereby), interviews have targeted Malians in 168 instances (60,2% of
the total), with 149 different individuals involved (60,5% of the total), of whom I have personally
interviewed 99 (66,4% of all Malians interviewed for the present research).

This includes the region of Kidal. I argue that the qualitative work conducted in this region, albeit indirect, represents
a considerable added value of this research, due to the fact that the area in question, although politically very important,
was inaccessible to scholarly field work, due to security restrictions, at least over the last 5 years, according to the available
literature of which I am aware.
48 I have made attempts to access directly north Mali in order to conduct personal ethnography on site. Yet, the
MINUSMA, which is the gatekeeper to Mali’s north due to its control of the logistical infrastructure, has prevented me
from doing so, by invoking bureaucratic obstacles, and eventually I gave up.
49 Beyond national and regional capitals, some interviews were also directed to minor but important localities of Mali’s
north, such as the villages of of Menaka, Ansongo, Tarkint and Ber.
47
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The focus groups, instead, have targeted the following groups: Malian CBOs (community
based organizations); Malian returnees from migration in the north; Malian security forces, once in
Bamako, and once in borderlands (region of Kayes); borderlands’ communities (in two different
locations in the region of Kayes, Mali; and in one location in the region of Tahoua, Niger); security
scholars dealing with Mali and the Sahel (based in Dakar); Nigerien human rights NGO (conducted
in Niamey); officers of the EU Delegation in Bamako dealing with with governance, development,
security, political issues; European diplomats and political advisors of European embassies posted in
Bamako.
With a view to reinforcing the empirical grounding of the present investigation’s conclusio ns,
and to further my understanding of the security and spatial practices in the context at stake, the
qualitative evidence collected through the sources mentioned so far has been triangulated with
different datasets that I have created on purpose. These include: the biographic profiles of key actors,
that I have compiled drawing on media accounts and interviews’ material; a cartographic apparatus
reconstructing the main arteries of north Mali’s extralegal economy and traffics, based on UNODC
data, available reports and informants’ indications; and a dataset (and mapping thereof) listing all the
instances of armed clashes occurred among political actors in north Mali50 from January 2012 to
December 2015 (336 entries). This draws largely on major on-line media sources (namely Jeune
Afrique, RFI, Maliweb, Sahelien.com) and is complemented with the ACLED dataset and interviews’
information. Just as much as discourse analysis requires, in first place, the identification of an archive
delimiting a set of relevant security discourses (Buzan et al. 1998), I argue that these sources of
evidence, and namely the last two ones, provide an adequate “archive” for the analysis of spatial and
security practices.

2.4.3 Ethical challenges
Given the contentious issues addressed, as well as the sensitive data collected and analysed in the
framework of the present investigation, I believe that an ethical concern vis-à-vis the potential
implications of one’s work is necessary. In line with the interpretivist approach of this research, by
“ethics” I do not refer to a sort of checklist of rigid moral norms with universal value to strictly
comply with. Instead, I argue that an ethical concern involves an open, on-going and potentially
undecidable self-reflective approach to one’s own practices (including the social scientific practice),
based on a set of contingent rules of thumb to be adapted to changing circumstances.

Obviously, all these terms (“instances”, “clashes”, “political actors”, “north Mali”) hide important technicalities which
require further clarification. The next chapters will engage in a more thorough discussion on these points.
50
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As a key ethical standard for social enquire, some scholars invoke the need for respondents to
contribute to the scientific endeavour based on their free and fully- informed consent. Yet, I would
tend to agree with Foucault’s view that a power-free and fully- voluntary discursive setting is more a
Habermasian fiction than something one can ever meet in reality. Even irrespective of one’s explicit
manipulative intents, a power imbalance unavoidably exists between the researcher and the
informant. This may lead to some sort of data distortion, and bracketing it would be self-deceptive.
This is particularly manifest in a context, such as the one I have decided to engage with, characterized
by serious asymmetries in terms of access to information, economic means and cultural resources
between the interviewer and the interviewees. Supplying pre-given forms demanding one’s written
consent to participate in an academic exercise would have done little to prevent this. Instead, it was
likely to bar access to potentially useful information, in as much as it would have added a further
layer of formal distance. This is particularly obvious for data emerging from informal intercourses,
whose relevance for practices’ analysis is doubtless. Moreover, the specific context and object of the
research at stake supplied further reasons which made the demand for one’s written consent
impractical. First, this was hardly feasible and even less meaningful in a largely oral society, such as
the one I was engaged with. Second, it risked to expose respondents to potential personal dangers in
terms of data protection, as written records of participation in a research dealing with sensitive issues
could have been potentially compromising.
Given these limits, I have opted to balance the formal requirement of free and infor med
consent with the “do no harm” principle, as advised by prominent scholars versed in the politica l
ethnography of civil wars (Bennett and Checkel 2014a; Wood 2006). This approach requires the
researcher to always strive and assess the consequences of his/her methodological choices, especially
when two competing goods (such as transparency and security) are at stake, and measure them against
the over-arching criteria of protecting the respondents’ safety.
To this end, I have replaced written forms of fully informed consent to participate with oral
consent procedures – which are, after all, an established practice within leading academic institutio n
such as Berkeley, Stanford and New York Universities. Respondents have been systematica lly
informed of the strict anonymity and confidentiality of all the information exchanged during the
interviews. I have attempted to further reinforce this commitment by adopting some practical
expedients: notes have been taken in illegible manner (badly hand-written, mixing several language s),
stored in safe places, and when reported in computer-based devices respondents’ identities have been
generally codenamed. I have also strived to disclose as openly as possible my own identity as well as
the aims of the research. This has proved more challenging when data for this research have been
collected also in the framework of NGO-backed projects. In order to circumvent potential biases,
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misinterpretations and manipulations, I have always insisted that no connection existed between
engaging in interviews and potential development projects to be launched in the area.
As stressed by scholars doing qualitative fieldwork on human rights and transitional justice, I
would argue that the exercise of the duty of care requires the researcher to focus also on the
“psychological” protection of one’s respondents. I have made a special effort to guarantee to
respondents the largest possible control of the situation: meeting venues have been consensually
agreed upon, and generally proposed by the respondents themselves, based on the locations’ neutrality
and discretion; when the conversations turned towards sensitive topics, such as abuses, humiliatio ns,
family issues, memories of violence or illegal activities, I have always asked the permission to go on,
tried to empathize with the difficulties this could imply, and stressed the respondents’ freedom to
interrupt the dialogue at any time, while providing for breaks. I have tried to show myself as both
respectful and protective, and empathy has proved an effective strategy to prevent this from turning
into a patronizing attitude. The snowballing sampling technique implied that I was often introduced
to respondents by common acquaintances: the common-ground thus established has often proved
crucial, both methodologically and ethically, to the free flow of information and discourses. Similar ly,
the recursive approach to the field has facilitated the trust-building necessary to in-depth investiga te
sensitive topics.

2.5 Conclusion: towards an interpretivist theory of the dynamics of insecurity within
ungoverned-spaces-in-context.

With a view to studying the (alleged) link between ungoverned spaces and insecurity, the present
research has made the strategic choice to depart from the causal mechanisms put forward so far in the
scholarly literature, due to their significant theoretical limits, and to develop instead an alternative
theoretical framework for theory building. An interpretivist approach to ontology and epistemolo gy
(or, better put, to ontology/epistemology) is, from this perspective, more appropriate than a positivis t
one.
The rejection of a naïve belief in “the mirror of nature” (Rorty 1979) casts a bridge between
interpretivism and critical geopolitics, whose joint philosophical and theoretical foundations have
been emphasised (against the “ocularcentric objectification of the world”, one may add). Moreover,
I have claimed that a fundamental theoretical solidarity exists between interpretivist and Deleuze’s
philosophies, and I have discussed the main features of post-foundational approaches to social
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sciences. In it, the scientific endeavour to truthfulness is replaced by the aim for comprehensivene ss,
while the ambition for discovery is reformulated in terms of re-description and fabrication of new
concepts. From this perspective, I argue that ever-evolving territorialisations and deterritorialisatio ns
result from the shifting understandings of the key concepts of the present research, including space
and security. These are not a priori imported from an abstract conceptual framework, but are built on
a fine-tuned hermeneutics of the constitutive meanings and practices embedded in the social context.
The interpretivist approach sketched herein prevents one from uncritically adopting a
substantial, Euclidean conceptualization of the space. I have therefore discussed and dropped three
fundamental corollaries of the latter, which incidentally underpin the conventional definition of
ungoverned spaces: the idea of distance as “objective negativity”; the apparent naturalness of the
abstract, homogenous and measurable space; and the naïve view that “in the same space there cannot
be two things”. Against them, the present research builds on the theoretical tools of postmodern
thinkers (namely Deleuze, Lefebvre, De Certeau and Retaillé) to develop an interpretivis t
understanding of space, in which the distinction between spatial representations (cartographic,
conceptual and imaginary) and spatial practices is key. Despite the lack of references to the latter in
the literature of critical geopolitics (to the noticeable exception of Agnew and Corbridge 1995), I
argue that the limited attention to spatial practices (and to Deleuzian ontology, as related to that) in
the agenda of critical geopolitics represents a research gap that the present investigation aims to
address.
Building on the insights of interpretivism, the chapter has also introduced a renewed framing
of the concept of security. In it, vernacular understandings play a prominent role. Since practices
contribute to ontologically constituting both space and security, I have introduced a characterizatio n
of the former and a framework for their analysis.
An interpretivist- inspired process-tracing seems to be the most promising methodologica l
approach for an empirical rich undertaking of theory-building aiming to identify the mechanism of
(in-)security within ungoverned spaces. In particular, I have claimed that abductive process-tracing
allows one to overcome the limits of both inductively- and deductively-oriented process-tracing.
Furthermore, it stresses the theoretical coherence of the interpretivist approach of the present study.
By abductively process-tracing the mechanism of ungoverned spaces’ insecurity within a single,
quintessential case-study (which will be further specified in the next chapter), the present research
aims then at building a middle-range theory, in terms of a consolidated hypothesis. I have discussed
the inevitable limits of this approach, such as the issues of generalizability and operationalizability.
This is also in line with critical geopolitics’ scepticism vis-à-vis grand-strategies, and the postmodern
critique of grand-narratives more broadly.
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Building on these considerations, the chapter has discussed some potential theoretica l
shortcomings arising from such a post-foundational (i.e. interpretivist) approach to process-tracing
applied to a puzzle of geopolitics. The notion of causality, in particular, might be problematic here,
especially when referred to spatial features. The discussion of the limits of existing theories of
causation has led to the identification of the notion of emergent causality as the most suitable
theoretical angle allowing to avoiding the epistemological obstacles of determinism, mechanis m,
organicism, and textualism. With a focus on non-reductionist and multi- layered processes of
causation, emergent causality will be crucial in the subsequent developments of the present research.
To this end, the notion of assemblage represents a useful tool to bridge the theoretical gap
between emergent causality, Deleuzian ontology and mechanism-oriented research. Assembla ges,
which include also spatial features, social practices and interpretations, are endowed with the agentia l
capacity to trigger causal mechanisms producing fairly regular effects. Questioning «how causality
emerges through the non-deterministic enactment of practices of world-making» (Anderson et al.
2012, 32), and namely of spatial and security practices, will then be the theoretical leverage used to
explain how Agnew’s “assemblages of territory and power” can exist, resist and produce fairly
constant (albeit non-deterministic) outcomes despite their shifting nature.
While nothing ensures that the mechanism thus (hopefully) identified is applicable to different
cases, I argue that it will still contribute to interpreting more accurately the case at stake. Moreover,
it can help to consolidate the understanding of the key features of the regional security complex in
which it takes place. I therefore depart from the unrealistic ambition to develop, within the framework
of this research, a general, i.e. non-contextualized, theory of ungoverned spaces and their alleged link
to insecurity.
To this end, the identification of an appropriate quintessential case where the phenomena
under investigation are most-likely to appear represents a necessary preliminary first step into the
present research project. In line with the theoretical framework discussed in the present chapter, I aim
to study the practices constitutive of the shared meanings of space and security unfolding there. In
second place, I will attempt to in-depth scrutinize the spatial practices within the case and field
identified, as well as the assemblage of which they are part. As a third step, I will address the
relationship between these spatial practices and the dynamics of security and insecurity, in order to
process-trace the potential mechanism(s) linking them. I will moreover try to compare this outcome
with existing alternative explanations of the dynamics of insecurity in ungoverned spaces. Within
such a multi- layered approach, each of these steps will be dealt with in the next chapters.
Although a focus on equifinality does not represent the primary concern of the present study,
as discussed above, I argue that nevertheless such research structure provides the opportunity to
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question the value of the mechanisms already put forward in the literature available when applied to
the specific case at stake. The first step mentioned above offer arguments against the hypothesis of
crime-terror nexus. The second emphasizes the limits of the idea of a state-capture. Lastly, the third
step challenges the key expectations of the main theories on civil wars.
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Chapter 3: Case-study: north Mali’s borderlands

Because of their savagery, the Bedouins are the least willing of all
nations to subordinate themselves to each other as they are rude,
proud, ambitious and eager to be leaders. Savagery has become their
character and nature. They enjoy it, because it means freedom from
authority and no subservience to leadership. Such a natural
disposition is the negation and antithesis of civilization.
(Ibn-Khaldun)

3.1 The selection of a case study

The previous chapters have highlighted the research puzzle inspiring this thesis, and have pointed out
the fundamental ontological/epistemological, conceptual and methodological frameworks more
likely to contribute to building an appropriate strategy to address the research question. Processtracing mechanisms within a single quintessential case-study has been discussed as the most suitable
research approach to building a (middle-range) explanatory theory of (in-)security within ungover ned
spaces from an interpretivist perspective. In order to complete the research strategy, then, one needs
to identify an appropriate case-study for the present investigation. This is the main purpose of this
section. To this end, I build on the definitions discussed in the preceding chapter: firstly, «a case is
an instance of a class of events of interest to the investigator such as […] a type of governme nta l
regime» (George 1979); secondly, a quintessential case, in which theory building can take place
successfully, is the most representative prototypical case of a wider category, in as much as it features
the most favourable conditions for the manifestation of the phenomenon examined.
I argue that north Mali stands out prominently to this end. In other words, this investigatio n
stems from the supposition (hopefully justified in the light of the discussion below) that if any
mechanism driving insecurity in the ungoverned spaces ever existed, this would probably be
operating in northern Mali. The present section therefore sets out to demonstrate that Mali’s norther
regions embody a quintessentially ungoverned space, and supplies arguments to substantiate this
view. Based on available international rankings, I introduce the “objective” characteristics
contributing to define Mali as a fragile state par excellence, and discuss its performances in terms of
(poor) governance and (short) supply of public goods. Moreover, I trace the different phases of the
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discursive construction of Mali as an ungoverned space in contemporary political rhetoric. Lastly, I
provide a historical reconstruction of the various struggles and armed conflicts which affected the
region at stake since independence, and I dedicate a particular attention to the sequence of the main
events that have marked the crisis unfolded since 2011. The evidence put forward is likely to
substantiate the view that north Mali is affected by endemic insecurity, in virtually all the possible
senses of the concept. The presence of the outcome (insecurity) further confirms the validity of the
choice of north Mali as a suitable case to process-trace abductively and which is most-likely to expose
the mechanism(s) of (in-)security within ungoverned spaces.
The analysis of more structural features affecting north Mali’s field is also addressed, in order
to transcend the contingencies of a unique and circumscribed historical moment, and avoid to draw
undue generalizations from a very peculiar set of evidentiary sources. To this end, the chapter situates
north Mali within a specific regional geopolitical complex, and introduces the concept of borderlands,
a notion encompassing the non-sovereign border-straddling spaces. Within this framework, I suggest
to combine the micro-level analysis of insiders’ practices and imaginaries with a longue-durée
perspective focusing on their genealogy, evolution, continuities and ruptures. I argue that north Mali’s
smooth space and poor endowment of natural resources contributes to the emergence of peculiar
spatial practices and security imaginaries. Thriving cross-border traffics and extra-legal economies
progressively shape a field in which big men networks of patronage politics rely on protection rackets
and selective border enforcement to accumulate and redistribute resources. This inevitably stirs
competition, which can feed different political projects alternatively framed in terms of ethnicity,
ideology or religion. All of them, however, seem destined to comply with social norms in which
cross-border smuggling, although legally banned, is largely legitimized.

3.1.1 A quintessential ungoverned space: North-Mali
This section argues that northern Mali seems to represent an excellent choice to abductively processtrace the mechanism herein investigated, and build a theory of the alleged link between ungover ned
spaces and (in-)security. It emphasizes that Northern Mali can be described as a quintessentia l
ungoverned space, due to both its “objective” features and its rhetorical construction in political and
security discourses.
In line with the fundamental features contributing to classify a state as “fragile” (Coticchia
2014), several figures1 capture Mali’s specific vulnerabilities and qualify the country as a fragile one.
With a life expectancy lower than 60 years and a pro capita GDP (both nominal and PPP) among the

The value and accuracy of these numbers, however, should be interpreted with some cautions, due to the limited
reliability of most African states’ statistical capacity. On this point see Jerven (2013).
1
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last 15 of the world in all available statistics, Mali ranks 179 th out of 188 countries surveyed globally
by the 2015 UNDP’s (United Nations Development Programme) human development report (UNDP
2015). According to the World Bank’s World Governance Indicators, since 2012 Mali has been part
of the worst 10 countries in the world in terms of political stability and absence of violence and
terrorism, and in the worst 15% in terms of government effectiveness in 2014 (World Bank 2015).
Over the same period, Mali has been featuring consistently among the “alert” segment of the Fund
For Peace’s Fragile State Index (Messner and Hacken 2015), and of the “high risk” segment of the
Center for Systemic Peace’s Fragility State Index (Marshall and Cole 2014).
Within this framework, north Mali features higher unemployment and poverty ratios than the
central and southern regions of the country (World Bank 2009). Moreover, the area is very sparsely
populated, both in absolute terms (1,57 habitants per square kilometre) and with respect to the rest of
the country: the global surface of the northern regions of Mali – including Timbuktu, Gao and Kidal,
(to which one must add Taoudenni and Menaka following the administrative reform of 2016) –
amounts to 822.000 km2. This figure climbs to about 845.000 km2 if one adds the 23.400 km2 of the
cercle de Douentza, in the region of Mopti (which is often considered part of north Mali for cultura l
and historic reasons). This corresponds to more than two third of the overall surface of Mali. Yet,
data from the 2009 national census report that north Mali’s population is approximately 1,3 millio n,
thereby amounting to about 9% of Mali’s overall population (Cantens and Raballand 2016).
Not only is north Mali’s population limited in number and geographically sparse, but it is also
culturally diverse and divided. Major ethnic groups include the Songhay, the Peul, the Arabs, the
Tuareg, the Moors, as well as the Mandé Bambaras emigrated from the south of the country. It is
impossible to estimate the proportions among these groups: firstly, because the registrar is utterly
dysfunctional, entire families have never been registered and formally do not exist (Scheele 2009)2 ;
and secondly, because the borders among each others are porous, intermarriage has been frequent,
and many individuals claim a double or triple ancestry3 . This incidentally confirms the suitability of
constructivist approaches to ethno-genesis in the framework of the present investigation.
An in-depth coverage of the complex and unsettled issue of the anthropology of north Mali’s
ethnic groups falls beyond the scope of the present investigation4 . However, a fairly acceptable
schematic account of the anthropology of north Mali’s ethnic groups needs to stress, at least, that
beyond horizontal divisions among different ethnic groups, a great deal of influence is to be attributed
Information confirmed in the framework of an interview with an officer of the European Delegation in Mali, conducted
in Bamako in November 2014.
3 Such evidence further confirms the limits of the scientific approaches considering ethnicity as a completely independent
variable, exogenously given (otherwise (see for instance Fearon and Laitin 2003), and instead militates in favour of a
constructivist approach to ethno-genesis.
4 For an overview of the state-of-the-art debate see in particular Boilley (1999); Bourgeot (1995); Lecocq (2010).
2
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to the vertical divisions between hierarchically distinct social groups within the same ethnicity5 . For
instance, the Tuareg do not recognize themselves as belonging historically to a unitary ethnic group,
but to inherently different castes6 . Tuareg ethnic fractions Imghad, Idnane and Chamanamas are
subordinated to the nobles belonging to the Ifoghas clan from the region of Kidal, who have been the
aristocratic élite since (and thanks to) the French colonization (Boilley 1999; Bourgeot 1995; Claudot Hawad 2013; Lecocq 2010); while among the Moors, or Arabs, the Kounta of the Gourma-Rharo us
have traditionally dominated over the Lamhar from the region of Tombouctou, and the Tilemsi from
the region of Gao (Scheele 2009; 2012). Similar partitions can arguably be stretched to other ethnic
groups7 . Vertical inequalities, and the identities they give birth to, need to be considered as social
constructs and not pre-given entities, just as much as the horizontal ones. According to some
reconstructions, for instance, the split between the Kounta and the Tilemsi is surprisingly recent: «the
two groups were not considered divided until 1979, the year of the death of Badi Ould Hamama, the
spiritual leader of both communities. Wrangling over the succession led to a split between the Kounta
and Arabs» (Musilli and Smith 2013, 6).
In north Mali’s field, then, essentializing the ethnicity and pretending that it represents, as
such, a risk factor, would be grossly misleading. Throughout Malian history, cross-ethnic alliances
among social peers have been just as frequent as intra-ethnic clashes (Boilley 2013). Polarizatio ns
and rivalries, opposing aristocratic rulers, on the one hand, to their vassals, on the other, are deepseated. For instance, the Kounta and the Ifoghas have often happened to join their forces due to their
common interest in preserving the social status quo within northern Mali's “white” communities.
In the last decades Mali’s central government has been largely incapable to project its power
on the whole of the territory it nominally administers. Hence, Bamako’s rulers have cunningly
exploited the specificities of north Mali’s social structure to ensure the loyalty of potential
challengers, and an overall balance of power among the unruly transnational tribes living and roaming
in the neglected north. Yet, these divide et impera policies spectacularly failed to provide a sustainab le
peace to north Mali. Northern Mali in fact has witnessed a proliferation of rebel armed movements
and jihadists groups which contended to Bamako’s ill-equipped military (Touchard 2013) the state’s
full sovereignty in some parts of the country. Occasional clashes with Mali’s armed forces and
outbursts of violence occurred throughout the years, thereby contributing to the increasing
deterioration of Mali’s government authority, let alone legitimacy, vis-à-vis local populations.
On the concepts of horizontal and vertical inequalities, see namely Stewart (2001); Tilly (1999).
In the 1990s, the review Cahier d’études africaines hosted a harsh intellectual dispute, not devoid of political
implications, about the existence of a “Tuareg nation”, as a whole. See namely Bourgeot (1994) and Claudot-Hawad
(1994).
7 For instance, Sangaré (2016b) provides an interesting analysis of the system of social classes among the Peul, and of
their impact on the security dynamics of central Mali.
5
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The subsequent sections supply evidence to substantiate this view. Here, however, one needs
to emphasize that these developments contributed to the discursive construction of north Mali as an
ungoverned space. Its securitization followed immediately. In June 2004 a USAID study concluded
that the Malian security forces had «limited reach in northern Mali» (cited in Solomon 2015).
Immediately thereafter, Mali was included in the Pentagon’s mapping of danger (Barnett 2004), as
part of the «‘gap’ countries where governance is lacking and terrorism may flourish» (Dowd and
Raleigh 2013, 505). To the extent that ungoverned territories are assumed to provide a safe haven for
extremism, USAID’s and Pentagon’s ascertainment immediately triggered a dramatic escalation of
military deployment in the Sahara, especially in the form of military assistance to Mali. In 2005, the
Bush administration launched the Trans-Saharan Counter-Terrorism Partnership (TSCTP), a 500
million USD plan of joint military trainings involving eleven African countries, including namely
Mali. In 2011, the European Union approved its own Security and Development Strategy for the
Sahel, the first of its kind under the newly created external action service, in order to recast existing
development programs into a clear counter-insurgency strategy backed by massive military and
economic means.
The escalation of poor governance and insecurity culminated in the 2012 full-scale crisis,
when a coup d’état staged by low raking military officers in Bamako eased the conquest of the north
of the country carried out by an alliance of, on the one hand, indigenous Tuareg rebels aiming for
secession, grouped in an armed movement called MNLA (Mouvement National de Libération de
l’Azawad), and on the other of militant Islamists performing the jihad, including AQMI (Al-Qaeda
in the Islamic Maghreb). The forthcoming sections supply further evidence to situate this
development. Following these events, the topos of the insecurity generative potential of ungover ned
territories emerged in Western security discourses as the standard narrative to describe Mali’s
collapse, as well as the perceived Western duty to rescue it, both in the media and in the decisionmaking circles8 . In July 2012, at the peak of the Malian crisis, Michael Sheehan, the Defence
Department’s assistant secretary for special operations, transparently argued about Mali: «We cannot
allow Al-Qaeda to sit in an ungoverned space and have a sanctuary and impunity» (Dozier 2012). In
January 2013, when France intervened militarily to help Bamako repel the insurgents’ advance to the
south, France24 defined the action «a counter strike against the threat of Islamist jihadists using the
inhospitable and ungoverned Malian Sahara as a launch pad for international attacks» (France24
2013). In the same days, while considering options to boost French military intervention in Mali, UK
It is worth noticing, however, that a significant amount of scholarly work has since then been questioning the value of
the reference to “ungoverned spaces” to characterize Mali’s north (and often more in general). This includes: Bergamasch i
(2014); Boas (2014); Briscoe (2014); Dowd and Raleigh (2013); Guichaoua (2013); Roy (2013). In the following sections,
the present research will engage more deeply with the arguments put forward by this literature.
8
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prime minister David Cameron addressed the House of Commons in the following manner: «We must
frustrate the terrorists with our security. We must beat them militarily. […] We must close down the
ungoverned space in which they thrive and we must deal with the grievances they use to garner
support» (BBC 2013).
Despite the absence of a consensual definition of ungoverned space and fragile state among
the scholarly community, it is safe to assume that the above sketched elements, without pretending
to prove exhaustive, suggest that Mali is likely to fall under virtually all existing classifications of the
former. In line with the purposes of the present investigation, then, they contribute to supporting the
choice of Mali, and namely of its troubled northern regions, as an appropriate quintessential case to
in-depth study and process-trace the mechanisms driving security dynamics in ungoverned spaces.

3.1.2 The longue-durée of insecurity
The present section traces the most significant developments which contribute to making sense of
north Mali’s recurrent – almost endemic – instability since independence. Noteworthy, the prevalence
of instability from a longue-durée perspective contributes to emphasizing the validity of the choice
of north Mali as a quintessential case where the security dynamics of ungoverned spaces can be
process-traced.
Consistently with the dynamics introduced above, the civil wars which punctuated Mali’s
history (1962-1964; 1990-1995; 2006-2009; 2012-ongoing) were led namely by the Ifoghas
(sometimes in alliance with the Kounta). The first Tuareg uprising in the 1960s was locally known
under the name of Alfellaga. Available scholarship largely agrees to interpret it as a Tuareg (Ifoghas)
revolt against the newly created independent state of Mali (Boilley 1999; Lecocq 2010). Bamako ’s
socialist

regime,

in fact, set out to implement radical policies supposed to bring about

“modernization”, such as the disruption of nomadism, the forced villagization of rural populatio ns,
the suppression of slavery and the dismantlement of chieftaincies. The revolt broke out in 1962 when,
following the death of the old aménokal (the Tuareg traditional leader) Attaher ag Illi, Bamako
intervened in a dispute about his succession and refused to appoint the new aménokal. The Tuareg
then asked for help to Algeria, but the FLN (Front de Libération Nationale) regime was sympathetic
to Bamako’s socialist authorities, and refused (Boilley 2011). However, the episode speaks volume
both of the regional implications of north Mali’s turbulences, and of the (then-)limited understand ing
of the new postcolonial state logic by the non-state Tuareg rebels. Prevented from the access to foreign
support, the Alfellaga never actually scaled-up, and the shabby insurgents were forced to resort to hitand-run tactics and minor disturbances of the public order, more akin to banditry than to a civil war.
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Yet, Bamako’s repression was completely disproportioned. Half of then Malian army was
mobilized, amounting to more than 2000 men (Lecocq 2010). Captain Diarra, responsible for the
counterinsurgency operations, was nicknamed by the local populations “The Butcher” because of his
unrestrained resort to brutality and indiscriminate violence. His tactics reportedly included the
poisoning of wells, extrajudicial killings of prisoners by dehydration in the desert, and confine me nt
in labor camps till exhaustion (Mann 2014). These measures forced the Ifoghas to negotiate (with the
help of the aménokal’s son, who was reinstated in his role), and eventually the rebels laid down arms.
Albeit short-lived, the brutalities occurred during the Alfellaga left bitter memories on both sides.
Within the Tuareg culture, the past sufferings were seen as a debt of honor that only a proportionate
revenge (egha) could possibly wash away, thereby generating a whole economy of violence (Lecoc q
2010). On the other side of the barricade, it fostered a grossly stereotyped and orientalized reading of
the Tuareg people as inherently stateless, lawless, homeless and rootless 9 . This view was strongly
encroached into both popular perceptions, especially of southern Malians, and within the army more
importantly (Boilley 2013).
In the 1970s and 1980s insecurity in north Mali was particularly conceptualized in terms of
food insecurity and environmental risks. In the framework of Mali’s efforts towards development and
modernity, widespread patterns of unsustainable agricultural and environmental practices, especially
in the inner Niger delta, resulted in a demographic boom accompanied by the rapid depletion of
natural resources, especially in the north (Brachet et al. 2011; Mann 2014). Hence, when the
environmental stresses and droughts of the 1970s and 1980s occurred, thousands of people were left
undernourished, perished, or were forced into exodus. North African countries, and Libya in
particular, represented a privileged destination, since the booming oil economy offered greater
prospects of job opportunities.
Since the 1980s, a new ideology was forged in the refugee camps in Libya. The ishumar
ideology (from the French chomeur, unemployed) mirrored a new collective identity rooted in the
shared experience of exile, and in the sentiment of deterritorialisation. In other words, it implic itly
conveyed an emerging geopolitical imaginary. The first revolutionary organisation of Tuareg migrants
was founded near Tripoli, under the revelatory name of Front Populaire de Libération du Sahara
Arabe Central (FPLSAC, Popular Liberation Front of Central Arab Sahara, emphasis added).
Khadafy sponsored the organization and offered military trainings to its recruits, with a view to
exploiting the Tuareg renaissance for his own ambitions of regional power politics. Klute (2011)

9 This list is loosely based on the sarcastic interview of a former Tuareg rebel leader, Zeidane Ag Sidi Alamine, issued by
the Nouvel Horizon in September 1994 (Lecocq 2010, 293). In it, Ag Sidi Alamine aired the traditional clichés attributed
to the Tuareg in popular and political discourses.
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calculates that 1-3% of the overall amount of Malian Tuareg, i.e. roughly 500-1000 individua ls,
received military training in Libyan camps.
The second Tuareg uprising in north Mali, locally known as Tanekra, erupted in 1990, when
Khadafy expelled 20.000 Malian and Nigerien Tuareg to their respective countries. Incited by the
memory of past abuses, clashes occurred between emboldened and well-armed Tuareg migrants and
unprepared Malian authorities. In a rapidly changing geopolitical environment, the internatio na l
community promptly intervened and sponsored the Tamanrasset agreement of January 1991, which
put a provisional halt to the hostilities. Yet, in March 1991 the military regime of Moussa Traoré,
which had been ruling in Bamako since 1968, was toppled by a democratic coup, and fighting
resumed.
The interpretation of the Tanekra is controversial. One could legitimately claim that it
amounted to an authentic nationalist project, aiming to build a Tuareg unified nation in the middle of
the Sahara under the name of Azawad 10 . However, some leading Tuareg intellectuals attempted to
construct an alternative narrative, fostering the opposite idea that their struggle was to be interpreted
in the framework of the broader civil society fight for democracy, human rights and social
development, that critically contributed to bringing to an end Moussa Traore's longstand ing
dictatorship. «Thus, instead of nationless traitors and dictators, the rebels had been worthy sons of
the fatherland in helping to bring democracy about» (Lecocq 2010, 294).
Whether the Tanekra uprising should be framed in terms of a separatist movement struggling
for independence, or as a citizens' revolt for democracy and human rights, is a matter of longstand ing
and sometimes harsh scholarly debate (Boilley 1999, Bourgeot 1994, Claudot-Hawad 1992 and
1993). Be it as it may, when the signature of the Pacte National in 1992 eventually rejected the
creation of an independent Azawad, old and new grievances immediately surfaced. The rebels’ front
fractured along ethnic lines. The MPLA (Mouvement Populaire de Libération de l'Azawad), headed
by Iyad Ag Ghali and federating the Ifoghas community, significantly dropped the “L” in its name
and became the MPA (Mouvement Populaire de l’Azawad). The Imghad community splintered from
the MPA and rallied behind the newly created ARLA (Armée Revolutionnaire de Libération de
l'Azawad), headed by El-Hadj Ag Gamou. Similarly, north Mali’s Berabish and Lamhar clans of the

Arguably this was the first time that Azawad appeared in a political discourse (Lecocq 2010). According to several
interviews conducted in Bamako in November 2013, Azawad has no other meaning but in local geography, and it
commonly stands for “valley”, basin or pastureland and, to a lesser extent, savannah. It refers to the whole territory crossed
by skimpy streams of water arising in the kel Adagh mountains and down sout h to join in Niger river. Azawad is therefore
both the dry valley connecting Taoudenni to Timbuktu and the area north of Gao. Noteworthy, a geographic region laying
inside the State of Niger, just across the Malian border, is also called Azawagh. The process of social construction of the
Azawad in terms of Tuareg fatherland has been far from straightforward.
10
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Arab community by and large joined the FIAA (Front Islamique de Libération de l'Azawad), while
Peul and Songhay fighters formed their own armed groups, the Ganda Izo and Ganda Koy.
Access to land and water were among the main reasons of contention among armed groups,
and namely between the MPA and the ARLA. In February 1994 MPA's vice-leader and Iyad Ag
Ghali's lieutenant got killed; and the following month, the aménokal of the Ifoghas was briefly
kidnapped. In the end, however, the ARLA was crushed by the MPA with the fundamental assistance
of the Malian army, thereby confirming the longstanding support provided by State authorities to
local aristocracies for the purpose of control and political stability (Lecocq 2010). In March 1996, a
ceremony called La Flamme de la Paix symbolically celebrated the end of the Tanekra.
The temporary suspension of the fights, however, barely hid the fundamental insecurity that
kept on stirring social and political tensions underneath. Reportedly, the Ifoghas ruling families
managed to consolidate an alliance with the Salafist preachers of Pakistani origins, the Tabligh
Jamaat, who settled in the region of Kidal in the late '90s. This contributed to strengthen among local
societies the position of the Ifoghas, whose supremacy is seen as grounded on an alleged religio us
zeal. In those years, north Mali became a breeding ground for radical Islamist ideologies. In the
aftermath of the Algerian civil war of the 1990s, uncompromising Islamist fighters of the GIA
(Groupe Islamique Armé) and the GSPC (Groupe Salafiste de Prédication et Combat) fled the
repression of the FLN and took refuge in the remote and poorly patrolled lands of north Mali (Lounnas
2013). Building on ethnic, religious and linguistic affinities with local Arab communities, jihadist
leaders managed to integrate Malian tribes, including namely the Lahmar and Berabish clans settled
around Lerneb. From here, in the subsequent years they performed terrorist attacks in Mauritania
(Ould Salem 2014), major kidnapping- for-ransom operations in Algeria, Mauritania and Niger
(Callimachi 2014; Daniel 2014), and large-scale smuggling enterprises towards Morocco, GuineaBissau and Libya.
On the one hand, the proliferation of different Islamist groups in the north of Mali stirred the
merger of egalitarian ideologies and movements preaching various forms of resistance to the state
(Bayart 2010). For instance, a significant amount of studies has already been able to shed light on the
Imghad’s progressive radicalization and involvement into trans-Saharan traffics (Boilley 2011, 2013;
Chena and Tisseron 2013; Klute 2011; Lecocq 2010). On the other hand, several scholars concur with
the view that Bamako’s policy of non-intervention and substantial disengagement vis-à-vis the
jihadist armed actors settled in north Mali should be interpreted in the framework of local politica l
and ethnic rivalries (Briscoe 2014; Daniel 2014; Lacher 2012; Morgan 2012a; Scheele 2009; 2012).
By tolerating the alliance between some Lahmar families and the jihadists, Bamako more or less
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overtly undertook to support vassal ethnic groups to balance the dominants’ ambitions to selfdetermination.
Widespread illegality and unaccountable security forces exacerbated existing strains and
provided further opportunities for cross-border clashes. Tensions escalated until in 2006 the third
Tuareg insurgency broke out. In this framework, the leaders of the revolt Iyad Ag Ghali and Ibrahim
Ag Bahanga, both of Ifoghas origins, forged innovative tactics, including kidnapping-for-ransom and
supply of armed escort to criminal networks, which proved particularly successful were subsequently
to become a common practice. However, the 2006 uprising was short-lived, bloodshed was limited,
and the Algiers peace agreement was signed in July that year. Yet the agreement enshrined some key
provisions were to exert a considerable impact on the regional security in the subsequent years.
Firstly, Mali’s military presence in the north was significantly reduced, and de facto confined into the
barracks of major towns. Secondly, the Algiers agreement promised to channel a very substantia l
amount of aid resources to develop north Mali, with the support of the international community.
From this perspective, the resort to armed violence in north Mali could be seen as a way to
extract a greater share of the national resources from Bamako’s government (Bourgeot 1995; Boille y
2011) and to preserve one’s social privilege. Traditional leaders and their aristocratic clans, in fact,
forged for themselves the role of the intermediaries (Husken and Klute 2010) between outsiders
(foreign donors and NGOs, but also government’s officers from Bamako) and insiders (the local
population). Under the pretext to protect the latter and foster regional peace, aristocratic local big men
managed to make themselves indispensable by redistributing rents to patronized networks of clients.
In this way, disenfranchised tribal chiefs succeeded to expropriate, decentralize and privatize key
state functions. All this occurred with the tacit approval of the central government, who was forced
to rely on the nobility to consolidate its own – limited – grip on the northern regions (Husken and
Klute 2010).
One can interpret in this sense the unaccountable and un-transparent management of
international aid resources secured by Mali (and Mali’s rebels) after each stage of the civil war (see
for instance

Bergamaschi 2014). As repeatedly observed, within

neopatrimonial

settings,

international aid programs can be easily filtered and perverted to help unaccountable local élites to
extend their hold on the reins of power (Reno 1998, 2014; Sindzingre 2012). In Mali, in fact, they did
little to support the construction of something akin to a Weberian “rational” governance, i.e. a durable
administrations based on capillary tax collection and accountable public spending (Bergamaschi
2014; Briscoe 2014; Davis 2014; Sagot-Duvauroux 2013)11 .

Some scholars put forward the view that these neopatrimonial mechanisms reproduce, at a global scale, the same logic
of protection and extraction observed by Tilly in the internal sphere of power consolidation (see for instance Médard
11
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These mechanisms have been in place also in Mali, and especially in its “marginal” north. A
geopolitical analysis of international aid, which nevertheless does not neglect micro-level social
practices, might demonstrate that a peripheral position vis-à-vis the centers of aid’s negotiation and
management – i.e. the recipient country's capital – puts intended beneficiaries in the position of the
last link in a long chain of abuses, bribery, embezzlement and corruption. This skims significa nt
amounts from the initial sum and severely undermines the impact of aid. Yet, it contributes to
consolidating the networks of clients grafted onto these practices, from the capital to the peripheries.
International programs of development aid and military support have thus resulted in the insulatio n
of Mali’s authorities from the need to acquire legitimacy vis-à-vis their own citizens in order to extract
more resources. The lack of meaningful internal and external constraints has had the potential to
insulate local leaderships, frustrate accountability and turn the state apparatus towards non-responsive
repressive policies aimed at maximizing protection/extraction, irrespective of local and internatio na l
legality12 .
Cantens and Raballand highlight the extent to which the long-standing mis-management of
north Mali, including «a certain laxity on the part of some members of the Malian governme nt»
(Cantens and Raballand 2016, 12), has contributed to progressively entrenching insecurity in the field.
Interestingly, however, the full-scale military and political crisis which erupted in 2011 was largely
unexpected. Until then, in fact, the international community had been considering Mali as the
exemplary bon élève of the neoliberal governance (Bergamaschi 2014; Mann 2014). The continuo us
oscillation between perceptions of fragility and perceptions of security thus supplies further evidence
for an empirically-rich research into the link between ungoverned spaces and (in-)security, and
reinforces the choice of Mali as a suitable case-study to this end.

3.1.3 North Mali in crisis

1995). The adoption of a longue-durée perspective, that goes from ancient Chinese emperors to the contemporary Western
hegemony (Neumann and Wigen 2012), suggests that prospective rulers of the international system are encouraged to
turn a blind eye on the illicit (vis -à-vis international norms) conducts of their (state-)clients provided that the latter uphold
the former’s priorities in terms of international security in their neighborhood. This is why such mechanisms are more
likely to occur at the margins of the “empires”, thereby reproducing the oft-noticed fluctuating dynamics between nomadic
unruly barbarians and sedentary societies (Chaliand 1995; Deleuze and Guattari 1980; Galy 2008; Van der Pijl 2007).
From this perspective, Afghanistan’s President Karzai can be said to be acting as if he had to persuade his “imperial
masters” that he is the best-equipped to maintain internal peace among his own “barbarians”, while simultaneously
granting to his fellow citizens the redistribution of a conspicuous protection rent extracted from the external empire
(Neumann and Wigen 2012). I argue that a similar conjecture can be stretched to the case of Mali, due to its constituent
liminality.
12 Tilly (1985) and Menkhaus (2006) have further corroborated this view, by providing – respectively – a deductive
approach and an empirical example to it.
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The empirical evidence upon which the present research is based largely refers to the political and
military crisis13 which unfolded in north Mali since 2012. As it was put forward in the methodologica l
discussion of the preceding sections, I argue that such crisis is precisely a manifestation of the (in)security mechanisms prevailing in north Mali’s ungoverned spaces. In other words, the crisis which
erupted in 2012, and the armed conflict which ensued, should be interpreted as the symptom, not the
cause, of north Mali’s security dynamics. From this point of view, one could claim that an in-depth
analysis of the dynamics of north Mali’s armed conflict (including its causes and consequences
observable so far) provides a sort of natural experiment (Kalyvas 2009) in which the inner workings
of ungoverned spaces’ (in-)security dynamics can be studied. One could hardly identify, in fact,
another case in which the reach of a state’s formal apparatuses – political authority and security forces
above all – has been completely absent during several years from an area almost as large as France.
This section, then, aims to provide the reader with a quick overview of the most salient actors,
events and turns which have been constellating the recent history of the armed conflict in north Mali,
form the origins to the end of the year 2015. The elements sketched herein – albeit hardly new –can
be crucial for a proper understanding of what follows. Luckily enough, several comprehensive reports
have been already put forward, and the narrative of the events’ historical evolution is fairly well
established and uncontested (Cantens and Raballand 2016).
While several structural factors contributed to preparing the ground for the eruption of the
armed conflict in north Mali, a crucial turning point was undoubtedly represented by the collapse of
the Khadafy regime in Libya in late 2011. Several hundreds of Malian Tuareg, who had been
repairing, living and working in Libya for several years under the protection of Khadafy (Lecocq
2010), fled Libya’s civil war during the summer 2011, most of them from Bani Walid, and came back
to Mali. Some of them were carrying with themselves the light as well as heavy weaponry they used
to fight beside Khadafy. These included, among others, Mohamed Ag Najim – former colonel of the
Libyan army in charge of the border protection in the southern province of Fezzan, who reportedly
accessed Mali with 400 fellow combatants, rocket launchers and armoured vehicles (Chena and
Tisseron 2013) – and Ibrahim Ag Bahanga – former Malian rebel fled in Libya since 2009, who
allegedly died while on his way back to Mali, in August 2011, due to a car accident. Facing the sudden
inflow of potential insurgents armed and trained, and too well aware of the limited capacity of the
How to qualify the events which have occurred since then is already a contested choice, as it represents a politically
charged move, even more if one adopts the lenses of critical security discourse analysis. Malians often refer to this
troubled historical phase with the expression of "les évènements” (the events), which is just as much elliptical as it aims
to be morally neutral (but also politically dismissive). The concept of “armed conflict” is also available in local discourses,
and will often be preferred herein. The notions of “civil war”, “war” tout court, “armed insurgency”, “liberation struggle”,
“Tuareg insurrection” and “armed banditry” have also been employed, both in the media and in the framework of the
interviews conducted for the present research. Yet, these labels are way less widespread and often reflect partisan
approaches of those who employ them, thereby conveying entrenched – and often outspoken – biases.
13
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state’s standing army, Mali’s authorities adopted a policy of mediation rather than of direct
confrontation, and the rebels’ arms were not immediately seized (ICG 2012) 14 .
As recalled earlier, North Mali’s Tuareg had been claiming different forms of recognitio n,
self-governance or autonomy vis-à-vis Bamako on several occasions throughout Mali’s history. The
massive inflow of “Libyan” fighters seemed to provide an excellent opportunity to refurbish and
relaunch the Tuareg’s struggle15 . Thus, in mid-October 2011 a major conference was organized at
Zakzak, in the mountains of north Mali. It was attended by traditional leaders, civil society
organizations and former combatants from Mali’s north, with a noticeable (and probably
unprecedented) effort to stretch the meeting’s constituency beyond the core identification with the
ethnic Tuareg cause. Participants reportedly agreed that it was high time to secede from Bamako, and
create an independent state in the north – to which the name of Azawad would be attributed 16 . The
MNLA was born. It immediately adopted a classical nationalist “liberation- front” rhetoric, and
announced «its intention to use “all the necessary means” to end Mali’s “illegal occupation of
Azawad”» (Mc Gregor 2012, 43). Bilal Ag Achérif was nominated MNLA’s political Secretary
General, and Mohamed Ag Najem the military commander in chief.
The meeting was reportedly attended also by Iyad Ag Ghali, a prominent Tuareg leader from
the ruling clan of the Ifoghas. Ag Ghali had been the charismatic leader of the MPLA (Mouvement
Populaire de Libération de l’Azawad), an armed faction which took part in the Tuareg rebellion in
the 1990s, and eventually lie down arms and signed up the Tamanrasset Agreement and subsequent
Alger Agreement. The preservation of the Ifoghas privileged status within Mali’s patronage politics
– as it will be discussed below – had been reported then among the reasons which motivated Ag
Ghali’s negotiated surrender (Lecocq 2010). Be it as it may, when Ag Ghali offered himself to become
the new leader of the MNLA, he was considered untrustworthy and pliable to Bamako’s agenda, and
his application was rejected. Ag Ghali, who in the meantime had been converted to Islamic Salafis m,
then decided to boycott the MNLA and founded his own religiously inspired movement, Ansar- Dine
(Morgan 2012).

Rumours reported, however, that an opaque deal was struck in those days in Bamako: the administration of thenPresident Amadou Toumani Touré liberated the Arab businessman Ould Aweinatt, who was serving a prison sentence for
international drug trafficking due to his alleged involvement in the Air Cocaine scandal, and appointed him to invest his
considerable resources to equip an Arab-based militia tasked to balance the Tuareg insurgents.
15 The extent to which the crisis of 2012 represents a continuation or a radical reconfiguration of the historical struggle of
Mali’s Tuareg is debated. For a scholarly contribution to this discussion see Raineri and Strazzari (2015).
16 The term Azawad originates from Saharan vernacular geographies , and it commonly stands for valley, basin,
pastureland or, to a lesser extent, savannah. The choice of such toponym is explicitly indebted to the Tuareg political
culture, to the extent that Tuareg is said to literally mean “the inhabitant of the valley” (Claudot-Hawad 2013). However,
in local parlance the word Azawad refers to the whole territory crossed by skimpy streams of water arising in the kel
Adagh mountains and down south to join in Niger river, thereby including a geographic region laying inside the territory
of neighbouring Niger, just across the Malian border, also called Azawagh.
14
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Apart from Ag Ghali’s leadership, Ansar-Dine’s goals were not particularly clear, nor it was
its relation with the MNLA. Speculations abounded, instead, about the movement’s constituency. On
the one hand, family17 and ideological connections made a very porous border between Ansar-Dine
and AQMI’s (Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb) katibats, the Islamist fighters affiliated to Al-Qaeda
who had settled in north Mali since the early 2000s and built up strong connections with the Tuareg
Ifoghas clan (Ould Salem 2014; see also next chapter). On the other hand, some analysts suggested
that the movement might have been initially boosted through the covert cooperation of Algeria
pursuing a policy of divide et impera (Ammour 2015; Chasdi 2013).
On 17th January 2012 the MNLA attacked the city of Ménaka. Mali’s security forces,
including the army and the gendarmerie, fled without fighting and the city was quickly conquered.
The armed conflict in the north of Mali had thus begun. While military installations and public
buildings symbolizing the state were pillaged, civilians were reportedly not targeted. The MNLA’s
chain of command in the field was also revealed, whereby at every level of the military hierarchy a
Libyan veteran was flanked by a defector of the Malian army who had joined the MNLA. On the
following day, the towns of Tessalit and Anguel’hok, in the region of Kidal, were also attacked. In
Anguel’hok, however, the Malian army resisted until the 24 th January, when the town was eventually
conquered leaving several tens of Malian soldiers on the ground. The support provided by Ansar Dine to the MNLA (and to the former by AQMI, according to some reports) was allegedly crucial.
A video was circulated in the following weeks showing the defeated Malian soldiers being
slaughtered by the insurgents. It stirred widespread emotions and resentments in the country, as
according to widespread rumours – probably not unfounded – Malian foot soldiers were sent to fight
with inadequate equipment, lacking of ammunitions and in some cases of shoes, against brutal
enemies with vastly superior weaponry. In the meantime, the same rumours added, military and
political hierarchies were comfortably sheltered in the barracks and the palaces to enjoy the dividends
of diverted public funds intended for military investments (Bergamaschi 2014; Briscoe 2014;
MacLachlan 2015; Sana 2013). Protests and demonstrations occurred in the subsequent months, in
which coalesced and merged numerous grievances against the corrupt regime of Mali’s thenPresident Amadou Toumani Touré (ATT) (Survie 2014). The widespread social mobilizatio ns
ultimately led to a coup d’état, on 22nd March 2012, led by rank and file soldiers, which toppled ATT.
The disgraced President managed to escape to Senegal, and a provisional military junta was installed
under the leadership of the army captain Amadou Sanogo.

One of the leaders of AQMI in the region of Kidal was reportedly Abou Abdelkarim (called “Le Targui”, the Tuareg),
Ag Ghali’s cousin.
17
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According to all accounts, the coup d’état was largely unprepared and expressed more the
frustrations of large sectors of Mali’s society, including the military, than a clear agenda. Regiona l
and international powers condemned the coup, and the USA and the EU immediately discontinued
their military assistance to Mali. With the subversion of the military hierarchy and amid politica l
turmoil in the country, the remnants of the Malian army, already overstretched and faltered because
of the MNLA’s attacks, eventually collapsed in less than one week. On 30 th March the MNLA
conquered Kidal, the Tuareg historical stronghold. On 31 st March it was the turn of Gao, north Mali’s
largest city, which suffered a combined attack from the MNLA and Ansar-Dine. Timbuktu fell on 1st
April. The subsequent day the leaders of AQMI’s Saharan katibats Mokhtar Belmokhtar and Abou
Zeid reportedly gathered here alongside with Iyad Ag Ghali and the local representatives of the
MNLA to discuss the prospective political assets of north Mali18 . With the conquest of the three
regional capitals of Mali’s north, and that of the cercle de Douentza – in the region of Mopti – which
occurred on 4th April 2012 (IGC 2016), the territorial ambitions of the MNLA were fulfilled, and the
independence of Azawad was proclaimed unilaterally on 6 th April19 .
Despite the MNLA’s rhetoric, however, the Tuareg dominance within the movement and the
newly created state was immediately apparent, and much resented by the population of “Azawad”, of
which the Tuareg represent less than 10%. In the subsequent months, then, while the diplomatic
efforts of the international community continued to figure out a possible solution for north Mali’s
crisis, the power balance within the Azawad itself soon proved to be extremely fragile and communa l
fissures began to emerge. Arab communities in the city and region of Timbuktu soon gathered the
veterans of the Arab faction who fought in the 1990s for the FIAA (Front Islamique Arabe de
l’Azawad) and formed a militia to protect their own interests, especially rooted in cross-border trades
and smuggling. The FNLA (Front National de Libération de l’Azawad) was thus formed, although it
soon changed name into MAA (Mouvement Arabe de l’Azawad). According to some prominent Arab
Interview with prominent Arab politician from Timbuktu, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
The evidence collected in the framework of several Interviews with CBOs from Gao, conducted in Bamako in
November and December 2013, have been instrumental to reconstruct some crucial aspects of this “historical” moment .
MNLA militants were tasked to summon the population of Gao to convene in front of the Palais du Gouvernorat, the local
symbol of Malian State power. Since the call came alongside with the promise to refill scooter's tanks of the participants,
local youth was particularly dynamic and massively joined the meeting. Bilal Ag Achérif came out of the balcony, dressed
up with Tuareg traditional suit, and greeted the audience with the wishful image of the rising sun illuminating the new
bright days that the historical event was announcing: «Good morning Azawad!». He spoke Tamasheq, a language that
about 10% of Gao residents could actually understand, so that the idea of liberation from a foreign occupation initially
appeared quite unconvincing. Ag Achérif reportedly stressed that the Tuareg had liberated “them” (i.e.: the broader
population of northern Mali) because they «naturally belong to a race of warriors», and therefo re will find mutually
fruitful arrangements with other local communities «naturally endowed with other skills, and leaning towards
administration and labour». The social and political division along ethnic lines so sketched immediately reactivated
among the audience longstanding mistrust and fears due to alleged racist prejudices affecting namely the Tuareg
community. The frequent calls to peace that followed, and the repeated attempts to explicitly dispel any fears over an
eventual re-introduction of slavery, rather than reassuring the population, had come to have the opposite effect, thus
reinforcing a widespread anxiety among other social groups in Gao .
18
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leaders from Timbuktu sympathetic with the MAA, the movement was significantly supported by the
regional powers, including Algeria, Mauritania and Mali, as well as by AQMI20 .
In Gao, instead, the MNLA soon appeared to reproduce the same – if not worse – patterns of
mismanagement, bad governance and corruption of which “Bamako” was accused, stirring
widespread popular protests. This situation favoured the build-up of the MUJAO’s (Mouvement pour
l’Unicité du Jihad en Afrique de l’Ouest, or Jamat Tawhid Wal Jihad Fi Gharbi Ifriqiyyah) politica l
role. Preaching the intransigent application of the shari’ah law and boasting no interest in the creatio n
of a new state, the MUJAO – a movement born in late 2011 which had been until then dedicated
mostly to kidnapping- for-ransom and drug smuggling (Daniel 2014) – soon managed to attract several
social strata dissatisfied both with the MNLA, and with the overall social cleavages entertained by
patronage networks and traditional hierarchies in Mali, including Peul pastoralists (ICG 2016b),
Bellah farmers (Lebovich 2013b), and Arab traders and smugglers (Briscoe 2014; Lacher 2012;
Raineri and Strazzari 2015; Tinti 2014). By the end of June, the MNLA was ousted from Gao amid a
popular uprising ridden by the MUJAO 21 . Bilal Ag Achérif was evacuated in helicopter to
Ouagadougou,

thereby raising widespread speculations about the movement’s internatio na l

connections (Survie 2013). Soon thereafter, the MNLA was eventually evicted from all north Mali’s
major towns.
From July 2012 to the end of the year, then, Azawad was administered uniquely by a coalitio n
of jihadist armed groups, including Ansar-Dine, AQMI and the MUJAO. An informal partition of the
relative spheres of influence, based on each movement’s ethnic and social rooting, was thus
established, whereby the groups were respectively attributed the control of Kidal, Timbuktu and Gao.
The shari’ah law was implemented throughout the whole of north Mali’s territory, albeit unevenly,
and probably more harshly in Timbuktu than elsewhere. Measures adopted and reported included
amputations, stonings and the destruction of Sufi saints’ mausoleums of the Kounta community. This
state of affairs triggered a growing attention of the international community, but negotiatio ns
conducted in the subsequent months systematically ended up in a stalemate, due both to Bamako’s
political instability and to the unpreparedness of Mali’s army. In the meantime, a provisional ceasefire
was consolidated and reinforced Mali’s partition: in the northern territory, claimed under the name of
Azawad, no representative of Bamako’s authority had remained in place.

Information confirmed in the framework of several interviews conducted with prominent Arab leaders from Timbuktu,
conducted in Bamako in November 2013 and November 2014.
21 Although the participation of AQMI is also attested. According to local observers, interviewed in the framework of the
present research in Bamako in November 2013, Osama Belmkohtar, Mokhtar Belmokhtar’s son, aged of 12, also joined
the fights.
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In January 2013 the jihadist coalition broke the provisional cease-fire, crossed the partitio n
line and attacked the cities of Konna and Diabaly, in the centre of Mali. Observers raised several
hypotheses about the possible rationale behind this sudden move (see for instance Kappès-Grangé et
al. 2013), which largely surprised local and international observers. Yet, evidence in this regard is
too scant to be conclusive. Be it as it may, the attack on Konna triggered the prompt reaction of the
international community. Paris obtained from Bamako’s transitional authorities and from the UN
Security Council the authorization to intervene in Mali to repel the jihadists and support the
restoration of peace and security. The UNSC Resolution 2085 and the right to collective self-defence
were invoked by Paris to provide a legal ground to the military intervention, which was called
Opération Serval.
While these legal justifications were subsequently contested and considered quite shaky
(Rouppert 2013; Survie 2013), the uncontested effectiveness of the military intervention proved fatal
to the jihadist coalition occupying north Mali. French special forces prepositioned in Burkina-Faso
intervened with helicopters, while Mirage and Rafale jet fighters took off from France’s mainland to
drop bombs on the jihadists rear-bases in north Mali. In the subsequent days, a “boots-on-the-ground ”
French military mission was authorized to be deployed in Mali, while the Quai d’Orsay diplomatic
network tried to raise a coalition of the willing among Paris’s allies in West Africa. The advance of
French military forces was dazzling: by the end of January, all the main towns in north Mali, includ ing
Gao, Timbuktu and Kidal, were reconquered. Malian unorganized military tried its best to keep up
with the French forces, but did not take part in most of the combats and was initially prevented from
deploying in the region of Kidal. Its contribution was accordingly more political than militar y
(Barrera 2015).
The situation, however, remained highly insecure: instead of directly confronting superior
French forces, most of the jihadists resorted to the traditional nomadic hit-and-run strategy, and fled
disjointedly in all directions to avoid offering an easy target to the enemy. Many took refuge in the
caves of the Adrar mountains, deemed difficult to access, from where they hoped to organize a
stubborn resistance. Search and sweep operations led by the French and by their African allies (first
and foremost Chad, later joined by Burkina Faso, Niger, Senegal, Togo, Benin and Guinée-Conakr y)
went on for several months, and resulted in the disruption of the main military capabilities of the
insurgents, in terms of military hierarchy and material infrastructure. One of AQMI’s main leaders,
Abou Zeid, was also killed. The cost in human lives for the international coalitions was also
considerable: during the clashes with the jihadists in the Adrar mountains, at least 26 Chadian soldiers
lost their lives in a single late-February day (according to the official reports of the Chadian
authorities, although insistent rumours reported much higher figures). In the meantime, terrorist
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attacks targeting both civilians and coalition forces skyrocketed, both in north Mali’s towns and in
the neighbouring countries accused to “collaborate” with the internatio nal coalition. In particular, the
terrorist attack occurred in mid-January on the gas facilities at In-Amenas, in southern Algeria,
claimed by Belmokhtar’s fighters, reportedly left 67 dead, including at least 37 civilians. A few
months later, the MUJAO attacked military and civilian infrastructures in the localities of Arlit and
Agadez, in Niger’s north, resulting in several tens of victims.
The recovery of the north of the country led to remarkable changes in the political landscape
of north Mali’s actors. The MNLA leadership was again propelled at the centre of the political scene,
accordingly to help the French forces to take the North back. Grave flows, however, alleged ly
undermined this cooperation. Local observers reported that, in this framework, MNLA scouts
provided the French with the coordinates of an alleged commando of jihadist fighters, and in the
minutes thereafter French bombers destroyed the target. It turned out, however, that the MNLA’s
indication was deliberately misleading, and that the bombs did not destroy dangerous jihadists, but a
convoy of the MAA, as part of the rivalry opposing the Arab and the Tuareg for the protection racket
of drug smuggling22 .
Moreover, some prominent members of the Tuareg Ifoghas clan who had joined Ansar-Dine,
including the family of the aménokal (the Tuareg traditional leader), opportunistically quit the
controversial movement soon before the arrival of the French, and founded less contentio us
communal groups (whether armed or not, it was initially unclear) aimed principally at their own
political laundering. This is, accordingly, the rationale behind the creation of the MIA (Mouvement
Islamique de l’Azawad) which soon changed its name into HCUA (Haut Conseil Unitaire de
l’Azazwad) (Briscoe 2014). While part of AQMI’s leadership was decapitated by the French militar y
intervention, Mokhtar Belmokhtar – who reportedly managed to escape to Libya – increasingly
reinforced its cooperation with the MUJAO, and more in general with the Arab networks of the
Lamhar of the region of Gao. The birth of the jihadist armed battalion Al-Mourabitoune, who amongst
other things claimed responsibility for the attack at In-Amenas, reportedly resulted from the merger
of some selected elements of Belmokhtar’s katibat with the MUJAO (Daniel 2014; Ould Salem
2014)23 .
This information has been confirmed in the framework of several interviews with local authorities and CBOs leaders
of distinct ethnic origins (including Arab and Tuareg) from the regions of Kidal and Timbuktu, conducted both in Bamako
and locally in November 2014 and November 2015. Some of the sources report that one needs to go back to this episode
to correctly interpret the subsequent scission of the MAA into two factions, one standing on the M NLA’s side, the other
on Bamako’s one.
23 For the sake of simplicity, then, in the framework of the present investigation the deeds of Al-Mourabitoune will be
ascribed to either AQMI or the MUJAO, where possible. Noteworthy, Al-Mourabitoune stands for “the Almoravides”, an
explicit reference to the moor dynasty who ruled on western Sahara, from Marrakesh to Timbuktu, in the 12th century,
thereby conveying a cross -border regional geopolitical imaginary which is of great significance in the framework of the
present investigation.
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The successful military intervention of Serval in the north of Mali triggered the mobilizatio n
of the international community for the forthcoming phases of stabilization,

consolidatio n

(peacebuilding) and reconstruction (state-building). A donor conference was convened in Brussels in
May 2013, which pledged an overall contribution of 3,25 billion euros of aid to Mali. The EU
launched a military training mission to support the reconstruction of Mali’s army. In July 2013 the
UN Security Council launched the MINUSMA (Mission Multidimensionnelle Intégrée des Nations
Unies pour la Stabilisation au Mali), a 11.200 blue helmets-strong robust (Karlsrud 2015) and
multidimensional peace-keeping operation mandated under Chapter VII of the UN charter to use all
the necessary means to stabilize the country. In the meantime, peace talks about the future of the
country were resumed in Burkina Faso with the representatives of the armed groups not unwelco me
to the international community, including mainly the MNLA and the HCUA, (as well as the MAA at
a later stage), and eventually led to the signature of the Ouagadougou peace agreement in June 2013.
In line with the fundamental building blocks of the liberal peace doctrine, the Ouagadougou
Agreement (Accord préliminaire aux élections présidentielles et aux pourparlers inclusifs de paix au
Mali) basically decided upon a consensual roadmap for holding Presidential and legislative elections
across the whole country. Fairly regular electoral competitio ns were actually held24 , against all odds,
in the subsequent months, and resulted in the victory of Ibrahim Boubacar Keita (IBK) at the
Presidential election, and of his RPM (Rassemblement pour le Mali) party at the legislative one.
The restoration of a modicum of security conditions in north Mali, however, was not in sight
yet. Despite the lifting of the arrest warrants against the leaderships of the MNLA, the HCUA and
the MAA – negotiated in the framework of the peace process – armed combats kept on opposing
Tuareg and Arab militias in the north of the country. Furthermore, in line with an oft-notice regularity
of liberal peacebuilding in the context of Africa internal conflicts (Reno 2011), splinter groups and
armed factions began to proliferate (Maiga 2016). In the major towns, terrorist attacks, IEDs assaults,
suicide bombings and targeted executions perpetrated by jihadist movements were on the rise, as well
as kidnapping- for-ransom and hostage taking. In the meantime, Malian political authorities were still
prevented from accessing the city of Kidal. The issue was deeply resented by Mali’s public opinion,
and especially by southerner sovereigntists. Moreover, corruption scandals affecting the new
administration surfaced, and contributed to crippling the legitimacy and popularity of the newly
elected President IBK.

The first round of the Presidential election featured a turnout which was singularly high for Malian standard, slightly
above the 50%. The liberal orthodoxy interpreted this result as the indicator of a refreshing departure from the disaffection
with democracy that the Malians had shown in recent years . Yet, subsequent results, both in the following electoral rounds
and in IBK’s performances, eventually disproved this prediction.
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Aiming to break the deteriorating stalemate of the peace process, the newly appointed prime
minister of Mali, Moussa Mara set out to visit Kidal, something that no political leader “from
Bamako” had had the opportunity to do during the previous two years. In mid-May 2014, the
Ministerial mission he headed to Kidal resulted in a complete disaster. Non-state groups from north
Mali reacted to what they claimed to be «a provocation» and resorted to arm fighting. Violent clashes
erupted and lasted for several days, at the end of which Malian forces retreated completely from the
majority of the towns in the north to the strongholds of Gao and Timbuktu. Kidal, Ménaka, Tessalit,
Anéfis, Tarkint, Anguel’hok, Ansongo and Ber were completely retaken by the rebels, who reportedly
benefited from the support of Ansar-Dine and AQMI (Carayol 2014).
The disappointing outcome of Mara’s mission accelerated existing political processes and
eventually led to a profound reconfiguration of north Mali’s security dispositif. The French missio n
Serval was discontinued and replaced with the multinational anti-insurgent military missio n
Barkhane. This was deployed in five Sahelian countries (Chad, Niger, Burkina Faso, Mauritania, all
of them former French colonies with ongoing strong links to Paris), and tasked to monitor their
respective Saharan territories, and prevent the spill-over of armed insurrections across the region. In
the meantime, Algeria strong-handedly took over the direction of the peace negotiations, thereby de
facto replacing Burkina-Faso’s poor management of the issue (ICG 2015a). Algerians compelled into
two formations non-state Malian actors, who were proliferating in the meantime probably in order to
capture and redistribute the peace dividends. The CMA (Coalition des Mouvements de l’Azawad)
and the Plateforme des Mouvements d’Autodéfense (Plateforme) were thus formed: the latter
comprised non-state armed actors widely seen as Bamako’s proxies (Thiénot 2014b), such as
communal militias like the GATIA (Groupe Armé Touareg Imghad et Alliés), the pro-Bamako
faction of the MAA, the Ganda Koy and the Ganda Izo; the former instead gathered armed groups
more intransigently positioned in favour of Azawad’s independence, or at least some form of
comprehensive administrative autonomy, such as the MNLA, the HCUA, and the remnants of the
MAA.
Only groups pertaining to one of these coalitions were allowed to take part into the Algier s
peace talks. Despite the continued threat they posed to north Mali’s peace and security, jihadist groups
were deliberately excluded25 . This partition, albeit quite abstract, proved successful enough to
considerably reduce the resort to violence among armed actors pertaining to the same coalition. The
It should be stressed, however, and it will be further discussed in the subsequent sections, that the borders among nonstate armed groups have been quite informal and porous, and multiple affiliations abounded. Several interviews conducted
with multiple local observers and international analysists in Bamako , from November 2014 to May 2016, confirmed the
proximity between the HUCA and Ansar-Dine, between AQMI, the MUJAO and both MAAs, or even between the GATIA
and the MUJAO. It is fair to suppose that jihadist movements managed to make their voices heard in t he corridors of the
Algiers’ negotiations, through a well-calculated dosage of duress, coercion, threat and persuasion.
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very strict direction of the Algerian mediation, and the strong pressure from the internatio na l
community, eventually induced Malian non-state actors to accept and sign a comprehensive peace
agreement which recognized an increased administrative autonomy to north Mali’s regions in the
framework of a unitary and secular Malian state. The Accord pour la Paix et la Reconciliation au
Mali, Issu du Processus d'Alger was signed separately by the representatives of the Platform and of
the CMA in Bamako, respectively in April and June 2015.
Extra-coalition violence, however, remained widespread, both during the negotiating phase
and after the signature of the Algiers peace agreement (ICG 2015a). This situation lasted until a long
round of “tribal negotiations” was held in the village of Anéfis, in the Tilemsi valley, in September
and October 2015. Reportedly, the process was ignited by IBK himself (although the pressures of his
international partners are probably to be considered), with a view to tackling the progressive
deterioration of the security conditions throughout the country despite the formal end of the hostilities.
Leaders of non-state groups seized the opportunity, hoping to arbitrate and iron out all the pending
disputes opposing north Mali’s communities.

Indeed, only recognized

tribal leaders and

representatives of non-state armed groups were allowed to join the tribal peace talks, and not state
representatives on their capacity. After a few weeks of intense negotiations, the Anéfis talks
eventually resulted in a tribal peace agreement which stipulated the end of all intra- and intercommunity violence, and the freedom of movement for persons and goods across the whole Azawad.
Interestingly, the Anéfis agreement had been broadly respected by all parties in the subsequent
months. The rationale behind the variable resort to violence among non-state armed groups will be
in-depth analysed and discussed in the forthcoming chapters. I argue, however, that the content of
this agreement, as well as its very wording and the circumstances which led to its adoption, are of
crucial importance for the development of the present investigation, as I will try to suggest in the
subsequent sections.
The resort to violence within and among rebel armed movements who joined the Algiers and
Anéfis peace processes has been progressively curtailed throughout the whole year 2015, and
considerably reduced in early 2016. However, as a last point of the present section, one needs to stress
that terrorist violence and banditry, instead, soared throughout the second half of 2014 and the whole
year 2015. International forces faced systematic attacks by jihadist groups, and the MINUSMA
proved to be second only to UNOSOM in terms of blue helmets’ lives claimed (UN 2016). Ansar Dine managed to effectively interpret longstanding social grievances and recruited among the
disenfranchised Peul youth, thereby forming the katibats Macina and Ben Walid in Mali’s centre and
south (ICG 2016b; Sangaré 2016b). Moreover, terrorist attacks linked to north Mali’s conflict spilledover to other parts of Mali, as well as to neighbouring countries. Attacks claimed by AQMI and
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Ansar-Dine targeted civilians in the recreational hotspots where the advantaged few living in African
cities use to gather in Bamako (March and November 2015), Ouagadougou (January 2016), and
Grand Bassam of Abidjan (March 2016).

3.1.4 North Mali and its region
North Mali has been found to be at the core of prominent regional dynamics, stretching beyond its
own (allegedly porous) borders and encompassing the un-governability of the broader SaharanSahelian region. Far from representing a theoretical shortcoming, I argue that the very peculiar
geographic conditions of northern Mali, largely stretching across the unique setting of the Sahara
Desert, further reinforce its characterization as un-governed space. Indeed, as the previous chapters
briefly suggested, the poorly governed and instability prone Sahara-Sahel region frequently
epitomizes the ungoverned space par excellence in contemporary security discourses.
Yet, the very existence of a “Sahara-Sahel region” is a contested and dynamic concept. The
overlapping and synthesis of the two terms, in fact, amounts to quite a recent discursive constructio n.
On the one hand, “Sahara” is likely to stem from the Arabic word “sahra”, meaning un-cultiva ted,
waste land (Casajus 2011). It is also often associated with the term “badiyya”, wilderness, a term
which also carries a sociological and moral connotation, as it refers to a barbaric place, «abode of
salvages» (McDougall and Scheele 2012, 13), where prevailing moral norms fade. According to
classical Arab thinkers, in the Saharan badiyya a situation of statelessness allows for dangerous
anarchic attitudes to thrive, whereas the lack of legal boundaries is a source of political dis-order and
moral confusion (Scheele 2012). In this sense, Sahara mirrors the concept of “nomadic steppe” in
Western political discourses (Neuman and Wigen 2012). The functional opposition between the
civilized and the barbaric, in which both terms only make sense when referred to each other, has been
characterizing the Saharan space at least since Gellner’s (1969) seminal study on The Saints of the
Atlas, and still holds in the prevailing geopolitical imaginary (Roux 1991).
On the other hand, the term “Sahel” comes from the Arab word “sahil”, shore, and it is
originally employed to describe the area which limits and confines the expansion of the Saharan
badiyya to the south while connecting it to the rest of the African continent. It is only following the
major droughts which affected the area in the 1970s and 1980s that the term Sahel acquired a welldefined and unitary geo-political connotation, due to a shared humanitarian concern. It is in those
years, in fact, that the CILSS (Comité permanent Inter-état pour la Lutte contre la Sécheresse au
Sahel) and the Club du Sahel of the OCDE were created (Mann 2014). The Sahel was then described
as a transitional ecoregion stretching across Africa from the East to the West, characterized by a welldefined pluviometry range (included between 200 and 400mm per year) which distinguishes it from
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the desert areas to the north (less than 200mm of rainfall yearly) and to the sub-humid savannahs so
the south (more than 400mm of rainfall yearly).
This partition, deterministically attributing “natural” fates to regions whose distinctions was
based on supposedly objective characteristics, has remained dominant in regional security studies
(Buzan and Weaver 2003). Conventional geopolitical thinking, in fact, tended to adopt a perspective
implicitly incorporating the traditional view of the Sahara as a natural limes (Kaplan 1994)
performing a sharp separation rather than a structural juncture. A supposedly natural barrier, the
Sahara has been deterministically attributed the “objective” geopolitical fate of a place of
disconnection or a “buffer zone” of weak interaction separating two distinct security complexes
(Buzan and Waever 2003). Building on structuralist theories of IR, this abstract approach fails to
recognize the specificities of the context at stake, which only a more fine-grained ethnographic
observation is able to capture, and views the Saharan spaces as borderlines – rather than connective
borderlands26 – between two different worlds, and namely two separate Africas: a Sub-Saharan black,
“proper” Africa, and a white north Africa.
One may in fact notice that, for instance, the UN regional groupings discriminate the subSaharan Africa region (SSA) from the MENA (Middle-East and North Africa) region. This view
implicitly assumes the Saharan borderlines to work as geopolitical insulators lying at the periphery
of two distinct entities, and fails to recognize the generative potential of the former in terms of
informal regionalism. Similarly, the stress of the EU and US, through dedicated security agencies and
their partner local governments (including Mali’s), to engage in policed “border strengthening”, antimigration, anti-smuggling and anti-terrorism controls along the Saharan borderlines directly stems
from this unsophisticated perspective. This view is further reinforced by the recent approach to
Saharan politics, stirred by the Malian crisis, endorsed by France, a crucial political actor in the area
due to its cumbersome colonial legacy: on the one hand, it relies on the new-born regional grouping
called “G5 Sahel”, which includes Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger and Chad, and thereby
deliberately excludes states located at the northern shore of the Sahara, such as Algeria (despite the
latter’s call for a more comprehensive and trans-Saharan regional grouping). On the other hand, the
recently deployed French-led multi- national military operation, mission Barkhane, is mandated to
prevent the spill-over of “northern” Saharan crises, such as Libya’s, to the “southern” ones, such as
in Mali, and potentially in Niger.
Interestingly, this territorialisation is mirrored in Mali’s dominant vernacular langua ge :
Bambara cosmography (see Pulgram 1976) enshrines a vision of the world as inherently divided up
into the space of the whites (Fara Djela) and space of the blacks (Fara Fina, i.e. Africa by extensio n).
26

The subsequent sections provide an in-depth discussion of these notions
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Significantly, the Bambara language does not know how to classify north Mali’s populations, such
as the Moors and the Tuareg (peaux rouge, the red-skinned) in this horizon, and lacks a specific
political locus for them. The Sahara Desert, that lies in between the two, and where nomadic people
live and roam is, in fact, equated to a-political wilderness. It is therefore politically insignificant, just
as much as it is threatening from a security perspective. It is, in other words, a fully securitized space.
By lying in the middle of the Sahara Desert, in fact, north Mali is often described in terms of a
“security far west”27 , i.e. a lawless area, both by outsiders (such as foreign powers, regional and
international security actors likewise) and by insiders (this is – in fact – the meaning of “Maghreb”,
a notion encapsulated also in the name of one of the most prominent local non-state actors and
in/security providers such as Al-Qaeda in Islamic Maghreb).
This interpretation dates back to Herodotus, who posited the Sahara as the southern edge, the
impassable limit of the civilised world. Noteworthy, Oecumene is the specific word adopted by
Herodotus to define the concept of “civilized world”, whereas the desert is indeed defined as anoecumene, that is: “out of the world”28 and excluded from its common norms, i.e. the nomos of the
Earth described by Schmitt, and the linear non-ambiguous partition of sovereignties (and properties,
as discussed below) it entails29 .
However, in recent years this view attracted growing criticism due to the contributions of
critical anthropologists and geographers (see in particular Retaillé and Walther 2010, 2013; see also
OECD/SWAC 2014) who questioned these apparently self-evident ecological boundaries. Walther
and Retaillé (2010, 11) contend that «the Sahara and the Sahel form a single space of movement
which should be considered as a continuum, something that a territorial approach of states and
geopolitics prevents us from understanding». ICG (2015b) is among the first security-oriented studies
to reflectively adopt a unitary understanding of the Sahara-Sahel region, that is, highlighting the
commonalities and interactions along the north-south rather than east-west axis30 . As already recalled:
«the huge, sparsely populated, impoverished Sahel is affected by growing numbers of jihadi
extremists and illicit activities, including arms, drugs and human trafficking […]. Borders are porous,

Interviews with international security experts, conducted in Bamako in November 2014 and in Dakar in December
2014.
28 It is worth noticing that French troops deployed in northern Mali within the framework of the Serval operation
pleasantly refer to the vast desert space in which they operate as “Mars”. See Barrera (2015).
29 To the extent that Oecumene’s etymology stems from the word oikos, or household, the an-oecumene of the desert may
also be said to refers to the non-oikos, the non-house, i.e. the un-settled land, unfit for sedentary territorialized social life .
Or, in other words, the land of the nomads.
30 However, this understanding risked to prove detrimental to a more sophisticated approach. Under the perceived
commonalities of the newly created “Sahara-Sahel region”, internal differences and specificities were more easily
obliterated, in order to highlight instead the homogeneity and smoothness of the space at stake. The widespread production
of “maps of dangers” highlighting the areas supposedly “under the control” of Al-Qaeda further contributed to fostering
this geopolitical imaginary (Choplin and Pliez 2011; Roux 1991)
27
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government reach limited. Populations and unemployment are soaring. […] Criminal networks
increasingly overrun Central Sahel […] State authority is weak […] thinly populated area only loosely
controlled by national governments represent […] deep sources of its instability» (ICG 2015b, 3).
Due to both its typicality as fragile state, and its peculiarity as geographically unique territory,
it seems legitimate to conclude that North Mali represents a valuable example of quintessential case
where the mechanisms of (in-)security within ungoverned spaces can be promisingly isolated,
process-traced, and studied.

3.2 North Mali as a borderland
One could argue that north Mali’s security and spatial practices, inscribed onto the smooth Sahara n
landscape, seem hardly compatible with «the geometrical abstraction of exclusive territoriality and
linear borders, […] in which discrete sovereign territories are separated by lines and marked by
different colours» (Mezzadra and Neilson 2013, 3-4). This can be attributed to the constitutive
polysemy of meanings enshrined in the notion of borderline, which, as the philosopher Balibar (1997,
79) observes, «performs different functions of demarcation and territorialisation – between distinct
social exchanges or ﬂows, between distinct rights, and so forth».
Critical border scholars have therefore introduced alternative understandings of borders and
boundaries in order to account for these different patterns of territorialisation, and capture the
specificities of the transitional zones of indetermination between inside and outside, belonging and
non-belonging, where sovereignties fade into one another and informal patterns of interaction stand
out31 . Drawing on this literature, Sassen (2006) reframes the discussion by adopting the notion of

Kumar Rajaram and Grundy-Warr (2007) speak of borderscapes, while Parker (2009), drawing on Deleuze and
Guattari’s ontology, emphasizes the heuristic potential of the notion of margins, wh ose implicit openness suggests that
«the identities of entities are continuously being determined and re-determined» (Parker 2009, 28), instead of being predetermined by a sovereign decision, as the Schmittean fiction would have it. Interestingly, in fact , the etymology of
“decision” (de-cidere) conveys the idea of a clear cut separation between options, but also, in a more ontological sense,
between entities and territories. To the same end, several scholars adopt the notion of frontier, including in refe rence to
the Saharan space (McDougall 2012). While the border(line) constitutes a neat edge, performing (in principle) a clear-cut
separation, the frontier describes a hybrid area of overlapping sovereignties allowing for connections. Balibar (1997)
defines the frontier as «espace de partage», thus playing on the double meaning of the French word “partage” both
sharing and split, allocation and communion. According to Galy (2008), throughout the whole African history frontiers
have traditionally performed an attractive function – towards the state’s margins – for marginal(ized) people who could
find herein the opportunity to escape state repression and forge new alliances, with potential destabilizing consequences
at regional level. In other words, the frontier represents an interstitial, semi-independent area (Van der Pijl 2007)
functioning like a transmission belt (Toynbee 1954, 76), or a homeostatic filter of contact.
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borderland to describe the assemblages of actors, norms and spaces specifically occurring in and
across border areas32 .
Interestingly, the historian of the Sahara James McDougall (2012, 82) suggests that «the
Sahara was always a borderland, in the sense of a zone constituted by its multiple interactions with
neighbouring worlds, without which it would be unable to survive». In fact, within north Mali’s harsh
desert environment, it is mobility, not the soil’s productivity, which ensures one’s survival. Scattered
patterns of population and smooth landscapes in which no limit can be firmly traced allow for the full
development of what McDougall and Scheele (2012, 28) qualify as “connectivity”33 , i.e. the
«potentially all-round, sometimes nearly frictionless communication between […] micro-regio ns ».
Interestingly, and further stressing the overall coherence of the theoretical framework of the present
investigation, this approximates the notion of “smooth space” within a Deleuzian ontology: «smooth
space is the space that allows movement in a multiplicity of directions without impediments» (Maskit
2008, 468).
Connectivity is one of the key attributes of borderlands. From this perspective, north Mali
should be interpreted as a busy crossroads and a central node of cross-border trades, while the
perception of marginality would mirror outsiders’ prejudices and views more than a careful
assessment of the qualitative evidence available. Shifting the analytical focus as closely as possible
to the insiders’ perspective (as the interpretivist approach of the present investigation requires, see
Pouliot 2010) allows one to consider Saharan cities (Pliez 2011), stopover towns (Daniel 2014) and
border markets (Scheele 2012), and especially those located in north Mali, as connective nodes
thriving on external inputs and making outer worlds live 34 .
For an alternative understanding of borderlands in terms of “confined space in between states” see namely Diener and
Hagen (2010).
33 Interestingly, the paradigm of connectivity was originally developed with reference to the Mediterranean (Horden and
Purcell 2000). In fact, conventional geopolitical theories and regional studies have been oft en emphasizing – albeit
sometimes from a controversial deterministic perspective – the connective potential of the seas. Such a topos of classical
political thought was nicely expressed in a much celebrated passage of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right: «The sea is the
greatest means of communication, and trade by sea creates commercial connections. […] Rivers are not natural boundaries
of separation, which is what they have been accounted to be in modern times. On the contrary, it is truer to say that they,
and the sea likewise, link men together» (Hegel 1991 par.247, emphasis added). The connective potential of land masses,
instead, has been recognized only to the extent to which the latter could be paralleled to “oceans of earth”. This view is
embedded for instance in the classical geopolitical narratives of the US and Russian frontiers expanding along smooth
prairies, as expressed by Turner for the former case, and Solov ’ev for the latter (see Bassin 1993). Stretching this
conceptualization to the deserts, as the above discussion suggests, provides then an empirical grounding to an otherwise
largely theoretical hypothesis of political thinking which posits the linkage and relative identification between the desert
and the sea. This thread goes from Kant (1991, 106: «the community of men is divided by uninhabitable parts of the
earth's surfaces such as oceans and deserts») to Hegel (2011: «Sahara is a dried ocean»), and from Schmitt (1997) to
Braudel (1979, 171 «the Sahara is the second face of the Mediterranean). In the concluding chapters of the present
dissertation I will discuss the extent to which the mechanism herein identified can be legitimately stretched to interpret
the political dynamics of equally smooth and connective spaces, such as oceans, polar expanses, and virtual spaces.
34 The work of Cosgrove (2007) has popularized the heuristic productivity of these categories in the field human
geography. However, they had been already employed in the field of security studies with a view to identifying vernacu lar
concepts of security, especially in the context of another “ungoverned space” like Somalia (Menkhaus 2006).
32
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The concept of borderline fails to capture the inherent ambiguity of the phenomena unfold ing
in the area under investigation, swinging between enforcement and trespassing, delimitation and
integration, confinement and circulation. Instead, the notion of borderland nicely expresses the
fundamental links between the two sides of the border-line. The present section then supplies a
description of the spatial practices and representations of north Mali’s traditional dwellers, and
focuses on the ruptures and continuities of the changing value of borders. A diachronic analysis of
border practices and representations might contribute to the constructivist research agenda delineated
by Ruggie (1993), and aimed at challenging the territorial assumptions of neo-realism in IR. The
security relevance of cross-border practices performed by non-state actors in a contemporary setting
can help to re-discuss the neorealist dismissive attitude vis-à-vis what they qualified as “primitive ”
forms of non-territorial governance (see also Neumann and Wigen 2012), and to debunk its inherent
teleological bias. Eventually, my attempt to historicize borderlines and to unveil the fiction of the
dichotomies they constitute is in line with Dalby’s (2008) call for a critical geopolitics’ research
agenda aimed at questioning the un-necessary nature of contemporary practices of subjection
(assujettissement) within modern states.
Furthermore, to the extent that north Mali can be characterized as a borderland, the analysis
of the security dynamics unfolding in this framework adds up to the literature analysing the same
phenomena in different case-studies also framed as borderlands, in the guise of a further abutment
probably welcomed to comparatists. These have been including Colombia’s forests (Idler 2013);
Myanmar’ heights (Scott 2009); Liberia’s inland peripheries (Ellis 2006); Georgia's Autonomo us
Regions in the Caucasus (Closson 2010); Kirghizstan valleys (Kaminski and Mitra 2012); and
obviously the so-called Af-Pak borderlands (in particular in Rabasa et al. 2007). On the other hand,
however, the Sahara Desert features unique peculiarities, in terms of environment and landscape,
which differentiate it from other borderlands. Here in fact, just as much as in other nomadic
borderlands worldwide (see Lattimore 1967; Neumann and Wigen 2012) the landscape can hardly
oppose that “friction of the terrain”, in terms of «geographic constraints to the movement of people
and goods», which according to Scott (2009, 44) «set limits to the reach of any landward state».
Hence, this case provides a unique opportunity to test the heuristic value of the categories elaborated
by mainstream IR thinking in the context of desert areas. In this sense, the analysis of Mali’s
ungoverned spaces might represent a potential first step into a more ambitious theorization of the
features of a regional security complex (in the sense that Buzan and Weaver 2003 give to this notion) ,
as well as of desert environments and smooth spaces more in general. The concluding sections of the
present research discuss this view.
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3.2.1 Representations of a mirage: bounded sovereignty in the desert
The present section builds on prominent ethnographic literature and reconstructs the crucial
differences between the geopolitical imaginaries and spatial representations of insiders and outsiders
of Saharan borderlands. From this analysis, it suggests that the notions of borderline, and its
corollaries of political sovereignty and exclusive private property, bear a very limited relevance when
it comes to interpret the most significant spatial representations available in north Mali.
A large amount of scholars, intervening from different perspectives (Ruggie 1993; Solov’ev,
in Bassin 1993; Van der Pijl 2007, to cite but a few), agree that the notion of border (linear, exclusive),
as analytically distinct from undetermined, transitional, or fluid spaces, was originally introduced at
the beginning of the industrial era, with reference to the phenomenon of the enclosures described by
Locke, and by Marx after him. These required to establish clear-cut and indisputable bounds of
distinct territories in terms of linear borders, which were considerably different from the fading limits
of the overlapping authorities and legacies of the feudal era. Private land ownership and sovereignty
are thus considered as parallel political phenomena, inasmuch as they both establish exclusive rights
and dominion over clearly defined territories, including the right to exclude outsiders, inscribed
within linear boundaries.
As Carl Schmitt (2003) observed, however, unstable landscapes, unsuitable for agriculture,
seem inherently unfit to sustaining the geometrical design of firmly established bounds (that one
could define as striated space, borrowing Deleuze and Guattari’s own terms), as well as the
indisputable private allocation that each intertwined tile of the terrestrial mosaic is ordained to
undergo. Given its implicit reliance on the assumption of unlimited productive land, the Lockean
modern paradigm of enclosures-based bounded statehood (see also Jahn 2007) seems utterly
inappropriate to describe the most meaningful features of north Mali’s security.
Contra the alleged self-evident attributes of borderlines in the international system,
ethnographic researches focusing on north Mali’s tribal communities confirm instead that the local
notion of border, whether public or private, features «elastic contours, constantly interacting with the
geographical, ecological and human environment, which matches badly with the “square of fenced
land” of fixed, immovable, intangible borders, corresponding to the territoriality of modern states»
(Claudot-Hawad 2008, 51). Land “ownership” and territorial regulations in north Mali’s Sahara have
been traditionally ruled according to the institution of the droits de passage (rights of way), which
assigns every social unit to a given area. Here, social groupings enjoy a priority right to exploit the
area’s (limited) natural resources, compensated by a symmetrical duty to guarantee the reproduction
of the latter. Borders and sovereignties shift in space following a time-bound mechanism: «unlike the
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private land ownership which applies the concept of usus and abusus in most modern states, the soil
itself is not subject to exclusive appropriation. […] Once the resources of the lean season are
consumed by the beneficiaries, the boundaries are blurred, prerogatives on territories are annihila ted
and the land becomes vacant: any group can cross or settle temporarily in these areas» (Claudot Hawad 2008, 57). The creation of a rigidly bounded space is seen as a violent act of exclusion, thereby
corroborating the findings of recent critical scholarship (Elden 2007a).
According to local customs, then, borders are a dynamic concept, insofar as they are
temporarily and spatially shifting. Interviewed for the present research, a former Tuareg rebel now
integrated into the Malian administration puts it like this: «In our culture, the land is given in common
to the whole community to share. None has the right to keep me out, nor the right to deny me the
authorization to graze my cattle. Nevertheless, it is my duty to ask the permission to do so. It is the
same with the droits de passage, which is a tribute paid to the locals so that they grant your protection
on their territory. In fact, it is not a right; it is a matter of respect and recognition. It is about
acknowledging local leaderships»35 . Unlike land ownership and sovereignty, the droits de passage
do not include the right to exclude outsiders: «trespassing does not exist because of the absence of
land that has been divided up and legally distributed» (Lecocq 2010, 113). Similarly, the fee that is
demanded is indeed symbolic, and its amount negotiable. It therefore amounts to a moral and social
obligation, which varies according to one’s individual relationships of recognition.
Indeed, in a context where the land abounds, but labour force was in short supply (Grémo nt
2012), power has been traditionally exerted and experienced more in terms of personal bonds and
control over people, than of territorial sovereignty and control over a bounded territory. Within Arab
genealogies, for instance, a well-branched family tree, distributed in space and deepened over time,
is a key indicator of one’s social prestige (Scheele 2012). Interestingly, a genealogical approach to
identity significantly departs from the Western view. Genealogies, in fact, feature continuo us
linkages, not discrete sets. Western identities are based on bounded groups, whereas the elements
inside are by definition identical to each other, and radical otherness separates the ones outside.
Within genealogies, instead, positions are individual, not collective; all the elements are virtually
related to each other, no one is identical to anyone else, and differences are a matter of degree, not of
radical breaks36 . The binary dichotomy of belonging and non-belonging, then, does not apply here.
Interestingly, Hall (2013) contends that this view of power has been shared by all the
subsequent political formations which were influenced by the Arab culture in the Saharan space,

Interview with former Tuareg rebel, conducted in Bamako in November 2013.
Mann (2014) recalls that, in the case of Mali, the introduction of the very concepts of citizen and foreigner is the result
of a state thought.
35
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including the Songhay and the Peul empires. Similarly, among the Tuareg, individuals and groups
capable to branch out to different communities and roam across the “interstitial space” traditiona lly
occupied the top hierarchical positions, while fixity and spatial rootedness were seen as degrading
(Claudot-Hawad 1996). From this point of view, it seems safe to conclude that the idea that
sovereignty amounts to a node of relations within a social network, more than to exclusive territoria l
domination, is not an anthropological oddity of a singular ethnic group; instead, it was part of a shared
cultural background rooted in local practices which cut across different ethnicities and different
centuries with a significant degree of continuity.
Building on this perspective, Reitano and Shaw (2014, 9) confirm that up to now in north
Mali’s borderlands «people do not view themselves as citizens of a country, but more as members of
specific sub- or trans-national social entities (kin, tribe, ethnicity or village). It is these entities that
provide the nexus of order, security and basic social services». Similarly, A similar view is expressed
in the following quote, taken by ethnographers working on the security perceptions of north Mali’s
communities: «Unlike other communities, those living at the borders can procure any goods
(including food, household appliances and clothes) through traffics. We are both served by Mali and
its neighbor, Mauritania. We benefit from both cows’ milk, whereas if you live inside a country, you
buy all commodities at an exorbitant cost, since everything is imported in Mali, and therefore
expensive. Mali and Mauritania are inseparable in our lives» (Sangaré 2016a, 31).
Within these peculiar assemblages of north Mali borderlands’, all the fundamental concepts
of IR theory, such as sovereignty, identity, power and legitimacy, do not apply straightforwardly and
undergo a fundamental twist. Power relations are not based on territorial control, but on the flows and
movements granting one’s access to the resources of a deterritorialised network. It is the scope, stretch
and width of one’s social network to determine his/her social status. Conversely, isolation and inward looking attitude, which in the Western tradition have often been among the attributes of sovereignty,
are seen here as degrading and implying social marginality. However, family bonds and kinship are
not accounted for in Mali’s legal structure. As a result, they often fade into extralegal economic
interests performing activities of extraction and protection. Noteworthy, the adoption of this
perspective to the study of north Mali’s Saharan ungoverned space emphasizes the idea that
significant patterns of more or less unauthorised and repressed flows of trade, smuggling and
trafficking are less an anomaly deserving explanation than the rule demanding to be understood (see
also Hudson 2014). The forthcoming sections supply further evidence to substantiate this view.

3.2.2 Borders and state differential: from threat to opportunity
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The French conquest of the Sahara took place at the turn of the 19 th and 20th century. In line with the
predictions of critical geopolitics, the French immediately undertook a cartography of the newly
annexed regions, understood as a key tool of domination. Casajus (2011) reports that to this end
French authorities extensively relied, at least in first place, on Leo Africanus’s Description of Africa,
dating back to 1550. Interestingly, Leo Africanus collected travellers’ and merchants’ reports, most
of which were of Arab origins, and then tried to present this empirical data extracted from individ ua l
experiences from an “objective” zenithal point of view, which he borrowed from the Ptolemaic
approach to geography. It is precisely based on Leo Africanus’s methodology that French
cartographers traced the “natural” borderline dividing up Algeria and Mali in 1850. Insiders’ and
outsiders’ perspectives were thus smoothly combined, with little – if any – interest for the potential
dichotomies opposing “scientific” spatial representations to vernacular spatial practices.
Claudot-Hawad’s (2008, 51) claim that «territoriality of modern states is often felt by the
nomads as stuffy, mutilating and destructive» is therefore doubly true. In a more trivial sense, because
the creation and enforcement of new borders severely constrained local dwellers’ freedom of
movement, with a major impact on their political economy and forme de vie. It has been calculated
that in a few decades the range of authorized nomadic circuits decreased from 8-900 km to less than
100 km (ibid.). The Tuareg cultural production of that time explicitly mirrored the widespread
feelings created by this state of affairs. The oral archive, made out of poems and songs, conveyed a
geopolitical imagination where figures of fragmentation and dissociation abounded, including the
texture torn apart, the shredded tent, the country teared into stripes, the dismembered body, the
unstitched desert, and so forth (Claudot-Hawad 2013). From a more theoretical perspective, however,
the creation of borders replaced a vernacular spatiality, based on local practices, with a zenitha l
spatiality, supposedly universal.
Yet, what was initially perceived as threatening and mutilating rapidly evolved into a major
opportunity. «The imposition of national borders, first by colonial regimes and then by independent
nation-states […] has had a powerful effect on Saharan life, less by interrupting regional networks of
interdependence than by restructuring them, as the control of smuggling networks and semi-offic ia l
trade has created new regional power structures that are dependent on borders» (McDougall and
Scheele 2012, 14-15). It could be claimed, then, that the Saharan space is subject to a perpetual, and
possibly never-ending, swing between territorialisation and deterritorialisation. While the reliance on
tribal networks proved instrumental for the initial rise of a thriving smuggling economy, it makes
little doubt that this could not have taken place without the territorialization introduced by the new
state borders, weakly enforced.
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The collapse of the colonial system and the progressive entrenchment of the post-colonia l
system of states further nourished these dynamics. Newly created regional states, in fact, adopted
diverging economic and border policies which resulted in the establishment of an uneven playing
field. One could schematically summarize it as follows: on the one hand, states lying on the northern
shore of the Sahara, such as Algeria and Libya, exploited their significant mineral wealth in order to
finance generous programmes of public subsidies targeting goods of wide consumption, such as fuel,
foodstuffs and textiles. While raising standards of livings and social controls contributed to the
longstanding survival of authoritarian regimes in north Africa, on the other hand these policies
nourished a thriving illegal smuggling economy of subsidized goods towards the Sahelian countries,
and namely towards the latter’s isolated northern regions, way less well-off in terms of economic
development and access to basic goods. The fraud (“al-frud” in local parlance) was born.
Significant private fortunes were accumulated through this fraudsters’ economy. In the
meantime, the constant flow of black funds generated by these illicit economies contributed to
establishing and running conspicuous networks of patronage politics, rooted in the (mis-)manage me nt
of north Mali’s borders, and stretching as far as the capital city. Public authorities, in fact, often
preferred to turn a blind-eye on these activities, hardly perceived as threatening, and instead
undertook to extract protection rents on a private basis (Scheele 2009; 2011)37 . Formerly created
commercial networks, such as the Kounta, were obviously better positioned and initially enjoyed a
significant comparative advantage to exploit the new trading prospects. Thanks to the availability of
capitals, investments were made to purchase “modern” trucks – which in turn contributed to
strengthening the trade monopoly – and foster political allegiances with local tribes, custom officers,
and the new political authorities.
Borders’ embodiment of the “state differential” (Galy 2008) thus represented the primary
economic resource in the region, and the vehicle through which a sort of primitive accumulation of
the capital took place38 . Landlocked and marginal regions of Mali’s north used to be perceived
Hall (2013) contends that this form of rule, based on mechanisms of protection and extraction targeting international
trade in particular, has been prevalent in north Mali since the Songhay empire in the 16th century.
38 This view seems to confirm the results of several different branches of recent scholarly work about borders and spaces,
who move from different theoretical angles and research questions but all converge towards similar conclusions. Critical
border scholars, and namely those focusing on border practices (Mezzadra and Neilson 2013; Salter 2012) have been
putting forward the idea that borders should not be conceptualized as a device which simply blocks and obstructs flows,
but rather as one which articulates them. Borderlines are, in other words, a central and internal element of economic and
social flows, and not the latter’s opposite. As such, border practices are a crucial feature contributing to (de -)constructing
borderlines more than supposedly “objective” materialities. McDougall and Scheele (2012) and Frowd (2014) provided
further empirical evidence to substantiate the appropriateness of this view with specific regard to the Saharan context.
Explicitly building on these findings, recent regionalist literature suggested that the traditional dichotomy of political
geography between a “territorial” conception of space – featuring bounded regions – and a relational one – featuring
regions as a social construct continuously deconstructed by open flows – is misleading. One needs instead to recognize
that the political space is simultaneously bounded and porous, depending on the contextual socio -spatial practices
(Murphy et al. 2015). It follows then that «regional borders are thus not ‘cutting’ social practices in some abstract way,
37
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economically “worthless” wastelands from a modernist developmental perspective. The vernacular
expression “le Mali inutile” referred to the country’s northern Saharan regions nicely captures this
point of view39 . Under this sort of emerging “free trade” shadow regime, they became instead the
core of informal (and often illegal) economic activities. Recent perception surveys confirmed that
even nowadays Mali’s borders make sense to local dwellers especially in terms of «an economic
opportunity related to prices and taxes differential between countries, and to the obstacle it poses to
governments pursuing fraudsters» (Cantens and Raballand 2016, 5). The economic and social
attraction of border areas is emphasized by map 3.1, which shows the proliferation of human
settlements, including cities and informal markets, arisen from the scratch in border-straddling areas
in West Africa; similarly, figure 3.1 points out that local dwellers’ numbers have been growing at a
quicker rate in proximity to borderlines than in the rest of the countries. As a result, borders were
progressively framed by local actors also as an object of struggle, whereby competing imaginatio ns,
practices, definitions and interests overlapped (Cantens and Raballand 2016) 40 .
The renewed political and economic centrality of the borders thus provides an empirica l
confirmation of Balibar’s (2003, 109) famous insight: «borders have moved from being merely the
political edge of territory to being the middle of political space». Furthermore, it echoes the find ings
of critical border scholars more broadly, according to which social entities, and borders in particular,
are not given a priori, but are the objects of struggle, done and undone through practices, and therefore
but rather it is the relational social practices and discourses that produce and reproduce boundaries as part of the perpetua l
region-building process» (ibid., 6). On a similar vein, recent developments in regional studies, focusing namely on shadow
regionalisms (Hettne 2005) and African micro-regionalisms (Soderbaum and Taylor 2008), have been emphasizing the
need to study the way through which informal cross -border practices are deployed within the «fundamental modality of
rule» of neopatrimonialism (ibid., 23). Such an approach is of particular significance for the Saharan context, in which
«connectivity describes the way micro-regions cohere, both internally and with one another» (in McDou gall and Scheele
2012, 28).
39 For an interesting genealogy of this conceptualization of the Sahara Desert see Casajus (2011) and Bouquet (2013).
40 Recent findings in African studies support the view that, notwithstanding a widespread narrative, African borderlines,
and pointedly in the Sahara/Sahel region, are less a source of instability than an economic resource to be preserved, and
therefore a factor of political inertia. Pierre Englebert (2014) convincingly argued that the relatively limited number of
separatist movements in Africa, both successful and attempted, does not depend uniquely on the legal and political
constraints that make separatist options politically less palatable at international level, and namely within the African
Union and the United Nations. Instead, one should attribute this phenomenon to the political power of social networks
benefiting from the economic value of African borderlines, and the constraints they exercise against whomever would
attempt to disrupt such a balance. In a similar vein, Grant recognizes that «the extent of cross -border interaction would
be a strong countervailing force to any secessionist movement» (Grant 2008, 111; se e also Nugent and Asiwaju 1996). In
fact, many scholars (Boas and Jennings 2012; De Koning 2012) pointed out that, in the majority of contemporary African
conflicts, rebels tend to be less concerned with the foundation, secession or conquest of their own state to be run
independently; instead, political violence is said to represent a tool of nego tiations for them to access existing political
networks and cut a greater share in neopatrimonial redistribution mechanisms. For the same reasons, the economic and
political interest for the preservation of existing state differentials, as a major resource for local networks of patronage
politics, has acted against top-down approaches to regionalization sponsored by state authorities (Bach 2008).
Furthermore, historians of modern Africa (Nugent 2012) have been provocatively suggesting that the “scandal” about
postcolonial partitions and border tracings in Africa is misguided by an outdated view of tribes and ethnicity in terms of
essentialized units, which is scientifically unsustainable. The example of the Ewe ’s deliberate partition between Ghana
and Togo recalls that African borders become an economic and political resource of primary importance, due to the
smuggling activities thriving there, even when it cuts across a culturally homogeneous area.
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suggest to better analyse the actual practices of bordering and de-bordering (Mezzadra and Neilson
2013). With a view to penetrating the inner dynamics of the shadow governance driving (in-)security
within north Mali’s ungoverned spaces, the present investigation thus needs to turn to the specific
practices that sustain these networks of patronage politics performing protection and extraction of
resources from cross-border traffics.

3.2.3 Practices of border (mis-)management and patronage politics
It makes little doubt that the specificities of Saharan landscapes, as well as the artificiality and
porosity of the borderlines therein (see map 3.2), have contributed to removing potential obstacles
hindering human mobility and cross-trade smuggling in the region. According to a senior UN officer
in Dakar who is in charge of security policies in the Saharan area, «these are borders by name only.
Geography is the main risk factor, as unchecked frontiers stretch for thousands of kilometres and it is
impossible to control them. Fencing borders here, just like in Ceuta or in Mexico, is simply not an
option, as space is much bigger and virtually infinite»41 . While a significant amount of border posts
and check-points are theoretically enforced by Malian security forces (25 by the gendarmerie, 19 by
the police, and 23 by the douaniers), the largest majority of these are located in the south of the
country (Strategic Capacity Group 2016), or simply exist on paper 42 . Recent interviews confir med
that even before 2012, only two border posts manned by custom officers were operational in the
region of Kidal, one in the region of Gao, and none in the region of Timbuktu. Today, Malians
douaniers strive to control more than 7.000 km of borderline with only 8 border posts permanently
functioning, none of which located in the three northern regions43 . The camel units of the National
Guard (méharistes), theoretically responsbile for patrolling the desert, have been entrusted by the
President Keïta the task of protecting the institutions, so that today 80% of this force’s personnel is
stationed in Bamako44 .
Yet, the loopholes of north Mali’s border management do not simply amount to a sort of
natural destiny imposed by the context’s allegedly “objective” spatial features. Instead, the present
section argues that they result, in first place, from a deliberate policy option endorsed by Bamako’s
authorities. This was aimed at disengaging with the northern frontier in order to let smuggling and
protection economies thrive with a view to pursuing several intermingled political goals45 .
41 Interview with a UNOWA officer conducted in Dakar, October 2014.
42 An assessment conducted in 2014 revealed that not a single post of border control held by Malian security forces was
actually operational between Koro and Labezanga, that is to say along more than 300km of borderline between Mali,
Burkina Faso, and Niger (Danish Demining Group 2014).
43 Interview with high-ranking Malian custom officer, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
44 Interview with high-ranking officer of EUCAP-Sahel Mali, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
45 Yet Bamako’s government harsh repression of smuggling and trading in general, namely performed during the socialist
experiment of the newly independent country, reminds observers that this was not always the case. See Lecocq (2010)
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Since 2000, in fact, Mali’s government endorsed a National Border Strategy rooted in the
notion of “border country” (“pays-frontière”), whose key idea was to «achieve the integration of the
peoples across the borders through an active strategy aimed at fading state borders away» (cited in
Cantens and Raballand 2016, 14). According to several analysts, however, this strategy simply put
on paper what was already tacitly and implicitly practiced on the ground, and rooted in the informa l
social contract passed between Bamako’s authorities and northern dwellers, i.e. to weakly suppress
(and de facto tolerate) the informal trade and smuggling, and allow border communities to benefit
from the revenues and job creation of these activities. According to Bensassi et al. (2015), about half
of the Mali-Algeria trade had been actually forced into custom clearance by Malian customs and
border enforcement authorities, and no more than 20% of the real commercial value was actually
taxed.
In exchange, disadvantaged northern populations implicitly renounced to resort to weapons to
make their grievances heard. A growing amount of evidence put forward by recent scholarly literature
(Briscoe 2014; Daniel 2014; Lacher 2012; Morgan 2012a; Scheele 2009; 2012) suggests that
Bamako’s government increasingly and deliberately adopted a more permissive approach by turning
a blind-eye in exchange for a share of the profits and the assurance of political loyalty. In turn,
networks rooted in north Mali benefited from the profits of traffics, and of drug trafficking in
particular, as a tool for social mobility (Cantens and Raballand 2016; Scheele 2009; Tinti 2014).
Hierarchically subordinated groups were particularly favoured. Bamako’s patronage politics,
according to this view, protected in particular the Imghad’s and the Tilemsi’s increasing involve me nt
into cross-border trafficking and smuggling activities, as well as their provisional tactical alliances
with jihadist movements (Boilley 2013; Ould Salem 2014), in order to balance the ambitions of
secession and leadership of the Ifoghas and of the Kounta.
Following the 2006 Algiers agreement, which put a provisional end to the Tuareg-led uprising
in north Mali, Malian security forces (including the military, the police, as well as any other law
enforcement security agency) were forced to leave an un-checked corridor of several kilometres along
the borderlines46 . The subsequent outbursts of insecurity in the region did not contribute to
restabilising Bamako’s authority in the area. As a result, the almost complete lack of law enforcement
for about a decade contributed to creating an enabling environment for unchecked extra-lega l

and Mann (2014).
46 Launched in 2011, the EU-backed Programme spécial pour la paix, la sécurité et le développement du Nord Mali
(PSPSDN) was precisely meant, in first place, to re-boost Mali’s armed forces presence in the north. The programme
activities hardly had the time to hit the ground, due to the security crisis which erupted a few months later. Yet, Daniel
(2014) and Tisseron (2011) contend that it might have nevertheless contributed to undermining the tacit non -aggression
that Malian authorities informally agreed with jihadist armed actors and transnational criminal organizations for a peaceful
coexistence in north Mali pact (see also Boilley 2013).
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enterprises to arise, develop and thrive. Bamako’s authorities increasingly outsourced the state’s
sovereign function to hybrid assemblages of law enforcement (non-military) personnel, militia groups
and non-state actors, sometimes tacitly and sometimes explicitly. Hence, networks of patronage
grafted onto the profits of cross-border trades consolidated.
These networks have displayed an impressive resilience, despite their potential to destabilize
local and regional security. Today, still, available reports confirm that: «efforts to maximize
opportunities for illicit extraction have generated an intense territoriality among security forces, each
anxious to protect its access to revenue streams» (Strategic Capacity Group 2016, 7). As a result,
border posts manned by different (and competing) security forces and militia groups multiplied and
overlapped across time, while operations were increasingly siloed, information hardly shared and
public money irrationally spent. It is therefore no coincidence that Mali’s border governance is today
highly decentralized, depends on 7 different ministries, and clearly lacks any capacity of oversight
and coordination (Strategic Capacity Group 2016). «Allowing a custom officer to use the position for
personal enrichment» (Van de Walle 2012, 116) due to his political affiliation became a common
practice. Patronage networks grew and stretched their ramifications from the capital city to the
remotest – albeit juicy and lucrative – outposts in the desert47 , and gained a prominent role as a
leverage to capture resources, redistribute them and access power.
A new logic of order, challenging the Weberian assumptions, was being crafted through these
practices. Against the black-and-white dichotomies of the logic of sovereignty, Bayart (2010) noticed
that in the Saharan-Sahelian region one needs to account for «liminal zones that the state has never
fully controlled, which are not outside of it, but in relation to it, politically, economically, or
culturally». I argue that the notions of shadow-state (Reno 2000; Scott 2009) and grey areas (Bayart
2010; Bouquet 2013) nicely capture the alternative, more nuanced patterns of interaction that are
prevalent here. These, in turn, have contributed to bringing about different forms of security
governance (Husken and Klute 2010). One therefore needs to call into question the view that nonstate amounts to statelessness, and that non-state actors, spaces, practices, etc. are antithetical to
sovereignty, as well as politically and physically inaccessible to the state.
On the one hand, the political and social economy of patronage politics is consistent with
Tilly’s (1985) account of the intertwined dynamics of state-making and organized-crime, whom he
found particularly significant in post-colonial states. Beyond the sovereign functions, as identified in
Noteworthy, these dynamics are not unique to Mali. Available reports seem to confirm that they are instead widespread
across the whole Saharan region. In Niger, for instance, the (informal) institutionalization of fraud networks protecting
cross-border trades and extracting resources thereof developed into a social norm(ality) raising mutual expectations.
Prominent traders’ families generously supported local and national politicians ’ campaigns, but esteemed the latter bound
to guarantee their “benevolence” in return (Olivier de Sardan 2015). Similarly, «the local population takes advantage of
the development of “informal free zones” tolerated by the state» (Tidjani Alou 2012, 146).
47
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most of the literature, to outcompete external and internal rivals by resorting to – respectively – warmaking and state-making, Tilly described state performances in terms of protection of its clients’
businesses, and extraction of the economic resources needed to achieve that goal.
On the other hand, this view contributes to refine and update the conclusions of the literature
on neopatrimonialism, introduced above. Big men’s networks and patronage politics, in fact,
challenge the rigid, centralized, top-down structuralism of conventional neopatrimonialism, and
suggests instead to focus on bottom-up rule arising from the margins (Reno 2000). Rather than
assuming political power as the central focus of analysis, the former is supposed to graft itself upon
the existing economic and social informal practices, and results in a hybrid combination of the two
(see also Albrecht and Wiuff Moe 2015). This view largely draws on Bayart’s (1993, 220) insightful
observation – already recalled – that: «the state is not a one-dimensional monolith, formed around a
single trunk, like a giant oak tree deeply rooted in history; instead, it is a variable multiplicity of
networks with underground branches connecting the scattered points of society»48 .
Following a line of inquiry that goes from Sahlins (1972) 49 and Clapham (1985), to Reno
(2011) and Utas (2012), the archetypical prototypes of this alternative understanding are Nigerian
godfathers rather than Cameroonian presidents50 . The power of big men, in fact, is rooted in the
latter’s personal wealth, and in their capacity to generate factions through calculated redistribution in
order to convert economic resources into political authority. It is the business of winning clients
before than votes, whereby redistribution is bartered with loyalty. Patronage politics is therefore
characterized by the constant hybrid interpenetration between supposedly competing and mutually
exclusive spheres: the formal and the informal, the private and the public, the legal and the illegal, to
the extent that «delimiting the boundaries between the criminal and non-criminal is problematic
empirically and ontologically» (Hall 2012, 369). Characterized by a persistent moral ambiguity, the
state apparatus is not an obstacle to the informal/illicit economy, but an asset to be exploited to make
it prosper. Or, from a different perspective, crime simultaneously represents a challenger and an
integral part of the state (Bayart et al. 1997; Reno 1998; Vigh 2012)51 . 20
Bayart’s explicit reliance on Deleuze and Guattari’s ontology further reinforces the overall coherence of this approach
within the framework of the present investigation.
49 It is noteworthy to point out that Sahlins firs t coined the notion of big men politics as referred to the societies living in
Polynesia’s archipelagos. This seems to consolidate the insight stressing the analytical proximity between the ocean and
the desert, mentioned above.
50 According to Albin-Lackey (2012), Nigerians godfathers are individuals who mobilize their significant private wealth
as well as the criminal gangs at their disposal – both related to their engagement in illicit activities – in order to maneuver
their protégés and get them access to elected public office. Godfathers, thus, are strong/big men that actually hold the
reins of power from the backstage: they finance politicians ’ campaigns, intimidate and eliminate opponents, corrupt judges
and voters, ensure impunity and support the distribution of privileges.
51 The penetration of extralegal economies in the bureaucratic apparatus of the state is not per se a prerogative of bottomup big-men politics, in the sense Reno (2011) or Utas (2012) describe it. While this is most likely the case in countries
like Mali or Niger, as it will be discussed in the forthcoming sections, and potentially of Nigeria as well, the same does
48
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Networks, thus, grow stronger due to the articulation of different but concurring interes ts
between patrons and clients, while the sense of belonging to an “imagined community” is hardly
present. It is a joint-venture, and not a club, whose social mission is to accumulate resources to be
deployed to ensure the loyalty of the members. Patronage politics is indeed defined as a non-territor ia l
enterprise (De Koning 2012), which does not aim to establish direct rule, full sovereignty and
undisputed military authority over a well-defined territory. What is crucial to its functioning, instead,
is the control over logistics, transportations, supply chains and import-export routes. To this end,
joint-ventures and assemblages can be possibly established with semi-legal business entities who
protect smugglers by providing legal documentation and securing the passage of goods through the
formal controls. Given its essentially rhizomatic shape and its ever-fluctuating borders, the patronage
network is perfectly described by resorting to a Deleuzian ontology (as recognized also by Bayart
1993 and Parker 2009). In it, different entities are loosely articulated in polycentric and heterogeneo us
connections.
This focus contributes to clarifying how big men politics and patronage networks have been
established in Mali, in spite of an economic infrastructure characterized by a poor endowment of
exploitable natural resources52 . In fact, within north Mali’s borderlands, spatial practice and
representations foster networks of patronage politics which, in turn, regulate local security and actors’
access to power. The key resources to sustain such an assemblage are generated from protection rents
extracted from cross-border trades, both the licit and the illicit ones, which crucially contribute to the
accumulation of capital. Letting aside normative concerns, two crucial contradictions risk, however,
to put in jeopardy the sustainability of this mechanism. The first, quite obviously, refers to the tension
undermining the state’s logic of action, between the security imperative to create and enforce borders,
on the one hand, and the economic need to secure the latter’s circumvention and trespassing, on the
other.
The second shortcoming of patronage politics refers to the fact that redistribution networks,
as widespread as they may be, are not universal in reach. Big men politics generates, to paraphrase
Bauman, its own discontents, as it inevitably fosters exclusion. Moreover, the logic of exclusion is
not “impersonal” and theoretically neutral – like under the impersonal rule of modern Weberian states
– but structurally linked to personal and social bonds, and thereby likely to stir frustration, anger, and
potentials for social unrest. Overwhelming evidence from several case-studies in West Africa (Boas
not hold in the case of Guinea-Bissau, where the criminalizat ion of the state-apparatus is a top-down process fostered by
the highest hierarchies of the state (Cockayne and Pfister 2008; Shaw and Reitano 2013).
52 Mali is indeed Africa’s third producer of gold. Yet the majority of active mines are located in the southern regions.
Mmoreover, according to recent reports they s eem to be managed in a relatively transparent and accountable manner,
which therefore limits their significance for the study of big men politics , see Lenfant and Traoré (2015).
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and Jennings 2012; Knoope and Chauzal 2016, to name but a few) has proved beyond reasonable
doubt that instability is inherently embedded into clientelistic governance. While the contribution of
these dynamics to stir instability in the north is hardly disputable, the extent to which these
phenomena configure north Mali as an ungoverned space is more controversial. It is therefore from
this angle that one needs to analyse the link between (in-)security dynamics and (not so) ungover ned
spaces such as north Mali’s borderlands.

3.3 Theory and practice of smuggling and contraband

The preceding sections build on ethnographic literature to put forward an analysis of the spatial
practices and representations arising from north Mali’s borderlands. They conclude that cross-border
traffics and border (mis-)management represent the cornerstone of the big men networks articulating
the field of patronage politics in north Mali’s “ungoverned” space. Cross-border traffics and
extralegal economies therefore play a prominent role when it comes to conceptualize the (non)governance of the field at stake, including its geopolitical and security imaginaries.
The present section, then, aims at in-depth studying the perceptions, social norms and
vernacular understandings which contribute to defining the security imaginaries prevailing in north
Mali vis-à-vis traffics, contraband and smuggling. In line with the interpretivist approach of the
present investigation, it aims to do so by focusing on the perspective that insiders associate to sources
of threats, normality vs. anormality, and legitimate vs. criminal behaviours.
The section is therefore divided up into two part. In the first, I introduce and discuss north
Mali’s security imaginaries about traffics. By drawing on a significant amount of qualitative evidence
(both published and unpublished) put forward to this end, it argues that spatial practices and
representations prevailing in north Mali are at cross-purposes with the customary characteristics
attributed by IR theory to modern states, understood as bounded containers of authority and society.
In the second, I propose a theoretical reading of the contradictions between insiders’ and outsiders’
(both policy-makers’ and IR scholars’) security perspectives on the topic, which combines
geopolitical and biopolitical insights.

3.3.1 Unimaginable threats: contraband and smuggling
Virtually all the reports conducted on this topic (Danish Demining Group 2014; International Alert
and Global Initiative 2014; IOM 2014; Reitano and Shaw 2014; Sangaré 2016a) confirm the
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widespread social legitimacy enjoyed by “contraband” related activities in Mali. Smuggling and
trafficking are in fact deeply rooted in people’s practices shaping the local political economy.
According to a security perception survey conducted in north Mali in late 2014, cross-border traffics
are hardly viewed by the population as a significant threat to their security, not even when drugs or
weapons are involved. In the borderlands straddling across Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso, less than
2% of the respondents consider smuggling and trafficking among the top 10 threats to their security
(Danish Demining Group 2014). In the same vein, polls that I conducted in the framework of a
preliminary field-research, albeit based on a statistically limited sample, have revealed that 45.5% of
respondents from different social groups in Mali have spontaneously stressed their unwillingness to
condemn trafficking in general as a criminal activity53 . Even more strikingly, this figure climbs to
71% when one excludes law enforcement officers, whose responses might have been biased or
distorted because of their professional duties. On the contrary, the unabated opening of the border to
trade in goods is the priority for the communities in order to deal with what is perceived as truly
threatening: poverty. «The capacity to smuggle contraband, derive profit from trafficking, and
migrate across the porous borders of the region is the resilience strategy that most communities
employ to survive» (Reitano and Shaw 2014, 4).
It follows that, from a normative point of view, trafficking – albeit legally banned – is hardly
perceived as socially illegitimate. Local and state authorities, formally entrusted with law
enforcement duties, often prefer to adapt to, rather than challenge, these widespread norms. A mayor
from the region of Gao indicated that «we would be crazy to stop fuel smuggling. Our people would
kill us!»54 . The normalization of smuggling activities, especially of licit goods, is easily recognized
also by customs’ officials: «fraud is bad for the state’s coffers, but it is not a threat»55 . In the same
vein, a senior officer at the Malian ministry of foreign affairs plainly admitted that «migra nt
smugglers are perfectly known by Malian authorities. We could put them all in jail in less than 24
hours. But remittances bring many more riches to the country than anything else, so no one has a real
interest to disrupt the business chain»56 . On the same vein, IOM (2014, 112) recognized that «the
quartiers or ghettos in the towns where migrants accumulate, and the involvement of police, soldiers
and border officials appear to be ‟normalized” and accepted […]. Much of this can be attributed to
the fact that many of the local economies are now highly dependent on smuggling, encouraging
authorities to turn a blind eye».
53 These provisional data derive from semi-structured interviews with 29 respondents from different backgrounds (law
enforcement, civil society, journalists, former combatants, internally displaced persons), conducted in Bamako in
November 2014.
54 Interviews with different mayors from the region of Gao, conducted in Bamako and in Gao, November 2015.
55 Interview with high-ranking custom officer, conducted in Bamako, November 2015.
56 Interview with high-ranking officer of Mali’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
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The de facto institutionalization of smuggling and traffics, and the systematic corruption that
goes along with it, transcends the individual preferences, and amounts instead to a tacit rule rooted in
every-day practices – or a “practical norm” that everyone has to comply with – to borrow Olivier de
Sardan’s (2015) weighty expression57 . On a similar vein, Tidjani Alou contends that whereas fraud
networks thrive «in informal free-trade zones tolerated by the state, […] smuggling has developed
into a culture» (Tidjani Alou 2012, 146). Anti-corruption officers in Bamako further stress this
conclusion: «we are witnessing an institutionalization of corruption, not in written laws, but in
everyone’s practice. Laws are good, but one is pushed by society to violate them»58 . Sagot-Duvauro ux
(2013) further stresses that embezzlements, briberies and small-scale corruption in Mali seem to
amount to a “norm” in De Certeau’s sense. In fact in bambara, Mali’s most widespread language, the
word yuruguyurugu is usually translated with “corruption”. However, it conveys less the idea of
degeneration than that of «skulduggery,

wheeler-deal,

trickery, cunning,

dubious informa l

agreement» (Sagot-Duvauroux 2013, 99), and it is largely understood as a micro-strategy of
resistance. Borrowing Scott’s (1987) insightful expression, corruption amounts then to a “weapon of
the weak” to be exploited against enemies too strong to be overtly opposed, including namely the
colonial power, in the past, and today’s post-colonial state. This is sometimes equated to a prey
captured and killed whose flesh is available to meet one’s needs and his/her family’s.
This corroborates the view that, in the particular socio-economic landscape of northern Mali,
«a business involving a willing seller and a willing buyer» is seen as completely legitimate (Ellis
2009, 178), while the legal texts codifying that transaction almost represent a mere abstraction of
little importance. As suggested by many local sources interviewed for the present research, it can be
analytically purposeful to distinguish two levels of legitimacy then: on the one hand, those who
provide a service of transferring goods, the cross-border movements of which is illegal (irrespective
of them being drugs, cigarettes, fuel, subsidized foodstuff, migrant workers or weapons) are said to
be legitimately pursuing «a strategy of profit maximisation»59 , which incidentally benefits the whole
community. They therefore enjoy a significant degree of social recognition, despite formally being
criminal entrepreneurs. On the other hand, those who actively aim to discontinue such flows and
interfere with this frictionless web of connections (McDougall and Scheele 2012) 60 .

Interviews with representatives of the private sector and business community, and with officers of the Bureau du
Vérificateur Général, conducted in Bamako, November 2015 and January 2016.
58 Interview with high-ranking officer of the Bureau du Vérificateur Général, conducted in Bamako in January 2016.
59 Interview with a “former” member of a criminal organisation from the region of Gao, conducted in Bamako in
November 2014.
60 These categories amount to “experience-near concepts” (Geertz 1973), which are much more significant to local actors
than imported dichotomies such as state and non-state actors, legal and illegal, and so forth. The forthcoming chapters
will further stress their heuristic relevance to interpret the dynamics of (in-)security in north Mali.
57
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It is indeed hardly significant whether the discontinuation of smuggling flows is carried out
by common bandits (les coupeurs de route) performing razzias; tribal leaders trying to revive the
system of the droits de passage in order to levy taxes and extract profits from goods transiting through
“their” territories; state agents performing their law enforcement and border control duties; or
international agencies trying to implement international norms. These categories are often perceived
as a social evil, and common sense wisdom often labels them as spoilers, or profiteers, irrespective
of whether they are acting in compliance with existing legal frameworks. Their mere existence has
therefore stirred a thriving market of armed protection against pillages – whether legally or illega lly
enforced –, which were perceived as «a legitimate and welcome service offered to ensure that nothing
prevents the “normal” trade from flowing»61 .
From this perspective, it would be inaccurate to presume that the sate entity enjoys a particula r
status. Far from being perceived as a neutral player which enforces norms for the common good, state
actors are often considered as nothing but another organised armed network profiting from traffics
like anyone else, with no special legitimacy (Reitano and Shaw 2014), thereby further questioning
the standard approach to ungoverned spaces. Depending on the circumstances, state actors can act
(and be perceived) as spoilers who disrupt socially profitable smuggling, just like “normal” bandits,
and are therefore equated to social enemies to be challenged; or they can act as protectors, perceiving
a “legitimate” share of the profits in exchange of the assurance of a smooth flow and of protection
against potential “offenders”. The commonsensical meaning of protection providers and crimina l
coupeurs de route is thus completely overturned. While customs officials – and especially the dilige nt
ones – are widely «perceived by the populace as an exploitative, racketeering body» (Tidjani Alou
2012, 144), fraudsters enjoy locally of assistance and protection: first, because they provide the
disempowered local dwellers with the much-needed cheap supplies of basic goods; and second,
because of socio-cultural relationships and kinship bonds. In this way, the prevalent social capital
integrates and erodes the impersonal rule of a Weberian “rational” state. Focus groups conducted with
borderlands’ dwellers in Mali and Niger also confirmed this view quite systematically62 .
A wide amount of studies confirms that, in this context, state security forces are widely
perceived as corrupt, arbitrarily violent and prone to abuse (Briscoe 2014; ICG 2012; Friedrich Ebert

61 Interview with a “former” member of a criminal organisation from the region of Gao, condu cted in Bamako in
November 2014.
62 Some of these focus groups adopted unconventional techniques, including games, theatre performances and
simulations, with a view to capturing the participants ’ implicit knowledge and unspoken practices. During the sketches
that were performed, in which participants were requested to act according to their own lived experience, people proved
systematically more sympathetic vis -à-vis the fraudsters than vis -à-vis the security forces. A closer look revealed that,
within the former category, traffickers of licit goods seemed often more appreciated and well-known than traffickers of
illicit goods. Within the latter category, instead, police and customs officials have regularly featured among the most
despised security forces.
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Stiftung 2015; Strategic Capacity Group 2016). According to a recent survey on Mali’s border
management: «the Malian state – i.e. the government, its army and local authorities – is represented
as one of the promoter and sometimes as the main promoter of insecurity and instability (corruption,
past failures of the army to protect northern regions, support for armed militias to counter
insurgencies, economic abandonment of northern Mali), but this perception is not balanced by a
demand for more present or stronger state» (Cantens and Raballand 2016, 25).
Instead, in some villages «it is a glory to be sent in prison for smuggling» (ibid., 37). Scheele
(2009, 79) reports that today’s fraudsters tend to «portray "the world of fraud" as the antithesis of the
State from an organizational and moral point of view: whereas the state is weak, absent and brutal,
tribes are honorable, permanent, independent and effective». Anecdotal evidence collected in the field
largely confirmed this view. A young Tuareg leader from Kidal commented for instance: «Organized
traffics – and I don't qualify them as crime – have been existing for a long time, to make up for the
economic needs of the populations and allow their survival. Today for a Tuareg it is more respectable
to be a drug dealer than to work for the Malian state. Smuggling is a noble activity, while sidelining
with Mali is to be enslaved. The international community has tried to hinder traffics, but it cannot
drain them completely, because the only wealth of the community depends on it»63 . In other words,
illegal or extra-legal activities, as well as actors that, under the law, ought to be confronted with
political banishment (Agamben 1998) in reality enjoy a far greater degree of social entrenchment and
recognition than do the state apparatuses supposed to eradicate them.
The discrepancy between (inter)national norm(ality) and local legitimacy could not be greater.
This obviously challenges the claim, common in political and media circles in Bamako, that organized
traffics in Mali represent a sort of outside contagion, which a supposedly “healthy” local society
would have capitulated to (Reitano and Shaw 2014). Closely aligned to the state-capture mechanis m
analyzed above, this discourse builds on ethnicized stereotypes and communal tensions, while
implausibly diverting all responsibilities away from local authorities, against all available evidence.
Indeed, in Africa, and in Mali in particular, the contours of “organized crime” are very
uncertain. Whereas the informal sector largely dominates the economic environment (up 85% of some
areas’ GDP, according to Davis 2014); and whereas ethnic and community-based violence are
widespread (Shaw and Reitano 2013), it is often hard to distinguish and isolate conducts and profiles
which would perfectly fit the abstract legal category of “organized crime”. The latter, in fact, was
largely carved from “northern” (Sicilian, Russian, Japanese, etc.) typologies bearing little relevance
to the social dynamics taking place elsewhere, and in north Mali in particular. Most analysts (Ellis
2009; Reitano and Shaw 2014) contend that West African criminal organizations, such as Mali’s
63

Interview with Tuareg youth leader from Kidal, close to the MNLA, conducted in Bamako in Noevmber 2014.
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ones, feature a flexible, contingent and “project-based” operational standard, in which multiple and
overlapping affiliations are the norm. The lack of rigid hierarchies and permanent memberships,
acquired through more or less ritualized processes, clearly challenges the sociological approach to
organized crime prevalent in Western-focused studies (Madsen 2009).
In all the focus groups that I conducted for the present research, community members
struggled to understand what organized crime actually meant, as if it were something alien (or maybe
just too close) to their everyday life. As reported by Reitano and Shaw (2014, 4): « Organised crime,
in the understanding of most of the community-based discussions, did not include trafficking or
smuggling, regardless of the commodity, but was restricted to murder, violent crime, road banditry,
burglary, and armed robbery in the street by small gangs, or possibly motor vehicle theft». On the
one hand, traffics are so trivialized for communities depending from them for an income that
sometimes people’s perspectives seem to genuinely ignore that trafficking is a criminal conduct.
According to Scheele (2009), in north Mali’s local parlance the concepts of “fraud” and “fraudster ”
have become synonymous of “trade” and “driver of 4x4 vehicle”, with no specific concern for the
legality of the goods traded. Reitano and Shaw (2014) report that people from Timbuktu asked to
indicate “drug smuggler” as their profession in their official documents (carte d’identité), and that
local mothers boasted around that their daughters would marry famous local narco-traffickers.
In this regard, Cockayne and Pfister (2008) suggest that the adoption of a strictly law enforcement point of view, by losing of sight the social function performed by activities which are
“criminal” only from an outsider’s perspective, risks to be incongruous, and could end up suggesting
inadequate – or even dangerous – strategies. This further highlights the need for an interpretivis t
approach, able to investigate the shared meanings of the phenomena at stake enacted through
practices, and beyond taken-for-granted analytical categories.

3.3.2 The securitization of contraband: geo/bio-political perspectives
The preceding section has claimed that insiders’ perspectives, local security imaginaries and social
norms prevailing in north Mali are at odds with the rules of national and international legality. The
present section builds on the insight of critical geopolitics and biopolitics to deepen and broaden the
interpretation of the securitization of contraband and cross-border traffics.
Tuathail and Luke (1998) studied the normative implications of the notion of “contraband ”
from the point of view of critical geopolitics. They contended that the geopolitical discourses and
imaginaries of the post-Cold War era were particularly concerned with the spread of contrabandrelated activities. While previously neglected, these were suddenly seen as potentially threatening,
since political anarchy was posited to unavoidably go along with contraband, smuggling and black
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markets. In other words, ungoverned spaces were discursively framed (and mapped) as the territories
in which a combination of threats nestled, overlapped and fostered a threatening destabilizing
potential. By securitizing ungoverned spaces and smuggling, geopolitical discourses then contributed
to emphasizing the need to stretch the rule and norm(ality) of the international system to anarchic
territories where contraband thrived, till the “end of the earth”64 . The Sahara Desert, and north Mali
in it, would be a case in point here.
“Peace” interventions in fact, had been since then increasingly entrusted with intrus ive
mandates aimed not only at reinforcing and reconstructing the state's institutions, but also their moral
underpinning,

with little regard to potential legitimacy discrepancies. As Zanotti observes:

«International organizations, and UN peacekeeping in particular, actively engage in bringing about
reforms aimed at transforming pre-modern modalities of government into orderly, predictable,
disciplinary and disciplined administrations» (Zanotti 2006, 152). This is not without recalling
Fukuyama's (2004a) admonition – mentioned in the first chapter – to instil «a certain habit of mind»
in state-building's beneficiaries to maximise the effectiveness of these policies.
Yet, the drive to reform social norms, cognitive attitudes, dispositions and practices of
supposedly ungoverned societies dwelling supposedly ungoverned spaces fails to adequately consider
the entrenchment of different patterns of governance into daily practices, socially shared meanings
and hybrid assemblages, as the case of north Mali clearly demonstrates. One can legitimately question
to what extent this would not risk to lead to the dangerous dream of a perfectly normalized society.
The disciplining effects of this approach, in fact, could not be ignored 65 . As Guzzini (2012, 26)
64 As the telling title of a book from the a-critical geopolitician Robert Kaplan (1997) would have it. In it, one can observe
the convergence of the neoliberal projects of the end of history, and of the neorealist end of geopolitics. Significantly,
Kaplan is also the author of the 1994 Atlantic article titled “The Coming Anarchy” (as much influential in policy circles
as heavily criticized in scholarly ones), and more recently of the book The Revenge of Geography: What the Map Tells
Us About Coming Conflicts and the Battle Against Fate (Kaplan 2013), where a deterministic – albeit outdated –
understanding of political geography is clearly adopted. In both cases, in fact, Kaplan recalls Herodotus's
conceptualization of the Sahara in terms of an-oecumene, the antithesis and impassable threshold of the civilised world
(oecumene). As already demonstrated, this view fails to capture the connectivity of Saharan borderlands.
65 One could venture into interpreting these distinctions in light of Georges Canguilhem's work on The Normal and the
Pathological (Canguilhem 1991), which greatly inspired Foucault's later production. In his masterpiece, Canguilhem
warns against the desirability of a universally accepted definition of health, irrespective of how concerned with human
well-being, due precisely to the dangers of social normalization it inevitably brings about. The lack of a shared definition
of the concept of health does not prevent one from identifying and treating diseases and their symptoms. What it does
prevent, however, is the prescription of a universal telos, an arbitrarily imposed ideal of human perfection. Indeed, it is
precisely the holistic theories in medicine that present the widest array of normative divides and intrusive prescriptions.
The dietary requirements, sexual instructions and codes of conduct that accompany the medical philosophies of “good
life” could arguably be paralleled to the “prohibition regimes” (Andreas and Nadelmann 2006) attributed to the agency
of the states in the criminalizat ion of some specific practices and the denial of alternative forms of governance.
Canguilhem claims that a norm, or standard – thus including the standard understanding of decent, non -fragile, wellgoverned, Weberian state – never stands in isolation. «A norm, in fact, makes no normative sense and can't be a reference
until it has been established or selected as the expression of a preference and as an instrument of a will to substitute a
disappointing state of affairs with a satisfactory one» (Canguilhem 1991, 180). Just as much as bio -medical norms,
political and legal norms are arbitrarily instituted by making implicit reference to a state of affairs that is perceived as
“evil” (albeit vaguely, and only instinctively, as it cannot make reference to any existing norm allowing for such a
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observes: «For, if subjects are not able to conform to, and perform, “freely” the appropriate actions
mandated by the liberal mode of governing – if, in other words, they are unable to govern themselves
– then they are “abnormal” and need to be helped, educated, re-educated, healed, locked up or thrown
out. Hence policing [is key] for re-affirming the identity of the normal and for triggering processes
of (liberal) normalization, voluntary and/or habitual if possible, imposed when necessary».
Against the subversive temptation of an unrestricted security imaginary (Guzzini 2013)
shaping the geopolitical field, the securitization of contraband and of organized crime, inextricab ly
related to the one of ungoverned spaces, acts as a powerful constraint of the productivity of
geopolitical imaginaries, in as much as it labels any alternative form of political organization as an
anomaly, both descriptively and normatively. The famous neoliberal slogan in the field of economics
would then fit perfectly to the neorealist view of IR which a-critical geopolitics also abides to: there
is no alternative. The state obsession of social norm(ality) super-imposes an implicit duty to be State
to any potential alternative arrangement of international ordering, as a kind of superego that lies in
the collective unconscious of the international order. A superego which, as Sigmund Freud famous ly
argued, cannot avoid to generate its own discontents. Bauman (also an expert of discontents and
political modernity, see Bauman 1997) in fact observed that «black markets satisfy desires few
consumers confess» (in Tuathail and Luke 1998). It might then be argued that contraband represents
precisely a manifestation of the subversive temptation of the alternative geopolitical imaginar ies,
against which the state apparatus would exercise its censorship by enforcing widespread “prohibitio n
regimes” (Andreas and Nadelmann 2006).
By combining the insights of critical geopolitics and of biopolitics, the etymological analysis
of the concept of contraband, in fact, contributes to highlighting the normative bias and the
imperialistic potential of these discourses. Generally assumed as a simple and straightforward
violation of a state norm, contraband, in fact, literally comes from contra-ban, against the banishme nt.
It therefore refers to the act of violating what had been forbidden and negated in first place (such as,
for instance, cross-border traffics). As a negation of a negation, it thus reveals, in Hegelian-dialectica l
terms, its proactive and transformational potential. Instead of being a simple deviance from of a norm
exogenously given, the practice of contraband (and of “criminal” traffics, more or less organized)

determination). The emphasis here is less on the arbitrariness of the p reference, that many scholars have noticed already,
than on the process that leads to the institution of the norm. It is true that what is banished comes later than those who
ban and impose a rule. Yet, the rule is not absolute, but in a dialectical relationship with what is expected to be harmfu l.
Speaking from a purely normative stance, the securitization of ungoverned spaces and the prescription of diets of state building put the norm(ality) of the state at all costs before the (social) demand from which it arises, thus resulting in an
abstract normalization that often lacks of any authority and legitimacy. The securitization of ungoverned spaces
undertakes to consolidate the alleged normality of the Western, Weberian, Westphalian state, without investiga ting its
origins and genealogy. Whence it is fatally bound to fail (Richmond 2013) and lose credibility when it comes to its
practical implementation.
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implicitly claims the recognition of the dignity of a different form of life (Reitano and Shaw 2014;
but see also Agamben 1998)66 , endowed with its own social, cultural and organizational traits. The
sovereign power of the state, in keeping with its original performance described by Agamben, would
try to normalize it, and reduce it to bare life by subjugating it to its own rules 67 .
From this point of view, I would argue that the creation and enforcement of borderlines –
which territorialize the Saharan space and in principle aim at constraining traffic flows – amounts to
a biopolitical dispositif, although in a very different sense than Agamben’s. Here in fact, against the
Italian philosopher’s prediction, and building instead on Dillon’s (2010) insights, the biopolit ica l
sovereignty manifests itself not as the power of exception (literally, to take out), but of inclus io n
(close in). This is exactly what happens to people like nomads and borderlands dwellers, who –
borrowing Deleuze and Guattari’s (1980) language – try to establish lines of flight and deterritoria lize
the striated space set up by state boundaries. The latter, moreover, would amount to an “apparatus of
capture” (Deleuze and Guattari 1980), in which political assujettissement and subjectivation are a
function of engulfment, or ingathering, as Scott (2009) would argue. Critical scholars, in fact, see
open borders as a fundamental pre-requisite for the preservation of segmented, acephalous, egalitar ia n
societies. By circumscribing private allocations of property and sovereignty, the creation of closed
borderlines represents then a crucial step to extract political and economic relations from the social
network in which they have been traditionally embedded (Polanyi 1944).
In Agamben’s view, the fundamental sovereign performance is to decide the partition between
norm(ality) and exception regime. Similarly, in this context sovereignty determines a dichotomy
between biopolitical in-clusion and extra-vagancy68 . Within the latter deviant behaviors and deviant
itineraries tend to merge. Aiming to produce identity within its boundaries, and otherness outside of
it, the modern state can hardly accommodate hybridity, mixed identities, or double identificatio ns
which trespass the limits imposed by the sovereign will. In this sense, the state’s provision of security
is to be interpreted as a provision of ontological security in first place, i.e. the reification of
unconstrained social practices and multiple identities into a well-established and predictable
institutional order presented as ontologically natural and morally neutral (Huysmans 1998).
If this analysis is correct, and the creation of borderlines actually amounts to a biopolitica l
device, it follows that the present investigation should focus in particular on the micro-physics of

Furthermore, the genealogy of the concept of “form of life” reveals a geopolitical rooting. See Farinelli (2003); Vidal
de la Blanche (1911).
67 However, the simple neglect, or forcible removal, of the (banned) desires which the contra-band sets out to fulfil, is
hardly a realistic strategy, since trafficking has never been defeated from the supply side, as recognized by most of the
scholarly literature devoted to organized crime (Madsen 2009).
68 From the Latin extra (“out”) and vagare (“wander”, “roam”). It should be noticed that in-clusion (close in) is
diametrically opposed, word by word, to extra-vagancy (wander outside).
66
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power struggles (Foucault 1977) and resistances (based on De Certeau’s 1980 definition) taking place
at, and about, the border.

3.4 Conclusion: seeing like a smuggler

The present chapter has aimed to pinpoint a suitable case-study for the present research. In line with
the methodology discussed in the previous chapter, this chapter draws on the view that a focus on a
single quintessential case can provide the elements needed for an adequate exercise of theory-build ing
aiming to interpret the dynamics of (in-)security within ungoverned spaces.
Despite the lack of a definition of fragile states and ungoverned space universally shared
among the academic community, it has argued that Mali, and namely Mali’s northern Saharan
regions, can be characterized as quintessentially fragile in every possible sense. This is due to both a
wide amount of indicators captured by international rankings and standards, and to north Mali’s
rhetoric construction in political discourses and policy strategies. With a view to further reinforc ing
the selection of Mali as an appropriate case-study for the present investigation, the chapter has
preliminarily discussed the most salient episodes of the long-standing history of endemic instability
affecting the region. In particular, I have emphasized the continuities and changes of supposedly
“structural” and “enabling” factors across time, and throughout the several rebellions which
constellated north Mali’s recent history. While rejecting an outdated essentialized understanding of
ethnicity, the chapter has analyzed in some greater detail the evolution of horizontal and vertical
inequalities, the rivalries of north Mali’s Arab fractions, the impact of international assistance and the
diversion of aid, the structuration of patronage networks, and the (in-)security dynamics of the last
five-years period. The latter in fact contributed to defining Mali as a “gap country” laying in the
middle of a “security far west”.
The present research then assumes that if a specific mechanism driving (in-)security in
ungoverned spaces ever existed, one could hardly find a place where it would be more likely to take
place than north Mali. In line with the methodological framework introduced in the previous chapter,
I have tried to combine the analysis of spatial and security practices (and imaginations thereof) at the
micro-level with a longue-durée perspective, with a view to observing the continuities, ruptures,
substantiations, and cracks of the shared meanings they enact.
To this end, the present chapter introduced the notion of borderlands in order to reframe the
political, economic and social practices of the field at stake by highlighting the significant gap
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opposing insiders’ and outsiders’ security perceptions. Building on Sassen’s (2006) and McDougall
and Scheele’s (2012) works, I have argued that north Mali’s territories amount to a borderland
characterized by connectivity. More than borderlines, borderlands convey the idea that significa nt
patterns of more or less authorised flows of extralegal trade across the ungoverned spaces of north
Mali are less an anomaly deserving explanation than the rule demanding to be understood. The choice
to focus on Mali’s desert borderlands adds up to a tradition of case-studies focusing on security
governance in un- or mis-governed borderlands which is well-established in the existing scholarly
literature. Moreover, this is likely to provide some preliminary crucial elements towards the
clarification of the mechanisms at work in the Saharan regional security complex: a topic which,
instead, scientific debates seemed to largely neglect so far. This is, moreover, in line with the present
research’s ambition to contribute to a mid-range theory of security mechanisms unfolding in
comparable assemblages.
From this perspective, I have quickly examined the evolution of the practices and imaginar ie s
about borders in the region, and I have reviewed the fundamental institutions of local governance,
such as the droits de passage, and patronage networks. Building on these insights, I have argued that
north Mali’s Saharan borderlands, foster a radically alternative understanding of key politica l
concepts such as sovereignty, identity and power. Here, in fact, power relations are not based on
territorial control, but on the movements granting one’s access to the resources of a deterritorialised
network. Local political economies value mobility more than productivity. These findings seem to
corroborate the – otherwise largely deductive – insights of a longstanding tradition of political theory,
and instead question the heuristic power of a line of reasoning which stretches from Herodotus to
contemporary theory and practice of regional security complexes, viewing the Saharan space as a
limes performing disjunctive functions.
When state borders were eventually introduced, their geometry largely neglected local
imaginaries and practices. As a result, while the porosity of north Mali state borders was favored by
the smooth landscape, I have argued that spatial features have been played as part of an assemblage
in which border (mis-)management and its selective enforcement were part of a deliberate policy
choice. Different and complementary economic infrastructures between north- and sub-Saharan
Africa have determined in fact an uneven playing field. In it, borders have performed a “state
differential” (Galy 2008) which spawned a flourishing cross-border smuggling economy, and gave
birth to thriving border markets and border communities. Since smuggling related activities were
perceived as profitable and hardly threatening, local authorities and state actors have often preferred
to turn a blind-eye on these illegal undertakings, and have instead taken advantage of this opportunity
to set up protection rackets. It follows that in this context borders should be seen as a device
171

articulating flows, rather than simply obstructing them. This view is in line with this research’s
interpretivist approach and focus on practices, and corroborates the conclusions of critical border
scholars.
The economic and political interest for the preservation of existing state differentials has thus
come to represent a key factor in the security equation of the region. The ambiguities of border
policies, alongside with the imbalances of the redistribution generated by patronage networks, have
been played out by local actors with diverging interests. While centripetal thrusts have generally
prevailed over centrifugal ones, Bamako’s neopatrimonial regime has been skilfully exploiting these
tensions to foster its divide et impera policy in the north of the country, thereby further reinforc ing
existing and emerging extralegal economies and protection rackets.
I have therefore argued that the (cross-)border extra-legal economies (and protection rackets
thereof) taking place in the borderlands represent north Mali’s key asset, upon which big men’s
capital accumulation and redistribution depends. In other words, I have argued that the control and
selective enforcement of the borders represents the primary resource for the consolidation of
patronage networks. Unlike other African regimes, in fact, Mali’s patronage politics cannot rely on a
rich endowment of exploitable and/or lootable natural resources (as Reno 2000 would suggest), since
the latter are unavailable in the barren and unhospitable landscape of Mali’s northern regions,
straddling across the Sahara Desert. In line with the recent approaches to sociology and security in
Africa (Bayart 1993; Reno 2000; Utas 2012), this conclusion emphasizes the need to review the
neopatrimonial narrative of an “administrative monarchy” steered in a centralized manner by one
ruler, and suggests instead to focus on the patronage networks arising from the margins. These thrive
at every stage of the administration and outside of it due to the mobilization of big men’s economic,
rather than only bureaucratic, resources.
On the one hand, this view confirms Balibar’s (2003) intuition that «borders have moved from
being merely the political edge of territory to being the middle of political space». The case of Mali
shows that they are today at the core of political and economic assemblages grafted onto cross-border
traffics and networks of patronage politics. On the other, this conclusion obliges one to reconsider
the qualification of north Mali’s borderlands in terms of ungoverned spaces. A longue-durée
perspective, in fact, reveals that today’s vertical and horizontal inequalities are grafted onto a deepseated web of economic, political and family relations. These contribute to challenging the
presumption of a terra nullius, both in terms of legal dispositif and of epistemological approach, upon
which the colonial conquest was premised, and which is arguably at play also in the rhetorical
construction of ungoverned spaces. An inevitable attribute of the latter, the creation of firm state
boundaries radically upset this assemblage, and brought about a new territorialisation.
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Building on a significant amount of qualitative evidence, the chapter has further claimed that
security perceptions and practices of the local communities are at odds with the “international” social
and political norms. While the latter condemns smuggling, trafficking and contraband, and labels
them as (more or less organized) criminal undertakings, these activities enjoy instead a much greater
degree of legitimacy among local communities, since they are considered as key strategies of
resilience and social mobility. One could claim that, in north Mali’s borderlands, smuggling and
contraband related activities correspond to the present research’s definition of practices: first, because
they are widespread and rooted in local norms to the extent that they raise mutual expectations ;
second, because they express a form of implicit and obvious know-how which lacks a proper thematic
theorization (not “what” is thought, but “from where” one thinks, to recall Pouliot’s eloquent
formula); and third, because they materialize a tacit knowledge through which practitioners evade the
dispositif of state governance and surveillance. The securitization of contraband, however, shows
little concern for local meanings and practices, and is not attuned to the insiders’ perspectives. Instead,
it contributes to the normalization of social conducts and amounts to a biopolitical dispositif of
ingathering and subjection.
To conclude, then, one should take a more “secular” stance vis-à-vis extralegal economies,
and namely traffics, in order to make sense of local security and spatial practices. Carl Schmitt (1997)
contended that Hobbes’s Leviathan, the quintessential paradigm of modern statehood, refers to a
biblical monster rising from the moving waters (but sands would have equally fitted into his
argument, as I have tried to demonstrate in this chapter,) in order to provide indisputable rule over
their otherwise uncontrolled flows and infinite space, as well as to hinder criminals, pirates and
wanderers, and firmly establish the bounds of the community. Since the outset, one may contend,
state apparatuses have been designed to capture and constrain the “all-round, almost frictionle ss
communication” expressed by the spatial practices of marginal(- ized) people living in the
borderlands, and inscribe them into the spatial representation of modern statehood, featuring
exclusive borderlines and private properties. The latter, just as much as the normative threshold
dividing accepted and banned forms of conduct, may arguably be said to be nothing but a state effect.
One therefore needs to engage in a more sophisticated analysis of the politics and economy of traffics
in north Mali, to be analysed as a significant spatial practice taking place in a territorial assemblage.
This implies an epistemological effort to “see like a smuggler”, to paraphrase Scott’s (1998) famous
research programme. This is the task set out for the next chapter.
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Chapter 4: Uncovering smuggling in north Mali’s borderlands

Il n’y a pas d’embouteillage dans le désert
(Moussa Ag Assarid)

4.1 Al-frud and the smuggling of licit goods

The present research investigates the mechanisms driving insecurity within the so-called ungover ned
spaces, and argues that practices contribute to shaping both the provision of security and the social
construction of the space. North Mali’s borderlands have been identified as an appropriate
quintessential case where these mechanisms are likely to stand out more clearly. Within the field of
practices unfolding therein, borders represent a central feature, in as much as they amount to a crucial
asset feeding local networks of patronage politics. (Cross-)Border practices, thus, deserve a particular
attention in the framework of the research design sketched herein.
Based on these considerations, the present chapter aims at in-depth exploring the practices of
trafficking, smuggling and contraband in north Mali, both of licit and illicit goods. In line with the
present research theoretical framework, it combines a fine-grained analysis of micro-dynamics with
a longue-durée perspective, in order to avoid the two related traps of social thinking, i.e. a shortsighted belief in the present’s exceptionalism, as well as a disillusioned (but indeed delusive)
confidence in supposed eternal laws of social science. From this perspective, it builds on the
theoretical recommendations put forward by Bourdieu (1998), and takes inspiration from the example
of McDougall and Scheele (2012) dealing with a similar case-study.
To this end, this chapter combines a comprehensive literature review with the analysis of a
significant amount of unpublished qualitative evidence. The collection and discussion of data is in
accordance with the methodological approach delineated by De Boer (2010) and further elaborated
by Shaw and Kemp (2012), and focuses on the material infrastructure and “business administratio n”
of north Mali’s smuggling enterprises in order to assess the overall shadow political economy of
trafficking. The qualitative focus on micro-dynamics allows one to partially circumvent, or at least
mitigate, the oft-noticed challenge posed by this sort of researches, i.e. the quantification of
phenomena which are by definition hidden and opaque. This is even more important in a context such

174

as that of Mali, where the reliability of the available statistics is doubtful even for perfectly legal
domains (Jerven 2013)1 .
This approach is likely to provide significant elements for the discussion of the merits of the
above mentioned “state-capture mechanism”, allegedly at work within ungoverned spaces. The next
chapter, instead, will deal with the analysis of the articulation of smuggling networks with non-state
armed actors, including insurgents, ethnic-based militias and terrorist organizations. As such, it is
expected to shed further light on the heuristic value of the “crime-terror” and “civil-war” mechanis ms.

4.1.1 Territorializing the trans-Saharan caravan trade
According to a schematic account, popularized by neoclassical economics, market exchanges arise
from the “natural” drive to fulfil one’s needs, whereby barter precedes the introduction of money and
regional supplies meet the residents’ demands within local markets. From this evolutionary point of
view, international exchanges and long-range trades would only come at a later stage. However, a
large amount of studies has contributed to questioning this simplistic approach. Scholars of world
history (Braudel 1979; Polanyi et al. 1957; Sassen 2006), and of African history in particular (Bayart
1993, 2000; McDougall and Scheele 2012) have convincingly put forward the idea that, as a general
rule, global market flows are the force driving the constitution of local markets. The latter would then
follow the former, instead of being their cause. In other words, open markets would deserve the
recognition of a historical and causal precedence over closed and local ones. Or, to borrow Deleuze
and Guattari’s philosophical language, lines precede and constitute points, instead than the other way
round.
I argue that this mechanism also contributed to shaping the Saharan field of practices, and of
smuggling in particular. While this was probably the case since the classical antiquity (Schörle 2012),
specific patterns of spatial practices rooted in the local human geography contributed to inserting the
Saharan space, and markets in particular, within the wider regional and global system of which they
are nodes. I refer, in particular, to the trans-Saharan trades set up by Arab merchants, whose unique
spatial representations and practices had a tremendous impact on the local understandings of power
and security. Balancing ethnographic accuracy and a regional perspective, the analysis of this

In this regard, it is noteworthy that the figures about the extent of criminal phenomena in Africa vary exponentially
within a range of almost 1000 billion dollars (Shaw and Reitano 2013). Analytic prudence would then suggest one to stick
to rather general considerations, which nevertheless provide some anecdotal clues about and seriousness of issues at stake:
the “GDP” of organized crime in Africa overall is estimated at about 1,300 billion dollars (World Bank 2009); the place
of Africa in the illicit global trade is 3-4 times greater than its place in the licit one; and the total value of illicit flows
leaking out of the continent is supposed to be twice as much as the total flows of international development aid received
by all African countries (Shaw and Reitano 2013).
1
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assemblage is likely to provide crucial elements and shed light on the dynamics driving (in-)security
in north Mali’s ungoverned space today2 .
Throughout the centuries, and long before the colonial conquest of Africa, Arab merchants
were able to connect Mediterranean and Saharan southern shores (the sahil, as mentioned above)
thereby establishing a thick network of trading routes across the desert (see map 4.1). Commercia l
networks were typically entertained by religious organizations, or confraternities, called zawaya.
Often originating from a saint’s tomb, the zawayas spread across the Saharan space and amplified
along the trading routes. According to Scheele (2012), the web of connections followed less a logic
of profit and pure economic calculus, than one of solidarity and recognition of mutual obligatio ns
among people linked by family or religious bonds. As a consequence, trans-Saharan trading routes
did not feature straight lines, but a zig-zag shape comparable to the coastal shipping prevailing in the
Mediterranean. This is also due to the fact that in the wide unpopulated expanses of the Sahara Desert
control was impracticable and legal obligations difficult to enforce. Hence, it was obviously safer to
make business with people one could trust. In this specific context, then, one should interpret social
capital as a key component of economic capital, and vice-versa. Interestingly, this view reflects
insiders’ perspectives and corroborates Mbembe’s (2000, 7) famous approach to the notion of security
in the postcolonial3 .
Within this framework, the Kounta emerged in the 17 th century as a prominent zawaya rooted
in today’s north Mali. The Kounta are generally described as a maraboutic, Sherifian tribe, whose
political and economic preeminence within the region dates back to its alleged ascendance from the
Prophet. Due to their religious prestige, the Kounta received important donations and legs which they
reinvested in agricultural enterprises. Artificial oases were thus created, and cultivated by the
Kounta’s talib (students), whom became indistinguishable from their clients. Following the
prohibition of trans-Atlantic slave trade, the oversupply of labor force brought about a collapse in the
latter’s price, which further benefited the Kounta’s businesses (Scheele 2011). The zawaya thus
smoothly converted into an agro-pastoral industry having its own wide distribution network across

For the following section, I will rely extensively on Judith Scheele’s seminal work.
Mbembe suggests that security in in the postcolony amounts to a collective good generated by the solidity of mutual
obligations and social bonds. From this perspective, one’s individual achievement are considered as (also) the result of
the community’s support, and therefore involve a debt owed to the community. Personal achievements and resources are
thus implicitly converted into a collective capital. While this is mobilized to rescue the less well-off within the community,
it also reinforces the mutual obligations in terms of recognition and implicit duty to reciprocate. Economic and political
resources are thus convertible into one another and both contribute to security (see also Reno 2000), which is a function
of social relationships. Interestingly, Cantens and Raballand (2016, 29) put forward an out-of-the-box idea to combine
such an understanding of security with more formalized systems of social security and fiscal control, attuned to the
specificities of Mali.
2
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the region. The Kounta’s influence progressively stretched in the Tilemsi valley to the south, and in
the Algerian Touat to the north4 .
The interests and destiny of the Kounta increasingly intermingled with the ones of the
populations living and roaming along the trading routes which were created, and particularly with the
Tuareg clan of the Ifoghas. Ifoghas most prominent families in fact traditionally controlled the
passage through the villages of Kidal, Anguel’hoc and Anéfis. From the late 19 th century, a policy of
inter-marriage (favored by the practice of multi- marriage prevailing therein) contributed to cementing
this economic partnership. Moreover, the proximity to the Kounta fostered the Ifoghas’ reputation of
a Sherifian tribe, genealogically closer to the Prophet’s legacy, and therefore endowed with moral
prestige and political authority, especially vis-à-vis other Tuareg clans5 .
While the French relied on the Kounta to seat their colonial domination, the latter largely
benefited from the colonial pax across the Sahara Desert to reinforce their own economic position.
Due to their links and family networks, the Kounta managed to control the trafficking and trading
routes across the Saharan corridors and towards the south of Algeria, where the main commercia l
partnerships were located. Until the first half of the 20th century, the main trade between today’s Mali
and Algeria, including the one of the Kounta, was about dates exported from north to south, and
livestock the other way round. Kounta “grand-patrons” employed frequently other Arabs from vassal
tribes, on whom they had the right to levy a tribute.
The major geopolitical changes of the 20 th century, however, had the potential to seriously
undermine and eventually disrupt this trade. Increasing economic restrictions were proclaimed in
Algeria, first during the second World War, then because of the Algerian war of independence, and
ultimately due to the socialist policies implemented by the newly independent states of Algeria and
Mali (Mann 2014). Prominent Arab families on both sides of the newly created state boundaries, and
the Kounta in particular, vigorously opposed the imposition of custom duties and the confiscation of
goods enforced by the new regimes (Scheele 2012). Some Arab and Moor leaders from north Mali
went as far as formally petitioning Charles de Gaulle in order to be detached from Mali, and to be
integrated into the state of Algeria instead (Lecocq 2010)6 . While racial stereotypes certainly played
a role in the bid, the influence of commercial considerations cannot be neglected.
In this sense, the Kounta’s structure is paralleled by the achievements of another zawaya: a couple of centuries later and
a couple of thousands of kilometres to the east, the Senoussyya managed to establish its own influence on another historic
corridor or trans-Saharan trades, connecting Tripoli to the Lake Chad, Kano, and Central Africa.
5 This view partly departs from the opinions of some historians of the Sahara (see namely Klute 1999; Lecocq 2010) who
contend that the Ifoghas ’ supremacy is largely due to the politics of divide et impera fostered by the French colonizers.
While I do not reject – in principle – the radical constructivist argument put forward by the latter, I believe that a theoretical
approach inspired by Antony Smith’s (2009) ethno-symbolism, which takes seriously the concepts of nation-building and
founding myth, is particularly appropriate for the context at stake. In the genealogy of his ideas, in fact, it is noteworthy
that Smith was Gellner’s students.
6 This episode refers to the French project of creating the OCRS, the Common Organization of Saharan Regions
4
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Increasingly, however, these actors managed to take advantage of the new economic
opportunities created by a thriving cross-border black-market. The creation of state borders separating
Mali from Algeria, and the diverging political economies adopted on both sides of the Sahara,
contributed to further reinforcing these tendencies. The Kounta, in particular, were well position, due
to the availability of economic and social capitals. They could rely on an extensive network of
partners on both sides of the boundary: Malian communities in Tamanrasset, as well as Algeria n
communities in Kidal and Gao grew exponentially in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. What is today
officially known as Gao’s 4th arrondissement is called dioula (“merchant”) in local parlance. It
corresponds to the settlement initially set up by Algerians Arabs for their trades, and where up to now
one can find the garaji (“garages”) in which the traffics from the north converge (Scheele 2012). The
opening of the Algerian consulate in Gao implied, according to Scheele (2011), the de facto
recognition of the protection offered by the Algiers authorities to fraud businesses. As a result, the
consul of Algeria in Gao was long seen more as the representative of the local community of
merchants, than as the one of the Algerian interests.
Deeply rooted in the history of trans-Saharan caravan trade, the enabling infrastructure of alfrud was thus created.

4.1.2 Subsidized goods
Algeria’s FLN has been implementing since the outset a policy of generous subventions on
consumption goods, both for political and economic reasons. This has remained in place up to now,
despite some discontinuities due to the recommendations of fiscal reforms fostered by the IMF
(International Monetary Fund) in the 1990s, and in the aftermath of the Arab spring since 2011.
Throughout the years, the formal prohibition to export subsidized

goods were repeatedly

circumvented, and the transit point between Mali and Algeria, isolated in the middle of the Sahara
Desert, turned into thriving informal markets. The opportunity to prey or to enforce protection rackets

(Organisation Commune des Régions Sahariennes). Dating back to 1951, it was aimed at preserving a political foothold
in the Sahara, facing the imminent independence of the Maghreb and the other French African colonies. Initially
overlooked by Parisian elites, the project gained political momentum when significant hydrocarbons deposits were
discovered in the Algerian Sahara, in 1956. The plan was enthusiastically supported by Mohamed Mahmoud Ould Cheick,
a prominent moor leader from a Berabish clan, often referred to as “the Qadi of Timbuktu.” In the last few months of
1957 he travelled throughout northern Mali to rally local support in favour of the creation of the OCRS as a separate
entity from then Soudan Français, (i.e., today’'s Mali). The campaign he mounted insisted on the alleged “cultural
difference” distinguishing the Saharan communities from the black majority inhabiting the Soudan Français: the
perceived “whiteness” of Northern Malians, as opposed to the Afrique noire identity, was among the most important
arguments used to justify the plan. The OCRS project never actually hit the ground, and it was eventually rejected in the
end. It is important to point out that the main reason behind the failure of the OCRS project was the impossibility to trace,
agree upon and practically implement viable borderlines across the Saharan space, as the French planners quickly came
to realize.
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are still well known by local actors, both state and non-state ones, and provide a chance of social
mobility to an otherwise disenfranchised youth (Scheele 2011, 2012).
The smuggling of subsidized goods across the Algeria-Mali borderline had been thriving
especially since the 1970s. The major environmental crises and droughts of the 1970s and 1980s
further reinforced this business. Facing terrible food shortages, the availability on the black market
of subsidized consumption goods represented a major resilience strategy for local households, while
the involvement into the smuggling networks represented one of the few employment opportunities
for local men. Unsurprisingly, then, this practice was abundantly condoned by local elites. The policy
of laissez-faire has continued up to nowadays. As the mayor of a small town in the region of Gao
commented: «The state has to take its own responsibility. If people here live out of traffics, it's
because there's nothing else. Honestly, we do not have the choice»7 . On a similar vein, the former
mayor of a small town in the Tilemsi valley, and allegedly one of the most prominent smugglers of
licit goods in north Mali, claimed that «traffic is the main source of income in the north, all of our
food comes from there»8 . However, this dynamic further consolidated the social polarizatio ns
discussed in the previous chapter. Former vassals and independent pastoralists were forced to sell
their cattle and became clients of local big men devoted to trade (Scheele 2012). On the other hand,
the latter increasingly invested their profits into agro-pastoralist activities, deemed to be more socially
respectable, and let their employees and intermediaries progressively gain control of the inner
mechanisms of the business. So that, when new economic opportunities arouse, pushed by emerging
markets, former vassals found themselves in a better position to seize them.
Popularized with the name of lahda (“milk”) fraud, the smuggling of licit goods escalated in
the 1970s and 1980s, and continues up to now. Beyond milk powder, it actually involves the illic it
export from Algeria of other subsidized foodstuffs (including pasta, flour, semolina, tea, sugar, oil),
as well as textiles and fuel. Livestock and sometimes migrant workers are imported back. The latter
are mainly directed to south Algeria’s construction sites. Goods are transported aboard of big trucks
(locally called “MAN”) travelling in full sight of everyone on the major commercial roads. Trucks
generally belong to Arab businessmen, both Algerian and Malian, such as the Kounta, but are often
driven by experienced Tuareg individuals who are more accustomed to driving in the desert. Drivers
receive more or less fixed salaries ranging between 75.000 to 150.000 f CFA per month9 . At the main
border posts, which include Bordji Badji Mokhtar, Timiaouine and Tin-Zaouaten, goods and people
used to be discharged, and the frontier was crossed with the aid of light vehicles (motorbikes, camels,
Interview with mayor of a town in the region of Gao, conducted locally in November 2015.
Interview with Baba Ould Cheick, conducted locally in November 2015.
9 As confirmed in the framework of several interviews with different traffickers, conducted in Bamako and Niamey, as
much as locally in Gao and Timbuktu, in 2014 and 2015.
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or sometimes on foot) to avoid detection (Scheele 2011). The consolidation of connivances between
smugglers and custom officers on both sides progressively made these measures obsolete 10 . However,
some of them might have been re-introduced to face the hardened control and security measures
adopted by Algeria since 2013 in the framework of the Malian crisis 11 .
Today, local sources agree that about 90% of all the goods available in the northern regions
of Mali bordering Algeria are derived from trafficking, and that the smuggling of legal goods
represents about 80% of this amount12 . In other borderlands of Mali this figure is relatively smaller,
but still very meaningful for the purposes of the present investigation. Focus groups conducted in
Kayes, at the border with Mauritania and Senegal, report that two-thirds of the total volume of goods
available at the local markets are derived from the traffic of licit goods, mostly from Mauritania 13 .
Perception surveys carried out at the borderlands between Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso suggest that
at least 45% of cross-border trades in the area exploit «informal passages», although interviewees
acknowledged to ignore whether the rest of the traded goods accessed the country legally or not
(Danish Demining Group 2014, 11). In fact, one cannot discard the possibility that the commercia l
flows in transit from the formal border posts are also subject to fraud, due to the lack of capacity or
willingness of the custom officers theoretically responsible for monitoring (Cantens and Raballand
2016).
These flows generate a significant amount of wealth. In the mid-90s, the value of informa l
trades among Mali, Algeria and Niger was estimated to be worth 18 billion f CFA (Grégoire 1998).
In 2011, that figure reached a value estimated between 130 and 150 million dollars per year, only for
the Mali-Algeria informal trade (Bensassi et al. 2016; OECD/SWAC 2014). Figures 4.1 and 4.2
recapitulate in details the profits traffickers can make out of each category of smuggled goods,
according to local sources. A couple of examples can be indicative of the magnitude of the phenomena
at stake. A liter of fuel of fraud costs between 500 and 600 f CFA in Gao, Kidal, Timbuktu or Kayes,

Scheele (2011) reports that the prospects of benefiting from protection rackets are so obvious to Algerian custom
officers posted along the borderline with Mali, that it has become common sense that «those who want to marry [and
therefore need to gather the resources for the dowry] go to work in Bordji».
11 Interview with expert on migration from Gao, conducted in Bamako in May 2016; a nd with traffickers from Timbuktu,
conducted locally in November 2015. Algeria has been severely affected by the security cris is unfolding in Mali since
2012, especially due to the attacks perpetrated by the MUJAO. On 3rd March 2012, the MUJAO attacked the headquarters
of Algeria’s gendarmerie in the southern city of Tamanrasset, a highly militarised city home to the Algerian Army’s 6th
division, and injuring 23 people (Cristiani 2012). On 5th April that year the MUJAO attacked the Algerian consulate in
Gao: the consul as well as six diplomatic personnel were kidnapped. On 29th June 2012, the MUJAO claimed the VBIED
suicide bombing against the police station of Ouargla, Algeria’s oil capital situated at “only” 800km from Algiers, leaving
one dead and three injured. Lastly, the MUJAO significantly contributed to the attack conducted in January 2013 against
the Algerian gas production plant of Ain Amenas, which resulted in 69 deaths . Following these events, the Algerian
government formally closed all borders with Mali, and impressive military means were deployed to enforce this measure
(Ammour 2013a; Lebovich 2015).
12 Interviews with local authorities in Kidal and Timbuktu, conducted locally in November 2015.
13 Focus group with Malian security forces and CBOs, conducted in Kayes in May 2016.
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compared to an official price of about 720 f CFA. Knowing that a liter of fuel is bought for the
equivalent of about 100 f CFA in Algeria, one can easily understand the considerable profits
smugglers can make out of this trade. Similarly, pasta is purchased in Algeria for about 1.000 f CFA
and sold in Timbuktu for 4.500 f CFA, while Mauritanian textiles bought for 5.000 f CFA are sold in
Mali for three times that amount.
The organization of the business and the redistribution of the profits have evolved through the
years, and today they vary considerably depending on the traded commodity and on the region
involved. The smuggling of subsidized foodstuff between Algeria and Mali often relies on individ ua l
initiatives (petits commerces) or family networks, whose social legitimacy is rooted in traditiona l
practices (Scheele 2012)14 . Black markets of smuggled foodstuff are then said to benefit a larger
fraction of the population, well beyond the limited club of “professional” smugglers. This is
particularly the case in the region of Kidal, where Algerian products are more easily found – and for
cheaper prices – than Malian ones. According to a member of Kidal’s elite, at least 10% of the local
population directly benefits from the redistribution of the traffics’ rents15 . Though certainly uneven,
then, the latter is perceived to fill the void left by the retreat of the State in the most northern territories.
In Kayes, instead, smuggled commodities are often sold at a price just below, or almost
identical, to that of goods from legal businesses. Here, then, the benefits are minimal for consumers,
and are almost exclusively concentrated in the hands of the smugglers, whose margins of profit are
very substantial. According to local observers, it is therefore no coincidence that all of the five
members of the Parliament of the constituency of Kayes are closely connected to trading families.
Traffics revenues are said to be blatantly reinvested to purchase radio space, to support “friend ly”
CSOs and to bribe law enforcement officers, thereby attesting the complete local overlap between
trafficking networks and political power16 . Similarly, the largest part of the smuggling of fuel from
Algeria to Mali seems to be concentrated in the hands of a few Kounta notables who managed to
consolidate strong political networks to protect their businesses. These include Gao’s Baba “Gasoil”
(Scheele 2011), as well as Baba Ould Cheick, former mayor of Tarkint and advisor of then-Malia n
President Amadou Toumani Touré (Daniel 2014; Lacher 2012).
The pervasiveness of insecurity in north Mali since 2012, and particularly since 2014, brought
about a considerable intensification of armed robberies, roadblocks, ambushes and skirmishes among

This would be partly different in Algeria, where subsequent investigations have led to the identification of a very
formalized network of smugglers headed from Tamanrasset by Hadji Bettou. Locally nicknamed “le roi du desert”, he
would have been benefiting from a complete impunity thanks to his deep -seated connivances with the Algerian security
apparatus: «It is through him and his networks that the system monitors and controls the southern b orders of the country.
They cannot do without him» (Ould Samel 2014, 64).
15 Interview with notable from Kidal, conducted locally in November 2015.
16 Interview with Kayes’ CSO leader, conducted in Kayes in May 2016.
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non-state armed groups, which severely undermined road safety. While Malian security forces
completely abandoned the northern regions, controls along the southern borders of Algeria were
hardened. The infrastructure of informal trades was seriously affected. Moreover, in the framework
of Mali’s crisis, entire communities, such as north Mali’s Arabs, escaped their hamlets and sought
refuge in neighboring countries for fear of ethnic reprisals 17 . This further jeopardized smuggling
activities, of which they were key actors. Beyond local perceptions, available quantitative data
confirm that cross-border smuggling of licit goods between Algeria and Mali has considerably
dropped in the last few years, and probably by more than 60%, (OECD/SWAC 2014). However,
given the reliance of local communities on smuggled consumption goods, from many quarters in
Mali’s north voices are raised to call for the immediate return of the army: paradoxically, this is meant
to allow the resumption of traffics18 .
In the meantime, given the increased security challenges on the “normal” routes of smuggling,
new routes had reportedly been developed. As a businessman from the region of Kidal commented :
«on the main commercial routes, large number of ambushes are held by armed groups coveting the
cargoes; as a result, trafficking routes have bourgeoned»19 . Foodstuffs and textiles were increasingly
traded between Mauritania and the region of Timbuktu, while fuel and pharmaceuticals travelled from
Niger (or even Nigeria) to Ménaka and Gao. It is still too early, however, to say whether and how
these changes have contributed to reshaping the practice of smuggling in north Mali, and the security
governance attached to it.

4.1.3 The smuggling of cigarettes
Cigarettes increasingly represented another crucial asset in the smuggling of licit goods affecting
north Mali’s borderlands. Originated in the 1980s, alongside with the peak of the environmental crises
in the Sahel (Scheele 2011), the magnitude of this phenomenon is today absolutely remarkable.
Available quantitative data vary dramatically – to the extent that one can legitimately doubt of their
reliability – and are of little help to capture the specificities of north Mali. UNODC (2009) estimated
that 80% of the cigarettes circulating in Africa are of illegal origin, while this figure drops at 15-20%
in more recent and focused statistics dealing with West Africa in particular (Dougueli 2015)20 . Recent
interviews, however, revealed that data available until the Arab Spring reported that 20% of the

Cantens and Raballand (2016) note that 360.000 individuals have reportedly been displaced due to the current conflict
in north Mali, out of 1,2 million normally living there.
18 This view was confirmed in several interviews conducted in Bamako, Gao and Timbuktu, especially since late 2014.
Noteworthy, the appeal of a return of the Malian security forces is much less prevalent in the regions of Kidal and Mopti.
19 Interview with businessman from Kidal, conducted locally in November 2015.
20 This figure, however, is provided by the regional director of British American Tobacco Chris McAllister in the
framework of an interview. It should therefore be handled cautiously, due to potential biases in the source.
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cigarettes consumed in Algeria and 70% of those consumed in Libya were smuggled by Malian and
Saharan cartels21 .
Cigarettes smuggled in West Africa are in most of the cases almost identical to the ones
available on the legal market, except for the payment of custom duties and other state taxes 22 . Often
produced in China (Scheele 2011, UNODC 2013), cigarettes destined to West and North Africa travel
mainly through the seaports of Benin, Togo, Ghana and Nigeria, on the one hand, and of Guinea
Conakry and Mauritania, on the other (Dougueli 2015; UNODC 2013). Here, in fact, smugglers can
benefit from relatively advantageous transit conditions and face limited obstacles from local port
authorities. The southern stream (from Ghana, Benin, etc,) is mainly directed to Niger, and from there
routed to the rest of north and north-east Africa (UNODC 2013). Yet a minor flow crosses Burkina Faso and accesses Mali from the Gourma area, in the regions of Mopti and of Gao, where cigarettes
are considered among the top five goods crossing that border (Danish Demining Group 2014). The
Western stream, instead, accesses Mali directly through the latter’s borderlines with Mauritania (in
particular around the localities of Nampala, Fassala, Lerneb and Léré), and mostly with Guinea
Conakry23 . The Niger river is also reportedly a significant access and transit route 24 .
A packet of smuggled cigarettes is bought in coastal countries generally for less than one
dollar, and sold at an inflated price whose rate of increase depends on the market of destinatio n
(roughly +50% in West Africa, +100% in North Africa, and +400% in Europe, see Dougueli 2015),
while still remaining very competitive compared to that of legally imported goods. This has obviously
boosted a flourishing illicit economy. Already in 2004, the smuggling of cigarette was supposedly
worth 27 billion f CFA (i.e. about 45 million dollars) in Niger only (Brachet 2009). More recent
estimates indicate that the overall value of cigarette smuggling in West Africa totaled 526 millio n
dollars between 2013 and 2015 (Dougueli 2015), and that it could amount to 1 billion dollars
considering the whole trans-Saharan region (Giraud 2013; Global Initiative 2015). According to the
UNODC, until the eruption of Mali’s security crisis in 2012 cigarette smuggling was likely to
represent the most profitable source of revenues among trans-Saharan extra-legal economies, even
above the kidnapping-for-ransom industry and the trafficking of cocaine 25 .
Just as much as the fraud of other licit goods mentioned above, cigarette smuggling seems to
be mainly the result of decentralized and not-so-coordinated initiatives from a multitude of individ ua l
Interview with UNODC senior researcher, conducted in Dakar in November 2014.
According to Dougueli (2015) «cigarette smuggling generated a shortfall of nearly 182 million dollars on the revenues
of West African States in the last three years».
23 Interviews with senior security officers and criminal prosecutors, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
24 Interviews with criminal prosecutor, conducted in Bamako in November 2014. The point has been confirmed by the
participants of a focus group with Malian security forces and CBOs, conducted in Kayes in May 2016.
25 Interview with researcher at UNODC regional office, conducted in Dakar in December 2014. This confirms the trends
observed in other regions worldwide. See Von Lampe et al. (2012)
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players and small local businesses (Global Initiative 2015; UNODC 2013). Some ethnic groups are
reportedly more involved, depending on their relative weight in local trades. As a general rule, Peul
networks seem to be particularly active across the Guinea-Mali and the Burkina-Faso- Mali
borderlines; Arabs are reportedly better organized in the regions of Gao and Timbuktu; and Tuareg
more present in the region of Kidal26 .
Over the years, however, at least two networks gradually detached themselves from such
“homespun” organizational model, and developed instead an increasing criminal professionalizatio n.
On the one hand, the network whose recognized leader was the prominent Algerian jihadist Mokhtar
Belmokhtar (at least until the military operations who displaced him from the area in 2013), who took
the nickname of Monsieur Marlboro precisely from his major involvement into this business. Fleeing
the repression of the Algerian army27 , Belmokhtar allegedly settled in the area of Lerneb in the early
2000s (Lounnas 2013; Ould Salem 2014), where he benefitted from the relative tolerance of Malian
security forces. The latter, in fact, were allegedly aware of his presence (Boilley 2013; Briscoe 2014;
Lacher 2013) but did not feel prepared to engage him milita ry and face the risk of a spill-over of the
Algerian civil war into the Malian territory (Morgan 2012a; Ould Salem 2014). From the strategic
cross-road of Lerneb, Belmokhtar put in place an effective strategy aimed at winning local people’s
hearts and minds, and developed close relationships (including family ones) with the local Arab
networks devoted to cross-border trades. He targeted namely the families of the Oulad Idriss (Ould
Salem 2014) and of the Bouchbeiha28 , belonging to the Berabish community29 . Berabish’s smuggling
activities had been poorly organized until then, and Belmokhtar set out to scale them up 30 . To this
end, he could rely on an unparalleled availability of capitals. By and large this derived from the
ransoms paid by Western governments for the release of their respective hostages kindapped by
AQMI in those years31 . Heavy investments of social and economic capital gave Belmokhtar the
opportunity to control and expand the western front of the cigarettes’ smuggling.
As confirmed by interviews and focus groups with several local actors.
By stating that, I consciously depart here from the radical narrative put forward by Keenan (2009) and his followers
(see Gèze 2013) and build instead on the more nuanced approach of recent scholarship (Casajus 2011; Lounnas 2013,
Ould Salem 2014). While the opaque and ambiguous relationship of the Algerian DRS with AQMI are a serious matter,
the mono-maniacal conjecture which attributes every misdeed of the latter, just as much as of each security event in the
region, to the diabolic machinations of the former, lacks of convincing evidence and is hardly sustainable. Moreover ,
Keenan’s ultra-realist approach denies any genuine agency to non -state actors, and is clearly incompatible with my own.
28 Interview with Timbuktu’s trader, conducted locally in November 2015.
29 Ould Salem (2014) notices that in the same period Belmokhtar helped another top leader of the Algerian jihadist front,
Nabil Makhloufi, to seek refuge among north Mali’s Arab communities. The fact that the latter eventually married the
daughter of a prominent Kounta leader from Goundam, who was dominant there, prov es that the choice of the tribe to
forge alliances with has been purely opportunistic.
30 Interview with Arab leader and trafficker from Timbuktu, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
31 According to an investigation carried out by the New York Times, with a particular focus on Mali, «Al-Qaeda and its
direct affiliates have taken in at least $125 million in revenue from kidnappings since 2008, of which $66 million was
paid just last year [2013].These payments were made almost exclusively by European governments, who funnelled the
money through a network of proxies, sometimes masking it as development aid, according to interviews conducted for
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Claudot-Hawad (2013) contends that the progressive overlapping between local spatial
practices and the political economy of AQMI was instrumental to portray north Mali as an unregulated, ir-regular, il-legal, un-governed space in need to be disciplined and reduced to norm(-ality).
This perspective, I argue, has the merit to highlight that in the case at stake the label of “ungover ned ”
space does not refer to a sort of pristine “natural” situation of savagery, strictly predating the
institutionalization of the state. Instead it amounts to a social construction emerging through speech
acts of securitization which mirror the security imperatives of the international community.
Shipments from Zouerat, Mauritania (Boas 2014) and Guinea Conakry (Ould Salem 2014)
were allegedly part of Belmokhtar’s network. Accessing Mali through Lerneb, Léré and Nampala in
particular, cargos then proceeded across the region of Timbuktu, the Tilemsi valley, and then up north
towards Algeria32 . Along this route, Belmokhtar allegedly managed to consolidate strong business
partnerships with local criminal networks, including Dina Ould Daya’s in Ber 33 , Ould Ahmed’s in
Araouane34 , and Hadji Bettou’s in Tamanrasset (Ould Salem 2014).
Supported by his extensive political connections, Baba Ould Cheikh headed the other crimina l
network devoted to large-scale cigarette smuggling which emerged in that period. He could rely on
the infrastructure developed for the smuggling of fuel – mentioned above – and soon managed to
control the “southern” route of cigarette smuggling. Shipments imported from Burkina Faso and – to
a lesser extent – from Niger were routed to Kidal and Algeria through the strategic corridor of the
Tilemsi valley (Daniel 2014; Lacher 2012)35 .
It is worth stressing that political connivances at the highest levels were allegedly instrume nta l
for the development of “professional” criminal networks devoted to large-scale and long-dista nce
cigarette smuggling in, and across, Mali. Even beyond ATT’s opaque relationships with both Baba
Ould Cheick and – indirectly – Mokhtar Belmokhtar, several sources point to the active role of toplevel political authorities, or member of their families, in the development and organization of the
regional routes of cigarette smuggling. This was the case, namely, in Algeria (Boilley 2011; Gèze
2013; Keenan 2009; Scheele 2011), Mauritania (Boas 2014; Julien 2011; Lagzouli 2016), Guinea
this article with former hostages, negotiators, diplomats and government officials in 10 countries in Europe, Africa a nd
the Middle East. The inner workings of the kidnapping business were also revealed in thousands of pages of internal
Qaeda documents found by this reporter while on assignment for The Associated Press in northern Mali last year. While
in 2003 the kidnappers received around $200,000 per hostage, now they are netting up to $10 million » (Callimachi 2014).
Other estimates, however, suggest even higher figures (Daniel 2014).
32 Interviews with EU, UN and Mali security officers, as well as with Malian criminal p rosecutors, conducted in Bamako
between October and November 2014.
33 Interview with investigative journalist from Timbuktu, conducted in Bamako in November 2014. Noteworthy, Ber’s
former mayor is Sidi Brahim Ould Sidati, current leader of the MAA ’s (Mouvement Arabe de l’Azawad) faction
supporting the CMA (Coalition des Mouvements de l’Azawad).
34 Interview with Timbuktu’s trader, conducted locally in November 2015.
35 This information has been further confirmed in the framework of an interview with local investigative journalists
conducted in Bamako in October 2014.
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Conakry (Lewis 2014; UNODC 2013), Burkina Faso 36 and Niger37 – only to mention Mali’s
neighbors (to the notable exceptions of Senegal and Ivory Coast). Today’s Mali, moreover, is
reportedly not alien to these dynamics (Offner 2016). This is even more significant when one
considers that the infrastructure developed for the large-scale smuggling of cigarettes – in terms of
actors and networks involved, political protections, modalities of transport, etc. – formed the basis
for the subsequent development of the different forms of drug trade in the region (cannabis, and
cocaine in particular), as several studies pointed out (Briscoe 2014; Lacher 2012; Shaw et al. 2014)38 .
This finding obviously calls into question the alleged exogeneity of state and non-state actors assumed
by the tenants of the “state-capture” mechanism.
Surprisingly enough, however, several sources report that, despite its alleged social and
economic significance, the smuggling of cigarettes dramatically declined since 2014, both in in north
Mali39 and along the most obvious trafficking routes leading there 40 . MINUSMA officers dealing
with organized crime acknowledged that, unlike for other commodities, no reports existed of
smuggled cigarettes being seized in Mali since mid-201441 . One needs to go back to 2014 to find the
latest aerial photos (available to the MINUSMA) of armed groups who escort convoys smuggling
cigarettes (Offner 2016). One could simply attribute this to the (temporary) disruption of the most
important networks dedicated to this business, which followed the removal of their recognized
leaders. Baba Ould Cheick was in fact imprisoned between 2013 and 2015, while Mokhtar
Belmokhtar was forced to retreat in Libya by the French military intervention in north Mali since
2013. Yet, this conjecture fails to explain why other illicit trades, such as narcotics’, showed greater
flexibility and resilience, and when necessary their leaders were quickly replaced to maintain constant
flows.
I would then tend to argue that the security crisis might have produced a gradual split between
the smuggling of licit and illicit goods. Before 2012, these had been largely overlapping in terms of
actors, roads and organizational arrangements (Lacher 2012)42 . Yet, one could conjecture that the
widespread insecurity proved detrimental to the less profitable traffics, such as the ones concerning
highly detectable licit goods (and irrespective of their economic and social significance for the

Interview with Malian criminal prosecutor, conducted in Bamako in November 2014. According to judicial sources
François Compaoré, brother of the fallen dictator Blaise Compaoré, was particularly active in the organization of the
cigarette smuggling across the Sahel.
37 Interviews with former politician, conducted in Niamey in September 2015; and with trafficker from Agadez, conducted
in Niamey in May 2016.
38 This view has been further confirmed in the framework of subsequent interviews with traffickers from Timbuktu and
Kidal, police officers in Gao, and MINUSMA police personnel, conducted locally and in Bamako in November 2015.
39 Numerous interviews with north Mali’s stakeholders conducted locally in November 2015.
40 Focus group with Malian security forces and CBOs, conducted in Kayes in May 2016.
41 Interview with MINUSMA personnel dealing with organized crime, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
42 The most recent available research on this topic also seems to confirm this finding. See Cantens and Raballand (2016).
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affected communities). Conversely, the soaring number of prospective suppliers of armed protection,
including various non-state armed actors, provided incentives to the development of the most
profitable trades of illicit goods, including narcotic drugs, and led to an increasing professionalizatio n
of local criminal networks. The focus on the smuggling of illicit goods, that I will deal with in the
next chapter, is likely to provide further evidence to corroborate this hypothesis.
4.1.4 Socio-economic polarizations among north Mali’s Arabs
The preceding sections claimed that the Kounta community has been the first and most prominent
actor to develop the smuggling of licit goods across north Mali’s borders. Due to their significa nt
wealth, throughout the decades the Kounta attracted clients from the whole region to work in the
agro-pastoral businesses they set up investing the traffics’ revenues (Scheele 2012). Clients were
supposed to pay a tribute in exchange for the protection granted by the Kounta, yet social distinctio ns
did not amount to ethnic ones. In other words, the Kounta and their clients (or slaves, according to
Scheele) were considered part of the same community until the late 1970s (Musilli and Smith 2013).
Status disparity, however, was increasingly at odds with the process of modernization, and the Kounta
progressively resorted to religious and moral arguments to legitimize their privileged position. Strict
religious norms about licit and illicit goods (which nevertheless differed considerably from the
prescriptions of the Malian legislation) prevented the majority of the Kounta to actively participate
in the growing business related to the smuggling of cigarettes, let alone of drugs (Scheele 2012) 43 .
Already involved in the smuggling of subsidized foodstuff with the role of intermediaries of Kounta
grand patrons, the subordinated groups became increasingly aware of their diverging economic and
social interests, and eventually ethnicized their distinctiveness. They kept labelling themselves as
Lamhar Arabs, or Tilemsi Arabs (from the toponym of the valley where they were most prevalent),
while the Kounta disdainfully qualified them as Tangara, from the name of a small village, to recall
their humble origins and abased moral status44 . A longue-durée perspective, in fact, reveals that
today’s vertical and horizontal inequalities are overlapping and mutually constitutive, and that social
differences are crystallized in terms of ethnic differences.
The growing importance of north Mali in the regional shadow economy of smuggled illic it
goods kept on boosting the social prominence and economic resources of the Lamhar. Participatio n

This view was confirmed by Arab informants from Gao and Timbuktu interviewed in Bamako in November 2014 and
November 2015. The case of Baba Ould Cheick, member of the Kounta communit y and major cigarette smuggler,
represents a noteworthy exception here.
44 The geo-historical references of the arguments put forward in order to justify, or challenge, social hierarchies seems to
confirm Grémont’s (2012, 131-132) insightful observation that in the Sahara «there seems to be a dialectical relation
between the increasing rootedness in land of the majority of the population, in particular the dominant sectors, and the
deterritorialisation of a minority who are at odds with the established order».
43
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into extralegal cross-border economies thus became a first-choice (if the not the only) channel for
social mobility. The economic success in the lahda fraud in the 1970s; the smuggling of cigarettes in
the 1980s; and that of weapons alongside the rebellion in north Mali in the 1990s (Scheele 2009,
2012); empowered the Lamhar and encouraged them to challenge the order of things. Social relations
were already strained when in the mid-2000s drug trafficking skyrocketed in north Mali and
contributed to eventually upsetting a fragile political balance.
I argue that the so-called “war between the Kounta and the Lamhar”, despite its being littlenoticed in the available literature, represents a key turning point to correctly interpret the security
dynamics in north Mali’s borderlands. According to Scheele (2009, 2011), the war was triggered by
an electoral competition for a local municipality in the Tilemsi valley, in which a Lamhar decided to
defy the Kounta’s supremacy – till then unchallenged – and run for elections in 2002. «Encoura ged
by this example, others [Lamhar] refuse to pay the traditional toll, thereby opening the hostilities: as
a result, several personalities on both sides get killed» (Scheele 2009, 86)45 . Interestingly, the Tilems i
and Lamhar Arabs who most decisively ran for political offices in those years were local big men
whose private fortunes were allegedly related to their involvement into extralegal traffics (Daniel
2014; Musilli and Smith 2013). Tellingly enough, some of them received the explicit support of
Bamako’s ruling elites despite their murky backgrounds (Briscoe 2014).
Further clashes occurred in the subsequent years, and the polarization of the rivalr ie s
eventually spilled-over to other local communities: while some Kounta sought refuge among the
Tuareg tribes of the Ifoghas who remained “faithful” to them, the Lamhar appealed to the “Moor
solidarity” to consolidate their relations with the Berabish and the Saharawi communities to the West
(Scheele 2009). To complicate things further, regional state actors tried to manipulate these
dissensions with a view to fostering their own political agendas. Bamako supported, more or less
overtly, subordinate communities to balance the dominants’ and the latter’s ambitions to selfgovernance (Cantens and Raballand 2016; Chena and Tisseron 2013). Libya also manoeuvered to
penetrate Tuareg and Arab smuggling networks, increasingly headed by vassal clans, i.e. the Imghad
and the Lamhar respectively, in order to challenge Algeria’s supremacy in the region, which in turn
relied heavily on a deep-seated relationship with the Ifoghas’s and Kounta’s networks (Boilley 2011).
One could plausibly understand within this framework the escalation that brought to the attacks on
prominent Imghad personalities in Gao in early 2009, and to the assassination, in June that year, of
Lamana Ould Bou, a former Arab rebel who later joined the Malian army. He was heading a local
Arab militia in Timbuktu, allegedly involved in drug trafficking, and played by the nationa l

Local sources, interviewed in the framework of the present research, also report this event as the origin of the conflict
among Arab communities in the north of Mali.
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government in Bamako in order to counterbalance the potential threat posed by Tuareg insurgent
groups.
The escalation of the conflict was partly motivated also by the control of drug routes, which
increasingly became a crucial asset in the local power struggles (Musilli and Smith 2013). In January
2010, for instance, Sidi el Mokhtar el Kunti, a prominent Kounta chief and mayor of the village of
Anéfis (a key transit point for all sorts of traffics along the Tilemsi valley), reportedly seized a
shipment of cocaine belonging to Lamhar traffickers who refused to pay the droits de passage. The
subsequent day, with an extreme act of defiance, the chief was kidnapped by the traffickers. Only the
prompt intervention of a delegation sent directly by President ATT managed to avoid the escalation
and prevented a bloodshed (Julien 2011).
I argue that this episode, albeit anecdotal, is revelatory of the dynamics of (in-)security grafted
onto the spatial practices of cross-border traffics in north Mali. Drug trafficking provides some
macroscopic examples of this, and it is therefore necessary to in-depth address this topic.

4.2 Drug smuggling

As attested by the historical sociology of the African states (Bayart et al. 1997; Ellis 2009), West
Africa played a prominent role in the international drug trade since the second half of the 20 th century.
Since the 1970s observers noticed significant flows of marijuana from Ghana, Nigeria and Sierra
Leone directed to Europe, and to the UK in particular. During the 1980s, Nigeria became a hub of the
global heroin trafficking, propelled by the Lebanese diaspora (Carrier and Klantsching 2012; Ellis
2009).
At that time, north Mali, and Saharan borderlands more in general, occupied a very margina l
position of the global supply chain of illicit drugs and narcotics. This situation abruptly changed since
the early 2000s, when Saharan hallways increasingly became a preferred transit area for internatio na l
drug traffickers, as a few seminal studies noticed (Ellis 2009; Julien 2011; Peduzzi 2010; UNODC
2008). Here, in fact, even beyond geographical considerations, social and political conditio ns
represented a key pull factor to attract international flows (Ellis 2009; Shaw et al. 2014). The real
porosity of African states, in other words, would not be a “natural” attribute inscribed in their
geographic features, but the result of a social construction and of local political arrangements (see
also Ammour 2013b).
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Grafted onto local spatial practices and infrastructures originally set up for the smuggling of
licit goods, the increasing importance of drug trafficking, and of cocaine trafficki ng in particular,
represented a radical game changer in the security equation of north Mali’s borderlands. Local traffics
then started to be seen as a manifestation of transnational organized crime (TOC), and in a few years
the significance of illicit traffics skyrocketed, from that of a (minor) criminal issue generating limited
local disturbances, to the one of a major security threat for the regional and international stability
(UNODC 2008). Noteworthy, Shaw et al. (2014, 3) observe that «of the total of 77 Resolutions or
Presidential Statements of the UN Security Council that have mentioned (T)OC in decade 2004-2014,
83% relate to countries or regions in Africa, 51% to Central or West Africa. Thus, not only is
organised crime an increasingly important issue for the peace and security agenda, but it is also a
quintessentially African issue».
The analysis of drug traffics therefore represents a key aspect of north Mali’s spatial and
security practices, and it needs to be in-depth dealt within the framework of the present investigatio n.
In line with the preceding sections, I aim to do so building on the methodological framework
introduced by De Boer (2010) and Shaw and Kemp (2012). This section supplies an analysis (as far
as the available data so allow) of the material factors – such as quantities, prices, routes,
organizational arrangements, etc., including continuities and ruptures thereof – with a view to
reconstructing the political economy of drug trafficking in north Mali. Furthermore, this section
addresses an additional puzzle: what are (or were) the relationships between drug smugglers, local
communities, and the different non-state armed actors (including rebel movements and “terrorist”
organizations) in the framework of the international drug trafficking in north Mali? The answer to
this question can be crucial to properly assess the merits of the security mechanism mentioned above,
such as the “crime-terror nexus”, the “civil war” and the “state capture”.
The available literature put forward several different, and sometimes conflicting, hypotheses
to this question. Tisseron (2011; see also Chena and Tisseron 2013) was among the first scholars to
suggest that AQMI had been providing armed protection to international drug smugglers cutting
across the territory it controlled. Others contended instead that AQMI, as well as other rebel groups
was directly involved in the traffics, not as someone else’s security provider but as a smuggler
providing its own security (for instance Ould Salem 2014). Let aside the truthfulness of this
hypothesis, it remains unclear whether in this case drug trafficking would have amounted to a means
towards the political goal of the jihad (Bouquet 2013), or it would have perverted the primary missio n
of the movement and become a goal in itself (Daniel 2014), thereby attesting the complete
criminalization of the movement as claimed by the tenants of the “narco-jihadist” threat. One could
legitimately replicate the same question for all the non-state armed actors in north Mali. Moreover, if
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one admits that armed groups are somehow analytically distinct from smugglers’ networks, several
further questions emerge. One would need to clarify whether the relationship between these two
actors amounts to one of predation, parasitism or symbiosis – to borrow Cockayne and Pfister’s
(2008) categories. Moreover, it is important to ask who has the upper hand, keeping in mind Shaw
and Mangan’s (2014) suggestion that this would vary depending on the relative strengths along the
different segments of the smuggling route.
Another set of questions, related but analytically distinct from the previous ones, is about the
link between local smugglers and international drug cartels. Scheele (2011) claims that local actors
are almost deprived of independent agency, since they are subordinated to the needs and wills of
rigidly organized international infrastructures connecting the production sites to the final retailers in
consuming countries. Lacher (2012) instead seems to suggest that local drug dealers are service
providers of international cartels, but with some degree of autonomy. In turn, Cantens and Raballand
(2016) lend to Malian drug barons some sort of higher standing in the international supply chain.
The lack of corroborating evidence, however, makes the majority of these hypotheses equally
questionable. In the following sections, then, I supply arguments and data with a view to addressing
this research gap.

4.2.1 Hashish
According to the surveys of the West African Commission on Drugs (WACD 2014), cannabis
consumption rates in West Africa (12.4%) is higher than the African average (7.5%) and almost three
times as much as the world average (4%). Laws formally criminalizing consumption are generally
weakly enforced46 . To meet the local demand, small-scale (illegal) trades have been existing for
decades in the whole continent, and Mali makes no exception (Carrier and Klantsching 2012).
Morocco’s Rif is the largest productive site of hashish in North and West Africa. While the existence
of large-scale and long-range traffics originating from there is widely acknowledged, a very limited
amount of academic studies has been carried out to shed lights on this phenomenon.
The majority of Rif’s hashish was traditionally exported to Europe via Spain and France, as
well as to north Africa and the Middle East via Algeria. Produced for the equivalent of 800 euro, a
kilo of hashish was sold at 4000 euro beyond the Red Sea (Peduzzi 2010). In the framework of
Morocco-Algeria’s rivalries, increasing interdictions from Algerian authorities eventually led in 2005
to the disruption of a major network of drug traffickers rooted in the Algerian Rif. This operation
uncovered the involvement of high-ranking officers of the provincial and national governments in
cross-border drug traffic schemes (Julien 2011). Evidence is lacking to confirm whether the network
46

As confirmed by focus groups with Malian security forces and CBOs, conducted in Kayes in May 2016
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was reconstituted afterwards. However, according to the Mauritanian police, a new trafficking route
was progressively developed in the mid-2000s in order to circumvent Algeria’s territory (Peduzzi
2010)47 . Originating from Morocco’s Rif, the route consolidated in the last ten years would allegedly
transit through Mauritania, the territory held by the Polisario Front, the basin of Taoudenni in Mali,
including the city of Araouane, and would eventually reach the warehouses of In-Khalil48 , at the
border between Mali and Algeria (Scheele 2011 and 2012). From there, hashish would be redirected
to the rest of the Maghreb and Egypt49 .
In 2010, an estimated one third of Morocco's overall production, amounting to about 300 tons
per year, ran through this route, generating a total income of up to 1,2 billion euros (Peduzzi 2010).
Pre-2012 reports suggest that the organizational arrangements of the drug smuggling along this route
featured a segmented control which reflected local power relations and communities’ connectio ns.
Unlike for the licit goods, shipments were organized in small convoys made of 3 to 4 agile 4x4
vehicles loaded with hashish, and weapons for self-protection. Thanks to a network stretching from
Morocco to Libya, passing through Mauritania, Western Sahara and northern Mali, the Moors – and
the Berabish communities in particular – were allegedly more prominently involved in hashish
smuggling, although the participation of some Kounta has been indicated as well (Julien 2011).
Access to updated data would be crucial in order to assess the solidity of this infrastructure
today. Yet, political unrest in the region since 2012 impedes to access reliable evidence, and makes
it extremely challenging to provide realistic estimates of the trafficked volumes and of the values
involved (Global Initiative 2015). According to local sources, the segmented organization of the
shipments is still prevailing, although trafficked volumes are seemingly declining in the region of

Accordingly, Algeria’s military is powerful enough to secure the country’s borders (Ammour 2013a; Lebovich 2015).
These resources appear to be effectively exploited to prevent Moroccan hashish from being trafficked across its territory,
in the framework of the regional confrontation opposing Algiers to Rabat. Yet, it is worth stressing that Algeria is
systematically indicated by local observers as the major transit point or destination of the flows of cocaine trafficked
across Mali, as it will be showed in the subsequent sections of this chapter. This obviously raises the doubt that Algerian
authorities would selectively enforce border controls in order to manage a protection racket profitably, as suggested by
Snyder and Duran Martinez (2009).
48 The development of In-Khalil as the cornerstone of Saharan smuggling and extra-legal economies deserves some further
comments. These are largely inspired from the seminal work conducted locally by the anthropologist Judith Scheele
(2011, 2012). In-Khalil is located in the middle of the Sahara Desert, just 15 km far from the border post of Bordji Badji
Mokhtar, along the borderline dividing Algeria from Mali. The first fixed house in In-Khalil was built in 1993, when the
nomad camp that existed there before was invested by the flow of refugees and displaced people fleeing the Tuareg -led
insurrection of the 1990s, as well as the state repression thereof. Since then, In-Khalil remained beyond the reach of any
formal state structure, including that of Mali. Scheele (2012) reports that all the people living in In-Khalil insist on their
statelessness, which is valued as a matter of personal pride. Local moral norms suggest a unique overlapping of the ideals
of liberty, masculinity and mobility. The remoteness of the location, and the proximity to an international border represent
the most significant assets of the whole political economy at In-Khalil, which is defined by the local people as “the capital
of al-frud”. Interviews with different stakeholders conducted in Bamako in October and November 2014 confirmed that
up to now «all sorts of traffics take place at In-Khalil».
49 This information has been confirmed by several sources interviewed in Bamako, and locally in Timbuktu and Kidal, in
November 2014 and November 2015. Lacher (2012) and Scheele (2012) add further consistency to this conclusion.
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Kidal50 . While the prominent role of Berabish Arabs seems to be confirmed, Kounta are no longer
mentioned by local sources. Noteworthy, local observers indicate instead that a Tuareg Ifoghas leader,
former military and notorious rebel Cheick Ag Haoussa51 (today’s Ansar-Dine’s military commander
in chief and Iyad Ag Ghali’s lieutenant) took the control of a major share of hashish trafficking in the
region of Kidal52 , whose volume is said to amount to tens of tons per year53 . Prices are seemingly
higher than before 2012, since a kilo of hashish is reportedly traded at 3.000 to 6.000 dollars in InKhalil today54 .
While evidence is too scant to be conclusive, one can nevertheless conjecture the following
trends: the flows of hashish in north Mali seem to be decreasing compared to 2010, probably due to
the widespread insecurity (as suggested also by UNODC 2013), but are far from disappearing; in the
meantime, reduced supplies contribute to boosting the commodity’s price. Increased prospects of
profits, then, have pulled armed groups in the market. These are, moreover, better equipped to face
the security challenges which are an inescapable component of today’s entry costs in north Mali’s
drug economy. In the region of Kidal, the historical proximity between the Ifoghas and the Kounta,
as well as the alliance of some of their members within Ansar-Dine, have probably contributed to
ensuring a smooth transition from almost unprotected to heavily militarized drug trafficking. While
the genealogy of Ansar-Dine (Morgan 2012a) bars the hypothesis that the movement’s unique raison
d’etre is the protection of the traffics, it remains very plausible that the latter represents a crucial
precondition for the movement’s survival. Moreover, the wealth generated by drug trafficking, partly
invested in military might, largely contributed to reinforcing Ansar-Dine’s weight in the fragile
political balance of north Mali55 . One could conjecture that a similar mechanism is at play in the
region of Tombouctou, where the capture of hashish smuggling routes contributed

to the

militarization of the Berabish Arab clans, and to their involvement into the MAA (Daniel 2014). The

Interviews with different traffickers from Kidal, conducted locally in November 2015.
Cheick Ag Haoussa’s past military career is noteworthy. As the following s ections will argue, international drug
trafficking in Mali has been largely benefiting from the connivances – and sometimes from the active participation – of
high-ranking military officers. The strategic choices of some individuals allegedly involved in d rug trafficking, shifting
back-and-forth from state-backed military to non-state militias, can be more easily explained by the need to protect their
share of the smuggling economy than by their genuine political beliefs. In the framework of the present res earch, however,
I have been unable to collect conclusive evidence allowing to determine whether this conjecture is applicable also to the
case of Cheick Ag Haoussa.
52 Interviews with investigative journalist, and with MNLA’s young militant, conducted in Bamako in October 2014. See
also Lewis and Diarra (2012).
53 Interview with local authority from Kidal, conducted locally in November 2015.
54 Interviews with smugglers from Timbuktu and Kidal, conducted locally in November 2015.
55 An officer of the African Union’s mission to Mali, interviewed in Bamako in November 2015 in the framework of the
present research, claimed that Ansar-Dine mobilized its superior military potential to rescue the MNLA, to whom some
prominent members are linked by family ties. In particular, this occurred in some crucial circumstances in May 2014
(battle of Kidal) and August 2015 (battle of Anéfis). In return, however, the MNLA had allegedly accepted to protect
Ansar-Dine’s interest in the framework of the formal peace talks negotiated in Alger, which the latter movement was not
allowed to join due to its “terrorist” nature.
50
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resilience of hashish smuggling networks, then, represents a crucial component of the security
dynamics in north Mali’s ungoverned spaces.

4.2.2 Cocaine
Until 2004, available data suggest that cocaine trafficking in West Africa did not exceed 3 tons per
year, thereby representing a negligible percentage (0.2-0 5%) of the commodity’s traffic worldwide
(UNODC 2011a). Since 2005-06, however, police seizures skyrocketed. 46 tons of cocaine were
seized in West Africa overall between 2005 and 2008. This suggested an estimated flow of 40-50
tons per year (UNODC 2008). Such volume was supposed to represent 25-28% of the total annual
consumption in Europe, with an estimated commercial value, at retailers’ prices, of 1.8 billion dollars
(UNODC 2008, 2011a).
The available literature indicates several potential dynamics contributing to explain such a
radical change. UNODC (2008) attributes the growing popularity of the “transatlantic cocaine
highway” (UNODC 2011a) to the repressive measures introduced in those years by the main transit
and consumption countries (central and north America respectively). These allegedly forced LatinAmerican cartels to look for alternative markets. Endowed with comparable population size and
purchasing power, and until then inadequately targeted by distribution networks, Europe featured
prominently on the list. Indeed, UNODC (2011a) observes that in 1998 cocaine’s demand in Europe
was only a quarter of that of the USA; today, they are equivalent. Within this framework, West Africa
was in a unique position to become a hub of global cocaine trade, due to both its geographical position
(mid-way between production and consumption sites), and to the fragility of its governance structures
(Shaw et al. 2014). According to local tribal leaders, “Peruvian” agents were sent to the Kidal area
since the early 2000s to explore the potential for commercial development56 . Strazzari (2015; see also
Daniel 2014) adds that, within this scheme, the large availability of capitals from the revenues of
AQMI’s kidnapping- for-ransom industry contributed to creating and enabling environment for
international criminal investments. Resources were thus used by local Islamist networks to purchase
expensive illicit goods (promising a higher return of investment) and organize the convoys. Scheele
(2012), instead, argues that the world food crisis of 2006-07, which struck heavily West Africa in
particular, had a fundamental role: the soaring prices of oil and – namely – foodstuff in Algeria
reduced the profitability of the cross-border smuggling of licit goods and stimulated a progressive
transition to the smuggling of illicit goods, including of drugs. While the accurate determination of
the merits of these different conjectures would require a research on its own (in which process-tracing
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Interview with tribal leader from Kidal, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
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would fit prominently), I argue that these patterns of explanation are not mutually exclusive, and all
might have some explanatory value.
Be it as it may, it is hardly disputable that the traffics of cocaine from Latin America to Europe
via Africa increased considerably from the mid-2000s. From producing countries in Latin America,
cocaine was sent to Brazil and Venezuela, and then transported to West African coastal countries on
large boats or small aircraft. Connections within of the Portuguese-speaking community (via Brazil)
first facilitated the development of Cape Verde and Guinea-Bissau as trading hubs, and of Portugal
as a gateway to Europe (UNODC 2008). Probably due to the increasing controls on these routes
(Julien 2011), other coastal countries were progressively implicated in the transatlantic cocaine
routes, such as Guinea Conakry, Mauritania, Gambia, Senegal, Sierra Leone, and further south
Ghana, Togo, Benin and Nigeria (UNODC 2008, 2011a).
From the storage points located in African countries on the Atlantic coast, cocaine was sent
to Europe hidden on cargo ships, or on commercial flights. The widespread resort to human carriers
ingurgitating capsules of cocaine – a trafficking technique known as “mule” – revealed the
increasingly prominent role of Nigerian cartels of Igbo origin in the organization of the
intercontinental cocaine smuggling relying on the West African hub (Ellis 2009; UNODC 2013).
According to a 2008 UNODC report, «62% of the incidents [involving seizures carried out in
European airports] and 55% of the volume came from just 4 of the 15 ECOWAS countries: Senegal,
Nigeria, Guinea (Conakry), and Mali». Senegal, Nigeria and Guinea are all positioned on African
shores directly facing South America, and this can contribute to explaining their strategic role and the
significant volumes of cocaine shipped through. Moreover, Senegal and Nigeria were the source of
the greatest volumes of cocaine seized on commercia l air flights, but they also had the largest
international air traffic volumes. Mali, instead, a landlocked and relatively scarcely populated count ry
was disproportionately represented, and its role was thus unexpected. The passage through Mali
required to ship illegal goods for another 1000 km inland: the increased likelihood of detection that
one faced needed to be balanced by some convincing pull factors, including the attractiveness of
socio-political considerations, alongside with purely geographical ones. Further elaboration on this
point will follow in the forthcoming paragraphs.
In subsequent years, however, the cocaine flows across West Africa appeared to suddenly
drop. UNODC (2011a) reported a total estimated volume of 35 tons of cocaine smuggled across West
Africa in 2011 and of 18 tons in 2013 (UNODC 2013), representing one tenth of the European
consumption. According to UNODC, these estimated amounts did not change significantly in the

195

subsequent years57 . While these figures remained contested 58 , some analysts suggested that such a
sharp decline could be attributed to the increased concern of the international community vis-à- vis
the security threats posed by heavy drugs’ trade in West Africa. In particular, the 2009-2012 politica l
turmoil in Guinea-Bissau allegedly led to the adoption of international measures to counter potentially
disruptive illicit trades across the Atlantic (Julien 2011; Kemp et al., 2013).
Yet, a methodological note of caution should be needed here. UNODC statistics, in fact, are
based on the seizures operated by customs and security forces, which are subsequently communica ted
to UN officers in the capitals and in regional head-quarters. Obviously, these figures are particular ly
vulnerable to concealment and/or large-scale corruption involving security forces and politica l
authorities. While an increase in seizures most likely indicates a parallel increase in flows, a decline
of the former leaves the door opened to different interpretations, as also UNODC (2011a, 28) is keen
to acknowledge: «There are indications that the flow of cocaine continues, but there are few seizures
in West Africa or in Europe to document the means by which this is occurring». Instead of disruptio n
or displacement, one could also explore the option of the adaptation of smuggling networks to the
security governance in place (Julien 2011). A shift of cocaine shipping devices and routes, from boats
and planes crossing the seas to trucks and 4x4 vehicles crossing the desert, can arguably disappear
from the radar and statistically result in a surprising reduction of documented flows.
The very case of Guinea-Bissau is particularly telling in this respect. The data provided by
local authorities indicated that no drug seizure occurred in the country in 2012. While, according to
a purely quantitative (unsophisticated) methodology, one should interpret this data as a reliable
indicator of the drastic reduction of drug flows across the country, qualitative surveys conducted
thereafter suggested that in reality the traffics continued apace, and actually grew compared to the
previous years, precisely because of the complicity of local authorities (Shaw and Reitano 2013;
Strazzari 2014a). According to Perry (2014), for instance, «diplomats estimated that the amount of
cocaine moving through Guinea-Bissau had doubled to 60 tons a year since Indjai’s coup». A mixed
methodological approach, combining quantitative data with qualitative evidence, is therefore highly
preferable in scholarly research on organized crime, and particularly in Africa (Shaw and Reitano
2013). The present research, largely based on qualitative data collected in the field, therefore aims to
address a methodological research gap that international organizations might be ill-equipped to deal
with.

Interview with UNODC researcher conducted in Dakar in December 2014.
Julien (2011) suggests, for instance, that in 2010 the traffic of cocaine through West Africa amounted to 80-100 tons,
thereby representing the 15% of the overall world consumption . However, this figure, sharply departing from the most
widely accepted estimates, lacks of adequate sources and is probably exaggerated. Nevertheless, it testifies of the
“essentially contested nature” of available data in this field of investigation.
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While alternative sources of quantitative data are unavailable to challenge UNODC’s figure s,
the focus on different indicators can legitimately lead to different conclusions. For instance, the
diachronic analysis of the prices of cocaine in the region suggests that major repressive measures
adopted at the international level might have led to a redistribution of forces locally. Reduced
availability of cocaine, at constant (or growing) demand rates (UNODC 2013), unavoidably implied
a rise of the commodity’s price. A kilo of pure cocaine was reportedly purchased in Nouakchott for
12.000 euros in 2007; it had climbed to 18.000 euros in 2010 (Peduzzi 2010) 59 ; and it had reached
30.000 euros in Gao in 201460 . Different sources confirmed that, despite political turmoil, in the
forthcoming months such price represented a fairly constant commercial reference at the market of
In-Khalil, considered as the most significant trading hub in the region61 . In other words, the
commercial value of one shipment of cocaine became worth 10 to 20 times as much as that of one of
hashish – until then by far the most profitable commodity smuggled there – and for the same risk
(Julien 2011; Peduzzi 2010).
On the one hand, the overall volume of cocaine trafficked across West Africa arguably
declined, especially after 2010, although by a percentage which is hard to estimate (and perhaps less
than suggested by UNODC’s figures). On the other hand, however, the relative and absolute value
which remained in the hands of local traffickers increased proportionally: from 450 million dollars
estimated in 2008 (UNODC 2008), to nearly 2 billion in 2011 (UNODC 2011a)62 . The rise of African
drug trafficking cartels, also captured by more recent surveys (Global 2014 Initiative; UNODC 2013;
WACD 2014) is hardly surprising. Indeed, it mirrors locally a tendency observed at global level,
whereby the role of intermediaries of the drug trade (in the geographical, logistical and political sense)
is strengthened, to the detriment of that of producers and retailers (see for instance Idler 2015). An
increased economic availability, in turn, represents a crucial asset to buy local connivances and
further reinforces the significance of drug trade in fragile political environments, given the
disproportion of the existing resources.
It is precisely in this framework, I argue, that one should interpret the growing prominence of
the Saharan drug route(s), with Mali as the epicenter. While very limited data from police sources are
available, evidence collected for the present investigation suggests that drug cartels were able to rely
59 Although Antil (2012)

provides more modest figures , I prefer to retain the results of Peduzzi’s work, which seem based
on more in-depth fieldwork, and are commonly cited as a trusted source for the initial stages of drug trafficking in the
region.
60 Interview with local investigative journalist, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
61 Interviews with smugglers from Kidal and Timbuktu, conducted locally in November 2015.
62 This number also takes into account the growing proportion of the retail market controlled by African networks in
Europe. Interestingly, this figure corresponds to the 0,5% of the total GDP of West and Central Africa (and probably even
more for the poorest countries in the region most affected by the phenomenon, such as Mali). Given that the value of the
cocaine market in Europe and the USA corresponds to 0,1% and 0,2% of GDP respectively, the huge impact of the drug
market within vulnerable economies cannot be overestimated (UNODC 2011a).
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on a pre-existing infrastructure – in terms of networks, routes, organizational arrangements and
political protections most of all – established for different sorts of smugglings. In this case, one should
interpret the lack of seizures less as an indicator of absent phenomena than as one of unreported flows
relying on tacit spatial practices and consolidated connivances thereof. The in-depth analysis of
qualitative evidence allows one to identify at least four main routes of cocaine traffic pointing towards
north Mali. Although their relative capacity, in terms of volumes trafficked, is hard to estimate, and
is likely to vary depending on the shifting security conditions in the region, all of them seem to
converge towards the hub of In-Khalil – and, to a lesser extent, of Tin-Zaouaten – thereby confirming
a trend already detected by Scheele (2012).
Drug smuggling, in fact, is a complex operation, which needs to rely on well-defined
infrastructures and networks whose consolidation requires time and considerable efforts. Moreover,
both infrastructures and networks are spatially articulated. While some limited shifts and progressive
changes are always possible, and even likely to occur, depending on changing security and economic
circumstances, if adequate evidence is available one can in principle identify and isolate discrete
directions and vectors of drug smuggling endowed with a certain stability. The alternative – albeit
widespread – view, according to which paths change abruptly and no clear route can be traced firmly,
especially in the desert, lends too much explanatory power to the romantic view of the Sahara as an
inhabited smooth space of monotonous sandy dunes. While this might be consistent with the
imaginary of a purely ungoverned space, it is far from matching with the empirical reality, as for
instance Roux (1991) and Bouquet (2013) have convincingly demonstrated.
The first route, developed at least since 2006, connects Mauritanian seaports (such as
Nouadhibou and Nouakchott) to In-Khalil, crossing the Mauritanian inland desert, the area controlled
by the Polisario Front, and the basin of Taoudenni in north Mali (Julien 2011). The apparent
overlapping with the pre-existing routes of the cigarettes (Boas 2014) and hashish (Peduzzi 2010)
smuggling; and the absence of noticeable episodes of traffic-related violence at least until 2011, are
indicative of the versatility of local smuggling cartels, which smoothly adapted their infrastructure to
the transport of different sorts of commodities. This route was developed, and is now alleged ly
controlled, by the Arab community of the Bouchbeiha. The Bouchbeiha notable Oumar Ould Ahmed
is reportedly one the most notorious and feared drug barons along this route 63 .
The second route, instead, largely overlaps with the “southern” route of West African cigarette
smuggling. This is the route developed by Belmokhtar’s networks, including the Oulad Idriss family
of the Berabish Arab community (Ould Salem 2014). From the harbors of Guinea-Bissau and Guinea
Conakry, shipments proceed along the poorly patrolled borderlands straddling across the Senegalese
63

Interview with Timbuktu’s trader, conducted locally in November 2015.
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region of Casamance, Gambia, Mali’s region of Kayes, Mauritanian southern “route de l’espoir”, and
access Mali around the localities of Nampala, Lerneb, and the Wagadou forest. From here, shipments
allegedly cross the region of Timbuktu. The city of Ber plays a pivotal role due to the presence herein
of one of the few bridges crossing the Niger river. The route then enters the region of Gao in the areas
of Bourem and Gourma, before proceeding further north across the Tilemsi valley towards InKhalil64 . While Dioula and Peul smugglers are allegedly active in the southernmost part of this route,
Dina Ould Daya is reportedly the most powerful drug trafficker operating in the northern part,
between Mauritania and the region of Timbuktu65 .
Part of the cocaine disembarked in Guinea-Bissau or Guinea Conakry is channelled in the
third possible drug route across Mali. Proceeding inland to the storage point of Labé, in Guinea
Conakry, shipments allegedly access Mali across the southern boundary concealed in commercia l
convoys, taking advantage of the lack of controls at the border post of Kangaba, as well as along the
Niger river. From there, flows continue along the main roads to Bamako and Gao (Strazzari 2015) 66 .
The safety of this route would be highly unlikely without the protection and connivances of local
authorities at different levels, as subsequent investigation eventually confirmed (Daniel 2014).
Nevertheless, sporadic drug seizures occurred along this road, such as the one of 116 kg of cocaine
from Guinea in 2007 (UNODC 2013). From Gao, again, the Tilemsi valley is reportedly the preferred
corridor for cocaine shipments directed towards In-Khalil or Tin-Zaouaten. A minor flow, however,
is routed towards Niger (Daniel 2014). The drug trade across the Tilemsi valley is allegedly largely
monopolized by the networks headed by Baba Ould Cheick, as well as by prominent Lamhar
businessmen and narco-traffickers such as Mohamed Ould Ahmed Deya “Rouji”, Cherif Ould Taher,
Mohamed Ould Aweinatt (Lacher 2012; Morgan 2012b; Musilli and Smith 2013), and increasingly
Vieux Hanoun67 .
Airways represent the fourth option of drug smuggling across Mali. The absence of effective
radar and police controls in the area, in fact, ensures direct, safe and unreported access to north Mali
to airplanes coming from the countries of the Gulf of Guinea, and in some cases directly from Latin
America. The former military airport of Tessalit, abandoned by the Malian army following the Algiers
Agreements of 2006, offered a key infrastructure to this end (Musilli and Smith 2013). A case in point
These data were collected during several interviews with different stakeholders, including criminal prosecutors,
investigative journalists, UN experts of organized crime and “former” traffickers, conducted in Bamako in October and
November 2014. Global Initiative 2014 also confirm this information.
65 Interviews with conflict analysts and investigative journalists from Timbuktu, conducted in Bamako in November 2014
and November 2015.
66 This information was further confirmed by criminal prosecutors interviewed in Bamako in November 2014 and
November 2015.
67 Information confirmed in the framework of several interviews with different stakeholders, including investigative
journalists (Malian and foreigners), UN experts on organized crime, former MUJAO combatants and high-ranking officers
of Mali’s MAA, conducted in Bamako, Dakar and Paris between November 2014 and November 2015.
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here is represented by the ill-famous Air Cocaine incident of November 2009, when the burnt- out
fuselage of a Boeing 727 believed to carry 10 tons of cocaine was found in the Tilemsi valley, north
of Gao. According to subsequent reconstructions (Daniel 2014; UNODC 2013), upon landing the
precious content was quickly loaded on tens of 4x4 vehicles convened herein, which immediately left
in different directions, before authorities lost track of the convoys. Recent investigations suggest that
the one of November 2009 was not the first flight of the Boeing 727 at stake in this episode 68 .
Moreover, further flights reportedly carrying cocaine were detected in north Mali in the subsequent
months (Julien 2011; UNODC 2013), thereby confirming that Air Cocaine was not an episodic
oddity, but part of a well-established operational pattern. Since 2012 information on the continuatio n
or discontinuation of this smuggling route is scant, if altogether non-existent. However, different
sources report that small cargo planes allegedly carrying cocaine landed in the area of Ménaka and in
the desert Timétrine in 201569 , thereby testifying of the vitality of cocaine air shipments in north Mali
up to now.
From the in-depth analysis of the cocaine routes progressively developed in, across, and
towards Mali, the key strategic value of the Tilemsi valley clearly stands out (as recognized, among
others, by Briscoe 2014; Lacher 2012; Musilli and Smith 2013). This includes the localities of
Bourem, Aloustrat, Tabankort, Tarkint and Anéfis, which are located at the intersection of the
different roads, and of In-Khalil, their culminating point. This obviously served the interests of the
networks whose influence in the area dates back to the initial stages of the cigarette smuggling,
including Baba Ould Cheick’s, and the Lamhar Arabs (Lacher 2012). It is then plausible to
hypothesize that the control of the Tilemsi valley, and the opportunities it offered in terms of
protection rackets, represented a key stake of the conflict occurred in the area since 2012. The
subsequent chapters of the present investigation will try to put forward convincing arguments to
substantiate this view.
From north Mali, cocaine shipments allegedly proceed northward aboard of convoys of
Toyota 4x4 vehicles.

Sources diverge, however, about the magnitude and organizatio na l

arrangements of the convoys. Perry’s (2014) sources claim that once a week 3 convoys made up of
15 to 22 cars, and twice as many men, «follow the old Tuareg caravan routes across the desert». More
conservative – and reliable – estimates, however, suggest that convoys are composed of 2 or 3
vehicles, with about ten people on board (Boas 2014). Their number probably does not exceed 2 or 3
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Interview with criminal investigator, conducted in Bamako in January 2016.
Interview with security officers of different international missions to Mali, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
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per month70 . Half-way between these two versions, some reports indicate that convoys of 2 or 3 4x4
vehicles carrying drugs are escorted by several vehicles with heavy armament providing security71 .
Available reports suggest that convoys are bound to Algeria in particular (via In-Khalil or – less often
– Tin-Zaouaten), but also to Niger, via Ménaka. The judicial inquiry which followed the Air Cocaine
case revealed that, from Algerian southern borders, shipments continued

by road till the

Mediterranean coast, and from there to Spain – sometimes via Morocco – aboard of light boats or
small planes. According to Julien (2011), up to 8 operations of the sort occurred between March and
August 2010. This evidence, albeit anecdotal, provides a figure of the impressive magnitude of the
phenomenon. Instead from Ménaka (but also from Tin-Zaouaten), convoys reportedly proceed northeast, across the easternmost Azaouagh valley in Mali (reportedly controlled by Mbarek Ali and Habbi
Ag Assalath, both former high-ranking officers of the Malian aarmy who turned to the MNLA in
early 201272 ), then along the unpatrolled borderland between Algeria and Niger, towards Libya and
increasingly towards Egypt. Several reports agree that today the latter country is the final destinatio n
of trans-Saharan cocaine routes73 .
The growing insecurity which affected north Mali since 2012, first, and the subsequent
deployment of international military missions to restore order, then – including the MINUSMA and
the French mission Barkhane – increasingly led scholars to raise questions about the resilience of the
drug routes pivoted on Mali. Recent research suggested that today’s drug trafficking routes seem to
move eastward in order to circumvent the highly insecure territory of north Mali. A new road
allegedly emerged, connecting the disembarking points on the Gulf of Guinea, Benin and Nigeria in
particular, to Libya, across Niger (Briscoe 2014; Daniel 2014; Global Initiative 2015; ICG 2015b;
UNODC 2013). Yet it is worth emphasizing that this conjecture is largely based on pure speculatio ns,
since the prevailing conditions of insecurity limit access to fine-grained data.
Indeed, this hypothesis does not seem to stand empirical scrutiny. The new data collected in
the framework of this research, albeit unavoidably limited in scope, seem nevertheless consistent
enough to prove that the armed conflict in northern Mali did not alter in depth the cocaine traffic in
the region. On the contrary, criminal networks demonstrated a considerable resilience and ability to
adapt to changing circumstances, including major political upheavals, in order to protect their
businesses. Nigerian sources agree that the cocaine trafficking across the country is likely to have
soared in the last years (despite the absence of reliable official figures). But the West-East route, from
Interviews with traditional elites from Ber and Gao, conducted locally in November 2015.
Interview with traditional leader from Kidal, conducted locally in November 2015.
72 Interview with investigative journalist conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
73 Interviews with several sources, including investigative journalists, UN experts of organized crime and “former”
traffickers and criminal prosecutors , conducted in Bamako, Niamey, as well as locally between October 2014 and
November 2015.
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Mali to Egypt, remains considerably more significant, and no available indications are there to
substantiate the hypothesis of a major south-north route linking Nigeria to Libya74 . Anecdotal
evidence seems to substantiate this view. The Malian villages of Ménaka and Ansongo are situated
along the West-East corridor connecting Mali to Niger. While the traffic of cocaine was previous ly
quite limited in that area (UNODC 2011a), recent reports indicate that «local drug flows have never
been so abundant»75 . Moreover, the resumption of the air route, mentioned above, seems to attest that
in local actors’ perceptions north Mali remains safe enough to harbour major international drug
smuggling operations.
The analysis of the variations of cocaine’s prices in different locations is likely to provide
quite a reliable indicator of the shifting relative weight of Mali’s drug routes, especially in terms of
supply and volumes trafficked. Since reliable surveys are lacking, one only needs to assume that the
commodity’s demand has remained at least constant – if not rising. According to recent observations,
cocaine’s prices are virtually stable at the main trading hub of In-Khalil76 , thereby suggesting that the
overall volume of cocaine transiting there might not have changed substantially. Instead, considerable
fluctuations are observed in Kayes, where prices soared compared to the past 77 , and in Bamako, where
they dropped78 . Flows, in other words, seem to be subdivided differently among the various routes,
with a noticeable reduction in the easternmost route straddling the borderlands of the region of Kayes.
However, the volumes trafficked overall remained more or less constant. Whether directed towards
Algeria or towards Niger, the regions of Gao and Kidal remained key trading hubs of internatio na l
cocaine shipments.
Repeated predictions of the contrary, as mentioned above, thus proved ill-founded. They
might have been misled, in first place, by the ambiguities of the international peace operations
currently deployed in Mali. According to several sources, in fact, neither the French military operation
Barkhane nor the MINUSMA adopted a clear repressive approach vis-à-vis drug trafficking, in spite

Interviews with Nigerian criminal investigator; and with former Tuareg insurgent from Agadez, conducted in Niamey
in September 2015.
75 Interview with different local authorities from Ménaka and Ansongo, conducted in Bamako in November 2015. The
information has been further confirmed by the leaders of armed movements such as the GATIA and the MNLA
interviewed in Bamako in November 2015.
76 Interviews with traffickers from Timbuktu, conducted locally in November 2015.
77 Focus group with Malian security forces and CBOs, conducted in Kayes in May 2016. According to local respondents
a kilo of cocaine would be traded in the region of Kayes for the equivalent of 40.000 euros.
78 Information confirmed by several sources interviewed in Bamako in October and November 2015. Although estima tes
varied, according to local respondents a kilo of cocaine would be traded in Bamako for the equivalent of 18-20.000 euros.
This figure is even more striking if one considers that, according to all interviewees, local demand is skyrocketing, thereby
suggesting that supply is growing at an even greater pace. On the other hand, falling prices further contribute to expanding
the local market and consumption rates increase among local elites. Rumours report that some students have been removed
from the French high-school of Bamako, where youth of the local elite gather, because of the excessive diffusion of
cocaine found there.
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of their respective mandates and rhetorical postures 79 . Some observers contend that internatio na l
missions cannot afford to face to many enemies at once, and that they should avoid to clash with
politically sensitive issues which could jeopardize the fragile acquis of the peace process (Offner
2016)80 . This was plainly recognized by a senior UN officer and adviser to the former Special
Representative of the UN Secretary General in Mali: «If we really wanted to disrupt the traffics in
the north, it wouldn't be that hard to come to know where to look at and whom to target. The problem
is that if we did so, we would probably bring about the suffocation of the whole regional economy,
whose survival abundantly depends on traffics and smuggling, and we would likely end up with the
entire population against us. So, even if the fight against organized crime is in the mandate, we prefer
to just let it go»81 . Moreover, local smugglers acknowledged that potential alternative routes are so
many and that the surfaces involved are so wide that small convoys with limited loads can still transit
without fearing detection82 . Barkhane’s close monitoring of key passages and drug corridors along
the Algeria-Niger borderline, such as the Salvador Pass, has but a limited impact.
Lastly, one should stress that, according to northern observers’ reports, only a small fraction
of the total amount of drugs transiting through Mali is immediately routed to its final destinatio n.
Underground caches are allegedly scattered in strategic locations in north Mali (such as Anefis,
Menaka, In-Khalil, Lerneb, Gao83 ), and elsewhere. Here, different sorts of illicit goods are stored
awaiting to be recirculated at the most favourable time, depending on security and economic
considerations. Such tactics are revelatory of an economic self-reliance, a commercial independence,
an entrepreneurial spirit and a strategic vision which are largely illustrative of the growing share and
prominence of Malian trafficking organizations within the international trade of illicit commodities.

The UNSC resolution 2100 of 25th April 2013, which establishes MINUSMA, states in fact: “The Security Council
remains seriously concerned over the insecurity which hinders humanitarian access, exacerbated by the presence of armed
groups, terrorist and criminal networks, and their activities […] and the serious threats posed by transnational organised
crime in the Sahel region, and its increasing links, in some cases, with terrorism, […] and urges Sahel and Maghreb States
to enhance interregional cooperation and coordination in order to develop inclusive and effective strategies to combat in
a comprehensive and integrated manner the activities of terrorist groups [...] and transnational organized crime»
(emphasis added). Noteworthy, subsequent yearly mandates renovating the MINUSMA have further stressed the
significance of the threats posed by transnational organized crime and the need t o counter them. Based on such strong
mandate, as well as on the significant resources deployed to this end, a MINUSMA specialist of organized crime,
interviewed in the framework of the present research in Bamako in November 2014, contended that MINUSMA has the
potential to be the best equipped peace-keeping operation worldwide to tackle organized crime. The same source,
however, complained that MINUSMA has been unable to develop effective strategies and tactics to fulfil such mandate.
80 Information confirmed in the framework of several interviews with international diplomatic personnel (including
MINUSMA’s and African Union’s), as well as with local authorities from Ménaka and Kidal, conducted in Bamako and
locally in November 2015. The same finding has been confirmed, as far as the role of Barkhane is concerned, by
interviews with local authorities from the region of Agadez, conducted in Niamey in September 2015.
81 Interview with a MINUSMA officer and adviser to the former Special Representative of the UN Secretary General in
Mali, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
82 This information has been confirmed in the framework of several interviews with smugglers from north Niger,
conducted in Niamey in December 2013, September 2015 and May 2016.
83 Interviews with local authorities and traders from the regions of Kidal and Gao, conducted locally in November 2015.
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While they used to be considered as mere service providers of foreign criminal entrepreneurs, African
smuggling networks are rapidly climbing the value chain of global drug trafficking. One should not
underestimate the impact of this major change on the fragile political and security field of north Mali.

4.2.3 Drug economy, drug politics
The profits of drug traffic, and especially of cocaine, are unparalleled. The resources obtainable from
the smuggling of licit goods, which prevailed previously, are comparatively of little significa nce.
Given the convertibility of economic and political resources in north Mali’s patronage politics, the
rise of international cocaine smuggling had a major impact on the governance of local security.
A few examples probably suffice to illustrate the magnitude of the phenomena at stake. A
driver of a drug convoy is paid between 3.000 dollars (Boas 2014; Lewis and Diarra 2012) and 6.000
dollars (Global Initiative 2014; Reitano and Shaw 2014 put forward even higher figures) for a single
successful shipment. After a few deliveries, often no more than two, the vehicle itself is offered as
compensation to the crew. The entire trip from Mali to Egypt can be paid between 22.000 and 27.000
euros84 . Traffickers can outsource the armed escort of the convoys to willing providers in control of
a segment of the route, including non-state armed groups, communal militias, jihadist organizatio ns,
etc. Reportedly, this service can be rewarded up to 15-30.000 dollars85 . It is therefore hardly
surprising that the recruitment in the networks of drug trafficking represents a very attractive career
option for local underprivileged youth. Without the profits of drug business, these would struggle to
gather the resources necessary to get married (International Alert and Global Initiative 2014; Scheele
2012). Observers commented: «Local populations could not withstand the powerful wind of drug
trafficking. Many, and especially the youth, have been carried by it, with money, weapons and
resources. They had no choice»86 .
The estimated profits of a Malian drug trafficker can amount to 200 million f CFA per month,
about 1.000 times as much as the salary of the security officers (including police, customs,
gendarmerie and army) who are supposed to fight them87 . Corruption is therefore widespread:
security forces’ officers who agree to turn a blind-eye are rewarded with an amount ranging from one
to several millions f CFA, depending on the role of the recipient88 . According to local rumours «in
August 2015 a general and a colonel of the Malian army received 1,5 billion f CFA as a reward
because they facilitated the shipment of a drug convoy to Burkina Faso»89 . Based on a typical carrotInterview
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local authority from Ménaka, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
prominent member of the GATIA from Ménaka, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
Tuareg tribal leader from Kidal, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
Tuareg leader from Ansongo, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
Gao’s customs high-ranking officer, conducted locally in November 2015.
leader of youth organization from Gao, conducted locally in November 2015.
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and-stick approach, the resort to threats and intimidations is also said to be part of the toolkit of drug
cartels: «if you seize the drug once, it could cost your job. If you do it again, it could cost your life»90 .
It is therefore hardly surprising that a prominent Lahmar businessman and politician, allegedly closely
connected to local drug barons (Lacher 2012), claimed that «to make security forces irresistible to
corruption, one would need to grant them a much more consistent salary»91 . This opinion voices a
concern widely shared among key actors in the public and private sector 92 .
Individuals implicated in drug trafficking, which used to be extremely discrete, are now easily
identifiable by the visible signs of the sudden wealth they boast. According to local interviewees, «at
first, one’s involvement in drug trafficking was very confidential because this activity was
stigmatized by the society and whomever was identified as a drug trafficker was immediately isolated
and rejected»93 . While this report confirms Scheele’s (2012) findings, things appear to have radically
changed in the last years: «although common citizens might not be aware of the inner workings of
drug trafficking, drug trade is now very gossiped because of the exorbitant expenses operated in the
cities by alleged traffickers»94 .
The revenues of drug trafficking fuelled an increasingly wide network, in which the interests
of different actors could be fulfilled. The inquiry which followed the Air Cocaine incident, includ ing
its meaningful lack of follow-up, provides a clear illustration of the scope and capacity of these
patronage networks. Judicial investigations revealed that initial connections were made between
Colombian and Spanish drug cartels in Guinea Conakry. Local actors included: Malian security
forces, secret services and air safety personnel at Bamako’s airport; Malian smugglers, includ ing
some individuals who were already implicated in gold smuggling, other sorts of traffics, and money
laundering; Malian politicians, including Ministries and personal advisers of the then-President
ATT95 ; Saharawi leaders96 ; and prominent Lamhar businessmen, whose link with narco-trafficking
was eventually uncovered97 (Daniel 2014; Lacher 2012).
Arguably, the judicial investigation which followed the Air Cocaine scandal (as reported in
Daniel 2014) uncovered the systematic and pervasive nature of corruption in Mali. It revealed,
moreover, that corruption was not confined to low-level officers, but reached the top of the militar y

Interview with Gao’s customs high-ranking officer, conducted locally in November 2015.
Interview with Gao’s businessman and member of the Parliament, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
92 Interviews with Malian public officers and entrepreneurs, conducted in Bamako in November 2015 and January 2016.
93 Interview with an Arab local authority from Ménaka, conducted locally in Nov ember 2015.
94 Interview with youth leader from Kidal, conducted locally in November 2015.
95 Within this category, one should stress the presence of Baba Ould Cheick, already mentioned; and of Moh amed Ould
Sidi Mohamed, who subsequently became the MAA secretary general, then President of the pro-Bamako faction within
the movement, and member of the Malian Parliament elected in the ranks of IBK’s RPM party in 2013
96 Didi Ould Mohamed, also known as Didi Rguibi. He later helped the Spanish embassy of Bamako to negotiate the
release of the Spanish hostages kidnapped by the MUJAO in the Saharawi camps in 2011 (Daniel 2014).
97 These include Mohamed Ould Aweinatt and Cherif Ould Taher, mentioned above.
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and political chain of command. This confirmed, in turn, the claims of several studies issued in those
years (Briscoe 2014; ICG 2012; Lacher 2012; Reitano and Shaw 2014; Van Veen et al. 2015). A
trafficker from Kidal, interviewed in the framework of the present investigation, summarizes the issue
as follows: «in the drug market, the suppliers are the drug barons: they own the commodity and hide
away from the dangers of fieldwork. Buyers are known in advance and are well positioned inside the
states. They are the ones who pull the strings and who enjoy the dividends. The group that organizes
the trade is restricted and the summit can be found at the top of a state»98 .
The complete impunity which followed the judicial proceedings of the Air Cocaine scandal
further substantiates this view: «alleged offenders held in custody disappeared frequently with the
complicity of the executive power, before we had the opportunity to in-depth interrogate and
prosecute them, and reconstruct the system they were part of. This obviously raised strong suspicio ns
of existing relationships between army officers and drug traffickers in Mali (and in Algeria), who
enjoy the protection of the upper echelons of the political machine. Air Cocaine is a case in point
here, one that left me very sad and very sceptical: following the investigations, no one was convicted,
no one was jailed, and no illegal substances were recovered and destroyed. And even now people
who are arrested – for big drug businesses but also for terrorism99 – are often released immediate ly
and with no reason, before a proper investigation can be conducted», commented the prosecutor who
was in charge of the Air Cocaine dossier in the framework of an interview released for the present
investigation100 . Similarly, a prosecutor who investigated on the links between drug trafficking and
high-level corruption contended that «as soon as the investigation begins to rise in the political valuechain, the affair is muffled and we are no longer granted the freedom to operate»101 .
The extent of the political protections offered by state authorities to drug cartels, if not the
active participation of the former into the latter, does not amount to an oddity unique to the Malian

Interview with trafficker from Kidal, conducted locally in November 2015. However, it should be noticed that other
traffickers interviewed in the framework of the present research have been less outspoken, and the truthfulness of present
claim should be taken with some circumspection.
99 Such allegation probably alludes to the case of Azbaye Ag Boya, which was much discussed at the time of this interview.
Mr Ag Boya had been arrested in Mauritania in 2012 and subsequently extradited to Mali. After waiting in jail for two
years, he was eventually interrogated by the investigative judge, to whom he reportedly confessed to be the right -hand
man of then-number one AQMI leader in the region, Abou Zeid; he also acknowledged that he had been involved at length
in drug smuggling and other illegal traffics along the Mali-Mauritania border. Yet, a few days after this potentially
explosive confession, Malian authorities released him with no further proceedings. This information was collected in the
framework of an interview with a UN expert of Malian judicial systems, conducted in Bamako in November 2014. During
my subsequent researches, I tried to interview the prosecutor of Mali's anti-terror investigative pool who interrogated Ag
Boya, but as soon as the latter was mentioned I was quickly dismissed by the prosecutor with a mixture of embarrassment
and fear, under the quite unrealistic pretext that he was not really well-informed about the topic. I was then suggested to
discuss about this directly with the Supreme Judge of Mali's Assize Court, who in turn gave me an appointment, then kept
me waiting at his door for four hours, and eventually never let me in. The encounter with such a wall of silence and
opacity was more eloquent than any revelation.
100 Interview with criminal prosecutor conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
101 Interview with criminal prosecutor conducted in Bamako in January 2016.
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case, but represents a widely shared practice. State authorities in neighbouring countries affected by
drug smuggling are in fact equally concerned. Julien (2011) reports that, following the initial major
cocaine seizures in Mauritania, investigations revealed the key roles of family members of former
Presidents. In Guinea Conakry, according to UNODC (2011, 244), «the presidential guard,
commanded by one of the president’s sons, appears to have been involved in drug traffick ing,
alongside a number of high-ranking public security officials, making use of diplomatic pouches and
passports to move drugs. Another of his sons has also been accused of involvement: both were
arrested when their father died in late 2009». Yet investigative journalists (Lewis 2014) report that
even when Alpha Condé was democratically elected, in late 2010, thus putting an end to his longstanding exile, he could not help but rely on local big men, and drug barons in particular, to reaffir m
his hold on power. This claim was further confirmed by Malian investigative sources 102 .
Based on this evidence, I would argue that UNODC’s (2011) concern with the «destabilizing
influence of drug trafficking in transit countries» lends itself to misleading interpretatio ns. What
investigations revealed, in fact, is not the helpless passivity of formal state institutions unable to fight
the drug cartels hidden in their respective territories – as the “state capture mechanism” would imply
– but the key role of state authorities in the active and enthusiastic organization of international drug
trades. Arguably, this was meant to prevent traffickers from targeting different countries, and
therefore redistributing drug money elsewhere (see also Strazzari 2014a). Interviewed in the
framework of the present research, a UNODC officer recognized: «the main interest of states in the
region is not that customs prevent the transit of illicit goods, but rather that they help the state to raise
money: and therefore in some cases local governments prefer to sponsor the drug trafficking in
exchange for a “public” share, instead of leaving it uniquely to the private gain of the warlords»103 . I
therefore agree with Julien’s (2011, 135) claim, according to which «we must acknowledge that we
are no longer dealing with mafias or criminal groups infiltrating the security services and the states,
but with developing state-mafias who are turning into key players of traffics in a given territory». In
other words, states capture criminal networks just as much as the latter capture the former.
A critical approach to the study of organized crime in the context at stake, then, should move
past the mere recognition that organized crime represents a threat. Instead, it should point out both
the referent object(s) of this claim and the securitizing agent(s). Moreover, it should try to trace the
assemblages and identify the pull factors enabling the development of extra-legal economies, in
particular at micro-level. From this perspective, Shaw and Reitano (2014, 19) observe that «individ ua l
security is only indirectly impacted» by the rise of organized crime and trafficking in Africa, while
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Interview with criminal prosecutor conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
Interview with UNODC researcher, conducted in Dakar in December 2014.
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to the contrary criminal networks can integrate society and provide services where the state cannot
get. Empirical scrutiny in the context at stake reveals in fact that revenues from drug smuggling
crucially contributed to cementing different sorts of connections and assemblages between state and
non-state actors. The analysis of the latter is therefore key to correctly interpret the mechanis ms
driving the governance of (in-)security in north Mali. While evidence is too scant for a systematic
review, I introduce herein below some examples which I find particularly illustrative.
A significant amount of the available literature described the progressive involvement of
Malian security forces, both military and civilian, in the control, management, racket and selective
protection of drug smuggling. This is particularly the case for the units installed in the north and in
border areas (Boas 2013; Brachet 2013; Cantens and Raballand 2016; Global Initiative 2014;
Strategic Capacity Group 2016, to name but a few). Interviews conducted in the framework of the
present investigation confirmed that local communities accuse security forces to sponsor the
smuggling of illicit goods, and of narcotic drugs in particular 104 . The very recruitment process in the
security forces, as well as promotion to positions of responsibility within these, are the subject of
major and systematized corrupt deals (Briscoe 2014; Strategic Capacity Group 2016)105 . Corruption
and nepotism that prevail in the army are also worth being mentioned among the main sources of
discontent that triggered the coup d’état against the regime of ATT in 2012 (Bergamaschi 2014; Sana
2013)106 . In the rise of cartels of organized crime and drug trafficking in Mali, it appears that what is
actually at stake is less the lack of capacity and resources than the lack of accountability and
transparency.
Allegedly, drug money was also instrumental to promote the rise of armed militias in the
north, which Bamako subsequently manipulated to foster its divide et impera policy among local
communities (Morgan 2012a). For instance, Baba Ould Cheick gradually became a trusted advisor to
ATT; opaque militia leaders Lamana Ould Bou, Ould Meydou, and El-Hadj Gamou were also very
close to the former President Touré. Yet, widespread rumours reported their links with the drug cartels
headed respectively by Dina Ould Daya in Timbuktu, and by Ould Aweinatt in Gao (Lacher 2012)107 .

Interview with traditional authority from Kidal, conducted locally in November 2015.
A large amount of qualitative evidence collected in the framework of the present research contributed to confirming
this view, including interviews with Malian security experts conducted in Bamako in Novemb er 2013; interviews with
foot-ranking soldiers conducted in Bamako in November 2015; interviews with high-ranking officers of the Bureau du
Vérificateur Général conducted in Bamako in January 2016; focus groups with Malian CBOs conducted in the region of
Kayes in May 2016.
106 This view has been further confirmed by interviews with Malian civil society leaders, allegedly close to the coup’s
promoters, conducted in Bamako from November 2013 to May 2016.
107 This view has been further confirmed by interviews with an investigative journalist from Timbuktu, and with Arab
leader from Timbuktu, conducted in Bamako in November 2014, and with MAA leaders, conducted in Bamako in
November 2014 and November 2015.
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Some traditional leaders are also said to have largely benefited from the redistribution of drug
revenues. In several instances tribal leaders managed to secure a share of drug profits in recognitio n
of the “droit de passage” on their respective territories. This remarkable source of income provided
declining elites with the resources they needed to re-establish a social legitimacy otherwise doomed
to deteriorate. Facing the retreat of the state, the redistribution of drug trade profits contributed to reintegrating traditional leaders into patronage networks, this pivoted on criminal entrepreneurs rather
than on state bureaucrats. Anecdotal evidence reveals that, in some border villages, the only availab le
social services, albeit limited in scope, were set up through the support of benefactors enriched by
drug smuggling108 . These included the construction of wells, the provision of employme nt
opportunities – including perfectly legal ones – for the youth, and of healthcare for women and
elders109 . Unsurprisingly, then, traditional leaders felt sometimes more obliged vis-à-vis drug
traffickers than vis-à-vis Bamako’s authorities110 . Noteworthy, the strategy of social entrenchme nt
pursued by drug barons in Latin American (Cockayne 2013; Felbab-Brown 2010; Idler 2015; OCDE
2012), here combines smoothly with the specific social structure of African rural areas.
Private sector also features prominently among those who benefited most from the sudden
injection of drug money into the blood system of the Malian economy. Procurements and contracts
in the land property, real estate and building sectors boomed, since they provided excellent
opportunities

for money laundering111 .

Entire new neighbourhoods mushroomed,

made up

exclusively of luxury villas, especially in Gao (in the neighbourhood significantly nicknamed
“cocainebougou”, the cocaine village), and north of Timbuktu, including in the villages of Araouane
and Bouchbeiha112 . Noteworthy, these are all hubs of smuggling cartels. Suburban land speculatio n
was allegedly a well-establish vehicle to ensuring drug’s money laundering and build patronage
networks. This system was reportedly prevalent both in remote rural towns and in Bamako, where it
nourished ambitious programmes of social housing sponsored by powerful politicians113 .
Mali adopted a robust legal dispositif to criminalize and repress these conducts. This included
the domestication of the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (UNCTOC), a law
The newly appointed governor of the region of Taoudenni, interviewed in the framework of the present research in
Bamako in January 2016, acknowledged that in vast areas of the region of Taoudenni the state was «completely absent,
and non-state actors endowed with considerable resources, including traffickers, mig ht have filled this gap».
109 Interviews with youth organizations from Timbuktu, Kidal and Gao, conducted in Bamako in November 2013, and
locally in November 2015.
110 Focus group with Malian security forces and CBOs, conducted in Kayes in May 2016.
111 This information has been confirmed in the framework of several interviews, including with Malian CBOs dealing
with urban land acquisition, conducted in Bamako in November 2014; with high-ranking officer from the Cellu le
Nationale du Traitement des Informations Financières (CENTIF), conducted in Bamako in November 2015; and with
high-ranking officer of the Bureau du Vérificateur Général, conducted in Bamako in January 2016.
112 Interview with local researcher from Timbuktu, conducted in Bamako in May 2016.
113 Interview with administrators from the region of Gao and with Malian CBOs dealing with urban land acquisition,
conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
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against money laundering (2006), a law on the suppression of terrorism and its sources of financ ing
(2008) and a law against embezzlement (2014). Yet, the amount of judicial proceedings currently
underway or judged concerning crimes of corruption or money laundering is very limited and actually
very opaque.
Politics is, nevertheless, the field where the impact of drug money in Mali was more blatant.
In the framework of Mali’s patronage politics, mentioned above, the electoral competitio n
represented a unique opportunity for the political and economic laundering of, respectively,
individuals and resources closely connected to drug trafficking. According to Reitano and Shaw
(2014, 8): «wealthy Arabs who are assumed to be traffickers bankroll local candidates for mayoral
positions, or seats in the National Assembly’, or in fact run for election themselves». Reports suggest
that this phenomenon occurred in Mali at least since the 2009 administrative elections, and was
replicated in the 2013 presidential and legislative elections (Briscoe 2014) 114 . This was, again,
nothing but the local manifestation of a trend observed in the region by several analysts (Shaw et al,
2014; Shaw and Reitano 2013; WACD 2014). It closely approximates the definition of big man
introduced in the previous chapters. Such conduct was apparently so widespread that it has become
trivialized, to the extent that traffickers and elected local politicians interviewed for the present
research recognized its existence with a surprising ease 115 . Consistently with this perspective, the adhoc Committee set up in 2015 to review the Malian electoral law and the charter of political parties,
in accordance with the provisions of the Algiers Agreement, hardly tackled, if at all, the crucial issues
of the transparency of political parties’ financing schemes (Fomba 2016).
Persistent practices of bad governance, then, smoothly survived the election of President
Ibrahim Boubacar Keita, despite the widespread hopes raised by the democratic change (Briscoe
2014; Chauzal 2015). The unconvincing performance of democratic regimes to deliver good and
efficient governance ended up reinforcing the attractiveness of alternative political options. On the
one hand, the bitter claim that «the elections have made everyone vulnerable to corruption»116 is
common-sense in today’s Mali, and it implicitly conveys a certain nostalgia for the authoritar ia n
regimes of the past. On the other hand, what is perceived as the empirically proved failure of secular
governance and its vulnerability to corruption strengthens the appeal of the different Islamis t
movements in Mali, more or less radicalized and violence-prone, who call to submit to a rigorous
divine justice (Arnaud 2016; Davis 2014; ICG 2015a).

Information confirmed also in the framework of an interview with UN expert on organized crime, conducted in Bama ko
in November 2014.
115 Interviews with local authorities from the regions of Timbuktu and Gao, and with traffickers from the regions of
Timbuktu and Kidal, conducted locally in November 2015.
116 Interview with high-ranking officer of the Bureau du Vérificateur Général, conducted in Bamako in January 2016.
114

210

In fact, the Sufi reading of the Islamic heritage nurtures an elastic, non-literary interpretatio n
of the shari’ah law. This view has been prevailing in Mali and is especially fostered by the traditiona l
zawayas. In a context of widespread corruption and “moral decay”, such religious orientation is
increasingly seen as the pretext for political corruption, that only a rigorist approach to religion could
prevent (Sagot-Duvauroux 2013). This long quote seems particularly illustrative in this respect. It is
taken from an interview conducted with Mr Dicko, a popular Wahhabi preacher and President of the
Haut Conseil Islamique du Mali. «After 23 years of dictatorship, when democracy came to Mali, the
country was unprepared. The concept of democracy was badly understood. Democracy brought about
the destruction of all forms of authority. People no longer believed in anything. As a result, it
conveyed corruption, patronage and nepotism. In Mali today justice is not independent: it is corrupt,
and sold to the best bidder, Patronage and corruption plagued also the school, the police, everything.
I guess this is why so many people identify with our message: we are drifting apart, and they simply
want to stop it»117 .

4.2.4 Synthetic drugs
The smuggling of synthetic drugs, including mainly methamphetamines, has been gaining momentum
in West Africa during the last decade. Initial concerns were raised by scandals erupted in Guinea
Conakry and Liberia in 2008 and 2010 respectively. However, the issue gained internatio na l
prominence when two laboratories, allegedly capable of producing 25-50kg of synthetic drugs per
day, were discovered in the suburbs of Lagos between 2011 and 2012 (UNODC 2013). UNODC then
hypothesized that the international smuggling of synthetic drugs was steered by the Igbo crimina l
networks, and that it was about to replace the cocaine market. The latter, in fact, was alleged ly
providing shrinking opportunities, namely because of the growing insecurity in the region.
The new routes of methamphetamines’ smuggling, then, were deemed to largely circumve nt
Mali, and the Saharan space more in general. It was believed that methamphetamines were produced
in the states of the Gulf of Guinea (mainly in Nigeria, but also in Togo, Benin and Ghana to a lesser
extent), and were then exported towards the consumption markets located in Europe and, most of all,
in east Asia118 . As a consequence, air routes and boat shipments were allegedly the preferred vehicles
for international trafficking.

Interview with Mahmoud Dicko, President of the Haut Conseil Islamique du Mali, conducted in Bamako in May 2016.
According to UNODC (2013) data, in east Asia a kilo of methamphetamine is worth between 10.000 and 100.000
dollars (in Thailand and in Japan respectively), i.e. it has the potential generate more revenues than cocaine smuggling.
The overall value of the methamphetamines export from West Africa to east Asia was estimated between 90 and 360
million dollars.
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Based on the data collected in the framework of the present research, I argue that this
hypothesis does not stand empirical scrutiny, and therefore needs to be reconsidered. Firstly, a careful
assessment challenges the view that the cocaine market is providing shrinking opportunities,
including in Mali. Secondly, a significant flow of methamphetamines, most likely produced in
Nigeria, has been observed in Mali in recent years. Methamphetamines produced in Nigeria (but local
rumours also point to more limited productions taking place in Burkina Faso, and even in Bamako’s
suburbs)119 , and directed to Dakar, have reportedly been feeding a considerable traffic across Mali.
They access the country from the borders with Burkina Faso and Niger, then proceed through the
Gourma area, the region of Mopti and that of Kayes. Malian security forces carried out significa nt
seizures at the Senegal-Mali border: 41 kilos in December 2013, 30 kg in January 2015, and 80 kg in
February, 2015. The commercial value of the latter cargo was estimated at 11 billion f CFA at
wholesale prices120 . While the largest part of the flow is seemingly destined to the export, some
cheaper methamphetamines of lesser quality (locally known as “12” and “14”) are also fuelling a
soaring local market. Local patterns of consumption seem to target two different types of demand:
methamphetamines are allegedly used in Mali both for recreational purposes (reports exist in this
sense in Bamako and Timbuktu)121 , and by workers enduring particularly hard conditions, such as
traditional gold miners, lorry drivers and farmers (as reported in the regions of Kayes and
Timbuktu)122 .
Evidence collected in the framework of the present research is too scant and incoherent to
provide valuable indications about the origins and organizational arrangements of the networks
involved in this sort of drug trafficking. Several hypotheses exist: UNODC (2013) suggests that the
whole trade is concentrated in the hand of the Nigerian Igbo criminal cartels, also well-established in
Mali (see UNODC 2011a); other sources, instead, claim that Lebanese and/or Chinese networks are
more particularly involved123 . Some rumours also highlight that the smuggling of methamphetamines
in Mali is merely recycling the same infrastructure and operators formerly involved in cocaine
trafficking124 .
While the link of the transboundary traffic of methamphetamines with the (in-)security
dynamics of north Mali’s field is yet far from proven, it is hardly disputable that the former has the
potential to negatively influence the volatile environment of Mali’s governance overall. This is due

Interviews with Malian CBOs, conducted in Bamako in November 2015 and in Kayes in May 2016.
Interviews with MINUSMA experts of organized crime, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
121 Interviews with youth leaders from different regions, conducted in Bamako and locally in November 2015.
122 Focus group with Malian security forces and CBOs, conducted in Kayes in May 2016.
123 Interview with MINUSMA experts of organized crime, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
124 Interview with trafficker from Timbuktu, conducted locally in November 2015.
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mainly to the significance of the financial stakes involved, and to the opportunities for corruption and
politico-criminal nesting it creates.
A last sort of narcotics smuggled in and across Mali is worth being mentioned: that of
Tramadol (locally called “Tramol”). Tramadol is a modified opioid, potentially hallucinoge nic,
synthetized for recreational purposes. Widely produced in Nigeria, Tramadol is in first place exported
inland to Niger (UNODC 2013)125 . The most important component of the flow is directed towards
Egypt, where the consumption of Tramadol is second only to that of hashish (UNODC 2013), and
from there to the Middle-East. A minor stream is nevertheless directed towards Mali, through the
region of Gao. Part of the Tramadol available in Mali is allegedly produced in Ghana, and imported
in Gao through Burkina Faso126 . From Gao, Tramadol is said to be sent to Algeria or redistributed in
Mali for local consumption. In fact, very cheap retail prices (one dose ranging between 100 and 600
f CFA, depending on the quality) make this product easily accessible and widely consumed in Mali
among all the social strata. In particular, Tramadol is a popular replacement of other drugs, used to
mitigate the effects of addiction developed by cocaine users.
Noteworthy, the routes of the traffic of Tramadol in and across Mali seem to largely overlap
with those of the cigarette smuggling pivoted on Gao, thereby suggesting a possible link with the
same networks. On the one hand, the limited economic value of this commodity and the fragmented
nature of distribution networks contribute to limiting the impact of Tramadol smuggling on north
Mali’s security. On the other hand, however, a broader understanding of the notion of security
requires one to consider with concern the widespread and soaring patterns of consumption attested
by different sources127 . To the extent that Mali is wrongly considered as a mere “transit country” for
drug trade, the lack of a coherent policy of public health has the potential to represent a serious
security threat (WACD 2014).

4.3 Illicit smuggling and protection rackets

Different types of narcotic drugs are not the only illicit goods smuggled in and across the borderlands
of north Mali. Aiming to in-depth study the dynamics driving (in-)security in the case at stake, the

Information confirmed in the framework of interviews with former Tuareg rebel, and with criminal prosecutor in
charge of organized crime, conducted in Niamey in September 2015.
126 Interview with youth leader from Gao, conducted locally in November 2015.
127 Interview with the head of the toxicological department at the public hospital Touré of Bamako, conducted in Bamako
in November 2015.
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present section undertakes to analyse the practices related to the markets of another two
“commodities” illegally shipped in and across Mali: the smuggling of weapons and that of human
beings (including the analytically distinct categories of migrants and victims of trafficking). I argue
that this effort is worthwhile in the framework of the present investigation, and necessary from a
critical security perspective, since both “commodities” fuel significant extra-legal economies and
contribute to the development of transnational criminal organizations pivoted on north Mali’s
borderlands. To this end, the methodology delineated by De Boer (2010) and further developed by
Shaw and Kemp (2012) is, once again, most likely to represent the best approach to tackle these
issues.
The significance of the circuits, routes, networks and infrastructures of arms smuggling is
hardly disputable in the framework of the present investigation. Furthermore, arms smuggling is
doubly linked to organized crime. First, to the extent that the commodity is traded illegally, it is a
criminal activity in itself. Second, it contributes decisively to the establishment of protection rackets
(see Snyder and Duran-Martinez 2009), which in turn represent a distinct criminal undertaking
(Cockayne and Pfister 2008), and a very profitable one in the context of a fragile state such as Mali
(Shaw and Kemp 2012). Interestingly, for instance, Shaw and Mangan (2014) examine the different
modalities whereby protection rackets are exercised in the framework of the specific spatial practices
one can find in the Libyan Sahara.
The smuggling of human beings amounts to an illicit trade, to the extent that ever stricter
regulations constrain and limit human mobility across the Sahara, and especially from Mali to Algeria
and Libya. In the case of human smuggling, migrants are the mere object of a transaction, while in
the case of human trafficking they are also the victim. In both cases, however, the conduct of
smugglers is illegal. The scholarly debate is instead less straightforward as to whether the traffic of
human beings does actually amount to a protection racket. Racketing migrants is a widespread
practice, and an armed escort is sometimes (but seldom) provided to the convoys of migrants crossing
the Sahara Desert. However, one must acknowledge that migrants represent an odd “commodity”,
since they can be threatened, but they can hardly be seized and sold independently. Or, to put it
otherwise, migrants’ agency can be compressed and repressed, but it can hardly be completely
annihilated. Leaving aside the issue of the securitization of trans-Saharan migration (see for instance
Walters 2010) what is really essential for the purposes of my investigation is to figure out whether
the income generated by spatial practices related to migration flows, including rackets thereof, is
invested or not in assets and networks likely to impact on the security dynamics of north Mali’s
borderlands.
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4.3.1 Arms smuggling
A great deal of armed conflicts, both internal and international (or internationa lized) has studded the
recent history of the region. In the last couple of decades political and military crises occurred in
Liberia, Sierra Leone, Ivory Coast, Algeria, Libya, Western Sahara, Sudan and Chad, to name but a
few. As a result, analysts agree that the region comprising West and North Africa, pivoted on the
Sahara Desert, is a self-sufficient system of illicit small-arms trade. It is, in fact, relatively isolated,
to the extent that supply and demand are balanced internally and require no external inputs (UNODC
2013). Overall, an estimated amount of 70.000 to 80.000 small-arms was allegedly circulating in the
region in 2010, before the Libyan crisis added another 10.000 to 20.000 of them to the total128 .
In the early 2000s, small arms were smuggled to Mali mostly from Algeria, as a result of the
civil war raging there. Florquin and Pézard (2005) report that in those years it was probably easier to
purchase a Kalashnikov than a car in southern Algeria. Between 2008 and 2011, the most important
supply route of small-arms connected Mali to Guinea Conakry. This information is based on a
significant amount of seizures (UNODC 2013), but qualitative and anecdotal evidence also confir m
such finding129 . Available evidence allows one to hypothesize that weapons imported from Guinea
Conakry originated from the dismissal of the civil wars’ arsenals of that troubled region, includ ing
Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Ivory Coast.
Since the fall of Gaddafi’s regime in 2011, the Saharan route became more prominent. Small
weapons were initially supplied from the Libyan Fezzan to the region of Kidal, along the borderlands
straddling across the Niger-Algeria border (Anders 2015; Chena and Tisseron 2013). According to
Kartas et al. (2014), this route had been existing even before 2011, and was prolonged until
Mauritania and the areas controlled by the Polisario Front, in order to meet the local demand of illic it
goods, including small weapons. Noteworthy, the international routes through which arms are
supplied to north Mali show a clear tendency to overlap with the smuggling routes of cigarettes and
drugs, as map 4.2 indicates. One can therefore hypothesize that the identities of the networks and
actors engaged in such traffics do not differ much (Anders 2015). On the other hand, however, several
sources, both international and local, suggest that small and decentralized family businesses are
prevalent in this trade, and that routes tend to converge only due to the well-known lack of controls
therein130 .

Interview with UNODC researcher, conducted in Dakar in December 2014.
Interviews with security expert, conducted in Dakar in December 2014, and with Malian Arab leader from the region
of Kidal, interviewed locally in November 2015.
130 Information confirmed in the framework of several interviews, including with MINUSMA expe rt on organized crime,
conducted in Bamako in November 2014; with UNODC researcher, conducted in Dakar in December 2014; with Nigerian
Tuareg smuggler, conducted in Niamey in September 2015; and with Malian Arab leader from the region of Kidal,
interviewed locally in November 2015.
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The looting of Libyan arsenals represented a game changer for the regional economy of arms
trade, since it allegedly led to the spill-over of a very significant number of small arms, estimated at
a few tens of thousands (Anders 2015; UNODC 2013). Most of them, however, are still unaccounted
for. In particular, the disappearance of anti-aircraft weapons of the type MANPADS is a major source
of concern for the international community (Global Initiative 2015). Illegal markets of small arms
were reportedly set up, scattered in the remotest locations across the whole region, includ ing
borderlands’ forests and the mountain ranges of the Saharan Desert, such as the Air and the Hoggar
(UNODC 2013). Local sources interviewed in the framework of the present research confirm that an
illegal – albeit well-known – weapons’ market was established by Libyan returnees in the area of the
Wagadou forest, in the borderland straddling across Mali and Mauritania, not far from the villages of
Nampala and Léré131 . Economic imperatives seemed to prevail over political ones, since accordingly
militants of every political obedience came here to stock up. The sudden inflow of Libyan weapons
implied a sharp decline of prices: customers report that Bajkal and Kalashnikov rifles’ prices fell from
400.000 f CFA to 100.000 f CFA each132 .
The massive supply of cheap Libyan weapons in a fragile environment, where demand was
also on the rise and the revenues of traffics and kidnappings had increased the purchasing power, had
a tremendous impact on local security dynamics. Non-state armed actors proliferated133 and
refurbished their arsenals. Traffics increasingly needed armed protection and all sorts of smuggling
soon became militarized, including that of licit goods, in spite of its widespread legitimacy134 . This
dynamic unavoidably reinforced the link between non-state armed actors, providing security, and
trafficking networks. A thriving political economy of protection rackets ensued unavoidably. In
particular, different sources agree that between trafficking and jihadist networks a sort of jointventure was initially established: the former purchased weapons from Libya for the latter (as well as
for other armed groups) and shipped them to the north of Mali. Islamist armed groups, and AQMI in
particular, thus managed to invest their considerable revenues while avoiding to inconvenie ntly
expose themselves directly. On the other hand, they ensured the traffickers’ armed protection in the
territories they managed to control135 .

Noteworthy, this is the area where the smuggling routes of cigarettes and cocaine are said to access Mali, as mentioned
above.
132 All this information comes from an interview with a Peul combatant from the region of Ségou, clos e to Ansar-Dine,
and frequent customer of the market mentioned. Interview conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
133 This tendency confirms the observation of Kartas et al. (2014), according to whom an increased availability of weapons
easily affordable fosters the fragmentation of armed movements and the birth of splinter groups.
134 Interview with MINUSMA expert of small arms proliferation, conducted in Bamako in October 2014.
135 This information was confirmed in the framework of several interviews, including with MINUSMA expert of organized
crime, conducted in Bamako in November 2015; with Gao’s police high-ranking officer, conducted locally in November
2015; and with trafficker from Kidal, conducted locally in November 2015. See also Strazzari 2015.
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Such a sophisticate assemblage questions the imaginary of north Mali’s Saharan borderlands
as merely ungoverned spaces, and reveals instead the extent to which political and economic
dynamics at local level contributed to determining the (in-)security equation according to wellestablished rules. On the other hand, however, this assemblage might prima facie suggest a
progressive convergence of interests and patterns of action between armed groups and transnatio na l
criminal organizations, precisely in the terms preconized by Makarenko’s (2004) “nexus” argument.
While operational links between traffickers and armed groups can hardly be denied, it remains
doubtful whether the alleged overlapping of these two distinct categories of actors actually contributes
to providing analytical clarity to the global picture. The next chapter will in-depth scrutinize the
validity of this claim.
The subsequent evolution of the regional framework introduced new variables. While a priori
exogenous to the internal dynamics of north Mali’s security, these produced nevertheless a major
readjustment of the local infrastructure of small arms’ smuggling. In first place, the ongoing civil war
in Libya, and in particular the communal conflict in Fezzan among the Arabs (from the Awlad
Suleiman Qadhadhfa and Warfalla tribes), the Tuareg and the Toubou, led to a reflux of weapons
towards Libya since 2013. Moreover, the outcome of the conflict, albeit fragile and contested, brought
about a noticeable change in the governance of arms smuggling across the Saharan region. In fact,
the progressive strengthening of the Toubou’s position to the detriment of the Tuareg resulted in the
gradual shift of smuggling routes eastward (i.e. towards Chad, Sudan and Egypt), where the Toubou’s
network was stronger (Anders 2015).
In second place, the deployment of the French military mission Barkhane in the Sahara Desert
in 2014 proved just as much inconsequential to drug trafficking – as commented above – as it was
successful to effectively counter regional arm trade. The international smuggling of heavy weaponry
was primarily targeted. International analysts and local observers agree that, while small-sca le
smuggling of limited amounts of weapons was virtually impossible to eradicate, the presence of
French forces severely jeopardized the large-scale export of arms from Libya to Mali (Global
Initiative 2015)136 . Hardened military controls at Algeria’s borders deployed since 2013 further
reinforced this trend (Ammour 2013a; Lebovich 2015; Lounnas 2013). As a result, while no seizures
of smuggled weapons occurred in north Mali throughout the whole year 2015 137 , several successful
operations in neighbouring countries allegedly contributed to disrupting networks’ infrastructures and
armed groups’ supply lines. In March and April 2015 the Algerian security forces announced the
This information has been confirmed in the framework of an interview with a member of the MNLA executive
committee, conducted by phone from Bamako in December 2014, and of an interview with Nigerian Tuareg trafficker,
conducted in Niamey in September 2015
137 Interview with MINUSMA expert of organized crime, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
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discovery of major arms caches in the desert border areas close to Niger and Tunisia. Here, impress ive
arsenals were hidden, consisting of assault rifles, rocket launchers, mortars, machine guns,
explosives, grenades and ammunition (Chiki 2015). In the same months, the media reported that
Barkhane had intercepted at least two major convoys and had identified at least two major arms caches
in the north of Niger. These operations resulted in the seizure of a few tons of weapons and –
interestingly enough – of drugs stored and shipped with them (see for instance RFI 2014).
The combination of these tow dynamics contributed to drying up the inflow of weapons from
south Libya to north Mali. The new regional assemblages and the new articulation of arms smuggling
routes largely avoided Mali. While minor flows kept on connecting east Mali via the north of Niger
(Agadez) and the south of Algeria (Djanet), new routes developed to link Sebha with Chad. From
here, arms flows were allegedly routed either to the north of Nigeria, or to south-west Sudan, to meet
the local demand and fuel the conflicts ravaging there 138 .
A significant amount of evidence is there to suggest that the lack of seizures does not simply
amount to the adoption of more effective concealment techniques or to more persuasive corrupting
patterns. In particular, an in-depth recent survey demonstrated that the vast majority of smuggled
arms seized in Mali originated from the Malian arsenals themselves (Anders 2015). These include d
namely: small arms made in Russia (Kalashnikov type) or in China, and ammunitions thereof. These
were allegedly looted from the arsenals of the Malian army in early 2012, during the insurge nts’
conquest of the north; modern equipment (including more than 50 4x4 vehicles equipped w ith
cannons and rocket launchers), supplied to the Malian elite troops in the framework of the European
training mission EUTM, and seized by the rebels during the clashes of Kidal in May 2014 139 ; arms
deliberately provided undercover by Bamako’s authorities to loyal militias such as the GATIA
(Thiénot 2014b)140 . No evidence was found, instead, to support the rumours of arms supplies
allegedly smuggled to secret proxies by regional powers such as Qatar or Burkina Faso (Anders
2015).
The soaring prices of light weapons at local black markets is a further indication of the
obstruction of the major sources of external supply. A trafficker from the region of Kidal, intervie wed
in the framework of the present research in November 2015, confirmed that «the price of a longbarreled Russian Kalashnikov ranges between 300.000 f CFA and 500.000 f CFA; a short-barreled
Kalashnikov between 600.000 f CFA and 700.000 f CFA. A BCK [machine gun] can go up to
Interview with UNODC researcher, conducted in Dakar in December 2014.
Interview with MINUSMA expert of small arms proliferation, conducted in Bamako in October 2014.
140 While this information has not been confirmed by Malian authorities, its truthfulness would not be particularly
surprising. The supply of small weapons to the population and the milicianization of border communities amounts in fact
to a well-established pattern of borderlands’ governance in Mali. Focus group with Malian security forces and CBOs ,
conducted in Kayes in May 2016, further confirmed this view. See also Strazzari (2014b).
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2.500.000 f CFA»141 . If this information is truthful, the rise in prices compared to the black market
in the Wagadou forest the previous year is impressive. The phenomenon can be attributed not only to
shrinking supplies, but also to a soaring internal demand fueled by the widespread feeling of
insecurity experienced by the population. Today, in fact, Mali features a fragile environme nt,
characterized by propagating banditry and limited reach of the state power, not only in the remotest
northern borderlands (ICG 2016b). I argue that the two rationales are not mutually exclusive, and
instead they can be seen as mutually reinforcing.
Soaring prices, in turn, contributed to the development of a thriving black market of small
arms circulating in Mali, which has the potential to seriously impact on local security. The process of
DDR (disarmament, demobilization and reintegration), for instance, is likely to be severely
jeopardized. Given the failure of the state to ensure everyone’s protection, several interviewees from
Gao and Kidal reported that they preferred to hide, instead of surrendering, their own weapons. The
prospects for the DDR are thus seen with skepticism: «If we can recover 30% of the weapons, it will
be an unexpected success»142 . The existence of many arms caches in the area, confirmed by a number
of interviewees, also explains the rather unsatisfactory historical record of past DDR experiences in
Mali. Weapons’ caches in the desert, in fact, could serve as a reservoir for the outbreak of violence
in potential conflicts to come, as it occurred in the past (UNODC 2013).
In the meantime, new supply routes of light weapons, allegedly for personal protection, are
also being developed. Gambian security personnel are reportedly feeding a thriving regional market,
which touches upon Mali from the neighboring region of Kayes. One could argue that, given the
major economic and political downturn ravaging in the Gambia, small arms originally intended for
law enforcement are being diverted to bread-winning purposes. Be it as it may, the scope of arm
trafficking in the region of Kayes is alarming. A veritable new arms race seems to be taking place
today in all Mali’s borderlands to face the growing insecurity and an inadequate presence of the state
(see also ICG 2016b). Soaring individual orders are driving the import of large quantities of automatic
pistols from the Gambia, which are then available at local black markets for incredibly cheap prices,
ranging between 30.000 and 90.000 f CFA143 . Interviewees in Bamako put forward similar figures144 .
Prices’ drop mirror an unprecedented availability in terms of supply. In Mali’s cities it is increasingly
common to witness minor disturbances to public order – such as personal altercations, small scuffles,

Interview with trafficker from Kidal, conducted locally in November 2015.
Interview with UN DDR expert, conducted in Bamako in November 2015. Similar opinions have been put forward by
Malian army officers interviewed in Bamako in November 2015 and January 2016.
143 Focus group with Malian security forces and CBOs, conducted in Kayes in May 2016
144 Interview with security expert, conducted in Bamako in May 2016.
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peaceful demonstrations – turning impressively violent as participants easily resort to firearms. Given
that frustrations and social tensions are soaring, this trend raises serious concerns for the future.
4.3.2 Migrants’ smuggling and human trafficking
In the last years, a significant amount of studies has been focusing on the smuggling of migrants and
on human trafficking across the Sahara Desert. Most of them, however, have been dealing in
particular with the routes through Senegal and Mauritania (UNODC 2013), Niger (IOM 2014;
Reitano 2015), or the Horn of Africa Africa (Sahan 2016). Little is known, comparatively, about the
migration route across Mali. Yet, many reports recognize that the importance of Gao as a traffic hub
for West African migrants is comparable in size to that of Agadez in Niger (IOM 2014; UNODC
2011b; UNODC 2013).
The Malian route starts in Gao, where migrants from all over West Africa gather. It proceeds
along the Tilemsi valley towards the Algerian border. While In-Khalil used to be indicated as the
main crossing-point, Timiaouine and Tin-Zaouaten feature an increasingly prominent role. This is
allegedly due to the volatile security situation prevailing in In-Khalil because of the progressive
militarization of drug traffics. Once in Algeria, migrants are routed towards Tamanrasset. While a
significant number of sub-Saharan migrants aims to settle and work in relatively prosperous Algeria,
two separate routes to Europe split up from here: one towards Morocco, Ceuta and Melilla, and
mainland Spain; the other towards Djenet, Ghat, Sebha, Tripoli and Italy145 (see map 4.3).
The scope and “capacity” of each route varies from year to year depending on security and
economic considerations. Following a contraction in 2012 and 2013, most likely due to the security
crisis in Mali’s north, the route of Gao regained momentum since 2014. This moment corresponded
with the temporary restrictions adopted by Nigerien authorities to counter migrants’ smuggling
through the route of Agadez. In the subsequent years, the volume of human smuggling via Gao grew
proportionally to that of the overall migration flows in the region. According to the (limited) availab le
evidence, passages from Gao raised in 3 years from about 35.000 per year in 2013 146 to an estimated
amount of 50.000 in 2016147 . «Before, one could notice 2 or 3 pick-ups leaving daily from Gao and
directed to Algeria, with 20-25 migrants aboard each. Now, entire trucks are leaving, each carrying

Information confirmed in the framework of several interviews with Malian CBOs and Ministerial agencies working in
the field of migration, conducted in Bamako from November 2013 to May 2016.
146 Data collected by police sources of Gao, and reported by a local NGO working on migration issues in the framework
of an interview conducted by phone from Bamako in November 2014. Similar – albeit vague – figures are put forward
by IOM 2014.
147 Information resulting from the prolonged observations of a local NGO from Gao working on migration issues,
interviewed by phone from Bamako in May 2016. While Ministerial agencies working on migration issues in Bamako ,
interviewed in May 2016, have been unable to confirm this figure, all sources interviewed agreed that migrants ’ transits
through Gao are on the rise.
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between 50 and 100 migrants, and more than once a day»148 . Over the same period, the number
migrants in transit in Agadez reportedly increased from about 60.000 (IOM 2014; UNODC 2013) to
about 120.000 (Global Initiative 2015; Reitano 2015)149 .
The migration route crossing north Mali features a noticeable regional prominence. While
almost half of the migrants in transit in Agadez are Nigerien, Gao’s internatio nal status is confir med
by the high number of West Africans in transit, including from Sierra Leone, Ghana, Gambia, Liberia,
Guinea Conakry, Nigeria and Cameroon (IOM 2014)150 . The route of Gao is particularly popular
because of the relative ease through which the necessary papers to access Algeria can be obtained.
Malians in fact do not need visas to enter Algeria, but only a valid passport stamped at the last border
post in Mali. Counterfeit Malian passports are reportedly easily available in Gao, often with the
complicity of the police (UNODC 2013). Local sources suggest that between 10 to 15% of Malian
passports are allegedly sold to foreigners, for an amount comprised between 50 and 200 euros 151 .
Counterfeited visas to Europe can also be purchased, by for higher prices up to 500 euros (Reitano
2015).
Vehicles used for migrants’ smuggling across the corridor of Gao are reported to be privately
owned by rich Arab and Tuareg businessmen with double Malian and Algerian nationality. These
hire drivers mainly among the local Tuareg community, for a salary ranging between 100.000 and
150.000 f CFA per month152 . These data suggest that the networks contributing to migrants smuggling
across the Gao corridor seem to overlap with the ones devoted to the smuggling of licit goods in the
same area. Building on this perspective, local observers report that drivers often bring back from
Algeria foodstuff and fuel, thereby confirming Scheele’s (2012) seminal findings. One should add
the growing number of “service providers” attracted to Gao by the prospects of a thriving migratio n
economy. These include passeurs, coxers, restaurateurs, as well as a heap of crafty “travel agents”
willing to connect the demand for migration to the supply of travel options, while skimming large
sums of money for themselves to the detriment of the less resourced prospective migrants.
This is far from implying, however, that organized criminal cartels – or, even less, elusive
“narco-jihadists” – are about to capture the whole business of migrants smuggling and human
trafficking, as some European security agencies might fear (Global Initiaitve 2015). Instead, most of
Interview with the president of a local NGO from Gao working on migration issues, conducted by phone from Bamako
in May 2016.
149 Information confirmed in the framework of interviews with UN and EU personnel working on migration, conducted
in Niamey in September 2015 and May 2016.
150 Information confirmed in the framework of interviews with UN personnel working on migration, conducted in Niamey
in September 2015, and with several Malian CBOs dealing with migration issues, conducted in Bamako in May 2016.
151 Information confirmed in the framework of several interviews with Malian police officers, with high -ranking officers
of the Bureau du Vérificateur Général, with several Malian CBOs dealing with migration issues, conducted in Bamako
between November 2014 and May 2016.
152 Interviews with several Malian CBOs dealing with migration issues, conducted in Bamako in May 2016.
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the available studies (IOM 2014; UNODC 2011b) argue that migrants smuggling across Mali is
fragmented, despite existing connections linking each step of the journey, and depends more on
individual initiatives, homespun organizational arrangements, and small-scale negotiations than on
an integrated chain of professional “services” deployed internationally and centralized vertically,
which would smoothly channel the migrant from his home village to his destination country.
Yet, in the last few years, the growing obstacles opposed to human mobility along the
migration routes in Senegal, Mauritania, Morocco, Algeria and Niger – which local authorities often
enforce due to the UE’s pressure – have allegedly pushed towards a progressive crimina l
professionalization of migrants’ smuggling, especially in Mali (Reitano 2015; UNODC 2013).
Several clues might be a manifestation of this trend. In first place, the increasing prominence of
Nigerian criminal cartels in the management of the Malian migration corridor. While their presence
in this domain was noticed since the late 2000s, especially in relation with the production of false
documents enabling access to Algeria, Nigerians are now reported to manage entire “ghettos ” 153 .
Moreover, Nigerian networks are seen as steering across the corridor of Gao an international network
of human trafficking, and in particular of women destined to prostitution in Europe (UNODC 2011b).
The second element revealing the growing criminalization (and therefore the growing security
importance) of migrants smuggling across the route of Gao is the increased involvement of security
forces and of other non-state armed actors in the protection rackets exercised herein. Shallow and
unorganized patterns of police racketeering vis-à-vis migrants in transit had been noticed for a decade
at least (Brachet 2005). The involvement of the army was allegedly established more recently, and it
was linked to the securitization of north Mali’s territory (UNODC 2011b). Before, the trafficke rs
were widely perceived as protecting potential migrants against abuse, rackets and arbitrary violence
perpetrated by Malian security forces along the way. Today, there is little doubt about the direct
participation of law enforcement agencies into the smuggling of migrants (IOM 2014) 154 . Hence, the
collusion between smugglers and security forces resulted in an exponential increase in violence and
abuses suffered by migrants (Global Initiative in 2015; IOM 2014), to whom the right to redress is
blatantly denied. Today most observers agree that Gao’s migration corridor is more dangerous than
the route of Agadez155 .

Interview with several Malian CBOs dealing with migration issues, conducted in Bamako in May 2016. “Ghetto” is
the name attributed locally to the sites placed in major transit cities – such as Gao or Agadez - where migrants are gathered
and housed while preparing the departure.
154 Information confirmed in the framework of interviews with EU personnel working on migration, conducted in Niamey
in September 2015, and with several Malian CBOs and Ministerial agencies dealing with migration issues, conducted in
Bamako in May 2016. However, according to local observers, in Mali the complicity of state agents would «not rise up
to the political level, unlike what one can find in Niger».
155 Interview with migration experts from Gao and Agadez, conducted in Bamako and in Niamey respectively in May
2016.
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Since their entry in the bus station of Gao, prospective migrants are identified by the security
forces and reportedly delivered by the latter to touts of various nationalities. These operate in
connection with smugglers, and coax unexperienced migrants into unrealistic “travel packages” for
inflated prices. Throughout the journey to the Algerian border, migrants are routinely racketed,
sometimes violently, first by the security forces (between 5.000 and 20.000 f CFA at each checkpoint), and then, when Mali’s state presence fades, by the rebels of the MNLA (whose “patriotic
contribution”, or “entry fees”, requires every migrant to pay between 20.000 and 40.000 f CFA).
Some migrants reported that detention centres exist in north Mali’s borderlands, run by smuggler s’
organizations and/or by non-state armed groups156 . Migrants are seized and imprisoned here until
their families accept to pay a ransom for their liberation, whose amount can reach 3.000 euros 157 .
Within the framework of the extralegal economy of migrants smuggling, the existence of a
kidnapping- for-ransom industry grafted onto ancestral spatial practices mirrors analogous trends
detected in Libya (FIDH et al. 2012; Sahan 2016) and is highly indicative of the deterioration of the
security conditions in north Mali.
The growing challenges faced by migrants on their way across the Sahara Desert to North
Africa and Europe provides an enabling environment for the proliferation, the preaching and the
buildup of local Islamist armed movements. Several witnesses confirmed that, in key locations along
the route to Tamanrasset, migrants stranded because of the rackets or the lack of resources are
approached by agents of AQMI «professionally trained to maximize their persuasiveness». These
reportedly offer aid, water, shelter, and then encourage desperate stranded migrants to join their
movements in exchange for a salary «comparable to the one you could get in Europe». AQMI’s
humanitarian approach is reportedly preferred to the vexations of security forces – quite
unsurprisingly so. However, it seems that very few migrants accept to join the Islamist fighters in the
end, thereby attesting that the conquest of people’s hearts and minds has yet a long way to go
(although probably shorter than that of the Malian army)158 .
The progressive militarization and criminalization of migrants smuggling across the Sahara
Desert, and along the route of Gao in particular, has fueled soaring prices. While the individual cost
for the whole journey from Gao to the Mediterranean shored amounted to 150-350 euros (UNODC
2011b), it is now likely to have doubled. The aggregate value of extralegal revenues generated by the
smuggling of migrants across the whole Saharan region is estimated to have raised from 150 millio n
Unfortunately, data collected in the framework of the present investigation does not allow to conclude which of the
two options prevail.
157 Information confirmed in the framework of an interview with the president of a local NGO from Gao working on
migration issues, conducted by phone from Bamako in May 2016; and of a focus group with youth living in the
borderlands of the region of Kayes (Nioro du Sahel), conducted in Nioro in May 2016.
158 Interviews with several Malian CBOs dealing with migration issues, conducted in Bamako in May 2016.
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dollars in 2011 (UNODC 2011b) to 255-323 million dollars in 2015 (Global Initiative 2015). While
it remains partly unclear how this figure was provided, an uncoordinated organization still seems to
prevail, whereby profits are generated by a multitude of decentralized actors and widely redistributed
locally. The participation into networks of human and migrants smuggling thus features a flexib le
structure, already noticed in the pristine form of African drug trafficking cartels (Ellis 2009). This
observation calls into question the standard notion of transnational organized crime (Madsen 2009).
According to a local observer with a long experience in the field of trans-Saharan migrations: «the
groups of migrants’ smugglers are not a real mafia. They feature a flexible organization, in which
different actors can just come and go whenever they want, depending on their interests and changing
circumstances. It is not like your [Italian] mafia, in which people are bound to a pact, and once you're
inside you cannot leave anymore»159 .
I argue that this is a crucial distinction which sheds new light on the dynamics of (in-)security
governance in north Mali’s borderlands. In a way that parallels the smuggling of other licit and illic it
commodities, the participation of state authorities in protection rackets challenges the assumptions of
the “state-capture” mechanism. Similarly, the specific nature of African criminal cartels raises
questions about the adaptation of the “crime-terror nexus” mechanism to the context at stake. While
grafted onto the same spatial practices, criminal enterprises and armed groups do not seem to fully
overlap, nor in terms of objectives or of formal structure.
In the end, one should observe that, unlike the trafficking of different sorts of commoditie s,
the smuggling of migrants and of human beings features a unique relationship to armed struggles and
security. As local youth observed, in fact: «migration has provided us with the opportunity not to go
to war. We hit the road (on a pris la route) instead of embracing the arms (prendre les armes)»160 .

4.4 Conclusion: a corrupting desert?

The present chapter has been devoted to an in-depth description of the most significant traffics taking
place in north Mali’s borderlands. The adoption of a longue-durée perspective, departing from the
short-term imperatives of contingent policy analyses, has offered the appropriate theoretical tools. I
have argued that cross-border traffics amount to a spatial practice rooted in local social norms and
Interview with the president of a local NGO from Gao working on migration issues, conducted by phone from Bamako
in May 2016
160 Focus group with youth living in the borderlands of the region of Kayes (Nio ro du Sahel), conducted in Nioro in May
2016.
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dating back to the pre-colonial trans-Saharan caravan trade. The analysis of cross-border traffics has
relied on a methodological approach highlighting the material aspects of extralegal economies, which
builds on the insights of De Boer (2010) and Shaw and Kemp (2012). For each of the traffics
introduced, a specific focus has been dedicated to the routes, networks, prices, and market structure
of the commodity at stake.
The focus on spatial practices allows one to trace a certain continuity between zawaya’s precolonial enterprises, rooted in social and religious networks, and the subsequent forms of transSaharan cross-border smuggling, including of licit goods (subsidized foodstuff, fuel, and cigarettes)
and of illicit ones (drugs and weapons namely). The creation of state borders introduced a “state
differential”, which suddenly restricted the legality of these practices, but also offered new
opportunities for the development of thriving shadow economies. One should not interpret these
dynamics as antithetical to the state, in spite of their taking place beyond the realm of legality. Instead,
unexpected complementarities and ambiguities soon emerged, and fostered new assemblages of
hybrid security governance. Insiders’ perspectives in fact attest that criminal and illegal activities are
not only a threat to the integrity of the state, but also an indispensable crutch capable to make up for
the deficiencies of the latter.
The in-depth analysis of the organizational arrangements of the smuggling of these different
commodities has resulted in a number of observations. Firstly, available evidence seems probing
enough to suggest that significant continuities exist – in terms of routes, infrastructures and networks
involved – in the smuggling of cigarettes, hashish, cocaine and weapons, on the one hand, and of
subsidized goods (foodstuff and fuel) and migrants on the other. These two polarities build on the
historical patterns of allegiances and subjection prevailing among north Mali’s communities, and
correspond to different positions in north Mali’s field of security. For north Mali’s communities, the
participation in the economy of traffics does not amount to an end in itself, it is not – in other words
– a pure matter of greed, but mirrors competing views of social legitimacy and morality. From this
point of view, Scheele’s historical reconstruction is perfectly consistent with a postcolonia l
understanding of security. An analysis in terms of social practices within a field of struggle (inspired
by De Certeau and Pouliot) contributes to illuminating such connection. This view corroborates
Bouquet’s (2013) hypothesis and instead decreases one’s confidence in the theory of an overlap
between criminal and military enterprises, as suggested by Daniel (2014) and most notably by
Makarenko (2004).
Secondly, if the correct interpretation of north Mali’s spatial practices requires one to focus
on social structures and norms, it follows that security dynamics here do not take place in vacuum,
but within a dense network of power relations. While a clear codification and a formal state authority
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is often lacking or inefficient, in fact, power relations are nevertheless very influential. They articula te
a thick texture of norms and competitions, and are structured through practices. The label of
“ungoverned” space is then quite misleading.
Thirdly, the micro-level analysis of north Mali’s smuggling networks revealed the prominent
role of different state authorities in them. This observation obviously challenges the assumptions of
the “state-capture” mechanism, and actually leads one to question whether formal state structures are
captured by, or capturing, extralegal economies (Strazzari 2014). Again, the convertibility between
political and economic resources within the patronage politics of the field at stake contributes to
explaining the prominence of such assemblages from a security perspective. Building on these
insights, I argue that the state-capture mechanism does not match with the empirical observations put
forward in the framework of the present study, and provides a very limited contribution when it comes
to accurately illuminate the actual inner workings driving (in-)security in the ungoverned space at
stake. Conversely, the chapter’s findings point to a promising research agenda, which calls into
question the role of authoritarian and democratic regional governments in fostering cross-border
traffics, and drug smuggling in particular. While media reports and anecdotal evidence have
contributed to shedding light on a few cases, the prominent role of Algerian and Nigerien authorities
has so far been ill-explored, and therefore deserves further scrutiny.
Hence, the forthcoming sections of this investigation will dedicate more attention to in-depth
scrutinizing the heuristic value of the remaining mechanisms put forward in the literature review. In
fourth place, in fact, the analysis of smuggling networks in terms of spatial practices, which I have
carried out in the present chapter, has seemingly lent some credibility to the mechanisms of
cooperation between smugglers and non-state armed groups, including politically and religio us ly
motivated ones. With a view to better grasping the inner workings of these dynamics, it might be
useful to analytically disentangle traffickers from protectors. From this perspective, while Tisseron’s
(2011) view remains open to empirical assessment, the approach of Ould Salem (2014) seems of little
help.
Fifth, and last, a diachronic approach has revealed a tendency of north Mali’s extralega l
economy towards a progressive criminalization and militarization. In particular, protection rackets
consolidated throughout the years seem to have been destabilized by the 2012 crisis, thereby
triggering the need for armed protection of the convoys dedicated to smuggling. Security challe nges
have in fact considerably raised the entry costs in the market of smuggling. Hence, more profitable
commodities, such as drugs, have progressively replaced less profitable ones, such as the licit goods
of contraband. The infrastructures of militarized criminal smuggling of illicit goods has thus diverged
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from the informal, homespun and decentralized conduct of fraud business. Facing the current security
constraints, the latter has progressively faded, thereby endangering the populations’ food security.
On the other hand, the increasing overlap between smuggling of illicit goods, protection
rackets and Mali’s civil war has been noticed. The creation of cross-border patrolling systems
coordinated at regional level, such as the Nouakchott Process sponsored by the African Union,
reveals’ Mali’s neighbors growing concern and worry in this sense. For instance, according to the UN
Secretary General for the Sahel, Me Selassié, «the main border threats in the Sahel are fourfold :
terrorism, drug trafficking, illegal immigration and cross-border movements of arms and combatants»
(Coulibaly 2015). It remains unclear, however, whether it is the absence of the state – as the civil- war
mechanism hypothesized – or the creation of a new one which actually stirred the overlap of these
threat, generating regional insecurity.
With a view to analyzing the explanatory power – with regard to north Mali’s security
dynamics – of the “crime-terror nexus” and of the “civil war” mechanisms respectively, the next
chapter will therefore attempt to in-depth investigate the patterns spatial practices, in terms of militar y
action, armed clashes and territorial control, of the different armed actors in the field at stake, as well
as their relation with the extralegal economies of smuggling unfolding therein. The present chapter
has emphasized the prominent role of the Tilemsi valley and of In-Khalil as major sites where
extralegal economies thrive and smuggling routes of different commodities overlap. One could
therefore expect significant security dynamics to unfold herein.
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Chapter 5: The governance of (in-)security

If by accessions of desperate men this evil [brigandage] grows to such
proportions that it holds lands, establishes fixed settlements, seizes upon
states and subjugates people, it assumes the name of a kingdom.
(Augustine of Hippo)

5.1 Traffics and armed violence: what is the link?

The previous chapters have contributed to shedding light on the widespread smuggling of licit and
illicit goods in and across north Mali’s borderlands: the general trend over the period seems to be one
of growing cross-border traffics and profits, especially with regard to illicit goods. I have proposed
to interpret these phenomena as spatial practices. One can observe a growing tendency towards
criminalization and militarization of cross-border smuggling enterprises. Yet the latter’s relation to
north Mali’s security governance and dynamics of (in-)security remains unclear. To what extent, and
under what circumstances cross-border traffics and extralegal economies contribute to trigger ing
insecurity? What is actually meant by (in-)security in this context, and by whom? What are the actual
relationships between state and non-state armed actors, trafficking organizations and local
communities? Why and how do they change over time? How does governance relate to violence?
What type of governance and what type of violence emerge in this context, and how do they interact?
All these questions are key to properly interpret the dynamics of (in-)security in the context of north
Mali. They haven’t been fully addressed yet, and therefore need to be in-depth explored in the
framework of the present investigation.
To this end, the present section aims to provide new evidence, combining quantitative and
qualitative data, and putting forward an interpretive scheme thereof. Building on media sources,
existing on-line archives and interviews with key stakeholders, this chapter introduces a dataset listing
all the instances of armed clashes occurred among state and non-state actors in north Mali from
January 2012 to December 2015 – an effort which addresses an oft-noticed gap in the availab le
literature. With a view to comparing this information with the spatial practices mentioned above, the
georeferenced coding of the localities in the dataset is also used so as to create two types of map: one
highlighting the locations where different types of clashes occurred; and another, based on the heat-
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map technique, showing the areas where the military involvement of the various non-state actors
attests the ambition and/or the capacity of a greater territorial control.
Aiming to further improve my analysis and uncover the mechanisms of insecurity at play,
these maps are compared to the expectations of the most prominent models about the spatial
distribution of political violence within fragile or failing states. The scholarly literature dealing with
civil wars has been putting forward several models to describe and explain such patterns of violence.
In line with an anti-positivist stance in social science, models must be seen as crucial components of
a theory, and not their mere consequence, or interpretations (Suppes 1967). As a result, they need to
be in-depths scrutinized in the framework of a theory-building exercise focusing on the (in-)security
dynamics within ungoverned space – such as the present investigation.
Consistently with the ontological/epistemological foundations of this study I build instead on
the semantic approach to models of Clarke and Primo (2007) and Suppe (1989). From this
perspective, models are non-linguistic entities which express in a simplified way (which can even be
stylized or idealized) a phenomenon, without pretending to apprehend its entirety and complexity.
They are an approximation, not a faithful representation of reality. They select and emphasize some
specific characteristics of a phenomenon for analytic purposes. They extract and abstract some
elements from the complex cacophony of the reality, and attempt to express them in a more or less
formalized manner (which needs not to be necessarily mathematical, since all languages are by
definition partial, incomplete and metaphorical, as a pragmatist and deflationary view of semantics
implies, see Morgan and Morrison 1999; Suppes 1967). From this perspective, maps represent an
adequate approximation to models «What is a Model? […] Maps are models. Maps are not reality,
nor are they isomorphic to reality. Rather, they are representations of reality. Furthermore, maps are
physical objects, not linguistic entities. […] Maps are partial; they represent some features of the
world and not others, and they are of limited accuracy» (Clarke and Primo 2007, 742; see also Giere
1999).
Unlike good theories, then, models are by definition non-comprehensive. Even less so they
can be true – or false, for that matters – since verifiability and falsifiability are properties only of
linguistic entities. This view obviously rejects the positivist- inspired syntactic understanding of
models. Moreover, it contributes to deemphasize the exclusive focus on models’ prediction, empir ica l
test and statistic methods, which still play a prominent role in social science (Bueno de Mesquita and
Lalman 1992). A semantic approach allows one to stress many different practices and utilities of
modelling in social science, including explanation, analysis of causal mechanisms, hypotheses
generation and re-description (Clarke and Primo 2007). Noteworthy, these uses are consistent with
an interpretivist view of scientific inquiry. This does not require one to deny that models feature
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specific implications and raise precise expectations, and that these help to directing one’s focus and
to come up with informed guesses (Lave and March 1993). Yet, from this perspective all these
endeavours can be approached without the cumbersome assumptions of positivism. «“Testing” then
becomes a matter not of “confirming a prediction”, but assessing whether the degree of similar ity
between two systems is sufficient for a specific purpose» (Clarke and Primo 2007, 742). In other
words, it becomes very close to a heuristic exercise: «a model is good if it succeeds in explaining or
rationalizing some of what you see in the world in a way that you might not have expected» (ibid.,
748).
With this rationale in mind, the present section builds a framework to compare the most
relevant models put forward in the literature about the spatial distribution of violence in fragile states
and ungoverned spaces. In first place, I scrutinize the possible (mis-)matching between abstract
modelled expectations and the empirical reality observed on the ground, as reported in the maps, with
a view to assessing which theory of civil war and/or non-state armed conflict best applies to the case
study of north Mali. Moreover, this is likely to highlight the nature of violence to produce politica l
(dis-)order in this context. The subsequent sections process-trace the diachronic development of the
most salient military events in key locations.
This treatment, I argue, is likely to provide a significant contribution to discriminating among
competing models, with a view to adapting the existing ones to the specificities of the context. In
conclusion, I discuss the significance of the results of – alternatively – the inappropriateness of
specific models vis-à-vis the goals of this research.

5.1.1 Spatial practices and conflict: modelling the geographic distribution of violence
Aiming to investigate the dynamics of (in-)security in north Mali’s borderlands, the purpose of the
present section is to provide a theoretical framework of competing predictions about the spatial
distribution of armed clashes in north Mali’s conflict. To this end, I draw on the models put forward
in the available literature on civil wars and non-state armed violence (without for that delving into an
in-depth discussion of the topic, which has been partly addressed in the first chapter, and would fall
beyond the scope of the present investigation). By doing so, I do not mean to fail to appreciate the
theoretical and methodological challenges that a focus on the spatial distribution of violence involves,
especially in the framework of a complex conflict – such as the one at stake – where front-lines are
unclear, often indecisive, and tend to dissipate or to overlap. Recent literature focusing on
contemporary non-international armed conflicts has been often stressing this point, especially with
regard to civil wars (Kalyvas 2009), UN peace-keeping operations (Karlsrud 2015), and “nonconflict” armed violence fostered by organized criminal actors (De Boer and Bosetti 2015). Yet, on
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the other hand, scholarly debates have been equally stressing the need for more spatially
disaggregated data on localized patterns of violence, in order to come up with more refined theoretica l
approaches (Raleigh and Dowd 2013; Snyder and Duran-Martinez 2009; Woodward 2005). The
present investigation thus aims to contribute to addressing this gap.
A first model is indebted to Posen’s (1993) and Fearon and Laitin’s (2003, 2004) research
programmes. According to these authors, one can identify at least two features contributing to
predicting the eruption of civil wars, and of more or less organized armed clashes more in general:
ethnic fragmentation and state reach. Interestingly enough, these features encompass expectations
which can be observed in terms of spatial deployment. A fair summary of this theory can be as
follows: «state collapse [and state fragility more in general, one may add] creates a “security
dilemma”: in the absence of a state, uncertainty about the intentions of the other group unavoidab ly
leads to conflict. Since neither group knows the other’s intentions, each has an incentive to build up
defensive capabilities to protect itself from an attack by the other group» (Kalyvas 2009, 419). The
availability of (large supplies) of (cheap, and possibly heavy) weapons obviously contributes to
exacerbate existing dynamics and trigger this mechanism, since the security-dilemma suddenly
becomes more acute and urgent.
I shall leave aside, here, the numerous theoretical criticisms 1 raised by this argument, and try
instead to focus on its potential adaptation to the case examined here. Drawing on a cross-country
comparison, this theory was originally intended to focus on the onset of civil wars and predict which
countries were more likely to experience one. As a corollary of this theory, one can legitimately infer
that armed clashes are more likely to occur in fragile countries’ peripheral areas among ethnic-based
armed groups, i.e. where state reach is limited and socio-ethnic diversity more prevalent. In the case
of Mali, a few candidates seem best-suited to meeting these criteria: namely In-Khalil and the area of
Taoudenni. Both are found in the borderlands between Mali and Algeria, where different ethnic
groups live together (Arabs and Tuareg most notably, each partitioned into different and competing
clans) and where the state has been completely absent for about a decade. Moreover, as discussed in
the previous chapter, these areas experienced a significant influx of cheap weapons from Libya,
especially between late 2011 and early 2013. If widespread violence occurred there in the period at
stake, one should conclude that the correlation of this first model seems to apply to the case of north
Mali’s borderlands. This theory would therefore deserve a greater attention in the framework of this
study.

These are actually quite convincing, especially from the radical constructivist perspective endorsed by the present
research, see Woodward 2005
1
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The second model I suggest to examine is largely indebted to Kalyvas’s (2006) work. Several
considerations contribute to stressing Kalyvas’s significance here. In line with the purposes of this
investigation, Kalyvas’s research focuses on areas of dual sovereignty, where authority is contested
and the monopoly of legitimate violence is challenged. Areas that, in other words, coincide with a
parsimonious definition of “ungoverned spaces” (Rabasa et al. 2007). Furthermore, Kalyvas draws
on contemporary political sociology (including Scott 2009, and Tilly 1978), and focuses on causal
mechanisms rather than on mere correlations. Moreover, geography and spatial features play a
prominent role in Kalyvas’s mechanisms.
Kalyvas fundamental hypothesis is that « the allocation of collaboration among belligerents is
closely related to the distribution of control, that is, the extent to which actors are able to establish
exclusive rule on a territory» (Kalyvas 2006, 111). To operationalize it, he famously built a theoretica l
framework in which space is schematically subdivided up into 5 zones, depending on the relative
power of incumbent’s or challenger’s control: the extremes correspond to the incumbent’s (area 1) or
the challenger’s (area 5) full control, in which a very limited interference from the opponent should
be feared; the centre (area 3) amounts to a perfect balance of power between the two; in between are
situated areas (2 and 4) where one actor is dominant, but not in full control and unable to completely
prevent the enemy

from operating.

Building

on this framework,

Kalyvas

(ibid., 204)

counterintuitively argues that «front-line in civil wars [i.e. area 3] is likely to be non-violent»2 ,
especially vis-à-vis civilian populations, just as much as areas of full control (1 and 5). Instead, one
should expect the greatest amount of violence against civilians to be experienced in areas of
incomplete control (2 and 4).
Kalyvas’s theory schematic was designed in order to study situations in which one state party
opposes one non-state party. This design seems quite abstract vis-à-vis empirically given conflic ts.
However, one may argue that his theoretical framework is likely to provide interesting insights into
the dynamics of territorial control opposing incumbents and challengers whatsoever, irrespective of
their status. In other words, nothing seems to prevent the application of Kalyvas’s model to the study
of the dynamics of non-state armed actors struggling to control portions of an “ungoverned” territory.
In fact, building on Kalyvas’s same sources (including Tilly) one could claim that the expected
behaviour of contested state actors is not a priori different from that of non-state actors exercising
partial sovereignty over a portion of territory, and acting herein as (new-)state-builders 3 . On a simila r
The identification of counter-intuitive implications is one of the main purposes of models in political science from a
semantic perspective (Clarke and Primo 2007), and contributes to further stressing the theoretical coherence of this work.
3 Nevertheless, a serious theoretical challenge arises when one undertakes to apply Kalyvas’s model to the context under
examination. Kalyvas assumes that standard counterinsurgency strategies are the key tool to ensure one ’s full control over
a specific territory (which would then qualify as area 1, or 5, depending on the actor’s nature). According to Kalyvas ’s
account, counterinsurgency doctrines build on clear-and-hold tactics. These, however, can be hardly implemented in open
2
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vein, Felbab-Brown (2013) noticed that also the competition between state-builders and crimina l
organizations can be framed in terms of competition and analogy.
What is more challenging, instead, is to apply Kalyvas’s scheme to the specific territorialitie s
of north Mali’s borderlands. The annexed heat maps, illustrating the (ambitions to) territorial control
of the various non-state armed actors operating in north Mali, provide useful insights in this respect.
For instance, the patterns of territorial control performed by the MNLA stand out more clearly as an
appropriate case against which one could test the explanatory value of Kalyvas’s theory in this
context. One could claim, in fact, that the MNLA’s performance amounts to that of a prospective
state-builder contending territorial control to state and non-state actors (respectively Mali, in first
place, and the MUJAO and the GATIA subsequently). As a rule of a thumb, building on K alyvas’s
model one should expect that a limited amount of violence against civilians took place in Gao during
the MNLA’s hold of the city, in April and May 2012, and certainly not an indiscriminate one. At this
time, in fact, the movement’s monopoly of violence was almost unchallenged, thereby corresponding
to Kalyvas’s 1 or 5 areas. The pillage of Malian (Anders 2015) and Libyan (Chena and Tisseron 2013)
arsenals performed by MNLA’s leaders in this period further contributed to strengthening the balance
of power in favour of the insurgents. Conversely, the Tilemsi valley – and namely the villages of
Tabancort, Bourem, Anéfis and Almoustrat – should exhibit limited records of violence, since for a
long time it was located at the front-line between the territory controlled by the MNLA (subsequently,
the CMA), and the one held by their challengers. Lastly, an unprecedented political turmoil brought
the territory of Kidal under the authority of different actors in a very short span of time (Mali, then
the MNLA, then Ansar-Dine, then shortly the MIA/HCUA, then again Mali – together with the
French and the MINUSMA –, then the MNLA, then the CMA). According to Kalyvas’s expectations
this should have resulted in a bloodshed. Placing the analytical focus on these areas, then, is likely to
provide an adequate test of Kalyvas’s theory to interpret the patterns of (in-)security prevailing in
north Mali.
The third model is inspired by the literature on the political economy of civil wars (Berdal and
Malone 2000; De Koning 2012; Reno 1998, to name but a few). According to the tenants of this
approach, the resort to arms in a context of state fragility is largely motivated by the prospects of
economic profits generated by the pillage of natural resources. In other words, civil wars convert into
quasi-criminal enterprises, in which non-state armed actors group and fight with each other for the

borderlands sparsely populated, and especially in the vast smooth expanses of the Sahara Desert. While “search-andclear” operation can take place herein, “hold” is a foreign concept which inadequately captures the specific nature of
Saharan territoriality. Based on Kalyvas ’s argument, one should then expect limited patterns of civilian cooperation in
this area, since promises of protection afterwards lack of credibility, while the threat of potential retaliations is very
realistic. I will further explore the implication of this crucial point in the forthcoming sections.
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control of such resources, including sites of production and market infrastructures. Since the greedy
temptation of controlling natural riches is possibly ever-present, the access to military means and
weapons becomes a crucial enabler of these dynamics.
Obviously one should question the extent to which this model applies to the case of north
Mali, considering the general lack of natural resources prevailing therein. One the one hand, this
objection would be answered if we were to witness non-state armed actors from north Mali’s
borderlands fighting against each other or against the state army for the control of goldmines, and
export infrastructure thereof: these represent, in fact, the only available natural resource in Mali,
although in the south. Yet, no evidence can be found to support this hypothesis. On the other hand,
many local observers and media reports contend that in Mali significant patterns of armed violence
depend on the assaults perpetrated by different sorts of “organized bandits” and armed groups to loot
the convoys in transit along the smuggling routes. The presence of armed escorts and the development
of protection rackets would simply be, in this view, the flip side of the same phenomenon, facilita ted
by the sudden influx of significant military means.
The question is, then, whether in the framework of the present investigation one can
legitimately equate goods smuggled in and across Mali – and namely the illicit ones, due to their
unparalleled profitability – to natural resources to be looted, such as Liberia’s diamonds, Congo’s
coltan, Nigeria’s oil, and so on. Stemming from these considerations, one should also draw a similar
parallel between the protection rackets affecting the former and the pillage of the latter. If that were
the case, moreover, one could infer that the mechanisms describing the impact of natural resources’
revenues on the conduct of warfare also apply to the protection rackets of smuggled goods. In other
words, conflict fuelled by drug money should last longer, and should result in more civilian casualties,
as Fearon (2004) and Weinstein (2007) respectively demonstrated when the revenues of natural
resources’ looting supports irregular warfare’s efforts.
One would be prima facie tempted to say, however, that the parallel between natural resources
and smuggled goods does not hold, since the latter, unlike the former, are not spatially confined and
physically rooted in one identifiable location. Liberian diamonds can be extracted in a few wellidentified sites territorially rooted, and armed actors can struggle for their control. Cocaine flows
instead are deterritorialised and in principle they can transit almost anywhere across Mali, and even
elsewhere if needed4 . Nevertheless, prominent literature dealing with organized criminal networks,
conflicts and traffics stressed that the new mobile crime – albeit deterritorialised – can hardly evade
the “key nodes” of smuggling, in terms of both territorialized geographic locations, and human actors

This was suggested by the famous trope equating law-enforcement against deterritorialised criminal networks to a kick
in the anthill, see Madsen (2009).
4
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endowed with significant social capital (De Boer 2010; De Koning 2012; Zanker et al. 2015). It is
precisely around and about these key nodes, in fact, that conflicts take place. Anderson and McKnight
(2015) provide an excellent example of mobile resources whose traffic

was increasingly

territorialized, and which eventually fuelled conflicts for the control of key nodes within an
ungoverned space (Somalia, in this case).
When applied to the case of Mali, then, the third model is linked to expectations of armed
clashes occurring in proximity to the nodes of the traffics’ infrastructure. The ones dedicated to the
smuggling of the most profitable goods should be targeted in particular. From this perspective, the
analysis should focus on obligatory roads, bottle-necks, necessary transit points, crossroads, and
major regional markets. Time-wise, attacks to these sites are expected to occur when an increased
availability of weapons provides the opportunity for looting from a position of strength. Based on the
evidence discussed in the previous chapter, the most significant areas are likely to include the whole
Tilemsi corridor – and namely the villages of Tabancort, Bourem, Anéfis and Almoustrat –, In-Khalil,
and maybe the town of Ber, whose pontoon bridge represents one of the few infrastructures allowing
to cross the Niger river. High levels of inter-group armed clashes and violence against civilians in
these areas would significantly increase one’s confidence in the applicability of this model to the case
of north Mali.
The fourth model considered in this research largely builds on the work of Snyder and DuranMartinez (2009). Noting that cross-case variations, both in terms of time and space, prevent one from
establishing a clear-cut positive correlation between the development of illegal smuggling circuits
and that of armed violence (Andreas and Wallman 2009), Snyder and Duran-Martinez contend that
violence is a function of the stability of state-sponsored protection rackets. The latter are defined in
terms of «informal institutions5 through which public officials refrain from enforcing the law or,
alternatively, enforce it selectively against the rivals of a criminal organizat ion, in exchange for a
share of the profits generated by the organization» (Snyder and Duran-Martinez 2009, 254). This
hypothesis stems from the observation that the resort to armed violence is generally reduced when
illegal activities enjoy the protection of “legal” actors, such as the state, and instead tends to soar
when the control of illicit flows has not yet solidified (see also Reitano and Shaw 2014).
According to Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s model, widespread armed violence is particular ly
likely to break out in a few specific cases: a) whereas several trafficking organizations struggle to
crowd-out competitors for the protection offered by a single protector; b) whereas several protectors
(different law-enforcement agencies, or state-backed militias, for instance) compete to provide their

The influence of the literature on informal power and patronage politics is quite explicit here (see Utas 2012), and further
stresses the relevance of this model in the framework of the present discussion.
5
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services to one or more traffickers; c) whereas well-established protection rackets suddenly break
apart, due to unexpected political or organizational changes. Interestingly, these different variables
can be easily spatialized. Snyder and Duran-Martinez themselves provide a detailed spatial analys is
to empirically test their theory, and conclude by acknowledging that «we have shown how “bringing
geography in” by focusing on the spatial organization of enforcement and crime provides a stronger
understanding of violence in illicit markets» (Snyder and Duran-Martinez 2009, 271). Moreover, one
should observe that a major supply of weapons available to non-state actors is very likely to trigger
each of the three shifts mentioned above.
This model, then, seems particularly fit to analysing the patterns of armed violence occurring
in north Mali’s borderlands amidst major flows of illicit goods. Obviously, a major discrepancy
between Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s model and the case examined here is that – in the framework
of an ungoverned space – “legal” protection enforced by state actors is almost impossible by
definition. Protection rackets can therefore be possibly set up by “illegal” occupiers and non-state
armed actors. Yet, in the framework of this model, non-state actors’ behaviour can probably be
assimilated to that of state actors, in as much as the latter is simply not there to enforce its own
monopoly of violence and to challenge the former’s “illegality”. Nevertheless, while non-state actors
can be dominant in certain locations and for a limited amount of time – thereby exercising quasi-state
functions – the volatility of their territorial hold bars the likelihood of the first option put forward by
Snyder and Duran-Martinez. This requires in fact a single protector exercising a stable monopoly of
violence on a well-defined territory. It follows that the cases b) and c) seem better suited to testing
the adaptation of Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s theory to this case. These situations in fact feature a
contested territorial control from competing armed actors, and sudden changes of the power balance
which disrupt existing protection rackets.
I argue that the city of Gao and the Tilemsi valley, on the one hand, and the area of Timbuk tu
and Ber, on the other, provide appropriate cases to examine the comprehensiveness of this. These
areas, in fact, have been experiencing in the last decades the consolidation of well-establis hed
protection rackets grafted onto major trafficking routes, as the previous chapters clarified. Here the
complicities between smugglers’ organizations and state authorities at all levels (military, politica l,
local, traditional, etc.) provided an enabling environment for traffics to thrive and flow more or less
smoothly. Yet, the (short-lived) military occupation of newcomers such as the MNLA and Ansar Dine had the potential to disrupt the existing balance. If Snyder and Duran-Martinez are right, then,
one should expect major patterns of armed violence to erupt in these areas among armed groups
struggling to extract resources from illicit traffics, crowd-out competitors, and exert their own
protection rackets.
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In conclusion, the models analysed in the present section require one to focus on different
areas where armed clashes are expected to take place: the first model suggests to look at In-Khalil
and the region of Taoudenni; the second model expects violence to be oriented against civilia ns
namely in Kidal, but not in the Tilemsi valley; the third model foresees organized violence among
quasi-criminal armed groups to take place in the Tilemsi valley, In-Khalil and Ber; and the fourth
model in the Tilemsi valley and Gao, as well as in the areas of Timbuktu and Ber. By focusing
simultaneously on the patterns of violence in the few key locations represented by In-Khalil, Kidal,
Timbuktu and Ber, Gao and the Tilemsi valley, one should be able to compare the explanatory power
of these competing theories, and conclude which one is best suited to interpreting the patterns of
violence observable in the ungoverned spaces of north Mali.

5.1.2 Introducing evidence: some methodological cautions
The analysis of the spatial patterns of armed violence draws on a dataset listing all the instances of
armed clashes among competing armed actors in north Mali between January 2012 and December
2015. The selection of the dates is not random: January 2012 is the month in which the armed conflic t
in north Mali started, triggering the retreat of all the state apparatuses; December 2015 concludes the
year in which the formal and tribal peace treaties have been signed, thereby preparing the ground for
the progressive re-deployment of Mali’s symbolic and material presence in the northern borderlands.
While nothing authorizes one to conclude that December 2015 represents the permanent end of all
hostilities in north Mali, the present research assumes that a four-years’ time-span, and the significa nt
number of events considered in it (336 entries), can adequately reveal potential emerging patterns
sustained by evidence consistent and robust enough. To the extent that these are seen as the
manifestation of the structural features of this case, I argue that such an approach is not in
contradiction with a longue-durée perspective. Instead, it should be interpreted as a zoom-in to indepth analyse the inner-workings of long-term dynamics.
The “instances” and “events” listed in the database include all the reported episodes in which
either state or non-state actors have made use of firearms. Reports come from different types of
sources, both primary and secondary6 , and include: four major on-line media channels, two of them
international and two local, selected against potential competitors out of their extensive and

Whenever possible, information has been triangulated to provide greater consistency. In case of a mismatch among
different sources, I have relied on the information provided by the sou rce I have considered more trustable in this case,
based on background information at my disposal. This, of course, adds some degree of subjectivity (but not arbitrariness),
to the detriment of a purely systematic methodology. While subjective choices are inevitable in any case in one’s
methodological framework, I argue that this approach seems to provide a greater degree of flexibility, and the likelihoo d
of more accurate data. Furthermore, this is in line with the abductive methodology delineated in the p revious chapter, and
it is consistent with the overall approach of the present investigation.
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competent coverage of the areas at stake: these include namely Jeune Afrique, RFI, Sahelien.co m,
and Maliweb; and interviews with key stakeholders. Moreover, I compared this wealth of data with
the information coming from the ACLED on-line datasets7 . With a view to focusing on the spatial
aspects of security dynamics, all entries were georeferenced, at least to the highest available standards
of precision.
The present classification does not consider whether the addressees of armed violence (or
threat thereof), including intended or collateral victims, were state or non-state actors, combatants or
civilians, individual or groups, humans or non-human physical sites (cities conquered, build ings
destroyed, etc.); nor whether small-arms or heavy weaponry were employed in the armed clashes; nor
whether their use brought about victims, either dead or injured; nor whether bullets were actually
fired, or weapons were used only for threatening purposes. Most importantly, the alleged purposes of
the resort to arms are deliberately overlooked, and qualitative differences about the perpetrators of
armed violence – including rebels, bandits, terrorists, revolutionaries, insurgents, criminals, peacekeepers, etc. – are all equally recorded. The neglect of qualitative categories, inherently difficult to
operationalize, is likely to limit the scope for uncontrollable subjective choices in the dataset.
Unlike other available databases, however, my classification does not list events such as
political demonstrations, marches, rallies, speeches, etc., where arms were not used, irrespective of
their political importance. Moreover, the dataset classifies as one single and same event armed clashes
lasting more than one day, and during which arms were resorted to continuously, or with breaks
lasting less than 24 hours. Conversely, if two individual and clearly distinct events occurred in the
same location on the same day (i.e. in Timbuktu on the 3 rd August AQMI destroys a Sufi mausoleum,
and the MAA performs a targeted execution of a suspected enemy informant), the dataset records two
separate instances. Nevertheless, for the sake of clarity and informative economy, the coded variable
of time is the month, in the dataset, and the trimester, in the maps.
The coding of the armed actors involved in clashes proved particularly challenging. In some
cases, and especially when the responsibility for acts of armed violence is not claimed, different
sources attribute the same event to different authors. Sometimes, this information is simply lacking.
In the few cases where the triangulation of different sources of evidence still provided inconclus ive
results, authors and/or victims of armed violence were simply labelled as “unknown”. The everevolving shape of many armed actors engaged in north Mali (both state and non-state ones) proved
even more problematic. On the one hand, Mali has not been alien to the well-known phenomeno n
affecting (post-)conflict environments in Africa (Nugent 2012; Reno 2011), whereby armed factions

Armed Conflict Location and Event Data Project (ACLED): http://www.acleddata.com/. By and large, my own data
collected for this work proved more accurate and rich than the ones of the ACLED dataset.
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increase in number and splinter groups proliferate. What used to be one group at the onset of the
conflict originated two or three different actors by the end of the period examined, and this obviously
interfered with the diachronic analysis of the patterns of armed violence. On the other hand, many
among north Mali’s armed groups challenge the assumptions of discrete unity, collective agency and
clearly identifiable organisational structure. The Malian context features some unique characteristics
in this sense (whose rationale will be further discussed in the forthcoming sections). The same
individual can claim to be part of several different armed groups at once, without fearing
contradiction. Similarly, some ethnic factions had been adhering to several different groups,
sometimes even at war with one another, across the same year. As a result, attributing the authorship
of acts of armed violence to a limited, manageable number of stakeholders, is far from being an easy
undertaking.
Some choices thus proved unavoidable. Their rationale is explained herein for the sake of
transparency. Aiming for analytical clarity and explanatory efficiency, I preferred to consider a
number of subjects to/of armed violence that did not exceed the dozen. To this end, I deliberate ly
neglected some of the partitions and splinters emerged subsequently. For instance, the dataset does
not register the partition of the MAA between a pro-Bamako and a pro-CMA faction. This was
officialised by mid-2014, but the contours of the two splinter groups remained quite confused and
opaque at least until the end of that year (Thiénot 2014a). Noteworthy, no instance of armed struggle
reportedly ever opposed the MAA-Bamako to the MAA-CMA directly, while many individ ua l
members seemed to pass from one movement to another quite smoothly. Similarly, the GATIA is
recorded alongside with the Malian army. While the former’s name is indicated in the dataset, and is
operationalized in some graphic analyses, in the maps it appears alongside with the latter. Also the
GATIA, in fact, appeared in mid-2014, and its profile initially remained (deliberately?) very opaque.
Available evidence suggests that for about one year, i.e. from the MNLA’s re-conquest of Kidal to
the Anéfis negotiations, Bamako provided the GATIA with men (ICG 2015a), weapons (Anders
2015; Thiénot 2014b) and commanders (RFI 2015; Maiga 2016), thereby making it hard to
disentangle the actions and strategies of the former from the ones of the latter. The GATIA, in other
words, appeared more akin to a Bamako-sponsored militia – similar to pre-war Ould Meydou’s or Ag
Gamou’s ones – than to an independent non-state armed group fostering its own agenda. Whence the
choice of the coding.
Difficult dilemmas also concerned the coding of proliferating jihadist armed groups. The
borderlines between them often appeared porous, especially between the MUJAO and Belmokhtar ’s
katibats within AQMI (see for instance Daniel 2014; Ould Salem 2014). As a result, unless the
perpetrators of armed violence specifically claimed otherwise, I made the choice to attribute to the
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MUJAO all the armed clashes to which concurred Belmokhtar’s men under the name of AlMourabitoune, Al-Mulathameen, and al-Mua'qi'oon Biddam. When Belmokhtar and his factions
operated under the banner of AQMI, instead, their deeds were attributed to the latter movement. The
birth of the FLM (Front de Libération du Macina) also required sharp choices. When it first appeared,
in early 2015, the group’s constituency and aims were still very unclear. Based on Human Rights
Watch (2016), I coded their first actions by attributing them to AQMI. Later on, the group seemed to
acquire a more defined physiognomy, at least in media reports, although the most recent dedicated
literature (ICG 2016b; Maiga 2016) clarified that it remained closely connected to and largely
inspired by Ansar-Dine and Iyad Ag Ghali. To this end, starting by August 2015 the name of FLM
appears independently – and can therefore be used for analytical purposes – but alongside with that
of Ansar-Dine.
Several communal clashes took place in north Mali throughout the period examined. The
majority of them were claimed by some officially constituted armed group. The clashes between the
Tuareg clan of the Daoussakh, on the one hand, and the Peul pastoralists living across the Mali-Niger
borderland, on the other, partly diverged from this tendency. Based on local qualitative evidence
collected from the area (see also Sangare 2016; Strazzari 2014), I opted to code such conflicts by
ranking the Daoussakh alongside with the MNLA, and the Peul with the MUJAO.
Drawing on this dataset, I realised a cartographic apparatus made of 36 maps in total8 . This
is, I argue, a way to further stress the commitment of the present research to the scientific agenda of
geopolitics and political geography. To this end, the spatial distribution and mapping of politica l
phenomena is key. Maps are divided up into two sets. The first set includes 16 maps, one for each
trimester of the four years scrutinized herein, and shows the locations of the armed clashes; the groups
involved; the magnitude of the event in terms of overall number of fatalities; and the typology of
incident. The range of this latter category includes armed assault, opposing two or more armed
groups; targeted execution, whose destination is one prominent individua l, often unarmed, as a
measure of retaliation or terrorism; hostage taking, including abduction (it differs from the previous
case since the victim is not killed); conquest of a city, when the control of a village, town or city is
both attempted and achieved, and the locality at stake shifts from one incumbent authority to another;
and bombing/explosion, in case the armed attack is performed remotely and the assailant offers no

Professional cartographers, who worked under my supervision, greatly contributed to the actual realization of these
maps. I hereby take the opportunity to thank Michael Bouvet and Gregory Shuck, of the US National Consortium for the
Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism (START) at the University of Maryland, with whom I had the pleasure to
work throughout the second half of the year 2014; and Filippo Poltronieri and Vito Telesca, who took up the job fro m
mid-2015 to mid-2016. Without their outstanding contribution and professional commitment, the proper analysis of my
data would have been unthinkable.
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exposure at all, thereby including IEDs attacks, mines, bombings targeting monuments and other nondefended installations, etc.
With a view to highlighting the patterns of territorial control exercised by armed actors in
north Mali, the second set of maps illustrates the spatial concentration of armed clashes involving one
specific armed group, whether as attackers or attacked. These maps gather data running throughout
the whole period at stake, and therefore make abstraction of time-variations. The groups illustra ted
separately in these maps were selected on the basis of the analytica l needs of the present inquiry, and
include: the MNLA; the MAA; Ansar-Dine; the MUJAO; and AQMI. Two varieties of these maps
exist, in order to show, respectively, the overall number of armed clashes in which a group took part,
and their lethality, in terms of number of fatalities involved on both sides. Each of these maps features
two distinct frameworks: one focuses on north Mali’s borderlands; the other zooms out and
encompasses the broader region.
5.1.3 Comparing models’ explanations in context
The present section analyses the maps and tabs annexed, and supplies some preliminary observations
about the spatial patterns of violence of the case examined. The tenants of critical geopolitics rightly
pointed out that maps, like any re-presentation, provide ontological consistency to otherwise volatile
concepts, and therefore dispose of some sort of performative power. Yet, I tend to agree with Der
Derian (1998, 2015) that representations are polysemic. It follows that semiotics, i.e. the hermeneutics
of images – including of the most apparently obvious ones –, retains a key added value from an
interpretivist perspective, and even more so in the field of critical security studies. Drawing on these
considerations, some comments to the maps and tabs provided might not be purely pleonastic.
Figure 5.1 clearly attests that, as expected, the overall spatial distribution of armed clashes
occurred in Mali throughout the whole period considered is dispersed and complex, with about 40%
of armed clashes taking place outside the 8 most recurrent places. Some specific localities stand out
nevertheless. The majority of armed clashes seems to concentrate in: the Tilemsi valley in first place
(19%, i.e. almost one fifth of the total amount of armed clashes occurred in Mali in the period
examined; this figure combines the overall number of armed clashes recorded in the different
localities of the valley, including Anéfis, Tabankort, Bourem, Tarkint, Tessalit, etc.), then Kidal
(12%), Gao (11%) and Timbuktu (8%). Figure 5.2 confirms that these localities have been
consistently ranking among the top-three most violence-prone throughout the whole duration of the
conflict.
Instead, nor In-Khalil (1%) or Taoudenni (less than that) seem to attract widespread patterns
of violence. In the whole, huge area of Taoudenni and Araouane only a very limited number of armed
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clashes occurred, starting by the last trimester 2013 9 . The number of fatalities was reportedly always
limited, and in half of the cases the instances concerned clashes between AQMI and the French forces.
While this pattern is far from uninteresting, its inner logic is likely to differ from the specific security
dynamics of ungoverned spaces, which is the focus of the present investigation. At In-Khalil, instead,
only one significant pattern of violence surfaces, i.e. the one opposing the MNLA to the MAA, to
which all detected instances of armed clashes can be traced 10 . While the increased availability of
weapons – mentioned above – might have contributed to this outcome, one should stress that neither
movement seemed to devote the most significant part of its military effort to the control of this area,
as the maps shows. On the one hand, then, the relevance of the availability of weapons hold; on the
other hand, however, their use departs from the expectations and explanations of the Fearon and
Laitin’s model.
The evidence sustaining such first observations seems already robust and consistent enough
to seriously reduce one’s confidence in the first model’s interpretations. Moreover, one should note
that groups featuring the same ethnic brand eventually split against one another (such as the two
MAAs), while other armed groups managed to federate different ethnic components (such as the
Songhai, Arabs and Peuls within the MUJAO), without this being seen as an anomaly. Ethnic ity,
then, does not appear to be a valuable predictor of one’s behaviour in case of major security
disruptions. In line with the radically constructivist approach of the present investigation, I would
tend to say, instead, that polemic identities are the result, and not the cause, of sustained politica l
violence. This further undermines the hypothesis that fragile states represent a fertile ground for the
emergence of an ethnically-based “security dilemma”.
Moreover, these observations hardly match with the expectations of the third model, which
refers to the literature on the political economy of civil wars. This model, in fact, does not provide an
adequate explanation of the sharp divergence between the patterns of armed violence at In-Khalil and

Yet, I acknowledge that this figure can be seriously affected by the very limited media coverage of this zone. The area
of Taoudenni and Araouane is huge, largely desert, scarcely populated, remote in every possible sense, poorly endowed
with infrastructures such as roads and radio stations, and essentially disconnected from the rest of the country, let alone
of the world (Mann 2014). Access for foreigners, and Europeans in particular, presents unbearable security risks. These
challenges have certainly hampered my capacity to collect systematic and comprehensive data, be yond (limited) existing
media reports. Nevertheless, the interviews that I conducted in Bamako with MINUSMA security officers (in November
2014) and with the newly appointed governor of the region of Taoudenni (in January 2016) added further information and
broadly confirmed the outcomes of my analysis.
10 All the episodes of armed clashes registered at In-Khalil are concentrated in a very short time-span of less than one
year, between December 2012 and August 2013. In two instances, the MAA and the MNLA are directly fighting each
other. In one case, occurred in late 2012, the MUJAO is indicated to be the MNLA ’s opponent; yet, at that time the borders
between MAA and MUJAO were accordingly still quite porous and the actors involved might have been the same,
although they ended up boasting a different identity afterwards. In one case, an armed confrontation occurred between
the French forces and the MAA. However, several observers, interviewed in the framework of the present research,
contended that in this case the French forces had been (deliberately?) misguided by the MNLA, who oriented a French
air strike against MAA troops by pretending the latter were AQMI’s fighters.
9
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in the Tilemsi valley. Moreover, the diachronic analysis of the dynamics in Ber only partially matches
with the model’s expectations. These in fact contemplate major armed clashes to concentrate here.
Overall, the number of clashes in Ber is not insignificant. Concentration maps demonstrate that this
is one of the locations where the MNLA and the MAA focused a great amount of their global militar y
efforts. Figures 5.7, 5.9, and 5.11 indicate that the involvement of state-actors herein was very limited,
thereby limiting the influence of a potential bias in this data. Yet figure 5.2 shows that instances of
armed clashes were almost non-existent in Ber before mid-2014, and only soared afterwards. This
trend is symmetrical to that observed at In-Khalil. However, if illicit trades flowed across Ber, they
most probably concerned also In-Khalil at the same time, since the two locations are considered part
of the very same smuggling route. The third model of the spatial distribution of armed violence,
focusing on the opportunities of looting and plundering, does not provide an adequate explanation for
these diverging patterns.
The fourth model seems more promising from this perspective. Also this model, focusing on
the diachronic variations of protection rackets, expected significant patterns of armed violence to
occur in Ber. Interestingly, the circumstance when this phenomenon eventually took place perfectly
corresponds to the moment when the MNLA (re-)occupied large parts of north Mali, including Ber.
Moreover, at the same time clashes occurred between the MNLA and the MAA in Lerneb and Anéfis :
both localities are reportedly positioned along the same drug route connecting Ber to In-Khalil. One
may argue that such an event contributed to disrupting the existing protection rackets, and therefore
triggered violence according to Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s (2009) expectations. The forthcoming
sections will process-trace further qualitative evidence to assess the explanatory value of this
conjecture.
Also the second model of the framework introduced before seem prima facie well suited to
interpreting the available evidence. True, figure 5.3 illustrates the major patterns of armed violence
emerging in the Tilemsi valley, which run against the model expectations. But this funding does not
affect its explanatory value, which principally focuses on the violence against civilians, and not on
political violence tout-court. As figure 5.5 illustrates, no localities in the Tilemsi valley stand out as
the most prominent areas where violence against civilians was exercised. Moreover, and once again
consistently with Kalyvas’s model, violence against civilians is especially concentrated in Kidal, and
Gao and Timbuktu to a lesser extent.
Concentration maps confirm that Gao was at the core of the MUJAO’s military engageme nt.
Building on Kalyvas’s model, and considering the shifting territorial control exercised by different
armed actors in the city, one would expect the MUJAO to be amongst the key providers of violence
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against civilians in Gao. Figure 5.6 clearly confirms this conjecture 11 . The validity of Kalyvas’s
interpretations of the patterns of violence against civilians is instead more controversial in the case of
Kidal. Following the same reasoning, one should expect also the MNLA to be amongst the key
authors of violence against civilians, and especially in Kidal. Yet neither figure 5.6 nor the mapping
of individual armed clashes provide the necessary evidence to substantiate this claim (a part from a
few exceptions in the third trimester 2013, and in the second trimester 2014).
Interestingly, instead, Islamist armed movements (including AQMI, Ansar-Dine and the
MUJAO) have been more systematically targeting civilians in Kidal, as well as elsewhere. This leaves
one to speculate about the actual willingness of Islamist movements to exercise a veritable territoria l
control. In the same vein, one should observe that – consistently with Kalyvas’s expectations – the
trimester where the resort to armed violence was less widespread is the third of 2012, when the
territorial domination of jihadist movements was unchallenged (thereby amounting to a zone 5 in
Kalyvas’s terms).
What stands out prominently from the observation of the concentration maps, and of the
figures 5.1, 5.2 and 5.3, is the clustering of armed violence in the area of the Tilemsi valley. Even
more surprising are the huge military efforts deployed around the villages of Anéfis, Tabankort and
Bourem, especially by the MNLA, the MAA, and the MUJAO. These require some further
clarification, given the secondary importance of these locations from a military, political and
demographic perspective. The forthcoming sections will supply and process-trace qualitative
evidence with a view to addressing this puzzle.
To sum up, the analysis of the spatial distribution of armed clashes across north Mali’s
borderlands is controversial. It does not match perfectly, nor uniquely, with the expectations of
competing explanatory models, and therefore it is not conclusive enough. One can only claim with
some confidence that an ethnically-based “security dilemma” does not seem to apply to this case, and
this seriously undermines the adaptation of the first model. However, other theories seem to retain a
greater heuristic capacity, including namely Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s and Kalyvas’s.

5.2 Traffickers and racketeers

However, concentration maps reveal that the MUJAO’s strategy aimed also at a regional spill-over of the conflict, in
particular by targeting civilians in neighbouring countries .
11
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In the previous sections, I have claimed that georeferenced data about instances of armed violence in
north Mali provide a wealth of useful information. Yet, it remains indecisive and prevents one from
concluding which one of the models introduced above best applies to this case. While availab le
evidence seems robust enough to argue that the first model – that I have labelled “security dilemma ”
– is hardly appropriate, all the remaining three models share some explanatory value, and contribute
to interpreting the dynamics of (in-)security in north Mali’s ungoverned spaces. This is mostly due to
the fact that the remaining models expect armed clashes to erupt in sites that partly overlap. However,
their explanations for the phenomena differ sharply. While all the three models might retain some
heuristic value, especially in the framework of the post-foundational approach adopted herein,
process-tracing seems an appropriate methodology to discriminate among competing explanatio ns
and clear up potential issues of equifinality. Hence, I argue that a mixed methodological approach,
combining the quantitative evidence so-far discussed with process-traced qualitative data, is likely to
provide the more comprehensive and robust approach to study the dynamics of (in-)security in
ungoverned spaces. The present section thus aims to process-trace diachronically the patterns of
domination and armed clashes occurred in the Tilemsi valley and in Gao.
Interestingly, in fact, the three models concur about their significance. As I have argued in the
preceding chapter, the in-depth analysis of north Mali’s spatial practices and extra-legal economies
allows one to conclude that Gao and the Tilemsi valley have been representing key regional nodes of
smuggling. Available scholarship largely agrees on this point: on the one hand, Tinti (2013) qualifies
Gao as «a trans-Saharan trading hub nestled on the banks of the Niger river»; on the other, Musilli
and Smith (2013, 6) observe that «the area of Gao, Bourem and Al Mustarat is a subregional hub for
drug smuggling». This infrastructure has been thriving due to the fruitful cooperation between
trafficking organizations and authorities in place, which granted businesses to take place quite
smoothly, to everyone’s profit. The interactions occurring herein between (in-)security dynamics and
extralegal economies are the main focus of the process-tracing methodology.

5.2.1 Process-tracing geopolitical imaginaries: from the declaration of independence of Azawad to
the formal return of the State
The emergence of a newly proclaimed state of Azawad in April 2012 replaced Mali’s formal
sovereignty at the heart of international smuggling routes. This event upset the existing equilibr ia,
especially in the Tilemsi valley. Here, in fact, the selective (non-)enforcement of border control had
been representing a primary economic resource and the key stake of patronage networks. The prospect
of (new) borders enforced by the newcomers raised worries and threatened powerful local interests.
And indeed, as soon as the MNLA proclaimed the independence of Azawad, a wide array of armed
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movements, animated by different goals and ideologies, rose up to oppose such a political outcome.
Although never complete, the MNLA’s control of Gao initially had to fear little organized
competition. Yet, by late June of the same year, the MNLA was virtually evicted by north Mali and
seemed erased by all political equations, thereby proving that the dream of an independent secular
state of Azawad was nothing but a veritable “castle in the sand” (Boas 2012).
During both the movement’s gestation and its (short-lived) domination, the MNLA’s
propaganda stressed the need to promote good governance, democratic accountability, social
progress, development and equity throughout Azawad. conversely, it condemned the corruption,
organized crime and disregard of human rights entertained by Bamako's authorities (Morgan 2012a).
Yet, while Gao was undisputedly under MNLA’s rule for almost three months, the movement
implemented very little of the social model it advocated for. Instead, local observers report that
MNLA’s militants were responsible of an uncountable amount of abuses, razzias and thefts. These
misbehaviours contributed to throwing the city into anarchy and chaos. Violence was widespread and
indiscriminate, and economic activities were particularly affected. Even beyond social or ethnic
cleavages, the MNLA proved completely incapable of protecting local business and promoting social
life, and it quickly lost any sort of trust it might have enjoyed vis-à-vis the residents12 .
Noteworthy, such situation hardly matches with the expectations of Kalyvas’s (2006) model.
Given the MNLA’s unchallenged control of the city, and the complete collapse of Mali’s fighting
capabilities, one would be tempted to say that the situation in Gao between April and June 2012
corresponded to Kalyvas’s description of an area of “full control”, thereby fitting into the criteria of
the zone 5 of his model. Here, according to Kalyvas, violence against civilians should be minimal, if
not entirely absent. Even if one admits that the MNLA’s control was not that completely unrestric ted,
and that the growing tensions with competing movements such as AQMI, Ansar-Dine and the
MUJAO were already apparent (although limited evidence is available to support such claim),
labelling Gao as a zone 4 within Kalyvas’s model still is not compatible with the resort to
indiscriminate violence reportedly occurring on the ground 13 .
Furthermore, the MNLA’s resort to indiscriminate and widespread violence against civilia ns
does not fit into the expectations of the mechanisms identified within the third model herein analysed,
i.e. that of the political economy of civil wars. In this framework, in fact, Weinstein (2007) argued
Information confirmed in the framework of several interviews with key informants from the region of Gao, conducted
in Bamako in November 2013, November 2014 and May 2016.
13 It should be pointed out that Kalyvas ’s model can perhaps retain some value to interpret Gao’s security dynamics only
by referring to what Kalyvas himself called the “exceptions” to his model. These tend to attribute the resort to
indiscriminate violence, irrespective of the zone, to either irrational emotions, such as anger or quest for revenge, having
the upper hand over actors ’ rational drivers; or to the lack of discipline and inefficient command among armed actors.
While all these conjectures can probably make some sense in this context, this remains, accordingly, quite a weak line of
defence of Kalyvas’s approach.
12
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that violence against civilians is a function of the initial endowment of economic means and natural
resources that an armed group can mobilize to survive and foster its own military enterprise. Based
on the reconstruction proposed herein, one could hardly claim that the MNLA – born in the mounta ins
in the middle of the Sahara Desert – could rely on extensive natural resources. From this perspective,
nothing, in principle, helped to economically insulate the MNLA. The movement faced then the need
to win the support of a local constituency14 . The resort to widespread abuses and indiscriminate
violence against civilians obviously does not match with such analytical framework.
It is precisely at this point that the MUJAO kicked in (Lacher 2012). Until then, the movement
was little known, if not for its exploits against the Algerian security forces, and the border patrols of
the gendarmerie in particular (Raineri and Strazzari 2015). Reportedly, since May 2012 the MUJAO
carried out its propaganda in the mosques of Gao, claiming it only aimed at establishing the firm
authority of Islam in the city. At this stage, the MUJAO’s polemic adversaries included blasphemy
and illicit practices, and not the state of Mali, France, or any other political actor. They blamed bars
and alcohols, cigarettes and prostitution, appearances and luxury, air conditioning and hairdresser
shops, sport and modern music, as manifestations of a reprehensible moral deviance to whom they
attributed the ultimate responsibility for Mali's bad governance and people's precarious living
conditions. The MUJAO skilfully stressed the idea that the much needed solution to such an
unbearable situation was an uncompromising enforcement of the law, including brutal although
exemplar punishments under austere shari’ah law. The MUJAO thus managed to be perceived by
locals as a potential bulwark of protection against the abuses of deleterious rulers, whether the MNLA
or Bamako15 .
On the one hand, the MUJAO’s message was seen as much more “universal” and less
compromised with the ethno-nationalistic rhetoric to which the MNLA used to indulge, especially
vis-à-vis the Tuareg majority within its ranks. On the other hand, however, it undoubtedly struck a
sympathetic chord especially among the Arab community living in the city, and whose family links
stretched towards the Tilemsi valley. Arab merchants were in fact particularly affected by the anarchy
and economic mismanagement brought about by the MNLA16 . Moreover, the MUJAO claimed a
“black African” identity (Cristiani 2012), but its leadership was largely Moor and spoke in Arabic:

Unless one contends that in April 2012 the MNLA was persuaded that it could rely on the whole -hearted support of
some foreign power. Some indications exist in this sense, although they are probably sufficient to raise conjectures, not
to provide robust evidence for a scientific enquire
15 Information confirmed in the framework of several interviews with civil society leaders from Gao, conducted in
Bamako in November 2013 and November 2014; and with investigative journalists, conducted in Bamako in November
2013 and in Paris in July 2015.
16 Although this is probably less the case for the Kounta clan of the Arab ethnic minority, espec ially due to its longstanding
partnership with the Ifoghas clan of the Tuareg, who at that time represented the backbone of the MNLA.
14
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this undoubtedly helped the MUJAO to be perceived as bridging the ethnic divide of north Mali’s
communities.
The dynamics on the ground unfolded more quickly than expected, and by the end of June the
MNLA was completely ousted from Gao and its entire region, including the Tilemsi valley. On 25th
June, Idrissa Oumarou, a city councillor who overtly opposed the partition of Mali, was killed in
unclear circumstances. This triggered a spontaneous, unauthorized demonstration of the populatio n,
who took the streets of Gao to protest against the incessant harassments of the new authorities and
the amateurism of the MNLA in power. The new – contested – authorities dispersed the
demonstration heavy-handedly, leaving on the ground one dead and a dozen injured 17 . Predictably
(Kalyvas 2006), the indiscriminate use of force further ignited the protests, instead of quelling them.
Instigated, the crowd gathered in the symbolic Place des Martyrs (in memory of those who died for
the independence of Mali), shouting “Mali! Mali!” and waving Malian national flags. A real urban
guerrilla ensued. The MUJAO then intervened, and quickly managed to head the whole movement.
While the supply of weapons18 contributed to fostering the movement’s importance in the
spontaneous popular uprising, I argue that the flexibility of both its constituency and its ideology
played a crucial role. Lastly, on the 27th June, the MNLA’s leadership was forced to escape from the
Palais du Gouverneur and from the city altogether19 . In the following weeks, then, the MNLA was
completely ejected from the whole territory of north Mali.
Again, one should stress that the removal of the MNLA from Gao as a result of a popular
uprising is inconsistent with Kalyas’s model. Building on a top-down approach, in fact, Kalyvas
posits compliance as a pure function of control, and leaves little room for individuals’ bottom- up
agency. Even less so if this is unarmed and collective, given Kalyvas’s explicit reliance on Olsen’s
(1965) paradox of collective action. Given the MNLA’s almost undisputed military control of Gao,
the only reason admissible for its removal, according to Kalyvas, would be a military conquest from
outside. Some have indeed tended to interpret the MUJAO’s rise to power precisely in these terms
(the thesis of the conquest performed by brutal foreign terrorists being unsurprisingly very popular in
Bamako): yet this hypothesis does not stand the in-depth empirical scrutiny provided for by the
process-tracing methodology applied herein.

Interview with youth leaders from Gao, conducted in Mali in October and November 2013.
Rumours report that weapons were then supplied by Belmokhtar, who was then seen in the city alongside with his 12years old child Osama.
19 Interestingly enough, MNLA’s leader and transitional President of the Azawad, Bilal Ag Acherif, was evacuated in
helicopter in Burkina Faso (Le Monde 2012), Paris’s close ally and home to the French special forces, thereby raising
speculations about the murky connections among the Tuareg rebels and foreign powers. The support subsequently
provided by the French to reinstall the MNLA’s leaders in Mali’s north, to the detriment of Mali’s recognized authorities,
did not help to dissipate the suspicions.
17
18

248

The establishment in power of the MUJAO helped to further clarify the moveme nt’ s
constituency and leadership. In first place, significant connections raised suspicions about potential
links between the MUJAO and the Polisario Front. The movement, in fact, had declared its own
existence in a video issued a few months before, when it claimed responsibility for a kidnapping of
three European humanitarian workers, occurred in October 2011. The kidnapping took place in a
Polisario refugee camp in Tindouf, a highly militarized site in which unhindered movement is hard
to imagine without some form of local connivance. In the video, the birth of the MUJAO was
announced by a Mauritanian well-known jihadi called Hamada Ould Mohamed Kheirou (also known
as Abu Qumqum for his ability in handling explosives), former leader and propaganda activist of
AQMI, reportedly close to Mokhtar Belmokhtar (Daniel 2014). Beyond Kheirou, the first individ ua ls
to be identified as being part of the MUJAO included Soultan Ould Bady, a Lamhar Arab from the
Tilemsi valley, and a certain Adnan Abou Walid Saharawi (whose name leaves little doubt on his
origin). Both were reportedly involved in the kidnapping of the three humanitarians from the Polisario
refugee camp (Daniel 2014). Noteworthy, local observers confirm that, at least at the beginning, «80
to 90 percent of the MUJAO’s membership was done by Arabs and Moors coming from Mauritania,
Algeria, and the Saharawi Polisario ranks»20 .
Interestingly, a report issued by Malian authorities in 2010 identified Ould Bady as a «top
drug trafficker with ties with a gang whose members were arrested in neighbouring Mauritania and
suspected of trafficking drugs to Europe» (Ould Idoumou 2011) 21 . Whether this specific report was
accurate or not, it soon appeared, as many reports subsequently noticed, that the MUJAO was backed
by the whole nomenklatura of the big bosses of narco-trafficking across the Tilemsi valley, includ ing
Cherif Ould Taher (Briscoe 2014; Lacher 2012); Mohamed Ould Awainatt (Thiénot 2014a); Baba
Ould Cheick (Lacher 2012; Musilli and Smith 2013); and Mohamed Ould Ahmed Deya "Rouji"
(Lacher 2012)22 . No one of these individuals had a reputation of un-reprehensible believer and fervent
Interview with the president of a Malian CBO from Gao, conducted in Bamako in November 2013.
Ould Bady was initially identified with a major drug trafficker very close to the Polisario, who got arrested in 2010 in
Mauritania and later freed in the framework of a negotiation for the release of a Spanish hostage. Yet Lacher (2013) is of
the view that the identification is simply due to a trivial case o f homonymy as, according to him, «it quickly turned out
that the arrested individual was not Ould Bady, but another p erson carrying a similar name», i.e. a Saharawi called Soultani
Ould Ahmadou Ould Baddi, alias “Sléitine”. However, the only reference that Lacher seems to advance for such a
conspicuous claim is an anonymous article appeared on Jeune Afrique in December 2010. The issue then remains
unresolved.
22 One should probably add to the list Yoro Ould Dahda, who later turned out to be a MUJAO’s supporter (Thiénot 2014).
Ould Dahda’s prominence in the local drug economy is debated, and the key role he is attributed by Daniel (2014)
contrasts with the opinion of a leader of the MAA I interviewed in Bamako in November 2015. Interestingly enough,
Yoro Ould Dahda was arrested in Gao on 29th July 2014 by the French military, due to his long-standing militancy in
MUJAO. One week later, he was released by the Malian police on grounds that «there are no charges against him, he does
not constitute a danger» (Thiénot 2014a). Another name featuring prominently into this list is that of Mohamed Ould
Mataly, representative of Bourem's constituency at the National Assembly from 2002 to 2007, and since 2013 to date.
Although no conclusive reports exist about his involvement into drug trafficking, interviews with Gao’s residents
conducted in Bamako in October and November 2014 confirmed that he is largely seen as a major drug baron, and a close
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religious fighter prone to self-sacrifice. Most of them, instead, were reportedly prominent members
of patronage networks enmeshed in illicit economic activities with political sponsors both locally and
in Bamako. A member of the MUJAO later acknowledged: «80 percent of MUJAO consists of
dealers, traders, people looking for money. We’re traffickers, not terrorists» (Thiénot 2014a). In other
words, ideology and doctrine seem insufficient to account for the rise and success of MUJAO 23 .
I argue that drug barons based in Gao, and their cartels stretching across the whole north,
should actually be seen less as the original inspiration of the MUJAO than as a welcomed external
sponsorship. Drug barons arguably found convenient to support the armed actors better capable of
protecting their business against the anarchic disruption brought about by the MNLA. Once in power,
in fact, the MUJAO endeavoured to re-establish the civil order to the ravaged region. Tinti (2013)
noticed that «the MUJAO quickly launched an aggressive hearts and minds campaign, restoring a
sense of safety and security to a city bruised from weeks of abuse. They created hotlines that people
could call to report instances of theft. They paid out of pocket for public works projects. They
subsidized food prices and even offered free water and electricity for a time».
The “(shari’ah-)law and order” approach implemented by the MUJAO in the territory it
controlled certainly benefited the entrepreneurial classes. Even more than that, I argue that the
flawless support of the main economic actors of Gao, and namely of smugglers’ cartels, resulted from
the MUJAO’s skilful furtherance of a strategy that one could qualify as “jihadism without borders”.
Both rhetoric and practice contributed to this strategy. Against the MNLA’s aim to build an
independent state in the middle of the Saharan sands, whose sovereignty would be circumscribed and
enforced by well-defined, newly created borderlines, the MUJAO’s ideology stressed the idea that all
sorts of borderlands, including borderlines24 and pasturelands (Sangaré 2016b), belonged to Allah
and could not be appropriated by men. The very idea of a bordered political space, confined in the
linear limits imposed by the (Western) notion of modern state, was reportedly seen suspiciously: «the
MUJAO had no discourse of liberation or emancipation whatsoever, nor did they ever put forward
the formation of their own state. As a matter of fact, they did not want a state at all»25 . As a result,

ally of Baba Ould Cheick. Moreover, according to Wikileaks’ cables Ould Mataly had close contacts with crimin al
networks involved in kidnapping-for-ransom activities, see http://wikileaks.org/cable/2009/02/09BAMAKO71.h t ml.
Noticeably, when Gao was reconquered by French troops in January 2013, Ould Mataly's villa, alongside with Ould
Cheick's one, was stormed by angry mobs of Gao citizens who gave Mataly's complicity with the MUJAO completely
for granted.
23 This is not to say, however, that the MUJAO was not – also – a Salafist jihadist movement. Despite its conspicuous
relations with networks of organized smuggling, it would be inappropriate to completely downplay the movement’s
Islamist credentials. One needs to remember, in fact, that throughout the whole occupation t ime in northern Mali AQMI
was responsible for one single amputation, whereas the MUJAO performed about 15 of them, with increasing brutality,
in Gao and its surroundings (Armstrong 2013).
24 Interview with a north Malian journalist, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
25 Interviews with Gao residents, Bamako, November 2013
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custom duties, exploitation fees and tariffs were considered illegal under the shari’ah. It makes
therefore little surprise that among MUJAO’s sponsors and supporters featured prominently drug
traffickers, cigarette dealers and smugglers of migrants from Gao. They wanted to «keep the frontiers
open»26 , and the political imaginary fostered by the MUJAO gave them the opportunity to do so.
A propaganda video produced by the MUJAO and screened on local TV in Gao during the
summer 2012 constitutes perhaps the best available expression of the ideology of “jihadism without
borders” the MUJAO wanted to be identified with: against the background of an Islamic police
vehicle painted in MUJAO’s colours, a bearded Arab man announced: «We started prohibiting what
Allah the almighty has forbidden, including tolls, customs, taxation, fining people’s money. Trading
came back to normality; goods are available more than before, and at lower prices»27 . Immediate ly
afterwards, the camera zoomsd on Gao’s residents thanking Allah and the MUJAO because they
managed to retrieve their belongings (cars, animals, etc.) previously stolen by bandits and coupeurs
de route.
Indeed, living conditions in the city seemed to initially improve. When customs duties and
taxes were banned, or simply bypassed with the explicit consent of the jihadist authorities, prices of
food and gas dropped, especially of commodities imported from Algeria. Moreover, the alliance with
Gao’s traders and smugglers provided the MUJAO with a significant wealth. This proved crucial not
only for purchasing military means and weapons, but also manpower. “Easy money” attracted the
disenfranchised local youth, especially the orphans and the talibé, and helped refurbishing the ranks
of the MUJAO (ICG 2015b).
With a view to reinforcing the conclusions drawn from the in-depth analysis of the case of
Gao, one should point out that a very similar pattern can be detected in Timbuktu. When the city was
conquered by the MNLA, local traders – the majority of whom was of Arab ethnic origin – united to
defend their own economic activities stormed by the newcomers. A participant commented: «we are
all smugglers. We did not create our own militia with specific political goals, since we do not believe
in Mali, nor in the state in general. Our only aim is to protect our businesses»28 . When, following the
battle of Gao, the MNLA was expelled from the whole north of Mali, including Timbuktu, AQMI
took control of the city. The jihadist Omar Ould Hamaha reportedly summoned the population and
explained the aim of the new authorities by stating the following: «our alliance with the MNLA was
just a matter of convenience. [...] We fought together to drive out the Malian army in the north, but
we knew that we would soon come into conflict. They want a modern and democratic state, as they
Interview with civil society leader from Gao, conducted in Bamako in October 2013.
Video available at http://jihadology.net/2012/08/page/8/, quote from minute 10.02. See also Lebovich (2013b).
28 Interview with prominent Arab leader and trader from Timbuktu who joined the armed militias , conducted in Bamako
in November 2014.
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say. To the contrary, we have nothing to do with statehood and democracy. We want an Islamic state,
and not only for Mali, but for the whole of West Africa. There are no blacks, there are no whites.
There are no Arabs, nor Tuareg, nor Bambara, and Songhai neither. There is no Azawad. There is
nothing but Islam» (Ould Salem 2014, 144). In the following months, AQMI reportedly tried to
establish its own legitimacy by launching an impressive campaign in favour of traders, trafficke rs,
and smugglers, explicitly stating that customs duties, tolls, tariffs, and frontiers were banned and
would no longer be enforced29 .
The parallel with the MUJAO’s conduct in Gao is striking. And indeed, reports indicate that
both Arab-based militias and local drug cartels eventually endorsed and actively supported AQMI’s
rule in Timbuktu, including the Bouchbeiha and Oulad Idriss clans of the Berabish community.
Moreover, observers went as far as claiming that both in Timbuktu and in Gao the implementation of
the shari’ah seemed “ethnically biased”, and «may have had more to do with longstanding inter-Arab
conflict than jihadist militancy» (Lebovich 2013b). Reportedly, in fact, Kountas were frequently
targeted, and some of the community’s mausoleums and places of worship were destroyed in both
cities. In 2013, when north Mali, and Timbuktu in particular, were reconquered by the French-led
international coalition, most of the militias set up to protect smuggling ventures flew into the MAA
(Lacher 2012; Lebovich 2013a). Interestingly, local observers perceive the MAA and the MUJAO as
«the very same people» (Thiénot 2014a)30 .
The evidence presented herein suggests that in north Mali, throughout the whole year 2012,
the ideologies of free trade (irrespective of its formal legality) and borderless jihadism went hand-inhand, behind a curtain of religious zeal. These ideologies proved largely more resilient and respondent
to local feelings than the prospect of a new independent sovereign State promoted by the MNLA.
While the former, in fact, were rooted in local spatial practices and representations, the latter had the
potential to clearly thwart them. In the struggle between competing geopolitical imaginaries, the
control of borderlines crosscutting illicit trade flows, and namely drug trade routes, has been
representing a material resource of primary importance. The capture of this fundamental resource –
in terms of selective border control, complicit non-control, protection rackets and patronage networks
– can be pointed to as one of the key stakes driving the patterns of armed violence in north Mali, and
is essential for understanding the dynamics of (in-)security unfolding herein.
Process-traced qualitative evidence reveals in fact that it is not the mere presence of
plunderable natural resources – to which drug routes can potentially be equated – which best

Interview with Arab leader and political representative from Timbuktu, conducted in Bamako in December 2013.
Information confirmed in several interviews with different stakeholders from north Mali, conducted in Bamako in
November and December 2013.
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contributes to explaining the location, timing and rationale of military struggles among non-state
armed groups, but the sudden disruptions and violent changes in the (mis-)management of borders.
One would not understand why, otherwise, significant patterns of armed violence did not surface in
In-Khalil or around goldmines in the south of Mali. According to the tenants of the political economy
of civil wars, in fact, both sites had the potential to stir the appetites of greedy military-crimina l
entrepreneurs. Yet, despite a few episodic outbreaks, patterns of violence observed herein are
incomparable to the ones occurred in the region of Gao, and in the Tilemsi valley in particular. I argue
that this is due to the fact that no one of them experienced noticeable shifts in the organization of
local protection rackets in the period examined: as a matter of fact, the state had been absent anyway
in In-Khalil in the last decade, while it was never seriously challenged around southern goldmines.
It is therefore not the presence nor the lack of state-backed law enforcement which best
explains the eruption of non-state armed violence, but the sudden changes of prevalent protection
rackets. The analysis of available evidence, then, seems to confirm that Snyder and Duran-Martine z’s
(2009) model features a greater heuristic value than any other competing explanation. In order to
further refine this hypothesis, one would need to weigh up its expectations with the observations of
armed violence occurring after the (incomplete) return of the state of Mali, since 2013. This is what
the next sections endeavours to do.
Yet, prior to turn to this exercise, a final observation needs to be pointed out here. The politica l
parabola of the MNLA’s project shows that, far from being completely ungoverned, north Mali’s
borderlands have being displaying a thick texture of political relationships of power and patronage.
These monopolize the social space and dry up all the potential fields of leverage (Reno 2011) that
could fertilize alternative social sprouts. Pervasive big men’s networks can be possibly co-opted, but
not simply ignored. From this perspective, revolutionary rebels, which undertake to break with past
practices, lack the social and economic room of manoeuvre to build a State-in-waiting and win a
potential constituency. The stated goal of “disrupting organized crime and drug cartels”, set forwa rd
by the MNLA in its propaganda, had the potential to coagulate widespread fears at local level, because
it neglected the entrenchment of social norms and spatial practices such as smuggling and traffick ing.
From this perspective, then, one should interpret the MNLA’s capitulation as nothing but a further
instantiation of Englebert’s (2014) argument, according to which separatist movements in Africa are
generally doomed to fail because of competing interests rooted in cross-border networks. In other
words, the MNLA’s main mistake might have been the one to presume that north Mali indeed was,
until then, an ungoverned space.
From this perspective, the MUJAO’s strategy proved much more cautious and attuned to local
spatial practices and geopolitical imaginaries. Due to its entrenchment withing the surrounding social
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world, the MUJAO represented «a political and social object, not a pathology, one that only survived
in the Sahel and particularly in Mali through the gradual construction of social arrangements at local,
national, and international levels» (Lebovich 2013a). The MUJAO’s resilience, as opposed to the
MNLA's quick setback, challenges the assumptions of the “ungoverned spaces” hypothesis (at least
in its most rudimentary formulation, see Foreign and Commonwealth Office 2015), and proves
instead the critical importance to interpret observable security dynamics within their field: i.e., in our
case, in the framework of existing networks of patronage politics.

5.2.2 Process-tracing peace-making and extralegal economies: the period 2013-2015
The present section aims at process-tracing the events which followed the eviction of jihadists rulers
from north Mali, since early 2013. Throughout this period, I will assume that the very partial,
incomplete, patchy and hesitant deployment of Mali’s state apparatus to some locations in the north
of the country (ICG 2015a, 2016b) does not significantly affect the latter’s qualification of
ungoverned space (Rabasa et al. 2007), and therefore fits into the present discussion. I argue that the
readjustments within patronage networks and drug cartels; the new arrangements of border
management; the patterns of armed violence among local state and non-state actors; and the dynamics
of peace negotiations, all concur to support the validity of the hypothesis sketched in the previous
sections, and the heuristic value of Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s (2009) model more in general.
Leaving aside the armed clashes involving international military missions deployed to support Mali,
the struggle for the protection of illicit trades, and drug smuggling in particular, have been
representing key stakes in the competition for north Mali’s security governance. This section then
supplies arguments to explain their resilience.
Following the conquest of north Mali’s main cities, in early 2013, Malian authorities issued
several arrest warrants against alleged terrorists and so-called narco-jihadists31 . Interestingly for the
purposes of the present research, people like Cherif Ould Taher, Mohamed Ould Deya “Rouji”, Baba
Ould Cheick, Mohamed Ould Aweinatt, as well as Mohamed Ould Sidati and Dina Ould Daya were
also in the list. To my best knowledge, no one of them has ever spent one single day in custody, nor
in a tribunal, for that matter, to the notable exception of Baba Ould Cheick, who was detained until
early 2015. Arguably, the latter had been too prominently close to the former President ATT and
therefore could not be easily accommodated in the newly established patronage networks. All the
others, instead, managed to make themselves indispensable to upcoming political elites, both in Mali
and outside.

See the webpage: http://www.maliweb.net/la-situation-politique-et-securitaire-au-nord/mandat-darret-internation alblaise-compaore-va-t-il-extrader-les-chefs-du-mnla-au-burkina-127633.ht ml
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Noteworthy, the MAA’s opposite factions provided a timely “political” laundering to most of
them. It also proved remarkably hospitable to newly emerging drug barons, such as Vieux Hanoun
and Mohamed Mahmoud El Oumrany32 . In January 2014, Cherif Ould Taher and Mohamed Ould
Deya “Rouji” were invited to Algiers to undertake peace negotiations as representatives of the MAA
(which was still united then, and eventually did not recognize their representativeness). Observers
explained this operation with Algiers’s need to collect intelligence about the Algerian diplomats
kidnapped by the MUJAO in Gao 20 months before (Roger 2014). Mohamed Ould Sidati, instead ,
climbed the MAA, clashed with the leadership in place, and eventually created his own splinter
faction within the movement, siding with the CMA33 . Ould Aweinatt, in turn, reportedly became one
of the leaders of the MAA-Platform aligned to Bamako34 .
In November 2013, the newly elected President of Mali IBK invited Ould Mataly to attend a
major peace-making event, the “Conference for the North”, as a representative of Gao and on the
behalf of the MAA. This invitation triggered some initial protests in Gao, given Mataly’s alleged
links to drug cartels, and most notably to the MUJAO. But a few weeks later Mataly run for elections
within the rank of IBK’s party in the constituency of Bourem, a strategic node of drug traffics between
Gao and the Tilemsi valley. He got elected at the National Assembly by about 70% of preferences.
At the same election, Mohamed Ould Sidi Mohamed, then leader of the MAA, also run for a
parliamentary seat within the ranks of the presidential majority. In spite of his well-known
collaboration with Timbuktu’s Arab militias and with AQMI, he got elected in the constituency of
Goundam, a crossroad along the Western drug routes. Noteworthy, Ould Sidi Mohamed had a long
and opaque business relationship both with Dina Ould Daya, one of the major drug barons of the
Western drug route, and with Miguel Angel Devesa, who was convicted (but never jailed) as the chief
organizer of the previously mentioned “Air Cocaine” affaire (Daniel 2014).
Although conclusive evidence is lacking in this respect, one could legitimately conjecture that
in both cases drug profits proved instrumental to build patronage networks and win local preferences.
Based on the mechanisms discussed in the previous chapters, IBK might have leveraged this
opportunity to build alliances with the terminals of regional client networks, and win parliamentar y
seats in the regions where his party was less strongly rooted. In spite of major political changes in

Interview with one of the leaders of the MAA, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
Virtually all the Arab networks and militias, and especially those more or less linked to drug cartels, join ed the ranks
of pro-Bamako movements. While the subsequent paragraphs try to explain the rationale of this strategy, the diverging
conduct of the MAA-CMA faction needs to be clarified. Local researchers from Timbuktu, interviewed in Bamako in
November 2015 and May 2016, attribute this to Malian authorities ’ unwillingness to protect Belmokhtar. This provoked
the splinter of the Oulad Idriss ’s clan, which entertained a longstanding relationship with the latter. Moreover, Dina Ould
Daya’s brutality and pillages were deeply resented by Timbuktu’s resident, and allegedly prevent the return of the drug
trafficker in the city and among pro-Bamako’s ranks.
34 Interview with one of the leaders of the GATIA, conducted in Bamako in May 2016.
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Bamako, the resilience of drug cartels seems to confirm the view that patronage politics in Mali is
pivoted on decentralized big men rather than on centralized power apparatuses. One should therefore
see the former as absolutely irreplaceable in any political and/or security equation.
Since 2013, the military intervention of the French-led coalition resulted in the political rescue
of the MNLA in north Mali. Significantly enough, available evidence shows that as early as April
2013 substantial patterns of armed violence immediately erupted between the MNLA and Arab
networks, including in particular the MAA, and especially around and about the village of Anéfis.
Strategically located in the middle of the Tilemsi valley, «the control of Anéfis allows armed group
to keep an eye on all routes and networks and to racket them»35 . One year later, armed clashes between
Arab networks and the MNLA concentrated in the area of Bourem (including Tabankort and
Almoustrate), the entry point of the Tilemsi valley a few kilometres away from Anéfis.
In summer 2014, when the Bamako regime’s disastrous attempt to recapture Kidal failed, and
the MNLA reconquered the town and the whole region, the protection rackets across the Tilems i
valley were once again disrupted. Like two years before, this resulted in the immediate outbreak of
armed violence between the two groups. This time, however, fights did not occur in Gao, since the
city remained out of the MNLA’s reach, but directly in Anéfis. According to MINUSMA’s
intelligence, armed clashes herein directly involved groups «closely linked to drug trafficking cartels»
and mobilized more than 1.200 men and 140 pickups. This represented one of the largest armed
clashes since the beginning of the conflict in north Mali36 . Such conspicuous effort proved
inconclusive though. The very same pattern, then, occurred again in the subsequent months, first in
January and February 2015, then in August the same year, resulting in several tens of casualties.
In sum, available evidence demonstrates that since May 2014 the highest number of armed
clashes in north Mali, as well as the deadliest ones, took place in the Tilemsi valley. Here,
confrontations between the MNLA and the MAA (as well as the MUJAO, the latter’s alley) stood out
prominently. Political motives, communal cleavages and tactical considerations might have played a
role in the development of such patterns. However, most observers agree that the control of drug
routes and the imposition of protection rackets need to be factored in to make sense of the armed
groups’ obsession with the control of the otherwise negligible villages of the Tilemsi valley37 .
The battle of Ménaka is likely to provide further anecdotal evidence of the importance of
smuggling for an adequate interpretation of the dynamics of (in-)security in north Mali. Just as much

Interview with trader from Timbuktu, conducted locally in November 2015.
Interview with MINUSMA expert of organized crime, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
37 Information confirmed in the framework of several interviews with MINUSMA experts of organized crime,
investigative journalists from Gao, local authorities from the Tilemsi valley, and civil society leaders from Gao, conducted
in Bamako between November 2014 and January 2016, and locally in November 2015.
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as Anéfis, Ménaka had been (re-)occupied by the MNLA in May 2014. Between March and May
2015, however, militias of the Platform, including from the MAA-Bamako and the GATIA, set out
to retake the town, despite the truce formally endorsed by all armed actors engaged in the Algier s sponsored peace negotiations. The whole peace process seriously risked to derail, to the extent that
the UN Under-Secretary General Hervé Ladsous felt compelled to intervene and threatened to impose
smart sanctions against peace spoilers in Mali (AFP 2015). When the town was eventually captured
by the Platform, the CMA suspended its participation into the peace-talks, refused to sign the peace
treaty, and did not join the ratification ceremony in Bamako on the 15 th May 2015.
Considering the secondary military value of Ménaka, the gravity of the situation produced by
such unexpected move of the Platform is not fully intelligible by invoking mere short-sighted tactical
considerations or relative symbolic gains. I would then argue that the dynamics of protection rackets
and control of drug flows contribute more than competing arguments to making sense of the battle of
Ménaka. As noted above, throughout the years 2014 and 2015 Ménaka’s prominence in regiona l
smuggling routes soared substantially, to the extent that «local drug flows had never been so
abundant»38 according to local observers. A key stakeholder from Ménaka later reported a widespread
local rumour, claiming that a few weeks before the attack on Menaka MNLA troops stationed in town
had seized two truckloads of cocaine belonging to traffickers protected by the MAA39 . Interestingly
enough, it also turned out that the infamous drug trafficker Yoro Ould Dahda was heading the MAA
troops who attacked Ménaka in reprisal (RFI 2015). This coincidence seems to further substantia te
the conjecture attributing to the control of drug routs and protection rackets thereof the golden share
of the motives which led to the conquest of Ménaka (as confirmed in ICG 2015a).
Despite the affaire of Ménaka, the strong pressure of the international community eventually
resulted in the ratification of the Algiers peace agreement by the CMA representatives, in June 2015.
Reportedly, the Algiers peace talks never addressed explicitly the problems of smuggling and drug
trafficking, although some participants considered that these represented «the real issues at stake»40 .
Yet some sources contended that in Algiers the interests of drug traffickers were «directly
represented»41 in some cases. Versions however diverge with regard to the latter point. While external
sources suggest that «traffickers fund armed groups; and in return the latter designate the former as
their representative to participate in the Algiers negotiations»42 , participants directly involved do not

Interview with local authorities from Ménaka, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
Interview with traditional and local authority from Ménaka, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
40 Interview with an international organization’s diplomat who participated in the Algiers peace talks, conducted in
Bamako in November 2015.
41 Interview with traditional leader from the region of Timbuktu, conducted locally in November 2015.
42 Interview with traders from Timbuktu, conducted locally in November 2015
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go further than acknowledging that «key economic actors have often been very influential in the
selection of delegates and negotiators appointed to attend decision-making fora»43 .
Be it as it may, both versions confirm the key – albeit unspoken – influence of cross-border
smuggling and extralegal economies to determine the dynamics of peace and conflict in north Mali.
The inherent instability of the peace treaty was therefore built-in the very process which led to its
adoption. A little- noticed episode is likely to provide an illustration of these dynamics. Reportedly,
while Ansar-Dine was not allowed to join the Algiers peace talks due to its “terrorist” nature, the
MNLA had accepted to represent Ag Ghali’s interest in exchange for military protection44 . When the
treaty was finally agreed upon in June 2015, against all expectations it was not signed, on the behalf
of the CMA, by the hugely influential Ifoghas’ aménokal Alghabass Ag Intallah, but by the leader of
the MAA Ould Sidati. Arguably the former was subdued by the threats of Ansar-Dine, which refused
to support an agreement ensuring the secular nature of the State of Mali45 . Alghabass Ag Intalla h’s
unusual low profile and submissiveness could then prove the aménokal’s dependence on the security
supplied by Ansar-Dine. On the other hand, Ould Sidati did not suffer the same pressures, despite its
close relationship with jihadi circles, due to the economic (and therefore military) independence
granted to his own movement by a more direct involvement into drug trafficking.
Instead, open discussions about traffic issues seemingly were at the heart of the tribal
negotiations that took place in Anéfis between September and October 2015. Reportedly, the main
stumbling point of the negotiations concerned the repayment of a major razzia performed at In-Khalil
in February 2013 by the Tuareg Idnane clan (members of the MNLA) to the detriment of some Arab
Berabish smugglers (who later joined the MAA-Bamako’s camp). The cessation of the hostilities
between the two clans was eventually agreed when the Idnane reluctantly accepted to refund 14
billion f CFA to the Berabish. Such an impressive figure, incidentally, speaks volumes about the
nature of the looted goods46 . In the same vein, all parties convened in Anéfis solemnly pledged to
Interview with MAA-CMA high-ranking officer who participated in the Algiers peace talks, conducted locally in
November 2015.
44 Interview with a diplomat taking part to the Algiers peace talks, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
45 Interview with a youth leader from Kidal, conducted locally in November 2015.
46 According to Anéfis negotiators, during the peace-talks the Idnane representatives argued that they had acted on the
behalf of the whole MNLA in retaliation for similar conducts held by Arab smugglers vis-à-vis Idnane traders in Gao in
2012. The Idnane raiders initially refused to acknowledge their own individual responsibilities in economic and communal
rather than military and political terms . Anéfis negotiators reportedly managed to persuade the Idnane that they would
beg international donors to collect the sum requested by the Berabish as indemnification. This information comes from
an interview with a high-ranking officer of the MAA who organized and attended the Anéfis tribal negotiations, conducted
in Bamako in November 2015. However, other sources within the MAA, interviewed in Bamako in November 2015,
contend that the agreed value of the indemnification was about the double of the figure previously indicated, and it
amounted to 45 million euros. The possibility that international aid funds were diverted to pay off debts resulting from
drug trade is an eloquent illustration, I argue, of the difficult trade-off between maintaining peace and containing the
development of extralegal economies in north Mali’s illicitly governed spaces . Moreover, the embeddedness of crimin al
actors into local security practices contributed to the resilience of patronage networks long after the (provisional)
restoration of peace and state authority. This information comes from an interview with a high -ranking officer of the MAA
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respect the freedom of movement of goods and people across the country and ensure the fluidity of
trade and the demilitarization of traffics. Participants from different armed groups observed that the
Anéfis agreements had once and for all provided the legal ground to discriminate between the
responsibilities of “authorized” armed groups, and those of their «uncontrollable fringes who engage
in trafficking, and because of their trade skirmishes could jeopardize the hard-won peace»47 .
These provisions, in which “the real issues at stake” were directly tackled, arguably shed light
on the surprising rapidity and effectiveness of this reconciliation process, as compared to the slow
and inconclusive formal peace negotiating rounds in Ouagadougou first and in Algiers then. The
battle of Anéfis took place just two months after the signature of the Algiers peace agreement, and
demonstrated the latter’s futility. On the other hand, the tribal peace talks lasted three weeks and
immediately resulted in longest-lasting interruption of armed fights between the CMA and the
Platform since the beginning of the conflict.
Yet, the relative pacification of the relationships between the CMA and the Platform brought
about by the Anéfis agreement eventually resulted in an ideal environment for the resumption of
traffics of any kind in the north. Here, in fact, some stability had been achieved despite the de facto
absence of state authority and law enforcement. Paradoxically, this brought about a stalemate of the
peace process, insofar as everyone – including armed groups’ leaders, economic networks and
political actors at all level – seemed to benefit considerably from a situation in which traffics could
take place undisturbed and protection rackets enjoyed greater stability. The extension of the state
vacancy in the north, then, provided a fertile ground for the strengthening of illicit governance and
patronage networks. Their assemblages became increasingly difficult to uproot. This is reminisce nt,
I argue, of the situation which prevailed in the north of Mali following the signature of the Algiers
Agreement of 2006, and testifies of the resilience of the mechanisms analysed herein.
In other words, the dynamics driving (in-)security within ungoverned spaces seem to cut
across the simplistic dichotomies of conflict and non-conflict situations (Banfield 2014), or state and
non-state spaces (Scott 2009), and point instead to a more substantive and self-standing politica l
phenomenon. From this perspective, the dynamics of shifting protection rackets provide a more
accurate analytical understanding than the blurred categories of narco-terrorism, or “crime-terro r ”
and “crime-war” nexuses (De Boer and Bosetti 2015). The evidence analysed throughout this section
seems to further corroborate the validity of Snyder and Duran-Martinez (2009)’s approach to interpret
the dynamics of (in-)security in north Mali’s supposedly ungoverned space.
who organized and attended the Anéfis tribal negotiations, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
47 Interview with a leader of the GATIA, conducted in Bamako in November 2015. Nevertheless, the same source insists
that the diplomatic success of Anéfis does not result from a mere economic calculus, but the fatigue of arms and the
ambition to build peace.
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5.2.3 Unpacking the nexus: protection rackets and fragile peace in ungoverned spaces
The preceding sections have process-traced the available qualitative evidence to analyse competing
explanations about the spatial distribution of armed violence in north Mali’s “ungover ned ”
borderlands. The focus on state-sponsored protection rackets has proved capable of providing a more
comprehensive and consistent account of the dynamics observed. Yet, for the sake of analytica l
clarity, a more accurate examination can be helpful to disentangle the complex relationship between
armed actors – both state and non-state ones – performing protection, and criminal networks devoted
to international illicit traffics. Moreover, the role of weapons’ availability deserves a more in-depth
exploration. The present section is devoted to these aims, and compares the dynamics of peace and
conflict unfolding in this context with the expectations stemming from Snyder and Duran-Martine z’s
(2009) theoretical framework.
As a preliminary remark, one needs to point out that the “crime-terror nexus” mechanis m
presumes that the relationship between non-state armed actors (such as terrorist groups) and crimina l
organizations is very close and drifts towards overlapping and identification (Makarenko 2004). By
contrast, in the case of Mali available evidence suggests that the two categories of actors – reframed
in terms of protectors and traffickers respectively – can be persuaded to cooperate under specific
circumstances, but retain different – and sometimes sharply divergent – interests and goals. Observers
noticed that «the connections between terrorists and organised crime groups may have been
exaggerated; those engaged in illicit trafficking have been shown to be highly resilient to changes in
both local and national political power, finding a (financial) accommodation with those who can
provide protection. The result is that terrorist or insurgency groups may not be directly engaged in
trafficking but are provided payment for the provision of protection» (Shaw et al. 2014, 18-19). In
order to disentangle the complexities of the supposed “crime-terror nexus”, and to provide an accurate
descriptions of the security dynamics of north Mali’s “ungoverned space” it is advisable to stick to
the analytical categories introduced above, and therefore consider separately trafficking networks, on
the one hand, and, on the other, the armed militias exerting protection and/or extraction in the territory
they set out to control.
Following Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s reasoning, before the outbreak of the crisis in 2012
the situation of north Mali schematically featured a structure in which a large number of traffick ing
organizations (as described in chapter 4) faced a limited number or protectors: one, if only the state
of Mali is considered; two, if one adds AQMI to the list (following Briscoe 2014; Daniel 2014; Shaw
and Mangan 2014); a few more, if also the various Bamako-sponsored militias allegedly providing
protection to traffickers (such as Ould Meydou’s, Ag Gamou’s, Ould Bou’s etc., see Morgan 2012a)
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are accounted for independently. Nevertheless, the limited number of armed clashes among these
potential protectors until 2012 favours of the hypothesis that concertation prevailed over competitio n.
One can make sense of this pattern by noticing that the access to weapons was more difficult at this
time, for both state and non-state actors, and this limited the opportunities to credibly challenge the
status-quo. If not a monopoly, then, the racket of protection featured the structure of a well-oiled
cartel. While this could have pushed protection fees to soar, the consensual (mis-)management of
border enforcement, described in the previous chapters, arguably contributed to limiting the demand
for armed protection, thereby keeping the prices acceptably low.
In 2012, the MNLA’s military conquest of the whole northern Mali, including key nodes of
traffics, suddenly disrupted such a balance. Following the debacle of the Malian army, MNLA’s de
facto monopoly of the means of violence over the whole Azawad obviously represented very bad
news for trafficking cartels, since protection fees were reasonably expected to skyrocket, while
widespread razzias and banditry pushed up the demand for protection. In the meantime, the wide
availability of Libyan weapons flowing in the region provided opportunities for protection to become
real, as well as increasingly necessary (Strazzari 2014b). Consistently with Snyder and DuranMartinez’s expectations, then, trafficking organizations undertook to split the monistic militar y
control exercised by the MNLA, and quickly turned to back its opponents. This provides, I argue, a
reasonable reading of the micro-dynamics observed in the field, which resulted in the tactical allia nce
between smugglers and jihadist movements.
Since mid-2012, the eviction of the MNLA from north Mali completely overturned the
situation. On the one hand, traffickers proved capable of cooperating – at least economically – beyond
ideological and ethnic divides48 . Throughout the conflict, smuggler organizations consolidated and
centralized, internally. Externally, their mutual relationships featured a structure that, while not
achieving the coherence of a cartel, was certainly less fragmented than in 2011. On the other hand,
the supply of protection skyrocketed, from a very restricted number of actors (a few, during Mali’s
rule; and potentially only one, under the short-lived domination of the MNLA) to a wealth of
prospective suppliers created by the proliferation of armed militias, splinter groups and jihadist
katibats. Indeed, while subsequent rounds of peace talks were trying to put an end to the crisis in
north Mali, the number of armed groups pretending to join them skyrocketed: 3 armed groups signed
the Ouagadougou treaty in June 2013; 6 of them were negotiating in Algiers in July 2014; they were
8 when the treaty was signed in May and June 2015; and even more if one considers the different

Information confirmed in the framework of several interviews with analysts of organized crime in Mali, conducted in
Bamako and in Dakar in December 2014
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militias federated within some of these groups (such as the CMFPR I) 49 . Similarly, jihadist groups
rose from one (AQMI) in 2011, to 3 in 2012 (AQMI, Ansar-Dine and MUJAO), to 6 according to a
recent report (Maiga 2016). One would need to factor in the unrestricted availability of all sorts of
weapons from Libyan and Malian arsenals to make sense of these dynamic. Kartas et al. (2014) argue
in fact that the large availability and diffusion of weapons, and especially of small-arms, contributes
to the fragmentation of non-state actors. This is precisely what occurred in Mali in this period.
Based on Snyder and Duran Martinez’s rationalist approach, this situation approximated the
ideal scenario for traffickers, whose best option in terms of cost-efficiency would be one smuggler
organization, and many protectors. To the extent that protection is a commodity like any other, in
fact, the monopoly of violence over a certain conduit is likely to bring about an increase of the costs
of protection services, at least in the long run. Traffickers have then a definite interest in the
prevention of the formation of strong monopolistic armed actors enforcing their own laws on the
whole territory run over by traffics. The ideal candidate to whom traffickers would entrust the
protection of a valuable shipment needs to be endowed with social capital and family connectio ns,
but also with the right balance of military might: too weak candidates will not ensure an effective
protection, but too strong ones, in exchange, could turn into potential enemies, profiteers or thieves
against whom no resort would be available (Scheele 2012). Empirical evidence here matches with
theoretical deductions and with scholarship's expectations. One can interpret in this way the –
otherwise surprising – fact that In-Khalil was spared by major armed clashes despite being a crucial
cross-road of traffics in the region: «a situation of monopoly would be economically too bad to bear.
This is why at In-Khalil you can find anyone»50 .
Conversely, Snyder and Duran-Martinez opine that a “one-trafficker many-protectors
situation” is way less satisfactory for protectors. Ideally, in fact the latter should strive to be in control
of the whole supply line of a certain commodity. If the supply line is segmented, armed groups would
reasonably fear that the rents extracted by potential rivals in other parts of the supply line could be
turned against them. Moreover, the monopoly of violence exerted by a single armed group over an
entire supply line, say from Léré to In-Khalil and Algeria, would significantly reduce the transaction
costs, because protection fees would be extracted only once, and by a single armed group. This would
increase the attractiveness of that specific route for trafficking networks that could benefit from a
very convenient conduit. This is also in line with prominent literature of social science, from Weber

The proliferation of self-proclaimed armed groups hardly represents an unexpected outcome in the framework of
“liberal peace”-making in Africa. See Nugent (2012); Reno (2011).
50 Interview with MINUSMA intelligence officer, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
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to Tilly, who contend that the market of violence, in order to be functional, has a natural tendency to
monopoly.
Aiming to address the imbalance of such condition, Snyder and Duran-Martinez argue that in
theory protectors face two options to crowd out competitors: strong cooperation with their peers, or
outright conflict. My interpretation is that both options were attempted in north Mali, although no one
proved really successful. As a result, the protectors explored a third option, sort of mid-way between
the two. This represents an interesting empirical innovation unforeseen in Snyder and DuranMartinez’s model.
The first approach implicitly adopted by non-state armed actors in north Mali’s ungover ned
space was an all-out competition. From early 2013, and even more so since the MNLA’s re-capture
of Kidal in May 2014, to mid-2015, the analysis of prevailing patterns of violence expressed in the
annexed figures and maps supports the view that armed groups fought with each other to extend their
grip on local power, and stretch the territory under each one’s control. Armed conflicts among nonstate armed actors occurred especially around Gao, the Tilemsi valley, Kidal, Ménaka, and the
surroundings of Timbuktu. These dynamics were further fuelled by the large supply of cheap arms in
this period, including Libyan heavy weaponry before the deployment of Serval and Barkhane, (Kartas
et al. 2014; Strazzari 2014b), and Malian weapons (pillaged or offered) after it (Anders 2015).
Arguably, this situation paralleled the one of Mexico in the 1990s: this is the case Snyder and DuranMartinez scrutinize to detect observable trends when stable protection rackets suddenly crumble, the
number of prospective protectors increases, and competitions unfolds. Just as much as in Mexico,
armed violence soared in Mali, and its link to the profits of protection rackets is well attested by the
battels of Anéfis, Bourem and Ménaka process-traced above.
Yet, the resort to armed violence proved largely inconclusive, thereby demonstrating the nonviability of the military option. Despite the huge resources employed, no armed group managed to
significantly expand its territorial control. Aiming to thwart the potential economic profits (and
military gains) made by other protectors, an alternative strategy, from a rational-choice point of view,
could have been to disrupt and hinder the passage of the trafficking networks suspected to cooperate
with enemy armed groups across one’s territory. Rumours contend that in a limited number of
instances this strategy was actually put in place. Again, however, it proved hardly successful, as it
reportedly risked to bring about a self-inflicted economic suffocation of territories whose only
economic riches derived from traffics. As local sources noted: «armed group who fight each other are
ultimately forced also to trade with each other. Too many people profit from traffics, so no one dares
blockading the streams»51 . A MINUSMA intelligence officer commented: «in north Mali no one tries
51 Interview with criminal prosecutor specialized in organized crime, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
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to prevent the passage of traffickers across a territory. It would have a negative economic impact that
neither communities nor armed groups can afford. From this perspective, it does not really matter
whose the goods are and whether my enemy will eventually profit from their flow as well»52 .
In the meantime, however, the threat of a conflict spill-over ended up attracting unwanted
attention from the international community. The deployment of international military missions, on
the one hand, and the widespread insecurity across north Mali’s smuggling routes, on the other,
clearly had the potential to severely undermine traffics in the region. Indeed, local sources confir m
that the highly profitable business of licit goods’ smuggling became extremely dangerous, the traffics
of weapons was seriously constrained (Anders 2015), and even drug traffics initially seemed to curb
(UNODC 2013). As the scholarly literature acknowledges (Andreas and Wallman 2009; Madsen
2009; Snyder and Duran-Martinez 2009), this situation not only endangers the traffickers’ business,
but it approximates the worst-case scenario for (would-be) protectors as well: whereas no extralega l
trade takes place, the extraction of a protection rent becomes impossible. Indeed, excessive and
uncontrolled violence aroused by the fratricidal war between criminal gangs can be highly
problematic for the market. Its survival requires in first place a safe passage for the shipment of
trafficked goods.
This interpretation can provide a rationale for the outcome of the peace negotiations hastily
concluded in 2015. Snyder and Duran-Martinez suggest that, when the level of insecurity becomes
unbearable, and detrimental to everyone’s interests, a stronger protector can stand out and try to
broker an agreement among fighting factions in order to permit the resumption of traffics. This is, in
Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s (2009) account, what happened in Burma. Anti-state rebels (Scott
2009) empowered by drug revenues accepted to integrate state-sponsored protection rackets and
patronage networks in exchange for a cessation of hostilities and a substantial green light to their
illegal trades, including the repatriation of drug profits. One could argue that Algeria performed the
same role in Mali. Despite the lack of conclusive evidence, several clues introduced earlier contribute
to highlighting the extensive involvement of Algerian officers in the protection rackets, if not in the
active organization, of major illicit traffics across the Sahara. Notorious drug traffickers, such as Rouji
and Taher, were among the first stakeholders that Algerian authorities invited to explore the
opportunities for a mediation. Traffickers’ interests were reportedly «directly represented» in Algiers.
And eventually Algeria step in when large-scale violence erupted in north Mali because of the (re)disruption of the protection rackets in the Tilemsi valley. Since Algerian efforts proved little fruitful,
as the major battle of Anéfis in summer 2015 demonstrated, the tribal negotiations were launched to
the same end. Smaller, non-state based protectors’ organizations arguably agreed to enter peace talks
52

Interview with MINUSMA expert of organized crime, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
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also due to the reflux of arms towards Libya in this period (Anders 2015). According to Kartas et al.
(2014) this made splinters and military confrontations among armed actors less likely.
Yet, it is worth noticing that both the procedure and the outcome of the peace negotiations in
Mali feature quite distinct characteristics from those observed in Burma. This represents a significa nt
discrepancy from the expectations of Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s model. In both cases a revolt
against the state was thriving in remote uncontrolled borderlands, fuelled by revenues of drug
trafficking. And in both cases patronage networks eventually accepted to reduce violence and
integrate state-sponsored protection rackets. Yet in the case of Mali peace deals were not initia ted
and brokered by the central state, i.e. by Bamako, but either by powerful neighbours, such as Algeria,
or by non-state actors alone, in the case of the tribal negotiations of Anéfis. As a result, while the
initial conditions of peace negotiations in Burma and in Mali were similar, the final outcomes sharply
diverged in the two cases. In Burma, the state sponsorship offered to protection rackets amounted to
a practice of state-building, as Snyder and Duran-Martinez conclude, explicitly drawing on Tilly
(1985). In Mali, instead, the extreme fragility of the central state prevented formal authorities from
credibly protecting anything. Throughout the peace negotiations, both in Algiers and at Anéfis, it
would be more accurate to say that strong pre-existing patronage networks did not integrate the state,
like in the case of Burma, but dis-integrated it.
In Mali, in fact, the failure of the warring option, and the outcome of this quite original pattern
of peace negotiations, did not seem to result in an integrative process of state-building, but sanctioned
the de facto allotment of the space of north Mali. The difficulties of implementing a proper DDR
process, and the alleged availability of arms’ caches throughout the whole territory, further
substantiate this view. Available evidence seems to point out that the key achievement of the Anéfis
peace agreement was the division of labour and turfs among armed actors willing to exercise
protection rackets. Protectors relinquished to disrupt trade flows across their (limited) territories and
pledged to mutual non-aggression and non-interference in each other’s affairs. Protection rackets, in
other words, were planned to feature a fragmented and cooperative structure.
On the one hand, this stresses the fragility the peace process. On the other, such dynamic s
contribute to reformulating the problématique of ungoverned spaces. The above discussion, in fact,
suggests that ungoverned spaces, in this case, do not amount to a territory in which the effects of state
power are not felt in any way; nor to a utopian absence of whatever power relations; nor to a mere
hybrid security governance within a state; but to a situation in which the state formally exists, but
does not enjoy any sort of de facto nor de iure pre-eminence vis-à-vis alternative non-state security
providers. Non-state actors exploit the potential of the state for their own purposes, and force the state
to compete from a disadvantaged standpoint.
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5.3 (Non-)State sponsored protection rackets

In the preceding sections, I have examined some models of the spatial distribution of armed clashes
among non-state groups, and compared the congruence of their expectations with systematic
empirical observations. Furthermore, I have process-traced the diachronic development of patterns of
armed violence in specific settings and the micro-dynamics of patronage networks with a view to
discriminating among competing models supplying distinct explanations. It has turned out that the
model put forward by Snyder and Duran-Martinez (2009) is the best suited to detecting and
interpreting existing dynamics of (in-)security. It focuses, in fact, on shifting protection rackets
exercised onto cross-border traffics. The present section aims to discuss some of the consequences
stemming from such observations, and refine Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s model to better adapt it
to this context.
The analysis so far has been demonstrating that the mechanisms put forward by the availab le
literature do not seem to match with the security dynamics one can observe in north Mali’s
borderlands. The “state capture mechanism” sticks to a presumed exogeneity between state and nonstate actors, and fails to adequately consider the very significant patterns of cooperation in the
framework of state-sponsored protection rackets. Similarly, this phenomenon challenges the different
approaches of the “civil war mechanisms”, as discussed in the present chapter. Yet, from this point
of view, the analysis of Snyder and Duran-Martinez invites one to reject also the heuristic value of
the “crime-terror nexus” mechanism, which postulates a convergence drifting towards mutua l
identification (Makarenko’s «black box») between criminal organizations devoted to illicit smuggling
and armed actors extracting protection rents. Against this view, it was observed that «the rhetoric that
lumps together terrorists, drug traffickers and rebels is counterproductive and makes little sense. The
networks of actors, partners, accomplices and profiteers at different levels of these traffick ing
operations is much bigger and more heterogeneous than that of armed groups» (ICG 2013).
Furthermore, the results of the analysis conducted so far have emphasized the need to reframe
the very notion of ungoverned space. Remarkably, Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s work focuses on
state-sponsored protection rackets. One should not take for granted the apparent congruence between
the expectations of such model and the security dynamics unfolding within supposedly ungover ned
spaces, in which by definition state sovereignty is lacking. Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s model
implicitly acknowledges since the outset that a peculiar form of security governance is at play when
266

state actors are actively involved in formally proscribed activities such as protection rackets. The state
Snyder and Duran-Martinez have in mind diverges sharply from the ideal-types of Westphalia n
sovereignty and Weberian rationality. On the other hand, the application of Snyder and DuranMartinez’s analytical lenses to the case of north Mali obliges one to recognize that the very notion of
“ungoverned” space, in its crudest sense, is probably misleading. It neglects, in fact, the thick texture
of power relationships, social norms and local practices shaped by patronage politics. These
contribute to constraining and orient one’s actions even – and maybe especially – within the
framework of a fragile state.
In other words, the range of applicability of Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s model invites to
adopt a nuanced approach, whereby “governed” spaces depart from the Westphalian and Weberian
ideal-types, and “ungoverned” spaces are probably not so ungoverned. Whichever the angle one looks
the issue from, one is tempted to argue that, in the framework of patronage politics, the security
dynamics come upon in governed and ungoverned spaces are not that dissimilar, and in fact tend to
converge. Both in fact can perhaps be more adequately captured by the notions of mis-gover ned
(Brachet 2013), or illicitly-governed (Idler 2013) spaces.
The main difference, from this perspective, is that so-called ungoverned spaces would
supposedly prove more prone to accommodate protection rackets than governed ones. This is because
in the former, unlike in the latter, actors need to comply with prevailing social norms, but can de facto
afford to neglect the respect of national and international laws without fearing to face sanctions.
Moreover, non-state security providers are in principle less embarrassed and less hampered than
formal state actors to set up effective protection rackets. However, the dynamics of shifting protection
rackets would not change dramatically between governed and ungoverned space. In other words,
despite the authors’ intention, Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s (2009) model is likely to describe even
better the security dynamics unfolding within “ungoverned” space and non-state sponsored protection
rackets.
Yet, the discussion above has emphasized some significant discrepancies between the model’s
expectations and the evidence available in this case. I argue that a more in-depth clarification is
needed of the links between illicit economies and armed violence in the context of so-called
ungoverned spaces, and namely in the specific field of north Mali’s borderlands. This is precisely the
aim of the present section. Drawing on unpublished qualitative evidence, I compare north Mali’s
peculiarities with the findings of recent literature in the field of organized crime.

5.3.1 The territorial variable: extra-legal economies and armed violence across smooth spaces
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In the preceding section, I have argued that the informal peace treaty of Anéfis amounted to a divis io n
of turfs on territorial basis among competing protectors, who mutually agreed to repudiate
aggressions and interferences in each other’s affairs and zones of influence. While the benefits of this
system seem obvious in terms of security, doubts can be raised about its economic viability and longterm stability. At a first glance, in fact, this compromise does not seem to arrange traffickers well:
protectors are granted a de facto monopoly on their own turfs, and the drop of competition is likely
to push up unbridled rackets’ prices. Moreover, the proliferation of small-scale quasi-sovereignties
has the potential to inflate the transaction costs of long-range shipments, given the surge in the number
of “droits de passage” levied.
However, this conjecture is based on a purely rationalist argument, and does not seem to match
with empirical observations. Following the signature of the Anéfis agreement, protection fees were
not reported to soar, and armed groups’ assertiveness vis-à-vis trafficking cartels declined. In order
to make sense of this puzzle, I argue that one should invoke the unique spatial features of this context.
Firstly, because in the vast arid swaths of the Sahara Desert traffics are the most significant economic
resource – as noticed above. “Rulers” of whatever origin who tried to disrupt them would immediate ly
face the contempt and defiance of their ruled. Both local communities and territorialized protectors,
in fact, largely depend on the revenues extracted from the traffics flowing across their territories.
Against the geographic assumptions implicit in the modern, state-centric political thought, in the
Sahara wealth and power are not in the soil, but in what is transported through it.
In second place, Sahara’s specific spatial features matter in the security equation because the
almost infinite abundance of potential trafficking routes forces territorialized protectors to abide to
the rules of those who cross their turf, instead than the other way round. The connective nature of
Saharan space is key here. Space for transit and trafficking is not a scarce commodity. Instead, smooth
space ensures an all-round connectivity featuring a web-like shape. Akin to the virtual connections’
protocol, one can a priori always find a way can to bridge a point to another, even if one specific link
is closed (McDougall and Scheele 2012; Pliez 2011). In other words, alternative routes are always
available, and traffickers still retain the option of bypassing a certain area. Anecdotal evidence in this
sense abounds. As a prominent traditional leader of the Ifoghas clan commented: «The links in the
desert function like communicating vessels. If one channel is obstructed, the pressure in the others
increases, but the flow is not blocked»53 . Judith Scheele (2009, 85) reports that «although there was
no formal nor full prohibition, the Arab [traffickers] prefer to go through the direct road from Gao to
al-Khalil, in order to avoid the region of Kidal, that they claim to be "too expensive"».
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Interview with prominent traditional leader of the Ifoghas clan, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.

268

Within such a configuration, traffickers seem to retain the upper hand. The Saharan space
hinders protectors to profit from the monopoly of territorial control exercised in spatially confined
turfs. Aggressive conducts, such as inflated prices for protection rackets, razzias or threat thereof, are
unlikely to pay back. Very few inescapable nodes exist and traffickers can (almost) always find
alternative routes if conditions are not acceptable.
From this perspective, it is only under exceptional conditions that a divergent pattern surfaces.
In particular, it is where routes are more constrained, connectivity hindered and alternatives less
available that one should expect a greater degree of military competition among prospective
protectors vying to establish their control and rule. This is precisely the case of the Tilemsi valley,
cutting across mountain ridges where smooth communications and all-round movements are less
easily performed. Even more so during the rainy-season, when bad weather conditions damage minor
paths and obstruct the circulation on alternative routes. This contributes to explaining, I argue, why
some of the most significant armed clashes in north Mali occurred along the Tilemsi valley during
summer months.
As a general rule, however, one should expect competition among multiple (would-be)
protection racketeers to take place less in terms of aggression than of attraction. Since traffick ing
organizations retain the upper hand, prospective protection racketeers have no other option but to win
their sympathy and trust, and ensure their “customers” greater marginal profits than the competitors,
Better services of cheaper prices can be an illustration of this trend. Empirically, a drop in protection
rackets’ prices would be consistent with this hypothesis 54 . The very unique features of the checkpoints
raised in the north of Mali by (at least some of) the armed movements seem consistent with this view.
Their purpose, in fact, is not to mark a linear threshold, seal a controlled area and levy taxes – if only
because they can be easily bypassed, as they often stand in desert areas. Instead, they reportedly aim
to distribute information (for instance about safe passes, including through GPS coordinates) and
ensure the smooth flow of trafficked goods. Moreover, checkpoints are also employed to monitor the
enforcement of the mutual non-aggression agreement in the field, and allow an immediate reaction to
the disruption of traffics, or some segments thereof, potentially performed by hostile groups55 . In
other words, and somewhat counter-intuitively, in the Saharan Desert checkpoints are the armed
bastions raised to facilitate the frictionless flow of traffics, not to undermine and pillage it. Armed
movements performing protection thus contribute to the organisation of otherwise “spontaneo us ”
The inherent instability of this outcome needs to be emphasized. This configuration, in fact, has the potential to trigger
a potential race to the bottom, which would prove highly inconvenient for protectors. From a rationalist point of view,
then, one would expect that the latter either foster greater cooperation, and tend towards a cartel-like organization; or
resort once again to armed competition with a view to stretch ing their territorial control.
55 This information has been confirmed by several interviews, including with small traffickers from Ansongo and Kidal,
Malian criminal prosecutors and an international border scholar, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
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criminal traffics by providing services, protection, direction, shelter and food. This contributes to
explaining the growing criminalization and militarization of traffics.
Interestingly, the MNLA’s behaviour was reportedly diverging from this pattern. Consistently
with the movement’s political ideology, rooted in the ideal of a nation-state, and with the geopolitica l
imaginary thereof (Raineri and Strazzari 2015), the checkpoints set up by the MNLA were aimed to
enforce (new-)state borders circumscribing and protecting the state of Azawad. In exchange for
payment of a transit permit, MNLA’s authorities released a written authorization for circulation with
the implicit guarantee of protection within the territory under its control56 . Yet, the high fess required,
the numerous abuses, and the remaining widespread insecurity across the would-be Azawad territory
led to a further quarrel between the MNLA and the smuggling organizations (Human Rights Watch
2015). The latter quickly turned their back to the project of Azawad and decided to support the
MNLA’s rivals. This provides a further clue to interpret the rationale of the major battles of Anéfis
and Tabankort, as well as of the subsequent tribal peace agreement ratified at Anéfis.
The MNLA’s inability to interpret the local dynamics and, consequently, to cooperate
fruitfully with traffickers proved fatal to the armed movement survival, and points towards one of the
mechanisms structuring the security dynamics in north Mali’s smooth space. Based on the present
analysis, one can then conclude that the relationships between armed violence, extralegal economies
and illicit traffics, albeit shifting, are likely to be significantly influenced by spatial features. Most of
the existing scholarship on the topic, however, has seemed to neglect this important dimension.
To sum up, Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s model provides useful analytical lenses which help
to make sense of the (in-)security dynamics prevailing in north Mali’s borderlands. While most of its
expectations seem to match with empirical observations in the context examined, one also needs to
consider the specificities of north Mali’s “ungoverned” connective spaces in order to provide a
heuristically exhaustive account of the patterns of (in-)security on the ground. From this perspective,
it seems that the security dynamics of north Mali’s borderlands tend to strengthen the resilience of
trafficking organizations. These constitute inescapable patronage networks while retaining a
noticeable degree of flexibility. Given the imbalances of power this generates, the resort to armed
violence aiming to enforce or enlarge protection rackets is an ever-present option, and it occasionally
resurfaces like an underground river. Yet, it is very unlikely to be decisive, making the region
endemically prone to instability.

5.3.2 The paradox of shifting identities

Interviews with member of the MNLA’s executive bureau, conducted by phone in December 2014, and with MNLA ’s
youth leader from Kidal, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
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Snyder and Duran-Martinez contend that state-sponsored protection rackets structurally favour the
emergence of criminal and trafficking organizations endowed with a hierarchical, centralized and
cohesive structure. This is necessary, they argue, to foster internal discipline and conformity to the
settlements with the political authorities protecting their businesses. Such finding adds up to a
significant amount of scholarly literature on political criminology, stressing that a stable collective
identity and a mafia-like centralized structure are essential attributes defining the phenomenon of
organized crime (see for instance Longo 2014; Madsen 2009). While this view clearly mirrors
Western historical experiences and juridical categories, Shaw et al. (2014) argued that also African
criminal organizations tend to conform to this norm57 . Yet, available evidence seems to suggest that
both the conduct and the structure of the criminal cartels operating in north Mali’s borderlands depart
from the expectations of prevailing doctrines.
The present section aims to discuss this paradox. To this end, it complements Snyder and
Duran-Martinez’s approach with the contributions of the anthropological and philosophical literature
on nomadic identities. It also supplies unpublished qualitative evidence resulting from the biographic
profiles of key individuals. Noteworthy, the analysis of the biographical trajectories builds on the
methodological framework which was developed by Klute (2011) precisely with a view to studying
the informal and unwritten dynamics of peace and conflict among Mali’s nomadic peoples.
One should observe that, across the period examined, many among the key individual actors
of north Mali’s conflict were assimilated to several different non-state armed groups. Already in early
2014, it was noted that «in the last year alone […] there are people who have changed from Malian
military, to separatist rebel, to jihadist, to French ally, all while being narco-traffickers» (Tinti 2014,
9). Interestingly, the people concerned have done very little to dispel such confusion. A case in point
here is that of Omar Ould Hamaha (nicknamed Red Beard, as well as Omar Saharawi, as well as
Hakka, the latter being due to his notorious skills in handling the AK-47). He was reported to be
simultaneously a close friend to Baba Ould Cheick and a Polisario Front militant (Daniel 2014),
before turning into a member of Belmokhtar’s katibats within AQMI (Ould Salem 2014); then
member of the commando who kidnapped the humanitarian workers from a Polisario camp, and later
splintered from AQMI to create the MUJAO (Daniel 2014); then prominent leader of the MUJAO
during the occupation of Gao, although back again in Belmokhtar’s sphere: at that time in fact he
reportedly became AQMI’s leader son-in-law (Naudé 2014); in the same time, however, he was
introducing himself as the military chief of Ansar-Dine while haranguing Timbuktu’s crowds
following the ousted of the MNLA (Ould Salem 2014); subsequently, he appeared as the leader of a
short-lived splinter formation, Ansar Al-Charia, formed by Bérabiches fighters affiliated to the MAA
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(Ould Idoumou 2012) and subsequent backbone of the MAA-Bamako faction. Despite being
reportedly disowned by AQMI’s supreme leader Yahya Abu al-Hammam in late 2012, he kept on
speaking on the behalf of Al-Qaeda network until 2013 (Hirsch 2013).
Interrogated about his numerous affiliations and identity shifts, Hamaha reportedly himself
commented: «we are all mujahedeen. Whether a fighter is from MUJAO, Ansar-Dine or AQMI, it's
the same thing… We have the same ambition, the application of shari’ah. Whenever there's an attack
on one of us, it's an attack on everyone» (Daniel 2012). Yet, according to investigative journalis t
sources, «Hamaha was just a poor guy from Timbuktu. He built a network of traffickers, then turned
them into the Islamists» (Perry 2012). Arguably, different political labels here matter less than
converging interests. Indeed, following the January 2013 French intervention against the Islamists in
northern Mali, Hamaha had reportedly taken refuge in the area of In-Khalil, the nerve centre of the
trans-Saharan smuggling of haram goods (Daniel 2014). Here he was eventually killed by French
forces in March 2014.
That of Ould Hamaha is not an isolated case. Other prominent examples include the already
mentioned Adnan Abou Walid Saharawi, whose membership shifted from the Polisario Front (Daniel
2014), to the MUJAO (Lacher 2012), to Al-Mourabitoune, then back to the MUJAO, sometimes even
with the role of spokesperson of different organizations at once. Yoro Ould Dahda reportedly fought
within the ranks of the MUJAO (Daniel 2014), of the MAA-Bamako (Thiénot 2014a) and of the
GATIA (RFI 2015). Dina Ould Daya, although he never claimed to be a “formal” member of any
armed movement, was identified as a contractor of AQMI58 , as well as among the founders of the
MAA (Lacher 2012); following the movement’s split he was forced to take refuge in Mauritania 59 .
Abou Abdelkarim, nom de guerre of Ahmed Ag-Hama and nicknamed Le Targui (the Tuareg) was
reportedly close to AQMI’s Abou Zeid and the cousin of Iyad Ag Ghali. He was the leader of the
katibat Al-Ansar, which observers alternatively described as part of AQMI (Daniel 2014), of Ansar Dine (Survie 2013) and of the HCUA.
Interestingly, all these people reportedly played major roles in the regional drug businesses.
While the literature offers many examples of rank-and-file soldiers shifting from one armed
movement to another depending on contingencies, what is particularly surprising here is that the
individuals mentioned amount to high-ranking officers with political standing, who do not appear
embarrassed to change their hats frequently without apparent justification. Such behaviour sharply
departs from the prevalent doctrines in the fields of political criminology and non-state armed actors,
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Interview with investigative journalist from Timbuktu, conducted in Bamako in November 2014
Interview with youth leader from Timbuktu, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.

272

and therefore requires an in-depth clarification. The subsequent sections provide three hypotheses
which may contribute to making sense of this paradox.
In first place, one could argue that – following Snyder and Duran-Martinez – the interna l
coherence of trafficking organization is a requirement stemming from the structural constraints of
state-sponsored protection rackets. Yet, in the framework of “connective” ungoverned spaces such as
north Mali’s borderlands, the advantaged negotiating position of traffickers over protectors is likely
to limit the former’s need for compliance and discipline. In the case at stake, in fact, it is not the state
protectors who select the traffickers to work with, but traffickers who enjoy the privilege to adopt
their favourite protectors scattered across a smooth space. As a result, a rigid organization of crimina l
actors is not bound to surface: whence multiple affiliations and shifting identities.
A second hypothesis highlights the practical benefits, at tactical level, of the resort to multip le
identities, sometimes even simultaneously. Local sources suggest in fact that this is a strategy adopted
by traffickers to buy safe passages across the territories militarily controlled by different and
sometimes competing militias extracting protection rents60 . Anecdotal evidence reports that the
vehicles used by traffickers often carry the flags and banners of the various armed movements in the
trunk, to be shown in the segments of the trafficking routes depending on the different political and
military authorities in place61 . From this point of view, the resort to shifting and/or multiple identities
would not amount to the surprising conduct of ambiguous military chiefs, but to the cunning
stratagem adopted by skilled smuggling managers to minimize the risks. If this is correct, it follows
that one should not be misled by the jihadists credentials boasted by individuals such as Omar Ould
Hamaha, Adnan Abou Walid Saharawi, Yoro Ould Dahda and the others, as these seemingly amount
to mere smokescreens hiding obscure but more fundamental material interests. Again, this hypothes is
militates against Makarenko’s theorem of a “crime-terror nexus”. Here in fact criminal interests do
not converge and overlap with political ones. Instead, the formers seem to largely prevail over the
latter.
Interestingly, this view seems to mirror the nomadic strategy of conflict avoidance referred to
in the scholarly literature. Studying the non-state nomadic people living in Myanmar’s borderlands,
Scott (2009, 241) argued that «many groups and many other minorities often appear to be ethnic
amphibians, able to pass between such identities without a sense of conflict», as if the concept of
identity was not subject to the principle of non-contradiction. Scott noted that these “ambiguities ”
were common and wisely cultivated both – timewise – before the «advent of modern statecraft» (ibid.,
253), and – space-wise – in the marginal borderlands where local non-state actors challenge the
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Interview with trafficker from Ansongo, conducted in Bamako in November 2014.
Interview with local smuggling expert from Timbuktu, conducted in Bamako in November 2015.
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authority of the state and its organizational structure. Plural and variable identities, in fact, are said to
amount to a «political resource» and a «cultural insurance policy» (ibid., 243, 321) adjusted to avoid
capture, absorption and integration in the power/knowledge structures of the state. Drawing on a
multiple repertoire, in these contexts identity markers are not given essences, but relational constructs
– or, better put, performances – enacted as “lines of flight” against the state, and every form of social
and political subjection and/or subjectivation62 . Not offering a direct and identifiable target to superior
enemy forces always represented the nomadic tactic par excellence, both in Mali (ICG 2015a) and
elsewhere (Deleuze and Guattari 1980; Neumann and Wigen 2012; Scott 2009; Van der Pijl 2007).
From this point of view, far from being an inexplicable oddity, the resort to multiple identities
performed by Saharan non-state actors is likely to combine considerations of economic opportunity,
military tactics, social equality and anthropological preservation.
Interestingly, such a radically constructivist approach to the paradox of shifting identitie s
challenges the explanatory power of competing theories in the framework of the “civil war
mechanism”. In first place, it shows one again the inadequacy of approaches building on an outdated
essentialist view of ethnicity, such as Fearon and Laitin’s (2003) one. Secondly, it questions
Kalyvas’s (2006) alleged parallel between nationalist and ethnic wars. Unlike in the case of European
nationalisms, in fact, from a nomadic point of view the reference to identity does not serve a state
project, but the quest for statelessness. It is not the bastion of government, but that of ungover ned
spaces63 .
The paradox of shifting identities thus invites scholars to depart from an exclusive emphasis
on abstract and pre-fabricated identity markers, and to shift instead the analytical focus to the actors’
performances of identification (and concealment) enacted within relational networks (Scott 2009).
Interestingly, this introduces a third hypothesis for the interpretation of the paradox of shifting
identities, which largely builds on the insights of interpretivist and post-structuralist political thinkers.
Building on Deleuze and Guattari (1980), Latour (2005) argued that identities are not the cause, but
the consequence of a network and of its contingent arrangements. Identities, in other words, are not
ontologically given, but reflect a political and positional stance vis-à-vis other existing (or asserted)
identities. From a similar standpoint, Rosi Braidotti (1998) eloquently put the issue in these terms:
«identity is not understood as a fixed, God-given essence – of the biological, psychic or historica l
kind. On the contrary, identity is a process: it is constructed in the very gesture that posits it as the
The resort to Foucault’s and Deleuze and Guattari’s lexicon is obviously not random here.
From this point of view, Hobsbawm (1990, 64) noticed: «One might even argue that the peoples with the most powerful
and lasting sense of what might be called ‘tribal’ ethnicity not merely resisted the imposition of the modern state, national
or otherwise, but very commonly any state: as witness the Pushtun -speakers in and around Afghanistan, the pre1745 Scots
highlanders, the Atlas Berbers, and others who will come readily to mind ». Gellner (1969) makes a similar point. The
significant references to the Berbers and the Saharan communities are worth being emphasized here.
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anchoring point for certain social and discursive practices. […] The nomad expresses my own
figurations of a situated, culturally differentiated understanding of the subject. The point is really
quite simple: as the feminist movement put it, well before Deleuze philosophized it: we need
relinquishing the historically-established habits of thought which, until now, have provided the
“standard” view of human subjectivity, in favour of a decentred and multi- layered vision of the
subject as dynamic and changing entity, situated in a shifting context».
In particular,

in the context of Saharan smooth space, characterized

by all-round,

unconstrained connectivity, nomadic identities are subject to permanent change since they origina te
from infinite and open connections in which no limit can be traced firmly. Within the deterritorialised
space par excellence, one cannot find individual elements which are not further divisible. Ever evolving machinic assemblages continuously form, perform and transform the subjects in it.
Unsurprisingly, then, multiple and loose affiliations prevail over rigid organizations. Far from being
paradoxical, then, shifting identities would simply represent an empirical enactment of the ideal-types
of deterritorialisation and nomadism developed by radical constructivist philosophers.
In conclusion, I argue that these three hypotheses are not mutually exclusive, and instead
concur with each other to emphasize the influence of north Mali’s unique spatial features for the
correct interpretation of the (in-)security dynamics on the ground. From this perspective, they
contribute to complementing Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s speculative model, and adapt it to the
specific context at stake.

5.3.3 Organized crime in practice
Most of the available literature on organized crime is pivoted on the idea that a profit-seeking aim is
the crucial threshold identifying criminal groups and separating them analytically from politicallymotivated ones (UN 2015; Von Lampe 2002). One often refers to the seminal 1988 definition of
organized crime put forward by the Interpol, in order to delineate the loose contours of the
phenomenon. In it, transnational organized crime amounts to «any enterprise or group of persons
engaged in continuing illegal activity which has as its primary purpose the generation of profits
irrespective of national borders» (cit. in Madsen 2009, 12, emphasis added) 64 . Yet, the sharp
dichotomy between economic and political mobiles seems of little heuristic value in the context of
African patronage networks. Here, in fact, the interchangeability of economic and political resources
seems to prevail (see Mbembe 2000). Moreover, the above discussion on shifting identities and
multiple affiliations attests that even immaterial concerns, such as the capacity to provide collective
identities and to convey shared grievances (Shaw et al. 2014), are equally ill-suited to interpreting
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organized crime in this context. Indeed, chapter three argued that the very notion of organized crime
hardly reflects insiders’ perspectives and local security imaginaries.

Hence, an alternative

understanding is required to grasp the specificities of “organized crime” in the particular context
examined here.
With a view to overcoming the limits of prevailing doctrines, and building on the theoretica l
framework of the present investigation, this section explores the hypothesis that in north Mali’s
borderlands organized crime does not amount to a rational strategy for profit maximization, nor to a
social identity (De Boer and Bosetti 2015), but to a practice. To this end, it is worth recalling that the
present investigation builds on De Certeau (1980), and defines practices as the tacit knowledge
through which practitioners play with the spatial organisation in order to evade the dispositif of state
governance and re-appropriate it. The status of contraband in Mali’s “ungoverned” spaces represents
a case in point here, and is further reinforced by the nomadic patterns of social (dis-)organizatio n
discussed above.
The social legitimacy enjoyed by formally illicit activities, discussed in the third chapter,
represents prima facie a promising starting point for such claim. Moreover, if this hypothesis were
true, one would expect Malian “criminals”– including those performing trafficking and protection
rackets – to conform less to a mafia- like hierarchic structure, and to feature instead the informa l
aggregation of ad-hoc coalitions driven by contingent opportunities, such as those observed by Ellis
(2009) in Nigeria. From this point of view, in fact, De Boer (2010, 257) argues that the shift from the
former to the latter typology – i.e. «from immutable, pyramidical hierarchies, to crime which is woven
into the texture of ordinary social life, where contacts between criminal intermesh with habitual social
patterns» (emphasis added) – contributes to discrediting the fiction relegating criminal conducts to an
independent, isolated sphere of social relations. Against this view, it emphasizes the progressive
embeddedness of the criminal economy into the “normal”(- ized) one. In other words, it puts forward
an understanding of illicit activities in terms of everyday practice. Interestingly, the preceding
sections described precisely the loose structuration of Saharan cartels, thereby adding further
credibility to this hypothesis.
The tacit, implicit and unspoken status of practices is consistent with the need for opaque deals
of clandestine extralegal economies. Yet this observation marks a sharp cleavage between crimina l
and terrorist methods and aims, thereby stressing once more the limits of the “crime-terror nexus”
mechanism. Terrorism, in fact can be defined as an act of communication whose targets are not the
victims, but decision-makers and public opinions. To affect the latter, however, terrorist acts by
definition strive for spectacular visibility, advertisement and large audiences (Madsen 2009; UN
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2015). Conversely, organized crime aims for discretion. In line with its practical nature, it is based
on tacit and personal connivances, and in general does not make use of intermediaries.
The recognition that thriving illicit activities in north Mali’s borderlands are not simply related
to state fragility but amount to a practice, implies the need to adopt different coping strategies.
Eradication and all-out direct confrontation, as advocated for by law-and-order approaches, is likely
to generate more conflicts than it solves. Political criminologists repeatedly emphasised the need to
adopt a precautionary principle (Cockayne and Pfister 2008). An understanding of organized crime
as a practice is likely to shed further lights on the adequate responses to the phenomenon. Namely, a
greater awareness seems to be required on the risks of unwarranted behaviourist approaches to statebuilding, such as the ones advocated for by Fukuyama (2004a). Drawing on local perceptions, recent
reports on Mali noted in fact that «failing to understand the contextual socio-economic dynamics at
stake in a region where the informal and illicit economies are intricately woven in family, cultura l
and livelihood strategies, will not only undermine efforts towards a sustainable peace but potentially
harm existing endogenous resilience mechanisms and further destabilise the region» (Internatio na l
Alert and Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime 2014, 2).
One could argue that security dynamics unfolding on the ground demonstrated this view. The
MNLA’s assertive obstruction of local practices severely undermined the movement’s attempt of
state-building. Learning from this failure, international actors have tried to build their own resilie nce
in a potentially hostile theatre by adopting a permissive stance towards trafficking and contraband.
And in the Islamist camp, local actors did not join the “territorialized” nationalist blueprint of the
Islamic State, despite the undeniable power of its brand (Boas and Dunn 2014). Instead, they claimed
their affiliation to the network of Al-Qaeda, which fosters a deterritorialised version of the jihad more
attuned to local practices (Guidère 2015; ICG 2016a). This is even more striking considering the
growing popularity of the former organization in the jihadist galaxy during the period examined.
From this perspective, one may be tempted to conclude that a focus on practices suggests that
so-called “ungoverned” spaces are nevertheless ruled – albeit informally – according to different
norms and practices, that only an interpretivist approach can hope to unveil. These areas are not
necessarily conflict prone. Rather, it is the attempt to govern “ungoverned” spaces according to
foreign standards, inspired by abstract and supposedly universal norms, which is likely to stir fierce
local resistances. Military-backed normative change has little chances to succeed, and parallels what
the literature on biopolitics (see for instance Agamben 1998) qualifies as the fundame nta l
performance of sovereign power: the eradication of a form-of-life, and its replacement with bare
“formless” life. The problem with “ungoverned space”, then, is not so much the space itself, nor the
lack of (Weberian/rational state) governance, but the dynamic and mutually influencing relations hip
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between political processes and their spatial context, and the contingent practices of security resulting
thereof.

5.4 Conclusion: modelling insecurity, questioning un-governance

This chapter has investigated the relationship between, on the one hand, the resort to armed violence
in north Mali’s borderlands and, on the other hand, the illicit economies generated by cross-border
traffics that were examined in chapter 4.
Building on the existing literature on civil wars, and with a view to identifying the mechanis ms
driving (in-)security dynamics in this context, I have singled out four plausible models of the spatial
distribution of armed violence in non-interstate conflicts. After having introduced a semantic
understanding of models attuned to the interpretivist foundation of this research, I have compared the
explanations and expectations of these models to the observations of quantitative and qualitative
evidence collected in the field. This included, namely, a database listing all the instances of armed
clashes occurred in Mali from January 2012 to December 2015. Having processed the data
analytically, and represented graphically through dedicated maps and figures, the subsequent sections
of the chapter have endeavoured to identify the most suitable model to interpreting the dynamics
observed. In the framework of the interpretivist approach adopted herein, however, the exercise was
not meant to “test the validity” of available theories, i.e. their adaptation to a supposed “reality”, but
to assess their heuristic value, i.e. each one’s ability to account for the largest possible number of
observations without falling into internal contradictions.
It has quickly emerged that the expectations of Fearon and Laitin’s (2003) model –
emphasizing the role of ethnic-based security dilemmas within fragile states – shows significant limits
to interpret the dynamics observed. Instead all the remaining competing theories seemed to share
some heuristic and explanatory value vis-à-vis the available quantitative evidence. Hence, in order to
further refine my analysis, I have diachronically process-traced the available qualitative data dealing
with salient military events in key locations, as well as with the inner dynamics of peace negotiatio ns
(including unpublished). This analysis has found out that the evolving dynamics of state-sponsored
protection rackets, as described by Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s (2009) model, probably represent
the best suited heuristic tool to accounting for the evidence collected.
In this respect, a crucial contribution has been provided by introducing an analytica l
distinction between “deterritorialised” traffickers fostering the flow of smuggled goods (whether licit
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or illicit), on the one hand, and, on the other, of “territorialized” armed actors (whether state or nonstate ones) striving to militarily “protect” a portion of territory and of the economic activities in it. In
the context at stake, the heuristic salience of these categories replaces more traditional dichotomies
resorted to in the available literature, such as those opposing state to non-state actors, licit to illic it
goods, incumbents to rebels, politically-oriented terrorists to economically- motivated crimina ls,
conflict and non-conflict situation, and so on. As a result, focusing one’s enquiry on elusive objects
(or – better put – concepts) such as “narco-terrorists” or “crime-war links”, as suggested by the tenants
of the “crime-terror nexus”, has not seemed a convenient research strategy. This, in fact, risked to
blur the lines between categories whose distinction provides instead a greater analytical clarity to the
phenomena examined.
Building on Snyder and Duran-Martinez, it has appeared that the dynamics of (in-)security
unfolding in north Mali’s ungoverned spaces are largely driven by the patterns of selective alliances
– and ruptures thereof – of trafficking organizations, on the one hand, and, on the other, of state and
non-state armed actors vying to extract protection rents from illicit economies. These are triggered
by a wealth of factors, in which the shifts of the availability, accessibility and affordability of weapons
play a crucial role (as suggested also by Kartas et al. 2014; Strazzari 2014b). The resort to armed
violence, then, does not amount to the “natural” consequence of the mere availability of thriving illic it
economies, whose looting opportunities would unavoidably trigger the greedy appetites of politica l criminal entrepreneurs; nor does it uniquely depend on the limited reach and fragility of law
enforcement state apparatuses. In line with Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s findings, instead, in the
case examined herein insecurity seems to result mainly from local actors’ attempts to obstruct vital
smuggling flows, or to interfere with existing protection rackets. hence borders – including the
geographic definition, military control and political patronage thereof – represent a crucial stake of
the dynamics of (in-)security of the context examined.
These observations help to reframe the problématique of ungoverned spaces. These, in fact,
do not amount – at least in the case of north Mali’s borderlands – to territories where the state is
simply absent, and power is equally diffused among all the members of the society. Instead, they are
deeply penetrated by pervasive big men networks of patronage politics. So-called “ungover ned ”
spaces, then, are criss-crossed by a thick texture of power relationships, whose dynamics acutely
affect local (in-)security. Within ungoverned spaces, then, the “state” is simply an actor amongst
many others, who does not enjoy – de facto – any sort of pre-eminence vis-à-vis alternative non-state
security providers. Its role and legitimacy must be continuously negotiated amongst other prospective
protectors and before big men interests. These can be co-opted, but not simply neglected. Ungoverned
spaces, then, are the sites of multi-polar governance, in which the resort to violence is a permanent
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option, and ultimate stability is never fully achieved. Yet, from the point of view of protection rackets,
one can find no significant divergence of the patterns of security governance within so-called
governed and so-called ungoverned spaces. Both, in fact, seem to converge towards the model of
illicitly- governed spaces. These remarks strongly corroborate the findings of the scholarly literature
on hybrid orders, informal governance, and patronage politics. Considering that the present research
focuses on the case of north Mali due to its quintessential representativeness of ungoverned spaces, I
argue that these conclusions contribute to severely undermining one’s confidence in the “theory of
ungoverned spaces” overall.
However, the analysis of north Mali’s borderlands through the lenses of Snyder and DuranMartinez’s abstract model illuminates some peculiarities which have deserved further discussion. The
fragility, or outright lack, of Bamako’s sovereignty over north Mali’s “ungoverned borderlands”
makes some of the micro-mechanisms foreseen by the model structurally untenable in this case.
Aiming to crowd-out competitors, struggles among protectors are more likely to occur than struggles
among traffickers, since the latter makes sense only when a more or less legitimate monopoly over
the means of violence is present. Yet, north Mali’s qualification of “ungoverned space” de facto bars
this option. Instead, the large supply of prospective protectors has the potential to foster interna l
competition. To this end, however, most of the available tactics seem to prove self-defeating. Given
that north Mali’s (informal) economy largely depends on the revenues of smuggling, one’s
interference with someone else’s traffics risks to impinge on business relationships and lead to selfsuffocation. Direct military confrontation with competing protectors is often indecisive. If it is
protracted at length, the risks connected with widespread insecurity might lead traffickers to look for
alternative, safer routes for the shipment of their precious goods. Yet, if the resort to direct militar y
confrontation among willing protectors surprisingly resulted in the swift and decisive success of a
single contender, the outcome would be even more problematic for traffickers. The monopoly of
violence over a territory, in fact, is far from being the most profitable solution to traffickers’ interests,
because it is likely to increase the cost of protection. As the battle of Gao testifies, in such
circumstances traffickers seem willing to back – or even resuscitate – the monopoliser’s rivals to
make sure that protection is subject to competition.
The dynamics of (in-)security prevailing in ungoverned spaces such as north Mali’s
borderlands can be schematically summed up as follows: competition, conflict, and the resort to
armed violence tend to soar when the number of (prospective) protectors increases. When it
decreases, conflicts could be reduced. Yet, at this point traffickers generally kick in to make sure that
competitors emerge and the power (im-)balance is quickly restored. As a result, protectors’ number
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increases, and conflicts are reinstated. One could then argue that structural pressures make the
situation inherently instable, since both too much and too little conflict is bad for business.
Moreover, while the presence of a single trafficking cartel operating within an ungover ned
space is in principle a realistic option, the monopoly of violence performed by one single protector is
by definition impossible here. The balance, thus, structurally tends towards the trafficker’s most suitable equilibrium – as described by Snyder and Duran-Martinez – while it can never achieve the
protectors’ one. Based on the categories sketched above, then, one can argue that ungoverned spaces
structurally benefit the traffickers, who retain the upper hand in their negotiating position vis-à- vis
prospective protectors, and are perforce much more resilient than the latter to external shocks.
Traffickers, in fact, are actively sought after to integrate patronage networks, armed groups and
political assemblages, and multiply their (loose, reversible) affiliations in accordance with a nomadic
understanding of identities. To the contrary, protectors are more unlikely to find an easy
accommodation within trafficking networks.
This observation further confirms that in Mali’s patronage politics – as previously observed –
the centre square is not occupied by bureaucratic apparatuses, but by big men whose private fortunes
often derive from illicit profits. These people manage to influence all the key political processes,
including peace negotiations, and ensure that institutional arrangements do not affect their positiona l
rent, whether in peace or at war. In other words, they aim to perpetrate a situation of un-governa nce
and un-governability by ensuring that sovereignty is split, and that a unified monopolistic protector
does not emerge. While the containment of armed violence can in principle benefit the traffics, the
fragile balance thus achieved is purposely intended to be always on the verge of collapse. Peace, thus,
is failed by design, to paraphrase Richmond (2013), and instability is endemic.
As a result, within north Mali’s ungoverned spaces, the dynamics of insecurity – from a stateperspective – are not contingent, but structural and self-fuelling. Even more so if one considers that
local spatial features– as discussed in the present chapter – foster the unchallenged installation of
extralegal economies, the fragmentation of protectors’ authority, and power imbalance between
traffickers and protectors. Indeed, within Saharan smooth space, no territory is essential to traffics,
while every traffic is vital to each territory. Local practices and geopolitical imaginaries are key to
understand the prevailing security dynamics, and mirror this state of affairs.
Such characteristics are so deeply ingrained in north Mali’s security dynamics they one could
claim they generate a kind of “structural” pressure – to paraphrase Waltz’s lexicon despite the risk of
a far-stretched simile. This distributes incentives and sanctions to the actors’ performances in the
“system” of ungoverned space. Indeed, the case shows that those who proved unable to correctly
interpret the “rules of the game” and to adapt to the “system’s requirements” were systematica lly
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penalized, and eventually expelled. One could legitimately decipher from this angle the politica l
parabolas of the MNLA and – conversely – of the MUJAO. The neglect of local security practices
and imaginaries, and the unwarranted import of a foreign (state-)logic supposedly universal, has the
potential to trigger fierce resistances, all-out confrontation and widespread violence.
The next chapter will put forward some concluding remarks with a view to formalizing these
observations and to assessing their suitability to interpreting other cases.
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Chapter 6: Concluding remarks

For whosoever commands the sea commands the trade; whosoever
commands the trade of the world commands the riches of the world, and
consequently the world itself.
(Sir Walter Raleigh – Pirate)

6.1 Towards a theory of (in-)security within “ungoverned spaces”?

Meant to open up the black-box where ungoverned spaces are connected to international insecurity,
the analysis of the Malian case has shed light on the underlying causal mechanism(s). This analys is
generated insights that help answer the main research question of this project: what drives (in)security within ungoverned spaces?
To this end, the present chapter aims to tie together, synthesize and argumentatively integrate
the findings emerging from the previous chapters, and to reinterpret them so as to make them dialogue
with ongoing scholarly debates. The chapter therefore discusses whether and how the present study
contributes to confirming, corroborating, questioning or contradicting the findings of the scholarly
literature. The epistemic status of such conclusions will be also discussed, in order to address the
issue of generalizability, identify the limits of this work, and suggest potential avenues for future
research. Ultimately, my goal in reviewing my own research findings is to reflectively engage with
the lineaments of a possible prospective research agenda.

6.1.1 Beyond ungoverned space
Conceived as an incursion across the fields of peace and conflict studies, critical security studies and
regional studies, this research has shed light on how those dynamics that are often supposed to link
ungoverned spaces to international insecurity are actually in need for reassessment. In particular,
major limits undermine the mechanisms most commonly referred to in literature through which
ungoverned spaces allegedly bring about insecurity, including the “civil war” mechanism, the “state capture” mechanism and the “crime-terror nexus” mechanism. One could schematically argue that,
in general, these limits result from the fact that such mechanisms are the fruit of intuitive and
deductive reasoning, stemming from a purely speculative perspective that tends to reify social and
political relations, and whose hypotheses are not corroborated by empirical evidence. Unsurprisingly,
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then, these mechanisms can hardly account for significant and conspicuous patterns of cross-case and
cross-place variation, and their explanatory and predictive value suffers from severe limitations. In
other words, the value of these mechanisms is more postulated than demonstrated.
Moreover, they tend to aprioristically

incorporate cumbersome

assumptions

whose

universality and validity does not stand empirical scrutiny. These assumptions include a rationalis t
approach to human agency, which neglects the crucial salience of contextualized norms and practices;
an abstract, unilateral view of the “state” – including of its governance, its sovereignty, its territoria l
basis and its history – that pays inadequate attention to those non-Westphalian and non-Weberian
forms of state-making and state rule that tend to be prevalent in non-Western settings; and the reliance
on aggregate data that obfuscate seminal local specificities, which only a more refined spatial
understanding allows to capture. In particular, the latter aspect has been emphasized in recent years
by prominent scholarly works that questioned the validity of the mechanisms at stake by supplying
more accurate dis-aggregated spatial data and by investigating the micro-dynamics unfolding therein
(Dowd and Raleigh 2013 in the case of the “civil war” mechanism; Snyder and Duran-Martinez 2009
in the case of the “state-capture” mechanism; and Lacher 2012 in the case of the “crime-terror nexus”
mechanism).
The neglect of spatial features reproduces an oft-noticed limit of political theory (Lefebvre
1974) and IR theory (Agnew 1994; Ruggie 1993). More in general, the overarching abstraction of the
doctrines securitizing ungoverned spaces allows critical scholars to qualify these doctrines as
conventional geopolitical theories, i.e. as rhetorical more than scientific tools designed to serve
political purposes, such as grand-narratives and grand-strategies. Indeed, the research noted that in
some circumstances the securitization of ungoverned spaces pre-dated the actual detection of threats
that they are assumed to contain and/or generate.
In stark contrast with the simplistic, universalist and teleological characterizations of
geopolitical discourses securitizing of ungoverned spaces, in this research I made the choice to depart
from the positivist quest of all-encompassing abstract “laws” governing the social world, as well as
from the merely deconstructive (and often purely theoretical) stance of post-positivist theories, and
to focus instead on the dynamics at micro-level. Aiming to attune the theoretical framework to the
empirical realities through the way they are locally understood, this investigation opted in favour of
an interpretivist approach to social science. Yet, this choice implied the reframing of the whole puzzle
driving the research: the very concepts of “(in-)security”, “space”, and their “governance” needed to
be considered in light of those specific meanings that are socially expressed and enacted by agents in
their field, and not by virtue of generic a priori categories imported from an abstract model.
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As a result, I devoted a great amount of fine-grained attention to security and spatial practices,
thereby implicitly opposing the emphasis on spatial representations alone typically endorsed by
critical geopolitics1 . On the one hand, this supported the value to this research in terms of
comprehensiveness, i.e. a scientific benchmark which does not pretend to assess theories vis-à- vis
their adherence to a supposed external reality, but by virtue of their ability to account for phenomena
rendered invisible by previous conceptual frameworks. On the other hand, one may argue that a
practice-oriented analysis, as well as the methodological approach developed to investigate this
domain, represented one of the most important contributions of the present research. I argue, in fact,
that this can help to bridge the gap between critical geopolitics and some recent advances in IR theory
(Pouliot 2010) and critical security studies (Balzacq et al. 2010; Bigo 2011).
In line with the foundations of interpretivist perspectives, this thesis is not fuelled by the
ambition to develop any general theory of ungoverned spaces, i.e. one that allows to explain how they
produce insecurity, and one whose validity would claim universal and non-context specific value. It
follows that the validity of my answer to the main research question is contingent upon the limits of
the case that I have selected and analysed. I claimed that north Mali’s borderlands represent a valuable
case where ungoverned spaces’ security dynamics can be examined. Both its “objective” features,
captured by parameters that are generally invoked in the literature to define fragile and ungover ned
spaces, and its rhetorical construction, especially since the outbreak of the conflict in 2012, contribute
to characterizing north Mali’s as a quintessentially “ungoverned space”. It is legitimate to assume,
then, that if a specific mechanism driving (in-)security in ungoverned spaces ever existed, one could
hardly find a place where it would more plausibly be activated than in north Mali. On the one hand,
I argue that the mechanism that I will present and discuss herein below – based on the evidence of
north Mali – represents in itself a valuable heuristic tool to interpret the dynamics of (in-)security in
the case at stake. On the other hand, the next section will discuss the extent to which the present
conclusions can be legitimately generalized to other cases.
Such an empirical rooting contributed in first place to clarifying the content and the scope of
the research question itself. I argue that this outcome is not the expression of a loophole within the
research design, but a value added resulting from the recursive approach to the field fostered by
interpretivism. Indeed, against the summary assumptions of some dedicated literature (in which,
however, Rabasa et al. 2007 represent a notable exception) ungoverned spaces should not be viewed
as territories completely lacking of any form of state presence, or of power relationship all together.

I would argue that some tenants of critical geopolitics can risk to reproduce the same biases of their theoretical a-critical
adversaries stigmatized as the “ocularcentric objectification of world politics”. Agnew and Corbridge (1995), and Tuathail
and Dalby (1998) represent a notable exception to this.
1
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Instead, the case of Mali has made clear that what is actually absent within ungoverned spaces is the
de facto monopoly of the means of (more or less legitimate) violence and coercion, that is to say one
of the distinctive features of a reasonably parsimonious definition of the state – dating back to Max
Weber at least. Within ungoverned spaces, in other words, violence is – or can legitimately be –
administered by a plurality of actors, both state and non-state ones, without this implying a state
sanction. One cannot expect the centralized, bureaucratic, impersonal, and “rational” administratio n
of the state (as defined by Weber) to predominate unchallenged. Instead, within ungoverned spaces
thus defined, multiple and alternative forms of governance can coexist, and originate widespread
patterns of overlapping, complementation and hybridization.
Indeed, such a situation closely corresponds to Boege’s authoritative definition of hybrid
political order, which is worth quoting in its entirety despite its length: «To speak of “weak” states,
however, implies that there are other actors on the stage that are strong in relation to the state. “The
state” is then only one actor among others, the state order is only one of a number of orders claiming
to provide security and frameworks for conflict regulation. Although state institutions claim authority
within the boundaries of a given state territory, only outposts of the state can be found in large parts
of that very territory, in a societal environment that is to a large extent “stateless”. Statelessness,
however, does by no means mean chaos. Having no state institutions in place does not mean that there
are no institutions at all. Rather, regions of fragile statehood generally are places in which diverse
and competing institutions and logics of order and behaviour coexist, overlap and intertwine: the logic
of the “formal” state, the logic of traditional “informal” societal order, the logic of globalisation and
international civil society […] and so on. In such an environment, the state has to share authority,
capacity and legitimacy with non-state actors and institutions. In short, we are confronted with hybrid
political orders; and hybrid political orders differ considerably from the western model state» (Boege
2011, 433).
One can draw at least two consequences from this remark. Firstly, this research demonstrated
that north Mali’s security dynamics closely correspond to Boege’s definition of hybrid politica l
orders. This is arguably a puzzling observation, given that Mali is identified as a quintessentia l
ungoverned space. One should be forced to conclude, then, that a quintessential ungoverned space is
in reality a hybrid political order. Secondly, and somehow counterintuitively, state structures can be
part of the plural assemblage granting ungoverned spaces’ governance, although by no means they
do enjoy any pre-eminent status within the framework of hybrid political orders. In other words, socalled “ungoverned” spaces are nevertheless ruled – albeit informally – according to different norms
and practices.
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Yet, if one has to conclude that ungoverned spaces are actually governed, and that a
quintessentially ungoverned space is actually a hybrid order, one may legitimate ly question whether
the expression “ungoverned spaces” actually retains some distinctive heuristic value, or if its intrins ic
ambiguities are so macroscopic to eventually result in the concept’s analytical futility. In other words,
the observations resulting from the in-depth analysis of the security dynamics in Mali contribute to
calling into question and further problematizing the whole discourse of ungoverned spaces. Even by
taking it seriously, as the present research undertook to do, a close analysis forces one to conclude
that ungoverned spaces are in fact hybrid orders. The advantage of such finding, however, is that
hybrid orders are not black-boxes. The study of their security dynamics is less troublesome, and more
promising. A first concluding remark of the present investigation, then, invites to drop any reference
to the flawed paradigm of ungoverned spaces2 and to adopt instead a more accurate empirical focus
capable of capturing the specific dynamics through which hybrid security assemblages are
administered. Interpretivist approaches seem particularly well-placed to hope to unveil them.
This view however does not aprioristically assume whether the plural (or non-monopolis tic )
administration of violence and (in-)security within hybrid orders will necessarily result in a regime
of competition, or of cooperation, and instead leaves this question open to empirical assessment. A
crucial sub-question has therefore gained prominence, and oriented my investigation: under what
conditions does a regime of cooperation and/or competition emerge within “ungoverned spaces” thus
defined?

6.1.2 Outlining a mechanism of (in-)security in context
The reformulation of the concept of ungoverned space in terms of non-monopolistic hybrid orders is
parsimonious and flexible enough to adapt to a variety of cases. However, some peculiarities capture
the specific features of the case-study, i.e. north Mali’s borderlands. As such, they represent crucial
components of the mechanism studied herein, which need to be adequately pinpointed in order to
avoid abusive generalizations. First, the present study has collected evidence about north Mali’s
ungoverned space as affected by widespread practices of informality, cross-border smuggling and
networked traffic flows, feeding a thriving extralegal economy. Secondly, in north Mali both the
spatial traits (in terms of landscape and environmental micro-regions) and the social structure feature
a smooth texture allowing for frictionless patterns of all-round communications, which – on the basis
of McDougall and Scheele (2012) – I have qualified as “connectivity”.
Such conclusion corroborates the views of some prominent scholars, such as Boas (2014); Briscoe (2014); Dowd and
Raleigh (2013); and Guichaoua (2013). Nevertheless, the notion of ungoverned spaces will be maintained throughout the
further development of these concluding remarks, albeit with a renewed scepticism, with a view to guaranteeing the
overall coherence of the present research.
2
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To sum up, then, north Mali’s borderlands can be qualified as ungoverned spaces only to the
extent that by this expression one understands a territory where governance and “law-enforceme nt”
are administered by a variety of state and non-state actors, according to a logic which is alien to the
Weberian idealtype, and enshrined in state-building doctrines. In it, extralegal economies rooted in
cross-border smuggling activities thrive, in combination with widespread patterns of connectivity.
From this perspective, I have suggested to drop the conventional dichotomies often referred to in the
literature, such as those opposing state to non-state actors, licit to illicit goods, incumbents to
insurgents, politically-oriented rebels to economically- motivated criminals, conflict situations to nonconflict ones, etc., since they seem to lack of empirical grip in the context analysed. Instead, I propose
to attribute a greater heuristic value to the categories popularized by Snyder and Duran-Martine z’s
(2009) analysis, distinguishing between mobile traffickers devoted to cross-border smuggling, and
territorialized protectors vying to extract protection rents thereof.
I argue in fact that, at least in the case of north Mali, many of the dichotomies mentio ned
above result from a misleading hypostatization of second-order categories, i.e. identifications (and
not identities) which in reality are nothing else but the effect of the competition for the control of
traffics and protection rackets. The progressive reification of some ethnic labels in north Mali can be
attributed to the working of such dynamics. It sharply opposes the ever-changing and plural nature of
identity markers which, in turn, have been serving the nomadic tactics of conflict avoidance by local
actors. Moreover, resorting to Snyder and Duran-Martinez’s categories seems to provide greater
analytical clarity to the present investigation. The categories, in fact, prevent one from abusive ly
conflating the identities of distinct social actors whose interests and strategies appear to diverge,
despite the predictions of the “crime-terror nexus” theory.
Within the framework thus defined, and having in mind the analytical categories herein
introduced, I argue that the investigation conducted so far makes it possible to single out a mechanis m
accounting for the drivers and dynamics of (in-)security within ungoverned spaces. The context is
essentially defined by the presence of a plurality of potential and/or actual protectors: not only one,
because in this case it would follow outside of the definition of ungoverned space introduced above;
and not none, as the literature on hybrid security governance demonstrates. As a result, trafficke rs
find themselves in a structurally favourable position: in first place, because a competition among
several protectors is likely to bring about a decline of protection fees, and tends to approximate the
traffickers’ best option; in second place, because in the framework of a connective smooth space
traffics are much more vital to every single territorial unit (or “protectorate”) than territories are to
traffics.
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One of the key findings of this research is that such situation is not per se conducive to violence
and insecurity, especially if one takes a more nuanced understanding of the latter notion. The case of
Mali shows that the mere presence of traffickers and trafficking does not necessarily deteriorate, per
se, the security equation. Noticeably, this challenges the predictions of several mechanis ms
introduced by the mainstream scholarly and grey literature: “crime-terror nexus”, “crime-war nexus”,
criminal “state-capture”, greed in “civil wars”, etc., do not seem to be at work here. Instead, it is only
by examining the interactions between traffickers and protectors, and among protectors themselves
that useful insights to decipher the mechanics of (in-)security have been possible.
Traffickers and racketeers can find a mutually benefitting equilibrium, in the framework of
state- and non-state sponsored protection rackets. These can actually affect positively the local
(understandings and practices of) security, and incidentally contribute to the resilience of the
marginalized communities inhabiting the borderlands. The fragmentation of the protectors’ front,
inherent to the notion of ungoverned space, as well as local practices and perceptions of legitimac y,
might then contribute to stabilizing this situation. However, the protectors’ (and/or prospective
protectors’) attempt to obstruct or interfere with existing traffics’ flows and protection rackets has the
potential to trigger destabilization and broader insecurity.
Noteworthy, interference is not particularly significant whenever a willing protector carves
out for himself his own fiefdom out of a small portion of ungoverned territory, and claims “exclus ive ”
control of it in order to extract protection rents of the traffics taking place there. Given the connective
nature of the space in this context, in fact, such an attempt can be circumvented with limited troubles
by the traffickers. As a result, this “secessionist” strategy is likely to lead to the suffocation of the
self-proclaimed sovereign space, unless its protector adopts an attitude vis-à-vis trafficker which is at
least just as friendly as the one of the other protectors previously in control of the same territory.
From the point of view of existing state- and non-state sponsored protection rackets the differe nce
would be minimal. Unlike what occurs in sovereign states and non-ungoverned spaces, then,
attempted “secessions” and claims of sovereignty on small portions of territory, somehow
paradoxically, do not inevitably stir significant destabilization. However, the spiralling and
uncontrolled rise in the number of (prospective and actual) protectors clearly has a destabilizin g
potential, since it increases the opportunities of mutual frictions, turf wars, as well as the likelihood
of the manifestation of a “security dilemma” among local armed actors.
Conversely, annexations, conquests and mergers between different “protectorates” directly
exhibit the potential to raise the concern of both protectors and traffickers, and potentially trigger the
resort to armed violence. In other words, widespread insecurity tends to result more from a decrease
than from an increase in the number of protectorates. This dynamic, in fact, might contribute to the
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consolidation of one single protector, and to the limit it has the potential to tend toward the formatio n
of a monopolistic regime of violence throughout the whole territory. Yet, a one-protector situatio n
(i.e. a non-un-governed space, akin to a Weberian state) is far from representing the best possible
outcome for traffickers. The latter would then be inclined to intervene and prevent this trend, and to
restore the power (im-)balance, by putting the considerable resources at their disposal to back the
opponents of the prospective hegemon and ensure that a plurality of protectors is maintained. That is
to say, to ensure that the territory remains ungoverned, even at the cost of a civil war. And given the
power (im-)balance discussed above, they are generally very likely to succeed.
I am not claiming, however, that this outcome is deterministically bound to occur.
Theoretically, one could legitimately imagine that, all of a sudden, a single strong protector emerges,
which would be so powerful and well-organized to outperform all the competitors without leaving
them the time to react, and imposes the monopoly of his/her rule over the entire (formerly
ungoverned) territory. While highly unrealistic, this hypothesis is not inherently contradictory. Yet,
one could legitimately raise doubts about the durability of such an outcome. If the self-imposed
monopolistic protector tolerates traffickers in “his” territory, as the very nature of “protector” would
imply, traffickers would have an interest to do everything in their power to create an enemy at home
and fragment the protector(s) front, in order to stimulate competition. Domestic strife would likely
ensue, to the detriment of stability and security. If, on the other hand, the monopolistic protector did
not offer its protection to traffickers, the latter would be only partially affected, as they could probably
still find alternative routes in the framework of a large connective space, while the former would risk
to economically strangle his nascent sovereign state, especially if this is rooted in a vast, arid,
landlocked desert. From this perspective, it seems that a monopolistic sovereign unwilling to protect
traffickers in a formerly ungoverned connective space could maximise his opportunities to survive
only if he relied on virtually infinite alternative economic inputs (such as foreign aid).
Furthermore, a hypothetical monopolistic sovereign unwilling to perform protection rackets
would be likely to face the contempt of the ruled population: the analysis of local practices and
perceptions, as a matter of fact, demonstrates that smugglers enjoy among local communities a far
greater legitimacy than the state apparatuses which are theoretically entrusted to fight them. By
neglecting the local understandings and practices of security, the imposition of a state logic (i.e. a
governed space from which extralegal economies are banned) is likely to stir local resistance. Statebuilding, in fact, would not arise from a terra nullius, but upon and within a thick texture of already
existing power relationships and patronage networks. These can be possibly integrated and co-opted
within the new state structures, but not ignored. In other words, it is the state that seems obliged to
negotiate in order to gain acceptance, not local big men. Put otherwise, in this context one may
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conclude that what contributes to bringing about insecurity is less the lack of state governance than
the attempt to introduce one, which is perceived as encroaching upon existing spatial practices.
It follows that, as a general trend, the prospective protectors with the largest chances to
survive, thrive and prosper in this framework are those who learn to adapt to the specificities of the
security complex thus delineated, and who comply with the needs of extralegal economies and
trafficking flows, both with rhetoric and acts. Nationalistic endeavours and law-and-order approaches
seem particularly ill-suited to this purpose.
To sum up, then, a decline in the number of protectors and protectorates within an ungover ned
space – whether sudden or progressive, violent or consensual – has in any case the potential to affect
existing security dynamics and generate greater instability. From this perspective, outbreaks of
violence are likely to be frequent, but limited in scope and time. A long-lasting situation of complete
insecurity, in fact, might end up reducing the territory’s attractiveness for traffics, with detrimenta l
consequences for both traffickers and protectors. As a result, sooner or later the mechanism will lead
to channelling instability into some form of peace negotiation intended to curb the resort to armed
violence among the parties.
However, also this situation is likely to be subject to the influence of powerful traffickers, and
especially of those who have been collaborating closely with the protectors sitting at the negotiating
table, such as non-state armed actors, state-backed militias and security forces. The inner dyna mics
of Mali’s peace process provide evidence attesting that traffickers are generally able to mobilize the
social, political and economic resources needed to ensure that their interests are represented, whether
directly and indirectly. While the traffickers’ most obvious stake is the maintenance of state- and nonstate sponsored protection rackets, a corollary of this is that, as a general rule, traffickers’ best interest
is better served by the permanence of a plurality of protectors: that is to say, by the permanence of a
fundamentally ungoverned space, according to the concept’s definition mentioned above. To the
extent that traffickers manage to influence the peace process’ outcome, one can conclude that a within
this context a liberal peace agenda fostering state-building is failed by design. Such a result, I argue,
consolidates from a different perspective some of the critical insights of recent literature in peace
studies.
To conclude, within the ungoverned space (as defined above) analysed in the present study
the mechanism describing the dynamics of (in-)security results from the assemblage of social
practices, spatial features and power imbalances between protectors and traffickers. The options
resulting from every possible combination of these drivers, as analysed herein, are all conducive to
instability and un-governability, and conjure to foster a context of structural insecurity. In it, the
potential for the resort to armed violence is endemic, not its actual manifestation, which instead can
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be minimal, limited in scope and time. However, even without the clash of arms, phenomena such as
the pax mafiosa and state- or non-state sponsored protection rackets are hardly compatible with
virtually all the existing conceptualizations of security, peace and good governance, no matter how
minimalist they are.
The herein defined mechanism of insecurity within ungoverned spaces, I argue, represents a
valuable heuristic tool to interpret the security dynamics in this case. Moreover, it further specifies
the way in which criminal activities contribute to prolonging conflicts, as prominent scholarly works
highlighted. While these findings call into question the validity of most of the alternative mechanis ms
put forward in the literature, the ontological/ep istemological foundations of the present research deemphasize the significance of potential issues of equifinality. One cannot exclude, then, that other
undetected mechanisms might also be operational in the same context. Moreover, the mechanis m
herein delineated contributes to explaining the endemic “ungovernability” of some areas, as well as
the inherent instability, the permanent insecurity, the ineptitude of state-building treatments and the
resilience of extralegal economies which affect them.
It follows that ungoverned smooth spaces seem inherently unfit to sustain the foundation of
the Westphalian paradigm of statehood. As recalled, in fact, the Leviathan was initia lly
conceptualized as a political monster arising from a smooth landscape to constrain unregulated flows,
exclude nomadic wanderers and bandits, enforce the borders of the community and territoria lize
sovereignty (whence the link between terror and territory, emphasized by Farinelli 2009).
Against such venerable theoretical construct, empirical scrutiny in the case of Mali has
revealed that smooth ungoverned spaces rely, instead, on permeable borderlands, rather than
borderlines, in which hybrid identities and more or less authorised flows of extralegal trade are the
rule. The nomadic form-of-life accommodates to them in a mutually constitutive fashion. This
suggests, moreover, that aside and below the surface of states’ system there is not a terra nullius, but
a different logic of governance and security endowed with its own political subjectivity. On the one
hand, then, the state enforcement of borderlines disrupts cross-border networks of identity and trade.
The in-conclusion within supposedly closed borders helps to transform the nomadic form-of-life into
bare life, by producing unilateral patterns of subjectivation as well as subjection to the sovereign
power. On the other hand, the nomadic tactics of invisibility – including un-detected movements, undeclared practices and un-determined plural identities – establish lines of flight from the mechanis m
of state ingathering, and contribute to deterritorializing the striated space set up by state boundaries.
The rejection of the Weberian ideal-type of the state does not imply, however, that ungover ned
smooth spaces amount to non-state spaces, as for instance Scott (2009) prominently argued. State
borders are in fact a crucial component of ungoverned smooth spaces. The formers constitute a state
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differential (Galy 2008), in terms of territorially confined jurisdictions and divergent fiscal policies,
which greatly contributes to the resilience of the latter. To this end, however, state borders need to
remain permeable, and flows straddling across them unconstrained. State borders are functional to
ungoverned spaces to the extent that some of their sovereign functions are de-activated. This further
confirms that ungoverned spaces are not antithetical to the state, but germinate where statehood is
only partially established. On the one hand, such perspective corroborates the findings of several
strands of scholarly literature which concur to acknowledge that, as a general rule, borders do not
obstruct flows, but articulate them3 . On the other hand, it follows that one should expect potentia l
clashes between the logics of state-governance and un-governance to take place at and about the
borders.

6.1.3 Are ungoverned spaces a threat to international security?
While the present research has shed light on a mechanisms underlying the dynamics of (in-)security
within “ungoverned” spaces and explaining the endemic instability inside them, little evidence has
been found to sustain the claim, often referred to in media and policy reports, according to which the
mere presence of ungoverned spaces would be likely to affect international insecurity. Conversely,
based on the analysis so far conducted one would be tempted to argue that the destabilization of the
international sphere is inherently contradictory with the mechanism of (in-)security within
ungoverned spaces. As a general rule, in fact, widespread patters of insecurity – and even more so
when they end up spiralling to the international level – are incompatible with extralegal economies,
as they risk to discourage traffics, disrupt existing protection rackets, and attract unwanted attention
from powerful actors.
Traffics cross ungoverned smooth spaces, but they seldom originate or terminate there. And
if traffic flows proceed in neighbouring countries across non-ungoverned spaces, this is because they
can benefit from state-sponsored protection rackets there. It is not clear why traffickers would want
to destabilize those countries, to the risk of endangering their clients and their own business. On the
other hand, one could speculate that protectors might aim to invest the profits extracted through
protection rackets within ungoverned spaces in order to pursue independent political goals, possibly
outside of them. The pursuit of these goals may contemplate high-profile attacks in foreign countries,
such as the sponsoring of terrorist attacks in foreign capitals. Indeed, one may explain through such
a conjecture the terrorist attacks performed by north Mali’s jihadist groups in In-Amenas (Algeria,
January 2013), Arlit and Agadez (Niger, May 2013), Tambao (Burkina Faso, May 2015),
Samoroguen (Burkina Faso, October 2015), Ouagadougou (January 2016) and Grand Bassam (Ivory
3

See among others Agnew (2002); McDougall and Scheele (2012); Mezzadra and Neilsen (2013); Murphy et al. (2015).

293

Coast, March 2016). Interestingly, all of these attacks have been claimed by or attributed to armed
groups closely connected to jihadist leader Mokhtar Belmokhtar, whose fortunes, as discussed in
chapter 4, largely derive from a longstanding involvement into illicit traffics and protection rackets.
Despite the political and ideological motives claimed to justify them, one should stress that all these
attacks (to the possible exception of the last one) were performed against governments who, in the
preceding months, had suddenly discontinued their policy of tacit permissiveness and tolerance vis à-vis the illicit traffics taking place in their respective territories. Governments who, put otherwise,
relinquished their sponsor of protection rackets due to sudden political changes. In the case of Burkina
Faso, this refers to the ousting of Blaise Compaoré’s longstanding dictatorship in October 2014, and
the difficult political process that followed this event. While the reported involvement of Compaoré’s
family in cross-border illicit traffics (discussed in chapter 4) had long protected Burkina Faso from
terrorist attacks, it is noteworthy that the attack of Samoroguen occurred amidst the troubles of
Compaoré-sponsored counter-coup, and the attack of Ouagadougou took place just the day after the
presentation of the first government democratically elected in more than 30 years (Raineri 2016). The
attacks on Algeria and Niger, instead, occurred in the weeks (in the case of Algeria) and months (in
the case of Niger) following the declaration of those countries’ support to the French-led internatio na l
military intervention in Mali. To this end, the security measures envisaged by the respective
governments included the sealing of borders (Ammour 2013a) and the eradication of the economic
activities feeding north Mali’s rebels, including drug trafficking and weapon smuggling (Ammour
2013b; ICG 2015b). Conversely, throughout the whole year 2012 no major incidents occurred in
neighbouring countries, despite north Mali’s “ungovernance” was at its peak at that point.
These observations suggest, I argue, that the spill-over of north Mali’s conflict to neighbour ing
countries should not be attributed to an alleged intrinsic destabilizing potential of ungoverned spaces
as such, whose insecurity would unavoidably infect the international sphere. Instead, Snyder and
Duran-Martinez’s (2009) theory offers a more parsimonious and concrete explanation of the patterns
of soaring insecurity at regional level. Just as much as in the case of Mexico – which they analyse –
it is the disruption of local segments of traffics’ routes, networks and protectors which led to the
military confrontation between protectors and regional powers. Despite the appearances, then, the
logic of these attacks is more domestic than international.
To conclude, on the one hand, military actors present in ungoverned spaces can be drawn- in
in regional power politics, whose dynamics can be adequately explained by the available theories on
conflict propagation and on state-sponsored protection rackets; on the other hand, however, the case
of north Mali does not provide for obvious mechanisms nor empirical evidence corroborating the
claim that ungoverned spaces, per se, affect international (in-)security.
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6.1.4 Implications: methods, theory, policy
I argue that this research does not simply reiterate the common-sense wisdom that “the poorest and
remotest places on earth are a security mess”. Instead, it provides the methodological and theoretica l
lenses to understand why they are a security mess, and what makes this mess so resilient and durable.
Moreover, it contributes to understanding why the political recipes designed to ensure greater stability
to such mess have been failing by and large.
Hence, the present section addresses the considerable implications of the research findings so
far introduced. Firstly, these findings highlight the heuristic and analytic productiveness of the
specific methodology herein developed to address very contentious topics; secondly, they contribute
to corroborating some of the theoretical frameworks, while contradicting others, put forward by recent
scholarly debates, and provide indications for future lines of research; and thirdly, they provide
reasons for the unconvincing performances of existing policy approaches, establish the ground for a
reflective approach to address them, and put forward some suggestions 4 .
Against the oft-noticed limits of the scholarly investigations dealing with inherently opaque
phenomena, the present research has emphasized the benefits of a methodological approach in which
the qualitative focus on perceptions is mitigated by a specific attention to more “objective” practices.
On the one hand, the reconstruction of the insiders’ points of view has required to place the analytica l
focus on micro-dynamics and spatially disaggregated data, thereby stressing the importance of
conducting a long ethnographic immersion into the field. From this perspective, the proximity with
different sorts of practitioners has greatly contributed to identifying, accessing and investigating
significant patterns of practices, despite the significant security challenges of the topic of my
research. On the other hand, a specific attention to social phenomena from a longue-durée perspective
has helped to better situate these practices in their context. One could claim that, while this research
seems hardly replicable given the exceptional circumstances under which it was undertaken, it
indicates to scholars a methodological path to carry out meaningful political ethnography in volatile
fields and about opaque topics.
The focus on micro-level dynamics takes up the call of one of the most recent achieveme nts
of the research agenda of critical geopolitics (Tuathail 2010). While the latter is akin to the
deconstructive endeavour of the Copenhagen School of critical security studies, the emphasis of this
thesis also on spatial and security practices opens the door to the advances of the Paris School of
critical security studies (although the ethnographic focus on insiders’ perspectives rather than on

However, policy implications are not seen as equivalent of policy recommendations. The latter feature more specific
and action-oriented traits, which would fall beyond the scope of the present academic exercise.
4
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bureaucratic practices seems to further enlarge this agenda). By combining the theoretical frameworks
recently developed by Guzzini (2013) and Pouliot (2010), the present research testifies that an
interpretivist ontological/epistemological background can bridge the gap between the two schools of
security studies. Moreover, it ensures greater empirical accuracy and helps to move past a merely
deconstructive stance.
From this perspective, I argue that a combination of ethnographic methodology and historica l
investigation focusing on practices from an interpretivist point of view can contribute to current
scholarly efforts in the field of security studies and critical security studies in several different ways.
Firstly, it provides the adequate lenses to: account for meaningful phenomena little noticed by
alternative frameworks; come up with more consolidated evidence; illuminate non-transparent
dynamics, and contribute to the overall comprehensiveness of the research. Secondly, it stresses the
idea that the object researched needs to analysed by taking into account the research’s own
positionality. Thirdly, and related to that, it limits the untenable ambitions of positivist approaches to
social science by situating phenomena in their specific problematic context.
From the theoretical point of view, the research findings provide some empirica l
substantiation to support an otherwise largely deductive theory in the field of political theory and
geopolitics (Chaliand 1995; Deleuze and Guattari 1980; Schmitt 1997; Van der Pijl 2007), about the
dialectics between territorialized states and “nomadic” actors in smooth spaces. From a metatheoretical point of view, the emphasis on these dynamics takes up the intuitions of prominent
theorists – from Humboldt to Foucault – that “nomads” have been representing the motor of history.
Hence, it contributes to deconstructing the abusive reification of the “structures” framing mainstrea m
IR thinking by emphasizing the salience of ethnographic insights and approaches to the debates of
security studies. The research’s conclusions help to recast within the framework of critical IR theories
and security studies the rich empirical insights of recent ethnographic scholarship (Claudot-Hawad
2013; McDougall and Scheele 2012; Reitano and Shaw 2014, to name but a few). Specifically, it
provides a broader analytical outlook to the latter while readjusting to available evidence some of the
claims of the former. For instance, it highlights the need to reconsider the abstract dichotomies
allegedly opposing state to non-state actors, not only in terms of ontologies (Scott 2009), but also in
terms of theoretical frameworks (Snyder and Duran-Martinez 2009).
From this perspective, the thesis’ conclusion contributes instead to the development of a
growing literature on shadow states, hybrid security governance and hybrid orders. Similarly, it
reinforces the heuristic value of the overarching sociological framework of patronage politics and big
men networks to interpret African security dynamics, to the detriment of more mechanistic accounts
stressing the significance of centralised neopatrimonialism. Furthermore, the present research
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contributes to some current scholarly debates in the field of political criminology and economic
geography, by stressing the idea that legal and illegal economies and practices are interlinked and
intertwined into one another, and not disembodied from the spatial and social framework where they
take place. From this perspective, it deemphasizes the adequacy of behavioural and structura l
approaches to political criminology.
Building on these scholarly debates, the conclusion of this research contributes to further
contradicting the teleology implicit in many IR theories. Structural realism, idealism, Marxism,
Weberian historical sociology, the English School and even constructivism, have been relegating
every “non-state” informal arrangement of political order and security governance to a backward
tribalism undeserving political attention. Yet, this research contributes to the idea that hybrid and
amorphous (Nordstrom 2004) orders might very well be not an exception, but the majority of the
political and security orderings actually existing on earth. From this perspective, the really puzzling
question to ask is not why some spaces are “still” ungoverned, but instead how is it possible that
“strong” sovereign states exist in the same milieu, just across the border. Places like Morocco,
Algeria, or Egypt – and even more so European states – do not represent the norm and the benchmark
against whom one should assess the performances of fragile Sahelian states. Instead, they can be said
to represent the exception to the rule of fragility and hybridity, which deserves explanation and further
investigation. In other words, one could claim that Mali is not so much of an exception, and that the
existence of viable states such as Algeria and Morocco should not be taken for granted. The present
research then points to the provocative question: why Algeria and Morocco are not ungover ned
spaces? Obviously, addressing this question falls beyond the scope of this thesis, and would require
a self-standing investigation.
Lastly, the analysis of the interlinkages between state and non-state actors, and of state- and
non-state sponsored protection rackets, invites one to reconsider the partitioning of regional security
complexes prevailing in the literature (such as namely Buzan and Weaver 2003), and to attribute
instead greater heuristic value to the investigation of the informal practices of regionalism unfold ing
from the peripheral borderlands.
The securitization of ungoverned spaces has resulted in the adoption of some policy doctrines
aimed at tackling the threats of “ungovernance”. These doctrines, however, have proved incapable of
interpreting the specific mechanics of (in-)security within ungoverned spaces, and have born
problematic consequences. My analysis shows that the very label of ungoverned spaces is likely to
generate confusion and risks to misguide policy-makers, to the extent that it implicitly conveys the
impression that sharp dichotomies oppose governed and un-governed spaces, sovereignty and
anarchy, full state control and unpredictable threat – as if, moreover, these corresponded to actual
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empirical realities and not to mere theoretical constructs. One could argue, then, that the securitizatio n
of ungoverned spaces, as well as the measures adopted to cope with them, often depend less on the
careful observation of existing dynamics than on the epistemological fear generated by an inadequate
theoretical framework. As a consequence, this research’s findings can feature some significant policy
implications. In particular, they can contribute to reconsidering from a reflective stance the strategies
adopted by regional and international actors; to identifying the factors of the current lack of
performance; and to introducing a complementary approach to better deal with the root-causes of
incumbent security challenges.
In particular, the findings of this research question the alleged universal adaptation of existing
state-building doctrines. The reliance on abstract categories of social engineering, in fact, risks to be
misguiding, and incapable of appreciating the key salience of security perceptions and practices
actually unfolding on the ground. It is true that recent scholarly work has emphasized the necessity
to attune policy responses to local needs, and adapt state-building to each context’s specificities
(Mazarr 2014; Mehler 2016). This seems to be in line with the call for a “local turn” in peacebuild ing
(Debiel and Rinck 2017).
Yet, the case of Mali points to the need to go further than these critiques. Research findings
in this context, in fact, demonstrate that the handling of locally enacted meanings can be far more
problematic, at least in two prominent ways. In first place, the appreciation of local norms and
practices must not lead to the reification of “the local”, which is just as constructed and internally
challenged as the international. The case of Mali has revealed that some “local” practices of security
are largely discredited, since they are carried out by and for local elites that many, at local level,
perceive as corrupt. The point, then, is not to over-emphasize the importance of local practices of
peace and security vis-à-vis their “international” counterparts5 , but to endorse a plural approach to
order(s) and security/ies within the same space 6 .
Secondly, the case of Mali demonstrates that local norms, practices and imaginaries may not
only differ, but radically oppose the norms, standards and theoretical frames necessary for the
consolidation and stability of a “decent” Weberian state. In such case, the juxtaposition of competitive
normative views might produce further destabilization. There is little state-builders can do to adapt
to these contexts. However, imposing “foreign” values through intrusive disciplinary prescriptions is
not only morally questionable, but also unlikely to succeed, because can stir resistances and result in

This seems to be, however, the view of some tenants of hybrid orders and of the “local turn” in peacebuilding. See Boege
(2011), Richmond and Mitchell (2012)
6 The recent work of Van Veen et al. (2015) on legal pluralism in Mali seems to be a promising starting point to this end.
5
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even greater insecurity. In other words, the implementation of state-building doctrines in ungover ned
spaces might not be conducive to security, quite the contrary.
In particular, the current emphasis on border enforcement, border strengthening and border
control requires a profound revision. These strategies represent the standard policy response to the
perceived threats of terrorism, conflict spill-over, transnational organized crime and smuggling of
human beings, and are increasingly advocated for by international donors. In particular, the European
Union prioritize such strategies in the Saharan space, and supports their implementation of with
considerable means. Yet, on the one hand the strategy of border enforcement deserves being called
into question from a normative point of view, because it fails to comply with local norms and
geopolitical imaginaries. On the other hand, the analysis of the case of Mali demonstrates that the
militarization of borders can lead to adverse and unintended consequences which nullify the origina l
goals. If it is not cast within a broader socio-economic policy, the consolidation of a “state
differential” in fact is likely to provide greater opportunities for cross-border smuggling activities.
These, in turn, have the potential to further entrench criminal organizations, strengthen the networks
of patronage politics, and ultimately undermine the overall stability of the state.
Policy-makers, then, should be careful not to confuse the end with the means, and adopt a
flexible approach. Instead of relying on an abstract set of categories, rules of thumb and “bestpractices” (which in fact are very much theoretical and tend to disregard actual practices), statebuilding doctrines should build, in first place, on a greater ethnographic attention devoted to
alternative political orderings departing from the Weberian ideal-type; to different understand ings
and practices of security, including hybrid ones; and to specific normative registers, in complia nce
with existing cultural and livelihood

strategies.

They must, in other words, demonstrate

epistemological courage, and not fear. Considering the repeated failures of state-building, and by
taking into account the findings of the present research, one can conclude that the most appropriate
accommodations to ensure mutual security, both at local and international level, can only result from
a combination of theoretical pragmatism, empirical accuracy and normative respect vis-à-vis distinct
forms-of-life, politically connoted.
The quest for pluralism and pragmatism in state-building, however, should not be
misunderstood for a defeatist attitude. The mechanism of (in-)security analysed in this research has
highlighted the inherently destabilizing potential of resilient trafficking organizations within
ungoverned spaces. Against the views of law-and-order approaches, the mechanism at stake has
demonstrated that trafficking organizations can be hardly uprooted, and that sheer repression is
doomed to fail. On the other hand, I argue that that a mere tactical accommodation, whereby crimina l
organizations are tolerated provided that they give up threatening state security, bears the risk of
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simply perpetrating insecurity, and potentially magnifying it in the longer term. The respect for the
precautionary principle requires instead to minimize the possible influence of criminal actors and
criminal profits, especially in the framework of peace negotiations, if some form of long-term security
is to be restored.
Criminal deals and corruption, in fact, impinge upon existing patronage networks and big men
politics. By fostering inequality, the latter exacerbate patterns of marginalization, social tensions, and
political grievances, and might escalate with potential destabilizing effects. The empirical attention
to the “local”, in fact, should avoid ending up reifying the latter, which is just as constructed and
socially disputed as the “international”. While, as observed, extralegal economies and cross-border
traffics provide opportunities for social mobility, the criminal networks relying on them foster social
control, and their legitimacy is far from absolute. As a result, I partly disagree with the conclus io ns
of prominent political criminologists who emphasize the benefits for international peace missions to
compromise with criminal actors for the sake of “peace and security”.
From this perspective, one can conclude by recalling that, as Carl Schmitt (2003) used to
argue, all true order is a spatial order. As a result, every authentic revolution that subverts the order,
subverts the relationship men have with space. Hence, building a state in ungoverned spaces amounts
to a veritable revolutionary undertaking. It is therefore likely to stimulate disparate reactions,
including resistances, bandwagoning, balancing, etc., depending on one’s political positions, goals
and ambitions. Recent scholarship has been arguing that it is time to drop the naïve view of statebuilding as a merely technocratic, apolitical exercise. Wesley (2008) stressed that «even seemingly
technocratic tasks confront international administrators with essentially political decisions. […]
However technocratic their intention, state-building missions inevitably find themselves factored into
local rivalries». Prominent work in international political sociology has corroborated this view, by
arguing that peace interventions, state-building and development aid intervene in a field (in
Bourdieu’s sense) penetrated by dense networks, and can hardly pretend to be neutral. Yet, policy
measures seem to have so far failed to adequately embrace these conclusions. One can hope that the
present research could provide some insights to help policy-makers to better situate their
interventions, and calculate the expected outcomes.

6.2 Generalizability, limits and potential of the research findings
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The causal mechanism herein delineated, describing the dynamics of (in-)security within ungover ned
spaces, is built on the analysis of a single case-study. Despite the large amount of evidence convoked
and the plausibility of Mali’s case, due to the features defining it as a “quintessentially ungover ned
space” (see chapter 3), there is little doubt that prima facie the mechanism identified amounts to
situated knowledge, just like any other process-traced mechanism. It is therefore worth raising the
question of generalizability, asking whether this mechanism can be applied to other cases and whether
it can contribute to interpreting the dynamics of (in-)security within other ungoverned spaces, beyond
the specific context of Mali.
As a preliminary note of caution, I would tend to argue that the answer to such question can
contribute to clarifying the broader epistemological status of the mechanism identified in the present
research, but does not necessarily affect the significance of its results. Even the most prominent
advocates of qualitative research designs aimed at process-tracing mechanisms are unsure whether
mechanisms can travel across cases, without this diminishing the significance of research efforts in
this regard7 . Moreover, irrespective of the answer, I believe that the overall scientific purposefulnes s
of this study is justified by the fact that the mechanism identified firmly retains a noteworthy heuristic
value and explanatory power vis-à-vis the specific case at stake, and – potentially – as part of a
prospective broader study on the inherent mechanisms of a Saharan regional security complex.
From this perspective one may emphasize that, even if the mechanism in question did not
prove generalizable to other cases, it would not consequently amount to a mere factual description,
thereby fulfilling the scientific standards of mechanism-based (Bennett and Checkel 2014b) and
interpretivist (Guzzini 2013, Pouliot 2010) approaches to social science.

6.2.1 From a situated knowledge to a middle-range theory of ungoverned and/or smooth spaces
Given the ontological/epistemological and methodological foundations of this research, as discussed
in chapter 2, what are the other cases similar to that of Mali where the identified mechanism of (in)security might possibly be applicable?
At first sight, the most appropriate answer to the question of generalizability seems to be a
sceptical one: “one cannot know”. One could argue, in fact, that the same mechanism applies to other
cases sharing with the one of Mali some “fundamental features”. However, it remains obscure – and
maybe simply impossible to clarify – what these “fundamental features” precisely are. As already
recalled, Elster (1998) claims that mechanisms are always triggered under unknown conditions. The
emergent understanding of causality adopted in the present research further prevents one from
isolating within an assemblage the distinctive elements which trigger the causal relationship conveyed
7

See for instance Beach and Pederson (2013), and Bennett and Checkel (2014b).
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by the mechanism. It is therefore prima facie impossible to disentangle from the whole of the
assemblage those specific features whose presence denotes the similarity of other cases. From this
perspective, the question of generalizability would be inherently undecidable.
The fundamental uncertainty about the epistemological status of the mechanism at stake is
actually the not-so-unexpected result of the abductive approach to process-traced mechanisms (see
chapter 2). As recalled, in fact, abduction is the process leading from the contextualized observation
of some regularities to the formation of consolidated hypotheses, whose ultimate epistemologica l
status remains to be ascertained. From this perspective, induction and deduction can represent two
valuable strategies to answer the question of the mechanism’s generalizability. In this section, then, I
delineate some more specific features of these alternative strategies, whose development and
implementation, however, fall beyond the scope of the present investigation. This section’s
conclusions, then, will necessarily remain tentative (or, better put, hypothetical), while delineating
the contours of a broader research agenda.
From an inductive perspective, in order to assess the generalizability of the mechanis m
identified in this research, one would have to verify the existence of patterns of regularities in other
cases analogous to the ones postulated by the mechanism at stake. Moreover, these regularities should
be leading to the same outcome, i.e. the endemic nature, inherent instability and permanent insecurity
of ungoverned spaces, in which state-building attempts fail and extralegal economies prolifera te.
Such an approach would arguably allow to ascertain the heuristic value and explanatory power of this
mechanism in a variety of cases. One could identify the common features of these cases only a
posteriori, by federating and consolidating the empirical regularities found. This could lead one to
eventually formulate a conditional generalization about the range of applicability of the mechanis m
in question.
Drawing on Rabasa et al. (2007), a possible list of the cases in which the regularities and the
outcome mentioned above are likely to be detected might tentatively include the following
borderlands: the so-called Af-Pak region, the Colombia-Venezuela borderland, Somalia and its
neighbourhood. To this list, one may conceivably add the cases of today’s Syria, the Fergana valley
in central Asia, the Caucasus range and maybe the heights between Myanmar, China, Laos and
Vietnam. These cases intuitively delineate the broad contours of an initial (and certainly nonexhaustive) research agenda aimed at assessing inductively the range of conditional generalizability
of the mechanism identified in the present research, and whose explanatory value is so far confined
to the dynamics of (in-)security of Mali.
However, in this way the specific triggers of the mechanism would remain unknown. Put
otherwise, an inductive approach to generalization may contribute to understanding where the
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mechanism can be expected to be working, but it is unsuitable to understanding why it is actually
sparked in some specific contexts. Such a conditional generalization, then, would be undermined by
a limited explanatory value, and would be unable to account for significant patterns of cross-case
variations.
A deductive approach to generalization, instead, is seemingly better suited to exploring the
actual triggering conditions of the mechanism herein discussed. From this perspective, an appropriate
research agenda requires one to formulate a priori hypotheses about the “fundamental features”
defining the range of applicability of this mechanism, as well as the mechanism’s trigger ing
conditions. One should then focus on actual cases sharing these characteristics to ascertain whether
the mechanism sought for is actually taking place there. However, even if these hypotheses were
eventually “verified” empirically, the epistemological status of the mechanism thus generalized
would amount to a middle-range theory applicable to a limited conceptual range (and therefore in line
with critical geopolitics’ scepticism vis-à-vis grand narratives). That is to say, in this context, to cases
bearing some fundamental similarities to the case of Mali.
What are, then, these fundamental similarities? They refer to some crucial traits, without
which the mechanism would not be activated, neither in north Mali nor anywhere else. Given the
present study’s geopolitical emphasis, the hypothesis should arguably build on contexts sharing
spatial features, practices and meanings similar to the ones of the specific context under observation.
While an emergent understanding of causality prevents one from isolating such features with absolute
certitude, one can hypothesize that these might include, at least: a) the presence of an “ungover ned ”
spaces, in the sense that this expression has acquired throughout this chapter (also because, on the
basis of the above, it would be highly implausible to pinpoint a “really ungoverned” space departing
from such a more nuanced perspective); b) that such space is smooth, thereby fostering connectivity;
c) the presence of spatial practices and representations related to the traffic flows unfolding therein.
From such deductive perspective, the hypothesis would be proved if empirical scrutiny were able to
ascertain in a variety of cases that the identified mechanism and its outcome take place systematica lly
when these three fundamental features (i.e. ungoverned space, connectivity, trafficking) are
assembled.
With a view to further refining this approach to theory generalization, one could legitimate ly
question whether these three features, which proved crucial to detecting north Mali’s (in-)security
mechanism, are actually analytically distinct, or if, to the contrary, they are implied into one another.
For example, this research has emphasized that ungoverned spaces, in which a centralized governance
and a monopolistic administration of violence are lacking, seem to represent pull factors for the
development of criminal economies and cross-border traffics. Yet, while one could plausibly assume
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that all ungoverned spaces feature some degree of extralegal economies and cross-border traffics,
claiming conversely that cross-border traffics take place in particular within ungoverned spaces
would be more contentious, as demonstrated by the cases of unaccountable but strong regimes such
as Algeria, Compaoré’s Burkina Faso, or the standard example of PRI’s Mexico put forward by
Snyder and Duran-Martinez (2009). Similarly, while many smooth and connective spaces often
harbour traffic flows – since economic alternatives are lacking and porous borders can be trespassed
by definition –, one could hardly claim that all traffic flows occur in smooth and connective spaces.
The examples of Afghanistan’s mountains, Myanmar heights or Rio de Janeiro’s suburbs are cases in
point here.
As a result, it seems that the more stringent condition to trigger the mechanism discussed is
arguably the prevalence of spaces which are both ungoverned and connective. The presence of crossborder traffics is extremely likely to result from the combination of these factors, and its mention is
therefore pleonastic. Pushing further this line of reasoning, one could claim that, while not all
ungoverned spaces are smooth (again, Afghanistan’s mountains provide a valuable example), one
could hardly find a smooth space which were not somehow “ungoverned”. Indeed, the very notion of
smooth connective space, discussed in chapter 3, encompasses the absence – or at least the fragility
– of the political dispositifs of state sovereignty and private property.
In other words, aiming to generalize the conclusions of the present research on the basis of
some hypotheses inferred deductively, one could claim that the mechanism of (in-)security identified
in the case of north Mali might be plausib ly stretched to describe the security dynamics of all the
spaces which can be qualified as smooth and connective. Their ungoverned nature would be, from
this perspective, a function of these characteristics. This is not to say that smooth space has in it self
a deterministic causal capacity – as pre-critical geopolitics could have argued – but that emergent
causality can arise from the assemblage of the phenomena taking place within smooth spaces, such
as political “ungovernance” and traffic-based economy.
As a result, one can hypothesize that the mechanism identified in the case of north Mali
describes quite faithfully the security dynamics and outcomes of smooth spaces in general. Such a
deductively-generated hypothesis, albeit intriguing, remains in need of a rigorous empirical scrutiny.
While such an undertaking clearly falls beyond the scope of this thesis, I can nevertheless try to sketch
here the main traits of the large research agenda that it would open up.

6.2.2 Investigating the security dynamics of smooth spaces: a future research agenda
Aiming to explore the security dynamics in smooth spaces in general, one first needs to delimit the
range of the investigation. Deleuze and Guattari (1980, 685) provide an insightful substantiation of
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the concept of «smooth space», which encompasses «the desert, the steppe, the glacier or the sea»,
defined as «local spaces of pure connection». Does the mechanism of (in-)security studied in north
Mali’s desert apply to all these different contexts?
As a preliminary remark, I would tend to further restrict Deleuze and Guattari’s field of
inquiry, and to eliminate the steppe from the list. As prominent scholars in IR (Neumann and Wigen
2013) and critical geopolitics (Lacoste 2011) have emphasized, steppes and deserts feature strikingly
distinct characteristics. Undoubtedly, both provide the patterns of «all-round, almost frictionle ss
communications» that McDougall and Scheele (2012) qualify as “connectivity”, but while in the
steppe mobility is an option, in the desert it is a necessity. Unlike in the steppe8 , in fact, in the deserts
the soil is utterly and permanently unproductive. This is why, according to Lacoste (2011), the Sahara
Desert is inherently unfit to become a heartland from a geopolitical perspective, and shall instead be
regarded as a space of circulation bordered by two rimlands, or shores: north Africa and the Sahel
(whose etymology, already discussed, seems to support this conjecture).
Instead, the analogy between the deserts and the seas is better established, and has a long
tradition in the literature especially of world history9 . This includes in particular the small-seas, such
as the Mediterranean10 , and the frozen seas near the polar ice caps. Both in fact foster unconstrained
(although certainly uneasy) communications and connections, but seem unfit to sustain the
fundamental infrastructures of political sovereignty, such as linear borderlines (theoretically
impermeable), private allocations of land tiles, and universal reach of centralised law-enforce me nt
apparatuses.
From this perspective, one could argue that the mechanism of (in-)security studied in the case
of north Mali’s desert might represent a valuable heuristic tool to interpret and explain the security
dynamics unfolding in other smooth spaces, such as deserts and small-seas. For instance, it could
provide the adequate theoretical lenses to approach significant phenomena currently affecting the
security equilibria of several regions beyond the Saharan context, such as the smuggling of migrants,
weapons and drugs across the Mediterranean or the Caribbean seas; piracy in the Arabic and South
China seas; the specific dynamics of (in-)security in the deserts of Baluchistan, Syria and Iraq, and

I am conscious that this runs against a longstanding tradition of Russian geopolitical thought, dating back to Solov’ev
and built around the so-called “frontier hypothesis”. According to this view, also the Eurasian steppes of Russia would
require dwellers to adapt to constant mobility to survival. Bassin (1993) further explores this argument.
9 See in particular Braudel (1979); Hegel (2011); McDougall and Scheele (2012); Schmitt (1997); Scott (2009); Toynbee
(1954); Van der Pijl (2007), to name but a few.
10 As already recalled, Horden and Purcell (2000) originally developed the very paradigm of connectivity in reference to
the Mediterranean Sea, and only subsequently MacDougall and Scheele (2012) put forward the idea to stretch it to the
Sahara Desert. The view stressing the similitudes between the deserts and the small-seas deliberately opposes a
longstanding topos of political geography, common to both realists (Mearsheimer 2001) and constructivists (Farinelli
2009), whereby the large water expanses of the oceans, instead, perform a clear separating function and can be paralleled
to barriers.
8
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Yemen; and the destabilizing potential of the patterns of territorialisation and cross-border trades
taking place in the Glacial Artic Sea and the Barents Sea. Furthermore, and more importantly, the
mechanism herein introduced is likely to provide the theoretical tools to approach these areas from a
regional perspective, i.e. as connective spaces, and not as buffer zones separating distinct regiona l
security complexes. As Scott (2009) noted, in fact, connective spaces such as “easy” waters and
unrestrained deserts can give birth to coherent polities spread out across considerable distances. Here,
micro-regions adhere to one another in a coherent whole, whose detection is prevented by mainstrea m
approaches to space and regions.
This focus, moreover, casts a bridge with the research agenda on informal regionalis ms
(Soderbaum and Taylor 2008), as well as with what James Scott (2009) labelled “negative
regionalism”. According to the latter, this approach «marks an attempt to explore a new genre of
“area” studies, in which the justification for designating the area has nothing to do with nationa l
boundaries […] or strategic conceptions […] but is rather based on certain ecological regularities and
structural relationships that do not hesitate to cross national frontiers» (Scott 2009, 26). Such an
approach can contribute to questioning the ontological grid assumed by mainstream IR theories,
which defines entities and makes some of them visible and significant, and other invisible and
insignificant to security-oriented speculations. In particular, this approach emphasizes the need to
shift one’s focus on what IR doctrines, and structuralism in particular, exclude from their radars:
borders (understood as thick areas, and not as immaterial lines), shadow states, shadow economies,
and cross-border communities. Such an attempt, I argue, might contribute to deconstructing the
territorial trap assumed by IR theories, and therefore add up to the overall research agenda of critica l
geopolitics.
Lastly, one could mention one more line of research which can be arguably developed build ing
on the results of the present analysis. This is just as fascinating as it is still largely unformed. By
taking a less material understanding of the notion of smooth connective space, one could question to
what extent the mechanics of (in-)security studied in the case of north Mali’s desert can be paralleled
to those unfolding in the virtual world of the internet. Deleuze and Guattari’s pristine thoughts on the
topic already enshrined such a broader view of the concept of smooth space. Similarly, prominent
political discourses have been consistently emphasizing that ungoverned spaces encompass not only
physical territories, but any “place” where state rule is lacking (Telegraph 2014). There is little doubt,
in fact, that the infrastructure of the internet amounts to a smooth space of all-round, almost
frictionless communications, relying on widespread patterns of connectivity. In it, invisible extralega l
economies and cross-border traffics of any sort thrive. Moreover, the paradigm of sovereign power
and monopoly of the means of coercion structurally fails to apply to the internet, and it is only the
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hybrid assemblage of state and non-state actors that provides to the web some form of (precarious)
governance and security. One should therefore conclude that the internet amounts to an utterly
ungoverned space.
From a security perspective, the analytical features of north Mali’s desert reveal surprising
but significant analogies with the ones of the internet. Incapable of transcending the surpassed logic
of sovereign territorial control, most of the studies so far carried out have repeatedly failed to provide
an adequate understanding of the security dynamics that actually govern the virtual space. From this
perspective, the mechanism identified in north Mali’s smooth space might represent a possible
“material” approximation to interpret the security dynamics of the internet, and it can provide an
unexpected entry point to shed light on this uncharted territory.

The conclusions of the present work, as well the potential lines for the development of further
investigation it opens up, all point to the need of additional empirical research. As a matter of fact, as
much as this thesis may have helped to illuminate some previously little noticed explanatory accounts,
and put forward some plausible answers to the basic puzzle that inspires it, I certainly do not claim
that these few lines provide an exhaustive nor definitive treatment of the topic of security dynamics
and ungoverned spaces. To the contrary, this work has by and large represented an exploration into a
substantially uncharted territory, as the concept of “ungoverned space” implicitly conveys. As a
result, its conclusion cannot be anything but – if not tentative – at least provisional: an original map,
as imprecise as it may be, to the attention of future explorers. To my partial excuse, I can only rely
on the conviction that, after all, a good research is not that which claims to give good answers, but to
raise good questions. Only from this perspective – I believe – a scholarly work can hope to contribute
to the progress – always “insecure”, but for this most valuable – of the human knowledge about world
affairs. Just as much as nomads roaming across smooth spaces, the journey of science has no origin,
nor destination.
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Maps
Map 3.1: border agglomerations in West Africa.
Source: OECD/SWAC 2014, 157
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Map 3.2: the artificial Saharan borderlines.
Source: OECD/SWAC 2014, 161
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Map 4.1: pre-colonial Saharan routes
Source: Retaillé and Walther 2013, 15
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Map 4.2: traffics of licit and illicit goods in and across Mali
Source: Raineri L. (2015), “Dio e denaro: nel Mali il jihadismo si è fatto pratico”, Limes (3)2015.
Map designed by Limes official cartographer Laura Canali under my own supervision, based on the
data I collected in the field in late 2014.
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Map 4.3: the routes of migrants’ smuggling and trafficking of human beings across the Sahara Desert.
Source: Raineri L. (2016), “In Niger le guardie sono ladri e cogestiscono le migrazioni” Limes 7/2016.
Map designed by the official cartographer Limes Laura Canali under my own supervision, based on
the data I collected in the field in May 2016.
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Figures
Figure 3.1: West African urban population by distance from borders and proportion of the total urban
population
Source: OECD/SWAC 2014, 159
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Figure 4.1: comparative table of the prices of the licit goods trafficked in the Region of Timbuktu
Source: interviews with local smugglers conducted locally in November 2015.

PRODUCT (Origin)

PRICE IN THE COUNTRY OF
ORIGIN

PRICE IN TIMBUKTU

Fuel (Algeria)

20.000 f CFA

120.000 f CFA

Milk (Algeria)

5.000 f CFA

30.500 f CFA

Pasta (Algeria)

1.000 f CFA

4575 f CFA

Olive oil 20l (Mauritania)

13.000 f CFA

15.000 f CFA

Textiles (Mauritania)

3.000 f CFA

5.000 f CFA

Tea 10kg (China via
Mauritania)

25.000 f CFA

33.000 f CFA

Sugar (Mauritania)

18.000 f CFA

22.000 f CFA

Figure 4.2: comparative table of the prices of the licit goods trafficked in the Region of Kayes
Source: focus groups with security forces and CBOs from the region of Kayes, conducted in Kayes
in May 2016.

PRODUCT (Origin)

PRICE IN THE COUNTRY OF
ORIGIN

PRICE IN KAYES

Fuel 1 litre (Nigeria via
Senegal

?

500 f CFA

Soap (Senegal)

5.000 f CFA

6.000 f CFA

Textiles (Mauritania)

5.000 f CFA

15.000 f CFA

Cigarettes (Guinea Conakry)

500 f CFA

1000 f CFA

Motorbike Jakarta (Guinea
Conakry)

225.000 f CFA

375.000 f CFA
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Figure 5.1: spatial distribution of the armed clashes (by individual instances) occurred in Mali
Source: dataset
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Figure 5.2: Comparative figures of armed clashes occurred in key localities of north Mali
Source: dataset
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Fig. 5.3: Comparison number of conflicts and number of fatalities (tens) in key locations.
Source: dataset
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Fig. 5.4: Conflicts in the Tilemsi valley. Time variations of the number of fatalities and of the number
of armed clashes by group involved
Source: dataset
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Fig. 5.5: Spatial distribution of the civilian victims
Source: dataset

Fig. 5.6: Opponents of the armed clashes involving civilians
Source: dataset
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Fig. 5.7: Spatial distribution of instances of armed clashes involving the AMISMA/MINUSMA
Source: dataset

Fig. 5.8: Opponents of the armed clashes involving the AMISMA/MINUSMA
Source: dataset
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Fig. 5.9: Spatial distribution of instances of armed clashes involving the Malian army
Source: dataset

Fig. 5.10: Opponents of the armed clashes involving the Malian army
Source: dataset
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Fig. 5.11: Spatial distribution of instances of armed clashes involving the French army
Source: dataset

Fig.5.12: Opponents of the armed clashes involving the French army
Source: dataset
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Cartographic apparatus 1: trimesters.
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Cartographic apparatus 2: heat maps by concentration of events
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Cartographic apparatus 3: heat maps by fatalities
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Dataset
Date

Incident Type

Group 1

Group 2

gen-12

Location
Description
Menaka

Malian Army

Total
Fatal
3

Group
1 Fatal
1

Group
2 Fatal
2

Conquest of City

gen-12

Aguelhok

Conquest of City

mar-12

Tamanrasset

Bombing/Explosion

mar-12

Tessalit

Armed Assault

mar-12
mar-12

Kidal
Bourem

Conquest of city
Conquest of City

mar-12

Gao

Conquest of city

apr-12

Timbuktu

Conquest of city

apr-12

Gao

Armed Assault

apr-12

Douentza

Conquest of City

apr-12

Gao

Hostage Taking

apr-12
apr-12

Gao
Gao

Armed Assault
Hostage Taking

apr-12
apr-12

Timbuktu
Ansongo

Hostage Taking
Bombing/Explosion

Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA) + Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Ansar al-Dine
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA) + Ansar al-Dine
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA) + Ansar al-Dine + Al-Qa`ida in
the Lands of the Islamic Maghreb
(AQIM)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Ansar al-Dine
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Ansar al-Dine
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)

Malian Army

92

10

82

Algerian Army

2

1

1

Malian Army

3

0

3

Malian Army
Malian Army

0
1

0
0

0
1

Malian Army

0

0

0

Malian Army

0

0

0

Civilian

1

0

1

Malian Army

0

0

0

Civilian

1

0

1

Civilian
Civilian

2
0

0
0

2
0

Civilian
Civilian

0
2

0
0

0
2
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apr-12

Tin-Zawaten

Armed Assault

mag-12

Timbuktu

Bombing/Explosion

giu-12

Kidal

Armed Assault

giu-12

Gao

Armed Assault

giu-12
lug-12

Timbuktu
Ansongo

Bombing/Explosion
Armed Assault

lug-12
lug-12
lug-12

Timbuktu
Aguelhok
Gao

Bombing/Explosion
Execution
Execution

set-12

Douentza

Conquest of city

set-12

Gao

Execution

set-12
set-12

Diabaly
Gao

Execution
Bombing/Explosion

ott-12
ott-12

Timbuktu
Douentza

Execution
Bombing/Explosion

ott-12

Dakoro (Niger)

Hostage Taking

ott-12

Timbuktu

Bombing/Explosion

ott-12
ott-12
nov-12

Diabaly
Timbuktu
Diema

Execution
Bombing/Explosion
Hostage Taking

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Ansar al-Dine + Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of
the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Ansar al-Dine
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Ansar al-Dine
Ansar al-Dine
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO) + Ansar al-Dine
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Malian Army
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Ansar al-Dine
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO) + Al-Qa`ida in the
Lands of the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Ansar al-Dine + Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of
the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Malian Army
Ansar al-Dine
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)

Algerian Army

23

19

4

Monument / Infrastructure

0

0

0

Ansar al-Dine

0(?)

0

0

Civilian + Movement for
Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Monument / Infrastructure
Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Monument / Infrastructure
Civilian
Civilian

37

32

5

0
0(?)

0
0

0
0

0
2
2

0
0
0

0
2
2

Malian Army

0

0

0

Civilian

1

0

1

Civilian
Monument / Infrastructure

16
0

0
0

16
0

Civilian
Monument / Infrastructure

1
0

0
0

1
0

Civilian

1

0

1

Monument / Infrastructure

0

0

0

Civilian
Monument / Infrastructure
Civilian

6
0
0

0
0
0

6
0
0
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nov-12

Menaka

Conquest of city

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Mouvement Arabe de l'Azawad (MAA)

nov-12

Kayes

Hostage Taking

nov-12

Léré

Conquest of City

dic-12
dic-12

Timbuktu
In-Khalil (border)

Bombing/Explosion
Armed Assault

gen-13
gen-13
gen-13

Konna
Mopti
Konna

Conquest of city
Execution
Conquest of city

Ansar al-Dine
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Ansar al-Dine
Malian Army
Malian Army + French Army

gen-13

Gao

Bombing/Explosion

French Army

gen-13
gen-13

Kidal
Léré

Bombing/Explosion
Bombing/Explosion

French Army
French Army

gen-13

Douentza

Bombing/Explosion

French Army

gen-13

Diabaly

Conquest of city

gen-13

In Amenas

Hostage Taking

gen-13

Timbuktu

Bombing/Explosion

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO) + Al-Qa`ida in the
Lands of the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
French Army

gen-13

Gao

Execution

gen-13
gen-13

Niono
Tassiga

Execution
Bombing/Explosion

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Malian Army
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)

Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Civilian

15

3

12

0

0

0

Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Monument / Infrastructure
Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Malian Army + Civilian
Civilian
Ansar al-Dine + Al-Qa`ida
in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO)
Ansar al-Dine
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO)
Malian Army + French Army

0

0

0

0
0

0
0

0
0

29
3
116

4
0
9

25
3
107

36

0

36

0(?)
0(?)

0
0

0
0

0(?)

0

0

112

96

16

Civilian

72

29

43

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Civilian

2

0

2

2

1

1

Civilian
Monument / Infrastructure

2
0

0
0

2
0
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gen-13

Gao

Conquest of City

French Army + Malian Army

gen-13

Timbuktu

Conquest of City

French Army + Malian Army

gen-13
gen-13

Kidal
Gossi

Conquest of City
Bombing/Explosion

gen-13
gen-13
gen-13

Douentza
Timbuktu
Aguelhok

Execution
Execution
Bombing/Explosion

French Army + Malian Army
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Malian Army
Malian Army
French Army

feb-13

Gao

Bombing/Explosion

feb-13

Tessalit

Armed Assault

feb-13

Tessalit

Bombing/Explosion

feb-13
feb-13

Road between Gao Bombing/Explosion
and Douentza
Menaka
Conquest of city

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)

feb-13

Gao

Bombing/Explosion

feb-13

Gao

Bombing/Explosion

feb-13

Aguelhok

Conquest of City

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
AMISMA / MINUSMA

feb-13

Tessalit

Conquest of City

AMISMA / MINUSMA

feb-13

Gao

Bombing/Explosion

feb-13

Gao

Armed Assault

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
French Army

Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Ansar al-Dine
Malian Army

0

0

0

0

0

0

0
4

0
0

0
4

Civilian
Civilian
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Malian Army

1
2
0

0
0
0

1
2
0

2

0

2

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Civilian

0(?)

0

0

0(?)

0

0

4

0

4

Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO)
Malian Army

0

0

0

2

1

1

Malian Army

7

1

6

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Malian Army

0

0

0

0

0

0

1

1

0

Malian Army

18

13

5

350

feb-13

Bourem

Conquest of City

French Army + Malian Army

feb-13

Gao

Bombing/Explosion

feb-13

Tessalit

Armed Assault

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
French Army

feb-13

Gao

Armed Assault

feb-13

Kidal

Bombing/Explosion

feb-13

Tessalit

Bombing/Explosion

feb-13

Abeibara (Ifoghas)

Armed Assault

feb-13

In-Khalil (border)

Armed Assault

feb-13

In-Khalil (border)

Bombing/Explosion

feb-13

Kidal

Bombing/Explosion

feb-13

Bombing/Explosion

mar-13

Aguelhok
(Ifoghas)
Ametetai (Adrar)

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
French Army

Armed Assault

AMISMA / MINUSMA

mar-13

Tonka

Armed Assault

mar-13

Gnagna

Armed Assault

mar-13

Ametetai (Adrar)

Execution

mar-13

Ametetai (Adrar)

Armed Assault

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
AMISMA / MINUSMA

mar-13

Ametetai (Adrar)

Bombing/Explosion

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
AMISMA / MINUSMA
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
French Army

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)

Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO)
Civilian

0

0

0

0

0

0

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Malian Army + French Army

22

1

21

17

15

2

French Army + Civilian

3

1

2

Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA)
Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA)
Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Civilian

5

0

5

96

26

70

7

2

5

3

3

0

7

1

6

43

0

43

16

1

15

4

0

4

Civilian

10

0

10

Civilian

1

0

1

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
French Army

7

1

6

1

0

1
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mar-13

Timbuktu

Armed Assault

mar-13

Ténénkou

Armed Assault

mar-13

Gao

Armed Assault

mar-13

Timbuktu

Bombing/Explosion

mar-13

Ansongo

Bombing/Explosion

mar-13

Timbuktu

Armed Assault

apr-13

Kidal

Bombing/Explosion

apr-13

Ber

Conquest of City

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Mouvement Arabe de l'Azawad (MAA)

apr-13

Anefis

Armed Assault

Mouvement Arabe de l'Azawad (MAA)

apr-13

Bourghessa

Bombing/Explosion

mag-13

Bombing/Explosion

mag-13

Hamakouladji
(Gao)
Menaka

mag-13

Gossi

Bombing/Explosion

mag-13

Anefis

Armed Assault

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Mouvement Arabe de l'Azawad (MAA)

mag-13

Agadez

Bombing/Explosion

mag-13

Arlit

Bombing/Explosion

giu-13

Anefis

Armed Assault

Bombing/Explosion

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)

Malian Army + French Army

11

10

2

Civilian

10

0

10

Malian Army

6

4

2

Malian Army

2

1

1

Malian Army

2

0

2

Malian Army

6

5

1

5

1

4

Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA) +French
Army
French Army

0

0

0

6

3

3

1

0

1

Malian Army

7

5

2

AMISMA / MINUSMA

1

1

0

Malian Army

3

3

0

Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
AMISMA / MINUSMA

8

5

3

27

4

23

Civilian

2

1

1

Malian Army

6

4

2
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lug-13

Kidal

Conquest of City

Malian Army

lug-13

Kidal

Armed Assault

lug-13

Kidal

Armed Assault

lug-13

Tessalit

Hostage Taking

ago-13

Léré

Execution

Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Civilian

ago-13

Aguelhok

Armed Assault

ago-13

In-Khalil (border)

Armed Assault

ago-13

Aguelhok

Armed Assault

set-13

Tarkint

Armed Assault

set-13

Léré

Armed Assault

set-13

Timbuktu

Bombing/Explosion

set-13

Kidal

Armed Assault

set-13

Kidal

Armed Assault

ott-13

Gao

Bombing/Explosion

ott-13

Ansongo (Bentia)

Bombing/Explosion

ott-13

Gao

Armed Assault

ott-13

Gao

Bombing/Explosion

ott-13

Tessalit

Bombing/Explosion

Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
French Army
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)

Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Civilian

0

0

0

1

0

1

AMISMA / MINUSMA

0

0

0

Civilian

0

0

0

Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Malian Army

1

0

1

0

0

0

Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA)
Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Malian Army

29

?

?

1

1

0

0

0

0

9

3

6

Malian Army

8

2

6

Malian Army

0

0

0

Malian Army

0

0

0

Malian Army

1

0

1

Monument / Infrastructure

0

0

0

Monument / Infrastructure

0

0

0

Civilian

0

0

0

AMISMA / MINUSMA

7

4

3
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nov-13

Kidal

Hostage Taking

nov-13

Ansongo

Armed Assault

nov-13

Menaka

Armed Assault

Malian Army

nov-13

Tessalit

Armed Assault

French Army

nov-13

Kidal

Bombing/Explosion

nov-13
nov-13

Kidal
Menaka

Armed Assault
Bombing/Explosion

nov-13

Talataye (Kidal)

Armed Assault

dic-13

Arouane (nord
Timbuktu)
Kidal

Armed Assault

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Malian Army
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
French Army

Armed Assault

dic-13

Teringuite
(Ménaka)
Kidal

dic-13

Gao

Armed Assault

gen-14

Armed Assault

gen-14

Oulad Boumerda
(reg Timbuktu)
Kidal

gen-14

Kidal

Bombing/Explosion

feb-14

Tamkoutat
(Ansongo)

Armed Assault

dic-13
dic-13

Bombing/Explosion

Armed Assault

Bombing/Explosion

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
French Army
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)

Civilian

2

0

2

Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO)
Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO)
French Army

22

2

20

3

0

3

1

0

1

0

0

0

Civilian
Malian Army

2
1

0
1

2
0

Civilian

0

0

0

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
AMISMA / MINUSMA

19

0

19

3

1

2

Civilian

2

0

2

AMISMA / MINUSMA

0

0

0

Civilian

0

0

0

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Civilian

11

0

11

0

0

0

Civilian

0

0

0

Civilian + Azawad National
Liberation Movement
(MNLA)

24

0

24
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feb-14

Bourem

Hostage Taking

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)

feb-14

Ménaka

Armed Assault

feb-14

Tessit

Armed Assault

Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)

feb-14

Gao

Armed Assault

feb-14

Djébok

Execution

feb-14

Tessalit

Armed Assault

feb-14

Kidal

Bombing/Explosion

mar-14

Aguelhok

Bombing/Explosion

mar-14

Adrar

Armed Assault

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
French Army

mar-14

Kidal

Armed Assault

Malian Army

mar-14

Ansongo

Bombing/Explosion

apr-14

Adrar (Timétrine)

Armed Assault

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
French Army

apr-13

Tessalit

Bombing/Explosion

apr-14

Kidal

Bombing/Explosion

apr-14

Timbuktu

Execution

apr-14
apr-14

Abeibara
Ansongo

Armed Assault
Bombing/Explosion

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
French Army
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)

Civilian

0

0

0

Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO) + Civilian
Malian Army

7

1

6

30

0

30

0

0

0

Civilian

3

0

3

French Army

0

0

0

AMISMA / MINUSMA

0

0

0

AMISMA / MINUSMA

0

0

0

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Malian Army

11

0

11

0

0

0

0

0

0

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
French Army

8

0

8

0

0

0

AMISMA / MINUSMA

0

0

0

Civilian

1

0

1

Ansar al-Dine
Malian Army

4
0

0
0

4
0

355

apr-14

Bourem

Armed Assault

Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)

mag-14

Kidal

Armed Assault

mag-14

Bombing/Explosion

mag-14

Tin-Essako
(Adrar)
Kidal

mag-14

Kidal

Conquest of City

mag-14

Kidal

Execution

mag-14

Kidal

Armed Assault

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Malian Army

mag-14

Ménaka

Conquest of City

mag-14

Aguelhok

Conquest of City

mag-14

Anefis

Conquest of City

mag-14

Ber

Conquest of City

mag-14

Anderamboukane

Conquest of City

mag-14

Tessalit

Conquest of City

Bombing/Explosion

Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA) + Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA) + Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA) + Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA) + Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA) + Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA) + Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA)

Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO)
Civilian

10

4

6

1

0

1

French Army

1

0

1

AMISMA / MINUSMA

0

0

0

Malian Army

28

20

8

Civilian

8

0

8

Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA) +
Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA)
Malian Army

54

50

4

0

0

0

Malian Army

0

0

0

Malian Army

0

0

0

Malian Army

0

0

0

Malian Army

0

0

0

Malian Army

0

0

0
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mag-14

Léré

Conquest of City

mag-14

Tabankort
(Bourem)

Armed Assault

giu-14

Goundam

Bombing/Explosion

giu-14

Aguelhok

Bombing/Explosion

giu-14

Goundam

Bombing/Explosion

lug-14

Anefis

Armed Assault

lug-14

Bombing/Explosion

ago-14

Almoustrate
(Bourem)
Kidal
Kidal
BambaraMaoundé
(Timbuktu)
Lerned (Timbuktu
reg)
Aguelhok

ago-14

Ber

Bombing/Explosion

ago-14
set-14
set-14
set-14
set-14
set-14

Kidal
Aguelhok
Kidal
Aguelhok
Aguelhok
Zouerah
(Timbuktu reg)

Bombing/Explosion
Bombing/Explosion
Bombing/Explosion
Bombing/Explosion
Bombing/Explosion
Hostage Taking

lug-14
ago-14
ago-14
ago-14

Bombing/Explosion
Hostage Taking
Execution

Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA) + Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Ansar al-Dine
Ansar al-Dine
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)

Conquest of City

Mouvement Arabe de l'Azawad (MAA)

Bombing/Explosion

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Ansar al-Dine
Ansar al-Dine
Ansar al-Dine
Ansar al-Dine
Ansar al-Dine
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)

Malian Army

0

0

0

Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO)
AMISMA / MINUSMA

8(?)

4

4

1

0

1

AMISMA / MINUSMA

5

1

4

AMISMA / MINUSMA

1

0

1

Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA) + Malian
Army (GATIA)
AMISMA / MINUSMA

72

37

35

2

1

1

AMISMA / MINUSMA
Civilian
Civilian

0
0
2

0
0
0

0
0
2

Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
AMISMA / MINUSMA

7

3

4

0

0

0

AMISMA / MINUSMA

4

2

2

AMISMA / MINUSMA
AMISMA / MINUSMA
AMISMA / MINUSMA
AMISMA / MINUSMA
AMISMA / MINUSMA
Civilian

0
0
4
1
5
1

0
0
0
0
0
0

0
0
4
1
5
1
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ott-14

Ansongo

Armed Assault

ott-14
ott-14

Kidal
passe de Salvador
(Niger)

Armed Assault
Armed Assault

ott-14

Kidal

Bombing/Explosion

ott-14

In'Tillit

Armed Assault

ott-14

Ametetai (Adrar)

Armed Assault

ott-14

Bani Bangou
(Niger)
Almoustrate
(Bourem)
Boulkessi
(Douentza)
Aguelhok
Tarkint
Anefis

Armed Assault

Bani Bangou
(Niger)
Kidal

Armed Assault

Hamakouladji
(Gao)
Aguelhok
Bani Bangou
(Niger)
Tabankort
(Bourem)

Bombing/Explosion

Armed Assault

Ansar al-Dine
??
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Ansar al-Dine
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
French Army

Aguelhok

Bombing/Explosion

Ansar al-Dine

nov-14
nov-14
nov-14
nov-14
nov-14
nov-14
nov-14
nov-14
dic-14
dic-14
dic-14
dic-14

Bombing/Explosion
Armed Assault
Bombing/Explosion
Bombing/Explosion
Hostage Taking

Execution

Bombing/Explosion
Hostage Taking

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Ansar al-Dine
French Army

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Mouvement Arabe de l'Azawad (MAA) +
Malian Army (GATIA)
French Army
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Mouvement Arabe de l'Azawad (MAA)

AMISMA / MINUSMA

9

0

1

AMISMA / MINUSMA
Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO)
Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
AMISMA / MINUSMA
(Niger armed forces)
Malian Army

1
15

0
0

1
15

0

0

0

7

3

4

25

1

24

9

0

9

2

0

2

Malian Army

4

2

2

Civilian
Civilian
Civilian

0
1
0

0
0
0

0
1
0

AMISMA / MINUSMA
(Niger armed forces)
Civilian

1

0

1

2

0

2

Malian Army

2

0

2

AMISMA / MINUSMA
Civilian

0
0

0
0

0
0

Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO)
AMISMA / MINUSMA

8

0

8

0

0

0
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dic-14
dic-14
dic-14

Taoudenni
Tessalit
Bamba

Conquest of City
Armed Assault
Armed Assault

dic-14

Ber

Armed Assault

gen-15

Menaka

Armed Assault

gen-15

Ansongo

Bombing/Explosion

gen-15

Nampala

Armed Assault

gen-15

Dioura

Armed Assault

gen-15
gen-15

Kidal
Menaka

Bombing/Explosion
Armed Assault

gen-15

Nampala

Execution

gen-15

Ténénkou

Armed Assault

gen-15
gen-15

Kidal
Tabankort
(Bourem)
Tabankort
(Bourem)

Bombing/Explosion
Armed Assault

gen-15
gen-15
gen-15

Gao
Douekiré
Tessalit

Bombing/Explosion
Armed Assault
Execution

gen-15

Gao

gen-15

Tabankort
(Bourem)

Armed Assault
(mob)
Armed Assault

gen-15

Armed Assault

Mouvement Arabe de l'Azawad (MAA)
Ansar al-Dine
Mouvement Arabe de l'Azawad (MAA) +
Malian Army (GATIA)
Mouvement Arabe de l'Azawad (MAA) +
Malian Army (GATIA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
??
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Ansar al-Dine
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA) + Ansar al-Dine
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA) + Ansar al-Dine
??
??
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
AMISMA / MINUSMA
Malian Army (Gatia) + Mouvement
Arabe de l'Azawad (MAA)

Civilian
AMISMA / MINUSMA
Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Malian Army + Civilian

0
0
2

0
0
0

0
0
2

0

0

0

3

0

3

AMISMA / MINUSMA

0

0

0

Malian Army

19

8

11

Civilian

1

0

1

AMISMA / MINUSMA
AMISMA / MINUSMA

0
1

0
0

0
1

Civilian

1

0

1

Malian Army

5

3

2

AMISMA / MINUSMA
AMISMA / MINUSMA

3
4

2
4

1
0

Malian Army (Gatia) +
Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA)
Civilian
Malian Army
Civilian

0

0

0

1
3
1

0
0
0

1
3
1

Civilian

3

0

3

Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)

22

10

12
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gen-15

Abeibara

Armed Assault

French Army

gen-15

Kano

Armed Assault

feb-15

Armed Assault

mar-15

Tabankort
(Bourem)
Tessalit

Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Malian Army (Gatia) + Mouvement
Arabe de l'Azawad (MAA)
French Army

mar-15

Bamako

Armed Assault

mar-15

Gao

mar-15

Kidal

Armed Assault
(mob)
Armed Assault

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
??

mar-15

Bamako

Armed Assault

Malian Army

mar-15

Timbuktu

Execution

mar-15

Menaka

Armed Assault

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)

mar-15

Gao

Armed Assault

apr-15

Boulkessi
(Douentza)
Ansongo
Boni (Douentza)

Armed Assault

Tambao (Burkina
Faso)
Gao
Aguelhok

Hostage Taking

apr-15
apr-15
apr-15
apr-15
apr-15

Armed Assault

Armed Assault
Armed Assault

Armed Assault
Armed Assault

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO) (?)
??
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO) (?)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
??
French Army

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA)
Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Civilian

12

0

12

1

0

1

8(?)

0

8

4

0

4

7

1

6

Civilian

2

2

0

AMISMA / MINUSMA +
Civilian
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Civilian

3

0

3

1

0

1

1

0

1

Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA) +
Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO)
Civilian

5

5

0

1

0

1

Malian Army

3

3

0

AMISMA / MINUSMA
Malian Army + Civilian

0
2

0
0

0
2

Civilian

0

0

0

Civilian
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)

1
2

0
0

1
2

360

apr-15

Execution

??

Civilian

1

0

1

apr-15
apr-15
apr-15

Diafarabé
(Tenenkou)
Kidal
Niono
Gao

Bombing/Explosion
Bombing/Explosion
Execution

AMISMA / MINUSMA
Malian Army
Civilian

0
2
1

0
0
0

0
2
1

apr-15

Ansongo

Armed Assault

1

3

Boni (Douentza)
Gao

Bombing/Explosion
Armed Assault

AMISMA / MINUSMA +
Civilian
Malian Army
AMISMA / MINUSMA

4

apr-15
apr-15

0
2

0
0

0
2

apr-15

Gao (30km west)

Armed Assault

AMISMA / MINUSMA

1

0

1

apr-15
apr-15

Bombing/Explosion
Execution

AMISMA / MINUSMA
Malian Army

0
1

0
0

0
1

apr-15

Anefis
Dogofri
(Nampala)
Menaka

0

1

Timbuktu

Armed Assault

Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
AMISMA / MINUSMA

1

apr-15

0

0

0

apr-15

Goundam

Armed Assault

Malian Army

22

10

12

mag-15

Diré (Timbuktu)

Armed Assault

Malian Army

2

2

0

mag-15

Tenenkou

Armed Assault

Malian Army

11

10

1

mag-15
mag-15
mag-15

Kidal
Tenenkou
Goundam

Armed Assault
Bombing/Explosion
Armed Assault

AMISMA / MINUSMA
AMISMA / MINUSMA
Malian Army

0
0
10

0
0
0

0
0
10

mag-15

Ikadewane
(Ménaka)

Armed Assault

??
??
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
??
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
??
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Mouvement Arabe de l'Azawad (MAA) +
Malian Army (GATIA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
??
??
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)

14

12

2

mag-15

Tin-Aicha
(Timbuktu)

Armed Assault

Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA) +Malian
Army (GATIA)
Malian Army

0

0

0

Conquest of City

Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)

361

mag-15

Abeibara

Armed Assault

French Army

mag-15

Armed Assault

Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA) + Ansar al-Dine

mag-15

BambaraMaoundé
(Timbuktu)
Bamako

Armed Assault

mag-15

Ansongo

mag-15
mag-15

Menaka
Ber

Armed Assault /
Hostage Taking
Execution
Armed Assault

mag-15

Ber

Armed Assault

mag-15

Bamako

Armed Assault

mag-15

Timbuktu

Bombing/Explosion

mag-15

Execution
Execution
Execution
Execution
Armed Assault
Armed Assault
Armed Assault
Armed Assault

giu-15
lug-15

Halima (reg
Timbuktu)
Menaka
Goundam
Timbuktu
Misseni (Sikasso)
Sofara (Djenné)
Aguelhok
Almoustrate
(Bourem)
Nara (Mauritanian
border)
Fakola (Sikasso)
Timbuktu

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Malian Army (GATIA)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM) (?)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
??

lug-15

Sokoura (Bankass) Armed Assault

giu-15
giu-15
giu-15
giu-15
giu-15
giu-15
giu-15
giu-15

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Malian Army

4

0

4

3

0

3

AMISMA / MINUSMA

0

0

0

Malian Army (GATIA)

0

0

0

Civilian
Malian Army

6
3

0
0

6
3

AMISMA / MINUSMA

0

0

0

AMISMA / MINUSMA

1

0

1

AMISMA / MINUSMA

0

0

0

1

0

1

Mouvement Arabe de l'Azawad
??
??
Ansar al-Dine (sud)
??
??
??

Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
Civilian
Civilian
Civilian
Malian Army
Malian Army
AMISMA / MINUSMA
AMISMA / MINUSMA

1
1
1
1
0
0
0

0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
0
0
0

Armed Assault

Ansar al-Dine

Malian Army

12

9

3

Armed Assault
Armed Assault

Ansar al-Dine (sud)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
??

Malian Army
AMISMA / MINUSMA

0
6

0
0

1
6

Malian Army

0

0

0
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lug-15
lug-15

Bourem
Adrar

Armed Assault
Armed Assault

??
French Army

lug-15
lug-15
lug-15

Gao
Fakola (Sikasso)
Mondoro

Armed Assault
Armed Assault
Armed Assault

lug-15

Armed Assault

lug-15
lug-15
lug-15
ago-15
ago-15

Indélimane
(Ansongo)
Gao
Aguelhok
Timbuktu
Nampala
Rharous

ago-15

Sévaré

Hostage Taking

ago-15
ago-15
ago-15
ago-15

Rharous
Ténenkou
Nampala
Anefis

Armed Assault
Bombing/Explosion
Execution
Conquest of City

ago-15
ago-15
set-15
set-15
set-15
set-15

Anefis
Ansongo
Timbuktu
Ténenkou
Ansongo
Gao

Armed Assault
Bombing/Explosion
Armed Assault
Armed Assault
Bombing/Explosion
Armed Assault

set-15
set-15

Koro (Bankass)
Koro (Bankass)

Armed Assault
Armed Assault

??
Malian Army
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)
??
??
??
Ansar al-Dine (FLM)
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
??
Ansar al-Dine (FLM)
Ansar al-Dine (FLM)
Mouvement Arabe de l'Azawad (MAA) +
Malian Army (GATIA)
??
??
??
??
??
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
Ansar al-Dine (FLM)
Ansar al-Dine (FLM)

Armed Assault
Armed Assault
Armed Assault
Armed Assault
Armed Assault

AMISMA / MINUSMA
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Civilian
Ansar al-Dine
Civilian

0
1

0
0

0
1

0
3
6

0
0
0

0
3
6

Malian Army (GATIA)

2

2

0

Malian Army
AMISMA / MINUSMA
Malian Army
Malian Army
Malian Army

0
0
0
2
11

0
0
0
0
0

0
0
0
2
11

Civilian + Malian Army

12

3

9 (5+4)

Civilian
Malian Army
Civilian
Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)
AMISMA / MINUSMA
AMISMA / MINUSMA
Malian Army
Malian Army
AMISMA / MINUSMA
AMISMA / MINUSMA

8
3
1
13

0
0
0
3

8
3
1
10

0
0
2
1
0
0

0
0
0
0
0
0

0
0
2
1
0
0

Malian Army
Civilian

1
4

0
0

1
4
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set-15

Anefis

Conquest of City

Azawad National Liberation Movement
(MNLA)

ott-15

Armed Assault
Armed Assault

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (MUJAO)
French Army

ott-15
ott-15
ott-15

Indélimane
(Ansongo)
passe de Salvador
(Niger)
Taoudenni
Koro (Mopti)
Gossi

Armed Assault
Armed Assault
Armed Assault

French Army
Ansar al-Dine (FLM)
??

ott-15

Rharous

Armed Assault

French Army + Malian Army

ott-15
ott-15

Timbuktu
Tessalit

Armed Assault
Bombing/Explosion

??
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ott-15
nov-15
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nov-15

Koro (Mopti)
Djenné
Boghassa
Bamako

Armed Assault
Armed Assault
Armed Assault
Hostage Taking

nov-15

Timbuktu

Bombing/Explosion
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nov-15
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Kidal
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Goundam

Armed Assault
Armed Assault
Armed Assault

dic-15
dic-15
dic-15

Niono
Gao
Timbuktu

Armed Assault
Armed Assault
Execution

Malian Army
Ansar al-Dine (FLM)
Azawad National Liberation Movement
Movement for the Oneness and Jihad in
West Africa + Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of
the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Ansar al-Dine
??
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)
Ansar al-Dine
??
Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM)

ott-15

Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad (MAA) + Malian
Army (GATIA)
AMISMA / MINUSMA

0

0

0

9

0

9

Al-Qa`ida in the Lands of the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
Ansar al-Dine
Civilian
AMISMA / MINUSMA +
Civilian
Movement for Oneness and
Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO)
Malian Army
AMISMA / MINUSMA +
Civilian
Ansar al-Dine (FLM)
Malian Army
Ansar al-Dine
Civilian

?

?

?

2
3
7

0
0
0

2
3
7

0

0

0

0
3

0
0

0
3

7
1
4
22

0
0
0
2

7
1
4
20

AMISMA / MINUSMA

1

0

1

AMISMA / MINUSMA
Civilian
Malian Army

3
4
0

0
0
0

3
4
0

Malian Army
AMISMA / MINUSMA
Civilian

0
0
3

0
0
0

0
0
3
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dic-15

Anderamboukane

Armed Assault

French Army

dic-15

Talahandak

Armed Assault

Ansar al-Dine

Mouvement Arabe de
l'Azawad
Azawad National Liberation
Movement (MNLA)

12

0

12

36

15

21
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