Chapter 1

Mali’s History and Natural Environment

A close neighbour is better than a distant relative.
Arab proverb

This chapter will set the scene for our story of Malian peacemaking,
providing basic information about the history, geography and social
composition of Mali for those who are not already familiar with the country. It
isimportant for the reader to understand that the crisis described in subsequent
chapters grew not only from drought and political dissent, but also from roots
deep in the colonization and decolonization of West Africa. The success of
peacemaking also had historical roots, in what we call Mali’s social capital.
Much of the cultural value of Malian society resides in the value placed upon
its women and in the spirituality of family and community cohesion. That is
where our proverb comesin, for it was neighbours who made peace. Thecrisis
in northern Mali was not an ethnic confrontation (although it almost became
one): it began asarevolt of all the northern popul ations against economic and
political deprivation.

1.1 The Peoplesof Mali and Their History

On the bend of the Niger, where Africa sthird longest river makes a great
sweep to wash the edge of the Sahara Desert, at a place named Tawsa (the
French write “Tossaye”), three great rocks dominate the river. Legend has it
that a woman and her two quarrelling sons (a Targui—the singular of
Touareg—and a Songhoy) were turned to stones here. Between the heedless
half-brothers, where the river swirls and eddies angrily in the narrows, stands
the mother attempting to keep her quarrelling sons apart. In West Africa, you
may disobey your father, but you must never disobey your mother. God heard
the curse of the mother at Tawsa and turned her warring sons to stone.
Henceforward the brothers should never again fall into anger. The mora is
clear: the woman’s surviving children—the Songhoy and the Touareg—must
livein peacewith one another despitetheir differencesof language, way of life,
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and complexion. Therelations between these two groupsare acentral theme of
the Peace of Timbuktu.

Although they are minorities within Mali, the Songhoy and Touareg
dominate the northern regions. The Songhoy (who speak a language of the
same name) grow rice, wheat, millet, and sorghum along the bend of the Niger
River from Niafunké to Gao (and on to Niamey). The Touaregs are a peopl e of
Berber descent who speak the Tamacheq language. Traditionally, they lived a
desert nomadic life, but almost everyone in the North is now an agro-
pastoralist.

For the Republic as a whole, about 50 per cent of Mali’s nine million
inhabitants are Mandé-speaking peoples (Bambara, Malinké, Soninké)
inhabiting the southern and western half of the country. The Fulani or Peul
(speaking Fulfuldé) are the next most populous group (approximately 17 per
cent of the population): atraditionally nomadic cattle-herding people from the
Nile, who are thought to have crossed the Saharawhen it was grassland 2,500
years ago and settled from Senegal to Cameroon. In Mali, the Fulani are
concentrated in the area around the interior delta of the Niger and near the
conflict-prone border with Mauritania, where certain Arab (Moor) tribes also
live and trade and herd livestock. Fulani groups settled around Gao have
adopted the Songhoy culture and language and werevictimsof Mali’ snorthern
troubles, along with the Bozo fishermen and their families who migrate along
the Niger river, following the fish stocks. There is a plethora of smaller
linguistic and ethnic groupsin Mali, but these are principal actorsin our book.

Approximately 90 per cent of Maliansfollow thelslamicfaith, but thereare
also minorities who follow Christian or indigenous beliefs." Malians are very
tolerant people, and few are attracted by the narrow interpretati ons of sectssuch
as Christian Baptists and Moslem Wahabists (although the latter seem to be
gaining ground).

The people of Mali aretruly multi-cultural, their diverse heritage blending
many traditions. | ntermarriage between groupsiscommon and therel ationships
between various clans or families can be quite complex. Ethnic groupsin Mali
are sometimes defined on the basis of language, but this can be misleading as
so many individuals speak (and sometimes massacre) several local languages.

! Africaismonotheistic: indeed the polytheist Abraham found God in Africa. Wedo not
accept theterm "animist”, which derivesfrom colonial denigration of traditional religion. Mali’s
name for God isNgala (different languages use different names, of course, and the Arabic Allah
is most widely used today).
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There are ten major national languagesin Mali, and around thirty in daily use
if we include groups which overspill the frontiers. French is the official
language of Mali. Few of the population speak it fluently, but it is valuable as
the language of administration and law, of the press, and of international
exchange.

Malian society is clan-based. We must not however avoid the question of
“ethnicity”. The Touareg refer to themselves as Kel Tamacheq, “those of the
Tamacheq language”, thereby recognizing language as their strongest bond.
Therecent problems of northern Mali have been subject to the claimsof certain
Touareg and Songhoy intellectuals, that there is an “ethnic problem” (claims
about a Touareg separate identity appear in articles published by a handful of
Tamacheq writers, for example the FPLA’s“ Nous les Touaregs’, 1994). We
find them unconvincing. For the analysis of African cultural phenomena, we
need to evolve African tools of analysis and to refuse the imposition of
inappropriate modelsand literature. The process of cultural changeisongoing.
Some Touareg of Araouan north of Timbuktu—descendants of Sidi Ahmed ag
Adda—first became Moors through contact with the Berabich, then Songhoy
asthey settled in Timbuktu. We can find Songhoy-speaking Fulani (such asthe
Gabero) and Touareg (the Farana, Awaki, and Niafunké) who hardly know the
language of their ancestors.

A recent political science treatise written in Mali addresses the question of
“ethnicity” in the specific context of northern Mali. The author arrives at the
same conclusion as Frederick Barth that “What counts most is the ethnic
frontier which definesthe group, and not the cultural substancewhichisinside”
(Walzholz 1996, p. 6). Ethnic identity is not an “absolute something”, but a
question of perception: identity can be perceived by the group or family
themselves, and identity may beattributed by outsiders. Theattribution may be
adetermining factor in promoting ethnic conflict, but it may be wrong because
itisusually superficial. Seeing should not bebelieving. InNorthern Mali nearly
all menwear turbans. Many Touaregsaredark brown or black. Nearly everyone
inthe North speaks one or two |anguages besides his mother’ stongue: whether
Tamacheq, Arabic, Fulfuldé, Songhoy, or French. Language, like dress and
skin-colour isa poor guide to ethnic origin.

Language cannot be used as a guide to ethnic identity in any part of Mali.
“Bambara’, for example, isused by Westernersfor the people and language of
agroup which isnot at all seen as an ethnic group in Malian cultural terms. If
you ask aso-called “Bambara’ what hislanguageiscalled, hewill tell you that
it is bamanankan, the “farmers’ language”. If then asked if he is therefore a
farmer, aKeitawill reply, “I am not afarmer, | am a hunter,” and Kanté will
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say “| am a Blacksmith.” People travel so widely in West Africa, that names
and identities are often changed, simply to promote neighbourliness. In a
village of mixed immigration in the Gourma?, we were told that all the Traore
and Guindo families had decided to call themselves Cissé from now on, so that
the whole village would have the same name as the Fulani village chief. From
the point of view of thevisiting anthropol ogist analysing the* human zoo” , they
should be seeing themselves strictly as*Bambara” and “Dogon” and “Fulani”,
but most annoyingly, they do not. Their concept of identity appearsto conform
closely to the proverb with which we opened this chapter, and very quickly one
findsthat family names, language, dress, and skin colour are not reliable guides
to ethnic originin Mali.

Thisbook isnot ahistory lesson, but we can skip briefly acrossthe peoples
and the centuries to provide the unfamiliar reader with some knowledge of
West Africa spast (for detail s see Konaré 1983 or 1993). The 4th through 13th
centuries saw the Soninké of Wagadou and the Ghana Empire and their
offspring the Bozo and Somono fishermen who founded thefamouscivilization
of Djenné. Iron was the secret of power in the early Middle Ages. The Kanté
Blacksmith Kingdom of Soso (1076-1235) gave way to Soundiata Keita's
Manding Empire of Mali (founded in 1235, it lasted 300 years) and the
successor kingdoms of Malinké offshoots and migrations which made this the
largest of all the political alliances in West African history. The Songhoy
empire started in the 6th century, and at its apogee in the late 15th century the
Askia(Emperor) in Gao held sway from the Hoggar Mountainsto the Atlantic
Ocean. Descendants of the Christian Berber Kingdomswhich ruled most of the
Maghreb until the Arab invasions,® the Touareg clans ran a system of floating
alliancesthrough most of the Middle Ages, guarding their independence while
protecting Timbuktu and the northern frontiers of each successor State. One of
their most famous rulers was a woman: Kahena, queen of Aurésin modern
Algeria, who resisted the Arab invasions and died in battle in 698 AD.

2 South of theriver is the Gourma, north of the river is the Haoussa. The Niger in the
North of Madli iscalled Issa Ber (the Great River); the bamanan call it djoli ba (the Great Life-
giving Artery, where the word ba means both Big and Mather, and djoli or djeli is“blood”).

3 Kusayla, Chief of the Awra Berbers renounced Christianity and adopted Islam after
the battle of Al-Uritin 674. He later defeated the Arab conqueror Ogba at the battle of Tahuda
in 683, ruling over Kairaouan and Ifrikiyauntil his death in battle against Zubair in 689.
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Tablel.1
Key Datesin Malian History

Date and event

Comment or explanation

2000 BC: organized communities exist by
the Niger

Archaeology is constantly producing
new evidence of early socia
organization

500 BC: Fulani migrations from the Nile

The Sahara was grassland and had
been occupied for along time

ca. 1 AD: camelsfirst cameto Africafrom
Arabia

The Sahara was slowly drying out

400 AD: Wagadou is in existence, the
Ghana Empire is expanding

Wagadou is the ancient name, Ghana
iswhat the empire became in history

622 AD: the hegira (Mohamed flees to
Madina)

The Moslem calendar starts from this
date

674 AD: battle of Al-Urit (Kusaylathe
Berber chief accepts |slam)

From here the Arab invasion rapidly
reached Morocco and Spain

1076 AD: Kingdom of Sosso founded on
the power of Blacksmiths

Ghana' s power is declining

1235 AD: Soundiata K eita founds the Mali
Empire

Legends abound concerning this
national hero who defeated the Kanté
Blacksmiths

1311 AD: Aboubakri hands power to his
brother and sails westwards

He never returned: linguistic and
musical evidencepoint tohisarrival in
Brazil

1325 AD: Mansa Moussa returns from
Mecca

His wealth was so great that Mali’s
gold created the legends of Timbuktu

1332 AD: death of Mansa Moussa, Mali
beginsto decline

Songhoy hostage princes escape, and
Mali now comes under attack from all
sides

1492 AD: death of Sonni Ali Ber, builder-
conqueror of Songhoy

1493 Sonni’ s son was ousted because
of anti-ldamic actions, replaced by
Askia Mohamed
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1496 AD: Askia Mohamed’s pilgrimage to
Mecca

The fame, piety and weath of
Songhoy will be destroyed by disputes
of his successors

1591 AD: battle of Tondibi sees the end of
the Songhoy Empire

The Moors defeated in Spain
destroyed the Songhoy Empire with
firearms

1712 AD: Biton Coulibaly creates the
Bambara Kingdom of Ségou

Later the Diarra clan replaced the
Coulibaly in acoup d’ état

1760s AD: French traders are visiting
Kayes

French expansion was gradual, in
competition with other colonial
powers

1818 AD: Sékou Amadou founds the
theocratic Dina

The Peul (Fulani) of Macinafollowed
the kadiriya rite of Islam

1862 AD: El Haj Oumar Tall defeats the
Dina, kills Amadou

A Fulani war waged by Senegalese
peul toucouleur imposing thetidjania
rite of Ilam

1883 AD: the French establish themselves
in Bamako

The French had established a fortress
in Kayesin 1855, which Tall failed to
capture in 1859

1898 AD: French occupation of Gao and
Sikasso

Samory Touré defeated in Guinea, and
Amadou, successor of El Hgj Tall are
exiled; Babemba, beaten in Sikasso,
commits suicide; Touareg chiefs fight
on but will be defeated

Source: Adame Ba, 1993.

The Songhoy empire ended with the Moroccan invasion and the battle of
Tondibi in 1591, giving rise to a de facto Moorish Arab emirate in Timbuktu
(16th-18th centuries). Theinvadersmarried Touareg and Songhoy women. The
children of Songhoy mothers, the “Arma’, played a dominant role until they
came under Touareg rule in the 18th century. Meanwhile, further south and
west there were independent States such as Kaabu in what have now become
the Gambia and the Casamance, and the Khassonké Kingdoms around Kayes
which were forced to cede power to the French.
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The Bambara Kingdoms of Segou and Kaartarosein the 18th century from
the ashes of Songhoy, to find themselves 100 years | ater, in confrontation with
the Fulani theocracy of Macina (the Dina) and the raiding Moors of the
Mauritanian desert described by Mungo Park.* These small 18th-century units
were perhaps the first centralized states in the history of the region: the
Bambara through their innovation of a standing army of tonjon, the Dina
because of the religious dominance and orthodoxy of Sékou Amadou, and
thanksto hisimproved governance through better tax administration, collegial
government and conflict-avoidance in the bourgoutiéres delta pastures. The
Dinawas soon undone by adifferent interpretation of 1slam, asthe Toucoul eur
army of El Ha Oumar Tall swept through the region during the mid-19th
century to spread the tidjania creed. It was thanks to European firearms that
they conquered the region so fast, and it was with fireams that the French
overwhelmed them before the century ended.

The origina arrival of Islam in Mali was peaceful. Since the first century
of the hegira (the Prophet’ s journey from Meccato Medina which took place
in the year 622) the desert caravans had brought Islam with their other goods.
Timbuktu became a centre of Islamic scholarship. The southward travels of
marabouts took Islam along the Niger River. Malian society condemned the
intolerance of the Dina and theviolenceof the Tijania, just ashistory condemns
the excesses of the Bambara tonjon with their culture of ferocity. Malian
tradition is one of peace and reconciliation, achieved though democratic
discussion benesth the palaver tree and the use of mediators, or through the
intervention of Elders as the leaders of traditional civil society.

Noneof thesepoalitical unitsand alliances conformed to theimported model
of the Nation State as we know it today. This model evolved in war-torn 18th-
century Europe and was mainly the result of conquest. European conquerors
impose their own identity, nationality and language on other peoples. Apart
from the M oroccan and Bambara successors to Songhoy, most of the so-called
“kingdoms” and “empires’ of West Africawere composed more by alliances
than by conguest. Onelocal chieftain or tigi inspired greater respect, or dread,
than his neighbours who therefore expressed their respect by sending presents.
This made a stronger alliance, which encouraged other neighbours to send a

4 This Scots doctor was the first European of modern times to see the fabled Niger, in
1796, and to report that it flowed towards the east. He died on the Niger during his second trip
in 1805, near Sokoto in Nigeria. But other “ Europeans’ werethere before him during the Middle
Ages, including traders and most notably Timbuktu's greatest architect Abu Ishaq al-Sahili of
Grenada, who lived there from 1324 until his death in 1346.



8 A Peace of Timbuktu

horse or a wife for the chieftain. If he felt that the conditions justified it, he
adopted the title of Mansa in Malinké or Askia in Songhoy. But each group
which sent him gifts remained autonomous and self-governing. Thisis not to
deny that military power played an important role. Ghana maintained a large
(although not permanent) professional army. Thegriotspraisesingersrecall the
memory of Mali’ s 13th century conquerors, but their armieswere composed of
farmers who returned to their lands after a campaign. Government was
decentralized.” Decentralized governanceisin the West African tradition, with
each group respecting the differences and the languages of its neighbours. This
is the historical foundation of Mali’s social capital which we shall discuss
below.

1.2 The Natural Environment

A commercial crossroads (pays carrefour asthe Minister of Tourism likes
to say), Mai’s multi-cultural society is based on the Niger River which flows
for 1,700 km through Mali: the natural trade route between theforest producers
of cola nuts and gold in the south, and the desert producers of that most
essential of products, salt (see Map 1.1). Every wealthy kingdom through the
centurieshasderiveditsprincipal incomefromthistrade. Withitsvast northern
desert, Madli is one of Africa’ s largest countries in area: its 1,241,300 square
kilometres (nearly 500,000 square miles) make Mali twice the size of France
or Texas. Only about 9 million Malians live in this vast area. The River Niger
flows from the Guinea highlands, past Bamako and Segou, and then branches
out into its famous interior delta which lies between Mopti and Diré. Passing
north to Timbuktu, the river slowly turns southward through the sand, past Gao
and finally out of Mali into neighbouring Niger. The semi-arid zones south of
the desert compose the Sahel, a fragile, arid zone of drought-resistant scrub.
Further south the savanna lands around Bamako and Segou merge into the
humid, semi-tropical surroundings of Sikasso, adjacent to Cote d’ Ivoire.

5 For example Songhoy was governed by officials called koy in each province, and by
functiona Ministersfor the army (dyna koy), navigation (hi koy), forests (sao farima), relations
with Europeans (korey farima), etc. Mali was decentralized into provinces (governed by the
tiamana tigi), districts (kafo) and villages (dugu). The most important post in terms of
governance was certainly the dugu tigi.
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Mali’s rainy season lasts from June through September each year. If the
rains are late, or light, or if thereisadisastrous dry spell during August at the
height of the growing season, the millet or sorghum or rice or wheat crops may
fail. From October onwards, no rain will fall in the North until the following
June (although there are occasional light rainsin some years south of Bamako,
in January, or in April, known as*“mango rains’ because they wash the unripe
fruit hanging on the trees). Along the Niger valley, the height of the river can
be just as crucia as the rainfall: determining the success of the floating rice
harvest and the bourgou grass which provides dry season grazing for many
nomadic herds. A century of declining rainfall hasincreased pressure on scarce
natural resources. Many of the big irrigation schemes waste water, but Mali’s
lands are fertile wherever its people succeed in working with the River Niger,
despite temperatures of 45 degrees celsius (129 fahrenheit) in March, April,
May, June, and October.

From September to January, the steamer goes from Koulikoro (the port of
Bamako) to Mopti and Timbuktu, and by December the river should have
enough water for two or three months of steaming to Gao. For the rest of the
year, the huge land distances must be covered by truck (or by air for the lucky
few): 1,200 kilometres from Bamako to Gao on the only tarred road (built just
twelve years ago), and afurther 600 km of sand to reach Tessalit. Travel ishot
and costly: the sand dunes north of Mopti are a physical and psychological
barrier to communication, cutting off the North from the rest of Mali.

The North of Mali includes three of the administrative regions:® Timbuktu
with around 450,000 inhabitants, Gao with around 350,000, and Kida with
barely 40,000 (these are 1987 estimates: after the 1984 drought migrations, but
before the onset of insecurity and the displacement of refugees). North of
Timbuktu is the infertile Sahara where almost no rain falls. To the east is the
oasis country of Kidal which includesthe Aghagh (Adrar) mountains. North of
the line of Kayes-Mopti-Niamey (in neighbouring Niger), Mali is semi-arid
except for theinterior delta of the Niger. Devel opment planners often work on
a “northern population” of 1-1.5 million because, in ecologica and
development terms, much of Mopti Region is really part of the North. These
regions al so share certain ecological characteristics with the semi-arid parts of
Kayes Region, except for the far west where the Senegal River provides
irrigation.

® The Republic of Mali isdivided into eight administrative regions: Gao, Kayes, Kidal,
Koulikoro, Mopti, Segou, Sikasso, and Timbuktu, plus the District of Bamako.
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Northern Mali faces serious economic and ecological challenges. The
recuperation and exploitation of arid and semi-arid lands affect the whole of
mankind, and thisunderliesthe* Touareg problem”. For superficial economists
or bankers, “marginal” lands do not yield an economic return comparablewith
theirrigated rice-fields of the south. This reasoning was applied to the cotton-
growing areas of Mali’ s Sikasso Region and to the groundnut zones of Central
Senegal, which have largely been abandoned because the land has been
exhausted by excessive monoculture. The search for financial gain has tended
to degrade agricultural and forest resourcesin Africa, creating more marginal
lands, eroding Africa s economic and ecological capital.

Africa needs to husband its natural resources while exploiting them
productively. Economically it would be foolhardy not to exploit the pastures of
the Sahel, which feed livestock on an extensive herding system, using natural
resources which cannot support other forms of production. Socially and
culturally, people need to, and want to live on the lands of their ancestors. It is
environmentally sound to exploit (but not to over-exploit) these lands, if this
encourages the users to protect them against erosion and degradation.
Ecologically sustainable production brings us close to “ecodevelopment”,
which became the catchword of the United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) and the United Nations conferences on the environment.
Ecodevel opment isoneessential ingredient of sustainable human devel opment.

1.3 The Republic of Mali and the Crisisin the North

In the nineteenth century, French armies moved across West Africa from
their coastal capital in St Louis, at the mouth of the Senegal river. By 1855 they
had taken Kayes. Their decision to fix agarrison in Bamako around 1883 did
nothing to lessen the dominance of St Louis (and later Dakar), as the source of
centralized colonial rulefor thewhole of French West Africa. But considerable
freedomwasallowed to French army commandersintheir ruthl ess—sometimes
brutal—conquest of interior Africa. By 1894 the French had reached Timbuktu,
and they faced fierce resistance from the northern popul ations even after they
had conquered Gao in 1898 (Imperator 1977).

In due course, Bamako became the capital of Haut Sénégal-Niger, and one
of the focal points for the independence struggle led by the elite of young
African politicians and intellectuals who had been taken for studiesin Dakar
(the famous Lycée Ponty) and France. The Second World War provided
impetus for change. Many thousands of West Africanstravelled in the French
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colonial army to fight for, and to die for, a cause they barely understood. But
Africa’s intellectuals understood the idea of “freedom” well enough. At the
Brazzaville conference of 1944, Africa s new political leadership gained the
right to form political parties. At the 1946 Bamako conference, the
Rassemblement Démocratique Africain was founded: from this moment
developedinWest Africa(andin Mali, or French Soudan asit then wasknown)
aserious movement towards national independence.” Independence for Africa
became inevitable after the partition of India from Pakistan, with pressure
coming from the consolidation of trades union power in French West Africa
and frominfluential intellectual sin Parisan political life(Mamadou K onatéwas
Vice-President of the French National Assembly; Felix Houphouet-Boigny
became Minister for the Colonies). In 1958 a Referendum was held in which
Africa's populations chose independence, and the US-RDA formed a pre-
independence government in Mali. At the time, the intention was to create a
Mali Federation including Senegal, Upper Volta and Dahomey. The two last
desisted, and instead a Federation was created between Senegal and Mali. It
lasted two months. On 22 September 1960, an Extraordinary Congress of the
US-RDA proclaimed the Republic of Mali.

The political wheeler-dealing in the south did not please the north.
Traditional chiefs across Africa were suspicious of the new political €lites,
whose mandate was based not on traditional African values, but on their
mastery of colonia education and languages. In Timbuktu, there were moves
towards an Organisation Commune des Régions Sahariennes. Although this
was never created, it is a significant pointer to the fact that the popul ations of
the northern Sahel felt marginal to the political processes of independence.
Modibo Keita' s one-party regime confirmed their fears: almost no northerners
were included in the top echelons of political decision-making. When dissent
was expressed in the mid-sixties, it was repressed as brutally as under the
French. Modibo’'s regime became increasingly unpopular and despotic,
especially through the bad behaviour of hisyouth militia, so that the 1968 coup
d état which brought Moussa Traoré to power as chairman of the Comité
Militaire de Libération Nationale (CMLN) was actually a relief for most of

7 The RDA was founded as a pan-African party with Felix Houphouet-Boigny as
President. The Malian branch of the party, US-RDA or Union Soudanaise-RDA was founded by
the combining of two existing parties: the Bloc Soudanais and the Parti Démocratique du
Soudan. Mamadou Konaté was President, and Modibo Keita became Secretary-General. On
Konaté sdeath in 1956, the post of President was abolished. A third party remained outside the
aliance: the Parti Soudanais Progressiste (PSP) which was later repressed by Modibo Keita.
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Mali’s population. Originally 14, the military committee was riven with
jealousies: only three remained when Moussa Traore fell from power in 1991.

The military proved incompetent as economic managers. Even after
arrestingin 1978 those colonel swho were considered the most corrupt, Moussa
Traore was unable to address “development” beyond the capital city and the
armed forces. The peasants were exploited, and the social services neglected.
Far from Bamako, northerners suffered proportionately more than the rest of
Mali from neglect and marginalisation. In addition to political neglect, the
North suffered from the abuse of military governors, while at the same period
(1965-90) acycle of drought was causing huge economic and social disruption,
especially to the Touareg popul ation. The two peak crises of thisdrought cycle
fell in 1973-74 and 1984-85. Food aid destined for the North was sold abroad.
Large numbersof northernerswereforced to migrate within Mali, or acrossthe
frontiers. These were the men who returned in 1990 to launch the armed revolt
against Moussa Traore' s exhausted military regime.

The creation in 1978-79 of a new one-party State under the Union
démocratique du peuple malien (UDPM), and the new constitution of 1979, did
not improve management of the country: although it did allow a greater
political representation to the people of Northern Mali. The corruption of the
system became personified by the abuses of theruling family. Thebrothersand
minions of Madam Mariam Traore occupied more and more key posts,
creaming a percentage off every contract, displaying the arrogance of despotic
power. The* Touareg revolt” beganin May-June 1990 with attacksin Niger and
Mali by the Mouvement Populaire de I’ Azawad (MPA), which was hailed by
all the ethnic populations of the North. Under pressure from the democratic
associations, criticisedinMali’ snew free press, denounced by unions, students,
human rights associations, lawyers and mothers, Moussa Traore and his
colonelsreacted with savage violence both in the North and inthecities. Onthe
crest of popular revolution, thearmy arrested Moussa Traorein the early hours
of 26 March 1991.

The transition to democracy was led by Colonel (now General) Amadou
Toumani Touré, at the head of a collective presidency, and with a largely
civilian government under Prime Minister Soumana Sacko. We describe the
process of peacemaking and national healing in further detail in chapters 3 and
4. Under a new constitution, the elections of 1992 gave birth to a Third
Republicunder Mali’ sfirst el ected head of State, Dr. AlphaOumar Konaré. But
while a National Pact had been signed to bring peace to the North, the civil
unrest had not stopped. Our story tells how this revolt developed, and how
finally African peacemaking prevailed over the lure of violence.
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Tablel1.2

12 Key Dates since Mali’s Independence

Date

Event and explanation

22 September 1960

Mali’s Independence declared by the US-RDA

19 November 1968

President Modibo Keita arrested by military, Lt
Moussa Traore becomes head of State

1973-75 First modern drought crisis

1979 New Constitution establishes one-party State with
Moussa Traore as Secretary General of the UDPM

1983-85 Second modern drought crisis

May-June 1990

Touareg attacks in Niger and Mali herald the start
of armed revolt

Dec. 1990-March
1991

Democrats, unions, lawyers, women and students
increase pressure and violence in the cities

26 March 1991 General Moussa Traoreisarrested, Lt Col Amadou
Toumani Touré becomestransitional Head of State

August 1991 Mali’s national conference

January 1992 New Constitution adopted by referendum,
establishes multi-party, non-religious and non-
ethnic democracy

11 April 1992 National Pact signed between the transition
Government and thearmed movementsintheNorth

8 June 1992 Dr. AlphaOumar Konaréissworninas Mali’ s first

elected President

Source: Adame Ba, 1993.
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1.4 Social Capital and the Value of Women

Theethnic harmony of Mali hasfor centuriesastonished visitorsfrom other
regions of Africa. Between every set of neighbours around the Niger valley,
thereisarelationship based on mutual respect and interdependence. Translation
of specifics into a different language sometimes makes a travesty of the
original. Trying to render this socia system into English, someone came up
with the expression “joking relationship”. Certainly the socio-economic
interdependency in Mali givesriseto ceaselessjoking, but jokingisalso closely
linked to marriage. Between cousins, joking may facilitate marriages and
reduce jeal ousies between rivals for the same bride.® Between ethnic groupsit
usually goes with amarriage taboo. Thus a Blacksmith (which is an ethnic or
clan group in Mali) cannot expect anything but insults from his Fulani
neighbourswhom hewill chide and deridein the same spirit: as“ cattledrivers’
or “thieves’ or petits Peuls. They would never intermarry. But should two
Fulani ever be in dispute, you may safely send a Blacksmith to intercede, and
thebattlewill instantly beover. The French usethe expression cousinagewhich
implies arelationship, but there is no intermarriage between these “cousins’.

This network of interlocking interdependencies underpins the tissue of
Mali’s most precious asset: social capital. Social capital isalmost the opposite
of thefinancial capital which has cometo dominatethe culture of the West. We
must take the risk of offering a definition: “social capital is the sum of the
human, cultural and spiritual values and patterns of personal interaction in a
society”. Tore Rose of UNDPin Mali describesit as“the missing matter of the
universe. You can tell it is there by seeing its consequences in Mali, but you
can't quite put your finger onit” (see also Rose 1997). Socia capital cannot be
measured by economists nor banked by bankers, but it constitutes the most
important asset in West African society. Infact even western bankersrecognise
social capital: for they know the value of asmilewhen they receive acustomer,
and they recognise the worth of the “old school tie network”. More recently,
economists are coming to realise that there cannot be durabl e devel opment nor
economic growth without good governance. Bankers and economistswould be

8 Such social conventions are well-known to anthropol ogists. A single mechanism may
serve severa purposes such as social cohesion, conflict avoidance, commerce promotion etc.
Joking as a factor for facilitating cross-cousin marriages among the Touaregs is described in
Nicholaisen 1963, pp. 465-6.
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wrong to neglect social capital. Socia capital is immensely valuable: it
produced peacein Mali.

Mali’ ssocial capital isfounded on the historiesof its peoplesand the strong
tieswhichlink themwith their ancestorswho haveleft themwith taboos against
inter-ethnic conflict and mechanisms to prevent such conflicts. And it entails
aprofound respect for the role of women in society. Mutual respect and pride
is based on the fact that every group can boast of glory in the history of West
Africa. No one has anything to prove. Every clan can boast of itsgreat lineage.
When the griot praise-singers—who are the guardians of legend and history,
and the diplomats of West Africa—start their song at awedding or at any other
celebration, the clan name of any guest is sufficient to bring forward aflood of
glorious memories to the greater honour of hisor her family.

Each and every Malian is conscious of his personal history and origins, of
his clan membership above all. The use of the patronymic is at one and the
same time a salutation and a gesture of respect. Its repetition reinforces the
historical value of the greeting: i Tall, i Tall, i Tall! Aseach repetition adds a
dimension, so the first Tall honours the man you are greeeting, the second
honours his father, the third honours his grandfather and his lineage. Further
repetitions push the recognition to historical and spiritual levels of personal
identity, which exists only with relation to clan membership. “Each repetition
of the clan greeting pushes identity further into time and space. Everything in
Mali isreligion,” explains adescendent of one of the Manding' s’ greatest griot
families: meaning that thereisa spiritual dimension in personal identity which
concerns the ancestral origin of each person, and which penetrates far deeper
than the theology of the imported religions of Islam and Christianity. This
spirituality is fundamental to understanding the depth of Mali’ s social capital.

In addition to the mutual respect derived from the ancestral traditions of
various ethnic groups, the people of Mali live in harmony because the
ecological conditions make it anecessity. We began this chapter with the story
of the mother at Tawsa becauseit illustrates many of the components of social
capital, not least theinterdependence of pastoralistsand farmers. Without trade
and the economic support of your neighbours, you cannot survivein this harsh
environment. Our linkswith our neighbours, their influenceand importance, are

9 The Greater Manding is the space occupied by the Malinké diaspora since the apogée
of medieval Mdi in the late thirteenth century, stretching down into the forests to the south.
SouthernMali and Northern Guineaareitscentre. Itsboundaries arethe SaharaDesert, the M ossi
Plateau, and the Atlantic Ocean.
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not recognised enough. Factorswhich disrupt neighbourhoodtiescauseacrisis
of identity. On the other hand, what constitutes the core of a person’s
personality must be recognised: maternity and paternity, language, and to a
lesser extent, ethnic belonging. Without such recognition, a person cannot
contribute anything useful to a neighbour, or to the community.

Each person in northern Mali has a “double label”. The first label is his
vertical family (or ethnic or cultural) label; the second label is stronger and is
the horizontal geographical label which links him to his neighbours. In
economic terms, your neighbour is more important than your blood relative.
Ibrahimag Y oussouf isafull-blooded Touareg, but born and raised by theriver
with Songhoy neighbours. Hislinks with his neighbours are normally stronger
than the blood-ties with his geographically distant relativesin the Adghagh or
near Menaka. His family has been cultivating rice (traditionally a Songhoy
occupation) since 1720. Ibrahim’s links with Songhoy are stronger than the
blood linkswith the cousins of hisfather, Y oussouf. Thelinksof blood remain:
cousins are cousins and the affection of lineage is permanent. But the links of
truefriendship and partnership devel op with the neighboursyou see every day.

Thefirst and most important lesson from the Mali isit is possible to make
peaceif you build on social and cultural foundations. The corollory isequally
true: making peace is impossible without involving the people and the social
structures which underpin their society. The people you need to involve are
those who live in proximity to one another: neighbours. Our opening proverb
isparticularly validinan agro-pastoral society suchaswefindinnorthernMali,
where people are extremely mobile. If your children are sick or your granary
burns down, the people to whom you turn for help are not your cousins of the
same lineage and clan who are migrating with their herds at an oasis some 500
kmto thenorth.... inyour troubleyou call onyour neighbours, whatever colour
their skin. They are the people with whom you chat and drink tea every week,
with whom you pray and trade and party on a daily and monthly basis, come
rain or come wind.

An important mechanism for promoting harmony between
neighbours—whether they be of the same or separate ethnic groups—is the
Malian tradition of communal discussion. One of the things which irritates
westernersisthe apparent slownesswith which community decisionsaretaken.
There is always need for another meeting. Malian society values peace and
reconciliation, achieved though the use of mediatorsand democratic discussion
beneath the palaver tree, or through the intervention of elders asthe leaders of
traditional civil society. This why the decentralization of governance (as we
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shall seein later chapters) isimportant for peace-building and for reinforcing
local community responsability.

Therational exploitation of semi-arid zones can only be achieved through
community action, with the support of the technical expertise which is
available. Thecommunities of the North have long adopted an inter-communal
approach to natural resource management. The Sahara was once covered with
extensivegrasslands, acrosswhich theoriginal Fulanisfrom the Nilewandered
with their herds of cattle, where the Berber ancestors of the Touaregs galloped
out of their cities, mounted on horses. As the desert expanded, everybody
modified their lifestyles. Exceptional drought crises may lead to exceptional
competition for pasture and water resources, but in anormal year the age-old
community agreements on sharing resources hold good. No individual will
break the rules of the community. Good neighbourliness and group loyalty are
conditions for survival. Not that we are seeking to idealize unrealistically the
nature of Malian communities “which can be the birthplace of conflict, aswell
asaplaceof harmony and development” (Philanthra 1993), in spite of the age-
old tradition of consensus politics. Infact, it iswomen who provide most of the
harmonious element in society.

Women occupy a place in West African society, education and food
production which is difficult for many westernersto understand. Thisexplains
thefrustration of African women with thewestern feminist movement and with
their discours et slogans officiels as Adame Ba Konaré describes them in the
Introduction to her monumental Dictionary of Mali’s famous women (1993).
She asks, “What is the point of isolating women? Are women not a part of the
social whole?” Women play anumber of important rolesin both traditional and
modern society in Mali. Women occupy afundamental place asintheir role as
mothers, they are traditional symbols of peace and harmony, they act as
consultants for community decision-making, and they hold an increasingly
important place in the modern democratic State.

The role of the mother in particular constitutes a vitally important part of
social capital. “ African Woman occupies a quasi-spiritual placein the family.
Her statusisamost divine,” explained Amadou Hampaté Ba (1992), the Sage
of Bandiagara speaking to a UNESCO conference. The story of Tawsa with
which we began, illustrates the power that mothers wield in society. Every
woman is respected as amother, even in her infancy. “Little mother” is one of
the affectionate diminutives used to address small girls. It is a tragedy for
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African women who are unable to bear achild: it isafar worse deprivation in
Africathan in Europe or America.™

Woman’ s role as mother is related to her image as a symbol of peace and
harmony in Malian society. “In the culture of Mali and Niger for example, the
children produced by a mother nya izé in Sonrhai and Zarma, baa-din in
Bambara symbolize harmony, affection, unity; on the other hand, children of
the same father baba iz€in Sonhrai and Zarma, faa-din in Bambara symbolize
jealousy and competition” (Mariam Maiga 1996, p. 13). So true indeed isthis
statement that balimaya denotesbrotherhood, trust and social cohesion and also
“children born of the same mother” in Bambara: the opposite is fadenya which
means“rivalry” and “children born of the samefather”.** Thistelling comment
onthedisadvantages of polygamy for Mali, reinforces our understanding of the
importance of women in peacemaking, and in the composition of Mali’ ssocial
capital.

The key role of women in decision-making is nicely illustrated by the
Manding proverb, “ Behind every beard, you can seethepoint of aplait”. Mali’s
national hero Soundiata founded his kingdom on the intelligence of his sister
and mother. Indeed, his name is shortened from sogolonjata meaning “the
panther of Sogolon” (the name of his famous mother). Community decisions
are always taken through consensus, and only after consultation with the
mothers of the family. Thisisjust as true for hierarchical Touareg and Fulani
clans, which follow the lead of a Chief, asit isin a Malinké village: women
may not be visible at public meetings, but no decision may be taken, let alone
implemented, without their consent. Unfortunately, the importance of women
does not in any way reduce the reality and disadvantages of the gerontocracy
in Malinké, Soninké, Songhoy, Bambara and Dogon (hogon) communities.
There remains a need to modernize certain community functions, including
independent decision-making for women (especially for younger,
economically-productive women) to allow for speedier decision-making inthe
monetary economy.

0 Fafa in Songhoy and ehaf in Tamacheq mean both "breast” and "milk brotherhood".
To drink from the same breast carries the same taboos as being born from the same womb. It is
agreat honour to call someone your “milk brother”, as though you fed at the same breast.

1 We use adifferent spelling notation to Mariam Maiga, but the roots are the same. The
Touaregs use the expression ahnammu: “ belonging to the house of the same mother” (derived
from ehan n ma meaning “mother's house") as meaning “ competition, rivalry” . Thisis because,
in Touareg matrilineal society, inheritance is through the mother and therefore her sons arein
competition.Ahnammuthereforeisthe opposite of balimaya or nyaizé, but confirmsthe concept.
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Women are beginning to take anincreasingly activerolein Malian palitics.
Ibrahim Boubacar Keita's new Government named on 17 September 1997
contained six women ministers (described by Elimane Fall in Jeune Afrique as
“arecord for Africa’): Fatou Haidara, Kadiatou Sow, Fatoumata N’ Diaye,
Afsatou Thiero, Aminata Traore, Oulématou Tamboura. What strikes us as
most important is that each of them emerged not through political society, but
through their individual contributionsto civil society and NGOs (even though
some of them may belong to apolitical party and thefirst two were reappointed
from the previous government). So women'’ s voices are beginning to be heard
even at the national level. Women also played an important role in promoting
the peace process (in Bamako as much as in the North). This was recognized
on the public platform by the award, on 5 June 1992, of the title of Chevalier
de I’Ordre National to the women'’s peace association: Mouvement National
des Femmes pour la Sauvegarde dela Paix et del’ Unité Nationale. Inthisway
Mali’ sThird Republic choseto honour the nation’ smothers, including all those
hundreds of women who are not members of the MNFSPUN but who have
worked for peace.

Africais varied, and the position of women is different in each society.
West African women are often horrified to discover how their sistersaretreated
in other regions; just as their sisters are shocked to discover the prevalence of
polygamy in West Africa. Western journalsemphasi sethe energy expended for
fetching wood and water, pounding millet and tending animals and infants. It
is of course true that many (and perhaps most) West African women are
overworked: but thisis aresult of poverty, it is not a function of their social
status. Western women were overworked before they had electricity, running
water and washing machines. The solution is to help Africa s women finance
solar cookers, better wells, and grain millsto replace the pestleand mortar. The
solution to fight against the causes of poverty.

Touareg women own their tent, which they bring with themto the marriage.
And they take it away with them if they divorce, leaving the man sitting
foolishly inthesun, obliged to crawl hometo hismother. Songhoy and Touareg
men help pound the millet, and draw water for the animals. Nor have Malian
women been diminished by the advent of Islam. While there are plenty of
obscurantist politiciansin western Asiaand north Africa (but few in Mali) who
feed the fears of the western anti-lIslamic press, |slam does not need to be a
conservative religion, nor aforce against change. Much reactionary Islam is
promoted by ignorance and based on a poor reading of the historical texts.
Some is politically motivated. The Islamic feminist lawyer Fatma Gailani
writes:
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Theaccusationthat Islamitself hinderswomen from having equal rightsin education and
the workplace is an accusation which | reject totally. The principal objective of my
traininginlslamiclaw wasto provestrongly that thereisequality. Throughout the history
of Islam, wise and educated women such as K hadidjah, Aicha, Salama, and | ater the great
teachers such as Amra and Hafsah bint Sirin—who were respected students of the law,
and Umm Isa hint Ibrahim and Amat bint Abdullah—who were famous students of
jurisprudence, participated fully in social and political life; and mention must also be
made of teachers such as Chadjarat-al-durr in Egypte and Razia Sultana. Their influence
and importance did not remain confined to groups of women, but spread throughout the
community. The Prophet himself (peace be upon him) sought the opinion of Umm Salama
indifficult political situations.... (he) requested the bay’ ah from the women, which isthe
equivaent of the vote of our modern era. And the men also went to receive instruction
from the women teachers | have cited (Gailani 1997, p. 7).

In an international publication such as this, it is useful to stress such
elements, which may not immediately strike peoplewho areinfrequent visitors
to theregion. Theimportance of women isof course obviousto all members of
Malian society, and it is clear to the informed observer that any development
strategy which doesnot mobilisewomen’ ssocial influenceand social structures
involving women, isdoomed to miss its mark. For not only do women occupy
amagjor place in society, their role in the community symbolises peace and
harmony.
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Thisfirst chapter has set the historical and geographical, and a so the socio-
political context, for our story of peacemaking. It isself-evident that history and
environmental degradation played significant roles in what has come to be
known as the “Touareg problem”. But it will not be easy for outsiders to
understand the process of peacemaking and di sarmament we describein chapter
4, unless they have grasped the importance of the social capita we have
described above, including ethnic interdependence, and the value of
motherhood in Malian society. Now we shall move on to a more detailed
examination of economic and ecological declineinthe Sahel, providing further
explanation for the origins of conflict in northern Mali.








