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On August 18, 2020, after months of popular unrest and of public rallies coordinated by imam 
Mahamoud Dicko, a leading figure of Islamic renewal and vocal critic of the government, a 
group of colonels from the Kati military base sized power and forced President Keita’s 
resignation. In spite of international pressure to immediately hand over power to a civilian 
government, the colonels underlined their determination to “put state politics on new 
foundations” prior to the next elections so as to reestablish law and order and eradicate the roots 
of political corruption festering under the preceding presidencies of Alpha Oumar Konaré, 
Amadou Toumani Touré and Ibrahim Boubacar Keita. The militaries blamed the deterioration 
of the security and economic situation on the civilian political elite and its failure to live up to 
the promises of multi-party democracy, participatory politics and civil liberties. After five 
weeks, the colonels' reluctance to hand over power to a civil government resulted in their 
selection of retired Colonel Maj. Bah N’Daw as transitional civil president, while preserving 
the office of vice president to Colonel Assimi Goita, the leader of the military coup.   
 
Our workshop seeks to move beyond presentist and event-oriented analyses of the “Malian 
crisis” that has engulfed the country since the toppling of President Touré in 2012. There is a 
tendency among scholars and in donor agencies’ and NGO reports to interpret Mali’s political 
turmoil and the destabilization in its central and northern regions since 2012 as a sudden 
disruption of the country’s success story as a model of democratization. Instead, we take these 
developments and the 2020 military take over as recent manifestations of what we conceive as 
a long-standing, “corporate” struggle among different segments of a political elite that draw on 
competing sources of political legitimacy: first, politicians who, as Western-school educated 
intellectuals (the "quill”), owe their office to procedures of constitutionalism and democracy; 
second militaries whose power position is based on their capacity to impose order by force (the 
"rifle"); and third and finally, politically influential figures who claim religious and moral 
authority by reference to holy scripture as ultimate source of political order (the "rosary"). 
Drawing on Jean and John Comaroff’s recent work on “incorporation” (2009; Meiu, Comaroff 
& Comaroff 2020), we frame these groups as "corporate formations" tied in a struggle over 
political dominance, legitimacy, and access to the resources of the state. We posit that although 
each of these corporate formations of actors claim an exclusive “ethic of good governance”, 
their struggles for legitimacy generate de facto connections and mutual collaborations between 
actors across categories.  
A significant body of scholarship has addressed competing sources of political legitimacy to 
make sense of local-level and sometimes regional political dynamics in Mali. Yet this 
perspective has not been applied to nation-state politics and to understand how local and 
regional level political dynamics have been intersecting in different ways with national-level 
politics. Our aim is to stimulate scholarly understanding of contemporary political instability in 
Mali by insisting on the need to situate local conflicts within a national context and to inversely 
trace back national-level tensions between different segments of the political elite to local 
settings. This perspective calls for sustained attention to the economic underside of these 
corporate formations and struggles. In an attempt to capitalize on the many studies that focus 
either on “the north”, on the “central region” or on political events in Bamako, we call for 
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analyses that trace the different regional trajectories of integration into the nation-state. Our aim 
is to bring these analyses together in a shared conceptual framework. The purpose of the 
workshop is therefore to come up with an analytical framework for a systematic understanding 
of these processes.  
As part of this endeavor, the workshop invites contributions that explore the mobilization of 
rifle, quill, and rosary credentials as sources for political legitimacy in Mali’s regional and local 
arenas and in nation-state politics. We are interested in papers that systematically examine the 
complexities of contemporary political instability in Mali by drawing on case studies of these 
different categories of actors, of their corporate interests and economic stakes, and of their 
relevance to national and local political arenas. We highly welcome contributions that address 
empirical connections between these actors, and how individual actors mobilize quill, rifle, and 
rosary credentials to obtain political legitimacy. 
The workshop will take place at the University of Münster, Germany, on February 4 - 5, 2021, 
from 1- 6 pm. In light of the COVID-19 situation, the workshop will use a hybrid format of 
online and "live" presentations.  
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