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Abstract 

For small groups fighting in multi-actor ci vil war s, joining a larger coalition is often a way to sur- 

vive. Yet, it is not only rebel or pro-government non-state armed groups that form alliances; in many 

cases, jihadists have been surprisingly successful in building winning coalitions in civil wars. This is 

puzzling because jihadists attract fierce international opposition and are therefore very risky teams 

to join. Jihadists are also typically excluded from the political process, which means that they are 

unlikely to enjoy the spoils of a peace agreement. Why then would any local groups choose to join 

jihadist coalitions, rather than other rebel or pro-government coalitions in a conflict theatre? In this 

paper, we argue that ideology fails to explain this choice; rather, we contend that competition among 

rebel and pro-government coalitions inevitably produces winners and losers. Under these conditions, 

jihadists serve as an attractive spoiler coalition, drawing support from groups that see no chance of 

benefitting from an existing or future peace agreement. By offering these ‘losers’ a wider network and 

reference group, jihadists can expand their coalition base and territorial reach. By courting support 

from marginalized groups across ethnic and tribal lines, jihadists can create a winning coalition out 

of a di ver se mix of losers. 

Résumé

Pour les petits groupes prenant part à des guerres civiles à plusieur s acteur s, rejoindre une coalition 

constitue souvent un moyen de survivre. Pourtant, la formation d’alliances n’est pas réservée aux 

rebelles ou aux groupes armés non étatiques pro-gouvernementaux. Étonnamment, les djihadistes 

sont très souvent parvenus à former des coalitions gagnantes dans les guerres civiles. C’est un con- 

stat déconcertant, car, les djihadistes faisant l’objet d’une farouche opposition internationale, il est 

particulièrement risqué de rejoindre leur camp. Par ailleurs, les djihadistes sont généralement exclus 

du processus politique; il est donc peu probable qu’ils tirent parti des accords de paix. Mais alors, 

pourquoi des groupes locaux choisissent-ils de rejoindre des coalitions djihadistes, plutôt que d’autres 

coalitions rebelles ou pro-gouvernementales dans le cadre d’un conflit? Dans le présent article, nous 

affirmons que ce choix ne peut pas être expliqué par l’idéologie, mais proposons plutôt que la concur- 

rence entre les coalitions rebelles et pro-gouvernementales produit inéluctablement des gagnants et 

des perdants. Dans ce contexte, les djihadistes représentent une coalition attrayante pour les groupes 

qui n’auraient sinon aucune chance de tirer parti d’un accord de paix actuel ou futur. En proposant à

ces « perdants » un réseau et un groupe de référence plus larges, les djihadistes élargissent la base 

de leur coalition et leur portée territoriale. En recherchant le soutien de groupes marginalisés de dif- 

férents bords ethniques et tribaux, les djihadistes parviennent à créer une coalition gagnante à partir 

d’un mélange hétérogène de perdants. 
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2 A Winning Team of Losers 
Rebel groups often form coalitions to pool their re- 
sources and thus tip the balance of power in their favour. 
In complex civil wars, there are often multiple coali- 
tions involved in the fight, each comprised of a plethora 
of smaller groups with their own parochial interests. 
For these smaller groups, joining either a rebel or pro- 
government coalition is often a way to survive—and pos- 
sibly even thrive—in a civil war. 

What is surprising, however, is that jihadists have been 
particularly successful in building winning coalitions in 
civil wars. This is puzzling because jihadist coalitions at- 
tract fierce external opposition and should therefore be 
seen as among the riskiest teams to join. Jihadists are 
also usually excluded from the political process, and thus 
typically miss out on the spoils of a future peace agree- 
ment. Why then would a smaller local group choose to 
join jihadist coalitions, rather than team up with a rebel 
or pro-government coalition in the conflict theatre? 

The conventional wisdom is that anyone who joins a 
jihadist coalition must be motivated by their religious ide- 
ology.1 Yet, jihadists have managed to win support from 

communities and groups that do not necessarily share 
their particular religious views. Other scholarship might 
explain this phenomenon by pointing to either identity 

politics or advancing strategic interests.2 Yet, in many 
cases, teaming up with jihadists has no apparent connec- 
tion to ethnic or tribal kin networks; moreover, because 
jihadists are usually not part of the normal bargaining 
process that divvies up state power, there is often no ob- 
vious political advantage in such an alliance. 

In this paper, we put forward a strategic explanation 
for why local groups may choose to join forces with ji- 
hadists, despite the risks and costs associated with that 
choice. Specifically, we argue that competition among 
rebel and pro-government coalitions inevitably produces 
winners and losers. When smaller groups are marginal- 
ized within their own coalitions, they can either accept 
their marginalization or make the risky decision to either 
side-switch or fight as independents.3 However, in some 
cases, there are no favourable opportunities to switch 
coalitions or survive solo. Under these conditions, we 
contend that jihadists that are excluded from a political 
process can serve as an attractive spoiler coalition , draw- 
ing support from groups that see no chance of benefit- 
ting from an existing or prospective peace process. For 
these ‘losers,’ the jihadists serve as a powerful counter- 
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coalition, with a wider network and greater territorial 
reach. By courting support from losing groups across eth- 
nic and tribal lines, jihadists can create a winning coali- 
tion out of a diverse mix of losers. 

Our analysis engages and contributes to the literatures 
on civil wars, terrorism, and spoiling behaviours in peace 
processes.4 The existing scholarship already shows that 
most contemporary civil wars are complex multi-actor 
conflicts, in which fragmentation and side-switching are 
prevalent.5 The security literature also shows that despite 
their fervent ideological rhetoric, terrorist groups often 
behave in very calculated and strategic ways.6 Build- 
ing on this important research, we demonstrate how in 
multi-actor conflicts, the decision to ally with jihadists 
is not necessarily a reflection of ideological adherence, 
but rather a desperate move in response to economic 
marginalization and political exclusion. 

Our paper unfolds in the following four parts. In the 
first section, we define key concepts, develop our logic 
of jihadist coalitions, and situate our scholarly contribu- 
tion in the civil war literature. Second, we present our 
research design, as well as a discussion of our case se- 
lection and field research methods. Third, we present 
detailed empirical work from Mali, using the sub-state 
armed group as the unit of analysis. Finally, we conclude 
with an agenda for future research and some brief rec- 
ommendations for practitioners concerned with jihadist 
insurgencies in complex civil wars. 

A Winning Team of Losers 

This article investigates why some smaller groups choose 
to ally with jihadist coalitions, rather than with other 
rebel or pro-government coalitions. Of course, not ev- 
ery local actor has the option to team up with jihadists, 
especially non-state armed groups (NSAGs) representing 
non-Muslim or minority sects. Because jihadists have ex- 
clusive religious and sectarian membership criteria, non- 
adherents would not be welcome in these coalitions. Yet, 
in conflict-affected countries with large Muslim popula- 
tions, jihadists work hard to recruit supporters. 

Even among predominantly Muslim populations, 
however, the decision to team up with jihadists is fraught 
and dangerous. To start, jihadists tend to espouse extrem- 
ist ideas that are foreign and offensive to most ordinary 
Muslims and are often very difficult to reconcile with 
mainstream religious beliefs. Moreover, the cost of asso- 

4 Stedman (1997) and Cunningham (2006) . 
5 McLauchlin (2010) , Bapat and Bond (2012) , Fjelde and 

Nilsson (2012) , and Cunningham (2013) . 
6 Lake (2002) and Pape (2003) . 

ciating with jihadist extremists is quite high, especially 
because such ties could attract scrutiny and even attacks 
from foreign forces. Finally, the decision to team up with 
jihadists often means exclusion from an existing political 
process, and thus a zero percent share of the prospective 
spoils. 

Given these risks and costs, why would a smaller 
group choose to join a jihadist coalition, rather than 
bandwagon with another rebel or pro-government coali- 
tion? To explain this puzzling phenomenon, we explore 
a strategic logic for these coalition choices. Specifically, 
we find that jihadists that are excluded from the politi- 
cal process are adept at recruiting smaller marginalized 
groups that have lost out in the competition, and which 
believe they have scant chance of securing a fair share 
of a future peace agreement. From among these ‘losers’, 
jihadists can build effective spoiler coalitions that can dis- 
rupt that future agreement from coming to fruition. 

Before presenting our model, we begin by clarifying 
key terms. To start, we define a coalition as a loose al- 
liance among multiple armed groups, organized under 
a formal leadership structure.7 We consider a civil war 
coalition to be a political arrangement that represents a 
collection of NSAGs, each with distinct parochial inter- 
ests, and which are loosely allied for limited political ob- 
jectives. We acknowledge that civil war coalitions may 
vary significantly in terms of organizational structure, co- 
hesiveness, and durability.8 

Next, for the purpose of our analysis, we create three 
conceptual categories of our different coalition types: ‘ji- 
hadist’, ‘rebel’, and ‘pro-government’. Each of the cate- 
gories in this conceptual typology encapsulates a broad 
political classification, and each requires clarification in 
terms of our meaning. For our analysis, a jihadist coali- 
tion is an organization of NSAGs that coalesce under a 
common Islamist identity, political leadership, and man- 
date.9 We define the term jihadist very narrowly, as a 
militant group that seeks to create a new Islamist politi- 
cal order, and which employs insurgent violence towards 

7 Alliances between NSAGs differ widely across space 
and time and range from formal hierarchical alliances to 
loosely based tactical alliances. Our definition includes 
both formal and informal alliances, notwithstanding the 
existence of a common structural command between 
NSAGs. 

8 Bapat and Bond (2012) , Tamm (2016) , Staniland (2014) , 
and Zeigler (2016) . 

9 We define an Islamist group as one that utilizes Islamic 
ideas, identity, symbols, and rhetoric to advocate for a 
political order based on Islamic laws and institutions, 
which is a broad category that includes but is not limited 
to jihadists. For a discussion on Islamist movements, 
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this objective. Importantly, in this paper, we are interested 
only in armed jihadist coalitions that are involved in anti- 
government insurgency; we do not analyse the many di- 
verse Islamist groups that are engaged in normal political 
and electoral activities in their countries.10 

Regarding the second category, we define a rebel coali- 
tion as an organization of armed groups that coalesce un- 
der a shared political mandate that is principally opposed 
to the government and also secondarily opposed to the ji- 
hadists. Of course, jihadists are also a type of rebel group; 
however, our use of the term rebel coalition refers to an 
organization of anti-government militias that are orga- 
nized based on ethnicity, tribe, or any other ideological 
considerations, but which are decidedly non-Islamist in 
their political identity and mandate.11 

We define a pro-government coalition as an organi- 
zation of NSAGs that are allied with the official govern- 
ment, but which are not comprised of regular military 
units. These can include militias and paramilitary units 
that are loyal to the state and that fight against both ji- 
hadist and rebel coalitions, but which are functionally 
separate from the formal government and military. Of 
course, in many cases, governments use pro-government 
militias and paramilitary units as a covert extension of 
their interests; factoring in this common overlap, we de- 
fine a pro-government militia as an armed group that is 
structurally and organizationally distinct from both gov- 
ernment and formal military units, even though they may 
coordinate their actions in the conflict.12 

Finally, the term ‘local group’ requires some clarifica- 
tion. We use the term ‘local’ to refer to smaller groups 
that have a narrowly defined demographic base, lim- 
ited geographic scope, and weak military capabilities. Of 
course, some local groups may espouse broader jihadist 

their commonalities and differences, see Wiktorowicz 
(2004) . 

10 For a discussion of the term “jihad” and how it relates to 
contemporary jihadist groups, see Hashmi (1996) , Bas- 
sam Tibi (1996) , and Bonnet (2006) . For an analysis of the 
rise of contemporary jihadism and a discussion of global 
anti-Western jihadist movements, see Khosrokhavar 
(2009) , Firestone (2012) , and Hegghammer (2017) . 

11 For an analysis of dynamics within rebel movements, 
see Weinstein (2007) , Mampilly (2011) , Akcinaroglu 
(2012) , Staniland (2014) , and Arjona, Kasfir, and 
Mampilly (2015) . 

12 The distinction between a “pro-government militia” and 
a regular armed unit is porous as members of regular 
forces can moonlight as militiamen in the same region. 
On the delegation of authority to pro-government mili- 
tias, see Ariel I. Ahram (2011) and Jentzsch, Kalyvas, 
and Schubiger (2015) . 

or ethno-nationalist beliefs, or a combination of both. Yet 
in practice, local groups are not countrywide movements, 
but rather represent the parochial interests of a particu- 
lar community. In this paper, we are concerned how such 
local groups make coalition choices in civil wars. 

Using these definitions, we turn to our main research 
question of why a local group would choose to ally with 
jihadists, rather than with a rebel or pro-government 
coalition. This is especially puzzling because jihadists 
are most likely to be targeted by external actors, and 
less likely to be invited to the negotiating table. Because 
jihadists are typically excluded from the political pro- 
cess, they are thus denied the spoils of peace processes 
with other armed groups, including access to state re- 
sources and international aid. Why then would local 
groups choose to tie their fortunes to jihadists? 

The conventional wisdom would suggest that those 
who support jihadists must be motivated by their unique 
extremist ideology, most often characterized by a Salafi- 
jihadist set of beliefs.13 However, this research does not 
explain why Muslim communities that lean towards Su- 
fism (a religious tradition that is diametrically opposite 
to Salafist Islam) might still choose to team up with ji- 
hadists. Other scholars point to either identity politics or 
strategic interests to explain these civil war coalitions.14 

Christia shows that armed groups form coalitions to in- 
crease their access to power and wealth.15 Desgrais et al. 
explain that armed groups forge alliances to maximize 
their anticipated benefits on the national political scene 
and their stake in the local economy.16 Yet even this ex- 
cellent research does not adequately explain why a local 
group might choose to ally with jihadists over other types 
of rebel or pro-government coalitions, when the costs and 
risks of doing so are high. 

Of course, some groups might join larger jihadist 
movements in the hopes of attracting foreign resources 
and attention to their cause. Yet, while this strategy might 
win some support from larger jihadist organizations or 
private jihadist financiers, it also risks flagging the lo- 
cal group as a terrorist entity, which typically results in 
freezing of financial assets and even increased military 
pressure. The risks of teaming up with jihadists are un- 
deniably high. Why then would a local group make such 
a potentially costly choice, especially if there are other 
NSAG coalitions to choose from? 

We propose that there is a strategic logic behind this 
coalition choice. War and negotiated settlements alike 

13 Moghadam (2009) 
14 Posen (1993) and Fearon and Laitin (1996) . 
15 Christia (2012) . 
16 Desgrais, Guichaoua, and Lebovich (2018) . 
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produce winners and losers, and even within a coali- 
tion, some groups may perceive an uneven distribution 
of benefits among members.17 In these competitive envi- 
ronments, we argue that jihadists act as a spoiler coali- 
tion, and thus attract support from severely marginalized 
groups. Specifically, if a marginalized group finds itself 
unable to secure benefits through an existing political 
process, it has a limited range of options. It can vie for 
a better bargaining position within its current rebel or 
pro-government coalition, but at the risk of pitting itself 
against more dominant groups that will be reluctant to 
give up greater shares.18 Or, it can exit its current coali- 
tion and attempt to switch teams; however, this option 
risks losing support from kin allies and has no guarantee 
of a better material outcome.19 Another alternative is to 
exit the process, reject all coalitions, and fight as a solo 
spoiler group.20 Without significant independent power 
and wealth, however, going it alone can be a dangerous 
proposition. 

Under these conditions, we contend that jihadists can 
present themselves to these ‘losers’ as an attractive spoiler 
coalition option. Of course, some jihadists are directly in- 
volved in the political process (e.g., Hezbollah is an offi- 
cial political party in Lebanon); however, in most mod- 
ern conflict zones, jihadists are excluded from peace deals 
and fight against the state as oppositional movements. 
Drawing on Stedman’s classic definition, we consider a 
spoiler to be a group that perceives a specific negotiated 
peace agreement as threatening to ‘their power, world- 
view, and interests, and use violence to undermine’ that 
negotiated deal.21 Building on the scholarship on terror- 
ism and spoiler behaviour,22 and using Stedman’s clas- 
sic typology of spoiler behaviour, we categorize these ji- 
hadists as both ‘outsiders’ to the political process and ‘to- 
tal’ spoilers to the conflict.23 We also build on Krause, 
who shows how weaker groups engage in spoiling be- 
haviour when left out of a favourable political bargain.24 

One reason that jihadist spoilers can recruit support- 
ers to their cause is because they can appeal to a broader 
Islamist identity, which can give them an advantage over 

17 Welch (1993) and Cederman, Weidmann, and Gleditsch 
(2011) . 

18 Cunningham (2013) , Arena and Hardt (2014) , and Nygård 
and Weintraub (2015) . 

19 Bakke, Cunningham, and Seymour (2012) and Seymour 
2014 ). 

20 Stedman (1997) , Menkhaus (2007) , and Zahar (2010) . 
21 Stedman (1997) . 
22 Greenhill and Major (2007) , Nilsson and Kovacs (2011) , 

Conrad and Walsh (2014) , and Findley and Young (2015) . 
23 Stedman (1997) . 
24 Krause (2017) . 

coalitions that privilege narrower ethnic or tribal inter- 
ests. Although these religious appeals are sometimes su- 
perficial, jihadists have used Islamic identity to smooth 
over other sharp identity divisions.25 For weaker groups 
that have few natural ethnic or tribal allies, teaming up 
with jihadists therefore allows a smaller party to lay 
claim to a larger and more powerful reference group, and 
also signals their protest against coalitions that excluded 
them.26 By championing a shared religious identity that 
cuts across ethnic or tribal lines, jihadist alliances may 
also seem more reliable than the cold, calculating mar- 
riages of convenience among rivals in other ethnic coali- 
tions. Under these conditions, joining a jihadist coalition 
is an opportunity for a weaker group to protest an exist- 
ing peace process, and undermine what it perceives to be 
an unjust settlement. 

In sum, we argue that the reason local groups side 
with jihadists often has less to do with their ideolog- 
ical passions, and much more to do with their losing 
position in an existing and ongoing bargaining process. 
To survive, losing groups can try to forge new teams, 
switch sides, or exit the process and fight on as indepen- 
dents. Amid this intense competition, some groups will 
inevitably find themselves at the bottom of the heap. Un- 
der the right conditions, we argue, jihadists are well po- 
sitioned to forge winning coalitions from among these 
losers. 

Methodology 

The initial insights that spurred this research were gener- 
ated from our fieldwork in multiple conflict zones, includ- 
ing but not limited to Pakistan, Afghanistan, Somalia, 
Iraq, Niger, Burkina Faso, and Mali. For years, we have 
observed local groups and communities make survival- 
based decisions about their alliances. We have heard from 

Afghans who felt that their interests were better protected 
by the Taliban, and from Somalis who believed that sid- 
ing with Al-Shabaab was a better choice than either the 
government or other clan-based coalitions. Over time, we 
began to understand why some local communities chose 
to team up with jihadists, even when that choice pro- 
voked the wrath of the international community. These 
preliminary insights inspired us to conduct a detailed in- 
vestigation of how local NSAGs in Mali made coalition 
choices between 2014 and 2020, which culminated in the 
hypothesis we put forward in this paper. Through our 
empirical assessment of Malian conflict, we offer this new 

25 Ahmad (2016) and Walter (2017) . 
26 Ahmad (2014 , 2017 ). 
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hypothesis as a springboard for future research on other 
cases. 

We selected Mali as our case study for hypothesis 
generation because since the eruption of its civil war in 
2012, Mali has been home to a plethora of sub-state 
armed groups, which are typically organized along nar- 
row ethnic, tribal, or communitarian lines. Like Syria, 
Afghanistan, Somalia, and Iraq, the conflict in Mali 
has an obvious identity politics dimension; indeed, most 
armed groups in Mali are associated with an ethnic or 
tribal community. There is also an internationally backed 
peace agreement in Mali, which has distributed benefits 
to its signatories, but not to other groups. Moreover, be- 
cause of the high level of NSAG in-fighting and fragmen- 
tation in Mali, there have been some stark changes in 
coalition choices over time. The Mali case shares many 
of these attributes with other conflict theatres, which we 
hope makes our hypothesis a useful foundation for future 
comparative studies. 

For our analysis, we focus only on the most domi- 
nant NSAGs in the leading armed coalitions in the coun- 
try. In simplest terms, there are three leading coalitions 
in Mali, which can be broadly categorized as follows: 
(1) the ‘rebel’ separatist coalition called the Coordination 
of Azawad Movements (CMA), (2) the ‘pro-government’ 
coalition called the Platform , and (3) a jihadist coalition 
that is now called the Group to Support Islam and Mus- 
lims (GSIM) , which is the official Al-Qaeda franchise in 
West Africa. The CMA and Platform coalitions are sig- 
natories to the 2015 peace agreement, and benefit from 

this deal with the government. In contrast, the GSIM is 
excluded from the peace process and serves as the leading 
spoiler coalition in the country. 

There are also two other spoiler coalitions of note. 
First, the Coordination of Entente Movements (CME) is 
a loose coalition of armed groups that are excluded from 

the existing peace agreement. The CME acts as a secu- 
lar but relatively weak spoiler coalition and has fought 
for better inclusion and representation in a future peace 
process. Second, the Islamic State in the Greater Sahara 
(ISGS) is a rival jihadist spoiler coalition that has gained 
significant influence in central Mali. GSIM and ISGS 
are ideologically and organizationally distinct jihadist 
coalitions, and both recruit supporters from marginal- 
ized communities. While we refer to both the CME and 
ISGS in this paper, in an effort to keep our analysis suc- 
cinct and comprehensible, our empirical evaluation fo- 
cuses only on the principal three coalitions: CMA, Plat- 
form, and GSIM. 

Turning to the empirics, we draw on qualitative data 
collected over several years to map out leading NSAGs 
that joined either the rebel, pro-government, or jihadist 

coalitions in Mali. We use the local group as our unit 
of analysis and treat its coalition choice as the outcome 
variable. Using a comprehensive assessment of the eco- 
nomic and political positions of these leading NSAGs, we 
assessed their access to natural resources and profitable 
business activities, and their share of government and for- 
eign resources secured through the political bargain, with 
special attention to those groups that gained significantly 
through their deals with the state. Through our compar- 
ative analysis of Malian NSAGs, we were able to assess 
the economic and political ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ in the 
civil war competition and identify patterns in how these 
groups chose to join either rebel, pro-government, or ji- 
hadist coalitions. 

We also evaluated our argument against other 
identity-based explanation, by tracking the ethnic and 
tribal characteristics of each local group, as well as the 
inter- and intra-group rivalries that may have shaped 
their decision-making. We then cross-checked these iden- 
tities against coalition choice, noting wherever there were 
discrepancies between the local group and coalition iden- 
tity. Through this analysis, we were able to identify mul- 
tiple cases wherein Malian militias with similar identities 
and political objectives joined different coalitions. 

Our empirical work involved tracking conflict pro- 
cesses on the ground over time, as well as insights gleaned 
from over 120 qualitative interviews conducted in Ba- 
mako, Timbuktu, Gao, and Kidal between 2017 and 
2018, which were part of a larger study on civil war 
economies.27 Our respondents included senior members 
of competing coalitions, members of local armed groups, 
local political and government officials, business elites, 
academics, civil society figures, and UN officials. For se- 
curity reasons, we were not able to interview senior mem- 
bers of all the coalitions in Mali, particularly those in ji- 
hadist coalitions. To understand why local groups joined 
forces with jihadists, we therefore conducted a ground- 
level analysis of conflict drivers in affected regions, and 
held research meetings with scholars from Timbuktu, 
Gao, and Kidal regions, where GSIM has influence, and 
with experts who have local knowledge of conflict dy- 
namics in central Mali. We also supplemented our con- 
flict tracking work and qualitative interviews with the lo- 
cal primary source materials, as well as secondary litera- 
ture on conflict dynamics in Mali.28 

27 Some of our field research was conducted with the sup- 
port of a local NGO in Mali. Our research design was de- 
veloped in line with the literature on undertaking field- 
work in conflict-affected theatres and the principle of 
“do no harm” and was subject to university research 
ethics protocols. 
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Our empirical section begins with a brief overview of 
the conflict and the three main coalitions we focus on in 
our analysis. We then provide a breakdown of the lead- 
ing local groups in each of these three coalitions, using a 
3 × 3 matrix to show how identity and coalitions inter- 
sect. Our empirical analysis shows that ethnic, tribal, or 
communitarian identities fail to clearly explain coalition 
choice, and also reveals why jihadists have been effective 
at recruiting across parochial identity lines. Through our 
case analysis, we find that groups that believe they have 
little chance of securing a fair share are more likely to 
act spoilers against other dominant coalitions. Because ji- 
hadists can often court support across parochial identity 
lines, they are thus able to create winning spoiler coali- 
tions from among these losers. 

The Malian Conflict 

The current and ongoing conflict in Mali began in 2012, 
when an alliance of ethnic Tuareg and Islamist rebels at- 
tacked army positions in the north in a bid to separate 
from the Malian state.29 The Tuareg make up an esti- 
mated 3 percent of the Malian population and have a 
historically fractious relationship with the Malian gov- 
ernment in the south. In fact, since Mali’s independence 
in 1960, there have been four Tuareg rebellions in the 
northern desert region.30 

Both racial and ethnic divisions have been fault lines 
of conflict in Mali. Lighter-skinned Tuareg and Moor- 
ish populations in northern Mali make up approximately 
10 percent of the population, whereas 90 percent of the 
Malian population is comprised of a multitude of darker- 
skinned ethnic groups in the centre and south of the coun- 
try. Although there are multiple layers of inter-ethnic and 
other communitarian rivalries in Mali, racial tensions be- 
tween northern and southern communities have resulted 
in a long history of ethnic and separatist conflicts. 

The 2012 crisis, however, was not just another Tu- 
areg ethnic separatist rebellion. During this particular up- 
rising, the Tuareg joined forces with other local Islamist 
groups in the north, believing that they had shared inter- 
ests and objectives. That alliance brought together mul- 
tiple rebel groups from the north, including two domi- 
nant Tuareg-led factions: (1) the secular ethnic separatist 

28 For a discussion of ethics of fieldwork in conflict the- 
atres, see Fujii (2018) , Wood (2006) and Bouka et al. 
(2013) . 

29 Zoubir (2012) , Chauzal and Damme (2015) , and 
Whitehouse and Strazzari (2015) . 

30 For a detailed discussion on the history of Tuareg rebel- 
lions in Mali, please see Lecocq (2010) , Boilley (2012) , 
Konaté and Sidibé (2013) , and Bourgeot (2017) . 

group, National Movement for the Liberation of Azawad 
(MNLA) , and (2) the jihadist group, Ansar Dine , led by a 
well-known Tuareg rebel named Iyad ag Ghaly, who had 
adopted a new Islamist persona. Together, the MNLA 

and Ansar Dine brought aboard other like-minded rebels, 
and in early 2012 quickly took control of key cities in the 
north.31 

The rapid success of this Tuareg-Islamist rebellion 
sparked chaos across the country. Amid the disarray, the 
Malian military staged an ill-timed coup d’état in March 
2012, which only increased the insurgents’ power and 
influence. Once in control of the north, however, the Is- 
lamists turned against their secular Tuareg allies in the 
MNLA.32 Led by Ansar Dine, the Islamist coalition split 
from MNLA and took control of the north, a move that 
triggered international fears of an Al-Qaeda-linked ji- 
hadist takeover in Mali. 

In 2013, a French-led international intervention 
pushed the jihadists back and paved the way for the de- 
ployment of a UN mission. Amid this chaos, a plethora 
of local communitarian armed groups entered the fray, 
each representing a specific ethnic, tribal, or communi- 
tarian identity. The degree of armed group fragmentation 
in Mali at this time was extreme; however, a number of 
leading NSAGs emerged as dominant players. 

These NSAGs can broadly be categorized as jihadist 
and non-jihadist, but among the non-jihadists NSAGS, 
some chose to side with the Tuareg separatists in the 
MNLA, while others allied with the government against 
the rebels. Between 2014 and 2017, three dominant 
armed group coalitions emerged out of this complex con- 
flict in Mali: (1) the pro-separatist Coordination of Aza- 
wad Movements (CMA) , which was led by the secular 
Tuareg MNLA faction; (2) the pro-government Platform , 
which was comprised of NSAGs that opposed the sepa- 
ratists; and (3) a jihadist coalition, which was led by Iyad 
ag Ghaly of Ansar Dine, and which in 2017 rebranded 
and renamed itself the Group to Support Islam and Mus- 
lims (GSIM). 

By June 2014, the Malian government had opened 
peace talks with the CMA and the Platform coalitions, 
but did not include any jihadists in these negotiations.33 

In 2015, the Malian government signed a power-sharing 
peace agreement with the CMA and Platform coalitions 

31 See Thurston (2020) . 
32 ICG (2012) and Jacinto (2013) . 
33 This occurred after the recapture of Kidal by the 

CMA, following the aborted visit of the Malian Prime 
Minister. Following several clashes between anti and 
pro-government factions, Kidal remained under the 
control of the CMA. See ICG (2015) . 
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after months of negotiations; the international commu- 
nity supported the deal and created incentives for NSAGs 
in the agreement to work within this process.34 Asserting 
itself as the largest secular rebel faction in the north and 
disavowing its former jihadist allies, the MNLA assumed 
a prominent role in the peace negotiations.35 

Meanwhile, Ansar Dine and its other allied jihadist 
groups were both excluded from and opposed to this 
peace process. Faced with a powerful international inter- 
vention, they retreated from key urban areas and focused 
their efforts on insurgency. In March 2017, ag Ghaly an- 
nounced the formation of the GSIM coalition, bringing 
together several Al-Qaeda-linked NSAGs under one ban- 
ner. GSIM thus became the official Al-Qaeda franchise in 
West Africa, with Iyad ag Ghaly as the leader of this new 

jihadist coalition. 
By 2017, there were therefore three dominant coali- 

tions in the Malian conflict: the pro-government Plat- 
form, the separatist CMA, and the jihadist GSIM.36 

The Platform and CMA coalitions enjoyed benefits and 
opportunities afforded by the 2015 peace agreement, 
whereas the jihadists were excluded from the process and 
battling fierce international opposition. From a strategic 
perspective, joining forces with the GSIM appears to be 
a costly and risky choice. It is therefore understandable 
that many analysts assume that the reason local groups 
that chose to join GSIM must have been true believ- 
ers in the jihadist cause. We contend that there is an- 
other logic behind these coalition choices, which better 
explains why local groups may have chosen to side with 
jihadists, rather than another, seemingly less dangerous 
coalition. The Malian case provides a useful window into 
the intense competition within and across coalitions. 

Looking at the coalition choices of leading NSAGs in 
the Malian theatre, it is clear that identity politics alone 
cannot explain these alliances. For example, despite racial 
divisions between the north and south, the Berber Tuareg 
and Moorish peoples in northern Mali are deeply divided 
among themselves. Similarly, it is not true that all of the 
darker-skinned ethnic groups in the south and centre of 

34 Boutellis and Zahar (2018) . 
35 Interview with Malian diplomat and security expert (Ba- 

mako: Mali), October 2017 and February 2018. 
36 As the peace process unfolded, several communities 

dissatisfied with their peace prospects or dissatisfied 
with the leadership of the existing groups, splintered 
to form their own groups. Many of these ethnic mili- 
tias regrouped around the Coordination des Mouve- 
ments de l’Entente (CME), a compliant coalition to the 
peace process, which is more or less supported by the 
government. 

Mali support the government against the separatists and 
the jihadists. Rather, there are Fulani and Songhai com- 
munities that have forged alliances that seem to defy their 
communitarian loyalties. 

While identity politics clearly matter in Mali, it is 
therefore erroneous to assume that these categories de- 
termine coalition choices. Malian NSAGs have repeatedly 
joined coalitions that seem to defy their broader kin loy- 
alties, even teaming up with their ethnic enemies against 
members of their own communities. Rather than build- 
ing winning coalitions with their own kin, too often these 
groups split ranks and even forge new alliances with their 
purported rivals. As seen in table 1 , there are Tuareg, 
Moorish, and Black African ethnic NSAGs in each of the 
three main coalitions in Mali.37 

Even the simplified visual in table 1 shows that coali- 
tion choice does not clearly align with the broader ethnic 
identities associated with an NSAG. Rather, because kin 
identities are nested, there are many ways that they can 
fragment, resulting in a wide array of possible alliance 
choices. The evidence suggests that these NSAGs are pri- 
marily concerned with advancing their parochial group 
interests and will manipulate their identity politics to im- 
prove their bargaining position. 

As table 1 illustrates, salient group identities do not 
neatly overlap with broader identity categories (e.g., 
broader ethnic or racial identities). Of course, we do not 
dispute that identity matters in civil wars; however, be- 
cause most identities are nested, it can be exceptionally 
difficult to operationalize this variable to predict group 
behaviour. Sometimes broad kin ties facilitate alliances, 
where in other instances, micro-level intra-group rivalries 
result in a bewildering array of fragmentation and side- 
switching within and across coalitions. Nested identities 
may matter in civil wars, but they are unwieldy indepen- 
dent variables. 

For example, as seen in table 1 , there are Tuareg-led 
NSAGs in the Platform, CMA, and GSIM coalitions. It 
is simply erroneous to assume that all Tuaregs support 
the separatist CMA. In fact, the most powerful faction 
in the pro-government Platform coalition is the Imghad 
Tuareg Self-Defence Group and Allies (GATIA). No- 
tably, GATIA represents the vassal Imghad caste, which 
is a subaltern group in Tuareg society.38 Because of the 

37 The number of NSAGs in Mali is high, as is their degree 
of group fragmentation; this 3 ×3 matrix offers only a 
simplified visual of a few of the most dominant NSAGs in 
these coalitions at the time of writing. Andrew Lebovich 
created a helpful map of NSAGs in Mali in 2019 for the 
European Council on Foreign Relations, which can be 
found at: https://ecfr.eu/special/sahel_mapping/ . 

https://ecfr.eu/special/sahel_mapping/


AISHA AHMAD AND OUSMANE DIALLO 9 

Table 1. NSAG coalition choice by identity 

Coalition choice 

Identity category Platform (Pro-Government) CMA (Pro-Separatist) GSIM (Jihadist) 

Tuareg GATIA MNLA Ansar Dine 
Moor (Arab) MAA-Loyalist MAA- Dissident Al-Mourabitoun 
Black African ethnic groups CMFPR I CMFPR II Katiba Macina 

marginalization of the Imghad, GATIA fiercely oppose 
the MNLA, which is comprised of the more socially 
elite Tuareg Ifoghas. Yet, intra-Tuareg identity politics 
alone does not explain GATIA’s alliance with other pro- 
Bamako NSAGs in the Platform. There are also clear ma- 
terial reasons behind this choice. Specifically, by siding 
with the Platform, GATIA has gained access to patronage 
networks and material support from the government, up 
to and including support from the Malian army in its skir- 
mishes against their rivals in the CMA.39 The Platform 

also provides GATIA with cover for its business interests, 
especially its alleged involvement in narcotics traffick- 
ing.40 In fact, under the guise of fighting anti-government 
militias, between 2014 and 2017, GATIA commanders 
have repeatedly engaged in combat for the control over 
illicit trafficking routes.41 

These strategic and material reasons, compounded by 
intra-Tuareg hostilities, explain why GATIA has become 
a pillar in the Platform coalition. Nevertheless, the fact 
that GATIA chose to ally with other viciously anti-Tuareg 

38 While these caste differences do not overlap with clan, 
in practice, both categories have helped to construct 
the dominant Tuareg armed groups in northern Mali. 
Bourgeot (1990) ; Bencherif (2018) . 

39 During the battles in Tabankort (in August 2014 and 
January 2015) against the CMA, GATIA was supported 
by the regular army in fuel, weaponry, vehicles and 
many regular soldiers were reportedly involved. Inter- 
view with senior Western diplomat, 24 February 2018. 

40 Ahmad ag Asriw and Ahmadou ag Badi, two GA- 
TIA commanders between 2014 and 2019, have 
been accused of involvement in drug trafficking. 
See UNSC 2018. Report of the Panel of Experts on 
Mali: https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/% 

7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/S_ 
2019_636.pdf 

41 While its main base of operation is in the Ménaka re- 
gion, GATIA has participated in combat operations in 
Ber, Tabankort, Anéfis, and Ansongo, all key cities for 
the control of licit and illicit trade routes. International 
Crisis Group (2015) ). Molenaar and Damme (2017) 

NSAGs remains quite notable. For example, the Coor- 
dination of Movements and Patriotic Resistance Fronts 
(CMFPR) is another leading group in the Platform. The 
CMFPR is the product of two violently anti-Tuareg pre- 
decessor groups, largely composed of the Songhai and 
Fulani ethnic militias. First, in the mid-1990s, a militia 
called Ganda Koy (Masters of the Land) brought together 
Fulani, Songhai, and other sedentary ethnic communities 
in the north to oppose Tuareg rebels in their region. In 
the 2000s, a splinter movement called Ganda Izo (Sons 
of the Land) again mobilized to fight against Tuareg-led 
rebel groups, often veering into ethnic violence against 
innocent Tuareg civilians.42 Both Ganda Koy and Ganda 
Izo have a long history of conflict with the lighter-skinned 
Tuareg, and in 2012, these factions joined forces with the 
Malian army against the Tuareg-Islamist rebellion, before 
coalescing into the CMFPR. 

Nevertheless, despite its history of intense hatred to- 
wards the Tuareg, even the CMFPR found itself em- 
broiled in surprising coalition choices. In 2013, after 
an escalating conflict with the Songhai, a Fulani splin- 
ter group broke away from the CMFPR and joined the 
Tuareg-led CMA coalition. The original CMFPR move- 
ment retained a base of Songhai and Fulani support in 
the city of Gao, but the splinter group—which called 
itself CMFPR II—drew from marginalized Fulani com- 
munities in the wider Gao and Ménaka regions. This 
rupture occurred at a time when the Fulani in Gao 
and Ménaka believed they were being sidelined in the 
Songhai-dominated CMFPR, and thus feared being ex- 
cluded in a future peace agreement. By splitting and 
switching sides from the Platform to the CMA coalition, 
CMFPR II sought to improve its bargaining position and 
its share of the potential dividends of a peace deal.43 

It is especially noteworthy that CMFPR II was led by 
former commanders of Gando Izo, and yet still joined 
forces with the Tuareg-led CMA coalition. Ganda Izo had 
previously espoused ethno-genocidal sentiments towards 
the Tuareg, yet their short-term strategic calculations 

42 Diarra (2012) and Boisvert (2015) . 
43 Boutellis and Zahar (2018) . 

https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/127B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9127D/S12201912636.pdf
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outweighed these old hatreds. Indeed, leader Ibrahim 

Abba Kantao explicitly stated that CMFPR II would ‘ally 
(. . .) with the devil if it is necessary for the peace and 
salvation of our communities’ 44 Equally so, despite its 
anti-Tuareg past, the CMA was also happy to welcome 
the CMFPR II into its coalition; adding a non-Moorish, 
non-Tuareg dissident faction to its mix allowed the CMA 

coalition to present itself as truly representative of north- 
ern Mali’s diverse population. 

A similar story of side-switching occurred with the 
Arab Movement of Azawad (MAA). The MAA-Loyalist 
faction represents the Lamhar tribe of the Tilemsi Arabs 
in the Gao region and is aligned with the Platform coali- 
tion. The MAA-Dissident faction draws support from 

the Kounta and Berabiche tribes in the Timbuktu re- 
gion. Once again, micro-level nested identities among the 
Arabs shaped the strategic environment around NSAG 

coalition choice. For example, the Lamhar Arabs are a 
powerful business class and have close proximity to po- 
litical and security elites.45 The MAA-Loyalist faction 
was therefore primarily concerned with the protection of 
Lamhar licit and illicit interests, which was best achieved 
through its alignment with the Platform coalition.46 The 
MAA-Dissident faction, led by rival Kounta and Be- 
rabiche communities, emerged in response to perceptions 
of dominance by the wealthy and powerful Lamhar; the 
splinter group thus joined the CMA to balance against 
their tribal rivals. 

Of course, in some cases, these identity categories 
line up with the more obvious coalition choice. For ex- 
ample, the MNLA leads the CMA alongside with the 
High Council for the Unity of Azawad (HCUA) (a break- 
away group from Ansar Dine), a relationship that is 
facilitated by their common identity as Tuareg Ifoghas 
from Kidal. However, in other cases, identity politics, 
balance of power considerations, and economic interests 
have pulled Malian NSAGs into different coalitions. As 
noted above, both MAA-Platform and CMFPR II side- 
lined their broader kin loyalties to advance the bargain- 
ing positions of their narrower group. 

Looking closely at the NSAGs in the Platform and 
CMA coalitions, it is clear that nested micro-level iden- 
tities and strategic calculations help to shape coalition 
choices. This is consistent with the existing literature 
that assumes that armed groups balance against each 
other, each in pursuit of the best possible share of a post- 

44 Diallo (2014) . 
45 Briscoe, Crime after Jihad, CRU Report, p. 26; 

Whitehouse and Strazzari (2015) 
46 Alain Antil (2012) , Chauzal and van Damme (2015) , and 

Lebovich (2017) 

war political and economic bargain. Within the Platform 

and CMA, much of the splitting and side-switching be- 
haviours of NSAGs can be explained by this interest- 
based strategizing, wherein nested identities and complex 
intra-group rivalries can be manipulated to justify unex- 
pected coalition choices. An NSAG’s decision to ally with 
either Platform or CMA can therefore be explained by 
its desire to secure a more favourable arrangement in the 
ongoing political process. 

Yet, given that GSIM has been excluded from the 
bargaining process, why would a local group choose 
to ally with this sidelined jihadist coalition, rather than 
seek a profitable arrangement with either the Platform 

or CMA? This choice is puzzling because most jihadists 
are not only denied the spoils of a peace agreement, but 
are also the targets of serious international military pres- 
sure. Allying with jihadists is costly and risky. This is es- 
pecially true for Al-Qaeda franchises like GSIM, which 
are exceptionally difficult to integrate into a normal po- 
litical process. Not only is GSIM promised zero shares 
of the post-war spoils, but it is also the target of intense 
international military action. 

It may be tempting to focus on group ideology to ex- 
plain this coalition choice; however, we contend that the 
groups that have joined forces with GSIM under these 
conditions are not necessarily true believers. Rather, we 
propose that GSIM has successfully recruited support 
from marginalized groups that have lost out in the intra- 
coalition competitions in the Platform and CMA coali- 
tions, and which appear to have no way of benefitting 
from the existing process. By recruiting support from 

among these ‘losers’, we contend that the GSIM has built 
a competitive spoiler coalition. 

As seen in table 1 , the GSIM coalition brings together 
three main jihadist NSAGs, each representing different 
constituencies: (1) the Tuareg-led Ansar Dine, which re- 
mains headed by Iyad ag Ghaly; (2) the Arab-initiated 
Al-Mourabitoun, which was led by Algerian jihadist and 
Al-Qaeda commander Mokhtar Belmokhtar; and (3) the 
Fulani-dominated Katiba Macina, led by a charismatic 
preacher named Amadou Koufa. 

Notably, ag Ghaly and Belmokhtar have been in- 
volved in various insurgent or terrorist activities for 
decades and have become wealthy and powerful through 
kidnapping for ransom, wartime looting, and alleged in- 
volvement in illicit trade in the Malian-Algerian border 
region.47 Al-Mourabitoun is an offshoot of the original 
Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), and the lead- 
ers of Ansar Dine cultivated relationships with AQIM as 
early as 2007. The ties between AQIM and Ansar Dine 

47 Bencherif (2017) and Brisard (2013) . 
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predate the current wave of conflict, and thus explain 
their decision to form a jihadist coalition. 

Katiba Macina, however, is a relatively newer jihadist 
affiliate and is primarily active in Mopti and Ségou re- 
gions, far away from the jihadist base in the north. Katiba 
Macina predominantly represents the Fulani in Central 
Mali, especially from among poorer nomadic pastoral- 
ist communities. Given these very local interests, why did 
Katiba Macina choose to join the GSIM coalition? At first 
blush, the links between these jihadists might seem obvi- 
ous, especially given that Katiba Macina emerged in 2015 
out of a brigade of Ansar Dine led by Koufa. Indeed, Ko- 
ufa is a long-time friend of ag Ghaly, and a true believer 
in his jihadist cause. There is clearly an ideological align- 
ment among the elite leadership in GNIM. 

However, these elite ties do not explain why Katiba 
Macina has grown in power across Central Mali, espe- 
cially because the Fulani in the Mopti and Segou regions 
are overwhelmingly Sufis, not Salafi-jihadists. Based on 
our ethnographic research in the region, we find little sup- 
port for the ‘true believer’ hypothesis among Fulani com- 
munities in Central Mali. Rather, our investigation finds 
that Koufa’s success in recruiting support is not based on 
religious appeal, but largely due to his co-option of the 
serious economic and security concerns of the Fulani in 
this region. 

These security concerns are rooted in an old conflict 
between Fulani nomadic pastoralists and sedentary farm- 
ers in the semi-arid Sahel region, which has worsened due 
to climate change and demographic pressures. As a re- 
sult, these Fulani communities in Central Mali have in- 
creasingly struggled for access to natural resources, in- 
cluding access to water points, pastures, and arable land, 
and nomadic herders have been forced to compete with 
other ethnic groups for access to the shrinking fertile 
plains of the Inner Niger Delta Region and are losing 
in that competition.48 To survive, these Fulani pastoral- 
ists have encroached on adjacent sedentary farming com- 
munities, who hail mostly from the Bambara and Dogon 
ethnic groups. The result has been escalating conflict be- 
tween pastoralists and farmers, which has erupted in se- 
vere ethnic clashes, including a slaughter of 157 Fulani 
civilians in Ogossagou in 2019 by a local Dogon ethnic 
militia called Dan Na Ambassagou . Fulani pastoralists 
have been outmatched in these local conflicts, yet they 
cannot survive without safely accessing arable lands for 
their herds. 

In the resource-driven conflict in Central Mali, Fu- 
lani pastoralists have been losing out and perceive little 
opportunity to win in the existing political system.49 As 

48 Thiam (2017) and Jourde, Brossier, and Cissé (2018) . 

one of our respondents explained, ‘They [the Fulani] have 
been disconnected from the political and economic net- 
works and have been subjected to the whims of local state 
authorities for decades’.50 Using his religious sermons 
and public statements, Koufa successfully leveraged this 
security crisis to rally support behind Katiba Macina. 
In fact, Koufa explicitly used his religious platform to 
stoke ethnic fears and recruit support from among the 
Fulani, going so far as to warn Fulani pastoralists that 
they would be hunted down by the state and other eth- 
nic rivals.51 Through this strategy, Katiba Macina has 
generated its main support base from among Fulani no- 
madic pastoralist communities from the uplands of Cen- 
tral Mali. 

Yet, despite Koufa’s fervour, the fact remained that 
these Fulani communities in Central Mali were in a los- 
ing position, and disadvantaged in the political bargain 
with the Malian state. The 2015 Algiers Accord was fo- 
cused on establishing peace among armed groups from 

the northern region, such as GATIA and the MNLA, 
‘without any particular attention to the needs of the cen- 
tral regions’.52 There was therefore no representation of 
the Fulani from Central Mali in the Accord, and no con- 
cessions or benefits to those communities from that deal. 
Although CMFPR II drew its support from Fulani com- 
munities in Gao and Ménaka, it did not represent or pro- 
tect the Fulani pastoralists living hundreds of miles south 
in Mopti or Ségou. The Malian state also failed in its ba- 
sic duties to protect these Fulani communities from vio- 
lence and discrimination, including ethnic massacres. On 
the contrary, Fulani pastoralists regularly complained of 
harassment by the state forestry services, judiciary, and 
security forces, especially for being unjustly targeted in 
counter-terrorist operations.53 

Tracking the evolution of the insurgency in Mopti 
and Ségou regions in Central Mali, the evidence suggests 
that the reason Fulani pastoralist communities sided 
with GSIM was not simply due to ideological fervour, 
but because of their losing position in the existing politi- 
cal deal, their relative weakness vis-à-vis local rivals, and 
their inability to achieve a better bargain with the state in 
the official process. While northern NSAGs profited from 

the 2015 peace accord, the longstanding conflict among 

49 Diallo (2017) . 
50 Interview with NGO stakeholder in Central Mali, 

February 2018 
51 Cissé (2022) . 
52 Tobie (2017) . 
53 Added to this is the alleged support offered to the Dozo 

militia, which defends the interests of Bamanan and Do- 
gon farmers against the pastoralist, by the government. 
See Thiénot (2017) . 
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Fulani pastoralists and Dogon farmers was still 
festering—and escalating—in the central region, with 
the Fulani in an increasingly weaker, losing position. 

It was under these conditions that Katiba Macina al- 
lied with Ansar Dine and Al-Mourabitoun, thus giving 
birth to GSIM. For Ansar Dine and Al-Mourabitoun, 
there were obvious advantages to bringing Katiba 
Macina into the fold. The jihadists in the north had 
always held national rather than regional ambitions, 
which made expansion attractive. Moreover, interna- 
tional counterterrorism forces were focused on the north- 
ern provinces of Kidal, Gao, and Timbuktu, and so mov- 
ing the jihad towards the central region allowed Ansar 
Dine and Al-Mourabitoun to maintain their momentum, 
while taking some pressure off the fighting in the north. 

But what advantage did Katiba Macina gain by team- 
ing up with this jihadist coalition? Of course, the friend- 
ship between Koufa and ag Ghaly played an important 
role in this merger; however, there were also practical 
benefits to Katiba Macina joining a larger jihadist team. 
For example, Koufa was able to draw in supporters from 

the now-defunct jihadist group called the Movement for 
Unity and Jihad in West Africa (MUJWA), which was one 
of the most active jihadist groups involved in illicit traf- 
ficking.54 By courting former MUJWA members, Katiba 
Macina could gain access to financial resources, military 
expertise, and political alliances, through these illicit traf- 
ficking networks. According to interviews conducted by 
Ursu, ‘[Koufa] sought first the alliance with [MUJWA] 
and Ansar Dine and then with [GSIM] to legitimise him- 
self as a leader within a greater movement’.55 

Furthermore, as early as 2017, observers expressed 
concerns about increased cooperation among the ji- 
hadists in the coalition, noting that ‘groups like al- 
Mourabitoun, with more experience, could share their 
expertise with new movements like Katiba Macina, 
such as in the field of explosives manufacturing’.56 

Our interview-based research suggests that during the 
early period after the merger, GSIM provided Katiba 
Macina with financial support for the operationalization 
of seryas (squadrons) to conduct attacks against Malian 
and international interests, as well as logistical supports, 
such as vehicles, weapons, guidance, and expertise to 
these emerging cells.57 Other researchers observed that 
through its alliance with the GSIM, Katiba Macina de- 
veloped expertise in improvised explosive devices (IEDs) 

54 Boeke (2016) and Lacher (2013) . 
55 Ursu (2018) . 
56 Assanvo and Maïga (2017) . 
57 Interview with a local mediator close to Fulani groups, 

11 December 2017; with senior Western diplomat in 
Mali, 24 February 2018. 

and suicide-vehicle borne improvised explosive devices 
(SVBIEDs), which spiked in Central Mali from 2017 on- 
wards.58 In 2019, International Crisis Group noted that 
the ‘quality of the Katiba Macina’s recent video footage 
and its attacks’ complexity, including the use of roadside 
bombs, suggests the transfer of expertise from [GSIM]’.59 

Yet, the degree to which Katiba Macina relies on the 
jihadist coalition for financial backing is debatable. Our 
2017 interviews in the region indicated that by allying 
with wealthier Ansar Dine and Al-Mourabitoun factions 
in the north, marginalized Fulani pastoralists in Kat- 
iba Macina gained access to greater resources, as well 
as logistical support, which allowed them to push back 
against local rivals.60 Other recent studies, however, re- 
port that Katiba Macina has since become more finan- 
cially independent, specifically through systematic taxa- 
tion of communities under the guise of zakat , as well as 
business conducted in its areas of influence.61 In 2019, 
the International Crisis Group remarked that, ‘while the 
Katiba Macina appears dependent on Ansar Dine and 
[GSIM] for financial and logistical support, its increasing 
effort to collect zakat (alms) suggests a desire for financial 
autonomy’.62 

Since the 2017 GSIM merger, Katiba Macina’s attacks 
have outpaced all other jihadists in the Malian theatre, 
and its reach extended into neighbouring Burkina Faso 
and even northern Côte d’Ivoire.63 Katiba Macina has 
attacked Malian army positions in Dioura, Guiré, Mon- 
doro, and Boulkessi, while also fighting several ethnic 
pro-government militias, such as the Dogon-dominated 
Da na Ambassagou in the Hayre-Seeno district. How- 
ever, although the Fulani constitutes most of its mem- 
bers, Katiba Macina also includes a minority of Dogon 
and Bozo members, along with Bambara from the Sokolo 
area, in the north of the Ségou region.64 The fact that 
the group espouses a religious identity, not an ethnic or 
tribal membership criterion, gives it an advantage over 
other parochial NSAGs. Using a common Islamic identity, 

58 Pauline Le Roux (2019) . 
59 International Crisis Group (2019) . 
60 Interview with local mediator close to Fulani groups in 

central Mali, Dakar, 11 December 2017. 
61 Rupesinghe and Diall (2019 , 4), Cold-Ravnkilde and 

Boubacar (2022) , Baldaro and Diall (2020) , and Sanaren 
(2022) . 

62 International Crisis Group (2019) . 
63 See ACLED data in Le Roux (2019) . 
64 These communities have also been at odds with Tuareg 

rebels of the MNLA since 2012, and MNLA’s push into 
Central Mali catalyzed these communities to join the 
now-defunct MUJWA. 
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Katiba Macina can recruit members from across ethnic, 
tribal, and other identity-based divisions. 

When comparing our hypothesis to competing expla- 
nations, we found no evidence of widespread ideologi- 
cal change in the Mopti or Segou regions where Katiba 
Macina has gained ground. There has been no mass con- 
version from Sufi to Salafi-jihadist beliefs in Central Mali. 
Rather, we find that the primary motivations behind this 
coalition choice are marginalization and exclusion. The 
local groups that have galvanized the jihad for GSIM in 
Central Mali not only are under tremendous economic 
and environmental pressure, but also have no viable av- 
enue to have their grievances addressed within the ex- 
isting peace process. With little power to fight alone, 
these Fulani pastoralists were losers in the Malian the- 
atre. By rallying behind GSIM, however, they galvanized 
local recruitment and created an effective jihadist spoiler 
coalition, which has tipped the balance of power in their 
favour in Central Mali. 

Of course, GSIM is not the only jihadist group in 
Central Mali that has managed to recruit support from 

marginalized populations. Since 2015, the ISGS has been 
operating as a jihadist competitor to the Al-Qaeda- 
branded GSIM. Notably, becoming a ‘province’ of the 
so-called Islamic State (IS) is much easier than becom- 
ing an official Al-Qaeda affiliate, making the IS brand an 
attractive choice for small or weak groups. ISGS there- 
fore had a sharp rise in power in Mali and became par- 
ticularly influential in the economically fragile Liptako- 
Gourma region that straddles the borders of Mali, Burk- 
ina Faso, and Niger. Like GSIM, ISGS has tapped into 
grievances about resource scarcity among marginalized 
communities like the Fulani; even more, it has engaged 
with other economically distressed actors, such as illegal 
goldminers, poachers, and bandits. ‘Many members of 
the CM-FPR II who were expecting to benefit from the 
disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) 
process in Soufroulaye and who were excluded from it, 
rallied ISGS in the Gourma’.65 ISGS has built a powerful 
presence in Gourma and succeeded in drawing supporter 
away from other rival groups, and continues to act as a 
powerful secondary jihadist coalition in the Malian the- 
atre and beyond. 

Finally, it is important to note that jihadists are not 
the only groups that can form spoiler coalitions. In Mali, 
there is another non-jihadist counter-coalition called Co- 
ordination des Mouvements de l’Entente (CME), which is 
comprised of a collection of splinter groups that emerged 
in the aftermath of the 2015 agreement. These splin- 
ter groups, such as the Movement for the Salvation of 

65 Interview with local mediator close to Fulani groups in 
central Mali, Dakar, 11 December 2017. 

Azawad (MSA) that broke away from the MNLA, re- 
jected the Platform and the CMA in order to position 
themselves as the peace process unfolded. By existing and 
showing its military might, the CME has aimed to force 
a new bargain that affords its members a better share of 
a future peace. ‘The CME was formed because the peace 
agreement despite its mediation by international parties, 
did n’t include tribal dynamics and economic interests 
in northern Mali. Many armed groups belonging to the 
CME have a solid presence in the north, and they can- 
not just be dismissed’, explained a leading political ac- 
tor in Mali.66 So far, the CME has successfully used soft 
spoiling to secure some dividends from the existing peace 
agreement, including access to DDR programs, interna- 
tional support, and increased local influence. 

Yet, the fact is that the secular CME is nowhere near 
as powerful as either the GSIM or ISGS. Of course, the 
objectives of the CME, GSIM, and ISGS are fundamen- 
tally different. The CME is jockeying for a better future 
settlement with the government, whereas the GSIM and 
ISGS both seek to overturn the political system entirely. 
Using Stedman’s typology, for example, the CME could 
be categorized as a ‘limited’ spoiler, whereas GSIM and 
ISGS are ‘total’ spoilers.67 This difference helps explain 
why the jihadists have been so successful in courting sup- 
port from groups that have completely lost out in the 
bargaining process. As the case evidence shows, Fulani 
pastoralist communities in Central Mali that have sided 
with either GSIM or ISGS not only face extreme and im- 
mediate risks to life and livelihood, but also have no vi- 
able avenue to have their grievances addressed within the 
existing peace process. By drawing support from such 
severely marginalized groups, jihadists have been success- 
ful in creating a powerful spoiler coalition in Mali and 
beyond. 

The degree of armed group fragmentation in Mali is 
extreme, and this empirical evaluation has only exam- 
ined the most dominant NSAGs in the conflict today. 
As the political situation in Mali continues to evolve, 
the cost calculations of these various NSAGs may shift 
again. In 2020 and again in 2021, the Malian government 
suffered two coups led by Colonel Assimi Goïta, who 
has since consolidated power.68 Sanctioned by France, 
the United States, the African Union, and ECOWAS, 
Goïta pivoted and contracted Russian mercenaries from 

the infamous Wagner Group to operate in Mali. Out- 
raged by the presence of Wagner mercenaries, in February 
2021, France announced the end of its counterterrorism 

66 Interview with leading Malian political actor, Bamako, 
February 2018. 

67 Stedman (1997) . 
68 Diallo (2020) . 
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mission, and it plans for withdrawal. Although Mali’s 
foreign relations have undeniably deteriorated, it is note- 
worthy that the French long refused to allow any talks 
with Malian jihadists, even when Malian officials have 
suggested that such negotiations could lead to peace. 
Whether the French withdrawal changes the political bar- 
gaining environment in Mali remains to be seen.69 

Countering Jihadist Spoiler Coalitions 

This article has argued that when a peace process opens 
up in a civil war, NSAGs involved in the fray jockey for a 
share of a future post-war settlement. To secure the best 
possible share of a post-war deal, armed groups often 
make coalition choices that seem to defy conventional 
loyalties, and even betray wider kin to advance their nar- 
row interests. Yet not all groups fare well in this com- 
petition, and for the ‘losers’, there are few choices. If 
the NSAG is strong, it can reject the peace process and 
fight alone as a spoiler. For weaker NSAGs, however, that 
choice might be suicidal. For weaker NSAGs that foresee 
no prospects of a beneficial future deal, teaming up with 
a jihadist spoiler coalition can appear to be an attractive 
choice. Despite the risks of a jihadist label, when a bar- 
gaining process appears hopeless or unfair, marginalized 
groups can choose to ally with jihadist coalitions as a way 
to balance against local rivals and disrupt peace deals that 
exclude them. For marginalized groups that have lost out 
in the political competition, jihadists can offer them an 
opportunity to join a coalition of outsiders, with a goal 
of total spoiling.70 

These initial findings may find relevant application to 
other comparable civil war theatres where jihadists are 
active, such as Somalia, Afghanistan, and Syria. As the 
world witnessed the dramatic takeover of Afghanistan 
by the Taliban, it is clear how important it is to un- 
derstand why jihadists are able to forge winning coali- 
tions, even after years of serious international military 
pressure against them. For two decades, the Taliban 
worked to spoil the political deal that upheld the now- 
defunct American-backed regime, while also acting as the 
primary opposition to that regime. Today, after having 
spoiled the 2001 peace deal and secured a new bargain 
that functionally surrendered power to them, the Taliban 
leadership are no longer jihadist spoilers, but are jihadist 
rulers over Afghanistan. 

In Afghanistan and many other comparable cases, it 
is not identity politics or ideology that explains why lo- 
cal groups choose to team up with jihadists, but rather 
severe economic marginalization and political exclusion 

69 Ba and Diallo (2022) . 
70 Stedman (1997) . 

that force them to ally with jihadists in the hopes of 
overturning an unjust system. Indeed, they may be cor- 
rect in that calculation. The American withdrawal from 

Afghanistan and the French withdrawal from Mali have 
signalled that the international community may not be 
willing to fight jihadists indefinitely. If so, then these ji- 
hadist coalitions may turn out to be the winning team in 
these brutal military contests. 

Although this study is only a first step in examining 
the strategic logic behind jihadist coalitions, it has al- 
ready uncovered some important implications for poli- 
cymakers. Most notably, this research speaks to interna- 
tional efforts aimed at countering violent extremist or- 
ganization (CVEO), most of which focus on ideological 
de-radicalization. This article has shown that the reasons 
local groups may choose to ally with jihadists may have 
little to do with the adoption of radical ideas. Rather, 
when local groups lose out in a bargaining process, and 
see no hope of addressing their grievances in a future 
deal, they may choose to ally with jihadists in order to 
upend the existing system and protect their interests. In 
the Malian case, political disempowerment and economic 
and environmental distress were driving forces behind 
why some local groups teamed up with jihadists. Very 
similar phenomena appear to be at play in Niger, Burk- 
ina Faso, Nigeria, Mozambique, the Democratic Repub- 
lic of Congo, and other cases, where impoverished and 
marginalized local communities in resource-rich coun- 
tries have rallied behind jihadists to protect their inter- 
ests. Our own research in some of these conflict zones 
convinces us that the hypothesis presented in this paper 
could be applied to a much longer multi-country study 
and manuscript. 

The unfortunate fact is that in most cases, military 
interventions have not only failed to quell jihadist in- 
surgencies, but also seem to have worsened these con- 
flicts. Across cases, African jihadists have gained ground 
in places where there are serious political, economic, and 
environmental grievances. Understanding these underly- 
ing causal factors is essential to counteracting jihadist in- 
fluence. Indeed, the best way to counter jihadist spoiler 
coalitions is to diffuse the pressures fuelling them. 
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