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Abstract 

‘Sons of the soil’ conflicts seldom intensify above a low level of intrastate violence. Although fre-
quent, they tend to remain small in scale, which has contributed to a lack of scholarly understanding 
about why some Sons of the soil conflict yet intensify more than others. Taking the role of the state 
into account, this study aims to investigate the causes for intensification in these conflicts. With a 
neoclassical realist approach, domestic factors behind the causal process of conflict intensification 
are unearthed, thereby investigating further the action-formation of the government threat percep-
tion. It leads the study to test the following hypothesis: A Sons of the soil conflict is more likely to 
intensify if the government misperceives the threat the conflict constitutes. Through a comparative 
process tracing analysis of Sons of the soil conflict intensity in Mali and Niger, 2006-2012, findings 
suggest that certain domestic factors at the state level cause a significant variation in the outcome. 
Actual low threats of Sons of the soil conflict may in fact be intensified due to state misperceptions. 
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1. Introduction 

The type of ethnic intrastate conflict referred to as ‘Sons of the soil’ (SoS) conflict, make up nearly 

one third of all civil wars fought since 1945. These mostly low-intensity armed struggles, between 

groups of a minority indigenous population (‘Sons’) of a country — concentrated to a specific re-

gion of belonging (‘Soil’) — and a larger in-migrating population to the same region, have as of yet 

not been closely examined in relation to higher levels of conflict intensity. Albeit less frequent 

across cases, high-intensity SoS conflicts need be better understood in order to prevent the exten-

sive and devastating effects they have on human life. Previous research on conflict intensity is 

overall scarce in studies on SoS conflicts, and although some explain low levels of intensity, non 

has sought to better understand the variation in intensity of ongoing SoS conflicts in a civil war con-

text; this question is understudied in the literature.  

This study aims to investigate the causes for high-intensity SoS conflicts. The research question that 

the study poses is accordingly: Why do some SoS conflicts intensify more than others? In order to 

answer this question, the role of the state will be investigated as earlier research has found it to ex-

plain for the variation in conflict intensity in civil wars. The dependent variable of conflict intensity 

is further defined in terms of a ‘total number of deaths’ according to the Uppsala-PRIO conflict 

dataset (including state-based, non-state, and one-sided violence), which allows for a conceptualisa-

tion of the dependent variable as continuous; furthermore, it unambiguously limits the dependent 

variable to only concern the loss of life inflicted by the institutions under study. The independent 

variables, in turn, are conceptualised as four domestic factors within state (elite consensus, regime 

vulnerability, social cohesion, and elite cohesion), which through the action-formation mechanism 

of government perception of the rise of a SoS threat, i.e. a change in the balance of power, moti-

vates a certain balancing behaviour that is theorised to cause the subsequent levels of conflict inten-

sity. In contrast to earlier research on power-balancing, this study further problematises the concept 

using a neoclassical realist analytical framework which allows it to consider the intervening domes-

tic (independent) variables in the causal process of SoS conflict intensity. Rather than assuming a 

coherent state actor, that adjusts policy in direct accordance to structural changes in the balance of 

power, the state is viewed in light of its commitment issues, informational problems, and technolo-
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gies of coercion. This alternative approach leads the study to test the following hypothesis: A SoS 

conflict is more likely to intensify if the government misperceives the threat the conflict constitutes.  

In order to test the hypothesis, the research question is addressed through a comparative study of 

two cases of SoS conflict in which respective balancing behaviour of the state is investigated. A 

strategic selection of the Malian and Nigerien processes of SoS conflict intensity, during the Tuareg 

insurrections in 2006-2012, allows the study to expose the independent variables in each case. Both 

these cases further show a variation on the level of the dependent variable, whereby the SoS conflict 

intensified within one while it remained low-intensity within the other. With the aim of the study in 

mind, this variation on the dependent variable is important. In effect, the study seeks to exploit the 

shared national border between Mali and Niger that divides the SoS conflict, thereby isolating the 

role of the state-specific independent variables in each case. A method of ‘process tracing’ is 

deemed best suited to arrive at two within-case mechanismic explanations for levels of SoS conflict 

intensity; a comparative analysis finally sheds further light on the causal process through which 

some SoS conflicts intensify more than others. Data sources consist of earlier case research, country 

reports, journalistic articles and blog entries by regional observers and experts. 

The findings from the process analysis suggest that domestic factors associated with the state’s bal-

ancing behaviour cause significant variation in the outcome. Furthermore, even if conflict patterns 

do not vary between cases of SoS conflict (within the two cases under study, conflict patterns were 

to a large extent shared due the countries’ close proximity and joint national border), actual low SoS 

threats may materialise as high-intensity conflicts through the action-formation mechanism of gov-

ernment threat perception. Among the domestic factors, the level of consensus between state elites 

has the highest inference on levels of intensity, as it allows for policy adjustments that make the in-

formation structure of the conflict environment less ambiguous. Findings further suggest that 

regime vulnerability may coincide with weakened social cohesion, which supports the theoretical 

framework of the study. However, although a strengthening of social cohesion should normally be 

the result of shifts in the balance of power between the state and an opposing SoS party, the findings 

suggest a reversed effect.  

The study proceeds as follows: First, earlier research on SoS conflicts is given account for, with an 

emphasis put on studies of conflict intensity; second, the theoretical framework is laid out together 

with detailed descriptions of the independent variables; third, research design and methodology is 
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presented, where case selection and data sources are discussed; fourth, the empirical results are pre-

sented under the two respective case studies; fifth, both cases are analysed and compared, enabling 

the study to draw general conclusions from the empirical result; last, the findings are concluded to-

gether with suggestions for future research and policy implications.  
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Map 1   Northern Africa 

Map 2   Sahara (west-central) and Sahel 
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2. Previous Research 

While much of the previous research on SoS conflicts has been dedicated to explaining the onset of 

SoS conflicts, investigations into the intensity of violence within this type of conflicts are on the 

whole scarce. The few explanations are for most part found at the margins of previous research, 

usually centred around one of two groups of factors, either emphasising the role of the ethnic 

groups in conflict, or the role of the state within which the conflict takes place: 1) the number and/

or proportion of groups; 2) government bias. 

According to Fearon and Laitin (2003), of all civil wars fought, 1945-2008, nearly one-third is 

found to contain specific SoS dynamics. These conflicts are further conceptualise as: between an 

indigenous population (‘Sons’) of a country, concentrated to a specific region of belonging (‘Soil’), 

and a migrant population to the same region (Fearon and Laitin 2011). The significance of ancestral 

land uniquely bridges fields of political geography and ethnic conflict; land thus constitutes not 

only a ‘territory’, exogenous to the incompatibilities of conflict (cf. Le Billon 2001; Weidmann 

2009), but is in itself “the element of the identity of aggrieved locals” (Côté and Mitchell 2015:2). 

However, much previous research shows a very narrow geographical scope, resulting in frequent 

theory developments of a ‘mid-range’ nature.  While India (Bhavnani and Lacina 2015; Forsberg 1

2010; Vandekerckhove 2009; Weiner 1978) and Sub-Saharan Africa (Côté and Mitchell 2015; Jack-

son 2006; Lynch 2011; Brosché and Sundberg (under review); Dunn 2009; Green 2012; Nmona 

2008) are clearly overrepresented, cross-country and cross-regional studies are largely missing in 

previous research; exceptions are Fearon and Laitin (2011), and more recently Mukherjee (2014).  

With few exceptions does previous research centre on explaining conflict onset rather than any spe-

cific SoS conflict dynamics: Weiner (1978) initially found unemployment among sons-of-the-soil 

the main destabilising factor (the economical competition between migrants and the indigenous 

population), however Bhavnani and Lacina (2015) refute this argument in a recent study and ac-

cordingly show that migration in fact has no effect on conflict onset where unemployment among 

natives is high; they find instead political alignment of the indigenous population the explanatory 

 Middle-range approaches to theory development draw conclusions from empirical analysis on the micro-level but tend 1

to miss the macro-level, where causal mechanisms are predetermined (Bennett and Checkel 2015:93).
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factor (2015:761). Such focus on political factors is the most prominent in previous research: Dunn 

(2009) looks at political liberalisation; Côté and Mitchell (2015) study the impact of democratic 

elections; Fearon and Laitin’s (2011) research find state intervention the main escalatory factor of 

SoS conflicts. Other studies have looked at the competition over land (e.g. Toft 2006; Brosché and 

Sundberg (under review); Côté and Mitchell 2015), finding latent SoS dynamics especially liable to 

conflict onset because the areas of contest have both objective value, in terms of resources and 

strategic advantage, and subjective value, in terms of identity and culture. Lastly, an interesting 

structural approach is adopted by Green (2012) who assess the impact of demographic change on 

SoS conflicts; according to this line of research, historic low-density demography has resulted in 

specific institutional arrangements (e.g. land rights) that contribute to SoS conflict onset when com-

bined with rapid population growth (in effect, closed national boundaries and migration). To sum 

up, SoS conflict onset is by far the most studied arena in previous research.  

Fearon and Laitin (2011) identify a set of onset steps, common to all SoS conflicts, in their cross-

country study: when (i) migration takes place, from the core of populated areas within a country to 

the periphery, (ii) minor violent conflicts may arise due to a competition over vacant land, between 

migrants and the indigenous groups belonging to the periphery; these frictions will (iii) trigger the 

response of state security forces to restore order, in which case — if these efforts should fail — (iv) 

the state must side with the majority group in armed conflict (either the migrants or the sons-of-the-

soil); consequently, escalation of a SoS conflict occurs when (v) the state sides with the migrant 

population (ibid:203-4). These steps however cannot explain for any variation in intensity of vio-

lence within SoS conflicts; Fearon and Laitin still provide an initial picture of the role of the state in 

fuelling SoS conflicts. Other previous research touches upon the issue of intensity, but only at the 

margin: Côté and Mitchell (2015), find connections between SoS dynamics and varying degrees of 

electoral violence, and recognise that most SoS conflicts take place at such a low ‘riot-level’ of vio-

lence that many cases are in fact left out from the majority of scholarship on SoS conflicts.  

2.1. Intensity of ‘Sons of the Soil’ Conflicts 

Previous research on conflict intensity, although scarce in studies on SoS conflicts, is to be found in 

the literature on civil wars (e.g. Melander 1999; Öberg 2002; Regan and Norton 2005; Sambanis 
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and Zinn 2005).  An important work by Kalyvas and Kocher (2007) provides inspiring theoretical 2

framework for intrastate conflict intensity based on the security dilemma, however this research 

centres around violence against civilians rather than a total number of deaths. More relevant for 

studies of SoS conflicts then, is previous research focusing on intensification of ethnic conflicts; 

especially Eck (2009) makes connections to conflict duration and finds a complex relationship be-

tween the two, showing that explanations for intensity are in fact separate from those of conflict on-

set.  3

The first line of research to more directly explain intensity of SoS conflicts can be found among the 

many studies conducted in Northeast India since Weiner (1978). Previous research by Vandekerck-

hove (2009) for example, centred around the distribution of migrant and/or indigenous groups, finds 

that the fear of infiltration of the own group can increase intensity levels as SoS conflicts develop 

in-group competitions over a hierarchy of belonging. Especially so-called ’homeland campaigns’, 

where SoS dynamics are preferably used for political purposes, risk put in motion intensified con-

flicts of autochthony. Another example of this is Forsberg (2010), who has studied the proportion of 

non-indigenous peoples in regional SoS conflicts in Assam and finds evidence of a relationship with 

the intensity of violence. While much other previous research has been shown unable to capture 

SoS conflicts on a low-intensity level (rather focusing on the onset of high-lethality conflicts), these 

studies manage to explain for levels of violence in low-intensity SoS conflicts, but for this very rea-

son they remain somewhat limited to a ‘pre-escalation’ phase and cannot explain variation in inten-

sity of ongoing conflicts on a higher civil-war level. 

The second line of research, in contrast, looks more closely at internal SoS dynamics within civil 

wars and explains intensity in relation to the role of the state. Drawing on earlier research on ‘gov-

ernment bias’ (Brosché 2014) a recent study by Brosché and Sundberg (under review) investigates 

the instigation of civil violence by the state through manipulations of SoS dynamics; by using the 

“potentially explosive” (Weiner 1978:79) SoS dynamics already at play between migrant and in-

digenous groups, government can steer the intensification of SoS conflicts where it serves political 

 Conflict intensity has also been studied in previous research on interstate wars (e.g. Ben-Yehuda and Mishali-Ram 2

2003; Brecher and Wilkenfeld 1997; Bueno de Mesquita, Morrow, and Zorick 1997; Eberwein 1981; Fearon 1994; 
Morgan 1994; Reed 2000; Senese 1997).

 Eck’s quantitative model cannot however answer why some conflicts intensify more than others, and temporal and 3

spatial variation in intensity within armed conflicts is on the whole missing in the civil war literature; these findings are 
therefore of limited use in furthering understandings of the relationship between intensity and distinct SoS conflict dy-
namics (cf. Eck 2009:385)
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purposes. Quite contrary to Fearon and Laitin (2011) then, Brosché and Sundberg explain intensifi-

cation of SoS conflicts as the result of direct state involvement, rather than an effect of state weak-

ness.  

In summary, previous research show an abundance of studies on the onset of SoS conflicts, of most-

ly narrow geographic scope, resulting in a widespread set of mid-range explanations. The question 

of intensity is understudied in the literature. Recent investigations into the role of the state in civil 

wars however find SoS dynamics at the core of variation in intensity. In order to explain why some 

SoS conflicts intensify more than others, the state must be included in the analysis, to investigate its 

role in SoS conflict patterns. 
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3. Theory 

The theoretical framework of the study is set out in this section. First, the role of the state is concep-

tualised as balancing behaviour in relation to intrastate SoS threats, which by the action-formation 

of government’s threat perception motivates policy adaptations that determine levels of conflict in-

tensity. Second, ‘balancing’ is problematised using a neoclassical realist analytical framework 

which allows the study to, lastly, consider intervening domestic factors (the independent variables) 

at work early on in the causal process of balancing behaviour and intensity of SoS conflicts.  

3.1. Balancing Behaviour behind the Intensity of ‘Sons of the Soil’ Conflicts 

Point of departure for investigations into the intensity of SoS conflicts is earlier theory on the role 

of the state, in part Fearon and Laitin (2011) but more recently developed by Mukherjee (2014). 

Finding SoS conflicts mostly low-intensity, Fearon and Laitin (2011) hypothesise that state policies 

may determine levels of intensity: fear of future challenges entices the state to ‘screen’ its opposi-

tion through low-intensity armed conflict, after which cheap buy-offs may resolve the incompatibil-

ities. Mukherjee (2014) builds further on this argument and finds that politician motivations to buy 

off the sons-of-the-soil, rather than engaging them in armed conflict, depend on how the threat to 

the state is perceived. Because of the peripheral nature of SoS conflicts, the threat to the state is, and 

should be perceived as, overall low.  This follows from the conceptualisation of SoS conflicts by 4

Fearon and Laitin (2011), pointing to the significance of the geographic peripheral location of SoS 

conflicts vis-à-vis centres of state, which is interesting: minority indigenous groups (the sons-of-

the-soil) tend to be tied to peripheral lands of belonging due to the isolating character of such areas 

relative to centres of authority.  If neither the land nor its people is of a high enough value to the 5

state, in terms of strategic and/or electoral importance,  then politicians’ threat perceptions should 6

be low during SoS conflicts rising from such areas. In effect, appropriate counterinsurgency mea-

 Fearon and Laitin (2011:201) argue that all SoS conflicts are to some extent regional.4

 Given that an indigenous group would belong to a more central area onto which state power was easily projected, SoS 5

dynamics would never emerge as that group would lack both motivation (due to integration) and opportunity (due to 
exposure). 

 According to Posner (2004), the political saliency of an ethnic group stems from the size of its community relative to 6

the size of the country’s total political arena; only if the group is large vis-à-vis the rest of the country’s population, it 
may serve as a viable base for political support. This is consistent with SoS conflicts, where the indigenous population 
constitutes the ethnic minority.
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sures are not in fact worth the high costs of distributing state control to the periphery, whereby the 

state is more likely to pursuit cheaper policies of containment that lower the intensity levels. In 

summary, this earlier theory states that threat perceptions at the state level works as a precondition 

for levels of conflict intensity; in other words, low threat perceptions bring about low-intensity con-

flicts.  

What is it that confounds the logic of this theory? It seems based on a structural realist assumption 

of the state as a coherent actor — adjusting policy in direct accordance to changes in the balance of 

power (i.e. the rise of some threat to it) —, it should thus produce accurate predictions only in cases 

where real state-society relations resemble a coherent actor. From this realist line of argument, it 

follows that divided regimes, by contrast, are less likely to behave in accordance with shifts in some 

power-balance (cf. Schweller 2004). State-centric theory on SoS conflict intensity appears then to 

be in line with Morgenthau’s classic definition of the balance of power: “The aspiration for power 

on the part of several nations, each trying either to maintain or overthrow the status quo, leads of 

necessity to a conaguration that is called the balance of power and to policies that aim at preserving 

it” (1966:163).  But the state’s balancing behaviour (adjusting policy to perceived threats from the 7

sons-of-the-soil) implies great political costs and taking those uncertain risks associated with war, 

plus it is by necessity a product of political processes within the state administration and thus “the 

product of competition and consensus building among elites with differing ideas about the political-

military world and divergent views on the nation’s goals and challenges and the means that will best 

serve those purposes” (Schweller 2004:163).  

In contrast to realist theory on SoS conflict intensity, neoclassical realist scholars have shown that 

domestic factors play an intervening role on the balancing behaviour of the state (e.g. Thomas 

Christensen, Aaron Friedberg, Randall Schweller, Jack Snyder, William Wohlforth, and Fareed Za-

karia). Robert Powell has found that states in fact rarely balance their power to new rises of threats, 

rather they “frequently wait, bandwagon, or, much less often, balance” (1999:196) and are much 

dependent on commitment issues, informational problems, and technologies of coercion. This theo-

ry runs in stark contrast to structural realism, rather taking certain state-society relational factors 

into account when predicting the process of conflict intensification. This study is, in a sense then, a 

This study follows in line with earlier theory — more pronounced in this sense —, adopting realist ‘interstate’ assump7 -
tions about balance of power to ‘intrastate’ rises of threats to the state; it seems no conclusions from this realist theory 
limits its applicability to the role of the state in SoS conflicts. 
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development of earlier realist theory on SoS conflict intensity, in accordance with a new adaptation 

of a neorealist analytical framework (cf. Schweller 2004), which in addition to the systemic envi-

ronment takes elite calculations of cost and risk into account in determining state policy adjustment 

to rises of SoS threats/shifts in the balance of power. In other words, this study holds that statecraft 

is not a simple function of ‘geo-strategy’ and objective material/systemic environments, but a con-

sequence of “(1) elites’ preferences and perceptions of the external environment, (2) which elites’ 

preferences and perceptions “matter” in the policymaking process, (3) the domestic political risks 

associated with certain foreign policy choices, and (4) the variable risk-taking propensities of na-

tional elites” (ibid:169). Accordingly, balancing can be divided into four categories: (i) ‘appropriate 

balancing’ which stands against an acute threat of which government perceptions will be accurate in 

as much that the threat will not be appeased, and military power will be used to counter it; (ii) 

‘overbalancing/inappropriate balancing’ which leads to government’s misperception of a threat that 

rather constitutes an other actor concerned with its own defensive security, resulting in costly/risky 

state policies of aggression and unnecessary spirals of conflict intensification (cf. Jervis 1976); (iii) 

‘nonbalancing’, i.e. “buck-passing, bandwagoning, appeasement, engagement, distancing, or hid-

ing” (Schweller 2004:167); and (iv) ’underbalancing’, whereby the government will misperceive 

the rise of a threat by underestimating it (contrary to overbalancing) and does not adjust policy cor-

rectly to counter it. The intensification of a conflict that arises from either over- or underbalancing 

should not happen if the state is proven a coherent actor, behaving in accordance to structural realist 

predictions of balancing, but domestic factors here arguably intervene, causing politicians at the 

state level to easily misperceive the rising threat. 

Overbalancing bears resemblance with Robert Jervis’ theory on misperceptions in war, especially  

in connection with deterrence and the spiral model. Modelled in this way, the initiation of faulty 

balancing behaviour may be interpreted as a product of the state’s efforts to display resolve in wag-

ing war in order to avoid an intense SoS conflict. According to Jervis (1976:58), this would lead the 

state to easily overestimate minor threats/shifts in the balance of power and correctly “judge dis-

putes on their merits”, forcing it instead to always go to extremes because moderate policy adjust-

ments to the rising threat is thought to be seen as a weakness. If a low threat from the sons-of-the-

soil is overbalanced in this way, and acted upon through government’s misperception of its real na-

ture, it may actually evolve into a high-intensity conflict albeit a threat thereof was not present in 

the first place. This is much in line with Schweller’s argument, that state policy does not only probe 

the systemic environment but may also alter it through policy adjustments to misperceived threats; 
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overbalancing thus produces spirals of intense violence that lead down blind alleys. Underbalancing 

is the flip side of the coin: it leads the state to fail to appreciate/correctly perceive the threat it stand 

before as really hostile, thus not reacting to it through appropriate balancing but rather deciding on 

policy adjustments to a more benign change in the balance of power. 

Taking a neoclassical realist approach to explanations of SoS conflict intensity leads this study to 

test the following hypothesis: A SoS conflict is more likely to intensify if the state misperceives the 

threat the conflict constitutes.  

3.2. Causal Pathways of Balancing Behaviour: A Mechanism-Based Approach 

Balancing behaviour that may lead low threats to materialise as highly intense conflicts are caused 

by intervening domestic politics. The causal chain that, according to this study, should explain the 

dependent variable of SoS conflict intensity contains the government’s reaction to shifts in the bal-

ance of power between the state and the sons-of-the-soil (the rise of a SoS threat to the state), just as 

previous research on SoS conflict intensity has presupposed, but this study does not hold the same 

structural realist point of view; domestic factors at the macro-level, theorised to intervene through 

their situational mechanismic impact on the action-formation of government threat perception, must 

also be taken into account if intensification is to be correctly explained according to the role of the 

state. On the whole, this mechanism-based theoretical orientation respond to a more micro- and 

mechanism-based approach in studies of ethnic and civil conflict, as pointed out by King (2004).  

Schweller (2004) provides the analytical framework from which independent variables may be 

drawn to investigate the situational effect on the action-formation mechanism of government threat-

perception and subsequently on SoS conflict intensity. 

Figure 3.1   Causal pathways to conflict intensity 
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3.2.1.Elite Consensus 

Threat perceptions may be viewed, not as objective direct mirrorings of a systemic environment 

(structural realism), but as the result of a subjective process of problem construction (neoclassical 

realism). This view-point involves taking into consideration the “information structure of the envi-

ronment” (Schweller 2004:170) which may be more or less ambiguous. Consequently, if the infor-

mation structure is limited, state elites taking part of it will have a lesser chance of coming to con-

sensus about appropriate policy adjustments to the raised threat to the state. Policy-splits within the 

regime of the state is therefore a risk during such circumstances. On the other hand, if the informa-

tion structure is less ambiguous, consensus among the elite should be easier reached. But correct/

appropriate balancing behaviour demands macro-level preconditions for strong elite consensus so 

that policy may be adjusted without suffering from the intermediary action-formation of govern-

ment misperceptions. According to Schweller, elite consensus is the most important domestic factor 

to balancing behaviour (ibid:171). Especially underbalancing is a risk when there is insufficient eli-

te consensus within the regime about how the threat to the state is to be checked. Because in the ab-

sence of a determined regime, ineffective policy is most likely the result. Thus, although the threat 

may be misperceived as higher than it really is, weak elite consensus should still make a weak re-

sponse more likely than an overly strong one (overbalancing). There are three implications of the 

inference from elite consensus on balancing behaviour: 

States are not expected to balance against threats when there is (1) significant elite di-

sagreement in terms of threat perception; (2) elite consensus that a threat exists but di-

sagreement over the appropriate remedy (e.g., whether to appease or stand arm); or (3) 

elite consensus to adopt other policy options such as appeasement, bandwagoning, 

buck-passing, or bilateral or multilateral binding strategies (Schweller 2004:173).  

3.2.2.Regime Vulnerability 

What is the probability of the regime being overthrown? An important independent variable deter-

mining what responses to shifts in the balance of power are available to the regime is its vulnerabili-

ty to challenges from the military or other powerful domestic groups. If the political leadership is 

indeed dependent on the internal stability of the state, then this must constitute a highly intervening 

factor on its manoeuvrability in times of crisis. It becomes then less of the regime’s own choice how 

to adjust to the rise of a SoS threat. Interesting, this domestic factor in a way implies a different 
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conception of the subsequent decision-making process (i.e. action-formation) than the general ar-

gument made throughout this section: that perceptions and policies are the products of incoherent 

regimes (through their leaders) rather than ‘the coherent state’; domestic factors outside the regi-

me’s control too need be included in the analysis when taking the role of the state into account, 

especially so the military. Costs then not only concern the war-spendings of state resources, but also 

the political costs and risks taken by the regime in relation to different policy options. According to 

James Morrow (1993:216), “leaders and domestic groups often disagree about the appropriate re-

sponse to a threat. Leaders choose policies for their ability to counter a threat and to provide dome-

stic support. Without the latter, security policies will fail to do the former.” It is ultimately a dilem-

ma between vulnerability and legitimacy. Ensuring regime survival in relation to powerful groups 

within the state, entails the risk of loosing policy capacity through a decrease in public support. 

Compliance with those policies apt to check the threat to the state may at the end prove hard to im-

plement if the mobilisation of material and human resources cannot be followed through (cf. Azar 

and Moon 1988:84).  

3.2.3.Social Cohesion  

Social cohesion — the “relative strength of ties that bind individuals and groups to the core of a gi-

ven society” (Schweller 2004:175) — stands in contrast to ‘social fragmentation’ which constitutes 

the negative impact, of this independent variable, on the action-formation through government thre-

at perception, and its subsequent policy adjustment. Although it also stands conceptually close to 

regime vulnerability in terms of the legitimacy of the state, social cohesion entails a more psycho-

logical sense of solidarity than an institutional one. Consequently, shifts in the balance of power 

between the state and an opposing party, like the sons-of-the-soil, should strengthen cohesion within 

society of the state if the threat indeed is perceived as ‘outside’ in kind. But then, how will social 

cohesion affect the state’s means of policy adjustment to the rising threat if this instead (endoge-

nously to the conflict) fragments society by its domestic character?  The answer seems dependent 8

on the case-specific nature of the SoS dynamics at hand. For instance, since state-society relations 

in SoS conflicts refer solely to a regime-migrant relationship — where the migrant population con-

stitutes the majority —, social fragmentation should not be endogenous to conflict in such cases 

where the discrepancy between migrants and the indigenous sons-of-the-soil is high ex ante the sta-

te’s involvement in armed conflict against the sons-of-the-soil. Lewis Coser (1956:92-3) has written 

 Here, balance-of-power theory proves harder to apply to intrastate SoS conflicts.8
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that “the degree of group consensus prior to the outbreak of the conflict seems to be the most im-

portant factor affecting cohesion.” Indeed, much of the explanative power of this independent vari-

able involves the same causal subvariables as SoS dynamics. But social cohesion can also be said to 

play an additional mechanismic role to such SoS dynamics: national unity in times of conflict, ac-

cording to Schweller (2004), determine the perceived chance of society’s pooled efforts leading to 

victory, as well the strategic objectives of the threatening party. Thus, the rise of a threat to the state 

may strengthen state-society relations; in some cases it may nevertheless cause a reversed effect, 

that is, in-group fragmentation of the migrant population, and disintegration of the same, depending 

then, once again, on the information structure of the conflict environment. 

3.2.4.Elite Cohesion 

Elite cohesion refers not to the earlier conceptualised consensus about how a threat to the state is to 

be judged and acted upon, but rather “the degree to which a central government’s political leaders-

hip is fragmented by persistent internal divisions” (Schweller 2004:180). This is thus a continuous 

independent variable: it conceptualises, at one extreme, the total division of political elites within 

the state — joining up with respective armed camps instead of uniting under one banner —, and at 

the other, “they uniformly profess [the state’s] ideology, religious belief, or ethnonationalist 

creed” (ibid). What should be called ‘elite fragmentation’ then, is the causal intervening effect, of 

the state’s balancing behaviour, from hypernationalists and collaborators within the political elite of 

the state; no bargaining space exists between the two camps of the regime and policy adjustments to 

the rising threat takes the form of ‘non-balancing’, rather than over- or underbalancing. Still, this 

domestic factor implies a contrary action-formation by government threat perception than what a 

realist assumption of state behaviour implies, i.e. it takes the nature of government leadership into 

account rather than presuppose a coherent actor. 
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4. Research Design 

In order to investigate the role of the state (according to the independent variables outlined in previ-

ous section), and that of its balancing behaviour, on conflict intensity, this study addresses the re-

search question through a comparative study of two cases of SoS conflict. Domestic causal factors 

to balancing are traced in the Malian and Nigerien processes of SoS conflict intensity during the 

Tuareg insurrections in 2006-2012. With the aim of exposing empirical mirrorings, in particular of 

the independent variables, through causal-process observations — pieces of data that “might be like 

a ‘smoking-gun’” (Collier, Brady et al. 2010:184-5) —, this study employs the method of process 

tracing. Accordingly, the study should arrive at two within-case mechanismic explanations for the 

causal connection between the independent variables, the action-formation of government threat 

perception, the state’s balancing behaviour, and conflict intensity; a comparative analysis may final-

ly shed further light on the more general causal process through which some SoS conflicts may in-

tensify more than others. 

A focus on causal mechanisms entails multitrajectory of micro-level steps that explain behavioural 

change of the state, and further avoids any such a priori assumptions about systemic preconditions 

or environmental structures that should guide this change. Rather then, it solely concerns the 

process by which mechanisms are at work, causing variation in the level of SoS conflict intensity. 

This research design seeks answers to questions such as: who are the relevant state-actors driving 

intensity, how are their perceptions about the SoS threat formed, how is the specific policy adjust-

ments to this threat decided upon within the regime, and, ultimately, how are these individual per-

ceptions (or misperceptions) of relevant state-actors aggregated to produce policy adjustments to 

the SoS threat that may drive conflict intensity (cf. Schimmelfennig 2015:106)? In defining a causal 

mechanism, this study draws on earlier research by George and Bennett (2005): causal mechanisms 

constitute some  

‘ultimately unobservable physical, social, or psychological processes through which 

agents with causal capacities operate, but only in specific contexts or conditions, to 

transfer energy, information, or matter to other entities’ thereby changing the latter enti-
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ties’ ‘characteristics, capacities, or propensities in ways that persist until subsequent 

causal mechanisms act upon it’ (George and Bennett 2005, 137; Bennett 2013: 210). 

According to Blatter and Haverland (2012:95), causal mechanisms may as well be thought of (per-

haps in a simplified way) as the “causal configurations that link generic social mechanisms in a 

multilevel model of causation.” However, this conceptualisation is helpful for the study as it in-

volves a division of three types of mechanisms — the aforementioned ‘situational mechanisms’ and 

‘action-formation mechanisms’, as well as additional ‘transformational mechanisms’ — that are in-

terlinked on a micro-to-macro level. A so-called “Coleman’s boat diagram” helps to illustrate this 

linkage (Hedström and Ylikoski 2010:59):  

Figure 4.1   A typology of social mechanisms 

(Hedström and Ylikoski 2010:59). 

A mechanismic causal process departs from initial macro-level conditions (one of the independent 

variables or a combination), wherein situational mechanisms (1) provide the structural input for be-

haviour change, i.e. the action-formation mechanism (2), which bases itself on the general theory 

about actors’ social behaviour (government threat perception), and subsequently generates the out-

come, or change in the ‘dependent variable’ (SoS conflict intensity) through some transformational 

mechanisms (3), at the end causing the macro-level association (4). Coleman’s boat is helpful to 

illustrate this relationship but it is by no means conclusive, and other relationships between subparts 

of mechanisms are possible (see 4.2); it is however key to understanding the causal process between 

a social context and the social behaviour taking place in relation to it. 
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4.1. Methodological Approach 

Process tracing is used to identify micro-level mechanisms at work in each case under study, i.e. 

that make up the macro-level association between domestic factors of the state and the intensity of 

SoS conflict (cf. Checkel 2006; Beach and Pedersen 2011). This methodological approach then does 

not simply provide the study with basis to show that (if) the independent variables have inference 

on conflict intensity, but indeed why they would have that (Blatter and Haverland 2012:85). This is 

the most commonly used research method to investigate the workings of causal mechanisms: “the 

analysis of evidence on processes, sequences, and conjunctures of events within a case for the pur-

pose of either developing or testing hypotheses about causal mechanisms that might causally ex-

plain the case” (Bennett and Checkel 2015:7). According to Bennet (2013:216), this method may 

further entail so-called typological theory, whereby — apart from looking at individual independent 

variables and their effect-generating causal mechanisms — specific macro-conditions are studied, 

under which possible combinations of several independent variables may generate mechanismic 

effects on an outcome under study (cf. George and Bennett 2005:235); thereby, the mechanism-

based method chosen for this study may “attempt to address complex causal relations, including 

non-linear relations, high-order interactions effects, and processes involving many variables” (Ben-

nett 2013: 216). So it is possible to use process tracing deductively as well as inductively. In this 

study, it is primarily used deductively as the theoretical framework employed already identifies the 

independent variables at play. However, the field onto which the theory is adopted has not earlier 

been approached according to this neoclassical realist point of view. The use of process tracing thus 

needs to take on a character that aids theory-development, rather than mere testing. In light of the 

larger field of SoS conflicts, the expected events to be studied are in fact new; they constitute theo-

retical puzzles. To some extent then, process tracing will also have to be inductive to enable possi-

ble new answers to the new questions. This study should thus be seen as of an exploratory nature 

rather than of pure theory-developing. According to Bennett and Checkel (2015:13), “researchers 

cannot have a very clear idea of whether, how, and to which populations an explanation of a case 

might generalize until they have a clear theory about the workings of the mechanisms involved in 

the case.” Whatever findings process tracing may yield then, pure generalisability has to remain 

somewhat a questionmark, only possible to establish in relation to the theoretical framework of the 

study; it remains dependent on the theoretical argument. The method of process tracing unavoidably 

binds the study to the prior choice of theory, as it to a large extent will drive the analysis and deter-

mine cases of interest (Bennett 2013: 211). This caveat is further connected to the external validity 

of the study: a most-similar case selection design (see 4.3) should here strengthen generalisability to 
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the larger population of cases. In terms of internal validity however, the study is dependent on the 

operationalisation of the theoretical framework, so that confounding factors are being isolated. High 

internal validity may thus be attained if the situational and action-formation mechanisms are mea-

sured to high accuracy.  

4.2. Operationalisation 

Each of the four independent variables’ inference on conflict intensity needs be worked out within 

the process analysis of the cases under study. Changes within the causal mechanisms further should 

be observed to correspond to changes in intensity, thus establishing their influence on the outcome 

(Johnston 2001:492). The expected inference of each variable has already been outlined in the theo-

ry section — what to look for —, concerning which actors should engage in what actions that make 

respective variable operative, i.e. transforming situational causality through the action-formation of 

government threat perception to conflict intensity. Beach and Pedersen (2013:29) accordingly mean 

that a mechanism may be seen as composing some pieces of substance that perform activities. 

INUS conditions (insufficient, but necessary part of an unnecessary but sufficient condition) give an 

illustration of this relationship: single pieces, or subparts, of the mechanism may not be sufficient to 

generate the expected outcome, but they are nevertheless necessary to generate sufficient conditions 

for that outcome (Mackie 1965). Specific mechanisms thus are sufficient means of influence to a 

specific outcome but they are not necessary, i.e. other pathways/processes are possible to generate 

the same outcome. Equifinality will always be present, no matter how theoretically robust the 

mechanism.   

Figure 4.2   A conceptualisation of the social mechanism and its parts 

X → [(n1 →) * (n2 →)] Y

(Beach and Pedersen 2013:29) 

According to this conceptualisation, X makes out the initial macro-condition (independent variable) 

of the mechanism that transmits causality via each of its parts (nn →), where (nn) describes a respec-

tive ‘piece of substance’ and (→) the action it preforms; (*) is the logical and. At the end, the mech-

anisms generate the macro-outcome (Y) — a change in the dependent variable —, however the 

‘operativeness’ of the causal chain remains restricted to the specified sequencing of all parts (ibid). 

This conceptualisation is important as it illustrates the problem of equifinality. Although a problem 
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— or rather a challenge — for the empirical process analysis, it is crucial to the scholarly debate 

within the larger field and constitutes the very foundation for competition between theories and ex-

planations (Blatter and Haverland 2012: 85). In this way, the problem of equifinality is process trac-

ing’s main advantage. But conceptualising causal mechanisms through INUS conditions also helps 

the study coming to terms with a degrees-of-freedom problem (King et al. 1994:86), inevitably 

present when considering doing research on a small number of cases using a larger number of inde-

pendent variables. According to Bennett (2010:209), “not all data are [however] created equal” and 

thus, while a degrees-of-freedom problem afflicts statistical studies that presupposes more cases and 

fewer variables, it is somewhat misplaced with regard to process tracing studies. “It is possible for 

one piece of evidence to strongly affirm one explanation and/or disconfirm others, while at the 

same time numerous other pieces of evidence might not discriminate among explanations at 

all” (ibid.).  

The independent variables and their situational mechanisms need be measured according to the pri-

or choice in theory and the definitions therein, whereby — once operationalised — variables will be 

assigned positive (Y) or negative (N) values on their respective theory-deduced indicators within 

the process analysis of each case under study. This operationalisation will above all allow the study 

to conclude general strengths in each independent variables, as well as the possible combinations 

between them. Accordingly, the operationalisation of the independent variables and their situational 

mechanisms builds on an investigation of possible causal-process observations (CPOs):  

A causal-process observation is an insight or piece of data that provides information 

about context or mechanism and contributes a different kind of leverage in causal infer-

ence (…) It gives insight into causal mechanisms, insight that is essential to causal as-

sessment and is an indispensable alternative and/or supplement to correlation-based 

causal inference (Brady and Collier 2010:184-185). 

This study draws key questions for operationalising from the previous theory on the independent 

variables i.e. elite consensus, regime vulnerability, social cohesion, and elite cohesion (cf. 

Schweller 2004:171, 173-4, 181) in order to synthesise them into CPOs — observable data, or mir-

rorings of the mechanisms. In effect, the CPOs constitute three respective indicators for each of the 

independent variables: 
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Elite consensus. Is there agreement among elites within the regime about what constitutes an exter-

nal threat to the state? Do they hold common understanding about the level of that threat? Do they 

agree about which policy options are best suited to check the threat in order to protect strategic state 

interests? 

Regime vulnerability. Does the public consider the current regime of the state as the legitimate gov-

ernment or rather based on cohesive means of power? Does the regime manage to meet the public’s 

expectations? Does the regime have support from the majority of the people? 

Social cohesion. Is the threat to the state perceived as external by members of society? Is the larger 

opposition to the regime within society loyal to the regime in terms of policy decisions, however 

profound their disagreements? Does the majority of members of society perceive themselves as in-

tegrated? 

Elite cohesion. Do elites within the state struggle for power over domestic politics? Are there state 

elements that collaborate with external parties constituting a threat to the state? If multiple threats to 

the state may be considered, is there agreement among the elites about the ranking of these threats 

in relation to the protection of strategic political interests? 

From the process tracing of each case under study, the operationalisation of the independent vari-

ables allows for a typological space (or ‘property space’) to be created in the case analysis part and 

the subsequent between-case comparison, wherein all possible combinations of the variables are put 

to evaluate their individual and collective inferences on the general outcome (on SoS conflict inten-

sity). The assigned values on the indicators in the case-specific process tracing thus allow the analy-

sis to depict causal relations — even if proving non-linear. In other words, the preliminary (deduc-

tive) knowledge, gained from case-specific process tracing, of the causal strength of the indepen-

dent variables, will be used to fill the (inductive) typological space and “iterate between what was 

theorized a priori, what is known empirically, and what is learned from additional empirical study, 

refining the typological space and possibly re-conceptualizing variables to higher or lower levels of 

aggregation” (Bennett 2013: 221-222; George and Bennett 2005; Elman 2005). 

The dependent variable, in turn, has been defined as ‘the total number of deaths’ within each case of 

SoS conflict under study. Data on conflict casualties is available through the Uppsala-PRIO conflict 
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dataset, which includes the state-based, non-state, and one-sided political violence taking place 

within each conflict under study. Further operationalising the dependent variable helps the study to 

enhance conceptions of ‘what conflict intensity is understood to be’ alongside shedding light on 

causal explanations for it in a SoS context. Thus, the structure of the dependent variable is impor-

tant and emphasises the continuous character of conflict intensity. For operational purpose it may 

well be viewed as changes in the total number of deaths within a conflict over time, comparing time 

t with time t+1. However, operationalising the the dependent outcome as a continuous variable first 

and foremost serves conceptual purpose: it unambiguously limits the dependent variable to concern 

the loss of life inflicted by the institutions under study, and is thus motivated to capture the high-

intensity SoS conflicts that the study aims to explain. As SoS conflict intensity has been found un-

derstudied in previous research, which for most part concerns conflict onset (often defined accord-

ing to some threshold for the minimum number of casualties, ranging from 25 to 1,000 between 

studies), the dimension of variation in intensity is a new venue. Earlier research has still been able 

to capture SoS conflicts in a hight-intensity civil-war context, but without making any distinction 

between conflicts resulting in very different levels of violence. A continuous operationalisation of 

the dependent outcome however enables this study to compare cases according to the total number 

of every loss of life. The UCDP dataset here serves an important purpose as it allows for estimates 

of war-inflicted fatalities, distinguishing between levels of conflict intensity, without sticking to 

some before-hand established single threshold (which is a limitation with many other conflict 

datasets). UCDP data on conflict intensity within the two cases under study (Mali and Niger, 

2006-2012) is depicted in Graf 5.1 and 6.1 respectively. However, it should be noted that although 

the study speaks to the time frame of 2006-2012, the data on conflict intensity has been extended to 

also concern 2013 as a natural time-lag exists within the mechanismic process of causality. 

4.3. Case Selection and Data Sources 

To answer the research question, a comparative study of two cases of SoS conflict is conducted. The 

selected cases are the Tuareg insurrections in Mali and Niger, 2006-2012. These are both cases of a 

SoS conflict, but they show a variation on the level of intensity; while both countries saw SoS in-

surrections with high levels of violence in 2006-2007, the conflict intensified further within Mali in 

2012 but remained low-intensity within Niger. The study then exploits the shared national border of 

the two states, which in effect partitions the sons-of-the-soil under study (the Tuareg), in order to 

isolate the intervening domestic mechanisms on the state level in each case. With the aim of the 

study in mind, it is imperative that the selected cases show this variation on the dependent variable. 
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According to George and Bennet (2005:248), “Careful characterization of the dependent variable 

and its variations is often one of the most important and lasting contributions to research.” As such, 

the selection process is strategic in relation to the macro-outcome (Y) of the theorised causal chain 

of SoS conflict intensity. 

After reviewing previous research on SoS conflict intensity, it has been found that not only is the 

question of intensity understudied, but nor has it been pursued through comparative case analysis 

where the selection is made on the dependent variable. In order to fill this ‘methodological gap’, a 

method of most similar cases is used, which allows the study to in-depth analyse those mechanisms 

that has been theorised to cause the outcome. The comparative analysis then explore balancing be-

haviour under the inference of the independent variables. The cases of Mali and Niger should ac-

cordingly be “comparable in all respects except for the independent variable[s], whose variance 

may account for the cases having different outcomes on the dependent variable” (George and Ben-

net 2005:81). Importantly, the most-similar design, or Mill’s method of difference (Gerring 

2007:131), avoids the introduction of a selection-bias whereby the value of both independent and 

dependent variables are already known (this would serve to prove the hypothesis). Instead then, the 

selected cases are “similar in all respects except the variable(s) of interest” (ibid), thereby holding 

the explanatory factors constant and minimising possible confounders on the outcome. By doing so 

the study correspondingly seeks to maximise the inference from the independent variables (includ-

ing their possibly causal combinations) as covariance on the dependent variable is isolated with re-

gards to the domestic factors of the state in each case.  

Data sources are limited to earlier case research on the Tuareg insurrections in Mali and Niger, 

country reports by intergovernmental and non-governmental organisations, research institutes and 

think-tanks, as well as journalistic articles and blog entries by regional observers and experts. As no 

primary sources are used, the study needs to avoid any type of bias through the use of a triangula-

tion by different source (single data confirmation by multiple sources); the use of different kinds of 

data is beneficial in this sense, although some sources are of a subjective nature with regard to the 

analysing of events.  
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5. The Malian Process of ‘Sons of the Soil’ Conflict Intensity 

Between 2006 and 2012, Mali saw two instances of intensified SoS conflict. According to Harmon 

(2014), the first Tuareg insurrection in this period, 2006-2009, should be seen as a preview of the 

second, that erupted in early 2012. Although historically a country prone to repeated rebellions by 

the Tuareg minority of the North, Mali was considered the African model for democratic gover-

nance in the early 2000s; the latest surge in violence (1990-1995) had resulted in peace and stabili-

ty, and democracy appeared to work better there than in any other country on the continent (ibid). 

But for some reason, international observers had failed to appreciate how hollow Mali’s ‘illusory 

democracy’ in fact was. 

Graf 5.1   ‘Sons of the Soil’ conflict intensity in Mali, 2006-2013 

 (UCDP Conflict Encyclopedia) 

5.1. The ‘Sons of the Soil’ Conflict 

The Tuareg insurrection of 2006 started in the mountain massifs of Adrar des Ifoghas in the north of 

the country, an area indigenous to the ethnic Tuareg. Together with Arab communities of the North, 

the Tuareg comprise 5-10 % of Mali’s total population (native speakers of the Tuareg language 

Tamasheq make up 32% of the North’s population according to a 2009 national census, however the 

figure include the Bellah — the decedents of former slaves of the Tuareg) while the Songhai is the 

largest group in the North, traditionally residing along the Niger river (Harmon 2014:173). The Tu-
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areg are considered the indigenous inhabitants of the North and their reoccurring insurrections 

against the Malian state are fought over their land, the Azawad, which continuous to see more of in-

migrating Songhai, pushing northwards from the Niger bend area. These conflict patterns are con-

sistent with SoS conflicts and illustrate the underlying causes of Tuareg insurrections. Such as on 

May 23, 2006, when rebel Tuaregs under the leadership of Iyad ag Ghali — a veteran of the last in-

surrection in 1990 — attacked Malian army garrisons in the cities of Kidal and Menaka. Their rebel 

group was called ADC (Democratic Alliance of May 23 for Change). After three days, the army re-

took Kidal with the help of US forces, and a peace treaty between ADC and the Malian government 

under President Alpha Toumani Touré (ATT) could be signed already on June 4 after successful 

mediation by Algeria (the Algiers Accords). As decided therein, the Malian army soon redrew from 

the North and was replaced by Tuareg méharistes (camel troops). In effect, power over the North 

was handed over to the Tuareg community. However, low-intensity fighting did not stop with the 

newly established peace. Around Kidal, ADC leader Bahanga continued to harass the Malian army 

through kidnappings and attacks on army outposts; by September 2007, 80 Malian soldiers had 

been kidnapped. Bahanga later broke off from ADC to form a new group, the ATNMC (Norther 

Malian Alliance for Change). Conflict in the Kidal region lingered on until 2008, but consisted at 

the end mostly of low-intensity skirmishes between rivalling Tuareg and Arab trafficking networks, 

fighting over control of smuggling routes across the Sahel. Finally, in January 2009, Bahanga and 

his ATNMC was defeated by the Malian army at Toximine (Harmon 2014).  

The ‘second’ Tuareg insurrection (actually the forth since independence) saw to a large extent the 

same players as in 2006, and although this was a new surge in intense violence, a low-level conflict 

had been active in the North since 2009. The second insurrection also involved a few new actors, 

among them former Algerian civil war Islamist group GSPC (Salafist Group for Preaching and 

Combat), now renamed AQIM (Al-Qa’ida in the Islamic Maghreb). The driving force behind this 

new insurrection was however the ethnic Tuareg group MNLA (National Movement for the Libera-

tion of Azawad) that was formed out of a coalition of smaller armed Tuareg units. Some of its 

members came directly from northern Mali, while some returned from exile in Libya where they 

had been fighting for Muammar Qadaffi until his death in 2011. Ibrahim Bahanga (of the former 

ATNMC) was one of these returnees, and he brought with him more veterans from the earlier rebel-

lion back to Mali; before the fighting erupted, however, Bahanga died in a car crash in August 2011 

(ICG 2012:9). The 2012 insurrection started on January 17 with an MNLA attack on Menaka. Soon 

followed Tessalit and Aguelhoc in the far north of the country. The attack on Aguelhoc saw the par-
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ticipation of one of the new elements of the 2012 conflict — the Islamist rebel group Ansar Dine —

and resulted in the singular worst atrocity of the conflict: on January 24 Aguelhoc fell and more 

than 80 Malian soldiers were summarily executed by the rebels (ICG 2012:14-15). The siege of 

Tessalit however, with its strategic airstrip, lingered on until March 11 when it was finally captured 

by MNLA. After this initial escalation of the conflict, the fighting spread southwards, until the 

rebels reached Gao; this time MNLA cooperated with another Islamist group: MUJAO (Movement 

for Tawhid and Jihad in West Africa). Furthermore, by this time the Malian ‘home front’ had started 

to erupt, especially the lower ranks of the army, and on March 22 junior army officers stationed in 

Bamako launched a coup d’état against the government and succeeded in ousting President ATT, 

who fled the capital. News of the coup placed the army in disarray and caused it to retreat from the 

last norther cities under its control, from Gao, Kidal and Timbuktu. In effect, northern civilians 

were left unprotected and the army’s retreat resulted in rebel retributions, rapes, forced recruitment 

of children, and the capture of large weapon stocks (Harmon 2014:177). When the Islamist groups 

later in January 2013 launched attacks into central Mali, the interim government of Mali turned to 

the former colonial power France for a military intervention and the subsequent restoration of the 

Malian state.  

5.2. Elite Consensus 

After the signing of the Algiers Accords in June 2006, the projection of state power into the North 

became severely limited. To make up for the withdrawal of the army and the formation of the 

méharistes that replaced it, ATT used Arab militias, that had previously been organised to protect 

smuggling routes, to fight the ADC and ATNMC during 2007-2008. In effect, this policy adjustment 

to the still imminent but low threat from the Tuareg armed groups, brought government officials 

under ATT and officers of the army into collusion with the illicit economy of the North along with 

the trafficking militias (Lecher 2012:8; Morgan 2012:9). Accordingly was the state’s policy of mo-

bilising tribes of a different ethnic belonging (Berabiche Arabs and Imghad Tuareg) than the rebel-

lious Tuareg (Ifoghas and Idnan Tuareg) adjusted “to check the power the Tuareg rebel groups by 

keeping each other off balance” (Harmon 2014:107; ICG 2012), thereby depicting an agreement 

among elites within the regime about what constitutes the external threat to the state. It was howev-

er a solution of necessity, and correspondingly exposes a government-army divide. According to 

Harmon, the depletion of army equipment had since the 1990s resulted in an ineffective military 

that in fact was no longer able to fight the rebels in 2012 (2014:92). After the 2006 insurrection and 

the following signing of the Algiers Accords, ATT had been unable to resupply the army with re-
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placements for this equipment. Furthermore, official diversion of substantial US funds under the 

military aid programmes of PSI (Pan-Sahel Initiative) and TSCTV (Trans-Saharan Counter Terror-

ism Initiative) in effect meant that the army could not manage to resupply the garrisons in Aguelhoc 

and Menaka that first came under attack in 2012, and as a result fell to MLNA and Ansar Dine 

(ibid). Concerning the expansion of AQIM into northern Mali, it too was in part caused by ATT’s 

policy adjustments to the Tuareg threat post 2006, and by the withdrawal of the army from the 

North in accordance with the Algiers Accords; this fact further mirrors the government-army divide, 

and shows how the two state institutions do not hold common understandings about the level of the 

SoS threat. Up until 2012, AQIM had grown larger from kidnapping ransoms and earnings from 

trafficking across unguarded Malian state borders. It was, according to Harmon, “because ATT did 

not push back against the Islamists, [that] they came in force to Mali” (ibid:179). According to Al-

gerian officials, the Mali government had indeed been intentionally soft on AQIM after 2009, hop-

ing it would weaken the Tuareg opposition in the North (Morgan 2012:9). 

Table 5.1   Values of IV-indicators for Elite consensus in Mali, 2006-2013 

Whether consensus on these policy adjustments had been reached in 2009 among the state elites 

within the political establishment is hard to tell. However, the Malian government was under severe 

pressure from the international community and neighbouring countries under ECOWAS (Economic 

Community of West African States) to strike down harder on the Islamist elements in the North. 

ATT’s lenient policy proved devastating in the 2012 conflict and resulted in the defeat of the Malian 

army at many key points, such as at Aguelhoc (where it even allowed for the execution of Malian 

soldiers following their capitulation), and thus furthered the fractionalisation between military and 

government, and triggered the army’s coup d’état on March 22 (see 5.3). An ICG report identifies 

the fragmentation between junior and senior army officers in relation to ATT’s government as one 

of the driving factors behind the coup (2012:14-15). In summary, the information structure in north-

ern Mali had become increasingly ambiguous post 2006 and made the ATT government misperceive 

the rising threat of AQIM, while rather seeking to balance against the already fading powers of 

ADC and ATNMC by proxy, which in effect meant opening the door for Islamist expansion into the 

Elite consensus: Agreement on the SoS 
threat?

Agreement on the level of 
threat?

Agreement on policy to 
check the threat?

Y N N
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region. These policies were however not so much the effect of domestic inference on elite consen-

sus, but they would later in 2012 end up causing a fragmentation within the military that resulted in 

the coup d’état and the defeat of the army in the North. 

5.3. Regime Vulnerability 

Corruption within the political administration and the military had led to wide-spread public disillu-

sion about democratic rule in Mali. In particular, the practice of magouille (bribes for small admin-

istrative services), the diversion of funds on a large scale, nepotism, and “the practice of kickbacks 

on major projects and schemes” (Harmon 2014:78) meant that the people lost confidence in state 

institutions. It shows how the regime did not manage to meet the public’s expectations. In relation 

to the norther conflict and allegations of state collusion with kidnappers, traffickers, or AQIM, and 

of the wide-spread corruption within the military; whatever their scale of truth, it was quite certain-

ly the belief of the people (cf. ibid:93). It meant that, in 2012, Mali was  politically ”neither socially 

nor regionally inclusive” (Beaumont 2013). 

Corruption had further a direct effect on democratic institutions in Mali, as members of parliament 

became increasingly more tied by obligations to their respective parties, more so than to their con-

stituencies; above all, they were dependent on the financial support for their own campaigns by the 

party leadership (Harmon 2014:82). The public attitude towards state corruption thereby con-

tributed to the lack of public support of the democratic institutions and of ATT’s regime (ibid:93), 

and the regime was not considered the legitimate government but rather based on cohesive means of 

power.  

In Mali there are over 100 political parties. None of them can raise 5,000 votes easily. 

When a member of a party gets a post, he tries to strengthen his party by using the pow-

er of his post. He sells influence, or he gives jobs to party members or supporters. These 

are some of the ways that the democracy led to deepening corruption. (NGO administra-

tor, interviewed in Harmon 2014:81) 

The effects of the 2006 insurrection too contributed to a lack of public support of ATT. The gov-

ernment’s give-aways in connection to the signing of the Algiers Accords did not strike well with a 

majority of the people; they were in fact often referred to as accord de la honte (accord of shame) 

(ibid:105). It indicates a negative value on weather the regime enjoyed support from the majority of 
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the people. A more profound effect of the lack of public support of ATT was however its supporting 

role in the coup d’état. Led by by junior army officers stationed in Bamako, the coup succeeded in 

ousting ATT, and it did in fact not strike too bad with the majority of the public. The disillusionment 

with the elected regime and the democratic institutions of the state meant that ATT had no legitima-

cy left with the people at the time of the coup, according to Mali observer Bruce Whitehouse 

(2013:3, April 9). In fact, further reason for the coup, given by the army Junta, was the high number 

of new promotions of ATT’s associates to the post of army general — the rate of this specific nepo-

tism, within the senior ranks of the army, had in fact doubled in the two years leading up to the coup 

(ICG 2012:18).  

Table 5.2   Values of IV-indicators for Regime vulnerability in Mali, 2006-2013 

ATT’s vulnerability to domestic inference of the army constituted a highly intervening factor on its 

manoeuvrability by the time of the state crisis that followed on the 2012 insurrection. The general 

public disillusion with the democratic rule of the government surely facilitating the acceptance of 

the army’s coup d’état, as well as directly provoking it within junior ranks of the army itself. The 

subsequent outcome of the conflict, and the state’s following adjustments to the threat in the North, 

proved de facto not the independent choice of ATT’s regime but the effect of its vulnerability. 

5.4. Social Cohesion 

Apart from weakening the regime and making it vulnerable to domestic instability, corruption with-

in state institutions “was wrecking the people’s sense of shared endeavour, common sacrifice, and 

striving together to build a better future” (Harmon 2014:109). Furthermore, following the 2006 in-

surrection and the continuous low-intense violence between ADC, ATNMC, AQIM and the Malian 

army in the North, opposition leaders like Iyad ag Ghali (to be leader of Ansar Dine) managed to 

manipulate the power of the state and finding integrated roles for themselves, as negotiators in kid-

nappings or mediators between warring Tuareg factions, before ultimately rejoining the rebels 

against the regime in 2011. According to Lebovich (2013:3) it was rather these kind of actions by 

the opposition that led to the weakening of the state — in particular in the North —, not so much 

Regime 
vulnerability:

Legitimate regime 
according to the public?

Does the regime meet 
public’s expectations?

Majority public support?

N N N
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the corruption within the government administration. The political opposition within the National 

Assembly also affected the outcome of the 2012 conflict through its interference in national politics 

after the army’s coup d’état. Close after the ensured success of the coup, on April 21, the army Junta 

formed CNRDRE (the National Committee for the Reestablishment of Democracy and Restoration 

of the State). Thus can the larger opposition to the regime within society not be considered loyal to 

the regime in terms of its policy decisions. The political opposition soon joined and organised CO-

PAM (Coordination of Patriotic Organisations of Mali), which further led to the political fragmenta-

tion of Malian society; ATT stepped down and an interim regime was established under the new 

President Dioncouda Traoré, after pressure was put on the Junta by West African leaders within 

ECOWAS (Lecocq et al. 2013:350). One month later, the newly appointed Traoré was attacked by a 

mob outside the presidential palace and violently assaulted, after which he was flown overseas to 

hospital in France (Harmon 2014:189-90). The attack may be explained by Traoré’s association 

with former president Alpha Konaré’s (1992-2002) party ADEMA (Malian Democratic Alliance), 

thus emphasising the role of social fragmentation within the state during the insurrection and in the 

aftermath of the coup; the long disillusionment with Mali’s democratic institutions effected not only 

ATT’s balancing in the conflict but also that of the interim government.  

Table 5.3   Values of IV-indicators for Social cohesion in Mali, 2006-2013 

Although the massacre at Aguelhok initially caused resentment of the Tuareg among the Malian 

public, and turned a majority against the MNLA and Ansar Dine (ICG 2012:15) — thereby causing 

a strengthening of state-society relations (but at the same time revealing the activation of SoS dy-

namics and showing how members of society did not perceive themselves as integrated) —, it was 

still influenced by the latent disillusionment over ATT’s democratic government and the army’s 

staggering losses in the war. Accordingly, the rising threat to the state in 2012 caused a reversed ef-

fect on social cohesion and a subsequent disintegration of the coherent state.  

Social cohesion: Perceived SoS threat? Loyal opposition? Majority of the public 
considered integrated?

Y N N
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5.5. Elite Cohesion 

The political administration of Mali was weakened by systemic corruption, but it was foremost 

within the military that elite fragmentation made its deepest mark. The demand for payments to en-

ter into officers training, and furthermore a widespread nepotism that determined future promotions, 

split the officers corps along its junior and senior ranks. It was within this divide that the coup d’état 

in Bamako was organised. In the North, on the other hand, elite fragmentation within the military 

stemmed from ATT’s arrangements with the Arab militias to fight the Tuareg, starting in 2007. The 

army thereby became involved in the illicit economy of the North, including the smuggling of co-

caine. Interviews conducted by Harmon suggests that several army generals, appointed by ATT, 

profited from the trafficking of cocaine across Mali (2014:149). In effect, ATT’s policy of checking 

the power of ADC and ATNMC by proxy, sent a good-to-go signal to the military leadership of col-

luding with the illicit trafficking networks in the North (ibid). Harmon further states that the coop-

eration between traffickers and the state reached the highest ranks within the army and the political 

administration, but Lecher (2012) rather suggests that this collusion was in fact limited to a regional 

level. Although state-criminal collusion is wide-spread across all countries in the Sahel region “it 

comes into sharp relief in Mali” (2012:12). ATT’s alleged affiliation with the cocaine trafficking 

networks was later given as one of the reasons for the coup d’état in 2012 by some of its partici-

pants. It clearly demonstrates that elites within the state (in particular the military) struggled for 

power over domestic politics. Lebovich (2012) however believes that the coup makers as well were 

in business with the traffickers, as the military had a long history of collusion with the illicit trade in 

all kinds of commodities across the northern borders. The transitional government proclaimed in 

2013 that it would clean the security services in the North of all associations with the drug trade; in 

Gao, six government officials were subsequently charged with trafficking cocaine. Some analysts 

(e.g. Lebovich 2012) have argued that earlier state election campaigns were in fact funded by mon-

ey from the trade in cocaine, although no conclusive evidence have been presented to assert this 

claim. The money trail from these campaigns however suggests that kidnapping ransoms payed out 

to AQIM found their way into these fundings, especially in the northern regions: elections in Tarkin, 

near Gao and Adrar des Ifoghas had certainly been financed by AQIM (Lacher 2012:9). In many 

ways then did state elements that found themselves collaborating with external parties, constitute a 

threat to the state. Furthermore was the Malian army economically infiltrated by AQIM. The selling 

of arms and military equipment to the Islamists, and ATT’s policy of laissez-fair, meant that “state 

complicity with organised crime was the main factor enabling AQIM’s growth and was a driver of 

conflict of the north of the country” (Lacher 2012:1). An ICG report (2012:7) further states that 
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government officials worked with both kidnappers and traffickers up until the coup d’état in 2012. 

The multiple threats to the state to have been considered by state elites (of the sons-of-the-soil Tu-

areg armed groups as well as the Islamist organisations), were accordingly not ranked in relation to 

the protection of the strategic political interests of the state. 

Table 5.4   Values of IV-indicators for Elite cohesion in Mali, 2006-2013 

It was accordingly the collusion with illicit trafficking by both state and its armed opposition that 

caused widespread elite fragmentation and affected the range of policy options open to the ATT 

government in relation to the 2012 insurrection. In addition was side-switching by ethnic Tuareg 

soldier in the Malian army, over to the MNLA, common during the conflict, including high-ranking 

officers (Harmon 2014:177). By the time of the French intervention, Mali had become an even 

more fragmented state, where power was divided between the army Junta, the prime minister, and 

the interim President Traoré. According to Harmon (2014:190), this division hurried up the success 

of the rebellion and the intervention of France that followed: “… the lack of coherent policy among 

the three centers of power was preventing the army from acting.” 

Elite cohesion: Power-struggle 
between state-elites?

Collaboration with the 
SoS threat?

Agreement among elites 
on ranking of external 
threats?

Y Y N
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6. The Nigerien Process of ‘Sons of the Soil’ Conflict Intensity 

Niger has seen reoccurring Tuareg insurrections against the state since its independence from 

France in 1960. Coups d’état by the military have also been frequent in connection to the domestic 

instability that has followed these intrastate conflicts; in 1974, 1996, 2005 and 2010 (Ingerstad and 

Tham Lindell 2015:40). Furthermore is Niger the lowest ranking country in the Human Develop-

ment Index of the UNDP (May 27, 2010), and rely on uranium mining rents for most of its national 

income. The uranium deposits are however located in areas around the city of Arlit, considered in-

digenous by Niger’s minority Tuareg population and thus constitute part of the incompatibility in 

these SoS conflicts (cf. Keenan 2013:94).  

Graf 6.1   ‘Sons of the Soil’ conflict intensity in Niger, 2006-2013 

(UCDP Conflict Encyclopedia) 

6.1. The ‘Sons of the Soil’ Conflict  

The Tuareg rebel group MNJ (Mouvement des Nigériens pour la Justice) launched its first attack of 

the insurrection of 2007 against the Nigerien army outpost in Iferouane, in the norther Agadez prov-

ince of the country, on February 9. Within months, the group had grown to a considerable size, 

comprising of over 1,000 combatants, concentrated around rural bases in the Aïr mountain massifs 

around the city of Tamgak (Guichaoua 2009:3). According to statements made by the group in the 

wake of the insurrection, MNJ saw the state’s commitments set out in the peace treaty of 1995 — 
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following Niger’s last Tuareg conflict (1990-1995) — as unfulfilled and demanded substantial so-

cio-economic developments of their land, above all redistributions of the uranium mining rents 

from Arlit, alongside greater autonomy for the Tuareg communities and the integration of MNJ 

forces into the Nigerien army (ibid 2015:11). The region of Arlit (Aïr-Talak-Tamesna), to the north 

of Agadez, is considered the indigenous land of the Tuareg in Niger. Accordingly was MNJ’s prima-

ry grievances “rooted in this growing resentment at the rapacious exploitation of their lands and 

their exclusion from its benefits” (Keenan 2013:97). According to Guichaoua, it was indeed this 

feeling of indigenousness that reinforced the motivation for MNJ to take of arms against the state 

(2009:19). Resentments within MNJ, although emerging from the marginalisation of the minority 

Tuareg communities within Nigerien society (the Tuareg comprise 10% of Niger’s total population), 

were often framed in a language of racial distinctions between the Tuareg and the ‘other ethnic’ of 

the political administration: “We’re occupied by the Blacks” (ibid:20).  

After two years of intense fighting, with staggering losses in human lives on both sides — although  

the number of MNJ casualties exceeded that of the Nigerien army (Lins de Albuquerque 2014:9) — 

the MNJ split into three factions: the FFR (Front des Forces de Redressement), the FPN (Front Pa-

triotique Nigérien), and the original MNJ. Reasons for the split were mainly internal, such as accu-

sations of money diversion by the MNJ leadership under Aghaly Alambo, which in effect meant a 

protracted dissolution of the group. In April 2009, the FPN chose by its own accord to disarm and 

return to Agadez; the remainder of MNJ had already fled across the border to Libya and was later 

disbanded in Sabha; FFR, however, did not formally surrender to the Nigerien army but stepped 

down its activities following mediation efforts by Libya. Although not resulting in any formal 

agreement between the parties, the Libyan intervention involved a compensation package that 

bought a final truce (Lins de Albuquerque 2014:9). By the end of 2009, the Tuareg insurrection in 

Niger had thus come to a natural end: “Our resources were exhausted and we were tired. The best 

thing to do was to sell our rebellion at a good price” (Guichaoua 2015:12).  

Another blow to domestic stability in Niger came only moths thereafter. Under the command of 

Major Salou Djibo, the national army overthrew President Mamadou Tandja in a military coup on 

18 February 2010. The prelude to the coup d’état was Tandja’s attempts at a third term of office,  

irrespective of the constitutional inhibition. Through a subsequent formation of the CSRD (Conseil 

Suprême pour la Restauration de la Démocratie), the new army Junta quickly dissolved the old 

regime with all its state institutions. Political party activities were however allowed to continue in 
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order to restore democratic rule to Niger. A new government under President Mahamadou Issoufou 

was later elected in 2011 (Baudais and Chauzal 2011:299). The establishment of this new democrat-

ic regime was timely: by the end of 2011, the revolution in Libya inevitably pushed the former MNJ 

combatants back into Niger and meant an acute and serious threat to the state (Guichaoua 2015:2). 

6.2. Elite Consensus 

The Libyan revolution alerted the Issoufou government to the already far-reaching disorderliness of 

the region. Fears of a potential power-vacuum opening up in west-central Sahara and the Sahel, fol-

lowing Muammar Qadaffi’s removal, made the Nigerien government dissuade the coming military 

intervention in Libya by France and its Western allies. Issoufou instead pushed for a negotiated set-

tlement (Ingerstad and Tham Lindell 2015:38). However, in 2011, the internal threat to the state 

from the Tuareg communities in the North was not considered as acute as that of returning former 

MNJ fighters from Libya. Since the election and establishment of the democratic regime, Niger had 

indeed been quick to take measures to meet the domestic grievances of the Tuareg, partly through 

the implementation of decentralised governance structures in the rural areas and partly by allowing 

for larger Tuareg representation within the central political administration and its state institutions. 

Above all had Issoufou made arrangements for the redistributions of uranium mining rents from Ar-

lit back to the Tuareg communities in the Aïr (Ingerstad and Tham Lindell 2015:38-39). It shows 

that there was agreement among the elites within the regime about what constituted the threat to the 

state at the time. These measures surely had a settling effect on the domestic instability in Niger fol-

lowing the sequence of the 2007 insurrection, the coup d’état, and the spillover effect of the Libyan 

revolution and the Tuareg involvement therein. The more dire threat to the state was the ramparts of 

the MNJ that started to return into the Agadez in late 2011, and the governments measure to counter 

it mirrors a common understanding among elites about the level of the SoS threat. After the escape 

into Libya two years earlier and the group’s subsequent disarmament in Sabha, MNJ’s former leader 

Aghaly Alambo had reactivated the network of ex-combatants in 2011, thus functioning as recruiter 

for Qadaffi’s Tuareg regiments during the popular uprisings in Libya. Following the Colonel’s death 

on October 20 however, Alambo’s recruits paved way back into Niger (Guichaoua 2015:12). 

The Issoufou government’s strategy consisted of a mixture of harsh crackdowns (in effect a policy 

of deterrence), disarmament, and reintegration. According to Lins  de  Albuquerque  (2014:11),  the 

Nigerien administration made preparations to put into action a “veteran reinsertion and reintegration 

policy.” In effect, when crossing the border back into Niger, former MNJ fighters were apprehended 
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and disarmed by the reenforced national army in the North and put into governmental programmes 

that provided them with occupation in state institutions or within the private sector (in construction, 

public works, transportation, and oil industry sectors). This policy adjustment was further amplified 

in  January 2012, following the start of MNLA’s insurrection in Mali. Close to half the Nigerien 

army was then dispatched to the border areas in the Azaouagh basin, more than 5,000 troops, there-

by significantly increasing the state’s surveillance over the Malian frontier. To better access the 

mountainous Aïr, the military also purchased Sukhoi Su-25 surveillance aircrafts from Ukraine, and 

strengthened its presence on the ground by increasing the number of local army patrols in the re-

gion. Thereby showing how elites produced policy options in common, deemed best suited to check 

the SoS threat in order to protect strategic state interests. These measures by all accounts managed 

to work as a deterrent for renewed Tuareg conflict in the Agadez as well as providing the state with 

the means of improved intelligence about the nature and level of the growing threat from the 

spillover from Mali. The information gathered through these measures was further made to use 

through the establishment of a new High Security Council (Haut Conseil pour la Securité), where 

government ministers met on weekly basis to asses the latest developments; in addition, it provided 

a venue for enhanced cooperation with Niger’s Western allies, France and the United States, who 

contributed to heightening the state’s security through the sharing of intelligence collected by sur-

veillance drones operating in Nigerien airspace (ECOWAS 2013:4). In the spring of 2012, when the 

coup d’état in Bamako had caused the Malian army to retreat from the north of the country, thereby 

leaving AQIM, Ansar Dine, and MUJAO in control over large parts of the area bordering Niger, 

President Issoufou opened up talks with the Malian army Junta of the CNRDRE. Due to the coup 

d’état’s severe effects on the security situation in the region, the government sought a rapid military 

intervention to retake the border area of Mali; when France did intervene one week later, Niamey 

provided a base for the French army, and Nigerien forces took the opportunity to cross into Mali to 

partake in the recapture of Gao (Ingerstad and Tham Lindell 2015:37).  

Table 6.1   Values of IV-indicators for Elite consensus in Niger, 2006-2013 

Elite consensus: Agreement on the SoS 
threat?

Agreement on the level of 
threat?

Agreement on policy to 
check the threat?

Y Y Y
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The reinstatement of democratic rule in Niger led to stable governance over the state that enjoyed 

the support of the military. The state was thus better equipped to correctly perceive the nature and 

level of the threat it faced: partly the consequences of the Libyan revolution and partly the collapse 

of the neighbouring Malian state. In practice, Niger took preventive measures to ensure the domes-

tic stability of the country, on the one hand, and on the other to expand the information structure 

through institutional and military capacity building (cf. ECOWAS 2013:4).  

6.3. Regime Vulnerability 

The government of Niger was certainly vulnerable following the end of the 2007 insurrection. Pres-

ident Tandja had not responded to MNJ’s outspoken will to negotiate and reintegrate, rather pursu-

ing a continuous policy of intensifying counterinsurgency. It led to a change in attitude among the 

Nigerien public, who suspected that Tandja’s government sought to prolong the conflict in order to 

invoke a state of emergency, thereby providing itself with basis for a third time of office (Keenan 

2013:105). Accordingly did the public not consider the current regime of the state at the time as the 

legitimate government, but rather fearing it would base itself on cohesive means of power. Accord-

ing to Baudais and Chauzal (2011:295), the military’s coup d’état “came as no surprise, nor was it 

universally condemned or opposed”. Tandja had manage to alienated himself from the opposition 

and his former party members, and the government’s nepotic promotions of high ranking officers 

within the military had further caused the army to splinter along a generational divide. The army 

leadership subsequently became isolated from the middle-ranking officer corp, which provided the 

hotbed for a military takeover of the state in 2010. According to proclamations by the coup makers, 

it was the “large-scale corruption, political centralization, and continued poverty” of the state that 

provided CSRD with its main objectives: “to improve the socio-political situation, including the 

food crisis that threatened 8 million people; to end Niger’s international isolation; to reunite Niger’s 

population; and to restore democracy through free and fair elections” (ibid:299). The implementa-

tion of these objectives made it possible for political activities to revitalise within the state and for 

the different political players to position themselves in this ‘new game’ of Nigerien political life. 

Regarding the military Junta then, it managed to meet the public’s expectations. In other words, 

CSRD made sure to create the institutional conditions needed to encourage legitimate political ac-

tors to engage in the stabilisation process of the state (ibid). 

After the election of President Issoufou in April 2011, the Nigerien government initiated a new se-

curitisation programme with the aim of building renewed defence capacities that would allow the 
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state to resist the both domestic and external threats it faced. The country’s military spending ac-

cordingly skyrocketed to a fourfold (Ingerstad and Tham Lindell 2015:40-41). However, the gov-

ernment did not seek an entirely military solution. It seemed rather well-aware of the underlying 

causes of Niger’s domestic instability and sought, instead of tightening government’s grip on the 

Tuareg communities, to decentralise governance over those peripheral areas to where state institu-

tions found it hard to reach. In the North, towns and villages were accordingly converted to 15 sepa-

rate municipalities that enjoyed close to total self-governance; 11 were represented by Tuareg lead-

ership. This broad approach to development also implicated economic policy adjustments, whereby 

15% of the state’s uranium mining revenues from Arlit were redistributed back to the Tuareg com-

munities, thus taking into account former demands made by the MNJ in 2007 (ECOWAS 2013:3-4). 

Departing from the highly vulnerable regime of President Tandja, the Nigerien state succeeded to 

turn the tables within a very short period of time and regain the support from a majority of the peo-

ple. The internal instability that followed on the 2007 insurrection firstly left the Tandja government 

open to challenges from the military (however provoked they were) and secondly created a domes-

tic turmoil that could easily have been stirred up by external chocks to the state. However, the insti-

tutional arrangements of the army Junta allowed for a short breathing-space where new political 

powers could be mustered, rapidly setting into action exhaustive security -and development policy 

adjustments. At the end, these policies proved apt to meet the rising threat to the state and prevented 

yet another Tuareg insurrection in Niger. When Mali was hit by intrastate conflict in 2012, the Tu-

areg communities of Niger indeed made sure to distance themselves from the MNLA (ibid). 

Table 6.2   Values of IV-indicators for Regime vulnerability in Niger, 2006-2013 

6.4. Social Cohesion 

For all the commending of the state’s broadminded policy adjustments following the turmoil of 

2011 and 2012, resentments still simmered within parts of the Nigerien public. The reintegration of 

former MNJ combatants into society, and above all into the work force, had not gone unnoticed 

among Niger’s majority non-Tuareg population, and grievances originating in the wrecking 2007 

insurrection started to arise again in 2012. it indicates clearly how the SoS threat to the state was 

Regime 
vulnerability:

Legitimate regime 
according to the public?

Does the regime meet 
public’s expectations?

Majority public support?

N/Y Y Y
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perceived as external by other ethnic members of society. The construction, public works, trans-

portation, and oil industry sectors had come to be dominated by Tuaregs and it aroused the frustra-

tion of other ethnic communities. “They feel that the government favours one group to the detri-

ment of other citizens, whereas they all face the same difficulties” (ECOWAS 2013:4). Furthermore 

was corruption still widespread throughout society, and the common belief that only the political 

and military establishment enjoyed the wealth of the state was taking its toll on socio-political rela-

tions. It proves that the majority of members of society in fact did not perceive themselves as inte-

grated in the state. Within central state institutions and the political administration there was a 

growing fear of the situation deteriorating to the extent that society became highly vulnerable to re-

ligious and extremist influences pouring in from neighbouring countries in west-central Sahara and 

the Sahel, as well as Nigeria and the Middle East (ibid:2). To counter this unsettling development, 

the government initiated the SDS programme (Stratégie pour le développement et la sécurité des 

zones sahélo-sahariennes du Niger). It involved the already proven recipe of mixed development 

and securitisation policies; in this case a counter-terrorism strategy inside a socioeconomic package 

directed to “the drivers of the threat, especially unemployment, insecurity, lack of socioeconomic 

opportunities and illegal migration” (ibid:5). However, the government had still difficulties raising 

the fundings for SDS after it was launched in October 2012. 

Table 6.3   Values of IV-indicators for Social cohesion in Niger, 2006-2013 

The grievances of the majority ethnic population were directed towards the Tuareg. Although cer-

tainly originated in the 2007 insurrection, they were reactivated through the government reintegra-

tion of ex-combatants following their return from Libya and the threat it posed to the state in 2011. 

This social fragmentation meant that, irrespective of whether the Tuareg threat strengthened state-

society relations in 2011, it was the government’s adjustment to that threat that ex post disintegrated 

the public. On top of that were antiestablishment attitudes reinvoked as an effect of society’s per-

ceived exclusion from the enjoyment of the wealth of the country. This socio-political situation 

leaved Niger increasingly vulnerable to Islamist influences, especially in the view of regional de-

velopments. However, the nature of the interfering domestic factors was based in Niger’s longstand-

ing complex of SoS conflict patterns rather than religious extremism.  

Social cohesion: Perceived SoS threat? Loyal opposition? Majority of the public 
considered integrated?

Y — N
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6.5. Elite Cohesion 

The longterm effect of the coup d’état was a stabilising one, and allowed for improving coherence 

within the political and military elites after the Tandja government had been overthrown. In the 

North however, state-criminal collusion was widespread following the end of conflict in 2009; it 

mainly concerned logistic cooperations between parts of the regional state administration (above all 

customs officers) and trafficking networks (often former Tuareg FFR and FPN units). This collusion 

in effect meant that regional state institutions was well integrated within the illicit economy upon 

which Tuareg and Islamist insurgent groups traditionally based themselves. According to 

Guichaoua (2015:6) however, it was rather a question of the state keeping its control over the North 

than of collusion: “for governments, controlling men is far more important than controlling territo-

ry.” Asserting the state’s intentions behind these cooperations with trafficking networks proves hard, 

but it appears no power-struggle between elites motivated it. Cooperation as well occurred on dif-

ferent levels, ranging from the collection bribes to the administration of whole trafficking opera-

tions (ibid).  

Table 6.4   Values of IV-indicators for Elite cohesion in Niger, 2006-2013 

Following the death of Muammar Qadaffi, the Nigerien state found itself in a predicament stem-

ming from its relationship with the illicit trade across the Libyan border. In October 2011, Qadhafi’s 

chief of intelligence, Abdullah al-Sanusi, joined former MNJ fighters on their return to Niger 

(Guichaoua 2015:5). As a result of Alambo’s earlier networking among the Tuareg combatants in 

Libya, the former MNJ leader could easily help facilitating al-Sanusi’s escape (other Libyan gov-

ernment officials had been brought across the Nigerien border by the Tuareg earlier in September). 

Issoufou’s government chose to support Alambo in this endeavour; according to Guichaoua, the 

“government’s support may have been a result of past allegiances” (2015:14), thus emphasising the 

state’s improved control over the North as a consequence of collusion with illicit trafficking. Instead 

of leading to elite fragmentation within the state, when subjected to this external threat, earlier col-

lusion was in fact turned into a tool to cohere state and opposition actors. Alambo was given state 

protection by Issoufou, in that way keeping him in check; he was later instated as special adviser to 

Elite cohesion: Power-struggle 
between state-elites?

Collaboration with the 
SoS threat?

Agreement among elites 
on ranking of external 
threats?

N Y Y
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the President of the National Assembly, Amadou Hama (ibid). Such actions by the Nigerien gov-

ernment, facing multiple threats to the state, demonstrate agreement among the elites about the 

ranking of these threats in relation to the protection of strategic political interests.  
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7. Analysis 

The analysis of the empirical results of the study is presented in this section. First, the respective 

case-specific implications for the theoretical framework are analysed in two parts. Second, a case-

comparison is conducted where important variations between the empirical results are analysed and 

the research design is discussed according to its influence on the empirical results. 

7.1. Case Analysis: Mali 

The balancing behaviour of the Malian state — the adjustment of its policies to the perceived threat 

from the Tuareg sons-of-the-soil (as well as Tuareg-Islamist elements of the 2012 insurrection)  — 

meant great political costs for President ATT and was the product of micro-level political processes 

within the state administration. The case of Mali accordingly highlights a complex causal chain of 

elite cost/risk calculations that determined its policy adjustments to shift in the balance of power 

between it and the rising threat from the armed groups in the North. A neoclassical realist approach 

to explaining SoS conflict intensity finds support in the main empirical result in the case of Mali.  

The theoretical framework of the study has suggested that the balancing behaviour of the state may 

lead low SoS threats to materialise as highly intense conflicts; the independent variables that consti-

tute the macro-level causal inference on balancing are located within domestic politics, intervening 

in the state’s decision-making processes through the action-formation mechanism of government 

threat perception. Elite consensus was found to be the most important independent variable deter-

mining the perceived level of a SoS threat and the state’s subsequent balancing behaviour to check 

it. In the case of Mali, this variable comprised a high level of elite fragmentation stemming from the 

2006 Tuareg insurrection, and above all the implications of the Algiers Accords. Primarily, it meant 

a significant limitation of the information structure of the state’s most threatening environment, 

available as basis for the formation of government threat perception. ATT’s ‘handing-over’ of the 

North to the ADC and ATNMC thus led to lessening chances for state elites of coming to consensus 

about appropriate policy adjustments to the threat from these groups. Although they may not have 

constituted a real threat to the state — or at least a very low one — the ATT government set about 

balancing it according to a much higher level of threat perception. In other words, ambiguous in-
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formation structures firstly led the Malian state to misperceive the SoS threat and secondly to over-

balancing it. Theory states that this particular behaviour involves the state’s misperception of a th-

reat that really constitutes an other actor (the ADC and ATNMC) mainly seeing to its own defensive 

security, which results in overly costly state policies of aggression and ultimately in unnecessary 

spirals of conflict intensification. Albeit the Tuareg threat was no longer as high in 2007 as it had 

initially been at the start of the insurrection, before the ADC splintered, the Malian state’s policy 

adjustments to check it in fact evolved into a more prolonged conflict. However, the more far-re-

aching effects of this balancing behaviour came to result in even greater intensifying effects on the 

SoS conflict in Mali. The low-intensity proxy war, 2007-2009, brought both government officials 

and senior army officers into collusion with the illicit economy of the North along with the traffic-

king militias now fighting the Tuareg for ATT. Subsequent depletion of army equipment and an 

increased diversion of military funds from the PSI and TSCTV programmes meant the army could 

not resupply the garrisons in Aguelhoc and Menaka in 2012; above all in Aguelhoc, it caused the 

new surge in SoS violence to spiral even further. In summery, the information structure was made 

increasingly ambiguous due to the effects of the short 2006 insurrection. It initially caused the ATT 

government to misperceive the lingering threat from ADC and ATNMC as higher than it really was 

and accordingly to form state actions of overbalancing through a policy of prolonged proxy conflict. 

Following staggering corruption and equipment depletion within the army, Mali failed to adequately 

balance according to the new SoS threat in 2012. Furthermore did this domestic factor limit the in-

formation structure available to the state, meaning it caused government to misperceive the new th-

reat rising from Islamist AQIM, Ansar Dine, and MUJAO. Balancing the already fading powers of 

ADC and ATNMC by proxy in 2007-2009 had in effect meant opening the door for Islamist expan-

sion, which presumably increased the level of intensity of the following 2012 Tuareg insurrection. 

These empirical results illustrate that state policy does not only probe the systemic environment but 

indeed also effects it through policy adjustments to misperceived threats. 

Regime vulnerability was also prevalent in the period leading up to the 2012 insurrection in Mali. 

The theoretical framework suggests that political leadership is by necessity dependent on the inter-

nal stability of the state, which constitutes a highly intervening domestic factor on its manoeuvrabi-

lity in times of political crisis. Adjusting policy to a rising SoS threat accordingly implies bearing 

the political costs and risk-takings associated with the different policy options open to the state. A 

worst-case scenario would put the state in a catch-22 where by ensuring its survival in relation to 

powerful domestic groups, the regime still risks loosing its policy capacity through a decrease in 
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public support. In the case of Mali, it was primarily the situation of widespread corruption within 

the state administration and the military under the ATT government that led to public disillusion 

about the democratic rule. Furthermore, allegations of state collusion with Tuareg kidnappers, traf-

fickers, and AQIM contributed to a change in attitude within the junior officers corp of the army, 

which in 2012 would lead it to topple ATT in the coup d’état. The regime consequently found it 

hard to secure public compliance with policies actually apt to check the SoS threat to the state; at 

the end they would not be implemented as the mobilisation of material and human resources could 

not be followed through as a result of the regime’s ultimate collapse. The main domestic effect of 

the government’s balancing behaviour in relation to the northern conflict was thus a staggering lack 

of public support that provided the coup d’état with its underpinnings. State administration’s limited 

manoeuvrability due to the independent variable of regime vulnerability meant ATT had no legiti-

macy left with the people at the time of the coup. These findings in addition collude with the empi-

rical implications for the other independent variable of social cohesion, thus constituting together a 

causal inference on state balancing behaviour via the action-formation of government misperception 

during the 2012 insurrection. Theory suggests that a strengthening of cohesion within society is the 

most likely consequence of shifts in the balance of power between the state and the opposing SoS 

party. However, in some cases, negative shifts may nevertheless cause a reversed effect of in-group 

fragmentation of the majority ‘migrant’ population. Key events during the 2012 insurrection mirrors 

this causal inference: the MNLA-Ansar Dine massacre at Aguelhok initially caused resentment of 

the Tuareg communities among the Malian public, thus contributing to a strengthening of state-so-

ciety relations; however, the latent disillusionment over the government, as well as the staggering 

losses within the army, led to negative effects on social cohesion; the otherwise coherent state ac-

cordingly started to disintegrate. Following the army’s coup d’état, the political opposition’s forma-

tion of COPAM also affected the outcome of the 2012 conflict through its interference in national 

politics and the splintering effect it had on Malian society. After the ousting of ATT and the 

establishment of the interim regime under the new President Dioncouda Traoré, the level of cohe-

sion within society was at its lowest; this is best illustrated by the mob attack on the presidential 

palace and the violent assault of Traoré.  

The effect of collusion between sediments of the Malian army and illicit trafficking networks con-

nected to those proxies fighting the remainder of Tuareg insurrection in the North between 2007 and 

2009, damaged positive inference from the independent variable of elite cohesion within the milita-

ry. However, it would be wrong to say that the army was not already fragmented to some extent al-
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ready in 2006. Widespread nepotism was splitting the officers corps along its junior and senior 

ranks, and proved in 2012 a contributing factor to the coup d’état. But a more rapid fragmentation 

was caused by ATT’s arrangements with the Arab militias. As these networks were engaged in the 

highly lucrative smuggling of cocaine, several army generals started to profit from the collusion that 

came out of the proxy war in the North. The government’s strategy certainly shaped misperceptions 

over the level of threat still present in the North — much due to the state’s limited information 

structure following the implementation of the Algiers Accords — but it also came to constitute an 

approval of collusion. In effect, inference from elite fragmentation within the army affected the 

range of policy options open to the ATT government in relation to the 2012 insurrection. The state’s 

policy adjustments to the new threat from MNLA, Ansar Dine, MUJAO, and AQIM took the form 

of non-balancing, rather than over- or underbalancing. Accordingly, the independent variable of eli-

te cohesion implies a contrary policy adjustment to the perceived threat than what a realist assump-

tion of state behaviour should. Elite fragmentation is here found to have hurried up the success of 

the 2012 insurrection in the North and the following intervention of France in 2013, thus leading to 

a significant intensification of the SoS conflict in Mali.  

7.2. Case Analysis: Niger 

The state’s balancing behaviour during the rise of SoS threats in Niger in 2011 and 2012 implies 

how governments may avoid the otherwise great political costs associated with fighting an intrastate 

ethnic war. The empirical results from the case study of SoS conflict intensity in Niger further 

points to the effects of micro-level political mechanismic processes within the state administration 

on government threat perceptions, appropriate balancing behaviour and low-intensity SoS conflicts.  

When a situation of elite consensus was successfully re-established within Niger’s state institutions 

and the political administration following the coup d’état and subsequent democratic elections in 

2010 and 2011, it allowed the state to rapidly adjust its policy to meet the domestic grievances of 

the Tuareg sons-of-the-soil. The implementation of decentralised governance structures and the re-

distributions of uranium mining rents from Arlit back to the Tuareg communities had by all ac-

counts a settling effect on the instability in Niger following the domestic turmoil, 2007-2010. Be-

cause government elites taking part of limited information structures will have lesser chances of 

coming to consensus about appropriate policy adjustments to perceived threats to the state, it was 

imperative for the outcome of the crisis in Niger that the government took measures, making less 
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ambiguous the information structure of its most threatening environment (the Agadez and the bor-

der with Mali). According to the theory, policy-splits within the regime would have been the most 

prominent risk if these measures had not been met with success. However, the Libyan revolution 

served to alert the Issoufou government in time, and made possible the implementation of deter-

rence, disarmament, and reintegration policies that eventually fended off the threat from the return-

ing MNJ. By 2012, when the coup d’état in Bamako left AQIM, Ansar Dine, and MUJAO in control 

over the area bordering Niger, the government faced yet another threat. An increase in military 

spending made possible new investments to improve the intelligence available for sound action-

formation of government threat perception and subsequent decision basis. Accordingly did the 

Nigerien government seek a rapid military intervention to retake the Malian border area from the 

Tuareg-Islamist groups, which was later made possible through the intervention by France in 2013; 

Niger partook by sending 5,000 troops across the Malian border to recapture of the northern city of 

Gao. In summery, underbalancing should had been the most likely outcome in the absence of a de-

termined Nigerien regime according to the theory. However, since the Issoufou government had 

been firmly established through a democratic election, and enjoyed the support of the military, it 

was able to accurately perceive the level of threat it faced; thus, it took preventive measures to en-

sure the domestic stability of the most SoS conflict prone environment in the country and expanded 

the information structure through military capacity building. The result was not underbalancing but 

rather an appropriate balancing behaviour, by which Nigerien government perceptions of the level 

of threat it faced were accurate in as much that it used the power of the state to counter it.  

Under the Tandja government, the level of regime vulnerability is considered to have been high. 

Due to the government’s ignorance of the MNJ demands to negotiate during the 2007 insurrection, 

the Nigerien public suspected that Tandja’s government in fact sought to prolong the conflict in or-

der to invoke a state of emergency, thereby securing a third term in office for itself. Further taking 

widespread nepotism within the army into account, and the resentments it invoked among mid-

ranking officers, illustrates why the coup d’état in 2010 came about and was met with success. Ac-

cording to the theoretical framework of the study, the political leadership is considered dependent 

on the independent variable of internal stability of the state, which constitutes an intervening factor 

on its range of policy options through the action-formation of government threat (mis)perception. 

The empirical results from the case study of Niger implies this relationship. In 2011, on the other 

hand, the Issoufou government was well-aware of the underlying causes of its own vulnerability. In 

order to strengthen its position in relation to this domestic factor, governance over the most periph-
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eral Tuareg provinces was decentralised, which allowed for Tuareg political representation. Further 

were parts of the uranium mining revenues from Arlit redistributed back to the Tuareg communities. 

These policy adjustments show that the Nigerien state took SoS conflict patterns into account when 

balancing the threat it stood against. At the end it worked out well, and the results show that the 

state ultimately managed the dilemma between vulnerability and legitimacy.  

The independent variable of social cohesion has been shown to deviate from Niger’s otherwise co-

herent state character. In this case, the state’s own policies directed to counter the SoS threats in 

2011 and 2012 seems to have backfired. It is still found to be in line with the theoretical framework 

of the study, however, which suggests that shifts in the balance of power between the state and the 

sons-of-the-soil should strengthen cohesion within society, that is, within the majority ‘migrant’ po-

pulation of the state. As the Nigerien state managed to check the power of its Tuareg communities 

by integrating them further into larger society, it consequently had a weakening effect on social co-

hesion within non-Tuareg communities. In this case, policy adjustments caused in-group fragmenta-

tion of the migrant population, while working as planned in relation to the sons-of-the-soil. Accor-

dingly had resentments towards the Tuareg not faded away within parts of the Nigerien public; in 

fact, the state-enforced reintegration of former MNJ combatants into society instead reasserted re-

sentments. Grievances among other ethnic communities in Niger that had originating in the 2007 

insurrection was thus magnified in 2012 due to a frustration over a Tuareg domination of certain 

work sectors. On top of that was the attitude amongst the public that corruption lingered on within 

state administration, after the coup d’état, still widespread. The people accordingly did not feel they 

could enjoy the wealth of the state. Although this negative effect of the independent variable, i.e. 

social fragmentation, does not involve the sons-of-the-soil, it still constitutes a SoS conflict pattern 

and a latent threat to the Nigerien state; socio-political relations are suffering from these still active 

SoS dynamics.  

In comparison with the time before the coup d’état, the level of elite consensus had been immensely 

improved following the democratic elections and Issoufou’s instatement as President. Thus had the 

military coup a longterm stabilising effect on elite relations in Niger, especially those between the 

political administration and the military. However, state-criminal collusion was still widespread in 

the North as a result of the regional state administration’s dealings with former Tuareg FFR and 

FPN units following the peace in 2009. These institutions had become well integrated within the 

illicit economy upon which Tuareg and Islamist insurgent groups traditionally based themselves. In 
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light of the theoretical framework, such elite fragmentation should constitute a highly negative in-

tervening situational causal force on state balancing behaviour, via the action-formation of govern-

ment threat perception, and on the implementation of appropriate policy adjustments to check the 

SoS threats that arose in 2011 and 2012. Accordingly, it should take the form of non-balancing, rat-

her than over- or underbalancing. However, the empirical results show that, in the case of Niger, 

collusion was rather used as an instrument by the state, enabling it to keep its control over the 

North. The state’s reaction in October 2011 — when senior Tuareg MNJ commanders returned to 

Niger via the illicit trafficking networks, along with former Libyan government officials — seems 

to confirm this: Issoufou’s government chose to support former MNJ leader Alambo in escaping 

Libya by continuing its cooperation with the traffickers, thus pointing to an improved control over 

the North by the state, which may be seen as a consequence of the state institutions’ collusion with 

the illicit economy of the region.  

7.3. Between Case Comparison 

A comparison between the processes of SoS conflict intensity in Mali and Niger shows that the 

macro independent variables and micro action-formation mechanisms under investigation have 

caused a significant variation in the outcome of conflict intensity. SoS conflict patterns have not 

been found to vary much between the two cases — in fact, they are to a large extent shared patterns 

due the countries’ close proximity and joint national border. The occurrence of coups d’état, earlier 

insurrections, state-criminal collusion, army fractionalisation, and failing social cohesion further 

contribute to isolating the inference from the independent variables. In the case of Mali, an actual 

low SoS threat was materialise as a high-intensity conflict; while in Niger, the government avoided 

an intensification of the SoS conflict by adjusting its policies towards domestic stability that in ef-

fect did unable a negative inference from the causal mechanisms.  

The empirical results from both cases suggest that the independent variable of consensus between 

state elites has the highest inference on the level of the action-formation mechanism of perceived 

SoS threat and subsequently on the balancing behaviour of the state that is meant to check it. In the 

case of Mali, this independent variable comprised a highly limited information structure of the envi-

ronment most prone to SoS conflict. Accordingly did it weaken state elites’ basis for sound deci-

sion-making, in effect causing it to balance state power according to a misperceived high level of 

SoS threat; it led to an overbalancing behaviour and an intensification of the SoS conflict. In Niger, 

on the other hand, elite consensus was re-established following the coup d’état that put new elites in 
 !52



power; most importantly, the new political administration had the support of the military, thereby 

increasing the level of elite consensus between the different state institutions. Although the informa-

tion structure available as decision basis for the Nigerien government too was limited, improved 

elite consensus allowed for policy adjustments that served to make it less ambiguous; increase in 

military spending improved intelligence and consequently the accuracy of government threat per-

ceptions. While a coup d’état led to strong elite consensus in Niger, in Mali the coup was rather the 

result of policy-splits caused by a weak consensus, above all within the army. The final collapse of 

the state increased the level of intensity of the ongoing SoS conflict as the sons-of-the-soil (includ-

ing the Islamist groups) could advance on the capital, resulting in France’s intervention in 2013. 

Both cases accordingly illustrate that state policy not only probe the systemic environment of a SoS 

threat but affects it through policy adjustments based on the action-formation of government per-

ception of the threat. 

Domestic stability in both Mali and Niger also suffered from periods of high regime vulnerability. 

According to the theory, internal stability of the state constitutes an intervening variable on gov-

ernment’s manoeuvrability in times of political crisis, which in the case of Mali consisted of wide-

spread corruption within the state administration and the military. In effect, it made the regime vul-

nerable to public disillusion about the current democratic rule, at the end contributing to the coup 

d’état. Subsequently, the state found itself in disarray and could not mobilise the material and hu-

man resources needed to meet the SoS threat which made the conflict intensify. In Niger, initial 

regime vulnerability, following the military takeover, was instead met with stabilisation policies 

which sought to strengthen the state’s position by increasing government spendings. The analysis 

further finds that the independent variable of regime vulnerability may coincide with a situation of 

weakened social cohesion, which was the case in Mali. According to the theoretical framework, this 

finding should be expected as regime vulnerability and social cohesion partly operate within the 

same situational venue, the public; the mechanisms here constitute together a causal inference on 

state balancing behaviour via government misperception. A strengthening of social cohesion should 

normally be the result of shifts in the balance of power between the state and an opposing SoS par-

ty. However, in both cases under study the reversed effect was found. In-group fragmentation of the 

majority ‘migrant’ population was caused by latent disillusionments over the governments’ imple-

mented policies. In Mali, this concerned the staggering losses within the army during the SoS con-

flict, while in Niger it originated in the reintegration of the sons-of-the-soil into larger society.  
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In the time period leading up to military takeover, in Mali 2012 and in Niger 2010, the army was to 

some extent fragmented. State nepotism contributed to promotions of high officers that were never 

supported by the rest of the army, and it led to a splitting of the officers corps along its junior and 

senior ranks. It constituted a contributing factor to the coups d’état in both countries. Further, up till 

the coup in Mali the fragmentation of the army affected the range of policy options open to the 

state. Together with government misperception of the level of SoS threat still present in the North, 

an underbalancing behaviour of the state implies contrary policy adjustments to the perceived threat 

than what a realist assumption of state behaviour would predict. In comparison, the Nigerien state 

behaved more as a coherent actor following the reinstatement of democratic rule; it had longterm 

stabilising effects on elite relations, especially between the government and the military. Although 

state-criminal collusion was widespread in both cases, the Nigerien government managed to use 

collusion as an instrument for keeping control over peripheral parts of the country, while in Mali it 

constituted a highly negative intervening force on the state’s balancing behaviour and the imple-

mentation of appropriate policy adjustments to check the SoS threat.  

These findings consist of empirical mirrorings of the theorised independent variables and causal 

mechanisms. Taken together, they constitute a chain of events that has been found to cause a varia-

tion in SoS conflict intensity in each case under study; that is, two separate within-case mechanis-

mic explanations for the causal connection between domestic factors of the state, through the for-

mation of government perception of the SoS threat, and the resulting level of conflict intensity. 

Comparing the explanations has served to shed further light on the workings of the independent 

variables, through the situational and action-formation mechanisms, and the general causal process 

through which some SoS conflicts intensify more than others. However, this research design is lim-

ited to the investigation of the micro-level steps that explain behavioural change of the state, and 

only concerns the causal process by which the various mechanisms are at work as balancing be-

haviour. Pure generalisability then must be established in relation to the soundness of the theoretical 

framework, especially so bearing in mind that this study suggests that states are in fact not coherent 

actors, which implies that the empirical structure of the independent varibales neither is coherent 

but case-specific. That said, each of the four variables’ degree of inference on conflict intensity has 

been worked out within the process analysis of the cases under study, and variation within each 

variable has been observed to correspond to a resultant variation in government threat perception 

and its subsequent balancing behaviour, thus establishing how and why they influence SoS conflict 

intensity.  
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8. Conclusion 

The study has met its aim of explaining the causes for high-intensity SoS conflicts, and answered 

the research question why some SoS conflicts intensify more than others. The initial ambition to in-

vestigate the role of the state in relation to high levels of conflict intensity led the study to consider 

domestic causal factors and the action-formation of government perceptions of rising SoS threats; 

the subsequent balancing behaviour of the state was theorised to account for the level of SoS con-

flict intensity. By problematising the concept of power-balancing through a neoclassical realist ana-

lytical framework, the study was allowed to consider the intervening domestic mechanisms within 

the causal process of SoS conflict intensity. It led the study to test the following hypothesis: A SoS 

conflict is more likely to intensify if the state misperceives the threat the conflict constitutes.  

For this purpose, the research question was addressed through a comparative study of two cases of 

SoS conflict. The strategic selection of the Malian and Nigerien processes of SoS conflict intensity 

meant that the theorised mechanisms could be empirically exposed, and the final comparative 

analysis shed further light on the causal process through which some SoS conflicts intensifies more 

than others. Accordingly, in answering the research question, the comparative process analysis 

proved the hypothesis of the study. The main findings suggest that mechanisms of state balancing 

behaviour causes significant variation in the outcome. Government misperceptions of threat-levels 

in relation to SoS conflicts causes actual low SoS threats to materialise as high-intensity conflicts. 

Three more specific findings related to the workings of the causal mechanisms have as well been 

established. First, the level of consensus between state elites has been found to have the highest in-

ference on levels of conflict intensity among the domestic factors under study. Second, regime vul-

nerability coincides with weakened social cohesion according to the case analysis of SoS conflict 

intensity in Mali, which supports the theoretical framework, but the same relationship was not 

found in the case analysis of SoS conflict intensity in Niger. Third, although theory suggests that 

shifts in the balance of power between the state and an opposing SoS party should strengthen social 

cohesion, in both cases the reversed effect was observed.  
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SoS conflicts have not earlier been closely examined in relation to higher levels of intensity. In light 

of the larger research field of SoS conflicts, these findings are inevitably new as they constitute an-

swers to a new question. Further research is still much needed in regards to high-intensity conflicts 

of this kind. Ethnic civil wars have extensive and devastating effects on human life; if they are bet-

ter understood through more robust research, it will facilitate conflict prevention where SoS dynam-

ics are in place. This study accordingly suggests that policy to this end takes SoS conflict patterns 

into account and above all considers the role of the state, which this study has found to intensify the 

impact from such patterns. Domestic stability with particular regard to state institutions, and elite 

coherence within the military are examples of such domestic factors that need be considered by pol-

icymakers when the death count gets higher. 
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