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Introduction
For more than a decade, communities 
across central Mali have lived with 
violence, displacement, and deep social 
divisions. As insecurity escalated, 
the Malian government and the 
international community responded 
with a range of interventions. These 
responses, largely centred on military 
action, have had limited success in 
rebuilding the social fabric that once 
sustained peaceful coexistence. 
In response, community leaders 
began developing their own locally 
driven initiatives1. This is how, amid a 
prolonged crisis, something significant 
emerged: communities gradually 
relearned how to talk to one another, 
negotiate their differences, and 
manage conflict collectively. 

Although these processes of building 
peace ‘from below’ have been 
examined from many perspectives, 
they have rarely been understood 
as forms of social learning and adult 
education. Local peace agreements 
illustrate this educational dimension, 
as the dialogue through which they are 
negotiated creates opportunities to 
transform perceptions, rebuild trust, 
strengthen local capacities, promote 
civic engagement, and foster new 
pathways to peaceful coexistence. 
This article examines the role of these 
locally driven processes in conflict 
management and peacebuilding 
in Mali. It argues that sustainable 
peace depends not only on national 
policies and formal institutions but 
also on endogenous2, community-
led processes that enable learning, 
dialogue, and collective action.

Security and 
political context
The conflict that began in northern 
Mali in 2012 spread to the central 
regions from 2015 onwards, resulting 

in central Mali3 being regarded as 
the epicentre of violence affecting 
the country. Taking advantage of 
the state’s limited presence in many 
rural areas, armed groups exploited 
longstanding local grievances 
and social tensions to establish 
themselves across extensive rural 
territories. Having gained control 
in these areas, the groups imposed 
their own systems of governance, 
taxation, and social control.

Despite the deployment of both 
national and international security 
forces, violence continued to escalate. 
In response, many rural communities 
turned to community self-defence 
groups, notably traditional hunters 
from Dogon, Bambara, and other 
communities - collectively known 
as the Dozo. Originally organised to 
provide local protection, these groups 
multiplied as the security situation 
deteriorated, contributing in turn to 
an escalation of violence both within 
and between communities. It was 
in this context of communal conflict 
that local peace initiatives began to 
emerge. Recognising the limitations of 
military responses alone, community 
leaders mobilised at the grassroots 
level to rebuild social cohesion through 
locally led action. Thus, were born the 
community-based peace initiatives 
that have since become an essential 
feature of conflict management in 
central Mali.

Training workshop in Mopti for civil society 
leaders on local governance, and the 
prevention and management of local conflicts
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Reactivating 
traditional 
conflict-resolution 
mechanisms
The crisis has prompted communities 
to rediscover traditional mechanisms 
for resolving disputes - approaches 
that had often been marginalised 
as the formal state justice system 
expanded. Ironically, it took the 
intensification of violent conflict 
to expose the limitations of formal 
judicial institutions in restoring 
peace and repairing fractured social 
relationships. This recognition 
helps explain the renewed interest, 
evident since the 1990s, among 
researchers, non-governmental 
organisations, and regional 
institutions in Africa’s endogenous 
approaches to conflict resolution.

Unlike modern judicial systems which 
tend to emphasise punishment, 
traditional approaches prioritise 
reconciliation and the restoration 
of damaged relationships. Their 
primary objective is not to punish 
offenders but to rebuild harmony 
within the community. In Mali, this 
philosophy is reflected in customary 
practices that emphasise forgiveness, 
dialogue, and symbolic or material 
forms of reparation. Research on 
traditional conflict management in 
Mali, including the work of historian 
Bintou Sanankoua4, demonstrates 
that Indigenous mechanisms for 
resolving disputes are grounded 
in principles of forgiveness, 
restitution, and community 
mediation. These approaches not 
only address immediate conflicts 
but also strengthen social cohesion, 
rebuild trust, and support peaceful 
coexistence over the long term.

Likewise, Niagalé Bagayoko and 
Fahiraman Rodrigue Koné (2017)5, 
argue that:
From the most commonplace disputes to 
the most exceptional conflicts, traditional 
mechanisms of conflict management, 
grounded in customary expertise, help 
maintain social equilibrium (p.19). 

These observations reflect a long-
standing African tradition of resolving 
disputes through dialogue, mediation, 
and consensus-building. Long before 
the emergence of modern states 
and judicial systems inspired by 
Western legal traditions, many African 
societies had developed sophisticated 
systems of mediation and arbitration 
based on the moral authority of 
traditional chiefs, respected elders, 
and religious leaders. As William 
Zartman6 (2000) observes, these 
institutions played a central role 
in regulating social relations and 
maintaining communal cohesion.

When Mali’s political and security 
crisis evolved into widespread 
communal conflict, these customary 
institutions were once again 
mobilised. Across the country’s 
central regions, village chiefs, 
imams7, traditional leaders, and 
other respected community figures 
organised numerous local dialogue 
initiatives. In many instances, they 
also succeeded in opening channels 
of communication between armed 
groups and local communities.

The search for peace and 
reconciliation in central Mali has 
increasingly relied on what is 
commonly described as a bottom-up 
peacebuilding approach. Rather than 
treating local communities as passive 
recipients of externally designed 
solutions, this approach places them 
at the centre of efforts to restore 
and sustain peace. Its underlying 
premise is that communities directly 
affected by conflict possess social, 
cultural, and institutional resources 
that can contribute to the long-term 
resolution of disputes. As John Paul 
Lederach (1997) argues, durable 
peace is most likely to emerge when 
those living with conflict become 
active participants in rebuilding their 
own relationships and institutions. 
This perspective is consistent with 
the work of Alioune Sall (2007), who 
argues that Africa’s own endogenous 
institutions, knowledge systems, 
and cultural resources should 
play a central role in addressing 
contemporary social and political 
realities. Grounded in dialogue, 
mediation, arbitration, and consensus-
building, these mechanisms seek to 
restore social harmony rather than 
simply determine winners and losers.

Village of Boni in Douentza - water access 
points are a source of conflict in rural areas

Mediation and 
negotiation as 
spaces for adult 
learning

Local mediators

Government institutions, non-
governmental organisations, and 
international agencies8 quickly 
recognised that sustainable 
reconciliation required the active 
participation of local communities. As 
a result, adult education became an 
integral part of many peacebuilding 
programmes, with the aim of 
professionalising local mediators and 
equipping them to serve as community 
educators as well as peacebuilders. 
Hundreds of traditional authorities, 
religious leaders, customary chiefs, 
representatives of women’s and youth 
organisations, and members of civil 
society received specialised training. 
These programmes strengthened their 
knowledge and practical skills in a 
broad range of areas, including conflict 
prevention and management, conflict 
analysis, mediation and negotiation 
techniques, the prevention of violent 
extremism and radicalisation, local 
governance, civic participation, non-
violent communication, human rights, 
and international humanitarian law.

Local authorities and community leaders 
participate in a workshop on peace and 
reconciliation
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By combining contemporary mediation 
techniques with traditional knowledge, 
these training initiatives enabled 
participants to adapt long-established 
Indigenous practices to new forms of 
conflict and social tension. Whereas 
mediators had previously focused on 
resolving disputes within their own 
immediate communities, many are now 
equipped to facilitate negotiations 
across much larger geographical 
areas. Since 2017, successive Malian 
governments have entrusted religious 
leaders, traditional authorities, and 
prominent cultural figures to mediate 
between the various parties involved 
in conflict across the central regions.

Awareness-raising discussion with religious 
leaders to secure their support for the 
management of conflict resolution in Ténenkou, 
Mopti Region

Site visit to Ténenkou by Mopti authorities to 
restore peace between communities

Training on human rights for traditional and 
community leaders

Towards more active 
citizenship
As local actors became increasingly 
involved in peacebuilding initiatives, 
whether through government 
programmes, civil society 
organisations or international 
partners, they also developed a deeper 

understanding of both the immediate 
and structural causes of conflict. 
Through the collective analysis 
of issues such as climate change, 
competition over natural resources, 
insecure land tenure, and poor 
governance, mediators increasingly 
came to recognise that conflict arises 
from human decisions, institutions, 
and practices rather than from fate or 
purely religious causes. This growing 
awareness fostered a stronger 
sense of civic responsibility. Rather 
than seeing themselves simply as 
custodians of tradition, local mediators 
increasingly began to view themselves 
as citizens capable of shaping their 
communities and influencing public 
life. This evolution represents one 
of the most important educational 
dimensions of local peacebuilding. 
Beyond resolving disputes, mediation 
has become a process through which 
individuals develop critical thinking, 
strengthen their leadership capacities, 
and acquire a deeper understanding 
of their responsibilities within society. 
It is, in effect, a form of adult learning 
rooted in lived experience, collective 
reflection, and practical action.

Transformative learning

During mediation sessions, it became 
apparent that people on all sides of 
the conflict often associated one 
another with armed actors, reinforcing 
fear, mistrust, and collective blame. 
Dialogue revealed that these 
perceptions were frequently based 
on assumptions rather than people’s 
actual experiences, obscuring the fact 
that civilians from every community 
had suffered violence, displacement, 
and loss.

In numerous localities, including the 
districts of Koro, Bankass, Djenné, and 
Niono, mediation helped dismantle 
these stereotypes by revealing that 
civilians from all communities had 
themselves been victims of violence, 
often perpetrated by the very actors 
with whom they were presumed to 
be aligned. This recognition fostered 
greater empathy, encouraged 
participants to see one another as 
fellow victims rather than adversaries, 
and challenged entrenched narratives 
of collective blame. In this sense, 
the dialogue process became a 
form of transformative9 learning: 
participants critically examined long-
held assumptions, reframed their 
understanding of the conflict and 
of one another, and developed new 

perspectives that made cooperation 
and reconciliation possible. One of 
the most significant achievements of 
the dialogue process was the gradual 
transformation of these perceptions.

The inclusion of women 
and youth 
One of the longstanding limitations 
of Indigenous conflict-resolution 
mechanisms was the marginal role 
assigned to women and young people, 
whose participation was often 
restricted by customary norms and 
cultural practices. Today, however, 
most local mediation committees 
and peace-monitoring bodies include 
representatives from both groups. 
During mediator training programmes, 
particular emphasis was placed on 
recognising the essential contributions 
that women and young people can 
make to peacebuilding. This not 
only enabled them to participate in 
negotiations, but also prepared them 
to assume lasting roles in the local 
structures responsible for maintaining 
peace after agreements had been 
concluded.

Local peace agreements

Local peace agreements represent 
one of the most tangible outcomes 
of community mediation efforts, 
offering important insights into 
the achievements, limitations, and 
possibilities for national peacebuilding. 
Mediation efforts often resulted in 
negotiated compromises commonly 
referred to as ‘survival agreements.’ 
In several areas, they led to the lifting 
of blockades, temporary cessations 
of hostilities, the resumption of 
economic activities10, the return 
of displaced families, and the 
restoration of a measure of everyday 
normality. Although often fragile, 
these agreements demonstrated that 
dialogue could reduce violence while 
strengthening communities’ capacity 
for collective problem-solving.

At the same time, the agreements 
reveal important limitations. 
Many remain highly localised, 
lack mechanisms for monitoring 
implementation, and exist in areas 
where armed groups continue to 
exercise significant control. Some also 
contain provisions that conflict with 
the sovereignty and constitutional 
authority of the Malian state, making 
their formal recognition difficult.
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Rather than seeking to formalise 
individual agreements, greater value 
may lie in the lessons they provide. 
These mediation processes exposed 
underlying drivers of conflict, 
including competition over land and 
natural resources, environmental 
degradation, climate change, and 
longstanding governance deficits. 
They also generated locally grounded 
knowledge and practical experience 
that can inform broader peacebuilding 
efforts. Beyond their immediate 
outcomes, they should be understood 
as dynamic processes of adult learning 
through which communities acquire 
new knowledge, strengthen skills in 
mediation and negotiation, and build 
greater capacity to manage future 
disputes collaboratively. Ultimately, 
one of the principal lessons to emerge 
is that sustainable peace depends on 
the interaction between community 
ownership and national commitment. 
Grassroots initiatives can lay the 
foundations for reconciliation and 
coexistence, but lasting peace requires 
supportive state institutions and 
public policies capable of addressing 
the underlying causes of conflict 
while building on the knowledge and 
capacities generated through local 
peacebuilding processes. 

Conclusion
As the crisis in Mali has become 
increasingly entrenched, it has become 
clear that the engagement of local 
actors is indispensable to conflict 
management - not only in central Mali 
but across the wider Sahel. Despite 
significant structural constraints and 
an exceptionally challenging security 
environment, locally led mediation 
initiatives have played a vital role in 
repairing the social fabric after more 
than a decade of instability. They 
have helped restore dialogue, reduce 
violence, and create opportunities for 
communities to rebuild relationships 
that conflict had severely damaged. 
At the same time, their long-term 
effectiveness remains constrained 
by the continuing influence of armed 
groups, the limited presence of the 
state, and the difficulty of integrating 
local initiatives into national 
peacebuilding strategies.

Beyond these security concerns 
and constraints, deeper research 
highlights a dimension that has 
received relatively little attention: 
the educational value of local peace 

processes. Viewed through the 
lens of adult learning, mediation 
and the negotiation of local peace 
agreements become spaces of 
community education. In these 
spaces, traditional authorities, 
religious leaders, mediators, women, 
and young people learn collectively, 
develop new capacities, and reshape 
their understanding of conflict 
and coexistence. Seen from this 
perspective, local peacebuilding 
initiatives can be processes of 
social transformation. Communities 
become the architects of their own 
peace which can be sustained by 
incorporating newly acquired skills of 
conflict resolution and citizenship into 
the core fabric of community life.

References/Further reading 

Autesserre, S. (2014). Peaceland: Conflict resolution 

and the everyday politics of international 

intervention. Cambridge University Press.

Autesserre, S. (2021). The frontlines of peace: An 

insider’s guide to changing the world. Oxford 

University Press.

Bagayoko, N., & Koné, F. R. (2017). Les mécanismes 

traditionnels de gestion des conflits en Afrique 

subsaharienne (Rapport de recherche 

no. 2). Centre FrancoPaix en résolution 

des conflits et missions de paix, Chaire 

Raoul-Dandurand en études stratégiques 

et diplomatiques, Université du Québec à 

Montréal.

Lederach, J. P. (1997). Building peace: Sustainable 

reconciliation in divided societies. United 

States Institute of Peace Press. 

Pouligny, B. (2006). Ils nous avaient promis la paix: 

Opérations de l’ONU et populations locales. 

Presses de Sciences Po.

 Sall, A. (2007). Les mutations de la famille en Afrique 

: Le cas du Sénégal. L’Harmattan.

Thiam, A. (2017). Centre du Mali : Enjeux et dangers 

d’une crise négligée. Institut du Macina.

Zartman, I. W. (2000). Traditional cures for modern 

conflicts: African conflict “medicine”. Lynne 

Rienner Publishers.

Endnotes

1	 The limitations of predominantly military 

approaches to conflict resolution and the 

rebuilding of social cohesion have been 

widely documented by several scholars, 

including Séverine Autesserre, Béatrice 

Pouligny, and Yahia H. Zoubir. Their work 

shows that military interventions, when not 

accompanied by locally driven initiatives 

for dialogue and reconciliation, struggle to 

produce lasting peace.

2	 Organic, locally led, or bottom-up processes 

that originate entirely from within a 

community, rather than being imposed by 

external organisations or international 

agencies.

3	 The focus of this article is mainly on the 

regions of central Mali: Ségou, Mopti, San, 

Douentza and Bandiagara.

4	 Bintou Sanankoua is Professor of History at 

the École Normale Supérieure de Bamako, 

specialising in the history of Mali in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

5	 Bagayoko, N., & Koné, F. R. (2017). Les 

mécanismes traditionnels de gestion des 

conflits en Afrique subsaharienne [Traditional 

conflict management mechanisms in Sub-

Saharan Africa] (Research Report No. 2). 

Centre FrancoPaix, Raoul-Dandurand 

Chair of Strategic and Diplomatic Studies, 

Université du Québec à Montréal. https://

dandurand.uqam.ca/publication/les-

mecanismes-traditionnels-de-gestion-des-

conflits-en-afrique-subsaharienne/

6	 Traditional mechanisms of conflict 

regulation in Africa have historically been 

based on mediation, arbitration, consensus-

building, and palaver (community-based 

gatherings deeply rooted in African 

customary law, designed to resolve disputes 

and restore social harmony without 

violence), conducted under the authority 

of customary and religious leaders. Today, 

these mechanisms continue to provide an 

important foundation for local governance 

and social cohesion in many Sahelian 

societies.

7	 An Islamic leadership position. Most 

commonly, it refers to the worship leader of 

a mosque and the Muslim community.

8	 From the early years of the Malian crisis, 

as tensions began to erode relations 

between communities, a number of national 

and international institutions launched 

training and capacity-building programmes 

to enable influential community leaders 

to become local actors for peace and 

reconciliation. These included the Ministry 

of Reconciliation, Peace and National 

Cohesion/Unity, the École de Maintien de 

la Paix (Peacekeeping School), the United 

Nations Multidimensional Integrated 

Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA), 

the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP), the Centre for 

Humanitarian Dialogue, Search for Common 

Ground, and a range of civil society 

organisations.

9	 Developed by educator Jack Mezirow, 

transformative learning theory explains how 

adults use new experiences to question and 

revise deeply held assumptions, beliefs, and 

perspectives.

10	 Agreements reached in places such as 

Mondoro (Douentza), Sabèrèdara (Koro) 

and Kouakouro (Djenné) illustrate this - the 

suspension of hostilities in exchange for 

conditions allowing limited socio-economic 

activity to resume.
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