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Poverty: Mali 
 

Mali ranks 172 out of 175 countries on the Human Development Index, a ranking created by 

the United Nations Development Program based on a composite measure of life expectancy, 

education and income per-person. This statistic is commonly used to describe Mali as the 4th least 

developed, or poorest, country in the world.  

 Over the past two decades the idea of poverty tracking and subsequently, reduction, have 

gained increasing popularity in the international community, particularly international institutions such 

as the World Bank in conjunction with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and various United 

Nations programs. Poverty reduction and eradication is one of the primary goals of the United Nations 

Development Program (UNDP), and is in fact integrally linked with its goal of sustainable 

development. Much of the international language on poverty regards freedom from it to be a basic 

human right. 

The UNDP defines four types of poverty: 
� Human poverty Ð The lack of essential 

human capabilities such as being literate or 
adequately nourished. 

� Income poverty Ð the lack of minimally 
adequate income or expenditures. 

� Extreme poverty Ð Indigence or destitution, 
usually specified as the inability to satisfy 
even minimum food needs. 

� Overall poverty Ð a less severe level of 
poverty, usually defined as the inability to 
satisfy essential non-food as well as food 
needs. The definition of essential non-food 
needs can vary significantly across 
countries.  
 

Since independence Mali has ranked among the worldÕs poorest countries and been the recipient 

of much aid and loans from developed countries and international institutions. At various times during 

the Ô70s, Ô80s and Ô90s the country has faced severe droughts, in addition to increasing desertification, 

posing serious problems for the countryÕs large agriculture sector and subsistence farmers. The 

government of Mali began instituting Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) in 1982 and again in 

1988 in conjunction with the IMF and World Bank. MaliÕs debt in 1982 equalled 284 billion cfa (French 

African franc). In 2000 it had risen to 883 billion Ð at current conversion rates about 1.76 billion $US. In 

1999 Mali was accepted into the World BankÕs Highly Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) Initiative, under 

which about $539 million of MaliÕs debt payments are now relocated into poverty alleviation programs 

in-country. MaliÕs ÒNational Fight Against PovertyÓ was established in conjunction with its HIPC status. 

The programÕs goals include increasing education and health care services. One of its subprograms, 

the Project for the Reduction of Poverty, for example, finances projects that include creating literacy 

centers, constructing pre and primary schools, building community health centers and maternity 

wards, increasing access to potable water with faucets and wells, and the creation of micro-finance 

institutions.* 

                                                
* Sources : Country Profile : Mali Ð United States Department of State; CissŽ, Hamet. Project for the Reduction 
of Poverty. Personal Interview. April 22, 2004. 

Mali 2003: 
Population - 11.6 million 
Urban population - 31% 

Literacy rate - 31% 
Infant mortality rate -121/1,000 

Fertility rate: 6-7 births per woman 
Life expectancy - 47 yrs. 

Work force (4 million): 
- agriculture -- 70% 
- services -- 15% 

- industry and commerce --15% 
GDP (2002): $3.85 billion. 

Per capita income (2002): $250. 
Annual skilled worker's salary: $1,560. 
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                                                            Before colonialism … 
  

ÒIn traditional Africa, poverty didnÕt exist, because everyone belonged to a community or  
family, and the members of the families took care of one another. And on this level  

you cannot say that there were poor people, because no matter what came, good or bad,  
the society was united and everyone took care of everyoneÕs problems.  

And so this idea of poverty we only know thanks to the West. It didnÕt exist for us.Ó  
Ð Alphamoye DiabatŽ 

 
ÒBefore colonialism, you couldnÕt talk about poverty, you couldnÕt talk about unemployment, because 

everyone worked, everyone was occupied Ð agriculture, fishing, artisan work, etc. Unemployment 
existed only in European societies, it doesnÕt come from Malian society.Ó 

 Ð Mahamadou Lamine Bagayoko 
 

ÒBefore colonization there werenÕt all these problems. Now, itÕs money thatÕs important to people. 
Money has ruined our culture.Ó   

– Animata Soukou 
 

The modern republic of Mali occupies almost half a million land-locked square miles in central 

West Africa, with the Sahara desert in the north and Sahel savannahs in the south.  It was the location 

of the Ghana, MalinkŽ, and Songhai empires, who controlled the rich trans-Saharan trade routes. 

Despite commerce and contact with Arab civilization, and subsequent Islamic conversion, the various 

ethnic groups were for the most part able to maintain their languages, cultural traditions, and 

communal way of life.  French occupation began around 1880 and spread through the region, despite 

sometimes fierce opposition. All areas of the current Republic of Mali were unified as French Soudan 

by 1898, when the MalinkŽ warrior Samory TourŽ was defeated after 7 years of war.  Because the 

Soudan was an exploitation colony, French concentration on cultural conversion in the area was weak, 

limited to an elite class who were sent to colonial or missionary schools.  As a result, many cultural 

and language practices were maintained. Economically, however, the inhabitants of French Soudan 

were completely uprooted, as subsistence farming was replaced by monoculture production for 

FranceÕs colonial needs, and raw goods were sent to France and shipped back, as manufactured 

product, to be sold to the colonies. In 1959, Soudan and Senegal joined to form the Mali Federation, 

which became independent within the French community in June, 1960.  Soudanese clamors for full 

independence, however, prompted the French to fund the Senegalese opposition party. As a result, 

Senegal seceded from the Federation in August, and on September 22, 1960, Soudan procmlaimed 

itself the Republic of Mali and withdrew from the French Community.  France had, however, 

succeeded in maintaining economic control over the former colony Ð SenegalÕs withdrawal left Mali 

land-locked, and thus dependent on French control in neighboring coastal countries for access to 

international trade.  

 The first eight years after independence Mali was headed by the socialist regime of Modibo 

Keita. In 1968 the military staged a coup dÕŽtat and ruled under the dictatorship of Moussa Traore until 

1991, when General Amadou Toumani TourŽ (ATT) staged another coup and led the country to its 

first democratic elections a year later. Alpha Oumar KonarŽ was elected president and ruled for two 

terms Ð ATT is now serving as MaliÕs second democratically elected president. * 

                                                
* Sources : Country Profile : Mali Ð US Dept of State;  Sissoko,  Moussa. Personal Interview. April 16, 2004.  
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 Introduction: “Oumou, do you think we’re living in poverty?”  

 
I had seen poverty before. Uncollected garbage lining Havana streets during the Òspecial 

period.Ó Interviews with homeless children in Moscow, orphans who slept alone with their few 

belongings against the overhangs of buildings. And the favelas1, BrazilÕs great testament to inequality, 

the neighborhoods of shacks piled on top of each other, spilling down the hillsides to the gated 

neighborhoods of the Brazilian elite. And IÕd seen poverty in my own home Ð not just the children in 

Anacostia who live in projects just a few miles from the Capitol building yet attend a public school that 

canÕt afford a science curriculum, but the homeless, working poor, and rural poor who live everywhere 

in one of the ÒrichestÓ countries in the world. And I also knew what we all say we know, that money 

doesnÕt equal happiness Ð ever since I was little I had even suspected the opposite. But I had no way 

of knowing otherwise Ð in America it is so hard to conceptualize a reality outside of capitalism and its 

currency. And I knew I was coming to a country thatÕs called the 4th poorest in the world. Was I coming 

for that reason? No, yet perhaps it was always in my head. Mali is a poor country with a rich culture.  

Perhaps, subconsciously, my disgust with my own countryÕs injustices was drawing me to a country 

that couldnÕt seemingly be more different. And so all that knowledge was floating around in the back of 

my head when I came to Bamako, Mali, with the idea to be as open as possible Ð to listen, be ready to 

challenge pre-conceived notions, to learn.  And amidst the language, and laughter, and new friends, I 

didnÕt try to synthesize it all, only to learn. The words poverty, poor country, in debt, and unemployed 

came up again and again, but I was only an empty vessel into which they were poured.  Then one 

day, my friend and neighbor Nassira asked me, on our way home, ÒOumou, do you think weÕre living in 

poverty?Ó  I just looked at her Ð she had hit the nail on the head. Is this poverty? Well ... it must be, 

right? Because itÕs everything weÕve ever been told about what it means to be poor Ð materially. But 

how can this be poverty when weÕre so happy? In all our travels have we ever visited a country so 

kind, so full of laughter, as Mali? Sure, we struggle with the latrines, with the roaches, the mosquitoes 

Ð yet it doesnÕt feel like poverty Ð itÕs not so bad. But then again there are real problems that so many 

of our Malian friends face Ð and these are completely linked to poverty. So what is the answer? And 

thatÕs when I realized it.  It doesnÕt matter if I think weÕre living in poverty ... what is it that Malians 

think? What does it mean to be poor here? Is this even a poor country? And if there is poverty, how do 

people cope? What is the link between poverty and happiness? And what do the answers for all these 

                                                
1 slum, or shantytowns, often squatted land 
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questions mean for development? Those ideas swirled around my head but I had no idea what to do 

with them, until the person who knows me best gave me the answer Ð this is my independent study 

project.  What do Malians think about poverty? My time and research since then can only accurately 

be described as a journey Ð a journey through ideas, through realizations, and through stages of 

consciousness. I spent the final month of my stay in Mali conducting various interviews, both long and 

short, in search of answers to those questions. Now, months since my return to the States, the journey 

has not yet ended. It has not yet ended, but what this paper aims to do is to afford the issue and the 

questions as much justice as my current stage of consciousness is capable.  

 
Methodology 
 

One of my advisors, Oumar KonŽ, and I were talking, and he told me Ð Òthe hardest thing in 

the world is to change someoneÕs mentality.Ó  All individuals, communities and countries have their 

own frames of reference, and they can never be removed. They can be added to, expanded or 

contracted, but never removed. And so to change someoneÕs mentality is one of the hardest things 

possible. 

Those were wise words. My paper deals with frames of references, ways of thinking. I have 

spent sleepless nights thinking about how best to write it, because I believe the alternate frames of 

reference that it shares are of critical importance to a global conversation that is happening about 

poverty.  I can make no claim of blind objectivity, because this paper would not exist if not for my own 

preconceived notions and those of my interviewees. I prefer, instead, to be intellectually honest about 

my aims. I decided to focus on the subject of poverty in Mali because it appears that poverty is central 

to issues of development, aid, trade, and quality of life issues. I wanted to focus specifically on 

indigenous conceptions of poverty, because these seem all too often to remain overlooked. And since 

conducting my research and trying to really make sense of it, it has been my aim to focus, at least a 

portion of my paper, on describing what I know of Malian conceptions of poverty as well as possible, in 

hopes that the reader can begin to truly understand, if not completely agree with, Malian sensibilities 

on the subject. That is why transparency (of biases, of methodology, etc) is essential. My aim is for my 

methodology to be clear, in order not to distract from the research findings.  

I had a month to conduct my research.  Deciding to stay in Bamako for logistical and personal 

reasons, I wanted to concentrate my research on conversations with various Malians. Staying in 

Bamako had both its benefits and limitations. Eighty percent of MaliÕs population lives in rural areas, 
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so researching an urban population obviously ignores the majority of the people. However, residents 

of Bamako come from all over the country, and as such I was able to speak with people of very 

diverse backgrounds without having to travel very far.  Most of my interviewees were also very 

insightful on the differences between urban and rural poverty due to their experiences living in both. 

During my research period I did travel to the village of Oulessebougou and conducted some short 

interviews with villagers, and although this was only a weekend trip, it was an important addition to my 

study.  

My research included in-depth, formal interviews with about 25 Malians of different 

backgrounds, with a practically even gender distribution.  Most of my in-depth interviewees are not 

necessarily the poorest Malians, and the majority has had formal education (thus I only used a 

Bambara-French interpreter for a few interviews). In this sense the research is incomplete, and given 

more time and resources I would like to expand it to include a broader sampling of both villagers and 

urban-dwellers who have not attended formal schooling and thus are denied access to numerous 

opportunities. I do not feel, however, that this negates the work I have done Ð my paper is not focused 

on Òthe poorest of the poorÓ in Mali, but rather it is based on a desire to understand what various 

Malians themselves think about poverty on the whole. The interviews themselves were a combination 

of my academic training in the fields of journalism, international relations, and anthropology. Almost all 

of the quotes and information contained within this paper have been translated, by myself, from 

French into English, and as such are limited by the translation. Luckily, however, English and French 

are similar languages sharing many root words, so the meaning lost in the translation is hopefully 

limited.  

In addition to my formal interviews, I had numerous non-formal interviews Ð really just 

spontaneous conversations Ð with all sorts of Malians on the subject of poverty. It happens to be one 

that comes up a lot Ð sometimes I would ask questions, but other times all I needed to do was listen in 

order to gain new insights Ð or reinforce ones my formal interviews afforded me. It is the many 

conversations I had with Malians outside of my formal interviews, as well as three and a half months of 

living and observing in Mali, that have given me confidence that what I learned through my formal 

interviews really is representative of what poverty means in Mali, and what Malians think about it. 

Finally, it is important to note that in this work, some voices are highlighted more than others. 

These are people with whom I was able to break past the surface, engage in in-depth interviews, and 
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create a bond of understanding. Although their voices are highlighted, their stories are not necessarily 

unique, and I chose them both for their ability to articulate their personal stories and represent 

collective ones.  

 

Importance  
 

Why is this paper important?  Because I believe that Malians want to Ð and should Ð be able to 

decide for themselves what it means to be poor, what problems are caused by it, and what the 

appropriate solutions are. Yet the more I have researched this, the more I have become convinced 

this must be a radical idea, because in the literature of various international organizations dedicated to 

the eradication of poverty I have yet to find anything that asks the questions I have asked, or found 

answers like the ones I heard again and again from Malians of various backgrounds.  

Like any paper of length, mine has been divided into sections. In the first, Poverty: Mali, I 

attempted to provide a statistical snapshot of the country in the manner in which outsiders most often 

view it. In the second, Before Colonialism, I gave a very condensed history. In this, the introduction, I 

have explained my background and the projectÕs framework, particularly the questions I asked, the 

methodology I used, and my own perceptions of the importance of this work. The following section 

represents the bulk of both my paper and my research, and concentrates on definitions of poverty, the 

issues of unemployment and dependency, specific problems resulting from poverty, and finally, on 

Malian methods of coping with poverty. Although this section examines a wide range of Malian 

opinions on poverty, it is worth noting that what we call poverty is overwhelmingly considered by 

Malians to have been introduced, imposed, and maintained by the West. It is the de facto economic 

system through which Mali operates today. Understanding the different ways it is viewed, then, is 

crucial to any effort to alleviate, reduce, or transcend it.  In the final section before the conclusion, 

Perspectives and Implications, I examine the solutions Malians proposed to me surrounding the issue 

of poverty, and then shift focus from anthropological study to the field of international relations, 

reviewing relevant literature and analyzing how my research adds to it, finally focusing on the 

implications of this research on the fields of international development and economics in general, and 

US foreign policy in particular.  
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What is poverty? 
 
 ÒPoverty is relative,Ó I was told countless times. ÒThere are many possible definitions of 

poverty, because poverty itself is a relative question. Because to be poor in the US is not the same as 

being poor in Mali. And to be poor in South Africa is not the same as being poor in Mali.Ó2  Definitions 

of poverty were as diverse as the Malians I spoke with, yet from my conversations many themes and 

repeated ideas emerged. Almost all mentioned an inability to meet the most basic needs, and the 

mental poverty that accompanies this. From there, however, peopleÕs definitions encompassed ideas 

of dependence, debt, unemployment, health, and social integration. 

 From a linguistic standpoint, talking about poverty is fascinating in Bambara3.  Fantan nya is 

the word most commonly used to mean poverty, the word that the government uses in its discourse on 

poverty.  Countless times I have heard people in my neighborhood use it when asked whatÕs new, or 

why things were only going ok. ÒThereÕs no news, just the same old poverty.Ó Often they used it to 

mean their lack of money, jobs or opportunities. Literally translated, however, fantan, a poor person, is 

one who doesnÕt have a father, and thus a family and its support. More exactly, fantan means 

someone without hope, and fantan nya is the state of being someone without hope. In a society so 

strongly based on communities and extended family support systems, it is only those outside of the 

support who are viewed as being poor.  

Another word for poverty, and thus a different concept, is segen, which means poverty or 

fatigue. To be impoverished is to be tired Ð this can certainly be seen in the lives of so many working 

poor, who pass most of their days working yet who never find rest. These are the most commonly 

used terms to describe poverty, although there is a third one Ð bolo kolon nya  Ð literally, empty hands. 

And so bolokolon nya refers to material poverty, a lack of money or goods Ð a common state for many 

Malians. This term perhaps best corresponds to a Western conception of poverty. However it is less 

often used, usually only in a more literary or academic setting.4  Linguistically, this is interesting 

considering it doesnÕt carry the same connotation of a mental state Ð whether it be the lack of hope in 

fantanya or the fatigue in segen.   

This mental state of poverty was a recurring theme in my interviews. One of the most 

commonly used proverbs to describe poverty is ÒFantanya ye bana yeÓ Ð ÒPoverty is a sickness.Ó Many 

                                                
2 SangarŽ, Ibrahima. ISFRA Roundtable. April 23, 2004. 
3 Bambara, the lingua franca of Mali, is spoken by 80% of its people. It is the native language of the nationÕs 
largest ethnic group, the Bambara, or MalinkŽ people.  
4 KonŽ, Oumar Madane. Personal Interview. April 18, 2004. 
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used this to describe both mental and physical health. As long as one has physical health, one can 

find work Ð a way out Ð and can remain integrated in the community. Poverty and sickness have a 

cyclical relationship, because poverty can cause sickness or minimize the ability to treat it, and once 

one is sick it is that much harder to find work. Another proverb puts it in a positive light  Ð ÔKeneya 

nyogon teÕ Ð youÕre not poor when youÕre in good health. This can be applied to mental health too, as 

that seems to be the number one criteria Malians have for coping with material or social difficulties and 

remaining a part of the Malian system of solidarity5. ÒFor me, poverty exists when you are mentally 

poor.  If youÕre not able to think about what you need to do, you arenÕt able to do anything, and you will 

remain impoverished.Ó6  Mental poverty can also come from comparing oneself to others, and thus not 

feeling satisfied with what one has.7   In places where there is not much wealth disparity, this would be 

less of a problem than in places with larger gaps between the rich and the poor.  

 
“A lack of the minimum” 
 
 Mental health alone cannot sustain a family, however, and everyone I spoke with discussed 

the necessity of three meals a day Ð nothing is more basic than being able to feed oneself and oneÕs 

family. ItÕs said that ÒDu tigi nyeo nytan te sunogoÓ Ð the head of the family who doesnÕt have millet in 

his granary doesnÕt sleep at night.  Without food - the minimum - one is poor, tired, and suffers. Other 

material definitions of poverty however do not necessarily correspond to Western definitions: 

 (Here) we donÕt see poverty the same way. Poverty is different in America than in Mali. If 
poverty means living in conditions without running water, electricity, health care, etc, then yes, 
we are poor. But thatÕs not what people think here. IÕm sure many people will tell you that 
poverty is an inability to have 3 meals a day, feed your family, have housing.8  

 
Certain factors are necessary for survival Ð water, energy consumption, and housing. And of course 

poverty can be measured in terms of quality of these items. My interviewees consistently listed 

physiological needs such as food, clothing, shelter and medical needs, but not necessarily all the 

items that one finds in more developed countries. Alphamoye DiabatŽ echoed many others when he 

defined poverty as a state of total depletion Ð an inability to assure daily food, clothing and medical 

needs. However he explained that Malian culture helps take care of food needs through the system of 

                                                
5 Ç La systeme de solidaritŽ È was repeatedly mentioned in interviews to refer to the conglomeration of customs, 
relationships, and cultural ties that serve as support networks for Malians whenever they are in need of help, or 
solidarity. 
6 Bagayoko, Mahamadou Lamine. Personal Interview. April 13, 2004.  
7 Sissoko, Moussa. 
8 Sissoko, Moussa. 
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solidarity, and that traditional medicine serves as a remedy for many diseases. As such, for him 

poverty in Mali is Ònot at all the totality that the West claims it to be.Ó9   

The idea that poverty is an indication of a lack of something is not limited to material goods. 

Bintou Keita defined poverty as Òa quantitative or qualitative lack of what an individual needs in order 

to live comfortably. Poverty is perceived not only by not meeting the essential needs of a person to live 

decently, to have the minimum of healthcare, clothing, lodging, but also by a lack of social 

integration.Ó10 Professor Ousman Traore expanded the final part of her definition by labeling poverty 

as Òa moral, psychological, and social deficit.Ó  Morality, a healthy mind, and social integration are both 

indications of mental wealth and methods of coping with material poverty. Because of this, TraorŽ 

said, ÒI insist on the fact that for me, material wealth is not true wealth. If you agree with this definition, 

the majority of Malians arenÕt poor, at all.Ó  

 
Who is rich and who is poor? 
 
 Differing conceptions of poverty led to a variety of responses when I asked, ÒIn Mali, who is 

rich and who is poor?Ó Often this entailed discussion on the difference between urban and rural 

poverty. In a roundtable discussion with four professors and researchers at ISFRA (MaliÕs research 

university), one woman said that for her, there are no poor people in Bamako besides the sick, 

because in Bamako one can always find a way to make money.  Her three colleagues disagreed with 

her, saying that while it is true that there are more jobs in Bamako than anywhere else, the massive 

influx of villagers to the capital has created much poverty too, and that there are nowhere near enough 

jobs. Some other intellectuals I spoke with said only villagers are truly rich, because they are 

untouched by these modern problems and conceptions of poverty.  Although others might say this is 

an idealization of village life that ignores real problems that do exist in villages, it is something to think 

about. Whether or not it is accurate for most Malian villages today, it reflects an idea that was 

repeated to me again and again Ð that before colonization and now globalization, poverty and 

unemployment did not exist.11   

Because of this issue of rural vs. urban poverty, it was interesting for me to speak with Rokia 

Diarra and Hamet CissŽ at the Project for the Reduction of Poverty, a governmental program that falls 

under the umbrella of the governmentÕs ÒNational Fight Against Poverty.Ó The PRP works specifically 

                                                
9 DiabatŽ, Alphamoye. FLASH Roundtable. April 19, 2004. 
10 Keita, Bintou. ISFRA Roundtable. April 23, 2004. 
11 Sissoko, Moussa ; Bagayoko, Mahamadou Lamine ; Soukou, Animata. Personal Interview. April 27, 2004. 
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in the Kayes and Koulikoro regions, in the communities determined poorest by a number of 

qualifications. In their poverty assessments they too have asked villagers the question, Òwhat is 

poverty,Ó and found that ÒitÕs often (considered to be) difficulties in accessing services, basic services 

such as healthcare, education, potable water, as well as the lack of revenue for basic food needs.Ó12 

This definition forms the basis for their work in the communities. But in their assessments of the needs 

of the communities, they also spent time asking the villagers themselves their concepts of poverty. 

CissŽ told me, ÒFor the villagers, a poor person is first of all someone who doesnÕt have the means of 

production, who doesnÕt have equipment to raise their production. ThatÕs what they told us, but maybe 

the Western idea would be different.Ó Both told me that even they were surprised at how the villagers 

themselves defined poverty, that they were able to classify it. Because urban and rural poverty are so 

different, it is imperative that groups such as the PRP, who are mostly staffed by city-dwellers, 

continue asking the villagers they work with their own economic classifications. 

 Poverty is often linked to or caused by social exclusion, so in any given society the poor are 

often those the most marginalized. As a 13-year-old girl told me, ÒIf youÕre poor youÕre not considered 

human.Ó13 In many countries this exclusion is often based on religious, racial or ethnic lines. For a 

variety of reasons these are not the case in Mali, with the notable exception of the Tuareg,14 and so in 

large part MaliÕs poverty touches most of the population in similar ways. However within families the 

ways in which Malians are affected by poverty differ, most notably based on gender.  Because of this 

many international and western-based poverty reduction programs are focused on women, and not 

without good reason. In Mali, as in much of the world, women truly are treated as second-class 

citizens, and because of their position in the home they often feel the effects of poverty more strongly, 

whether through worries about their family or through the grueling work of the home that they must do 

every day. ÒItÕs the women who suffer much more than the men. Because the man, when he goes out, 

he can stay away from the house the whole day. ItÕs the women who are usually at home, who have to 

                                                
12 CissŽ, Hamet. 
13 Soukou, Adja. Personal Interview. April 27, 2004. 
14 MaliÕs three major religious groups, Muslims (90%), Animists (10%) and Christians (4%) have no real history 
of disputes. Because Mali was an exploitation colony, the French left completely after independence, unlike 
countries such as South Africa and Zimbabwe where the presence of powerful white minorities have created 
rich/poor gaps, or places like Cote dÕIvoire, where continued French presence has led to violent communal 
conflicts. MaliÕs various ethnic groups also have a history of peaceful relations since the unification of the 
Manding empire, with the exception of the Tuareg, or Kel Tamasheq, who rebelled against the central  
government in the early Ô90s due to continued neglect in the allocation of drought relief aid. Since this time 
peaceful relations have been restored.   
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deal with the problems.Ó15 The way poverty affects women is exacerbated by modernization. As many 

interviewees told me, before colonization, the concepts of poverty and unemployment didnÕt exist Ð 

everyone was occupied and had their special role and contribution in society. Colonization Ð and 

modernization Ð completely disrupted this hierarchy that, whatever its injustices may have been, was 

harmonious. And so now many men no longer work Ð they are unemployed, and spend the day talking 

and drinking tea. For women, however, this is not an option Ð if a woman is educated and 

unemployed, she simply has to do what all the other women do Ð work hard from morning to night to 

cook, clean, and care for her family, without the aid of washing machines, dishwashers, or modern 

appliances and kitchens. Even if a woman does have a government job, she still has to do the 

housework; she just might have a maid to help her. My interviews, however, gave the impression that 

perhaps in villages the gender division is felt less strongly Ð as a woman from San who now washes 

clothes in Bamako said through a translator, Òin the bush, the economy of the population is based on 

agriculture. Women cultivate along with men. Everything which they make is for their personal needs 

and the needs of their children.Ó Officially a rural, subsistence farming family may be poorer than a 

family in Bamako with a husband who works outside the home and a wife who is charged with all the 

household work, but the inequality among the members of the rich family might be higher, and thus 

the feeling of mental poverty more heightened. That isnÕt a qualitative measurement, but a potential 

that could have profound implications on how poverty is thought of and dealt with.    

 Finally, on the subject of who is rich and who is poor, it is interesting to note that in Mali, the 

very richest arenÕt the businessmen or entrepreneurs Ð they are development workers, NGO 

employees, or high-level ministers.  This is particularly relevant to the discussion of poverty reduction 

in Mali Ð what does it mean when the richest in a country are those who claim to be working on behalf 

of the poor?   An older woman in my compound told me that she blames the government for the 

poverty she and the rest of Mali are experiencing, because all the aid that is sent to Mali is ÒeatenÓ by 

those who are supposed to dispense it. ÒAll the aid which comes for the poor, itÕs the directors who 

benefit, so thereÕs no way to fight against this poverty. ItÕs the rich who are our directors, the poor are 

the citizens.Ó16 

 
 
 

                                                
15 Bathily, Anta. Personal Interview. April 22, 2004. 
16 Soukou, Animata. 
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Is Mali a poor country? 
 
 After just a few conversations about Malian conceptions of poverty, it is clear that things are 

more complex than any one definition could explain. And so the question Òwhat is poverty?Ó begs 

another one Ð is Mali itself poor? Officially. Again and again, I received this answer. Officially, Mali is 

poor, according the measurements, requirements, blueprints and statistics. But the international 

standards are not how all Malians measure themselves.  

Based on the criteria established by the UND, Mali ranks among the four poorest countries in 
the world. I would like to place that in its relative context Ð personally, I donÕt measure the 
poverty of a man based on his wealth or the materials he possesses, but more so on his 
morality. Because of this I can say that materially, Mali is a poor country, but is rich in other 
ways.  Wealth isnÕt measured in silver, diamonds or even gold. Mali has other riches that 
arenÕt material, such as a rich morality and culture.17 

 
Some told me that Mali is not a poor country because of its human potential even if poverty exists 

here18. Others reversed this thought with the idea that Mali may be a poor country, but because of the 

system of solidarity, Òpeople here donÕt feel like we live in poverty.Ó19 Still others mentioned problems 

that have resulted from modernization, but countered with the idea that, particularly in rural areas, Òwe 

feel fine, even if we are considered poor.Ó20 Yet despite these non-material definitions, there is a reality 

that exists Ð if the majority of Malians struggle to fulfill their basic food needs, then the country itself is 

poor.21  After the basic needs are met, however, it really is just a matter of conception. Moussa 

Sissoko, a professor who studied in the United States, told me, ÒIn the States people thought my 

family is poor, but we donÕt feel poor Ð maybe we donÕt have everything, but we have what we need.Ó22  

 

                                                
17 Traore, Ousman. FLASH Roundtable. April 19, 2004. 
18 Bagayoko, Mahamadou Lamine. 
19 KonŽ, Baba. Personal Interview. April 11, 2004. 
20 DiabatŽ, Alphamoye. 
21 Bathily, Anta.   
22 Sissoko, Moussa. 
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Unemployment: 
ÒLe petit thŽ ˆ  la porte ne rempli jamais lÕestomachÓ  

Ð Taking tea by the door will never fill your stomach23 
 

In researching poverty, one of the recurring themes is unemployment. The current lack of work 

in Mali not only augments poverty levels, but many define the poor as those who either donÕt have 

work or are not adequately paid for the work they do. For many, that is the biggest problem facing Mali 

today, particularly for recent graduates. It is a problem that stems from the colonial disruption of 

traditional economics in two ways Ð first of all, the turn from subsistence farming to cash crops (and 

thus a turn from a steady source of food for the family to the fluctuations of the international market) 

and second of all an educational system that trained administrators yet did not train everyone. The 

exodus of the French at the time of independence opened up a large number of civil servant positions, 

providing salaried positions for those who had been educated in French schools. This led people to 

believe that education was the key to a secure future, and more and more children were sent to 

school. However while school enrollment increased (also at the behest of international donors and 

partners) there was no simultaneous creation of other sources of employment beyond the government 

Ð the number of civil servant positions can only increase so much at any given time, and are only 

available upon the retirement of others. Forty-five years later, this means that Malian children are 

attending school in increasingly higher numbers, but upon graduation find few options besides 

unemployment. ÒWhen civil servant positions are available at the end of the school year, there are 

usually only one or two spots available, and the rest of the students are unemployed. They might find 

work, but they wonÕt get the work that their degree merits.  And the work that they do often doesnÕt 

earn enough money to take care of their needs.Ó24  Because of this many young people choose to 

remain unemployed as well, preferring that to a job for which they are over qualified. Coming back to 

the essential issue of poverty in Mali, the lack of employment becomes even more serious Ð if 

unemployed graduates have been taught through formal education that their degree has earned them 

certain types of jobs (and this is how the French and subsequently Malian education system 

specializes students), then it is certain that few will return to subsistence farming or other basic bread-

winning manual labor.25  

                                                
23 Proverb created by Modibo KonŽ, a medical student, in regards to the problem of unemployment of young 
people in Mali, who often spend most of their time drinking the national beverage, tea 
24 Bathily, Anta.  
25 Sissoko, Moussa ; Bagayoko, Mahamadou Lamine . 
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A grandmother who lives in my compound told me about this Ð she has two children who canÕt 

find work, and so she uses her deceased husbandÕs pension to feed both childrenÕs families. She told 

me how when she was young, all you had to do was to finish school in order to find work, but for 

young people now itÕs very difficult. ÒBecause of that, I donÕt see the importance of school, if you canÕt 

find work afterward,Ó she said.  ÒSchool today isnÕt worth it.  Now, there are too many young graduates 

without work.Ó26  

In my interviews I found that women were particularly vocal about the lack of available jobs. 

The job shortage hits them even harder Ð because women working outside the home are less valued, 

it follows that in a job shortage it would be that much harder for women to earn a position.  This is 

reinforced by cultural traditions, such as the fact that sons stay with their families whereas daughters 

must go to live with the husbandÕs family. This discourages parents from sending their daughters to 

school or helping them find work, because the parentÕs primary focus is on the son getting a job. Yet 

for so many families it is a necessity for the woman to work Ð the husbandÕs income alone is rarely 

enough to take care of the familyÕs basic needs. ÒWhen you donÕt know how to do commerce, or other 

things, you are dependent on your husband,Ó said one wife. ÒAnd that creates other problems in the 

family because the husband canÕt take care of everything. So the family remains in poverty.Ó 27    

                                                
26 Soukou, Animata.  

Modibo Koné, medical student  
 
Poverty is an inability to live well. In Mali, itÕs due to a lot of factors, including a lack of work Ð 
unemployment, disorganization of the educational system, and corruption.  
 
I am in a faculty with too many students, so no one receives sufficient training. Also, quotas send students 
away after every year as well, and what happens to those students, their parents and their parents? Often 
weÕll have 120 people in one classroom.  
 
Corruption in Mali is very high. For example, if a young person from a village and a child of a civil servant 
are both applying for a position, the civil servant will pay a bribe so that his child can take the position. The 
poor stay poor while the rich enrich their wealth.  
 
Currently, the discouragement of Malians actually helps increase the poverty. Malians think that they are 
poor, and that corruption exists, so they are discouraged to try and fight against it. But in my mind, even if 
corruption exists, you have to fight it, to get what you need. Even if you donÕt know if you will achieve it, 
you have to try. 
 
There are so many people who spend all their time sitting outside their door, drinking tea. TheyÕre 
discouraged, they canÕt find work so they drink tea instead. They think that even if they try to find work, the 
corruption of the system will prevent them from getting a job.  
 
My dream for Mali is to fight against corruption first of all, and to think about education and education 
reform. Because in my eyes, if students are well-trained, things will be well-managed. And if corruption too 
is finished, there wouldnÕt be the same inequalities in job choices. ÔNo matter what type of work, if I find a 
job, I will do itÕ Ð Malians donÕt think like that. I will do that Ð I want to work, I want to survive.  
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Dependency 
 

 A lack of work was considered poverty by many of the people I spoke with in part because of 

the dependency it creates Ð  when people are capable of working but cannot find a job, they are also 

unable to be independent, and often become indebted to others or financial institutions. Thus, in 

addition to the idea of poverty as a lack of employment, I was often told that to be poor is to be in debt, 

not in control of oneÕs own life and finances. In their poverty assessments of rural communities, the 

Project for the Reduction of Poverty found that in the villages, 

Many will say that the poorest are those who donÕt have even an acre of land to cultivate, 
and are obliged to sell their labor to work in someone elseÕs fields. He is indebted Ð thatÕs 
the criteria that they say, that the poor are always indebted. Because when he takes credit 
in order to fulfill his needs/ survive, he is not able to pay it back, so he is always in debt.28 
 

What this definition indicates is that the villagers donÕt 

consider poverty to be a lack of schooling, healthcare, or 

food Ð rather, they considered a poor person to be one 

who is unable to meet these critical needs himself, as 

because he is in debt and dependent on others. As one 

interviewee put it, Mali may be poor, but the aid it needs 

Ð and wants Ð is not monetary. What most Malians 

would like is simply an opportunity to have a job Ð a way 

out of their state of dependency.29 

 Being dependent on others was a critical issue 

for some of my interviewees who are renters. For many 

of them, poverty itself isnÕt linked to unhappiness, but 

they believe they cannot be happy so long as they have 

to rent their homes. ÒRenters think their rentees are their 

slaves, they donÕt want to see them with things. At any 

time they could raise the rent. YouÕre never left alone, 

you always feel different,Ò said Oumou Sangare, a 

                                                                                                                                                   
27 Bathily, Anta.  
28 Diarra, Rokia. April 22, 2004. 
29 Bathily, Anta. 

Anta Bathily, mother 
 
I am a Malian woman. IÕm married, 
and have 3 children. I cook for our 
family. I make clothes, but right now I 
donÕt have a workshop, so I only cook 
at the house until I can find one. I 
would like to open an atelier myself, 
but I donÕt yet have the means to.  
 
There are now lots of small credit 
banks that are available Ð micro-
finance institutions Ð who finance 
women for small projects. But the 
debt has to be paid back very quickly, 
even if you havenÕt yet started to 
benefit from the loan. 
 
I would like to open a clothing store, 
but I prefer to not take credit at these 
micro banks, because I probably 
wonÕt have enough clients in the 
beginning to immediately pay back 
the debt. So I donÕt want to put myself 
in that situation. 
  
I think a lot of women are discouraged 
from taking the loans because there 
arenÕt many activities available that 
would pay the money back fast 
enough. Even if they are poor, they 
prefer poverty to being indebted, 
because they would not be able to 
pay it back. Here, we always want 
to preserve our dignity. Because no 
one wants for the (creditors) to come 
looking for you each time because 
you are paying back the loan. Dignity 
is more important. 
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student at secretary school.30 Her mother, an administrative assistant at the ministry of housing and 

urbanization, added, Òwhen you rent, youÕre considered a prisoner, you can never feel at ease. When 

youÕre renting, you canÕt be happy.Ó31  

 The idea of poverty being linked to debt and dependence is a very relevant one for many 

Malians Ð in the neo-liberal capitalist system, loans form the basis for poverty reduction Ð hence MaliÕs 

huge debt to the World Bank, IMF, and other multi-lateral institutions.  This same idea of development 

through loans is being practiced on a smaller scale in Mali Ð and many other countries Ð through 

micro-financing institutions, which are usually particularly aimed at women. As the PRP mentioned, 

income-generation is a critically important part of poverty reduction, and should give the poor 

independence to take care of the needs they consider to be the most critical. Micro-finance institutions 

are being championed internationally as an effective way to accomplish this.32 However the reality isnÕt 

quite so optimistic. Many women would indeed benefit from a loan, but are not necessarily able to pay 

it back quickly enough, Òso that discourages women from taking credit in these banks.Ó33 The problem 

with the micro-financing institutions is the same problem with the large-scale loans that Mali is unable 

to pay back Ð if a person or a country is unable to make money off of a loan, they will certainly never 

be able to pay back the loan, with interest.  Moussa Sissoko described it as a failure of the capitalist, 

neo-liberal system Ð Òpoverty is maintained with programs such as the ÒNational Fight against 

Poverty,Ó and they are making us even greater consumers, more entrenched in the capitalist system 

by saying, Òyou must take credit,Ó creating small banks and micro-credit institutions, in order for 

women to buy and sell more items. But these things, theyÕre not made in Mali, they come from outside. 

And so itÕs a way of maintaining the problem.Ó34 

 
“Asleep and can’t wake up”: Problems of Neo-Colonialism 
 
 The definitions of a poor person as unemployed, in debt, or dependent have really struck me. 

Malians gave me numerous examples of these, and I realized that although these definitions work on 

the micro level - it makes sense that a poor person would be one without a job, in debt to others richer 

than he and unable to be independent Ð what these ideas really represent is MaliÕs economic place in 

the world. As so many Malians repeated to me again and again, officially Mali may be a poor country, 

                                                
30 SangarŽ, Oumou. Personal Interview. April 27, 2004. 
31 SangarŽ, Fatimata CissŽ. Personal Interview. April 27, 2004.  
32 ÒOvercoming Human Poverty:Ó UNDP Poverty Report 1998. 
33 Bathily, Anta.  
34 Sissoko, Moussa.  
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but it has such a rich culture, such rich human potential. Yet so long as Mali is unemployed (the vast 

majority of its people cannot find work or be adequately paid for it), in debt, and dependent on other 

countries, Mali itself will remain poor.  Mahamadou Lamine Bagayoko, a university student, used a 

metaphor to describe this situation: 

ItÕs said that ÒBan yereye dalen be sininyokola, ban yere mogote e la kunuÓ Ð He who doesnÕt 
work is sleeping and no one can wake him up. Nobody can wake up Mali right now, especially 
with all our debt. Just until now Mali is sleeping, ever since the French came, they put us to 
sleep, with their system of education, and they continue to this day to caress us in our sleep 
with the debt, with aid. The longer we are indebted, the more our situation worsens.35 

  
Other Malians I interviewed believe, like him, that the international community doesnÕt actually want 

Mali to be independent, or escape its poverty, Òbecause they always want us to follow their political 

objectives. If we arenÕt independent, if we are always in debt, we will always have to do what they 

want, in order to keep receiving the aid.  ThatÕs why I donÕt think they will do anything to remove this. 

Even though they gave us our independence, whatÕs always in their heads is how to dominate us.Ó  

That, itself, fits in with a basic definition of neo-colonialism, where former colonies are maintained in a 

state of dependency. In Mali itÕs easy to see that the economic problems created with the arrival of the 

French over 100 years ago are still relevant today Ð Malians are now consumers of goods they must 

import, meanwhile the raw materials they do produce are sold at very low prices on the global market. 

As a result, MaliÕs relative lack of income is stretched even thinner by the countryÕs land-locked status, 

as imports are particularly expensive due to the extra shipping. As such, this state of neo-colonialism 

is linked to and dependent upon MaliÕs poverty, because the poorer Mali is, the more dependent it 

becomes on aid, all of which comes with strings attached.36 There is a Bambara saying that ÔFoy 

mandi NambarayŽ an ta ko percluÕ Ð The paraplegic always needs help to stand up, or he who is poor 

always needs aid. Many Malians feel that richer countries have intentionally kept Mali and other 

African countries poor so that they will remain dependent on foreign aid. In more metaphorical terms, it 

is though MaliÕs economic limbs were disabled by colonialism, and the aid that is sent only repeats the 

cycle through the accumulation of debt. 

 
 

 

                                                
35 Bagayoko, Mahamadou Lamine. 
36 Sissoko, Moussa.  



 20 

Modern Problems  
 
 One of the reasons that that led me to study poverty in Mali is because it is so very different 

here than any place I have ever been before.  Although there is a rich poor gap in Mali, mostly 

concentrated in Bamako, it is nothing like the one that exists in my own country. Although Mali might 

be one of the poorest countries, it has not seen the conflicts, ethnic or political, that often arise in 

countries that do have richer natural resources, nor has it seen the same gross inequalities as a result. 

Because my research was centered in Bamako, many of my interviewees touched upon the modern 

problems that Bamako is beginning to face, problems linked to MaliÕs integration into the global 

capitalist system Ð problems that are often both causes and results of poverty. Materially and 

financially, residents in Bamako are better off Ð or at least have more opportunities to be Ð than most 

villagers, who still constitute the majority of Malians. Yet Bamako is now facing problems that donÕt 

affect the rest of Mali. Because my research was concentrated in the capital this was often a theme for 

interviewees. During our conversations four problems emerged Ð housing, violence, corruption, and 

the problem of being caught between two cultural identities. 

Housing 

 Although Mali itself has hardly industrialized, it has seen increasing urbanization Ð movement 

from villages to city centers in search of Òopportunities.Ó37 This creates a strain in many ways Ð the 

environment, social services, and particularly housing. In my host familyÕs compound, for instance, 

over forty people share four sets of rooms that would easily fit into the space of my house in the 

States. A large courtyard in the middle does help the space issue Ð itÕs not the same thing as forty 

people sharing an American home.  But it is still a strain.  My host mom told me, ÒHere there are too 

many people Ð thereÕs not enough space. So there are a lot of people that share every compound Ð as 

you have noticed at our house. Forty people in one house is too many. Twenty people maybe, but 

forty is too much. We start to bother each other.Ó38 This same lack of space and crowded housing was 

labeled Òwild urbanizationÓ by another interviewee.  Because of it, Òthe city grows in a bizarre way Ð it 

grows crazily, spreading out into all spaces. They are cutting all the trees to build houses as the city 

envelops nearby villages, but we need trees.Ó39 The wild urbanization causes other environmental 

problems Ð a lack of sanitation services that leads to the ever-present cesspools and garbage piles 
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along the cityÕs streets, which are problematic not just for aesthetic reasons but because these are a 

breeding ground for the flies and mosquitoes that carry numerous diseases. 

 Poverty plays itself out differently in various Bamako neighborhoods. The periphery 

neighborhoods are often without electricity, water, and other basic services. Some of them are the 

home to richer families who went in search of more space, whereas others are overcrowded with new 

arrivals Ð the large number of people, in particular the young, who have come to Bamako in search of 

work.  I think my own neighborhood, Hippodrome, located to the northeast of downtown, is an 

interesting example of how Bamako is changing. My compound is located in a 10 by 4 city block area 

of residences, and is considered an older neighborhood because most of the houses were constructed 

around 40 years ago, just to the north of the Hippodrome, or horse racing stadium.  To me, it is 

probably as close to a Malian urban middle class as I can imagine Ð most people arenÕt really rich, and 

the compounds are often overcrowded, but there is a real sense of community within the 

neighborhood that keeps people from going hungry, and most people seem able to get by Ð whether 

by selling peanuts outside their tailor shop or going to market to sell their tapestries.  In large part it 

was in fact my neighborhood and neighbors who inspired me to choose this topic, because even 

though from a Western perspective it seems very poor, I donÕt believe its poverty can be talked about 

without first looking at the issue from a different frame of reference. Just a ten minute walk to the east, 

however, and there is a part of Hippodrome that would be considered rich by most anybody Ð in fact, it 

used to be called Òthe millionaireÕs quarter.Ó It is mainly inhabited by rich tubabs (foreigners/white 

people) who work in Mali, or a few very well-off Malians. Just to the north of both of these areas, 

though, is Bancomi Ð a Òquartier non-lotisÓ which, literally translated, means a neighborhood where the 

houses are squatted or rented rather than owned. Here is where the city has Ògrown crazily,Ó in hastily 

constructed buildings where compounds are filled with villagers who have come to the city. BancomiÕs 

inhabitants work difficult, poorly paid jobs (if they can find any at all) and they must band together to 

create their own services such as schools, electricity, and trash removal, because the neighborhood 

has swelled faster than city services can keep up with. Although BamakoÕs quartiers non-lotis are not 

as bad as the slums and shanty towns that ring most major cities in richer developing countries, these 

neighborhoods are still a shock to Malians who come from the villages, and are seen as a growing 

problem.  
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Violence 
 

The problem of housing in Bamako often leads to others, including violence and a lack of 

security. Not only is the city too crowded, but there is also a growing inequality that leads to unrest. At 

a roundtable discussion at ISFRA, one professor said, ÒIf you compare Bamako in the Ô60s to the 

Bamako of today, itÕs different. Now, there is too much delinquency. The youth are delinquents 

because they are not well educated, they come from poor families. The second problem is violence. 

Now, if you look in the prisons, youÕll find that many young people are in prison because of violence Ð 

they became thieves, and bandits in order to get money. They organize themselves to attack 

boutiques, or the rich, and that is a result of poverty.Ó 40  His colleague agreed Ð violence in Bamako is 

becoming a big problem. ÒFor example when I came to Bamako in Ô72, you could walk from one side 

of the city to the other, day or night. But now in the center of town at noon, women are attacked in the 

market by little thieves, whose parents are poor, who canÕt eat, who arenÕt educated. These families 

donÕt even know where their children sleep at night. So if you donÕt know where your child sleeps, he 

can do whatever he wants and you have no idea.Ó41 The crime rate in Bamako is actually substantially 

low compared to many other cities. I myself live in Washington, DC, a city of horrible inequalities and 

institutionalized racism, and to me Bamako is very safe.  Yet like one Malian who has visited the 

States said, ÒPoverty is linked to materials, so when the difference between rich and poor is great, 

people will steal or kill as a result of the inequalities.Ó42 I think the fact that Malians are starting to 

notice violence and related issues is very significant, because I fear that the more the city Òdevelops,Ó 

the more these problems will actually increase.   

 
Corruption 
 
 One modern problem that isnÕt limited to Bamako alone is that of corruption.  Decades of 

military dictatorship encouraged and supported it, and unfortunately it is now the modus-operendi for 

many government and civil society related interactions. As a result, the relationship between 

corruption and poverty is multi-faceted.  For one, as Modbibo KonŽ, the medical student profiled 

earlier mentioned, corruption prevents poorer families from having access to the same services and 

opportunities as richer ones, because when there are limited amounts of either, those with more 
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money can pay bribes to ensure their access. 43  Other times there are poorly paid civil servants, with 

large families depending on them. If their salary is insufficient and Òif another option presents itself, 

heÕll accept it.Ó44  Malians also noted that corruption is prevalent in the management of poverty 

reduction programs themselves Ð Òeven though globalization tries to help us now, this aid is limited to 

the ministers and directors of aid Ð itÕs not the real poor who benefit from it.Ó45  In a roundtable 

conversation at ISFRA, the four professors/librarians all had varying opinions on the international aid 

that comes to Mali, but all agreed that it is often mismanaged, and that corruption plays a large role in 

this.46 Finally, some of my interviewees went as far as to say that it is the corruption of high-level 

officials that is preventing a national discussion of the issues that this paper addresses47, among them 

the nature of poverty in Mali and neo-colonialism: 

This new form of colonialism is not talked about that much because the directors who 
should be informing us donÕt, because the only thing that interests them is their 
pockets. As long as they have something in their pockets they donÕt care about 
anything else. ItÕs corruption. When theyÕre corrupted, itÕs the others who suffer, not 
them themselves.48  

 
 
“They look like birds but aren’t …” – caught between two identities 
 

One of the most interesting Ð and difficult Ð problems that Mali faces today is less quantitative 

than housing, violence or corruption, but no less relevant. That is the problem of identity Ð how 

Malians can maintain their cultural identity in the face of a globalizing world, particularly one directed 

by Western powers that tell Mali it is a poor country.  

Before colonization, there werenÕt economic classes in the Western sense Ð there were 

castes, but they were mutually dependent Ð the nobles depended on the griots49, the blacksmith on 

the farmer, and so on.50 Money also wasnÕt necessary, as subsistence farming allowed families to not 

only cultivate for their food needs but also trade the excess for their other needs. Families were 

usually polygamous because having many children was important for cultivation, and multiple women 

in the compound helped ease the difficult work of any one wife. There was no formal, European style 

education, but childrenÕs education was taken care of by everyone in the family and community at 
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47 Sissoko, Moussa. 
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large. Obviously there was no running water, but a basically stabilized population (both birth rate and 

infant mortality were high) and lack of pollution didnÕt necessitate the pumps and treatment facilities 

that communities now need in order to ensure safe water supplies. In short, the communities lived in 

harmony among themselves and their environment, according to their distinct cultural practices and 

identity.51 But colonization imposed new cultural values, and in most cases not for the better. 

 It has been my host mother, Anta Bathily, who has painted this picture the best for me. She 

spent hours explaining her life to me, the situation of women in Mali, and the difficulties she has had 

raising a family nowadays, because of the clash between traditional values and Western ones. 

Polygamous families, for instance, used to be the backbone of society, and the entire family worked 

together to grow their food. Wives got along, Òand there was mutual respect for everyone.Ó Now many 

Malian men still practice polygamy, but there is no longer the same harmony in the families, and in the 

cities, extra kids donÕt mean extra help in the fields, but instead extra strains on pocketbooks. I heard 

countless stories of women who married into families where they were poorly treated by their co-wives 

or even co-mothers-in-law, and in polygamous families wives and children often compete for the 

money and affections of the husband, rather than working together. For Anta, educating her children 

has become difficult. ÒYou can find lots of problems in Bamako,Ó she said. ÒYou can never be both Ð 

African and Western. ThatÕs why weÕre always troubled, because we arenÕt able to be either anymore 

Ð weÕre like bats. In Bambara we say they look like birds but arenÕt.Ó52 
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Methods of Coping 
 

The System of Solidarity: Bore lankolon te jo Ð an empty sack canÕt stand up on its own 

 My research has sometimes been sad or disheartening, yet again and again the subject of 

poverty in Mali entails the way Malians cope with it Ð and the biggest answer is always the system of 

solidarity.  There is a proverb Ð Ni ye be to i gen fen bolo dow ta bi tanni u ye Ð if everyone is left alone 

with their problems, they will die. Oumar KonŽ explained this idea to be the base of Malian culture, 

that no one is left to his or her own problems. ÒHere, everyone helps each other. That's our system of 

solidarity.Ó53 The system of solidarity is based on MaliÕs deepest cultural values Ð ones which are 

dependent on mutual aid and based around communal living.  The system of solidarity Ð and really, 

economic interdependency Ð largely explains why a Western conception of poverty exists in Mali only 

because of Western imperialism, and perhaps has not yet reached all parts of Mali. One professor 

explained it with a story from his own childhood. ÒI come from DjennŽ. When we were young, we didnÕt 

have anything, nor did our parents. We dressed very simply, ate what we raised and grew, and there 

was cooperation between the members of society. You never heard anyone talk about poverty. You 

canÕt say that a person is poor.Ó54 Poor cannot exist without rich Ð when a community truly shares 

everything, there cannot be either Ð it is simply a community. For most Malians, success is viewed 

differently than most Americans would perceive it. For them, the idea of individual success is a foreign 

idea, because communities share both the good and the bad. When the system of solidarity is strong, 

success is viewed as a gain for the entire community rather than just an individual one.55  

 Throughout my time in Mali I heard countless examples of how the system of solidarity forms a 

network of support. My host dad told me how a taxi driver in Cote dÕIvoire gave him a free ride and a 

meal when he found out he was a fellow Malian. A week after the marriage of my host fatherÕs 

younger brother, dozens of female friends and relatives came over to bring the various household 

items that every Malian wife needs Ð calabashes, pots, brooms, fabric, and buckets. I was amazed 

both at the size of the pile that stretched across our courtyard, and at how much it made sense Ð no 

single family can afford to buy all those necessary items, yet most can afford to buy the occasional gift 

for the marriage (or baptism) of a friend. ThatÕs one of many ways I saw Malian women looking out for 

one another. Almost all women belong to some sort of womenÕs groups, or Balimaya. My host mom is 
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in a group with 11 other women, all of whom are related in some way. Once a month they come from 

all over Bamako to a different memberÕs house to eat, catch up, and pool money. The last Friday in 

March, I helped prepare the food for the meeting at my house, and then sat in as the women came, 

chatted, and then paid their 5,000 cfa56 to the treasurer, plus 500 cfa for the food and 500 cfa for the 

group itself. At the end of the meeting, the pool of money is given to the host, and by the end of the 

year each woman will have hosted a meeting. The Balimaya, like the tradition of gift giving for 

weddings and baptisms, works well in Mali, where a little can add up to a lot.  For the women I spoke 

with at the meeting, pooling their money together like this makes sense for them Ð itÕs like a security 

that they pay into, so that eventually they can have larger sums of money. My host mom hopes to use 

her money to help her one day open a tailor shop. Other women will use it to pay for their childrenÕs 

schooling, medicine, to pay off debt, or to help in emergencies.  

 In addition to organizations such as womenÕs groups, neighborhoods or villages provide a 

network of support. As the saying goes, Bolo kelen te bele ta Ð one sole finger canÕt pick up a stone. 

ItÕs the strength of many working together that creates force, or helps one overcome monetary 

problems. For example, if someone is sick, they can ask their community for help, and this not only 

helps with the sickness itself but also prevents the sick person from feeling poor and abandoned.57 

The importance of helping others is often religiously based for Malians as well. Zakat, or alms giving, 

is one of the five pillars of Islam, and even Malians with very little find ways to contribute to others.   

Bintou Keita eloquently explained, 

Solidarity is the base of how we cope with poverty in Mali. For example there is at 
least one Mosque in every neighborhood. And in each Mosque there is a solidarity 
fund.  Every Friday everyone goes to the mosque, and the rich who practice 
solidarity, who like to share, they bring money to give to the fund in the mosque. So if 
in the neighborhood there is a poor person who dies, who doesnÕt have support, the 
mosque will use the fund to intervene and help the family.  
At the family level too, we have extended families Ð brothers, and their wives and 
children, perhaps - who all live under the same roof. And in the same family you 
might find one brother who is richer than the others. The rich one, often he will help 
the others, he takes care of the family. So poverty, in general, in our society, is 
managed by the solidarity. 

 
Her colleagues at ISFRA added that MaliÕs level of solidarity can be seen in the religious communities, 

both Christian and Muslim, and that many families will also send a 50 kilo sack of rice, or money, to 

poorer families during Muslim holidays. Also, a family in a village might receive much of their spending 

money from family members working in the city, and new arrivals to the city always find lodging with 
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family and friends. Most of all, Malians explained to me, the system of solidarity is about making do 

with less, and sharing what you have.58  

 
Jigi ka fisa fa ye – Hope is better than a full stomach 

 
From what I have heard and observed, it seems that the system of solidarity is able to function 

in Mali not only because the culture is based on sharing material things, but also because of the 

emphasis on hope and positive attitude rather than accumulation of wealth. As my friend Oumou said,  

ÒWe make do with what we have. You can be poor and happy; you can be rich and unhappy.  ItÕs 

important to be content with what you have.Ó59 In my interviews, two themes were touched upon often: 

the relationship between money and happiness, and the power of faith and hope.  

 Almost all of my interviewees agreed that money and wealth donÕt equal happiness, although 

they interpreted this in different ways. For my host mom, concerned with how traditional relations have 

been disrupted by modernization, ÒThereÕs not a relation between poverty and happiness. For me itÕs 

harmony that creates happiness. When you get along well with each other, that creates happiness.Ó 

Others said that of course, happiness must be supported by some material things Ð food, health 

services, etc, but as one pointed out, ÒHere, we say that a visit from relatives is like medicine Ð the 

presence of your children, parents, or friends can be like medicine.Ó60 Even when I was sick with 

malaria, I felt how true that statement is, because every visit from a concerned friend or family 

member did help me get through the fever. In America, weÕre paying increasingly close attention to the 

relationship between mental and physical health, and in some ways I think we have a lot to learn from 

places like Mali. 

 Ousman Traore, who emphasized that poverty is a mental rather than material state, noted 

that the majority of Malians Òare happy because the community takes care of itself. Nobody is 

excluded. What makes a man sad? When he feels isolated or rejected.Ó61 A student told me, ÒIf youÕre 

honest, even if you donÕt make much, if you have a calm, tranquility, you can be happy. There are rich 

people who donÕt sleep well at night because they donÕt earn their money honestly.Ó62 Finally, some 

English professors at FLASH explained how studying in America had influenced their opinions on the 

links between poverty and happiness. Traore pointed out the amount that Americans consume more 
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than the Earth could produce if everyone were to consume like Americans do. Yet despite this, he was 

amazed to find ÒAmericans who have everything, but who arenÕt happy. They have houses, cars, 

washing machines, everything, but theyÕre not happy.Ó63 Moussa Sissoko agreed, stating how shocked 

he was to find the disparity that exists along side the wealth, adding, ÒAnd itÕs not normal, that with 

everything that they have, that there are still people in the States who have nothing, who are hungry. 

ItÕs unbelievable, incomprehensible.Ó64 

  Besides a commitment to finding happiness despite poverty, time and again I was impressed 

by an enormous faith that seems to help Malians cope with poverty. The grandmother who lives in my 

compound has faced many difficulties, and continues to worry about how her childrenÕs families will 

get by. But above all, she had a tremendous faith in Allah. When I asked if she could think of any 

proverbs about poverty, she replied, ÒBefore the wood can catch fire, you have to support the smoke,Ó 

explaining, Òyou have to have faith despite your poverty, and believe in God Ð with that you can get 

yourself out.Ó65   Many explained to me that it is their faith that keeps them from being discouraged in 

difficult situations, particularly those who Òwork from sunrise till late at night, but the results are small. 

Look at the women in the market, they work so hard but at the end of the day they earn so little. And 

so they put their faith in God Ð what I earned today, that was my lot, I accept it. And so religion helps 

them cope with the poverty.Ó66   

 

Problems caused by Western ways of coping with poverty  
 

Many NGOs and International or multi-lateral organizations regard freedom from poverty to be 

an essential human right. It becomes all the more unjust, then, that in many cases these are the very 

institutions that are maintaining material poverty in countries such as Mali, whether through the 

misdirection of large plans such as Structural Adjustment Programs or simply the corruption and rich 

poor gap that NGOs are currently creating in Mali. Foreign aid workers live in the biggest houses in 

Bamako, ride around in chauffeured, air conditioned SUVs that pollute MaliÕs environment, rarely 

speak Bambara and thus are unable to speak directly to the Malians who have not attended formal 

schooling, one of the indications of poverty according to these very organizations. A Malian man who 

works for a development NGO told me he considers it unjust that if I were to come back to work in 
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Mali, and we worked for the same NGO in 

comparable positions and had the same amount 

of previous experience/degrees, I would earn 10 

times as much as him. All of these injustices 

could perhaps be overlooked, but they are 

inconsistent with the idea that development 

workers are there to help Malians. I donÕt mean 

to indicate that aid organizations donÕt do good 

work in Mali Ð they certainly do, and there are 

tangible results all over the country. The 

problem is not so much with specific projects but 

with the overall direction and management of 

development in the country. Specifically, it is 

important for the Malian education system to be 

re-evaluated, and for Western development 

agencies and organizations to look at 

sustainability in their work.  

As mentioned earlier, the European 

education system has actually Òencouraged 

poverty Ð it has raised unemployment, and 

encouraged individualism.  Now, people earn for 

themselves rather than for the country.Ó67 There 

are multiple problems with the education 

system, from the fact that most students are forced to learn in French rather than their local languages 

from even the earliest grades, that the current system still has much of the problems from the pre-

independence system (a colonial education system that did not encourage analytical thought, only 

training students specifically for the purpose of becoming administrators for the French). Most of all, 

MaliÕs education system is based on the direction of Europe and the United States Ð because of its 

indebted status, it has no control over the system and curriculum itself.  

                                                
67 Bagayoko, Mahamadou Lamine. 

Moussa Sissoko, professor of American Studies 
 
Americans think that my family is poor, but we 
donÕt think we are.  I was disappointed when I 
came back from the States and saw that Ôla lutte 
contre la pauvretŽÕ (the fight against poverty) had 
become fashionable. 
 
If poverty is what the West defines it as, then we 
are poor Ð there isnÕt electricity, running water, 
medical centers, formal education, thatÕs true.  But 
in order to achieve that people have to become 
integrated into the capitalist system.  
 
Villagers will tell you that once you send your child 
to school they are finished. People tell me Ôyou 
arenÕt one of us now, youÕre a Tubab, because you 
are educated.Õ ItÕs really sad, as an intellectual 
when you sit with your parents and relatives and 
you feel like this. Neocolonialism created a big gap 
by just giving education to a few. We donÕt have 
the means to educate everyone.  
 
The poverty we are experiencing today was 
created by the West, and is sustained by the West. 
Since colonization they created it, and now they 
maintain it by making us consumers of their 
products. And so now those who donÕt have these 
modern products are considered poor, and 
consider themselves to be poor. But before, it 
wasnÕt like this, and even today, in the villages, itÕs 
not the case.  
 
But, the poverty is maintained with programs such 
as the ÒNational Fight against Poverty,Ó and they 
are making us even greater consumers, more 
entrenched in the capitalist system by saying, Òyou 
must take credit,Ó creating small banks and micro-
credit institutions, in order for women to buy and 
sell more items. But these things, theyÕre not made 
in Mali, they come from outside. And so itÕs a way 
of maintaining the problem. 
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 Perhaps even more far-reaching than formal education have been the effects of informal 

cultural influences as a result of colonization and globalization. Some interviewees bemoaned the 

effect of television on the population,68 even more were saddened by how Malians have become 

consumers, or, in the words of some intellectuals, corrupted. As one explained, ÒWhen people come 

back from the West, they want to bring everything they had there. And so now when you become a 

minister, for example, you want to have a fancy living room like you saw in the West. But you canÕt do 

that without stealing, because we have very small salaries. So despite our religion, which encourages 

modesty, there is still this temptation.Ó69 His colleague added that various African governments have 

supported this mentality as well. During MaliÕs first 8 years of independence, under the socialist regime 

of Modibo Keita, Òwe learned that a good citizen first of all aims to serve his country, rather than serve 

himself on behalf of himself. But after that the military came and reversed the values. So that was 

thrown out the window, and they focused on materials. We have a new regime of ATT, who would like 

to change back to the old cultural values, but the cycle of materialism is harder to get rid of than 

(former military dictator) Moussa was. Ò70 This corruption, and the mismanagement of aid, seem like 

almost insurmountable problems, and most older people donÕt seem very optimistic. As Alphamoye 

DiabatŽ said: 

In order to truly vanquish poverty, we have to remove this iron collar that the West has 
placed around our necks, which is to say that we were placed in a cycle of dependency, 
by way of their culture and technology, and as long as we are placed in this system we 
wonÕt stop being poor. And so the solution to this poverty is simply to sever ties the West, 
and that is something that is impossible. Because the ideas are already imprinted in the 
minds of our heads of state, our directors, who were all trained in French and British 
schools. So the future is very pessimistic. We donÕt know how to escape this iron shackle. 
ItÕs our directors who are bringing us to our knees in front of Western civilization.71 
 

His words were moving, and I left the roundtable discussion at FLASH both inspired by the 

professorsÕ willingness to speak so openly with me, and depressed at how hopeless the overall 

situation seems. As DiabatŽ said, it is impossible for Mali to sever ties with the West. We cannot 

go back, even the identity problems mentioned earlier can no longer be solved by choosing one 

culture over the other. Where then do we go from here? As my research continued this became 

the most pressing issue, and it is what the next section begins to explore. 

 
 

                                                
68 KonŽ, Oumar Madane.  
69 DiabatŽ, Alphamoye. 
70 Keita, Prof. FLASH Roundtable. April 19, 2004. 
71 DiabatŽ, Alphamoye. 



 31 

Perspectives and Implications  
'It is justice, not charity that is wanting in this world.' - Mary Wollstonecraft: 

 
 

One day my host mom was telling me about something she had said in response to a question 

sent by a former student. The student had asked AntaÕs opinion about the aid that comes from the US 

to African countries. Anta responded, ÒitÕs true that there is a lot of aid that comes to us, but I think that 

instead of giving a fish to someone every day, itÕs better to teach him to fish. Because every day when 

they give us money, the money doesnÕt really help us Ð weÕll never be independent from them.Ó  I was 

really struck by this comment Ð that very proverb is often used as a Peace Corps motto, and is 

common in the United States.  Yet it really does sum up so many development problems Ð 

impoverished people the world over are recipients of various forms of aid, but all too often this aid 

doesnÕt help them become independent or self-sufficient. When I asked Anta further about what she 

meant, she explained that the problem with the aid is that Mali is always tied to the desires of the 

donor countries, and the money isnÕt enough to build factories or other sources of income in Mali. She 

explained, ÒFor me, instead of giving us aid, it would be better to build factories here in Mali, which 

could really help Malians. And so Malians themselves could work to earn their bread from their own 

sweat and toil. ThatÕs better than giving money, the money is taken, eaten, and we canÕt really do 

good things with the money. That wonÕt get our independence.Ó72 So many of MaliÕs economic 

problems are linked to the lack of jobs and opportunities, and it does stand to reason that perhaps the 

only help Malians need is in job creation.  

Aside from MaliÕs need for financial independence, the entire development paradigm needs to 

be reevaluated. Many Malians pointed out that whatever development may mean, they do not want or 

need to develop like the United States. Many said that the most important thing that Mali needs to 

develop is its own human potential, the ability to transcend its problems without becoming ever more 

dependent on foreign aid.  
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 Ultimately, as one of my interviewees told me, ÒIt Ôs our cultural values that will help us.Ó73 

Younger people I spoke with seemed to 

be more optimistic about MaliÕs ability to 

integrate with a globalized world. ÒHow 

can we take our own culture and change it 

to make it better, adapt it to cooperation 

between the worldÕs countries? I believe 

itÕs all based upon education.Ó74 Despite 

their criticisms of the current education 

system, Malians seem to look to 

education as their hope for the future. 

From the laundry washer who, denied an 

education, has worked hard to send her 

own children to school,75 to the university 

students who hope that their children can 

be educated in their native languages first 

and French second, so many do come 

back to education in talking about 

solutions. In the Ô60s, KeitaÕs socialist 

regime came up with a list of five values 

important for MaliÕs post-independence education system, including an education of quality for 

everyone, and an education that decolonizes the minds of Africans. Many articulated the need to 

return to teaching these values along with other cultural traditions such as the system of solidarity. In 

the integration of these values and elevation of their indigenous culture lies the hope for home-grown 

solutions to MaliÕs economic, social and environmental problems.  
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Oumar Madani Koné, documentary film-maker 
 
For me development is that which allows a 
community to live harmoniously with its 
environment. Development doesnÕt have to mean 
to develop like the United States, for example. 
 
Me, I donÕt agree that Mali is a poor country, 
honestly. If you look at the established criteria on 
poverty, we are poor. But we live in our poverty 
in a harmonious way. We eat, even if our food 
isnÕt fancy.  The infant mortality rate is higher Ð 
we would like to lower it, yet itÕs part of our 
mentality.  We understand that death happens, 
that itÕs a part of life, and so we have lots of 
children.  
 
There are things we can take from the 
Ôdeveloped world,Õ but we want to retain our 
culture. We have a way of life, a civilization that 
allows us to live in harmony, yet evolve at the 
same time. 
 
The most difficult thing in the world is to change 
another personÕs mentality.  Everyone has what 
could be called a frame of reference.  Each 
individual, community or country has itÕs own. 
You can only ever add to the frame of reference, 
you canÕt change it.  
 
However, itÕs currently the frame of reference of 
Multi-National Corporations that is controlling the 
world system, but their framework doesnÕt work 
for everyone, and that is causing problems.  
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Research about Poverty in Mali in its Broader Context 
 

Although the research for this capstone was conducted out of a perceived need for more 

knowledge of indigenous conceptions of poverty in Mali, much has been written about development 

problems in Africa.  Indeed, the majority of relations between Africa and the rest of the world center 

around this and related issues, such as HIV/Aids. Yet despite this attention, and an enormous influx of 

aid from Western, developed nations, the region as a whole has not seen the development predicted 

by donor countries, and in fact has often seen a worsening of conditions76.  In the early 1980s, 

following widespread economic problems across Africa and a series of droughts, the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank stepped in with new loans and Structural Adjustment Programs 

(SAPs). These were expected to give fledgling countries the economic push they needed, and the 

SAPs imposed rules and guides that the experts in Washington said to be necessary for development. 

Despite this, however, the majority of African countries have actually seen a rise in poverty (in terms of 

GNP) and increasing health and ecological problems.  

Much of the literature on poverty is strikingly limited, focusing solely on how poverty is dealt 

with by official aid organizations such as UN programs and international NGOs. Integrally linked to this 

narrow vision is the fact that the majority of literature specifically related to poverty has been produced 

by the World Bank or the UN Development Program, both of which have the inherent bias of wanting 

to prove the efficacy of their own programs. In recent years particularly, the Bank has produced 

voluminous amounts of publications on poverty, including Voices of the Poor and their Poverty 

Reduction Strategy Papers. The UNDP has placed special attention to eradicating poverty, and 

studying its various manifestations throughout the developing world. The four definitions of poverty 

given by the UNDP and defined in the Poverty: Mali section do cover a range of ideas about poverty, 

but do not necessarily take into account cross-cultural perceptions of what it means to be poor, and 

thus, how poverty should be deal with.  Also, although these organizations have done research on 

how poverty is coped with by governments or non-governmental organizations, there is no literature 

on traditional methods of dealing with poverty such as the Malian system of solidarity.   

Aside from World Bank and UNDP literature, there is not much specific information on poverty 

in Western Africa. One can find work on AfricaÕs development problems in general, ranging from 

Marxist critiques of capitalism and neo-liberalism in general as being responsible for creating poverty 
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in Africa, such as Walter RodneyÕs How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, to critiques of how neo-

liberalism is implemented in the form of the World BankÕs SAPs, to critiques of the corruption of 

African leaders themselves such as Africa in Chaos by George B.N. Ayittey.  One of the most helpful 

books for establishing a new basis for examining poverty and development is Haskell G. WardÕs 

African Development Reconsidered, in which he summarizes a yearÕs worth of interviews with people 

from all over the continent, and concludes that almost all Africans, in analyzing the continentÕs vast 

problems, Òperceive something to be critically wrong with virtually all externally-managed and financed 

projects.Ó Although written in 1987, his conclusions still hold true 17 years later. In fact, much of the 

problems he observed have only been exacerbated by continued reliance on the SAPs and neo-liberal 

ideas such as privatization that have in fact raised unemployment in many countries and often 

increased the rich poor gap.  Finally, the Dictionary of Development, edited by Wolfgang Sachs, is a 

superb deconstruction of development and other related terms including poverty, equality and 

progress. The ÒPovertyÓ section, written by Majid Rahnema, explains how significantly definitions vary 

across cultures, noting how in Persian there are more than 30 terms for different ideas related to 

poverty, in most African languages there are three to five, and the Torah itself uses eight. Rahnema 

goes on to explain that the various conceptions and definitions of a term thought to be universally 

understood require a rethinking of the entire discourse on poverty, and new methods for coping with it.  

The above books are helpful for understanding the overall context of poverty and development 

in the region, but it is harder to find literature specific to poverty in Mali. A former employee of USAID 

Mali wrote Waiting for Rain: Life and Development in Mali, West Africa, which explores Malian 

interactions with the development community, but does not consider Malian conceptions of poverty. 

There has also been ethnographic work done by anthropologists, such as Charles BirdÕs linguistic 

work with the Mandinke languages (encompassing many of MaliÕs major language groups, including 

Bambara), and Katherine DettwylerÕs superb ethnographic study, Dancing Skeletons: Life and Death 

in West Africa. Although these works were not focused on poverty in particular, both were able to 

address the subject on a peripheral level with much insight thanks to their understanding of local 

languages and culture through immersion. 
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US Cotton subsidies and Aid to Sub-Saharan Africa 

Finally, this paper would be incomplete without a discussion of the US domestic policy of 

cotton subsidies, due to the direct link between the policy and MaliÕs continued inability to escape its 

poverty. Because US cotton farmers are given millions of dollars in subsidies, their cotton dominates 

the world market and reduces the world cotton price. This goes against basic free market economics 

however Ð the same rules that developing countries are obliged to follow Ð because the world cotton 

price is artificially lowered because of the US subsidies. It is in fact West African and other developing 

nations that can produce cotton at the lowest possible price. This issue of cotton subsidies, along with 

European Union and Japanese subsidies, has been gaining much international attention because it 

highlights a hypocrisy between the rules developed nations have imposed on developing ones and the 

rules the developed nations themselves follow.  It was this discrepancy that caused the breakdown of 

the World Trade OrganizationÕs meetings in Cancun in 2003.  

In November 2003, President TourŽ stood in front of the United States Congress and said that 

Mali would give up all its foreign aid if it could just sell its cotton at a fair price on the international 

market. He told National Public Radio, ÒWe studied the impact of these subsidies and found that if 

there were not subsidies, we would increase the income of our producers by more than 30 percent. 

The losses we're sustaining are more than the aid we receive from the United States. And we find this 

unjust.Ó77 In 2001, for instance, Mali received $37 million in aid, but lost $43 million as a result of 

lowered export earnings.78  For many it might appear that the United StateÕs cotton subsidies are a 

domestic issue to be decided internally, but the ramifications are international. As TourŽÕs appeal to 

Congress demonstrates, what developing nations desire is not continued handouts, but a fair chance. 

The rich nations cannot have it both ways by maintaining own agricultural subsidies while denying 

other protectionist measures to the developing world.    
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Conclusion 
 
 In conclusion, I believe that positive change inside Mali is intrinsically linked to changes that 

are necessary in the world at large. Only 40 some years after the official end of colonialism, Mali, like 

so many African countries, continues to suffer from an international economic system in which the 

many are controlled by a powerful few.  Rich, developed countries like mine control the flow of 

resources and labor, imposing rules such as privatization and free market economics on the global 

south, yet the poorer countries can never gain equal footing, due to inconsistencies such as US cotton 

subsidies, which prevent Mali from selling its cotton at a fair price internationally.  This is neo-

colonialism, a systematic continuation of poverty in countries like Mali, and most people in the world, 

including Americans, suffer from it.  I think that the struggle against this will be one of the fundamental 

struggles of my generation, as it is a moral and human rights issue that affects us all.  I believe that 

economics doesnÕt have to be dictated by efficiency, profit, and bottom-lines.  As a human 

construction, economics can be altered to be based on social justice concerns, or equality. Although 

this requires an incredible shift in global mentality and practices, it is a shift that, on a fundamentally 

moral level, would benefit everyone. I researched this subject with the idea that I had a lot to learn 

about the issue of poverty, and I wrote this paper in hopes that readers will begin to see this issue 

through another lens, and think about what it could mean for their own lives. If nothing else, I would 

like to see Mali as a more equal partner in the international marketplace, one where even if the system 

is imperfect, at least the rules are fair.  One with less emphasis on consumption and profit gains in 

already rich countries, and more attention paid to quality of life for all people, a global economic 

system where wealth gaps are reduced not only because poor people have greater access to basic 

services, resources and employment, but also one where richer people are able to trade some 

material wealth and economic participation for less hours at the office and more quality time with their 

families. More than anything else, my time in Mali has taught me the importance of family, community, 

solidarity, and just how rich we can be when we remain true to them.  



 37 

Bibliography 
 
Ayittey, George B.N.  Africa in Chaos. St. MartinÕs Press: 1999. 
 
Bird, Charles. The Dialects of Mandekan. Indiana University Press, Bloomington, IN: 1982. 
 
Dettwyler, Katherine. Dancing Skeletons: Life and Death in West Africa. Waveland Press: 1993. 
 
ÒHuman Poverty.Ó  UNDP Report. United Nations Development Program: 1998. 
 
Lazaro, Fred de Sam. ÒCotton Subsidies.Ó Religion and Ethics Newsweekly. September 5, 2003. PBS. 

<http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/week701/feature.html> 
 
Lucke, Lewis. Waiting for Rain: Life and Development in Mali, West Africa. Christopher Publishing House: 

1998. 
 
Narayan, Deepa and Patti Petesch.  Voices of the Poor: From Many Lands. Published for the World Bank, 

Oxford University Press. New York, N.Y: 2002.   
 
Oxfam International. Cultivating Poverty: The Impact of US Cotton Subsidies on Africa. September 27, 2002. 

<http://www.globalpolicy.org/globaliz/econ/2002/0927cotton.htm> 
 
ÒPoverty Reduction Strategy Papers.Ó The World Bank. Washington, DC: 2004. 

<http://www.worldbank.org/poverty/strategies/> 
 
Rahnema, Majid, ÒPoverty.Ó Sachs, Wolfgang, ed. The Development Dictionary. Zed Books, ltd, London: 1993. 
 
Rodney, Walter. How Europe Underdeveloped Africa. Howard University Press, Washington, DC: 1982.  
 
Sachs, Wolfgang, ed. The Development Dictionary. Zed Books, ltd, London: 1993. 
 
 
United Nations Development Program. Overcoming Human Poverty: UNDP Poverty Report 1998. New York : 

1998. 
 
United States Department of State. Country Profile : Mali. 2004. 
 
Ward, Haskell G. African Development Reconsidered: New Perspectives from the Continent. Phelps Stoke 

Institute, New York: 1989.  
 
 
Formal Interviews 
 
Bagayoko, Mahamadou Lamine. April 13, 2004.  
 
Bathily, Anta. April 22, 2004. 
 
Bathily, Kandia. May 1, 2004.  
 
DembŽlŽ, Rokia. April 29, 2004.  
 
FLASH Roundtable. April 19, 2004. 
 DiabatŽ, Alphamoye. 
 Keita, Prof.  
 Sissoko, Moussa. 
 Traore, Ousman.   
 
ISFRA Roundtable. April 23, 2004. 
 Keita, Bintou. 



 38 

 Keita, Fadjimba. 
 Mariko, Mariam. 
 SangarŽ, Ibrahima. 
  
KonŽ, Baba. April 11, 2004. 
 
KonŽ, Oumar Madane. April 18, 2004.  
 
KonŽ, Modibo. April 28, 2004.  
 
Maiga, Garba. April 12, 2004.  
 
Mama, Harber. April 19, 2004. 
 
Project for the Reduction of Poverty Ð Roundtable. April 22, 2004.  
 CissŽ, Hamet. 
 Diarra, Rokia.  
 
SangarŽ, Fatimata CissŽ. April 27, 2004.  
 
SangarŽ, Oumou. April 27, 2004.  
 
Sissoko, Moussa. April 12, 2004.  
 
Soukou, Adja. April 27, 2004.  
 
Soukou, Animata. April 27, 2004. 
 


