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Introduction
Moving to a new country is always a significant undertaking, filled with a mixture of
excitement, anticipation, and anxiety about the unknown. For those considering a new
chapter of life in Mali, the journey promises to be both a rewarding and challenging
experience. As a landlocked nation in the heart of West Africa, Mali’s reputation is built
on its deep-rooted traditions, unyielding spirit, and a culture woven together from
centuries of history, music, and warm hospitality. However, these qualities exist
alongside a set of realities that can prove demanding for newcomers, especially those
more familiar with life in developed countries.

Mali offers expats much more than just a place to live—it extends an invitation into a
world shaped by sun-drenched savannahs, the vast sweep of the Sahara, and bustling
markets where daily life unfolds at a rhythm all its own. Here, history is ever-present:
from its ancient empires that once ruled vast stretches of West Africa to the enduring
cultural expressions found in music, art, and oral traditions. The nation’s tapestry is as
diverse as its people, and learning to navigate both the similarities and differences is a
central part of the expat experience.

For those arriving from abroad, Mali is likely to present a significant cultural and
environmental adjustment. The challenges are real: high heat, a basic standard of
living outside major cities, a healthcare system with limited capacity, and ongoing
security concerns. But so too are the rewards—expats frequently speak warmly of the
friendliness of Malians, the strength of community bonds, and the opportunities to
experience life in a way that feels deeply connected to both people and place. Many
find that Mali’s slower pace, emphasis on relationships, and communal approach to life
offer a refreshing contrast to the more hurried or individualistic cultures they may be
leaving behind.

This book, Living in Mali: A Guide for Expats, is designed to provide essential
information, personal insights, and practical advice for those considering, planning, or
navigating life in this remarkable country. Whether you are moving for work,
adventure, or family, you will find comprehensive details covering everything from
obtaining visas to securing housing; from managing health and security concerns to
understanding local customs, food, and daily routines. Each chapter aims to help you
prepare for and adapt to life in Mali, minimizing surprises and maximizing your ability
to thrive.

Across its twenty-five chapters, the guide draws on up-to-date research as well as the
experiences of expatriates who have walked this path before you. Special attention is
given to the unique conditions facing foreigners in Mali, including the importance of
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international health insurance, the nuances of work and business opportunities, and
effective ways to build connections both within the expat and local communities.

Ultimately, living in Mali is not simply about adapting to a new environment; it is about
embracing a different perspective and finding fulfillment in a place that, for all its
complexities, is undeniably rich in culture, tradition, and humanity. By approaching
this move with open-mindedness, flexibility, and a willingness to engage, your time in
Mali can become an extraordinary and life-changing adventure. This guide will
accompany you each step of the way, providing the knowledge and confidence you
need to make the most of your Malian experience.
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CHAPTER ONE: A Brief History of Mali
To truly understand Mali today, one must first appreciate the echoes of its magnificent
past. This is a land where empires rose and fell, where scholarship flourished, and
where trade routes crisscrossed the vast Sahara, linking diverse cultures and
economies. Mali’s history is not merely a collection of dates and events; it's a living
narrative that continues to shape the present, influencing everything from its social
structures to its vibrant artistic traditions.

Long before European colonial powers cast their gaze upon West Africa, powerful and
sophisticated kingdoms thrived in the region now known as Mali. The earliest of these,
the Ghana Empire, emerged around the 4th century CE, reaching its zenith between
the 8th and 11th centuries. Centered in what is now southeastern Mauritania and
western Mali, Ghana grew wealthy by controlling the trans-Saharan gold and salt
trade. Its capital, Kumbi Saleh, was a bustling metropolis, divided into two distinct
towns: one for the Muslim traders and another for the animist king and his court. This
early empire laid the groundwork for complex state organization and long-distance
commerce in the Sahel.

The decline of the Ghana Empire in the 11th and 12th centuries paved the way for the
rise of an even more illustrious power: the Mali Empire. Founded by Sundiata Keita in
the 13th century, the Mali Empire rapidly expanded to encompass a massive territory,
stretching from the Atlantic coast to the Niger River bend. Sundiata’s epic tale of
overcoming adversity and uniting various Malinke clans forms the cornerstone of
Malian oral tradition, particularly through the griots, the traditional storytellers and
historians. His reign established a decentralized yet cohesive empire, built on a strong
military and efficient administration.

The Mali Empire reached its golden age under Mansa Musa, who ruled from 1312 to
1337. Mansa Musa is legendary for his immense wealth, primarily derived from gold,
and his famous pilgrimage to Mecca in 1324. This journey was no ordinary trip; Musa
traveled with a colossal caravan, reportedly comprising tens of thousands of people,
hundreds of camels laden with gold, and an entourage so extravagant that he is said
to have devalued gold in Cairo for years due to his lavish spending. This pilgrimage
brought Mali to the attention of the wider world, particularly Europe and the Middle
East, placing it firmly on medieval maps and chronicles as a land of unimaginable
riches and advanced civilization.

Beyond its material wealth, the Mali Empire was also a hub of intellectual and spiritual
life. Cities like Timbuktu, Djenné, and Gao became renowned centers of Islamic
scholarship and learning. Timbuktu, in particular, housed prestigious universities and
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libraries, attracting scholars from across the Islamic world. Manuscripts on astronomy,
mathematics, medicine, law, and theology were copied, studied, and preserved,
creating an intellectual legacy that continues to fascinate historians and researchers
today. The Sankoré Mosque, in particular, was a beacon of knowledge, its courtyards
filled with students debating complex ideas.

As the Mali Empire eventually waned in the 15th century, partly due to internal strife
and the emergence of competing powers, its successor, the Songhai Empire, rose to
prominence. Centered around the city of Gao, the Songhai Empire, under rulers like
Sonni Ali and Askia Muhammad, continued the tradition of vast territorial control,
flourishing trade, and Islamic scholarship. Askia Muhammad, in particular, was a
devout Muslim who further consolidated Islamic law and education throughout the
empire, initiating a period of significant cultural and intellectual renaissance. The
Songhai Empire maintained many of the administrative and commercial structures
inherited from Mali, but its ultimate demise in the late 16th century, largely due to
Moroccan invasion and the introduction of firearms, marked the end of the great West
African empires.

The centuries following the collapse of the Songhai Empire saw a period of
fragmentation and the rise of smaller kingdoms and chieftaincies across the region.
Various ethnic groups, such as the Bambara, Fula, and Tuareg, established their own
states and spheres of influence. This era was characterized by shifting alliances, local
conflicts, and continued trade, though on a smaller scale than the imperial heydays.
The vibrant cultural traditions that define Mali today, including its diverse musical
forms and intricate craftwork, largely took root and evolved during these centuries,
often reflecting the unique histories of different ethnic communities.

The late 19th century brought a new and profoundly disruptive force: European
colonialism. France began its expansion into West Africa, driven by the scramble for
Africa and the desire for resources and strategic control. Mali, then known as the
French Sudan, became a key territory in France’s vast colonial empire. The imposition
of colonial rule fundamentally altered the political, economic, and social landscape.
Traditional power structures were dismantled or co-opted, economies were reoriented
towards serving French interests, and European administrative systems were
introduced. The French language, which remains Mali’s official language today, was
established during this period.

The colonial experience was marked by both resistance and adaptation. Local
populations often resisted French incursions, sometimes violently, but ultimately, the
superior military technology of the colonizers prevailed. While French rule brought
some infrastructure development, such as railways and administrative buildings, it
also led to the exploitation of resources and the suppression of indigenous cultures
and languages. The legacy of colonialism is complex, leaving behind both modern
state institutions and deep-seated issues related to national identity and economic
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dependence.

As the mid-20th century approached, a wave of decolonization swept across Africa.
Mali, under the leadership of figures like Modibo Keita, began its journey toward
independence. Initially, Mali joined with Senegal to form the Mali Federation in 1959,
but this union was short-lived, dissolving in 1960. On September 22, 1960, the
Republic of Mali declared its full independence from France, with Modibo Keita
becoming its first president. This date is still celebrated annually as a national holiday,
marking the birth of modern Mali.

The early years of independent Mali were characterized by attempts to forge a
national identity and build a socialist economy. Modibo Keita’s government pursued
policies aimed at self-reliance and pan-Africanism, often leading to tensions with
former colonial powers and neighboring states. However, economic difficulties and
growing authoritarianism eventually led to a military coup in 1968, ushering in
decades of military rule under Moussa Traoré. This period saw a shift away from
socialist policies but also brought political repression and economic stagnation.

The late 1980s and early 1990s witnessed growing calls for democratic reform across
Africa, and Mali was no exception. Popular protests, often led by students and civil
society groups, gained momentum, culminating in another military coup in 1991 that
overthrew Traoré's regime. This coup, however, was different. It ushered in a
transitional period that led to the adoption of a new constitution and the country’s first
multiparty democratic elections in 1992, won by Alpha Oumar Konaré. This marked a
hopeful new chapter for Mali, often hailed as a model of democracy in West Africa.

For nearly two decades, Mali enjoyed a period of relative political stability and
democratic governance, with peaceful transfers of power. However, underlying
tensions, particularly in the northern regions with Tuareg communities, began to
resurface. These regions had long felt marginalized and neglected by the central
government, leading to sporadic rebellions. The situation was further complicated by
the spread of extremist ideologies and the influx of weapons from the Libyan civil war,
destabilizing the entire Sahel region.

The early 2010s saw a dramatic deterioration of the security situation. A Tuareg
rebellion erupted in the north in 2012, quickly escalating and attracting various
Islamist militant groups. The Malian army, facing internal discontent and inadequate
resources, launched a coup that same year, overthrowing President Amadou Toumani
Touré. This political instability created a vacuum that allowed the militant groups to
seize control of vast swathes of the northern territory, including iconic cities like
Timbuktu and Gao, and impose a strict interpretation of Sharia law.

The international community responded with concern, fearing the collapse of the
Malian state and the creation of a terrorist safe haven. In early 2013, France launched
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Operation Serval, a military intervention, at the request of the Malian government, to
push back the militant groups. This intervention, later succeeded by Operation
Barkhane and supported by a United Nations peacekeeping mission (MINUSMA),
largely dislodged the militants from major urban centers. However, the conflict
continued to simmer, evolving into a complex insurgency with frequent attacks on
civilians, Malian and international forces, and a spread of violence into central Mali.

In recent years, Mali has continued to grapple with significant challenges. Political
instability has seen further coups in 2020 and 2021, leading to military transitional
governments. These coups have been partly fueled by public frustration over the
persistent insecurity, perceived corruption, and the slow pace of democratic progress.
The international community has responded with sanctions and calls for a swift return
to constitutional rule. Meanwhile, the security situation remains precarious,
particularly in the central and northern regions, where extremist groups continue to
operate and inter-communal violence is a significant concern.

Despite these ongoing difficulties, the spirit of Mali’s rich history endures. The
resilience of its people, the vibrant cultural heritage, and the deep-seated traditions
continue to define the nation. For expats, understanding this historical context
provides an essential framework for comprehending the complexities of contemporary
Malian society, its political landscape, and the daily lives of its people. It reveals a
nation that has weathered countless storms, always drawing on its deep cultural roots
and the strength of its communities.
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