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Abstract 
This study researches how the Dutch government legitimised their contribution to the UN mission 

MINUSMA between 2013 and 2019. Using a discourse analysis, documents that were published by the 

Dutch government, within the time frame and regarding their contribution to MINUSMA, were analysed. 

The results indicate that the Dutch government mainly uses three frames. They frame Mali as ´Europe´s 

southern border, a border they need to protect to prevent migrants from crossing. By linking migration 

with terrorism they securitize migration. Hence why they feel the need to intervene, as these frames can 

be related to overall goals. However, the goals that are set are not in synchronisation with the mandate 

that has been set for MINUSMA by the United Nations. Thereby the Dutch Government is contributing to 

the process of peacebuilding and counterterrorism blurring together.   
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Glossary  
MINUSMA - Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali 

UN – United Nations 

UNSC – United Nations Security Council  

EU – European Union  

MNLA – National Movement for the Liberation of Azawad 

AQIM – al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 

NATO – North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

IOB – Directie Internationaal Onderzoek en Beleidsevaluatie 

RSM – Resolute Support Mission 

NGO – Non Governmental Organisation 
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Introduction 
 

From the Atlantic Ocean in the West to the Red Sea in the East stretches a region that is called the Sahel. 

About 150 million people, from ten different countries, call it their home. However, it is not a stable 

home; the region has to deal with a lot of problems. Climate change and humanitarian issues are part of 

the day-to-day struggles within the region. The ongoing clashes between armed groups and armed forces 

have resulted in the fact that many civilians had to flee their homes. This is contributing to the increasing 

instability within the region (Dieng, 2021, p765-767). Landlocked within this region full of trouble lays 

Mali. It is the largest country in West Africa and shares its borders with seven African states; Algeria, 

Niger, Burkina Faso, the Ivory Coast, Senegal and Mauritania. It is a heterogeneous country, with over 24 

distinct ethnic groups, and a total population of 14.5 million civilians (Badale & Isvoranu, 2013, p4). 

Besides the Malian civilians, there is a large presence of people from the international community as well. 

People from neighbouring countries, the French and even people from the Netherlands. They are not 

immigrants, but are all, in their way, part of a mission to help the people in Mali. But why can all these 

non-Malians be found in Mali?  

 

In 1904, the territory we know today as Mali became an official colony of France. The French had a large 

interest in Africa and at the beginning of the twentieth century, they had occupied most of the territories 

in West Africa (see Figure 1). Under a hard and insensitive rule, the French attempted to increase their 

economic grip on the region to maintain and expand their 

interest in West Africa (Ali, 2018, p115-116). Within Mali, the 

French had to deal with several groups, among them, the 

Tuaregs, part of the Berber group, who usually call themselves 

‘People of the Veil’. While not everyone, a large part of the 

group could be viewed as a rebellion, which made it hard for the 

French to rule in Mali. The Tuareg group has left its marks in 

the Sahel area as they were part of the early medieval empires in 

the region. They played a large role in the smuggling, looting 

and slave trade before the French arrival in the twentieth 

century. The wealth of the Tuareg group was viewed as a risk by 

the French, who therefore dismantled the group of their military 

power. The Tuareg tried to stop the French from colonising their 

lands but were never successful (Kisangi, 2012). As of today, 

around 840.000 Malians in a civilization of 14.5 million are part 

of the Tuareg group. Though like other Malian groups, they 

adhere to Islam, the cultural identity of the Tuareg people is 

unique. They have their own language and instead of women, 

men wear the veil, as it represents a symbol of social status. The 

Tuareg are nomads, even though their mobility is restricted by 

the government of Mali these days.  
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On September 22, 1960, Mali gained its independence from France, but France continued to have a close 

relationship with the leaders of its former colony, a phenomenon also known as Françafrique (Ali, 2018, 

p.117). A coup d’etat in 1968 ended with a new president of Mali, Genera Traoré. Traoré led an 

authoritarian regime. While his wealth was increasing, the poverty of Malians grew. The rebels who 

associated with the Tuareg, along with other rebels, broke out a few times to fight against Traoré. These 

were their first uprisings to take power in the country. In 1990, a wave of democratization entered the 

country and Alpha Oumar Konaré became president after elections were held. A peace agreement was 

signed with the Tuareg in 1991. Nevertheless, the unrest within the country remained, and corruption 

remained a significant problem. A war within the Tuareg group broke out, meanwhile, other rebel groups 

within the country continued to attack and rebel against each other and the regime. Years of unrest 

alternated with short periods of stability, but the Tuareg never actually stopped fighting the regime 

(Kisangi, 2012). These years have formed the underlying causes of the current conflict. There was a lack 

of trust among various ethnic groups. People from the northern parts of Mali distrusted the central 

government and the people who were supposed to defend them. On top of that, the inequalities between 

civilians grew. The wealth of the regime and everyone connected to it increased, while other civilians 

could not tag along on this rise. All these issues had been there for decades and were part of the build-up 

that led to the current crisis (Dieng, 2021, p766).  

 

The current crisis that is taking place in Mali can partly be traced back to three main events that were 

closely related and took place in a short period of time. The first was the fourth uprising of the Tuareg 

rebellion in the Northern parts, in 2012, of Mali after the fall of Muammar Gaddafi in Libya. Gaddafi, the 

leader of Libya, had an army that many nomads joined, among them Tuareg. They fought wars for him on 

the African continent but eventually ended up fighting in Libya. When the Gaddafi regime fell in 

September 2011, many nomads moved back home. In the Northern parts of Mali, the presence of armed 

and unemployed Tuareg men with military experience contributed to the rebellion. Here the Tuareg in 

Mali formed the military wing of the National Movement for the Liberation of Azawad (MNLA) (Badale 

& Isvoranu, 2013, p8-9). Simultaneously, the second and third events occurred, first, a military junta 

conducted a coup d’etat to overthrow the regime in Mali. At the same time, Islamist Jihadists tried to take 

over Mali militarily hoping to create their own state. These three events resulted in the current crisis that 

is taking place in Mali (Francis, 2013, p2-3). The MNLA led the fifth Tuareg Rebellion in taking control 

of the northern parts of Mali in 2012. They did this in cooperation with the Islamist scission Ansar Dine 

and al Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). The three of them proclaimed the Independent State of 

Azawad but soon struggled to hold up the alliance. It started leaning more towards an Islamist Azawad 

instead of a Tuareg Azawad, as was initially planned since the Tuareg always wanted land for themselves. 

This Islamist Azawad then launched an offensive against the government-controlled South and the capital 

of Mali, Bamako (Zounmenou, 2013). As with many conflicts, there is no official starting point or a 

specific event that led to the crisis, it is the combination of many factors that has resulted in the current 

situation.  

 

The above illustrates that Mali became increasingly unstable. Although this also became clear to the 

international community, no action taken immediately. Mali turned to the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO), but they did not want to intervene in Mali. The African Force, a multidisciplinary 

peacekeeping force with military, police and civilian contingents that acts under the direction of the 

African Union, was also asked for support. However, they could not be ready before September 2013. As 
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a result, interim-president Traoré made his way to Paris, asking President François Hollande for help. 

Two days later, the French announced Operation Serval, a military operation in Mali to oust Islamic 

militants from the north of Mali (Bergamaschi, 2013, p6). A year later, in July 2014, after the Serval 

operation was stopped, operation Barkhane was announced. A counter-terrorist operation that f focused 

on two different elements, pushing the Islamist militants out of Mali while intervening in the Mali crisis. 

Whereas the main focus of Operation Serval was on counter-terrorism (Roca, 2015, p5). The fear of 

Islamist groups who had taken over the lead of the rebellion and the fear of Mali becoming a place where 

drug trafficking and religious extremism could blossom were used as the main arguments for the French 

to stop the rebel advances (Fabra, 2022,p22). The close relationship that France overall maintained with 

its former colonies, was a part of the legitimisation of France as well. Due to Françafrique the leader of 

Mali could ask for help, and the French felt they had to help their former colony (Ali, 2018, p.117). 

 

During that same time, the United Nations (UN) launched a peacekeeping mission in Mali. Whereas 

France legitimized its actions by focusing on the jihadist movement that was present in Mali, the UN had 

less explicit goals. Their main focus was on peacekeeping, using their mandates as their legitimisation. 

The mission called Mission Multidimensionnelle Intégrée des Nations Unies pour la Stabilisation au Mali 

(MINUSMA), or Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali, was established on the 25th 

of April 2013. It acted under Chapter VII of the United Nations Charter; ‘’Action with Respect to Threats 

to the Peace, Breaches of the Peace, and Acts of Aggression’ (UN.org, n.d.). At first instance, MINUSMA 

was asked to support the transitional authorities of Mali in the stabilization of the country and 

implementation of the transitional roadmap. The country held elections in 2013, the first transition back to 

democracy after the military coup, the UN supported the country in maintaining peace during this 

transition. They helped the authorities to find the best ways to implement this transition. The United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC) added to this that MINUSMA should focus on ensuring the security, 

stabilization and protection of civilians; supporting national political dialogue and reconciliation; and 

assisting the reestablishment of the State authorities, the rebuilding of the security sector, and the 

promotion and protection of human rights in that country, as well (Peacekeeping.un, n.d.). Later, it was 

added that MINUSMA should support the implementation of the Agreement for Peace and Reconciliation 

in Mali (minusma.unmissions, n.d.). This peace agreement,  which aimed at a solution for the crisis in 

Mali, was signed in 2015 by a coalition of pro-government armed groups from northern Mali and the 

Coordination of Azawad Movements, an alliance of rebel groups and the government itself. This occurred 

under the eye of several mediators, among them MINUSMA (crisisgroup, 2020).  

 

The UN asked several countries to contribute to MINUSMA, among them the Netherlands. At first 

glance, there is no logical reason for the Netherlands to intervene. They have no colonial ties to the 

country, like France, and experience no direct consequences from the conflict, like the African Force. 

However they are part of the UN, meaning that the UN can ask them to support missions, but if they are 

to intervene in a country the Netherlands require legitimate reasons to be present in Mali. According to 

the website of the Ministry of Defense of the Netherlands, there are two main reasons for the Dutch 

contribution. First, the Ministry stated that they had an interest in international security and countries and 

regions that are stable, especially if these regions and countries share a border with Europe. Another 

important point that they took into consideration is the fact that they want to show solidarity with the 

Malian civilians, who were hit hard by violence, injustice and poverty (Defensie, n.d.a). This resulted in 

the fact that on the first of November, 2013, the first ‘Artikel 100’ letter regarding the Dutch contribution 
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to the UN mission in Mali was sent. These Article 100 letters are sent to inform the Dutch parliament 

about missions undertaken to maintain or promote the international legal order. The Dutch constitution 

states the following about these Article 100 letters (Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations, 

2019);  

 

“The government shall inform the States General in advance if the armed forces are to be deployed or 

made available to maintain or promote the international legal order.” 

 

The letter regarding MINUSMA contained information about the specifics of the contribution that the 

Netherlands would provide. It stated the greater goals of the UN mission and how the Dutch contribution 

would support them. After that the letter delves deeper into the grounds for participation, the details of 

MINUSMA, the situation in Mali and the context in which the mission is situated. A couple of months 

after the letter was sent, on the second of April, 2014, a total of eleven Dutch combatants landed in Mali 

to contribute to the UN mission in Mali. In the next years, a total of about 450 people from the 

Netherlands contributed to the mission, making it one of the biggest missions of the Netherlands in the 

past decade (Berkhout & Meischke, 2022). The Dutch contribution to MINUSMA consisted of several 

things. They sent out multiple patrols to gather information for the headquarters in Bamako. The Dutch 

military mainly went out to explore the situation and gather intelligence. This information was then used 

by the commander of the UN mission to prepare operations. The Dutch were considered the ‘eyes and 

ears’ of MINUSMA. On top of that, experts were sent out to train the police of Mali and help with the 

implementation of their rule of law, making sure that all citizens and institutions within Mali are 

accountable to the same laws. Several objectives were set for the contribution to the civilian and military 

police of Mali (Defensie, n.d.b.).  

 

In May 2019, the Dutch government stopped supporting MINSUSMA with manpower and intelligence 

support. Material support, such as helicopters, was still provided, but the Dutch no longer had feet on the 

ground in Mali (Defensie, n.d.a). Throughout the Dutch contribution to MINUSMA, the support of the 

Dutch government was questioned within the Netherlands. In 2016 several political parties wanted to stop 

the contribution completely, but the mission only got scaled down (Keultjes, 2016). Doubts regarding the 

success of the mission resulted in an evaluation of the Dutch contribution to MINUSMA 2014-2019 by 

the research and evaluation directorate of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Directie Internationaal 

Onderzoek en Beleidsevaluatie, IOB). The study assessed to what extent the goals of the Dutch 

contribution were reached and which lessons could be conducted from the mission regarding the design 

and implementation of missions. The report concluded with two main points (IOB, 2022);  

 

- The intelligence contribution played only a limited role in supporting the mission’s decision-

making procedures and did not have a lasting impact in terms of strengthening the 

intelligence chain. 

- The objectives set for the civilian and military police contribution were achieved only to a 

limited degree. These objectives were found not to be based on a realistic assessment of the 

institutional and operational context. Moreover, the background of the Dutch individual 

police officers was not compatible in all respects with the needs of the UN. Meaning they 

were not proficient in the French language to integrate effortlessly within MINSUMA. 
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The report was published in 2022 and focused mostly on the ‘how’ question and practical matters.  

Answers to ‘why’ the mission was conducted were not researched. It is thus still not clear how the 

Netherlands legitimized their contribution towards others. As stated before, the legitimisation of the 

French, the African Force and the UN seemed as if it had a logical background. Whereas the Netherlands 

are not directly related to Mali in any sense. 

 

Societal Relevance  
MINUSMA is, as of today still a hot topic and part of the discussion in several countries and international 

organizations. As the number of terrorist attacks in Mali rose after 2014 and the insurgent groups gained 

more members, the popularity of France declined rapidly. The belief that France would be able to help 

Mali slowly faded, and the military junta that held power, after another coup in 2021, at the time did not 

feel like collaborating with the French any longer. This resulted in the fact that other countries started to 

hesitate to stay within Mali as well. With several countries withdrawing their support to MINUSMA, and 

thereby leaving Mali, the door for greater Russian influence opened up (NewAfricanMagazine, 2022). 

The Malian military junta invited Wagner, a Russian paramilitary organisation, to help in the fight against 

terrorism (BBC, 2022). The increasing Russian influence raised questions within the House of 

Representatives in the Netherlands, as Wagner is accused of corruption and human rights violations. 

Together with the fact that other countries were withdrawing their contribution to MINUSMA and the 

doubts regarding the positive effects of the contribution, the Dutch government remained unsure about 

continuing their support for MINUSMA (TweedeKamer, 2021). And even though Article 100 states that a 

majority of votes is not required to support a mission, in reality, a mission will not be continued if only a 

minority of the parliament backs it up.  

 

In 2023 the debate regarding the support of the Dutch government towards MINUSMA ended, as the UN 

put a stop to MINUSMA on request of the government of Mali. However, the legitimisation that the 

Dutch government used is still of relevance today. As the way they set up their legitimisation is a key 

instrument when it comes to gaining support to join a UN mission. By delving into how the mission was 

legitimised between 2013 and 2019, concrete information regarding the way the Dutch government 

legitimized their support to MINUSMA can be gathered. The results of this research can provide insight 

into this legitimisation and thereby contribute to the way we view the current debate regarding different 

missions. More clarity regarding legitimisation will help with understanding the decisions that were made 

by the parliament and potentially criticize these decisions regarding the Dutch support for military 

missions.  

 

Within the past 20 years, almost every Dutch contribution to a mission has been the subject of debate. 

Either the outcome was unexpected, the goals turned out to be unrealistic or debatable events took place 

during the mission. After a mission, an evaluation is carried out by the research directorate of the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs (IOB) or a special commission is set up for this purpose. This was the case with 

Commission Davids (2010), who was asked to write a report regarding the Dutch support for the 

American-British attack in Iraq in 2003. This report concluded that a legal basis for the widespread use of 

violence against Iraq could not be found within the right of self-defence. While the Dutch cabinet based 

its support on UN resolution 1441, the text cannot reasonably be interpreted as a license to intervene 

militarily without further decisions by the UNSC. On top of that, the cabinet did not provide full closure 

towards the parliament on the American request for support for military set-up.  
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This report shows that the way words are used matters, as a different interpretation can result in a 

different outcome. By twisting words, the Dutch government stated that they had the right to intervene 

military. This is not the only example of missions that have raised questions regarding Dutch actions. 

More recently an IOB report regarding the Dutch contribution to the Resolution Support Mission (RSM) 

in Afghanistan was published (IOB, 2023). An important conclusion of this report was that the progress 

of the mission was presented too positively by both the NATO and the Dutch government. Besides that, 

the reasons the Dutch government provided their contribution to RSM Afghanistan were too ambitious 

and not well justified. Even more important is the fact that the main goal of the mission was not achieved 

and that during the mission they were not on track with achieving the objectives that were set beforehand. 

So just as with MINUSMA, Dutch contributions to earlier missions have been questioned and these 

reports show similar conclusions, yet the missions are still taking place.  

 

As mentioned earlier, an IOB report regarding MINUSMA was published in 2022. It concluded that 

several interests, ministry officials and politicians, for example, played a role in the decision-making 

process regarding the contribution. These goals were not incompatible but did confuse the strategic 

political goals applying to the Dutch contribution. It led to uncertainty about the actual ‘why’ of the 

mission and the goal that was served. Political parties each created their answers to the ‘why’ question. 

This resulted in the fact that the Dutch parliament talked about issues such as the fight against terrorism 

and the prevention of irregular migration, even though these were issues on which MINUSMA could not 

take much action. Over time a positive image of MINUSMA and the Dutch contribution was created, but 

‘on the ground’ the situation could not look more different (IOB, 2022). There seemed to be a ‘black 

hole’ of things that were left unsaid, things that, looking back, were problematic. The government stated 

that it was an integrated mission, in which everyone worked together, but in reality, they worked beside 

each other, instead of together. Information was twisted to gain support for the contribution to the 

mission. Karlsrud (2019b) explains that countries with small and middle powers, such as Canada, 

Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, and Sweden, may have different interests when it comes to 

contributing to MINUSMA. These countries characterize their contribution as an investment into UN 

peacekeeping and the rule-governed world order. In reality, they are, according to Karslrud, more focused 

on enhancing their status. If they support the mission they hope to gain appreciation for it, especially from 

the United States (US), which is part of what happened in Iraq according to Commission Davids. And 

sometimes these small and middle-power countries also hope to strengthen their bids for a non-permanent 

seat in the UNSC. 

 

All these reports have in common that they conclude that the missions had set unrealistic goals 

beforehand. The reality that has been created by the government is different to the situation on-site, as the 

reasons as to ‘why’ the Dutch government contributes to MINUSMA, seem to be unrealistic to achieve. 

The goals are formulated that way to gain support from the House of Representatives. This research 

delves deeper into the way the goals and intentions are formulated, as there seems to be a gap between the 

legitimisation that is used in the Dutch parliament and the actual motives to support a mission, as 

described by Karslrud (2019b). To find out how this gap arises and what it means, research into the 

legitimisation is necessary. Because, even with these hard conclusions that the reports have shown, it 

seems that the lessons are not learned, and the mission machine continues to run.  
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As the book of Jorrit Kamminga (2021) about Afghanistan concludes; even with unclear mandates, 

growing insecurity and discord within the Dutch coalition, the Dutch government continues to support or 

contribute to a variety of missions. The question that now comes to mind is; Why do the Dutch continue 

to contribute to these missions? As the reports mention, the justification of the Dutch contributions is 

often quite abstract and not in line with what is happening ‘on the ground’. This research will provide a 

more detailed insight into the legitimisation used by the Dutch government to justify their contribution to 

MINUSMA. The conclusions of this research can provide more insight into the way language is used by 

the Dutch government to create a certain image regarding their support for military missions and enhance 

the literature regarding this subject.  

 

Scientific relevance  
Not only is this research socially relevant, but it also contributes to the already existing scientific 

literature. This specific analysis of the Dutch contribution to MINUSMA will contribute to a better 

understanding of the notion of framing and the function of framing for political actors. It delves deeper 

into the framing of the border of Europe, terrorism and migrants and how this framing is used by 

politicians to enhance their argument. As concluded by the IOB, the goals as argued by the politicians 

could never be achieved if one looks at the situation in Mali, the resources that were available and the 

mandate of the UN. This research shows how ways of framing and legitimisation are used in practice by 

political actors.  The importance of this kind of research is to show explicitly that the very construction of 

the images used in foreign policy making is itself a key geopolitical act. This can either determine the 

position taken in the international political field or is influenced by one's position in the international 

political field. On top of that, the language of press statements and political speeches is a crucial 

component of the representation of geopolitical actions. The process that takes place behind closed doors 

and is not directly shown to the public is a great part of the formation of these geopolitical positions.  

 

By studying how the Netherlands frame their contribution to MINUSMA as a legitimate action, this 

research can contribute to a deeper understanding of what constitutes legitimacy in the context of 

international interventions and peacekeeping efforts. It can identify and analyse specific legitimisation 

strategies that are used. Examples are moral appeals in which one emphasizes with humanitarian values, 

legal justifications or (strategic) partnerships. This research sheds light on the interplay between national 

and international legitimisation processes. In this case, the research can unravel the differences or 

similarities between the UN mandate and the Duch legitimisation. This adds to the already existing 

literature about inclusion and exclusion from the UN, in specific how framing and legitimisation can 

support the image that a specific country is relevant and should be taken into account when it comes to 

international politics. As this research focuses on the Netherlands, it provides insight into the way the 

Netherlands try to achieve this (Lanz, 2011; Fels, 2012; Teo, 2022; Broere, 2005).   

 

In the case of MINUSMA, most research regarding the legitimisation of intervention in Mali has gone 

into the UN and France (Sabrow, 2017; Lyammouri, 2018; Chafer, 2016; Bergamaschi, 2013; Bannelier 

& Christakis, 2013). France saw it as their responsibility to intervene since they had been asked by their 

former colony. However, their role as ‘colonial’ actors has not been their main argument to intervene, as 

they used the fight against terrorism as their main point of legitimacy. France framed their intervention as 

inevitable and founded on the overall consensus that terrorists needed to be stopped. Nonetheless, the 

intervention was inadequate in addressing the root causes of the crisis in Mali. The regional political and 
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security interference was one of the causes of the 2012 crisis. There was simmering and historically 

rooted distrust between the groups in the north and the south of the country. Peace agreements failed 

repeatedly and there was a lot of resentment towards the central state. A counterterroism operation such 

as Barkhane was not going to solve these kinds of problems (Clingendael, 2015). On top of that, France 

stated that their intervention was legitimate, as it followed the Resolution UNSCR 2085 which authorised 

the deployment of a military force in Mali (Charbonneau, 2017). The UN operates under Chapter VII, 

which authorizes troops to use military force to defend themselves or their mandate. This results in the 

fact that a large part of their legitimacy relates to either their mandate or Chapter VII.  

 

When it comes to the Dutch government and their contribution to MINUSMA specifically, not much 

research has been conducted. As mentioned before, research into the how of the mission was conducted, 

but not into the why. Yet the latter is equally important, as the why can uncover the reasoning behind the 

contribution. The Netherlands are often considered as a middle-power country (Karlsrud, 2019b). This 

research can provide a unique perspective on how a middle-power country legitimises their contribution 

to an international peacekeeping mission. It thereby adds to the already existing literature on middle 

power diplomacy and how this plays a role within the UN and their peacekeeping missions (Laatikainen, 

2006; Hayes, 1997; David & Roussel, 1998; Jordaan, 2003).  

 

This research will also provide insight into one of the aspects that causes peacekeeping and 

counterterrorism measures to blur together within policies. Researchers state that the blurring is inevitable 

as policymakers are pushing for the two concepts to be combined, therefore the two concepts cannot be 

mutually exclusive. According to them, peacekeeping and counterterrorism have to deal with the same 

problems and consequently, the two develop in parallel. Peacekeeping cannot be done without 

counterterrorism, as counterterrorism is needed to be able to start stabilising a country. The other way 

around, counterterrorism is in need of peacekeeping measures, as one needs stability to stop groups from 

feeling the need to execute terrorist attacks. Hence why researchers believe that peacekeeping and 

counterterrorism cannot be mutually exclusive (Saraiva & Rodrigues, 2022; Stepanova, 2003, p. 10-36). 

Opposite to that are the researchers that state that European countries have been persisting in a strategy 

based on counterterrorism while there has been consistent and repeated feedback on its counter-

productive effects. They state that peacekeeping and counterterrorism are mutually exclusive. While 

counterterrorism is aimed at preventing terrorist activities and thereby hoping to ensure national security, 

there are counter-productive effects that undermine the intended goals. Some measures are perceived as 

oppressive, as they use an ´us versus them´ narrative, this can reinforce feelings of marginalisation and 

injustice and thereby create a foundation for extremist groups. The measures can thus lead to 

stigmatisation as specific groups are profiled and targeted. The risk being the fact that this can divide 

societies even more (Charbonneau, 2019; Malejacq & Sandor, 2020; Schmauder, Soto-Mayor, & Goxho, 

2020). This shows the other side of the discussion, the authors who believe that the two concepts should 

not be mixed, but kept separate. They believe that the blurring of the two may be counterproductive and 

lead to greater divisions (Karlsrud, 2019b; Charbonneau, 2017). The more militarized approach might 

limit the possibilities of peace. It can undermine opportunities for political settlements, which are 

essential for sustainable peace. Long-term peace requires addressing the root causes of the conflict, a 

militarized approach often diverts resources and attention away from these critical development areas, 

such as poverty, inequality and governance issues (Hunt & Zimmerman, 2019). This research can add to 

the debate about whether the blurring of the two concepts is inevitable or that they should remain as two 
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separate types of policy. The research delves deeper into the differences between the goals of the Dutch 

government and resources of MINUSMA and how this has had an impact on the blurring of 

counterterrorism and peacekeeping. Earlier research has stated that MINUSMA, a peacekeeping mission, 

showed signs of counterterrorism measures. MINUSMA had a robust mandate that included supporting 

the Malin authorities in countering asymmetric threats. Implicitly, counterterrorism activities are hereby 

authorised. MINUSMA also had close coordination with the French operation Barkhane, sometimes they 

even had overlapping operations. In short, the necessity to protect civilians and the mission itself from 

terrorist attacks required certain actions that could resemble counterterrorism efforts. (Karlsrud, 2019a; 

Karlsrud, 2019b). Within MINUSMA the blurring of peacekeeping and counterterrorism does not seem 

like a process, but something that has been set in place as a consequence of certain measures and policy 

choices. This research can contribute to understanding if the process of blurring is actually taking place, 

and how this evolves. By focussing on the Dutch government, this research could find out if their support 

and reasons for their contribution could have an influence on the process of blurring.  

 

 

Research question 
This research, therefore, focuses on the legitimisation of the Dutch contribution to MINUSMA. It looks at 

the frames that were used as part of this legitimisation. MINUSMA is a peacebuilding mission but it 

shows signs that it was blurred together with the concept of counterterrorism. The interests of the 

countries that were contributing to the mission might have played a role in this blurring (Karslrud, 

2019b). As both concepts are legitimized with different arguments, this research tries to find clarity in the 

role of the Netherlands. Combining this with the fact that most research has focused on whether Dutch 

missions reached their initiated goals, and not if the reasons for intervening were logical and legitimate, 

this has led to the following research question;  

 

How did the Dutch Government legitimize its contribution to MINUSMA between 2013 and 2019 and 

what role did peacebuilding and counterterrorism frames play in this legitimisation? 

 

To answer this question, the following sub-questions have been formulated; 

 

- What are framing and legitimisation and how are these concepts used when talking about 

conflict? 

- Which frames are used by the Dutch government to legitimize their contribution to 

MINUSMA, did they change over time, and if so, how? 

- Which critiques are given on the blurring of counterterrorism and peacebuilding? 

- What role do counterterrorism and peacebuilding play within the frameworks created by the 

Dutch government?  

 

The research starts with a theoretical framework, discussing the relevant literature regarding framing and 

frames, legitimisation and the blurring of counterterrorism and peacebuilding. After that the methodology 

of the research will be described, delving into the research methods, timeframe, the analysis, the 

operationalisation and the limitations, constraints and ethical issues. Following the methodology will be 

the results chapter, where the most notable findings are reported and analysed. The research ends with a 

conclusion chapter, here the results are discussed and the contributions of this research are specified.   
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Theoretical Framework  
This chapter discusses the relevant concepts and theories that have been used to answer the main research 

question. To contribute to MINUSMA, the Dutch government had to legitimize its plans. This is done by 

making use of different frames that appeal to different parties. Therefore it is likely that different 

ideologies have been mixed to create the right legitimisation. The link with the blurring of peacekeeping 

and counterterrorism can be found in the fact that both require a different justification. By legitimizing 

both, a contribution to the blurring of the two concepts is made. On top of that lies the fact that 

legitimizing both is needed for the Dutch government to reach goals that cannot be found within 

MINUSMA. For example, to enhance their status within the UN (Karlsrud, 2019b). To understand the 

legitimisation, the concept of frames and framing will be discussed. These concepts are part of the process 

of legitimisation, in this case, frames regarding terrorism, migration, and Europe´s southern border will be 

explained further. Then the chapter delves deeper into the process of legitimisation and the ways it can be 

used. Lastly, the blurring of peacekeeping and counterterrorism will be discussed, an upcoming 

phenomenon within the scientific literature, that some researchers believe is taking place within Mali. The 

conclusions of this chapter will be used to form the operationalisation of this research which will be 

presented within the Methodology chapter.  

 

Discourse  
 The specific choice of words or certain focus that can be found within these texts is what is called the 

underlying discourse (Flint, 2017, p.16-24; Flint & Taylor, 2018, p. 83-86). According to Jørgensen and 

Phillips (2002, p.1), generally, discourse means that language is structured according to different patterns 

that people’s utterances follow when they partake in different domains of social life. Language is thus not 

only a means of communicating information about mental states, behaviour and certain facts about the 

world. Language is a concept that generates the social world as we know it. If the discourse changes, the 

social world changes and the other way around (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). Adding on to that, Diez 

(2014, p.320) states that discourse provides the context in which individual policy dictions are set and in 

that manner can contribute to the explanation of a certain policy. She further states that ‘the way in which 

discourse informs policy articulations works both through providing meanings on which one can build 

and through setting the limits of a meaningful and legitimate policy’. Therefore a discourse can help 

enable certain policies to be implemented, but at the same time limit the range of policy options. 

Regarding the Dutch contribution to MINUSMA, a certain discourse might have been implemented to 

make the contribution happen. Within this research, the focus will be on political discourse, specifically 

the textual output that is produced by and for political actors (Wilson, 2015, p. 775). 

 

Frames & Framing  
So discourse refers to the broader system of communication encompassing language, symbols, and 

practices that shape and reflect social realities, power relations and collective understandings. Frames, on 

the other hand, are specific mechanisms within a discourse. Frames can be seen as collections of idea 

elements that are tied together by a unifying concept that serves to punctuate, elaborate and motivate 

action on a given topic. They are socially shared organizing principles that meaningfully structure the 

social world. Frames take certain aspects of a perceived reality and make these aspects more arresting in a 

communicating context. Thereby frames are a selective view on an issue and this view can construct 
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reality in a certain way that is leading to different evaluations and recommendations. One can look at one 

problem through different frames, each frame opting for a different solution to the problem or shining 

light on a subject from a different angle. Frames do this by promoting a particular problem definition, 

causal interpretation, moral evaluation or treatment recommendation for the item described. They can 

thus define a problem, discover its cause and then offer and justify treatment and prescribe certain 

solutions (Granzow, Hasenclever & Sändig, 2015, p114-117; Titeca & Costeur, 2015; Benford & Snow, 

2000).  

 

From these frames, one can expose the content of an ideology. As this research focuses on the Dutch 

government and its way of legitimizing its contribution to MINUSMA, the frames are constructed within 

the social movement arena. Therefore the frames that are produced are collective action frames. They are 

an action-oriented set of beliefs and meanings that inspire and legitimate the activities and campaigns of a 

social movement organization, in this case, the Dutch government. These frames are developed by 

different actors, among them political elites, to try and establish a frame in the public discourse and the 

news media. Collective action frames are found within strategic communications of political and 

organizational actors, but also in media and the minds of citizens. They can mobilise people for various 

forms of contentious behaviour, but they can also fail in doing this. So only if the frames are convincing 

and resonant ‘call to arms’, political violence can be expected. Whereas normal frames help render events 

or occurrences meaningful and thereby function to organize experience and guide action, collective action 

frames take a step further. They simplify and condense aspects of the ‘world out there’, but do this in a 

way that intends to mobilize potential adherents and constituents to gain bystander support and 

demobilize antagonists. For collective action frames to successfully mobilise action, they need to fit into 

existing discourses, appeal to group values and identities, and convincingly refer to empirically 

observable events. So even though frames are connected to structural conditions, they are not determined 

by them. The people who create the frames select certain aspects of a perceived reality and make them 

more salient in a communicating text (Benford & Snow, 2000; Matthes, 2012; Bhatia, 2005).  

Frames are created by the process of framing. Within the literature, there exist various understandings of 

the notion of framing. Two authors who have delved deeper into this concept are Benford & Snow 

(2000), they defined framing as follows;  

 

“An active, processual phenomenon that implies agency and contention at the level of reality 

construction. It is active in the sense that something is being done, and processual in the sense of a 

dynamic, evolving process. It entails agency in the sense that what is evolving is the work of social 

movement organizations or movement activists. And it is contentious in the sense that it involves the 

generation of interpretive frames that not only differ from existing ones but that may also challenge 

them.” 

 

Framing thus refers to how actors construct messages in a certain way that specific elements and 

dimensions are considered to be salient, whereas others are not. By selecting aspects of a perceived reality 

and making them more noteworthy in a communicating text the process of framing is set in motion. This 

is done in a way that a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or 

treatment recommendation for the item described is promoted. Overall the essence of framing is about 

emphasizing particular facts over others, selecting and thereby including and excluding pieces of 

information about specific issues with an emphasis on certain parts. As the function of framing is to 
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isolate particular information and draw attention towards this information, the isolated information can 

consist of specific words or images which can help propagate a specific perspective. Framing can thus 

serve as a device that is embedded in politics,  by using a certain perspective one can emphasize certain 

parts and therefore promote a certain ideology (Goffman, 1974; Entman, 1993; p.3; Reese, Gandy & 

Grant, 2001).  

 

Benford & Snow (2000) identified three core framing tasks; diagnostic framing, prognostic framing and 

motivational framing. The first one, diagnostic framing, is about the definition of the problem, and what 

problem that particular frame reveals. In this case, a certain condition is established as a problem and an 

assertion of this causes that warrants a response. It is the first step a movement or group takes to identify 

the issues and problems they seek to address. This diagnosis will, later on, form the basis for action and 

mobilization. The main questions that are being answered within a diagnostic frame are ´What is or went 

wrong?’ and ‘Who or what is to blame?’ (Page, Challita & Harris, 2011; Benford & Snow, 2000). 

Once the issues have been identified, prognostic frames come into the picture. They are intended to 

provide clear tactics and solutions to achieve the set objectives. Prognostic framing is thus about the 

solution to the problem that has been given within the frame. It also involves identifying strategies, tactics 

and targets of movement activities. A plan of attack and a strategy to carry out that plan is proposed by 

social movement supporters (Benford & Snow, 2000). 

 

Motivational framing has a bit of overlap with the latter one, but here the frame tries to make it clear that 

action is needed, it is a ‘call to arms’. It provides clear incentives for action and the construction of 

appropriate vocabularies of motive that solicit collective action and sustained participation of movement 

participants. Motivational frames are thus designed to move individuals from consensus to concrete 

action. Important to note is that these are two different things. Consensus mobilization is aimed at 

building agreement on a collective cause. It tries to get the target audience to adopt the same view of an 

issue or a situation. In the end, the goal is to change the value that people attribute to an issue since one’s 

values could be determining whether to engage with the cause. Action mobilization is about moving 

people towards active participation. The difference with consensus is that in this case people not only 

agree with the cause but are also willing to act on it. These action mobilization frames are the actual ‘call 

to arms’. It is about enhancing motivation, as consensus may be achieved without actually leading to 

action (Desrosiers, 2012; Benford & Snow, 2000).  

 

The intersubjective and socio-political process of framing results in a certain framework. This framework 

is achieved through the following three aspects; naming, classifying and narrating. These three aspects are 

all part of the process of framing. Starting with naming, naming is the process of using specific languages 

and concepts. In this case, actors use language that reflects their understanding of the issue and they 

create concepts, labels and metaphors to define the issues. To name is to identify an object and then 

assign a set of characteristics, motives, values and behaviours to it. The ability to name holds great power, 

especially when that name is accepted by the audience. The goal of naming is either to recruit supporters 

by propagating a discourse of belonging and opposition or to justify action through labelling, or both. The 

naming of people, territories and phenomena are all part of the attempt to recruit and indicate allies and 

opponents. The second aspect of framing is classifying, here groups and categories are set up against each 

other. This is done by giving each group or category a specific set of characteristics, that differs from the 

‘other’ group. The classifications that are created can contribute to uniting a group or separating them. 
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Through classification, one can decide whether to be part of that group or not, the focus is on the ‘us 

versus them’ narrative. This narrative is a structured story that provides a coherent sequence of events and 

interpretations, they deliver the storylines, that are provided by the frames, which make sense of the 

information and influence attitudes and behaviours. The last one is narrating, which is all about how a 

casual story with prescriptive solutions is constructed. It ensures that these names and categories are 

positioned in a certain story. Together, using specific languages, setting groups and categories up against 

each other and positioning categories within a story form the process of framing. (Ostaijen & Scholten, 

2017; Bhatia, 2005).  

 

Frames are thus the product that is created by the process of framing. Frames provide the information that 

the provider of these frames wants the public to have. Hence, leaving out information that is, according to 

them, not relevant or will not help mobilise the public. Frames are created around many different subjects, 

in some cases a frame is constantly repeated, simply because it has proven its value of use. When it comes 

to the topics that are of interest for this research, frames concerning terrorism, migrants and the border 

region of Europe are among those of interest. At first glance, they seem to be important pillars of the 

legitimisation of the Dutch contribution.  

 

Terrorism 

Using a terrorism discourse can be useful to frame a certain situation as if a potential terrorist threat is 

present. If a situation has the label ´terrorist´ it opens up several measures one normally cannot take. 

Using a terrorism discourse has been a practice that has been done for ages. Framing rebellion, or simply 

the opposite party, as ´terrorist´, already happened during the end of the colonial period. However, after 

9/11 it became more evident. 9/11 showed that threats could not only come from other countries but also 

from individuals with a certain ideology. This played a large role in the justification countries used to 

intervene in other countries. Before the Cold War, mostly conventional state-interest arguments were used 

to justify a country's use of organized violence. After the Cold War, humanitarian and religious 

justifications were mostly used to legitimize international intervention (Clever, 2012, p.142). To justify an 

intervention in a conflict, they made use of the label ‘Terrorism’, a practice that was already used during 

the decolonisation wars. Giving insurgents the label ‘Terrorist’, opened up a set of measures, and created 

an ‘us versus them’ narrative. Especially in the late 1990s when interventionism increased, the term 

terrorism was used a lot as a justifying factor (Demmers, 2016). Terrorism is a term that is being used a 

lot, but also one that comes with many different definitions. As Charbonneau (2017, p421) states; 

‘terrorism’ and ‘terrorist’ are not stable categories. Terrorism is used as an umbrella term for all sorts of 

violent activity, but also for political extremism and asymmetrical warfare. Currently, there is no 

international consensus regarding the definition of terrorism. Each actor, including countries and 

international organisations, has their own definition of the concept. Regarding the conflict in Mali and the 

Dutch legitimisation, it is important to understand what definition is used within the Netherlands.  

 

The Dutch government adopted the definition of terrorism that was created by the European Union (EU). 

It became part of the Dutch law and stated that one could speak of terrorism crimes if there is (art. 83a. 

WBSR);  

 

‘The intent to cause serious fear to the population or any portion of the population of a country, or to 

unlawfully compel any government or international organisation to do, refrain from doing or tolerate 
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anything or to tolerate anything, or to violate, seriously disrupt or destroy fundamental political, 

constitutional, economic or social structures of a country or an international organization’ 

 

However, this definition is not complete, an element of violence is also necessary when it comes to 

terrorism crimes. The UN does acknowledge that in their definition, and as the Dutch government is 

supporting MINUSMA, their definition is leading within this mission. The UN is an organisation that 

plays it relatively safe when it comes to defining terrorism, only trying to provide guidelines regarding 

defining terrorism. The UN does acknowledge that terrorism is understood to refer to acts of violence that 

target civilians in the pursuit of political or ideological aims. They state that;  

 

‘as a minimum, terrorism involves the intimidation of coercion of populations or governments through the 

threat of perpetration of violence, causing death, serious injury or the taking of hostages.’ 

 

In Resolution 1566 dating from 2004, the UNSC mentions terrorism and gives a more in-depth definition 

of the concept;  

 

‘Criminal acts, including against civilians, committed with the intent to cause death or serious bodily 

injury, or taking of hostages, with the purpose to provoke a state of terror in the general public or in a 

group of persons or particular persons, intimidate a population or compel a Government or an 

international organization to do or to abstain from doing any act’ 

 

Besides the definitions that are used by international organizations and countries, there is also a general 

idea of what the term comprehends in scientific literature. Terrorism is described as a form of violence 

that is directed at people and sometimes infrastructure or buildings. The kind of violence that is used is 

not part of the law of war, since the violence takes place outside a war zone or civilian casualties are 

made, or both. With terrorism, violence in itself is never the goal, it is used as a means to achieve another 

goal. This goal consists of conveying a message to the public or the policymakers. The message can have 

international aspects and implications and be driven by domestic factors, as is the case with the more 

traditional form of terrorism, conflict-related terrorism. On the other hand, it can also have a broader 

agenda, as is the case if the message is not related to a certain conflict. Here, the focus is on targets that 

are within or connected to the developed world. The people who commit these crimes often stay 

anonymous, the attack itself will then later be claimed by the responsible group. If the message is not 

political in nature, one cannot speak of terrorism. The perpetrators want to draw attention to a specific 

social problem or propagate a specific policy. Terrorism is thus a form of violence, a tactic that is used to 

achieve one´s goals. (Stepanova, 2003, p. 10-36; Verkoren, 2021;Norris, Kern & Just, 2004, p1-4).  

 

When something is framed as terrorism this has immediate consequences. This has to do with the fact that 

there is a great fear of terrorism and the extraordinary measures that are taken to fight terrorism. Political 

leaders can use it to put out a simple message to the public. The word terrorism can stimulate people’s 

concerns about the emergency, shape their acknowledgements of the behaviour, and influence their ideas 

about what should be done to stop it. The term can thus be seen as a mental construct, one that is also 

used to make people understand who are one’s friends and enemies within the international geopolitical 

field. The terrorism label is (mis)used to identify the enemy, by framing a party as ‘terrorists’ it becomes 

instantly clear who the enemy is (Norris, Kern & Just, 2004, p. 1-4; Woods, 2011, p. 202-204).  
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The EU and its members have defined their definitions of terrorism, as stated above, which contributed to 

the narrative that the EU has on the subject. Within this narrative acts of terrorism are solely perpetrated 

by non-state actors that are constructed as the ‘other’, either they are a group or an individual. As the 

Netherlands are part of the EU, they are expected to have to same thoughts on the subject. The Dutch 

political discourse on terrorism does not differ very much from the EU discourse. Within the Dutch 

government, terrorism is often viewed as either extremist or jihadist, thereby labelling Muslims as a 

suspect community. This is something that the French also did. They referred to an Islamist threat that 

was present in Mali, which became determinant in motivating, shaping and legitimizing intervention. 

Terrorism is also often linked with radicalization and an anti-Islam discourse, this also seems to be the 

case within the Dutch government. Interestingly the direct link between terrorism on the one hand and 

‘Islam’ and ‘Muslim’ on the other is not established, but only implied by focussing on Jihadist, which is 

an Islamic concept. This phenomenon is caused because there is less interest in far-right extremist 

terrorism, even when this occurs more often in Europe, and the focus is on the religious aspect instead of 

on the context and grievances of African Jihadists. For the French, the fact that Tuareg rebels were allied 

with Islamist presence was instrumental in framing the crisis in Mali as a threat to European and African 

security. Their focus on the terrorist threat helped them legitimize their use of international military 

violence. Even within the Sahel, they frame jihadism as an extremist ideology coming from the Middle 

East. The Islam in the Sahal is seen as mellow compared to the Middle East. They ignore the fact that 

most jihadist warriors are coming from the Sahel. This is similar to the fact that Western countries often 

frame terrorism as a threat from ‘the outside’, while perpetrators are often from home soil (Baker-Beall, 

2014, p.217-220; Barrios, 2021; Bergamaschi, 2013, p. 6-10; Van Meeteren & Van Oostendorp, 2014, p. 

531-532; Wing, 2016, p).  

 

Regarding this Islamist violence, Dowd & Raleigh (2013) discovered three frames that are often used 

when it comes to Islamist violence in Africa;  

- Islamist groups on the continent form part of a single monolithic, globalized Islamist threat 

- The globalized Islamist threat is taken to be a danger for the West & Western interest 

primarily and African stability only secondarily 

- Ungoverned territories are assumed to provide a haven for extremism and Africa is seen as 

set to become the new theatre in which violent Islam will flourish 

 

Migration 

Migration has a close relationship with terrorism within the discourse, as migration has been securitised 

through the discursive linking of terrorism and immigration policy. Clear examples are the Muslim travel 

ban and the wall that Donald Trump wanted to build on the border between the United States of America 

and Mexico. The discourse focuses on the fact that terrorist make their way to ‘the West’ by migrating 

from ‘Muslim countries’. So the idea is to prevent terrorists from planning attacks in ‘the West’, which 

they simply can not do if they have no way of actually entering ‘the West’. Therefore terrorism, in a way, 

shapes the public opinion on migration. If the EU remains ‘open’ the possibility of a terrorist attack 

increases (Baker-Beall, 2014, p.217-220; Estevens, 2018, p. 5). Migration has always been a topic of 

discussion within the EU. After World War II the legal framework had a humanitarian focus, taking care 

of refugees was seen as ‘our responsibility’. The humanitarian momentum, was, however, short-lived. 

With the Cold War and several refugee crises, the focus came more and more on ‘our security’. With that, 
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refugees are more seen as a threat that can destabilise society, spread conflict and intensify ethnic-

economic competition. If immigrants are not integrated well, especially if they come from a different 

cultural environment, the potential risk of conflict, religious and ethnic, tends to be higher, according to 

the discourse. Therefore migrants came to be seen as a threat to the societal and identity security of 

European countries. The elites in power, analysts and experts are the ones who define these threats. They 

are also the ones who then justify their validity alongside the people, possibly activating the means to 

neutralise these threats.  With these new frames in work, policies adjusted and fixated more on keeping 

refugees in their area of origin. The EU thus perceived migrant as a threat to their society, economy and 

political systems. Strategies were thus focused on keeping people away from the European border. 

Overall this perspective causes the blurring of several concepts, refugees, migrants, criminals and 

terrorists, in people's minds (Estevens, 2018, p. 3-6; Hammerstad, 2014, p. 152-159; Jäntti & Klasche, 

2021, p 307-311; Salehyan & Gleditsch, 2006).   

 

Europe’s southern border  

The common feeling within European countries is that migration should be contained to the region of 

origin. By tackling the ‘problem’ within the Sahel they hope to prevent people from migrating towards 

Europe. The involvement of the Netherlands, and a lot of other European countries, was not just an act of 

pure altruism. The Sahel is often viewed as ‘Europe’s southern border’, which is striking since the Sahel 

is separated from Europe by both the Mediterranean Sea and the North African countries. According to 

De Haas (2008, p.11),  ‘Europe’s southern border’ is a consequence of an attempt of EU countries to 

externalize border controls towards the Sahel countries by transforming them into a ‘buffer zone’ to 

reduce migratory pressures. 

The involvement of European countries in Africa is nothing new, as they have been present in Africa for 

centuries. From trading posts to colonial rule, European countries played a large role in shaping the 

continent. Nowadays, European countries are mostly involved in restraining migration from sub-Saharan 

Africa towards Europe. The region has a strategic location between the North-African coast and Southern 

sub-Saharan countries which makes it a key transit point for migrants. This is exactly what makes the 

region a strategic priority for European countries whose focus is on controlling and lessening migration 

flows. By painting the Sahel as a space of insecurity and putting an emphasis on the picture that the Sahel 

is a border region,  it solidifies the policy approach of the EU and its members. Framing the Sahel as a 

European Border also implies that the EU and European countries can act out border management (Del 

Sarto, 2010, p6-10; Savio Vammen, Cold-Ravnkilde & Lucht, 2022, p. 1317-1318; Plank & Bergmann, 

2021, p. 404). The framing of the Sahel as Europe’s border, when in reality it is not a direct border, is 

therefore convenient when it comes to legitimizing contribution to missions within the Sahel. It provides 

European countries with a strong argument to intervene in the Sahel.  

 

Migrants are thus often portrayed as a risk to Western national security and a risk to Western society and 

people in the light of real or perceived danger. This is based solely on the fact that they are different in 

culture. The ‘other’ is constructed as inferior in their cultural practices, attitudes and values and is 

therefore a threat to the dominant culture. Immigrants are seen to be different and uncivilized, they are 

presented negatively, as people who will damage ‘our’ civilization. Besides that, migrants are seen as an 

actual danger, as people who will be violent. Migration is frequently securitized, meaning it is framed as a 

security threat, particularly in the context of terrorism. The travel ban from the United States and the wall 

that Trump build on the border with Mexico are clear examples of this. This linkage that is being made 
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between migration and terrorism can be viewed as problematic. As the linkages is based on anecdotal 

evidence, stereotypes and the politicization of migration issues. This securitization can lead to the erosion 

of migrants' rights and can exacerbate social divisions. It can even result in the fact that the complex and 

diverse root causes of terrorism are simplified or even ignored. This linkage also results in the frame 

‘Europe’s southern border’, it legitimizes the idea that we should contain migration to the region and are 

thereby preventing terrorists from coming to Europe and the Netherlands. (Barrios, 2021; Ihlamur-Öner, 

2019). 

 

Legitimisation  
Frames can strengthen the process of legitimisation, which is enacted by argumentation. Legitimisation 

can be seen as a justification of mental or physical behaviour, as it refers to the process by which speakers 

accredit or license a type of social behaviour. Most often, is the act of legitimizing behaviour related to a 

goal that needs support and approval. This goal can be to take action or no action or to justify an 

ideological position on a specific issue. In the case of this research, the goal of the Dutch government was 

to get approval and support for their decision to support MINUSMA. There are five different ways of 

using legitimisation, wherein one does not exclude the other (Reyes, 2011; Riani, 2022; Van Leeuwen, 

2007).  

1. Legitimisation through emotions. 

The focus is on constructing an ‘us’ and ‘them’ group, as is done within Orientalism. Orientalism is a 

framework that is based on the clear distinction between ‘the Orient’, the East, and ‘the Occident’, the 

West. It refers to a practice by which the West socially constructed and produced the Orient as, for 

example, exotic (Said, 1977). The Orient is seen as ‘the other’, and therefore is Orientalism often viewed 

as the foundational element of the ‘us versus them’ framework. The goal is to create two sides of an 

event, whereby the ‘other’ is portrayed negatively. This is done by using the emotions of social actors 

which can result in skewing the opinion of this social actor regarding the event. Besides creating an ‘us’ 

and ‘them’ group, frames that are used also try to evoke feelings of sympathy or, the opposite, evoke fear, 

for example by using terrorism. Within frames, the ´Other´ is often portrayed as a threat, as is done within 

the discourse regarding migrants and terrorism.  

 

2. Legitimisation through a hypothetical future  

In this case, a threat in the future that requires immediate action is posed. Actors legitimize their actions 

by stating that if they do not act now, consequences will arise in the future. Sentences that are often used 

are built in the following manner; ‘if + pas [protasis]  would + infinitive without too [ apodosis]’, or ‘If 

+ present [protasis]  will + infinitive without too [apodosis]’, the order of protasis and apodosis being 

interchangeable’. For example, the war in Iraq, declared by the US, was partially legitimized through the 

fact that they stated that there was a large threat. The US stated that there was an imminent need for a pre-

emptive attack to destroy dangerous weapons of mass destruction. If they did not carry out this attack, 

chances were that these weapons could be used in the Western world (Hutchison & Bleiker, 2007, p.  

 

3. Legitimisation through rationality  

Political actors make it seem that the decision has been made after a noted, evaluated and thoughtful 

procedure. In this case, legitimation is grounded in whether it is based on some kind of truth, on ‘the way 

things are’. It usually takes one of three forms. The first one is a definition, where one activity is defined 

in terms of another, moralized activity. An example could be; ‘attacks are necessary to achieve peace’. 
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The second one is an explanation, and this answers the ‘why’ question, why do we need to take action? 

Generality is essential in this case, as explanations describe general attributes or habitual activities of the 

actors in question. Therefore, the answer to the ‘why’ question is always something along the lines of 

‘doing things this way is appropriate to the nature of this actor’. The final one is predictions, which are 

not based on authority, but on expertise. A simplified example of this is; ‘it is okay to intervene, we had 

good results in other countries’.  

 

4. Voices of expertise 

Here, voices of expertise are displayed to show the audience that experts are backing the proposal of a 

politician with their knowledgeable statements. This is related to what is called authorization. By 

referencing the authority of tradition, custom and law, and of persons in whom the institutional authority 

of some is vested, legitimation is created. A certain person can possess this authority because of their 

position, their specific expertise, and the fact that they are seen as a role model, but it can also be 

impersonal. In this case, authority is created because the laws or certain policies say so. Lastly, authority 

can be gained by the fact that something is a tradition, a habit that people are accustomed to, or because of 

comfort, because that is the way things have always been handled.  

 

5. Altruism 

If a politician would speak from their personal interest, the public would not think of them as legitimate. 

Therefore they speak as if they are their audience, and thus legitimize proposals since ‘they are a common 

good that will improve certain conditions’. It refers to a system of values since it is in a sense related to a 

type of moral evaluation. Simply put, politicians legitimize their decisions and actions by showing that 

they are ensuring the well-being of other groups or communities. For example, stating that ‘innocent 

civilians will be protected’. Political actors legitimize their actions by ensuring help and saving lives. 

They reflect an altruistic motivation.  

 

The blurring of peacekeeping and counterterrorism  
MINUSMA is one of the many peacekeeping missions that the UN has executed over the years. UN 

peacekeepers aim to provide security, political and peacebuilding support to help countries make the 

difficult, early transition from conflict to peace. Within the first generation of peacekeeping, the focus 

was on the deployment of a lightly armed, multinational contingent of military personnel for 

nonenforcement purposes. They worked with mandates that focused on the established principles and 

practices of, the first generation of peacekeeping, traditional peacekeeping. These practices of traditional 

peacekeeping are based on three pillars or the so-called ‘holy trinity’. First of all, peacekeeping operations 

are only allowed to intervene when the parties of the conflict have given their consent. On top of that, 

peacekeepers must be impartial between parties at all times. The last pillar is the minimum use of force, 

force can only be used to the minimum extent necessary and fire should only be opened if it is a matter of 

self-defence (Goulding, 1993, p. 444-445; Bellamy & Williams, 2004, p.3). The goal of these 

peacekeeping missions is to assist in the creation and maintenance of conditions that will create a long-

term resolution by the parties themselves. Peacekeeping is used to create room for either political 

negotiations or a political settlement. Meaning that peacekeeping missions are not the ones that find the 

resolution, but help facilitate the right conditions for the concerned parties to do so. Peacekeeping 

missions are put in place to support a peace process or interim cease-fire and prevent escalation of 
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violence. Furthermore, peacekeeping is said to be legitimate as it is ‘morally distinct’ from warfare 

(Charbonneau, 2017, p. 419).  

 

MINUSMA was set up as a peacekeeping mission, their main priority was to support the implementation 

of the Agreement for Peace and Reconciliation in Mali. The mission acted under Chapter VII of the 

United Nations Charter; “Action with Respect to Threats to the Peace, Breaches of the Peace, and Acts of 

Aggression’. But besides that, MINUSMA also had a robust mandate that included supporting the Malin 

authorities in countering asymmetric threats. The mandate for MINUSMA thus went further in terms of 

using force. At first instance, MINUSMA was asked to support the transitional authorities of Mali in the 

stabilization of the country and implementation of the transitional roadmap. The UN council added to 

this, that MINUSMA should focus on ensuring the security, stabilization and protection of civilians; 

supporting national political dialogue and reconciliation; and assisting the reestablishment of the state 

authorities, the rebuilding of the security sector, and the promotion and protection of human rights in that 

country as well. This shows that MINUSMA, like many other UN missions, is a multi-dimensional 

peacekeeping mission. These missions are not only to  ‘maintain peace and security but also to facilitate 

the political process, protect civilians, assist in the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration of 

former combatants; support the organization of elections, protect and promote human rights and assist in 

restoring the rule of law’ (Peacekeeping.u.org, n.d.) Within MINUSMA, peacekeepers had the authority 

to conduct direct operations so that they could anticipate, deter and counter (asymmetric) threats and take 

robust and active steps to protect civilians. This could mean that they would actively and effectively 

patrol the areas where civilians could be at risk and prevent the armed groups from returning to those 

areas. This is partly a reaction to previous peacekeeping missions that had weak mandates and failed to 

protect civilians, as seen in Rwanda and Congo, among others. With this new multi-dimensional aspect, 

peacekeeping seems to have embarked on a new path, while still abiding the key peacekeeping principles. 

The focus is nowadays is on peace enforcement and hybrid operations, where the UN works together with 

regional organisations. Consent of all parties that are related to the conflict is no longer necessary. 

MINUSMA is a clear example of this generation of peacekeeping. The combination of military, police 

and civilian components, and the greater involvement of regional organisations like the African Union are 

characteristics of this generation (Prinsloo & Van Niekerk, 2017; Tardy, 2014).  

 

Peacekeeping is one way to intervene in conflict and try to find possible solutions, counterterrorism is 

another. A counterterrorism strategy can be described as ‘a coherent plan to use the instruments of 

national power to neutralize terrorists, their organizations, and their networks to render them incapable of 

using violence to instil fear and to coerce a specific government or society to react in accordance with 

their goals’ (Stigall, Miller, Donatucci, 2020, p.8). Counterterrorism is thus a reaction to the threat and 

consequences of terrorism. These actions can be taken by several different actors, such as governments, 

military alliances, international organization or private actors. The measures that are put in place as a 

result of counterterrorism are there to prevent or combat terrorism actions or destroy networks that often 

make use of terrorism strategies. There are two kind of measures that can be taken, defensive or proactive. 

The first is mainly about making attacks more costly and reducing the likelihood of success. Even if a 

successful terrorist attack takes place, these measures serve to limit the resulting losses. Proactive 

measures are offensive and are directly targeted at the terrorist group or its supporters. The focus is on 

destroying the terrorist's resources or even killing and capturing their members (Sandler, 2015, p. 12-14). 

This also showcases why there is so much critique on counterterrorism. There is little attention to the 
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prevention of terrorism by tackling the root causes. Few opportunities, political conflict and illegitimate 

governments are all root causes for terrorism within the Sahel. Counterterrorism operations often 

contribute to these problems as they support governments or army troops who commit human rights 

violations (Hunt & Zimmerman, 2019).   

 

Both peacekeeping and counterterrorism seem to have different strategies when it comes to conflict. 

Peacekeeping is often a reaction to war mostly executed by a multilateral undertaking, whereas 

counterterrorism is a reaction to terrorism often executed by individual countries. As seen within Mali, 

Operation Barkhane was a counterterrorism operation initiated by France, whereas the UN focussed on 

peacekeeping (Charbonneau, 2017, p 426-427. ; Paris, 2004 ). However recently, the two concepts seem 

to blur together within policies, and the distinction is becoming less evident. The distinction between the 

two is defined in terms of a ‘division of labour’. The French deal with the terrorists that are located within 

Mali and the UN engages with the political actors and dynamics of the conflict. On paper, this seems to 

be legitimate and even logical, but reality differs. The distinction between the two is hard to make, as 

distinguishing terrorists from legitimate insurgents is hard to do in practice.  According to Karslrud 

(2019a), this is also the case within MINUSMA. While UN operations are rarely mandated to tackle 

terrorism or violent extremism explicitly, they are in ad hoc and shifting constellations of actors who are, 

France, American special forces and the G5 Sahel. The inclusion of Western troops with counter-

insurgency and counterterrorism experience brought new capabilities, new technology and new 

operational and doctrinal concepts to MINUSMA. These capacities were developed, including by the 

Netherlands, in counterinsurgency operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. On top of that some countries 

supported MINUSMA and at the same time had bilateral agreements with France to support the efforts of 

Operation Barkhane. Combine this with the fact that MINUSMA and Barkhane were taking place at the 

same time and one might understand that it was very difficult for local populations to differentiate 

between the two operations. MINUSMA may not be a counterterrorist operation, it does play a role in 

counterterrorist activities. All these influences from within MINUSMA, but not directly coming from the 

UN, contributed to the blurring of peacekeeping and counterterrorism within the mission. This is not just 

the case with MINUSMA, UN member states, are pushing for more instrumental policies in other 

missions as well. The securitization of migration and its linking to terrorism played a large role in this. 

European countries want to protect themselves and hope to improve the security of Europe via the UN. So 

the blurring of the two concepts is not necessarily something that the UN is doing, it is the policies of 

individual countries that are motivated by self-interested concerns that impose this blurring. Their main 

goal seems to create stabilisation and implement counterterrorism efforts (Karlsrud, 2017; Karlsrud, 

2019a; Karslrud 2019b; Vela, 2021, p. 846-4849; Charbonneau, 2017, p. 426-427).  

 

While some researchers state that the blurring of the two concepts is already taking place and that there 

seems to be no way back, critiques are coming from the scientific community. Not everyone seems to 

believe that the shift towards combining the two concepts is a good thing. They state that the UN 

peacekeeping operations should not concern themselves with counterterrorism measures. In reality, it is 

not the purpose of the UN and therefore it will undermine the legitimacy of the UN. It undermines the 

legitimacy of peacekeeping missions because they state that they are a neutral party, that only uses force 

when they need to protect civilians or themselves. Not only does the legitimacy of peacekeeping missions 

seem to be undermined, but the blurring can also be counterproductive. It could lead to greater division, 

and recruitment of terrorists and other armed groups and potentially feed the cycle of violence. The 
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militaristic approaches that are used by national and international actors, will probably lead to more 

oppressive governments and more people joining the opposition and terrorist groups. As with 

peacekeeping it is about staying neutral, with counterterrorism it is about defeating an enemy. When the 

two are combined, the neutral factor of peacekeeping will fade out, thereby creating opposition within 

conflict. It also relates to the causes of violence and terrorism, the blurring will contribute to these. The 

more militarized approach will limit the possibilities of peace, closing political space for inclusive 

negotiated settlements by privileging state actors – regardless of their local legitimacy – alienating 

nonstate actors with legitimate grievances and changing the political calculus on the ground by reducing 

non-state actor influence. As mentioned earlier, the negative effects of counterterrorism will be of 

influence on the peacekeeping efforts. (Charbonneau, 2019; Hunt & Zimmerman, 2019; Karlsrud, 2017; 

Karslrud, 2019a, Karslrud, 2019b).   
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Methodology  
This research was conducted from a critical geopolitics perspective. Within critical geopolitics one looks 

into the ways ideas about places are constructed within politics. These ideas can influence the policy 

choices that are made and the conceptions one has about places (Foubergh & Murphy, 2020, p.236-237). 

Critical geopolitics can simply be divided into two aspects, practice and representation. Practice can be 

described as the actual actions of individuals and groups, which are used to exercise their power. 

Representation is about making and disseminating images or the different representations of geographical 

units. The latter is of importance for this research, as the study delved into the legitimisation and framing 

of a mission that took place outside of the Netherlands. As became clear, the prognostic frames about the 

mission are intimately connected to diagnostic frames about the Sahel. Critical geopolitics aims to 

interrogate the implicit and explicit meanings that are given to places to justify geopolitical actions, in this 

case, the contribution to MINUSMA. To uncover these meanings, this research looked into the social 

construct that is formed by framing. This was done by looking at specific choices of words, the 

underlying discourse, within, for example, speeches from political leaders or written texts, such as policy 

documents 

 

To discover the political discourse that is at play, the frames that form the basis of the political discourse 

were uncovered. This research attempted to uncover the frames that are used by the Dutch government to 

‘sell’ the contribution to the mission in Mali to the Dutch States General. A discourse analysis was the 

most appropriate tool to do this. It is a qualitative research method, which can help research written 

language concerning a social context. In the case of this research, the most appropriate form of discourse 

analysis is a frame analysis. This can identify how an issue is defined and problematised and the possible 

effect this can have on the broader discussion of the issue. Frame analysis is an analytical tool for sorting 

out viewpoints and stances of the actor that is being researched. The goal is to understand how certain 

idea elements are linked together into packages of meaning (Creed, Langstraat & Scully, 2002). Frame 

analysis can be applied to how academics and policymakers label war and violent conflict, in this case, 

the conflict within Mali. This discourse analysis focused on parliamentary pieces regarding the Dutch 

contribution to MINUSMA between 2013 and 2019. 

 

Timeframe and research objects 

The stated time frame was demarked by certain events that have taken place. Specifically, it ranged from 

the first of November in 2013 till the 31st of May, 2019. The starting point is the day that the first article 

100 letter was published regarding MINUSMA. After gaining permission from the States General to 

support the mission until the end of 2015, the mission was renewed a couple of times in the years after 

2015. Within this timeframe, 2013-2019, several debates were held about the mission, ‘kamerbrieven’ 

were sent out and twice a year an update on the state of MINUSMA was published. The contribution, as it 

was initially planned, ended in May 2019. After May 2019, the Netherlands remained active in Mali, but 

they were no longer engaging in military action. They were still training and advising police officers and 

setting up a program that focused on tackling the causes of conflict, such as the wrong use of water and 

land (Offerein, n.d.). Within this research, the focus was on the legitimisation of large-scale military 

action, while the current contributions are mostly focused on providing equipment and helicopters 

(Defensie, n.d.). Therefore, the period after May 2019 will not be part of this research.  
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To conduct the research, documents within the said timeframe were analysed. The research objects 

consisted of parliamentary documents, which are all the printed pieces within the Dutch parliament. These 

contain law proposals, letters from the government, written questions and answers, reports from 

commissions and government memorandums and motions (EersteKamer, n.d.). Within the research, the 

focus was on parliamentary pieces regarding MINUSMA between 2013 and 2019. The parliamentary 

pieces consist of article 100 letters, written questions and answers and update reports on MINUSMA that 

were published twice a year. It is within these pieces that legitimisation can be found. Within these 

documents, politicians have motivated why and how they should contribute to MINUSMA. The written 

questions and answers provide insight into the concerns that might have been raised about the mission 

and how these concerns were refuted. As the focus of this research was on legitimisation within the 

government, other sources that provide frames, such as media, were not relevant to this research. 

Statements by politicians could have fitted into an analysis of political framing, but were left out due to 

practical reasons. As research into media framing is not focused on specific statements, but more on how 

a medium presents an item as a whole and which frames that medium uses to do that. Whereas this 

research is more focused on specific statements, and the frames that are created by those statements.  

The policy documents that were used can be found on the following website; 

Tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken. This website has the ability to search within a specific time frame, which 

was set from the first of November, 2013 till the 31st of May, 2019. Keywords that were used to find the 

correct documents are; MINUSMA & Mali, these two helped find all the documents that were related to 

the mission within that timeframe. After a rough estimation, there were around sixty to seventy 

documents that could be used for the discourse analysis within this research. The precise number of 

documents was determined throughout the analysis. The said documents were analysed until a particular 

level of saturation was reached, in other words, if certain documents contained no new information, they 

were not used in the analysis as they did not bring out new data. 

 

 

The analysis  
This research was mainly conducted in a deductive form, the data was based on several predetermined 

themes, which were expected to be reflected in the data. In case new themes came up during the research 

they were added, therefore the research was partially conducted in an inductive form. To execute the 

discourse analysis the following steps were taken. Before the actual analysis can start it was necessary to 

conduct information about the social and historical context in which the documents were produced. This 

research tried to establish factual information on when and where these documents were published, who 

the authors were and who was supposed to receive these documents. Besides a more contextual analysis 

of the context, it was also important to establish a literature study into the events that happened within 

Mali and MINUSMA. Information about political and historical events during the conflict in Mali was 

gathered to paint a detailed picture of the situation that was, as far as possible, based on facts.  

 

After the literature study, a theoretical framework was developed. Within this framework, relevant 

concepts, definitions, models and theories that are related to the research were discussed. This framework 

provided the codes that were used to analyse the said policy documents. These codes were not specific but 

were used as guidance to find the frames that have been used by the Dutch government. The codes 

consisted of existing frames and information that has been found within previous research. They were 

frames that were predicted to be used within the policy documents. Once this was developed, the policy 
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documents were coded. To do this, the documents that were analysed were gathered first via the method 

that is described above. Then the coding started, where the focus was on certain words, sentences, 

paragraphs and the overall structure of the document. These aspects were then categorized into the codes 

that were made and connected to themes, characteristics and patterns that were relevant to the research 

question. Throughout the analysis, there was room to add or skip certain codes as it turned out that they 

were something that was not considered beforehand or not seemed important afterwards. On top of that, it 

was also important to note not only what was being said, but as well focus on what it is that is left out. As 

framing is all about picking out specific information to create a certain image that will support an 

ideology, the information that is left out told us something about the frame as well.    

 

Operationalisation 
Based on the theoretical framework that this research has provided, the following frames were expected to 

be found within the documents that were analysed. The following table was used as a guideline to find the 

frames within the documents. On the left side is the main theme of the frame, and on the right side are 

indicators that are often used to create the frames. It is important to note that this table was merely a 

guideline, during the analysis there was room to find new frames, or other indicators that might also be 

part of a certain frame.  

 

Frames Indicators  
Terrorism threat • Terrorism  

• Terrorist 
• Terrorist group 
• Ungoverned territories where 

extremism can flourish 
• Risk to Western;  

o National security 
o Society 

 
Muslims as a suspect community • Jihadist 

• Muslim extremist 
• Islamist threat (for the West) 
• Ungoverned territories where violent 

Islam can flourish 
• Single monolithic group 

Migration threat  • Spread of Conflict  
• Intensify ethnic-economic 

competition  
• Risk of ethnic and/or religious 

conflict 
• (Negative) Impact on; 

o Society 
o Economy 
o Political systems 

Europe’s southern border  • Key transit point 
• On the border 
• South of Europe 
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Limitations, constraints and ethical issues 
Important to note is that this research dealt with limitations, constraints and certain ethical issues like any 

other research. Limitations could be found in the fact that a discourse analysis can be subjective. Different 

researchers might interpret the same texts in different ways. Therefore it is difficult to draw definitive 

conclusions about the meaning of the text. One will always have its own perspective and outlook on the 

world, even when trying to stay neutral. My perception could have influenced this research, as framing 

and legitimisation are all about interpretation. This means my interpretation can never be fully neutral. 

During this research documents were analysed that were originally written in Dutch. By translating the 

quotes to English it could have happened that some information was lost in translation. To minimise these 

limitations, constraints and ethical issues a few steps were taken beforehand. The first is transparency. By 

describing every step within this research as explicitly as possible, other researchers will be able to 

replicate this research or check how the conclusions of this research came about. On top of that, being 

clear about the data and sources that were used, also increased the transparency of this research. Besides 

being transparent, I had to constantly check in with myself whether I was letting my own emotions and 

thoughts play a role in the analysis. On top of that it is relevant to note that I have not been to Mali, nor 

have any connections with the conflict. As I try to base my research on reliable sources as much as 

possible, it can be that I missed certain points of information. Fact-checking is harder as well, again 

reliable sources are used, but in reality, things can always be different than what is being said by other 

researchers or (news) media.  
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Results  
The results chapter discusses the results that followed the analysis of the government documents, 

´kamerstukken´, written to inform the parliament about MINUSMA. A total of 49 documents were 

analysed, after this the point of satisfaction was reached and no new information was provided by the 

documents. These documents contain several ‘Artikel 100’ letters, which were sent to inform the Dutch 

parliament about maintaining or promoting the international legal order, questions from parliamentarians 

with answers from the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and informative government documents. They were all 

published between 2013 and 2019 and have been analysed. The documents that were used for the analysis 

can be found in the appendix. This chapter delves into the frames that have been found within the 

documents and connects them with the existing literature.  

General findings 

Starting with a general observation, most of the reasoning is found within the Artikel-100 letters. These 

are the letters that the government has to send to Parliament when they consider supporting a military 

mission or if they want to extend their contribution to a mission. The letters contain information about the 

specifics of the mission, the current situation of the conflict and reasoning as to why the Netherlands have 

joined this mission. The government’s reasoning behind its decision to participate in a military mission is 

most often found in a specific paragraph called ‘gronden voor deelneming’, grounds for participation. 

Most of the frames that are used to build a legitimisation are formed within this paragraph. Other parts of 

the Artikel-100 letters, but also the other documents that were analysed, mostly maintain, consolidate and 

repeat the frames that are set out within the first Article 100 letter. This is done by repetition and choice 

of specific words. Notable is the fact that the frames are often all put together within a couple of 

sentences, especially when answering questions that are asked by members of the parliament. This also 

means that the legitimisation contains very few details. The short sentences give the impression that the 

legitimisation is logical and obvious, and does not need further explanation. The style is blunt and matter-

of-fact. Even within the questions and answers documents, a detailed explanation is not given. Most often 

the same sentences from the Artikel 100 letter are repeated. Yet, even though the legitimisation uses few 

words to create the frames, the documents do present many different reasons as to why the Netherlands 

have to support this mission. These different reasons all support the frames that are used to gain 

legitimisation. However, it is also important to note that there are things that are not discussed. Certain 

information is left out, which also contributes to the creation of frames and the overall legitimisation of 

the Dutch government. The most important and outstanding findings are discussed below.  

Europe’s Southern Border  

The first frame that can be found, is one that constantly reoccurs, it is the one where Mali is painted as a 

border country of Europe. This frame forms the base on which a lot of the other frames rest. The frame is 

built in a simple, yet effective, way. By constantly repeating the same sentences they select aspects of a 

perceived reality and make them more noteworthy in the documents. As a result of this, the process of 

framing is set in motion.  Within the first Artikel-100 letter that was published, this frame is set out and 

used. They are instantly speaking of unstable regions close to Europe and referring to the Sahel being in 
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direct proximity to Europe. After that, the frame reoccurs in other documents, where the following 

sentences are most used; 

 

- A ring of instability  

- Regions bordering Europe 

- Outside borders on the south side of Europe  

The great focus on this framework is constantly repeated. The Artikel-100 letter from 2017, informing the 

parliament of the extension of the mission till the end of 2018, is a good example. Under the heading 

‘gronden voor deelneming’, grounds for participation, the first thing that is mentioned regards this frame. 

The government states the following:  

 

‘The Dutch security effort focuses primarily on the ring of instability around Europe’1 

 

This being the first thing the government focuses on as part of its legitimisation shows how important this 

frame is. It also shows that this frame has not changed since the Dutch support for MINUSMA started. 

The angle of the frame does not change throughout the years. And not only within the Artikel-100 letters 

is this the first argument that is used, when answering questions from the parliament about the motives to 

support MINUSMA, this is one of the first things to be mentioned;  

 

‘What was the original motive to join MINUSMA? (…) the government decided to, partly because of the 

consequences of instability within the regions bordering Europe for our security, contribute to the UN 

mission MINUSMA in Mali’2 

 

The government is constantly emphasizing that Mali is on the southern border of Europe. Sometimes 

directly stating that Mali is bordering Europe, as shown above, and other times indirectly indicating that 

Mali is bordering Europe; 

 

It is expected that the deteriorated security situation in the entire ring of instability around Europe will 

not change for the time being. International involvement in Mali, the Sahel region and the ring of 

instability as a whole remains necessary.3 

 

Here Mali, the Sahel and the ring of instability are seen as equivalent to each other, implying that they are 

around Europe, and therefore all three are on the border with Europe.  

 

At first sight, one could say that the outside borders of Europe have nothing to do with the Netherlands. 

Moreover, Mali does not border Europe or even the Mediterranean Sea. However, these facts seem to be 

disregarded. Firstly, there is a threat to Europe, and as Europe and the Netherlands are seen as somewhat 

identical, a threat to Europe is also a threat to the Netherlands. The Dutch government makes this clear as 

well by stating that Europe and the Netherlands share the same interests;  

 

 
1 29 521 / nr. 349 / 11 sept. 2017: Artikel 100 brief: verlengen van de missie tot 31 dec. 2018 – Translated from Dutch by author  
2 29 521 / nr. 355 / 5 jan. 2018: Lijst van vragen en antwoorden – Translated from Dutch by author 
3 29 521 / nr.355 / 5 jan. 2018: Lijst van vragen en antwoorden – Translated from Dutch by author 
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´this is not only in the interest of Mali, but also in the interest of Europe, and thereby the Netherlands4´ 

 

On top of that, minimizing the imagined distance between Europe (or The Netherlands) helps to sell the 

idea that Mali presents a direct threat. In other documents, both the equation of Dutch and European 

interests and the idea that Mali borders Europe are taken as common sense. This is, again, an example of 

how something is presented, instead of explained, as self-evident. This is also something that is returning 

within the evaluation of the Dutch contributions to missions. There seems to be too little attention to the 

cause-effect chain, meaning how the efforts are related to the goals of a mission. Statements such as the 

following make unsubstantiated assumptions about the expected results of the mission. Creating the idea 

that if they intervene, the terrorist threat within Europe will decrease:  

 

´Europe itself will have to prevent an unbearable situation from developing close to home5´ 

 

‘this commitment is also necessary to contribute to establishing sustainable stability and thereby 

counteract threats, as terrorism and irregular migration, for Europe6’ 

 

The fact that Europe and the Netherlands are presented as equal, not only has to do with the 

legitimisation. This likely has to do with the fact that they want to ‘gain a seat at the table’, in this case the 

UN. Not only do they contribute to a safer Europe, but they also showcase that they are an important actor 

in international politics, as stated by Karlsrud (2019b). Hoping this results in the fact that they are taken 

into account when important decisions have to be made.   

Mali as a crossroad 

The image that Mali is an unstable country nearby creates a foundation for the other frames to rest on. 

One of the frames following up ‘Europe’s southern border’, is the one in which the government frames 

the fact that Mali is used as a crossroad of routes for smuggling, irregular migration, and the movements 

of terrorists. This frame reinforces the idea that there is a chance that the troubles within Mali might 

overflow into Europe. The frames that are created are thus not only separate, but they work together to 

create an even stronger legitimisation. An example of this is the following statement;  

 

‘Instability in the Sahel in a country such as Mali will eventually literally hit us in Europe, along the 

routes of migrants, along the routes of the terrible excesses of human trafficking and along the route of a 

base for terrorism’7 

 

Here both the frame that Mali is part of Europe’s southern border, and the frame that Mali is a crossroad 

for everything Europe does not want, are combined. Mali is also being misrepresented this way and is 

even securitised. Besides, it creates the image that not only is Mali a neighbouring country, but this can 

 
4 29 521 / nr. 327 / 7 Okt. 2016: Brief van de Ministers van Buitenlandse zaken, van Defensie, voor Buitenlandse handel en 

Ontwikkelingssamenwerking en van Veiligheid en Justitie - Translated from Dutch by author 
5 29 521 / nr. 213 / 1 Nov. 2013: Artikel 100 brief: Bijdrage aan MINUSMA - Translated from Dutch by author 
6 29 521/ nr: 371 / 21 Dec. 2018: Lijst van vragen en antwoorden- Translated from Dutch by author 
7 29 521 / nr. 366 / 16 Jul. 2018: Verslag van een algemeen overleg - Translated from Dutch by author 
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also result in a negative overflow. The first article-100 letter that was sent out in 2013 even used an image 

to strengthen both frames;  

8 

Important to note is that the borders of the separate countries are not clearly visible. Just as the 

Netherlands and Europe, Mali and the Sahel are seen as the same. The image showcases that not Mali, as 

the frames make clear, but the whole region is a crossroad for migration, human trafficking and 

movements of terrorism. The arrows seem to indicate how everything is linked to the Sahel, thereby 

strengthening the image of the region as a crossroad. Smuggle routes (thin red line) and migration routes 

(thin green line) are all concentrated within the Sahel. From the Sahel, these routes all seem to lead up, 

towards Europe. The migration towards neighbouring countries does not seem to be included. The image 

gives the idea that migrants only stop at certain points and then move on with their journey towards 

Europe. The same goes for the smuggling routes. All that is happening within the Sahel region, and 

thereby within Mali, can thus easily spill over towards Europe. As the mission is taking place within 

Mali, the frames take everything that happens within the Sahel and regard it to Mali. Making it seem that 

if the problems within Mali are solved, the problems within the Sahel are largely solved as well since 

Mali is portrayed as the key centre. As this picture was in the first letter that was sent out regarding the 

Dutch contribution to MINUSMA, it shows that these frames have been embedded from the beginning. 

By calling Mali a crossroad country, the focus is on the fact that Mali is used to pass through and the 

instability in the region means that it can be done without any consequences. This image of Mali as a 

crossroad is strengthened by the use of history;  

 

‘Traditionally Mali plays an important role within this region, among others because old trade- and 

smuggle routes come together in this country’9 

 

Overall the image of Mali as a crossroad for migration, human trafficking and movements of terrorism, is 

an image of troubles and threats. The concept of crossroads therefore gets a negative image. While 

 
8 29 521 / nr. 213 / 1 Nov. 2013: Artikel 100 brief: Bijdrage aan MINUSMA – Translated from Dutch by author 
9 29 521 / nr. 324 / 19 Sept. 2016: Lijst van Vragen en Antwoorden - Translated from Dutch by author 
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historically seen it was something positive, as it used to be a trading hub. The transition from positive to 

negative is something that came along with the frames that are used to legitimize the contribution to 

MINUSMA. If the crossroads were still viewed as positive, then an intervention would not have been 

necessary.  

 

The fact that Mali is a crossroad also increases the chances of negative overflow to Europe. What happens 

in Mali can become a problem for the Netherlands and the EU. Therefore Mali and everything that either 

takes place within the conflict or is a result of the conflict can be seen as a potential threat. Mali is 

constantly seen as a problematic country that produces nothing but threats, while in reality, the country 

has many more aspects. As Mali is pictured as a crossroad, that plays a central role within the Sahel, the 

government also frequently relies on the ‘strategic importance’ of the Sahel regarding irregular migration 

and the jihadist threat; 

 

‘Taking into account the strategic importance of the Sahel (irregular migration and the jihadist threat) 

and the central role of a stable Mali in this region, the government considers it necessary to also make a 

military contribution to MINUSMA in 2017’10 

 

A crossroad for terrorism 

Building on the idea of Mali as a crossroad, the frame paints a picture of what the crossroad is used for. 

Firstly the crossroad is used for terrorism. In general, also within the ‘kamerstukken’, terrorism is painted 

as a cross-border problem, it is not something that stays within borders or is related to a specific country. 

Terrorism is seen as something that is driven by ideology or religion, often Islam and is not related to the 

local political context. But reality differs, as even jihadist terrorism is mostly driven by the local political 

context. Terrorists often are born and raised in the country where they also plan the attack. This goes for 

attacks that have happened in the West, but also in the Sahel. This is in contrast with the image that there 

is a threat from outside the country or that the rise of terrorist attacks is a consequence of migration. This 

results in the fact that many believe that terrorism can show up at their front door at any given moment, as 

‘they can come from anywhere’. Events such as 9/11, played an important role in this idea. Thus if Mali is 

painted as a crossroad, it is therefore easy for terrorism to cross the country and spread out. The fact that 

Mali is portrayed as Europe’s southern border is also of importance here. It gives the idea that terrorism is 

right around the corner and can easily come to Europe via migration routes. This information can thus be 

used to form a frame that builds the legitimisation of the Dutch government;  

 

‘As a link country in the Sahel region the stability of Mali is of great importance to counteract threats  

to Europe, as terrorism and irregular migration’11 

 

 

 

 

 

 
10 29 521 / nr. 327 /  7 Okt. 2016: Brief van de Ministers van Buitenlandse zaken, van Defensie, voor Buitenlandse handel en 

Ontwikkelingssamenwerking en van Veiligheid en Justitie - Translated from Dutch by author - Translated from Dutch by author  
11 29 521 / nr. 349 / 11 sept. 2017: Artikel 100 brief: verlengen van de missie tot 31 dec. 2018 - Translated from Dutch by author  
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The threat of terrorism is combined with other criminal activities, again also making use of the 

crossroads, in this case, referred to as smuggling routes;  

 

‘The region is characterized by the large amount of smuggling routes, which criminal networks, terrorist 

groups and armed groups use for the smuggling of drugs, weapons and humans’12 

 

Thus it is established within the documents that terrorism can make its way into Europe very easily, as 

there is a network that can cross through Mali. The term terrorism is constantly mentioned but without 

any further explanation of who these terrorists are and what their goals are. Some examples are;  

 

‘(…) North-Mali a safe haven for terrorist networks’13 

 

‘Increasing threat of terrorism’14 

 

‘Threats for Europe, such as terrorism’15 

 

‘Citizens of Central Mali can feel attracted to Jihadist groups’16 

 

The three frames provided by Dowd and Raleigh (2013) can not be found directly within the documents. 

There is no evidence that the Islamist groups are portrayed as a single monolithic globalised Islamist 

threat, however, this is indirectly suggested. Furthermore, the focus within the documents is on a terrorist 

threat, not specifically an Islamist threat that is a danger for the West primarily. Lastly, the ungoverned 

territories are mentioned, but not as a haven for extremism and violent Islam, as Dowd and Raleigh state. 

Within the documents, it is seen as a haven for terrorism. In the case of this research, the focus within the 

frames is thus more on violence caused by terrorists in general, than specifically on Islamist violence. 

When one changes the frames presented by Dowd and Raleigh by converting the word Islamist to 

terrorist, they are in line with what is found in the documents.  

The terrorists are framed as one large group, which should be stopped from gathering together. Terrorism 

is also seen as a threat mainly to the West and ungoverned territories are assumed to provide a haven for 

extremism. The Islam is thus not portrayed directly as a suspect community, but migrants are, as a 

consequence of the automatic link that is being made between migration and terrorism.   

 

In some documents, the government delves deeper into the actual terrorist threats that are coming from 

Mali. Within these paragraphs, they name the terrorist groups that are active within Mali and the attacks 

that they have carried out. Interestingly, these attacks only took place within Mali or in the areas 

surrounding Mali. No information gives the impression that these groups are a threat to Europe or the 

Netherlands.  

 

 

 

 
1229 521 / nr. 349 / 11 sept. 2017: Artikel 100 brief: verlengen van de missie tot 31 dec. 2018 - Translated from Dutch by author  
13 29521 / nr. 299 / 1 sept. 2015: Lijst van vragen en antwoorden – Translated from Dutch by author 
14 29521 / nr. 355 / 5 jan. 2018: Lijst van vragen en antwoorden – Translated from Dutch by author 
15 29521 / nr. 355 / 5 jan. 2018: Lijst van vragen en antwoorden – Translated from Dutch by author 
16 29 521 / nr. 349 / 11 sept. 2017: Artikel 100 brief: verlengen van de missie tot 31 dec. 2018 - Translated from Dutch by author 
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The only link that can be made with Europe, is some attacks are focused on international actors in Mali:  

 

‘In addition, targeted attacks are carried out on the Malian security sector, MINUSMA and the French 

Barkhane mission’17 

 

It seems that these attacks are used to prove that the terrorist groups are dangerous for ‘the West’. This is 

one of the main arguments the Dutch government gives for contributing to MINUSMA. It seems as if the 

Dutch government wants to create a link with Europe. However, the question arises, that if those missions 

were not situated there, would Europeans still be targeted? Now they are targeted at those operations 

because the rebel groups do not want them to intervene. This creates a unique situation in which an event 

is used as part of the legitimisation, but if they were not present, the argument could have never been 

made. The reasoning in the construction of the legitimisation may appear logical, but upon closer look is 

not.  

 

A crossroad for migration and trade 

Secondly, based on the analysed documents, the government states that the crossroads are used for 

irregular migration, which is also depicted as a threat to Europe and the Netherlands. Migrants travel 

across countries to eventually reach their end goal, Europe. To get there, they use certain routes. That 

some of these happen to cross through Mali is seen, by the government as a reason for intervention in 

Mali. The link that is made by the government between migration and Mali as a crossroad is notable here. 

But this also showcases the use of exact numbers, which makes it seem as if the expertise is great; 

 

‘The vast majority of migration flows in the Sahel and West Africa, about 70 percent according to the 

International Organization for Migration, are limited to the region itself (…) Until the end of July 2017, 

around 95.000 people risked crossing to Europe via the Central Mediterranean route (…) In March 2017, 

2.095 migrants already took the route through Northern Mali (Kidal) via Algeria to Libya, despite the 

poor security situation’18 

 

This paragraph makes it clear that most migrants stay within the region. 70 per cent to be precise, but how 

many people that is, is never clarified. However, exact numbers are provided when it comes to the 

number of people that made their way to Europe. Migration is something that seems to be unwanted by 

the Dutch government, which gives the impression that if the roads are blocked, migrants have less 

chance of reaching Europe. In short, it seems that the Dutch government implies that if the Netherlands 

intervened in the process in Mali and made sure that the country did not function as a crossroad anymore, 

this would also prevent people from coming to Europe. Hence why the picture of Mali as a crossroad for 

irregular migration is painted. Again there seems to be no attention towards the cause-effect chain. The 

analysed documents do not make clear how a peacekeeping mission helps to stop migration from 

happening. The government implies that it is possible that a more effective government can regulate 

migration. However, it is not proven that a peacekeeping mission can ensure this.  

 Lastly, there are the economic consequences for the Netherlands that play a role in the legitimisation. 

Indirectly related to the crossroad frame as well;  

 

 
17 29 521 / nr. 349 / 11 sept. 2017: Artikel 100 brief: verlengen van de missie tot 31 dec. 2018 - Translated from Dutch by author 
18 29 521 / nr. 349 / 11 sept. 2017: Artikel 100 brief: verlengen van de missie tot 31 dec. 2018 - Translated from Dutch by author 
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‘Free trading routes and a stable world trade system are of great importance to our economic safety.’19 

 

‘Furthermore, from an economic perspective, it is important to keep the raw materials and energy 

sources in the region accessible and available for industry and trade. This affects, among other things, 

the position of the Dutch ports. North Africa is an important raw material partner for the Netherlands. In 

West Africa, the Netherlands is on average the fifth trading partner’20 

 

The Dutch government gives the idea that the connection between the two countries and the fact that they 

are within reach of each other can have an impact on the economic circumstances within the Netherlands. 

The frame is set up in a way that the economic consequences seem high for the Netherlands, thereby 

creating credibility for the intervention in Mali, as this intervention may prevent the economic 

consequences from happening.  

  

Netherlands first, Mali second?  
The overall image that is created by the Dutch government is based on the importance of protecting the 

Netherlands and Europe. The threats that are posed, are all threats that have an impact on the Netherlands. 

They are thereby contributing to MINUSMA is about being able to contain the problems within Mali and 

making sure those problems do not overflow. The humanitarian situation in Mali is rarely finding its way 

into the legitimisation of the Dutch government. There is less emphasis on the humanitarian situation in 

comparison to other arguments as to why the Netherlands are participating in MINUMSA. This, however, 

does not mean that it is not mentioned in the analysed documents. Within most of the documents, it is part 

of the general information that is provided regarding the situation in Mali. It is presented more as a given 

than something that needs to be addressed. The fact that it is presented as general data also means that 

there is no attention towards the link between the human situation issues and misconduct and political 

violence.. The information regarding the humanitarian situation is often listed under a heading with the 

same name. Often a lot of numbers are recited, including the amount of money that the Dutch government 

is donating to specific funds. Again the information that is shared is very specific, giving the idea that 

there is a great deal of knowledge used to argue their grounds for participation; 

 

‘19% of the population has to deal with food insecurity and the number of children that require food 

assistance in 2017 is estimated at 622.400. The number of Internally Displaced Persons (IDP’s) has 

increased from 35.00 to 45.000 since December’21 

 

‘According to the data from the UN, 3.8 million of the total population of 18.3 million Malians are in 

need of humanitarian help. (..) As a consequence of underfinancing and limited humanitarian access only 

1.6 million of the most vulnerable people receive the needed help.’22 

 

 
19 29521 / nr. 11 / 4 sept. 2017: Brief van de ministers van Buitenlandse zaken, van defensie, voor buitenlandse handel en 

ontwikkelingssamenwerking en van veiligheid en justitie 
20 29521 / nr. 213 / 1 nov. 2013: Brief van de ministers van Buitenlandse zaken, van defensie, voor buitenlandse handel en 

ontwikkelingssamenwerking en van veiligheid en justitie 
21 29521 / nr. 346 / 11 Mei 2017: Brief van de ministers van Buitenlandse zaken, van defensie, voor buitenlandse handel en 

ontwikkelingssamenwerking en van veiligheid en justitie betreft de halfjaarlijkse informatie - Translated from Dutch by author 
22 29521 / nr. 355 / 5 Jan. 2018: Lijst van Vragen en Antwoorden. Translated from Dutch by author 
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In both examples, the overall paragraph was no longer than 150 words in total. The focus is on numbers, 

without describing the human suffering they represent. Emergency aid is mentioned under ‘challenges’ 

and the short-term goals of the mission. In the long-term goals, the humanitarian situation does not seem 

to play a role, but it seems that the assumption is that the following will improve the humanitarian 

situation; 

  

‘The long-term goals, like the reconciliation process, restoration of state authority and professionalizing 

the security sector, will take a long time and are under the influence of external factors (…)’23 

 

The government acknowledges that the humanitarian situation is bad, but does not state that it will 

contribute to improving the situation:  

 

‘Finally, 3.5 million people face food insecurity, of which approximately 1.4 million need immediate food 

assistance. (…) At the moment, given the ongoing insecurity outside the cities, the <<humanitarian 

space>> for organizations is very limited’24 

 

Even where it is implied or said that the Dutch contribution to MINUSMA will help to better the 

humanitarian situation, the ‘how’ is still left out. There is a rare occasion where the humanitarian situation 

is part of the ‘gronden voor deelneming’, grounds for participation. However, in the reasoning, alleviating 

the suffering of Malian civilians does not take centre stage:   

 

‘Article 90 of the Dutch Constitution states that the government promotes the international legal order, in 

which guaranteeing human rights plays an explicit role. Participation in MINUSMA is also in line with 

the active role that the Netherlands play in the international discussion about the great importance of 

<<human security>>. A contribution to MINUSMA is in line with our long-term partnership with Mali in 

the field of development and offers the opportunity to boost the effectiveness of total Dutch efforts in 

conjunction with the bilateral development program’25 

 

On the website of the Ministry of Defense, as mentioned in the intro, the safety of Malian civilians is one 

of the reasons that the Dutch government is contributing to MINUSMA.  According to the website, 

Malians are taking a hard hit from violence, injustice and poverty, hence why they support MINUSMA 

(Defensie, n.d.a). This argument can, however, hardly be found within the analysed documents. By far the 

most arguments focus on the security of the Netherlands. Only in a few documents does the Dutch 

government refer to human security in Mali. This is then connected to the Dutch development cooperation 

efforts or to the constitutional obligation to improve human rights. The analysed documents give the idea 

that the Netherlands are more important and is the number one reason why the Dutch Government should 

participate in MINUSMA. Mali, hardly being part of the legitimisation, comes in second place. It is not 

recognized that human security is a prerequisite for achieving the other goals that were set.  

 

 

 
23 29521 / nr. 213 / 1 Nov .2013: Artikel 100 brief: Bijdrage aan MINUSMA - Translated from Dutch by author 
24 29521 / nr. 213 / 1 Nov. 2013: Artikel 100 brief: Bijdrage aan MINUSMA - Translated from Dutch by author 
25 29521 / nr. 213 / 1 Nov. 2013: Artikel 100 brief: Bijdrage aan MINUSMA - Translated from Dutch by author 
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Conclusion & Discussion 
 

Mali is a country that is situated in a region that is directly linked to trouble. Poverty, food insecurity, 

rebel groups, terrorists, and human trafficking are all phenomena that can be found in the Sahel, and 

thereby in Mali as well. Or at least, that is what the frames from the Dutch government are trying to tell 

us. With the fourth uprising of the Tuareg rebellion in 2012, a crisis started that the government of Mali 

was not able to stop. They reached out towards the international community. Recalling their close ties 

with France, asking the regional African Force to step up and they made an appeal to the NATO. France 

was the first to arrive on the scene, its motive mainly coming from the phenomenon of Francafrique and 

its will to expel the terrorist groups from Mali. Shortly after that, the African force arrived on the grounds, 

afraid of negative spillover effects towards Mali´s neighbouring countries they felt the need to intervene. 

In April 2013, MINUSMA was established, acting under Chapter VII of the UN Charter. Their 

motivation was to protect the civilians of Mali and to offer support for the transitional government. The 

UN requested support from many different countries, among them the Netherlands. The Dutch 

government agreed to contribute to MINUSMA. The only thing that remained was for them to inform the 

Dutch parliament about their contribution. It is here that the first Article-100 letter was sent out. Within 

this letter, all the details about the Dutch contribution were noted, including the grounds for participation, 

the goals of the UN and the situation in Mali. It is within this letter, and all the documents that followed 

regarding MINUSMA that the legitimisation of the Dutch government can be found.  

 

Legitimisation can be seen as a justification of mental or physical behaviour. The act of legitimising 

certain behaviour is often related to a goal that needs support and approval. Within the documents 

analysed for this research, the goal of the Dutch government was to get approval and support for their 

decision to support MINUSMA. Frames can strengthen this process of legitimisation. They are a product 

created by the process of framing, the constructing of messages in a certain way that specific elements 

and dimensions are considered to be salient, whereas others are not. The frames that are created provide 

information that the provider wants the public to have. Thereby they leave out the information that 

according to them is not relevant. For this research frames concerning terrorism, migrants and the border 

region of Europe were of interest. Now the question remains:  

 

‘How did the Dutch Government legitimise its contribution to MINUSMA between 2013 and 2019 and 

what role did peacebuilding and counterterrorism frames play in this legitimisation?  

 

The Dutch government used three main frames to build up their legitimisation. They started by framing 

Mali as a border country, stating that it is on ´Europe´s southern border´. Using this as the base for the 

other two frames. They used fear as their main justification, stating that both migration and terrorism are 

threats to Europe and the Netherlands. To prevent these threats from becoming a reality, they felt the need 

to contain them within Mali. By creating a linkage between terrorism and migration, they securitized 

migration. These threats would not be relevant, if it was not for the fact that Mali was framed to be on the 

border with Europe. By using ´Europe´s southern border´ in combination with the ´threats´ they created a 

need to intervene. Their goal seemed to be to protect the Netherlands from migrants and terrorism, 

however, that is not why MINUSMA was set up. The mandate of the mission was to protect civilians and 
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support the governmental transition. It is here, at the interplay between the Dutch government and the 

UN, that peacebuilding and counterterrorism meet and seem to blur together.  

 

Between 2013 and 2019 the Dutch government used five different forms of legitimisation; Through 

emotions, through a hypothetical future, through rationality, using voices of expertise and altruism. These 

are all used, some more than others, in the analysed documents to create a justification of mental or 

physical behaviour, as they refer to the process by which the Dutch government accredits or licenses a 

type of social behaviour. Starting with legitimisation through emotions, where the focus is on 

constructing an ´other´. Within the documents the migrants are portrayed negatively, and the frames 

regarding migrants are tried to evoke fear, as migrants and terrorism are constantly linked to each other. 

The second form of legitimisation is using it by creating a hypothetical future. The threat in the future 

consisted of several things in this specific case. Migration, terrorism, human trafficking and the economic 

consequences were all posed as a threat for the European Union and the Netherlands. These were 

portrayed as things that the Dutch government does not want to happen, hence why immediate action is 

posed.  

 

These threats were framed in several ways. What stood out the most was the fact that Mali is painted to be 

on the border of Europe. A border that seems to make little to no sense when thinking about it. Physical 

obstacles as the Mediterranean Sea and the country Algeria are separating Mali and Europe. But, within 

the documents the frame that Mali is ‘Europe’s southern border’ seems logical and convincing. This 

frame opened up the possibility to frame the threats that come from Mali and thus could impose direct 

consequences for Europe and the Netherlands. Mali is framed as a crossroad for migration, human 

trafficking and movements of terrorism. The fact that these threats have a possibility of finding their way 

into the EU ensures the fact that MINUSMA is necessary according to the government documents. The 

frames that were created around migration, terrorism and the economic consequences were used 

repetitively. They did not change between the first of November 2013 and the 31st of May 2019. The 

constant consistent repeating of these frames ensured that the Dutch government created a strong reliable 

story for their legitimisation.  

 

These threats were substantiated by the information that is given in the documents. Here legitimisation 

through rationality and voices of expertise are combined. The information that is shared, is very specific. 

The focus is on exact numbers or amounts, or specific groups that executed specific actions. As the 

information is detailed, and thus very specific, the expertise seems to be excellent. Based on this expertise 

predictions and decisions can be made. Presenting the information this way shows that the decisions have 

been made after a noted, evaluated and thoughtful procedure. The legitimation was therefore based on 

‘the way things are’, they created legitimisation through rationality. It is important here that one does not 

only look at the given information but also at what has been left out. If there is a large amount of 

information that has not been included, the expertise could be doubted. In this case, the thing that seems 

to be missing is information from ´the ground´. Reports from the military were not named or included in 

the government documents. This does not mean that these were not used in the decision-making process 

regarding the extension of the mission, but it is unclear. The same goes for the fact that while the shared 

information is very detailed and establishes a feeling of expertise, the actual voices of expertise were left 

out. There is no reference to academic knowledge or expertise from non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs). The sources of information were not named within the documents, making it unclear where the 
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information came from. This does not mean that these letters are written out of thin air. A lot of research 

may go into these letters, but this context is not provided.  

 

To further enhance the legitimisation, politicians reflected an altruistic motivation, the final way to use 

legitimisation. They do not intervene for themselves but for their ‘audience’. In this case, that means that 

the Dutch government supports MINUSMA to protect the Dutch/European civilians. The argumentation 

thus focuses on offering help, however not to protect the civilians from Mali. The Dutch population has to 

be protected from the threats that are terrorism, migration and economic consequences. The politicians 

thus legitimized their decision to intervene by showing that they are ensuring the well-being of other 

groups or communities, in this case, the Dutch/European civilians.  

 

The Dutch legitimisation was thus more focused on defending and protecting the Netherlands and the EU, 

from the possible consequences of the conflict than they are concerned with Mali and its civilization. 

Local security did not seem to be of actual importance to the Dutch government when contributing to 

MINUSMA. The civilians of Mali and the issues they face are not named, only by using exact data. Their 

safety was not part of the reasons that the Dutch government contributes to MINUSMA. Adding to that is 

the fact that terrorism is mainly seen as a threat to the EU, Mali comes in second place again here. Even 

when data has proven that most terrorists act locally, and have little to no desire to plan terrorist attacks 

abroad. The analysed documents seem to view the safety of the people who live in Mali as a given. 

Following the UN mandate, one of the main reasons the mission was taking place is because of the safety 

of the civilians in Mali. According to the legitimisation of the Dutch government, their safety was not one 

of the reasons why they contributed. To put this in perspective, the focus on the Dutch interests, and not 

those of Mali, has to be viewed in the context of ‘selling’ the mission to their parliament. Especially right-

wing parties, ask for a motivation stating why the Dutch government is supporting MINUSMA. The 

right-wing parties have the majority of the votes within the parliament, hence why arguments that are 

found within these documents are used more often. This does not mean that this is the analysis of the ones 

who create the policies, and these documents. As stated above, voices of expertise are used to create these 

documents. It was mainly a way to present and sell the mission to the parliament in hopes of getting their 

approval for the contribution.  

 

To strengthen these forms of legitimation the process of framing is introduced. In this process, certain 

information is highlighted while other parts of information are left out to legitimize one's decisions and 

actions. There are different ways of framing, diagnostic, prognostic and motivational framing. Most of the 

frames that were found within the documents are a combination of diagnostic and motivational. They 

answered the ‘What is or went wrong’ and ‘Who or what is to blame?’ questions while providing reasons 

to gain consensus and support for action mobilization. According to the frames found within the 

documents, the conflict in Mali is the main problem, caused by the terrorists that are situated in the North 

of the country. The threat of migration, terrorism and economic consequences provided clear incentives 

for action. Prognostic framing is not a huge part of the legitimisation, mainly because of the lack of 

awareness of the cause-and-effect chains. Within the documents, a diagnosis is presented and after that 

the Dutch government jumped towards their motivation. However, an analysis of the provided solutions is 

missing. The diagnosis is shallow and the root causes of the situation in Mali are not discussed. The 

consequence is that the way intervention relates to these root causes was also not considered. As it was a 

mission from the UN, the solutions, strategies, tactics and targets of movement activities were provided 
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by them. The UN is trusted with these plans, and therefore there seems to be no need to provide clear 

tactics and solutions. This is questionable, as the IOB report concluded, the Dutch government invested 

sources and risks the lives of their own soldiers but they did not analyse what it is exactly that the Dutch 

contribution offers. Slipping it off to the UN, seems as if the Dutch government was trying to get rid of it 

easily. Hence why the Dutch government mainly used motivational framing, trying to gain consensus and 

support for action mobilization. The focus was on their self-interest, to rally the parliament behind them, 

and for them to support the government in the decisions that they have made.  

 

The Dutch government was trying to achieve a collective action frame, an action-oriented set of beliefs 

and meanings that inspire and legitimise the activities and campaigns of a social movement organization, 

the Dutch government. To achieve this collective action frame the Dutch government used three aspects; 

naming, classifying and narrating. These three are used in fairly simple, but effective ways. The concepts 

that were used, mostly terrorism and migration, do not get a further explanation within the texts. Leaving 

interpretation open to the audience. The consequence of classifying people as terrorists or migrants is 

creating a division, the us versus them narrative, which was also created by legitimisation through 

emotions. The story in which these are narrated is based on common sense, as stated before, the texts 

leave no room for discussion as ‘this is the way things are’. According to the Dutch government, conflict 

results in ungoverned territories, which are seen as a breeding ground for terrorists, it also generates a 

flow of migrants. Both consequences are unwanted, hence why a contribution to MINUSMA is necessary. 

As stated within the literature, the collective action frame simplifies the world out there to mobilize 

action.  

 

Moving on to the contents of the legitimisation, a few points stood out. Firstly, MINUSMA was a 

peacekeeping mission, meaning they were there to provide security and political and peacebuilding 

support to help countries make the difficult, early transition from conflict to peace. They were not there to 

find a solution, but to facilitate the right conditions to create a long-term solution. Peacekeeping is often a 

reaction to war, mostly executed by a multilateral undertaking, whereas counterterrorism is a reaction to 

terrorism often executed by individual countries. MINUSMA’s mandate was to focus on ensuring the 

security, stabilization and protection of civilians; supporting national political dialogue and reconciliation; 

and assisting the reestablishment of the state authorities, rebuilding of the security sector, and the 

promotion and protection of human rights in that country as well.  The arguments that were used within 

the Dutch argumentation to legitimise their contribution to MINUSMA are not in line with the fact that 

MINUSMA is a peacekeeping mission. The frames all focused on protecting the Netherlands and thereby 

the European Union, or the other way around, from a certain kind of threat. The focus of the 

legitimisation is not based on the humanitarian situation in Mali. The documents focus on the facts 

regarding food insecurity, displacement and so on, but it is not named as a reason to intervene. The threats 

the possibility of terrorism, migrants and economic downfall were a reason to intervene. Those are all 

threats that could affect the EU and the Netherlands, two actors who, in the analysed documents, are often 

aligned. These threats all come together in Mali, a country that is seen as a crossroad for migration, 

human trafficking and movements of terrorism. According to the frames, each path goes through Mali and 

then makes its way into Europe. Within the analysed documents no frames that supported the 

legitimisation could be traced back to peacekeeping. While MINUSMA is a peacekeeping mission, the 

Dutch legitimisation does not show this. Here the goal of the mission, to create and maintain conditions 

that will create a long-term resolution by the parties themselves, does not overlap with the reasons why 
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the Dutch government supports MINUSMA, as the legitimisation mainly focused on counterterrorism 

arguments, as well as to the desire to limit migration flows into Europe. There is a mismatch between the 

goals from the UN and the resources that were put in place to reach these goals. It seems that the 

assumption was that a stable Mali will contribute to countering terrorism and decreasing the migration 

flows to Europe. This way it can be viewed as a win-win situation. The question remains whether this is 

actually the case.  

 

So the peacekeeping mission of the UN is approached instrumentally, it is a resource to reach the goal of 

protecting the Netherlands. MINUSMA, as many other UN peacekeeping operations, was in principle a 

peacekeeping mission. Deployed to support the implementation of a peace agreement. However, they 

were required to play an active role in peace-making efforts and were involved in peacebuilding activities. 

But, as stated above, the Dutch government seemed to have more counterterrorism intentions.  

 

Peacebuilding and counterterrorism seem to blur together here, however it is not as described within the 

literature. The blurring of the two concepts here has nothing to do with actual undertakings that might 

show signs of both of them. Here the blurring can be found in the fact that the legitimisation and the 

actual goals of the mission do not align. One could argue, that this is where the blurring starts, and then 

later will trickle down into the actual undertakings of a peacekeeping mission. 

This happens because the basics of counterterrorism and peacebuilding are confused with each other. The 

argumentation and the goals do not align with each other, which could result in the fact that the actions 

undertaken in the mission might change to satisfy all the needs. Second, the Dutch government might be 

trying to get a seat at the table of international politics. As Karlsrud (2019b) stated, countries with small 

and middle powers, like the Netherlands, might have different interests when it comes to contributing to 

MINUSMA. They view their contribution as an investment into UN peacekeeping and the rule-governed 

world order. The earlier evaluations of other missions support this view, the Netherlands want to be a 

good ally, especially for the United States of America (USA). Hence why they do not decline requests to 

contribute to missions. The idea is that this companionship pays off in other areas of their relationship. 

This is not explicitly mentioned within the documents, but often is an important consideration that the 

government takes into account. On top of that, they hope to strengthen their bids for a non-permanent seat 

in the UNSC. By focussing on the importance of protecting oneself, but also others (the European Union), 

the Dutch government shows that they are an important actor regarding international security. This is an 

example of a consideration that the Dutch government had to make when deciding whether to join this 

mission or not.  

 

 

Contributions and future research 

The three main conclusions of this research have provided new insights into the already existing 

literature. First off, the ´Europe´s southern border´ frame is one that has not explicitly been discussed 

within the literature. It is a frame that in this case ties all the other frames together and is therefore of 

great importance for the Dutch legitimisation. While mentioned, it is not yet a phenomena that is as 

grounded as ´the ring of fire´. While in this research it was evident within the analysed documents. This 

raises the question whether other countries or even the European Union use this frame as well.   

 



 
44 

Another important conclusion from this research has been that the goals of the Dutch government and the 

resources and mandate of the UN are not in synchronisation with each other. This contributes to the 

process of counterterrorism and peacebuilding blurring together. The goals of the Dutch government were 

to stop the fragmented problems and migration and terrorism. The mandate of the UN on the other hand 

was to protect the civilians of Mali and support the transitional government. Both require different 

policies, but within MINUSMA they seemed to go hand in hand. The fact that the Dutch government had 

different goals, and thus reasons, to support MINUSMA could have influenced his process. Lastly, this 

research provided insight into the legitimisation of an international peacekeeping mission. The 

Netherlands, often considered a middle power, provide an unique perspective into this. For future 

research, it can be interesting to compare the results of this research with the legitimisation processes of 

other middle powers, such as Canada. This can enhance the understanding of the similarities and 

differences in how such states justify their contribution to international peace and security operations. 

After all, legitimisation is key to get anything done.  
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