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1
Introduction

D ie ich rief, die G eister, / W erd‒ ich nun nicht los
(The spirits I called / I cannot drive aw ay)

‍ JO H A N N  W O LFG A N G  V O N  G O ETH E

IN  EA R LY  2008, I set up m y research base at the V IP hotel in dow ntow n G om a, a trade hub in the
eastern C ongo nestled betw een the N yiragongo V olcano and the shores of Lake K ivu. A  peace
conference w as being held close by, and m any of its attendees w ere staying at the hotel, w here
they also dined. A fter a year and a half of fighting, the C ongolese governm ent had decided to sit
dow n w ith several dozen arm ed groups to talk peace.

Expectations ran high. W hile the m ain C ongo w ars, w hich had lasted from  1996 to 2003, had
ended in a com prehensive peace deal, the fighting had escalated to the north of w here w e sat,
displacing hundreds of thousands of people. This tim e, the peace brokers w anted to go further
than just elite pacts and deal w ith the root causes of the conflict. ―For the first tim e, the sons and
daughters of N orth and South K ivu have com e together to speak about peace, security, and
developm ent,‖ announced the m inister of the interior in his speech. Envoys from  the U nited
States, the European U nion, and the U nited N ations rubbed shoulders w ith arm ed group
com m anders, N G O  w orkers, and civil society leaders.

The peace conference w as, in m any aspects, a positive and cathartic experience. It situated
conflict as the historical product of local tensions over land and identity; com m unity leaders
w ere given space and tim e to express their anger and grief over decades of w ar, voicing em otions
they had never had a chance to put into w ords in front of their rivals. I m et a preacher and peace
activist from  the B anyam ulenge com m unity of South K ivu province w ho carried in his briefcase
a fifty-page-long list‍ handw ritten, on yellow ing paper‍ of all the people from  his com m unity
w ho had been killed in the previous fifteen years. ―This is w hy our youths are fighting,‖ he said.
Jeannot M uhim a, a com batant from  just outside of G om a, described to m e eloquently, calm ly,
how  his sister had been raped and his younger brother killed by an arm ed group. H e turned his
head to show  a shiny scar parting his hair on the back of his head. ―I barely escaped,‖ he said.
―That is w hy I fight. B ut it is also w hy, m ore than anything, I w ant peace.‖1

A nd yet, in the end, despite the best intentions of m any of the participants, the G om a Peace
C onference becam e a source of profiteering and accom plished little. Initially, six hundred people
w ere supposed to attend, ranging from  civil society leaders to custom ary chiefs and m em bers of
arm ed groups. H ow ever, attracted by per diem s of $135, w hich w ere even given to people w ho



lived nearby, attendance reportedly sw elled to fifteen hundred people. ―Peacem aking has becom e
a source of business around here,‖ a friend, a rebel turned hum an rights activist, cynically
rem arked, w atching arm ed group com m anders w alk past the lunch buffet at the V IP hotel, plates
piled perilously high w ith food.2 In the evening, the bars and nightclubs of G om a w ere full of
delegates to the peace conference; one establishm ent, having run out of C ongolese beer, had to
source it from  neighboring R w anda.

A s in subsequent peace talks, negotiations also becam e a tactic, a m eans of m aneuvering. A
U nited N ations official shared confidential reports w ith m e about how  both the arm ed groups and
the national governm ent w ere rearm ing and recruiting new  troops during the truce. ―These guys
w ere never serious,‖ she told m e. ―A nd w e play along w ith their gam e.‖ In the end, after m onths
of laborious negotiations, fighting erupted again to the north of G om a, pushing all the w ay into
the outskirts of this tow n of several hundred thousand people.

H ow  could it be that the violence persisted, w hen so m any of the key actors‍ soldiers,
civilians, diplom ats, and m em bers of civil society‍ w anted it to end? This is the puzzle that this
book addresses. D espite billions in international aid, a national arm y of 130,000 pitted against
ragtag rebel groups, and the largest U nited N ations peacekeeping operation in the w orld, conflict
has sim m ered on until the present day.

These snapshots from  the G om a Peace C onference offer pieces of an answ er. W hile m any
suffered from  the conflict, a slim  class of com m anders and politicians em erged for w hom , plates
laden high, the conflict had becom e a source of survival and profit. These protagonists have had
little interest in bringing an end to a conflict that w as peripheral for the governm ent but for m any
com batants had becom e a livelihood. C onflict, as w ell as peacem aking, had becom e an end in
itself, the fighting carried forw ard by its ow n m om entum . M eanw hile, foreign donors and
diplom ats provided food and urgent health care for m illions in need, preventing the C ongolese
state from  collapsing, but w ere unable to bring about transform ational change. ―Too big to fail‖
w as a quip I often heard from  diplom ats, riffing on the financial crisis unfolding in the U nited
States at the tim e.

C ongolese have developed their ow n, often w itty w ays to express this sad state of affairs. ―N o
N kunda N o Job,‖ w as a popular saying in G om a around this tim e, referring to the m ain rebel
com m ander and suggesting that violence had becom e a source of em ploym ent for foreign aid
w orkers and local m ilitia. The epithet ―Ebola business‖ surfaced in 2018, w hen donors pum ped
in a billion dollars to stem  an epidem ic of hem orrhagic fever in northern C ongo, creating a
cottage industry of C ongolese security contractors‍ som e of w hom  stoked violence so as to
increase dem and for their services‍ rental car dealers, and hoteliers. The eccentric C ongolese
pop star K offi O lom ide put it differently, alluding to the propensity to turn adversity into a
source of profit, even pleasure: ―O yo eza systæm e ya lifelo‍ m oto ezopela kasi tozo zika te‖ (W e
live in the system  of hell‍ everyw here the fire is raging, but w e don‒t get burned).

W hat is this systæm e ya lifelo? H ow  has it com e about? That is the m otivation for this book.
D raw ing on tw o years of field research, interview s w ith over three hundred people intim ately
involved in the conflict, and alm ost tw o decades of continuous w ork in the country, I try to
explain w hy conflict in the C ongo has persisted from  the tim e of the 2002 peace deal until the
tim e of w riting in 2020, defying international and local efforts to bring about peace.



C ongo‒s Forever W ar
Serious arm ed conflict has roiled the D em ocratic R epublic of the C ongo, through different
perm utations, at least since 1996. The early phase of the conflict received considerable m edia
and diplom atic attention. The First C ongo W ar (1996‌1997) saw  a coalition of neighboring
countries band together to overthrow  M obutu Sese Seko, w ho had ruled the C ongo for thirty-tw o
years. H is successor, Laurent-D çsirç K abila, then fell out w ith his foreign backers, triggering the
Second C ongo W ar, w hich split the country into at least four parts and lasted from  A ugust 1998
until June 2003.

U nder the leadership of the South A frican governm ent, the U nited N ations, and the A frican
U nion, a peace deal‍ called the G lobal and Inclusive A greem ent‍ w as negotiated in 2002. A ll
m ajor C ongolese belligerents joined a transitional governm ent and m erged their troops into a
new  national arm y. The form er belligerents, together w ith civil society and m em bers of the
political opposition, passed a new  constitution and held the country‒s first dem ocratic elections
in over forty years in 2006, bringing an end to the transition. The peace deal, how ever, did not
end the conflict; instead it spaw ned a m ore am orphous and fragm ented phase of violence‍ la
guerre qui ne dit pas son nom  (―the w ar that doesn‒t say its nam e‖), as C ongolese som etim es
refer to it.

The conflict becam e m ostly confined to the eastern K ivu region, w here it escalated and
fragm ented, becom ing m ore intractable. A rm ed groups proliferated to over 120 in 2021, fighting
over often intensely local issues. A t the tim e of w riting, 5.5 m illion people w ere internally
displaced in the C ongo, m ore than at any other tim e and m ore than in any other country in the
w orld except Syria. Estim ates of m ortality from  the conflict are contested, but it is fairly certain
that hundreds of thousands have died from  direct violence, w ith probably betw een 1 m illion and
5.4 m illion people dying due to the hum anitarian consequences for the period betw een 1998 and
2007‍ less than half the total conflict period betw een 1996 and today.3

W hile the First and Second C ongo W ars received significant international m edia and
diplom atic attention, the subsequent w ars seem ed less im portant, in part because they no longer
threatened m ajor urban centers and featured a dizzying num ber of arm ed factions. This
com plexity becam e a challenge for journalists and activists alike‍ how  can you get people to
care about a conflict featuring over a hundred different groups, fighting for a host of reasons?
D espite its enorm ous hum an toll, the C ongolese conflict w as m entioned only tw ice on the front
page of the N ew  York Tim es in 2017; by contrast, the Syrian conflict w as m entioned 240 tim es. It
did not appear at all on U S broadcast new s, except for a few  brief m entions, including G eorge
C looney‒s charitable w ork and efforts to protect gorillas.4

A s the C ongolese conflict has plodded on inexorably, hindsight m akes it easy to think that there
w as never any hope for peace. This view  infuriates m y friend R aphael W akenge, a hum an rights
activist in B ukavu w ho is locally know n as a m tu m atata (troublem aker) for his propensity to
cause controversy. ―That‒s just defeatism ,‖ he told m e one m orning after reading an article‍ one
of m any in W estern m edia‍ arguing that the C ongo w as unviable and should be broken up.5 ―A s
if w e didn‒t get into this m ess because of decisions that our leaders m ade. A s if there w ere not



other paths that could have been taken, m ore visionary people w ho could have taken us there.‖
R aph w as right‍ at least in part. This did not have to be a forever w ar. C loser inspection of

the m orass of the C ongolese violence reveals patterns and nuances that call into question the
inevitability of the conflict. Tw o particularities stand out.

FIG U R E 1.1. Internal displacem ent in the C ongo, m illions of people, 1996‌2020
(Source: various O C H A  reports)

First, the violence had dram atic peaks and valleys, suggesting that the conflict w as susceptible
to change. In 2002, w ith the signing of the G lobal and Inclusive A greem ent betw een the m ajor
belligerents and the form ation of a pow er-sharing governm ent, there w as a sharp drop in
displacem ent and violence. B etw een 2002 and 2007, internal displacem ent dropped from  3.4
m illion to 1.2 m illion people, and 130,000 com batants w ere dem obilized in a national program .
Then, abruptly, violence escalated again, reaching levels never before seen in the C ongo (see
figure 1.1). W hat happened in 2003 that de-escalated the conflict, and w hat happened in 2007 to
ram p it up again?

Second, there has been striking geographic variation. W hile conflict in the K ivu provinces has
escalated since the end of the transitional governm ent in 2007, it initially declined dram atically
in Ituri province, just to the north, once the scene of som e of the m ost gruesom e violence in the
country. D isplacem ent there declined from  500,000 in 2003 to 146,000 in 2015. W hat helped
stabilize Ituri even as violence in the rest of the eastern C ongo persisted?6

These questions pose a challenge to conflict scholars. M ost of the variables invoked by
academ ics to explain w hy conflicts last so long‍ poverty, state w eakness, ethnic conflict, the
absence of peacekeepers, the abundance of natural resources, and ethnic exclusion‍ are spread
relatively evenly across the eastern C ongo and have not changed m uch over the past tw enty
years.7 A nd yet, w e see huge differences, both tem porally and geographically, in the intensity of
conflict.

Part of this book is an engagem ent w ith these broader academ ic debates. M y explanation
places m uch greater em phasis on governm ent elites‍ in the C ongo and R w anda‍ than on local
actors, in contrast w ith the ―local turn‖ adopted by som e conflict scholars.8 It is also m ore
focused on the actors, their interests, and their interactions than on m aterial variables, in contrast
w ith literature by conflict scholars that has aim ed to detect law s of causation through large
datasets w ith high degrees of abstraction. The story told here is not prim arily one of natural
resources, a corrupt governm ent, an im poverished population, and a difficult topography‍ after
all, those features are relatively com m onplace, w hile conflict is not‍ but of the protagonists w ho
anim ate and interpret these factors.

Explaining the C ongolese C onflict



So w hat explains this persistence of conflict in the C ongo? The evidence provided here points to
several concurrent dynam ics‍ to be distinguished from  ―variables‖ in that they consist of
relationships betw een groups of people, each w ith its ow n, contingent interpretation of its
political and social context: a lopsided peace deal that pushed one form er belligerent back into
w ar; a failed arm y integration process that created a m ultitude of new  arm ed groups led by arm y
defectors; and an electoral process that created incentives for politicians to ally w ith arm ed
groups. A ll of this occurred against the backdrop of a w eak, patrim onial state and a political
culture in w hich arm ed violence w as seen as an acceptable and established m eans of obtaining
pow er and resources. In chapter 3, I trace these developm ents and flesh out this analysis. The
second part of this book, consisting of chapters 6 through 8, provides further detail to this story
by investigating the arm ed groups that m obilized against the state.

M any of these dynam ics w ere linked to the sam e peace process that ushered in the dem ocratic
transition: it privileged the incum bent president, Joseph K abila, and allow ed an elite that w as
unaccountable to voters to entrench itself and to resist a dem ocratic reckoning. It also
dram atically disfavored one of the strongest but least popular belligerents, the R assem blem ent
congolais pour la dçm ocratie (R C D ). These tw o factors interacted to spark a new  insurgency, the
C ongræs national pour la dçfense du peuple (C N D P), w hich then provoked counterm obilizations
by dozens of other groups.

M eanw hile, outside actors failed to transform  these dynam ics. Since 1999, w hen the peace
process officially began, the U nited N ations has deployed tw o of its largest and m ost expensive
peacekeeping m issions there. D onors have spent over $48 billion on developm ent, stability, and
relief projects, and in 2015, 180 different international nonprofits had projects there.9

The results have been m ixed. International efforts did help broker the 2002 peace deal,
reuniting the country and setting up new , dem ocratic institutions. H ow ever, in the w ake of the
2006 elections, as the conflict becam e m ore am orphous and fractal, donors and diplom ats
adopted a postconflict m indset and becam e increasingly m arginalized. A s I explore in chapter 9,
donors and diplom ats w ere blinkered by a liberal m odel of peacem aking that placed too m uch
em phasis on the form al trappings of the peace process, especially the creation of new  dem ocratic
and regulatory institutions, and on liberalization of the econom y. R eal pow er, how ever, resided
in inform al, parallel netw orks largely untouched by these interventions. The governm ent show ed
little interest in creating strong, im partial state institutions. A t the sam e tim e, the peace process
triggered a fire sale of state assets, in particular m ining concessions, w hich led to a m assive
influx of m oney into the ruling elite from  m ultinational corporations‍ a process encouraged and
fostered by the W orld B ank w ith little pushback from  donors. This further entrenched the new ,
unaccountable elites in K inshasa and the provinces.

Inscrutable C ongolese, D efiant R w andans
W hy did donors get it w rong? In part, outsiders spent too little tim e trying to understand the
belligerents. This is not surprising; portrayals of the C ongo have often dealt in stereotypes. This
is how  Joseph C onrad‍ w hose H eart of D arkness rem ains one of the best exam ples of how
com passion, even w hen conjoined w ith eloquence and erudition, is not im m une to prejudice‍
described his protagonist‒s trip up the C ongo R iver:



The steam er toiled along slow ly on the edge of a black and incom prehensible frenzy. The
prehistoric m an w as cursing us, praying to us, w elcom ing us‍ w ho could tell? W e w ere cut
off from  the com prehension of our surroundings; w e glided past like phantom s, w ondering
and secretly appalled, as sane m en w ould be before an enthusiastic outbreak in a m adhouse.10

M ore recent depictions recall C onrad‒s im aginary C ongolese. A  N ew  York Tim es journalist,
m using about the gruesom e rapes, w rote: ―N o one‍ doctors, aid w orkers, C ongolese and
W estern researchers‍ can explain exactly w hy this is happening.‖11 H is colleague, N icholas
K ristof, concurred: ―This is a pointless w ar‍ now  a dozen years old‍ driven by w arlords, greed
for m inerals, ethnic tensions and com plete im punity.‖12

The w ar w as not pointless. It w as driven by actors w ith specific interests, steeped in particular
institutional and political cultures. M uch like C onrad‒s sailor, donors and diplom ats w ere
handicapped by their preconceptions, unable to see or understand these interests and cultures.

For exam ple, after the 2006 elections, donors placed priority on strengthening governm ent
institutions, or ―the extension of state authority,‖ as it w as form ulated in the m andate of the U N
peacekeeping m ission. B elgian, A m erican, French, and South A frican officers trained the
C ongolese arm y, the W orld B ank launched an overhaul of C ongolese adm inistration, and various
donors set up a stabilization program  in the eastern C ongo to build roads, governm ent offices,
prisons, and courts.

This approach underestim ated the degree to w hich w eakness had becom e a m eans of rule, as I
discuss in chapter 4, w ith elites actively colluding in the erosion of state institutions. D uring this
period, C ongolese governm ent rarely show ed an interest in strengthening its institutions or
bringing an end to a peripheral w ar that did not threaten the country‒s capital a thousand m iles
aw ay. It has favored the m aintenance of patronage netw orks, som e linked to its arm ed
opponents, over the security of its citizens and the personal survival of its elites over institutional
reform . The challenge here w as not so m uch how  to increase adm inistrative efficiency or
prom ote free m arket reform s but rather how  to render political pow er m ore accountable and
invested in security, rather than conflict.

A  second exam ple further elucidates the centrality of political culture in the conflict. For
m any years, the inability of donors and diplom ats to acknow ledge R w andan intervention in the
eastern C ongo form ed a m ajor stum bling block. This w as driven both by m isguided assum ptions
about the R w andan Patriotic Front (R PF) governm ent and by pathologies in the donor
bureaucracies. ―The R w andan governm ent has no interest in backing the C N D P. They w ant a
stable eastern C ongo,‖ a senior B ritish diplom at insisted to m e in 2008.13 H e w as not alone.
Leaders from  form er B ritish prim e m inister Tony B lair to billionaire philanthropist H ow ard
B uffett to form er U S national security advisor Susan R ice either rejected the m ounting proof that
R w anda w as involved or justified it by playing up security concerns.

R w anda played a critical role in the creation of both the C N D P and M ouvem ent du 23 M ars
(M 23) rebellions, in 2006 and 2012, respectively, dram atically underm ining the stability of its
neighbor. It did so even though it had experienced few  security threats and‍ contrary to popular
belief in the C ongo‍ stood to lose as m uch as it could gain econom ically. To understand w hy it
intervened nonetheless, w e m ust exam ine how  the R PF functioned. D ecision-m aking w as
dom inated by m em bers of the security forces, w as rarely the result of open internal debate, and



w as m arked by a deep fear of internal m ilitary dissent. Involvem ent in the eastern C ongo
reinforced the im age of a besieged R w anda and rem inded dom estic elites of the R PF‒s role as
defender against genocidal forces, a key legitim izing discourse of the governm ent. A ll these
factors supported belligerency tow ard the eastern C ongo, as I explore further in chapter 4.

The Social N ature of R ebellion
W hat can these dynam ics teach us about conflict m ore broadly? M y argum ent here, laid out in
detail in chapter 5, is staked out in tw o interrelated realm s: structural factors‍ fragm entation and
the rise of a m ilitary bourgeoisie‍ as w ell as ideational or cultural ones‍ phenom ena that I call
involution and sym biosis. I argue that these trends are being reproduced in other conflicts on the
A frican continent as w ell, linked to the liberalization of politics and the econom y.

Self-interest, to paraphrase A lexander W endt, is w hat belligerents m ake of it. The goals,
am bitions, and desires of belligerents are deeply shaped by the w orldview s of the m ain actors
and the institutions, norm s, ideas, and habits that shape these. The conflict in the C ongo has
persisted because w ar has becom e a m eans of governing the country; this w as increasingly an
acceptable and profitable lifestyle for a m ilitary bourgeoisie stretching from  K inshasa through
the K ivus to K igali that has m atured and flourished through conflict.

Interests, in other w ords, need to be exam ined, not assum ed. This is hard, as the high stakes of
violent conflict create incentives to dissim ulate and obfuscate w hat belligerents really w ant and
feel. In chapter 4, I draw  on dozens of interview s w ith governm ent officials and security
operatives in the C ongo and neighboring R w anda. In both places, elites‒ attitudes tow ard conflict
have been m arked by involution, reproducing and intensifying existing patterns of violence,
despite the cost to the local population and even though other approaches could be m ore
beneficial to these elites.

W hile in part this involution, this rut in w hich the conflict is stuck, is driven by naked
econom ic interests, these attitudes have also been driven by the norm alization of violence and
the essentialization of identity. H ow  else can w e understand the apathy‍ and som etim es
com plicity‍ of political and m ilitary elites in K inshasa tow ard the grinding violence that affects
m illions to the east? A fter all, few  of these decision-m akers derive direct benefits from  the
conflict, and one could im agine m any other w ays in w hich they could extract resources or render
them selves popular that do not involve violent conflict. Sim ilarly, R w anda‒s dogged intervention
cannot be easily explained aw ay by greed or self-defense, as I show  in chapters 4 and 6.

The second realm  of analysis is structural, perhaps best exem plified by the dram atic
fragm entation of arm ed actors im m ediately apparent in the m aps of the C ongolese conflict at the
end of this chapter. The riotous splatter painting of roughly 120 arm ed groups‍ up from  a few
dozen in 2008‍ show s the grow ing com plexity of the conflict (see the m aps and accom panying
key on pages 16‌23). This fragm entation has rendered the conflict less threatening to the central
governm ent but also m ore intractable and devastating for the local population.

A t the sam e tim e, as hundreds of thousands of com batants have cycled through arm ed groups
and the security forces, a new  elite of violent entrepreneurs has em erged‍ w hat I call a m ilitary
bourgeoisie‍ controlling large parts of the econom y in the eastern C ongo and w ith deep links to
political elites across the country. This bourgeoisie is endow ed w ith engrained habits and vested



interests, further entrenching the conflict.
This analysis runs against the grain of the m ost fam iliar notion about w ar‍ that it is fought

betw een tw o sides seeking to defeat or com pel the other, battering ram s going at it until one side
w ins.14 Instead, w ar has becom e a social condition, an outcom e that m ay not have been the
intended objective of any of the protagonists but that has produced its ow n actors, cultures, and
interests.

A  M ethodological N ote
The m ain argum ent of this book is that in order to better understand w hy the C ongolese conflict
has persisted for so long, and to understand conflict duration in general, w e need to have a better
understanding of the constituencies of an arm ed group‍ the ties betw een the belligerents and the
other groups in society‍ and the interests and identities of the m ain actors in the conflict,
including the state. This m ethodological approach relies on a com bination of process tracing and
com parative analysis, m ethods that I briefly describe here.

O ver a period of tw o years‍ and draw ing on research and contacts in the region that go back
another decade‍ m y research team  interview ed 305 people associated w ith arm ed groups. The
research team  interview ed people w ith direct know ledge regarding the trajectories of arm ed
groups, although w e also conducted interview s w ith experts on the historical context. O f the
interview ees, 41 percent w ere form er or current m em bers of arm ed groups, 21 percent w ere
form er or current m em bers of the national security sector (police, arm y, or intelligence officials),
12 percent w ere foreign diplom ats and U nited N ations officials, 15 percent w ere m em bers of
civil society or custom ary chiefs, and the rem aining 11 percent w ere political and econom ic
elites.

In addition, I w as able to obtain around three thousand pages of confidential internal reports
from  the U N  peacekeeping m ission, w hose team  w ould report daily on security dynam ics across
the country.

M y team  w as m ade up of researchers w hom  I knew  w ell and w ho had deep personal ties w ith
the group in question. For exam ple, one of m y research assistants had been a m em ber of the
C N D P and had deep fam ily and personal ties w ith both the C N D P and the M 23. A nother w as a
form er C ongolese intelligence official w ho had facilitated supplies to arm ed groups from  the
governm ent.

The interview s that w e conducted took place against the backdrop of a context in w hich
arm ed groups have am bivalent feelings about foreign observers. A fter all, a quarter of all the
people indicted by the International C rim inal C ourt have been C ongolese, and over the past 150
years there have been num erous foreign interventions‍ often by w hite m en, like m yself‍ that
have had sinister consequences for the C ongolese state and its citizens. W hy should they tell a
relative stranger w ho w as financing their m ovem ent, w ho w as involved in negotiations w ith the
governm ent, and w hat the m ain interests of the group w ere? M y research assistants helped deal
w ith this challenge, but I doubt it can be fully overcom e.

O nce w e had gathered the data, m y first step w as to establish causation w ithin a particular
arm ed group through process tracing, the ―analysis of evidence on processes, sequences, and
conjunctures of events w ithin a case for the purposes of either developing or testing hypotheses



about causal m echanism s that m ight causally explain the case.‖15
A s opposed to statistical analysis, process tracing is w ell suited for trying to establish

causality w ithin single cases w hile rem aining sensitive to social relations and interests, w hich are
difficult to capture quantitatively. R esearchers w ho deploy process tracing are not sim ply
describing the sequence of events but are developing causal theories, distilling observable
im plications for these theories, and then applying them  to the facts at hand. This is a heuristic
device that w e can easily grasp intuitively, as it has sim ilarities w ith m edical diagnosis as w ell as
legal detective w ork. Like process tracing, these disciplines also often em ploy processes of
induction and deduction, confronting them  w ith facts, then adapting the theory and trying it out
again on the facts.16

The final step, w hich I em ployed in m y analysis of each arm ed group, w as to elaborate
com peting hypotheses and their observable im plications and to test these out against the facts.
This step reverses the order of induction and deduction, beginning w ith abstractions based on
prevailing theories of conflict and studies of the C ongo and inferring w hat the observable
im plications w ould be in this specific case‍ for exam ple, I evaluated w hether natural resources
and local struggles over pow er and identity played a role, as som e scholars have argued.

C onclusion
I cannot w holly agree w ith m y friend R aph‒s tradem ark optim ism  regarding how  m alleable the
course of the C ongolese conflict is. W hile it could easily have taken a different turn in 2003, or
even in 2006, by 2018 parts of the dynam ics of violence had becom e self-perpetuating. The
conflict has produced an entire generation of C ongolese politicians and m ilitary officers. The
econom y of the K ivus has becom e deeply m ilitarized, and the fact that a w eak C ongolese state is
now  interacting w ith 120 arm ed groups m eans that even the m ost visionary of governm ents
w ould be hard-pressed to stabilize the region. It w ill take at least a generation, probably m ore, to
undo the dam age done by the w ars, dam age that includes the infrastructural and the
psychological, the social and the political.

The m ain thrust of the book is to understand the C ongolese conflict as a social phenom enon,
w ith its capillaries reaching deep into society, political culture, and the econom y. It w ill be
im possible to find a solution to this kind of conflict w ithout transform ing society and politics as a
w hole. D efeating arm ed groups requires a m ore functional arm y, w hich in turn requires a shift in
the incentives for elites but also a shift in political culture. W hile there are m any w ays to produce
this, it is im possible to envisage a path out of the violence w ithout som e form  of accountability
for both national and international actors, an elem ent that has been alm ost com pletely excised
from  the peace process. It is also difficult to im agine a transform ation aw ay from  the political
horse-trading and cynical pow er that elites have em braced w ithout youth m ovem ents, political
parties, and civil society leaders setting exam ples of a different kind of politics. Finally, the
C ongolese econom y m ust be rew orked, both in its internal logic as w ell as in its place in the
w orld. C urrently, alm ost all investm ent and attention is focused on m ining, telecom m unications,
and banking, leaving only a tiny share of the profits in the C ongo, w ith alm ost no concern for the
agriculture and petty trade that sustain the m ajority of C ongolese.

In the com ing years, C ongolese, donors, and diplom ats w ill discuss how  to m ove beyond the



turm oil in w hich the country has been em broiled for over tw enty years. This book aim s to inform
that conversation by scrutinizing the roots of the current predicam ent and the failures of past
rem edies. A s I highlight in chapter 5, I do not think C ongo is an anom aly on the A frican
continent‍ in the fragm entation and involution of the conflict and in the perverse sym biosis
betw een the belligerents and the governm ent, it exem plifies trends occurring m ore broadly
across the continent.

M ap 1.1. A rm ed groups in the eastern C ongo in 2020. The num bered key to the groups is on pages 20‌23. (Source: K ivu Security
Tracker)





TA B LE 1.1. K ey to arm ed groups in the eastern C ongo, O ctober 2020

Ituri
1 Zaíre‌FPA C

(Front populaire d‒autodçfense en Ituri)
2 C O D EC O ‌U R D PC

(U nion des R çvolutionnaires pour le D çveloppem ent du Peuple C ongolais)
3 C O D EC O ‌FC B C

(Forces contre la balkanisation du C ongo)
4 C O D EC O ‌B TD

(B on Tem ple de D ieu)
5 C O D EC O ‌A LC

(A rm çe de Libçration du C ongo)
6 C hini Y a K ilim a‌FPIC  (Front des Patriotes Intçgrationnistes du C ongo)
7 FR PI

(Force de R çsistance Patriotique de l‒Ituri)
8 M ai-M ai A laise
9 M ai-M ai Sim ba M angalibi
10 M ai-M ai K yandenga M N LD K

(M ouvem ent N ational pour la Libçration D urable du K ongo)
11 M ai-M ai B arcelone

North K ivu
9 M ai-M ai Sim ba M angalibi
10 M ai-M ai K yandenga M N LD K

(M ouvem ent N ational pour la Libçration D urable du K ongo)
11 M ai-M ai B arcelone
12 A D F

(A llied D em ocratic Forces)
13 FLEC /N G

(Front de Libçration Þ L‒Est du C ongo/N ouvelle G çnçration



14 M ai-M ai N golenge
15 M ai-M ai U huru O A PB

(O rganisation d‒A utodçfense pour la Paix Þ B eni)
16 M ai-M ai Shingo Pam ba
17 M ai-M ai M andefu
18 M azem be-A PA SIK O

(A lliance des Patriotes pour le Salut Intçgral du K ongo)
19 M ai-M ai Lçopards
20 M ai-M ai U PLC

(U nion des Patriotes pour la Libçration du C ongo)
21 A PR C

(A rm çe du Peuple pour la R econstruction du C ongo)
22 M ai-M ai N inja
23 FA P

(Force d‒A utodçfense Populaire)
24 A PR

(A rm çe patriotique de R uw enzori)
25 R N L

(R çsistance N ationale Lum um biste aka ª M ille tours par seconde ¹)
26 M ai-M ai Sim ba U PLD

(U nion des Patriotes pour la Libçration et le D çveloppem ent)
27 M ai-M ai Sim ba FD S (Forces D ivines Sim ba)
28 M ai-M ai K abidon FPP/A P

(Front Populaire pour la Paix A rm çe du Peuple)
29 N D C -R /G uidon

(N dum a D efense of C ongo‌R çnovç, G uidon w ing)
30 M ai-M ai Jackson FM P

(Front des m ouvem ents populaires)
31 N D C -R /B w ira

(N dum a D efense of C ongo‌R çnovç, B w ira w ing)
32 M A C , ex-G uides

(M ouvem ent d‒A ction pour C hangem ent)
33 M ai-M ai K ifuafua
34 A FR C

(A lliance des Forces de R çsistance C ongolaise)
35 N yatura FPD H

(Force de D çfense du Peuple H utu)
36 A m ka Jeshi
37 N yatura C M C

(C ollectif des M ouvem ents pour le C hangem ent)
38 FD LR -FO C A

(Forces D çm ocratiques pour la Libçration du R w anda-Forces C om battantes A bacunguzi)
39 M 23

(M ouvem ent du 23 M ars)
40 R assem blem ent U nitç et D çm ocratie (R U D )-U runana
41 N yatura Turaram biw e (R utshuru)
42 A PC LS

(A lliance des patriotes pour un C ongo libre et souverain)
43 N yatura FPPH  (Forces pour la Protection du Peuple H utu)
44 N yatura G A V

(G roupe arm ç les volontaires)
45 N yatura A PR D C

(A lliance des Patriotes pour la R estauration de la D çm ocratie au C ongo, A PR D C , now  A bazungu)
46 M ai-M ai K ifuafua M aachano
47 N yatura B agaruza
48 N yatura D elta FD D H

(Forces de dçfense des droits hum ains)
49 N yatura Jean-M arie
50 N yatura M usheku
51 U PD C  K apasi

(U nion des Patriotes pour le D çfense du C ongo)

North K ivu



52 R aia M utom boki Soleil
53 M ai-M ai K irikicho

54 N yatura K alum e

South K ivu
33 M ai-M ai K ifuafua
52 R aia M utom boki Soleil
53 M ai-M ai K irikicho
54 N yatura K alum e
55 R aia M utom boki Shabani
56 C onseil national pour le renouveau et la dçm ocratie (C N R D )-U bw iyunge
57 G roupe JK K  / C C C R D

(C oalition C ongolaise pour le C hangem ent R adical et la D çm ocratie)
58 R aia M utom boki M ungoro
59 R aia M utom boki B laise
60 R aia M utom boki B ralim a
61 R aia M utom boki B utachibera
62 R aia M utom boki B ipopa
63 R aia M utom boki H am akom bo
64 R aia M utom boki Lance
65 R aia M utom boki Lukoba
66 R aia M utom boki N darum anga
67 R aia M utom boki M abala
68 R aia M utom boki D onat aka FPP
69 R aia M utom boki W alike
70 R aia M utom boki K azim oto
71 R aia M utom boki K abazim ia
72 R aia M utom boki M usolw a
73 R aia M utom boki C harles Q uint
74 R aia M utom boki K abç
75 R aia M utom boki 100kg
76 R aia M utom boki K im ba
77 R ai M utom boki K am panga
78 R aia M utom boki B ozi
79 R aia M utom boki LeFort
80 R aia M utom boki M usum bu
81 M ai-M ai M akindu
82 M ai-M ai M alaika
83 M ai-M ai R asta
84 FN L (Front national de libçration)
85 M ai-M ai B uhirw a
86 M ai-M ai Ilunga
87 M ai-M ai K ashum ba
88 M ai-M ai K ijangala
89 M ai-M ai M akanaki
90 M ai-M ai M bulu
91 M ai-M ai Issa M utoka
92 M ai-M ai R um a
93 M ai-M ai M ushom be
94 M ai-M ai N yerere
95 R çsistance pour un çtat de droit (R ED )-Tabara
96 M ai-M ai R ushaba
97 M ai-M ai R enç
98 M ai-M ai R çunion FPLC

(Forces pour la libçration du C ongo)
99 M ai-M ai N galyabatu
100 M ai-M ai M upekenya
101 Tw igw aneho
102 A FP‌G utabara

(A lliances de fçdçralistes patriotes, alias A ndroid and A bakenya)
103 G um ino
104 M ai-M ai M utetezi FPD C

(Forces populaires pour les dçfenses du C ongo)



105 M ai-M ai B ishake
106 B iloze B isham buke
107 M ai-M ai Y akutum ba
108 M ai-M ai A ochi
109 M ai-M ai Shoshi
110 M ai-M ai A pa na Pale
111 M ai-M ai M ulum ba
112 M ai-M ai A lida
113 M ai-M ai B row n
114 PER C I N yum baisha
115 M ai-M ai Çlçm ents K atadaye
116 M ai-M ai Fim bo na Fim bo
117 PER C I John M ajim bo
118 G roupe M azout
119 PER C I K aom ba
120 PER C I M pululu
121 M ai-M ai Çlçm ents M utono
122 M ai-M ai M w enyem ali

Tanganyika
110 M ai-M ai A pa na Pale
114 PER C I N yum baisha
115 M ai-M ai Çlçm ents K atadaye
116 M ai-M ai Fim bo na Fim bo
117 PER C I John M ajim bo
118 G roupe M azout
119 PER C I K aom ba
120 PER C I M pululu
121 M ai-M ai Çlçm ents M utono

D ata from  K ivu Security Tracker, https://kivusecurity.org/



 

2
The H istorical B ackground

TH IS B O O K  A IM S to explain w hy violence has persisted in the eastern D em ocratic R epublic of the
C ongo since the signing of a critical peace deal in 2002.1 D oing so, how ever, requires som e
historical excavation of past episodes of m obilization. A fter all, this is just the latest episode in a
history of violence that dates back to the pre-colonial period. Som e leaders of current
insurrections participated in rebellions going back to the 1960s; m em ories of that period have
shaped their actions and expectations in the present. A nd the w orldview s of m any of the young
m en and w om en w ho cam e of age in the 2000s are m arked by the injustices and folklore of the
past insurrections, m uch like the ―rebellious cultures‖ that scholars have found in C uba‒s O riente
Province or in the C hadian Sahel.2

This excursion into the past is linked to a core argum ent of this book: that w e need to
understand arm ed groups as em bedded in their local societies and histories. Indeed, the m istake
of m any outside interventions has been to neglect these textured backdrops, leading to m issteps
and blunders. In particular, w e need to invest greater efforts in understanding w ho is fueling
these insurgencies‍ the groups in society that provide recruits and resources‍ and w hy they are
taking up arm s and risking their lives. These questions surrounding the constituencies and the
interests of belligerents m otivate m y understanding of the situation in the eastern C ongo today.

This exercise also serves to dispel the facade of inevitability that affixes itself to violence in
the C ongo. A rm ed m obilization in the region has changed dram atically over the past 150 years
and w ill inevitably continue m orphing.

The R ise of Political A gitation and the Pax M obutuensis
There w as am ple arm ed m obilization before independence from  B elgium  in 1960, ranging from
peasant protests against colonization to bands of slave raiders m arauding across the K ivu
provinces around the turn of the century.3 H ow ever, it is to the period around independence that
the arm ed groups studied here can trace their im m ediate antecedents.

These uprisings w ere largely the result of C ongolese independence on June 30, 1960. A lm ost
im m ediately, the country w as engulfed in turm oil as political parties, w hich had been legalized
only in 1957, becam e the prim ary vessels for collective action, initially peacefully and then
through violence. U nder colonialism , groups m obilized on a narrow  basis, often in ethnic term s
and alm ost invariably against the local colonial governm ent. A fter independence, the scale of
violence grew  dram atically as rebellions engulfed large parts of the country, aim ing either at
seceding from  the state or at overthrow ing the governm ent.



The opening of the political arena and the holding of elections pushed new  actors to the
forefront of violence: a new  m ultiethnic intelligentsia m ade up of a new ly em pow ered class of
w orkers, soldiers, teachers, and bureaucrats, m ostly educated in C atholic m issions and schools.
D raw ing on their pan-A fricanist peers, they articulated a bold new  nationalism ; the idea of ―the
C ongo‖ becam e a positive, uplifting ideal. Figures such as Patrice Lum um ba, Joseph K asavubu,
Jason Sendw e, C lçophas K am itatu, Justin B om boko, and M obutu Sese Seko are exam ples of this
pantheon of new  leaders.

The m ain new  actor‍ in the streets, in the halls of pow er‍ w as the urban bourgeoisie,
m em bers of w hich channeled their am bitions and grievances through the new  political parties
that em erged alm ost overnight throughout the country. It is astounding how  w ithin a short period
of tim e these political identities becam e salient even in rural areas, crystallizing around the
divide betw een those allied w ith the old colonial order (custom ary chiefs, police, state officials)
and the new  radical elite. A lm ost all of the m ain arm ed group leaders during this period had
benefited from  a relatively high degree of education and affluence, including Laurent-D çsirç
K abila, Louis B idalira, C hristophe G benye, G aston Soum ialot, N icholas O lenga, M usa
M arandura, and Pierre M ulele.

This new  elite captivated the C ongolese im agination w ith its prom ise of liberation and
em ancipation, not just from  colonialism  but also from  rigid custom ary social hierarchies. The
B elgian colonial state had co-opted and reshaped the custom ary elites, creating deep tensions
betw een the population and local rulers. In 1910, the colonial governm ent issued a decree
recognizing chieftaincies and m aking them  subservient to B elgian adm inistrative officials and
their m ilitary forces, entrenching ethnic divisions and identities.4 The colony thus em pow ered
chiefs and at the sam e tim e rendered them  less accountable to the traditional checks on their
authority, m aking them  ―decentralized despots,‖ in the w ords of political scholar M ahm ood
M am dani.5 Ethnicity, so often depicted an atavistic, im m utable identity, w as in fact deeply
shaped‍ in the case of the large Songye, N gala, Luba, and Tetela groups, either forging them
altogether or radically shifting w hich populations w ere included‍ by colonial rule.6

The nation‒s first parliam entary elections w ere held on M ay 22, 1960, leading to a fragm ented
national assem bly. Patrice Lum um ba‒s M ouvem ent national congolais-Lum um ba (M N C -L;
C ongolese N ational M ovem ent-Lum um ba) w on around a third of the seats, w ith the rem ainder
shared betw een tw enty-six other parties. W hile Lum um ba‒s party w as the only one w ith truly
national scope and several other im portant parties shared his anticolonial effervescence, personal
and ideological tensions m ade the form ation of a governm ent difficult. Lum um ba, w ho becam e
prim e m inister, w as finally able to cobble together a broad, shaky alliance, w hich appointed
Joseph K asavubu as president. That governm ent eventually collapsed due to internal disputes
and pressure from  the U S and B elgian governm ents, after only m onths in pow er.

Lum um ba w as arrested and assassinated, and m any of his sym pathizers fled, eventually
joining w ith other nationalist leaders and rebels to form  the C onseil national de libçration. It w as
the C N L that, despite internal divisions, helped coordinate m uch of the m assive arm ed
m obilization, the Sim ba rebellion, that took over large parts of the eastern C ongo betw een 1963
and 1965. W orking w ith local leaders, w ho w ere outraged at Lum um ba‒s assassination and
deeply opposed to the B elgian governm ent and its C ongolese allies, the Sim bas eventually folded
under the w eight of their ow n internal contradictions, succum bing to a C ongolese arm y



offensive, once again backed by the U S and B elgian governm ents.
D uring this period, arm ed m obilization took place along the m ain political cleavages of the

tim e: the struggle of m oderates against radicals but also com plex local agendas, often expressed
in ethnic term s. These ethnic tensions w ere particularly salient, and m ost violent, in areas w ith
large m igrant com m unities. This w as the case in South K ivu, w here several w aves of
im m igration from  B urundi and R w anda since at least the nineteenth century had created the
B arundi com m unity in the R usizi Plain and the B anyam ulenge com m unity in the highlands
overlooking Lake Tanganyika.7

In N orth K ivu, im m igration w as m ore recent, m uch larger, and the direct result of colonial
policy. H ere, the sparsely populated and fertile highlands of M asisi, Lubero, and R utshuru
attracted large num bers of European settlers in the early decades of the tw entieth century. A s the
num ber of ranchers and m ining com panies increased, so did the dem and for labor from
neighboring R w anda, w here fam ine and population density m ade m igration attractive. The
B elgian governm ent em barked on a m assive m igration plan, the M ission d‒im m igration des
B anyarw anda (M iB ). The lack of reliable data m akes it difficult to know  how  m any w ere
involved in this relocation, but estim ates range from  150,000 to 300,000 people.8 In large parts of
the highlands of w hat today are the M asisi, R utshuru, W alikale, and Lubero territories, these
im m igrants becam e the dem ographic m ajority.

B y the tim e arm ed conflict erupted in earnest in South K ivu in 1964, the nature of
m obilization had changed. D uring the colonial period, resistance w as confined to local concerns,
but now  it w as fram ed in the language of nationalism  and C old W ar ideologies. The new
political parties played a crucial role as constituencies and m obilizing structures, providing m ost
of the leadership, the ideology, and the channels for recruitm ent. M ost of the leaders of the
rebellion on the ground had been cadres of the M N C -Lum um ba9 or the affiliated C N L political
parties. For som e of these parties, inspired by anticolonial struggles elsew here after the
assassination of Lum um ba, arm ed violence becam e an acceptable, even necessary m eans to their
ends.

D espite their brutality, it is striking that these uprisings around independence w ere shorter
lived than the current conflicts. A lthough the Sim ba rebellion engulfed alm ost half the country,
its m ain phase lasted only a little m ore than a year, and the K w ilu uprising in w estern C ongo w as
even shorter.

In 1965, enjoying the backing of W estern governm ents m otivated by C old W ar rivalries,
Joseph-D çsirç M obutu, as he w as then called, overthrew  the elected governm ent w ith the help of
foreign m ercenaries. G ranting him self exceptional pow ers, he successfully suppressed the violent
com petition for elected office in the K ivus. W hile sporadic resistance continued, especially the
rem ote parts of Fizi territory and the R uw enzori m ountains, arm ed repression and the creation of
M obutu‒s party-state‍ he abolished political parties in 1967 and founded the M ouvem ent
populaire de la rçvolution (M PR ), of w hich all C ongolese becam e m em bers at birth‍ quelled
m ost arm ed m obilization for several decades.

This abrupt end to rebellion, a pax M obutuensis, provides insights into w hat had been driving
the violence. O n the political level, by abolishing elections, getting rid of political parties, and
deploying security forces and m ercenaries, M obutu could tam p dow n both the events that
triggered and the social infrastructure that facilitated arm ed m obilization. H e also clam ped dow n



on local causes of unrest by suppressing the discourse of ethnicity in political debate‍ although
he w ould reverse course sharply in the tw ilight of his regim e‍ and by alternately co-opting and
dism antling custom ary structures.10 The econom y aided him  dram atically: in the first thirteen
years of his rule, incom e per capita in the C ongo alm ost tripled, buoyed by exports of raw
m inerals and agricultural production. This provided em ploym ent, infrastructure developm ent,
and resources for considerable patronage to potential rivals.

FIG U R E 2.1. G D P per capita in C ongo (Zaire), 1960‌2016

The C ongo W ars: The C onfluence of R egional, Local, and N ational Trends
For m uch of the 1970s and 1980s, there w as little arm ed group activity in the eastern C ongo,
although there w ere brief, sizable rebellions further south, in K atanga province.11 It w as not until
M obutu began to lose his grip on pow er and the country began to dem ocratize that conflict
bubbled up again. In 1990, financially crippled, under pressure from  his form er C old W ar allies,
and facing dom estic opposition, a teary M obutu declared an end to single-party rule on national
television and prom ised dem ocracy. The prospect of elections brought cynical m anipulations of
ethnicity by the central governm ent that pushed the issue of citizenship for descendants of
R w andan im m igrants back into the lim elight.12

O ver the previous tw o decades, M obutu had alternately em pow ered and then underm ined
these com m unities. In 1971, he had prom ulgated a law  that granted blanket citizenship to all
R w andans and B urundians w ho had been in the C ongo since 1960, as he sought to curry favor
and cultivate loyalty am ong these relatively affluent com m unities. W hen M obutu expropriated
all foreign businesses in 1973 during a nationalization cam paign, m any Tutsi in N orth K ivu
benefited. B arthçlçm y B isengim ana, his pow erful chief of staff w ho had been born in R w anda
before em igrating to the C ongo, w as instrum ental is em pow ering key m em bers of the C ongolese
Tutsi com m unity during his tim e in pow er, betw een 1969 and 1977. Then, in 1981, seeking to
m obilize nationalist sentim ent, M obutu reversed this decree, legislating that citizenship could be
obtained only on an individual basis and w as available only for those w ho could trace their
C ongolese ancestry back to 1885. In theory, this not only stripped m any H utu and Tutsi in N orth
K ivu of their citizenship but also expropriated m uch of their property, since under the new  law
only C ongolese citizens could ow n such large concessions. A lthough this latter law  w as never
really enforced, for the ―im m igrants‖ this legal back and forth underlined how  tenuous their
status w as.

Several governm ent initiatives accentuated antagonism  against both H utu and Tutsi
im m igrants: an ―identification of citizenship‖ census sparked outrage and riots from  these
com m unities in 1991; a parliam entary resolution in 1995 called for all ―R w andan refugees‖ to



leave the country, explicitly including B anyam ulenge, w ho had been in South K ivu for
generations; and several decrees w ere issued to identify property ow ned by ―refugees and
im m igrants,‖ categories that w ere interpreted to apply to all Tutsi.13 Follow ing these leads, the
com m issioner of U vira territory in South K ivu w ent so far as to say he w ould expel all Tutsi by
the end of 1995 and then helped to organize gangs of youths to harass B anyam ulenge.

Triggered by the ―citizenship census‖ and the anticipation of elections in w hich ethnicity
prom ised to be a key m obilizer, violence began in earnest on the border betw een the M asisi and
W alikale territories in M arch 1993, then spread across the southern part of N orth K ivu. The
Tem bo, N yanga, and H unde com m unities m obilized to push H utu out of their hom elands, w hile
H utu form ed m ilitia to protect them selves. This ―G uerre de M asisi‖ lasted for m ost of the year,
killing thousands in the largest outbreak of violence in the C ongo since the turm oil of
independence.14

This m obilization differed in im portant w ays from  that of the 1960s. In the 1960s, the issue of
autochtonie‍ w hich involved definitions of w ho w as a ―son of the soil‖15 or an indigenous
C ongolese‍ had been im portant in the K anyarw anda w ar that took place in the southern part of
w hat is today N orth K ivu and, to a lesser extent, in the arm ed m obilization in the Fizi territory
but in general had taken a back seat to the split betw een those allied w ith M obutu‍ and
perceived to be close to the B elgians‍ and the Lum um bists, w ho saw  them selves as the true
nationalists. For exam ple, in the 1960s Laurent-D çsirç K abila led a rebellion that featured
m em bers of various com m unities, including R w andan Tutsi exiles, against M obutu‒s
governm ent, w hich in turn allied w ith the B anyam ulenge.

In the 1990s, autochtonie becam e the central focus of arm ed groups, but ethnicity w as still
expressed in very local term s, m otivated by concrete com m unal grievances. This w as the case for
the M ai-M ai, self-defense groups that recruited largely along ethnic lines and drew  on traditional
rites and potions that they believed m ade them  invincible to bullets.

The bloody conflict, w hich w as only in its infancy, w as about to be dram atically transform ed
by a m assive influx of foreign fighters into the country. O ne of the key features of the recent
C ongolese conflict has been that arm ed m obilization has never been sustained or grow n to
becom e a national threat w ithout outside backing. It w as civil w ars in neighboring countries that
brought an influx of w eapons, rebel refugees, and eventually foreign invasions. In 1993, tens of
thousands of B urundian refugees arrived in the eastern C ongo follow ing the assassination of
President M elchior N dadaye, and for the next ten years B urundian H utu rebels w ould m aintain
rear bases in South K ivu. Then, in 1994, follow ing the R w andan genocide, over forty thousand
m ilitiam en and soldiers and a m illion civilian refugees crossed into eastern C ongo from  R w anda.
A t the sam e tim e, hundreds of U gandan rebels from  the W est N ile B ank Front and the A lliance
of D em ocratic Forces‌N ational A rm y for the Liberation of U ganda (A D F-N A LU ) began to put
dow n roots on the C ongolese side of the R uw enzori M ountains.

B y 1996, the C ongo had becom e a haven for rebel groups from  at least four neighboring
countries. These groups used these rear bases to destabilize their hom e countries. This, coupled
w ith M obutu‒s physical and political deterioration, paved the w ay for the regional w ars that w ere
to follow .

O ne of the m ain protagonists in these w ars w as the R w andan Patriotic Front (R PF), led by
Paul K agam e, w hich had overthrow n the governm ent of Juvçnal H abyarim ana in 1994 after a



bloody civil w ar that had culm inated in a genocide against Tutsi, alongside the killing of m any
m oderate H utu. The forces that carried out the slaughter of up to eight hundred thousand Tutsi,
H abyarim ana‒s form er Forces arm çes rw andaises (FA R ) and various m ilitia, then fled into the
eastern C ongo, w here they w ere housed in refugee cam ps run by the U nited N ations H igh
C om m ission for R efugees (U N H C R ).

In 1996, the new  R PF governm ent, alongside its U gandan ally that sought to root out its ow n
arm ed rebellions in its neighbor, launched an invasion of the eastern C ongo, ostensibly to
dism antle the R w andan refugee cam ps. To m ask their involvem ent, they created a rebel fig leaf,
the A lliance des forces dçm ocratiques pour la libçration du C ongo-Zaire (A FD L), w hich
eventually cam e to be led by the veteran and m ercurial rebel Laurent-D çsirç K abila. The
A ngolan arm y joined this regional coalition, and m any other A frican countries, dism ayed w ith
M obutu‒s corruption and abuse, provided support as w ell.16

C ongolese Tutsi from  N orth K ivu and B anyam ulenge from  South K ivu featured prom inently
in this rebellion, som e having joined the R PF during its bush w ar in R w anda, w hile others took
up arm s as violence escalated in their hom e com m unities in 1994‌1996. Separately, thousands of
youths from  other com m unities in the K ivu region, know n in Sw ahili as kadogos (sm all ones),
joined the A FD L, eager to liberate their country and to join a rebellion that could em pow er them
socially and econom ically. Even today, w hile there is no public regional breakdow n, the national
arm y into w hich m any of those rebels integrated is disproportionately from  the eastern C ongo.17

Shifts in econom ic and social structures contributed to this m obilization. B y the early 1990s,
the state m onopoly on m ining had been broken as parastatal com panies crum bled and artisanal
m ining began to flourish. This created large num bers of young m igrant m en from  the eastern
C ongo w ho tapped into a lucrative and often illegal transnational trade. W hen arm ed groups
proliferated follow ing the R w andan refugee crisis and the subsequent A FD L invasion, they
becam e involved in illegal taxation, sm uggling, and racketeering, creating a new  w ar econom y.

The foreign invasions radically changed how  arm ed groups perceived them selves and their
objectives. A s one m ilitia com m ander rem em bered, ―B efore 1996, it w as about this village, this
com m unity. W ith the A FD L, it w as about ‐U s C ongolese,‒ it w as us against the R w andans.‖18
Thus the parochial com m unal feuds of the early 1990s started to be overshadow ed by, or
com bined w ith, a renew ed feeling of nationalism  in defense against foreign aggression. This is
how  M ai-M ai self-defense m ilitias expressed them selves, especially in areas w ith a history of
arm ed insurrection like M asisi, B unyakiri, R uw enzori, and Fizi. This nationalism  w as
increasingly expressed in ethnic term s‍ ―Tutsi aggression‖ becam e a dom inant trope for m any
M ai-M ai, w hile Tutsi and B anyam ulenge groups developed a rhetoric of victim hood‍ even as
m any C ongolese Tutsi took leading roles in the various rebellions‍ often linking the experiences
of their com m unities w ith the genocide in R w anda.

The A FD L w ar lasted for nine m onths, from  Septem ber 1996 to M ay 1997, sw eeping
Laurent-D çsirç K abila to pow er in the capital K inshasa. H is position, how ever, w as extrem ely
tenuous, as he had to contend w ith the influence of the R w andan arm y, w hich dom inated his
security services and arm y. Seeking to em ancipate him self, K abila asked the R w andans to leave
and began reaching out to their archnem eses, H abyarim ana‒s ex-FA R . This triggered another
invasion of R w andan troops in the eastern C ongo, leading to the m uch longer and deadlier
Second C ongo W ar (1998‌2003) that split the country into several parts. The R w andans backed



the R assem blem ent congolais pour la dçm ocratie (R C D ) rebellion, w hile the U gandans
supported the M ouvem ent de libçration du C ongo (M LC ). M eanw hile, K abila received critical
backing from  the A ngolan, Zim babw ean, and N am ibian governm ents.

It w as during this Second C ongo W ar that arm ed groups in the K ivus began to flourish w ith
the help of outside backing and collaboration. For the R C D  and the local m ilitias that it partnered
w ith,19 support cam e from  R w anda, w hile for the dozen or so M ai-M ai factions, backing cam e
from  K inshasa and from  alliances w ith R w andan and B urundian rebellions.20 This proxy w arfare
w as exacerbated follow ing the Lusaka C easefire A greem ent of 1999; K inshasa rarely fought
directly w ith the R w andan, U gandan, and B urundian arm ies, instead funneling support to its
allies behind the front lines.

O ver tim e, the C ongo W ars transform ed society in the eastern C ongo, leading to the creation
of the m ilitary bourgeoisie that I describe in chapter 5. The rise of regional rebellions deeply
involved in local adm inistration, especially the R C D , further eroded the established structures of
authority and social cohesion. W hile the first w ave of m ilitias that had form ed in the 1990s
strongly relied on support from  custom ary chiefs and local com m unities, those ties w eakened
w hen m ilitary leaders started to build up autonom ous bases of revenue and support through links
to the K abila governm ent in K inshasa, foreign arm ed groups, and trans-boundary trade netw orks.
C ustom ary chiefs w ere also intim idated, assassinated, or replaced by the various rebel groups
active in the eastern C ongo, underm ining that institution. A t the sam e tim e, the large-scale
recruitm ent of youths created a m ilitarized generation that becam e increasingly detached from
custom ary chiefs, village elders, and their parents.21

Several factors precipitated the end of the Second C ongo W ar and the signing of the G lobal
and Inclusive A greem ent in D ecem ber 2002 by all m ajor belligerents. C ongolese civil society,
along w ith the international com m unity‍ led by the U nited N ations, South A frica, and key
W estern pow ers‍ pushed for an end to the fighting, w hich w as one of the m ost devastating
conflicts in the w orld at the tim e. Their pressure had a particular im pact on the R w andan and
U gandan governm ents, w hich w ere deeply dependent on donor funding, w hile the Zim babw ean
governm ent scaled dow n its involvem ent due to econom ic and political troubles at hom e. O n top
of this, Laurent-D çsirç K abila, the bellicose C ongolese president, w as assassinated in his office
in January 2001, leaving pow er in the hands of his young and reclusive son, Joseph K abila, w ho
w as m ore inclined to seek a political resolution to the conflict.

O n June 30, 2003, the belligerents form ed a transitional governm ent, based in the capital,
K inshasa. The country w as unified, and all arm ed groups w ere m erged into a new  national arm y,
the Forces arm çes de la R çpublique dçm ocratique du C ongo (FA R D C ). In due course a new
constitution w as drafted; the country‒s Third R epublic had begun.

C onclusion
The purpose of this chapter w as to set the stage for the current conflict that affects the C ongo but
also to reach into the C ongolese past to explain the history of arm ed m obilization, particularly in
the east of the country. B y grappling w ith the dynam ics of conflict of the past, w e can glean
insights into the drivers of conflict today. Throughout this chapter, I focus on the m ain actors
behind m obilization as w ell as their interests.



O ver the past 60 years, w e have seen a shifting cast of protagonists in violent protests taking
place in the C ongo. In the 1960s, m obilization‍ som etim es peaceful, som etim es not‍ w as a
vehicle for em ancipation. W hile it had a variety of participants w ith diverse m otives, the arm ed
m obilization that follow ed the assassination of Patrice Lum um ba trum peted a rhetoric of
liberation and w as driven by a new  urban bourgeoisie that w as eager to challenge custom ary and
state pow er.

A fter a lull im posed by the dictatorship‍ w hat I call the Pax M obutuensis‍ arm ed
m obilization once again em erged in the eastern C ongo in 1993. W hile the conflict w as expressed
largely in ethnic term s, there is no doubt that part of the im petus cam e from  m arginalized
peasants and youth. The regionalization of the crisis since the A FD L w ar of 1996 then poured
enorm ous resources into the conflict, creating a large class of young m en w ith an expertise in
deadly conflict, m any of them  unm oored from  the social structures out of w hich they em erged.
O ver tim e, these conflict entrepreneurs cam e to constitute a relatively independent social class.

W hat about the interests driving these m ore recent w aves of m obilization? The early days of
the A FD L rebellion, as m any com batants still recall today, w ere m arked by a deep nationalism  as
arm ed m obilization becam e a m eans of seizing pow er. Since then, how ever, arm ed groups have
lost m uch of the em ancipatory im pulse that w as so obvious throughout the colonial period and
then into the 1960s‍ im pulses to free their fighters from  colonial rule, to reform  the state, to rid
them selves of the confines of custom ary rule. Sim ilarly, the state‍ still called Bula M atari, the
B reaker of R ocks, by m any C ongolese, referring to the repressive colonial state‍ w hich sought
to stam p out all dissidence during the colonial era and the early years of M obutu‒s rule, gradually
developed an interest in cultivating violence and disorder on the periphery of the state as a m eans
of dividing the opposition and providing patronage to the security services. This eventually led to
the involution of interests, as belligerents becam e invested in perpetuating this system  of violent
governance.

This historical account paves the path for the next chapter, w hich tackles the m ost recent
phase of conflict in the C ongo, w hich occurred betw een 2002 and 2019. It is not difficult to see
w hy an approach to solving the conflict that w as fundam entally focused on brokering a deal
betw een the governm ent and its opponents did not bring an end to the fighting. If the dynam ics
driving conflict are rooted in the nature of the state and if violence is not a m eans to an end but
also an end in itself, then a form al settlem ent w ill only serve to transform , but not eradicate the
conflict.



 

3
Explaining the C ongolese C onflict

TH E PEA C E D EA L U SH ER ED  in the ―postconflict‖ era w ith new  institutions and the prom ise of
dem ocracy and stability. H ow ever, as the quotation m arks suggest, this period w as anything but
peaceful. C onflict escalated, albeit in a different form , to levels at least as high as during the
great C ongo w ars that cam e before.

W hy did that peace deal, w hich had fostered so m uch hope, not bring an end to the conflict?
A nd w hat is the nature of this not-w ar-not-peace hybrid in w hich the country has been
languishing since 2003?

I argue that the peace process transform ed the conflict but did not end it. In fact, the peace
deal, w hile successful on m any fronts, carried w ithin it the seeds for this new  round of violence:
it pushed one of the m ost pow erful belligerents back into w ar; a failed arm y integration process
created a m ultitude of new  arm ed groups led by arm y defectors; and an electoral process created
incentives for politicians to ally w ith arm ed groups. In this chapter I address these proxim ate
causes of violence. In the next chapter, I then scrutinize the structural, perm issive causes: the
backdrop of a w eak, patrim onial state and a political culture in both K igali and K inshasa in
w hich arm ed violence w as seen as an acceptable and established m eans of obtaining pow er and
resources.

TA B LE 3.1. C hronology of m ajor events since 1990

1990 M obutu disbands single-party rule, announces m ultiparty electons
1991‌
1992

N ational Sovereign C onference in K inshasa decides on new  constitution and prim e m inister, backs 1981 citizenship
law

1993 R un-up to local elections turns violent in N orth K ivu; 6,000‌15,000 die in com m unal violence
1994 R w andan genocide sends perpetrators and close to one m illion refugees into eastern C ongo
1996 First C ongo W ar. A FD L rebellion is created in K igali, backed by pan-A frican coalition to break up refugee cam ps

and topple M obutu
1997 A FD L topples M obutu‒s governm ent, puts Laurent K abila in pow er
1998 Second C ongo W ar. K abila falls out w ith R w andan and U gandan allies
1999 Lusaka C easefire A greem ent signed by m ajor belligerents, creates U N  peacekeeping m ission (M O N U C )
2001 Laurent K abila is assassinated by a bodyguard, is replaced by his son Joseph K abila
2002 A ccord global et inclusif is signed by m ajor belligerents
2003‌
2006

Transitional governm ent of form er belligerents

2006 Presidential, legislative, and provincial elections; K abila elected president
2006‌
2008

C N D P rebellion in N orth K ivu

2008 G om a Peace C onference
2009 Integration of C N D P and other arm ed groups into national arm y
2009 Launch of joint C ongolese-R w andan U m oja W etu operations against FD LR  and other arm ed groups
2010 M O N U C  becom es a stabilization m ission (M O N U SC O )



2011 Presidential and legislative elections; K abila reelected president
2012 D efection of ex-C N D P officers creates M 23 rebellion
2013 D efeat of M 23 rebellion
2014 Launch of Sukola I operations against A D F, provokes w idespread m assacres around B eni
2015 Launch of Sukola II operations against FD LR  and other arm ed groups
2016 K abila postpones presidential elections, extending his ow n term  and prom pting protests
2018 Presidential and legislative elections are held but becom e m ired in controversy; Fçlix Tshisekedi is nam ed w inner,

form s alliance w ith K abila

The Political C onflicts C reated by the Peace Process: The C N D P and the M ai-
M ai

The initial days of the transition w ere heady, especially for political elites and their foreign
partners. The 2002 peace deal, the A ccord global et inclusif, reunified the country after five years
of brutal w ar and shared positions in the new  governm ent, parliam ent, and other state institutions
am ong the various signatories of peace deal. The arm ed forces of m ost belligerents w ere
integrated into a new  national arm y, the FA R D C , and 130,000 soldiers‍ including 30,000
children‍ w ere dem obilized w ithin four years.1

It is alm ost difficult to rem em ber now , given the subsequent failures of peacebuilding, but this
w as a period of optim ism  and dram atic change, the high-w ater m ark of international intervention
in the conflict. A  new  constitution w as signed, enshrining the rights of citizens as never before,
creating dem ocratic institutions and decentralizing pow er to the provinces, inaugurating the
C ongo‒s Third R epublic. A  national assem bly and provincial assem blies w ere set up, as w ere the
follow ing bodies: an election com m ission, a state auditor general, a m edia regulation body, a
hum an rights observatory, and an anticorruption com m ission.

The signatories of the peace deal had great incentive to take up their new  positions in
K inshasa, as the peace process brought a huge influx of donor m oney and foreign investm ent.
The streets of K inshasa w ere crow ded w ith new  cars‍ H um m ers w ere favorites w ith m any
politicians‍ and restaurants popped up to host the nouveaux riches and expats. The peace
process encouraged both donors and investors to open their pocketbooks; the W orld B ank and
the IM F, often considered bellw ethers of financial stability and political acceptability, launched
new  loan and grant program s in 2001 and 2002, respectively.2 O ther donors follow ed suit, as did
private investors, leading the revenue of the central governm ent to alm ost triple betw een 2003
and 2006.

This appeared to be the logic of the peace deal, in line w ith the tenets of liberal peacebuilding:
entice all belligerents to join a national transitional governm ent in w hich they w ill all gain in
prestige and w ealth, then create an environm ent‍ a new  constitution, a thriving econom y, a new
arm y‍ that w ill m ake it difficult for them  to defect back to the bush w hen som e of them  lose
elections in 2006.3 O ne W estern diplom at based in K inshasa at the tim e told m e as m uch: ―H ow
do you get rebels to put dow n their w eapons and trust in this peace process? A  governm ent car,
salary, and access to state coffers. Peace first, good governance later.‖4 In a country w here 94
percent of the population m ade less than $1.90 per day, the m onthly salary for a m inister during
the transition w as around $4,000 (w hile som e directors of state-run com panies earned $25,000
per m onth), and opportunities for illegal enrichm ent w ere also plentiful.5



TA B LE 3.2. D R C  national revenues and grants, 2003‌2008 (m illions of U SD )

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

G overnm ent revenue (excluding grants) 436.58 623.12 820.58 1129.69 1474.78 2140.83
G rants (excluding hum anitarian aid) 114.82 129.03 371.18 701.93 147.31 215.77
O verall budget 551.41 752.15 1191.76 1831.63 1622.09 2356.61

This approach had som e notable successes. B y 2006, the num ber of internally displaced in the
C ongo had declined to 1.2 m illion, a third of w hat it had been just three years earlier. Since
displacem ent is correlated w ith higher m ortality rates, these security im provem ents alm ost
certainly saved thousands of lives.6 O nly around a dozen significant C ongolese arm ed groups
rem ained active, clustered in the Fizi, U vira, and Lubero territories in the eastern C ongo. They
did not have m uch financial or m ilitary heft and had only w eak links to national politics. These
successes, how ever, w ere eventually overshadow ed by the failures. B y 2011, displacem ent had
m ore than doubled, and by 2018 it had reached levels higher than even during the w ar.

The m ain challenge to the transition cam e from  a narrow  m ilitary elite backed by the
R w andan governm ent, w hich contested the new  order. O ver the next few  years, first the form er
R C D  rebels, then the M ai-M ai, w ould launch a series of insurgencies and counterinsurgencies in
the east of the country, triggering a vicious cycle of violence. The tim ing of this crisis
determ ined the governm ent‒s response, as it struggled to balance the com peting im peratives of
keeping the shaky ruling coalition together and creating strong institutions that could defend
their country. In the end, the fractious ruling class opted for the form er, engaging in patronage-
based politics, encouraging m ilitary officers to becom e involved in local racketeering and
politicians to support arm ed groups at the expense of investing in strong institutions. C ontrary to
the m axim  proffered by the diplom at cited above, it becam e clear that, since conflict becam e
closely enm eshed w ith patronage politics, you could not cem ent peace until governance w as
radically reform ed.

A Failed Political C om prom ise: The Birth of the C N D P
The core of any peace process is a political com prom ise‍ a deal in w hich form er belligerents
w ill com m it to further their interests through the political process, not on the battlefield.
Invariably, how ever, som e signatories w ill lose out and becom e m arginalized, especially w hen‍
as in the C ongolese case‍ the deal w as scheduled to culm inate in elections w here som e of them ,
inevitably, w ould lose. This w as the m ain failing of the peace process: that it failed to predict
these dynam ics and then take appropriate m easures.

The m ain challenge to the process cam e from  the R C D . It w as one of the strongest
belligerents but w as extrem ely unpopular, due to its abuses and R w andan support, and stood to
lose m uch of its pow er in the upcom ing elections. It w as this m ism atch betw een their m ilitary
prow ess (w hich stem m ed in considerable part from  R w andan backing) and their popularity that
eventually produced a series of new  rebellions. The straitjacket of the peace deal could not
contain the contradictory interests of its signatories.

The m arginalization felt by the R C D  w as particularly acute w ithin the Tutsi com m unity, a
dem ographically sm all com m unity that occupied m any senior roles w ithin the R C D  rebellion.



The com m unity w as broadly resented‍ and w as the target of ethnic vitriol‍ due to long-standing
com m unal conflicts over land and pow er, but also because of the m any abuses of the R C D ,
including several large-scale m assacres of civilians. Polling in both 2005 and 2016 suggested
that only about a quarter of C ongolese thought that H utu and Tutsi could be C ongolese.7

The R C D ‒s fears eventually cam e true. The form er rebellion lost m uch of its pow er in the
elections that took place in 2006, going from  controlling a third of the country to holding about 4
percent representation in elected institutions.8 The R C D  presidential candidate, A zarias R uberw a,
got a paltry 1.69 percent of the vote. In addition, w ith the end of the transition cam e also an end
to the R C D ‒s right to influence nom inations and prom otions w ithin the security apparatus, state
adm inistration, and foreign service.

FIG U R E 3.1. C om parison of territory controlled by arm ed groups in 2002 and representation in national parliam ent after the 2006
elections

B oth the clientelist nature of the C ongolese state and the influence of the R w andan regim e,
w hich I discuss in depth in the follow ing chapter, accentuated the R C D ‒s fears. O n paper, the
peace process had forged an arrangem ent that required K abila to share pow er w ith four vice
presidents. It also distributed positions in parliam ent, state-run enterprises, the adm inistration,
and the security services am ong six different belligerents, the political opposition, and civil
society.

In practice, how ever, the m ain spaces of decision-m aking and accum ulation of resources in
the C ongolese state w ere m anaged inform ally. K abila exercised disproportionate pow er through
inform al chains of com m and, m aintained control over key econom ic assets, and blocked the
integration of key parts of the security service and state-run com panies. Even in institutions in
w hich pow er w as supposed to be shared, the president w as able to control key positions. For
exam ple, the head of the election com m ission w as supposed to be nam ed by the religious
com ponent of civil society; the C atholic C hurch, how ever, disavow ed A pollinaire M alu M alu,
the priest w ho w as nam ed, a close collaborator of President K abila.

K abila‒s dom inance of these inform al netw orks of pow er frustrated R C D  m em bers w ho w ere
excluded from  these favors.9 ―W e w ere being asked not to share pow er in governm ent, but rather
to integrate into a system  controlled by K abila,‖ A zarias R uberw a, then secretary-general of the
R C D , later told m e.10

The R w andan governm ent also played a critical role in fom enting the new  crisis. The ruling
party, R w andan Patriotic Front (R PF), had long seen the eastern C ongo as an area critical for its
national security, and m any of its leaders had personal and econom ic ties w ith this region. It also
had the m eans of influencing developm ents there: m any R C D  officers from  the Tutsi com m unity
had passed through the ranks of the R w andan arm y and m aintained fam ily and business relations
w ith R PF m em bers. A s I explain in chapter 6, R PF leaders encouraged a sm all clique of R C D
com m anders, m ostly from  the C ongolese Tutsi com m unity, to launch a new  rebellion. W ithout



R w andan support, it is difficult to im agine that the ensuing crisis w ould have reached anything
like the scale it did.

In addition, tw o related dynam ics accentuated the R C D ‒s sense of vulnerability. A  local
pow er struggle in their N orth K ivu bastion m ade the threat of losing political pow er m ore acute.
The province w as split dem ographically betw een the northern region, ―le G rand N ord,‖
populated largely by the N ande ethnic com m unity, and the southern region in w hich the
B anyarw anda com m unity w as politically and econom ically dom inant (see figure 6.1). The tw o
parts of the province had been separated by the w ar but w ere now  due to be reunited. H ere,
again, the R C D ‒s fears w ould com e true: the 2006 elections produced a N ande governor and a
N ande m ajority in the provincial assem bly as w ell as dom inance by K abila‒s coalition.

Internal divisions also plagued the R C D , exacerbating their predicam ent. Spurred by the
R C D ‒s unpopularity and K abila‒s desire to neutralize his m ost pow erful rivals, m any R C D
leaders jum ped ship, leading the rem aining leaders to panic. Eugæne Serufuli, the governor of
N orth K ivu and the party‒s m ost im portant H utu leader, w as courted by K inshasa and sw itched
allegiance to K abila in 2005, eventually being nam ed chairm an of the board of the state
electricity com pany in 2007. O ther R C D  leaders, realizing that they w ould need to curry favor
w ith K abila to obtain im portant positions in K inshasa, also defected.11 A s one form er R C D
leader said, ―The transition w ouldn‒t have been so fatal for us if w e had been united. W e could
have kept control of N orth K ivu and negotiated w ith K abila from  a position of relative
strength.‖12

TA B LE 3.3. K ey adm inistrative positions in G om a, 2004

Position N am e Ethnic
origin

G overnor, N orth K ivu Eugæne Serufuli H utu
V ice G overnor B akungu M ithondeke H unde
V ice G overnor K ayisavera M bake N ande
A dm inistrator, M asisi Paul Sebihogo Tutsi
A dm inistrator, R utshuru O scar N tam biye Tutsi
M ayor, G om a X avier N zabara H utu

Security
C om m ander, 8th M ilitary R egion G eneral G abriel A m isi K usu
C om m ander, 11th B rigade C olonel B onanç H abarugira Tutsi
C om m ander, 12th B rigade C olonel Sm ith G ihanga H utu
C om m ander, 5th B rigade C olonel M ayanga w a

G ishuba
H utu

C om m ander of Police, N orth K ivu G eneral Jean-M arie N daki ?
C om m ander of Police, G om a M ajor N taw avuka H utu
C oordinator, A gence nationale de renseignem ents (national intelligence
agency)

G illain B irate H utu

C oordinator, D irection gçnçrale de m igration (im m igration agency) A lbert Sem ana Tutsi

Econom y
D irector, O FID A  (custom s agency) D ço R ugw iza Tutsi
D irector, SN EL (electric com pany) Lçon M uheto Tutsi
D irector, R EG ID ESO  (w ater com pany) V incent M ihatano H utu
D irector, O C C  (custom s quality control agency) O sw ald M ukingi H utu
D irector, land registry D ieudonnç B irate H utu
D irector, D irection gçnçrale des im pòts (tax agency) R obert M barushim ana H utu
D irector, SEPC O N G O  (state petroleum  com pany) D çbat M uzo Tutsi



This w as the som ber outlook for the R C D  in 2003: it w as m arginalized nationally, under
attack locally, and divided internally. It w as to this backdrop that the C ongræs national pour la
dçfense du peuple (C N D P) em erged, as a m eans for a faction of the R C D  and the R w andan
governm ent to defend their interests in the eastern C ongo.

The key figure in this sequence of events w as G eneral Laurent N kunda, a charism atic and
tem peram ental Tutsi R C D  com m ander. N kunda, a notorious figure in the R C D  arm y, w as
w orried that he w ould be arrested for a large m assacre of civilians that had taken place under his
w atch in K isangani in M ay 2002.13

Shortly before the transitional governm ent w as inaugurated, the R w andan governm ent pushed
for the prom otion of a num ber of R C D  com m anders and officials in the eastern C ongo w ho w ere
w orried that they w ould be arrested if they w ent to K inshasa. This represented a significant
obstacle for the peace process. Several of these officials, including the governor of South K ivu
province, w ere alleged to have planned the assassination of Laurent-D çsirç K abila, the
president‒s father. N kunda w as another w rench in the w orks of the peace process, nam ed
com m ander of N orth K ivu province, despite his dism al hum an rights record. R w anda then
m ounted a persuasion cam paign for these R C D  officials: according to one officer w ho took part
in these discussions: ―The R w andans told us: ‐If you go to K inshasa, you w ill com e back in
coffins.‒ ‖14

In the end, three ex-R C D  brigades in N orth K ivu province refused to join the new  national
arm y, receiving significant clandestine support from  the R w andan governm ent. A s w e shall see
in chapter 6, the C N D P w ould grow  to becom e one of the m ost pow erful arm ed groups in the
country betw een 2004 and 2009, controlling m uch of the southern part of N orth K ivu province.15

N kunda‒s insurgency becam e the linchpin of this new  bout of conflict in the K ivus, prom pting
counterm obilization by at least a dozen other groups, som e of them  w ith backing from  K inshasa.
C om ing at a tim e w hen the new  national arm y w as being form ed out of disparate arm ed groups
and tens of thousands of com batants w ere dem obilizing, the C N D P dram atically underm ined the
creation of fledgling institutions.

The M ai-M ai and the Perverse Incentives of Elections and Arm y Reform
N kunda w as not the only one m obilizing. M uch like the R C D , m any M ai-M ai groups felt deeply
m arginalized w ithin the transitional governm ent and arm y, although in a very different w ay.
Their disillusionm ent had m ore to do w ith the realities of the arm y integration and
dem obilization processes. The governm ent failed to provide sufficient opportunities for m any
M ai-M ai, either by providing them  alternative sources of incom e or by appointing them  to
satisfactory positions w ithin the security forces. To m ake m atters w orse, w hen som e of these
M ai-M ai then returned to the bush, the arm y supported som e of them  in operations against the
C N D P.

D uring the 2003‌2006 transition, the m ost im portant M ai-M ai groups in N orth and South
K ivu had joined the national arm y. A t the tim e, I w as w orking for the U N  peacekeeping m ission,
traveling throughout South K ivu w ith the new  FA R D C  com m ander of the province. W hile there
w ere som e holdouts in U vira and Fizi territories, som e of the m ost im portant M ai-M ai leaders
obtained positions in the national arm y and adm inistration, including Padiri B ulenda, Sikuli



Lafontaine, Fabien M udohu, A kilim ali Shem ondo, and B audouin N akabaka.
The new  w ar against the C N D P brought an end to this positive trend, leading to defections

w ithin the arm y and increased arm ed m obilization. W hen N kunda launched his rebellion, it
triggered a m assive counterm obilization by M ai-M ai and other sm aller arm ed groups.16

There w ere several reasons for this. D uring the w ar, M ai-M ai groups had largely sided w ith
the K inshasa governm ent, and a shaky coalition of M ai-M ai sent a delegation to the peace talks
at the Inter-C ongolese D ialogue, obtaining a quota for representation in the transitional
governm ent. N onetheless, the em ergence of the C N D P led m any M ai-M ai groups to rem obilize,
as local com m unities sought to protect them selves and entrepreneurial com m anders seized on a
new  opportunity. The m ost im portant ones w ere the C oalition des patriotes rçsistants congolais
(PA R EC O ) (M asisi and Lubero territories) and the M ai-M ai Y akutum ba (Fizi and U vira
territories), but several sm aller groups also m obilized betw een 2004‍ w hen N kunda launched
his first m ajor offensive‍ and 2009, w hen N kunda w as arrested.

W hile the C N D P provided the m ain trigger for this m obilization, the clientelistic nature of the
C ongolese governm ent w as, once again, an im portant factor. D espite a progressive constitution
that fostered new , dem ocratic institutions, the transitional governm ent w as based largely on the
sharing of spoils. H ere, a fateful decision w as m ade, or perhaps a non-decision, by leaders of the
governm ent and arm y. Faced w ith a new ly form ed arm y riven w ith com peting netw orks of
form er belligerents, the senior leadership failed to step in to enforce a unified chain of com m and
and discipline.

O ne senior officer, a colonel w ith K abila‒s arm y during the Second C ongo W ar, told m e:
―The strategy w as to absorb all the arm ed groups, to bring them  in. W e didn‒t have the capacity
to crack dow n on thugs and indisciplined officers. The strategy w as to be a sponge, not a stick
[tukuw e çponge, hapana fim bo].‖17 O fficers w ere allow ed to use their personal connections, both
w ithin the arm y as w ell as w ith local arm ed groups, to m anage m ilitary operations and to carry
out illegal racketeering. For exam ple, FA R D C  com m anders siphoned off salaries and logistical
funds through kickbacks w ith their subordinate com m anders‍ the notorious opçrations retour‍
and w orked w ith local m ilitia to obtain or tax gold, tin, and tantalum  m ines in the eastern C ongo.
This approach to security deeply m ilitarized local society and underm ined dem obilization efforts.

The various M ai-M ai com m anders w ho balked at integration18 often lacked the elite
connections that w ould have allow ed them  to benefit from  this patronage and thus did not obtain
high-ranking positions in the national arm y. M any had only rudim entary m ilitary education;
som e lacked basic literacy, further reducing their chances for prom otion.19 To m ake m atters
w orse for them , arm ed groups w ere already extrem ely ―top-heavy‖‍ they had a very high ratio
of officers to soldiers. A ccording to one analyst in 2009, 25 percent of the FA R D C  w ere officers
and 37 percent non-com m issioned officers.20 M any of those officers w ere unlikely to find
suitable positions and rem uneration in the national arm y.

M y ow n observations bear this out. In late 2003, I traveled across South K ivu w ith G eneral
Prosper N abyolw a, the new ly deployed FA R D C  com m ander, to integrate M ai-M ai groups into
the new  national arm y. O n a soccer field in M w enga tow n, the general asked one M ai-M ai group
led by the self-styled ―C olonel‖ N yakiliba to line up their troops by rank. The group of officers
w as alm ost tw ice as large as the foot soldiers, to the disbelief of G eneral N abyolw a. O utraged
that N yakiliba, w ho m ust have been in his early thirties, w as calling him self a colonel, he tore



N yakiliba‒s epaulettes off and threw  them  on the ground.
Poor cohesion w ithin the M ai-M ai also fed into the fragm entation. The few  M ai-M ai

com m anders w ho did obtain positions of im portance, like G eneral Padiri B ulenda, often used
nom inations to rew ard m em bers of their ow n ethnic com m unity or fam ily, sidelining m any of
their form er fellow  com m anders. O f the M ai-M ai delegates to the peace talks in South A frica,
the tw o representing the largest groups‍ A nselm e Enerunga, of Padiri B ulenda‒s m ovem ent, and
K osco Sw edy, representing the D unia group‍ w ere eventually repudiated by their com m anders
in the field for having been bought off by K abila‒s people.

A  sim ilar situation existed the political realm , w here M ai-M ai groups from  across the eastern
C ongo w ere given thirteen seats in the transitional parliam ent, four m inisterial positions, and one
provincial governor position. O ne M ai-M ai officer described the w ay these positions w ere shared
as follow s: ―O ur delegates got to K inshasa and then began selling the positions w e had a claim
to. People w ho had nothing to do w ith the M ai-M ai could buy one of the m ilitary or political
positions that belonged to us. It w as our ow n internal w eakness that allow ed them  to do this.‖21
Thus K isula N goy, w ho had only m arginal links to M ai-M ai, becam e governor of K atanga, w hile
M ushi B onane, a law yer based in K inshasa, claim ed a M ai-M ai parliam entary seat.

The introduction of dem ocratic elections at various levels also contributed to this
m obilization. Politicians w ho had previously obtained pow er through netw orking and patronage
now  had to prove them selves at the ballot box. For som e, arm ed m obilization w as an easy w ay to
curry favor, play to ethnic stereotypes, and intim idate opponents. Elections also created losers,
som e of w hom  then resorted to violence. W ith few  safeguards to prevent arm ed groups from
stepping into the electoral arena, som e candidates‍ a sm all but im portant m inority‍ sought
alliances w ith them  to bolster their stature and intim idate opponents. O ne parliam entary
candidate sum m ed it up like this: ―Elections changed a lot about how  violence is linked to
politicians. The average voter has no understanding of the legislative m achinery in K inshasa.
Even if they did, w hat w e vote on rarely m akes a difference for the average C ongolese. So w e
have to show  them  that w e m atter and that w e are pow erful. For som e of m y colleagues,
[backing] arm ed groups is a good w ay of doing this.‖22

Strongm en em erged in N orth and South K ivu w ho specialized in com bining arm ed force w ith
political popularity. Figures such as Eugæne Serufuli, Justin B itakw ira (U vira territory), Jem si
M ulengw a (Fizi), A ntipas M busa N yam w isi (B eni and Lubero), and R obert Seninga (M asisi)
leveraged their influence am ong arm ed groups into political pow er on the provincial and national
stage.23 C ongolese colloquially referred to this as the phenom æne pom pier-pyrom ane (firefighter-
pyrom aniac phenom enon) or m aladie auto-im m une (autoim m une disease): strongm en starting a
fire so that the governm ent has to negotiate w ith them  to put it out, or state officials backing
m ilitia that challenge their ow n governm ent. W hile violence had been used as a bargaining tactic
betw een the governm ent and its enem ies in the run-up to the transitional governm ent, starting in
2003 violence w as also used as a m eans of bargaining am ong m em bers of the sam e governm ent.

W hile the C N D P w as critical in the escalation of arm ed conflict, by the tim e it w as dism antled
in early 2009, m ost M ai-M ai and other local arm ed groups had developed their ow n m om entum .
They w ere deeply rooted in the local society and econom y, w hereas various exit doors had
closed: the national dem obilization program  w as w inding dow n, and m any com batants had
becom e skeptical about joining a national arm y that w as seen as abusive and indigent.



Insurrection becam e an open-ended endeavor, a lifestyle, in contrast w ith the 1996‌1997 and
1998‌2003 w ars, w hich had concrete objectives.

This new  phase of violence thus introduced new  actors as w ell as new  interests and dynam ics.
C onflict w ent from  a relatively centralized affair anchored by governm ents in K inshasa, K igali,
and K am pala to a fragm ented dynam ic am ong m any sem iautonom ous arm ed groups. The
num ber of arm ed groups grew  from  around 15 in 2005 to 80 in 2015 and 130 in 2018.
M eanw hile, the goal of insurrection w as transform ed from  an antagonistic rivalry to a sym biotic
interplay of arm ed groups, all of w hom  had a vested interest in continuing the conflict.

The Post-C N D P: N either Peace nor W ar
W hile the C ongolese arm y eventually succeeded in dism antling the C N D P, the period that
follow ed w as not m ore peaceful. A s described in chapter 6, a successor m ovem ent to the C N D P,
the M 23, w ould eventually em erge, once again challenging the stability of the eastern C ongo.
The nature of the violence, how ever, changed. A s R w anda‒s influence began to dw indle, conflict
becam e integrated into the governance strategy of the governm ent in K inshasa. This can be seen
in m y interview s w ith com batants, w hich I detail in the com ing chapter. The great em ancipatory
project of liberating the C ongo, w hose prom inence had been dw indling since the end of the
A FD L w ar, took a distinct back seat in the belligerents‒ rhetoric to m ore m undane, parochial
objectives: survival, individual self-affirm ation, and local conflicts over land and pow er.

A rm ed conflict becam e a sticky status quo, benefiting the m ilitary leadership and providing
incom e to hundreds of thousands of people inside arm ed groups or affiliated to them . The
proliferation of arm ed groups and the fragm entation of the governm ent also m ade it m ore
difficult to reach a settlem ent as the num ber of actors and potential spoilers increased.

The m ilitary operations against the C N D P ebbed and flow ed betw een 2004 and 2008. Then,
after several hum iliating defeats, President K abila decided in late 2008 to negotiate directly w ith
the R w andan governm ent, w hich in turn w as also increasingly looking for a w ay out of the
conflict due to pressure from  W estern donors. In January 2009, the param eters of a peace deal
becam e know n: the C N D P‒s leader Laurent N kunda w as arrested by the R w andan arm y, w hich
w as then allow ed to deploy troops to the K ivus to hunt dow n the FD LR  in joint operations w ith
the FA R D C . Tw o m onths later, an agreem ent w as signed, stipulating that the C N D P should be
transform ed into a political party and its troops integrated into the C ongolese arm y. R efusing to
be redeployed across the country, m any C N D P officers stayed in the K ivus, w here they form ed
an influential netw ork w ithin the FA R D C .

The 2009 deal also provoked w idespread resentm ent am ong other arm ed groups, w hich
accused the governm ent of providing excessively generous term s to their enem ies and of keeping
m ost ex-C N D P units deployed in the K ivus. These grievances w ere am plified w hen the national
arm y, now  including m any ex-C N D P officers am ong its leaders, launched a brutal
counterinsurgency cam paign against the FD LR  and other arm ed groups, leading to the
displacem ent of hundreds of thousands in the K ivus. The C ongolese governm ent had solved the
C N D P problem , perhaps, but in doing so had created several others. These developm ents also
coincided w ith a slow  shift in the perception of Joseph K abila him self, from  being seen by m any
as the bulw ark against R w andan aggression prior to 2006 to becom ing com plicit w ith the m uch-



decried ―balkanization‖ of the C ongo.
Sim ilar to previous periods, the governm ent often resorted to subterfuge‍ buying off arm ed

group leaders or pitting them  against each other‍ instead of coercion to deal w ith insurgents.
This displaced conflict but did not solve it. For exam ple, an arm y restructuring process called
rçgim entation, launched in 2011 and intended to dism antle ex-C N D P netw orks w ithin the
m ilitary hierarchy, produced a m ilitary vacuum  in rural areas of the K ivus. This created local
security dilem m as as the FD LR  m oved in to occupy positions deserted by the FA R D C ,
provoking further m obilization‍ in particular the R aia M utom boki, a cluster of local m ilitias
described in detail in chapter 7. A t the sam e tim e, discontent about the distribution of positions in
the new ly form ed regim ents prom pted defections, w ith som e deserters launching new  arm ed
groups.

M uch like in 2006, the 2011 general elections further intensified arm ed m obilization.
Politicians som etim es fell back on arm ed groups to obtain electoral support and, w hen
unsuccessful at the polls, to m aintain influence. For exam ple, in Fizi territory, parliam entary
candidates like Jem si M ulengw a supported the M ai-M ai Y akutum ba, w hile the m w am i
(custom ary chief) of the Fulero com m unity in U vira, w ho also ran for parliam ent, m obilized his
personal self-defense m ilitia, the Forces d‒autodçfense locales et lçgitim es (FA LL), for his
cam paign.24

The M 23 and After (2012‌2018)
Finally, in early 2012, the C ongolese governm ent decided to m ove m ore forcefully to dism antle
the ex-C N D P netw orks that controlled large parts of the FA R D C  in the eastern C ongo. The
trigger for this w as the flaw ed 2011 elections, w hich m any observers deem ed to be rigged, thus
underm ining K abila‒s dom estic legitim acy. B y cracking dow n on the ex-C N D P netw orks, K abila
hoped to distract from  that debacle and regain international support. This m ove w as m et w ith
resistance, and in A pril 2012 a group of ex-C N D P officers launched a new  rebellion, the M 23.
W ith heavy R w andan backing, the M 23 took over the m ajor trade hub of G om a in N ovem ber
2012 before retreating under international pressure.

A s w ith previous w aves of m obilization, the M 23 crisis triggered a w ave of m obilization by
local arm ed groups, som e allied w ith and som e in opposition to the new  rebellion.25 These local
initiatives w ere often backed by m arginalized politicians seeking greater relevance and political
clout. In the north of N orth K ivu, A ntipas M busa N yam w isi, a form er foreign m inister,
organized significant political support and m ilitary supplies for a group allied w ith the M 23.26 In
South K ivu, the failed parliam entary candidate G ustave B agayam ukw e spearheaded the creation
of another M 23 ally, the U nion des forces rçvolutionnaires du C ongo (U FR C ).27 M eanw hile,
M ai-M ai groups and R w andan FD LR  rebels m obilized against the M 23 and often received
backing from  FA R D C .

In N ovem ber 2013, the C ongolese arm y, backed by special South A frican, M alaw ian, and
Tanzanian contingents w ithin the U N  peacekeeping force, defeated the M 23. Follow ing this
success, the governm ent launched new  operations against foreign arm ed groups‍ Sukola I and
Sukola II. These first targeted the A llied D em ocratic Forces (A D F) insurgency around B eni and
then the FD LR  in N orth and South K ivu. The operations against both groups quickly revealed



how  deeply em bedded they w ere in local society. In B eni, the A D F collaborated w ith local
arm ed groups in carrying out a series of m assacres in retaliation to the FA R D C  offensive.28
D uring their cam paign against the FD LR , the arm y allied w ith local m ilitias, w hile the FD LR  did
the sam e w ith a variety of N yatura groups.29

Since the defeat of the M 23, several new  trends in the conflict have em erged.30 If the initial
phase of the conflict after the peace deal (2003‌2013) w as dom inated by the regional dim ension
of the conflict‍ especially a proxy w ar pitting the governm ent in K igali against the one in
K inshasa‍ in this new  period new  arenas of m obilization opened up. For the first tim e in
seventeen years, the R w andan and U gandan governm ents did not have serious m ilitary allies on
C ongolese soil. W hile several foreign rebel groups persist‍ the U gandan A lliance of D em ocratic
Forces (A D F) and R w andan D em ocratic Forces for the Liberation of R w anda (FD LR ) are the
m ost notable‍ they are m ostly a threat to local civilians, not regional stability.

Second, arm ed violence becam e m ore tied up in national political struggles, in particular
President Joseph K abila‒s succession struggle. B arred by the constitution from  seeking a third
elected term , K abila delayed the 2016 elections, a strategy know n as glissem ent (slippage). M any
arm ed groups, expecting the crisis to provide new  opportunities, ram ped up m obilization. They
w ent on the offensive against the governm ent, attacking arm y cam ps, prisons, U N  peacekeepers,
and police stations, especially in the B eni and Lubero territories. For exam ple, on D ecem ber 19,
2016, the day President K abila w as originally supposed to leave office, the C oalition nationale
pour le peuple et la souverainetç du C ongo (C N PSC ) arm ed group announced that it w ould fight
to ―liberate‖ the C ongo, w hile in N orth K ivu the day w as m arked by an attack on B utem bo‒s
police station by M ai-M ai K ilalo. In January 2018, M busa N yam w isi, a veteran of opposition
and rebel politics, declared, ―There w ill not be elections. So, w e need to use the sam e m eans as
K abila and the opposition know s this.‖31

B oth of these dynam ics‍ the drop in regional interference along w ith the focus on elections‍
led to a shift in rhetoric from  arm ed groups. K abila had lost the K ivus in the 2011 elections, and
subsequent polling suggested that opposition candidates w ould w in a large m ajority. It w as no
surprise, then, that a virulent anti-governm ent tone em erged, for instance am ong the R aia
M utom boki, de-em phasizing anti-R w andan them es in their rhetoric, a striking turn for arm ed
groups. Statem ents critical of the governm ent w ere also m ade by other groups, including M ai-
M ai groups in Lubero and N yatura coalitions in R utshuru.

Finally, the conflict began to be fueled by its ow n m om entum . H ere, the path-dependent
nature of the conflict cam e to the fore: the initial im petus for the conflict faded aw ay as groups
sprang up in com petition w ith each other, often fueled by local security dilem m as. This also
contributed to the fragm entation of arm ed groups, w hich I w ill explore further in chapter 5.
W hereas there w ere probably tw enty to thirty arm ed groups active in the K ivus in 2008, by 2018
there w ere around 130.32 This proliferation of groups w as a sym ptom  of the broader geopolitical
context. Prior to the 2002 peace deal, the deploym ent of large arm ies in the C ongo required local
arm ed groups to be cohesive so that they could m uster greater force on the battlefield and w ield
greater influence in negotiations. D uring the transition, a large num ber of form er rebels w ith
inflated ranks but little form al training had to vie for pow er w ithin one national arm y. D efecting
from  the arm y and m ounting new  insurgencies becam e a m eans of bargaining. For K inshasa, in
turn, the creation of new  arm ed groups, m any of w hich had ties to senior officers, served as a



m eans of enforcing protection rackets and of developing proxies to fight groups like the C N D P
and the M 23.

A round 2011, how ever, the C ongolese governm ent suspended the w holesale integration of
arm ed groups into the arm y in exchange for ranks and positions. M eanw hile, several
dem obilization program s had lim ited success, and a new  one proposed in 2015 w as never fully
im plem ented. These developm ents effectively shut dow n exit options for arm ed groups, leaving
few  options other than continued rebellion. G iven the lack of cohesion w ithin these groups and
the lim ited m ilitary operations against them , this led to a proliferation of belligerents.

C onclusion
The C ongolese conflict persisted because the peace deal failed to produce a stable settlem ent
am ong the belligerents, instead transform ing the conflict through an escalation w ith the C N D P at
its center. This new  w ave of violence then m etastasized w hen a host of other arm ed groups
dropped out of the arm y integration process, at tim es receiving support from  the C ongolese
arm y.

The explanation offered here em phasizes actors, their relationships, and their interests as
opposed to m aterial variables that are relatively hom ogeneous in tim e and space. The C ongo w ar
persisted after 2003 because m ajor protagonists in the conflict‍ first the R C D  and R w anda, then
local arm ed groups, and finally the C ongolese governm ent itself‍ did not find it in their interest
to put dow n their arm s. W e w ill see in later chapters that their interests w ere com plex
constructions containing a m ix of m aterial concerns‍ econom ic gain or physical survival‍ and
norm s, ideas, and identities.

This account does not necessarily contradict other theories of conflict duration found in the
academ ic literature, but those are not sufficient to explain the violence. For exam ple, the
participation of m any different players in the conflict certainly m ade it m ore difficult to resolve.33
The country‒s size, difficult topography, and abundance of natural resources m ade it easier to
sustain a rebellion.34 Ethnic divisionism  w as a key factor in the m obilization of arm ed groups.35
H ow ever, m ost of these factors w ere present both in Ituri and in the K ivus, w hereas conflict
declined precipitously in the form er and escalated in the latter.

M ore than a rebuttal of those theories, m y argum ent points to an epistem ological difference in
approach from  quantitative studies of conflict. W hile analyses of the correlations of variables can
estim ate their im pact, it cannot unravel the m echanism s, processes, or norm s that drive conflict.
There is not one factor that has produced violence in the eastern C ongo, and even the variables
that are im portant w ere m ediated by the agents, structures, and netw orks through w hich they
found expression. It is on this political context and process that this study focuses, not to neglect
im portant factors like natural resources, local conflicts, or state w eakness but to infuse them  w ith
the context and history that m akes them  relevant.

This chapter has em phasized proxim ate causation: the m echanism s and process that explain
escalation of conflict. The next chapter scrutinizes the nature‍ the structure and the interests‍ of
the tw o m ost im portant parties to the violence, arguing that the neopatrim onialism  of an
econom ically em boldened C ongolese state and the aggressive attitude of the R w andan leadership
furthered this escalation, either w ittingly or through inaction. C hapter 5 then distills the



theoretical lessons of this analysis.



 

4
The R ole of the C ongolese and R w andan

States
If you w ant to steal, steal a little in a nice w ay. B ut if you steal too m uch to becom e rich overnight, you‒ll be caught.

M utu na m utu abongisa. [Everyone has to m anage for him self.]

Everything is for sale, anything can be bought in our country. A nd in this flow , he w ho holds the slightest cover of public
authority uses it illegally to acquire m oney, goods, prestige or to avoid obligations.

‍ M O B U TU  SESE SEK O 1

TH E PR EV IO U S C H A PTER  D ESC R IB ES the dynam ics behind the persistence of conflict in the eastern
C ongo follow ing the 2002 peace deal. It could be sim plified thus: the peace process created
losers, w ho then launched new  rebellions. In a nutshell, this describes the defection of the C N D P
and M ai-M ai groups during the transition. This is not dissim ilar to the academ ic research
focusing on spoilers in peace process, kindled by the sem inal w ork of Stephen Stedm an.2

H ow ever, this stratospheric account is not satisfactory. It leaves unpacked the key question:
W hy? W hy are these spoilers taking up arm s again? W hat are their interests and how  are these
constituted? In this chapter, I use this lens to focus on the m ost im portant actors in these
dynam ics: the C ongolese and R w andan governm ents. The behavior of both seem s, at first blush,
counterintuitive. In the case of the form er, the puzzle lies in its apathy, and at tim es even its
direct com plicity, w ith the escalation of violence. In the case of the latter, it is the opposite
tendency that baffles: R w anda‒s excessive belligerency, interfering in its neighbor even w hen it
seem ed against its interests to do so.

The C ongolese State
M any scholars of civil w ar depict conflict as a confrontation betw een the state and its
adversaries. M ost popular depictions of w ar in the m edia and film  echo this dichotom ous
depiction of conflict, w ith tank regim ents rolling across trenches or U S m arines fighting door to
door in Fallujah. W hat could be m ore oppositional than w ar? The G erm an philosopher C arl
Schm itt even fam ously held that it is in the potential of w ar that the distinction betw een friend
and enem y crystallizes; that distinction, Schm itt held, is the definition of the political realm
itself.3

There is another, m ore sociological aspect of w ar, often highlighted by academ ics: the
relationship betw een governm ents and elites.4 ―It is a truism ,‖ sociologist Jack G oldstone states,



―that fiscally and m ilitary sound states that enjoy the support of united elites are largely
invulnerable to revolution from  below .‖5 G overnm ents w age w ar against their dom estic
opponents, and if the elites that prop up and constitute the governm ent are united, they w ill be
successful.

The C ongo goes against the grain of both of these argum ents. B etw een 2003 and 2013, it w as
often the social connections betw een arm ed groups and the governm ent that brought m ore
opportunities for insurgency. A nd, paradoxically, it w as precisely the deep fragm entation of the
elite and the insurgency that enabled both the governm ent to survive and the rebellion to persist.

This analysis m otivates a sharper focus on w hat the C ongolese state is, w hat its interests are,
and how  it m akes decisions. Perhaps it does not w ant to w in? Perhaps the C ongolese state is not
one actor but an unruly gaggle of people and interest groups pulling in different directions?
Perhaps the belligerents are not rivals at all but partners locked in a perverse sym biotic dance?

D raw ing on past studies of the C ongolese state, I evaluate its structure and interests. The tw o
aspects interact pow erfully, w ith the structure shaping the interests of the state and its leaders,
w hose interests, in turn, influence the structure that the state takes.

The Structure of the C ongolese State
The structure of the C ongolese state is characterized by high degrees of inform alization of pow er
and fragm entation of decision-m akers. It is also, despite its ubiquity, lim ited in its capabilities
and hem m ed in by actors in civil society. Together, this renders it m ore difficult to credibly
guarantee peace deals, enforce the law , and coordinate effective policy. H ow ever, this kind of
plural society also harbors a kind of dynam ism  that can serve to constrain autocrats and innovate
new  form s of order and prosperity.

TH E IN FO R M A LIZA TIO N  O F PO W ER

M uch political pow er in the C ongo resides in inform al netw orks. D ecisions regarding the
allocation of state resources and extraction of rents often take place outside of form al institutions,
often circum venting or in violation of law s and regulations.6 Inform al relations and netw orks of
pow er have played an im portant role in the C ongolese state since independence. Joseph K abila
reinforced this inform alization after he w as forced into the 2003 pow er-sharing agreem ent in
order to preserve his pow er, particularly in the security and m ining sectors. This allow ed him  to
m aintain control over the m ost im portant levers of pow er, despite having to initially share pow er.
This inform ality persisted even after the transition, as it allow ed K abila to preserve his influence
despite the poor cohesion w ithin his political coalition.

U ntil he stepped dow n as president in January 2019, K abila m aintained ultim ate control over
the attribution of m ajor contracts in m ining, oil, telecom m unications, and state procurem ent, all
of w hich should be controlled by the respective m inister under the supervision of the prim e
m inister. G overnm ent m inisters often had little say in decisions regarding national security,
im portant financial m atters, and foreign affairs. Instead, the president and a rotating group of
advisors‍ som e of w hom  had no official title‍ dictated policy. For a long tim e, the person m any
considered the m ost pow erful in the country after K abila w as A ugustin K atum ba M w anke, w ho
did not have an official position in governm ent betw een 2004 and his death in 2012.7



The im pact this inform ality had on conflict could clearly be seen in the security sector, w here
prom otions, bonuses, and deploym ents in the arm y depended considerably on their ―protectors‖
w ithin the institutional hierarchy‍ in the first years of the transition, up to tw o-thirds of all
salaries w ere paid to fictitious soldiers and thus em bezzled.8

The FA R D C  w as the product of the peace process, producing an am algam  of com peting and
overlapping patronage netw orks.9 H ere, loyalty, support, and the provision of certain services are
exchanged for access to resources and protection. A s one officer explained, ―In this arm y, you
need to have an ‐um brella,‒ som eone w ho can look after you, secure prom otions and lucrative
deploym ents. N othing w orks on m erit alone.‖10 Subordinates w ere required to kick back regular
am ounts to superiors, often referred to as operation retour (return operation), rapportage
(―bringing in‖)‍ or, as m any C ongolese soldiers put it, ―feeding the horse so the horse feeds
you.‖11 Rapportage w orks as an instrum ent of control: those failing to satisfy the requirem ent of
their superiors can be redeployed or relegated to the barracks.

The netw orks that riddle the FA R D C , w hich are overlapping, are organized based on
geography, ethnicity, education, or prior m em bership in an arm ed group or m ilitary unit. For
exam ple, som e form er Forces A rm çes Zaíroises (FA Z) officers collaborate due to their com m on
experiences under M obutu‍ often contrasting their ow n professional training w ith that of the
poorly trained post-1996 recruits. Since 2003, the overall com m anders of the arm ed forces have
been ex-FA Z officers, and until 2014 this w as the case for m ore than half of the eleven regional
m ilitary com m anders.

A  sim ilar netw ork, w hich over tim e began to fray, w as m ade up of R C D  officers from  the east
w ho w ere integrated into the arm y in 2003. B y 2011, m ore than half of the com m and positions in
N orth and South K ivu w ere held by officers from  this group.12 Som e of the m ost prom inent of
these m aintained their positions thanks to G eneral G abriel A m isi, a form er R C D  officer and
com m ander of the land forces betw een 2006 and 2012.

D ivided and privatized loyalties strongly affected com bat perform ance, as evidenced by the
FA R D C ‒s m ixed record against the M 23. M any officers com plained that they w ere ordered by
the high com m and not to pursue the M 23, just as they gained the upper hand during the defense
of K ibum ba, 30 kilom eters north of G om a. O ne FA R D C  officer said: ―Suddenly w e received the
order to stop. It didn‒t m ake sense; it just gave them  the chance to regroup and pull together a
force that w ent on to take G om a.‖13 The foreign-trained com m ando battalions w ere also
―sabotaged,‖ according to one of their trainers: the 391st B attalion w as deployed in the V irunga
N ational Park w ithout reconnaissance, got lost, and w as am bushed by enem y forces.14 A ccording
to officers I interview ed, this w as because senior FA R D C  officers, including the head of the land
forces, G eneral G abriel A m isi, w ere close to the M 23 and R w anda. W hile this is difficult to
prove, it is consistent w ith observations m ade by the U N  peacekeeping m ission,15 and these
beliefs w ere deeply held by m any FA R D C  officers.

A ppointm ents based on connections rather than m erit further dim inished the FA R D C ‒s
fighting capabilities. Subordinates lost respect for incom petent com m anders, leading to
insubordination and the refusal to obey orders. In addition, the disorganization created by
parallel chains of com m and and the em bezzlem ent of m ilitary funds and equipm ent underm ined
operational effectiveness. Troops often found them selves on the front line w ithout food,
am m unition, m edical supplies, or adequate com m unications equipm ent. This w as reflected in the



m ilitary operations against the M 23 before the fall of G om a in N ovem ber 2012, w hen troops
rapidly ran out of supplies.

This inform alization of the security apparatus also aggravated com m itm ent problem s during
negotiations. The proliferation of secretive parallel netw orks of decision-m akers m ade it difficult
to know  w here the real pow er resided and how  to hold it accountable. O ne M 23 com batant told
m e, ―Y ou can tear up any agreem ent the governm ent signs. It‒s w orth nothing, as they can
renege on it tom orrow .‖16 It also m ade it m ore difficult for the governm ent itself to reach
decisions about and m ake com prom ises w ith arm ed groups, for it w as never clear w ho the
relevant authorities are and w hich chain of com m and should be follow ed. O ne M 23 leader said:
―It‒s never clear w ho w e are negotiating w ith. W e m ake a deal w ith one presidential envoy, w ho
is then contradicted by another.‖17

TH E FR A G M EN TA TIO N  O F PO LITIC A L ELITES

The second structural characteristic is the dispersion of pow er am ong different individuals and
groups across the country. A s w ith the inform alization of pow er, fragm entation fostered
uncertainty and m ade it m ore difficult to reach consensus and com prom ise.

This tendency tow ard fragm entation, and in particular the use of division and state w eakness
as a political resource, goes back to the late M obutu period. D uring the first part of his reign,
from  1965 to 1974, M obutu em barked on a nation-building exercise, centralizing pow er and
patronage netw orks, but also forging strong horizontal netw orks out of trade unionists, arm y
officers, adm inistrators, and intellectuals.18 This strategy, along w ith high copper prices, allow ed
M obutu to increase revenue and expand social services; it also m arginalized the im portance of
the custom ary authorities and of ethnicity in general in public life.

The turning point cam e in the early 1970s, w hen a confluence of high oil prices, plum m eting
copper prices, and catastrophic econom ic m anagem ent prom pted a change in political strategy.
Faced w ith lim ited resources and becom ing increasingly paranoid, M obutu resorted to
fragm entation, orchestrating the proliferation of ethnicity-based vertical netw orks throughout the
state. Fearing dissent in the arm y, he arrested or replaced dozens of officers based on their
ethnicity and his suspicions of insubordination, prom oting officers from  his Çquateur region of
origin. H e then allow ed security services to proliferate, often in com petition w ith each other.
This fragm entation w as exacerbated by the W orld B ank‌led structural adjustm ent program ,
w hich began in 1983, as w ell as a rising challenge from  dem ocracy activists. W hile this ―divide
and rule‖ strategy w as relatively successful in allow ing M obutu and his M PR  party to survive, by
the end of the 1980s patronage had been decentralized and the state adm inistration hollow ed out.

The process of fragm entation under Joseph K abila proceeded w ith a different logic, although
M obutu‒s precedent served as a sort of blueprint. K abila arrived in pow er w ith extrem ely poor
cohesion w ithin the ruling elite, as his father and predecessor had never been able to forge strong
cohesion and trust w ithin the governm ent or in the governm ent‒s relationships w ith the business
class and w ith civil society.

This fragm entation increased during the peace process‍ the creation of a national assem bly
and senate in 2003, the establishm ent of an electoral system  w ith large districts and proportional
representation, and the proliferation of civil society organizations all produced a dizzying
carousel of actors. There w ere 428 political parties in the C ongo in 2011‍ 602 in 2018‍ 66 of



w hich w ere represented in the 2006‌2011 national assem bly, w hich also had 63 independent
parliam entarians.19 In the 2011 elections, the num ber of political parties in the low er cham ber
increased to 98.

M uch as w ith M obutu, this proliferation of com peting netw orks w as used as a political tool.
A ccording to three different presidential advisors, their 2011 electoral strategy w as to purposely
fragm ent the political elite through the creation of new  political parties to prevent potential
challengers from  em erging the so-called partis m osaiques.20 H ow ever, as a result, President
K abila him self often com plained that his coalition in pow er w as so unruly that he had to allocate
significant resources to bribing his ow n parliam entarians to pass legislation.21

Perhaps m ost im portant, even w ithin the executive branch K abila often appeared to have little
control over the num erous com peting patronage netw orks. A  form er m inister put it this w ay in
2016, as the ruling party w as deciding on a new  cabinet:

K abila‒s basic attitude is to let people fight it out and only to step in as the ultim ate arbiter.
Y ou have B oshab [the interior m inister], w ho hates M atata [the prim e m inister]; then you
have Y um a [the head of G çcam ines, the largest state m ining com pany] fighting w ith Ekanga
[the head of econom ic cooperation w ith C hina] and Y av [m inister of finance] over the
econom ic portfolios. It‒s plots, intrigues, rum or-m ongering. It‒s very Louis X IV .22

In an interview  in 2009, K abila him self said: ―Som etim es I feel overw helm ed.“  Y ou don‒t need
a thousand people to transform  a country. N o, you need 3, 4, 10, 15 people w ith the necessary
convictions, determ ined and resolute. D o I have those 15 people? Probably 5, 6, 7, not yet 15.‖23

This fragm entation w as further accentuated by the decentralization of authority that w as
enabled by the new  constitution. The country is divided into tw enty-six provinces as w ell as the
capital K inshasa,24 each w ith its ow n legislature and governor; each should, in theory, retain 40
percent of national taxes gathered in their provinces.

TH E LIM ITS O F STA TE PO W ER

Finally, the C ongolese state, despite its ubiquity, is relatively lim ited in its pow er. A  far cry from
the Bula M atari (―B reaker of R ocks‖), as the state w as called in its colonial form , the
contem porary state is im poverished, w ith a budget that since 2011 has hovered around $5 to $6
billion‍ sm aller than that of N ew  Y ork U niversity, or of Seattle, a city of 650,000 people‍ w ith
one of the low est rates of revenue extraction from  its citizens in A frica. It ends up spending m ost
of its budget on salaries and the day-to-day operations of the governm ent. In 2019, the am ount
spent on salaries, servicing public debt, and the functioning of institutions w as 77 percent of the
total budget, leaving less than $1 billion for everything else the governm ent w as supposed to do.

This reality‍ ―on contròle tout, on ne contròle rien‖ (w e control everything, w e control
nothing) is how  one perm anent secretary in a m inistry put it‍ results in a deep rift betw een the
state and the population.25 The state is seen everyw here as extracting resources, but m uch of the
service provision is organized by nonprofits, churches, and foreign donors. Tw o exam ples: w hile
the governm ent is m andated by the constitution to provide free prim ary education, in reality 72
percent of its cost is paid by parents and a further 6 percent by foreign donors.26 M eanw hile, 63
percent of prim ary school students attend schools m anaged by religious netw orks‍ in particular
the C atholic C hurch. W hile the budgets of these çcoles conventionnçes are paid for by the sam e



m ix of parental, donor, and public funding, the schools are run and supervised by the churches.
Sim ilarly, in 2011 the governm ent only footed 11 percent of the bill for health care‍ 40

percent w as paid for by consum ers and 49 percent by foreign donors and N G O s in a system  in a
large part run by churches.27 O nly 20 percent of C ongolese have access to electricity, w hich is in
the process of being privatized and is relatively expensive and unpredictable w here it is
available. O ther public services are also provided at a cost‍ alm ost every road in the rural
sections of the K ivus features a roadblock, often w ith several different governm ent agencies
present, and often im posing taxes that are at tim es legal but m ost often are just crude extortion.
O ne N G O  counted 798 roadblocks in N orth and South K ivu in 2017. A nother study on the
C ongo R iver show ed that boat operators had to pay illegal ―taxes‖ to m ore than tw enty different
authorities at ten different places in dow nstream  journeys tow ard K inshasa; each boat paid an
average of 14 percent of the cost of the trip to authorities.28

This reality contains in it a kernel of hope. The w eak and fragm ented state‍ w hich contrasts
deeply w ith the m ore hierarchical and party-dom inated states of A ngola or R w anda and w ith the
m ore intrusive, bureaucratic states of K enya or Senegal‍ is hem m ed in by civil society actors,
w ho have a large im pact on governm ent policy. Since the dem ocratic transition began under
M obutu in 1990, civil society, often in coordination w ith the political opposition and the C atholic
C hurch, has been able to m aintain pressure on the governm ent through street protests, m edia
appearances, and reporting. The fragm entation, how ever, is present in this sphere too, leading to
factionalism  and the cooptation of m any m em bers of civil society and the opposition by the
successive governm ents. In other w ords, civil society has served to prevent a drift tow ard
authoritarianism , but it has also not been able to bring about transform ational reform .

This fragm entation, w hich prevails in the security sector as w ell, has also m ade it m ore
difficult for the arm y to im pose itself as it has in other A frican countries. This could be seen
during the transition betw een Joseph K abila and Fçlix Tshisekedi, w hich began in 2019. The
latter cam e to pow er in w hat m ost observers deem  to have been a rigged election, concluding a
deal w ith his predecessor. This ―com prom is Þ l‒africaine‖‍ in the deplorable term s of the French
foreign m inister‍ handed the presidency to Tshisekedi but left the national and provincial
parliam ents, and therefore also their governm ents, in the hands of K abila‒s coalition. H ow ever,
because this coalition w as so diffuse and K abila w as relatively unpopular, it w as possible for
Tshisekedi by m id-2020 to begin chipping aw ay at it, eventually constituting a new
parliam entary m ajority and pushing K abila into the opposition. A t least by the tim e of this
w riting, the various com peting patronage netw orks w ithin the arm y seem ed m ore interested in
currying favor w ith the new  president than in defending their form er boss.

The Interests of the C ongolese State
State w eakness and violence are not m erely the result of the colonial legacy, of historic structures
that the current political class has inherited. These features of the state have becom e part of a
m ode of governance, a contested set of ideas, norm s, and practices that are constantly being
reshaped. I em phasize the dynam ic and system ic aspects of governance through and in violence
to distinguish m y theory from  depictions of violence that are m ostly instrum ental‍ the
influential book D isorder as a Political Instrum ent by Patrick C habal and Jean-Pascal D aloz is



one such exam ple. N or can violence be understood only in term s of m aterial extraction, as
suggested by activists‒ use of the term  ―violent kleptocracy.‖29

Im ages in popular culture illustrate this norm alization of political violence. For exam ple, the
w idespread expression, fam iliar to m ost C ongolese, of pom pier-pyrom ane (firefighter-
pyrom aniac): you set fires in order to be the one called upon to put them  out. C hçri C hçrin‒s
2009 painting ―D em oncratie‖ visualizes these cynical politics. In it, the ―train of dem ocracy‖‍
as the U nited N ations m ission used to call the electoral process‍ is beset by m obs of stone-
w ielding protestors, devils stuff ballot boxes, and rats beat cheetahs in the electoral race.

C ongolese author In K oli Jean B ofane explores this culture of anti-valeurs, unethical
behavior, in his novel M athçm atiques congolaises. The protagonist, a m athem atical savant,
m akes use of his skills to uncover the hidden logic of C ongolese politics. H aving grow n up in
poverty, he puts his creativity to use for a pow erful governm ent m inister, only to discover that
his boss w as staging false-flag protests, a tactic often invoked by C ongolese political analysts
and conspiracy theorists alike, in order to m anipulate public opinion and crack dow n on his
opponents.

This norm alization operates on several levels: by creating new  tem plates for social action that
becom e readily available to actors; by rendering violent behavior acceptable according to
prevailing norm s and practices; and by dehum anizing or rendering invisible the victim s of
violence.

For exam ple, thousands of C ongolese are killed each year due to conflict, and there is little
tim e devoted to this problem , either am ong C ongolese elites or am ong those abroad w ho are
intrinsically linked to the C ongo through colonial history, geopolitics, or international trade; this
apathy is structured and m aintained by pow er. A s Judith B utler w rites, m edia representations and
political discourse render people invisible by differentiating betw een ―the cries w e can hear from
those w e cannot, the sights w e can see from  those w e cannot, and likew ise at the level of touch
and even sm ell.‖30

In this chapter, I describe the nature of the interests of the m ain C ongolese actors as w ell as
their transform ation over tim e. I turn to the international actors in chapter 9.

IN TER ESTS A M O N G  LEA D IN G  G O V ER N M EN T O FFIC IA LS

D raw ing on lengthy interview s w ith tw enty-five senior m em bers of the C ongolese security
services and civilian security officials, I argue that the capture of the state by private interests
during the transition becam e entw ined w ith violent conflict, together constituting a m ode of
governance.31

There is little evidence, as som e argue, of a sadistic conspiracy to kill C ongolese that sees
Joseph K abila as a stooge of R w andan president Paul K agam e in a plot underw ritten by the
U nited States and Europe. This argum ent is relatively w idespread, especially in the C ongolese
diaspora, and has been articulated by the French-C am eroonian pundit C harles O nana or
M obutu‒s form er advisor H onorç N gbanda. Instead, violence has becom e system ic in the sense
that is has been norm alized and that those w ho produce it often do so unw ittingly, as a side effect
of a generalized attem pt by the political elite to extract resources from  the state. This system  has
largely norm alized and excluded from  the public sphere and in political discourse‍ w ith certain
exceptions around elections‍ the extrem e violence that C ongolese suffer .



O ne m ight think that the governm ent should have an interest in controlling the eastern C ongo;
rationalizing revenue collection; building infrastructure to access gold, tantalum , and tin m ines;
and securing a m onopoly on legitim ate violence. A fter all, not only do elites in K inshasa forgo
econom ic opportunities by allow ing low -grade violence to persist in the eastern C ongo, they
create deep resentm ent am ong the population as w ell as w ithin the arm y.

Instead, political elites‒ approach to the conflict has been a m ixture of apathy, helplessness,
and opportunism . M any of the political leaders I interview ed, even som e of those from  the East,
expressed little know ledge about or engagem ent w ith the situation there. ―Those people have
alw ays been at w ar,‖ one parliam entarian from  K inshasa told m e. ―N othing w e can do w ill
change that.‖32 W hen asked w hy the governm ent had not rooted out corruption and
m ism anagem ent w ithin the arm y, a vice m inister replied: ―W e are aw are of the problem s, but
these conflicts w ere created by the international com m unity‍ they let the R w andan refugees in
here in 1994, they allow ed R w anda to invade and kill our brothers and sisters.‖33

W hile som e politicians m ay be influenced by stereotypes surrounding the violence, others are
w ell inform ed of governm ent com plicity and yet do little to change things, as it w ould be risky
for them  to do so. The m ain reason for this stem s from  the im portance of the m ilitary during the
period follow ing the transitional governm ent of the 2003‌2006 period. Political elites in
K inshasa w ere m ore w orried about m ilitary dissent w ithin the arm y than about the grievances of
the local population. The w ar in the eastern C ongo w as extrem ely peripheral to their survival‍
politicians w ere not punished at the polls for their neglect of the East, nor w as the fighting there
a security threat to the country‒s capital a thousand m iles aw ay. ―W hen I cam paign in m y
constituency in K inshasa, no one ever asks m e about violence in the eastern C ongo,‖ one M P
told m e.34 Elected officials from  Çquateur, K asaí, and B andundu provinces reported sim ilar
dynam ics.35 A nother advisor to K abila said: ―It w as not until LU C H A  started their #B eni
cam paign that this becam e an issue. That w as then injected into the noise around the 2018
elections, that is w hen violence in the East becam e an issue as part of a general perception that
K abila w as bad, w as corrupt, w as R w andan. B ut even then, the violence w as not as im portant as
the corruption scandals, the poverty.‖36

B y deploying m ost of the arm y to the East, keeping officers‒ salaries low  but their
discretionary allow ances and bonuses high, and giving them  a free hand in racketeering, political
elites protected them selves from  possible coups and enriched them selves through kickback
schem es. President K abila him self, w hile apparently w ell inform ed about the violence, often
privileged loyalty over accountability, allow ing corruption and patronage rackets to persist
w ithin the national arm y.

Together, H um an R ights W atch, the U nited N ations H igh C om m issioner for H um an R ights,
and the U N  G roup of Experts have com piled inform ation regarding serious hum an rights abuses
and racketeering com m itted by over a hundred C ongolese m ilitary officers. ―A lm ost none of
these people have been prosecuted, or even investigated,‖ Ida Saw yer, the senior researcher on
the C ongo for H um an R ights W atch, told m e. ―That show s that this is not a priority for the
governm ent.‖37

W hy did this elite decide to use fragm entation and violence to consolidate its pow er? In part,
path dependence explains w hy the C ongo has bucked the expectations of academ ics. The pow er-
sharing agreem ent of the transition reinforced K abila‒s tendency to shift real pow er from  official



institutions to the shadow  parallel netw orks that he controlled. The w indfall in m ining
investm ents that cam e in the 2005‌2012 period then cem ented the strength of the shadow y inner
circle around K abila, encouraging him  to invest not in public goods but rather in private
patronage. Finally, the rise of the C N D P triggered an entrenchm ent of the conflict as a w ay to
m anage m ilitary patronage netw orks that has been extended since then. These developm ents
w ere consistent w ith econom ic self-interest: a new  elite partnership received so m uch revenue
from  other sources‍ in particular m ajor investm ents by large m ultinationals‍ that they did not
feel the need to extract rents from  the restive East or to bring enough stability and infrastructure
to attract large foreign investm ents there. A t the sam e tim e, it saw  greater risks from  trying to
im pose discipline inside its ow n security forces than from  allow ing patronage and racketeering
netw orks to proliferate.

This lack of priority regarding discipline is probably not surprising. The term s of the peace
deal required K abila to integrate his arm y, bringing his form er enem ies into the senior ranks of
the new  FA R D C  and raising the possibility that they could overthrow  him . A fter all, his father
w as killed in office by his ow n bodyguard, and K abila w as said to be w orried about his personal
safety, w earing bulletproof vests in public. H ow ever, it is clear that the threat cam e not just from
his form er enem ies but also from  so-called loyalists. In 2004, Eric Lenge, a m ajor in the
R epublic G uard, attem pted to overthrow  the governm ent, briefly occupying the national radio
and television station before fleeing. A ccording to several sources, he w as protected, perhaps
even encouraged, by G eneral John N um bi, one of K abila‒s m ost senior generals.38 N um bi w as
not arrested or questioned. This reluctance to crack dow n on insubordination w as apparently not
unusual. A ccording to a senior security official in the U N  peacekeeping m ission, G eneral
D ieudonnç B anze, the com m ander of the R epublican G uard, som etim es hired out entire units of
the presidential guard to w ork for a private security com pany in South A frica, unbeknow nst to
President K abila.39

Perhaps the m ost notorious exam ple of this type of behavior w as G eneral G abriel ―Tango 4‖
A m isi‒s com plicity w ith the C N D P. A s com m ander of N orth K ivu in 2006, A m isi abetted the
C N D P, paying out salaries to a roster of C N D P soldiers that had been inflated by fictitious
nam es. D uring the failed offensive against the M 23 in 2012, A m isi‍ then com m ander of all
FA R D C  land forces‍ allegedly gave orders to prevent the FA R D C  from  advancing on the
enem y, even w hen it w as obviously in their interest to do so. D espite this com plicity, w hich
senior FA R D C  officers raged about in private,40 President K abila kept A m isi in high-ranking
positions, prioritizing his personal connection to the president and ability to control a solid
netw ork of senior officers.41 ―K abila cares m ore about m aking sure his officers are w eak than
m aking sure they are loyal or good at their jobs,‖ one senior FA R D C  officer com plained.42 This
has allow ed these officers to cultivate their ow n patronage netw orks, thereby proliferating chains
of com m and. ―K eep the troublem akers close to you, even if it m eans alienating the population,‖
advised one senior m ilitary officer.43

W hile it is true that the security forces w ere already fragm ented and riddled w ith patronage
netw orks w hen Joseph K abila cam e into office, he did little to strengthen his control, instead
reinforcing those netw orks and pitting them  against each other. Jean O m asom bo, a C ongolese
political scientist, argues: ―A ccording to his logic of rule, K abila does not have to be popular or
strong. H e just has to m ake sure everyone else is w eaker. This is w hy he has underm ined state



institutions and not done m uch about the conflict in the East.‖44 In other w ords, fragm entation is
not just an accident of history and society: it has becom e part of a strategy of rule.

This system  of fragm entation and clientelism  has been baked into the organization of the
state, rendering it invested in the persistence of conflict. It can, for exam ple, be observed in how
m em bers of the security services are com pensated‍ paym ent is structured in such a w ay that
officers struggle to prosper in the absence of arm ed conflict. In 2014, up to m ore than 90 percent
of officers‒ rem uneration depended on legal or extralegal paym ents directly linked to m ilitary
operations. For exam ple, officers in com m and positions often received a prim e de
com m andem ent w orth up to $1,000 a m onth, and intelligence officers som etim es received a fond
secret de renseignem ent w orth several hundred dollars a m onth, but only if they w ere conducting
m ilitary operations. These paym ents w ere not statutory and w ere m ade at the discretion of
m ilitary officers, w hich reinforced their individual loyalty to them .

In addition, m ilitary operations com e w ith opportunities for pillage, extortion, and
em bezzlem ent of funds. These sum s dw arf officers‒ salaries, w hich in 2018 peaked at around
$150 a m onth for the highest ranks. In contrast, officers aw aiting deploym ent are Þ la disposition
de la region m ilitaire‍ colloquially know n as ―dispo‖‍ a label associated w ith indigence and
hum iliation. ―The only w ay to m ake m oney in the arm y is to be deployed in m ilitary operations
or to control the deploym ent of soldiers in the East,‖ one officer said.45

This perception of the C ongolese state as a source of profit and survival‍ and not as a m eans
of guaranteeing health care, security, education, or developm ent‍ can also be seen in the civil
service, w here the governm ent, seeing increasing revenues, expanded its ranks from  600,000 to
alm ost 1,300,000 betw een 2007 and 2017, even though in som e m inistries over tw o-thirds of
em ployees w ere not paid.46 M uch as in the security sector, up to 95 percent of a civil servant‒s
incom e can com e from  bonuses and salary supplem ents, w hich com e at the discretion of his or
her superiors.47 Illegal patronage is thus m ade possible by adm inistrative decisions on how  to
organize payroll. In this system , the population ends up paying directly for access to ―public‖
services, and a large part of the civil service ends up sourcing m uch of its incom e outside of its
irregularly paid salaries.

B oth the fragm entation of actors and these interests produce w hat I describe in the next
chapter as involution, draw ing on C lifford G eertz‒s fam ous study of rice agriculture. In this case,
C ongolese governm ent officials and arm y com m anders reproduce the sam e patterns of
governance, albeit im provising and creating m ore intricate system s of extraction. D ue to the
m ultiplicity of players and the shadow y nature of these netw orks, each actor finds it difficult to
im agine another logic, let alone take concrete actions to reform , even though alm ost every actor
w ithin the current system  finds it reprehensible, a systæm e ya lifelo.

IN TER ESTS A M O N G  TH E C O M B A TA N TS

In order to understand how  m em bers of the arm y and arm ed groups conceive of their interests, I
conducted sem i-structured, individual interview s w ith forty-three low er-ranking m em bers of the
C ongolese security services (22) and arm ed groups (21) betw een 2012 and 2014. D uring these
interview s, w hich often involved several sessions, the shifts in the political culture of the conflict
betw een 1996 and 2018 becam e apparent. In particular, after the end of the Second C ongo W ar
in 2003, according to their ow n portrayals of their m otives, the interests of individual com batants



becam e m ore self-regarding, m ore focused on m aterial benefits, and m ore targeted at local
instead of national objectives.

A lm ost all the interview ees w ere young m en‍ there w ere only four w om en am ong them ‍
w ho took up arm s betw een 1993 and 1998. W hile reading perceptions and interest back into tim e
is problem atic, alm ost all com batants felt that their objectives and m otivations had shifted clearly
over tim e.

For those w ho participated in the A FD L rebellion, especially the young kadogo (child
soldiers) of the K ivus, their m em ories of these early days reverberate w ith the prom ise of
liberation, the notion that they w ere on the verge of large, fundam ental change. ―W e had enough
of hum iliation, w e w anted to create a new  w orld,‖ one form er com batant w ho had been 15 w hen
he joined in 1996 rem em bered.48 The m ood w as revolutionary, infused w ith utopian, often
m asculine, visions of liberation. A nother form er com batant said: ―A ll our lives, in church and in
the m ovies, w e had heard stories of heroes, m en w ho got rid of the bad guys and changed their
lives. W e looked around and just saw  bad guys ruling us. W e needed to change this. It w as like a
m ovie. It w as like D avid and G oliath.‖49 W hile all interview ees also spoke of their econom ic
m otives, m ost recollections of this period w ere colored w ith this revolutionary spirit.

The outlier in this trend w ere form er soldiers of M obutu‒s arm y, m any of w hom  had joined
before the 1996 w ar. O f the eleven of these soldiers that w e interview ed, m ost of them ,
predom inantly m en from  the w estern provinces, said they had joined ―as a job,‖ seeking
em ploym ent during the econom ic stagnation of the early 1990s.

For all com batants, but especially for the recruits from  the eastern C ongo, the objective during
this period seem ed w ell defined: m ilitary victory. ―I rem em ber w hen I w as kid, I used to w onder
w hat I w ould do w ith m y life. Everything seem ed to be suffering, struggle [kuteseka,
kujidçbrouiller]. Then K abila cam e, and I saw  a purpose: kick out M obutu!‖50 This sentim ent
persisted into the Second C ongo W ar.

It w as during this second w ar (1998‌2003) that cynicism  creeped into com batants‒
w orldview , although notions of national liberation lingered. ―A fter M obutu w as gone and the
R w andans attacked us, w e realized that w e had not yet achieved our liberation, so w e rolled up
our sleeves again,‖ rem em bered a com batant w ho had been a junior officer in K abila‒s Forces
arm çes congolaises (FA C ) at the tim e.51 O ne of the soldiers in the R w andan-backed R C D ,
how ever, said: ―W hen they started the R C D , w e really didn‒t see the purpose. W e fought, but w e
lost the taste [tulipoteza goùt] for w ar.‖ In general, the interview ees expressed m ixed feelings.
A lm ost all soldiers expressed their disillusionm ent w ith their leadership during this tim e.
―D uring the A FD L, w e w ere paid, they looked after us. W hen w e fought against the R C D , w e
didn‒t have even soap to w ash. B ut our com m anders w ere m aking m oney! That w ar w as not
serious, it w as too political.‖52

This creeping cynicism  could be seen in m any interview s, from  all sides of the conflict. For
m any, it seem ed to be linked to their poor treatm ent as w ell as the ram pant abuse that they
w itnessed and at tim es participated in. O ne form er R C D  com batant said: ―[O ur com m anders]
treated us like dirt. I rem em ber m y best friend dying because they didn‒t get him  to a doctor
quickly enough. That‒s w hen I realized it w as a w orthless w ar [vita ya bure].‖53 A  form er soldier
in K abila‒s arm y rem em bered: ―W e told the population w e w ere protecting them , but then how
did w e treat them ? Stealing m anioc off the plates of the population. Forcing them  to carry our



boxes of am m unition.‖54
This trend continued. Speaking of the period follow ing the transition and through the C N D P

w ar, soldiers in the national arm y spoke m ore frequently, and m ore disparagingly, of the cynical
m otivations of their com m anders. V iolence appeared to no longer be just a w ay to resist an
enem y; it also becam e a tool of groups to negotiate for better positions and ranks and to obtain
access to resources. W hile m em bers of new ly form ed arm ed groups w ere m ore upbeat,
apparently caught up in the çlan of their initial form ation, those w ho had been fighting for m ore
than tw o years w ere alm ost as cynical as the FA R D C  soldiers. O ne form er com batant expressed
this clearly: ―W hen w e fought in 1996, w e fought to free the country. N ow , they fight to m ake
m oney, to show  the governm ent they are strong so they can get a big house, a big position in
K inshasa.‖55

W hen asked w hy they w ere fighting during this period, only around half of our interview ees
responded im m ediately that it w as to defeat the enem y. O thers said that it w as a m ixture of
profiteering and inertia or sim ply that they didn‒t know . ―Tufanye nini yengine‖ (w hat else
should w e do?), ―hii vita ni faranga tu‖ (this w ar is all about m oney), and ―kuko siasa m baya
hapa, shiye bakurutu hatujui akili ya bakubw a‖ (there are som e bad politics here, us foot soldiers
don‒t know  w hat our bosses w ant) w ere typical answ ers. C om batants them selves also stated that
they w ere driven by m aterial self- interest. In response to the question, ―W hy did you continue
fighting during this period?‖ alm ost all FA R D C  soldiers answ ered that they did so for econom ic
reasons, as did over half of the arm ed group com batants.56

These self-regarding interests of com batants and their disappointm ent w ith their com m anders
and living conditions did not change during the next period, betw een the M 23 rebellion of 2012‌
2013 and the K abila succession crisis of 2016‌2018. H ow ever, the perceived objective of arm ed
groups shifted, from  seeking access to the state to local struggles over land and extortion rackets.
―W e once thought our goal w as to becom e a soldier in the arm y,‖ a R aia M utom boki soldier
said, ―but then w e saw  how  they lived: in dirt and disease, robbing from  the population. From
then on, w e decided to protect our com m unities but not to join the FA R D C .‖57 For m any,
violence becam e an end in itself.

A t the sam e tim e, the rhetoric of arm ed groups shifted slightly aw ay from  R w anda and the
C ongolese Tutsi com m unity‍ w hich had distanced itself considerably from  R w anda‍ tow ard a
condem nation of K inshasa‒s corrupt and abusive rule. A s described in chapter 2, arm ed group
declarations from  2003 to 2006 point to an alm ost ubiquitous language of opposition to the
R w andan governm ent, som etim es expressed in ethnic stereotypes against the Tutsi com m unity
(or the ―H im a Em pire‖) that they presum e to be in pow er in R w anda and U ganda. W hile this
language did not disappear, by 2016 m any groups w ere m uch m ore concerned about their ow n
abusive governm ent. For instance, during the 2016‌2018 period, in the run-up to national
elections, m any R aia M utom boki shifted aw ay from  anti-R w andan rhetoric to em phasize the
corruption of the governm ent, a striking turn for arm ed groups that w ere previously m uch m ore
concerned about local issues. M ai-M ai groups in Lubero, the C N PSC  in Fizi, and N yatura
coalitions in R utshuru also m ade anti-governm ent statem ents during this period.

This shift in em phasis could also be seen in the alliances struck up by arm ed groups,
som etim es in direct contradiction to their official ideology. For exam ple, despite their anti-
rw andophone rhetoric, the N D C -R  and the U C PC ‍ tw o large arm ed groups in N orth K ivu‍



allied w ith the R w andan arm y or its M 23 proxy, w hile the A PC LS collaborated w ith the FD LR ,
and several M ai-M ai groups in Fizi and U vira territories w orked w ith the B urundian arm y.58

The R w andan State
―The R w andan governm ent has no interest in backing the C N D P. They w ant a stable eastern
C ongo,‖ a senior B ritish diplom at insisted to m e in 2008 as I presented evidence of that exact
kind of support to a group of diplom ats in K igali.59 It is not difficult to see w hy the R w andan
governm ent w ould, in theory, w ant a stable eastern C ongo. The C ongo is R w anda‒s largest
export m arket, consum ing over 30 percent of the goods produced in R w anda, according to a
W orld B ank database.60 Stability in the C ongo could result in that m arket grow ing and could
bring in foreign investm ent in m ining and other sectors, w hich in turn w ould alm ost certainly
drive grow th in R w anda.

A nd yet, R w anda continued to intervene in the eastern C ongo, underm ining instead of forging
stability. H ow  did it understand its interests?

C ulture, history, and the w ay decision-m aking is conducted w ithin the R PF had a huge im pact
on decision-m aking w ithin the R w andan governm ent. M uch as scholars have argued about
decision-m aking in the U S governm ent during the C uban m issile crisis,61 the R w andan
governm ent should not be seen as a cohesive actor w ith transparent interests. A s elsew here in the
w orld, foreign policy decisions in R w anda are w arped by dom estic conflicts, organizational
dysfunctions, and skew ed perceptions of w hat the interests of the nation or regim e are.62

The Structure of the Rw andan State
It is im possible to speak of the R w andan state in isolation from  the R PF governm ent. W hile it
has obviously draw n on decades of state traditions, norm s, and habits, the R PF party has
perm eated every level of governm ent and society. In order to understand w hy the R w andan
governm ent has engaged in the eastern C ongo, w e m ust therefore grapple w ith the nature of the
R PF.

The R PF w orldview  and organization rem ain deeply m arked by its past. The party w as
form ed in 1987 by exiles and refugees as a political-m ilitary m ovem ent that spent its form ative
years preparing for and fighting an insurgency against the regim e of Juvçnal H abyarim ana.
W hen it cam e to pow er, it took over a country in ruins that few  of the rebels knew  very w ell. It
had to rem ake the econom y, reconstitute the civil service, and gain the trust of a population that
saw  the R PF as a foreign, conquering force.

I do not propose here a com prehensive analysis of the decision-m aking process w ithin the
R w andan governm ent; other scholars have m ade heroic efforts, given the relative opacity of the
R PF.63 H ere I focus m ore narrow ly on how  decisions regarding interventions in the C ongo are
m ade, w ith the caveat that it is extrem ely difficult to draw  conclusions about the internal
functioning of the R PF, in light of its opacity. Three structural aspects stand out: the dom inance
of the security establishm ent w hen it com es to m aking policy about the eastern C ongo, the
divisions w ithin the ruling elite, and the highly secretive process. These structural aspects
reinforce a bias tow ard belligerency.

The first feature of this decision-m aking process is its m ilitary nature. ―It is striking to see



that, despite the potential econom ic opportunities there, discussions about intervention in the
C ongo only take place am ong senior officials of the arm y and intelligence,‖ one foreign diplom at
com m ented.64 This point w as echoed by tw o R w andan businessm en I spoke w ith w ho w ere eager
to invest in the eastern C ongo; their efforts had been stym ied by security officials.65

A nother diplom at based in K igali said: ―The C ongo is w hat keeps these security agencies
relevant. It is the only real threat to the country.‖66 The R PF cam e into existence as an arm ed
rebellion, and the backbone of the organization w as forged during the bush w ar of 1990‌1994.
W hen it cam e to pow er, it had to balance the com peting im peratives of rendering the m ilitary
apolitical and keeping senior arm y officers content. ―The w ar in the C ongo is a source of
patronage and status for the arm y. It helps keep them  happy and justifies repression at hom e,‖
said a form er senior R C D  officer w ith m any friends in the R D F.67

A  second feature is the highly charged divisions w ithin the ruling elite, w hich encum bered the
decision-m aking process. Since the R PF w as form ed in 1987, m any senior R PF politicians and
m ilitary com m anders have defected from  the governm ent or have been arrested, including the
form er arm y com m ander, the head of external intelligence, a special advisor to the president, and
K agam e‒s chief of staff.68 A  scholar com piled a list of the thirty-tw o R w andan com m anders w ho
w ere part of the U gandan arm y, w hich served as an incubator for the initial R PF leadership; as of
this w riting, only four are still in senior positions in governm ent.69 Few  of the peers of Paul
K agam e alongside w hom  he fought in the bush w ar are still in positions w here they w ould be
able to contradict him .

D ivisions w ithin the R w andan m ilitary reached a fever pitch in the run-up to the R w andan
elections of 2010. Senior m em bers of the security establishm ent in R w anda had begun to dissent
and express their ow n am bitions. In 2007, the form er head of intelligence, C olonel Patrick
K aregeya, left for exile in South A frica, w here he w as joined in 2010 by G eneral K ayum ba
N yam w asa, the form er arm y com m ander. In 2011 and 2012, around the beginning of the M 23
rebellion, a series of high-ranking arm y com m anders w as arrested for dissent.

A n attem pt on N yam w asa‒s life w as m ade in 2010, and K aregeya w as assassinated in a hotel
room  in South A frica in 2015; both acts w ere likely ordered by the R w andan governm ent. The
brazen nature of these attacks‍ the attack against N yam w asa took place just tw o days before
South A frica hosted the soccer W orld C up, the largest sporting event in the country‒s history‍
suggests how  seriously the R w andan governm ent perceived this dissent.

A ccording to tw o form er C N D P officers, such divisions fueled support to the M 23 in tw o
w ays.70 First, they created distrust and tension am ong the senior officer corps of the R PF,
heightening pressure for them  to prove their loyalty. ―Everyone w as looking over their shoulder,
trying to be the m ost hardline of them  all. So w hen K agam e asked: ‐Should w e [back the M 23]?‒
no one dared question him .‖71 In contrast to civilian m atters of governm ent, w here officials have
to sign perform ance contracts and are often rigorously evaluated, m ilitary m atters are outside of
the realm  of public debate and even in private are not subjected to rigorous, reasoned debate. A s
a businessm an told one of m y sources, ―W e knew  that backing the M 23 w as the w rong choice.
B ut w e couldn‒t say anything. Then it took [K agam e] eighteen m onths to w alk back that
decision.‖72

Second, it created a security im perative for intervention. N yam w asa w as suspected of trying
to stage an anti-K igali rebellion based in the eastern C ongo. H e had links to officers w ithin the



C N D P, som e of w hom  he had com m anded in the R w andan arm y betw een 1990 and 1996.
Follow ing N kunda‒s arrest, he got in touch w ith N kunda‒s form er officers, including M akenga
and those in the FPLC , allegedly w ith a view  tow ard setting up a rebel alliance.73 It is unlikely
that he planned on taking pow er in R w anda through a m ilitary invasion. It is m ore likely that he
w as trying to fom ent internal rifts w ith the ruling R PF that could provoke a coup.74

The Interests of the Rw andan State
Since 2002, w hen the R w andan arm y officially w ithdrew  from  the eastern C ongo, R w andan
involvem ent has been clandestine. This has com plicated attem pts to understand the m otives
behind it. It is not discussed in public, and because the R w andan Patriotic Front is a cohesive,
disciplined, and som etim es violent organization, m ost of those involved do not speak frankly,
even in private.75

There are, nonetheless, several w ays to assess R w andan interests. The first is sim ple
deduction‍ applying hypotheses to R w andan behavior to see w hich fits the facts. In addition,
there are testim onies from  privileged sources. M any C ongolese troops have w orked w ith or for
the R w andan security services, as have foreign diplom ats, and often have im portant insights into
their m indset, although one has to take care to check the reliability of such sources. Finally,
m em bers of the R w andan governm ent som etim es do leak inform ation, defect from  the
governm ent, or speak frankly about their involvem ent in the C ongo. I have draw n on interview s
w ith a total of seventeen such sources for this section.

These sources support the argum ent that econom ic factors alone play less of a role than is
often claim ed. Instead, w e need to see R w andan attitudes as shaped by a com plex of interests,
steeped in a security-driven culture of control, and w arped by pathologies in the w ay the R PF
m akes decisions.

SEC U R ITY  TH R EA TS

People close to the R w andan governm ent often m ention security as the overriding im perative,
and the FD LR , centered around H utu officers and m ilitias w ho fled into the C ongo after carrying
out genocide in R w anda, rem ains a sym bol of that security threat. A  W estern am bassador in
K igali analyzed R w andan support to the M 23 as follow s: ―This is really about the FD LR . The
R w andan governm ent just doesn‒t trust the C ongolese governm ent and sees security as
param ount.‖76 O ne R w andan security official w ho did adm it in retrospect to backing the C N D P
said, ―The R D F didn‒t care about M akenga or N kunda or any of these guys. W e supported the
C N D P because of the FD LR .‖77 O ne officer used the Sw ahili analogy: ―U linzi unafanya nje ya
lupango‖ (To defend a house, you have to stand outside) to stress their need for a buffer zone.78
A n A m erican m ilitary official based in K igali, confirm ing and condoning R w andan backing of
the M 23, likened this to the ―strategic depth‖ that drives Pakistani backing of the Taliban.79 In
January 2020, G eneral M ugangu M ubarak, the R D F com m ander of K igali and the eastern region,
said in a speech to his troops, ―If you w ant us to start in M ont-K igali, R ebero, Jali
[neighborhoods of K igali], that w ould be like fighting in your ow n living room . C hildren and
w om en could suffer. Pray that your arm y can carry out its duties over there [in the C ongo].‖80

H ow ever, the FD LR  threat needs to be seen in its historical and political context to understand



w hat these officials m eant. W hile for R w anda the FD LR  w as undoubtedly a reason for backing
the C N D P betw een 2004 and 2009, the R w andan rebels had been dram atically w eakened by the
tim e the M 23 rebellion broke out in 2012. The last m ajor incursion by the FD LR  into R w anda
took place in 2001, although there have been m any sm aller incursions since then that resulted in
civilian fatalities. B etw een 2009 and 2012, over 4,500 FD LR  com batants w ere repatriated to
R w anda by the U N , w hich m ay have been over 70 percent of all their troops. B y 2012, the FD LR
m ay have had as few  as 1,500 troops.

N onetheless, given the central place the genocide still plays in R w andan m em ory and politics,
the FD LR  rem ained a pow erful sym bolic threat. This is quite distinct, how ever, from  a purely
security issue. M uch of the narrative underpinning the legitim acy of the R PF is tied up in the
genocide and in the protection of the nation. The threat of the FD LR  bolsters the notion that there
is a greater good, a security im perative that justifies the repression of the opposition and
restrictions on civil liberties, hallm arks of the R PF rule. G enocide ideology‍ and by proxy also
the FD LR ‍ form s the raison d‒ètre of the R PF, bolstering its legitim acy as the force that ended
the genocide; it continues to shield the population from  genocide even as it tries to exorcise the
ideology behind it from  the population.81 In som e cases, genocide ideology has becom e a pretext
for the R PF to repress dissent;82 in others, R PF officials are m otivated by genuine concern. These
tw in im pulses‍ the desire to preserve the R PF and the drive to extirpate genocide ideology‍
have becom e deeply, perhaps inextricably, entangled.

The C ongo expedition thus served to focus the R PF and its dom estic audience on an external
enem y in the run-up to the 2010 elections, w hen internal divisions threatened the survival of the
party. A ccording to a senior ex-C N D P officer w ith m any contacts inside the arm y, ―The R D F is
a m ilitary organization. It needs to fight. O nce it stops fighting outsiders, they w ill start fighting
each other.‖83

This perception of security threats w as am plified by the decision-m aking process described
above, w hat one am bassador in K igali called ―a bunker m entality in the R PF. They believe they
can‒t trust anyone in the international com m unity, that they are the victim s of an international
conspiracy.‖84 This attitude derives from  the R PF‒s history of self-reliance during the guerrilla
struggle as w ell as the long history of victim ization of the R w andan Tutsi com m unity, m em ories
of w hich w ere particularly strong in the U gandan refugee cam ps out of w hich the R PF‒s m ain
leaders em erged in the 1980s. A s Phil C lark has argued:

The R PF‒s desire for internal cohesion has m ade it suspicious of critical voices w ithin and
outside of the party‍ a feature com pounded by R w anda‒s fraught experience of m ultiparty
dem ocracy in the early 1990s, w hich saw  the rise of ethnically driven extrem ist parties and
helped to create an environm ent conducive to genocide. The R PF‒s singular focus on
rebuilding the nation and facilitating the return of refugees m eans it has often view ed dissent
as an unaffordable distraction.85

Self-reliance and security threats fueled a propensity for control, accentuating a tendency
tow ard belligerency.86 ―The R PF does not like to leave anything to chance,‖ one foreign diplom at
in K igali said. ―There is a culture of control here that perm eates every aspect of life, especially
security.‖87 The im pact this had on assessing security threats in the eastern C ongo can be judged
through this quote from  one of R w anda‒s top security officials: ―W hat w ould the U nited States



do if A l Q aeda had a cell operating in Tijuana? It w ould send troops in and take no hostages.‖88
A n A m erican security official had a sim ilar analysis, referring to form er vice president D ick
C heney‒s ―one percent doctrine‖: ―They think if there‒s a one percent chance that FD LR  can
attack them  from  the C ongo, they have to treat it as a certainty in term s of our response.‖89

EC O N O M IC  IN TER ESTS

The econom ic interests of the R w andan governm ent are just as controversial and am biguous as
the m ilitary ones. The econom ic benefits that R w anda has derived from  its involvem ent in the
C ongo have changed over tim e, both in scale and in kind. D uring the A FD L and the initial phase
of R C D  (1996‌1999) m ost profits w ere m ade through pillage. B etw een N ovem ber 1998 and
A pril 1999, the R w andan arm y and its R C D  allies rem oved betw een 2,000 and 3,000 tons of tin
ore and up to 1,500 tons of coltan w orth betw een $10 and $20 m illion, depending on the grade of
the ore, from  the w arehouses of SO M IN K I (Sociçtç m iniære et industrielle du K ivu), a state-run
m ining com pany active in the K ivus.90 In another exam ple of plundering, a C ongolese
com m ander of R C D  troops, Jean-Pierre O ndekane, brazenly entered the C entral B ank offices in
K isangani and seized betw een $1 m illion and $8 m illion in C ongolese francs, w hich he then
dispatched to K igali.91

D uring the subsequent phase of R C D  occupation, the R w andan governm ent and its R C D
allies institutionalized extraction. Traders had to give a portion of their profits to the R w andan
ruling party in exchange for access to lucrative trade routes and m ining sites.92 C om panies
created by the R w andan Patriotic Front, including som e operated by the M inistry of D efence,
w ere provided w ith preferential access to m ining areas. This sector becam e particularly lucrative
betw een June 2000 and July 2001, w hen the w orld m arket price for tantalum , a derivative of
coltan, shot from  $10 to $380 per kilogram . Som e researchers estim ate that net profits m ade by
R w andan com panies from  coltan alone could have been as high as $150 m illion during this
period,93 w hile other researchers estim ate total profits from  the m inerals trade at $250 m illion per
annum  throughout the occupation.94 W hile it is difficult to calculate a precise figure for this kind
of clandestine activity, it is clear that for R w anda, w hose entire annual budget w as $380 m illion
around this tim e, such incom e m ade its expensive involvem ent in the C ongo possible. President
K agam e him self described his governm ent‒s involvem ent in the C ongo as ―self-sustaining.‖95

Profiteering w as confirm ed by virtually all of m y interview s w ith local C ongolese
businessm en in G om a and B ukavu. ―The R w andans m ade a lot of m oney off the business here
because, ultim ately, they w ere in control. The R C D  w asn‒t w ell organized,‖ said one.96 A nother
said: ―Individual R C D  officials m ade m oney from  the K ivus, but as an organization they w ere
alw ays struggling financially. It w as R w anda that benefited.‖97 A  form er R C D  vice governor of
South K ivu lam ented that they never had m uch m oney because business w as controlled by
R w anda and that all their funds w ere used to pay for m ilitary operations.98

This state of affairs changed dram atically during the 2003‌2006 transition. In m ost of the
territory form erly controlled by the R C D , these erstw hile business netw orks w ere eroded and
reoriented tow ard new  patronage netw orks that w ere often linked to K inshasa. In 2011, the
ow ner of a transport com pany in South K ivu told m e: ―R w anda has lost everything [in South
K ivu]. W hy w ould anyone pay m oney to K igali to get business done here? The people w ho
control things here are the FA R D C  and the local officials. Those are the people you have to pay



off.‖99 This decrease in influence by R w anda and the form er R C D  w ent hand in hand w ith the
dism antling of their m ilitary and political netw orks in O rientale, K atanga, K asaí, and M aniem a
provinces.

A  partial exception w as the southern part of N orth K ivu, w hich, under the term s of the
transitional governm ent, rem ained under the control of ex-R C D  officials. B ut even there,
political pow er slow ly shifted. D uring 2006, as the transition cam e to an end and G overnor
Eugæne Serufuli threw  his lot in w ith K abila‒s governm ent, new  officials w ere appointed in
custom s, police, and other state agencies. O ne businessm an in G om a put it this w ay: ―R w anda‒s
m ain asset in G om a today is their border. They can influence sm uggling, especially since taxes
there are m uch low er than here. B ut they no longer control G om a‒s adm inistration.‖100 B y 2012,
according to interview s w ith local businessm en, m em bers of the R w andan governm ent still had
interests in various m ineral-buying houses in G om a but no longer controlled the political or
security apparatus.101

N onetheless, the R w andan governm ent continued to benefit from  the C ongolese econom y,
albeit in a different w ay. D uring this period sm uggling becam e one of the m ost lucrative illegal
activities. G iven its clandestine nature, it is difficult to know  how  high the profits w ere, but
according to sources w ithin the R w andan m ining com m unity contacted in 2013, the R w andan
m ineral sector grew  dram atically from  $70 m illion in exports in 2007 to around $226 m illion in
2011, becom ing the country‒s largest earner of foreign exchange. W hile m uch of this grow th w as
due to an increase in dom estic production, tw o industry insiders said that in 2013 betw een 10 and
30 percent of their official tin and tantalum  exports consisted of sm uggled C ongolese re-
exports.102 In 2010, G lobal W itness estim ated that C ongolese-sourced m inerals m ight constitute
75 to 80 percent of R w andan exports.103 Several years later, the U nited N ations estim ated that
$400 m illion in gold w as sm uggled out of the eastern C ongo each year‍ although the m ajority of
that trade passes through U ganda and B urundi, not R w anda.104

It is clear that the R w andan econom y continued to benefit from  illegal trade w ith its neighbor.
H ow ever, the extent to w hich this trade w as linked to support of the C N D P and the M 23 is not
clear. W hile both arm ed groups sm uggled m inerals into R w anda,105 the dram atic grow th in
R w anda‒s m ineral exports appeared to be relatively unaffected by the fate of their rebel allies in
the eastern C ongo. M ineral exports rose steadily from  around $60 m illion in 2007 to $167
m illion in 2016, and fluctuations in export figures during this tim e appear m ore closely linked to
w orld prices than to C ongolese rebellions.106 In 2019, a gold refinery opened in R w anda,
reportedly a joint operation betw een the R w andan governm ent and the businessm an A lain G oetz.
G old exports from  R w anda picked up dram atically‍ in the first nine m onths of 2020, G oetz‒s
com pany A ldango exported $522 m illion of gold.107 In previous years, the U nited N ations had
reported that m uch of R w anda‒s gold had been sm uggled there from  the C ongo.108 A ccording to
conversations w ith gold traders and foreign experts follow ing this trade, R w anda did not need to
have its troops physically present in the eastern C ongo‍ although som e units w ere during this
tim e‍ to benefit from  the gold trade. R ather, it w as able to leverage its low er taxes and
arrangem ents w ith C ongolese traders. In other w ords, it benefited not so m uch from  conflict in
the C ongo but from  disorder. It w as that country‒s inability to properly regulate and tax its
m ining industry that becam e a boon for R w anda.

A t the sam e tim e, the C ongo grew  as an export m arket for R w andan goods. A ccording to the



W orld B ank, R w andan exports to the C ongo increased from  13 percent of its total exports in
2008 to 31 percent in 2016.109 A  year later, 80 percent of R w anda‒s exports to the surrounding
region w ent to the C ongo.110

R w andan involvem ent in its neighbor‒s affairs also incurred serious econom ic costs.
Follow ing revelations of support to the M 23, donors suspended $240 m illion in aid, contributing
to a drop in G D P grow th of around 3 percent com pared w ith the previous year. R w anda‒s brand,
arguably its greatest asset, also took a beating. G iven the deep involvem ent of the R PF in m any
sectors of the R w andan econom y‍ including real estate, m ining, consum er products, and
construction‍ it is clear that the party suffered financially as w ell.111

The tensions am ong these different econom ic incentives w ere highlighted in the early days of
the M 23 crisis. W hen the fighting first began in A pril 2012, President K agam e invited R w andan
business leaders to debate the m erits of intervention. A ccording to one participant, m any of the
business leaders advised against it, for they feared it could be detrim ental to the econom y. The
businessm an w ho attended lam ented: ―U nless R w anda succeeds at legally annexing the eastern
C ongo‍ w hich is alm ost im possible‍ the econom ic activity privileged by these rebellions is all
underground. W hich m eans it is controlled by the security services, and it leads to aid cuts.
That‒s good for a few  m em bers of the R PF, but bad for m ost of us businessm en.‖112

This discussion w ithin the R PF represented a latent tension w ithin the party. Its survival has
relied on its ability both to provide substantial econom ic grow th and reform s and to m aintain
cohesion in its top m ilitary staff. Intervention in the eastern C ongo had allow ed the R PF to
provide econom ic opportunities to som e of its m em bers and had focused the m ilitary m inds of its
top brass on an external enem y but did not bring about large net econom ic gains.

W H A T A B O U T ETH N IC  SO LID A R ITY ?

W hat about solidarity betw een R w andan and C ongolese Tutsi as a possible driver? Several
diplom atic officials have suggested that ethnic solidarity played an im portant role in R w andan
decision-m aking, and m any m edia reports highlighted the fact that the leaders of the M 23 and of
the R PF are Tutsi.113 H ow ever, it is unclear w hat explanatory value their ethnicity has, if any.

C ertainly, during the early days of the M 23 rebellion, R w andan officials spoke of the plight of
C ongolese Tutsi, citing num erous allegations of atrocities that hum an rights groups and the
U nited N ations w ere unable to corroborate. A nd there is no doubt that som e R w andan officials
felt that they have a historic right to the southern part of N orth K ivu province, w hich they
believed belonged to the greater R w andan kingdom ‍ a view  expressed in a m eeting at the
U nited N ations by Foreign M inister Louise M ushikiw abo in 2012.114 This view  w as also
expressed in the past by officials, including Prim e M inister Pasteur B izim ungu in 1996.115

H ow ever, im perial nostalgia is not necessarily linked to ethnic solidarity. The relationship
betw een the R PF and C ongolese Tutsi is com plicated. C ongolese Tutsi are often proud of their
distinctive heritage and of their independence from  the R w andan polity. In part, this is because
of their history. M any B anyarw anda and B anyam ulenge have been living outside of the borders
of R w anda since pre-colonial tim es, and in the case of the B anyam ulenge, their presence in the
eastern C ongo m ay be due to the flight of their ancestors from  w ars in R w anda. There are
im portant distinctions betw een the custom s, w orldview s, and even dialects of these com m unities
and those prevalent in R w anda. M ore generally, the w ide expanses of the eastern C ongo w ith its



loose governance structures stand in stark contrast to densely populated and rigidly controlled
R w anda.

This narrative of ethnic solidarity is also contradicted by experiences of C ongolese Tutsi
officers w ho w ere m em bers of the M 23, the C N D P, and‍ at least for som e of them ‍ the
R w andan rebellion that brought the R PF to pow er in 1994. M any of them  speak of subtle
discrim ination w ithin the R w andan arm y, of having been passed over for prom otions and
com m and positions because of their origin, and having been teased for being ―C ongolese
peasants,‖ as one officer put it.116 These tensions cam e to a head after the end of the First C ongo
W ar w hen R w anda decided to w ithdraw  m ost of its troops from  the D em ocratic R epublic of the
C ongo. It ordered m ost C ongolese Tutsi to leave w ith them , saying they belonged to the
R w andan arm y. M any C ongolese Tutsi officers in both N orth and South K ivu refused, saying
they w ere C ongolese and had only fought for R w anda to liberate their country.

In G om a, a m utiny broke out, led by a Lieutenant M urekezi, a Tutsi from  M asisi w ho opposed
leaving for R w anda. C rucially, m any future senior C N D P and M 23 officers w ere am ong those
w ho either participated in or sym pathized w ith this m utiny, including C hristian Pay-Pay, Faustin
M uhindo, B audouin N garuye, C laude M icho, and W ilson N sengiyum va. The standoff ended
w hen, at a m ilitary assem bly in G om a in early N ovem ber 1997, a com m anding R w andan officer
shot M urekezi in the head, killing him . Several others w ere killed or injured, and the survivors
w ere tied up and throw n on a truck. They w ere taken to R w anda, w here m any w ere im prisoned
on Iw aw a Island before being redeployed‍ dem oted and dem oralized‍ back to the D em ocratic
R epublic of the C ongo.117 A  sim ilar m utiny took place just a few  m onths later in South K ivu, led
by B anyam ulenge officers there.

O ne ex-C N D P officer lam ented: ―D on‒t believe for one second that R w anda supported us
because they w ere our friends, or that they sym pathized w ith C ongolese Tutsi. They supported us
because they needed us. A nd w hen they no longer needed us, they turned on us.‖118

M uch like natural resources, ethnicity becam e a perm issive enabler of the conflict. There is no
doubt that it is an easily recognizable organizing principle for all arm ed rebellions in the eastern
C ongo. The C N D P and the M 23 are no different‍ of the ten Tutsi ex-C N D P or ex-M 23 officers
interview ed for this book, all argued that they felt com pelled to take up arm s to protect their
com m unity.

H ow ever, Tutsi identity is not hom ogeneous‍ there are significant internal tensions betw een
C ongolese Tutsi, B anyam ulenge, and R w andan Tutsi. There are also cross-cutting cleavages,
like sub-ethnic groups (som etim es referred to as clans) that can be found in both the C ongo and
R w anda, or past m ilitary service in the R w andan arm y. Ethnicity w as a relatively plastic,
constantly contested factor in arm ed m obilization.

O ne can find just as m any C ongolese Tutsi w ho joined the national arm y or even arm ed
groups opposing the R w andan governm ent, rather than the C N D P or M 23. For those w ho did
join those groups, there is little evidence to show  that there w as an uptick in ethnic prejudice
prior to their joining and considerable evidence to show  that they abused m em bers of their ow n
com m unity. In addition, there is even som e evidence that the M 23 collaborated w ith form er
m em bers of the FD LR , suggesting an opportunism  in their use of ethnicity. For exam ple, B osco
N taganda gave a certain C om m ander M andevu, a H utu form er FD LR  officer w ho led his ow n
m ilitia in the V irunga N ational Park, som e w eapons in m id-2012, w hen the latter em erged as a



key M 23 ally in controlling the w ilderness behind N yiragongo V olcano.

C onclusion
This chapter has depicted a sad m arriage of interests: a C ongolese governm ent for w hom  conflict
has becom e part of a m ode of governance through a com bination of apathy am ong political elites
and direct com plicity am ong m ilitary leaders and a R w andan governm ent w hose interests w ere
shaped by political culture that pushed it tow ard greater belligerency. O f course, in all of this, the
interests of the C ongolese population of the K ivus w as not taken into account.

This kind of ethnography of state actors is not a perfect science. In the case of R w anda,
inform ation about such an extrem ely centralized process w as extrem ely difficult to obtain; in the
C ongolese case m any w ere w illing to talk but only had part of the picture. I don‒t presum e to
have provided the definitive sum m ary of C ongolese and R w andan m ilitary decision-m aking‍ as
C lifford G eertz rem inds us about ethnography, it is ―m arked less by a perfection of consensus
than by a refinem ent of debate. W hat gets better is the precision w ith w hich w e vex each
other.‖119 It is only through repeated research that w e can approxim ate the real dynam ics that
w ere in play.

The interests of another im portant group of decision-m akers have not been discussed here: the
donors, m ultinational corporations, and diplom ats w ho, to a considerable degree, funded both
governm ents during this period. It w ould be a critical fallacy to conclude that the m ain
belligerents, just because they are the m ost visible actors, w ould be also the m ost pow erful.
O utside actors, despite their purported neutrality, w ere often enablers and silent participants in
the conflict. I turn m y attention to them  in chapter 9.



 

5
The Theory

IN V O LU TIO N , FR A G M EN TA TIO N , A N D  TH E M ILITA R Y
B O U R G EO ISIE

―TH IS W A R  IS not w hat you think it is,‖ C olonel Pierre M asudi told m e.1 It w as June 2014, and w e
w ere sitting in N ganda la Q uatriæm e, a bar m ade out of plyw ood and decorated w ith C hristm as
tinsel, a stone‒s throw  from  the C olonel Tshatshi M ilitary C am p in K inshasa. I had m et Pierre, an
officer in the C ongolese arm y, for the first tim e five years earlier on the front lines of a m ilitary
offensive in the eastern C ongo. N ow  Pierre w as in the capital K inshasa, staying w ith fam ily and
m aking a daily trip to the Çtat m ajor gçnçral, the arm ed forces headquarters, to lobby his
superiors to get a deploym ent back to the front lines.

The ―w ar is not w hat it is‖ w as a com m on refrain in our alm ost w eekly m eetings at La
Q uatriæm e (nam ed, the ow ner told m e, after the constitutional sequence in the C ongo‍ there had
been three constitutional regim es since independence; surely after this one w e w ould realize that
a bar w as about as good a governance arrangem ent as C ongolese could hope for). Pierre had
grow n up in a good fam ily in K inshasa; his father had been a senior civil servant under M obutu
Sese Seko, and Pierre had gone to private schools, w ith one m em orable trip to Paris w hen he w as
eleven. They had a TV  at hom e, and in the 1980s he had w atched a lot of H ollyw ood w ar m ovies
on V H S tape. ―For m e, the arm y w as discipline, dying for your country, com ing hom e to confetti
parades. Y ou know , honor and pride.‖

This w as obviously not his current experience. H e w anted to go back to the front lines not out
of patriotism  but because that w as how  you m ade m oney. ―M y m onthly salary, w hen it com es, is
83,000 C ongolese francs [90 U SD ]. M y rent alone here in K inshasa is 200 dollars. That‒s
officialized corruption.‖ This w as a typical refrain from  soldiers: keep us poor so you can buy
our loyalty. ―There is no w ay I can m ake a living w ithout being on the front line‍ w ithout
stealing.‖

A s detailed in chapter 3, the bulk of m oney officers received w as through hazard pay and
bonuses; skim m ing from  salaries, food, logistics, and m edical allow ances of their troops; setting
up local protection rackets; and extorting m oney from  the local population and traders. Few  of
these perks w ere available if you w ere based in K inshasa, or even w orse, if you w ere m is Þ la
disposition de l‒hierarchie m ilitaire (―dispo‖)‍ w aiting for an active deploym ent.

The C ongolese arm y w as, essentially, a tax farm ing operation. Pierre told m e: K ila m tu
anapata sehem u yake. Everybody gets his or her cut. Indeed, ―sehem u yake,‖ Sw ahili for



―his/her cut,‖ had becom e slang for w idespread kickback schem es, allegedly derived from
President K abila‒s ow n insistence on getting a percentage. ―Those guys I‒m  seeing in N galiem a,‖
the leafy neighborhood w here the arm y headquarters is located, ―they calculate how  m uch
m oney I can earn in a particular place‍ you know , taxing, trading, and so on‍ and then give m e
m y deploym ent, expecting a m onthly kickback in return.‖ A s research has show n, this kind of
tax farm ing principle holds for the C ongolese police force as w ell.2

A s described in chapter 4, this schem e produces an arm y that is structurally invested in the
persistence of conflict, in w hich officers are often not given the resources necessary to defeat
their enem ies and instead are encouraged to extract resources from  the local population, in w hich
the hustle has becom e an art form .

It has also changed the w orldview  of the protagonists of the conflict. ―I rem em ber The G uns
of N avarone, for exam ple‖‍ Pierre‒s father had had a penchant for W orld W ar II m ovies, I
found out‍ ―it w as like a blood pact, you fight until the last m an. H ere, our bosses do not w ant
the w ar to end. Y ou don‒t fight to w in. Y ou fight to fight, that‒s it.‖ W hen I asked him  w hat
w ould happen if he did not get his frontline deploym ent, he sucked his teeth and shook his head.
―A  life in the barracks! Q uelle cauchem ar!‖

The A rgum ent
A s C olonel Pierre describes, C ongolese state and society have undergone a structural
transform ation that has produced new  classes of actors‍ both dom estic and foreign‍ w ith new
interests. These trends have served to lock the conflict into a pernicious, intractable equilibrium ,
a low -scale conflict stuck betw een w ar and peace. A s w e shall see in chapter 9, both foreign and
dom estic actors, ranging from  belligerents to donors, have fed into these dynam ics.

In this chapter, I provide a theoretical understanding of som e of the m ain features of the
C ongolese conflict, building on scholars from  a variety of disciplines and m ethodological
approaches. I highlight four trends: fragm entation, the rise of the m ilitary bourgeoisie, the
involution of interests, and the sym biosis of belligerents. Together, this analysis underscores the
endogenous nature of conflict and how  it is carried forw ard through its ow n m om entum ,
transform ing social structures, identities, and interests.

The first tw o trends are structural. First, fragm entation. D ecades of conflict and peacem aking
have transform ed society, producing a startling proliferation of belligerents. This has rendered
the conflict less threatening to the central governm ent but also m ore intractable and devastating
for the local population. A t the sam e tim e‍ and this is the second trend‍ the w ar has produced a
m ilitary bourgeoisie that controls large parts of the econom y in the eastern C ongo and has deep
links w ith political elites across the country.

The other tw o developm ents, related to the political culture of the violence, have also
contributed to this stasis. The conflict has becom e involuted, stuck in the sam e fundam ental
pattern as the protagonists of the conflict have becom e m ore invested and habituated in
m aintaining the status quo. It has also becom e sym biotic. The m ost perverse m anifestation of this
are cases in w hich m em bers of the C ongolese arm y have provided w eapons or intelligence to
their rivals on the battlefield, at tim es leading to the defeat of their ow n troops. This sym biosis
does not require a grand conspiracy to w ork. In m any instances, belligerents have a vested



interest in furthering the conflict, thereby feeding the sam e system  w hile rem aining adversaries
on the battlefield.

In sum , this analysis runs against the grain of the fam iliar notion about w ar‍ that it is fought
betw een tw o sides seeking to defeat or com pel the other.3 That kind of theorizing, w hich
conceptualizes violence as an instrum ent in the search of dom inance, has a long lineage in
m odern political theory, running from  C lausew itz through Toynbee to m ost gam e theoretical
approaches of w ar. In contrast, I draw  on theories of w ar and disorder that highlight their
functions, suggesting that conflict can em erge as a logic of governance in response to a particular
historical and political context. A s authors such as D avid K een, Patrick C habal and Jean-Pascal
D aloz, and W illiam  R eno have pointed out, that particular context w as the end of the C old W ar
and the liberalization of political and econom ic system s, w hich put pressure on patronage
netw orks and created incentives to invest in disorder.4

In other w ords, violence in the C ongo and elsew here on the continent is not the tragic
aberration that som e scholars have pointed to, a prisoners‒ dilem m a that is the result of
inform ation asym m etries and com m itm ent problem s, arguing that both sides could have com e to
a m utually better solution w ithout violence.5 A t tim es, fighting persists because both parties
stand m ore to gain from  fighting than peace.

There are, how ever, also contrasts betw een m y theory and the functionalist argum ents of
scholars like C habal and D aloz. The conditions they highlight obtain across m uch of A frica,
w hereas protracted violent conflict has been rare, w hich results in the false im pression that
violent arm ed conflict is inherent to A frican politics. I point to the particularities of the C ongo, in
particular its political and social fragm entation, the em ergence of a m ilitary bourgeoisie, the
acceptability of violence, and the discourse of autochthony. I also argue that conflict should not
be seen as m erely strategic and instrum ental but above all as system ic, exceeding the intentions
of any individual actors and forging habits and norm s. W ar has becom e a social condition, an
outcom e that m ay not have been the intended objective of any of the protagonists but that has
produced its ow n actors, cultures, and interests.

In a final section of this chapter I point to sim ilar dynam ics taking place across the A frican
continent and m ake an argum ent for w hat could be driving these trends.

The Structural Im pedim ents to Peace
There is a grow ing understanding that conflicts reshape society, highlighting their endogenous
nature.6 Sarah D aly, w orking on the C olom bian conflict, highlights the role that previous
episodes of arm ed m obilization played, arguing that arm ed groups are m uch m ore likely to
em erge w here there are ―receptacles of collective action: the organizational legacies of w ar.‖7
Specifically, she argues that m aterial endow m ents and opportunities do not explain rebellion, but
rather that areas w ith a past history of insurgency are six tim es m ore likely to experience a
recurrence of arm ed m obilization due to the social netw orks and identities created by previous
episodes of conflict. Sim ilarly, G ina B ateson docum ents the changes w rought on G uatem alan
society by civil w ar, arguing that violence during the civil w ar forged netw orks and perceptions
that led to the creation of vigilante organizations after the w ar.8

I build on these insights of how  structural changes in society can influence conflict, w hich



then in turn changes society. Tw o such changes in particular have rendered conflict intractable:
the em ergence of a m ilitary elite w ith a vested interest in violence and the fragm entation of
belligerents on all sides. In contrast w ith the above-m entioned theorists, I focus on social
netw orks that are em bedded both in the state and local com m unities, and I highlight not just their
nature but also the num ber of belligerents involved.

The Rise of the M ilitary Bourgeoisie
A rm ed rebellion is not the privilege of any particular social stratum . W hereas M arx and Engels
proclaim ed that the proletariat is the revolutionary class, som e scholars have found that the
agricultural export sector has been particularly prone to revolutionary m ovem ents,9 w hile still
others cite landow ning ―m iddle peasantry,‖10 ethnic age associations,11 and netw orks of m ilitary
officers.12 There is no one particular class that has dom inated arm ed m obilization in the C ongo. I
argue, how ever, that a m ilitary bourgeoisie‍ spanning the national security forces and arm ed
groups‍ has taken on a critical role in the perpetuation of conflict.

This bourgeoisie em erged, albeit slow ly, during the latter part of M obutu‒s reign, w hen he
created com peting m ilitary branches that w ere m ore concerned w ith pitting potential rivals
against each other, and in keeping the civilian population in check, than in protecting its citizens.
This created a class of affluent com m anders w ho used their control over m en and w om en in
uniform  to extract resources from  the population. Then, during the recent C ongo w ars, this class
w as dram atically inflated, probably doubling in size.

Those w ho joined the existing M obutist m ilitary elite cam e from  tw o social classes.
B eginning w ith the m ajor m obilizations of arm ed groups in 1993 during the dem ocratization
period, m any arm ed groups in the eastern C ongo had deep roots in rural com m unities, initially
driven by local concerns of self-defense and com petition over land and pow er. Then, w ith the
A FD L rebellion that began in 1996, urban youths, m ostly from  the K ivu and K atanga provinces,
began joining w hat w ould becom e one the largest rebellions in C ongolese history.

The m obilization of rural, m arginalized youths has continued until the tim e of w riting. D uring
the m ain period studied here‍ 2003 to 2018‍ the leaders of m ost arm ed groups in the eastern
C ongo cam e from  this class, in contrast w ith a previous generation of rebel leaders in the C ongo
and across A frica‍ prom inent exam ples include A m ilcar C abral, Sam ora M achel, M eles Zenaw i,
and Y ow eri M useveni‍ w ho cam e from  an urban intellectual elite.13

TA B LE 5.1. Estim ate of m ilitary forces in C ongo, 1993‌2015 (approx.)

Y ear M em bers of arm ed forces M em bers of police/gendarm erie M em bers of arm ed groups Total

1993 60,000 60,000 N /A 120,000
2003 250,000‌260,000 107,000 20,000‌25,000 377,000‌392,000
2018 130,000 110,000 11,000‌15,000 251,000‌255,000

Sources: M editz and M erill, Zaire; M ulti-C ountry D em obilization and R eintegration Program , ―M D R P Final R eport,‖ 24, 26; W ondo, Les Arm çes au C ongo-
K inshasa; M inistære de la D çfense N ationale et des A nciens C om battants, Plan G lobal D e D esarm em ent D em obilisation et Reintegration (D D RI II).

These recruits into the arm y and arm ed groups slow ly becam e unm oored from  the social
structures out of w hich they em erged, constituting a relatively independent social class,
generating their ow n incom e and system s of value. W hen asked w hat their strongest identity w as



‍ ethnic, religious, geographic, or professional‍ alm ost all of the fifty-five arm y soldiers and
officers w e interview ed referred to them selves as soldiers first and forem ost, som etim es
aggressively draw ing a distinction w ith civilians.14 Even for m any arm ed groups this is the case,
as chapters 6 and 8, on the C N D P and U PC , respectively, m ake clear. B oth groups em erged
ostensibly to defend their ethnic com m unity‍ the Tutsi and the H em a, respectively‍ but
eventually distanced them selves from  these, in som e cases abusing their ow n fellow  co-ethnics.

Since the beginning of the w ar in 1996, close to half a m illion people have probably passed
through the ranks of the national arm y, the police, intelligence forces, or other arm ed groups,15
producing a m ilitary bourgeoisie w ith expertise and a vested interest in violence. In addition to
its im portance as a class in itself, it has also transform ed the econom y and society. The U nited
N ations G roup of Experts and other researchers have docum ented the involvem ent of both the
national arm y and arm ed groups in the trade of m inerals, the farm ing and trade of cannabis, the
production of charcoal, cross-border sm uggling, and poaching.16

This m ilitary bourgeoisie is not large. O f the estim ated 255,000 m en and w om en in the
security services and arm ed groups in 2018, there w ere probably only several thousand w ho have
am assed significant w ealth. H ow ever, the exploitative system  over w hich this elite presides
includes hundreds of thousands of soldiers, intelligence agents, police, businesspeople, and
politicians, all of w hom  have a stake in this structure.

I should clarify that I apply the term  m ilitary to m em bers of arm ed groups as w ell, as there
has been a high degree of cycling in and out betw een arm ed groups and the national arm y and
police. The use of the term  bourgeoisie also requires an explanation. It is substantially different
from  the bankers, factory ow ners, and traders that M arx described. These are not industrial or
financial capitalists but rather m ilitary capitalists. They use violence in order to extract value,
both from  the state as w ell as from  the population. W hile this group has little self-consciousness
or internal solidarity, it can nonetheless be perceived as a class, understood as a category people
w ith sim ilar econom ic m otivations and opportunities.17

This m ilitary elite is sim ilar to the concept of ―state bourgeoisie‖ that has frequently been
used to describe the bureaucrats and politicians w ho populated the echelons of governm ent and
w ho m ade up m uch of the m iddle and upper classes in the first decades of post-independence
A frica.18 C lçm ence Pinaud has docum ented a sim ilar phenom enon in South Sudan, arguing that
the civil w ar had produced a ―m ilitary aristocracy‖ through the accum ulation of resources during
the fighting, ranging from  taxing relief aid to cattle trade to the capture of oil rents once the m ain
Sudan People‒s Liberation A rm y (SPLA ) rebellion shared state pow er through the 2005
C om prehensive Peace A greem ent.19 I prefer the term  bourgeoisie, as it places m ore of an
em phasis on the processes of extraction and accum ulation and less on the status and hereditary
nature of aristocracy.

The nature and role of these m ilitary elites vary across the continent. The m ilitary leadership
of the Sudan People‒s Liberation M ovem ent (SPLM ) in South Sudan has becom e the dom inant
force w ithin the governm ent and econom y, centralizing rents and‍ until oil revenues cam e to an
abrupt halt in 2012‍ spending a considerable am ount to keep the various m ilitary and m ilitia
forces loyal. This logic w as only reinforced during the subsequent civil w ar that engulfed South
Sudan, as governm ent revenues plum m eted but the threat of rebellions increased.

In contrast, the C ongolese m ilitary elite seem s strikingly uninterested in consolidating control



of the state and‍ in contrast w ith R w anda, U ganda, and A ngola, for exam ple‍ it is not at present
deeply involved in politics. There are very few  m ilitary officers or arm ed group com m anders
w ho have obtained senior positions in governm ent or in state-run com panies. Sim ilarly, this
m ilitary elite has not sought to control the private sector, as for exam ple the N igerian m ilitary
attem pted to do in the 1970s or as officers in Egypt, R w anda, or M yanm ar do through
nationalized industries.20 Instead, it has largely extracted resources through illegal taxation‍
extortion‍ as w ell as sm uggling, protection rackets, and em bezzlem ent.

This inchoate class has carved out a space w ithin C ongolese society that is relatively free of
accountability. There has never been a parliam entary audit of the m ilitary, nor by the arm y
auditor (Inspection de l‒arm çe). Procurem ent for the arm y is opaque and not subject to any of the
official public procedures. W hile there have been an increasing num ber of prosecutions of
m ilitary abuses, few  senior officers are punished, and crim es are ram pant. A ccording to the
U nited N ations, the num ber of convictions of m em bers of the arm y and police as a percentage of
the num ber of violations they com m itted ranged betw een 4 percent and 6 percent in the 2017‌
2019 period.21 The proportion of convictions for arm ed groups is even low er.

W hat has the im pact of this m ilitary bourgeoisie been on conflict? It has reshaped local
societies, m ilitarizing the econom y and linking custom ary chiefs and businesspeople to arm ed
groups. O ne can see the im portance of this m ilitary bourgeoisie in the geography of cities and
rural areas in eastern C ongo. The m ilitary and arm ed groups are om nipresent‍ as m entioned
above, researchers have docum ented 798 roadblocks in the K ivus, m ost of w hich are m anned by
arm ed actors. O ver half of the 1,615 m ining sites the N G O  visited w ere also m ilitarized.22

In urban areas, the m ilitary presence is less intrusive‍ the m ost frequent harassm ent is from
traffic police‍ but a visit to G om a, the largest com m ercial hub in the region, reveals a large
presence of m ilitary actors in business. A  senior U N  logistics officer told m e that they had a hard
tim e renting trucks and houses, as m any of them  belonged to actors that w ere linked to arm ed
groups.23 W alking through tow n, w ell-inform ed friends w ould point out large houses, hotels, and
construction sites belonging to FA R D C  officers. In rural areas outside of G om a, I found m ilitary
officers and arm ed groups leaders heavily invested in purchasing dredges for gold m ining in
rivers as w ell as concasseurs, rock crushers for use in m ining pits. In M asisi territory, hom e to
large cattle ranches, m any landow ners had links to arm ed groups or the arm y, w hile in the area
around B eni and B utem bo, m any m ilitary officers w ere involved in sm uggling across the
U gandan border.

Perhaps m ost im portantly, this new  class of arm ed m en‍ and, to a m uch sm aller extent,
arm ed w om en‍ has changed the social and m oral w orlds of people living in the K ivus and Ituri.
A ccording to polling conducted by the H arvard H um anitarian Initiative, 57 percent of people in
those regions thought they w ere going to die of the conflicts at som e point betw een 2002 and
2014, 19 percent had experienced a physical assault due to the conflict, and 32 percent had a
m em ber of their household killed.24 A  prim ary school teacher in central M asisi told m e, ―A K -47s
are as m uch part of the draw ings that children m ake as toys or cooking pots.‖

A ll of this suggests that the persistence of conflict in the C ongo is partly baked into the
structure of society. The conflict has reached a critical m om entum , reproducing itself w ithout
requiring additional fuel from  other conflicts. In this, it resem bles C hristian G effray‒s description
of M ozam bican N ational R esistance (R enam o): ―Its bellicose m achinery is not at the disposition



of a state or of interests that go beyond it or its com m and. It is not the arm ed branch of a nation,
nor does it serve a particular class. R enam o is a social body: an institution w ithout another goal
other than its ow n reproduction.‖25

The em ergence of this sm all but influential m ilitary bourgeoisie has created a significant
obstacle for the resolution of the conflict. Either this elite m ust be reduced in size, or its interests
m ust be reoriented in order to regain stability.

Fragm entation
The second structural trend that has contributed to the persistence of conflict is the fragm entation
of the C ongolese state and society. In chapter 3, I described this proliferation of political parties,
patronage netw orks, civil society actors, and poles of pow er. Pluralism , in its benevolent and
nefarious m anifestations, is one of the dom inant characteristics of the C ongolese state and
society.

FIG U R E 5.1. The proliferation of arm ed groups in eastern C ongo, 1993‌2014 (R ecords in possession of the author; K ivu Security
Tracker, https://kivusecurity.org/)

This extends to the conflict as w ell. D uring the recent history of the C ongo, arm ed groups
have proliferated dram atically (figure 3.2). This fragm entation m anifests itself both in the
num ber of belligerents as w ell as the num ber of factions and netw orks w ithin their ranks. A s the
conflict studies literature suggests, this kind of fragm entation can prolong the conflict by
com plicating the negotiation process as the num ber of actors w ho can block a deal increases.26
Parallel chains of com m and in the security services and w ithin the governm ent m ake it hard for
arm ed groups to trust their interlocutors and for the governm ent to focus on stabilizing the
conflict. A nalysis of all of the arm ed groups exam ined here show s how  this fragm entation of the
state can underm ine negotiations as disparate actors get involved, com pete w ith each other for
the patronage that deals can provide, and com plicate both m ilitary operations and peace talks by
providing conflicting inform ation about the interests, size, and threat of the arm ed group.

For exam ple, the FA R D C ‒s offensives against the C N D P and the M 23 w ere repeatedly
ham pered by parallel chains of com m and. A rm y com m anders m istrusted each other and gave
contradictory orders, as each sought to reap the greatest personal benefit from  the conflict. The
lack of a coherent com m and structure ham pered negotiations, for the rebels had no clear idea
w ith w hom  they w ere talking and little faith in the prom ises of the governm ent.

H ow ever, the m ain challenge fragm entation has posed in the C ongo has not been in
negotiations‍ rather, it has reduced the threat of arm ed violence to the central governm ent. Since
2006, the governm ent has invested relatively little genuine effort, outside of the C N D P and the



M 23, in negotiating w ith arm ed groups. Ten groups of three hundred com batants fighting am ong
each other is m uch less of a challenge‍ and m ore of a headache to organize negotiations‍ to the
governm ent than a single group of three thousand. This, along w ith the peripheral nature of the
conflict, has reduced the governm ent‒s incentive to bring an end of the fighting. A t the sam e
tim e, the fragm entation has rendered the conflict m ore brutal to local com m unities as front lines
and the violence associated w ith them  m ultiply.

There are several reasons for this fragm entation. A s the conflict has sim m ered on, local
politicians and businesspeople have leveraged arm ed groups to prom ote their ow n interests,
w hich som e researchers have called ―the dem ocratization of m ilitarized politics.‖27 These elites
have used arm ed groups to intervene in conflicts over land and local pow er, to intim idate
opponents and bolster their standing ahead of elections, and to further their hold over econom ic
rackets. This centrifugal dynam ic has led to the splintering of groups. W ith little im petus from
the national governm ent to negotiate an end to conflict, arm ed groups that lack internal cohesion
end up breaking up, furthering this dynam ic.

B ut fragm entation itself has also been a tactic, used by both arm ed groups and the governm ent
to prevent challenges to their control. D uring negotiations w ith the M ai-M ai of G eneral Padiri
B ulenda in 2002, for exam ple, the governm ent and the U N  peacekeeping m ission had to contend
w ith at least four different representatives each claim ing to speak in the group‒s nam e. ―Padiri
sent us one em issary, w ho w as co-opted by the governm ent and lost clout, that w as A nselm e
Enerunga. Then the next one m et the sam e fate. A t the sam e tim e, at the local level, w e w ere
dealing w ith around three other representatives,‖ a U N  official rem em bered.28 W hen Padiri‒s
group integrated into the governm ent, several factions broke aw ay and form ed their ow n
insurgencies.

A  sim ilar tactic prevailed in the run-up to the G om a Peace C onference of January 2008,
w hich aim ed to bring an end to the C N D P rebellion. A ccording to one senior C ongolese
intelligence officer, ―The governm ent‒s logic during the G om a C onference w as to create new
groups in order to dilute the C N D P‒s pow er.‖29 Exam ples of these kinds of groups‍ either
created w holesale by the governm ent, or through local initiatives that w ere endorsed by national
officials‍ included the M ai-M ai Shikito, the M ai-M ai M ahoro, M udundu 40, the M ai-M ai
R uw enzori, and the U nion des jeunes patriotes sacrifiçs (U JPS).

H ow  Interests M atter: Involution and Sym biosis
The structural transform ation of C ongolese society is only part of the explanation for the
persistence of violence. To fully understand how  conflict becom es entrenched, w e m ust grapple
w ith belligerents‒ interests.

B etw een 2001 and 2005, I spent m any w eeks in the guest house of a church in B urhinyi, a
sm all village lodged in the rocky hills of South K ivu province. The church w as run by a group of
hardy Polish nuns w ho had forged a sm all haven on the front lines of conflict. They had large
gardens full of vegetables and fruit; a sm all herd of goats, cow s, and chicken; several sm all fish
farm s; and a dispensary w ith essential m edicine. For several years, they w ere stuck in a m idst of
a deadly confrontation betw een local m ilitia, the C ongolese arm y, and the R w andan FD LR
rebels.



O ne evening, the nuns‍ basoeurs, as the locals called them ‍ organized an inform al m eeting
of the various rival local com m anders. A ll sides attended, albeit som ew hat reluctantly,
represented by relatively junior com m anders. I attended, notebook in hand. A s the tense evening
progressed, encouraged by their lukew arm  beers and a grow ing fam iliarity w ith each other, the
com m anders began to air sim ilar grievances, albeit in diplom atic term s: they w ere hungry; their
soldiers didn‒t obey them ; their com m anders didn‒t care; they felt responsible for the locals but
also angry that they w ere seen as abusive and m ean-spirited. A t one point, the FD LR  com m ander
said: ―Basi, nani anafaidika hapa?‖ (W ho benefits from  this?).

N ot us, w as the answ er around the table. Low -level com m anders, peasants, and m ost other
m em bers of society m ay squeeze som e profits out at the m argins, but they are largely confined to
hustling for survival. A s Stephen Jackson, an anthropologist w ho has served in senior U N
positions in the C ongo, argues: ―A s w ar‍ w hich itself stagnated and turned violently inw ard‍
constrains the space for agency m ore and m ore, so desperate inventiveness also turns in on itself.
A ll form s of capital, m aterial or cultural/sym bolic, are pressed into the service of elite profit or
peasant survival.‖30

Jackson is draw ing here on the concept of involution, m ost fam ously developed by C lifford
G eertz, w ho used it to describe how  village society in Indonesia responded to population grow th,
D utch colonization, and the introduction of sugar as an export crop. G eertz argued that the social
and econom ic structures of rice production did not fundam entally change but m erely adapted to
these tem porary pressures. A s a result, the paddies w ere cultivated m ore intensively, increasing
output per area but not per head. It w as a cultural practice, he w rote, that ―having reached its
definitive form , continued to develop by becom ing internally m ore com plicated.“  it m aintained
the overall outlines of that pattern w hile driving the elem ents of w hich it w as com posed to ever-
higher degrees of ornate elaboration and G othic intricacy.‖31

A  sim ilar logic has obtained in the C ongolese conflict. O ver tim e, the m ain stakeholders‒
approach to the conflict turned inw ards, becom ing invested in their ow n reproduction, and then
becam e stuck, seeing conflict as an end in itself. There is, how ever, no grand conspiracy but
rather a m ultitude of actors stuck in a negative equilibrium . A rm y officers see the conflict as a
w ay of m aintaining inflated budgets, em bezzling funds, and obtaining opportunities for
racketeering at the local level. The national governm ent treats the conflict as a m eans of coup-
proofing by keeping senior com m anders content, w hile the bulk of their troops are deployed far
from  the capital.

M uch like the Javanese rice farm ers, the belligerents in the K ivus are not in a position to
question the system  in w hich they operate. ―If I stick m y head out, they w ill chop it off,‖ said one
FA R D C  battalion com m ander w hom  I had know n for years. H e had been com plaining to m e
about the em bezzlem ent of funds and the lack of resources for operations. I asked him  w hy he
didn‒t do anything about it. H e said: ―Listen, w e are all part of this system , and w e have been for
a long tim e. O ur salary is alm ost nothing; our fam ilies are not provided for. B ut w e are bosses‍
that‒s our pow er. So w e take a little here, a little there. It‒s not theft; w e deserve it. A nd everyone
is doing it, so m e protesting against it w ill not m atter.‖ H e w as visibly upset by m y question. The
subtext, I guessed from  the w ay he looked aw ay to the hills in the distance w hen he spoke, w as
that he felt judged by som eone w ho w as privileged not to have to m ake these kinds of
com prom ises. H e continued:



Look, I am  not proud of this. Tw o kilom eters in that direction there is a M ai-M ai position. B ut
I can‒t go and arrest them  because w e are low  in am m unition, probably because m y soldiers
sold som e to those sam e M ai-M ai. A nd even if w e arrest them , there w ill be ten m ore M ai-
M ai to replace them  tom orrow . N jala, ndugu yangu. N jala. Tuko riche lakini tunakufa njala.
[H unger, m y brother. H unger. W e are rich, but w e are dying of hunger.]32

H e had a point. Seen from  the perspective of any one com m ander, attem pts at reform  seem ed
futile at best, suicidal at w orst. This w as the case even am ong elites ostensibly in charge of
security, although it w as challenging to conduct research about such a sensitive topic. The
picture that em erged from  m y interview s w as a decision-m aking process from  w hich civilians
w ere largely excluded, including parliam ent and m ost officials at the M inistry of D efence. Pow er
over deploym ents, prom otions, and funding w as largely concentrated am ong the top m ilitary
brass, w ho them selves w ere internally divided and w orried m ore about m aintaining their
patronage netw orks than producing results in the field.

The result has been a curious sym biosis of arm ed actors, w here belligerents on all sides of the
battlefield have an interest in continuing the conflict. M any arm ed groups, even those fighting
against the national arm y, retain close ties w ith arm y officers, w ho are intent on bolstering their
ow n pow er base and on benefiting from  protection rackets.

M y argum ent here has tw o parts. First, the conflict has been prolonged by the m aterial
interests of the various arm ed groups and the governm ents involved. Second, the conflict has
been prolonged by the perceptions and w orldview s of the belligerents, w ho have com e to see
violence as acceptable or desirable. The conflict is thus doubly involuted, both in term s of its
logic and w ith regard to its actors.

TH E M A TER IA L D ETER M IN A N TS O F IN V O LU TIO N

The m aterial side of the equation is perhaps the easiest to docum ent. Sim ply put, conflicts tend to
persist if their protagonists, on balance, benefit m ore from  their continuation than their
term ination. U nfortunately, for m any entrepreneurs of violence and their backers in the eastern
C ongo, the end of violence w ould im ply an end to the w ay they have m ade a living over the past
decades. For the political elites and m ilitary com m anders in K inshasa, bringing an end to conflict
w ould above all require cracking dow n on entrenched patronage netw orks in the security
services, w hich w ould constitute a dangerous realignm ent of interests.

These m aterial interests can take different shapes. C ountries can develop private industries
that are invested in large m ilitary deploym ents‍ Eisenhow er‒s notorious m ilitary industrial
com plex‍ although this does not necessarily need to m ean an investm ent in conflict: G erm any
and Japan, w ho are constitutionally lim ited in their deploym ent of forces, have tw o of the largest
m ilitary budgets in the w orld but few  active deploym ents outside of their countries.

Perhaps the best-know n exam ples of conflict actors w hose interests are tied to violence lies in
the dom ain of natural resources. Exam ples of both governm ent and rebel forces extracting
significant revenues can be found in the N iger D elta, the eastern C ongo, and the forest regions of
Liberia and Sierra Leone. These m aterial interests can lead belligerents to use violence in a bid to
m aintain control over these rents. In Sudan, for exam ple, A lex de W aal argues that rebellions
have becom e m eans of rent-seeking: ―A  com m ander or a provincial leader can lay claim  to a



stake of state resources (rents) through a m utiny or rebellion. The governm ent then attacks the
leader and his constituency to press him  to accept a low er price. A fter a num ber of people have
been killed, raped, and displaced, and their property looted or destroyed, as an exercise in
ascertaining the relative bargaining strengths of the tw o parties, a deal w ill be reached.‖33

B elligerents‒ objectives cannot alw ays be m easured in clear financial term s. For m any, arm ed
violence is a m eans of m aintaining pow er and influence and can becom e intrinsically linked to
the continuation of fighting. This use of violence as a form  of bargaining‍ and not to gain
territory or overthrow  a regim e‍ is not new , nor is it alw ays over natural resources. In the
O ttom an Em pire, arm ed dissidence w as often used by elem ents on the periphery to negotiate
w ith rulers at the center.34 A nd, as I describe above in the case of both R w anda and the C ongo‍
for very different reasons‍ it is not just rebellions but also states that can develop a vested
interest in m aintaining conflict. O ther exam ples w ould be the m ilitary in M yanm ar deliberately
instigating violence during the dem ocratic transition to keep a hold on rents from  the jade trade
or the M exican ruling party allow ing drug cartels and crim inality to gain in influence during the
dem ocratic transition in states ruled by the opposition.35

There is, how ever, no autom atic link betw een the extraction of resources and the use of arm ed
violence. In all of these cases, belligerents‒ interests are shaped by social institutions, norm s, and
historical contingencies.36 I now  turn to these.

TH E ID EA TIO N A L C O N TO U R S O F IN V O LU TIO N

Interests are not shaped by m aterial factors only. Even core concepts of realpolitik such as
violence, gain, and loss are highly subjective and evolve over tim e. W hile belligerents have
strategic and m aterial interests, they are filtered through ideational lenses: norm s, ideas, habits,
and identities.37

A s I argue in chapter 4, the involution of C ongolese institutions dates back to the M obutu
period. B ut aside from  those historical roots, w hat are the ideational forces shaping this
involution? D raw ing on ethnographic observations, I propose tw o m echanism s that result in
belligerents becom ing invested in the conflict, prolonging the violence. The first, norm alization,
w orks to prolong the conflict by engendering apathy and resignation. The second,
essentialization, pushes in alm ost the exact opposite direction, by m aking belligerents feel that
the conflict is tightly linked to their core identity. This peculiar blend of both processes m ade the
conflict especially stubborn.

N orm alization is the process through w hich ideas and behaviors that initially fall outside of
w hat is deem ed acceptable com e to be regarded as norm al, w hile the historical context in w hich
they arose is effaced.

Evidence for this can be seen in how  a high proportion of C ongolese com batants understood
the m eaning of violence. In the previous chapter, I described interview s I conducted w ith forty-
three low er-ranking m em bers of the C ongolese security services, in w hich it w as clear that they
them selves thought that violence had becom e part of the everyday. In contrast w ith depictions of
violence in popular film s, how ever, m ost soldiers argued that the ram pant violence they observed
and participated in w as not desirable, but rather that it w as either necessary or the unintended
side effect of w ar.38 For exam ple, one soldier reported this attitude w hen he began as a R C D
com batant in 1999: civilians often protected com batants w ho com e from  their com m unity, and



―you have to scare them , to control them  [inabidi kubaogopesha, kubam aitriser]‖ in order to get
them  to give you inform ation about these m ilitias.39 For him , violence against civilians had
initially been entirely instrum ental, a necessary evil required by the kinds of brutal
counterinsurgency they w ere fighting. O r, m uch like D ara C ohen describes arm ed group
socialization in w artim e Sierra Leone, another com batant described how  soldiers needed to be
―m ade like iron [bakuw e chum a]‖ by m aking them  com m it acts of violence.40

O ver tim e, how ever, this end/m eans rationale began to shift. Expressions such as ―W hat som e
of us do today w ould never have been acceptable tw enty years ago‖ in the interview s w ere
com m on. O ne M ai-M ai com batant told m e: ―K illing changes you. I have seen it in m y ow n
behavior. The first tim e it happens, it m akes you crazy [unapata w azim u]. B ut then you get used
to it. Y ou have to, otherw ise you really w ould go crazy.‖41 M any other interview s confirm ed this.
A nother com batant said: ―Y ou w ouldn‒t understand, you are a civilian. W e fight; that is w hat w e
do. W ould you ask a fisherm an if he thinks tw ice about cutting the head off a fish?‖42 A  different
com batant told m e: ―Y ou learn how  not to think too m uch about hurting other people. That‒s part
of the job.‖43

This process of norm alization also took hold, albeit in a m uch m ore distanced fashion, am ong
the political elites in K inshasa as w ell. A s described in chapter 3, politicians there w ere rarely
sanctioned for failing to take action, w hereas they had a vested interest in allow ing arm y officials
to continue racketeering. This m ade it convenient to see conflict in the eastern C ongo as
inscrutable and tragic but also norm al. In part this apathy w as due to a lack of dem ocratic
accountability, but the absence of urgency in popular discourse also contributed. Som e of m y
interview s pointed to this. In 2013, a governm ent m inister told m e: ―This conflict in the East has
been going on for decades. W e are trying to solve it, but you also have to know  that fighting is a
w ay of life for people in the K ivus.‖

Portrayals of the conflict in popular m edia have also fed into this norm alization of violence.
A n analysis of fifty articles w ritten in tw o K inshasa new spapers‍ Le Potentiel and La Prospçritç
‍ during the first part of the postconflict escalation betw een 2003 and 2013 show s that the
conflict w as largely fram ed as a R w andan invasion, as a battle over m inerals by m ultinational
com panies, or as a quagm ire of dozens of arm ed groups fighting for no clear reason. This
fram ing placed an em phasis on the actions of rebels, usually w ithout explaining the com plex
histories behind their m otivations, instead of highlighting the inaction of the governm ent.
A rticles w ere relatively infrequent‍ for exam ple, in 2010 the popular daily Le Potentiel w rote an
article on violence in the East roughly once a w eek, and only rarely on the front page.44

Som e of this fram ing had to do w ith econom ic constraints. Like m ost new spapers in
K inshasa, Le Potentiel relied on irregular stringers based in B ukavu and G om a w ho w ere paid
less than $50 for an article and had no allow ance for research expenses.45

The flip side of this m echanism  w as essentialization. Instead of operating by rendering
violence norm al and alm ost invisible, it m akes it fundam ental, highlighting its im portance. W hile
norm alization suggests that violence is ―the w ay things are done‖ som eplace else‍ in the K ivus,
in the M iddle East‍ essentialization operates by tying violence to a core part of the belligerent‒s
identity, rendering it an exercise in the expression and affirm ation of its legitim acy. This
argum ent has also been m ade w ith regard to the W ar on Terror, w hich w as closely linked to a
hegem onic discourse about A m erican identity and values. Terrorists w ere fram ed as driven by



hatred of the ―A m erican w ay of life,‖ characterized by freedom , dem ocracy, and secularism .46
The cam paigns fought in Iraq, A fghanistan, Som alia, C had, Syria, and elsew here w ere fram ed in
a rhetoric of A m erican exceptionalism , w hich claim ed a providential role for A m erican pow er in
the w orld. To deviate from  this fram e m eant to im plicitly challenge these tropes, w hich are
deeply anchored in the cultural gram m ar of U S foreign policy.

The R w andan governm ent is a good exam ple of this process, as I detail in chapter 4.
Intervention in the C ongo becam e an exercise in upholding its legitim acy as the protector of the
nation‍ and in particular of the Tutsi people‍ against the forces of genocide and divisionism .
The conflict there w as fram ed in these existential term s, justifying authoritarian m easures
dom estically and m ilitary aggression in its neighbor. This narrative also draw s on notions of
R w andan greatness, often linked w ith its history of m ilitary expansion into the eastern C ongo in
the nineteenth century.

Sim ilarly, for m any C ongolese com batants, violence w as justified in essentialist term s. A s I
detail in chapters 6 to 8, alm ost every arm ed group in the eastern C ongo articulates its raison
d‒ètre in term s of identity. In particular, the im m igration of hundreds of thousands of H utu and
Tutsi to the K ivus during the pre-colonial and colonial periods, together w ith the m anipulation of
ethnicity by the central and provincial governm ents, w ere deeply influential in the initial phases
of the A FD L and R C D  w ars. A  discourse of autochthony‍ the binary division of society into
indigenous and foreign‍ furthered a bellicose w orldview  that facilitated arm ed m obilization.

The im portance of national m yths and narratives in fostering m ilitary policy has been
highlighted by other scholars. Exam ining the civil w ar in Sri Lanka, B ruce K apferer argues that
Sinhalese narratives of the state, draw ing on B uddhist m ythologies, required a hierarchical
ordering of society that Tam il nationalism  threatened.47 V iolence becam e necessary and justified
to reaffirm  core notions of identity. In a sim ilar fashion, Zulaika argues that B asque separatist
violence drew  on narratives of m anhood, exclusion, and victim ization that had been cultivated in
northern Spain and furthered by local priests, Franquist repression, and the collapse of
agricultural society.48 Even after Spain‒s dem ocratic transition, this ritualistic use of violence
persisted, as it w as tied to an expression of identity.

International m edia often dealt in this kind of essentialization by placing the em phasis on
ethnic conflict‍ N kunda‒s ethnicity, for exam ple, w as often m entioned in articles, im plying an
inherent connection betw een it and the insurrection‍ and on m inerals.49 W hile the m edia often
spoke of violence, by attributing it to abstractions such as ethnic conflict or the international
m ineral trade, responsibility w as difficult to locate. Little m ention w as m ade of foreign
com plicity in the decline of the C ongolese state, nor in the propping up of the current C ongolese
and R w andan states through donor aid and private investm ents.

This w as the system ic nature of violence that prevailed during this period in the C ongo.
V iolence w as at once brutal, even grotesque, and also invisible and norm al. It w as banal and
quotidian‍ especially for decision-m akers in the rem ote capital‍ but also deeply em bedded in
the core identities of the m ain belligerents fighting in the bush.

The notion that violence is shaped by belligerents‒ w orldview  and is steeped in local tradition
and culture is not new  in the study of A frican conflicts. Stephen Ellis‒s w ork on Liberia and Paul
R ichards‒s ethnography of com batants in Sierra Leone are exam ples of this, and there are
num erous exam ples of scholars w ho study the C ongo.50



H ow ever, the em phasis in this book is different. The m ain im petus for m obilization in the
eastern C ongo did not com e from  rank-and-file com batants but rather from  political and m ilitary
elites in K inshasa and the eastern C ongo w ho drove m obilization. A s one PA R EC O  com m ander
told m e, w hen I asked him  w hether he w ould be able to get enough recruits to face dow n the
C N D P: ―Bale ni m anpow er tu, ni bakurutu [They are just m anpow er, sim ple recruits].‖51 The
m ain challenge for his group w as not m obilizing enough recruits‍ he pointed to an abundance of
unem ployed, disgruntled young m en in his com m unity‍ but keeping his officers together,
getting access to funding and w eapons, and courting political elites. A ppeals to ethnicity helped
w ith this.

For the C N D P, ethnicity w as so im portant that it w as built into its nam e: C ongræs national
pour la dçfense du people (N ational C ongress for the D efense of the People). Leaders drew  on
enduring fears of discrim ination w ithin the rw andophone (H utu and Tutsi) com m unity of N orth
K ivu. In 1998, hundreds of C ongolese Tutsi officers had been killed in arm y cam ps around the
country. M any ex-R C D  officers justifiably feared for their lives, and m ost of their fam ilies had
fled to neighboring countries. B ut here, as w ell, the use of ethnicity w as often contradicted by
lived reality of com batants. Indeed, that the C N D P abused Tutsi and forcefully recruited Tutsi
youth contradicted their im age as a protector of the com m unity.52

In general, as chapters 6 to 8 bear out, even w hen recruits joined voluntarily, over tim e their
netw orks becam e progressively decoupled from  the local dynam ics out of w hich they w ere born.
C om m anders obtained sources of financing of their ow n, developed contacts am ong political and
business elites, and m oved aw ay from  their areas of origin, in som e cases even joining the
C ongolese arm y.53 ―The relationship has been turned on its head,‖ one local chief in Shabunda
said. ―W e used to control the youths. N ow  they control us. A ll w e can do is obey w hat they ask
us to do for them .‖54

Polling data bears this out. In one survey in 2016, 64 percent of respondents in N orth and
South K ivu agreed to this prem ise: ―A rm ed groups alw ays end up abusing the population and
should never be supported.‖ O nly 8 percent in N orth K ivu and 13 percent in South K ivu took this
position: ―Som etim es it is necessary to create an arm ed group to protect the local population.‖55
In addition, there is alm ost no record of any of the arm ed groups pushing hard for the rights of
their com m unities during negotiations w ith the governm ent. For those w ho did strike deals w ith
the governm ent, such as PA R EC O  in 2009, rew ards for local elites w ere crucial in brokering the
term s, w hich consisted alm ost solely of ranks and positions in the national arm y.

D oes the Theory Travel? A pplication to O ther A frican C onflicts
To w hat degree can this approach be generalized? There are w ays in w hich these features‍ the
em ergence of a m ilitary bourgeoisie, fragm entation, and the involution of interests‍ of the
C ongolese conflict are m irrored across the A frican continent.

In his w ell-know n typology of A frican conflicts, C hristopher C lapham  presents four
categories of rebellion: liberation insurgencies, prom inently featured in battles for independence;
separatist insurgencies, such as those in Eritrea and C abinda; reform  insurgencies, such as
Y ow eri M useveni‒s N ational R esistance A rm y in U ganda, w hich aim ed at capturing the state in
order to transform  it; and w arlord insurgencies, such as those that m ade headlines during the civil



w ars of Sierra Leone and Liberia.56 M ore recently, scholars have added to this list a new  kind of
internationalized Islam ist insurgency that has em erged during the W ar on Terror, epitom ized by
A l-Shabaab in Som alia and B oko H aram  in N igeria.57

M ost arm ed groups on the continent, how ever, defy these categories.58 There are few
rebellions today that aim  to capture state pow er or to secede, w hich constitute the objectives of
C lapham ‒s first three categories. M ost of the insurgencies that aim ed to topple the governm ent
have petered out‍ the D em ocratic Forces for the Liberation of R w anda (FD LR ) have not
m ounted a serious attack on R w anda since 2001, and the various B urundian rebel groups based
in the eastern C ongo have splintered to the point of near extinction. The com plex insurgencies in
Som alia, w hich feature a host of different belligerents, largely coalescing around clan identities
or A l-Shabaab, resem ble violent bargaining m uch m ore than attem pts to overthrow  the federal
governm ent of Som alia.59 The recent exception to this has been the conflict in South Sudan, but
by 2020 it appeared that the conflict that erupted in 2013 as result of a pow er struggle betw een
President Salva K iir and V ice President R iek M achar has settled into a state in w hich violence is
also largely deployed as a m eans of bargaining at the center and extracting resources at the
periphery.

A  sim ilar situation prevails w ith separatist insurgencies, although there are exceptions here as
w ell. G roups like the Front for the Liberation of the Enclave of C abinda (FLEC ) and the
M ovem ent of D em ocratic Forces of C asam ance (M FD C ) are inactive, and political changes in
Sudan since 2018 and 2019 have ushered in the prospect of dem obilizing long-standing
insurgencies there. Even the Tuareg insurgency in M ali, w hich began w ith separatist am bitions
in the 1990s, has been transform ed, engaging in racketeering and bargaining w ith the central
governm ent. A s M orten B öãs and Liv Elin Torheim  have argued, ―The heart of the m atter w as
w ho should be the m ain focal point for the connection betw een the M alian state and the northern
periphery and w ho should thereby also control the flow  of state resources from  B am ako.‖60

M eanw hile, m ost of the insurgencies on the continent are ―repeat civil w ars.‖61 A lm ost every
single civil conflict on the continent takes place on top of the ruins‍ and, m ore im portantly, on
top of social netw orks, w orldview s, and grievances‍ of previous episodes of violence. A s in the
C ongolese case, this has created entire social classes and netw orks invested in conflict, and
arm ed m obilization has becom e an available and acceptable m eans of conducting politics. A s
one can see in the case of the C entral A frican R epublic and C had, arm ed conflict has becom e a
m çtier, an occupation, as M arielle D ebos calls it.62

M any of the arm ed groups in the D em ocratic R epublic of the C ongo, the C entral A frican
R epublic, N igeria, South Sudan, Sudan, and m uch of the Sahel do not aim  at overthrow ing the
governm ent or seceding. R ather, violence has becom e an end in itself, a language of bargaining,
a lifestyle, and a form  of governance. In addition, and despite the battlefield rivalries, these
incidents reveal an increasing sym biosis betw een the governm ent and its arm ed opponents. In all
of these cases, rebellion involves insurgents at the periphery interacting w ith political elites at the
center of the state apparatus in a form  of violent equilibrium . The description here of arm ed
violence in the C ongo is therefore not an anom aly on the continent. It is no surprise, as W illiam
R eno and C hristopher D ay argue, that counterinsurgency in m any A frican states often looks
m ore like patronage, aim ing at co-opting regim e strategies for exercising authority outside of
w arfare.63



This does not im ply a grand conspiracy to perpetuate conflict. It is m ore likely, as in the
C ongo, that the w ars have reshaped societies, prom oting actors w ith a vested interest in the
conflict econom y and w hose goal is no longer to seize pow er but to carve out fiefdom s on the
m argins of the state. A  confirm ation of this can be seen in the dram atic grow th in the num ber of
conflicts in A frica betw een non-state actors; these now  outnum ber those betw een the state and
insurgencies.64 B y 2019, there w ere tw enty-four state-based conflicts and forty-tw o conflicts
betw een non-state actors.

This trend is com pounded by a com bination of apathy, opportunism , and pragm atism  that has
resulted in a governm ent approach that shies aw ay from  cracking dow n on patronage netw orks or
reform ing the structure of the state and econom y. Im posing stability and dism antling insurgents
are perceived by key decision-m akers as too risky or not im portant enough. V iolence thus
becom es a m eans of governing as m uch as a m eans of protest or obtaining pow er.

These am biguities can be found throughout the conflicts in contem porary A frica. In C had,
outright aggression can alternate w ith cam araderie. A s D ebos has w ritten, ―Soldiers and rebels
feel that they are divided by circum stances and divergent tactical choices rather than by
irreconcilable identities or political stances.‖65 H enrik V igh explores a sim ilarly broad spectrum
in relationships in the conflict in G uinea-B issau, oscillating betw een friendship and enm ity.66
H ere, as in the close relations betw een opposition parties and the regim e, is evidence for w hat
A chille M bem be called the ―intim acy of tyranny‖ in postcolonial A frica, dem onstrating that ―the
postcolonial m ode of dom ination is a regim e that involves not just control but conviviality.‖67

Political and Econom ic Liberalization and C onflict
W hat has caused this new  trend in A frican conflicts that produces violent bargains and involuted
conflicts? W hile further qualitative and quantitative research is required, som e trends stick out.
The w ave of dem ocracy sw eeping across the continent after the end of the C old W ar, along w ith
the liberalization of A frican econom ies, have produced hybrid political system s that have been
able to accom m odate low -level insurgencies. A t the sam e tim e, econom ies w ere liberalized,
m aking it easier for arm ed groups and crim inal gangs to capture rents, and w hile average
incom es grew , so did the num ber of poor people. Sub-Saharan A frica is now  hom e to over half
the people in extrem e poverty, w ith the extrem e poor increasing from  276 m illion in 1990 to 413
m illion in 2015.68

The introduction of m ultiparty dem ocracy across m ost of A frica in the 1990s drew  w ould-be
insurgents aw ay from  the battlefield and into electoral contention.69 M eanw hile, the support for
arm ed rebellion that had flow ed during the C old W ar‍ from  apartheid South A frica, the U nited
States, C uba, and the Soviet U nion‍ dried up, w hile large am ounts of resources becam e
available for political parties and elections. N orm s changed as w ell. In its C onstitutive A ct of
2002, the A frican U nion included an obligation to reject the unconstitutional change of
governm ent.

There are several m echanism s that connect dem ocratization w ith these kinds of conflicts.
Political elites can resort to backing arm ed groups in order to bolster their status, to intim idate
rivals, or to extract resources. The C ongo has been a show case for this, as have m ilitias in the
N iger D elta, w hich began as enforcers for local politicians.70 The opening up of a closed political



system  to electoral com petition can also create instability as decisions are m ade around how
public patronage is shared. Scholars have argued that dem ocratization in M ali in the 1990s‍
m uch hailed by W estern observers‍ w as hijacked by national elites and regional ―big m en,‖
feeding into the cycles of insurgency there since then.71 Finally, strongm en w ho are forced to
dem ocratize can use conflict and ethnicized governance in order to divide their opponents and
stay in pow er. This w as certainly the case during the final years of M obutu, as it w as in the
various spates of ethnically tinged violence in K enya‒s R ift V alley; Paul B iya‒s m anipulation of
the discourse of autochthony in C am eroon, w hich has recently produced arm ed violence, is
another exam ple of this.72

Econom ic liberalization, w hich had begun w ith structural reform s in the early 1980s, also
played a role in this shift in conflict dynam ics, creating new  sources of profit for arm ed groups
and m ilitia. The civil w ars of Sierra Leone and Liberia w ere exam ples of this: the state apparatus
w as w eakened, creating security and regulatory vacuum s that crim inal netw orks could exploit,
all the w hile social safety nets w ere eroded.73 The exam ple of cigarette and hum an sm uggling
through the Sahara, a key source of revenue for arm ed groups based in the Sahel, show cases how
these new  inform al flow s of goods can contribute to conflict. The dram atic increase of artisanal
m ining in the eastern C ongo, in m ining areas that had been controlled by the state into the 1990s,
is another exam ple.

A t the sam e tim e, structural adjustm ent program s hit rural peasants hard, leading to the
concentration of agricultural capital and land in the hands of a sm all elite and creating increasing
disparities betw een urban and rural areas.74 M ore than ever, cities beckoned, prom ising
consum erism  and opportunity, resulting in spraw ling slum s and large num bers of subsistence
farm ers w ith shrinking farm s.75 H ow ever, w hereas in previous generations urban intellectuals
recruited am ong rural peasants, bridging the tw o spheres, m any recent rebellions‍ those in
K ordofan, D arfur, the D em ocratic R epublic of the C ongo, and increasingly in the C entral
A frican R epublic and South Sudan, for exam ple‍ feature arm ed groups hunkering dow n in rural
areas w ith little intention of taking control of large tow ns. A rm ed rebellion has thus becom e at
the sam e tim e increasingly peripheral and integrated into the logic of state governance.

International actors becam e com plicit in this production of violence, through a process of
extraversion in w hich local elites draw  on outside actors‍ in particular donors, diplom ats, and
aid w orkers‍ in order to extract resources and bolster their status.76 There have been different
form s of this com plicity. Tobias H agm ann, for exam ple, has docum ented how  Som ali elites have
―regularly turned their participation in transitional governm ents into a resource appropriation
tactic‖ from  outside actors.77 Sim ilarly, anti-Islam ist m ilitary backing from  the U nited States has
becom e increasingly im portant as a source of financing for national arm ies. In N iger, U S support
to the arm y totaled 15 percent of their m ilitary budget betw een 2012 and 2019, w hile in U ganda
it provided an am ount equivalent to a third of its m ilitary budget in 2016.78 The U nited States is
not the only source of such funding‍ the B urundian governm ent w as able to obtain $13 m illion
dollars a year by sending peacekeepers to the C entral A frican R epublic to serve in a U nited
N ations force there, am ounting to around 20 percent of its total m ilitary budget.

Sim ilarly, the predilection for pow er-sharing agreem ents by international organizations has
institutionalized and legitim ated the kinds of violent bargaining processes that I describe above.79
This kind of unw itting com plicity is aptly described by A lex de W aal, w ho show s how  diplom ats



unfam iliar w ith the terrain and w ith m uch less invested in the conflict can be outm aneuvered by
belligerents.80 A  different form  of com plicity takes place w hen local elites in conflict situations,
such as those in the N iger D elta or m ining areas of the eastern C ongo, draw  on international
m arkets to extract resources.81

I return to these different form s of international com plicity in chapter 9.

C onclusion
This chapter extrapolates from  m y analysis of the C ongolese conflict to offer broader theoretical
conclusions about conflict in general. I highlight three trends that have contributed to the
intractable, entrenched nature of the C ongolese conflict. First, as conflict grinds on over decades,
a m ilitary bourgeoisie has em erged, spanning state security services and arm ed groups and w ith a
vested interest in the continuation of conflict. Second, there has been a dram atic fragm entation of
arm ed groups, as local elites seek arm ed m uscle to defend to their interests and as the
governm ent uses divide-and-rule tactics to further its survival. A nd finally, the interests of the
actors have turned inw ard, focused on their ow n narrow  survival and reproduction w ithin a
system  that has been detrim ental to a large m ajority of C ongolese.

The trends can be seen replicating across A frica. D espite the rhetoric of governm ents, m any
conflicts have increasingly becom e part of a strategy of governance. In N igeria, for exam ple‍
the country w ith the m ost fatalities in A frica due to conflict in 202082‍ only 9 percent of the
electorate said that violence should be the priority for the governm ent.83 A nd yet, in a country
that has seen nine m ilitary coups since independence and w here m ilitias are often
instrum entalized by politicians to bolster their status and influence, the existence of violence by
m ilitias, gangs, and arm ed groups‍ pace M ax W eber‒s fam ous definition of the m odern state‍
has becom e a feature of the state. In m any A frican countries, violent conflict is peripheral and
devastating for the affected population, but it rem ains a key consideration for governm ent
survival.

There are tw o theoretical contributions being proposed here. First, I argue that w e should not
treat belligerents‒ interests as epiphenom enal to m aterial factors‍ they are not entirely
determ ined by considerations of m aterial gain and loss, or even physical survival. C oncepts such
as violence, gain, and loss are highly subjective. Interests should therefore by studied as a subject
in their ow n right.84

This goes to the heart of constructivist thinking, w hich holds that ideational factors and inter-
subjective beliefs can be just as im portant as m aterial forces in determ ining hum an action.85 This
approach has been applied to international conflict‍ for exam ple, to Soviet foreign policy or the
approach of the U nited States to the C uban M issile C risis. C uriously, how ever, there are few
articles on civil w ars explicitly referencing this literature.86

The second shift in em phasis is sociological and relational, arguing for a greater appreciation
for the internal structure and the social foundations of arm ed groups. In particular, the rise of a
m ilitary bourgeoisie that is invested in the conflict, along w ith the dram atic proliferation of
conflict actors‍ both the sheer num ber of belligerents as w ell as their internal fragm entation‍
has m ade a peaceful settlem ent of conflict difficult.

A fter laying dow n this theoretical groundw ork, I now  turn to the m icrodynam ics of conflict in



the C ongo betw een 2003 and 2020, charting the path the C ongolese conflict took‍ the critical
junctures and the dynam ics that transform ed and prolonged it. This w ill flesh out and provide
m ore evidence for m any of the argum ents I have m ade in this and the past tw o chapters. I begin
w ith the creation of the C N D P.



 

6
The C N D P and the M 23

TH IS IS TH E FIR ST O F TH R EE C H A PTER S profiling arm ed groups in the eastern C ongo.1 It fleshes out
and provides evidence for the theories of the past three chapters w hile giving a detailed account
of the events that underm ined the peace process and led to continued violence.

The C ongræs national pour la dçfense du peuple (C N D P) and its successor, the M ouvem ent du
23 M ars (M 23), have been at the center of the conflict in the eastern C ongo since 2004. B oth
groups w ere led by m em bers of the C ongolese Tutsi com m unity and received backing from
R w anda. B oth groups triggered a vigorous, if often incoherent, m ilitary response from  K inshasa
and led to the proliferation of other arm ed groups.

C onflict in the eastern C ongo w ould have persisted w ithout the C N D P, but it w ould have
looked very different. C onflict, like all m ajor political processes, is deeply contextual and path-
dependent; events at a specific point in tim e can narrow  or broaden the possible outcom es at a
later point in tim e through feedback loops, indelible consequences, and increasing returns.2

This w as the case w ith the C N D P, w hich becam e the linchpin of violence in the eastern
C ongo. B y the tim e it officially em erged in 2006, internal displacem ent had dropped by tw o
thirds from  its peak in 2003 to 1.2 m illion people. A rm ed groups had broadly com m itted to
disbanding and joining the new  national arm y; barely a handful of substantial groups persisted in
the eastern C ongo in 2005. The C N D P rebellion underm ined tim id reform s w ithin the new
security forces, prom pting arm y leadership to fall back on parallel netw orks inside and outside of
the arm y to m obilize against this threat, thereby expanding and entrenching the conflict. Finally,
the em ergence of the C N D P‍ and its ally in South K ivu, the Forces rçpublicaines fçdçralistes
(FR F)‍ also becam e the m ain justification for disgruntled arm y officers to defect and forge new
arm ed groups, pointing to the ―R w andan aggression.‖

This chapter discusses the em ergence of the C N D P and its transform ation into the M 23. Four
factors linked to shifting social structures and their interests supported its creation: (1) the
em ergence since 1990 of a C ongolese m ilitary Tutsi elite w ith tight links to the R w andan
governm ent; (2) the crystallization of a belief w ithin the R w andan governm ent and this
C ongolese Tutsi elite that their interests in the eastern C ongo could be defended only through
arm ed rebellion; (3) the dram atic m arginalization of the R C D  political party during the
transition, w hich pushed som e of its leaders back into rebellion; and (4) increased com petition
betw een N ande and B anyarw anda elites in N orth K ivu.

The history of the C N D P provides concrete exam ples that detail the theory outlined in the last
chapter. It docum ents the em ergence of a m ilitary bourgeoisie in the eastern C ongo, a clique of



m ilitary officers w ho‍ despite their professed ideology of com m unal protection‍ w ere relatively
dislocated from  their com m unity and form ed a class in them selves, w ith their ow n interests. It
also show cases the dynam ics that drove the fragm entation of arm ed groups across the eastern
C ongo: the centrifugal force the C N D P introduced into the fledgling arm y, as com m anders
defected and both the central governm ent and local politicians m obilized arm ed groups to
prom ote their interests.

Finally, the C N D P and the M 23 reveal the am bivalence of the central governm ent tow ard
conflict in its eastern periphery. They w ere the only C ongolese arm ed groups that becam e the
targets of large, sustained m ilitary cam paigns betw een 2006 and 2014.3 N onetheless, even these
offensives w ere com prom ised by the com plicity of arm y officers w ith the enem y at critical
m om ents, w hile other officers treated the operations as a source of patronage, sapping the arm y
of critical focus and resources.

The chapter begins w ith a detailed historical tracing of the C N D P and the M 23 and then
analyzes the factors that shaped their trajectories.

The C N D P: A  H istory

The Forerunner of the C N D P: Synergie
June 30, 2003, w as a day of celebrations across the C ongo, especially in the East, w here I
w atched from  B ukavu, in a part of the country that had been occupied by the R w andan arm y for
the previous five years. B ut not everyone w as joyous. The transitional governm ent created
anxiety am ong the form er R C D  rebels w ho had been backed by R w anda and w ere now  joining
the national governm ent and arm y. A s explained in chapter 3, the logic of the peace process w as
a sort of ―bait and sw itch,‖ as one U S diplom at argued in retrospect: ―Y ou entice form er
belligerents into a bloated transitional governm ent, sw eetened by lucrative governm ent jobs and
generous donors, and then three years later kick out a large part of those form er belligerents
through elections.‖4 The key challenge of the transition w ould be to convince the R C D , the least
popular but m ilitarily m ost pow erful group, to join.

The thorny nature of this challenge becam e clear alm ost im m ediately. In Septem ber 2003,
w hile the transitional governm ent w as still being set up, G eneral Laurent N kunda and tw o fellow
R C D  senior officers based in G om a refused to join the new ly integrated national arm y, citing
security concerns for them selves and their com m unity. The R w andan governm ent, afraid of
losing influence, backed them .

N kunda, a charism atic and im posing figure w ho w ould becom e the leader of the C N D P, is a
C ongolese Tutsi born into the fam ily of a custom ary chief close to the border w ith R w anda and
U ganda.5 H aving relocated to Lubero territory w hen he w as a child, he grew  up surrounded by
people from  diverse backgrounds but rem ained keenly aw are of the vulnerable position of his
ow n Tutsi com m unity. A fter spending several years as a local schoolteacher, he joined the
R w andan R PF rebellion before it overthrew  the regim e of Juvçnal H abyarim ana in 1994. H e then
participated in the R w andan-backed A FD L, w hich toppled M obutu in 1997, and then in the R C D
rebellion betw een 1998 and 2003. Just before the transition began, and w ith backing by the
R w andan governm ent, he w as nam ed com m ander of N orth K ivu province.

W hile in public he highlighted his concerns for his Tutsi com m unity w hen justifying his



refusal to join the new  arm y, in private he also said he w as afraid he could be arrested for crim es
he had com m itted and m entioned a general m istrust of K inshasa.6 H is fears w ere justified: as a
brigade com m ander for the R C D , in M ay 2002 N kunda had helped lead the suppression of a
m utiny in K isangani, w here he w as com plicit in the killing of at least 160 civilians.7

Even before the transitional governm ent w as inaugurated, N kunda and his supporters in the
R C D  and R w anda had started to prepare a new  arm ed m ovem ent. H e set up an organization
called the Synergie pour la paix et la concorde to rally like-m inded R C D  leaders.

A s N kunda m obilized in the K ivus, developm ents in K inshasa bolstered his m ovem ent. B y
early 2004, tensions w ithin the transitional governm ent w ere m ounting: arm y integration w as
stagnating; little progress w as being m ade tow ard unifying the country and holding elections;
and the R C D  felt that K abila w as m onopolizing pow er. A  confidential code cable sent from  the
U S em bassy in K inshasa to W ashington, D .C ., sum m ed up the situation:

A fter an initial burst of activity‍ sw earing-in of the new  governm ent in July, inauguration of
parliam ent in A ugust, creation of an integrated m ilitary com m and structure in Septem ber, and
appointm ent of m ilitary region com m anders in O ctober‍ the D R C ‒s transitional governm ent
has settled into a lazy pattern of drift and neglect. The country is still divided in fact, w ith
each of the form er w arring factions still effectively in control of ―its‖ territory. There has been
virtually no organized progress on dem obilization of form er com batants or unification of the
various arm ies. The police, intelligence, im m igration, territorial adm inistration, diplom atic
services and state-ow ned enterprises all rem ain unintegrated.8

The governm ental inertia in K inshasa com pounded the burgeoning crisis in the East. In early
2004, A zarias R uberw a, the R C D  leader and a vice president in the transitional governm ent, m et
w ith N kunda and the other defectors, asking them  to w rite to K abila for forgiveness for not
having joined the arm y. R uberw a told m e that the officers did as he suggested, but K abila never
answ ered the letter.9 President K abila and his associates did not take the dissidents seriously until
it w as too late. It is not clear w hether they underestim ated the danger, did not care, or thought
that renew ed conflict m ight be in their interest.

N kunda‒s goal from  the beginning w as to m ount a new  insurgency.10 Planning for this likely
began m onths before the inauguration of the new  governm ent in June 2003. ―D o you think it w as
an accident that N kunda w as nam ed com m ander of N orth K ivu just before the transition? The
plan w as alw ays to start som ething new ,‖ one of the officers involved in the rebellion
rem em bered.11 A fter defecting from  the arm y, N kunda began contacting B anyarw anda R C D
arm y officers, laying the groundw ork for the C N D P. W hen R w andan troops w ithdrew  from  the
C ongo in m id-2002, the R C D  had called m any of its B anyarw anda com m anders back to N orth
K ivu to strengthen its rear base in the run-up to arm y integration and to provide a buffer for
R w anda against the FD LR  rebels.

A t this tim e, the FD LR  w ere the m ost im portant arm ed group in the eastern C ongo,
num bering betw een 8,000 and 10,000, although they had not been able to m ount an effective
attack against R w anda since 2001. R w anda‒s am bitions, how ever, w ent beyond defeating the
FD LR , as I argue in chapter 4, to m aintaining a sphere of influence and m aintaining cohesion
w ithin its ow n arm y. In order to do this, as several form er C N D P com m anders told m e, R w anda
needed either to m aintain disorder in the eastern C ongo or to establish outright control.12 It w as



not initially clear w hich of these w as the initial intent: disorder or control. ―A t the tim e, w e
thought they w anted to set up som ething like the R C D . Looking back, it looks like it w as a
strategy of chaos,‖ one interview ee told m e.13

In the run-up to the transition, the R w andan governm ent had backed the form ation of the 81st,
82nd, and 83rd brigades, w hich w ould eventually becam e the backbone of N kunda‒s arm y.14
These troops, w hile officially part of the national arm y after June 30, 2003‍ and, bizarrely,
receiving salaries from  the national governm ent w ell into the transition‍ also resisted integration
into the new  Forces arm çes de la R çpublique dçm ocratique du C ongo (FA R D C ) by refusing
orders to redeploy elsew here in the country.

The Bukavu M utiny and a Return to Arm s
It w as not in the R C D  heartland of G om a that tensions bubbled over but in B ukavu, a border city
and the capital of South K ivu, w here locals had long resented the R C D  due to its abuses and the
perception that it w as a R w andan proxy. Significantly, just before the beginning of the transition
in 2003, the R w andan governm ent played a key role in appointing to local governm ent several
senior officials w hose presence obstructed the peace process. This included X avier C hiribanya,
w ho w as appointed as governor and C olonel D ço M irindi, the new  provincial m ilitary
com m ander. B oth had been sentenced in absentia by the K inshasa governm ent for assassinating
Joseph K abila‒s father in 2001. It w as clear that the current president w ould never accept an
am nesty for their alleged crim es; the R w andans appeared to be setting up the transition for
failure.15 A ccording to the head of the R C D  at tim e, the party had no say in the appointm ent; I
also spoke w ith a local eyew itness w ho said he had seen C hiribanya being brought across the
border under a R w andan m ilitary escort.16

The scene w as thus set for confrontation. U nder the term s of the transitional agreem ent, a
form er m em ber of K abila‒s Forces arm çes congolaises (FA C ), G eneral Prosper N abyolw a, w as
appointed m ilitary com m ander in South K ivu, w ith an ex-R C D  deputy. N abyolw a accused the
R C D  of stockpiling w eapons to launch another rebellion, w hile the R C D  thought K abila w as
trying to encroach on their pow er base and dism antle their m ilitary netw orks.

The crisis erupted in February 2004 w hen G eneral N abyolw a arrested M ajor Joseph K asongo,
another R C D  officer w ho had been sentenced to death in the Laurent K abila trial. In response,
form er R C D  officers led by C olonel Jules M utebutsi m utinied, splitting B ukavu into tw o parts.

The fighting took an ugly ethnic turn w hen arm y officers rounded up about fifteen Tutsi,
including children, and killed them .17 W hile the U N  leadership w avered, a sm all group of U N
em ployees in B ukavu, including m yself, began evacuating hundreds of Tutsi, or people w ho
looked even vaguely R w andan, across the border‍ a M alian expatriate w as targeted, for
exam ple, due to his appearance, and I w itnessed the tearful separation of a young Tutsi from  his
adopted fam ily.

This violence prom pted accusations of genocide by both the R w andan governm ent and
N kunda, w ho began to m obilize the netw orks he had m aintained am ong the ex-R C D  officers in
N orth K ivu for a m arch on B ukavu. C ritically, this expedition w as backed by the H utu governor
of N orth K ivu, Eugæne Serufuli, w ho sent trucks and form er R C D  officers w ho had rem ained
associated w ith him . N kunda‒s troops arrived on the outskirts of B ukavu on M ay 26 and began



looting and carrying out targeted killings. O nce again, m y colleagues at the U N  and I began
evacuating people, this tim e to a cam p surrounding the U N  headquarters in B ukavu.

A ccording to reliable sources, the R w andan governm ent provided m odest m ilitary support for
this operation and conducted a m edia and diplom atic cam paign.18 In a m eeting w ith foreign
diplom ats in K igali, President K agam e declared that it w as not a m atter of fifteen Tutsi having
been killed but a m illion and fifteen, linking the killings in B ukavu to the genocide in R w anda in
1994.19

The battle of B ukavu, w hich lasted about ten days, pushed the transition to the brink of
collapse, w ith the transitional governm ent declaring w ar on N kunda‒s dissidence and the R C D
alm ost reneging on the peace deal. It crystallized a new  rebellion around N kunda; although he
w as forced to retreat from  B ukavu under international pressure, the nucleus of his future
insurgency had form ed around him . Even after his retreat, m uch of the ―Petit N ord‖‍ the
southern part of N orth K ivu com prising the territories of W alikale, M asisi, R utshuru, and
N yiragongo, along w ith the tow n of G om a‍ fell under the control of ex-R C D  units hostile to the
transition. O ver the next year, K inshasa w ould reinforce the East w ith tw enty thousand troops to
carry out by force the m ilitary integration that diplom acy could not achieve.20

G row ing Splits w ithin the RC D , N kunda‒s Radicalization
The R C D , alw ays a fractious group, began to collapse under the strains of the transition, w hich
further radicalized the new  rebellion. The B ukavu m utiny w as the first inflection point, but the
breaking point cam e several m onths later, in A ugust 2004, w hen 152 B anyam ulenge refugees
w ere killed in the G atum ba refugee cam p in neighboring B urundi. The head of the R C D ‍
A zarias R uberw a, him self a M unyam ulenge21‍ accused C ongolese security forces of being
involved in the m assacre and w ithdrew  his party from  the transition.22 M any R C D  leaders
refused to obey, splitting the party.

H ow ever, tensions and consequences w ent beyond this m assacre, N kunda‒s defection, and the
B ukavu m utiny. The transition w as exacerbating preexisting centrifugal forces w ithin the R C D .
Since its inception, the party had lacked cohesion, largely because R w anda constantly interfered
in its internal affairs and its initial leaders had been m otivated largely by their ow n personal
am bitions and not a shared ideology. D eep fissures persisted throughout its existence: w hile part
of the R C D  w as, in the w ords of its ow n form er President Ernest W am ba dia W am ba, a
―syndicate controlled by form er M obutists opposed to financial accountability and
professionalism ,‖23 another faction clustered around the C ongolese Tutsi com m unities and w as
very close to K igali.

A s outlined earlier, provisions in the peace process deepened these divisions. The transitional
governm ent w as supposed to culm inate in a series of parliam entary, provincial, and presidential
elections in w hich the deeply unpopular R C D  w as projected to fare poorly. In addition, the
transitional arrangem ent required political parties to represent the w hole country. This forced the
R C D  to nam e politicians from  different ethnic com m unities across the country to the transitional
national assem bly and other institutions. M any of these politicians had little sym pathy w ith
B anyarw anda concerns and little com m itm ent to the party.

These factors com bined to increase defections am ong R C D  m em bers and radicalize som e



w ithin the rum p of the party. ―W ith over half of our m em bers in the transition flirting w ith
K abila, m any of us began to realize that N kunda had a point,‖ one form er R C D  parliam entarian
said. ―W hat use w as it to participate in a transition w hose fate w as already sealed?‖24

These disaffected officials had a w ell-organized constituency to fall back on, both am ong ex-
R C D  m ilitary officers and w ithin the local political elite. Since the early days of the R C D
rebellion in 1998, the R w andan governm ent had encouraged the creation of a H utu-Tutsi alliance
as the backbone of its new  strategy for the eastern C ongo. A  R w andan security official said: ―W e
learned from  history. A s long as there are problem s betw een the H utu and Tutsi in N orth K ivu,
there w ill be problem s for R w anda.‖25 Eugæne Serufuli, the H utu governor of N orth K ivu since
2000, w as em blem atic of this strategy. In an attem pt to cultivate a new , pro-R w andan leadership
w ithin the H utu com m unity, Serufuli appointed new  local chiefs, set up several large businesses,
and recruited thousands of youths into a local m ilitia, all backed by the R w andan governm ent.26
To prop up this alliance, local leaders, w ith the blessing and encouragem ent of R w andan security
services, created a pressure group called la rw andophonie in January 2004, form alizing a
consortium  of political and business leaders that had existed for several years.27

This rw andophonie initially provided support to N kunda, backing his attack of B ukavu in
M ay 2004. Soon after N kunda returned from  B ukavu, how ever, this coalition fell apart. The
C ongolese H utu com m unity had alw ays been a reluctant partner of the R w andan R PF
governm ent. Som e of its leaders had been close to R w andan president Juvçnal H abyarim ana‒s
governm ent prior to the genocide, and w hen the perpetrators of the R w andan genocide‍ the
Forces arm çes rw andaises (FA R ) and its affiliated m ilitia‍ fled to the C ongo in 1994, they
forged alliances w ith local H utu m ilitia in M asisi and R utshuru territories.28 W hen the R PF then
invaded the C ongo under the guise of the A FD L in 1996, they targeted both R w andan H utu
refugees and C ongolese H utu civilians, w hom  they saw  collectively as com plicit w ith the
genocidaires.29 A ccording to U nited N ations investigations, they likely m assacred thousands of
C ongolese H utu civilians during this period.

This historical distrust m ade it difficult for Serufuli to sustain his alliance w ith K igali during
the transition.30 ―I w as under a lot of pressure from  m y ow n local com m unity to distance m yself
from  R w anda and from  N kunda,‖ Serufuli told one of m y research colleagues.31 R ealpolitik
played a role as w ell: H utu leaders noted that obtaining good positions in provincial and national
institutions w ould require an alliance w ith K abila, w ho w as favored to w in the upcom ing
elections.32 A t the sam e tim e, Serufuli‒s leadership in the com m unity w as being challenged by a
pro-K inshasa H utu elite. In D ecem ber 2004, a group of H utu m ilitary officers and local leaders
from  the R C D  w rote letters denouncing the m anipulation of B anyarw anda identity and
expressing sym pathy w ith the central governm ent.33 M any of the signatories had been at odds
w ith K igali in the past and had fought against R w andan troops betw een 1996 and 1998.

Soon afterw ard, Serufuli him self began to sw itch sides‍ ―H e felt that his authority w as being
challenged by N kunda, that he didn‒t control him ,‖ R obert Seninga, one of Serufuli‒s close
collaborators, told m e.34 In 2004, he m et w ith security agents from  K inshasa and w as courted by
K abila. A s Serufuli told one of m y researchers, ―I had felt since [the peace deal of] Sun C ity that
the R C D  didn‒t have a future. That‒s w hy I took m y decision to get closer to K inshasa.‖

These splits, both w ithin the R C D  and betw een H utu and Tutsi elites, w orried N kunda and his
backers in R w anda. N kunda decided to radicalize his language and provoke an open



confrontation.35 N kunda hoped that by stoking violence he could play on their fears of being
m arginalized in K inshasa and victim ized in N orth K ivu. ―V iolence m akes you think about today
and tom orrow , not about the long term ,‖ one of Serufuli‒s advisors said. ―N kunda thought a
crisis w ould bring us back tow ard him , that he could protect us.‖36 O n A ugust 25, 2005‍ his first
official appearance since the B ukavu crisis‍ he issued a statem ent threatening to take m ilitary
action to get rid of the ―K abila regim e.‖ H is language w as caustic, accusing ―the K abila clan‖ of
divisionism , tribalism , political im m orality, and bad governance.37

H is tim ing w as strategic. In 2005, the C ongolese arm y w as in the m iddle of brassage
(brew ing), the process of integrating the various form er belligerents into a new  national arm y.
N kunda‒s declaration aim ed to dissuade ex-R C D  com m anders w ho w ere still uncertain from
integrating into the arm y. If they joined the FA R D C , they could expect to be deployed elsew here
in their country, and that w ould dism antle the m ilitary netw orks upon w hich N kunda relied. B y
the end of the year, around half of the 82nd B rigade, about a thousand soldiers, had defected to
join N kunda, along w ith m any troops of the 81st and 83rd brigades. A larm ed by these
developm ents and N kunda‒s belligerent statem ents, the governm ent issued an arrest w arrant for
the dissident general on Septem ber 7, 2005.38

The O utbreak of H ostilities
The next m ajor bout of fighting w as triggered in late 2005 by the deploym ent of the 5th
Integrated B rigade of the C ongolese arm y to R utshuru territory, an area that had been occupied
by R C D  troops for the previous seven years. The brigade com m ander, Lieutenant-C olonel Shç
K asikila, a form er M ai-M ai officer from  the N yanga com m unity in W alikale territory, had spent
the past decade fighting against R w andan-backed rebellions and m ade no secret of his antipathy
tow ard the R C D  establishm ent in G om a. H e began w ith cordon-and-search operations to retrieve
som e of the w eapons distributed to civilians in R utshuru by ex-R C D  officials. A ccording to a
C ongolese intelligence officer in the area at the tim e, he openly disparaged Tutsi and R w andan
involvem ent in the C ongo.39 Perhaps m ost offensive to R w andan officials, he helped to expose
m ass graves that, according to locals, resulted from  m assacres carried out by the R w andan arm y
and its C ongolese allies against H utu civilians in 1996 and 1997.40

N kunda accused K asikila of system atically abusing B anyarw anda, an allegation that w as
likely an exaggeration and that even som e ex-C N D P com m anders later told m e w as a pretext.41
Troops loyal to N kunda tried to assassinate K asikila and then launched an attack against
R utshuru and m any of the villages surrounding R utshuru tow n, pushing K asikila out.



FIG U R E 6.1. M ap of C N D P and M 23 areas of control, 2006‌2013

If N kunda had intended to strengthen H utu-Tutsi solidarity, his actions had the opposite
effect. W ithin days of the attack on R utshuru, G overnor Serufuli issued a com m uniquç
condem ning N kunda‒s actions. Shortly afterw ard, C olonel D avid R ugayi, the H utu com m ander
of the 83rd B rigade w ho had recently been designated the president of N kunda‒s m ilitary
organization, the C onseil m ilitaire pour la dçfense du peuple (C M D P), defected from  N kunda
w ith around 1,400 soldiers to join the national arm y. H e w as follow ed several m onths later by
C olonel Sm ith G ihanga, the H utu com m ander of the 81st B rigade. The H utu-Tutsi alliance that
had underpinned the R C D ‒s strength in the province w as broken.

Elections and the C reation of the C N D P
This w as the scene as the political transition w as heading to its end, w ith nationw ide elections to
take place in July 2006: N kunda had rallied several thousand soldiers to his side and controlled
m uch of the M asisi highlands. K inshasa still felt that it could strike a deal w ith the rebels,
especially as it had w on over im portant H utu leaders in G om a and persuaded a fair share of
N kunda‒s troops to defect.

A ccording to several high-ranking C N D P officers, how ever, N kunda w as in it for the long
haul and had no intention of striking any quick deals. ―N kunda did not start off w ith a big head,‖
a m em ber of his high com m and told m e. ―B ut the m ore interview s he got in foreign m edia, the
m ore he w as vilified, the m ore he also realized that his future w as conflict. W ithout conflict, he
w as cooked.‖42 This tension persisted throughout N kunda‒s insurrection‍ he argued that all he



w anted w as a peaceful resolution of his officers‒ dem ands and those of the Tutsi com m unity, but
at the sam e tim e he realized that if there ever w as a peace deal, his days w ould be num bered.
―N kunda never really w anted peace,‖ another senior C N D P officer, w ho had fallen out w ith his
form er boss, told m e. ―H e told us he w ould never be able to trust K inshasa. N kunda w anted
w ar.‖43

D uring this period, N kunda also began developing a sophisticated political-m ilitary
organization, w ith training cam ps, a public relations apparatus, and an elaborate netw ork of
supporters. For the day-to-day m anagem ent, he set up an çtat m ajor (general staff office) and
began to structure his troops into brigades and battalions. In early 2006, G eneral B osco
N taganda, a Tutsi from  N orth K ivu and the form er chief of staff of the U nion des patriotes
congolais (U PC ) in Ituri, joined him  after the U PC  w as defeated, his transfer facilitated by the
R w andan governm ent. W ithin several m onths, w ith R w andan backing, N taganda w ould be
prom oted to the C N D P chief of staff.

N kunda also started preparations to set up a political w ing and to craft his public im age. For
this purpose, he m erged the political leaders of Synergie w ith the C M D P‒s m ilitary w ing to
create the C ongræs national pour la dçfense du peuple (C N D P) on July 26, 2006, w ith him self as
chairm an and suprem e com m ander.

In these early days, as its nam e suggests, the m ovem ent‒s m ain dem ands w ere m ostly linked
to the Tutsi com m unity. A s conditions for integrating into the C ongolese arm y, it insisted on the
eradication of the FD LR  rebels and the return of the forty-five thousand C ongolese Tutsi living
in refugee cam ps in R w anda. To put this in context, the FD LR , w hile still a serious threat to the
local population, had not m ounted serious attacks against R w anda since 2001 and by 2006 had
lost around half the strength it had possessed in 2002 through battlefield deaths and desertions. It
w as, how ever, true, that m any of the C ongolese Tutsi refugees in R w anda could not return to the
C ongo because of insecurity in their hom e villages.

The 2006 elections produced brief hopes that N kunda w ould be able to strike a deal w ith
K inshasa. K igali told K abila that they w ould support him  during the elections if he included the
R C D  in the post-electoral governm ent, and N kunda allow ed K abila‒s party to cam paign in his
territory.44 The lull in fighting, how ever, w as brief. K inshasa had little genuine interest in striking
a peace deal w ith a group considered by m any C ongolese to be R w andan proxies. That m any
C ongolese accused K abila of being R w andan, a sort of M anchurian candidate representing
K igali, also m ade it hard for the president to strike a deal. O n the other hand, elections
underscored the challenges for a m inority in this new  dem ocracy: only one Tutsi w as elected to
the national assem bly, and none to provincial assem blies.45

The Sake C risis and M ixage
A s in B ukavu in M ay 2004, and in R utshuru in January 2006, it w as new s of an attack against
Tutsi that triggered the next round of violence. O n N ovem ber 24, 2006, police at a checkpoint in
Sake‍ a tow n 25 kilom eters w est of G om a on Lake K ivu‍ got into an argum ent w ith a Tutsi
businessm an w ho had been bringing fuel into C N D P territory and shot him  dead.

The C N D P reacted disproportionately to this incident, launching an offensive against the
lakeside tow n of Sake and then advancing on G om a. It is likely that the C N D P had been



preparing an offensive before the incident. This decision to renew  hostilities w as linked to
internal tensions w ithin the C N D P. Just w eeks before, the com m ander of the 81st B rigade,
C olonel Sm ith G ihanga, had deserted from  the C N D P, triggering a stream  of defections.
A ccording to officers in his high com m and at the tim e, N kunda attacked G om a because he
needed to m aintain m om entum  and instill order w ithin his ow n ranks.46

The C ongolese arm y scattered as the C N D P advanced and the U nited N ations peacekeeping
m ission, called M O N U C , w as forced to defend G om a. In probably of the bloodiest day of
fighting for a C ongolese arm ed group since 2003, betw een 150 and 400 C N D P soldiers w ere
killed by U N  helicopters and arm ored vehicles in the open terrain that separates Sake from
G om a.47 The attack, in w hich M O N U C  m ay have killed m ore arm ed com batants than in any
other U nited N ations operation in decades, had a deep im pact on N kunda, w ho had perceived the
U N  as risk-averse and pliable.48

This defeat, along w ith international pressure, forced both sides to negotiate. A s w ith every
subsequent round of negotiations, R w anda w ould play a crucial role as a m ediator. N kunda flew
by helicopter to K igali alongside the chief negotiator for the C ongolese governm ent, G eneral
John N um bi.49 A  peace deal w as hashed out that w ould provide the blueprint for subsequent
deals as w ell: it required the integration of C N D P units into the C ongolese arm y, but the
integrated brigades w ould rem ain in the K ivus. These units w ould then be tasked w ith an
offensive against the FD LR , a key dem and from  the R w andan governm ent. This deal, dubbed
m ixage, led to the creation of six m ixed brigades deployed in M asisi and R utshuru.50

O perating w ith m uch better troop control than his C ongolese governm ent counterparts,
N kunda w as able to m anipulate m ixage to his favor. H e m ade sure that his troops rem ained intact
at the battalion level and that his general staff w as not affected by the integration exercise.
―M ixage‍ that‒s how  w e built the C D N P,‖ one of the senior officers told m e.51 A ccording to
C ongolese governm ent docum ents, N kunda‒s troops received around $190,000 a m onth in
salaries, based on purposely inflated troop num bers.52 A t this point, the C N D P w as claim ing to
have 7,221 soldiers. A ccording to a form er senior adm inistrative C N D P officer, that w as around
40 percent m ore than they actually had.53 The C N D P also received a m odest am ount of
am m unition for operations against the FD LR . A s N kunda explained to m e him self: ―The
governm ent w as our logistician.‖54

M ixage also m arked a w atershed in the C N D P‒s area of control. Previously, the group had
been largely confined to the highlands of M asisi and the northw estern corner of R utshuru,
stretching from  N gungu in the south to N yanzale in the north. A round the tim e of the Sake w ar,
N kunda‒s high com m and decided to send a battalion to R unyoni, a series of hills close to the
R w andan border. ―This w as for tw o reasons,‖ according to a form er senior C N D P com m ander.
―W e w anted to open up a second front to disperse the governm ent forces. A nd w e needed to get
new  recruits and equipm ent in through R w anda as fighting heated up.‖55 This expansion
effectively doubled their territory and allow ed them  to control the lucrative B unagana border
crossing, w here dozens of large trucks crossed every day into U ganda, and w ith easy access to
R w andan territory.

M ixage w as supposed to be an interim  m easure, but the peace deal turned out to just be a
placeholder m echanism , as there w as no agreem ent on any sort of com prehensive, long-term
solution. Each side had ulterior m otives: K inshasa w anted to use the arrangem ent to siphon off



soldiers, especially H utu, from  the C N D P‍ a strategy that w as partly successful, as around five
hundred soldiers deserted during this period.56 N kunda, w ho in private w as unable to articulate a
long-term  strategy to his officers, pursued his tactic of using negotiations as a m eans to stall and
accum ulate m ore resources.57

The m ilitary operations against the FD LR  provided the trigger for the collapse of m ixage.
M any of the operations took place in areas w here the FD LR  had been living side by side w ith the
C ongolese H utu population for years. U nsurprisingly, the offensive led to w idespread abuses
against civilians, especially by C N D P officers.58 In the m eantim e, as the cohabitation betw een
FA R D C  and C N D P officers frayed, skirm ishes broke out betw een the tw o sides.

A nother critical factor in the collapse of m ixage, and in conflict dynam ics m ore broadly, w as
the proliferation of m ilitias in the province, often backed by K inshasa. W orried about the C N D P
expansion, arm y officers and politicians began backing the creation of various arm ed groups as
counterw eights in early 2007. The m ost im portant one w as a coalition of m ilitia called PA R EC O .
O ne of its backers, FA R D C  general M ayanga w a G ishuba, told m e openly: ―W e couldn‒t trust
the arm y, it w as often com plicit w ith the enem y‍ so w e had to create our ow n m ilitia.‖59 O ne of
Serufuli‒s associates justified his support for the group, saying ―M ixage w as an existential threat
to us. W e needed to act.‖60 A s argued in chapters 3 and 4, this fragm entation w as also driven by
national dynam ics: the faulty integration process had produced a pool of discontented officers
eager for new  opportunities, and the run-up to elections also prom pted som e politicians to back
arm ed groups to bolster their standing and to intim idate opponents.

Finally, in D ecem ber 2007, K inshasa declared m ixage over and launched a broad offensive
against the C N D P in collaboration w ith the FD LR  and various local m ilitia. This, too, ended in
failure for the FA R D C . A fter the arm y had m assed troops and w eapons in the hillside tow n of
M ushaki, the C N D P executed a sneak attack at night that took the arm y by surprise and killed
dozens, including several high-ranking officers.61

The G om a Peace C onference
Follow ing this em barrassing M ushaki defeat, K inshasa decided to return to the negotiation table.
O nce again, it involved peace talks that ended up serving as a w ay of siphoning off governm ent
funds and preparing troops in the field for the next round of operations. O ne of the governm ent
officers quoted to m e M ao Zedong‒s aphorism , pointing at the strategic value of negotiations:
―Talk, talk, fight, fight.‖

For several m onths, leading K inshasa politicians had been discussing the idea of a peace
conference that w ould involve local com m unities as w ell as arm ed groups.62 The idea w as noble
‍ the transitional governm ent had never dealt w ith m any of the root causes of conflict in the
K ivus, including com m unity reconciliation, local pow er struggles, and the presence of the
FD LR . A  new  peace process w as needed, its proponents argued, to address these deep
challenges. This also cam e on the heels of an agreem ent betw een the R w andan and C ongolese
governm ents on N ovem ber 7, 2007, in w hich R w anda and the C ongo com m itted them selves to
cracking dow n on the C N D P and the FD LR , respectively. It w as now  tim e to forge a
com prehensive peace deal w ith all arm ed groups.

The G om a Peace C onference, held betw een January 6 and 26, 2008, w as, in m any aspects, a



positive and cathartic experience. C om m unity leaders got up and expressed their anger and grief
over decades of w ar, voicing em otions they had never had a chance to put into w ords in front of
their rivals. The G om a Peace C onference also transform ed the C N D P. Its political w ing, w hich
had been largely in N kunda‒s shadow , becam e m ore prom inent, featuring political spokesperson
R enç A bandi, m ilitary spokesperson Sçraphin M irindi, and the head of their delegation,
K am basu N geve. A t the sam e tim e, the negotiations and the subsequent escalation in fighting
shone the m edia spotlight on N kunda. Film  crew s from  around the w orld vied to get in touch
w ith the m edia-savvy general. ―It w ent to his head,‖ one ex-C N D P officer said. ―A nd the
R w andans didn‒t like that.‖63 M any other ex-C N D P officers agreed, saying they becam e
increasingly disenchanted w ith their leader around this tim e.64

The Escalation of Violence and the D em ise of the C N D P
The new  peace initiative w as only another lull in fighting. B oth sides began rearm ing alm ost
im m ediately, this tim e w ith various elites and governm ent officials backing new  and old arm ed
groups in an effort to m arginalize the C N D P. Large-scale fighting began on A ugust 28, 2008,
and the C N D P gained the upper hand, seizing the R um angabo m ilitary cam p on O ctober 26 w ith
the support of R w andan m ilitary units.65

This period saw  a sharp increase in R w andan interference inside the C N D P. ―The R w andans
w ere not that im portant until 2008,‖ one ex-C N D P officer rem em bered w hen I interview ed him
in 2012, echoing the sentim ents of m any others. ―That‒s w hen their influence becam e serious and
w e becam e less independent.‖66 R w andan troops also participated in the shelling of C ongolese
arm y positions w hen the C N D P pushed tow ard G om a, reaching its doorstep on O ctober 28,
2008, and sending the C ongolese arm y fleeing. The siege of G om a becam e a m ajor international
incident, triggering m eetings at the U N  Security C ouncil and bringing dozens of foreign
correspondents to G om a.

The attack on G om a led K abila‒s governm ent, after four years of fighting and at least six
m ajor offensives, to decide to negotiate w ith R w anda directly. In O ctober 2008, delegations
began visiting K igali from  K inshasa to try to ham m er out a peace deal. R w anda w as com ing
under increasing pressure from  the international com m unity; the report of the U nited N ations
G roup of Experts, of w hich I w as the coordinator, revealed extensive R w andan support to the
C N D P, and m ajor new spapers like the N ew  York Tim es conducted their ow n investigations.67

The term s of the deal betw een K igali and K inshasa seeped out slow ly, but its im pact w as felt
alm ost im m ediately. O n January 4, 2009, B osco N taganda announced the rem oval of N kunda as
the head of the C N D P due to m ism anagem ent. O n January 22, 2009, N kunda w as arrested after
having been invited across the border by R w andan officers. A ll C N D P officers w ere called
across the border to the R w andan tow n of G isenyi and given orders to integrate into the
C ongolese arm y; they had little choice but to fall in line.68

W hile the C ongo-R w anda deal w as secret‍ and possibly only an unw ritten agreem ent‍ it is
clear that, m uch like the 2007 m ixage deal, it w as built around operations against the FD LR . In
the days follow ing N kunda‒s arrest, the R w andan arm y launched joint operations w ith its
C ongolese counterpart against the FD LR , sending up to four thousand troops across the border
for a m onth, an operation called U m oja W etu (O ur U nity).69 In addition, the C N D P w ere



prom ised top positions w ithin the C ongolese arm y and told they w ould not be m oved out of
N orth and South K ivu.

W hile the m ain agreem ent w as concluded in secret, the C ongolese governm ent did sign tw o
form al, public agreem ents on M arch 23, 2009‍ one w ith the C N D P, another w ith other arm ed
groups.

The Flaw ed Integration of the C N D P into the C ongolese Arm y
A s during the m ixage deal, the C N D P relied on the com plicity and disorganization of C ongolese
officers, w ho looked the other w ay as the C N D P m anipulated the process in its favor. W hile the
C N D P consisted of 5,276 soldiers, it again subm itted an inflated list, this tim e containing m ore
than tw ice that m any.70 H ow ever, only about half as m any light w eapons w ere handed over as
there w ere soldiers, and alm ost no heavy w eapons; m ost of these w ere hidden in arm s caches that
w ere discovered several years later.71 The C N D P even integrated a sm all num ber of R w andans
into the C ongolese arm y w ho had never been part of the C N D P.72

N taganda becam e deputy com m ander of the K im ia II operations, the code nam e for the
m ilitary offensive against the FD LR  and C ongolese arm ed groups that follow ed on the heels of
U m oja W etu. A s such, he w ielded extensive influence over the appointm ent of ex-C N D P
com m anders to lucrative areas in the K ivus: the m ining areas around N yabibw e, B isie, and
B ibatam a all fell under the control of ex-C N D P in 2009, and they later extended their control to
other m ining areas.73 W hen the com m ander of m ilitary operations in the eastern C ongo, G eneral
D ieudonnç A m uli, w as injured in a plane crash in July 2011, N taganda becam e even m ore
influential, signing off on all m ajor operations and nom inations in the K ivus.

W hy did the C ongolese governm ent allow  this? A  senior C ongolese intelligence officer told
m e in 2012: ―It w as part appeasem ent, part disorganization, part greed. K inshasa didn‒t w ant to
offend the C N D P, that w as sure. B ut w e w ere also disorganized, w e didn‒t follow  up [“ ]. A nd
then I have to say that som e [C ongolese officers] m ade a fortune w ith the C N D P in som e of
these areas. W hy com plain if you are all m aking m oney?‖74

B ut the peace deal also cam e at a cost for the ex-C N D P. M any of their officers w ere unhappy
w ith R w andan m eddling, especially after the arrest of N kunda, w ho had com m anded the respect
and loyalty of m any in senior positions. W hen he w as arrested in January 2009, fissures w ithin
the group broke open, largely along the fault line that had em erged betw een N taganda and
N kunda but also along clan and ethnic divides.

The strongest opponent to N taganda‒s leadership w as C olonel Sultani M akenga, w ho had
been the com m ander of the key R utshuru sector‍ w here supplies from  R w anda w ere organized
and the B unagana border w as taxed‍ for the C N D P before integration. Im m ediately after
N kunda‒s arrest, M akenga returned to R utshuru, w here he talked to his officers about fighting
against the R w andans. O ne officer described the scene in R um angabo m ilitary cam p: ―M akenga
told us w e w ould fight the R w andans, but w e looked up into the hills around us and saw
R w andans deployed everyw here. W e told him  w e couldn‒t.‖75

M akenga eventually accepted arm y integration and w as appointed deputy com m ander of
South K ivu operations, the second-highest position for an ex-C N D P officer. M any of the other
pro-N kunda officers m oved w ith him ; they benefited from  his patronage by being appointed to



im portant positions in the province. Tensions, how ever, rem ained betw een M akenga and
N taganda, and they w ere often expressed along ethnic lines. W hile both of them  are Tutsi,
N taganda w as accused by m any ex-C N D P of favoring officers from  his G ogw e sub-ethnic group,
as w ell as officers w ho had been w ith him  in Ituri w hen he led the U PC . A ll the ex-C N D P
officers interview ed for this study agreed that ethnic divides sharpened notably under N taganda‒s
leadership.

The M 23 M utiny
For K inshasa, the integration of the C N D P had alw ays been a tem porary solution. ―W e w ere
going to integrate them , slow ly w ear dow n their chain of com m and, then deploy their officers
elsew here in the country,‖ said a high-ranking C ongolese arm y officer in G om a.76 Instead, the
integration process had the opposite effect: it strengthened the C N D P, m aking m any of them  rich
and allow ing them  to co-opt officers from  other arm ed groups. N taganda m ade m illions of
dollars from  m ineral sm uggling, em bezzlem ent of m ilitary funds, and taxation rackets. Som e of
his actions w ere brazen‍ in D ecem ber 2011 and M arch 2012, N taganda‒s soldiers stole over a
m illion dollars from  a bank in dow ntow n G om a; in February 2011, he and other senior officers
w ere involved in a gold heist w orth over $6 m illion.77

Starting in Septem ber 2010, the C ongolese governm ent tried several tim es to deploy ex-
C N D P com m anders outside of the K ivus‍ to K isangani, Ituri, and further afield.78 The C N D P
alw ays refused, citing security risks, anti-Tutsi discrim ination, and the continuing existence of
the FD LR . In response to this pressure, N taganda began strengthening his alliance w ith ex-
PA R EC O  officers (once the C N D P‒s w orst foes), w hich still had links to the FD LR , and other
arm ed groups.79 The governm ent also tried to w eaken N taganda‒s grip through the
―regim entation‖ process, w hich began in February 2011.80 The goal w as to m erge arm y units into
regim ents of 1,200 soldiers, getting rid of parallel chains of com m and‍ including those m anaged
by the ex-C N D P‍ and purging the arm y of fictitious soldiers. The operation backfired, as had so
m any sim ilar initiatives before it. Instead of w eakening N taganda‒s w eb of patronage, it
reinforced it as he nam ed his associates to new  com m and positions.

Eventually, it w as the N ovem ber 2011 elections that provided the trigger for a new  rebellion.
K inshasa w anted to w ait until after elections before cracking dow n on ex-C N D P netw orks, w hile
N taganda believed he w ould be able to sw ay failed candidates to his cause.

Tensions w ithin the ex-C N D P also contributed to the m utiny. D espite reconciliation efforts
(allegedly sw eetened w ith the sharing of spoils), relations betw een M akenga and N taganda w ere
still chilly. H ow ever, both knew  that they could not succeed if they w ere divided. They also
knew  that K inshasa w as groom ing C olonel Innocent G ahizi, the ex-C N D P deputy com m ander of
N orth K ivu, as an alternative to N taganda. B oth M akenga and N taganda w ere vulnerable and
grew  uneasy.81 R ebellion seem ed a safer option than doing nothing.

The N ovem ber 2011 elections, m arred by large-scale rigging and irregularities, prom pted a
push tow ard rebellion from  another quarter. D onors decided that a re-run w ould not be feasible,
but they nonetheless w anted to take advantage of K abila‒s perceived illegitim acy to push for
other reform s.82 O ne of these w as the arrest and transfer of N taganda to the International
C rim inal C ourt, w hich had issued a w arrant for his arrest for crim es he com m itted in Ituri.



Pressure increased w hen m edia around the w orld broadcast new s of the conviction on M arch 14,
2012, of Thom as Lubanga for child recruitm ent, the court‒s first ever conviction. N taganda, as
Lubanga‒s chief of staff in Ituri during the peak of violence there, w as clearly afraid of an
im pending arrest.83

A t the end of M arch 2012, N taganda ordered som e of his associates to defect from  the arm y.
H ow ever, the m utineers overestim ated their strength and ability, and the m utiny alm ost collapsed
as the C ongolese governm ent rounded up the first w ave of defectors in South K ivu. ―The soldiers
w ere tired of seeing their com m anders get rich and not give them  anything,‖ one ex-C N D P
officer w ho refused to join the m utiny said. ―W hy risk your lives for com m anders you don‒t
believe in?‖84 A nother lam ented, ―O fficers told N taganda: ‐W e can do this, w e are prepared.‒ B ut
they w eren‒t.‖85 O ne of the problem s w as that N taganda, w ho had antagonized m any of the Tutsi
officers, for this new  insurrection had to rely on w eak alliances w ith less loyal officers.

O n A pril 9, 2012, in an effort to staunch the flow  of defections, a delegation of C ongolese
officials m et w ith their R w andan counterparts in G isenyi. A ccording to both sides, the m eeting
concluded that N taganda should be allow ed to stay in his ranch in M asisi w hile a com m ission of
integration w ould be set up to decide the fate of other m utineers.86 W hen K abila arrived in G om a
the next day, how ever, frustrated w ith the ongoing defections, he said the deserters w ould have
to face m ilitary justice instead of being reintegrated. H e also decided to begin sending ex-C N D P
troops elsew here in the country, a m ove that they had long resisted.87

This w as a crucial turning point. ―U p until m id-A pril,‖ one foreign diplom at said, ―the
R w andan governm ent appears to have played a positive role, dissuading deserters and talking to
the C ongolese.‖88 It is possible that K igali, as so often, w as playing at brinksm anship,
encouraging N taganda to defect but also preserving the possibility of reconciling w ith K inshasa.
H ow ever, w hen they saw  that K abila w anted to definitively dism antle the ex-C N D P netw orks,
the R w andan governm ent began throw ing its w eight behind the rebellion. In particular, R w andan
officials began courting Sultani M akenga. Their efforts included pressuring Laurent N kunda, to
w hom  M akenga continued to look up, to defect. ―A t one point, they even prom ised that N kunda
w ould be released,‖ one M akenga loyalist rem em bered.89

O n M ay 4, 2012, the m utineers, under heavy m ilitary pressure from  the C ongolese
governm ent, m oved out of M asisi to a narrow  stretch of hills close to the R w andan border. O n
the sam e day, M akenga and his officers defected from  B ukavu across the border into R w anda,
w here they m et w ith R w andan officers before joining N taganda. Tw o days later, the group issued
a statem ent announcing the creation of the M 23 rebellion, w ith the goal of im plem enting the
stalled M arch 23, 2009, agreem ent. It announced a political leadership com posed m ostly of
form er m em bers of the C N D P‒s political w ing, although there w ere also som e new  nam es,
allegedly appointed after pressure from  R w anda.90

The M 23 set up a training cam p in Tshanzu, close to the R w andan border, and trained
betw een 800 and 1,500 new  troops betw een M ay and A ugust 2012. It also tried to strengthen its
ties w ith other arm ed groups in the region. These alliances w ere crucial, for they tied dow n
C ongolese troops and potentially broadened the M 23‒s support base.91 The alliances w ere also
intended to highlight that the rebellion w as just one of m any the C ongolese governm ent w as
facing. For exam ple, opinion pieces in the R w andan governm ent-ow ned new spaper, The N ew
Tim es, argued that the real problem  in the C ongo w as not the M 23 but the lack of a strong,



efficient state.92 A  pundit close to K igali published a sim ilar piece in the N ew  York Tim es.93
The irony of these alliances is that, after sixteen years of R w andan intervention in the eastern

C ongo, m any of K igali‒s natural allies from  the H utu and Tutsi com m unities w ere no longer
w illing to participate in a R w andan-backed rebellion. This forced the M 23 to reach out to other
local m ilitias that w ere m uch less reliable and w ere often steeped in anti-Tutsi and anti-R w andan
rhetoric. They included the R aia M utom boki, as w ell as m ilitia in Ituri and the southern half of
South K ivu.94

The Fall of G om a and the D ecline of the M 23
The fall of the M 23 can be traced to their capture of the regional trade hub of G om a, a city of
half a m illion people, on N ovem ber 20, 2012. Taking G om a represented the apex of the group‒s
pow er, but‍ as w hen the C N D P fought its w ay to the outskirts of G om a in O ctober 2008‍ the
city‒s fall crystallized tensions w ithin the group, m obilized the international com m unity, and
brought about increased scrutiny of R w anda‒s role.

In the im m ediate afterm ath, a regional body, the International C onference for the G reat Lakes
R egion (IC G LR ), stepped in to host negotiations betw een the C ongolese governm ent and the
M 23, leading to the group‒s w ithdraw al from  the city after ten days. M eanw hile, pressure w as
increasing on R w anda to cut support to the M 23. In June 2012, U N  investigators released a
report linking R w anda to the M 23, and in subsequent m onths donors suspended over $200
m illion in funds to that aid-dependent country.95 The fall of G om a several m onths later only
increased the pressure on K igali.

The G om a crisis also exacerbated the internal feuding w ithin the M 23 betw een N taganda and
M akenga. A fter their retreat from  G om a, their tw o factions fell out over the sharing of spoils and
even set up com peting checkpoints and local taxes. In A pril 2013, open conflict broke out, w hich
eventually led the N taganda faction, consisting of 682 troops and officials, to flee to R w anda.96
N taganda handed him self over the U S em bassy, apparently afraid that his fate w ould be w orse in
R w andan hands, and w as extradited to the International C rim inal C ourt.

Finally, the fall of G om a led to calls for international m ilitary intervention in the conflict. A n
intervention force, first proposed by the IC G LR  and then by the Southern A frican D evelopm ent
C om m unity (SA D C ), w as integrated into the U nited N ations peacekeeping m ission. The Force
Intervention B rigade, consisting of troops from  South A frica, M alaw i, and Tanzania, w as given a
m ore robust m andate than the other U N  troops in the C ongo, and cam e equipped w ith snipers,
attack helicopters, and special forces. M eanw hile, the C ongolese arm y also underw ent an internal
reorganization, firing its com m ander of the land forces and rem oving dozens of the senior
m ilitary officers in N orth K ivu w ho had been em bezzling funds and creating parallel com m and
structures.

In late O ctober 2013, the C ongolese governm ent, backed by this U N  brigade, launched a
renew ed offensive against the M 23. This tim e the R w andan governm ent did not step in to prop
up its faltering ally. W ith little help from  the R w andan governm ent, the M 23 w ere defeated
w ithin a w eek, and their rem aining troops fled m ostly into U ganda, ending the C N D P/M 23
insurgency.



A nalysis: The C onstituency and Interests of the C N D P Insurgency
It w ould be easy to get lost in this com plex history. Let‒s return to the theoretical level and recall
the questions that guide this study: W hy did the C N D P and the M 23 em erge as the tw o m ost
im portant arm ed groups in the eastern C ongo, and w hat w ere the factors that led to their
dism antling? W hat can the groups tell us m ore broadly about the conflict dynam ics schem atized
in chapters 3 to 5?

The answ ers lie in the dynam ics generated by the peace process, w hich led part of the R C D ,
along w ith the R w andan governm ent, to believe that their interests could not be guaranteed by
the transitional governm ent. O n the other hand, the path charted by the C N D P and the M 23 also
reveals how  the C ongolese governm ent has engaged w ith the m ost form idable rebellions it has
faced since the 2002 peace deal, pouring in m ilitary resources w hile also seeing conflict as an
opportunity to provide patronage. This analysis w ill focus on understanding these key players
and how  they perceived their interests.

W ho Backed the C N D P?
The question of the constituency of the rebellion is not just an academ ic m atter. The C N D P stood
at the center of an escalation of violence that alm ost derailed the peace process and displaced
m illions of people betw een 2006 and 2013. A ny understanding of the dynam ics of conflict
requires scrutiny of the m ain actors involved, their relations to each other, and their interests.

C O N G O LESE O FFIC ER S A N D  PO LITIC IA N S

The m ain protagonists of the C N D P/M 23 w ere the officers and politicians w ho staffed the
rebellion, beginning w ith Laurent N kunda him self. W hile this core group w as initially com posed
of both form er R C D  politicians and m ilitary officers, the m ilitary cam e to dom inate the
m ovem ent.

W ho w ere these people? W hen N kunda initially refused to join the national arm y in A ugust
2003, he w as surrounded m ostly by civilians from  a w ide array of ethnic groups. Synergie, the
brain trust he set up that year, w as led by D ieudonnç K abika, a form er political advisor to the
secretary-general of the R C D , A zarias R uberw a, and included politicians from  different
backgrounds and ethnicities. O ther leading m em bers of Synergie included:

D enis N tare Sem adw inga, Tutsi, form er chief of staff of G overnor Serufuli and advisor to
M obutu;
D çogratias N zabirinda, H utu, a chef de poste (local adm inistrator) from  M asisi and a form er
schoolteacher;
Em m anuel K am anzi, Tutsi, a form er m inister of finance for the R C D ;
X avier C hiribanya, Shi, governor of South K ivu and form er chief of staff to A FD L leader
A nselm e M asasu;
K am basu N geve, N ande, form er governor of B eni under the R C D /K isangani‌M ouvem ent
de libçration (R C D /K -M L), a breakaw ay faction of the R C D  rebellion;
Stanislas K ananura, Tutsi, form er adm inistrator of M asisi territory for the R C D ;
D r. G uillaum e G asana, Tutsi, form er R C D  m inister of health;



M oses K am bale, N ande, form er officer in the U gandan arm y;
Patient M w endanga, Shi, form er governor of South K ivu.

These leaders shared a deep distrust of K inshasa. Som e, like N zabirinda, K abika, and
C hiribanya, had obtained their positions thanks to the R C D  and the R w andan governm ent and
w ere w orried that the transitional governm ent w ould m arginalize them . O thers, like K am anzi,
G asana, N tare, and N kunda, had been given positions in the transitional governm ent only to
reject them , privately citing ethnic discrim ination.97

W hile their stated am bition w as to prom ote ethnic reconciliation, it w as clear that they w ere
also trying to lay the groundw ork for an alternative to the transitional governm ent. W hen it
becam e obvious, how ever, that the governm ent w ould not collapse, they realized that this
political grouping alone w as not strong enough to contest the expansion of K inshasa‒s authority
into the East. D ieudonnç K abika, head of Synergie, told m e: ―W e had initially com e together as a
m eans of reconciling local com m unities. The goal w as to show  people in the East that w e didn‒t
need K inshasa. B ut just sitting together in reconciliation m eetings w asn‒t going to m ake that
happen.‖98 The disintegration and unpopularity of the R C D  during the transition left these leaders
w ith few  peaceful options.

O nce N kunda began reaching out to the m ilitary leaders of the 81st, 82nd, and 83rd brigades,
the influence of these civilian cadres faded. ―A t the beginning w e relied on civilians,‖ one form er
C N D P colonel rem em bered. ―They helped us m obilize support am ong Tutsi exiles in R w anda
and local businessm en. A ll of our funding in these early days cam e from  individual
contributions. B ut once the fighting began, w e got our ow n sources of funding, and w hen
R w anda becam e m ore involved, that all changed.‖99

B y 2006, w hen the C N D P w as form alized, m ost of the m ain decision-m akers cam e from  a
core netw ork of C ongolese Tutsi officers. Their intim ate ties had been forged over fifteen years
of interm ittent w arfare in the region. They exem plified a broader trend, highlighted in chapter 5
‍ the em ergence, after tw o decades of w ar, of a m ilitary bourgeoisie w ith the resources to fuel
an insurgency and a vested interest in doing so. O nce the im petus behind the C N D P w as
transferred from  politicians to this m ilitary class, the chances for peace dw indled.

The im portance of this m ilitary elite w as particularly pronounced am ong the Tutsi of N orth
K ivu. This com m unity is relatively sm all, probably num bering betw een 120,000 and 300,000 in
the w hole province; how ever, a large num ber of young Tutsi m en joined the R PF betw een 1987
and 1994 to overthrow  the regim e of Juvçnal H abyarim ana in R w anda.100 A lm ost all of the Tutsi
officers w ho joined the C N D P received their initial m ilitary training in the R PF and then joined
the A FD L and the R C D  together. This shared history, along w ith their sim ilar ethnic and
personal backgrounds, forged close ties am ong these com m anders.

TH E R W A N D A N  G O V ER N M EN T

The second im portant constituency of the C N D P w as the R w andan governm ent, particularly
m em bers of the R w andan security establishm ent. H ow ever, R w andan support w as not steady; its
nature and m agnitude changed significantly across the various phases of the insurgency. A t first,
the R w andan governm ent provided im petus, encouragem ent, and guarantees of help, although
this support w as m ostly sym bolic. A s the insurgency developed, R w anda increasingly provided



m aterial support. R w andan involvem ent peaked under the M 23, w hich w as m uch w eaker in
term s of internal cohesion and m ilitary strength than the C N D P.

TA B LE 6.1. M em bers of the C N D P high com m and, 2008

N am e Ethnicity C lan Socioeconom ic
class

Position in C N D P M ilitary history

Laurent N kunda Tutsi Jom ba U ppera C om m ander/C hairm an R PF, A FD L R C D
B osco N taganda Tutsi G ogw e Low erb C hief of Staff R PF, A FD L, R C D , R C D -K -

M L, U PC
Sultani M akenga Tutsi Jom ba Low er G 3‍ O perations R PF, A FD L, R C D
Innocent G ahizi Tutsi Jom ba U pperc G 4‍ Logistics R PF, A FD L, R C D
C hristophe
H akizim ana

H utu U pperd G 1‍ A dm inistration A FD L, R C D

C laude M icho Tutsi G ogw e Low ere G 2‍ Intelligence R PF, A FD L, R C D
Innocent K abundi Tutsi M w ega Low erf B rigade com m ander R PF, A FD L, R C D
Faustin M uhindo Tutsi G ogw e U nknow n B rigade com m ander R PF, A FD L, R C D
C hristian Pay-Pay Tutsi M w ega U pperg Police com m ander R PF, A FD L, R C D
B audouin N garuye Tutsi G ogw e Low er B rigade com m ander R PF, A FD L, R C D
Sebarera B ahati H utu U nknow n B rigade com m ander A FD L, R C D
M oses K am bale N ande U pper C om m ander, training

w ing
U PD F, R C D

Eric R uohim bere M unyam ulenge Low er G 3‍ O perations R PF, A FD L, R C D
Sçraphin M irindi Shi U nknow n M ilitary spokesperson A FD L, M udundu 40
Fred N genzi Tutsi U pper Personal assistant to

N kunda
A ntoine M anzi Tutsi U pper G 2‍ Intelligence R PF, A FD L, R C D
a A ccording to N kunda him self, his uncle had been a custom ary chief in Jom ba, R utshuru territory. H is fam ily had been forced to m ove to a different part of
R utshuru w hen the colonial adm inistration appointed a new  adm inistrator hostile to his fam ily, but his fam ily w as still w ell-off, w ith 1,200 hectares and over 100
cow s. Scott, Laurent N kunda et la rçbellion du K ivu, 48.
b N taganda is w idely considered to have been born in R w anda and to have m oved to N gungu, in M asisi territory, w hen he w as an adolescent. H is fam ily w as
w ealthy enough to have sent him  to secondary school, but he w as still considered to com e from  the low er class.
c G ahizi com es from  a landed Tutsi fam ily from  R ubaya, in M asisi territory. H is fam ily had enough m oney to send him  to study in G om a. H e has spent m ost of
his m ilitary career in adm inistrative positions, dealing largely w ith logistics and supplies.
d H akizim ana is from  a w ell-off H utu fam ily from  M okoto, M asisi territory. H e spent several years in the C atholic school run by m onks in M okoto and is
considered to be educated. H e w orked in the civilian intelligence service before joining the rebellion.
e M icho is from  a cattle-herding fam ily in N yam itaba, M asisi territory.
f K abundi‒s parents w ere cow herds for Trappist m onks in M okoto, M asisi territory.
g Pay-Pay‒s m other is from  the fam ily of the custom ary chief of N yiragongo territory. H is father w as a w ealthy Tutsi. Pay-Pay studied at a respected school in
G om a before joining the R PF in 1993.

R w andan support w as evident from  the beginning of the C N D P. W hen interview ed years
later, several of N kunda‒s form er R C D  colleagues testified that the R w andan governm ent heavily
influenced his decision to refuse an appointm ent as com m ander of the C ongolese arm y in N orth
K ivu. ―R w anda told N kunda and others to refuse,‖ said a senior form er C N D P com m ander. ―The
order cam e from  K igali; they needed a plan B  in case the transition didn‒t w ork out.‖101 Four
other senior ex-C N D P officers close to N kunda told m e or researchers w orking w ith m e that
R w anda played a key role in their decision to defect, although som e insisted that N kunda w as his
ow n m an and charted his ow n path w ithin the param eters provided by R w anda.102 This
corresponds w ith com m ents m ade to m e by the form er head of R w andan external intelligence,
Patrick K aregeya, after his defection from  the governm ent.103

This support of N kunda accom panied other signs that the R w andan governm ent w as trying to
underm ine the transition. A s described above, just before the beginning of the transitional



governm ent in July 2003, R w anda had nam ed several bitter enem ies of K abila to the R C D
leadership in South K ivu, including a governor and a provincial m ilitary com m ander w ho w ere
accused of having helped assassinate Joseph K abila‒s father.104 O n the eve of the creation of the
transitional governm ent, the R w andan governm ent helped set up m ilitary units that w ould be
difficult to dism antle in N orth K ivu: three ethnically hom ogeneous brigades‍ the 81st, 82nd, and
83rd‍ com posed alm ost exclusively of H utu and Tutsi. A ccording to officers w ho served in
these brigades, they w ere encouraged by K igali not to join the transitional governm ent.105

The first m aterial R w andan support to N kunda cam e during his siege of B ukavu in M ay 2004,
w hen he reportedly received som e w eapons and am m unition from  R w anda. A fter that offensive,
N kunda spent som e tim e in R w anda planning his next steps. In m id-2005, the R w andan chief of
defense staff, G eneral Jam es K abarebe, called several high-ranking ex-R C D  officers and told
them  that N kunda w as going to return to the C ongo and that they should take care of him .106
Soon afterw ard, N kunda crossed the border and m ade his w ay to K itchanga, the headquarters of
the 83rd B rigade. R w andan officers then arranged for B osco N taganda, w ho had never been
close to N kunda, to join the insurgency in early 2006‍ reportedly against N kunda‒s w ishes‍
along w ith several other C ongolese Tutsi officers w ho had been backed by R w anda during the
conflict in Ituri.107

A s m ilitary pressure from  the C ongolese arm y and its m ilitia allies increased betw een 2006
and 2008, R w andan support also increased. In particular, once N kunda lost the support of his
m ain H utu allies‍ G overnor Eugæne Serufuli and his allies fell out w ith N kunda during 2005‍
the R w andan governm ent stepped in to help w ith recruitm ent and reorganization. Their support
w ould include, at various tim es, the provision of uniform s, am m unition, and free passage to
recruit soldiers in R w anda.108 The links betw een R w anda and the C N D P w ere so close that,
according to three ex-C N D P officers, G eneral K abarebe spoke w ith N kunda alm ost every w eek
to discuss m ilitary and political strategy.109 K abarebe has a long history of involvem ent in the
C ongo stretching back to the A FD L rebellion, w hen he led the R w andan arm y operations against
M obutu.

The high point of R w andan m ilitary support, according to both U N  investigators and form er
m em bers of the C N D P, cam e in O ctober 2008, w hen the C N D P overran the arm y barracks at
R um angabo w ith help from  the R w andan arm y. The C N D P then advanced on G om a, assisted by
artillery fire from  R w andan units across the border.110 R w andan influence over the C N D P w as
once again evident in January 2009, w hen senior officers invited N kunda across the border,
arrested him , and then ordered his troops to integrate into the C ongolese arm y. N kunda has been
under som e degree of detention or supervision in R w anda ever since.

N onetheless, it w ould be w rong to depict the C N D P as puppets of R w anda or created solely
by R w andan officials for R w andan purposes. M uch of the m aterial‍ m ostly uniform s and
am m unition‍ that the C N D P got across the border it had to pay for, and even w hen R w anda sent
troops across the border in 2008, the force num bered only several hundred. ―R elations betw een
us and R w anda w ere alw ays tense,‖ one com m ander rem em bered. ―W e had different objectives.
A nd the R w andans w anted to control us, w e didn‒t w ant to be controlled. They tried to divide us
internally, threaten us, and eventually even killed som e of us. They w ere allies, not friends, w e
knew  that even then.‖111

B y com parison, the involvem ent of R w anda w as m uch m ore obvious betw een 2012 and 2013



during the M 23 crisis. R w andan interference and the co-optation of ex-C N D P cadres by
K inshasa had deeply divided the core group of ex-C N D P officers. The arrest of N kunda had
eroded its internal cohesion, leaving it factionalized and unable to galvanize w idespread support
w hen B osco N taganda launched his m utiny in A pril 2012. The collapse of the new  rebellion
forced R w anda‒s hand, obliging R w andan security officials to becom e m uch m ore involved than
they had expected or hoped to be.

B y m id-2012, this support had provoked substantial international criticism . In contrast to the
C N D P period, the m ain W estern backers of R w anda‍ in particular the U nited K ingdom  and the
U nited States‍ no longer believed the governm ent‒s rem onstrations that it w as not supporting
the M 23.112 In addition, the Southern A frican D evelopm ent C om m unity (SA D C ) strongly
condem ned R w andan support of the M 23. M alaw i, Tanzania, and South A frica increased their
contribution to the U N  peacekeeping m ission by dispatching three thousand troops as part of a
new  Force Intervention B rigade. W hen in late O ctober 2013 the C ongolese arm y and the U N
launched a new  offensive, they quickly overran the M 23 positions. A ccording to interview s w ith
U N  officials, diplom ats, and non-profits, w hen the R w andan governm ent decided to w ithdraw
support from  the M 23, the group crum bled.113

O ther Potential Explanations
W ere there other potential constituencies? W hile there is substantial evidence that the R w andan
governm ent and netw orks of C ongolese Tutsi m ilitary officers com bined to form  the key
constituency of the insurgency, others also could have been involved. The literature on conflict
in the eastern C ongo suggests tw o possibilities: political and business elites, and the broader
Tutsi com m unity.

PO LITIC A L A N D  B U SIN ESS ELITES

The notion that m inerals underw rite the conflicts in the eastern C ongo is com m on in journalism
and activism  related to the C ongo. W riting in Foreign Affairs, the U S activist John Prendergast
w rote that the dem ise of the M 23 w as, am ong other reasons, because organizations‍ including
his ow n Enough Project‍ had been successful in cutting off their profits from  m ining:

N um erous corporations, including A pple, H ew lett-Packard, Intel, and M otorola Solutions
w orked to reform  international supply chains that had allow ed illegally extracted m inerals to
trade on global m arkets and end up in cell phones and com puters everyw here. C ongressional
legislation and corporate initiatives have dram atically reduced the m oney available to arm ed
groups such as the M 23, w hich previously financed them selves by sm uggling m inerals and
other natural resources.114

H ow ever, there is little evidence that either the C N D P or the M 23 m ade m uch m oney directly
from  m ining. A fter it w as pushed out of the m ining areas of W alikale in 2004, the C N D P did not
directly control any m ining areas, nor did the M 23 during its brief existence. W hile both arm ed
groups derived substantial profits from  the transport of m inerals through their territory, there is
no evidence that m ining com panies w ere m ajor contributors or that m ining profits alone w ere the
m ain m otivation for the rebellions.



This is not to say that econom ic and political elites did not play a role. A s m entioned earlier,
at the start of the C N D P, Tutsi leaders played an im portant role in fund-raising and recruitm ent.
R aphael Soriano (a.k.a. K atebe K atoto), a form er vice president of the R C D  w ho had seen his
political fortunes fade, reportedly gave m oney and equipm ent to the C N D P to gain a foothold in
local politics.115 Ethnic solidarity prom pted others, such as businessm an V ictor N gezayo and the
A nglican bishop Em m anuel K olini, to act.116 O thers contributed under duress.

H ow ever, as the C N D P grew  m ore financially independent and hostilities w ith K inshasa
flared up, the risks for such contributions grew  w hile the need dim inished. Politicians such as
G uillaum e G asana, X avier C hiribanya, and Em m anuel K am anzi, w ho w ere influential in
Synergie, also saw  their im portance dim inish. ―It w as only natural,‖ K am anzi said, ―that as the
group engaged in a full-blow n w ar w ith the governm ent, it w ould be harder for us to raise our
voices and still live in G om a.‖117

TH E B R O A D ER  TU TSI C O M M U N ITY

Som e scholars have em phasized the im portance of the peasantry and grassroots m obilization
netw orks in fueling arm ed m obilization, arguing that the M 23 insurrection w as tightly linked to
com m unal resentm ents that date to the colonial period. B oth M ahm ood M am dani and Sçverine
A utesserre argue that such local conflicts over identity are core drivers of the violence in the
eastern C ongo.118

There is no doubt that ethnicity helped to shape the insurrection; m ost senior M 23 officers
w ere Tutsi, and they consistently m entioned discrim ination as one of the m ain reasons for
insurrection. B ut this tells us little about the social netw orks and structures involved in
m obilization and reduces the com plex nature of ethnicity to a sim ple causal story. In the case of
the M 23, the Tutsi com m unity had been scattered across the region, lacked any strong com m unal
organizations, and had been kept in the shadow  of the R w andan governm ent, w hich, according to
m any Tutsi interview ed, did not w ant an autonom ous Tutsi m ovem ent to em erge across the
border and becom e a potential threat to its ow n security.119

It is difficult to find m uch w ritten evidence on strong Tutsi peasant organizations. This m ay
have been because the com m unity, w hich w as alw ays very sm all and vulnerable, had strong
organizations based in the elite, such as the A ssociation coopçrative des groupem ents d‒çleveurs
du N ord K ivu (A C O G EN O K I), a livestock cooperative dom inated by large landow ners, as w ell
as strong links to the C atholic and A dventist churches in N orth K ivu.120 In addition, during the
M obutu era, pow erful Tutsi businessm en and politicians like B arthçlçm y B isengim ana, w ho w as
M obutu‒s chief of staff, and C yprien R w akabuba, a m em ber of M obutu‒s pow erful bureau
politique and business m agnate, represented the com m unity.

D uring the R w andan civil w ar of 1990 to 1994, local m obilization cells for fundraising and
recruitm ent called um uryango w ere put in place by the R w andan Patriotic Front throughout the
region, but those structures had a m ilitary aim  and w ere quickly subsum ed into the A FD L and
R C D  w hen the R w andan governm ent occupied the eastern C ongo. O nly during the transition
from  2003 to 2006 did the Tutsi com m unity, feeling threatened by dem ographics, develop som e
m ore rooted com m unity structures. Their developm ent w as bolstered by the R C D ‒s attem pt to
foster ethnic reconciliation through the baraza intercom m unautaire, a structure in w hich each
ethnic com m unity in the province w as represented. O nce the C N D P em erged, how ever,



R w andan influence again becam e dom inant, and the im portance of the leaders of the Tutsi
com m unity dim inished. A s one m em ber of N kunda‒s high com m and lam ented: ―W e w ere too
im portant for R w andan am bitions to allow  us to have any independence. They w anted to control
us.‖121

This is not to say that the C N D P did not try to cultivate a grassroots follow ing‍ it w as clear
from  the beginning that N kunda hoped to create a social m ovem ent, and C N D P radio program s,
youth groups, and propaganda w ere aim ed at m obilizing popular support. These tools w orked
w ith far greater sophistication than those of any other arm ed group in the country, w ith regular
press statem ents, tw o w ebsites (w w w .cndp-congo.org and w w w .kivupeace.org, both now
defunct), and a radio station.

The C N D P also set up a series of syndicats, support cells that held regular m eetings, gathered
funds, and spread the w ord about the C N D P‒s goals and deeds. A t least in the first several years
of the organization, N kunda also put on a w ell-publicized cam paign of public reconciliation
rallies, called um usabane, during w hich he w ould criticize the governm ent and urge the
population to live together peacefully. Finally, the group carried out training sem inars for
civilians and m ilitary alike, during w hich they provided som e basic m ilitary training, articulated
the C N D P philosophy, and taught C ongolese history.

D uring the early stages of the rebellion the C N D P sought funds from  volunteer grassroots
donations. H ow ever, as the C N D P grew , the funds m obilized through this netw ork‍ w hich
according to one form er C N D P leader m ight reach $40,000 in a good m onth‍ becam e less
im portant than revenues com ing in through local taxation rackets. Perhaps m ore im portant, the
C N D P struggled to reconcile the abuses it com m itted w ith its calls for popular support. This w as
perhaps m ost apparent in the w idespread forced recruitm ent of civilians, including children,
w hich w as docum ented by H um an R ights W atch and U N  investigators in both the C ongo and
cam ps in R w anda.122 Forced recruitm ent revealed how  shallow  the popular appeal of the C N D P
and the M 23 w as. A s one civil society leader said: ―If the C N D P w as really representing Tutsi,
w ould it be abusing them ?‖123

W hile there is no doubt that som e C ongolese Tutsi, especially those living in exile in R w anda,
supported N kunda, there is little evidence of a broader influence of this com m unity. If there had
been strong involvem ent by the broader Tutsi com m unity, w e should have observed their
physical presence in the decision-m aking process, and w e should have been able to observe
situations w here they com pelled the C N D P/M 23 to take action against its w ill and in the interest
of that com m unity, for exam ple during peace talks. Instead, there is only circum stantial evidence
of their influence on the group, and substantial evidence that contradicts such hypotheses.

The Interests behind the C N D P/M 23 Rebellion
The peace process provided the backdrop that fram ed the interests of both the R w andan
governm ent and the C ongolese Tutsi m ilitary netw orks that form ed the C N D P/M 23. A s
described in chapter 3, the R C D  w as afraid of being m arginalized during the transitional
governm ent, that instead of sharing pow er w ith the other belligerents, President Joseph K abila
w ould absorb the other parties into his fold.

Early in the transition, there w ere already signs that the president w as trying to outm aneuver


