







ON THE FAULT LINE

‘Many countries, large or small, experience divisive societal fault lines. While some states fail and descend into anarchy and violence, others overcome clear tensions. The Brenthurst Foundation’s scholarly, multi-region study offers extremely valuable insights and examples. On the Fault Line explodes some widely-held myths and may become the seminal work on a problem that threatens to destabilize important areas around the globe.’

Dr Henry Kissinger, Nobel Peace Laureate

‘My own country, South Africa, has suffered the consequences of perhaps the most obvious fault line of all – race. But as the impact of racial segregation and discrimination dissipates, we face fresh challenges, including stark divisions in wealth and access to it, a new apartheid if you will, along with the re-imposition of racial favouritism in a hazardous attempt to remedy past wrongs. On the Fault Line is invaluable in guiding us through not only the management of such distinctions, but their eventual resolution.’

F. W. de Klerk, Nobel Peace Laureate and former President of South Africa

‘To deal effectively with deadly conflict within societies, you have first to understand the “what” and above all the “why”. Why do some fracture along ethnic, confessional and/or class and wealth lines – countries as varied as Congo, Sudan, Turkey, Bosnia, Lebanon and Guatemala – while others somehow succeed in managing and containing the stresses? This important book brings these issues into sharp focus, and suggests where and how the international community might best help. It is an invaluable contribution to a debate which will shape politics and security in the 21st century.’

Sir Kieran Prendergast, former Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs at the United Nations

‘Ethnic and other fault lines are to be expected in African countries, carved as they were from the continent by colonial powers with scant respect for traditional boundaries. That has made their management essential, not least since the politics of ethnic identity has played such a major part in access to resources and power in post-colonial governments, including in my own country. For this reason, and many more, On the Fault Line is an imperative read as we strive to learn from our mistakes and the experiences of others.’

Raila Odinga, Prime Minister of Kenya

‘No nation can afford to ignore the fault lines that periodically rumble in their societies, because left unaddressed they can explode with little warning, devastating lives and communities for a generation. This remarkable compendium is an invaluable guide for governments and civil society on the art of managing tensions and divisions among peoples without resort to violence.’

Alfredo Cristiani, President of El Salvador, 1989–94

‘This potent and sobering book should leave no one in doubt about the potential for mass violence along the fault lines that simmer in our societies.’

Professor Christopher Coker, London School of Economics

‘Fault lines, especially ethnic and religious divisions, and the history of Africa are entwined. Such divides are however not destiny but testimony to the failings of politicians in their reversion to the differences within states as a means to shore up their rule. Hence differences in tribe and religion often give way and pattern wealth divides as the resources are divvied out. On the Fault Line is recommended reading – not only to remember where some have gone wrong, but to illustrate how others have got it right.’

Joyce Banda, Vice President of Malawi
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INTRODUCTION: MANAGING FAULT LINES IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Jeffrey Herbst and Greg Mills

STATES EVOLVE SLOWLY, sometimes, but one of the most dramatic events of the twenty-first century was the independence of South Sudan, achieved after years of bloodshed along racial and religious fault lines and a referendum whereby the population voted overwhelming to secede from Sudan.

A few weeks before the referendum a senior official from the South explained to the authors why southern Sudanese favoured secession despite the almost impossible economic circumstances it faces: ‘The state has been built around excluding [us] … Khartoum has failed to build a state to manage our diversity. In this sense the [current] Sudanese state is a failed state.’ The South’s president, Salva Kiir, was under no allusions about the challenge of building a new state, however. ‘We have over sixty tribes in South Sudan. It is not easy with such diversity. We must accept ourselves as one nation and use different tribes to build that one nation which we can be proud of.’1 To emphasise the point, he added: ‘There has been no development in South Sudan – everything is at zero.’ The southern Sudanese decided that there was no way of solving their societal divisions other than by leaving the state.

While Sudan’s evolution is particularly dramatic, all countries possess innumerable and at times dramatic social, economic and political fault lines, nowhere more so than in Africa. The continent’s colonial history has given rise to often fragmented and weak states, made up of many nations and cutting across geographic, racial and religious boundaries. Additionally, the post-independence state has been virtually bereft of legitimacy in the eyes of large segments of its own population. Efforts to shore it up more often than not have degenerated into neo-patrimonial or other regimes that have further eroded its legitimacy. The shorthand for these divisions is catastrophic African failure: the Rwandan genocide and Nigerian civil war (which each cost a million lives), the Sudanese civil war and Darfur conflict (another million), various Congolese conflicts (anywhere between one and five million) and so on.

However, Africa is far from alone. From Yemen to India, Brazil to China, Israel, Palestine, Afghanistan and Iraq, Sri Lanka to Guatemala, fault lines exist. In many countries they produce conflict; in others they are better managed. India, for example, a state of many nations, categories, castes and religions, with twenty-one classical languages, has generally managed its fault lines well. Canada also has a clear linguistic fault line that it has diffused, while Northern Ireland has a sectarian one that has been overcome through negotiations (albeit after a long period of violence). The nature of violence around societal fault lines is dynamic and that means the contours of domestic mass violence will continue to evolve. With war between states having become exceptionally rare (with the notable exceptions of the Great Lakes and Horn of Africa regions in Africa), the violence within nations is today the chief manner in which people kill each other in large numbers. It is therefore a phenomenon that must be understood.

In order to analyse the evolution of societal fault lines, the Johannesburg-based Brenthurst Foundation, working with Germany’s Konrad Adenauer Stiftung and Israel’s Dayan Center for Middle East and African Studies, commissioned more than two dozen experts to reflect on their countries or regions of expertise. The authors were given a common template with which to structure their writings so that we could get the maximum leverage from their collective work. While no study could encompass all of the different conflicts that revolve around societal fault lines, we were able to garner a wide variety of cases. Studies included rich countries (e.g., Canada) and the many poor ones (including the Democratic Republic of Congo, Kenya, East Timor) that have societal fault lines; conflicts seemingly arrayed around religion (e.g., the Balkans, Israel, India, Lebanon, Sri Lanka); race (South Africa); ethnic claims (e.g., Kenya, Rwanda, Uganda); and indigenous rights (e.g., Guatemala).2 The case studies they produced are extremely rich and subtle.

Although we would have wished to reproduce all of them in this volume, we have selected thirteen of the papers which we think best reflect the diverse range of fault lines that can impact upon nations’ stability and prosperity. While adhering to the same general template, the style and emphases of the chapters vary. The chapter on Ethiopia, for instance, delves further into the foundation of its societal fissures than others. The very fluid nature of events in Sudan in 2011, by contrast, demanded a strong focus on the ‘here and now’, though the chapter still captures the historical factors which triggered the fatal eruption of its main fault line. The chapters present a wealth of detail but we hope that complexity is seen as a virtue rather than a hindrance; societal divisions in these countries and elsewhere rarely lend themselves to easy characterisations. Another unique feature of this volume is the different backgrounds of the contributors, some of whom are writing about their own countries – in the case of Canada, South Africa, Israel and the UK. Most of the authors have an academic background, though the chapters on Iraq and Northern Ireland are written from the perspective of a top military commander with first-hand operational and policy-making experience in both. We believe that these different approaches in the book are an asset, as are the at times conflicting interpretations that arise among the authors on the same topic. The recent history of Iraq, perhaps not surprisingly, is a case in point.

Understanding Societal Fault Lines

No country is destined to suffer conflict because of its societal divisions and no nation is guaranteed to be at peace. France, Japan and the United States are today viewed as durable, and perhaps inevitable, nation states, but their modern tranquillity belies brutal fights in the past over societal divisions, not least the American Civil War. Indeed, for those impatient with developing countries that, like most of Africa, received independence in the last fifty years, it is important to remember that the American Civil War – notable for the extraordinary bloodletting in its day given the technology available – was fought eighty-five years after the Declaration of Independence.

At the same time, it is often surprising when dire conflict breaks out. Lebanon, Somalia, Sri Lanka and Yugoslavia – to cite only countries in our original survey – were all at different times hailed for their success in nation-building or for creating a national identity, only later to become exemplars of the long-term violence that societal divisions can induce. Similarly, Liberia, a country that has been destroyed by fault-line conflicts that have produced extraordinary examples of man’s inhumanity, was not an obvious candidate for self-destruction. In contrast, South Africa, which seemed destined to be submerged by an apocalyptic race war, has become, despite its many problems, a symbol of how leadership can avert what appeared to be inevitable catastrophe.

To add to the confusion, it is clear, especially when going beyond the headlines, that mass conflict over fault lines is actually extremely rare. Despite the many divisions in the vast majority of societies, most of the time people do not resort to killing, much less to large-scale violence. David Laitin estimates that only five in 10,000 paired ethnic groups in Africa are fighting each other at any one time.3 There is widespread agreement in the academic literature that cultural differences by themselves are not enough to ignite conflict. Daniel Posner makes the simple but compelling point: ‘The mere presence of cultural differences cannot possibly be a sufficient condition for the emergence of political or social strife for there are far more cultural cleavages in the world than there are conflicts.’4 Wimmer and Cederman go one step further in their new analysis of ethnic conflict by stating that, ‘more diverse states are not more war-prone, in contrast to the expectations of the diversity-breeds-conflict school’.5

When violence does break out, the sources of conflict are often confused, hard for insiders (much less outsiders) to understand and continually shifting. Over and over again, our authors reported that the nature of the fault lines was far more complicated than the simple headline assigned to a country. Writing on Northern Ireland, presumably one of the easiest conflicts to describe, Chris Brown notes: ‘Northern Ireland’s fault lines are on the one hand relatively simple: a bipolar society where religious, economic, political, cultural and social divisions tend to be mutually reinforcing. On the other hand this makes for difficult, temptingly simplistic, categorisation that ignores the more complex contributing factors …’ Similarly, writing on Iraq, he finds: ‘As with many states forged on the anvil of imperial cartographic neatness, Iraq is riven with fault lines: economic, political, cultural and social.’ Peter Lewis notes of Nigeria: ‘Ethnic and linguistic rivalries, regional assertion and religious tensions have made for contentious national politics and social instability.’

In Congo, where more people have died from domestic conflict than in any other country over the last few years, Pierre Englebert finds an extraordinarily complicated picture where the most important fault lines are not big regional or sub-national divisions but ‘multiple and overlapping local fissures, widely distributed across the country, which contribute to a fragmentation of identities and networks at the local level and increased polarisation of social life’. Finally, Clapham writes that Ethiopia ‘is riven by conflicts along almost every fault line – ethnic, religious, ecological, class, ideological, political – many of which are broadly aligned, though not totally commensurate, with one another. Conflicts within Ethiopia itself spread across state frontiers – especially those with its three most important neighbours.’

While every country and societal division is unique, the project identified four important issues across the many cases studied: governance, the democratic context, globalisation and external intervention and the need for flexibility of response.

Governance and the Spark of Economic Grievance

Good governance – especially the relative equitable distribution of resources by government across societal divisions – has long been understood to be essential to economic growth. The case studies reveal that good governance is also absolutely critical to preventing societal fault lines from becoming violent.

The primary preventive measure that national leaders and the international community can take to prevent fault-line violence is to prevent too powerful a ‘constituency of losers’ from developing. That is, if the number of people who feel aggrieved because resource allocation is unfair, biased and corrupt is relatively low, they will usually be unable to initiate violence which is self-sustaining. This is usually irrespective of the level of wealth overall in the economy. No other measure found by our group promised to be nearly as powerful or consistent in preventing fault-line violence.

In Indonesia, Joseph Chinyong Liow finds that ‘during the New Order administration of President Suharto (1966–98), policies implemented by the central government in resource-rich regions like Aceh and Irian Jaya that essentially took over many of the local resources (e.g., oil, gas and gold) without giving anything substantial back to the local communities were met by strong anti-Jakarta resentment in these areas’. Similarly, while investigating Northern Ireland, Brown finds: ‘The trigger for the eruption which occurred in the late 1960s was social and political: Catholics, particularly those in the poor [housing] estates of Belfast and Londonderry, saw themselves as second-class citizens, denied the perceived advantages of Protestantism and oppressed by a police force which was predominantly Protestant.’ Likewise, Anna Rader writes of Sudan: ‘Economic and political marginalisation has been the principal driver of conflict in Sudan, built around the two main grievances of lack of political influence and disproportionate revenue allocation, specifically from oil wealth.’ Finally, Lewis writes of Nigeria: ‘For decades, the key medium for securing state resources has been access to political power, and ethnic clientelism has been the central mechanism in distributional politics. It is estimated that 90 per cent of Nigerians manage on two dollars a day or less, indicating the vast gap between those at the pinnacle of the system and those further down the ladder.’

While the base of many fault lines may be a sense of relative economic dispossession, these divides are rarely defined in terms of economic grievance. Religious and other differences are regularly the overlay to the abrasion of economic resentments. Certain extraneous, global trends might exacerbate fault lines: for example, environmental change and the impact on forced migration and conflicts over shrinking resources.

Institutions and practices that ensure checks and balances, accountability and transparency are essential so that no group believes that resorting to violence is the only alternative. There may be particular opportunities to improve good governance – including the creation of capable institutions encouraging transparency and accountability, security-sector reform, independent media, effective local policing – given the spread of democracy worldwide. Critical in building state capacity and improving conditions of governance is the creation of a domestic tax system and base, which simultaneously serves to strengthen the link of accountability between electorates and leadership. Democracy is one means of asserting this link.

The Democratic Context

Democracy is an important means of resolving fault lines through instilling conditions of good governance. It is, however, a long-term process in which elections are not the only prerequisite for the successful management of fault lines.

In the vast majority of cases societal fault lines are played out in a democratic context or at least where regularly scheduled elections are held, albeit of enormously varying quality. As recently as 1989, elections, much less democracy, were uncommon in the developing world and especially rare in highly divided societies. Today, elections are held almost everywhere in the developing world, with only a few holdouts like Eritrea. Even authoritarian leaders like Robert Mugabe in Zimbabwe and Omar al-Bashir in Sudan hold elections, although their validity is usually challenged. Indeed, elections are commonly seen, as in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan and East Timor, as part of the solution to societal faultiness, a sharp contrast to previous notions that fault lines had to be solved before elections and democratic institutions could gain traction. As a case in point, elections were recently held in Afghanistan and Iraq in the midst of hostilities. Tellingly, in the project’s sample of countries, chosen in good part because they exemplify conflicts over societal fault lines, every single country now has regularly scheduled elections.

There are few areas where the divide between observers and practitioners has been greater than in assessing the value of elections to heal societal divides. There is no doubt that institutionalised democratic structures can play a critical and constructive role in healing divides. Terence McNamee makes clear that the democratic structures and culture of Canada allowed it to address the fundamental issues raised by francophone Quebec, including substantial transformation of how government interacted with French-speaking Canadians and massive transfers of power and money to Quebec’s provincial government, which made any gambit to leave Canada a losing (if only just) proposition.

However, democratic structures are not institutionalised in much of the world that currently suffers from societal fault lines and is at risk from violence. These countries usually have weak parliaments, courts that often do not function well, a media which may only partially be free and real fears among the populace that whoever ‘wins’ the election (itself often of contested legitimacy because of poor procedures and ruling-party interference) will never give up power. Democratic institutions may be ill-formed, not least because the country has not had enough experience to know what kind of democratic institutions and processes are best for it. For instance, citizenship laws – a vital part of any country where votes count – in Africa often reflect colonial practices of fifty years ago, even if London and Paris have subsequently changed the way they define the polity. Indeed, in some African countries (e.g., Ivory Coast, Zambia) citizenship laws have been used to keep politicians from campaigning and thereby enrage certain groups which suddenly find themselves disenfranchised.

The authors in our project are in general sceptical about the immediate utility of elections to address societal fault lines, for a number of reasons. First, elections have an ‘us versus them’ dynamic which will often aggravate societal conflicts as politicians try to mobilise supporters around differences. If the elections are viewed as fraudulent, as they often are in divided societies, societal conflicts are aggravated. Inevitably, the elections are fought on one or relatively few dimensions and therefore cannot address the complexity of the divisions in society.

For external, especially Western, actors, elections can appear as a quick deliverable: one which is aimed at satisfying domestic Western consumption as much as making real progress in the target country. Precipitous elections can in practice legitimise weak governments, unsuited to the challenges of ameliorating fault lines, while at the same time limiting the subsequent influence of the international community; a comparison between the installation of a High Representative in Bosnia-Herzegovina and attempts to replicate the process in Afghanistan, as well as the examples of Congo and Nigeria described below, are cases in point.

It is also often the fact that in the rush to hold elections, not enough attention is given to the most appropriate form of voting. There are difficult choices to be made between proportional representation and systems which tie legislators directly to a geographically defined piece of land. As no system is perfect for every country, considerable time and effort must be expended to develop the best possible system, including efforts to mitigate the inevitable drawbacks of any particular set of choices. For instance, proportional representation allows parties to be represented roughly according to their share of the vote but may produce weak governments unable to deal with their country’s most significant problems. Countries with first-past-the-post elections may have majority governments but may have significant groups without explicit representation in the legislature. There are numerous other aspects to elections that have also to be considered, including, for example, the enfranchisement of refugees.

Further, given the prominence attached to elections, political contests may actually allow leaders to continue to hold on to power and distance themselves from the population and the violence that is happening on the ground. Englebert notes in Congo, where the international community devoted more than a billion dollars to the election that led to victory for Joseph Kabila in 2006: ‘The 2006 election has not led to an increase in domestic accountability. Instead, it has promoted an attitude of government intolerance and an unwillingness to bargain with social forces. Electoral legitimacy has fostered the regime’s authoritarian tendencies. Local groups, whose grievances are long-standing and which hoped to use the democratic opening to find a voice, have faced increased repression.’ Peter Lewis raises the same concern: ‘Nigeria’s political and economic life has been dominated by an elite cartel that comprises politicians, military officers, senior bureaucrats, traditional rulers, local notables and leading business people. A cartel is a form of industrial organisation, formed to manipulate markets and to share out the rents from such collusion. Cartels are adaptable to shifting membership and strategies, guided by the purposes of market control and rent-seeking.’

While elections and democratic institutions are one possible source of legitimacy, others are possible. In Afghanistan, it was the loya jirga (important meeting or assembly) that gave its approval to the new state order after the overthrow of the Taliban regime and not vice versa. In Somaliland, it has been the guurti rather than the elected organs of state (the presidency and the House of Representatives) that has brokered compromises with respect to the elections.

None of this is to say that elections have no value or always aggravate the problem. In India, democracy has managed the fault lines of that extraordinarily complicated and divided society. However, India is the rare third world country that has been democratic since independence (except for the brief emergency engineered by then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi in 1975) and therefore now has over sixty years of experience with democratic structures. India was also the rare developing country that successfully devolved significant power to sub-national units.

In particular, the regular rotation of leaders promised by viable elections does have some important positive ramifications for solving faultline conflicts over the long term. For instance, elections may serve to bring new leaders to power who have different visions and political tools, and are more willing, to address the fault lines. Just such a phenomenon occurred in Indonesia, as Joseph Chinyong Liow notes.

Other aspects of democracy are arguably more important than elections. Federalism, the devolution of power to regional or local authorities, is cited by several authors as an important structural innovation that might promote peace in Congo and other African countries. Barkan notes in East Africa that federalism is ‘an idea “whose time has come”’. Of course, federalism is created by complicated negotiations between national and sub-national leaders and only comes into effect over a long period of time. It therefore lacks the immediate drama of elections, but may be more important over the long term, at least in the management of fault lines. In Africa, the greater the variety of ethnic divisions within states, the greater the dissipation of such forces as national fault lines. Countries with a small number of large ethnic groups – Burundi, Rwanda, Nigeria and Ethiopia are four notable examples – have had to invent complex federalist structures to balance power. Federalist constitutions are preferred, too, as a management scheme in other cases, such as India and Canada. In countries with a largely monolithic ethnic make-up, such as Botswana or Lesotho, or a large number of smaller groups, such as in Tanzania, Mozambique and even South Africa, ethnic stability has proved less problematic.

Rather than elections and democracy, our authors repeatedly note that basic grievances were often addressed by other political arrangements. McNamee argues that in Canada, for instance, bilingualism was the critical innovation that diffused the crisis and deprived francophone separatists of their key mobilising grievance, although many anglophones probably saw the language policy as an imposition, if not undemocratic.

Sustained democracy with durable institutions to address societal conflicts has traditionally taken countries many decades to develop, often after several bouts of failure. Expecting elections, the iconic aspect of democracy, to solve in the short term profound and extremely complicated societal fault lines is misguided. Indeed, it should not be surprising that elections often fail and that they sometimes make the situation worse, especially when they fool international observers into believing that an elected government actually has an interest in addressing the fault lines that threaten the citizenry. Thus other political arrangements must be looked at that might address the central points of political discord more directly, even if they perhaps lessen the priority attached to voting.

The international community has not reached a consensus on prioritising elections and good governance. Or, rather, the international community has often given elections a very high priority and then wondered why good governance does not automatically follow. In the long term, it is almost certainly the case that democratic regimes are less corrupt and allocate resources less politically than alternative forms of government. However, again, that is not the situation in the developing world where both democracy and governance are first being instituted. Indeed, the international community has been repeatedly disappointed when elections do not lead to good governance. This was demonstrated most markedly in President Obama’s fruitless attempt during a visit to Kabul to pressure President Karzai to improve governance, a demand that counted for little in the Afghan leader’s mind because he had, after all, just been elected again as his nation’s president (albeit in a disputed process).

The disagreement between the international observers’ and the African Union’s verdict on the quality of the various Zimbabwean elections and the Ethiopian election in May 2010 shows that Karzai’s attitude is widely supported in Africa. The international community are themselves often torn between a desire to promote democratic norms in elections and otherwise, and their support for governments that are autocratic but effective – especially in states that have broken down and are being repaired, such as Uganda, Rwanda and Ethiopia. Indeed, elections run the risk of legitimising those whose governance is poor, especially if the international community’s limited political capital has been exhausted promoting elections.

Globalisation and External Intervention

Globalisation is now recognised as a near-universal process. But its effect on domestic fault lines has not been fully understood, in part because each of these conflicts is usually driven by domestic factors. Despite globalisation’s spread, external agents have to recognise the limits of their power in managing fault lines.

Part of the problem is that the sheer speed of globalisation has overtaken analysis. For instance, only a few years ago it was considered noteworthy that the Zapatista Army of National Liberation in Chiapas, Mexico, had a digital media strategy including use of the Internet. Today any competent fourteen-year-old with access to a parent’s credit card can establish a website.

Yet there is still a lag among many in the West in particular in understanding the penetration of the technologies of globalisation throughout the developing world. For instance, Western newspapers and many observers noted with seeming amazement that Iranians used Facebook, textmessaging, tweets and other technologies to protest against the fraudulent elections in 2009, although the children of these writers use precisely those technologies all the time.

One consequence of the continuing easy flow of information is that those in the developing world know the West much better than the West knows the developing world.6 Again, globalisation among Westerners is usually seen as a one-way street allowing greater Western penetration of the developing world, hopefully with greater understanding. However, it also means that the protagonists of conflict in the developing world understand what pushes Western buttons much better and makes it easier for those involved in conflicts to adroitly play Western audiences. Thus autocrats are quick to embrace elections and other symbols familiar to Washington, Paris and London because they know that such contests give them a certain amount of legitimacy, even if the actual execution of the political contests leaves much to be desired. Former president Daniel arap Moi of Kenya was said to have wanted to hold a ‘C’ election, just enough so that Westerners could not demand his removal but still allowing the fix to be in. Of course, sometimes, as subsequent Kenyan leaders found, it is difficult to control the forces unleashed by an election.

Paradoxically, the changes to the global environment have not paralleled greater influence of external actors in shaping internal dynamics to positive ends. Interveners have unsurprisingly struggled to conduct the job that more knowledgeable and invested internal actors themselves have battled with – if Kabul, for example, cannot find the political means to bring its restive southern Afghan provinces under its writ, how are the international forces going to achieve this? External powers cannot manufacture internal consensus. Change has to come from within. We also know that the international community seldom has the will, finances and strength to impose its solutions on international problems as varied as those in Cyprus, Afghanistan, Iraq and across the Middle East, in spite of an enormous amount of effort and expense, and in spite of, at times, only minimal and non-violent resistance. So ‘why court failure’, asks Asher Susser in his chapter on Israel, Jordan and Palestine, by trying to coerce locals to do what they have no intention of doing?

With those limitations in mind, how might global approaches to conflicts, like the underlying fault lines themselves, be better managed?

Military solutions where one side simply annihilates the other are increasingly rare, although Sri Lanka provides a recent example. Instead, most societal conflicts seem to immediately involve a host of international mediators who attempt to avoid a military solution. Indeed, one of the most important consequences of globalisation is the over supply of mediators. It seems that every country in the world threatened by conflict has one or more esteemed individuals, a country, a set of countries, one or more international organisations and a plethora of NGOs that are willing to intervene as part of the solution. Partially, this reflects an increasingly technocratic view that there are solutions to almost all domestic fault lines.

However, the amount of influence that outside mediators bring to bear varies enormously from country to country. In the case of Iran, Tom Porteous writes, the government is not interested in external help in managing its fault lines, so the ‘tools at their [the West’s] disposal, whether economic and diplomatic sanctions or military action, are blunt and could produce unintended consequences’. In cases where there is more appetite for assistance, the problem is not the availability of would-be mediators but the supply of peacekeepers – one of the most important levers that outsiders bring to countries that are in conflict or at the brink. In peacekeeping, the supply of troops and civilian officials is much lower than the demand. For instance, using the CIA’s 2009 estimate of 68.7 million Congolese, it would take about 1.4 million peacekeepers to supply the same density of peacekeeping in Congo as was provided in Kosovo. No one, of course, is going to provide anything like that, or even one-tenth of that number.

In addition, while wanting to intervene, the international community is not clear on what it wants. Writing on Ethiopia, Clapham argues that there is a difference between managing fault lines and removing them. He does not believe that they can be eliminated in Ethiopia. He goes even further and argues that resolving one fault line may simply exacerbate another, an unforeseen consequence that appears reasonable given the complexity of most societal divisions but not one that is often considered by outside interveners. Similarly, while Indian democracy has been a great success in managing the fault lines of a complicated society, it has not solved those divisions. Nor should it be judged by that standard. If foreign actors interested in intervening in a country were to set their sights at helping to manage conflicts, as opposed to solving them, they might be able to align ambitions with the available political resources.

It is in the area of governance and the promotion of economic reform that the international community has struck on a set of initiatives – from Doing Business indicators to Transparency and Corruption indices – that may have the most impact on conflict over fault lines. As the analysis above makes clear, many societies have potentially dangerous fault lines, but it seems, in case after case, that disputes become notably violent when governments are corrupt and when the allocation of important resources – especially when they are scarce – is thought to be unduly influenced by political power considerations, to the detriment of some populations. Promoting good governance is therefore especially important if the world is to address societal fault lines before they become violent. Of course, only national governments can institute good governance practices, but international pressure can help.

Flexibility of Response

Dealing with the divisions – the fault lines – within societies that often give rise to the violence in the first instance is not easy from within, and even more difficult from without. Papering over these underlying differences seldom offers a permanent solution, but often a temporary aberration, postponing the inevitable collapse of government and resurgence in violence.

The international community’s inability to react in a flexible manner to the particularities of certain crises and also its insistence on operating within traditional templates may mean that outside interveners not only do not solve the problem but actually make it worse. For instance, because the international community insists that the colonial boundaries in Africa (and elsewhere) be respected in all instances, it has been unable to recognise the breakaway state of Somaliland, despite the fact that it has created a viable government while the rest of Somalia is essentially lawless. Peter Pham notes the inevitable result: ‘The now decades-old crisis in Somalia may have at its origin the collapse of a “failed state”, but blame for the prolongation of the misery would be more accurately attributed to a wholesale failure of imagination on the part of the international community and its local clients.’ Somaliland’s relative success in forming its own government may, however, be precisely because it is not subject to international intervention, whim and procedure.

How might external actors best assist in managing fault lines apart from intervention?

Africa’s colonial inheritance has included borders which in some cases are a source of division and violence. While the reconfiguration of borders and the creation of new states might create new problems, they could also serve – as in the case of South Sudan or Somaliland – to remove seemingly obdurate differences.

One pointer for Sub-Saharan Africa might be provided by the 2011 referendum on the creation of a South Sudan state, which could open the way for other African nations to attempt the same. States staying together is not necessarily the best solution – not just in Sudan, but also in a number of other countries. Of course, border changes are fraught with difficulty. The recreation of the Eritrean state out of Ethiopia or East Timor from Indonesia has created new issues – over boundaries, resources and the absence of capacity.

Somewhere between rigidly maintaining the borders inherited from the colonial period, as the OAU (Organisation of African Unity)/AU (African Union) preference has been, and formally redrawing political boundaries, there is the de facto solution such as in the eastern Congo. There, economically and otherwise, areas tend to look east to nearby Rwanda, not west to the capital, Kinshasa, some 1,300 kilometres away. Somaliland, to take another example, irrespective of the recognition question, has literally nothing to do with the rest of the former Somali state (no trade, no transport links, etc.) but is a vital link for Ethiopia to the world.

As Sudan to Somaliland illustrate, external interveners should examine what is possible on a case-by-case basis rather than go in with a one-size-fits-all approach. Each case and every solution is unique, and this might include the redrawing of certain boundaries. In some situations, strengthened regional union and deepening integration might also ameliorate the destructive nature of fault lines.

Conclusion: Management is Imperative

While being respectful of the differences between countries, we are able to draw some conclusions about the nature and management of fault lines. Certainly, it is clear that fault lines are universal. All countries suffer, and benefit, from cultural divisions. There is no such thing as a ‘natural’ nation state with a homogeneous population, because people and politicians seek out differences at every level of societal interaction. Violence around fault lines usually breaks out in the context of poor governance and the spark of economic grievance. In particular, if deprived populations perceive that the government distributes goods in a patently unfair and corrupt manner, they are more likely to protest by violence. A fundamental means of preventing societal violence is to promote good governance so that the ‘constituency of losers’ is never large or powerful enough to threaten social order.

However, we find that too much weight is often placed on elections as a means of addressing fault lines. Elections in divided societies that do not have democratic traditions have their role – especially in making clear societal preferences – but by themselves will neither manage nor solve fault lines in the short term. The construction of other democratic institutions, including federalism, the appropriate set of voting rules, free media, control of the military and, above all, rule of law (and unfettered access to it), is often more important than the act of holding elections. It is important for national and international policymakers to manage expectations (theirs and those of others) regarding solutions to fault lines. In particular, in a great many cases, the realistic aim should be to manage fault lines in order to minimise violence rather than to solve them, without prejudicing internal, longer-term aspirations to solve them.

The international community’s response to fault-line violence has generally not become more effective over time. External actors can rarely successfully re-engineer societies. Peacekeeping, and especially peaceenforcement, remains a rare and problematic response, likely to be used less often in the future in light of rising budget deficits in the West. This means that there is a real need for the international community to show greater flexibility in developing responses to fault lines, including becoming more creative in the remaking of boundaries outside of Europe (which has seen a large number of recent boundary changes, mostly as a response to fault-line violence, as in the Balkans).

The map of the world changed in 2011. The independence of South Sudan created Africa’s fifty-fourth state and, one earnestly hopes, paved the way to a more peaceful future for this new country and what remains of the old, which has not known peace for nearly half a century. But this region is still riven with fault lines. The more intractable cleavages will not be resolved by separate statehood; some fault lines could even deepen. But the momentous events of 2011 in this benighted corner of Africa may cause the international community to confront the issue of societal fault lines more directly, and more honestly, than it has in the past.
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BOUNDARIES AND BARGAINS: MANAGING NIGERIA’S FRACTIOUS SOCIETY

Peter Lewis

NIGERIA’S TURBULENT SOCIAL LANDSCAPE poses deep challenges of governance and stability. Throughout the post-independence era, communal competition, polarisation and recurring violence have defined political life in Africa’s most populous state. Ethnic and linguistic rivalries, regional assertion and religious tensions have made for contentious national politics and social instability. A pivotal moment in the country’s history was the 1967–70 civil war, sparked by a failed bid for secession, in which more than a million Nigerians perished. Since that cataclysmic event, Nigerian elites have tempered their rancour and worked to provide mechanisms for national accommodation. However, communal insecurities, economic inequalities and distributive politics continue to foster dissension. In the wake of the transition from military rule to civilian government in 1999, at least 700 incidents of communal violence have erupted across the country, with a cumulative toll of more than 15,000 casualties and tens of thousands displaced. There is a sharp tension between Nigeria as a ‘geographic expression’ and a durable national idea.1

And yet Nigeria endures with a resilience that often surprises outside observers and even many citizens. Amid the violence, acrimony and grievance, the country has not fractured along ethnic, regional or religious lines. Nigeria may be regarded as a polarised and fractious society, but not a ‘deeply divided’ situation that mobilises large groups along central cultural or geographic fault lines.2 The sources of resilience are manifold. The country’s diverse social map fosters cross-cutting divisions that often blur agendas of separation, exclusion or dominance. The fragmentation of groups is closely related to a process of institutional engineering deliberately pursued by Nigerian elites. The structures of federalism have been employed to divide major ethnic blocks, devolve power and resources, and compel diverse political alliances.3 Alongside these formal institutional arrangements is a domain of bargaining over power, representation and the allocation of resources. Much of this hinges on the distribution of petroleum revenues, political patronage and other state-mediated rents.4 In consequence, Nigeria’s tenuous stability has been secured through a combination of legal delineation – the negotiation of boundaries – and distributional politics, an arena of informal elite bargains. Bargaining and boundaries are intimately related, and serious transgressions in either domain can potentially upset the fragile equilibrium of the system.

The following section outlines the complex social landscape of Nigeria and the formation of boundaries from the colonial era through the early years of independence. The succeeding discussion will cover institutional changes in Nigeria since independence, focusing on state formation, revenue allocation, electoral arrangements and the balancing of regional representation. I will then elaborate the nature of informal political bargaining in Nigeria, emphasising the central role of elite cartels and the distributional accommodation among these strata. The conclusion offers a summary and raises key political implications.

History and Divisions

Nigeria’s current population is approximately 150 million, estimated to include at least 250 distinct ethnic or linguistic communities. This exceptional diversity has been a defining factor in national life. Although quite heterogeneous, Nigeria’s ethnic divisions foster a relatively concentrated pattern of identity and competition, since three groups together comprise about two-thirds of the population. The northern Hausa-Fulani (a ‘hyphenated’ identity among these two groups) account for about a quarter of the country, the south-western Yoruba represent approximately a fifth and the south-eastern Igbo about 18 per cent.5 Other minorities (including Ijaw, Efik-Ibibio, Edo, Tiv, Nupe and Kanuri) do not individually exceed 5 per cent of the population and few approach that level. Hence national politics have been shaped by the three-way contention among these larger groups, as smaller communities are frequently subordinated or marginalised in the political calculus.

The ethno-linguistic landscape is overlaid by a broad religious distinction, as Nigeria is nearly evenly divided among Muslims and Christians.6 Migration, trade and urbanisation have made for a relatively diffuse religious demography. The northern region of the country is predominantly Muslim, though threaded with Christian minorities and enclaves. The south-west encompasses both traditions. At least 40 per cent of the Yoruba are Muslim and the balance largely Christian. Intermarriage and conversion are common, and many Yoruba families include members of both faiths.7 The Igbo and most other south-eastern communities are overwhelmingly Christian. Enclaves of Muslim traders and migrants can be found in Lagos and other cities throughout the southern portions of the country. Among the central states of the ‘Middle Belt’, Christian and Muslim communities are roughly balanced. There is no central geographic or cultural divide that distinguishes Nigerians along religious lines, since ethnic and faith identities are broadly dispersed.

Regionalism is a third dimension, substantially rooted in the colonial formation of Nigeria. British interests established piecemeal control over present-day Nigeria, first annexing the colony of Lagos in 1861, expanding control over the Niger Coast Protectorate at the end of of the nineteenth century and encroaching on the rulers of northern Nigeria a few years later. In 1914 the colony of Nigeria was amalgamated from these elements, with separate administrative divisions for Lagos, Northern Nigeria and Southern Nigeria.8 Under Lord Lugard’s doctrine of indirect rule, the presiding emirs in the north retained much of their authority, along with core Islamic legal, religious and educational institutions. External influence was more pronounced in the southern areas under the sway of missionary activities, more intensive colonial administration and burgeoning commerce.

In the later years of colonial rule, British authorities created a federal arrangement for self-government which designated Northern, Western and Eastern Regions in addition to a partial devolution of legislative and revenue authority. The 1959 constitution, which framed the transfer to independence, codified this structure, along with a Westminsterian parliamentary system. These institutions unfortunately served to entrench regional identities, foster inter-ethnic competition and ultimately erode the foundations of both parliamentary democracy and national cohesion. Each of the three regions was electorally captured in the 1950s by a political party linked to the locally dominant ethnic group. The Hausa-Fulani-controlled Northern People’s Congress (NPC) won the Northern Region, the Yoruba-led Action Group (AG) held sway in the Western Region and the Igbo-dominated National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC) governed the Eastern Region. The northern NPC, by virtue of its parliamentary majority, attained control of the federal government at independence in 1960. The largest linguistic groups emerged as salient political coalitions embroiled in a mutual rivalry for power and central resources. Sectional elites jealously guarded control of their ethnic heartland while manoeuvring for influence at the federal level.9

This ethno-regional competition fuelled growing political misconduct, violence and corruption throughout the short-lived First Republic. The parliamentary regime was beset by a series of crises centring on regional boundaries, the national census (which determined regional representation in parliament) and the 1964–5 elections.10 The growing rancour and disorder eventually prompted the military to step in and civilian rule was violently terminated at the beginning of 1966. The new regime was controlled by Igbo officers, which provoked a July countercoup by rival elements and incited anti-Igbo pogroms in the north. Igbo civilians and soldiers soon fled to their Eastern Region heartland and attempted to break away as the Republic of Biafra. Nearly three years of bitter fighting and a humanitarian blockade of the region yielded a federal victory at the beginning of 1970. At least a million people died in the conflict, the majority from starvation and disease. For succeeding generations, the conflict has influenced agendas of communal competition, political reform and institutional change.

Context and Triggers

The overlapping crises of the 1960s established lasting challenges for a workable national compact. Sweeping economic change and a turnover of regimes shaped these efforts. The emergence of large-scale oil production in the wake of the civil war transformed Nigeria’s political economy. The cessation of hostilities allowed a rapid increase in petroleum production and the OPEC-inspired price increases of 1973 created a windfall for the federal treasury. In the course of the initial decade-long oil boom, the competition over resources became firmly centred on access to the central state. Beginning in the 1980s, boom-bust cycles and economic austerity aggravated this competition and undermined the economic security of most Nigerians.11 Economic policy errors, mismanagement and endemic corruption have worsened problems of inequality and poverty.

Parallel cycles of military and civilian rule shifted the political and institutional landscape. After the coups of 1966, Nigerians embarked on three efforts to re-establish civilian rule, giving rise to a failed democratic Second Republic (1979–83), an abortive Third Republic in 1993 and the most recent (and lasting) transition to electoral rule in 1999, inaugurating the Fourth Republic. Electoral politics have continually animated ethnic and regional competition. These democratic experiments were framed by lengthy, often unstable periods of military control. Communal tensions were evident in military factionalism, several failed coup attempts and repressive actions directed at particular communities.

The deteriorating quality of governance has acted as a catalyst to further instability. Problems of scarcity are aggravated by sparse public services and general economic malaise. Criminality and violence have flourished amidst the failure to develop a rule of law. These circumstances sharpen communal competition while heightening possibilities for conflict. In the past decade a profusion of militias and vigilante groups, commonly organised along ethnic lines, have created natural outlets for strife.12 More confrontational streams have also emerged among some religious communities, whether we consider Saudi links among Muslims or evangelical and Pentecostal inroads among Christians. Volatile demographic pressures arising from the youth bulge, migration and internal displacement often aggravate these tensions and serve as channels of tension. As groups and factions are mobilised, small incidents can readily escalate and conflicts may persist.

In recent decades, a varied landscape of conflict has encompassed different forms of division and strife. First, ethnic assertion is clearly manifest in communal organisations, vigilante groups and militias. Ethnic agendas find expression through public discourse, legal mobilisation and sporadic violence. Second, religious identities are reflected among numerous denominations and sectarian groups, national associations for Christians and Muslims, as well as coercive groups such as the Islamic hisbah in several northern sharia states or Christian vigilantes in Middle Belt and southern localities. An emerging Islamist militant group, Boko Haram, has been active in several northern states. Third, regional assertion frequently parallels ethnic or religious allegiances, evident particularly in the movement for the expansion of sharia law among twelve northern states and the regionally skewed voting patterns in the 2011 elections. Fourth, pervasive tensions among so-called ‘indigenes’ and ‘settlers’ in numerous states and localities focus on land, rights to services and political representation. Fifth, partisan rivalries often incite violence, as political leaders and parties regularly recruit militias during electoral seasons and periodically for other roles. Sixth, a widening insurgency in the Niger Delta takes a distinctive form, in which ethnically constituted militias have targeted foreign companies and the central government. The militants in the Delta have pursued nominal goals of regional equity and representation, often interwoven with economic agendas and illicit activities.

Formal Institutions and the Management of Fault Lines

In the pursuit of stability, Nigerian elites have sought to reduce the political salience of large ethnic units, to balance communal interests and to regulate the distribution of centralised revenues. The experimentation with institutions has played out in four areas: the creation of new sub-national political units, the fiscal relations of the federal system, the design of electoral and party mechanisms, and the selection of public sector personnel.13

Federal Institutions

Beginning with political geography, changes in the federal map were already under way prior to the civil war. The military regime of Yakubu Gowon initiated far-reaching reform in 1967, with the division of the country into twelve states under a revised federal structure.14 The proliferation of states was intended to remedy the political dominance and corrosive rivalries of the major ethnic elites by subdividing them among new political units. This also furnished some administrative and fiscal representation for smaller minorities, with a view to further offsetting the hegemony of larger groups. Once set in motion, the logic of state creation exerted a potent influence on successive regimes, as numerous communities lobbied for separate boundaries and revenue allotments.

The demarcation of boundaries became the prerogative of military regimes, which could act by fiat and manage residual grievances. In 1976 Murtala Muhammad’s regime increased the number of states to nineteen and introduced a uniform lower tier of local government. During the civilian Second Republic, economic decline and political bottlenecks stymied the implementation of proposed new states. Major-General Ibrahim Babangida increased the number of states twice, to twenty-one and then thirty, in the late 1980s and early 1990s. His military successor, Sani Abacha, added six more in 1996. The current division of thirty-six states, a separate Federal Capital Territory and 774 Local Government Areas (LGAs) is specified in the 1999 constitution and had not been seriously debated in the previous decade. This changing administrative landscape has shaped Nigerian politics in several ways: by segmenting elites and localities; shifting electoral districts and revenue distribution; furnishing new networks for channelling resources; and providing symbolic recognition of numerous communities and groups.

Revenue Allocation

Changes in boundaries have been paralleled by a separate process of shifting fiscal relations among units. When British colonial authorities introduced a federal structure after the Second World War, they included a formula for the allotment of resources among the constituent regions. Since that time, a string of commissions, agencies and decrees have amended the revenue allocation formula. Major revisions have been put forward shortly before independence, late in the civil war, in the midst of the oil boom, under successive military regimes after 1985 and through the current civilian regime. Some adjustments to these broad formulas have been introduced almost annually, making for a highly contentious fiscal regime.

The emergence of a petroleum-led economy constitutes the central factor in this fitful course of change. Prior to the imposition of military rule, revenue distribution strongly favoured the regions. The federal government retained just 40 per cent of total public revenues, with the balance going to the separate units. Further, a principle of derivation permitted the regions to capture half of all revenues generated within their boundaries. Nigeria’s economic structure of the 1950s and 1960s, based primarily on export agriculture and solid minerals, offered a relatively diversified resource base. The separate regions, and their ethnic political elites, could draw upon substantial revenues from local cash-crop activities, including cocoa and palm produce in the west, palm oil in the east and cotton and groundnuts in the north. These revenues enabled the major parties to build formidable patronage networks and electoral machinery.

With the end of the civil war and an emerging petroleum industry in prospect, the Gowon regime radically altered the revenue allocation formula, doubling the federal take to 80 per cent of total revenues and slashing the derivation share for states to 10 per cent. By 1975 receipts from oil exports constituted more than four-fifths of government revenues and over 95 per cent of foreign exchange. Federal government control over centrally collected resource rents marked a fundamental and lasting transition in economic structure and fiscal relations. The natural corollary was the loss of any degree of fiscal autonomy on the part of states and local governments, especially as these units proliferated while federal largesse increased.

Pressures for rebalancing soon emerged, especially among states which possessed abundant natural resources, or those with other significant revenue-generating potential, such as Lagos. Northern states argued for the redistribution of revenues on the basis of population and equity. Beginning in the late 1970s, a series of commissions reduced the federal take to 75 per cent, then 55 per cent and then about half, where it has hovered (with some variance) for some two decades. States are currently allotted nearly a third of revenues and local governments about 15 per cent, while the derivation formula has been increased to 13 per cent. This latter measure greatly affects the oil-rich but underdeveloped states of the Niger Delta, which have agitated consistently for a larger share of resource revenues. Although the increase in derivation falls short of regional demands, it has dramatically raised the flow of funds available to state governments in the area.

Controversies over the fiscal formula have also raised perennial questions about transparency and accountability in the management of revenues. Nigerians harbour well-founded concerns that the central government has often failed to remit its obligations to the states, and that state governments have hoarded or misallocated funds intended for distribution to lower tiers. During the past decade, initiatives to increase the transparency of budgetary affairs have improved the flow of funds through the tiers of the federal system and permitted some degree of accounting for central revenues. Nonetheless myriad critics, especially among the communities of the Niger Delta, regularly assert that they see little benefit from the prodigious revenues supposedly accruing to their governments.

Electoral Rules and the Party System

The arena of competitive politics constitutes a third area for managing diversity. Following the collapse of the First Republic, a decade passed before the military actively contemplated a return to democratic rule. The civilian Constituent Assembly that drafted the 1979 constitution discarded the parliamentary system in favour of an American-style presidential design, including a two-tier legislature (House of Representatives and Senate) elected from single-member districts. All officials were to be elected directly on a first-past-the-post basis among multiple political parties. The most significant innovation was the geographic distribution requirement for the president, requiring not only the highest proportion of the vote but also a minimum level of support (25 per cent) in at least two-thirds of the existing states. This rule largely precluded the success of a candidate with narrow regional or ethnic appeal, since it was unlikely that a parochial figure could accrue sufficient votes across the country. The first president elected under this system, Shehu Shagari of the National Party of Nigeria (NPN), narrowly cleared the bar of distribution and was confirmed by a judgement of the Supreme Court. The victors in subsequent elections (1983, 1993, 1999, 2003 and 2007) have all clearly met the threshold of distribution. A similar provision has applied since 1979 to state governors, who have to gain sufficient votes across two-thirds of the local governments in their state.

While this design was intended to dissuade ethnic mobilisation, the parties that formed during the Second Republic carried strong echoes of the sectional groupings of the previous regime. Among the parties of the Second Republic, the ruling NPN, though substantially led by northerners, proved uniquely adept at expanding its base to gain multi-ethnic and cross-regional support. This was not sufficient to dispel the sectional character of politics. The Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN) was headed by the former Action Group leader Obafemi Awolowo and polled upwards of 90 per cent of the vote in the Yoruba-majority south-western states. The Igbo politician and former NCNC leader Nnamdi Azikiwe led the Nigerian People’s Party (NPP), which garnered strong support among the eastern states. Much of the truculent contention of the Second Republic elections was marked by the communal loyalties evident in the preceding civilian regime, as the corruption and fractiousness of the political class ultimately induced another military intervention in 1983.

When General Babangida staged elections for a new civilian regime a decade later, he sought to eliminate communally based competition by mandating a two-party system with ideological features. One party was designated ‘slightly to the right’ and the other ‘slightly to the left’, with party programmes handed down by the military authorities. Although these artificial constructs were lacking in democratic foundations, they did serve as vehicles for diverse clusters of politicians seeking access to the transition process. Despite the achievement of a peaceful and credible presidential election in June 1993, Babangida annulled the results and then handed power to a civilian caretaker government, which was quickly overthrown by General Sani Abacha. Abacha’s repressive and corrupt five-year rule ended with his death (reportedly by natural causes), opening the way to a new political transition process under his successor, General Abdulsalami Abubakar.

When political activity was reopened in 1998, the new parties were drawn largely from the multi-ethnic leadership of the former organisations under Babangida. The People’s Democratic Party (PDP) was founded by the so-called Group of 34, a cluster of veteran politicians and political entrepreneurs from various parts of the country. The PDP established electoral machinery throughout the country, quickly emerging as the leading national party. Their main competitor, the All People’s Party (APP), also had a broadly national profile, although it held greater strength in the northern states. The Alliance for Democracy (AD) had a stronger sectional appeal around Lagos and the south-west, but aspired to a wider presence among different ethnic and regional segments. By 1999 the party system reflected a significant transition towards diversified national leadership and more heterogeneous electoral appeals. The PDP was a dominant competitor in the transitional elections and consolidated its control over all tiers of government in succeeding polls.

The ruling party has steadily expanded its ability to incorporate disparate elites, manage patronage and capture elections. In the process, a dominant party system has emerged, often tainted by limited competition and diminishing legitimacy. The 2011 elections were held in more transparent circumstances that permitted greater pluralism. The PDP’s majority was eroded in the polls, though it remains the largest party. Sectional parties gained ground in the legislature and state governments.

Federal Character

Another element of formal communal balancing is the constitutional rule regarding ‘federal character’ in public sector personnel and allocation decisions. This calls for a broadly representative profile of hiring and appointments in government institutions. Public departments, state enterprises, the military and related entities are required to have staff from across the federation, roughly proportional to the general population. This official principle of ethnic arithmetic has also modelled standards for much of the private sector, and many companies seek a diverse ethnic and regional profile among their employees. Federal character is above all a symbolic measure, but it does affirm a public ethos and frequently influences the staffing and budgeting decisions of government.

Informal Bargaining and the Management of Fault Lines

Nigeria’s political and economic life has been dominated by an elite cartel that comprises politicians, military officers, senior bureaucrats, traditional rulers, local notables and leading businesspeople.15 A cartel is a form of industrial organisation, formed to manipulate markets and to share out the rents from such collusion. Cartels are adaptable to shifting membership and strategies, guided by the purposes of market control and rent-seeking. This provides a model for understanding the composition and strategic behaviour of Nigerian ruling groups.

The contemporary Nigerian ‘political class’ and associated groups form a thin stratum with special access to governing institutions and state resources.16 The national elite are built around a cohort of notables, entrenched networks and a few dynastic elements among political families and traditional rulers. While there is limited entry to elite status, ruling groups are nonetheless permeable and fluid. Aspirants regularly move into influential economic or political roles even as other individuals and factions may be sidelined or defeated. Alongside the most prominent individuals and networks there is also a regular circulation of entrants drawn from new professional and business activities, various ethnic and religious backgrounds, and an emerging younger generation. The inchoate party system encompasses these elements. This narrow yet flexible establishment forms the central arena for bargaining over authority and resources. Nigeria’s chronic violence and political volatility testify to the limited capacities of national elites to reach accommodation over core tensions in the polity. While these elements can exert political leverage and influence distributional outcomes, they rarely have firm institutional control or durable influence over their constituencies.

Core Issues of Contention

Contention among Nigerian elites centres on three concerns: the balance of authority among civilian and military groups; the distribution of power among ethnic, regional and religious segments; and the allocation of statemediated rents. For more than three decades, the political intervention of the armed forces and the viability of democratic rule formed the focus of national controversy. Since the 1999 transition to civilian rule, there has been cautious optimism that the military era has now been transcended and that civilian government is becoming regularised. While concerns about military intervention linger (especially during episodes of violence, faulty elections and succession problems in 2010 occasioned by President Umaru Yar’Adua’s ill-health), there is little active debate about the nature of Nigeria’s political regime. Nonetheless the turbulent politics of communal balancing and rent distribution are shadowed by concerns about military intercession in circumstances of pervasive instability or the exclusion of a major regional segment from the political process. The spectre of an authoritarian veto is vivid for many Nigerians.

A second focus is the distribution of power among Nigeria’s major sectional groups. This is sometimes cast in terms of north–south regional balance, or alternatively as a rotation among Hausa-Fulani, Yoruba and Igbo, and occasionally as a concern for representation of smaller minorities such as those from the Niger Delta. Communal issues dominated the transition to civilian rule in 1999. Northern Muslims ruled Nigeria during the First Republic, and continuously for two decades after 1979, leaving southern groups aggrieved about the perceived dominance of these elites. In particular, the Yoruba were outraged by Babangida’s annulment of the 1993 election, which had apparently been won by the Yoruba candidate, M. K. O. Abiola. The Abacha regime, centred on a narrow inner circle from the Muslim north, compounded ethnic resentments. With his demise, Nigeria quickly moved from its most closed regime to one of its most regionally inclusive.

This change was fraught with claims from various quarters. Southerners argued for the necessity of a ‘power shift’ from the north to a southern executive leadership, with the Yoruba vociferously arguing for priority to compensate for Abiola’s thwarted victory. Northern elites were cautiously willing to relent on this point, though they insisted on a principle of rotation among northern, south-western and south-eastern politicians in succeeding elections. Ethno-regional rotation, or ‘zoning’, was a long-standing principle within political parties, and military rulers broached the practice during various transitional programmes. In the wake of the Abacha regime, politicians sought to elevate the idea as an explicit compact. In the 1999 transition elections, the leading parties fielded tickets with a Yoruba leader and a northern running mate. Olusegun Obasanjo, the former military leader and a south-western Christian, was the candidate of the PDP, winning the first two elections of the new regime. In 2007, with the completion of Obasanjo’s tenure, the top parties all endorsed candidates from the north.

In a decade of rule, the People’s Democratic Party has consolidated power as a dominant party with a broad reach across the federation. The PDP establishment is not controlled by a particular sectional group, as the party has developed a loose association of notables organised around the capture of elections and the sharing of spoils. With a shifting array of leaders at the apex and weak party discipline throughout the organisation, the ruling party lacks a coherent or well-regulated structure. It has prevailed by developing formidable machinery for securing elections (including substantial misconduct and fraud), while incorporating diverse networks and groups within an expansive tent.

This heterogeneous dominant party system has served to encourage accommodation among Nigerian ruling groups over elite power sharing. There is a central paradox in the costs of elite accommodation for deeper social peace. The politicians’ use of ethnic appeals, coercive tactics and fraudulent electoral practices has provoked popular tension and violence across many areas of the country. There is a pronounced danger that exclusion of a major group or faction might cause that segment to defect from the bargaining process, with destabilising effects. The threshold for such instability is not clear. The escalation of insurgency in the oil-producing Niger Delta, the recent rise of attacks by extremist Islamic groups in the northern states and the recurring clashes in the Middle Belt among Christian and Muslim communities are all manifestations of fragility. Post-election violence following the April 2011 presidential election also carried strong regional and religious overtones.

The consuming focus of Nigerian elites has been contention over the distribution of state-mediated rents. These may be channelled directly from oil revenues as state expenditure, or conveyed as special economic opportunities through preferential contracts, licensing, appointments, information and regulatory favours. A permissive political and institutional setting fosters endemic corruption and the lack of transparency throughout the system gives wide latitude for self-dealing. For decades, the key medium for securing state resources has been access to political power, and ethnic clientelism has been the central mechanism in distributional politics. It is estimated that 90 per cent of Nigerians manage on two dollars a day or less, indicating the vast gap between those at the pinnacle of the system and those further down the ladder. By contrast, Nigeria is home to several billionaires and even an average member of the House of Representatives can secure over a million dollars a year in allowances and allotments. Position within the political class and access to governing elites remain the keys to attainment in this highly centralised oil state.

In consequence, political management rests on the distribution of patronage to major segments and brokers within the system. Popular groups support politicians or organisations on an ethnic and clientelist basis, as a means of securing greater access to resources and enhancing the possibilities for brokerage. Aspiring officeholders often seek out local barons to bankroll their efforts and generate support. The dominant party system has been constructed on dispersal of political largesse and broad elite access to rents, a strategy facilitated by abundant oil revenues and, more recently, improved economic policies, allowing for some diversification of business activity.

Although the civilian government has been able to wield sufficient resources to sustain political support and develop clientelist networks, the persistence of widespread poverty and deep inequality constitutes a central liability of the system. Sectional frustrations over distribution are evident in the Niger Delta insurgency and related political demands; the desire for regional assertion and redistribution that animated popular support; the expansion of sharia law in the northern Muslim-majority states; and the spate of local-level conflicts among herders and farmers or communal groups in Plateau, Jos and other localities.

Conclusion: Boundaries, Bargains and a Fractious Democracy

This discussion has considered the broad challenges of managing Nigeria’s plural and frequently divisive social terrain. In the wake of political and security crises in the first decade of independence, Nigeria elites sought to contain communal pressures through institutional engineering and informal bargaining over power sharing and rent distribution. Federalism and other changes to the political system have been directed at providing more inclusive processes of governance and fiscal relations. Agreements and implicit compacts among ruling groups are aimed at balancing interests and assuring a degree of access to state-mediated rents in a centralised petro-state. These approaches have helped to mitigate the most polarising and destabilising impulses in the fractious Nigerian polity. However, an elite cartel under a dominant party has failed to assuage popular distributional demands or to reduce the burdens of poverty, inequality and uneven development. While Nigeria has proved remarkably resilient over the decades, hazards of failure are ever-present.
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THE DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF CONGO: FAULT LINES AND LOCAL FISSURES

Pierre Englebert

THE DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF CONGO (henceforth Congo) was born of violence and violence has been a crucial component of its existence ever since. The abuses of Leopold II of Belgium, who established and personally owned the Etat Indépendant du Congo, are well known. By some accounts, they cost the lives of some 10 million Congolese.1 Even without the worst abuses of his regime, the rest of Belgian colonisation was characterised by an oppressive labour regime and the systematic exploitation of people and resources.

Equally well known is the rapid decline of Congo into a violent quagmire only days after its independence on 30 June 1960. With expectations of radical change frustrated, the army mutinied and the country collapsed into civil war. The Katanga and South Kasai provinces seceded, Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba was assassinated and his supporters embarked upon a civil war that would last until 1967.2

The rule of Mobutu (1965–97) is usually seen as a period of more stability, but his regime was no less predicated upon violence and predation. In the end, it collapsed under the assaults of a patchwork insurgency, which started in the Kivu region (if not in Rwanda) and spread through the country like a brush fire.3

The following decade was marked by the worst violence probably ever experienced by the Congolese. Hardly a year after Laurent-Désiré Kabila’s takeover, war began in the east again and spread on a massive scale, with the intervention of no fewer than nine other African countries. By mid-1999 the country was de facto partitioned in two or three zones: one under government-Angolan-Zimbabwean control; one under Rassemblement Congolais pour la Démocratie (RCD) rebels and Rwandan control; and one under Mouvement pour la Libération du Congo (MLC) rebels and Ugandan control (although ‘control’ is an exaggeration in each case). The war itself was rapidly stalemated, but violence continued unabated, particularly in the east, and is estimated to have since caused the death of some 4 to 5 million people.

Kabila was killed in 2001 and replaced by his son Joseph, who allowed the peace process to unfold. A national unity government was formed in 2003 and oversaw a transition to an elected regime in 2006. Joseph Kabila was elected president. Nevertheless, widespread violence continued, particularly in the east, but also in the Bakongo region and even in Equateur.

What are Congo’s Fault Lines?

Conventionally, especially since the secession of Katanga from 1960 to 1963,4 Congo has been perceived as wrecked by large fault lines that are preventing national integration. This is largely misleading, however. As this paper argues, it is local divisions that matter most, and these local divisions are not particularly natural but have been triggered by specific policies, most notably those with respect to access to citizenship, land and the right to local office.

It is nonetheless true that there are large regional differences, almost unavoidably in a country the size of Congo, which contains by some estimates about 350 ethnic groups5 and four large linguistic groups (Lingala, Kikongo, Swahili and Tshiluba). The Katangans, particularly the populations associated with the Lunda culture, have been particularistic and in search of greater autonomy from the centre. There have been recurrent tensions, occasionally violent, between Katangans and the neighbouring Kasaians. In the east, the Kivu provinces are often seen as belonging more to the ‘Great Lakes’ nebula than to Congo. They have been largely severed from the rest of the country since the early 1990s and much of their trade takes place with East Africa and beyond rather than with Kinshasa. Even closer to Kinshasa, the Bas-Congo region and its Bakongo populations are fiercely autonomous and have harboured irredentist dreams with their kinsmen in Angola and the Republic of Congo since the 1950s.

More recently, following the end of the war, the country has given the impression of being split by an east–west divide, which was made particularly salient by the results of the 2006 presidential elections (see map above, showing results of the first round by province).

[image: image]

Congo: 2006 election, first-round results

Congolese of the eastern provinces are the ones who experienced the war and its atrocities first-hand. They blame most of it on Rwanda, Uganda and their rebel proxies. As a result, they saw Joseph Kabila as the peacemaker and rewarded him with astronomical percentages of votes (above 90 per cent in the Kivus). The west never suffered to quite the same extent, but witnessed the corruption of the transition regime of which it grew tired. There is, however, also a regional element that cannot be denied, although it must be tempered and one cannot impute too much to it: Kabila is from the east (north Katanga by his father), while his main opponents were from the west (Jean-Pierre Bemba from Equateur, Antoine Gizenga from Bandundu and Etienne Tshisekedi – who ended up boycotting the elections – from Kasai).

While all these differences can occasionally be salient and feed narratives of grievances among many Congolese, they are not as important or as rigid as they may seem. In fact, they contrast with the remarkable sense of national unity that pervades Congo, irrespective of the region.6 Thus they do not necessarily constitute fault lines in the sense of obstacles to national integration.

More important, in fact, are multiple and overlapping local fissures, widely distributed across the country, which contribute to a fragmentation of identities and networks at the local level and increased polarisation of social life. This polarisation has shared responsibility for the failure at state reconstruction in Congo as much as anything else. It has undermined the social fabric to the point of debilitating collective action. Yet, rather than being a pre-existing societal impediment to state building, it has been intimately associated with the exercise of state power, from which it partly derives.

Indeed, the greatest fault lines in Congo are local. The Congolese do not typically complain about their integration in the nation. What feeds their grievances is the largely shared impression that their fellow Congolese cheat them and favour their kinsmen at the local level, and that they need to rely on similar solidarities to reach their own goals of safety and well-being. This is what the Congolese refer to as tribalism. Thus we see divisions between Rwandophone and Hunde populations in North Kivu, between Banyamulenge and the Vira populations in South Kivu, between Lendu and Hema in Ituri, between Lunda and Balubakat in the Katanga region, between Bakongo and Lingala-speakers around Matadi, and so on. As in many other parts of Africa, these fissures are increasingly articulated around narratives of autochthony and outsiders, in which the son-of-the-soil category has gained much currency.

Although all these groups tend to embrace the idea of Congo, they either suspect each other of manipulating the state for discriminatory purposes or tend to deny each other the right to belong to Congo (at least to a similar degree). These local divisions feed upon national politics and, conversely, feed back into national politics – in a process the Congolese refer to as the tribalisation of politics. They create circumstances of distrust where alternative agendas are always suspected and jeopardise consensus and state building.

The Underlying Contribution of Poverty

Before looking at actual short-run triggers of these local fissures and the role of the state among them, it is important to bear in mind the sheer degree of poverty of the majority of the Congolese, which conditions their behaviour and their relationship towards the state and towards each other. Since the early 1990s life in Congo has become incredibly precarious.7 The average Congolese lives on less than a dollar a day with limited access to clean water, nutrition, health care and education. Even in the relatively more prosperous cities, like Kinshasa, deprivation is so widespread as to be visible to the naked eye. The majority of residents live day to day, spending their waking hours in search of sustenance for their families. People barter, scavenge or practise urban agriculture on little patches of dirt by the side of the street. They frequently wait hours on end for some economic opportunity, or walk long distances in and out of towns in similar searches. Students squat many to a room, without plumbing, to attend classes in dilapidated and overcrowded auditoriums. This situation is further compounded in the east, where hundreds of thousands of people have been displaced by war and violence over the last ten years, enduring lives of misery, uncertainty, fear and frequent flight.

This degree of material deprivation has had and continues to have very significant social and political consequences. Particularly, it raises the relative premium associated with access to positions of state authority and the likelihood that such positions are translated into opportunities for economic advancement. These consequences have been largely ignored in the design of the transition and post-transition and make it exceedingly hard to build functional democratic institutions in Congo.

The State and the Law as Shapers of Fissures and Triggers of Violence

Corrupt Governance

The first and overarching determinant of social conflict is the nature of Congolese governance as a regime of private appropriation. As a consequence of both its origins as an enterprise of exploitation and predation, and the material scarcity of life, the state is first and foremost an avenue of personal survival or private accumulation for those who can benefit from its authority.

While this is also true elsewhere in Africa,8 it is a particularly extreme phenomenon in Congo, where a broad regime of impunity exists. Most politicians, military leaders and local bureaucrats maximise their time in office by plundering state resources at a rapid rate. Presidents empty state coffers; prime ministers inflate their operating budgets beyond any reasonable proportions; ministers charge for positions in their cabinets; parliamentarians sell their votes; civil servants charge for the public services they are supposed to deliver; and local policemen run rackets against civilians. The entire state is structured along a massive web of mutual predation.

There are two consequences of this regime of corruption. First, national elites set the tone for a predatory system of governance that is largely reproduced across the country at all levels of state authority. Thus the state is widely perceived by all to be a means for the private appropriation of the resources of others. In many ways, those in state power then produce rules and institutions that magnify these opportunities for appropriation. Second, given the relative material rewards associated with such local positions of governance, individuals and communities compete fiercely for access to them, which transforms mere cultural differences into violent fault lines.

Access to Land

The rules for access to land illustrate the degree to which the state dominates the regime of wealth and income appropriation. There is no free market in land in Congo (as in many other African countries). Instead, land is allocated to individuals by administrative fiat. There are by and large two ways of claiming land rights. The first is the pursuit of ‘native authority’, to borrow Mamdani’s expression.9 In this instance, access to land is predicated upon control of local chieftaincies, which are legally entitled to allocate it to people in their jurisdictions. Although the land is not the private property of the chief, he assigns plots to families in exchange for tribute. This customary form of allocation was largely maintained through colonisation, when it was codified as chiefs became agents of indirect rule. It was maintained and reinforced in the post-colonial era, when chieftaincies increasingly became extensions of state administration, which frequently appoints them. The three smallest units of Congolese territorial administration – the localité, the groupement and the collectivité – are in fact managed by customary chiefs. Chiefs of collectivités – the level usually referred to as chieftaincies – have particularly important prerogatives with respect to land.

In the Kivu regions, for example, where conflict has been endemic, local competition for land, necessary for economic survival, has often translated into competition for control of these chieftaincies and thus polarisation along ‘ethnic’ lines. Since these were historically in the hands of ‘autochthonous’ populations, Rwandophones who have migrated to the area in waves over the last century have ‘persistently [called] for a Native Authority of their own’.10 They have typically chosen one of two ways to go about this quest, both of which have promoted local fault lines and conflict. One way has been to authoritatively remove ‘autochthonous’ chiefs in existing chieftaincies and replace them with Rwandophones. Grass-root attempts to implement this option in the early 1990s contributed to the explosion of local conflict in North Kivu. Indeed, Hutu leaders had tried in 1993 to forcibly remove Hunde chiefs in Masisi and replace them with Hutu authorities, leading to retaliatory violence by Hunde gangs against Rwandophone populations. Once the RCD-Goma rebel movement was in control of the region after 1998, it returned to this approach, forcibly removing several Hunde chiefs in the territories of Rutshuru and Masisi and appointing Rwandophones in their stead.

The other way to seize control of chieftaincies has been to promote the creation of new chieftaincies by higher levels of state authority. This approach has a long history in the region, dating back to the creation of Rwandophone chieftaincies by the colonisers in South Kivu between 1906 and 1933 and in North Kivu from the late 1930s. Soon after independence, the Rwandophones of South Kivu lobbied to recreate their colonial administrative autonomy. All they managed to get, however, was the small localité of Bijombo, which remained under the authority of an Uvira collectivité. In North Kivu, the Hutus of Rutshuru retained their chieftaincy, but those in the Masisi lost it on the eve of independence. Their lack of control over local state authorities until the 1990s prevented the Rwandophones from re-establishing the chieftaincies they had lost or creating new ones. After 1997 the Banyamulenge of South Kivu called again for a territory of their own, to be protected by their own troops and located along the border with Burundi in the Ruzizi plains. In 1999 the RCD-Goma, acting as the Congolese sovereign over that region, carved the new territoire of Minembwe from the existing territoires of Fizi, Mwenga and Uvira.

The second approach to land acquisition is what Mamdani refers to as ‘civic politics’. Here, traditional chieftaincies are bypassed and access to land is obtained through control of political and administrative power in national or local branches of the state. This was the approach followed for a while by Kivu’s Rwandophone elites, for example. Several Rwandophones rose in the Mobutu administration from the mid-1960s onwards. The careers of others unfolded in provincial administrations. There, however, they still faced considerable obstacles from ‘autochthonous’ groups. In fact, the splitting of the Kivu province in 1962 into three provinces (North Kivu, Central Kivu and Maniema) resulted from the lobbying of ‘autochthonous’ representatives from Beni, Lubero and Masisi and took place without agreement of the Rwandophones from Rutshuru and Goma. The advantage of North Kivu for the former was that it produced a majority Nande population, whereas all groups had previously been minorities in the larger Kivu province. The Rwandophones thus became a minority to the Nande and were crowded out of administrative power in the province – undermining their quest for civic citizenship. Notice how administrative and institutional manipulations thus raise the salience of local fault lines. ‘Autochthonous’ populations of Nande, Hunde and others subsequently used their control of the North Kivu province to push back the rights of Rwandophones, reappointing, for example, Hunde chiefs in districts where they had been displaced during the colonial era. After its takeover in 1998, however, the RCD-Goma proceeded to undo the consequences of this earlier development, with the widespread appointment of Rwandophones to positions of provincial authority in North and South Kivu.11

Access to Citizenship

Whichever strategy of access to land is pursued, it first necessitates access to citizenship. And here too the laws of the state induce local societal polarisation and promote local ethnic divisions. Indeed, Congolese law is oddly indirect when it comes to citizenship. Instead of conferring citizenship to people who resided in its territory at the time of colonisation or independence and their descendants, it confers it to people who belong to ‘groups’ which did. This is an odd formulation. It makes Congolese nationality both colonial and ethnic. One of its implications is the possibility to reject individuals en bloc. If one can demonstrate that a group was not present in today’s Congolese territory at a specific date, its descendants have no claim to citizenship. Thus it encourages autochthony/allochthony distinctions. Another consequence is that it reinforces the ethnic identification of people, making it a matter of legal benefits. Thus, to be a Congolese national, one must first be a Congolese tribal. The law does not, however, specify a list of these ethnicities and nationalities, maintaining a level of uncertainty that opens the door to endless manipulations.

So, whether one pursues the ‘native’ or ‘civic’ approaches to land control, one must first establish one’s ethnic identity. In summary:

• Track One: Recognition of ethnic group as historically Congolese [image: image] access to nationality [image: image] access to chieftaincy [image: image] access to land

• Track Two: Recognition of ethnic group as historically Congolese [image: image] access to nationality [image: image] access to political power/administrative functions [image: image] access to land

The definition of Congolese citizenship in ethnic terms is closely related to the history of violence in the Kivus and other regions of Congo. The ethnic definition by the state of conditions for access to land and chieftaincy has promoted the local salience of ethnicity and the polarisation of communities. The very fact that ‘communities’ appear as the main agents of conflicts is related to the legal definition of Congolese nationality as ‘tribal’ and to the sovereign prerogatives awarded to ethnically defined local chieftaincies in terms of land allocation. Ironically, the state has thereby promoted local communal conflicts. Yet, in waging these conflicts, local communities have embraced sovereign instruments which have in turn reproduced the state.

Electoral Legitimacy

Against this background of instrumentalisation of the state and local polarisation, the Kabila government’s electoral legitimacy has ironically represented an additional driver of instability and might have increased the fault line between state and society rather than diminishing it, as one would expect of elections. The 2006 election has not led to an increase in domestic accountability. Instead, it has promoted an attitude of government intolerance and an unwillingness to bargain with social forces. Electoral legitimacy has fostered the regime’s authoritarian tendencies. Local groups, whose grievances are long-standing and which hoped to use the democratic opening to find a voice, have faced increased repression.12 Societal grievances have been repressed as illegitimate, as illustrated by the brutal putdown of the Bundu Dia Kongo movement in Bas-Congo in 2007 and 2008, which left more than 200 dead,13 or by that of the Dongo insurgents of Equateur in late 2009.

Outside Intervention

The preceding focus on the creation of local fault lines by state laws and policies should not obscure the role of outsiders in creating and reinforcing fault lines. At the time of colonisation already, differential exposure to the state and to modernisation produced local polarisations, as between the Lulua and Luba in the Kasai region, or the Bakongo and Ngala in and around Kinshasa.14 Yet the most important foreign interventions in recent times in terms of promoting fault lines have been the Rwandan invasions of 1996 and 1998. Not only have these two invasions exacerbated fissures between Congolese of Rwandophone and non-Rwandophone ancestry – to the point of widespread anti-Rwandan racism in Congo – but they also share responsibility for the broad east–west schism that has developed as a function of differential suffering during the war. Moreover, the presence of former Hutu génocidaires in the Kivu provinces to this day – the infamous Forces Démocratiques pour la Libération du Rwanda (FDLR) – is the direct if protracted consequence of the exportation of Rwandan politics into Congo, a feature that dates back to 1994. It is a mistake to equate eastern Congolese problems with the FDLR, as there are many other local fault lines inimical to stability. Yet they do represent an obstacle to peace and state reconstruction in the short run.

Managing Congo’s Fault Lines

Unfortunately, post-conflict reconstruction efforts by donors in Congo have done little to mitigate existing fault lines and reduce social polarisation. In general, reconstruction in Congo has been an excessively top-down exercise that has taken little account of complex local dynamics.15 Promoting the restoration of the authority of the Congolese state has been problematic to the extent that it remains an unreformed enterprise of predation and exploitation. From Leopold II to Kabila II, Congo has never been a benevolent or developmental state. Although the current Congolese state cannot dream of the ‘integral’ powers of its Mobutist predecessor,16 it remains deeply authoritarian and is worse in some sense, to the extent that numerous additional shady characters have been integrated into it through the peacemaking and reconstruction processes. The armed forces (FARDC or Forces Armées de la République Démocratique du Congo), for example, have become a dreadful hotbed of criminals and marginalised youths. Quickly and poorly integrated, full of recent and former rebels, unpaid, poorly trained, prone to corruption and collaboration with rebels, predatory to civilians, largely incompetent – the army itself is an important factor of violence and a wedge between the state and society. Denis Tull17 appropriately calls it a ‘force of disorder’. Yet post-conflict efforts undertaken by MONUC (the UN Mission in Congo) have understandably attempted to promote the authority of the state, which has translated into the spread of FARDC and increased social dislocations which carry the seeds of future grievances and conflict.

Aside from donor-supported pacification and reconstruction efforts, the greatest hope for Congo during its transition back to democratic rule in 2003–6 was the promise of decentralisation. Although the 2005 constitution had steered clear of the full-fledged federalism that some wanted, it nevertheless formally ushered in a ‘strongly decentralised’ unitary regime. Even though the idea that decentralised authority is necessarily closer to the people can be naive, there is little doubt that locally elected and locally financed government structures might have been better able than the Kinshasa government to address local fault lines and to negotiate local social contracts among communities. To this effect, the 2005 constitution provides for the increase of the number of provinces from eleven to twenty-five, and for the retention by these provinces of 40 per cent of the tax revenue they generate. These provisions have yet to be implemented, however, and an increasing number of observers doubt that they will under a Kabila regime. Fearful of lack of fiscal control, donors seem supportive of this violation of the constitution. Currently, Kinshasa appropriates all revenue and returns a meagre 2 per cent to the provinces. Moreover, the government also widely manipulated the elections of provincial executives in 2007 to stack up provincial authorities with central government supporters and further alienate peripheral groups. Yet the constitution was the outcome of one of the rare true processes of social bargaining in Congo during the transition. Its neglect undermines the democratic nature of the state and reduces opportunities for the local management of fault lines.

A bona fide land reform would be another important step towards resolution of local fault lines. The necessity of land for survival among many Congolese communities makes it an overwhelmingly crucial resource. The fact that its allocation relies on political mechanisms in a state as corrupt and dysfunctional as Congo makes it an explosive and divisive issue. Any land reform would have, first and foremost, to curtail the authority of chiefs and the state in allocating land. Second, it would have to operate some initial redistribution of land among individuals – not communities – to level the playing field and redress past injustices. This would require a massive series of local consultations and a huge documentation effort, which donors and MONUC could help with. Finally, with the land titled and distributed, liberal market principles of freeholding, supported by a strengthened judicial system, ought to be introduced. If the regular court system cannot be reformed to perform, a parallel land-specific system of arbitration could be developed. At any rate, whatever mechanisms of land distribution and subsequent adjudication are elaborated, they must be careful to focus on the rights of individuals and not on the demands of communities, the political significance of which must be deflated by institutional design.

Conclusions and Boundary Speculations

Congo is a crime of a country. It has been from the beginning. Outside observers and analysts then occasionally think that the crime cannot be stopped without first putting an end to the country. Hence the occasional suggestions for the partition of Congo.18

While I am sympathetic to these suggestions, boundary changes are not ex ante the obvious solution to Congo’s problems (as, incidentally, they might prove not to be for South Sudan either). For one thing, even if as a result of false consciousness, they would be fiercely resisted by a large majority of the Congolese themselves. It is indeed a painful irony of the Congolese state that its victims embrace its domination.19 More importantly, however, there are no meaningful ways to partition Congo. A sovereign Katanga or Kivu would be just as post-colonial, arbitrary and rife with its own fault lines.

Yet these objections do not mean that the solution to Congo’s problems might not imply, ex post, some significant boundary changes and even a complete disappearance of Congo as we know it now. What they do mean, however, is that this is not for any outsiders to decide but for the Congolese. The impetus to reform that is currently necessary is one whereby the presence and the authority of sovereign Congolese institutions across the territory are deflated and diluted so as to give local communities (defined here regionally and not ethnically) a voice and a chance to settle their conflicts. They must be given the tools to produce their own sovereign institutional solutions, based on local social contracts.20 The state must then be the aggregate result of these exercises, their institutional sum. But for such an exercise to be genuinely democratic, it must be agreed at the onset that local communities retain among their institutional options the right to opt out. Allegiance to Congo cannot be demanded; it must be given. An amputated Congo might be the eventual outcome, but it would most likely be a more accountable one with greater citizen ownership and a better chance at fostering security and development.
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