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Abstract
This paper analyzes the declining importance of political parties in the Central African
Republic (CAR). It argues that the problematic attitude of elites who are fluctuating be‐
tween violent and peaceful behavior in order to further their own careers is jeopardizing
both peace and democracy. The author hypothesizes that both political parties and rebel
movements are failing to adequately represent (ethnoregional) interests, but that parties
are suffering more in the course of the enduring war and the peace process. Patterns of
elite behavior are presented as the main explanation for the resulting crisis of representa‐
tion, with international actors’ preference for inclusionary power‐sharing deals seen as the
main aggravating factor.
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Zusammenfassung
Umgestaltung des politischen Raums? Die Auswirkungen der bewaffneten Rebellion
auf politische Parteien und Repräsentation in der Zentralafrikanischen Republik
Dieses Diskussionspaper analysiert die schwindende Bedeutung politischer Parteien in
der Zentralafrikanischen Republik. Argumentiert wird, dass das problematische Verhalten
der Eliten, die zwischen gewaltsamen und friedlichen Handlungsweisen hin und her
wechseln, um ihre eigene Karriere zu befördern, letztlich Frieden und Demokratie gefähr‐
det. Der Autor stellt die Hypothese auf, dass sowohl politische Parteien als auch Rebellen‐
bewegungen darin versagen, (ethnoregionale) Interessen adäquat zu repräsentieren. Al‐
lerdings leiden Parteien deutlich stärker im Verlauf des Kriegs‐ und Friedensprozesses.
Verhaltensmuster der Elite werden als wesentliche Erklärung für die daraus resultierende
Krise der Repräsentation dargestellt, während die Präferenz internationaler Akteure für
inklusive Machtteilungsarrangements als hauptsächlicher verschärfender Faktor angese‐
hen wird.
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Introduction
Parties and Cleavages, Conflict and Violence in the CAR
Peace Negotiations and Imperfect Dialogue Processes
Representation of Social Interests via Rebel Movements?
Conclusions

1 Introduction
This contribution examines the relationship between violent conflict and the crisis of repre‐
sentation in an African country by focusing on political parties and rebel movements. It deals
with the “chicken or the egg” question of whether inadequate representation leads to violent
conflict or whether violent conflict damages representative democracy. Political parties are
assumed to represent social interests; in the context of the plural society of the Central Afri‐
can Republic (CAR) these are mainly ethnoregional interests. As will be shown, political par‐
ties have not performed well in their representative role, for a number of reasons (from objec‐
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tive obstacles such as organizational shortcomings and lack of means of communication to
rent‐seeking behavior). Numerous rebel movements claim to put local and national griev‐
ances on the agenda; they are heard and therefore seem to address these issues better than
parties. Parties and rebel movements therefore compete to a certain extent, but political par‐
ties lose out in the course of war and in peace processes, not least because they are no longer
regarded as the main actors by international mediators.
The relationship between political parties and violence can be complex, particularly when
violence has become an established mode of competition, as is the case in many African
states. More importantly, civilian political parties can fall prey to armed insurgencies in an
indirect but significant way: They are simply no longer the most important actors in the po‐
litical game when peace negotiations involve the government on the one hand and rebel
movements on the other. Political parties also have to position themselves between alignment
and critique with respect to violent actors—a potentially risky business. They may ultimately
lose out as a result of power‐sharing arrangements enacted in peace agreements. In such
processes they usually receive substantially less attention from the media and the donor
community present in the country than most armed movements do (Mehler 2009). Moreover,
the difficulties of political parties in representing supposedly ethnoregional interests are ag‐
gravated by rebel movements which appeal to the same clientele. Formerly violent actors, the
warlords and rebel movements, may turn their organizations into political parties and com‐
pete in future elections—it cannot be ignored that they are often more successful than their
peaceful competitors at the polls. In the end, political parties become marginalized. Violence
pays; democracy is harmed. By focusing differently on civilian political parties—that is, on
their role in conflict and their (in)capacity to represent ethnoregional interests, contrary to
general assumptions—and on rebel movements—that is, on their ability to sideline civilian
competitors instead of the difficulty of transforming them into political parties (“from bullets
to ballots”)—this paper seeks to address questions that escape the attention of well‐
intentioned policy makers and mainstream research alike.
Methodologically, the paper addresses its hypotheses in the following way: The main
(north/south) ethnoregional cleavages, together with further types, are described and ana‐
lyzed in relation to the changing election results from 1993 to 2005. The limited responsive‐
ness of the political system to ethnoregional grievances is shown through the demonstration
of the limited amount of public goods provided in the periphery. The supposed social and
political basis of rebel movements is contrasted with their clearly opportunistic rent‐seeking
behavior. Behavioral patterns of opposition parties towards the use of violence are also ana‐
lyzed. By analyzing the composition and dramaturgy of peace processes (international nego‐
tiations including power‐sharing devices plus internal dialogue processes), the paper dem‐
onstrates the declining importance of political parties in the political game. Finally, selected
biographical data shows that some of the key stakeholders in CAR politics are straddling
roles as violent entrepreneurs and as civilian politicians and thereby setting problematic
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standards for political careers. As a result both peace and democracy have suffered enor‐
mously over the last two decades.
There is a growing body of literature on the transition from rebel movements to political par‐
ties (e.g., De Zeeuw 2008, Dudouet 2009, Deonandan/Close/Prevost 2007, Kovacs Söderbergh
2008), but relatively little is said about the fate or strategies of “ordinary,” “civilian” parties
in that context. Some works specifically focus on the challenges of post‐conflict elections (Ly‐
ons 2005) or of power sharing (Sriram 2008, Jarstad 2008, Mehler 2009), but most focus on the
general transition to peace. The focus of the Jarstad/Sisk (2008) volume is fortunately about
“war to democracy transitions.” Its contributions show that policy makers’ expectations that
those transitions result more or less automatically in both peace and democracy are highly
problematic and naive. Manning (2004, 2007) is interested in the description of challenges
that parties themselves face in moving from battlefield to political arena. She finds (2007:
268) that intense competition forces parties to adapt but does not necessarily make them
more moderate, more institutionalized internally, or more committed to democratic competi‐
tion. In the following pages the interest is not so much the organizational problems of par‐
ties—particularly violent ones—during transition, but rather their representational function
and their changing attitudes towards violent conflict.
Political parties ideally represent social interests. The latter may be in conflict, and some‐
times this conflict degenerates into violent conflict. Sartori posits that parties are or should be
“an instrument […] for representing the people by expressing their demands” (Sartori 1976:
27). Different forms or degrees of representation may be distinguished, and the sym‐
bolic/descriptive and responsive/substantive ends of a continuum may be juxtaposed. In the
African context, it is assumed that the predominant division of social interests is frequently
ethnoregional in nature, although doubts are permitted, particularly with regard to the as‐
sumed link between ethnicity and party politics (Basedau/Stroh 2009).1 Ethnoregional groups
certainly do not exist “objectively” and with a clear consciousness on their own. “Rather both
groups and their interests are to an extent constituted through the political process itself”
(Randall 2007: 84). Randall—in an initial sketch of the representational function of political
parties in Africa (2007: 101)—comes to the conclusion
that African political parties in general may offer some degree of descriptive represen‐
tation […] for ethnic groups […] but that evidence of more substantive, responsive rep‐
resentation of these social groups […] is much harder to find. Whilst (some) ethnic
groups may appear to enjoy a form of substantive or interest representation, through
1

Randall (2007: 90) opts for ethnoregional instead of just ethnic interests: “In fact numerous studies of recent
elections in tropical Africa, given the frequent tendency for concentrations of particular ethnic groups to coin‐
cide with administrative region boundaries, refer to “ethno‐regional” identities (for instance Nugent on
Ghana, 2001). However, supposing that ethnicity and regionalism are distinct bases of political identity and
behavior, then in studies of some national elections the suggestion is made that what looks like or is described
as ethnically‐based voting is really regionalism.”
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the processes of clientelism, in reality it may be closer to symbolic collective representa‐
tion.
The question, then, is whether armed insurgencies are more able to represent ethnoregional
interests than political parties.
This contribution addresses these more general points by focusing on the exemplary case of
the CAR since the mid‐1990s. The country experienced a fairly successful democratic transi‐
tion in the early 1990s but is one of the African cases where a mixture of basic state fragility
and mismanagement led to widespread violence only few years later (similar to Burundi and
Congo‐Brazzaville, where the democratic experience was even more short‐lived). The case is
also an example of a “democracy to warlord politics transition,” as will be shown. This con‐
tribution (a) looks systematically for indicators of the decline in the political importance of
parties in times of mutiny, civil war, and rebellion and (b) puts them in the context of two
main characteristics of contemporary history: a problematic elite attitude towards (political)
violence and the dynamics of peace processes, including their unintended consequences.
Therefore, the general relationship between political parties and violent conflicts is character‐
ized before a closer look is taken at the peace process (or the various peace processes) and the
changing role of political parties in it. In conclusion, the paper assesses whether there is com‐
petition over the representation of ethnoregional interests between political parties and
armed insurgencies.

2 Parties and Cleavages, Conflict and Violence in the CAR
Conflicts are often first and foremost nonviolent conflicts. Societal cleavages are seen as es‐
sential for the shaping of a party system, and this is also assumed to hold true for African
countries. However, the classical European cleavages along the axes of church versus state,
labor versus capital, urban versus rural areas, center versus periphery are only partially rele‐
vant (Erdmann 2007).

2.1 Ethnoregional Cleavages in the CAR’s Political System
For a long time, up to the end of the 1980s, the most relevant cleavage in the CAR was more
or less an ethnoregional one with a clear north‐south divide (or savaniers versus riverains, see
Table 2). The main political personalities of the country—Barthélémy Boganda, Jean‐Bédel
Bokassa and David Dacko—were south‐western (of the comparatively small Ngbaka ethnic
group); Abel Goumba (Banziri) and André Kolingba (Yakoma) were south‐central elites. The
densely populated north‐west (Gbaya, Sara, and also Mandja) felt neglected, and Ange‐Félix
Patassé, an ambitious up and coming politician and prime minister under Bokassa from 1976
to 1978 built on this grievance, though he made his career in Bangui. The capital, the bulk of
formal educational institutions, health centers, etc. were all located in the south.
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Change did occur in the 1990s, but initially not in terms of the general north‐south divide. In
fact, election results from the 1990s (1993 and 1998/99) show a remarkable similarity concern‐
ing the outcome for the ruling party, Mouvement pour la Libération du Peuple Centrafricain
(MLPC; founded in 1982 and for a long time dominated by Patassé). It received 40–50 percent
of the votes each time, something which could be explained by the existence of a rather sta‐
ble ethnoregional alliance (mainly Sara and Gbaya) in the north‐west and the north (Table 1).
Table 1: Legislative Elections since 1993 / Seats per Party
MLPC
RDC
FPP
PSD
ADP
MDD
PLD
CN
MESAN
MDREC
PRC
FC
PUN
FODEM
UPR
KNK (platform of smaller
parties)
Löndö
Independent

1993 (of 85 seats)
34
13
7
3
6
6
7
3
1
1
1
1
‐
‐
‐
‐

1998 (of 109 seats)
47
20
7
6
5
8
2
‐
‐
‐
‐
1
3
2
1
‐

2005 (of 105 seats)
11
8
2
5
2
(2)
(3)
‐
‐
‐
‐
‐
(3)
(1)
‐
42

‐
2

‐
7

1
34

Sources: African Elections Database http://africanelections.tripod.com/cf.html (accessed 24 September 2009);
other sources provide partly differing information. The results of established parties that joined the
KNK platform (MDD, PLD, PUN, FODEM) are detailed in the table (in brackets).

In fact, both Patassé and Goumba, Patassé’s challenger in the second round of the 1993 presi‐
dential elections, had clear regional strongholds, with Patassé winning more than 85 percent
in three out of 17 prefectures (north‐west: Ouham, Ouham‐Pendé and Nana‐Gribizi) and
Goumba equally 85 percent in four, less densely populated prefectures (south‐east: Ouaka,
Basse‐Kotto, Mbomou and Haut‐Mbomou).2 This ethnoregional voting pattern should not be
mistaken as evidence of an inability on the part of citizens to change the regime by electoral
means (and therefore a pretext for violence) as Patassé always needed smaller alliance part‐
ners to get a majority. The former single party, created by Kolingba in 1986, the Rassemble‐
2

In the legislative elections the FPP did not field any candidates in Ouham‐Pende (four electoral districts); the
MLPC likewise fielded only a single candidate in one out of 5 districts in Mbomou. The RDC and the MLPC,
with 83 and 77 candidates (out of 85), were clearly aiming high and wide, followed by the FPP (58), the ADP
(54) and the PSD (39). The distribution of PSD candidates does not show any clear territorial pattern. Source:
Calculations based on information obtained by the author at the Mixed Independent Electoral Commission
(CEMI), Bangui 1993.
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ment Démocratique Centrafricain (RDC) was too weak to win multiparty elections but strong
enough to persist as the major opposition party. It won its seats mostly in the southern and
south‐eastern parts of the country. Kolingba’s own ethnic group, the Yakoma, was the main
ethnic group supporting the party, but the Yakoma vote alone would not have been enough
to win the amount of seats the RDC actually won. In fact, there were other notable dynamics
in the political geography during the 1990s, for example, the declining popularity of the
“fourth” candidate Goumba and his Front Patriotique pour le Progrès (FPP), a party with
deep political roots but without a continued organizational existence.3 The RDC clearly prof‐
ited from the declining popularity of the Goumba camp after the 1993 elections. Other shift‐
ing alliances in the southern block were also observed (Mehler 2005). Thus, only the MLPC
and the RDC can be termed stable political parties.
It appears as if it was initially not necessary to compete for the votes of ethnic parties’ “core”
voters. Nevertheless, at the margins of each party’s electorate there was intense nonviolent
competition. The parties or their leaders probably held some clientelist appeal among their
followers, although Goumba in particular never wanted to appear as the typical African “big
man.” In Randall’s terms (2007: 90) even the bigger parties MLPC and RDC could still be
seen as representing ethnoregional interests “to the extent that parties are identified by their
leaders and/or in the public mind with one or more ethnic groups,” while it was also appro‐
priate to ask “in what sense are they representing those groups”? (emphasis in the original).
The FPP and, arguably, three other parties (ADP, PSD, MDD), with their long‐lasting exis‐
tence and ability to win mandates, may be seen as additional parties of significant impor‐
tance that merit attention for the sake of the argument of this contribution.
The “Northern Alliance” was probably terminally ended by Bozizé’s (of Gbaya origin) revolt
against his former mentor Patassé (from the Suma minority, but usually identified with Sara)4
and the subsequent armed takeover of state power in 2002/03. Both Gbaya and Sara are ma‐
jor ethnic groups in the north/north‐west of the country, and they believed that they had ex‐
perienced neglect since the beginning of French colonization.5 Patassé’s military defeat by
Bozizé meant that the old ethnoregional cleavage (north versus south) had lost relevance,
something which will be demonstrated in a later section.
The relative neglect of the north was obviously not remedied when northern politicians
started to rule the country (beginning with Patassé in 1993). This becomes clear when the
3

Research on political parties in the CAR is very limited. Useful information can be found in Bradshaw 2009.
The report by UNDP 2008: 44‐51, offers some very general insights into the depressing material situation and
low general esteem of political parties.

4

The Suma are a Gbaya subgroup. I would like to thank Richard Bradshaw for making me aware of this often
neglected aspect.

5

It would be hazardous to display any concrete ethnic census figures, but the following groups are usually
seen as being most important: Banda, Gbaya, Sara/Mboum, Mandja, Ngbaka, Haoussa, Ngbandi, Zandé‐
Nzakara, Mbororo. Some subgroups, such as the Yakoma (a subgroup of the Ngbandi), have gained extraor‐
dinary prominence. Background information on some groups in Kalck 2005.
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provision of public goods since the 1990s is examined. In terms of both critical infrastructure
(roads, hospitals, schools) and security, no significant progress was recorded in the periph‐
ery.6 A certain “Patassé effect” may be seen by comparing the net school enrollment rates in
1988, 2000 and 2003 by region: Ouham and Ouham‐Pendé, the major Patassé strongholds,
witnessed an increase from 29.4 and 31.5 percent, respectively, to 37.4 and 36.0 percent be‐
tween 1988 and 2000, with falling figures in 2003 (UNDP 2008: 146). However, Patassé’s home
region of Ouham‐Pendé was in 2006 still the prefecture with the second‐highest ranking (out
of 17) with regard to respondents claiming to have no education and only thirteenth place
with regard to respondents claiming to have secondary education or higher (UNFPA/Macro
International 2008: 4, 5). It might also be of interest that Vakaga Prefecture, the main site of
the Union des Forces Démocratiques pour le Rassemblement (UFDR) rebellion starting in
2005, had the worst, and still declining figures, for school enrollment rates (1988: 26.8, 2000:
22.4, 2003: 22.0) (UNDP 2008: 146). The record was not better with regard to security as a
public good in Northern CAR. Insecurity indeed even spread under both Patassé and Bozizé
in large parts of the periphery, and not only in Bangui, which had been the main theatre of
violence in 1996/97. With few exceptions, most probably in the elite, northern populations
did not profit from northern government.

2.2 Growing Fragmentation
The MLPC thus did not “deliver” to its main constituencies, but it was not the only party to
experience setbacks. The degree of fragmentation of the party system has been increasing
since 1993 (see Table 1). This has served as an initial indicator of a loss of influence on the
part of the main political parties. Whereas the RDC and the MLPC together controlled 47 out
of 85 seats after the 1993 elections (55.3 percent) and the six most important parties con‐
trolled 59 seats (69.4 percent), this ratio changed with the 1998 elections: 67 out of 109 for
MLPC and RDC combined (61.4 percent) and 88 seats for the six important parties (80.7 per‐
cent). Thus, the first sign of the loss of importance of formal political parties appeared with
this election. Seven independent candidates were elected, as compared with two in the pre‐
vious election. A big change in the legislative composition occurred only after the successful
Bozizé rebellion in 2003. After the 2005 elections, the MLPC and the RDC together held only
19 out of 105 seats (18.1 percent) and the six important parties together held 29 seats (27.6
percent). This result reflects a dramatic political change, though there was admittedly no
level playing field during these elections. Can this development be termed a crisis of eth‐

6

The mortality rate for children under age five in Region 3 (Ouham and Ouham‐Pendé, Patassé’s stronghold)
remained among the highest in the CAR (284/1000 against a national average of 220), see UNDP 2008: 155. The
region was better equipped with health centers in 2003 than others though (ibid.: 156). According to official
figures, the prefecture with the poorest schoolchildren/teacher ratio is Lobaye, where Bokassa, Boganda and
Dacko are from.
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noregional representation? Or was it just a matter of unfair elections? Probably not the latter:
The elections were not openly manipulated, at least not on a countrywide level. Even more
significant than the loss of seats for major parties was the increase in the number of inde‐
pendent candidates elected: 34 members of parliament were elected as independents. These
figures could be taken as clear evidence of the declining importance of political parties in an
era of growing violence. However, political parties have themselves been part of this evolu‐
tion (see Table 2).7
Table 2: Political Parties and Conflict in the CAR
Main (and secondary) cleavages at the na‐
tional level
Parties representing ethnoregional interests
Polarization of the party system
Transition to multiparty democracy
Level of violence exerted by individual poli‐
tical parties

North–South
5 out of 6 main parties (exception: PSD)
Multipolar,
very high
Rather early: 1993
Perverted: 1995
Moderate, rather indirectly: RDC / Kolingba; indirect, but obvious:
Patassé (and not the entire MLPC)

Source: Author’s compilation.

2.3 Party‐related Violence
The CAR’s transitional context is obviously important for understanding party‐related vio‐
lence. The CAR is an example of a transition that was perverted by the undemocratic behav‐
ior of democratically elected rulers (similar to Congo‐Brazzaville). President Patassé’s gov‐
ernance style included widespread mismanagement, self‐enrichment, the buying of MPs and
the exclusion of formerly privileged groups. These activities formed the background for mu‐
tinies (1996/97), coup attempts (2001/02) and the successful rebellion (2003). Patassé had cre‐
ated his own personal armed groups (Karako militia and others), but they were not formally
related to the MLPC. This party, founded in the 1980s, was in fact solidly anchored in society
and different currents existed within it, some of which were critical of Patassé. It would be
wrong to assume that the MLPC was an instrument in the grip of its chairman Patassé (Brad‐
shaw 2008: 108). There is no doubt that at least Patassé himself showed a propensity to use
violence when it suited his personal interests, while the MLPC may not have been directly
associated.
Long‐standing relationships between elites in the party and in the security apparatus are not
simply cut off when ruling parties lose elections. In the CAR the former ruling party, RDC—
Kolingba’s party—retained considerable influence in the security apparatus, particularly in
.

7

Differences in the reported election results are mostly due to Bozizé’s nebulous support base. He relied, on the
one hand, on a handful of new political parties and independent candidates together forming the alliance
Kwa Na Kwa (KNK, literally “work and work”) and, on the other hand, on some established parties which
lent their support, for a short time only, to the new head of state for opportunistic reasons.
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the army, throughout the 1990s. The RDC did not play in accordance with the rules of de‐
mocracy either. Similarly to other parties, it became a secondary actor in the course of the
growing militarization of politics, which occurred from the mid‐1990s on. The mutinies in
the late 1990s and the attempted violent coup in 2001 evoked more than mere sympathy
from the RDC, although—and this is important—the party never endorsed Kolingba’s per‐
sonal decision to back the coup. Ethnic loyalty played a role in mutinies and the coup at‐
tempt as well, as former president Kolingba had predominantly recruited troops from his
Yakoma ethnic group. The resulting backlash on the RDC was evident as well when the coup
attempt failed.8
Electoral competition itself was not exempt from violence in the CAR’s multiparty era, but
compared to other African cases, this violence resulted in limited damage. However, both of
the major parties did not completely reject violence as a means of politics, at least not clearly
enough.

3 Peace Negotiations and Imperfect Dialogue Processes
3.1 The First Peace Process
International actors also exerted an influence in the interplay between civilian and armed ac‐
tors in the CAR. Pushed by France, four African presidents flew in directly from the Franco‐
African summit in Ouagadougou in early December 1996, and some of them again in Janu‐
ary 1997, to mediate between the mutineers and the government (Ngoupandé 1997: 78‐81).
The efforts by Konaré, Bongo, Déby, and Compaoré led to the signing of the Bangui Peace
Accord on January 25, 1997. On April 7, Maliʹs ex‐president and chief mediator Amadou Tou‐
mani Touré brokered the entry of two of the mutineers into an enlarged government. In con‐
trast to their sidelining in peace talks from 2006 onwards, 25 political parties, the five main
trade unions, and 12 civil society organizations signed a declaration that was then made part
of the peace accord. The first post‐agreement government instated in February was made up
of approximately 50 percent opposition and 50 percent pro‐president forces. Reconciliation
talks were held in Bangui in February and March 1998 with approximately 400 participants;
the opposition alliance G‐11 took part, and although it suspended its participation for some
days for procedural reasons, a national reconciliation pact was still signed at the end of the
meeting. This was the last time that political parties played such an important role in the
peace process.
It is essential to recognize that the armed conflicts in 1996/97—and equally importantly, the
character of their resolution—had certain highly negative effects on the political climate in
the country: effects that undermined the prospects for both democracy and the preservation

8

The minister of the interior suspended inter alia the activities of the party for several months.
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of civil peace. Furthermore, the activities of international actors—despite good intentions—
effectively contributed to the poisoning of the political environment.
In the first place, the character of the conflict‐settlement process, as promoted by interna‐
tional actors, amplified the tension between the principle of accommodation and the practice
of exclusionary and privatized politics. International actors continuously asked for broader
representation of the radical and partly violent opposition, and later rebels, in government.
And at some point, something close to this objective was achieved: the mutinies of 1996/97
led to the inclusion of some rebel leaders in roles entailing governmental responsibility, as
we have seen. Patassé also felt compelled to include a rather substantial number of opposi‐
tion members in his government, but he was able to handpick which members would be in‐
cluded and which portfolios they obtained. In parallel he appointed more and more advi‐
sors, who formed a kind of a shadow cabinet where the real decisions were taken.
Thus, what appears to have occurred with this first conflict‐settlement episode was a tempo‐
rary and cosmetic acceptance of inclusive politics, largely as a result of international pres‐
sure. The practice of inclusion did not, however, lead to any real participation in the deci‐
sion‐making process by former counter‐elites. Even less so was it perceived to have led to an
equal representation of ethnoregional interests. In practice, the agreement involved more of
an extension of rents to those elites with the power to disrupt civil peace. That the National
Assembly later decided to attribute substantial pensions to former presidents Dacko and Ko‐
lingba (October 30, 1997) testifies to this. Such pensions were clearly a bonus for the renun‐
ciation of violence.
A dangerous precedent was established in the resolution of these conflicts. A lesson appar‐
ently learnt by local actors was that the threat of violence could be instrumentalized to re‐
ceive material rewards. For instance, the mutineers were immediately accepted as a negotia‐
tion partner and concessions were made quickly—much more quickly than to the civilian
opposition. Exerting violence proved to be a means to garner international attention, which,
at least at first glance, proved rewarding. One message emanating from this situation was
that those losing out in the redistribution of sinecures should retain their capacity to sustain
conflict (inter alia arms). This would preserve their capacity to come back to the “dining
room.”9
Additionally, it is important to state that electoral violence in the CAR was constantly com‐
paratively low. Campaigns resulted only in a very limited number of casualties in 1993,
1998/99 and 2005. When the situation in the CAR is compared to, for instance, Kenya or Côte
d’Ivoire it becomes obvious that the CAR’s political parties were not deeply involved in acts
of violence. A qualified exception is the avowed involvement of former president Kolingba in

9

The CAR example is in line with Bratton and van de Walle’s (1997: 269) argument that a transition from
neopatrimonial rule is prone to a violent end because of the tendency of the new democratically elected presi‐
dent to distribute according to a neopatrimonial logic, but this time not to the same circle of persons.
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the bloody coup attempt in May 2001, but again it is doubtful whether his RDC was in‐
volved: the party never formally endorsed its leader’s decision.

3.2 From Patassé to Bozizé
In the aftermath of the May 2001 uprising, parallel investigations created an atmosphere of
general suspicion. The dismissal and later accusation of the chief of staff, General François
Bozizé, of being implicated in a new coup plan was a surprising turn of events. Bozizé re‐
fused to accept an arrest warrant. On November 3, 2001, the UN Secretary General’s special
representative in the CAR, General Lamine Cissé, undertook a good offices mission to bring
the two parties together. On the basis of unwritten concessions by both parties, President
Patassé promised to appoint Bozizé to another post and to consider granting a pardon once
the judicial procedure was completed. For his part, Bozizé seemed to be willing to be ques‐
tioned by the Commission of Inquiry. However, four days later government troops attacked
Bozizéʹs positions.10 Bozizé now defected with approximately 100 troops and moved to the
north of the country. After taking weapons from several gendarmerie barracks and following
a number of skirmishes, Bozizé went into exile in Chad. His troops returned to Bangui in a
surprise attack on October 25, 2002. They were repulsed after heavy fighting with Patassé’s
forces, which included Libyan troops and up to 1,000 fighters from the Congolese rebel or‐
ganization Mouvement de Libération du Congo (MLC) (Marchal 2009).
In this context, Patassé offered a “national dialogue without exclusion” on New Year’s Eve,
but he only gradually received support for the idea. Political parties in fact had a difficult
choice to make in these days: siding with the republic and accepting dialogue meant siding
with a president who did not show respect for democracy (or the constitution); siding with
Bozizé—which many parties ultimately did—meant siding with a violent actor of doubtful
democratic credentials. Getting rid of Patassé at any price was apparently the order of the
day.
Patassé seemed completely isolated, the country devastated, and democracy in shambles
when another surprise attack by Bozizé’s troops (helped by Chad) led to the downfall of Ban‐
gui on March 15, 2003. Patassé was at a regional summit in Niger. Upon his return he could
not land, was forced to fly to Cameroon, and finally took exile in Togo. Bozizé suspended the
constitution and named a new cabinet including most opposition parties and with Goumba
as vice president. A National Transitional Council (CNT) was introduced as an all‐party body
to serve as the interim legislative organization. The postponed “national dialogue,” origi‐
nally planned by Patassé for December 2002, was held from September 15 to October 27, 2003
and resulted in a sober assessment of the country’s situation. Despite numerous statements
of forgiveness and reconciliation, the climate of distrust remained.

10

See the report of the UN Secretary General to the UN Security Council, S/2002/12, 2 January 2002.
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The “national dialogue”—which included many of the major civilian protagonists but not
Patassé or his former minister of defense Jean‐Jacques Démafouth—in September/October
2003 can still be termed fairly successful as it led to a set of consensus decisions regarding
major fields of public life (particularly on the electoral process).11 At the beginning of the
proceedings a resolution had been tabled to bar all members of the transitional government,
including the head of state, from standing for election. This was quickly foiled by the presi‐
dent’s camp, showing that Bozizé had long‐term ambitions.12 Bozizé was eventually elected
president in 2005. He included some heavyweights of the political class in his subsequent
government, including one of Kolingba’s sons, but he excluded the Patassé camp. Patassé
himself had been excluded from standing in the presidential elections.
The accession to power of yet another military leader exposed a major pattern in the CAR’s
political life, with the political careers of some main figures demonstrating the straddling of
two spheres of power, one civilian, one military:
•

Ange‐Félix Patassé (MLPC): putschist, 1982; president, 1993–2003; afterwards at least
vaguely associated with some northern rebel movements (Armée populaire pour la
restauration de la démocratie—APRD, Front Démocratique du Peuple Centrafricain—
FDPC).

•

François Bozizé (KNK): putschist, 1982 and 2003; very disappointing election results in
1993 (1.5 percent); chief of staff, 2001; president of the republic, 2003.

•

André Kolingba (RDC): chief of staff, 1979; putschist, 1981; president of the republic,
1981–1993; at least indirectly involved in mutinies, 1996/97; claimed to be the mastermind
of the coup attempt in 2001.

•

Charles Massi (FODEM): retired army colonel; former mines minister under Patassé;
minister of rural development under Bozizé; political coordinator of the UFDC rebel
movement in 2008 (later expelled); and founder of the armed Convention des patriotes
pour la justice et la paix (CPJP).

•

Jean‐Jacques Démafouth (NAP): defense minister under Patassé; interrogated for in‐
volvement in a coup attempt, 2001; political brain behind the APRD rebellion; in 2009
vice president of a UNDP‐sponsored demobilization program.13

11

A truth and reconciliation commission was, however, never established, although one of the final recommen‐
dations asked for it.

12

Le Nouvel Afrique Asie, 170, Novembre 2003, p. 22. See also Le Nouvel Afrique Asie, 171, Décembre 2003, pp.
16‐17.

13

The Economist Intelligence Unit (CAR report, March 2009) notes that Demafouthʹs appointment was de‐
nounced by the rival MLJC, which has been excluded from the government and various implementation
committees.
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3.3 Rebellion and a New Peace Process
The exclusion of Patassé from the elections in 2005 triggered a rebellion in his home region.
Additionally, so‐called “liberators,” partly Chadian mercenaries and partly CAR nationals
who had helped Bozizé take power (Debos 2007), increasingly posed a security threat in the
capital Bangui and extorted money from inhabitants. They were later transported to the bor‐
der with the help of the Chadian government, and a good number of them became rebel
fighters. This variation in the origin of the different new rebel groups may already indicate
whether they could be expected to represent larger group interests.
The various rebel movements in the northern part of the country from 2005 onwards were
also dealt with diplomatically after they could not be defeated by the regime. While the
UFDR rebels asked for negotiations under international mediation, Bozizé was more than re‐
luctant. The only noteworthy signal was when the head of state held a one‐day forum in the
National Assembly as a limited form of dialogue with all “vibrant parts of the society,” dur‐
ing which he at least did not rule out direct talks with rebels. Several opposition leaders
snubbed the meeting. While France intervened with massive military support for the Bozizé
government, most international donors continued to exert pressure on Bozizé to start nego‐
tiations with the rebels. Bozizé gave in by announcing a direct dialogue in his New Year’s
speech in 2006.
Talks were started under the aegis of Libya. Bozizé met Abdoulaye Miskine, a dreaded war‐
lord once on the pay roll of Patassé, on January 25, 2007. The so‐called Agreement of Syrte
was agreed upon after an extremely short series of meetings between the two (January 29–31,
2007). In early February 2007, Miskine, believed to still be close to former president Patassé,
returned to Bangui and was offered the position of advisor to the president (which he later
declined). He was said to have links to practically all operating rebel movements, particu‐
larly the FDPC but also the UFDR. The content of the January peace agreement was limited,
but it included an immediate ceasefire. A vague reference was made to “the participation of
FDPC and UFDR in the management of state affairs, in a spirit of reconciliation and in con‐
formity with the Constitution.”14 The UFDR commanders and others distanced themselves
from the treaty, and new attacks on Birao were launched. The French army had to intervene
again. A separate peace agreement with the UFDR was signed on April 13 (see Table 3).15
On April 24, 2007, the APRD, which was close to Patassé, attacked an army convoy. Shortly
before the attack, the army had conducted one of its infamous raids in the north‐west of the
country. The APRD, which was initially excluded from the peace process, had continued to

14

The text of the Syrte Agreement is available at http://alliance‐democratie‐progres.over‐blog.com/article‐
5637289.html (accessed 3 August 2009)

15

The text of the Birao Agreement is available at http://www.sangonet.com/afriqg/PAFF/Dic/actuC/ActuC6/ac
cord_birao_gouv‐ufdr.html (accessed 3 August 2009). The agreement was only signed by the military com‐
mander Zaccharia Damane and not by the formal leaders, who were under house arrest in Benin.
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fight (maybe for this reason) and to appeal for an inclusive dialogue.16 A preparatory com‐
mittee to organize the inclusive national dialogue was agreed upon in October 2007, with re‐
bels holding only three of 23 positions.
Both the APRD and the government finally signed a ceasefire agreement on May 9, 2008,
thus preparing the ground for a more inclusive peace agreement. Interestingly, some well‐
known politicians jumped on the bandwagon rather late in the process—or revealed their in‐
timate connection with various rebel movements. On March 29, 2008, the former defense
minister Démafouth, who had for a long time been believed to have close links with “the”
rebellion, was declared coordinator of the APRD. He had once been one of ex‐president
Patassé’s closest confidants, but had then been dismissed and arrested in 2001 in the context
of the failed coup. The move to make Charles Massi political coordinator of the UFDR came
as a surprise. Massi, a retired army colonel, had been among the most active political entre‐
preneurs during the previous decade17 and headed a small political party (Forum Démoc‐
ratique pour la Modernité, FODEM). He had supported, then opposed, the Patassé regime as
well as that of Bozizé and had held several ministerial positions, most recently as minister of
rural development until mid‐January 2008. Both Massi and Démafouth had stood for presi‐
dent in the past and had received rather disappointing results (3.2 and 1.3 percent respec‐
tively in the 2005 presidential election). The conclusion they seemed to draw from this ex‐
perience was that they could never win elections without taking up arms first. This was ex‐
actly the lesson demonstrated by Bozizé, who had received a meager result in the 1993 elec‐
tions.
After many steps back and forth, a so‐called “global” peace agreement was signed in Libre‐
ville on June 21 by the government, the APRD (Démafouth), and the UFDR (local military
commander Damane). It was rejected by parts of the exiled UFDR leadership, however, and
was not signed by the third most important group, the FDPC, even though it had attended
the meeting. Fighting erupted anew in August after all three groups withdrew from the
peace process over the thorny issue of an amnesty law.
Gabon’s President Bongo invited the belligerent parties to Libreville in September following
the new skirmishes to save the global peace agreement. The National Assembly finally ap‐
proved the amnesty law in late September with 72 votes in favor and one abstention; 31 op‐
position members boycotted the vote because they rejected some last‐minute changes to the
text. The new law granted amnesty to both government and rebel forces for crimes commit‐
ted since January 1999. This was crucial for Démafouth, who was charged with the murder of
five people close to former president Kolingba back in 1999. The law specifically named

16

Press statement of 10 November 2007, available at http://www.centrafrique.com/aprdetledialogue.pdf (ac‐
cessed 3 August 2009).

17

In March 2002 he had created the exiled opposition alliance Front pour la restauration de l’unité nationale et
de la démocratie (FRUD) with former mutineer Isidore Dokodo. At that time he admitted sympathizing with
both armed movements against Patassé, that is, Kolingba’s failed coup and Bozizé’s rebellion.
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Patassé, Démafouth and FDPC leader Miskine. This was presented as the only realistic op‐
tion for peace but came with a number of problems. First of all, Patassé—in exile in Togo—
had been sentenced in absentia in 2006 to 20 years of forced labor for economic crimes, and
the International Criminal Court was investigating him for crimes against humanity.18
Table 3: Power‐sharing Elements of Peace Agreements in the CAR
Peace Agreements

Participants

Power‐sharing Details

Role of Political Parties

Mutiny leader Saulet,
President Patassé, Ga‐
bon’s President Bongo,
Chad’s President Déby

Political: Prime minister with
expanded authority, grand
coalition with representation of
the opposition, suspension of
the legal pursuit of politicians
close to the mutiny
Military: Amnesty for muti‐
neers

Separate agreement (accord
préalable à un pact de ré‐
concilation nationale19) in‐
volving all the main political
parties (25 in total). Clear role
in the running of public af‐
fairs: 11 members of the op‐
position, and later two repre‐
sentatives of the armed re‐
bels, enter the government

Syrte (Libya), February Warlord Abdoulaye
Miskine and ex‐
2, 2007 h
minister André Ringui
de Gaillard for FDPC
and UFDR, Justice Mi‐
nister Otto for go‐
vernment

Political: Participation of rebel
movements in the “manage‐
ment of state affairs” (vague)
Military: Integration of rebel
fighters into the national army

None

Birao, April 13, 2007i

Prefect, Damane as lo‐
cal commander of the
UFDR

Political: Participation of
UFDR in the “management of
state affairs” (vague)
Military: Integration of rebel
fighters into the national army

None

Libreville (Gabon),
June 21, 2008

APRD, UFDR, go‐
vernment,
MLCJ and UFR;20 the
FDPC also ultimately
joined the agreement

Political: Amnesty provisions
Military: Disarmament and
Demobilisation and Reintegra‐
tion (DDR) program followed
by integration of rebel fighters
into the national army

None

Bangui, January 25,
1997

Source: Author’s compilation.

It is essential to acknowledge that political parties gradually lost their significance in the
peace process with every major episode of violence (see Table 2).

18

The law specified that it excluded genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes as well as all acts under
the jurisdiction of the ICC. Jean‐Pierre Bemba, once DR Congo’s vice president and before that rebel leader,
had been arrested in May 2008 near Brussels precisely for his role in crimes against humanity perpetrated by
his troops in the CAR when they fought alongside Patassé’s army in 2002–2003, see also Glasius 2008.

19

Text reprinted in Afrique Express 133, 20 January 1997, p.8.
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lʹUnion des forces républicaines, a smaller rebel movement headed by Lt. Florian Njadder.
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3.4 Dialogue Again, but Differently
One of the original UFDR factions, Abakar Sabone’s Mouvement des Libérateurs Centrafri‐
cains pour la Justice (MLCJ), which had left the UFDR, joined the Libreville peace agreement
only on December 7, 2008. By its military strength, this was certainly not the most important
rebel movement; content‐wise, however, it was probably the most outspoken one.
The beginning of the so‐called “inclusive political dialogue” followed this last signature. The
preparatory committee had presented its final report to Bozizé in April after two months of
negotiations between government representatives and the three main rebel movements. The
recommendations had detailed the composition of delegates and the venue, but it took sev‐
eral more months for concrete preparations to begin. In late October 2008 the APRD, the
UFDR, and the government had held talks in Libreville which resulted in a new composition
of the preparatory committee, with the opposition coalition Union des Forces Vives de la Na‐
tion (UFVN)21, civil society organizations, and the rebel groups receiving more seats. This at
last paved the way for the holding of this important gathering of approximately 200 partici‐
pants from December 8 to 20 in Bangui.
The meeting was chaired by former Burundian president (and coup leader) Pierre Buyoya.
Patassé flew in from his exile in Togo. His rival inside the MLPC, Martin Ziguélé, attended as
well, as did Démafouth, who had formed a political party in the meantime (Nouvelle Alli‐
ance pour le Progrès, NAP). During the opening ceremony, the civilian opposition were not
allowed to take the floor. On December 10, UFVN coordinator Henri Pouzère asked Bozizé to
step down for multiple violations of the constitution,22 but the tide turned when Ziguélé,
whose MLPC was part of the UFVN, explicitly recognized Bozizé as president four days
later. Towards the end of the gathering Patassé joined this position. Warlord Miskine, absent
at the beginning, participated at least for the last day. In the end, the participants and most
importantly Bozizé agreed to form an inclusive consensus government, hold free and trans‐
parent elections, install a follow‐up committee, and create a truth and reconciliation commis‐
sion. The follow‐up committee was composed of former presidents Patassé and Kolingba,
plus Bozizé. There were no seats for the civilian or the armed opposition.23 Not only in for‐
mal peace agreements but also in dialogue processes, the civilian opposition had lost out
(Table 4).

21

Most of the time including the MLPC and the RDC as heavyweights and the ADP as a secondary force. Chair‐
manship was given to Henri Pouzère, leader of the Association Löndö and member of parliament, who had
formerly been a very outspoken civil society representative. According to Bradshaw (2008), the UVFN had 19
seats in parliament.

22

Pouzère wanted to transform the inclusive political dialogue into a sort of “national sovereign conference.”
He also asked Bozizé to explain the reasons for his rebellions in 2002 and 2003. In this way, he questioned the
existence and the legitimacy of any armed pursuit of political interests. See Agence Centrafricaine de Presse,
10 December 2008. His statements were apparently shocking to most participants at the meeting.

23

Xinhua, 21 December 2008.
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Table 4: Political Dialogue Forums in the CAR
Dialogue Forum

Participants from the
Civilian Opposition

Participants from Armed
Movements

Results

February/March 1998
(approximately 400
participants)

28 political parties,
among them the oppo‐
sition group G‐11

September 2003: Na‐
tional Dialogue (ap‐
proximately 350 parti‐
cipants)

Nearly the entire poli‐ None (armed forces repre‐
tical class of the coun‐ sented)
try, but Patassé banned
from participation

Solemn declaration underlining
the indivisibility of the nation
and making ethnic hatred a
“crime against the nation.” List
of key recommendations, inter
alia on the order of municipal,
legislative and presidential elec‐
tions to be held in 2005. National
Transitional Council later rejects
government’s application of the
results.

December 2008: Inclu‐
sive Political Dialogue
(approximately 200
participants—officially
128)

15 (plus 7 for “other
parties”), among them
Henri Pouzère (UFVN),
André Kolingba (RDR),
Martin Ziguélé (MLPC)

A list of key recommendations:
the appointment of a consensus
government; the holding of free
and fair municipal (2009), legi‐
slative and presidential elections
(2010); the creation of a truth
and reconciliation commission;
the launching of a DDR pro‐
gram; the auditing of several
economic sectors; creation of a
follow‐up committee.

Not mentioned (did not
sign the final document)

17, among them
Jean‐Jacques Demafouth
(APRD), Damane Zakaria
(UFDR), Abakar Sabone
(MLCJ), Abdoulaye Miskine
(FDPC) (he joined the talks
only on the last day)

National reconciliation pact (ra‐
ther vague)

Source: Author’s compilation, based on various sources (Sangonet, Marchés Tropicaux et Méditerranéens and
others).

The consensus government was eventually formed on January 19, 2009, but offered only lim‐
ited opportunities for participation to civilian opposition and rebel movements. Three oppo‐
sition members, Moïse Kotaye, André Nalke Dorogo (MLPC), and Raymond Adouma were
appointed to the junior ministries of small and medium‐sized enterprises, public health and
international cooperation, respectively. Françoise Naoyama of the APRD became the envi‐
ronment minister, and Djomo Didou of the UFDR the housing minister. New rebel alliances
were subsequently formed, and new skirmishes took place in the first half of 2009. At the
time of writing, it appears premature to believe in the success of the peace process.

4 Representation of Social Interests via Rebel Movements?
Rebel movements have far more obvious direct links to the use of violence than their civilian
opponents; it is not necessary to prove this. But what can be said about the representational
side of the armed movements? All in all, there have been few clear statements of what the
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various rebels stand for. The more political of the stated aims of rebel representatives has
been “to sit down and to discuss” national problems. They have also accused the current
government of corruption, mismanagement and the pursuit of narrow ethnic interests (of
Bozizé’s Gbaya group). The professed readiness to join a power‐sharing government might
be seen as nothing more than rent‐seeking behavior and not an acknowledgement of the
need for more consensual decision‐making24 A few NGO reports consider the UFDR rebel‐
lion to have been an expression of the grievances of the Gula (Human Rights Watch 2007: 78‐
79). UFDR president Djotodia repeatedly criticized the “exclusionist” policies of the regime
and was quoted as follows: “Many people from other ethnic groups and different political
parties are ostracized and banned from participating in the management of the country.”25
The best‐known UFDR commander, Zaccharia Damane, cited additional grievances: the im‐
passability of the roads in the region (Vakaga), the lack of health care, the lack of education,
and the insufficient access to portable water. The most outstanding statements have come,
however, from Abakar Sabone, a co‐founder of the UFDR and the head of the breakaway fac‐
tion MLCJ. In an interview in November 2006 with the local newspaper Le Confident, he de‐
clared that one of the reasons for starting a rebellion was Bozizé’s broken promise to appoint
a Muslim prime minister.26 He also alluded to the dominance of Christians in the manage‐
ment of state affairs,27 saying that the aim of his rebel movement was to force Bozizé, through
the use of arms, to accept dialogue and take “the geopolitics of our country” seriously. When
the MLCJ decided to breakaway from the UFDR in summer 2008, it claimed to be working

24

See, for example, the BBC and Reuters news reports which followed the capture of Birao by the UFDR in No‐
vember 2006: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/6136210.stm; http://www.iol.co.za/index.php?set_id=1&click_
id=136&art_id=qw1163486881436B253 (accessed 30 July 2009).

25

See http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=61464 (accessed 9 August 2009). A party communiqué
from 23 May 2008 expanded the argument, claiming that the organization would stand for the excluded silent
majority of the population, http://centrafrique‐presse.over‐blog.com/article‐19836757.html (accessed 27 March
2009).

26

“Because he did not respect the pact linking us: It was convened that we take the power and that he manages
the transition with a Muslim prime minister.” (Puisquʹil nʹa pas respecté le pacte qui nous liait: il était ques‐
tion que nous prenons le pouvoir, quʹil gère la transition avec un premier Ministre Musulman, translation
AM).

27

“Listen Mr Journalist, if you want to drown your dog you have to accuse him of hydrophobia. And tell me,
please, whether Central African Muslims have not the right to accede to power, because they are Muslims,
Islamists and represent a danger to the nation? The Christians have governed 46 years and where are we? In
paradise? No, we have to acknowledge that the CAR, our country, is a secular and democratic state where all
confessions should live in peace (Christians, Muslims, animists and others).” (Écoutez Monsieur le Journaliste,
lorsquʹon veut noyer son chien, on lʹaccuse de rage. Et dites‐moi s’il vous plaît les musulmans Centrafricains
de Centrafrique nʹont – ils pas droit au pouvoir parce quʹils sont musulmans, islamistes et représentent un
danger pour la nation? Les chrétiens ont gouverné 46 ans, où sommes nous? Au paradis? Non il faut reconnaî‐
tre que la RCA notre pays est un Etat laïc et démocratique où doivent vivre en paix, toutes les confessions
(Chrétiens, Musulmans, Animistes et Autres).) Le Confident, 8 November 2006, www.sangonet.com (accessed
30 June 2009).
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for an overhaul of the political class—another bold statement.28 During the inclusive political
dialogue, Sabone succeeded in inscribing a recommendation in the official document that the
two Muslim holidays of Aïd el‐Fitr and Aïd el‐Kébir should become national holidays.29
Any political claims from the APRD are much more difficult to find. The group complained
from its inception in 2005 that Bozizé had toppled a legitimate government in March 2003,
had mismanaged public funds, and had divided the nation.30 Such statements underscored
the dominant impression that the APRD was fighting for Patassé’s return. The exclusion of
Patassé from running for the presidency in 2005 was another argument advanced by APRD
officials (Human Rights Watch 2007: 38, 42), putting it firmly in one political camp. However,
local commanders of the APRD were occasionally saying quite the contrary, that they had no
contact at all with the former president, who they claimed was a man of the past.31
An occasional commentator on the private Internet platform Sangonet clearly exposed the
ideological and programmatic poverty of all rebel movements and declared that their activi‐
ties were nothing but criminal.32 It is difficult to come to a different conclusion. It may there‐
fore be of greater interest to determine what the social background of rebel movements is.
However, we lack clear information on recruitment practices and the ethnoregional affilia‐
tion of individual fighters. Findings from Debos (2008) corroborate the impression that many
formerly pro‐Bozizé fighters, some of Chadian origin, have joined the anti‐Bozizé rebel
movements. It thus appears that it is not political conviction but rather material gain that is
their main motivation.

28

See http://www.dabio.net/RCA‐RETRAIT‐DU‐M‐L‐C‐J‐DE‐CAPITAINE‐ABAKAR‐SABONE‐de‐l‐UFDR_a12
10.html (accessed 3 August 2009):”The necessity of an overhaul of the Central African political class, of ceas‐
ing to eternalize the interests of the old political class that has sufficiently demonstrated its limits and lack of
patriotism, because we all have seen them in practice: negative results.” (la nécessité d’un renouvellement de
la classe politique centrafricaine de ne pas continuer de pérenniser les intérêts de cette vielle classe politique
qui a suffisamment démontré ses limites et son manque de patriotisme parce que nous les avions tous vu à
l’épreuve: résultats négatif.)

29

Agence France‐Presse, 18 November 2008.

30

http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=73544 (accessed 30 July 2009).

31

http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=62793 (accessed 30 July 2009).

32

“And none of those rebels, even those who claim to be the most eloquent, such as Sabone and Gazambéti,
seem to have difficulty explaining the reasons for their rebellions and convincing the citizens. They have
never deemed it necessary to explain to Central Africans their real political and revolutionary ideology, which
guided them really and which led to the establishment of a political opposition by initiating youths in the
bush instead of giving them a professional education with perspectives different from those of robbers. (Et
aucun d’entre ces rebelles, même ceux qui se voudraient les plus éloquents comme Sabone et Gazambéti sem‐
bleraient avoir des difficultés à expliquer les raisons de leurs rébellions et à convaincre les citoyens. Ils
n’avaient jamais crû nécessaire d’expliquer aux centrafricains la véritable idéologie politique et révolution‐
naire qui les guidait vraiment et qui avaient établi qu’une opposition politique se faisait en initiant des jeunes
dans le maquis, au lieu de leur donner une éducation professionnelle avec des ouvertures autres que d’être
des brigands…), 3 August 2007 (Jean‐Didier Gaïna), www.sangonet.com (accessed 30 June 2009).
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Armed rebellion in the CAR has, however, had an unintended political consequence. Rebel
movements, their repression, and the collateral damage in terms of human rights violations
have attracted the attention of the “international community”—humanitarian NGOs, the UN
organizations, and the European Union. The number of recent reports on the most remote
areas of the CAR—particularly on the north‐east, but also on the north—is unprecedented.
Who would have talked (or even known) about the Gula before the UFDR conquest of Birao?
Randall speculates about the possibility that political parties themselves create the ethnore‐
gional groups they pretend to represent (Randall 2007: 85); why can’t this also be true of re‐
bellions? Ethnic grievances are put on the national and international agendas through rebel‐
lion—despite serious doubts about the sincerity of their promoters. And it should also be
immediately added that those grievances have significantly increased in the process of rebel‐
lion and repression.
It might also be significant that the three elected members of parliament from Vakaga Prefec‐
ture—with the provincial capital Birao, the scene of major destruction in 2006/07—changed
100 percent with each election (in 1993, 1998 and 2005) and that the weight of the major par‐
ties steadily declined over the same period (1993: 2 RDC, 1 MLPC; 1998: 1 MLPC, 1 PSD,33 1
independent; 2005: 2 KNK, 1 independent). This may have to do generally with the viability
of democracy in a country without the most basic roads infrastructure, something which
makes accountability on the part of elected MPs objectively difficult as they most probably
would not report back, not even on a yearly basis. For representational democracy to func‐
tion this is certainly a key –impediment—objectively speaking.
It might, however, also be a sign of the failure of political parties to organize themselves effi‐
ciently in the periphery of such a country. Can rebel movements do better? The tendency of
the CAR’s rebel movements to transform themselves into political parties suggests rather the
contrary. Besides the rational wish to “reinvent” themselves in peaceful times (for Côte
d’Ivoire see Förster 2009), this rebel‐movement‐to‐party transition may also be in accordance
with the advice of outside mediators.34 In comparison to Côte d’Ivoire, it is clear that not only
political parties but also rebel movements in the CAR have less to offer to the population (see
Table 5).

33

Elected PSD candidate Dieudonné Koudoufara defected to the MLPC shortly after the elections and made the
formation of a majority government possible (adding to the originally elected 47 MLPC plus 2 PLD and 5 pro‐
Patassé independents, resulting in 55 pro‐Patassé seats out of a total of 109). This kind of opportunistic behav‐
ior certainly does not go down well with an electorate. Koudoufara was a MLPC candidate in 2005 but was
not elected.

34

Manning (2004: 57) finds for Mozambique, Bosnia and Kosovo that “In each case, international actors made
participation in elections the only way to remain a live, active political force. Return to armed conflict was pre‐
cluded, and refusal to participate in elections deprived parties of legitimacy, relevance, and access to material
benefits of office.”
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Table 5: Rebel Movements and Conflict in the CAR
Rebel movements represent‐
ing ethnoregional interests
Level of violence exerted by
individual rebel movements
Protective functions of rebel
movements
State reacts with repression
against civilian population

Not programmatically, but in statements: UFDR openly, APRD (at times) implic‐
itly. MLCJ promoting religious interests.
Organized use of violence by the Bozizé rebellion; sporadic attacks by later rebel
movements; some reports of brutality by APRD rebels
Nearly nonexistent
Yes, thereby creating additional group grievances

Source: Author’s compilation.

However, the negative outcomes of rebel activities for the population do not mean that these
groups have not brought about change, particularly with regard to political space. Over dec‐
ades political life was centered on Bangui and the south, and the negative consequences of
the mutinies in the 1990s were concentrated there. It should be noted that the traditional po‐
litical parties cared little about citizens in the remote periphery, even though the Zaraguina
phenomenon (roving highway robbers, the abduction of children for ransom, and assaults on
buses and small villages) is an old one and had a direct impact on the lives of Northerners
for a long time. As a result of rebel activities, national and international awareness of the
plight of people living in the periphery of the CAR has grown considerably over the last dec‐
ade.

5 Conclusions
Political parties have lost out in the CAR’s recurrent violent crisis and in the peace process.
Established parties’ loss of representational weight in parliament and their sidelining in both
peace negotiations and dialogue processes are major indicators of this. The amount of atten‐
tion given to the main political parties, and their room to maneuver, has declined rapidly
since 1997. The parties themselves may bear part of the responsibility as (a) their relation to
violence and violent actors has not always been clear and (b) they have offered few services
to the population. Compared to other countries where peace agreements have led to sophis‐
ticated post‐conflict power‐sharing agreements favoring rebel movements (for example, Bu‐
rundi, DR Congo), however, it may be claimed that the comparative political loss in the CAR
has been limited. At the same time it has to be noted that rewarding the use of violence by
admitting the perpetrators to the negotiation table after a show of force is very dangerous
(Tull and Mehler 2005). This could prompt even more peaceful political parties to change
their strategy, and there are convincing signs that this will indeed be the case in the CAR.
Upon closer inspection it becomes clear that the relationship between political parties and
violent conflicts in the CAR is highly complex as some of the most active political entrepre‐
neurs create or use political parties and military organizations (including rebel forces and the
official army) more or less interchangeably for their political purposes. This process has
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clearly accelerated since 1996. The few classical parties (plus civil society) have suffered a po‐
litical setback; they have not been able to make their voice heard. The donor community—
interested principally in a quick, superficial peace—has largely disregarded them. Civilian
political parties were invited to the two dialogue forums organized in 2003 and 2008 and
contributed content‐wise; however, they were absent from the peace negotiations proper. Fi‐
nally, there have been very few attempts by the rebel organizations themselves to occupy po‐
litical space by proposing to represent ethnic or other collective interests. Only a few, hardly
convincing, claims have been voiced in this regard. With the exception of allusions to a Mus‐
lim agenda by Abakar Sabone and the vague sympathies of the UFDR for the Gula, the
groups offer little in ideological terms. Claims from the rebel groups which are heard much
more frequently are that their organizers will block the official security forces’ attacks on ci‐
vilians. The security grievances of the population are cited as a justification for armed rebel‐
lion (while rebels themselves provide the context, or at least the pretext, for the very same
brutality by armed forces).
Political parties and rebel movements in the CAR may “stand for” the interests or grievances
of ethnoregional groups, yet it is hard to identify many activities undertaken by these or‐
ganizations which one could easily classify as “acting for” those same groups. This latter,
more substantive, form of representation has until now obviously been rare—maybe because
of the specific contextual conditions of the CAR. The example of Côte d’Ivoire, where rebel
leaders have tried hard to create their own local legitimacy (while not standing in national
elections, at least so far) and where political parties have remained the prime political actors,
suggests that there could be important variations at play in post‐conflict societies. Can the
representative know what the interests of the represented are without consultation? This is
difficult to believe. The low level of reelections to parliament in the CAR, portrayed in the
case of Vakaga Prefecture, suggests that voters do not consider their deputies to be respon‐
sive to their concerns. Only at the local level is it possible that traditional forms of consulta‐
tion between the population and the (local) elite may play a role; the other form of consulta‐
tion is intra‐elite dialogue of dubious value. It is doubtful whether rebel movements do any
better than parties at representing group interests. They may get more or less voluntary
popular support at times, but they cannot be held accountable by the local population they
claim to defend; elected members of parliament at least face the destiny of not being re‐
elected. The CAR thus faces a continued crisis of representation, and both peace and democ‐
racy have suffered from the recent devaluation of political parties and the militarization of
politics.
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