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Abstract

In many post-conflict countries around the globe, former rebel groups par-
ticipate in elections as newly formed political parties (‘rebel parties’). This
thesis deals with rebel party development in Sub-Saharan Africa and asks
precisely if institutional context factors shape paths towards rebel party
participation and success in post-conflict elections in this region. Motivat-
ed by serious gaps in literature, the thesis develops a new research frame-
work for the comparative analysis of rebel party formation and success by
bringing together conflict-oriented research addressing ‘rebel-to-party
transformation’ and general political party literature with a focus on insti-
tutionalist perspectives. An original approach is presented that integrates
theoretical arguments from various sources to provide a solid basis for a
more systematic data collection that covers all African cases of actual elec-
toral participation, and to deduce variables that are suspect of structuring
certain opportunities for rebel party development. New theoretical argu-
ments are then empirically tested with several configurational analyses by
using fsQCA. The results prove that inter alia the institutionalization of
power after military victory is a main explanation for rebel party success,
while weaker groups benefit from inclusionary peace agreements that stim-
ulate party formation. A second contribution is the confirmation of serious
path dependencies that unfold with the consolidation of rebel party domi-
nance after first elections, so that second elections are won as well. For dis-
armament provisions and formation costs, the analysis however suggests
counter-intuitive effects. In the end, the volume proves that the processes
of rebel party formation and success in Africa follow certain patterns and
respond to institutional structures, and that they also tend to reproduce
typical patterns of African party competition in general.
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Introduction

Several powerful leaders that shaped the fate of the African continent arose
from rebel movements. Despite being worlds apart, political leaders like
Robert Mugabe, Meles Zenawi or Charles Taylor share a common origin
of armed resistance. Today, Paul Kagame and Idriss Déby continue to
dominate politics as elected presidents in their home countries after they
emerged victorious from civil wars in Rwanda and Chad. These prominent
cases show that the transformation from rebellious opponent to president-
ial ruler and the assumption of offices by former rebels is a viable path for
power-hungry actors in many African countries. Nowadays, this road to
power leads through elections, and the participation of former armed
groups in African elections is the main topic of this book.

Against a background of numerous civil wars and post-conflict democra-
tization since the 1990s, a transformative mechanism has been established
in conflict management that permits a reincarnation of rebel groups as po-
litical parties in Africa and elsewhere. The decision if and how rebel
groups should be integrated into the post-war political system is one of the
major challenges after war, and to enhance the chances for establishing
peace and democracy, the inclusion of non-state armed groups (NSAGs) in
conflict management and peacebuilding processes is widely considered the
best alternative. Participation in post-conflict elections is one cornerstone
of this inclusive approach, and in consequence, former rebel groups partic-
ipate in elections as newly formed political parties (‘rebel parties’) in many
post-conflict countries around the globe. The emergence of democratiza-
tion as a standard element of sustainable conflict management and multi-
lateral peacebuilding after the end of the Cold War (Cousens 2001; Call/
Cook 2003; Jarstad/Sisk 2008; Gillies 2011; Zürcher et al. 2013) laid the
foundations for this increased integration of former armed groups, and to-
day, party building by rebel groups constitutes one of the dominant ap-
proaches within this context. Electoral participation of rebel parties
“emerged as a commonly recognized tool for conflict resolution and de-
mocratization in many internationally supervised peace processes” (Söder-
berg Kovacs 2008, 150), and reflecting this importance, it is noteworthy
that since 1989, more than half of all full peace agreements in conflicts
over government entitled armed groups to become a political party (Har-
bom et al. 2006, 624). It is thus little surprising that empirically, the elec-

1.
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toral participation of non-state armed groups became “a global phe-
nomenon” (Allison 2006b, 34). Recently, the case of the FARC in Colom-
bia underlined the ongoing appeal of the ‘transformative option’ for peace
negotiators (Phelan 2019). Next to the individual Big Men named above
are the best-known African examples of this practice the RENAMO party
(Resistência Nacional Moçambicana) in Mozambique (Manning 2007 &
2008) and the African National Congress (ANC) in South Africa (Ottaway
1991; Lodge 2003 & 2004) which both transformed in the early 1990s. In
this introductory chapter, the basic outline of the argumentation and a lit-
erature review will be presented that establish the structure of the book.

Outline of the argumentation

The approach of turning rebel groups into political parties has a special rel-
evance for Sub-Saharan Africa1. The continent experienced a multitude of
civil wars with non-state armed groups and widespread political reform
largely at the same time (Clapham 1998; Elbadawi/Sambanis 2000; Lind-
berg 2006; Cheeseman 2015), and it is precisely due to this context of ten-
tative democratization and increased multipartism after incidences of vio-
lent conflict that the electoral participation of former rebel groups gained
importance. Electoral participation of former rebels is most common in
Sub-Saharan Africa compared to other world regions (Matanock 2012, 8),
and many peace agreements on the continent actively suggest their partici-
pation (Söderberg Kovacs/Hatz 2016, 991). In consequence, as will be
shown, roughly a third of all African post-conflict elections in the time-
frame 1989-2014 witnessed some form of rebel party participation, giving
rise to several powerful political parties that have their roots in armed resis-
tance. This applies inter alia for the named cases of the ANC in South
Africa, the EPRDF in Ethiopia and the FPR in Rwanda, which – leaving
aside differences regarding democratic confinement – are amongst the
most successful parties in terms of political power. This prevalence of rebel
parties makes the African region empirically outstanding, and a particu-
larly interesting case for tracing and comparing pathways of rebel parties
in general. With this perspective, it is assumed that African countries share
essential similarities regarding political parties and conditions for their

1.1

1 For better readability, the terms ‘Africa’ and ‘Sub-Saharan Africa’ are used inter-
changeably. They both refer to the 49 Sub-Saharan African states.
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work, and that a comparative analysis gains from adapting to these charac-
teristics. This justifies a wider focus on the whole of Sub-Saharan Africa.

The analysis will show that the patterns of rebel party development fit
very well to general conditions for party competition in Africa, for exam-
ple regarding the prevalence of party domination. Party formation of
armed groups is an important way to conserve power after fighting ends,
and this is valid in particular if the group managed to decide the violent
conflict militarily. The set-up of strong party organs helps to consolidate
the group’s power for years, and this consolidation leads to strong party
dominance in several cases – with all the negative implications this has for
democracy. From a democracy standpoint, party formation of former rebel
groups is thus to be viewed critically, at least if no strong correctives are
installed to mediate the impetus towards centralization and autocratiza-
tion many ‘comrades’ seem to have.

Luckily, the party landscape in Africa is not filled with veterans in all
post-conflict countries. Cases such as Mali or Nigeria illustrate that the
presence of armed actors and the holding of elections alone are not neces-
sarily leading to the establishment of rebel parties within the political sys-
tem. In most countries, only a small number of former NSAGs ever
achieve parliamentary representation and a decent seat share, let alone big-
ger majorities. The pathway towards successful party development appears
to be fraught with hurdles – internal as well as external – that make rebel
party formation and success a rarer phenomenon as might be assumed.
This book aims at illuminating the external side of rebel party develop-
ment and seeks to find answers to the question of which institutions influ-
ence the paths for former armed groups as party actors in African coun-
tries. In the next parts of this introductory chapter the basic lines of argu-
mentation will be drawn up some more in detail.

Comparing Conditions for Rebel Groups’ Electoral Participation in Africa

Despite the empirical prevalence, comparative knowledge of rebel party
formation and success is still limited. This applies to African cases, but also
to the general comparative perspective on a global scale (Ishiyama 2019a,
460). Related to the absence of systematic comparison, it must be asserted
that the overall dynamics of rebel groups’ electoral participation have nei-
ther been analysed thoroughly in scholarship. To contribute to filling
these research gaps, this volume will pursue two main objectives: on the
one hand, a new database is generated that provides a comprehensive and

1.1 Outline of the argumentation
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systematic overview of all rebel groups in Africa in terms of electoral par-
ticipation since 1989. This is strongly needed as not all groups decide to
take the risk of competing at the polls, and not all that do succeed in the
short- and longer term. On the other hand, the project goes a step further
in asking for the conditions that influence the divergent paths of former
armed groups in Africa. The emphasis will be on institutional context con-
ditions, which have also been neglected in a literature that mostly focused
on internal group characteristics when examining rebel party development
(see section 1.2 for details).

While the project in this regard relates to research about ‘rebel-to-party
transformation’ (e.g. Söderberg Kovacs 2007; de Zeeuw 2008; Wittig 2016;
Söderberg Kovacs/Hatz 2016; Ishiyama 2019b), the argument will take a
new direction to focus on the groups’ participation and their results in
elections, and not on the quality of the internal transformation processes
itself. The enquiry is thus limited to the actual participation of rebel
groups as individual, identifiable political parties in post-conflict elections.
Other possible forms of electoral participation such as their integration in-
to existing political parties or independent candidatures are not encom-
passed, and aspects like their actual competence and aptitude to fulfil polit-
ical-representative tasks in a conducive manner are not addressed neither.
Following Sartori (2005 [1976]), the participation in elections directly re-
lates to party building, as a political party is defined through its presenta-
tion of candidates in elections under a given label. A consequence of this
perspective is that the process of party formation – that is, the decision to
register a party for elections for the first time – and the analysis of the party
performance – the party’s results in terms of votes and seats – are to be
treated separately.

Avenues of Investigation: Rebel Party Formation and Success in Post-Conflict
Elections

The examination of African rebel parties suggests adopting insights from
general party research that developed a wide spectrum of theoretical mile-
stones. Rebel-to-party transformation literature clearly suffers from a miss-
ing linkage to this ‘mainstream’ knowledge, and as a systematization and
enrichment with theoretical concepts is certainly needed, established ter-
minology will be incorporated here to advance the comparative analysis of
rebel parties. One aspect which is fundamental for guiding the whole dis-
cussion is the differentiation between party formation and success as men-
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