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Glossary



	3P/3R
	A slogan that refers to six key principles of the police philosophy that guides Congo’s police reform: proximity, partnership and prevention; as well as resolution of problems, accountability (redevabilité) and respect for human rights.



	AFDL
	Alliance des Forces Démocratiques pour la Libération du Congo/Zaïre, Alliance of Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Congo/Zaire. A Rwanda, Uganda and Burundi-backed armed group in the First Congo War (1996–7) that ended the 32-year rule of Mobutu Sese Seko.



	amendes transactionelles
	Transactional fines. Also referred to as AT, Congo’s official police fines are negotiable within a range fixed by law.



	ANC
	Armée Nationale Congolaise, Congolese National Army. The ANC succeeded the Force Publique in July 1960 and was itself renamed Forces Armées Zaïroises (FAZ, Zairean Armed Forces) in 1971.



	Article 15
	Term referring to an imaginary part of the 1960 constitution of secessionist South Kasai, which encouraged its officials to improvise in times of need. Also known as Système D or débrouillez-vous (fend for yourself), Article 15 commonly refers to a wide range of coping practices.



	auto-prise en charge
	Self-care, self-sufficiency. In Congo’s Kivu region, it is a term that signifies taking care of oneself or a sort of self-policing.



	avenue
	Avenue. In Congo’s urban administrative structure, entity below the quartier and above the nyumba kumi. The avenue commonly consists of several larger road intersections and is headed by an appointed chef d’avenue (avenue chief).



	barastas
	Rastas. Term that, in Bukavu, refers to a loose group of people vaguely inspired by Rastafarian movements. Some of them earn a living with menial tasks such as transporting goods at urban markets and as gravediggers.



	bourgmestre
	Sub-mayor. In Congo’s urban administrative structure, the bourgmestre is responsible for the decentralized commune. Bourgmestres are elected but, in the absence of municipal elections, remain appointed.



	cadres de base
	In Congo’s urban administrative structure, a term referring to administrators from the chef de quartier downwards. Cadres de base function as an important bridge between citizens and the lower levels of state administration.



	CEC
	centre extra-coutumier, extra-customary centre. Established by the Belgian colonial administration in 1931, these centres regrouped Congolese who had migrated from rural areas to urbanizing agglomerations, and segregated them from the European neighbourhoods.



	chef d’avenue
	Avenue chief. In Congo’s urban administrative structure, the appointed chef d’avenue is responsible for the avenue, and reports to the chef de quartier. A position without legal status, a chef d’avenue is not salaried.



	chef de quartier
	Neighbourhood chief. In Congo’s urban administrative structure, the appointed chef de quartier is responsible for the quartier, and reports to the bourgmestre.



	CIAT
	Comité International d’Accompagnement de la Transition, International Committee in Support of the Transition. Made up of the five permanent members of the UN Security Council plus South Africa, Angola, Belgium, Canada, Gabon, Zambia, the African Union, the European Union and MONUC, it accompanied the Congolese government in the country’s political transition from the end of the Second Congo War in 2003 to the 2006 national elections.



	CLSP
	Conseil Local pour la Sécurité de Proximité, Local Council for Proximity Security. Anchored in Congolese law in 2013 as part of the police reform, and situated at the level of the decentralized commune (and the rural equivalent, the chefferie), the CLSP is a coordination mechanism that prepares security diagnostics and response plans. It is convened by the bourgmestre. Since the end of SSAPR funding in 2015, some have become dysfunctional, others continue to operate irregularly.



	CNKi
	Comité National du Kivu, National Committee of Kivu. Established by the Belgian colonial administration in 1928 to develop the Kivu region through private capital by, amongst others, attracting European settlers and make them invest in plantations, the CNKi resettled an estimated 300,000 Rwandans and Burundians for labour in the Kivu region in the following decades.



	CNS
	Conférence Nationale Souveraine, Sovereign National Conference. Made up of members from political parties, civil society, public institutions and religious leaders, the CNS was established after the end of Zaire’s one-party rule in April 1990 to elaborate a new constitution.



	commune
	Municipality. In Congo’s urban administrative structure, a decentralized entity below the city and above the quartier, with a certain degree of administrative autonomy and rights to levy taxes. The commune is headed by a bourgmestre.



	CSRP
	Comité de Suivi pour la Réforme de la Police, Police Reform Monitoring Committee. Anchored in Congolese law in 2007 as part of the police reform, the CSRP is an inter-ministerial coordination and monitoring mechanism of the reform. Bi- and multilateral partners involved in the reform are invited to its meetings.



	CVE
	Corps de Volontaires Européens, European Volunteer Corps. Created by the Belgian colonial administration to contain workers’ strikes in Katanga in the 1920s, the CVE expanded in the following years and eventually morphed into a militia protecting European settlers.



	DFID
	Department for International Development. UK ministry for development that, in 2020, merged with the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) to form the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO).



	DGEF
	Direction Générale des Écoles et Formations, General Directorate for Schools and Trainings. Anchored in Congolese law in 2013, the DGEF is a branch of the PNC’s General Commissariat and is responsible for all police training.



	DGRAD
	Direction Générale des Recettes Administratives, Judiciaires, Domaniales et de Participations, Directorate General of Administrative, Judicial, Land-related and Participation Revenue. Part of Congo’s state administration, the DGRAD is, amongst others, responsible for the collection of PNC revenue such as police fines.



	EIC
	État Indépendant du Congo, Congo Free State. Created by royal decree in May 1885, the EIC succeeded the at the Berlin Conference formed International Association of the Congo founded by Belgian King Leopold II. The latter remained sovereign of the EIC until 1908 when the Congo became a colony of the Belgian state.



	EUPOL
	European Union Police. Deployed in the Congo in April 2005, initially only in Kinshasa to train the Integrated Police Unit (IPU) to safeguard the 2006 Congolese elections, EUPOL’s mandate was extended to monitor and advise on Congo’s police reform. It was closed in 2014.



	FAZ
	Forces Armées Zaïroises, Zairean Armed Forces. The FAZ succeeded the ANC in 1971 and disintegrated during the First Congo War (1996–7). It was replaced by Laurent Kabila’s relatively short-lived Forces Armées Conglaises (Congolese Armed Forces), and in 2004 by the Forces Armées de la République Démocratique du Congo (FARDC, Armed Forces of the Democratic Republic of the Congo).



	FP
	Force Publique, Public Force. Officially created by royal decree in 1888, the FP was the EIC’s and then the Belgian Congo’s standing army that also played an important policing role within the colony’s borders. It was succeeded by the ANC.



	forum de quartier
	Neighbourhood forum. Set up as part of Congo’s police reform, and situated at the level of the quartier, it brings together the police, cadres de base and residents to exchange and communicate on the quartier’s safety and security issues. Forum reports are sent to the CLSP to be included in its security diagnostics and response plans. It is convened by the chef de quartier. Since the end of SSAPR funding in 2015, some have become dysfunctional, others continue to operate irregularly.



	Garde Civile
	Civil Guard. A paramilitary police force created by Zairean President Mobutu Sese Seko in 1984 and reporting to him. The Garde Civile existed in parallel with the Gendarmerie Nationale.



	Gendarmerie Nationale
	National Gendarmerie. Created by Zairean President Mobutu Sese Seko in 1972 to replace his national police force. As opposed to the latter, the Gendarmerie fell under the authority of the Ministry of Defence, and was thus not of civil, but military status.



	GMI
	Groupe Mobile d’Intervention, Mobile Intervention Group. An armed, rapid intervention unit of the PNC.



	GMRRR
	Groupe Mixte de Réflexion sur la Réforme et la Réorganisation de la Police, Mixed Reflection Group on Reform and Reorganization of the Police. An expert group created in late 2005, the GMRRR took stock of the Congolese police, offered recommendations for its future direction, and worked on its new legal framework. Seventeen of its twenty-three experts were non-Congolese.



	IDASA
	Institute for Democracy in Africa. South African think tank that was involved in the strengthening of civil society’s role in Congo’s police reform. Not operational anymore.



	IGPNC
	Inspection Générale (de la PNC), General Inspection (of the PNC). Anchored in Congolese law in 2015, the IGPNC controls, audits, investigates and evaluates the PNC. Like the PNC, it falls under the authority of the Ministry of Interior.



	IPU
	Integrated Police Unit. See EUPOL above.



	JMPR
	Jeunesse du Mouvement Populaire de la Révolution, Youth of the Popular Movement for the Revolution. The youth wing of the in 1967 created MPR, former President Joseph-Désiré Mobutu’s political party.



	likelemba
	Lingala term referring to trust-based mutual credit associations. Each member commonly pays into a joint fund on a monthly basis. Each month, on a rotational basis, a different member receives the saved-up funds.



	maibobos
	Street kids (in Congolese Kiswahili).



	MONUC
	Mission de l’Organisation des Nations Unies en République Démocratique du Congo, United Nations Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The UN peacekeeping mission in the Congo, set up as part of the 1999 Lusaksa Ceasefire Agreement, and renamed MONUSCO in 2010.



	MONUSCO
	Mission de l’Organisation des Nations Unies pour la Stabilisation en République Démocratique du Congo, The United Nations Organization Stabilization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. MONUC’s successor, this UN peacekeeping mission has been operating in the Congo since 2010. Since late 2023, the mission is in a phase of accelerated drawdown.



	MPR
	Mouvement Populaire de la Révolution, Popular Movement of the Revolution. Political party founded by Congo’s President Mobutu Sese Seko in 1967, and dissolved after his overthrow in May 1997.



	nyumba kumi
	Ten houses (in Kiswahili). Lowest urban administrative entity below the avenue. Nyumba kumi are relatively loosely organized, and not every avenue has them. Its head is also referred to as nyumba kumi. A position without legal status, a nyumba kumi is not salaried.



	opération retour
	Operation return. A term that refers to a wide range of kickbacks, a common practice in Congo’s public, private and aid sectors.



	OPJ
	Officier de police judiciaire, judicial police officer. An OPJ reports to the state attorney’s office, and is mandated to register complaints, investigate offences, audition witnesses and suspects and arrest offenders.



	PARP
	Programme d’Appui à la Réforme de la Police, Support Programme for Police Reform. A European Union-funded support programme to Congo’s police reform, whose third phase runs from 2021 to 2025.



	PdP
	Police de proximité, proximity police. A doctrine that has guided Congo’s police reform since around 2006.



	PNC
	Police Nationale Congolaise, Congolese National Police. Anchored in Congolese law in 2011, the PNC is Congo’s civil and apolitical police service constitutionally mandated to protect the people and their goods. The PNC falls under the authority of the Ministry of Interior.



	PPF
	Personnel policier féminin, female police personnel. Abbreviation commonly used amongst Congolese police officers to refer to policewomen.



	quartier
	Neighbourhood. In Congo’s urban administrative structure, entity below the commune and above the avenue. The quartier is headed by an appointed chef de quartier (neighbourhood chief).



	rapportage
	Reporting. In the context of policework in the Congo, a practice that requires officers to pay a regular amount of money to their superiors, who pass a part of it further up the hierarchy.



	ratissage
	Encirclement and dragnet manoeuvres conducted in particular by Zairean security forces as an operation against criminality as much as to oppress and control the population and to extract resources.



	RCD
	Rassemblement Congolais pour la Démocratie, Congolese Rally for Democracy. A Rwanda-backed armed group that controlled large parts of the eastern DRC during the Second Congo War (1998–2003).



	recyclage
	Recycling. In the context of Congo’s police, it refers to shorter, commonly donor-funded training courses that refresh and update police officers’ knowledge on police principles, rules and techniques.



	RRSSJ
	Réseau pour la Réforme du Secteur de Sécurité et de Justice, Network for the Reform of the Security and Justice Sector. A Congolese NGO founded in 2006 and focusing on matters of security sector reform.



	SADC
	Southern African Development Community. An inter-governmental organization of South African states headquartered in Botswana.



	SSAPR
	Security Sector Accountability and Police Reform. A DFID-funded £60 million support programme to Congo’s police reform that ran from 2009 to 2015.



	SSR
	Security sector reform, a central pillar of international interventions in conflict and post-conflict settings.



	traffic d’influence
	Influence peddling. In the context of policework in the Congo, a term referring to the mobilization of influential personal networks in order to interfere with police casework.



	UMHK
	Union Minière du Haut Katanga, Mining Union of Haut Katanga. A Belgian colonial mining company in control of vast mining concessions in Congo’s Katanga. It operated from 1906 to 1966, when it was taken over by the Congolese government and renamed Gécamines (Société Générale des Carrières et des Mines).



	UNDP
	United Nations Development Programme. The UN’s development agency.



	UNPOL
	United Nations Police. As part of the UN’s peacekeeping architecture, UN police missions are mandated to support member states’ police services in conflict and post-conflict settings.
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Map 1    The Democratic Republic of the Congo, with research sites
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Map 2    Coastal South Kivu, with research sites
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Map 3    Bukavu, with police stations





Prelude: Bukavu’s Police Worlds

Keeping God’s peace?

Quarrelling neighbours, fighting youth, stolen cooking oil, child abuse and witchcraft – at a Bukavu neighbourhood police station, countless cases stretch judicial police officers’ patience and capacity thin. They withstand the pressure, keep up their work, mediate between parties, negotiate fees and, more often than not, succeed in finding a settlement that appeases all parties. For the station secretary, ‘the police are like a church in the middle of the village’ whose job is to keep the peace amongst their neighbours. (Police station internship diary, Bukavu, 2017)

Working with pride?

‘When I wear these clothes, I know that I wear work clothes, clothes of the state despite the way things are these days. When I wear the uniform, I feel at ease because I have decided to work for the country. I feel proud, free. I feel that I am of service although things get increasingly complicated from day to day.’ (Policeman in focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 2 November 2017)

Grazing like a tied-up goat?

Approaching a police officer at a police station, an elderly woman complains that she was asked for a handout in exchange for access to the cells to give food to a detained family member. The officer says for all to hear: ‘Will we now call the chef de poste [low-ranking officer who keeps the keys to the cell]? He will tell us: “You in the office, you don’t know how we suffer here.”’ Instead of explaining what he means by that, the officer offers up his take on an oft-repeated metaphor: ‘The goat grazes according to the length of the rope it is attached to.’ After a pause for effect, he adds in my direction: ‘Here, theory is purely contrary to practice.’ (Police station internship diary, Bukavu, 2017)

Bending the golden rule?

At the same station, a family filed a complaint about a burglary. The police officer in charge of the case explained that he needed to make a site visit to establish the facts and demanded that the family pay him to do so. Pointing at a sign hanging on the station room’s wall, a member of the family questioned the officer’s request. ‘Why do you charge us for this? The sign behind you says that the first golden rule is that police services are free.’ Undeterred, the officer replied: ‘These rules only apply within the walls of the station, but not outside of them.’ (Police station internship diary, Bukavu, 2017)

Harassing instead of policing?

‘On some days, it is just a matter of wearing the uniform and then I go harass. I look out for money because it is pointless to stay home.’ (Policeman, Bukavu, 24 October 2017)

Worse than a virus?

On his way to the pharmacy, a young man in Bukavu is stopped by three policemen. He is not wearing a mask as prescribed by the prevention measures against the COVID-19 virus. Not having enough money in his pocket to pay a fine there and then, the policemen seize their opportunity and forcefully drag him away, presumably to jail in the hope of extorting an even higher release fee. At the time of the COVID-19 pandemic, such incidents became so commonplace that Bukavu’s residents nicknamed their police ‘corona’. (WhatsApp video received on 3 June 2020)

Working in shame?

‘When I wear a used uniform and I have to go and arrest a rich person or a big man, I am embarrassed. I find myself incapable of addressing him because I am ashamed … that person will first humiliate us. And we in turn feel that we don’t have any energy any more. I feel underestimated and I can work because it is an obligation but I have no more motivation, I feel troubled.’ (Policeman in focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 2 November 2017)

Sisyphean task?

At a busy road intersection in front of Nyawera market in central Bukavu, a dozen police officers man a solar panel-powered container filling in as a police post. Their main duty is to keep in check the sprawling pirate markets made up of women selling goods without formal permission along the already overflowing pavements. This is a task much easier said than done. Several times a day, the police move out of their post to chase away the mamans who scatter in all directions, only to reclaim their place as soon as the police have withdrawn. This back-and-forth may proceed calmly, almost like the performance of a ritual, or it can turn into an explosive spectacle of dragging, screaming and fleeing, leaving behind bruises and crushed foods and drawing in dozens of by-standers who temporarily paralyse road traffic. (Participant observation, Bukavu, August–December 2016)
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Introduction

In May 2023, four political opposition parties organized a public march in the Democratic Republic of the Congo’s capital, Kinshasa. They planned to protest against the growing cost of living, the government’s untransparent preparations of the December 2023 national elections and increasing insecurity in the country’s eastern provinces. A mere 24 hours before its scheduled start, however, Kinshasa’s provincial governor changed the approved march’s itinerary. With little time for organizers to adjust, several hundred protesters followed the march’s original itinerary and thereby gave the police grounds to intervene. Their response was brutal. In the following days, numerous videos circulated across social media showing officers beating up protesters, one of them a boy not older than 12, others shooting live ammunition, and still others seemingly working hand-in-hand with the incumbent political party’s youth brigade whose members carried batons and machetes. The police stated that twenty-seven of its officers had been injured, with three in a comatose state; they did not mention the toll their intervention took amongst demonstrators and bystanders. In the ensuing national and international outcry, three officers were arrested for their misbehaviour, and Congolese parliamentarians questioned the police’s ways of working as well as the adequacy of their recruitment, training and equipment.1

For seasoned observers of the Congo,2 violent police repression is anything but new. Some would argue that, just like in many other postcolonial illiberal states, keeping disobedient civilians in line is in fact the very purpose of the police and the country’s security apparatus as a whole. International rankings on governance, rule of law, crime and security in the DRC corroborate such views. Freedom House (2023) gave the Congo 19 out of a potential 100 points when rating political rights and civil liberties around the world, with the country’s rule of law scoring a single point out of a possible 16. The World Justice Project (2023: 66) Rule of Law Index ranked the Congo 138th out of 142 countries, and 136th in terms of order and security. In the Ibrahim Index of African Governance, the Congo took the 49th spot out of 54 African countries, and the 51st in matters of security and rule of law (Mo Ibrahim Foundation 2022: 22, 31). The 2023 Global Organized Crime Index rated the DRC worst for crime on the African continent (Enact 2023). And the 2016 World Internal Security and Police Index ranked the Police Nationale Congolaise (PNC, Congolese National Police) second to last out of 127 countries (IPSA 2017: 46).

Against this backdrop, common perceptions and portrayals of Congo’s state as predatory, corrupt and failed and its police forces as violent and illegitimate are not surprising. Yet, while difficult to deny, they hide much of the complexities of how Congo’s state actually works and what its police actually do (Bierschenk and Olivier de Sardan 2014; Olivier de Sardan 2008). Rankings, tables and scores are unable to do justice to everyday policework with its countless facets and convoluted challenges. Following in the tracks of an emerging body of research on postcolonial police forces, this book deep-dives into this complexity to try and make sense of it. Moreover, as scholarship on the police in the Congo remains sparse, the following chapters offer the first comprehensive empirical account of the Police Nationale Congolaise, their everyday work, their encounters with the public as well as their long-running reform.

The prelude’s series of quotes and vignettes offer a first glimpse into Congo’s police worlds. They describe the Congolese street-level officers as good clergymen who reconcile quarrellers straying from the righteous path; as goats that chew away at everything within their reach; as manipulators of rules and principles; as harassers who forcefully jump on any opportunity to make money; and as stubborn chasers of an elusive order. They frame the police as proud enforcers of law and order, ashamed civil servants too embarrassed to confront the public, and cynical and greedy abusers of their powers. In short, they capture the Congolese police as an institution torn between multiple worlds: between the need to make ends meet and the duty to serve the public, between police theory and its practice, between persuasion, coercion and reconciliation.

While the resulting picture of Congolese officers and their work unsettles one-sided international rankings and media portrayals of the police in the post-colony, I argue that more can be gained from their study than just a mere debunking of common perceptions and lingering myths. Underlying these quotes and vignettes are specific ways of thinking and doing the police. These situated practices lay the foundation for a theoretical framework that aims to identify broader rationalities of order making as well as state making and, in turn, explain how and in what ways these logics interact with police practices, shape police–public encounters and state–society relations at large. Besides offering a thick description of Congolese policework and reform, therefore, this book develops a framework that centres the history of police practice and transforms it into a lens through which to study larger questions about the state in the Congo.

The police are prime entry points to studying the state. In classic police studies, the police are commonly seen as carriers of the latter’s legitimate right to use force (Bittner 1970, 2005; Klockars 1985; Reiner 2010). In one of the first explorations of African police forces, Otwin Marenin (1982: 379) wrote that ‘police behavior is state power; the police make real, by what they do or fail to do, the intentions and interests of the state and of those groups that attempt to control the state’. In her pioneering study of African police forces, Alice Hills (2000: ix) argued that the police ‘mirror the states that justify them’ and function ‘as a general barometer for political development’. At the same time, the police are commonly understood as taking on a privileged, and complicated, intermediary position between state and society. As ‘one of the basic links between the state and society’ (Marenin 1982: 379) and ‘constantly encountering the public’ (Hills 2000: 2), the police are also the state’s most visible face in society. In his masterful monograph on the dialectics of oppression in Zaire,3 Michael G. Schatzberg (1988: 53) suggested that ‘forces of organized coercion are among the basic links which connect state and society and are crucial to the state’s efforts to maintain and increase its power and authority’. Capturing the police’s role in society, Giorgio Blundo and Joël Glasman (2013: 1) noted that ‘bureaucrats in uniform … nowadays play a central role in the day-to-day workings of the state, are the backbone of everyday administration and have the largest influence on people’s perception of the state’.

Turning the police into a prism to study the state and its everyday manifestations, this book is, then, as much interested in police officers in the Congo, their everyday work and their encounters with the public as it is in what these can tell us about the nature of the state. Building on Timothy Mitchell and Judith Butler, the book argues that the state in the Congo is best understood as a waxing and waning effect produced by the interplay of long-standing, and at times contradicting, modes of government with everyday police performatives. This argument rests on three distinct pillars. Firstly, police practice and encounters with the public in the Congo are underpinned by and shape three entangled governmentalities whose logics work in different and at times conflicting ways. Secondly, everyday policework consists of myriad performatives that aim to navigate and negotiate the resulting contradictions and contingencies, which includes calling on, taking advantage of or undermining the state effect in order to gain an edge in encounters with the public, or to simply endure. Emerging out of the tensions between the ongoing police reform’s rules and principles and past ways of doing the police, the Congo Cop embodies these contingencies and contradictions of everyday policework, and their Craft consists of the countless practices that allow them to strike a delicate balance between them. Thirdly, rather than implying weakness, failure or chaos from this inherently unpredictable performative process, the Craft of the Congo Cop helps explain why the state in the Congo seems everywhere and nowhere, tangible and illusive, enduring and fleeting all at once. In this way, reading the state as an effect and studying the methods that produce and undermine it is particularly fruitful in elucidating its nature in the Congo and beyond.

Shared global histories and postcolonial police craft

Most existing studies on the Congolese police, including mine, explore them from vantage points that assume difference. Compared to supposedly universal police functions and professional norms of police behaviour, the PNC seems to be wanting, which therefore requires explaining. Much research is interested in police corruption (Eriksson Baaz and Olsson 2011; Bitenga 2018; Sanchez de la Sierra et al. 2022; Thill 2019a), police violence and militarization (Kienge-Kienge Intuidi and Liwerant 2017; Lake 2022; Nlandu 2012; Thurmann 2017) and police reform (Lake 2022; Mandrup 2018; Thill 2018, 2019b). This kind of research is justified in light of the above-outlined statistics, and offers many important insights that this book builds on. Yet, an exclusive focus on such supposed anomalies risks reducing the PNC to its revenue-generating and violent practices and its need of reform, and thereby overlooks its myriad other ways of thinking and doing the police. Moreover, an inordinate reading of the police as overly corrupt or abusive or militarized or requiring intervention may lead to similarly one-dimensional conclusions about the Congolese state as neo-patrimonial or criminal or predatory or oppressive.

Studies that offer rich ethnographic detail of Congolese officers’ everyday work as well as sharp analyses of it are harder to come by. Three exceptions are worth mentioning: Albert Malukisa’s (2017) research on supposedly corrupt practices of the traffic police that contribute to a specific form of social order; Alain Mutombo’s (2007) thesis in which he shows how some practices of judicial police officers contribute to social harmony; and Ildéphonse Tshinyama’s (2011) study framing officers not just as pursuers of penal justice, but also as juges communautaires (community judges) guided by socio-customary norms. Inspired by this research, this book paints a multifaceted picture of the Congolese police and their everyday work, and from there explores Congo’s state on its own terms: not through preconceived ideas or concepts, but through the plans, logics, techniques and practices that have created and continue to sustain it. For decades now recurringly portrayed as one of the ‘weakest’ or most ‘fragile’ states in the world, the Congo emerges in the following chapters as a rich case study to explore the actual workings of the police and the state not just in this Central African country, but in the post-colony at large, and thereby offers a much-needed corrective to persisting and overly simplistic narratives.

The book is rooted in an emerging body of scholarship on the postcolonial police, which commonly describes them as an institution caught between two worlds. On the one hand, postcolonial police forces share a history with those in former metropoles reflected in numerous similarities in their logics, functions and practices. Literature on colonial and postcolonial police forces reveals the modern police as we know them today as the product of a deeply intertwined imperial and global history. A ‘boomerang effect’ (Go 2020, 2023) or process of ‘cross-fertilization’ (Sinclair and Williams 2007: 222) can be traced between colonial and metropolitan police forces, which ‘impacted upon the policing of both the metropole and the Empire from the colonial through to the postcolonial era’. Police organizations in former colonies were created by the metropole, evolved in reaction to local exigencies, and came full circle by inspiring the metropolitan police in turn. Professional police forces in the West therefore have their origins as much in the history of socio-economic development at home as in that of colonial conquest and imperial rule abroad. More so, they are and always have been an instrument to protect citizens and their property as much as a means to occupy and colonize; a tool of public order as much as of violent repression; and, indeed, a public institution as much as a private enterprise (Blanchard and Glasman 2012; Brogden 1987; Eck 2018; Garriot 2013; Hönke and Müller 2016; Karpiak and Garriot 2018).

By taking a closer look at postcolonial police forces’ past as well as contemporary practice, this scholarship shows that they not only share histories with those in former metropoles but also work according to mandates, rules and logics not that dissimilar to those in the Global North. Postcolonial police forces represent crucial pillars of the postcolonial state, for instance, working just as much to enforce its law and maintain its order as their colleagues in (former) metropoles. Indeed, Joël Glasman (2020: 140) depicts them as ‘more Weberian in their approach and aims, that is, rational, systematic, and bureaucratic, than is typically imagined’. In such a reading that builds on Weber’s notion of the ideal-type state, as legitimate holders of the monopoly of violence, the police emerge as important partakers in a process of what Jan Beek (2017a) refers to as ‘producing stateness’.

These findings are important because they trouble the above-listed statistics and make a critical case against African exceptionalism that depicts the continent’s states as atypical, deviating or aberrant, and their police as corrupt and violent (Eriksson Baaz and Verweijen 2018; Beek et al. 2017). Having originated in the Global North, this discourse is anything but new and was debunked by African scholars a long time ago. In 1977, in a poignant critique of Joseph Conrad’s Congo-based Heart of Darkness, Chinua Achebe (1977: 1793) already told us that such a view reveals more about Europe than Africa and its societies: ‘Africa is to Europe as the picture is to Dorian Gray – a carrier onto whom the master unloads his physical and moral deformities so that he may go forward, erect and immaculate.’ Twenty years ago, Achille Mbembe (2001: 8) echoed Achebe when he wrote that ‘African politics and economics have been condemned to appear in social theory as the sign of a lack, while the discourse of political science and development economics has become that of a quest for the causes of that lack’. This lack commonly results from misguided comparisons of African statehood to highly idealized, supposedly universal norms, regardless of their relevance to actual practice anywhere (Niang 2018). And if postcolonial police forces and the state they represent are compared against such ideals, then, in Zabairu Wai’s (2018: 40) forceful words, it leads to ‘casting as deviant, or aberrant, the resultant socio-political formations which emerged out of these [European–African] relational trajectories, while internalizing the sources of the perceived pathology in the societies in which these forms are found.’

Despite this powerful critique, the discourse around a pathological postcolonial state in need of treatment remains pervasive up to this day. Police reform as part of larger state-building interventions in conflict-affected countries is arguably one such attempt at a cure (Debos and Glasman 2012; Duffield [2001] 2014; Grøner Krogstad 2017; Kohl 2015). Over the last three decades, driven by the assumption that a professional and democratic police force in service of the community can help promote state legitimacy and thereby assist in making it resemble its northern counterpart, community-orientated police reform has risen in prominence (Bizhan 2018; Lake 2022; Schermuly 2018). Since 1989, for example, police reform has been mentioned in more peace agreements than have arrangements around power sharing (Ansorg, Haass and Strasheim 2016). In line with its pre-eminence, the UN and other multilateral organizations have considerably reinforced their institutional, conceptual and programmatic arsenal to support police reform (DPKO/DFS 2014; Greener 2009; OECD 2007; Rotmann 2011; UNSC 2014). As this book will show, throughout its history, and particularly over the last twenty-odd years, reform and its logics have also had a fundamental impact on Congo’s police – if not always as intended.

On the other hand, the police’s shared global history does not, of course, erase all differences between police forces in former colonies and metropoles. Recent scholarship on the ‘postcolonial condition of policing’ (Waseem 2023) situates officers in the post-colony in a highly specific social and professional world, in which persistent colonial legacies and the uncertainties of the post-independence period have prompted continued militarization, institutional fragmentation, competition over the right to maintain order, and procedural informality that turns everyday policework into a performative craft (Carrington et al. 2019: 2; Squires, Pessoa Cavalcanti and Waseem 2023: 2–3). Enquiries into these specific postcolonial police worlds highlight a context marked by widespread scarcity and penury, a wide array of competing policing entities from youth gangs to vigilantes, revenue-generating and predatory mechanisms that guarantee police survival, militarization and excessive police violence, and a multitude of social obligations and practical norms that run counter to professional duties and result in informality.

At first sight, even this is perhaps not all that different to the police in the Global North. Asking who the police in Africa are, Thomas Bierschenk (2017: 104) notes that ‘the specific features of African police organizations appear to be only gradual differences’. After all, vibrant scholarly debates have emerged around issues of militarization (Linke 2010; Go 2020), privatization, and a loss of transparency, accountability and democratic governance of the police and policing more broadly (Abrahamsen and Williams 2009; Bayley and Shearing 1996; Brodeur 2010; Dupont 2004). Vigilante movements, militias and racketeering groups competing with the police have become increasingly prominent across Europe and North America. Recently, radical right-wing armed groups such as the Proud Boys have drawn media attention during and in the dramatic aftermath of US President Trump’s first administration (ACLED 2020; Stern 2019). And London’s Metropolitan Police have been hit by seemingly unending scandals of officers abusing their power in horrific ways, revealing a police institution whose culture seems steeped in toxic masculinity, violence and misogyny as well as racism and corruption (Akram 2022; Goodier 2023; Loftus 2010; Skolnick 2008).

Yet, colonial durabilities, a highly fragmented policing landscape and informality seem to be particularly pervasive in the post-colony, with distinct consequences for the police’s everyday work. Postcolonial public service providers have been described as ‘never-finishing building sites’ whose trait ‘is their enormous heterogeneity’ (Bierschenk 2010: 1). An estimated 80–90 per cent of people in the Global South live in a context in which they depend on non-state providers of security and justice services (Abrahamsen 2016: 288; Baker 2010: 597). The postcolonial city offers fertile ground to a range of policing actors. In Nairobi, private security companies strike delicate alliances with the state police (Diphoorn 2020; Diphoorn and Kyed 2016; Hills 2009); in Goma, Freetown and Maputo, urban youth organize in diverse policing organizations to respond to high rates of criminality and a felt abandonment by the state (Hendriks 2018, 2020; King and Albrecht 2014; Kyed 2018a; Verweijen, Thill and Hendriks 2019); and across postcolonial settings, attempts to reform the police in favour of community policing models merely blur the lines between them and their at times dubious non-state auxiliaries (Albrecht 2018; Baker 2013; Dinnen and Peake 2013; Hills 2014). Moreover, in the post-colony, the vicious echoes of heavily militarized colonial security forces continue to resonate in officers’ attitudes towards those they police, perpetuate violent and oppressive practices, and in turn undermine public trust and legitimacy in the police as well as the state. Furthermore, pressures caused by a lack of salary and equipment, constant duress to provide kickbacks to superiors and the imperative to feed themselves and their families undermine professional guidelines officers are meant to uphold (Eriksson Baaz and Olsson 2011; Beek et al. 2017; Trefon 2009). The police’s need to navigate these pressures and contradicting norms partly explains their perceived shortcomings in the eyes of the public and the latter’s subsequent search for alternative sources of justice. Mirco Göpfert (2020: 4) recently argued that the police in Niger operate in the interstices of practice and norm, ‘where the known meets the unknown, the right meets the wrong, and abstract bureaucratic norms and forms meet the messy concreteness of practical reality: in short, differing normative orders and systems of meaning’. As the urgencies of both these realms are not easily aligned, the police are portrayed as straddlers of both, as navigators of the resulting messiness, taking on the role of either bridgebuilders or gatekeepers, depending on whom they are dealing with, where and when.

And yet, despite fierce competition, scarce equipment and insufficient salaries, and despite their colonial heritage and lacking legitimacy, postcolonial police institutions persist and policework gets done in tangible ways. In an effort to explain how, Jean and John Comaroff (2004: 805) write that ‘to wit, the drama that is so integral to policing the postcolony is evidence of a desire to condense dispersed power in order to make it visible, tangible, accountable, effective’. The post-colony grapples with the prevalent antagonism between the weakness of its state apparatus as reflected in ‘disorder’ and its apparent ‘fetish of the rule of law’ (2006: vii). One way the police try to overcome this tension is with spectacle, ‘the staging of which strives to make actual, both to its subjects and to itself, the authorized face, and force, of the state – of a state, that is, whose legitimacy is far from unequivocal’ (2004: 805).

Once more, while the performative nature of everyday policework is by no means foreign to police forces in the Global North as exemplified in a rich body of work (Bradford and Loader 2016; Manning 2012; McClanahan 2021; Sausdal and Lohne 2021), it seems to be more tangible in the post-colony. Here, for instance, police regalia and what they signify take on a prominent role in imposing, maintaining or restoring police authority. In Ghana, traffic police flash their symbols of legitimate violence – guns, batons and knives – not because they necessarily plan to make use of them, but to ‘evoke a moral order of authority’ and establish the tone of their interactions with drivers (Beek 2017b). In Niger, the gendarmerie ‘try to manufacture a document that is aesthetically satisfying to them in form, style, and content’, turning the writing of police reports into an art (Göpfert 2016: 325). In South Africa and Kenya, the hard metal of the police gun and the tangible tissue of the uniform act as symbols of state power, while a dirty or torn uniform or the absence of a gun limits the police’s perceived authority (Beek 2017a: 206; Diphoorn 2015, 2020). Chapter 5 will pick up the topic of the uniform and its significance in Congolese police officers’ quotidian lives.

In short, the fluid nature of police authority makes everyday policework in the post-colony a highly contingent undertaking. Indeed, its scarce and pluralistic policing environments, in which the police are exposed to fierce competitors, try to protect people and property while feeding their own and superiors’ bellies, call for extraordinary navigating skills. Bierschenk (2017: 117) notes that an encounter with the police in Africa ‘is also a process of negotiation, in which reference to the legal situation is only one of the possibilities availed of and, indeed, only as a last resort’. Beek (2017b: 233) observes how traffic police officers in Ghana select between a range of legal, social, ethical and capitalist registers – ‘violence, law, social order, sociability, and market’ – to assess the severity of a traffic violation and their need to punish, let go or negotiate. In all these readings, policework is understood as a highly contextual craft, depending on time and space, available materiality and cultural specificity. Ultimately, then, at the core of everyday policework in the post-colony lies the performance of state authority in a context where the state has to first be established, and then maintained and polished time and again. In Beatrice Jauregui’s (2016: 10) words, police authority ‘seems to come in and out of focus, sometimes bludgeoning one in the face full force, sometimes finding itself crushed under the weight of some greater force, often casting a mere shadow of itself, always a moving target’. As the following chapters will show, this constant struggle for authority also lies at the heart of the Craft of the Congo Cop.

Approaching the state through the police

Many of the findings of this rich literature on the postcolonial police and their work are reflected in the introductory quotes and vignettes, and echo throughout the book’s chapters. Yet, this scholarship seems caught in a struggle similar to the one it identifies for the police: how to reconcile a world in which police practices reveal the prevalence and importance of the postcolonial state with another, in which the situated, relational aspects of policework dilute and undermine that very state and its authority? Some scholars try to come to grips with this tension by drawing on Philip Abrams’ (1988) and Joel S. Migdal’s (2001; also: Migdal and Schlichte 2005) seminal work that disentangled the state into idea and system, or image and practice respectively, and by taking inspiration from highly influential anthropological studies on the state as idea, practice or both (Das and Poole 2004; Gupta 1995; Sharma and Gupta 2006; more recently: Adebanwi 2022). Tobias Hagmann and Didier Péclard (2011: 6), for instance, have emphasized the negotiated nature of statehood in which ‘domination is never or rarely exerted exclusively by one power, but is rather the product of multiple powers’, while Christian Lund (2006: 686) has highlighted that ‘state institutions are never definitively formed, but [a] constant process of formation takes place. Such institutions operate in the twilight between state and society, between public and private.’ Most scholars of the postcolonial police align with this understanding of the state as not being a fixed structure, but rather an ever-shifting quality or resource jointly produced, mobilized, drawn on and relied upon by various social forces in their struggle for power.

Looking at the police in India’s Uttar Pradesh, Jauregui (2016: 156), for instance, highlights the provisional nature of police authority as the ‘police both struggle with and signify the state as a site and source of insecurity, as its beating and bleeding heart’. Beek (2017a: 8) suggests that police officers in Ghana produce ‘stateness’ only occasionally: ‘Whether or not police officers are perceived as the state – in other words to what degree stateness emerges – depends on the specific ways in which interactions play out.’ And for Göpfert (2020: 7, also: 140–1), the everyday work of police officers in Niger calls into question the commonly assumed divide between state and society: ‘The state does not have such a dividing line at its outer fringes; fringe is all there is. The state is enacted – and only becomes tangible – in the form of a frontier.’ Common to these readings is the state’s struggle to impose itself in the midst of the muddled realities of everyday policework. If the state neither has clear boundaries nor is a constant presence, then how to locate, trace and explain its persistence – as fluctuating as it may be – and the very real power that it bestows on those who work in its name?

Building on the above studies on statehood and the postcolonial police, I propose to approach this conundrum by following Mitchell in reading the state neither as a clearly demarcated entity, nor as a binary of practice and idea, that is to say, of its material realm and the representation thereof (2002: 5–6), but instead as a powerful and productive effect produced by specific disciplinary practices that divide and distinguish. The question then becomes: ‘How is the effect created that certain aspects of what occurs pertain to society, while others stand apart as the state?’ (Mitchell 1991: 89). In other words, to better understand the nature of Congo’s state, I enquire how the processes that make the state appear as standing apart from society come about in the first place.4 Going a step further, I query what other processes are at play that may work to undermine this appearance of the state as an autonomous entity. Identifying the origins of these ways of doing allows tracing their emergence and evolution, which in turn enables to explain how the state seems at times so tangible, while it flounders and vanishes at others. In short, looking through the prism of the police, their everyday practices and interactions with the public, the book explores how the distinction between state and society has emerged in the Congo, and how it is sustained and subverted over time.

Addressing this question requires an approach that centres history, and with it past and present practice. The book therefore develops a theoretical framework that builds on Foucauldian governmentality as interpreted by Mitchell, and Judith Butler’s theory of practice known as performativity. Combining the broader concept of governmentality that speaks towards rationalities, logics and technologies of power with the more fine-grained theorization of situated practice that performativity offers allows to connect the slow-moving emergence of ways of thinking and doing across time with everyday practice.

State as effect, police as performativity

As the book’s theoretical approach not only frames its empirical chapters but is one of its central contributions, its fundamental components require a few words of elaboration. As a concept to analyse power, Foucauldian governmentality is commonly understood as ‘the way in which the conduct of individuals or of groups might be directed’, as ‘modes of action, more or less considered and calculated, that were destined to act upon the possibilities of action of other people. To govern, in this sense, is to control the possible field of action of others’ (Foucault 1982: 780). Governmentality exists at different levels, between individuals, amongst institutions and in relations between subjects and suzerains. It can be considered as ‘a way or system of thinking about the nature of the practice of government … capable of making some form of that activity thinkable and practicable both to its practitioners and to those upon whom it was practised’ (Gordon 1991: 3). Crucially for the book’s framework, governmentality and practice are mutually constitutive.

For Foucault, what comes to be known as the state is the result of governmental practices (Gordon 1991). Stephen W. Sawyer (2015: 136) writes that Foucauldian governmentality ‘refuse[s] a conception of the refractory state as the sole site of power and rather demonstrated how the state, civil society, bureaucracy, law, and military coercion, among many other elements, were part of a larger set of governmental rationalities’. In this reading, the state is but a part of governmentality, one of its technologies through which the relations between subjects and those in power are governed. The state does not exist as an autonomous entity, but is always changing to the rhythm of the practices that uphold it. When I talk of governmentality, therefore, I mean a set of technologies, techniques, institutional arrangements and material forms that work to produce certain effects amongst which that of the state.

Drawing on Foucault, Mitchell’s work on the ‘state effect’ is interested in the methods and techniques at play that bring about the reordering of prevailing social, economic, military and political arrangements, and the new systems of meaning that emerge from them. He argues that these ‘methods of organisation and arrangement … produce the new effects of structure’ (1988: xiii) – a structure that seems external to society. Mitchell (1999: 86) emphasizes the disciplinary powers that produce these structuring effects: ‘Disciplines work locally, entering social processes, breaking them down into separate functions, rearranging the parts, increasing their efficiency and precision, and reassembling them into more productive and powerful combinations.’ From here, he illustrates how these productive disciplinary practices and techniques come to be ‘utilized, stabilized, and reproduced’ (1999: 87) in seemingly larger structures, a process he coins the ‘state effect’. Understanding the state as an effect means revealing how ‘the phenomenon we name “the state” arises from techniques that enable mundane material practices to take on the appearance of an abstract, nonmaterial form’ (1999: 77). In other words, the state as effect emerges from particular historical processes that consist of a range of specific and situated social practices that can be identified and traced (Jessop 2011). Chapter 2 outlines these historical processes and their techniques to illustrate how Congo’s police has come to stand apart from society.

Studies using Foucauldian governmentality and disciplinary power to identify logics and techniques that regulate social interactions and produce certain subjectivities have been criticized for exaggerating state power (Barnett et al. 2008; Fong 2022: 27–8; Haugaard 2022).5 In the case of this book, two related risks are at play. A first is to overestimate the intentionality of the police as a state institution, to portray them as an overly coherent actor rationally pursuing a well-defined goal, be this social control and constraint, the maintenance of public order or the protection of people and their goods. Concurrently, a second risk is to underestimate the power of agency, that is, to become blind to everyday practices of resistance performed by individuals that undermine the ‘conduct of conduct’, including those by police officers themselves.6 I account for these two risks in two ways. Firstly, and importantly, there is never just one governmentality, but several that coexist and overlap, collude with and subvert each other (Collier 2009). As a consequence, at no point are practices only underpinned by one single rationality of government. There are multiple such rationalities at play, some that reinforce each other, others that undermine each other, and all running counter to a coherent or rational state and its police. These distinct governmentalities are important to identify and describe in detail – something Chapter 2 will do in the case of the Congo. Secondly, as I will elaborate on below, I draw on Butler’s concept of performativity to study everyday police practices and police interactions with the public precisely to give ample space to the performatives of those exposed to the effects of governmentalities. Chapters 3–5 are dedicated to everyday practices as they unfold in three distinct spaces (classroom, station, street). Moreover, the theoretical framework that this book proposes understands governmentality and practice to stand in a mutually constitutive relationship, whose interplay helps explain why the state as effect waxes and wanes.

With this in mind and returning to Mitchell, specific practices are at play in the production of the state effect, practices that arrange and organize, divide and align, categorize and make legible. Mitchell ([1988] 1991: 14) refers to these practices as ‘acts of order’ that work



to create the appearance of a structure, a framework that seemed to exist apart from, and prior to, the particular individuals or actions it enframed. Such a framework would appear, in other words, as order itself, conceived in no other terms than the order of what was orderless … It was the effect … of a world that would now seem divided in two, into the material realm of things in themselves … and an abstract realm of their order or structure.



As an example of such an act, what Mitchell ([1988] 1991: 44) refers to as enframing is a ‘method of dividing up and containing, as in the construction of barracks’. Not unlike officers in a police station, as Chapter 4 will argue, a barracks thus appears as a frame that arranges and orders the soldiers it contains, making them appear as a united body apart from the rest of society. This effect makes an ‘internal distinction appear as though it were the external boundary between separate objects [which] is the distinctive technique of the modern political order’ (1991: 78). I will illustrate how this method that creates the appearance of order through distinction and thereby produces the state effect is also central to some of Congo’s governmentalities. Going a step further, I will argue that other methods are never fully superseded by it, but continue working in different and at times opposite ways, creating productive tensions and contradictions that shape everyday policework and that are, in turn, shaped by it.

Concurrently, I understand everyday police practice in the sense of Butler’s (1994: 34) concept of performativity, that is, as ‘that aspect of discourse that has the capacity to produce what it names’. Butler argues that the ‘binding power [of a judge’s sentence] is to be found neither in the subject of the judge nor in his will, but in the citational legacy by which a contemporary “act” emerges in the context of a chain of binding conventions’ (1993: 17–18). If this chain prevails, performative acts carry authority in and of themselves; they are ‘forms of authoritative speech’, which, ‘in the uttering, also perform a certain action and exercise a binding power’ (1993: 17).

Butler stresses the importance of reiteration that creates authoritative convention: ‘Social action requires a performance which is repeated. This repetition is at once a reenactment and reexperiencing of a set of meanings already socially established; it is the mundane and ritualized form of their legitimation’ (1988: 526). By continuously referring to prevailing norms, conventions and ideologies, the latter are enacted into reality. As these sets of meanings are already socially established, they can both benefit and constrain the person uttering the speech-act. On the one hand, speaker-subjects can repeat certain words and benefit from their authority and power just like the judge or, indeed, the police citing a law. On the other hand, these norms constrain a speaker’s words as they draw their authority not from some essence within the speaker, but from the past. For Butler (1993: 19, emphasis in original), ‘if a performative provisionally succeeds … then it is not because an intention successfully governs the action of speech, but only because that action echoes a prior action, and accumulates the force of authority through the repetition or citation of a prior, authoritative set of practices’.

If repetition of past practices – or what Butler refers to as reiteration – is what gives a current action its meaning and authority, where does that leave the speaker’s agency? Butler emphasizes that reiterating a term or norm or performative is never an exact copy of it. By uttering a term, that term always exceeds its past form, rendering it inherently unstable. Indeed ‘performativity never fully achieves its effect, and so in this sense “fails” all the time; its failure is what necessitates its reiterative temporality, and we cannot think iterability without failure’ (2010: 153). Performativity therefore allows for a process of what Butler calls resignification: ‘The resignification of norms is thus a function of their inefficacy, and so the question of subversion, of working the weakness in the norm, becomes a matter of inhabiting the practices of its rearticulation’ (1993: 26). For Butler (1993: 22), then, ‘[f]reedom, possibility, agency do not have an abstract or pre-social status, but are always negotiated within a matrix of power’. In this matrix, historicity matters greatly, yet total meaning of any given norm remains elusive and therefore opens opportunities for processes of resignification. By renegotiating a norm’s practices, its meaning can be subverted, extended or, perhaps, changed over time – and this is where agency can be found.

How then to think of performativity within Congo’s police worlds and the ways it links to the state as effect? The profession of the police is saturated with symbols, rules, codes and norms that empower and constrain a police officer. A first implication would be that officers’ reiterative performatives produce them as authoritative subjects – something Chapter 5 will illustrate through the example of the police uniform. The authoritative force that a police officer has does not emanate from themself, therefore, but from wearing the uniform, or flashing a badge or carrying handcuffs – acts that have to be repeated time and time again to sustain their authoritative effect. Policework in the Congo and elsewhere indeed largely consists of reiterating such conventions. The discursive practices used to mediate between conflicting parties, taking a witness’ statement and writing a case file, saluting superiors, keeping badges and boots polished and parading in front of the flag – these performatives all imbue the acting officer with a degree of authority. Importantly, this performativity is not limited to the police themselves; other agents such as state officials, reformers and, importantly, the public, contribute to it. Calling on the police to restore order, training them to serve the community and even accusing them of incompetence are all performative acts that acknowledge the police, and thereby help them sustain their authority.

And secondly, police symbols such as badge and uniform and discursive acts such as codes and norms emerge out of specific historical contexts that frame the reiteration of police performatives. To fully understand the meanings of police performatives, it is fundamental to explore this historicity. This is where Congo’s governmentalities come in, in which police performativity is embedded and on which specific performative acts draw to gain authority. Some reiterative police performatives produce the police as an authoritative subject and distinguish them from other social agents, thereby creating the effect of the police as standing apart from the rest of society. This is how police performatives sustain, and indeed produce, the state as effect. Yet, each of Congo’s governmentalities have given rise to their own reiterated practices, which do not always agree on what it means to perform the police, and how to perform it. In fact, as Chapters 3–5 will showcase, many police performatives undermine the very distinction upon which police authority and the state effect depend. In such moments of uncertainty and contestation, the police that attempt to present themselves as natural and logical, as fundamental to social order, fail to cover up the inherent tenuousness of their coherence and, by extension, that of the state.

To summarize, then, the state effect emerges through methods of planning, rearranging and enframing that order through distinction and are inherent in certain governmentalities. Yet these governmentalities’ entanglement with other modes of government that work through opposing methods subvert that effect. As governmentality and performativity stand in a mutually constitutive relationship, the state effect gains its continuous authoritative force through reiterative performative acts whose power is to be located and situated in their past. Conversely, as such performative acts diminish in frequency – and are indeed undermined by others that reiterate contradicting norms – so weakens their power to sustain the state effect.

Governmentality, the Congo Cop, and the state

In line with this theoretical framework, and to reiterate the book’s argument, the perceived vagaries of Congo’s state effect can be explained by the continuous co-constitutional interactions between governmentality and performativity. Ultimately, the effect’s sway rises and falls with the everyday performatives that nurture it, which are themselves constituted by and constitute three distinct governmentalities.

A first governmentality as identified in Chapter 2, and which I refer to as the Scattered Bula Matari (crusher of rocks), has its roots in the Congo Free State (1885–1908) and the Belgian Congo (1908–60). It consists of the ‘power to colonize’ (Mitchell [1988] 1991: ix), a power that through its disciplinary technologies of ordering and planning geared towards violent extraction created the effect of the state as an autonomous structure external to society. This power is scattered because it was not evenly dispersed across the colonial administration. Where it was out of reach, it relied on indirect rule; yet, where it came to bear, it did so with overwhelming force.7 The second mode of government, which unfolds under President Mobutu Sese Seko (1965–97) is what the latter himself referred to as the Mal Zaïrois (Zairean Ailment, Disease, Evil or Harm). As opposed to the Scattered Bula Matari, it works by slowly corroding the appearance of a divide between state and society that sustains the state as effect; and at times, it manages to collapse this distinction altogether. From the start of international mediation processes during the Second Congo War (1998–2003), a third governmentality, what I refer to as the New Political Order, has made itself felt through liberal peace- and state-building interventions in favour of democratic governance, inclusive societies and open markets. This latest governmentality makes global security contingent on local development and vice versa, and puts a strong state at the heart of both. Its logics revive the Scattered Bula Matari’s ways of planning, arranging and enframing, if for different ends, and thus revitalize the state effect. Security sector reform (SSR) is front and centre to the New Political Order’s logics, and collides in very tangible ways with previous ways of thinking and doing the police.

In today’s Congo, all three of these modes of government coexist and have become entangled over time. The Mal Zaïrois, however, encroaches on the others’ powers of distinction, siphoning away at the authority they bestow on those who claim to belong to the realm of the state. More concretely, while the state effect lingers on in police stations, in recruitment processes and training practices, public parades, weapons, batons, badges and uniforms, the police cannot escape, and often embrace, the logics of the Mal Zaïrois, even if it comes at the cost of poking temporary holes into the very appearance of a state–society divide that invests their uniform with power. Shaped by these three modes of government, police performativity draws on the coercive authority offered by the Scattered Bula Matari, the benevolent authority provided by the New Political Order, the violence of both the Scattered Bula Matari and the Mal Zaïrois, and the latter’s ways of mixing and matching to make things work someway somehow. As a result, police performativity can reiterate, complement and reinforce or instead resignify, compete with and subvert the state as effect.

The highly contingent nature of practices that create the state effect results from police interactions with the public as much as from spatial, temporal and material dimensions. To illustrate these contextual contingencies, Chapters 3–5 are situated in three distinct spaces, namely in the classroom, where officers are trained in specific ways of policing; in the station, where they pursue a range of cases from the comfort of their offices; and in the street, where competition over policing can be fierce. The chapters showcase how different ways of doing the police are dominant in different spaces. Going a step further, by tracing the history of these spaces, they explain which logics and techniques have imposed themselves, and why. The everyday police performatives that are enacted in these spaces are therefore impossible to detach from their context, and can only be fully understood as deeply situated and contingent practice.

Importantly, police officers’ practices are never mere repetitions of past performatives. On rare occasions, they transcend any given prevailing rationality, attesting to the governmentalities’ inability to fully contain the practices they shape and the meanings they convey. As minimal as this excess may be, it initiates a process of resignification in which police agency is to be located. The power of police performatives to resignify certain practices over time is of relevance not just for academic debates, but also for those committed to reforming the police as an institution – a point Chapter 6 will return to.

Reflections on methodology

An adequate description of the police and their everyday work in the Congo requires combining a wide range of methods. Besides collecting and reviewing countless official documents on the police, their reform and regulations, I conducted a total of thirteen months of fieldwork across four years in the Congo, with a heavy focus on the eastern province of South Kivu and its capital, Bukavu (see maps 1, 2 and 3). During this time, I talked to over 300 participants including urban and rural state authorities and administrators, members of civil society organizations, activists, journalists, and other researchers. Some 130 were police officers with the Police Nationale Congolaise. Eighteen of them, or 14 per cent, were policewomen compared to 5 per cent in South Kivu’s 3,895-strong police as estimated in 2015 (SSAPR 2015, Annex A), and 8 per cent across the PNC estimated to have stood at 147,182 officers in 2019 (CSRP 2019: 9). In 2024, the Ministry of Interior’s website talked of 118,421 officers, without giving a gender breakdown (MISA, n.d.). While these numbers are to be taken with some caution, they give an idea of the extent of women’s underrepresentation in the Congolese police service. I will return to gendered aspects of policework below. A large majority of these 130 policewomen and men I spoke to had undergone some form of training in reform principles. Most held a low rank in the hierarchy and interacted with the public on an almost daily basis, be this out in the street or in the station. They were thus ideally suited to participate in my research. I spoke to them in semi-structured interviews, serial conversations and focus groups, and studied their practices in months-long participant observation including as an intern in one of Bukavu’s police stations. Throughout this book, I talk about the police in plural as an explicit reminder that the PNC are constituted by uniformed, yet heterogenous officers engaging in a wide array of practices as witnessed in my numerous and varied research interactions.

While this qualitative research overwhelmingly took place in the conflict-affected city of Bukavu with largely male, reformed street-level officers, I collected additional data in other places to test the relevance of my findings for the rest of the Congo. My research in other cities such as Kinshasa and Matadi in the west and the smaller town of Minova in South Kivu, as well as outside of urban environments such as in South Kivu’s rural Kalehe (see maps 1 and 2) gives me confidence that the central aspects shaping everyday policework I capture in the following chapters – scarcity, plurality, and officers’ ways to make ends meet and feed the hierarchy – are relevant beyond the city of Bukavu and count as much, if to slightly different degrees, for reformed as well as unreformed officers. That said, the highly contingent and contextual nature of policework also warrants us that there will always be differences as policework shifts between space and time. More research on policework in Congo’s different contexts is therefore certainly still called for. As a general point, however, the strength of qualitative research will always lie in its capacity to nuance and complicate what we at times assume, take for granted or generalize. And this book aims to be a case in point.

Beyond methods and data, research on the police in a postcolonial and conflict-affected country like the Congo raises questions around access, positionality and ethics. My access was primarily the result of existing networks and actively seeking contacts within the police during fieldwork. My internship at a police station serves as an example. After my first months of interviews across Bukavu, I had made acquaintance with an officer holding a key administrative position in Bukavu’s urban police force. Accompanying me on some station visits and introducing me to police chiefs, his facilitation eventually enabled me to intern in one of them. (Police internships are relatively common amongst Congolese students of law and public administration (Tshinyama 2011: 4)). If eventually cut short to three weeks, this placement offered highly insightful participant observation of everyday policework behind station walls.

Other than networks, access also relies on funding which, in my case, came in part through consulting work on topics relevant to my own research including everyday aspects of police reform, police training and rural policing, as well as urban insecurity dynamics. Furthermore, due to my perceived status as a consultant representing respected international NGOs and research institutes, the police were relatively open to my research requests, as reflected in the valuable focus groups with police officers that their superiors facilitated, and from which I quote repeatedly in the following chapters.

That I was able to tap into the flourishing consultancy market around research in African conflict zones is in part related to the gradual transformation of academic research into a knowledge production value chain at whose pinnacle stands the white, male researcher (Desai and Tapscott 2015; Marchais, Bazuzi and Amani Lameke 2020). Here hides a privilege important to acknowledge: had I been, say, a Congolese female student pursuing research at a university in Bukavu, it is questionable how far I would have been able to take advantage of this market and its spoils. Moreover, my being white undoubtedly rendered otherwise manifest obstacles to police access much less cumbersome. The perhaps most quotidian of these was my usually relatively hassle-free physical access to police stations. Where I could walk unencumbered through reception gates and doors, my fellow co-researchers were stopped, interrogated and sent to the back of at times long lines. This book is, then, at least in part the result of my white privilege in a postcolonial context. I am furthermore indebted to and stand on the shoulders of countless people who agreed to work with me, and thereby made this research possible. Their contribution is not limited to facilitating access and collecting data; rather, our conversations and exchanges have greatly enriched my thinking in countless ways. Where they agreed, their names appear in references to interviews they conducted, transcribed or translated, and to field observations they wrote down in research reports. These footnotes give but a small indication of just how much this book is also theirs.

Finally, while difficult to verify, I suspect that my access to the police was in some ways also a result of the success of the at the time still relatively recent reform. Most of my research took place in the reform pilot sites of Bukavu (and to a lesser degree in Matadi), where hundreds of officers had been trained in a new police philosophy that put proximity with communities at its heart. This mode of policing may well have made officers less suspicious towards me and my research, and more open to talking to me, thereby facilitating my overall access to Congo’s police institution.

From an ethical point of view, some may question my favouring the perspective of the police and not the public who stand at the receiving end of the former’s abuse. It is undeniable that the Congolese police do overreact, harass and use excessive force; that they receive handouts, make up arbitrary fees, threaten and steal. Moreover, using the police as a lens through which to look at questions of the state as opposed to prisms such as education, health or infrastructure may overemphasize the centrality of violence in our understandings of the state.8 So why then give attention to those who oppress? Firstly, studying the state ultimately means studying practices of control and coercion that inescapably carry a degree of violence within them. Biko Agozino (2003: 7), for instance, calls our attention to the intricate linkages between power, knowledge and violence in the case of the colonial emergence of criminology and its persistence as a ‘repressive technology’ in ‘imperialist countries’. And to quote Mark Neocleous ([2000] 2021: 7), ‘police power’ to which he ascribes ‘all the paraphernalia of state violence … from tear gas to water cannon, from batons to guns … is first and foremost a weapon of the state’. A study of the state is, then, also always an implicit study of violence.

Secondly, inspired by postcolonial scholarship centring the voices of the subalterns, I believe that as a researcher from the Global North, I ought to pursue vantage points that allow for a better understanding of the ways in which the legacies of Empire, of colonial continuities, and of neoliberal durabilities sustain inequalities between the Global North and South. I contend that the study of the police offers unique insights into the complex interplay of colonial and postcolonial power relations, of the colony’s legacies and of processes of social reproduction, adaptation and change in the post-colony.

And thirdly, street-level police find themselves in a particularly precarious social position. They belong to the poor who struggle to make ends meet; they sit at the bottom of the police hierarchy bound by orders given from the top; they are framed and burdened by colonial and postcolonial histories of abuse and violence; and they possess means of coercion to go about their work. Yet, both Northern and Congolese accounts of the police all too often portray them in an almost caricatural fashion as corrupt, incompetent and violent, as wanting and deviant, as emblems of what is wrong with the Congolese state and in urgent need of reform. Such undifferentiated descriptions of the police as a homogenous institution executing the orders of a greedy and violent political elite do not only lack nuance. More so, they do not give justice to the lived experiences of the rank-and-file and thereby hinder a more profound comprehension of the police as a central pillar of modern statehood. A study of these lived experiences therefore also speaks to the nascent field of ‘decolonial, postcolonial, Southern and critical perspectives’ (Squire et al. 2023: 15; also: Jauregui 2024, 2016: 156–7).

Gendered policework

An aspect that would undoubtedly merit more in-depth attention than this book can give it is the gendered nature of policework in the DRC. Just as with the Congolese police as a whole, gendered aspects of their work and the differentiated experiences of policemen and women remain heavily under-researched. This section summarizes a few points from the only dedicated study on the topic that I am aware of, and offers some pointers that emerged from my own research. While not giving justice to the issue in all its diversity, they may nevertheless be useful to keep in mind when reading the following chapters.

The study in question, a product of a UK-funded police reform programme, is based on a survey of 513 police officers (half of whom rank-and-file and 218 of whom women), as well as thirty-two semi-structured interviews with policewomen, conducted in Matadi, Kananga and Bukavu in December 2013. The survey indicates similarities in police careers between male and female officers, be this in their average age, rate of promotion, seniority and rank, or education level. Officers of both sexes also reported very similar, and extremely high rates of workplace verbal, psychological and physical harassment and abuse. Despite these parallels, policemen earned some $10 a month more than their female colleagues. Starker gender disparities tellingly emerge from the more intimate interviews with policewomen on their perceptions and experiences of policework. The division of labour amongst officers, for instance, seems heavily gendered. Women were more than twice as likely to clean offices, wash uniforms and boots, and cook for colleagues, and 1.7 times less likely to encounter members of the public. Worryingly, a third of women were concerned about their male colleagues’ inappropriate behaviour towards them. Besides sexual harassment by male colleagues, promotion in return for sexual favours stands out as a central theme here (SSAPR 2015: 20–1, 25–6, 28–31).

My months of fieldwork on the Congolese police echo the above findings. Most of the policewomen I came across held low ranks and did secretarial and household work. Those who were more senior were commonly part of a special police unit focused on child protection and the prevention of sexual violence. Several policewomen told me that they were not paid at all. I also witnessed one complaint by a female officer who had faced unwanted sexual advances by an army officer which, when rejected, almost led to her dismissal due to the latter’s standing and network. During two focus groups with policewomen on the topic of reform and training, policewomen shared that experiential differences with their male colleagues start with the very decision to enter the police service and remain palpable throughout their career. They talked about the kind of jobs they are assigned to do, the way they receive promotions, and how colleagues and civilians perceive them. One policewoman, for instance, said:



Yes, there is a difference because the population, at times, they do not consider us. They see us as weak [êtres faibles] Ah, that’s a woman. Although I can hit him. You see, the thug [voyou] there, he sees us as inferior beings. We don’t have any strength, we don’t have any authority.9



Another bone of contention was marriage and childcare, which complicates policewomen’s career. One policewoman did say that, ‘personally, me, I am married. I told him [her husband] that you can find me at work, you have to understand. You won’t get a say [tu n’as pas à discuter].’10 Others, however, seemed to find this balance more difficult to strike. Childcare also makes it harder for policewomen to participate in training, which further hampers career progression. One female officer further argued that the hierarchy preferred to select men over women for training opportunities. While she said she did not know why, another policewoman put the blame for these disparities squarely at their own feet:



We, the PPF [personnel policier féminin, policewomen], we discriminate against ourselves … When there is to learn, girls don’t like it. They like what is easy … You see, when one tells you that girls are put aside, why is that? There are those who say: ‘Ah, I left the kids ill at home’; ‘Oh, I have my cycle’; ‘Oh, I have backache.’ They always have excuses … You see, we ourselves, we let men pass … They [the hierarchy] are fed up with it. That is why we have reached this point because every time, they always get complaints from us.11



This statement may reveal more about the structural injustices facing Congolese women in education, family life and work–life balance, and how these have been internalized by women themselves, than it does about policewomen’s professional behaviour. While gender-based disparities and discrimination in the Congolese police ultimately reflect larger social norms common across the country’s state administration and society at large, an institution like the police that is well known for its hyper-masculinity as well as its strong sense of hierarchy likely amplifies them. In this regard, Congolese policewomen’s experiences resonate with those of their colleagues across the globe (Maskaly and Kunjak 2023; Silvestri 2015, 2017; Westmarland 2015). There are, then, undoubtedly and unsurprisingly stark differences in work experiences between policemen and women, which deserve more and dedicated research.

The chapters

The following chapters aim to make sense of the complexity of Congo’s police worlds and explore what these can tell us about the nature of the state in the Congo. As a first step, Chapter 2 traces the birth and evolution of Congo’s three central governmentalities, and illustrates their logics and practices through a history of the Congolese police. While the Scattered Bula Matari works through violent methods of ordering that produce the state effect, and while the New Political Order aims to revitalize the latter, the Mal Zaïrois’ logics of survival and accumulation work in different and at times opposite ways, and thereby undermine prevailing distinctions and their effect. Each of the subsequent three empirically driven chapters offers a case study exploring everyday police performatives that are constituted by and constitute in turn these three entangled and colliding governmentalities. Focusing on the classroom where recruits are trained, Chapter 3 introduces the ongoing police reform, its workings and the tensions it creates. Here, reformed police officers complain about the wide gap between the reform’s theory taught in the classroom and police practice experienced outside of it. The resulting policework that attempts to bridge this gap and reconcile the tensions within it gives rise to the Congo Cop and their Craft. Chapter 4 consists of a participant observation-based study of police encounters with the public in a police station. Police casework offers insights into the diversity of tactics used by the police as well as plaintiffs, suspects and witnesses in their negotiations over relatively minor infractions. The chapter argues that the walls of the police station function as a concrete, material segregator that sets the police apart from society, and that, along with numerous police insignia present within them, produce a relatively constant state effect from which officers stand to benefit. Yet the Mal Zaïrois looms outside the station, creeps through its walls’ many cracks, and threatens the appearance of a state–society divide from which the police draw their authority. At the crossroads of these rationalities, the Craft of the Congo Cop unfolds to its fullest, making the police station their home. Moving from the office to the street, Chapter 5 examines everyday street-level police encounters with Bukavu’s residents at large through a study of order-making practices around the city’s (illegal) markets. Without the support of sturdy station walls, little stands in the way of the logics of the Mal Zaïrois to collapse the appearance of a state–society divide and open up the field of policing to a range of other coercive actors. In this fierce competition, police officers abandon reform principles and revert to the more violent techniques of the Scattered Bula Matari to survive. As reform loses its grip, so does the Craft of the Congo Cop, turning the street into their demise. The state effect hangs on by the mere threads of police officers’ uniform. While the blue cloth’s power to make its wearer stand apart can give officers an edge, at times of popular unrest that very distinction becomes a threat in itself. As officers shed their uniform to blend back in with society, the state effect fades along with them. The conclusion summarizes past chapters’ key findings, which leads to a broader discussion about the police and the state in the post-colony, as well as to a practical reflection on current and future police reform in the Congo.



1For newspaper articles and statements, see: Actualité.cd 2023; CENCO 2023; France24 2023; Radio Okapi 2023. Numerous short videos of the incidents were widely shared on social media and via WhatsApp groups (on file with author).

2I refer to the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) as the Congo (and Congo, without article, when in genitive case).

3Between 1971 and 1997, the Congo was named the Republic of Zaire.

4In a similar approach, Stéphanie Perazzone connects mimicry and Baudrillard’s hyperreality with Mitchell’s state effect to argue that Congo’s state mimicry ‘reveals the synchronic and replicated usages of bureaucratic and formalized approaches to governance, even in situations of institutional weakness, which relegitimize the state as an essential provider of public services and social control’ (2018: 3; also: 2019, 2020).

5I would like to thank Dr Siao Yuong Fong and two blind peer-reviewers for drawing my attention to this critique, and the importance of addressing it.

6Mitchell (1991: 93) himself draws attention to the potential for resistance, noting that ‘[d]isciplines can break down, counteract one another, or overreach. They offer spaces for maneuver and resistance, and indeed can be turned to counter hegemonic purposes.’

7Historian Gillian Mathys (2014: 11–15) speaks of the crippled Bula Matari to draw attention to the fact that the colonial state was not all-powerful, but faced internal limitations and fierce resistance throughout its existence.

8Peer Schouten (2022), for instance, approaches the state through transport, mobility, roads and roadblocks in his insightful study on the Congo, although violence is no less prevalent here.

9Police officer in a focus group with policewomen, Matadi, 28 July 2018 (translated and transcribed by Alice Mugoli Nalunva).

10Ibid.

11Ibid.
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The History: Policing Congo

This chapter lays the foundation of the book’s theoretical framework. Premising the mutual constitution of governmentality and practice, it connects the birth of rationalities of government to everyday practice. This bridge is not only fundamental to the book’s ambition to offer a coherent framework applicable to the study of social practice and its linkages with what is the state more broadly, but also enables a historically grounded understanding of the Congo Cop. The following sections trace the origins and evolution of the three governmentalities that have shaped and are in turn shaped by the Congolese police and their performatives. Each section introduces one of the governmentalities and illustrates its ways of working, and its plans and practices, through a case study of the police and other policing and order-making actors. A consolidated history of the police and policing in the Congo emerges as a by-product of this process.

The colony: A Scattered Bula Matari

In his book on the British colonization of Egypt, Timothy Mitchell ([1988] 1991) talks about the colonizing power of Foucauldian disciplinary techniques that the Empire’s agents brought with them. He explains the process by which specific practices and techniques of planning, programming, arranging and organizing worked to create an abstract realm that seemed to stand apart, detached from its material self. On the one side, there was a plan and its order, and on the other that which was to be arranged according to it. This process produced the appearance of order, or what Mitchell (1991) later referred to as the state effect.

In what follows, I suggest that in the Congo, the effect of the colonizing power unfolded no different than in Egypt. The Belgian colonizers’ modern practices of planning and organizing gradually spread along the Congo River and its estuaries in pursuit of control and extraction, all too often secured through violent repression. As they did, so did the state effect. The colonial trinity of administration, capital and the church worked together to coerce the prevailing, diverse and fluid parameters of Congolese society into more easily legible and binary notions of those in power and those subjected to it. Here, then, methods of enframing were at play that ordered through distinction. As a result of such binaries, an all-powerful state began to appear, ‘reflecting the images of overwhelming, crushing force by which its subjects knew [it]’ (Young 1994: 251). Crawford Young referred to this appearance as the ‘Bula Matari’, a Kikongo term meaning ‘he who breaks rocks’ and reportedly originally given to American-British adventurer Henry Morton Stanley whose caravan ‘attempted to find its ways around the rapids of the lower Congo River by blowing up rocks barring the way’ (Gondola 2002: 22). I use the term here as a rationality crucial to the historic trajectory of the police in the Congo, but, inspired by Gillian Mathys (2014: 11–15), qualify it as the Scattered Bula Matari to which there are three central aspects. Firstly, colonial dichotomous plans and frameworks worked to make certain realms seem to stand apart and thereby gave birth to the state effect; secondly, ordering by distinction was an inherently violent process driven by the governmentality’s overarching logics of coercive extraction and oppression. The Scattered Bula Matari is, then, a rationality that made distinctions through violence. Thirdly and crucially, this governmentality was not evenly dispersed, but scattered across the colony. Where it came to bear, it did so with overwhelming force. Its power, however, was spread too thinly and inconsistently. Where it could not reach, it relied on indirect rule – a much less controllable technique of governing. These limitations resulted in an intensive, yet dispersed kind of governmentality that the Scattered Bula Matari aims to capture.

Birth of a violent artificial machine

While the violent roots of the Scattered Bula Matari and the most excessive forms of plunder and atrocities are to be found in Belgian King Leopold II’s État Indépendant du Congo (EIC, Congo Free State), their underpinning logics of extraction, oppression and coercion remained in place well beyond the EIC’s annexation by Belgium in 1908. Moreover, Belgian colonial administrators progressively intensified their penetration of the Congo to an extent not seen in the Congo Free State, nor in most other African colonies. An emerging colonial hegemony found its expression in a thick web of disruptive and violent disciplinary techniques that fundamentally reordered colonial subjects’ lives. Colonial administration worked to categorize, simplify or invent ethnic belonging, customs and cultures; law to restrain, contain, exclude and punish; urban planning to segregate and racialize; rural planning to tribalize and instil authoritarian practices; forced labour to exploit and subject; and education and health to infantilize and moralize (Eggers 2020; Hoffmann 2019; Hunt 2016; Mamdani 1996; Nzongola-Ntalaja 2002; Mathys 2014).

If colonial law was the language chosen to anchor this gradually emerging colonial order, the colony’s coercive arm, the Force Publique (FP, Public Force) gave it authoritative force. Its importance in the emergence of the Scattered Bula Matari’s power to colonize is difficult to overestimate. The Force Publique is in fact a poignant example of the workings of Mitchell’s method of enframing. As Young (1965: 440–1) wrote, ‘the army was able through its iron discipline and the complete removal of the recruit from his traditional moorings to create a group of persons sharply distinct from the rest of the population’. For this distinction to emerge, the colonial armed force had to recruit, train and arm its soldiers, clothe them in easily identifiable uniforms and house them in barracks. Recruits were to engage in drills, parades and marches to foster discipline and esprit de corps, all in order for them to move, and appear, as one. For this to become possible, a plan was devised from the very start that represented an order according to which hitherto heterogenous groups of men could be reorganized and controlled. The 1888 royal decree that founded the Force Publique stipulated that ‘an active brigade [compagnie] is made up of [comporte] 100 to 150 soldiers plus 40 to 60 military workers divided into two platoons of two to three sections’ while ‘an active brigade with reinforced strength has 200 to 250 soldiers’ (BOEIC 1888: 296). Across these brigades, soldiers were ranked from captain to lieutenant to sub-lieutenant to sergeant-major to sergeant to corporal. Once this hierarchical plan was in place, recruits were arranged according to it and its order. Military discipline was to produce a new, colonized and militarized subject distinct from its former self. The army was to be a ‘veritable school’ – this other fundamental method of colonial enframing – where ‘incorporated natives prepare for the profession of arms, at the same time as they receive elementary instruction’ (1891: 184). And together with discipline, such schooling was to turn the Force Publique and its soldiers into torchbearers of the colony’s emerging order. In the just quoted 1891 report to the Belgian king, Edmond van Eetvelde, general administrator of the EIC’s Department of Foreign Affairs, explained: ‘The State also sees in [the Force Publique] a powerful means of action on the natives who, regimented, are trained in a severe school of discipline and who, returned to their homes, become to a certain extent the propagators of our civilization’ (1891: 184). Some ten years later – the Force Publique by now 15,000 strong, at least 12,000 of whom were Congolese (BOEIC 1900: 129; Young 1965: 441) – another such report reiterated that ‘the soldiers, trained in a school of order and morality, assimilate the principles of discipline, regular life and good morals of which, back in their villages, they are the propagators’ (1900: 131). Another twenty years later, a military code of the Belgian Congo exclusively targeting Congolese troops continued to stress discipline as paramount in turning this plan into practice:



Discipline consists of the greatest possible order, of the most prompt execution of orders given, without the slightest response to the inevitable repression of the slightest negligence or faults and of the certain punishment of those who have committed them, or who fail in their duty to execute prescribed orders; while an absolutely passive obedience of inferiors towards their superiors is its basis.

BOC 1922: 321



Transforming disparate groups of men into something larger than themselves was undoubtedly a lengthy and laborious process. Moreover, reports of the colonial administration did not always give justice to the numerous setbacks that marked the establishment of the Force Publique in its early years, nor to the violence and terror it waged on the local population. The army’s budget was limited, rations, ammunition and pay arrived late, soldiers deserted and whole garrisons mutinied – first in 1895, then in 1897, and again in 1900 (Vellut 1984; Verweijen 2015: 60). Up until the early years of the twentieth century, the Force Publique was mainly tasked to conquer and consolidate the vast territory of the Congo Free State. War required food and porters, which the soldiers either raided from nearby peoples or which local chiefs were forced to provide at the displeasure of their own communities. They ‘were plunder machines as well as conquering armies: not or inadequately provisioned they largely lived off the land, raiding for food, slaves and war booty wherever they passed’ (Roes 2010: 637).

Once conquest had been achieved, however, the Force Publique began to epitomize the colony’s violent order of control and extraction which manifested through its soldiers’ practices. The latter erected and manned trading posts and garrisons, enforced the colonial administration’s laws, collected its taxes and mobilized its labour (Schouten 2022: 54–86; Verweijen 2015: 55–6). Moreover, tenuous and ever-changing pacts with local chiefs and leaders and their auxiliary troops made the latter reluctant participants in the terrors of extraction. In the colony’s concessions, locally and often forcefully recruited sentries oversaw and enforced their exploitative and violent regimes. If unrest unfolded amidst unyielding subjects, allied chiefs and private enterprises could count on the Force Publique. Its brutal punitive expeditions made sure resistance was short-lived and left scars deep enough to remember years and decades later (Henriet 2017; Hunt 2016: 27–60; Vellut 1984).

There can therefore be little doubt as to the army’s monumental impact on those who marched in its uniform, as well as those who came to face it in its expeditions to ‘make remote populations aware of the flag of the State’ (BOEIC 1891: 183). Similar to the reform of the Egyptian army described by Mitchell ([1988] 1991: xii), the Scattered Bula Matari’s techniques of planning, arrangement and organization had ‘transformed groups of armed men into what seemed an “artificial machine”. This military apparatus appeared somehow greater than the sum of its parts, as though it were a structure with an existence independent of the men who composed it.’ Over the following decades, this governmentality succeeded in producing the appearance of a distinction between soldiers and civilians, army and population, state and society, that has endured up to this day. In short, in the colony, the Force Publique formed the bedrock of a larger process that came to produce the effect of an all-powerful state.

That said, the Force Publique could not be everywhere at once, and neither could administrative cadres, judges, doctors and missionaries whose work in taxation, law, medicine and education joined those of the army in reordering the lives of colonial subjects. Young noted (1994: 255) that ‘the colonial version of the integral state, closely examined, fell far short of its claims in terms of its actual exercise of control over subject society’. This paradox of colonial rule – plans of total social control and a practice that struggles to live up to them – crystallizes in the longwinded and at times erratic planning of Congo’s colonial police.

Planning for the police

As already hinted at above, the Force Publique was much more than a mere army. From its very inception, it had, in the words of above-quoted van Eetvelde, been conceived as an ‘internal police force’ with a tremendous mandate:



The need for a well-disciplined army is not debatable if order is to be maintained in such vast territories. This is, in fact, the reason and the aim of our army. In Congo, it is above all an internal police force. Its role is to ensure tranquillity and security where foreign nationals are found, to prevent or put an end to internal struggles between natives, to guarantee freedom of communication routes and to execute court decisions, contribute to the repression of trafficking and to make effective the occupations of certain parts of the territory still outside the immediate field of action of the State.

BOEIC 1891: 182–3



The work of soldiers and police officers, however, is fundamentally different, and expecting the Force Publique to do both created considerable practical challenges. Indeed, astute observes of the Congo Free State identified early on that the Force Publique’s overly violent and repressive ways of working were not well suited to the supposed vision of the colonial oeuvre civilisatrice (civilizing work) with its ambition to bring commerce, Christianity and civilization to the Congo Basin. In 1906, as E. D. Morel’s campaign against Leopold’s atrocities in the Congo had begun to turn the tide against the Belgian king, an influential Belgian financier and philanthropist, Félicien Cattier, wrote ‘that the Congolese army should be transformed into a police corps. The Congo does not need an army. It needs a police, strong in numbers and well organized to ensure law enforcement in the interior’ (quoted in: Lauro 2011: 101). As we will see, calls for reform of Congo’s police forces, and more and less well orchestrated attempts at their reorganization, have remained a constant in their history up to this day.

Already in 1891, a first police unit referred to as corps de police (police corps) had been set up in Boma, the EIC’s capital at the time, which was followed by others in Matadi, Lufu and Elisabethville (today’s Lubumbashi) (BOEIC 1892, 1895, 1900). These attempts reflected an early and mounting awareness that growing colonial agglomerations needed some form of permanent police to uphold order. Recruited amongst the Force Publique, the corps seemed to only have attracted the least disciplined and most aggressive soldiers, however, who were not up to the task to fulfil the civil mandate of a police administrative (administrative police) to maintain ‘public order and tranquillity’ and ‘continued surveillance [which] constitutes the essence of its service’ (1891: 268). A move towards a more professional form of policing only occurred once Leopold had relinquished his private rule over the Congo to Belgium in 1908. This transfer of power triggered a gradual shift in the rationality of colonial government towards a supposedly more benign and civilizing colonial order in which racist, paternalistic and misguided ideas around the welfare of colonial subjects joined the imperative of extraction. An armed force capable of serving this vision of not merely suppressing subjects, but of policing them, became ever more important (De Nys-Ketels 2020: 5; Hunt 2016: 8; Lauro 2011).

A first step in that direction was taken shortly after the First World War. During wartime, the Force Publique had been hastily reorganized to fill a more offensive mandate of an army fighting outside of the colony’s borders. Now, it needed to be restructured once more so that it could become an effective guardian of the colonial order. A debate in the Conseil colonial (Colonial Council) in Brussels about the royal decree to reorganize the Force Publique first acknowledged that the latter’s past ‘role was that of a gendarmerie scattered almost everywhere; it was, in general, poorly armed and had a low supply of ammunition’ (BOC 1919: 524, own emphasis). Moreover, perhaps with the memories of the corps de police in mind, the council argued that a complete separation between the Force Publique and the police was not desirable due to ‘the lower esteem in which the police are held, which brings to them the inferior or mediocre elements of the troops’. Therefore, the royal decree reorganized the Force Publique into two sets of theoretically interchangeable troops: the troupes campées (camped troops) confined to their barracks and tasked to patrol the colony’s borders and protect the Congo from external attack, and the troupes en service territorial (troops in territorial service) committed to policework. This internal separation was to be achieved in three ways: ‘a) by the establishment of concentrated, well-supervised and well-trained troops in which the dispersed elements will return periodically and be taken over; b) by a judicious organization of reserves of black personnel and white cadres, and c) by the creation of technical units, similar to those which were formed during the war’ (1919: 524). Once more, then, a plan was in place, this time to restructure this body of men internally by reinforcing supervision, repositioning Congolese troops vis-à-vis white officers, and adding technical expertise. Through these methods of reorganization, the scattered nature of the Force Publique was to be overcome.

In practice, this plan did not quite materialize; in fact, quite the opposite happened. On the one hand, while the troupes en service territorial had the duty to assist administrators with order maintenance and were stationed in each of the colony’s four provincial capitals at the time to do so, they were not quite trained for such policework, which made them ineffective. Colonial administrators’ already growing fears of urban unrest and disorder only mounted in turn (Lauro 2016; Thomas 2012: 305–7; Young 1965: 462). On the other hand, efforts at addressing this anxiety led to somewhat erratic decision making whereby new legal frameworks were created to establish new police units whose mandates conflated with that of the Force Publique. In August 1919, for instance, barely a few months after the decree reorganizing the Force Publique, another plan was put in place to create a first municipal police force in the four major urban centres of the time: Boma, Matadi, Elisabethville and Leopoldville (today’s Kinshasa). Similar to the earlier corps de police, however, it was once more largely made up of territorial troops, with whose mandate it overlapped, and seemed to only ever have been partially operational (Lauro 2011: 109–10). In order to remedy the lack of discipline and the military character of troops seconded to police units until then, police training schools were established in 1923, even if – initially at least – they were set up within Force Publique garrisons and had little impact on actual police practice which remained singularly focused on repression. Finally, in 1926, a fully distinct corps de police administrative (administrative police corps) was created and eventually set up in all major cities, which, as opposed to prior attempts, was to have ‘a statute, officers and recruitment independent of the Force publique’ (BOC 1926: 1128; also: Lauro 2011: 111; Thomas 2012: 305). A satisfied member of the Colonial Council expressed his relief at this decision as the ‘new organization would finally make disappear an obstacle to the perfect cohesion of the Force publique’ (BOC 1926: 1128) that had, in his opinion, been torn between defending and policing the colony. In practice, however, the mandate of this administrative police remained difficult to keep apart from that of the Force Publique’s troupes en service territorial (as well as that of the municipal police where they were operational). Young notes that ‘there was a definite overlapping in the functions of these two bodies’ and as a consequence, their relations ‘were marked by frequent friction’ (Young 1965: 463).

This friction reveals a long-running fault-line that persisted throughout the years of the colony about how to strike the right balance between an army able to defend the colony in a potential future war and a police force urgently required to guard the colonial order within, including in ever-growing urban agglomerations. A 1930 report on a Colonial Council discussion, for instance, noted that ‘some advisors express the opinion that as a general thesis, one could, in the current situation, consider the case where the Force Publique could be reduced and even consist of only a simple police force’, a thesis vehemently opposed by others who underlined that ‘to have to defend the Colony, either against an external enemy, or against internal movements, it is necessary that we approach with caution the organization of the Force publique’ (BOC 1930: 52) – a concern only accentuated by the Great Depression and the colonizers’ fears of keeping a growing class of precarious Congolese workers at bay, something Chapter 5 will come back to (Burton 2006; Lauro 2011, 2016).

After the Second World War, during which the Force Publique as a fighting army had proven itself valiantly, and in a context of gradually growing anti-colonial sentiments, the very same debate around the question of how to sustain colonial order flared up once more, and led to yet other reform plans that ultimately further conflated and confused the institutional policing arsenal of the colony. Following an expert commission, heated debates and contentious reports, a 1948 ordnance created a territorial police force across the colony that replaced the administrative police whose remit had remained limited to urban centres. Yet again, however, its mission was confused and its budget unspecified. Moreover, Brussels was considering yet another reform of the police, this time contemplating to turn them into a gendarmerie modelled after that in Belgium. In 1955, the metropole sent one of the latter’s officers and a former colonial police commissioner, Colonel Charlier, to the colony to investigate and propose restructuring options. He first reported on the state of Leopoldville’s police force before being appointed to lead the reform of the recently created territorial police into a gendarmerie. A hesitant colonial administration and anti-colonial events on the ground ultimately put an end to his efforts. Following growing urban unrest that culminated in the Force Publique’s brutal repression of demonstrations on 4 January 1959 in Leopoldville against the sudden ban of a scheduled meeting of a Congolese political party, the colony, for a final time, announced a plan that did ‘not significantly modify the landscape of police organization’ (Lauro 2016: 75). At the dawn of Congolese independence in 1960, all that remained of Charlier’s reform ambitions was a cosmetic name change: the Force Publique’s territorial troops became the Colonial Gendarmerie.

In her inspiring research on urban policing in the Belgian Congo, Amandine Lauro (2016: 71) writes that regardless of the actual materialization of the colony’s reform projects, we ought to be interested in ‘what they might reveal about colonial modes of governance and bureaucratic (ir)rationalities’. Indeed, the above-summarized attempts at police formation illustrate that the Scattered Bula Matari governed through plans and frameworks that aimed to rearrange subjects to fit a dichotomous order. While these plans faced inevitable resistance, were themselves not always coherent and were often only partially implemented, they ultimately nevertheless distinguished those who policed from those who did not. As a result, the violent artificial machine that emerged may have been as scattered as the plans themselves, but still appeared to stand clearly apart from society. The colony, however, also relied on other policing agents that lay somewhat outside of its direct field of action and therefore risked obscuring its dichotomous order.

Policing Congolese subjects and white settlers

In parallel to the colonial administration’s repetitive if confused attempts at creating a police force capable of maintaining colonial order, arguably much more essential to the everyday experiences of colonial subjects was what – in reference to the colonial administration’s reliance on indirect rule – could be called a system of indirect policing. In the 1930s, substantial administrative reforms were launched to devolve the burden of taxation, control and coercion to lower and partly newly created administrative units and their chiefs. For large parts of the Belgian Congo, and particularly so for the rural areas, these chiefs were in charge of policing their subjects, which at times occurred to the detriment of their own legitimacy. Indeed, to impose their will, chiefs had their own police units referred to as the chief’s police that operated with much autonomy from central administrative structures.

In the initially few, yet ever-growing circonscriptions urbaines (urban districts), policing took on a dual character that followed the laws of urban racial segregation (De Saint Moulin 2010: 29, footnote 3). While the white areas of the urban centres and their borders were carefully monitored to guard against intrusion, so-called cités indigènes were largely left to police themselves. In the administrative reforms of 1931, many of these towns and other Congolese urban agglomerations became centres extra-coutumiers (CEC, extra-customary centres) with some administrative autonomy. A royal decree of 1934 specified that each CEC was to be administered by a chief on behalf of the colonial government and who, at least on paper, also ‘does the police du centre’ (quoted in: Lufungula 1995: 324). In the large CEC of Elizabethville, for instance, the in this case Belgian officer-led police unit dealt with relatively mundane issues such as ‘public drunkenness, a … stolen bike, unpaid taxes or untidy lawns’ and the occasional ‘ruckus of spectators after an unfortunate car crash or hooligans storming the football field’ (De Nys-Ketels 2020: 11, 12). Similar to the colony’s various urban police outfits, its budget was inadequate, it was understaffed, and a lack of public lighting complicated their task. We generally know fairly little about the police du centre and their everyday work. If existing scholarship argues that rural chiefs adopted ambivalent positions towards colonial government and its demands, cooperating and negotiating as much as they subverted and resisted, we may hypothesize that similar conclusions may hold true for centre chiefs and their police forces (Eggers 2020; Ekeh 1976; Mamdani 1996; Mathys 2014: 210, 222; Ndaywel è Nziem 2008: 359–60; Schatzberg 1988: 38, 54).

Another important policing component of the colony targeted not Congolese colonial subjects but the white underclass. While the various above-listed police iterations commonly consisted of Belgian officers commandeering Congolese rank-and-file, the idea of having the latter police troublesome white workers, traders and settlers sat uncomfortably with the colonial administration’s racialized ideology. This was a particular concern in the booming mining towns of Katanga. In the early 1910s, many of their white mine workers were militant trade unionists who were seen as a real threat to Belgium’s mining interests. To keep them, and their at times raucous behaviour, in check, an all-European police force was set up in Elizabethville. Not much seems to be known about it but for the fact that it was relatively short-lived, and that provincial administrators regretted its lack of professionalism (Lauro 2011: 105–6). In the early 1920s, when the Union Minière du Haut Katanga (UMHK, Mining Union of Haut Katanga), the biggest miner in the Belgian Congo, was hit by severe strikes that lasted most of the year, colonial authorities called on the so-called Corps de Volontaires Européens (CVE, European Volunteer Corps). This once again all-white corps consisting of colonial administrators and former soldiers functioned as a temporary auxiliary force of the Force Publique that could be mobilized by territorial administrators ‘in the event of war, revolts or serious unrest’ (BOC 1919: 537). The volunteer corps was to contain the strikes and guard the colony’s crucial economic interests in the future. In fact, in June 1932, at the height of the Great Depression, the reach of the corps was expanded to ‘assis[t] the army and police in serious cases of disorder’ (Thomas 2012: 319). By the start of 1935, all-white volunteer units were in place in all larger provincial towns. Relied on in times of crisis, they were formalized over the years and eventually turned into a militia to protect Europeans against potential threats from Congolese militants in the tense period leading up to independence (Declercq 2020; De Nys-Ketels 2020; Lauro 2011: 106–11).

As opposed to the colonial administration’s creation of the Force Publique, and its varied attempts at forming police forces, the chief’s police units and the white volunteer corps were somewhat different in nature. The method of enframing that sets a group of people apart and turns them into a body greater than the sum of its parts was not at play here. Training, drills and discipline took a back seat as colonial subjects were called upon to police themselves, and white volunteers to keep an eye on white workers as well as their own interests. The latter, moreover, were not part of a professional and permanent force, but segued between civilian and military life. On the one hand, then, the dichotomous nature of the colonial order distinguished between colonizers and colonized, direct and indirect rule, and urban and rural, while, on the other, auxiliary units muddied these distinguishing lines which contributed to the colony’s scattered, patchy and variegated nature of policing.

Ultimately, then, enduring debates about the need for reform, for a professional, independent and colony-wide police never found a satisfactory conclusion, which led to a degree of confusion and conflation in police practices across the colony. The colony’s ways of doing the police differed from province to province, from countryside to the city, and within the city itself, thereby revealing its scattered nature so typical of the policing histories of European colonies (Anderson and Killingray 1991; Blanchard, Bloembergen and Lauro 2017; Tiquet 2018). At the dawn of the Belgian Congo’s independence, maintaining the colonial order ultimately rested in the hands of police forces constituted of a barely created Gendarmerie, a hardly effective territorial police force, remnants of a municipal and administrative police corps, overzealous white volunteers as well as countless chief’s police units whose training, discipline and cohesion varied widely. In this sense, a history of the colony’s police exemplifies – and is a key constituent of – the governmentality of the Scattered Bula Matari. The Force Publique’s organization and techniques undoubtedly contributed to the appearance of an all-powerful colonial state, a Bula Matari, that seemed to stand apart from society. The scattered nature of everyday policing, however, distorted this effect whose production was hardly constant, but rather fitful and sporadic. In the post-colony, these already tenuous methods of planning, arranging and enframing – of creating distinctions – were gradually absorbed by a new mode of governing, namely that of the Mal Zaïrois.

The post-colony: The Mal Zaïrois

Where the Scattered Bula Matari’s distinctions lingered on after independence, not least through the country’s security forces, a new governmentality emerged in the post-colony that slowly but surely began to poke holes in their appearance. I refer to this new mode of government as the Mal Zaïrois. This governmentality maintains the Scattered Bula Matari’s violent logics of coercion, extraction and oppression but operates through its own methods that do the opposite of ordering through distinction. They rather join, merge and conflate, and thereby undermine the state effect produced by the Scattered Bula Matari. In what follows, a history of the police in the Congo (and Zaire between 1971 and 1997) will reveal how policing practices were constitutive of the logics of the Mal Zaïrois.

Rise of a new governmentality

Congo’s immediate post-independence period from 1960 to 1965, referred to as pagaille (mess, shambles), was marked by intense and violent political contest, army mutiny, secession, violent ethnic mobilization and civil war – all of which was fuelled by Cold War politics (Young 1965: 307–57; Young and Turner 1985: 41–2). In September 1960, not even three months after independence, the resource-rich provinces of Katanga and South Kasai seceded, eventually drawing in the first-ever United Nations (UN) peacekeeping mission. The arrest and subsequent murder of Patrice Lumumba, Congo’s first freely elected prime minister, in February 1961 triggered a rebellion and civil war between his supporters of a unitary vision of the country with their stronghold in and around Stanleyville (today’s Kisangani) and Leopoldville’s federalist government. Within less than a year of independence, the country was effectively split into four, with each camp having its own armed forces. To make matters worse, the Armée Nationale Congolaise (ANC, Congolese National Army), the direct successor of the colony’s Force Publique, fragmented into disparate troops, some of whom were controlled from Leopoldville, others from Stanleyville, while still other parts turned into roving militias. The 1959-created Colonial Gendarmerie and other municipal and territorial police forces became similarly instrumentalized by provincial and local political leaders. In less than five years, Congo’s violent artificial machine and its auxiliaries had fully disintegrated (Young 1965: 443–58, 463–5; Rosenblum 1990: 209; Ebenga and Nlandu 2005: 65–8).

Matters stabilized somewhat in the following years. In the aftermath of the pagaille, a new mode of government began to make itself felt. In November 1965, the head of the army, Joseph-Désiré Mobutu (who renamed himself Mobutu Sese Seko in 1972) seized power in his second coup. In early 1967, some 18 months later, he founded the Mouvement Populaire de la Révolution (MPR, Popular Movement of the Revolution), a ‘movement of the masses’ whose ‘profession of faith’ was announced in the so-called Nsele Manifesto (Ndaywel è Nziem 2008: 531). This manifesto captures a new rationality that worked to erase distinctions between state, party and its leader, and between them and society, instead regrouping and coalescing them. As a first step, the manifesto boldly announced the all-encompassing power of the presidency: ‘The presidential system, supported by a new constitution, which clearly defines powers and responsibilities, will assert its authority over ALL and throughout the land’ (MPR 1967: 16, capitalization in original). By 1974, Mobutu had been declared the Republic’s supreme leader, the MPR the country’s sole party and supreme political institution, and its doctrine as expounded in this manifesto and now referred to as Mobutism had been enshrined in a new constitution. Opening with the sentence ‘We, the Zairian people, united within the Popular Movement of the Revolution; Guided by Mobutism’ (GovZaire 1974), the constitution’s preamble left little doubt that a new, unifying order was in the process of unfolding, at the centre of which stood Mobutu, ‘Guide and Helmsman of the Authentic Zairian Revolution, the Father of the Nation’ (Schatzberg 2001: 131). In the words of Minister of Interior Engulu in 1975, ‘our Church is the MPR. Its chief is Mobutu, we respect him like one respects a Pope. Our gospel is Mobutism’ (quoted in: Young and Turner 1985: 169).

In practice, this overarching and all-encompassing ideological thrust was accompanied by rapid administrative centralization, followed by personalization of government. Mobutu began by reimposing the former colony’s prefectural system of administration. From 1966 onwards, he reduced the twenty-one provinces of the pagaille to eight regions, and depoliticized them by turning them into purely administrative units. Regional commissioners were directly appointed by the president and entirely depended on him. By the early 1970s, then, Zaire’s mode of government had become both highly centralized and highly personalized, and in its heart sat President and supreme commander Mobutu.

While, under the logic of unity of command, which held together this highly centralized but devolved form of government, all-powerful administrators and their subordinates at lower levels enjoyed considerable discretion, their position and its boons were at the same time exclusively dependent on their respective superiors with Mobutu at their helm. This favoured the rise of patronage as a central logic of government in which, in return for their clients’ loyalty and service, patrons handed out privilege, access and opportunity. Moreover, Mobutu’s cautionary measure of regulating rotating and replacing administrators to avoid that they established their own power base led to an acute sense of uncertainty amongst the latter. His cadres instead became incentivised to develop practices aimed at rapid accumulation of wealth while in office, more so than to effectively deliver public services and welfare. This logic of rapid accumulation accelerated decisively as Zaire’s economy entered a sharp decline just as Mobutism hit its peak (Callaghy 1987; Gould 1977; Young and Turner 1984: 164–84).

The 1973 global oil crisis, the subsequent stark dip in copper prices on which the Zairean economy heavily depended, the disastrous impact of Mobutu’s Zaireanization policies that nationalized large parts of the country’s economy, the inability to service the enormous external debt accrued by his government, and the stringent rationalization and liberalization measures imposed by the International Monetary Fund all converged to produce a rapid and prolonged socio-economic decline. In 1983, public service salaries bought less than 20 per cent of what they could in 1975; by the same year, prices had increased 46-fold compared to 1969, and 113-fold by 1986 (MacGaffey 1991: 13). None of this was helped by an increasingly erratic government whose ‘ad hoc policy formulation, incoherent policy pronouncements, and lack of attention to the concrete problems of policy implementation’ (Schatzberg 1982: 348) reflected the fact that its administrators were only interested in pleasing and appeasing Mobutu and, by extension, in their own survival.

As a collapsing economy threatened everyday survival, the above-described practices of accumulation which Zairean public servants had come to master began to spread across society as a whole. In a speech in November 1977, Mobutu (1979: 52) referred to it as a ‘disease that hits our society and that I will call the “Mal zaïrois” ’. Its heart, he argued, resided ‘in a profound inversion of all our values’ such as peace, justice and work, as well the MPR’s constitutional slogan ‘servir et non se servir’ (serve and not serve yourself). Yet, he asked, ‘What do we see in everyday life, among the cadres as well as among the activists of the Party? Just the opposite … to be honest, everything can be sold, everything can be bought in our country’ (1979: 52, 53). This reality, he admitted, had poisoned Zairean society:



the State is considered by many cadres as an instrument of individual enrichment and, on the other hand, the people – partly discouraged and partly complicit – have ceased to exercise their right of control over its rulers when, through particular ties of family or friendship, it encourages the theft of public funds and property, its own property.

1979: 53



From the late 1970s onwards, this Mal Zaïrois manifested in ever more brazen and endemic practices of survival and accumulation which became known as Article 15, débrouillez-vous (fend for yourself) or Système D (System D). Article 15 refers to an imaginary part of the 1960 constitution of secessionist South Kasai, which encouraged its officials to improvise in times of need, thus capturing the above-described long-standing practices of bureaucrats who charged for their services, made up fees or embezzled state property, as well as those of security forces who brutalized, stole and harassed (Bayart 1993: 7; Callaghy 1987: 96–7; MacGaffey 1991: 36–7; Raeymaekers 2007: 76–8; Young and Turner 1985: 228). In the face of a collapsing economy, these practices began to spread across society. Indeed, this ‘patrimonial structure’, as Jean-Claude Willame (1984: 83, 84) described it, is ‘a system … [that] digs its roots deep into the heart of civil society’. For Schatzberg (1982: 463), this system ushered in a dialectics of oppression:



This insecurity of political, administrative, and economic tenure, when coupled with the overwhelming condition of economic scarcity, creates a dialectic of oppression. The tendency is for people at all levels of the social hierarchy to extract what they can, while they can, from those in contextually inferior positions.



I use the term Mal Zaïrois to describe a rationality of government that combined the unifying logics of the Nsele Manifesto with the techniques of Article 15 and that, in the context of a rapid economic decline, engulfed all of Zairean society. As it gradually displaced the Scattered Bula Matari’s logics of ordering by distinction, it entangled with it, absorbing its well-established techniques of coercion and violent extraction in its own ways of working to consume, accumulate and allocate. Nowhere did these techniques come to bear more tangibly on the everyday life of Zairean citizens than at the lower levels of administration where officials were in direct contact with those they were meant to govern. Indeed, according to Schatzberg (1981: 462), ‘the collectivity is the most brutal and oppressive branch of government in Zaire’. And the security forces were all too often its most visible face. Their practices, which co-constituted the Mal Zaïrois, are therefore illustrative of its workings.

Policing according to the Mal Zaïrois

Mobutu having come to power through a military coup, Congo’s security forces unsurprisingly played a fundamental role in his early plans of socio-political reorganization. The framework that had rearranged Congolese recruits in the colony to make them appear as a violent artificial machine standing apart from society underwent a drastic change. Instead of enframing and thereby distinguishing, these new plans worked to blur the lines between military and civil domains. The Nsele Manifesto, for instance, read that the Congolese National Army ‘will cooperate outside of their own tasks in the mobilization of national energies and the conquest of economic independence’ (MPR 1967: 21). In line with the overall unifying thrust of this doctrine, the army was to be active in the realms of construction, agriculture, culture, health and education:



Civic training for officers, non-commissioned officers and soldiers allows them to devote themselves to the country through cooperation in major public works, supervision of the rural masses, cooperation in social and cultural works, health care, training of youth movements.

1967: 21



The police also played an important role in these schemes that were to usher in a new dawn for the country. In 1966, Mobutu had created a new Police Nationale Congolaise (Congolese National Police) (Moniteur Congolais 1969).1 The aim was to merge the colony’s and the pagaille’s numerous and scattered policing elements into a single coherent civil police force able to maintain public order and security, and protect citizens and their property. The manifesto left little doubt as to the importance of this reform:



Firmly convinced that the National Police is an indispensable element of a climate of peace and tranquillity, the Popular Movement of the Revolution demands from the public authorities that the efforts undertaken for the reorganization and modernization of the National Police be pursued in order to allow it to fully fulfil its mission.

1967: 21



A few years later, in May 1972, the first ordinary congress of the MPR, which had been declared the country’s supreme political institution two years earlier, went a step further and decided to integrate the security forces into its own structure by planting party cells in army and police units. The previous strict separation of the political and the military realm had been lifted. Less than seven years after seizing power, then, Mobutu had put in place an overarching framework that, on paper at least, incorporated state with party, presidency and security forces, and all of which were to penetrate and absorb large swathes of society. Plans that had worked to make these realms seem as standing apart from each other had been discarded in favour of ones that blurred and collapsed such distinctions (Young and Turner 1985: 69, 264–5).

Long-standing practices of violent oppression and harassment, however, were not so quick to change. The national police certainly never quite managed to live up to expectations. Its patchwork nature born out of the fragmented policing landscape of the pagaille years, and the fact that its officers could still be called on by devolved and at times manipulative authorities, was not conducive to any fundamental change in practice. By the early 1970s, they had remained ineffective at best and accusations of abuse against civilians accumulated. In July 1972, a mere two months after integrating security forces into the MPR, Mobutu therefore replaced the police with the Gendarmerie Nationale (Moniteur Congolais 1972a). As opposed to the civil police, the Gendarmerie was an integral part of the army under supervision of the Ministry of Defence and had a much stronger military character. The idea was for his new Gendarmerie to absorb not only the police’s officers, but also the remaining elements from the colonial gendarmerie that were still part of the ANC that had been renamed Forces Armées Zaïroises (FAZ, Zairean Armed Forces) in 1971 (Moniteur Congolais 1972b). In practice, however, the creation of the Gendarmerie caused much confusion and did not seem to have constrained lower-level administrators’ sway over local units, nor individual officers from harassing.2

Schatzberg’s outstanding research in Equateur (today’s Mongala province) and Thomas Callaghy’s in the Kivus and Bas Zaire (today’s Kongo Central) provide invaluable insights into some of the early symptoms of an emerging Mal Zaïrois.3 As Callaghy (1984: 286) noted, ‘the gendarmery is the principal security tool at the disposal of the prefects’ and their discretion over their use led to much abuse. To make matters worse, a law passed in January 1973 granted collectivity chiefs the status of judicial police officers with competence to arrest people and transfer case files to the attorney’s office. In line with the logics of the Mal Zaïrois, chiefs wielded these powers to serve their own agenda. Schatzberg (1982: 346) writes that ‘most chiefs had never written up infractions and the prosecutor’s office in Lisala was deluged by collectivity police with potential defendants in tow’. Moreover, they at times pocketed the funds sent by the central government to cover the salaries of their already insufficiently paid officers. Operations such as ratissages (encirclement and dragnet manoeuvres) therefore quickly turned into opportunities to generate revenue for both the local administration as well as the gendarmes themselves, thus becoming ‘a major control and extraction tool of the Zairean absolutist state’ (Callaghy 1984: 287).

One such operation in two collectivities in Bas Zaire in 1973 saw soldiers and gendarmes descend on two collectivities at six o’clock in the morning to look for ‘irréguliers [irregulars] – those who had not fulfilled their “civic” duties’ (1984: 287–8), which included carrying a national ID card and paying taxes. In total, 613 people were rounded up and those found wanting by local administrative officials had to buy ID cards and pay up their head tax as well as any fines, which raised a total of 1,393 Zaires (c. $4,270 in 2024).4 Not all had gone to plan, however. A local judicial police officer did not get involved until 12 hours after the start of the operations and when he did, he ‘showed up drunk and quickly disappeared again’ (1984: 288). Callaghy speculates that his late showing was likely because the official was himself from the collectivity and ‘did not want to be identified with this exploitative operation against “his” people’ (1984: 288). A resident’s written complaint to the commissioner of the zone – the administrative entity above the collectivity – accused such abuses by the Gendarmerie in which people were arrested only ‘to be sent to the zone offices to put money in the State coffers because, according to the zone commissioner, they were empty’ (1984: 289). The letter also claimed that most of the taxes and fines raised disappeared into the pockets of officials and the security forces. Worse, beyond this self-enrichment, the author also spoke of physical abuse and sexual violence committed by the security forces during and after the ratissage during which they regularly got drunk. As Schatzberg (1988: 62) put it, ‘monies, goats, chickens, and all worldly goods are fair game for gendarmes on a rampage’.

Moreover, as the Gendarmerie never seemed to have sufficient officers to meet local cadres’ demands, the latter called on other, alternative order-making agents – something considerably facilitated by the merger of state, party and security forces. The most notorious of them was the disciplinary brigade of the MPR’s youth wing, the Jeunesse du Mouvement Populaire de la Révolution (JMPR, Youth of the MPR). While the JMPR had many tasks, one of its central functions was vigilance and surveillance. It, for example, had to submit monthly reports to administrative cadres on ‘crimes, accidents, state security problems, and the attitude of the local population’ (Callaghy 1984: 292). Its disciplinary brigade engaged in actual policing work, joining army and Gendarmerie in ratissages missions, in manning road checkpoints and conducting patrols, and thereby came to play a central role in the everyday policing of Zaireans. Despite or perhaps because of their joint operations, the brigade was as much of a nuisance to the country’s citizens as army and Gendarmerie. Its members are ‘like soldiers and gendarmes … often incompetent, seldom controlled adequately, and tend to act as a free-floating source of oppression’ (Schatzberg 1988: 64). They ‘set up barricades without authorization, stop and harass people indiscriminately, demand “tips”, and illegally detain people’ (Callaghy 1984: 293). Things became so untenable that the disciplinary brigade was abolished in 1981, only to be replaced by a new branch that simply resumed where the latter had left off (Schatzberg 1988: 65). At the lower echelons of administration, then, policework increasingly became an excuse to engage in often violent revenue generation on the back of the population.

In the following years, as the country entered a steep economic decline, these policing practices contributed to blur the lines between military and civil, public and private, and state and society, which appeared less and less distinguishable from one another. Scarcity, penury and desperation accelerated the erosion of discipline, and practices of violent accumulation became increasingly individualized. Pauperized security forces’ need to find ways to eat led them to ‘extract what they can from the peasants and villagers under their jurisdiction’ (1982: 346). In the above-quoted 1977 speech in which he outlined the Mal Zaïrois, Mobutu (1977: 56) himself acknowledged that ‘it is unacceptable that the foreigner or the Zairian citizen, who sees the shadow of the magistrate or the gendarme appear, feels terrorized rather than secure’. Indeed, commanders gradually lost control over their forces and turned themselves towards more economically lucrative activities.

The debacle of the 1977 and 1978 Shaba Wars proved in just what state of despair the Zairean Armed Forces were. Only thanks to international intervention by France, Morocco and Belgium did the FAZ evade defeat against a few thousand former Katangan gendarmes invading into Shaba (former Katanga province) from Angola, where they had regrouped after the province’s failed secession in the early 1960s. To make matters worse, after each of the Katangan gendarmes’ retreats, the Zairean army went on a rampage against those civilians whom they suspected of having been sympathetic to the invaders (Kennes and Larmer 2016: 119–44).

Where they did not engage in violence, security forces continued stealing at ever greater scale. A Zairean observer had the following to report in the early 1980s in eastern Ituri, for instance: ‘The military camp of Watsa, central region of Ituri, is completely abandoned. Soldiers sold equipment, ammunition and uniforms, the colonel in charge has left the camp to relocate to the agglomeration where he has dedicated himself to gold trafficking’ (quoted in: Willame 1984: 86).

In 1984, as the security forces were in full disintegration, Mobutu created yet another unit with support from Germany and Egypt (JORZ 1984). Reportedly inspired by the Spanish Guardia Civil, Mobutu named it the Garde Civile (Civil Guard)5 and mandated it to protect civilians and to secure borders against a growing smuggling and trafficking business. Despite some early successes with regard to the latter, the Garde Civile was just as much used as an anti-riot unit to quash growing social and political discontent. Its paramilitary training made its officers all too often behave just like soldiers, instilling fear into regime opponents and the population, who pretty swiftly renamed it contre civils (against civilians) (Kaumba Lufunda 2012: 741; Mutombo 2007: 36–7). Moreover, operating alongside the Gendarmerie, it merely increased competition as well as confusion to the point that most Zaireans could not make a difference between army, Gendarmerie and Garde Civile. For them, regardless of who they faced, interactions with the state’s coercive arm were ‘rarely pleasant, occasionally turbulent, often violent, and usually oppressive and extractive’ (Schatzberg 1988: 53).

In an open letter to Mobutu in 1980, a brave group of parliamentarians criticized the heavy toll the spread of the Mal Zaïrois was taking on the country’s peaceful citizens:



Today … the least that can be said is that corruption, commotion, greed, cupidity and embezzlement of public funds have reached their culmination. One could even say that they are institutionalized. Never has the country been as plundered and the people as exploited.

Pandanjila et al. 1981: 104



In practice, then, the spirit of the Nsele Manifesto had backfired. Instead of involving Zaire’s security forces in the restructuring of Congolese society to build a strong and independent nation in the service of its people, they had now become central figures in the latter’s daily exploitation and oppression. Somewhat ironically, in a 1984 reprint of the manifesto, the term ‘national police’ had been swapped with that of the Gendarmerie Nationale, perhaps inadvertently acknowledging that change had occurred in name only. The manifesto’s call for a ‘reorganization and modernization’ of Zaire’s police forces (MPR 1984: 21) had certainly not been heeded in practice. Facing abusive security forces as well as a collapsing economy, Zaireans had little choice but to find their own ways of getting by and protecting themselves.

Violent implosion of the Mal Zaïrois

In the face of overwhelming adversity, Zaireans of all walks of life began to take inspiration in the above-mentioned Article 15 and developed their own coping mechanisms. From the late 1970s onwards, a thriving informal economy emerged that functioned through ‘smuggling and fraudulent export; theft; barter; speculation, hoarding and middleman activity; and bribery, corruption and embezzlement’ (MacGaffey 1983: 355). These activities supplied an income for millions of people for whom the official economy could no longer provide a livelihood. Moreover, as army, Gendarmerie and Garde Civile dedicated themselves more and more to violent harassment, and as everyday insecurity became an ever more pressing issue, a similar but more aggressive form of fending for oneself joined Article 15. Referred to as auto-prise en charge, it can be loosely understood as taking care of oneself or a sort of self-policing. In the city of Bukavu, this slogan was reportedly popularized by the commissioner of the region of Kivu himself. In a 1982 speech addressing growing popular frustration due to a series of armed burglaries, Mwando Simba explicitly told Bukavu’s residents to defend themselves and take justice into their own hands. Residents did not hesitate to follow this instruction, leading to the rise and spread of justice populaire (popular justice), a violent practice of beating to death supposed thieves or burning them alive (Muzalia 2019; Verweijen 2015b).

The logics of Article 15 and auto-prise en charge are fundamental constituents of the Mal Zaïrois and emblematic of its workings. The former drove soldiers to sell off uniforms, commanders to become traders, bureaucrats to auction their services, pilots to scavenge fighter jets, and businessmen to strike lucrative, if illicit, deals with state officials (Bayart 1993: 235–6). Auto-prise en charge, in the meantime, turned state employees into common thieves and civilians into police and judges. The Mal Zaïrois, then, did not work through methods of arranging and enframing that functioned to produce and bolster the appearance of an autonomous state. To the contrary, its practices broke down the distinctions that underpinned this appearance by serving everyone willing to buy into its ultimately imploding logics of survival and accumulation at all cost.

As the Cold War drew to a close, internal and external pressure for political change grew quickly. In 1990, Mobutu abandoned one-party rule and started a process of political liberalization towards multi-party democracy. Nevertheless, he still tried to hold on to power through violence-fuelling divide-and-rule tactics, and by stalling the process of transition where he could. His senior security force commanders helped a great deal in that regard. Emizet Kisangani (2000: 221) goes so far as to argue that the September 1991 looting rampage in Kinshasa by disgruntled soldiers had been instigated by them and Mobutu in order to bring an end to the Conférence Nationale Souveraine (CNS, Sovereign National Conference), the council created in 1990 to negotiate and decide over the country’s future. The CNS’s representatives were fully aware of the importance to reform Zaire’s security services from the bottom up. They adopted an act creating a national police service, which was to operate besides the Gendarmerie. As Zaire slowly submerged in growing episodes of brutal repression and large-scale violence, however, these reform efforts were ultimately in vain. Already in May 1990, numerous students on Lubumbashi’s university campus who demonstrated against Mobutu’s perceived backtracking on democratization had been shot by Zairean soldiers. In February 1992, the latter violently suppressed a peaceful march organized by the church in Kinshasa against Mobutu’s attempt to close the CNS prematurely. In 1993, armed forced went on another pillage of Kinshasa. And between 1992 and 1994, Katanga witnessed campaigns of ethnic cleansing in part fuelled by Mobutu’s divide-and-rule tactics (Nzongola-Ntalaja 2012: 171–208). A 1994 study of the country’s state of affairs offered a bleak picture:



Theft, robbery, murder, and rape have become increasingly common in and around the country’s urban centers and along its main transportation routes, making travel dangerous. The police and security forces themselves commit many of these acts and frequently participate in armed banditry.

Glickson and Sinai 1994: 313



Simultaneous to this drastic deterioration of everyday security and ever-growing political repression, a long-standing debate over citizenship of Rwandophone communities in eastern Zaire became increasingly divisive, leading to a rise in xenophobic discourse, ethnic mobilization and the formation of armed militias in the eastern Kivu region. Inter-ethnic violence broke out in today’s North Kivu in the early 1990s (Mararo 1997). While initially contained, civil war in neighbouring Rwanda spilled over the border, got caught up in such local dynamics and spiralled out of control, wreaking havoc across eastern Zaire. In the weeks and months following the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, hundreds of thousands of refugees, including large parts of the defeated Rwandan army and the paramilitary genocidal Interahamwe, sought shelter and set up camp in the Kivu region’s urban outskirts. The subsequent militarization of these refugee camps and attacks into Rwanda laid the foundation for regional destabilization and warfare. In addition, cities became awash with small arms, adding an unprecedented degree of violence to urban insecurity. When, in September 1996, the outbreak of the First Congo War saw a Rwandan-backed rebellion clear these camps in South Kivu and then march on Kinshasa, Zaire’s fragmented security apparatus seemed to evaporate (Lemarchand 2009a; Prunier 2009).

Congolese historian Isidore Ndaywel è Nziem (1998: 417) describes 1990s Zaire as a period ‘revealing the fragility of a colonial state since long in decomposition and in these days struggling for recomposition [en mal de recomposition]’. After decades of brutal colonization followed by five years of severe social fragmentation, early attempts at such rearrangement involved an ambitious plan that aimed to coalesce previously separate realms of the political, the military and the civilian, the public and the private, and the state and society. While they succeeded in blurring the appearance of such dichotomies, the centralization and personalization of government also gave birth to the Mal Zaïrois. This new logic of government retained the Scattered Bula Matari’s violence, which remained essential in its own ways of working. As Zaire’s economy collapsed, it spread its roots across society and its paradigmatic technique of Article 15 was joined by auto-prise en charge. The plans and frameworks that had produced the effect of a powerful, if scattered, state in the colony were pushed aside by practices focused on accumulation at the top of society and survival at the bottom. These practices countered the powers of distinction still at work and thus eroded the production of the state effect. As a result, the Zairean state hardly appeared to stand apart from society any more and when it did, it was but for a short and often violent moment.

As the First and Second Congo Wars ravaged the country international efforts at mediation were launched. Along with an unprecedented peacekeeping intervention and conditional aid arrived a new mode of government that revitalized some of the Scattered Bula Matari’s techniques of planning, rearranging and enframing, and that I refer to as the New Political Order.

The Third Republic: A New Political Order

After thirty-two years of dictatorship ushering in years of war and millions of deaths, the Congo entered a three-year-long transition to a supposed post-conflict era, the Third Republic, battered and bruised. In a review summarizing four Congolese publications on the country’s political soul-searching in the months following the July 2002 signing of the Pretoria agreement between the Congo and Rwanda, Congolese political scientist Noël Obotela (2003: 10) wrote that ‘after a long period of trial and error, the country needs to regain a solid foundation’, a ‘refounding of the state and the instauration of a New Political Order’. This New Political Order required a ‘political will that transcends gastric, egoistic and partisan impulses … otherwise, the [Inter-Congolese] dialogue will suffer a permanent bewitchment’. This final section considers Obotela’s New Political Order as a third governmentality that began to emerge during the Second Congo War (1998–2003), showed its full force in the years of the transition and has remained a powerful logic of planning, arranging and enframing ever since.

Emergence of a New Political Order

Obotela wrote his above-quoted review in January 2003, following several years of internationally mediated efforts to end the Second Congo War. These efforts laid the foundation of the New Political Order that he spoke about. Its rationalities are reflected in the texts of ceasefires and peace agreements, in the mechanisms of the political transition and in the spade of ambitious internationally driven interventions and reforms that followed. The New Political Order is firmly anchored in two paradigms of international relations that emerged at the end of the Cold War and greatly contributed to the nature of intervention in the Second Congo War. A first is the liberal peace that identifies democratic governance and market-based economies as drivers of peace. A second is the security–development nexus that emphasizes their interdependence. After 9/11, these paradigms became intertwined with urgent questions around global terrorism and came to mean that development abroad had the potential to enhance security at home, leading international interventions to shift their priorities from promoting peace to first and foremost secure stable socio-political environments (Chandler 2007; Duffield 2007; Gabay and Death 2012; Paris 2010; Riis Andersen 2011). Such efforts are known as stabilization, a relatively vague concept that consists of ‘fighting terrorists, preventing insurgencies, managing disasters, rebuilding societies, and building democracies and market economies’ (Bachmann 2014: 130). Despite, or maybe due to, this broad scope, stabilization has become a pillar of Western donor countries’ foreign and development policy that also strengthens the role of the military in hitherto civil operations. Indeed, liberal peacebuilding and stabilization operations have similarities with biopolitical policing activities that are focused on people’s welfare and ‘good order’, yet taking as their target not the domestic population, but so-called fragile states. These operations commonly involve some form of security sector reform. As Rita Abrahamsen (2016: 281) writes, security sector reform is a historically constituted ‘social technology informed by international “best practice” and models of governance’. This technology assumes the necessity of strong and democratic state institutions for development, peace and security at home and abroad. In contexts that are deemed fragile or unstable, security sector reform therefore aims to build such institutions by working to restructure army and police, to subject them to civil and democratic authority, and to restore the state’s monopoly of violence (MacColman 2016; Mbembe 2001: 52–6; Ryan 2013; Sedra 2010; Tull 2010).

These internationally driven plans of building liberal states found fertile ground in the Congo. Almost immediately after the outbreak of the Second Congo War in August 1998, the Southern African Development Community (SADC) and the UN launched efforts at mediation. A year later, in July 1999, the Lusaka Ceasefire Agreement was signed by the Congolese government and six of its neighbours involved in the war. The agreement also paved the way for the creation and deployment of what was to become the largest Chapter VII UN peacekeeping mission in the World, the Mission de l’Organisation des Nations Unies en République Démocratique du Congo (MONUC, United Nations Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo; renamed MONUSCO in 2010, with the ‘S’ standing for Stabilization). Moreover, the ceasefire agreement opened the door to international mediation between the warring parties, the Inter-Congolese Dialogue, that formally began in October 2001. Its ambitions were made clear from the start. Once concluded, ‘state administration shall be re-established throughout the national territory of the Democratic Republic of Congo’. Echoing the coming of a new order, the talks were to ‘lead to a new political dispensation and national reconciliation in the DRC’ (Art. III, 18, 19), with a special focus on ‘the institutions to be established for good governance purposes’ (Annex A, Ch. 5, Art. 5.5. iii). This included agreeing on ‘the process of free, democratic and transparent elections’ (Annex A, Ch. 5, Art. 5.5. iv), a new constitution and the formation of a national army. The Inter-Congolese Dialogue ended in the signing in Pretoria in December 2002 of the Global and Inclusive Agreement on Transition (GIA 2002). Along with national reconciliation, the creation of a new, integrated army and the organization of elections, the principal objectives of the political transition were ‘the reunification and reconstruction of the country, the re-establishment of peace and the restoration of territorial integrity and State authority in the whole of the national territory’ as well as the ‘setting up of structures that will lead to a new political order’ (Ch. II, 1–5; emphasis added).

A transitional power-sharing government was to pave the way for a new constitution to be approved by referendum and national elections were scheduled for 2006. In keeping with the logics of liberal peacekeeping, this transition period was closely monitored by ‘an international committee to guarantee the proper implementation of this Agreement and to support the programme for transition in the DRC’ (Annex IV, 1). The Comité International d’Accompagnement de la Transition (CIAT, International Committee in Support of the Transition) was made up of the five permanent members of the UN Security Council plus South Africa, Angola, Belgium, Canada, Gabon, Zambia, the African Union, the European Union and MONUC. The CIAT was the early guardian of the by now well emerging New Political Order. In fact, due to its substantial influence over the Congolese government’s priorities, ‘numerous Congolese political leaders, international actors, and journalists equated the Congolese situation to a “protectorate” ’ (Autesserre 2010: 3) or a ‘de facto tutelage’ (Vircoulon 2005: 11; also: Reyntjens 2007).

The CIAT used its sway to ensure that the New Political Order’s rationale of reform was heeded. As outside intervenors heralded the latter’s logics, collaborators from aid agencies to consulting companies to international NGOs began to implement its plans as they ‘emerged as major transmitters of new administrative technologies’, working to ‘produc[e] “normal” states’, whereby the state was an ‘“agent of modernization”, an island of modernity and rationality, a part of the so-called modern sector’ (Hansen and Stepputat 2001: 7). The New Political Order thus revitalized the Scattered Bula Matari’s suppressed, but lingering power of distinction that worked to rearrange and enframe so as to revive the appearance of the state as standing apart from society. Yet, it wrapped these methods in a new language not of paternalism and civilization, but of the liberal peace through its discourse around free and fair elections and civil society participation as well as competitive markets and public–private partnerships. The police, in this instance, were now not meant any more to uphold a colonial order but a universal one whose pillars of democracy, human rights and market-based economies were to be embraced. Past police practices of indiscriminate abuse and violence were to be shed and replaced with an apolitical and professional body of officers in service of the public as their client.

For such ambitious plans to get off the ground, however, it took time. In the meantime, development aid, grants and loans that now began flowing to turn these plans into reality created new opportunities for accumulation that allowed the Mal Zaïrois to persist (Bayart 1993: 21–2). The resulting paradoxical entanglement of the latter with this newly emerging governmentality is reflected in the struggles of Congo’s police during and after the years of war. While illustrating these challenges, the next two sections will also gradually zoom in on the geographies that will offer the main stage for the following empirical chapters: the eastern DRC, and the city of Bukavu in particular.

Order making during and after war

The years spanning the First (1996–7) and Second Congo War (1998–2003) dramatically exacerbated an already alarming level of everyday insecurity and violence. War triggered a rural exodus that exponentially inflated urban populations and further strained neighbourhood solidarity. As the government’s army and police had all but vanished in the face of well-organized and determined enemy combatants, and as their officers were more occupied with their own survival than that of their fellow citizens, urban and rural communities faced the gargantuan task of organizing themselves in order to fill the policing void left behind. In Bukavu, during the months leading up to the First Congo War, local youth took up nightly patrols in their neighbourhoods not unlike the JMPR’s disciplinary brigade, reaffirming their sporadic, yet important role in Congo’s policing landscape. They were mobilized and supported by low-level urban administrators, so-called cadres de base, to defend their city against the Alliance des Forces Démocratiques pour la Libération du Congo/Zaïre (AFDL, Alliance of Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Congo/Zaire), a Congolese-led armed group backed by Rwanda, Uganda and Burundi whose emergence had triggered the war. When the AFDL captured Bukavu in October 1996, several of these youth, commonly referred to as volontaires (volunteers), were massacred in the city’s streets (Hendriks and Büscher 2019; Muzalia 2019; SSAPR 2012; Thill 2019c).

The AFDL marched all the way to the capital, dethroning Mobutu in May 1997 and putting one of its leaders, Laurent Désiré Kabila, at the helm of the now renamed Democratic Republic of the Congo. Peace, however, was short-lived as Congo’s new president fell out with his Rwandan backers, which eventually led to the Second Congo War in August 1998, a mere 15 months after the end of the first. Both wars provoked drastic social change, militarizing Congolese society and straining the social fabric that held eastern Congo’s communities together (Vlassenroot and Raeymaekers 2004a,b; Vlassenroot and Romkema 2002). As opposed to the First Congo War, however, the second led to a major stand-off between its main factions. Much of the east fell under the influence of the Rwandan and Ugandan-backed Rassemblement Congolais pour la Démocratie (RCD, Congolese Rally for Democracy), which eventually splintered into multiple factions. The countryside turned into a battleground between them and the Mai-Mai, local and often Kinshasa-backed armed groups that drew on ideas of autochthony and auto-défense (self-defence) to protect their homeland in the absence of an effective army (Hoffmann and Vlassenroot 2014; Hoffman and Verweijen 2019; Tull 2003).

Eastern cities such as Bukavu and Goma, on the other hand, were under RCD’s effective occupation. What little police had been established by Laurent Kabila here in the inter-war period were replaced by that of the RCD, and its officers were forced to either flee or work for their new, violent and heavily disliked masters. At the same time, during these years of war as well as in its immediate aftermath, urban insecurity reached new heights. Remembering this period of turmoil, one of Bukavu’s chefs de quartier (neighbourhood chiefs) noted that ‘the police were the enemy of the population and the population was the only way for the police to enrich themselves’.6 Another agreed: ‘We distrusted everyone in uniform.’7 In their stead, ambiguous forms of policing emerged in the city and formed an ever more pluralized and localized policing patchwork. As already hinted at above, the cadres de base, low-level urban administrators hierarchically organized from the neighbourhood down to the street level, played a central role in this patchwork. They organized youth patrols and alarm systems for their respective neighbourhoods and collected contributions from their residents to support these.8 According to a former cadre de base, during the years of the Second Congo War, he and his colleagues established a militia at the level of the commune (municipality) made up of five men per quartier (neighbourhood). Some of these militia members reportedly went on to join the newly emerging police after the war.9 At the same time, during Bukavu’s years of occupation, the RCD reinvigorated the bottom layer of urban administration, the nyumba kumi (ten houses) that was also common to neighbouring Rwanda’s and Uganda’s administrative model. Respected residents or elders who headed these nyumba kumi were tasked to monitor residents’ activities and the coming and going of outsiders in and around their ‘ten houses’, adding a new level of scrutiny to everyday life. The cadres de base remain crucial actors in the city’s local administration and governance up to this day and are often the first points of contact for queries and complaints of residents (Büscher 2011; Hendriks and Büscher 2019; Perazzone 2019; Thill 2019c; Verweijen 2019).10

Urban administrative cadres were not the only ones contributing to the city’s convoluted and fragmented urban order. Perhaps inspired by the struggle of the rural Mai-Mai, some youth in Bukavu formed gangs to resist the RCD occupation. Others collaborated with RCD commanders, who supplied them with arms in return for a cut from their criminal activities. While little research on these early gang dynamics exists, there is no doubt that they contributed to rising urban crime and insecurity. Across several cities in eastern DRC, they also triggered the rise of anti-gang movements, youth policing groups who aimed to end this growing violent crime. Chapter 5 will explore their role in Bukavu’s policing landscape and their relation to the police (Muzalia 2019; Scheye 2011; Verweijen, Thill and Hendriks 2019).

In short, as insecurity escalated, local groups and networks rallied to partake in an ever more diffuse order-making process or to exploit the weaknesses caused by fragmenting security forces. Their practices made it increasingly harder to distinguish between those who police and those who were policed, thereby continuing a trend that had begun in the late 1970s.

A new formula: The police between survival and accumulation

Well aware of the dismal state of the country’s security forces and alarming levels of insecurity, shortly after seizing power, Laurent Kabila devised plans to re-establish law and order across the country. In June 1997, his government launched a commission to create a civilian, national and apolitical police under the Ministry of the Interior, what came to be referred to as police nouvelle formule (new formula police). In the eastern cities, a wave of young Kabila supporters, many of whom well educated, joined its ranks. Paying police officers $100 a month (still more than what officers receive in 2024) certainly helped, and so did a genuine optimism and feeling that a new dawn had finally arrived. The new formula police seemed to have had some success. A 1997 survey found that ’70 percent of citizens approve of the Kabila government’s rapid intervention police squads, which ruthlessly pursue robbers’ (Hills 2000: 155). Another in May 1998 similarly indicated that Congolese citizens deemed improved security the single most important achievement of Kabila’s government at the time (ICG 1999: 10–1). In interviews in Bukavu, some residents reminisced of Kabila’s police, which they remembered as having been quite effective in decreasing urban crime in part due to the deterrence factor of their ruthless handling of thieves, some of whom were publicly and often violently executed on the city’s main square.11

Despite this seeming success, however, abuse and harassment at the hands of police officers continued. A major reason was the police’s patchwork-like make-up. While Mobutu’s Gendarmerie and Garde Civile had been disbanded, many of their officers found their way back into Kabila’s new police, and so did numerous former soldiers from the FAZ, ex-AFDL combatants including the kadogos (child soldiers recruited by the AFDL on their march to Kinshasa) and the AFDL-backing ex-Katangan gendarmes. None of these groups had received the same training, and many of them had received none at all. Fragmentation was thus not just a concern across Congo’s policing landscape, but also within the new police force itself (Gondola 2002: 166; Mutombo 2007: 38–9, 45).

Their assembled nature may also explain why the new police’s work continued to be consumed by long-standing and at times violent practices of extraction and accumulation, the most important of which is known as rapportage or reporting – a logic still dominant today.12 The latter requires police officers to pay a certain amount of money to their superiors, usually on a weekly basis, who in turn pass it up the hierarchy.13 A police officer working for the provincial Inspection Générale of the PNC (IGPNC, General Inspection of the PNC), itself created by the police reform to ensure that the police force adheres to their professional and deontological codes, explained rapportage as follows: ‘The commander expects a report. Now this report happens to be money. Where do they find it? It’s harassment [C’est la tracasserie].’ For a police officer, he said, ‘working is harassing’.14 Those who do not comply with this principle can be rotated to less lucrative posts, thrown into jail or dismissed from service. While rapportage is less stringently enforced in police stations, for specialized police units operating in areas rich in revenue-generating opportunities such as the traffic police, border police, mining police and the Groupe Mobile d’Intervention (GMI, Mobile Intervention Group), it has become a forceful logic of everyday work. Exposed to its pressures, these units have also become the most known for using violence as a means of extraction. People naturally condemn these practices, and so do most police officers.15 Indeed, the aforementioned police inspector mentioned that he regularly received written complaints from rank-and-file objecting to rapportage and its implications for their work.16 Regardless of their disapproval, however, the hierarchical nature of the police, the severe punishment against non-compliance of orders and the search for means to make a living in a context of scarcity gives police officers in these units little room for manoeuvre. Rapportage is, then, a technique of the Mal Zaïrois that has turned many officers into its servants.

Precise rapportage figures are hard to come by and largely remain estimations drawn from individual officers’ accounts. Maria Eriksson Baaz and Ola Olsson (2011: 228–9) reported such fees to range between $20 to $50 per traffic police post per day in Bukavu, and a total of $500–$800 that moved up the ranks on a daily basis. A 2013 local NGO report found that police officers at two Bukavu police posts close to busy markets each had to report $100 per week (SAJECEK/Forces Vives 2013). A policeman interviewed in 2016 mentioned that a traffic police officer stationed at a busy road intersection in Bukavu had to pay $120 per week and claimed that, in PNC circles, it was rumoured that a former provincial police commissioner made around $30,000 each month. Local administrators claimed that rapportage across Bukavu generated $1,500 per day, which would add up to around $45,0000 per month. A civil society activist said that a traffic police officer collected roughly $10 a day, three of which he held onto while the rest was passed on to his superior.17 Albert Malukisa (2017: 16) indicates that commanders of traffic police units in Lubumbashi each had to report $500 a week to their superior. In the so far sole quantitative study conducted with a Kinshasa traffic police unit in 2015, Raul Sanchez de la Sierra (et al. 2022: 4) and his team found that 78 per cent of its revenue came from unrecorded fees drivers paid the police directly, and that, on average, this would result in its officers being paid close to $2,600 monthly – or thirty times an officer’s 2024 monthly salary of $87.18 While we can assume that most of this money will trickle upwards, officers’ revenue-generating practices ultimately not only enrich their hierarchy, but also supplement their own meagre salary and thereby ensure their survival.

This leads to an important point. While rapportage works to accumulate and consume, it also ensures the persistence of the very government agencies that engage in these and other practices (Trefon 2009; Tshinyama 2011). Indeed, as Congo’s various police forces have faced decades of neglect and underfunding, its officers have had little choice but to find other ways of generating revenue not just to feed superiors, but also themselves and to subsidize their work. In fact, a whole range of often less violent and more negotiated revenue-generating mechanisms have emerged. Already in 2001, for instance, a police branch named the brigade de garde (guard brigade) was set up that was initially mandated to guard high-level officials and politicians, but became relatively quickly ‘available to everybody who is willing to pay’ (De Goede 2008: 52). Existing to this day under the name of police de garde (Guard police), officers of this unit can be sub-contracted by private companies as well as wealthy individuals to guard their property, commonly in return for $100 a month, half of which goes to the guard. Less institutionalized but perhaps most common is the practice of charging for police services, be this to open or withdraw a case, for officers to investigate a supposed crime scene, or for family members to visit and feed detainees. As Tshinyama (2011: 6) writes, for the police, ‘procurement [approvisionnement] from the public is part of the daily practices’. Moreover, some citizens also pay police officers to settle private matters such as land disputes or outstanding debts, a practice that offers the police an additional lifeline as much as it further muddies the waters between what is police and society, and what is public and private (Eriksson Baaz and Verweijen 2014; Verweijen 2013). In this way, the police practices that sustain the logics of the Mal Zaïrois ultimately also ensure that officers endure and are able to continue doing policework.

These persistent practices notwithstanding, the New Political Order began to slowly enframe the police through peace agreements, international oversight mechanisms, legal frameworks, financial flows and, most importantly, a push for reform. Already in January 2002 – in the midst of war and a year after Laurent Kabila’s assassination – a decree had been passed that anchored the new formula police in law. Article 5 of the Décret-Loi (N°002/20002, 26 January 2002) stated that the Police Nationale Congolaise’s mission was to ‘guard security and public tranquillity, to maintain and restore public order’. They were tasked to protect persons and property while permanent surveillance was the ‘very essence of its mission’, arguably reflecting concerns specific to the context of war in which the police operated. After tlhe end of the war and under the watchful eye of the CIAT, the PNC cemented its new status as it was written into the country’s new constitution (JORDC 2006). Article 183 explicitly stressed that ‘the National Police is apolitical. It is at the service of the Congolese Nation. No one can divert it for their own purposes.’ In parallel and after decades of confuse and conflating cycles of reorganization, an ambitious police reform was put in motion that was to disrupt dubious practices of survival and accumulation and turn the police into a professional service, thus resembling once more Mitchell’s artificial machine that would appear to stand apart from society. Delving into the reform and its many rules and principles, the next chapter will trace the effect it had on Congolese police officers.

*    *    *    *    *

This chapter introduced three dominant governmentalities and their ways of working in the Congo, each of which will remain a prominent companion in the remainder of this book’s exploration of everyday policework and the nature of the state. The first is the Scattered Bula Matari, whose violent methods of ordering by distinction organized, rearranged and enframed in order to control, oppress and extract. The Force Publique is emblematic of this process of reordering that created the appearance of an army larger than the sum of its parts, that stood apart from the rest of society and thereby became a central pillar in the production of the state effect. The second is the Mal Zaïrois, which found specific expression in mechanisms of accumulation and survival, namely the so-called Article 15 and auto-prise en charge, and the system of rapportage within the security services. Arising out of a rationality that unified, merged and coalesced what appeared to belong to distinct realms, this governmentality blurs boundaries, counters dichotomies and undermines the appearance of a state–society divide. The third governmentality is that of the New Political Order, which took root with the 1999 Lusaka Ceasefire Agreement. Its techniques return to those of the Scattered Bula Matari and its methods of ordering by distinction, but this time around embedded in the language and logics of liberal peace- and state-building which manifest themselves most forcefully in their zeal for institutional reform. Although the birth of each governmentality can be traced to certain periods in Congo’s history, they do not end with them, nor do they replace their predecessor. Instead, they have become entangled over time, creating contradictions and tensions that the remaining chapters will explore.

Three common threads emerge from a history of policing in the Congo, each of which will remain an important leitmotif throughout the book. Firstly, at the very least since the economic decline of the 1970s, scarcity and penury have been a persisting socio-economic reality that conditions the lives of countless Congolese. Seeking ways to cope in the face of this reality, rank-and-file police officers, just like everyone else, make use of the means at their disposal to endure. Consequently, the Mal Zaïrois’ techniques of Article 15 and auto-prise en charge are as relevant to everyday survival today than they were a few decades ago. Secondly, Congo’s policing landscape has always been and remains highly pluralized. In the colony, a multitude of policing agents were relatively dispersed, yet loosely connected to a central order and its dichotomous plan. In the post-colony, Zaire’s security forces fragmented, their disbanded parts, detached from any central control, indeed out of control, becoming ever more abusive until they eventually imploded. In response, localized policing initiatives emerged driven by communities and criminals alike to fill the void left behind. The security forces’ ultimate disintegration during the Congo Wars led to a large-scale international intervention, part of which consists of reforming this fragmented landscape. In practice, however, as the next chapters will illustrate, its techniques clash with those of the Mal Zaïrois – a tension that crystallizes in fierce and at times violent competition in everyday processes of order making.

Finally, and closely linked to Congo’s policing patchwork, from the days of the Congo Free State, the country’s differing police components have been subjected to repetitive processes of reform. These reforms have been underpinned by contradicting logics linked to Congo’s three major governmentalities and have commonly been driven by outsiders, from colonizers to bilateral partners to multilateral agencies to international experts and technicians. Ultimately, these relentless and often contradictory reform processes have meant that the Congolese police as an organization have hardly had any time to consolidate. This fact certainly contributes to the PNC’s tenuous position within Congo’s wider policing landscape, where it joins other agents in the competition over the right and legitimacy to enforce and maintain order.

As the next chapters will argue, the tensions, contradictions and contingencies arising out of this history and Congo’s three entangled and colliding governmentalities are highly productive. They have resulted in myriad police performatives that aim to defuse and overcome the former by reiterating as well as resignifying past and present practice. These performatives may at times undermine the appearance of the police as an autonomous entity standing aside from society, yet at others draw on what is left of this dichotomy that, in moments and intervals, sets them apart and thereby sustains the state as a temporary effect. In short, these tensions, contradictions and contingencies pave the way for the rise of the Congo Cop and their Craft.
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The Classroom: Rise of the Congo Cop

In August 2019, the at the time newly elected government under President Félix Tshisekedi presented its programme. Organized into fifteen pillars, the second is dedicated to the strengthening of state authority and the promotion of rule of law and democracy. Its first point reads: ‘Revisit the reform plan of the National Police in order to adapt it and draw up a new reference plan entitled “One nation – One Police”, along with a consistent budget’ (PMO 2019: 6). While police reform remains on the agenda of Congo’s government, in how far past plans and programmes have left a mark on police practice – and what kind of mark – is a different matter.

Tracing Congo’s largest donor-funded police reform support programme with its principles and rules, this chapter reveals it as a largely externally driven set of discourses and techniques that fittingly capture the liberal spirit of the New Political Order with ‘its belief in the reformability of individuals and institutions … the rule of law, and the protection of property’ (MacGinty 2010: 393). According to this logic, police reform works to transform what it sees as a disparate and dysfunctional police force into a civil police service which is to contribute to the restoration of state authority and legitimacy. While this reform has undoubtedly had tangible and intangible impact in Congo’s police reform pilot sites, first and foremost by producing a new police subject, the tensions and contradictions left in its wake are just as palpable. Taking the classroom as its stage, the chapter captures how police officers are being reformed and thereby inducted into new ways of thinking and doing the police, how these new ways interfere with prevailing police practice and how officers try to make sense of the resulting misalignment of the worlds they inhabit. At the doorstep leading out of the classroom, theory begins to clash with practice and the Congo Cop and their Craft come into being.

Police reform under a New Political Order

The previous chapter identified the idea of reform as a constant across the turbulent history of Congo’s police. Throughout the 1990s, such a reform had been on authorities’ minds, first in the form of the ultimately aborted plans of the commission for defence, security and civil protection of the Sovereign National Conference, then in the ambitions of Laurent Kabila cut short by the outbreak of the Second Congo War. As international peace mediation efforts began, the direction police reform was to take became inherently intertwined with liberal peacebuilding logics and the larger ‘good governance’ overhaul of the Congo – all technologies fundamental to the New Political Order. After Laurent Kabila’s assassination in January 2001, his son and successor, Joseph Kabila, who strategically sought the backing of the international community, embraced the language of the liberal peace. Announcing his presidential programme, he declared that he would ‘commit to turn [the security forces] into a modern, strong, well-equipped army and police, respectable and respectful of everyone’s rights, able to defend the nation in any circumstances’ (Congo-Afrique 2001: 5).

The task ahead was enormous. Indeed, after the Second Congo War, some 240,000 soldiers and combatants from the remnants of Mobutu’s army, the Gendarmerie and Garde Civile, from Laurent Kabila’s army and police, from the four main rebel forces, and from myriad Mai-Mai armed groups had to be disarmed, demobilized and either reintegrated back into society or into the newly created army. Many of them also found their way into the police. Not only that, security sector reform now had to transform the still highly fragmented army and police into coherent entities that, in the new discourse of the reform, were variously and ambitiously referred to as ‘new, national, integrated, restructured, apolitical, neutral, republican, professional, homogenous, modern’ (Kaumba Lufunda 2012: 743–4). Kabila’s speech adhering to the language of liberal peacebuilding and security sector reform was a first step on this path. What was now needed was substantial international support.1

International guardians of the police reform

From the very start, police reform was closely accompanied by its international advocates. First in line was the previously mentioned CIAT, which made it one of its main tasks to keep up the pressure on the Congolese transitional government to move forward with security sector reform (Vircoulon 2005: 90). Moreover, in an effort to safeguard the country’s elections scheduled for 2006, international police missions were set up. In April 2005, the European Union, perhaps the most important donor of the transition period, launched EU Police (EUPOL)-Kinshasa, training and equipping a Kinshasa-based specialized Integrated Police Unit (IPU) to protect the country’s institutions and political figureheads in the capital as set out by the 2002 Global and Inclusive Accord (GIA, Annex 4, 2a). Two years later, the mission was renamed EUPOL-DRC (2007–14) and its mandate was geared towards the Congolese police reform, of which it became a prime supporter. Ahead of the elections, the United Nations Police (UNPOL), MONUC’s civilian policing arm, similarly worked with the Congolese police to prevent urban electoral unrest, and has been training its officers ever since (Hoebeke, Carette and Vlassenroot 2007; Justaert and Keukeleire 2010; UNSC 2005, Art. 48–57).

In parallel, a set of monitoring bodies, themselves nurtured by abundant external expertise, were established to ensure that the new police were indeed going to be aligned with the reform’s vision. In August 2004, a workshop tellingly entitled ‘Seminar on the Modernisation of the Congolese National Police and other services exercising public security functions’ kickstarted a concrete reflection process on police reform. In November 2005, as a follow-up and on behest of its international partners, the Congolese Ministry of Interior put in place the Groupe Mixte de Réflexion sur la Réforme et la Réorganisation de la Police (GMRRR, Mixed Reflection Group on Reform and Reorganization of the Police) – a committee of experts that was to take stock of the police, offer recommendations for its future direction in line with the new constitution, and start work on its new legal framework. In keeping with the CIAT, the GMRRR was dominated by outside expertise. No less than seventeen of its twenty-three experts were foreigners from Angola, France, South Africa, the United Kingdom, the European Commission as well as MONUC and the EUPOL mission in Kinshasa (Somda 2014, Annex I, 36–7).

In September 2007, a year after the country’s national elections, a central oversight body of the police reform, the Comité de Suivi pour la Réforme de la Police (CSRP, Police Reform Monitoring Committee), was set up on recommendation from the GMRRR (Décret N°7/11/2007, 18 September 2007), and still operates in 2024. Initially funded by the EU, the CSRP consists of representatives from seven ministries led by the Ministry of the Interior, the head of the Congolese National Police and civil society. Donors to the reform are invited to participate in its meetings. The CSRP was created to coordinate between these ministries, the police and their international partners. Moreover, its executive secretariat, initially made up of Congolese as well as MONUC/MONUSCO and EUPOL experts and in charge of everyday operations, monitors reform progress, drafts relevant legislation for the police, starting with the organic law of the police as per Article 186 of the 2006 Congolese constitution, budgetizes the reform and provides general conceptual input (Boshoff et al. 2010; Justaert 2012; Nlandu 2012, 2013).2

A final impetus into police reform came from Congolese civil society, once again not without outside involvement. In 2006, a South African think-tank called Institute for Democracy in Africa, financed by the UK’s Department for International Development (DFID), launched a project explicitly aimed at strengthening civil society’s implication in police reform. With its support, the Réseau pour la Réforme du Secteur de Sécurité et de Justice (RRSSJ, Network for the Reform of the Security and Justice Sector) was founded in that same year. According to one of its members, some of them visited South Africa and the UK where they were introduced to community policing models.3 According to Thierry Nlandu (2012: 59), ‘it is clear that the impulse aimed at favouring civil society’s investment in the DRC’s security sector reform process in part originated from the international community’. Under the watchful eye of the New Political Order’s international guardians, then, an institutional cadre had been set up that was to steer and monitor the police reform’s progress. Its first task was to devise a plan according to which the police was to be reformed.

A plan and its order: The return of an artificial machine

Submitting its report on the state of the police and its recommendations in 2006, the GMRRR identified a whole series of shortcomings. The police were ‘organized under a military model, placed under the ambiguous control of the army, with the latter’s denominations and ranks; a fragmented police with unknown human resources, uneven and insufficient, or non-existing, training, aging, sometimes unfit for service’ (quoted in: CSRP 2019: 12). The group of experts concluded that the police in their current state were ‘atypical’ and unable to be one of the country’s pillars of democracy and rule of law. In a white paper on the police, it called for the latter to be reformed into ‘a national public service, accessible, attentive to the population, civil, professional, unique, apolitical, subjected to the civil authority, respecting human rights as well as the national, regional and international judicial instruments’ (quoted in: Nlandu 2012: 71). This vision for the PNC has been reiterated ever since (Melmot 2009; Nlandu 2013; Justaert 2012; Kaumba Lufunda 2012).

The GMRRR report was the result of a process closely monitored by the Congolese government’s new international partners, many of whom had been directly involved in its drafting. While its language was that of the New Political Order, it also revived a technique of old, namely that of the method of enframing. As Mitchell ([1988] 1991: 59–62) argues, order is perceived through the relationship between the plan and that which is arranged according to it. In the case of Congo’s police reform, the report had described the existing police as a mosaic of fragmented, politicised and militarized components which was deemed ‘atypical’ and found wanting. The next step therefore consisted of finding a way to rearrange the existing police, to cover over the cracks within and between their disparate parts so that they began to resemble the GMRRR’s own vision and the order it represented. And for that, the vision had to be turned into a plan.

After being reviewed and amended by the police command and the Ministry of Interior, the GMRRR report became the central point of discussion of a national seminar held in Mbudi in April 2007, to which Congolese civil society was now also invited. Thanks to their pressure, and the influence of the international guardians of police reform, participants agreed to turn the Congolese National Police into a police de proximité (PdP, proximity police), a policing model that, based on the assumption that police transparency and accountability, and good police–community relations can promote state legitimacy, has become a staple of security sector reform. The PdP came with its own plans, principles and guidelines which, in keeping with the New Political Order’s outside stimulus, was elaborated with support from the UN Development Programme (UNDP) and an international police reform consultant (Boshoff et al. 2010: 13–18; Denney and Jenkins 2013; Justaert 2012: 121–2; Lufunda 2012: 748–9; Nlandu 2013: 39).4

In 2009, the CSRP (2009: 9) published its strategic framework for police reform covering the years 2010 to 2025. Its vision for police reform unsurprisingly echoed that of the GMRRR.



the future Congolese police will be a national, civil, republican police with an autonomous status defining the rights and duties of the police who will exercise their mission in decent conditions that preserve their human dignity. It will be a police for all, respecting human rights and international ideals of democracy, without any discrimination.



Following this overarching framework, the CSRP launched its first Plan d’Action Triennal (PAT, Triennial Action Plan). Running from 2010 to 2012, it programmed a comprehensive police census, the reorganization of the payment system of police officers, and pilot projects introducing the proximity police as the new modus operandi. The latter was to be launched in three of Congo’s provinces, namely former Bas-Congo (now Kongo Central), former Kasai-Oriental (now Kasai-Oriental, Lomami and Sankuru) and South Kivu. The implementation and expansion of the proximity police philosophy has remained at the heart of CSRP’s following action plans. Its Plan d’Action Quinquennal (PAQ, Five-Year Action Plan) for the years 2012–16 set itself as aim that ‘the mode of action of the Police will be that of “proximity police”. It will become operational in all provinces after an ongoing experimental pilot phase’ (CSRP 2012b: 7). And the following Five-Year Action Plan (PAQ II) covering the period 2020–24 noted ‘the extension of the implementation of the new mode of operation of the proximity police’ (CSRP 2019: 34) as one of its central aims. For any of these plans to be put in practice, however, they relied on continued and considerable support of international partners and organizations.

In 2009, as these reform frameworks, plans and modalities took shape, DFID, having already actively supported civil society participation in the police reform process as well as the work of the CSRP, decided to fund a police reform support programme – by far the largest up to this day. The £60 million Security Sector Accountability and Police Reform (SSAPR) programme started rolling out the proximity police model in three pilot cities as per the CSRP’s PAT, namely in Matadi, Kananga and Bukavu. The SSAPR took a two-pronged approach, focusing on the supply and demand side of policework. On the one hand, it promoted institutional reform, civilian oversight and capacity building to improve police services across the three pilot sites. On the other hand, SSAPR carried out large sensitization campaigns and established meeting and coordination platforms between urban administration, the police and the community to raise awareness about the police’s role and the rights of citizens, and to improve their relation. In particular, the project set up forums de quartier (FQ, neighbourhood forums) and Conseils Locaux pour la Sécurité de Proximité (CLSP, Local Councils for Proximity Security) at the municipality level in the three pilot cities that were to diagnose causes of local insecurity, and then devise and implement initiatives to address them (Justaert 2012; Mandrup 2018; Palladium 2015; Thill, Njangala and Musamba 2018).5

As part of its capacity building, SSAPR trained some 700 officers in proximity police principles and general policework in Bukavu, and 2,349 officers across its three pilot sites. Each of these training courses lasted six months followed by a trainee phase in a police station (Mayor’s Office 2015; Palladium 2015: 106). Moreover, during SSAPR’s implementation, the Congolese government and Parliament put in place a relatively comprehensive legal police framework, including the 2011 organic law (Loi Organique N°11/013, 11 August 2011), a police career statute (JORDC 2013) and a set of decrees such as on police deontology (Décret N°13/040, 16 September 2013) and on the above-mentioned CLSP (Décret N°13/041, 16 September 2013). In a 2017 news bulletin, the Ministry of Interior stressed the importance of the organic law as it ‘has the advantage of having given the Police new structures in accordance with the consensual vision of Police reform’ (MISA 2017).

While the law was a central language of this ‘consensual vision’, police (re)training was a paramount tool to put the latter into practice. Together, they worked to establish a structure that not only set the legal limits within which the police were to operate, but also regenerated officers’ appearance as standing apart from society. Indeed, over the coming years, as SSAPR’s activities unfolded, the police gradually began to resemble the order of the reform’s plans. After having been marginalized for a long time, the Scattered Bula Matari’s method of enframing was at work again, which paved the way for the return of the police as an artificial machine, and with it reinvigorated the state as effect. At the heart of this process lay the birth of a new police subject.

The birth of a new police subject

In the preface of a 2013 DFID-funded police handbook entitled ‘A public service in service of the public’ funded by SSAPR and published by the PNC in collaboration with, amongst others, the CSRP, UNDP and UNPOL, the then PNC General Commissioner, Deputy Divisionary Commissioner Charles Bisengimana, wrote:



The six principles, best known under their acronyms 3P and 3R [see below], constitute from now on the foundation of police action in DRC, Police that we want to be a proximity police [sic]. The Congolese policeman who, convinced by these ideas and capable to apply and defend them in all circumstances, becomes a true protector of persons and their goods.

PNC 2013: 7



The aim of the manual was to ‘remind of the texts, explain and illustrate the concepts, present the new procedures and behaviour to adapt which will be the policeman’s everyday’ and to ‘indicate to the policeman how and in what state of mind to execute the different missions and duties assigned to them [sic]’ (2013: 7). The commissioner’s words leave little doubt as to the extent of the reform’s techniques. Its plans, codes and principles were to fully enframe the police officer’s everyday work, their behaviour as well as their mind. They thereby meant to give birth to a police officer who was able to ‘maintain, circulate and promote an image that reflects the vision of the future of the Police’ (2013: 8). In short, this new police subject was to represent the order of the reform’s plan. To achieve this ‘vision of the future of the Police’, proximity police was broken down into a set of practical principles and rules which were to regulate officers’ everyday work and behaviour.

Guiding principles and golden rules

The philosophy of proximity police was broken down into two sets that guide police action up to this day. One consists of the above-cited six principles of 3P and 3R that govern the whole of the police. The six principles are proximity, partnership and prevention (i.e. 3P) and resolution of problems, accountability (redevabilité) and respect for human rights (i.e. 3R). An officer ought to follow these ‘so that everyone can understand the state of mind which [an officer] has to promote through his behaviour in the PNC’ (PNC 2013: 33). The manual goes on to elaborate each of the principles in minute detail, completed with concrete examples. The other set is a list of ‘ten golden rules [dix règles d’or]’, the first of which has come to represent the PdP like no other and will return throughout the book.



1.Police services are free.

2.Written procedure is in French but you have the right to express yourself in the national language of your choice.

3.After an audition as plaintiff or suspect, you are communicated your file number.

4.If you are plaintiff, you have the right to be accompanied by a person of trust of your choice.

5.You have the right to request that you are updated on your problem or complaint.

6.If you are accused of an offence, the policeman will note your explanations in a case file.

7.In case of an offence, the judicial police officer may propose the payment of a transactional fine [amende transactionelle] and you will receive a receipt authorized by the Ministry of Finance.

8.In case of arrest, the police inform you of the motives of the arrest and listens to your explanations. You have the right to immediately communicate with a family member or your lawyer.

9.In case of arrest, you have the right to be assisted during the investigation by a defender [défenseur] of your choice. [A defender is a registered lawyer or defence council as laid out in Congolese law.]

10.Any disputes with the police can be taken to the municipal mediator whose services are free.

PNC 2013: 55–62



During the years of SSAPR, these principles and rules pervaded the police reform pilot sites. Next to the above mentioned UK-funded handbook, a range of similar guides and manuals were printed with EUPOL funding including a ‘Practical Guide’ to the PdP and a ‘Guide to the Administrative Police’, each in several editions (PNC 2010, 2011a,b). The ten golden rules were prominently displayed inside police stations and, in some cases, on their outside façade as well as across the three pilot sites. SSAPR stickers could be seen in windows and on doors of local administrative offices, and large posters and banners summarizing proximity police messages were strung up in public squares and along busy road intersections. Countless sensibilization activities such as school visits, radio shows and police–community activities reminded participants of the reform’s vision. Neighbourhood forums did not end without an officer, municipal worker or member of civil society mentioning the 3P/3R or pointing to the golden rules. In my interviews and encounters, numerous of them and people involved with SSAPR recited 3P/3R and their meaning even years after the project had come to an end.6 Moreover, upon completion of their six months’ training, each police officer received a yellow or red armband marked with the words ‘proximity police’ to identify them as reformed police officers, thereby visibly setting this new police subject apart from their non-reformed colleagues (CSRP 2012a).7

A reform taking root and leaving marks

During these years, the ubiquity of 3P/3R principles and the ten golden rules created a representation of the police that reflected the language and rationality of the New Political Order. Principles and rules represented an ideal police craft that officers were to put into practice. Moreover, as disciplinary techniques, they worked through subjectification, that is, they produced the new police subject who, thanks to their reformed ‘state of mind’ and coloured armbands, had left their old, backward self behind (Eriksson Baaz and Stern 2017). Not unlike the way soldiers were disciplined and schooled in the colony’s Force Publique, the main theatre of production of this new police subject was the police school with its training grounds and classrooms, where police recruits received a six-month-long training. The impact of this training seemed astonishing. If most Congolese would previously have tried to stay out of the way of police officers, the latter now appeared to be approachable and welcoming. A Congolese advisor to SSAPR in Bukavu claimed that the project ‘has desacralized the police hat [désacralisé la casquette de la police]’.8 A mid-level police officer stressed the ‘communal mentality’9 of reformed police officers. Similarly referring to a new police mentality, two lower-ranking reformed colleagues compared themselves positively to their unreformed colleagues. As opposed to themselves, the latter may be ‘trained but not at the mental level’, they lack a certain ‘know-how [savoir-faire]’, they are ‘vulgar’ and neglect ‘courtesy’.10 For two civil society activists, prior to the reform, ‘the police were seen as hangmen [bourreaux] and not as partners’, which they were now.11 In a focus group, a reformed police officer in Matadi captured this seemingly unprecedented transformation:



Trainers arrived full of energy and were super hyped up [avec toute chaudière, avec toute vivacité possible]. Even a policeman who couldn’t write his name wanted to do proximity police. And when we left the centre, we had cars, we were impeccably dressed [bien tiré à quatre épingles] and the population said: ‘This, this is not our police! Where does this police come from that respects the people, respects international norms and human rights?’12



Internal and external SSAPR evaluators who came to assess if these new police subjects now indeed adequately represented the ideal of the reform plan generally found what they were looking for. An early CSRP (2012a: 11) evaluation noted that ‘all people met in the field testify of an improvement in the behaviour of the trained police officers (who wore yellow and red armbands distinguishing them from their colleagues) according to the six fundamental principles of the proximity police’. A 2013 annual review noted:



The cornerstone of the PdP approach is the 3P/3R principles … There is no doubt that the PdP approach as a whole has been taken on board and taken root within pilot areas. Within the PNC, this is true not only of the newly trained PdP officers themselves, but also of some commanding officers (at least to some degree) at provincial and national level. Crucially, as discussed below, it is also true of many civil authority leaders, civil society and ultimately communities.

ISSAT 2014: 37



The 2015 final evaluation of the reform programme reads that ‘police officers exposed to SSAPR have positively changed their practice as a result of SSAPR intervention’ and outlines that ‘community members also reported improvements in police practice over time in SSAPR pilot sites, specifically among PdP-trained officers’ (Palladium 2015: 5). During the years of active reform and within its pilot sites, then, an appearance of order indeed seemed to have taken hold. SSAPR’s unexpected and abrupt end, however, threatened to undo this appearance.

A first glimpse of the Congo Cop

In late 2013 and early 2014, Kinshasa witnessed a violent police operation against youth gangs, so-called Operation Likofi (Operation Slap).13 Investigations into its workings found that the PNC had committed a long list of human rights violations, including summary executions and forced abduction. Human Rights Watch claimed that the PNC had killed at least fifty-one male youth (HRW 2014; UNJHRO 2014). DFID apparently demanded answers from the PNC and, as they were not forthcoming, the ministry in London decided to stop SSAPR’s funding, very much to the frustration of DFID and SSAPR staff in the DRC, since the Kinshasa police force had not been a direct beneficiary of SSAPR. Some suspected that the British ministry may just as much have been concerned about a potential political backlash at home.14 In any case, SSAPR was suspended in November 2014 and terminated in February 2015, almost a year ahead of schedule and with all plans of extension cancelled – news that came as a shock to many of its beneficiaries in the pilot sites. Moreover, in the lead-up to the 2016 national elections, it became increasingly clear that Joseph Kabila, whose second term was drawing to a close, was reluctant to leave office. In a context of public discontent, large manifestations, brutal police repression and general political uncertainty, Congo’s international partners grew reluctant to invest in the PNC. In fact, in April 2019, a few months after Kabila’s election loss against new President Felix Tshisekedi, a Kinshasa newspaper reported on a meeting the head of the CSRP executive secretariat had with a Canadian delegation. Summarizing his speech, the article read: ‘For now, the CSRP is open to all forms of technical and financial assistance to push forward the machine that is currently moving ahead in slow-motion’ (quoted in: Le Phare 2019). The work of the police reform had lost steam, and with it the New Political Order of which it had been a central engine (Duchesene 2012; Hoffmann, Vlassenroot and Büscher 2018; Palladium 2015; Thill and Cimanuka 2020).

The Mal Zaïrois reawakens

Without the necessary financial and technical support, the reform’s capacity to enframe the world of rank-and-file police officers, its vigour of discursive repetition, and its techniques of rearranging and ordering considerably weakened in SSAPR pilot sites. While it is difficult to assess how much the Congolese government actually spends on police reform, since the end of 2017, the latter has not been given any dedicated budget for its implementation, despite the existence of its second five-year action plan (CSRP 2019: 17). As the reform’s distinctions, frames and plans lost their thrust with the end of SSAPR, then, the Mal Zaïrois – which continued to thrive amongst the non-reformed police – was quick to return in full force.

A first sign of this reawakening was the rapid disappearance of one of the reform’s most visible symbols: the PdP armbands. Some officers now saw this visible marker of the reform as a constraint due to what it stood for, namely an accountable, honest and free police service. Already in late 2016, barely two years after the close of SSAPR, a civil society activist in Bukavu remarked that ‘the yellow armbands are not worn any more’.15 During a forum de quartier in Bukavu, participants complained that the officers of the local station had ceased to wear their armband because people would otherwise refer to it to hold them to account, demanding that the services they offer be free.16 An officer admitted that some of his colleagues indeed preferred not to wear it precisely because fellow citizens would pressure them to live up to its meaning.17

The vanishing of armbands was followed by the disappearance of its bearers. According to SSAPR logic, reformed police officers were to be deployed and remain in police stations across the pilot sites, where their impact on police–community relations was deemed most effective. During the years of SSAPR, the programme had taken care of its reformed officers. They were given meals during training and received weekly payments and benefits; once deployed, their salaries were subsidized and stations were provided with fuel and stationery. After project end, however, the government did not step in. A mid-level police station chief remarked: ‘How we were spoilt [gâté]! We ate three times a day. We received $240 per months plus benefits.’18 Once deployed, ‘the donor said that now it is the turn of your government’, but as it was not capable of assuming its responsibilities, reformed officers found themselves for perhaps the first time in their career fully exposed to everyday scarcity and uncertainty.

Under pressure to survive, some officers left their work all together, while others joined special police units known to offer more revenue-generating opportunities such as the traffic police or the rapid intervention unit. Urban administrators mentioned that their municipality’s main police station was left with a mere eleven officers in 2016, down from thirty-five in 2013, at the height of SSAPR.19 As time passed, senior police commanders who had not undergone retraining in proximity police, redeployed reformed officers from stations to special – and more lucrative – units. In Bukavu, for example, a mid-level station chief explained that, to boost Bukavu’s rapid intervention unit, each station was ordered to relinquish five of its elements. ‘We have been stripped’,20 he lamented, adding, ‘We are managed by people not trained in PdP’. In Kadutu, unreformed officers were rotated to stations to make up for the losses. Drawing on the oft-used ‘bad apple’ metaphor, a reformed officer explained: ‘These are rotten fruits mixed with good fruits. But these rotten fruits are contaminating the remaining good fruits.’21 In late 2016, some eighteen months after the end of SSAPR, a senior municipal administrator said that only around a third of the initially trained officers for Kadutu remained: ‘The reality of the job [terrain] did not allow them to pursue their work. Without salary, one cannot do one’s job.’22

The reality this officer referred to was that of the Mal Zaïrois, whose logics were quick to mark police practice once more. As a consequence, ‘the PdP philosophy is wearing off [en train de s’effacer] from day to day’.23 A policewoman who had taken part in the well-endowed PdP training put it in stark terms:



When we studied, they said that no, you of the proximity police, when you will be out on the job [au terrain], you’ll be good and all, you will be taken care of. But until now, I can be sent to maintain order without anything to protect me. So it is as if the proximity police came to kill us.24



She continued: ‘But unfortunately out there [au terrain], it is like a child who was given life by his mother and was then abandoned on the hospital bed. That’s us, the proximity police.’25 And yet, even though its hold has undoubtedly weakened, the reform has left its traces in the new police subjects who now find themselves torn between the colliding rationalities of the New Political Order’s reform and the Mal Zaïrois. Conversations with reformed police officers reveal just how far the resulting tensions trouble their minds and complicate their everyday work.

Making sense of colliding governmentalities

As the visual and bodily materiality of the reform started to dissipate, the remaining officers and those redeployed elsewhere tried to make sense of the classroom lessons in a world in which they seemed to have little bearing. The tensions and dilemmas the new police subject faces when stepping into this uncertain world are illustrated in reformed officers’ exchanges about the reform’s rules and principles and their actual applicability. A starting point is an officers’ apt description of the gap between the order of the reform’s plan, and the actual world officers work in:



I represent the police and there are also the authorities and the population. That is to say a triangle, it’s a space of interaction [un espace d’interactions]. Everyone has to play their role. We, we are the police. We have to execute and enforce the law. We cannot see how the police will work without being given operational means. So, in this triangle I see, the authorities have to provide the police with resources, and the police has to work for the population with whom they collaborate … But you will find that … there isn’t really this interaction … And yet, we, we are like fish in the water, the population is our sea and we are the fish who have to live in that sea … And so, this triangle is not really effective. The authority does not play its role, the police have difficulty doing so and the population has no trust.26



The officer explains the challenge the police face in the language of the reform: Its ordering expressed here through the triangle of police, population and government works to separate authorities from the people while the police function as a bridge, relying on the government’s support and the people’s trust to be able to do their work. Without the necessary means, the triangle malfunctions and the plan’s order falters. This may also explain why officers complained about police reform training. For most of them, it merely provided theory. A senior officer stationed in Minova, an urban centre some 150km north of Bukavu, stated: ‘We remain at the level of the verb, we are not at the level of practice.’27 A colleague in Bukavu elaborated: ‘People are stuffed with theory [bourrés de théories], but lack means.’28 A street-level officer agreed: ‘In the police, we have so much training … but we are only left with theories.’29

In a group conversation, civil society activists agreed that while relations with the police had improved during SSAPR, once the project ended, officers stopped adhering to the PdP doctrine. To them, the first golden rule that police services are free has become ‘just a label [une étiquette], it’s a masquerade’.30 Reform rules and principles are reduced to a mere façade: literally, as they are inscribed on the inside and outside walls of police stations, as well as figuratively, as a thriving Mal Zaïrois makes it hard to adhere to them. As the walls and façade begin to crumble, again literally and figuratively, the tenuousness of the world they contain – that of the New Political Order – is revealed and the world they try to keep out – that of the Mal Zaïrois – pierces through. The gradual fizzling out of the effect produced by the method of enframing is captured in an exchange between reformed police officers who reflected on their experiences once they had been deployed in a police world so different from that they had been taught about:



P1The logo was across the city: Police services are free, according to SSAPR ideology, in favour of proximity. But today, while we work, we have less than nothing [rien et encore rien]. Even to buy paper, we have to use our own money … So how will we work, how will we respect what we have been taught?

P2But theory is one thing and practice is another … Free service is not to be taken for granted [la gratuité n’est pas au beau fixe]. What does that mean? … As soon as British cooperation handed responsibility over to the government, everything was put back onto the old plate [tout était rentré dans l’ancienne assiette]. Yet, with proximity police, what was taught, was what? Banning bad behaviour…31



The two police officers pointed out the contrast between the first golden rule that police cannot accept money for their services and the barren police station that makes it impossible to put this principle into practice. The material and financial scarcity of policework was a common thread across conversations with police officers. The above-quoted police chief in Minova, for instance, emphasized that ‘challenge number one is the budget’.32 He continued: ‘We only talk about what the PNC should not do. But what means do the police have to do something at all?’33

The second police officer in the above exchange claimed that this contrast between theory and practice is the result of SSAPR’s hand-over of police reform to the government. He equated it with an allegory fitting of the Mal Zaïrois: it meant putting the resources of the reform back onto the government’s plate. And the government is known not to share its food. As a consequence, classroom lessons fall victim to the former’s drive for accumulation and, in turn, to the needs of a famished police station. Indeed, already in the midst of SSAPR, the above-cited CSRP (2012: 12) evaluation cautioned that ‘unreformed policemen were uplifted by the way of working and behavioural change of their reformed colleagues, but judge it “unrealistic” considering their precarious living conditions’. A low-level urban administrator put the dilemma created by the clash of reform principles and rationalities of the Mal Zaïrois succinctly: ‘A police officer does not know how to listen with an empty stomach [avec un ventre vide].’34

Yet, as one officer stressed, the reform principles remained in officers’ minds: ‘The reform remained in the head [ikabakia mu kichwa] of those who had been trained, at the psychological level. But it failed at the financial and administrative level because even to have paper has become difficult for the police today.’35 It is in this context of destitution that, referring back to the reform’s first golden rule that police services are free, rank-and-file described their fate as ‘dying for free [kukufa mu gratuité]’, that is, ‘dying while providing a free service, dying without getting paid’.36

How then do officers ensure that they survive and endure? In the previously quoted focus group, a third policeman gave the following response to his colleagues’ complaints:



P3I think that during training, one does not yet know that what one learns will be the opposite of what one will encounter in the field [au terrain]. But for me as policeman, when I am deployed, I have to find ways to adapt [chercher à m’adapter] to everything I may encounter in the field [sur le terrain], that’s all.37



Here, this officer argued that part of his job as policeman is to find ways to adapt despite the obvious challenges. An exploration of what these words mean for reformed police officers provides a first look at the Craft of the Congo Cop.

Rise of a Craft

In SSAPR pilot sites, the first golden rule is a common topic of discussion amongst police officers. During a focus group in Minova, a group of six officers, the majority of whom trained in PdP, told of the project of an international non-governmental organization that aimed to improve police–community relations through joint activities. The organization also sensitized people about the role and responsibilities of the police which included explaining the first golden rule of PdP. The following exchange between two participants ensued:



P3Now you see that this becomes a confusion. The population is informed that the services are free and now we have to hand out fines [faire les amendes transactionnelles].

P4If they said police services are free, it is absolutely normal because it is the spirit of the police reform … However, there is the seventh rule that says: in case of an offence, the judicial police officer has to propose fines.

P3But also as a policeman, you who work for the population, that free service … I wanted to point out that a policeman, when he submits a summons, he obliges the defendant to pay him the transport costs, mbongo ya makolo [money for the feet, in Lingala]. Does he not have feet? Money for the feet? To open the case?

P4Yes, the free police services … But [the international organization] informs the population, but I don’t know if they also inform the government who ought to equip the police in order to ease their work, this free service [pour lui permettre cette facilité, cette gratuité].

P3People bring us theories without taking care of us [sans prise en charge].

P4The policeman who brings the summons and asks for makolo money, I try to imagine him. Why? … One first now has to study why this policeman does that. Is his right [son droit] respected like all public servants? It’s the social [le social]! The life everyone desires [la vie que veut tout le monde]! It may not be the direct cause, but how to improve this situation?38



Besides stressing once more the contrast between the ideals of the plan and their inapplicability, this exchange reveals an additional important point. While both officers were aware that, according to the golden rule, they should not be charging for their services, they stressed that this breach ought to be understood within the context in which it occurs. This context is one in which the government does not provide support and in which the right of the officer to a ‘life everyone desires’ is not respected. Officers related this fact back to one of the reform’s 3Rs which instructs the police to respect human rights – a principle they then extended to themselves. A focus group participant mentioned: ‘Currently people talk about human rights, but we also think that the rights of the police exist as well.’39 As his colleagues laughed in response, he added: ‘Human rights yes, but the police! The rights of the police are not respected.’ While the above-quoted policeman (P4) underlined that although this may not be a good reason nor an excuse to go against the golden rule, it is nevertheless important to appreciate the contingencies of policework to better understand officers’ struggles to respect it. Neither of the two officers was arguing against the rule, but for more flexibility in applying it. This meaning-modifying interpretation underpins the transformation of the new police subject into something else. In fact, it is in such instances that the Congo Cop and their Craft arises. Instead of being paralysed by two colliding rationalities, the latter reconciles them as best possible and thereby engages in a process of resignifying the reform’s discourse and practice.

Another example illustrative of this process concerns a further PdP slogan reiterated time and again that ‘security is everyone’s business [la sécurité est l’affaire de tous]’. While initially meant to encourage communities to take a proactive stance towards their own security, and seek out and engage in dialogue with the police – a practice aligned with the tenets of neoliberalism – police officers at times used it to abdicate their own responsibility. In one such instance, two female students came to a Bukavu police station to file a report for a lost identity card. After some back-and-forth, the officer who had received them asked for $5. The students did not expect to be charged, nor did they have any money to give. The officer was not so easily discouraged, however. He struck up a conversation, asking what they studied. He then encouraged them to join the police once they had finished their studies. This made the girls laugh, which seemed to irritate the officer. When he asked them what was so funny, one of the students replied that wherever the police are, there is insecurity. The officer angrily countered: ‘Security, that’s everybody’s business [c’est l’affaire de tous].’40 He then pursued: ‘How have you contributed? What is your contribution?’, before asking if they had ever denounced anyone to the police.

In this instance, like so many of his colleagues working in conditions of scarcity, the officer appeased the Mal Zaïrois by charging for a service that the golden rule states ought to be free. At the same time, he referred to the PdP slogan to deflect blame for insecurity away from the police and onto the shoulders of its victims. In this sense, his performatives ascribed a new meaning to one of the reform’s principles to make it work to his advantage.

A third illustration of the navigational skills required by officers emerged from a focus group discussion around the police’s 48-hour detention rule. An officer mentioned a recent case of two suspects accused of rape who had to be transferred from a prison cell in a police station in Minova to the court with relevant jurisdiction just outside of Bukavu, some 200km away. As the station had no means to transfer the suspects to the far-away court, the officer faced the dilemma of letting them go or violating the detention limit. He said: ‘It really is a debate, but the law is established. You cannot go outside of the law, nor underneath the law [en dehors de la loi ou en dessous de la loi]. There are some challenges, however, that make one not respect this limit.’41 When the officer informed the court judge about the dilemma, the latter said he had no means either. Mimicking the judge, the officer said: ‘“Mister OPJ [judiciary police officer], I am informed but I am sorry. I have no means, you can appreciate.” Appreciate, yes. But what is the superior interest of the population? It is to reach the jurisdiction.’ Ultimately, if no money can be found, officers approach NGOs hoping for their goodwill: ‘We will tell them: We are going from door to door [nous faisons des tournées], can you help us so that we can have transport? And if the NGO is not there, we are obliged to detain the suspect and then we violate the law.’

In this case, the officer lamented about a reform whose fixed laws work to regulate when, once out of the classroom, what is needed is a degree of negotiation and flexibility. Consequently, the officer suggested to loosen the reform’s rigid rules for its own sake. By asking local organizations for help with the suspects’ transfer, he relied on the above-mentioned slogan that ‘security is everyone’s business’ while also bending the reform’s first golden rule that police services are free, but he did so for the sake of finding a solution in the interest of the community and the law. Reformed police officers are, then, caught in an environment in which the Mal Zaïrois has to be appeased and the reform’s lessons adapted in order for some of its principles to survive some of the time. This collision of logics calls for skills of navigation and negotiation; it demands reiterating some practices while resignifying others; in short, it has led to the rise of the Craft of the Congo Cop.

Officers are not the only ones affected by a police reform that has run out of steam. Police training itself has also had to make way for shorter crash courses that have themselves fallen prey to the colliding logics of both the New Political Order and the Mal Zaïrois.

A drop in the ocean: Recyclage and the limits of reform

The CSRP’s (2019: 22) second five-year plan identified training as the engine of police reform: ‘It is indeed through [training] that professionalisation and a change in mentality and behaviour begin.’ This is a task the Direction Générale des Écoles et Formations (DGEF, General Directorate for Schools and Trainings) is in charge of (Décret N°13/037, 16 September 2013). The DGEF’s mission is similarly ambitious as the reform’s vision and plans. According to a senior police officer, up to this day, there are ‘more police officers who are not trained than those who are trained’.42 When it comes to PdP, the reform’s second five-year action plan estimates that a mere 3 per cent of the PNC, or 3,703 officers, have been trained in its principles since 2011 when the very first SSAPR-funded six-month courses took place. The plan also aims to increase total police numbers to 190,000 (CSRP 2019: 23). The DGEF thus faces the dual challenge of recruiting and training able and competent police officers while also retraining most of the existing corps in line with reform principles. General recruitment drives, however, are costly and therefore rely on Congo’s international partners for funding (Nlandu 2013: 27–9). The CSRP’s second five-year action plan states, for instance, that although the 2013 law that programmed the expenses of police reform for the years 2014–17 (Loi n° 13/034, 24 December 2013) had budgeted $785 million, it ‘was not sufficiently executed (weak financing of the Government). The various projects have in large parts been realized with the support of the Technical and Financial Partners, according to their intervention domains’ (CSRP 2019: 21). A senior police officer also stated that no police training takes place without donor support.43

In this dire context, an alternative to long-term police training has developed. The PNC, the Congolese government and its partners attempt to bridge the above-mentioned gaps in funding and capacity to align their often diverging priorities, and to overcome urgent needs on the ground through shorter training and courses commonly referred to as recyclages (recycling) (Boshoff et al. 2010). This kind of police training targets those who are already in the police and aims to either retrain them or refresh and update their already existing knowledge and skills in key aspects of policework from the maintenance of public order to proximity police principles. In short, they are stopgaps in the absence of comprehensive training for new recruits. In the words of a senior police officer: ‘Thanks to recycling, we are in the process of filling the gap [combler le vide].’44 Depending on the available budget, recyclages vary in duration, trainee numbers and contents. Due to their flexibility, they have become a central component of donor-funded reform support and are a main aspect of UNPOL’s mission in the Congo. Consequently, recyclages occur frequently.

While the police hierarchy is appreciative of donors’ support to police reform, some senior officers hold reservations against recyclages. The above-quoted police officer, for example, regretted the fact that recyclages have become the main form of training, almost substituting for basic police training: ‘One cannot recycle those who are not trained’, he said, so ‘one would need more [basic] training than recycling’. He further deplored that the quality was not always up to standard. Furthermore, because recyclages do not have a direct bearing on police career progression, he argued that some participants see it as a waste of time. Moreover, as the police hierarchy wants to maintain a good impression towards the donor, it tends to send the better educated and often already well-trained police officers to participate, thus leading the instructors to preach to the converted. A senior officer in Matadi pointedly observed that the overall impact of filling the gap with recyclages instead of formally training police officers is questionable: ‘It’s like throwing a drop in the ocean.’45 In a focus group, talking about the sustainability of the ongoing police reform, a police officer corroborated this feeling of fighting a losing battle: ‘The police are dynamic. There is regular recruiting … Proximity police has stopped but police numbers go up from day to day.’46

As the next sections will show, recyclage courses, which face a Sisyphean task of retraining this ‘dynamic’ police corps, are symptomatic of both the productive tensions produced by the contrasting logics of the New Political Order and the Mal Zaïrois, as well as the techniques of the Congo Cop to overcome them, which ultimately keep the reform and its principles and rules afloat while simultaneously feeding the hierarchy and allowing rank-and-file to get by.

Leveraging the classroom

Due to the dire socio-economic context of policework that forces officers to live from day to day, spending time in police training comes with considerable opportunity costs, which officers need to assess according to current exigencies and future possibilities. In these calculations, the merit of police lessons and reform principles have to be balanced with the Mal Zaïrois’ demands – be this in the form of rapportage, by filling one’s own pocket or feeding one’s children. A variable that influences which demands take priority – learning, eating or both – is the remuneration and other spoils recyclage courses offer to attendees, which in turn commonly depend on police rank and are appreciated differently by the hierarchy and the rank-and-file.

Some donors, for instance, who fund police training reserve healthy budget lines for purposes of protocol such as inviting senior police commanders (as well as other authorities) to officially launch and close a training. As an example, the daily allowance allocated to a senior DGEF official who was flown in from Kinshasa for an opening as well as closing ceremony of a recyclage held in Bukavu, amounted to $864 per ceremony. The overall cost of their presence totalled $3,328 or more than 10 per cent of the total budget (UNDP, n.d.). The seven trainers and monitors received $10 per day, which amounted to $300 for a month’s work, a considerable boost of a police officer’s average monthly salary of $87 in 2024. To put these spoils into perspective, the actual trainees, thirty rank-and-file police officers from the rural areas of Numbi and Ziralo in South Kivu’s Kalehe territory, the organizer had budgeted a mere $2 per day for their one-month-long training.

Higher-ranking officers not only leverage their own position within this economy around recyclages but also those of their subordinates. A vivid example of this is a practice called opération retour (operation return, i.e. kickbacks). Common in sectors well beyond that of the police, this practice refers to offering a favour in return for a slice of its dividends. At Bukavu’s DGEF police school, for example, an instructor reported that they – who, as seen above, commonly receive a per diem multiple times that of trainees – are only chosen to teach in a recyclage if they are prepared to ‘return’ a part of their fee to the school’s hierarchy.47 It is not unheard of for this practice to also extend to participants themselves. Similar to the logic of rapportage, where loyal officers are rewarded with lucrative postings, participation in recyclage – especially in those deemed particularly attractive – can be decided by an officer’s position in the patronage networks of the police hierarchy.

Not all higher-ranked officers engage in such practices. In fact, some try to shield subordinates from courses that do not sufficiently remunerate their participants, nor leave the latter with sufficient time in the day to find other ways to make ends meet. A mid-level police station chief explained that selecting participants for badly compensated recyclages is therefore not easy. He compared police superiors to ‘professional parents’ who ‘have a responsibility towards police officers’.48 He explained that he therefore first tries to find out the details of any given police training and, if necessary, negotiates with his own hierarchy for better terms of participation. One option would be, for example, to ask for a lighter daily schedule so that participants still have the afternoon to find alternative sources of income. If there is no wiggle room, however, he said that there is ultimately little he can do as police authorities are not in a position to refuse donors’ support for police training. Nevertheless, the station chief argued that if recyclage conditions are unfavourable, he would be reluctant to force his subordinates to continue attending simply because ‘even if you force him, he will not listen’.49 In fact, lower-ranking officers will always find ways to evade the demands of recyclages that they deem to come at too high a cost.

Escaping the classroom

Rank-and-file police officers evaluate the benefits of recyclages in relation to their daily pressures of finding the means to feed themselves and their hierarchy. As one police officer put it: ‘When they [police officers] return home, what will they give to their wives? Yet, if they stayed at the office, they could maybe find something. We live at the day’s rate [au taux du jour], it’s like that.’50 A colleague stressed the essence of time by using the very focus group he was sitting in as an example:



And then our difficulties in life. Because as we are here, you already take us one or two hours of time. That worries us. We are human, we are used to it, we are here. But it worries us already because for these two hours, I could already have if even only 500 Congolese francs [ $0.18 in 2024] to take home because we eat daily, from day to day, and the little we eat, we have to beg for it, we have to look for it [nous devons quémander, nous devons chercher]. That is also what handicaps us because if one still has to send you to training, you will have nothing to leave at home. The kids will die like that [les enfants vont en périr].51



A policewoman explained the daily pressures they are exposed to in similar terms:



We go to the training somewhere, we stay there from 8am to 2pm, 3pm or later. We return home with empty hands. You go home, you find your kids there, they start to tell you: ‘Mommy, we are hungry!’ So how? I followed a training somewhere, but we did not receive anything. So tomorrow, I won’t go there, I will go somewhere to find a person who promised me some money [and] I will buy something for my children to eat.52



Rank-and-files’ calculations as to which recyclage is worthwhile changes based on how much is being offered to participants in terms of food, transport and per diems. As opposed to the above-mentioned training, an officer said that many courses foresee around $10 per day for trainees.53 UNPOL, a key provider of police training ever since the start of police reform, is known to offer much less. The same officer said that it tends to merely cover transport costs of 2,000 Congolese francs per day – not even one dollar at 2024 exchange rates. CSRP’s second five-year action plan budgeted $20 per police officer per day for the full cost of a four-month accelerated training course, although it is unclear how much of that is earmarked for the individual trainee (CSRP 2019: 72). Overall, recyclages offer different packages and this is well known to police officers who compare them against their needs of the moment. A policewoman explained:



Because you can now give me transport, say 2,000 francs [ $0.72 in 2024], and I know that I did not leave anything at home. These 2,000 francs, I will not waste them [sitaikula, lit. I will not eat them]. Even transport I won’t pay. It is better to walk by foot or, instead of taking the motorbike for 500 francs, I’ll even take the taxi-bus for 300. Because like that, I’ll keep 1,800. I calculate as I walk on the road … the molongo [a measurement] of foufou [manioc or corn flour] is 500 francs. Because, to tell the truth, if that’s not there, I won’t have motivation [kama ile haiko, sitapata courage]. And I know that, no, yesterday, I was there, I met colleagues there, they got 5,000 francs. Tomorrow, can one still go there [to the training] [kesho, mutu anaweza enda kule]?54



Another police officer once again used my focus group as an example:



If tomorrow you learn, for example, that Michel calls us, I have to come because I’ll take the water and bread which he prepared for us. But there are others [recyclages], you will flee.55



According to several police officers, the best police training they had participated in was that of the DFID-funded SSAPR. One officer summarized his experience as follows:



Proximity police, that was a special training. That is to say, we were well taken care of [bien encadrés], we slept at the police school, we took tea in the morning, at noon we ate. We really were in good condition. For me, it was a well-organized training more so than others.56



In short, the less a recyclage is able to offset the ‘day’s rate’ at which the police live, the less appreciated they are amongst officers. An officer stated rather drastically, for instance, that ‘someone who makes trainees sit in a classroom from 8am to 6pm without water, that’s torture!57 And he went on to explain that this is why all police training has to provide some sort of motivation ‘because there is a phrase that says, even in the bible: “Don’t do unto others what you don’t want to be done unto you” ’.

If the recyclage does not offer anything at all, there is a serious risk that its trainees will cease to participate:



There is a personal motivation which lacks. He [the police officer] can arrive the first day; the second day, he comes with delay; the third day, he doesn’t show up. Maybe another day, he arrives for an hour, he pretends to go to the bathroom, then he leaves just like that.58



There is no question, then, that rank-and-file need to balance time spent in the classroom with the most urgent demands imposed by the Mal Zaïrois. Consequently, they make their continued participation contingent on how far recyclages may contribute to appeasing these urges. Importantly, however, this need to make ends meet does not mean that officers do not appreciate the importance of the classroom’s lessons.

Repetition is the mother of science

Despite the challenges of attending recyclages, most participants do tend to show up for class. As the above-quoted lower-ranking officer put it: ‘They [the trainees] are there, a minority is interested in the subject matter, but the majority is there because they follow the rule which says that obedience is the beginning of wisdom.’ Indeed, many interviewed police officers appreciate that these courses refresh some of the reform’s lessons whose principles and rules they adhere to. One policeman pointed out: ‘If one stops training you, one doesn’t recycle you, that’s when you will lose the lessons you were taught.’59 A colleague echoed this viewpoint, emphasizing the distinction between reformed and unreformed officers: ‘There is always a difference between someone who has done primary school and someone who has done university. So, all training is very good for us. It helps us work once deployed [sur le terrain].’ A policewoman insisted that the recyclages’ repetition of reform principles made it worthwhile attending even if she cannot help but accommodate the Mal Zaïrois:



With the conditions that we currently live in, we aim for the money [nous visons plus l’argent]. No need to pretend [là, il ne faut pas se dévoiler la face]. When we are in training, we want at least some remuneration, that’s it. We have that image. Yet we don’t know that we lose something, we lose stories [histoires] that are precious in our life, in our field [domaine]. Courses are really indispensable in our life. We have to take part.60



Across various interviews and focus groups, the view that recyclages are useful was captured in the phrase ‘repetition is the mother of science [la répétition est la mère des sciences]’. Through this continued repetition, recyclage appears to keep the reform’s principles and rules barely afloat. Moreover, besides their reiteration during recyclage, the latter continue to linger on in the public discourse of civil society, inspired political authorities and parts of the police hierarchy, in the rapidly deteriorating materiality of built police stations, and in disintegrating SSAPR stickers and fading street posters and banners. Despite the abrupt end of UK funding, then, the reform’s mental, discursive and material debris has worked to preserve a semblance of its plan’s order, which in turn keeps police officers’ reiterations of its practices thinkable and possible.

*    *    *    *    *

Referring to the British planning of villages in colonial Egypt, Mitchell ([1988] 1991: 45) writes that order began to appear through the relationship between the colonizers’ organizing plan and the village: ‘The achievement of order could be thought of in a particular way: as the relationship between the village and the plans.’ For order to appear, it required, first, a plan that represented it and, second, for that plan to be put in relation with an actual materiality. If the plan, then, represented the ideal order, the actual village would start to project order the more it approximated that plan. A similar relationship exists between the plan of Congo’s police reform and the PNC. Specific techniques in the form of discourse, guides, manuals and training have been deployed to establish this relationship which works to produce – or reintroduce – an appearance of order after the fragmentation and implosion of the security forces during the Congo Wars. As Mitchell ([1988] 1991: 73) further notes, ‘learning is a process of discipline, inspection and continuous obedience. Like the army, the school offers unprecedented techniques by which students can be “fixed” in their place and their lives meticulously regulated.’ Indeed, in the Congo, the single biggest achievement of the reform has been to train a new police subject who has joined the reformers in perceiving its plan and its principles and rules as order itself.

Yet, despite this success, reformers have misunderstood the implications liberal police reform would have on everyday policework. Police reform is meant to reinstitute a security service that appears to stand apart from society, a unified and autonomous entity binding together diverse and disparate groups of uniformed bodies, a benevolent artificial machine able to protect the public and project order. This plan, however, did not sufficiently appreciate the prevailing significance of the Mal Zaïrois that now clashes with the New Political Order. As soon as the new police subject steps outside the frames designed and erected by the reform – be they the classroom with its manuals, guides and principles or, as the next chapter will show, the police station – they are confronted with a rationality that works not through distinction, but through subverting and collapsing dichotomies. Moreover, as international as well as national support for the reform dissipates, this governmentality has succeeded in penetrating the very birthplace of the new police subject, the classroom itself. In this world, then, the police reform has become entangled with the Mal Zaïrois. As the new police subjects are forced to make sense of these governmentalities’ often colliding demands, they have recurred to ways of navigating and negotiating, of reconciling both, which provide a first glimpse into the Craft of the Congo Cop. This is a Craft that, in the wake of the reform and its collision with past ways of thinking and doing the police, has become central to reformed officers’ everyday work, and nowhere more so than in the police station.
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The Station: Home of the Congo Cop

By studying the classroom and the applicability of its lessons inside and outside of it, the previous chapter already hinted at the importance of space in police performatives. The spatial aspect of policework gains increasing prominence in this and the next chapter. This chapter follows reformed police officers from the classroom to the police station, from the incubator of new police subjects to their new workplace. A police station erected under the police reform in the city of Bukavu takes centre stage. The history of the station and its immediate surroundings offer pertinent insights into the ways space informs everyday policework. On the one hand, the station has been absorbed by its surrounding social life. The neighbourhood’s troubled relations with the police, its past experiences of war and violence, its pluralized security network and the pressures of scarcity firmly anchor the Mal Zaïrois and make its temptations difficult to ignore. In fact, the latter encroaches on the station itself, slowly integrating it into the neighbourhood’s ways of living, where distinctions between state and society and public and private carry little meaning. On the other hand, the station walls enframe the reformed officers, visibly setting them apart from society and thereby sustaining a stubborn state effect and the authority it conveys. In this sense, the walls work to keep the Mal Zaïrois at bay and allow officers to uphold some of the reform’s lessons inside of them. Furthermore, by drawing on the state effect that radiates off the station walls, officers are able to gain the upper hand in their encounters with plaintiffs and suspects. In this environment, the Congo Cop navigates and negotiates the Mal Zaïrois’ encroachment of the station as well as the reform’s principles, and finds ways to reconcile both. As the following vignettes will illustrate, balancing conflicting demands and defusing tension by at times recruiting the power of the state effect lie at the heart of the Craft of police case work.

Policing Panzi: A history

On a dirt road in Panzi, one of Bukavu’s more deprived and insecure quartiers, the white walls of a police station stand out from their surroundings. The station was constructed in 2012 by the previously mentioned UK-funded SSAPR a police reform support programme. Around fifteen policewomen and men are assigned to it to keep the peace in the neighbourhood. On early mornings, police officers finishing their night shift can be seen brushing their teeth on the station’s doorsteps, polishing their boots and washing their clothes. Over the day, plaintiffs, suspects, lawyers and urban administrators visit the station. In the reception room, notices on the wall caution police officers against being late or arriving drunk. A door to the left opens the station’s busiest space, the charge room. Here, officiers de police judiciaire (OPJs, judicial police officers) open and close cases, take depositions and conduct interrogations while plaintiffs, suspects and detainees compete for the officers’ time and attention. The privacy of their cases falls victim to the lack of space, turning depositions into public spectacles. Officers and civilians debate the penal code, accused plead their cases in front of plaintiffs, and families attempt to sway OPJ’s written reports.1

Nestled between a football pitch, makeshift dwellings, corner shops, restaurants and bars and witnessing a regular ebb and flow of people meeting at its doorsteps and entering and leaving its premises, the station has become an integral part of community life in this part of Panzi. That this is so after some ten years of the station’s construction is somewhat remarkable considering the longstanding troubled relationship between security forces and the public in Bukavu, and in this corner of the city in particular. Exploring the history of these relations therefore seems mandatory. A step back into the past will shed light on past experiences that continue to shape today’s encounters between police and public in Panzi and thereby allow a more adequate appreciation of this police station’s relation to its environment.

From periphery to nightlife district

Located south of the city centre along the valley of the Ruzizi river that makes the border with Rwanda, Panzi remained predominantly rural and uninhabited throughout the time of the colony. From the 1920s onwards, a few of the slowly growing community of European settlers set up coffee plantations and cattle farms in the area. A few decades later, as the half-island of Muhumba, home to the villas of the colonial elite, became too small, some settlers set eye on still uninhabited Panzi. The latter was officially incorporated into the urban agglomeration of Bukavu in 1956, Bukavu itself only gaining the administrative status of a city in 1958. Shortly afterwards, city administrators considered annexing part of Panzi to Bukavu’s densely populated Kadutu, one of its two centres extra-coutumiers that was quickly running out of space (Chamaa 1981; Mapendano, n.d).2

Congo’s independence in 1960 led to a different outcome. Indeed, the city of at the time fewer than 50,000 people and Panzi in particular began to change drastically. During the time of the colony, the movement of Congolese subjects had been strictly controlled. Congolese in the countryside required both a feuille de route (roadmap) from authorities to travel to a city and, once there, a permis de séjour (stay or residence permit) justifying their stay. Moreover, they were not allowed to house in the European centre of an urban agglomeration; their homes were restricted to the CECs on the city’s outskirts. As the colonizers’ segregationist policies and restrictions on rural–urban movement ended, however, and driven by land pressures in surrounding rural areas, Congolese villagers began to relocate to the city and its immediate outskirts. Indeed, already a few months before independence, it seems that some villagers had illegally moved to the outskirts of the city and settled at a roundabout at the time known as ‘km4’ (renamed Major Vangu in 1973). Home to the last fuel stations on the way out of the city, some older residents still remember ‘km4’ today as a square on the approach to which Congolese workers had to extinguish their cigarettes and pipes due to the fire hazard.3

In 1972, Panzi became a collectivité (collectivity), the administrative equivalent of today’s quartier (neighbourhood) under the zone (today’s municipality) of Ibanda. Home to minor industrial and farming activities, it was now attracting numerous villagers who entered the city from the south and built mud houses close to Major Vangu roundabout, and then along the Ruzizi valley. Panzi registered some of the highest population densities of the city at around 300 people per hectare (De Saint Moulin 2010: 284). In the 1970s, this densely populated area that included the roundabout became known as Essence (fuel). Mainly attracting workers and traders, Essence was home to Bukavu’s first Congolese-run trading house. At the same time, its proximity to the Rwandan border reportedly led to smuggling activities, with some of the receipts of which a bar was opened that became popular all across town. More bars and some nightclubs followed suit. By the end of the decade, Bukavu’s population had almost tripled to roughly 150,000 (De Saint Moulin 2010: 272).4 Connecting the still more rural areas of Panzi further south with the centre, Essence had established itself not only as the southern gate into and out of the city, but also as a popular address for those seeking a diversion from everyday life. In the 1980s, however, the area turned into a hotbed for increasingly violent criminal activity.5

Emergence of a frontier zone

From the late 1970s onwards, Zaire’s economy was in rapid decline. In 1982, in an effort to counterbalance the dwindling taxes yielded by industrial mining, President Mobutu liberalized gold and diamond mining and trading. As a consequence, artisanal mining began to flourish (Iguma Wakenge et al. 2021: 5; MacGaffey 1991: 120–2). Artisanal miners from the gold-rich mines of Shabunda to the south and Mwenga to the west of Bukavu flocked to the city to sell the hard-earned fruits of their labour. All of them alighted at Essence as it was located at the intersection of the two principal roads leading south and west. The area quickly became a hub for the gold trade where numerous gold counters competed for clients, and considerable amounts of minerals and cash exchanged hands. These flows in turn attracted thieves. Indeed, some youth gangs specialized in robbing unexpecting miners perhaps not yet familiar with the rhythms and dangers of city life.6 By the 1990s, Essence was well known for its hustle and bustle of miners, gold traders, wageworkers and entrepreneurs, its bars, clubs and sex workers, its thugs, fraudsters and tricksters. As people of all walks of life met here to seek distraction, find a living or both, Essence had gained a reputation for its promiscuity and insecurity, a frontier zone in which the Mal Zaïrois thrived and its practices of Article 15 and auto-prise en charge had dug deep roots (Thill 2019c).

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the police seemed to be largely absent in Essence. Indeed, despite or perhaps due to its reputation, security forces struggled to make their authority felt in Panzi. Their presence is best described as sparse and remote. A map dated from the early 1990s shows the headquarters of the Gendarmerie Nationale and judicial police at La Botte, in the same buildings the colonial police had been stationed and far away from Essence and Panzi.7 In his 1970 demographic study of Bukavu, De Saint Moulin (2010: 284) mentions the presence of a police camp in Nyamugo, the city’s most densely populated area at the time and bordering parts of Panzi. The perhaps most lasting presence of security forces in the quartier are the remnants of an army camp. Initially set up as a transitory camp in 1967 by Mobutu’s army to counter Bukavu’s brief occupation by the Belgian mercenary Jean Schramme and his troops towards the end of the post-independence civil war – an episode the next chapter will come back to – it was never dismantled, but became abandoned over time due to its inadequacies. Some of its soldiers, and Gendarmes and Garde Civile officers instead made their home in the few empty colonial villas in the area, still relatively remote from the densely populated Essence. During the Second Congo War (1998–2003), the Rassemblement Congolais pour la Démocratie rebel group seems to have briefly used the remnants of the camp to house injured combatants before Bukavu’s mayor at the time turned large parts into a housing development and sold them off. Commonly referred to as Camp Panzi, it has today been fully absorbed into the city, and is at the heart of several land conflicts (Thill and Muzalia 2023). The perhaps sole presence of security forces close to Essence that some inhabitants still remember may have been a post of the Garde Civile and Gendarmerie in an area referred to as Bizimana just north of Essence.8

In short, while crime was growing in Essence, there was hardly any police presence on this stretch. Indeed, Commissioner Mwando Simba’s call for auto-prise en charge in 1982 had been a desperate response to the security force’s impotency as they seemed unable to handle a series of armed burglaries around Essence, intervening too late or not at all. Worse, and as seen in Chapter 2, as the pauperization of Mobutu’ security forces kept pace with the country’s general economic decline, when the Garde Civile and Gendarmerie did make an appearance, it was all too often only to further harass.

Frustrations about insecurity came to a boiling point in the early 1990s. In an incident told up to this day, Panzi’s residents made it loud and clear that they had had enough. In an altercation with one of his subordinates, an army officer nicknamed Chuck Norris, stationed in Camp Panzi and known to harass Panzi’s residents, mistakenly shot an innocent boy at Essence. In a previously unimaginable response, a mob formed and started chasing Chuck Norris – a senior officer of Zaire’s feared and supposedly untouchable security forces. Running away, the officer shot in the air to deter the chasers. Undeterred, the mob counted the shots out loud and once the officer had run out of bullets, they beat him to death. With this violent act of self-justice, Essence, the gate to Panzi, had concluded its transformation from periphery via nightlife district to frontier zone. For some, it had turned into Bukavu’s uncontested bastion of popular resistance against abusive authorities; for others, it was a criminal’s haven and a near no-go zone for Gendarmes, Garde Civile and soldiers. Lying beyond the control of any single authority, Essence had become a realm of ambivalence in which the violent extractive practices of the Scattered Bula Matari were inseparable from those of Article 15 and auto-prise en charge (Muzalia 2019).9

Wars, gangs and anti-gangs

Urban crime and violence only increased in the following years. In the aftermath of the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, approximately 320,000 refugees were housed in over a dozen camps around Bukavu. Some of them found temporary accommodation in a few of Panzi’s schools, others in a makeshift camp set up in the still abundant empty spaces of southern Panzi, not too far away from Camp Panzi. Indeed, the Panzi police station stands today close to where parts of a refugee camp were located almost thirty years before. Not having been properly screened when entering Congolese soil, amongst these refugees were Rwandan Hutu soldiers and militia who brought arms, weapons and their genocidal ideology with them (Muzalia 2019: 7; The Associated Press 1994).10 Moreover, they crossed onto Zairean soil at a time when the country was itself caught in a rapidly worsening climate of ethnic strife. Since the early 1980s, Mobutu’s increasingly desperate manoeuvres to divide and rule involved questioning the citizenship – and general political representation and participation – of, amongst others, South Kivu’s minority community of the Banyamulenge. By the 1990s, the latter found itself facing increasingly aggressive xenophobic campaigns by populist South Kivu politicians who portrayed them as Rwandan foreigners (Jackson 2007; Lemarchand 2009b; Mathys 2017). These Zaire-internal identity politics intertwined with the spill-over effects of the civil war and genocide in Rwanda to create a dangerous powder keg, which Mobutu’s ever weakening security forces were in no position to defuse. In the lead-up to the First Congo War (1996–7), no civil police existed that could have worked to restore a modicum of order and trust, and existing armed forces merely added fuel to the fire.

It was only after Mobutu’s toppling that Laurent Kabila launched a more comprehensive effort to address rampant insecurity in Bukavu. Before his fondly remembered new police could make their mark felt across the city, however, the Second Congo War broke out and Bukavu was occupied by the RCD, Rwanda’s proxy armed group. It was the RCD that established the first civil police post in Panzi, in the Bizimana area where the post of the Garde Civile and Gendarmerie was reportedly located before the war. Yet, similar to them, Panzi’s residents despised the officers stationed there as they were seen as henchmen of the RCD. Moreover, their ways of policing did not change neither as they continued harassing and coercing the neighbourhood’s by now rapidly growing population. Indeed, the start of the war had triggered a rural exodus of considerable proportions. During these years, Bukavu doubled in size to reach a population of half a million; public land and buildings were sold off by the RCD and its cronies, land and rent prices skyrocketed and displaced people settled wherever they could in increasingly haphazard dwellings. As a result, the city began to stretch ever further south and with it, Panzi became its most populous neighbourhood (Hoffmann, Pouliot and Muzalia 2019; Peyton 2018; Van Overbeek and Tamás 2018).

Moreover, during these years, the city became awash with small arms, adding an unprecedented degree of violence to urban insecurity. Some youth formed gangs to resist the RCD. Others collaborated with some of its commanders, who supplied them with arms in return for parts of the spoils from their burglaries. The most notorious such gang, the Armée Rouge (Red Army), hailed from Bizimana and is up to this day remembered for brutalizing its inhabitants. According to a study on non-state armed actors in the city, its origins go back to 1994 and the arrival of the Rwandan refugees (SSAPR 2012). Composed of young thieves and thugs, as well as demobilized soldiers and armed group combatants, including children, the gang collaborated with whomever they could benefit from, be they former Rwandan Hutu soldiers, members of Laurent Kabila’s AFDL or commanders of the RCD. The latter relied on the gang not only to enrich themselves in mutually beneficial criminal activities and eliminate perceived enemies, but to attempt to control the frontier zone of Essence and Panzi. After the war, the newly formed Forces Armées de la République Démocratique du Congo (FARDC, Armed Forces of the Democratic Republic of the Congo) and the PNC engaged in similarly dubious collaborations with the Red Army.

Panzi’s violent insecurity, then, remained a serious concern well after the end of the Second Congo War, and is reflected in the sheer number of names given to its protagonists: pickpockets, known as deux doigts (two fingers) or misapistes (from misapi in Lingala, meaning fingers); shamuleurs (from kushamula in Mashi, meaning taking by force), who snatch handbags, phones and money from the hands of their victims; the nyembese (catching in Kiswahili) or catcheurs (catchers) grab their victims from behind, using a chokehold, and then steal their belongings; the choqeurs (shockers) are more violent, mugging people on the street; the mupangeurs (from mupanga in Kiswahili, meaning machete) use machetes to intimidate victims and rob them of their goods. Finally, the oldest – and possibly most feared – form of insecurity is armed robberies, referred to as vols à mains armées (SSAPR 2012; Thill 2019c).11

As seen with the composition of the Red Army, much of this violence was a by-product of demobilized combatants and soldiers returning to a city with very few economic opportunities, flooded with small arms, yet without a functioning police force. In response, some youth from Panzi took policing into their own hands in the form of loosely organized youth policing groups. As the next chapter will illustrate in more detail, some of these were to become what is now known as Forces Vives (powerful, dynamic forces). Drawing on the discourse of auto-prise en charge, they accused the police of releasing gang members they had caught who then returned to Panzi to exert revenge. To put an end to this once and for all, they meted out immediate and violent justice. The Forces Vives reportedly burned alive two members of the Red Army, which led to the disbandment of the group. Other suspected criminals were whipped in public, ritualized punishments on the Major Vangu roundabout. The group’s ability to not only catch thieves but also render quick justice made them quite popular. For Panzi’s residents, they became an alternative and more trustworthy source of justice to the largely absent and abusive police (Baker 2017; Muzalia 2019; Scheye 2011; Verweijen, Thill and Hendriks 2019.)12

Police stations under fire

By the time the police reform started in earnest in Bukavu in 2011, Panzi as a frontier zone formed a bulwark against its attempts at revitalizing the state effect. In fact, Panzi reflects the entanglements of parts of the Scattered Bula Matari and the Mal Zaïrois, that is, of the former’s violent practices of extraction with the latter’s Article 15 and auto-prise en charge. Due to years of war and occupation, the availability of arms as well as the presence of countless former combatants engaging in both gangs and anti-gangs, these practices of extraction, accumulation and survival have also become increasingly militarized. A long-standing civil society member closely involved in the police reform explained, for instance, that many of Panzi’s residents know how to use a weapon: ‘It is a more or less militarized neighbourhood, if I can say that.’13 In an exchange about urban crime in Bukavu, a senior police officer explained that ‘if there is a very insecure place, we put a police post’14 and, after police conduct patrols together with low-level urban administrators, ‘peace returns and people are not scared any more’ and ‘trust is returning’. There was one exception however: ‘Except Panzi, a neighbourhood full of delinquents, [it is] criminalized, criminogenic [criminogène] even.’

For the police reform to make inroads in such an environment was always going to be a momentous challenge. When Panzi station was built in 2012, two officers deployed there at the time said that ‘Panzi here was like a battlefield [champ de bataille]’15 and ‘people died here’.16 Panzi station and its at its peak no more than thirty officers were tasked to restore law and order in this battlefield that made up one of the city’s most populous neighbourhoods, home to around 130,000 residents. Even then, this minimal police presence has led to much tension. In 2015, for example, the Bizimana post, now under the Panzi station’s command, was vandalized by some of the quartier’s residents following an altercation during which an officer had shot a civilian. The post subsequently relocated a few hundred meters up the road. In late September 2017, during manifestations in reaction to a series of violent burglaries and alleged police collusion, the post was burned down along with another police station located in the neighbouring quartier of Cahi. These manifestations, which had paralysed much of the city for a whole day, had also led to an assault on the Panzi police station. When the police tried to re-establish the Bizimana post, they met fierce resistance. Worse, in May 2020, Cahi station was once again burned down in an incident in which a motorbike taximan, involved in a minor accident, was shot by a policeman who himself was consequently killed by an angry mob in an act of popular justice (Radio Okapi 2020).17 These confrontations reflect the neighbourhood’s long-standing frustration and anger over police inaction, suspected collusion and violent harassment, which find expression in practices that allow people to take justice into their own hands, be this through acts of lynching, by forming and seeking help from youth policing groups or by setting police stations on fire (Verweijen 2016; Verweijen, Thill and Hendriks 2019).

Up to this day, then, Panzi has retained its belligerent spirit. And yet, despite setbacks, its main police station, tasked to engage residents deeply sceptical of its presence, seems to have gradually integrated the area’s built and social environment.

A police station on the frontier

The Panzi police station makes for a stark contrast with its surroundings. Its white, concrete walls, surrounded by wooden sheds and mud huts, are built on top of Bukavu’s red soil and the reform’s ten golden rules are prominently displayed on its façade. As such, the station is an ideal example of the New Political Order’s method of enframing that works to make the police seem to stand apart from society. And yet, not unlike in the case of the classroom, the station walls struggle to keep the officers it frames and contains away from what lies beyond them. As a matter of fact, the entangled governmentalities prevailing outside of it have made the station part of their own logics, and none more so than that of Article 15.

Effacing boundaries

As the Panzi police station gradually established its presence, the very distinctions it attempted to erect – between the station and its surroundings, between uniformed officers and the public and between the state and society – were swiftly blurred by prevailing practices of survival and accumulation. It did not take long, for instance, for a micro-economy to develop around the police and the opportunities their presence yielded. A restaurant called ‘Chez Mama Pasta’ faced the station, where its officers bought a piece of bread or a soft drink on the rare occasions that they had some spare change. Next to it and in close proximity to the station, small shops located in wooden sheds sold cigarettes, tissues and paper, pens and staples – stationery not only necessary for everyday policework, yet missing in the station, but also ideal as gestures of appreciation for plaintiffs to offer to case officers in the hope of gaining their favour.

While these small entrepreneurs found ways of making a living out of the needs of the police, others turned the station itself into something to be consumed, thereby effacing boundaries between its inside and outside. The station was the only building in the area with an occasional if short-lasting electricity supply produced by a set of solar panels. When these panels generated current, neighbours sprang into action. Youth popped into the station to charge their phones at its sockets. A barber set up shop in the doorway of one of the station’s unused side entrances, connected the long cord of his shaver to a power supply and offered a haircut to passers-by as well as the station’s officers. And one of the latter tapped the station’s solar panels with a wire to feed his humble abode, a small mud hut adjacent to the station, with electricity. While the officer had relocated to this makeshift hut to save on the cost of commuting from afar, this arrangement also extended the station’s work into his modest living room as exchanges with colleagues and negotiations with lawyers occasionally moved from the office to his home. In general, discussions around cases were not limited to the public building of the station – quite the contrary. Important parts of such encounters began outside of its premises and some found their conclusion there as well (Mutombo 2007: 88).

At the same time, some officers turned the station into a part of their home. Its water reserves served to wash rank-and-files’ clothes and boots as well as themselves. On some mornings, a policewoman could be found at the reception desk preparing food for her colleagues or dinner for her children at home. These illustrations of the collapse of apparent public–private dichotomies were not limited to the Panzi station. A local NGO member closely involved with police reform told of a policeman who was found living along with his family in another of Bukavu’s newly constructed police stations. He had decided to move in to benefit from its generous furnishing, electricity and water supply, which stood in stark contrast with his own housing conditions.18 Nothing, however, reveals the force of the Mal Zaïrois to penetrate the walls of the station more powerfully than the revenue-generating practices of its police officers themselves.

How a police station survives

Like any other police service, the Congolese National Police generates revenue for the public treasury. Official PNC revenue largely comes from fines related to traffic control, amendes transactionelles (transactional fines) and fees for specific services such as for loss declarations of important documents and for private security services. Police fines are registered in police stations. Some are paid there and then, others can be paid directly into a bank account of the public treasury. Paid fines are then verified and collected by the Direction Générale des Recettes Administratives, Judiciaires, Domaniales et de Participations (DGRAD, Directorate General of Administrative, Judicial, Land-related and Participation Revenue). At Panzi police station, for instance, between January and May 2017, four official fines totalling roughly $130 had been registered. Police fines in the Congo are not fixed, but have legally ascribed ranges according to the nature of the offence (Annexe 2012). As an officer at the station put it, ‘the fines are negotiable, there is a minimum and a maximum’.19 Breach of trust and assault and battery, for instance, can be fined anywhere between $50 and $500. This way, the officer can adjust the fine according to the fined person’s ability to pay. A side-effect of this discretion is that it turns the imposition of a fine into a negotiation. A traffic police officer admitted that ‘one has to compromise, discuss’ to find a price that works for both parties.20 However, even the minimum amount suggested by law is often unaffordable for most. Panzi police station’s register of fines recorded a fine issued for the free wandering of animals (divagation des animaux) at an equivalent of $15.50 when the legally fixed minimum is $20. Similarly, the register showed that a person fined for fraud (escroquerie) paid $50 while the official minimum stands at $100.21

Perhaps unsurprisingly, however, due to the above-mentioned logics of rapportage as well as Article 15, by far the majority of fines did not end up being registered and thus stayed off the DGRAD’s radar. An in 2015 conducted quantitative study on the traffic police in Kinshasa, for instance, calculated that a mere 22 per cent of the revenue of surveyed stations was declared to the DGRAD, while 78 per cent stayed with the police (Sanchez de la Sierra et al. 2022: 4). How much this amounts to in practice depends on the opportunities present in and around a police station. In Lubumbashi, Tshinyama (2011: 6) found that the police hierarchy allocated a certain sum for each police station to report upwards per month, which was in turn divvied up between a station’s judicial police officers. During his research at one such station, this amounted to around $20 per officer per week. While I was not able to establish if such a fixed amount existed at Panzi police station, based on what I observed, it would unlikely have been more than that. Either way, as I will illustrate below, in most cases, the officer in charge negotiated some form of paid settlement which disappeared into their pocket and served to either feed the officer who received it, was shared with colleagues or was handed to superiors.

Besides these fines, a station generates revenue by charging for basic policework, as well as for extra services that ought to have little to do with the police. A CSRP mid-term evaluation of the SSAPR project, for example, noted that ‘certain commanders … offer a paid night car watch for vehicles of private persons around the station. The money so raised enables the acquirement of some furniture’ (CSRP 2014: 24). The area in front of Panzi station similarly functioned as a paid parking for private cars although, judging by the station’s interior décor, it seems doubtful that the money raised was spent on furniture. Inside the station, officers had developed a wide range of practices to raise money, by far the most common of which was to charge for their everyday work such as opening and closing cases, making enquiries, arresting suspects, releasing detainees and investigating a crime scene. In a focus group with officers at a different police station, a policeman listed some of the prices: ‘We ask 5,000 Congolese francs to open a case [ouvrir le dossier] and 5,000 for the policeman who has to go apprehend the accused. So he [the plaintiff] needs 10,000 francs.’22 In general, casework is the main income of a police station without which its officers will suffer. During a caseless period at Panzi station, an officer lamented: ‘We are hit by a crisis [frappés par la crise]. We don’t have any cases [dossiers]. People don’t fight any more [ne se bagarrent plus].’23 Non-judicial police officers who are not directly involved in casework generate revenue through occasional arrests and by guarding the jail. Prisoners and detainees in the Congo do not commonly receive meals, nor clean clothing, soap or other necessities. Family members need to pay the officer on guard to visit inmates and pass on food and other goods (Mutombo 2007; Tshinyama 2011: 6–8).24

The reform’s principles have, however, come to complicate these revenue-generating practices, and none more so than its first golden rule that police services are free. All ten of them are not only written on the station’s outside wall, but also hang prominently inside its charge room for all to see. Officers therefore have little choice but to find ways to resignify them so that they can meet competing needs.

Resignifying the reform

In a conversation about the police’s diverse revenue-generating practices, an officer at Panzi police station repeated the common phrase that ‘the goat grazes according to the length of the cord to which it is attached’.25 Schatzberg (2001: 41) notes that in Cameroon, this phrase has come to mean that ‘those who occupy positions of responsibility in management should enjoy and consume, as much as they are able, the very public goods that they have the responsibility to preserve or administer’. Bayart (1993: 235) similarly suggests that the expression ‘the goat eats where it is tethered’ is ‘no more than the simple manifestation of the “politics of the belly” ’ along with the ‘intensity of [its] appetites and the social desperation caused by their frustration’. The historicity of Panzi as frontier zone, its plural policing arrangements and militarized character point towards the nature of these politics. Indeed, the above examples illustrate the lingering and at times penetrating Mal Zaïrois in and around one of Bukavu’s reform-built police stations, and its practices that do not neatly separate between private and public space, between what is home and what is work, and between what is state and society, thereby undermining its walls as a framework that works to produce the state effect.

Yet, as the below examples will show, there is more at play in everyday policework at Panzi station than a ‘simple manifestation’ of Article 15 or auto-prise en charge. Indeed, the sheer presence of Panzi police station as a symbol of reform, as a new way of thinking and doing the police in the midst of this neighbourhood complicates any simple act of grazing. In the above officer’s expression lies hidden the idea that the Craft of the Congo Cop consists of seeking ways to graze within the limits given by the tethered strap, that is, of striking a balance between a full stomach and policework as per the rules of the reform. Reflecting the experiences of his colleagues in Chapter 3, a policeman aptly captured these challenges that officers in the station faced due to the reform:



When we were studying the proximity police in the training, we received several instructions. This training was very important and as you can read there, they wrote: ‘Police services are free’. And it was a very good thing at the theoretical level. But practically now, it caused us trouble [inatuleteya maneno] with the population. The problem is for example that someone comes here with his problem but me policeman, I have no paper, no pen. But I need to take your statement [nikusambishe] and I will not do so with already used paper. Look for a little money [tafuta makuta kidogo] so we can buy paper and we can begin the procedure. But the plaintiff … will only refer to what is written there that police services are free. So the proximity police training was well conceived but unfortunately ended this way.26



It is in their attempts to deal with such dilemmas that the Craft of the Congo Cop comes into its own. The following interaction, observed during my internship at the station, provides an insightful example of this Craft. A family sitting in the charge room sought to open a case about a burglary at their home. The OPJ in charge explained that he needed to make a site visit to establish the facts and demanded that the family pay him to go there. One of the younger members of the family stood up in surprise. Similar to the above plaintiff, he also pointed at the sign of the ten golden rules hanging behind the OPJ’s desk and questioned the officer’s request: ‘Why do you charge us for this? The sign behind you says that the first golden rule is that police services are free.’ As opposed to his above-quoted colleague, however, this judicial police officer seemed unfazed and calmly explained: ‘These rules only apply within the walls of the station, but not outside of them.’27

As this short yet insightful vignette shows, officers are very much aware of the interplay of different logics of doing the police, how these can constrain their work as well as empower them, and why they therefore need to learn how to navigate them. In this encounter, the police reform’s golden rule would not have enabled the OPJ to launch an investigation. He therefore had to find a creative way of reconciling the reform with the realities of policework. He did so by acknowledging that the reform’s first golden rule held sway within the station, and at the same time clearly outlined where its hold ended. Such performative acts of resignification that aim to make sense of parallel and competing police worlds are fundamental to the Craft of the Congo Cop. Looking at police casework, a central activity of any police station, this chapter’s last section illustrates that it is not always possible to keep these police worlds as neatly apart as the above OPJ did. In fact, they entangle and collide all the time.

The Craft of police casework

During my internship at the Panzi police station, I observed and followed twenty-seven cases, the overwhelming majority of which consisted of disputes amongst family, neighbours and friends. Each of them became subject of negotiations between accusers, accused, victims and the police. The below examples of casework and of police encounters with the public dissect such negotiations to explore the performatives involved in them and, in turn, elaborate further on the workings of the Craft of the Congo Cop.

Defusing tension

In a first case, a woman had accused her husband of having neglected his parental duties towards their newborn daughter, including having stolen the baby’s clothes, which she desperately needed. After long discussions with the OPJ in charge of the case, the mother agreed to sign an act of reconciliation with her husband on the condition that he returned the stolen baby clothes. Drawing up such an act was not free – she had to hand the officer a few dollars before he began preparing it. Her husband, who had been arrested by the police the previous day and had spent the night in jail, agreed to his wife’s demands and both signed the agreement. The police, however, still held him in custody. After returning to his cell, the father’s brother, who had joined him during the discussions, approached the OPJ to make a case for releasing him. Well aware of his leverage, the OPJ remained stern: releasing him would cost a steep fee of $50. After some back-and-forth without any breakthrough, the officer called for a rather rare lunch break and asked me to join him. This did not deter the detainee’s brother. He continued bargaining over the release fee set by the OPJ, accompanying us uninvited all the way into the restaurant. At our lunch table, his persistence eventually paid off. The irritated officer gave in to his haggling and accepted to lower the fee to $30.

In the afternoon, the brother returned with a suitcase containing the baby’s clothing as well as with his brother’s parents-in-law and five other family members. He did not, however, bring the agreed-on release fee. In the charge room, the father-in-law, an elderly man, took the floor, explaining that his daughter’s husband was his child, too, and that he would like to solve their quarrel within the family. After some discussion, no real progress had been made and the accused’s brother and family-in-law returned home, but not before being given cautioning words from the OPJ to behave responsibly upon their return. That day, no money had exchanged hands, and the accused remained in detention.

The following day, the brother returned to the station to explain to the OPJ that he still did not have the $30 to ensure his brother’s release. The OPJ, visibly unimpressed, ignored the brother and continued working on another case. To keep the officer’s attention, the brother handed over a small bundle of Congolese francs, which the OPJ slid into his pocket. When the OPJ finished with the case at hand, the brother approached him again and the two whispered to each other for a while before the latter handed over his mobile phone. This offering, the OPJ told me afterwards, triggered his brother’s release and the case was closed.

Negotiating is a well-known and common practice of everyday policework inside and outside the police station. The key for an officer to negotiate successfully is to have some leverage. In this case, the OPJ first convinced the mother to sign an act of reconciliation which only he as judicial officer could issue, but not without a cost. All the while, he kept his eyes on the real prize: the potential release fee of the accused, whose detention he once more used to his advantage. Throughout these exchanges, the officer deployed a variety of practices: he charged for a service only he could provide; he set a high release fee, then played for time the family did not have; and he called on the latter to act responsibly, an indirect reminder that while their back-and-forth continued, the husband was sitting in a cell only he held the key to. These performative acts thereby combined the spirit of the proximity police with the imperatives of the Mal Zaïrois. In other words, on the way to mediating and settling a family conflict, the officer also sought out and seized opportunities to satisfy the one or other of his personal and professional needs. This common manoeuvring works to defuse the tension caused by the entanglement of the New Political Order and the Mal Zaïrois and thereby illustrates the everyday Craft of the Congo Cop.

In another case, a person accused his neighbour of damaging his property. The accused denied this, instead arguing that his neighbour’s house was badly constructed and in fact encroached onto his property. After having taken their statements, the OPJ in charge of the case proposed to visit the scene, which was, he continued, ‘a payable right [un droit dit payable]’28 at the cost of $100 to be split between the two parties. He followed this up with a threat: without such a visit, the accused neighbour would risk being arrested. Leaving the neighbours to discuss amongst themselves, the officer exited the room, but not without reminding them to ‘help us a bit [nous faciliter un peu]’ in this case. In other words, some form of payment was expected. While the parties conversed, the OPJ brought them a paper and pen and, after a long discussion, the neighbours agreed to sign an acte de réconciliation (act of reconciliation). In doing so, they not only avoided a costly police investigation, but also neutralized the police’s leverage – the threat of arrest. To validate the agreement, however, the OPJ had to counter-sign and he wasted no time exercising this second edge over the two neighbours. He now announced that ‘a fee for the dropping of the case file’ was required. Irritated, the plaintiff refused and left the charge room with the OPJ hot on his heels. The accused, in the meantime, engaged in a long conversation with a lawyer who had followed the case on the sidelines and was a regular at the station. The lawyer tried to convince the accused that handing over at least a small sum was the best way to avoid dragging out the case. His arguments were effective. Later in the day, the chef d’avenue responsible for the street both neighbours lived on arrived at the station. He brought with him around $20, which he had received as a loan from the accused’s neighbour. The accused then pleaded with the OPJ to accept this sum as his wife was pregnant and he did not have a stable job and thus just could not afford to pay any more. Upon learning about these personal circumstances, the police officer, in a moment of compassion, accepted what had been offered and signed the act.

In this case, by launching into threatening performatives, the OPJ succeeded once again in reconciling the principles of proximity police with those of the Mal Zaïrois. First, he pressured both neighbours to pay for the cost of visiting the premises in question, thereby making them aware that they were sitting in the same sinking boat and needed to cooperate to get out of it. The officer then threatened the accused with arrest if he was not to go along with this. These menaces were sufficient for both neighbours to sign a reconciliation act. If the police’s job consisted merely of seeking amicable settlements just ‘like a church in the middle of the village’29 – as per the words of the station secretary quoted in the book’s prelude – then the OPJ could have left it right there. Yet, his own need to survive and feed the hierarchy made him play his final trump card. He threatened to withhold his signature from the reconciliation act, thereby blackmailing the accused to pay a fee for settling the case.

At the same time, in both above cases, the OPJ was not the only party at the table. In the first, the detained husband’s brother and family-in-law actively engaged in the negotiation. The former managed to haggle down the release fee and eventually succeeded in convincing the officer to accept his mobile phone as barter for his brother’s release. In the second case, the accused neighbour petitioned for his modest fee, itself a loan, to be accepted by alluding to his wife’s pregnancy and their dire socio-economic situation. The next section will look more closely at the practices that members of the public deploy to counter police performatives.

Countering police performatives

Far from being defenceless, the public has developed its own performatives to counter those of the police. Its practices range from misleading officers and playing one against another to peddling influence or simply taking complaints to somebody else altogether. In one case, a young man accused another of having attacked and seriously injured him during a late-night altercation outside a bar. The accused, along with four friends who served as witnesses, waited outside the charge room. Inside, the plaintiff, whose right arm was bandaged, claimed that the injuries he had suffered had made him throw up blood in the hospital and demanded that his medical bills, which he presented to the OPJ, be reimbursed by the accused. After the OPJ had taken his statement and the plaintiff left the room, it was time for the accused to give his statement. He denied all charges, claiming that the plaintiff had merely fallen to the ground after a shove, but had not suffered any serious injuries. The OPJ then invited the plaintiff back into the room for a confrontation. All four witnesses also joined and a heated exchange ensued, in which the plaintiff insisted on compensation, while the suspect and his friends accused him of exaggerating. His patience wearing thin, the OPJ eventually asked the plaintiff to take off his bandage to prove his injuries. The latter slowly unrolled the bandage around his arm. Once the skin of his arm became fully visible, the whole room exploded in laughter: not a single scratch could be seen. The OPJ immediately dismissed the case, asked both parties to leave his charge room and make peace amongst themselves outside.

Here, then, a brazen citizen engaged in remarkable, if ultimately unsuccessful, theatrics to dupe the police and their work. Drawing on their perceived authority as the coercive arm of justice, he attempted to manipulate the latter’s course for his own personal gain. This case thereby illustrates that when the police encounter the public, they are not the only ones who play by the rules of Article 15. Others may just as boldly attempt to subvert policework if they stand to gain from it. Moreover, and importantly, the example shows that despite Panzi’s long and troubled history of pluralized security provision and blurred boundaries between its public and private suppliers, the walls of the police station grant the officer an authority that civilians seem to acknowledge as illustrated in the case of the supposedly injured young man who banked on it to divert the course of justice into his favour.

Another counter-performative complicating officers’ work consists of playing police officers against each other in an attempt to find one willing to accommodate them. One day, for instance, a police agent was summoned by an OPJ, who reprimanded him for refusing a lawyer access to his client who had been detained under suspicion of inflicting bodily harm. Later that day, said lawyer entered the charge room and complained that not only had he not been given access to his client, but he had himself been detained for half an hour. Moreover, insisting that his client acted in self-defence, the lawyer now demanded his immediate release. The two OPJs present explained that this was not their case – only the OPJ in charge could address the lawyer’s request, but he was absent at the time. The following day, the lawyer returned to see the station’s police secretary. He explained the events of the previous day to him and once again demanded his client’s release. The secretary, who was not a judicial police officer and therefore not in a position to handle any casework, first suggested what his colleagues had said the previous day: that he talk to the OPJ instructing the case. As the latter remained absent, the lawyer stayed put and forced the secretary to engage with the case’s details. In an effort to underline the latter’s seriousness, the lawyer presented two medical bills resulting from his client’s injuries during his alleged act of self-defence. Unimpressed, the police secretary suggested that a fee would likely have to be paid for his client’s release. After the lawyer left, the secretary turned to me and complained: ‘You see how people come here and ask my advice and I don’t know what to do?’30 After lunch hour, the lawyer returned once more. He had finally managed to find the OPJ in charge of the case, who requested a fee of $50 to release his client. The lawyer now told the secretary that he and his client were only able to pay $15. Unsure of what to do, the secretary fetched an official list of the police fines and accompanied the lawyer to once and for all settle things with the OPJ in charge. The next day, I learned that the station chief who had been on patrol duties during the day had freed the detainee upon his return in the evening. The secretary did not reveal to me why the chief had done so, nor if any fine had been paid and if so, how much and to whom.

This case shows how a lawyer attempted to play police officers against each other in his pursuit to either find one willing to accommodate his request or to at least lower the potential release fee his client would have had to pay. He thereby wilfully disregarded a basic rule of casework that he as lawyer was certainly aware of, namely that judicial officers cannot intervene in a colleague’s case. His persistence not only confused some officers, it also created additional work for them. This behaviour was by no means exceptional. In a conversation, a senior officer at the station complained to me that not too long ago, an influential plaintiff asked him to arrest a person he suspected of wrongdoing. The senior police officer said that he had been willing to heed the plaintiff’s demand, but had to spend the whole day in a police operation out in the city. The plaintiff, unwilling to wait, went to the police city headquarters as well as the prosecutor’s office to repeat his request. On his return to the station, the officer saw that both had sent him an arrest order for the same person, confusing police procedure and unnecessarily adding to their workload.31

Similar to the lawyer, this plaintiff took his request to several judicial police officers and up to the state attorney’s office to ensure that he got his way. This practice reflects once more the habit of shopping around for the most suitable justice provider – a practice particularly common in a context of pluralized security provision such as Panzi. It also points to the militarized context of the eastern Congo, Bukavu and Panzi in particular, where civilians have become used to calling on armed actors to gain the upper hand in personal conflicts (Verweijen 2013; Von Benda-Beckmann 1981).

The pluralized context in which policework unfolds also leads to competition between various security providers themselves, which in turn has resulted in the rise of another widespread and infamous practice, namely traffic d’influence (influence peddling). In the context of police casework, traffic d’influence consists of citizens calling on – and often paying off – higher-ranked police officers or other influential figures such as judges and army officers to exert pressure on OPJs to swing cases in their favour. On several occasions during my internship, policework was interfered with by the prosecutor’s office and by senior army commanders, demanding information on the proceedings, overruling an OPJ’s judgement or simply exerting pressure to change their mind. The regularity of these unwanted interventions made a senior officer complain that ‘our people’s minds [esprits] are dominated by traffic d’influence’.32 In one instance, for example, a youth functioning as courier handed an OPJ a small piece of paper containing a hand-written message from the prosecutor’s office demanding information on a case. The judicial officer was visibly frustrated, complaining that this ‘dirty piece of paper’ signified a lack of respect for his profession. Echoing his colleague’s sentiment, he exclaimed that the ubiquity of influence peddling meant that ‘corruption is everywhere’.33 On another occasion, an OPJ received a phone call from a judge who berated him about a case. After hanging up, the OPJ felt similarly disrespected. ‘We are nevertheless qualified’, he said, and, turning to me, added: ‘In Bukavu, everybody is a prosecutor or a judge.’34

Influence peddling thus reflects the highly competitive nature of policing in Bukavu and Panzi in particular. OPJs not only have to deal with their interfering superiors, but also with cadres de base, youth gangs and individual residents, many of whom act like policing agents, judges and executioners. During my internship at the police station, officers most often faced competition from cadres de base who had usurped policework. While these low-ranking urban administrators play a crucial role in urban governance, they are not officially recognized public servants. They are appointed by and operate at the behest of their superior, the chef de quartier, who all too often struggles themself for official recognition. As cadres de base are neighbours to the residents they are responsible for, they are well known by the latter and, in turn, aware of their worries and concerns. Residents therefore seek their advice and request their intervention in a range of issues from arguments amongst neighbours via disagreements over parcel boundaries to conjugal troubles. As per the mantra of the proximity police, however, reformed officers consider some of these issues as falling under their jurisdiction, not least because potential rent-seeking opportunities are in jeopardy. Tensions with cadres de base follow.

At the police station in Bukavu, an OPJ explained that ‘the cadres de base instruct more files [instrumentent plus de dossiers] than OPJs, and this even in penal cases’.35 One such case was telling. A woman had filed a complaint against her neighbour who, she said, had accused her of witchcraft and now threatened to kill her. She was accompanied by the chef d’avenue (avenue chief, member of cadres de base) who had tried to convince her not to take the case to the police. The OPJ was furious about this attempted interference in the course of justice and yelled: ‘He hinders us [il nous entrave] in executing our services’.36 In a stern tone, he went on to lecture the chef d’avenue about the role and duties of the police. At that point, the station chief entered the charge room and, after assessing the situation, backed up his subordinate by reminding everyone that they were acting on behalf of the state and therefore with its authority: ‘It is not as if we had simply fallen from the sky. How to do the work the state has entrusted us with?’

At the Panzi police station, visitors are not mere victims of police coercion. They actively and creatively counter police practices with their own performatives, and often effectively so. They try to manipulate officers, play them against each other, call on superiors to intervene or, like in this case, take their concerns to someone else. All of these practices heavily constrain policework and complicate the Congo Cop’s pursuit of their Craft of reconciling the lessons of the reform with the urges of the Mal Zaïrois. Yet, the words of the above-quoted station chief point to the joker up the Congo’s Cop’s sleeve. Despite the troubled history of police–community relations in Panzi, within the station, officers can draw on the power of the state effect produced by the walls that enframe them.

Recruiting the state effect

Similar to the classroom, while the Mal Zaïrois’ logics remain pervasive, and even succeed in penetrating a station built under the auspices of the police reform, the latter’s walls still stand, its ten golden rules remain on display, and its plans therefore continue to revitalize the Scattered Bula Matari’s method of enframing that works through distinction. Indeed, the walls of the police station divide the outside from the inside and set the station’s officers apart, making them appear as separate from society at large, as belonging to the autonomous realm of the state. This appearance of the police as an ‘artificial machine’ lends them authority which they know how to make use of.

In one case, a suspected accomplice in the kidnapping of a child was interrogated by an OPJ. The accused denied his involvement. Instead, he explained that his partner who was the mother of the kidnapped child had ordered her maid to kidnap and return her baby boy from the latter’s father who had divorced the mother and had kept childcare. After the interrogation, the suspect left and the boy’s father and the families of both parents arrived at the police station. The OPJ explained to the boy’s father: ‘You are right, but there is a procedure, so I give you thirty minutes’37. While encouraging both families to sort things out between them, he clarified that a satisfactory solution would require some financial support: ‘We need means [il faut des moyens], this demands means’. To further pressure the parties to come to a resolution, he threatened: ‘If there is no compromise, we will use the whip [hakuna compromis, on chicotte]’.

After several hours, the families seemed to have found an agreement. All members were called back in and one of them drew up an acte de désistement volontaire (act to voluntarily desist), which was signed by both parties. In the meantime, out of earshot of the others, one of the signatories spoke to the OPJ about the ‘necessary means’ he had previously mentioned. The OPJ replied, loud enough for everyone to hear: ‘A civil settlement does not exclude justice [réparation civile n’exclut pas la justice]. Justice also needs to do its work’. In short: policework comes at a price. Since the OPJ had decided that the mother had been in the wrong, her family was to pay that price, but was reluctant to do so. The OPJ remained adamant, theatrically leaving the room while announcing to me: ‘When justice manifests itself, people change’. Half an hour later, the mother’s suspected partner who had waited outside the charge room took it upon himself to continue negotiating the price of justice. The OPJ asked him: ‘I often wonder why you like to play with justice?’ After some back-and-forth, the partner convened with the mother’s family outside the station and eventually handed the OPJ a bundle of Congolese francs worth around $15, which brought the case to a close.

During this encounter, the criminal nature of the case – an accusation of kidnapping – gave the OPJ considerable leverage in the negotiation. Although he did not explicitly threaten arrest, his demeanour left little doubt that he took the case seriously. To underline his determination, he turned the charge room into his stage on which he showed who was in charge. His rhetoric made use of an infamous symbol of the Scattered Bula Matari, the chicotte, a whip signifying Belgian colonial violence and repressive power. To perhaps mitigate this threatening image of an all-powerful and coercive police, he also repeatedly reminded the mother’s family and her partner of the important work of justice he was conducting and that they surely did not want to obstruct. These symbolically rich coercive and moralizing reiterative performatives sustain the appearance of an all-powerful state, an effect that officers then mobilize for their own cause. While he was purposefully drawing on this powerful imagery, the OPJ also remained aware of the Mal Zaïrois’ yearnings and thereby demonstrated his mastery of the Craft of the Congo Cop. While he made both parties talk to each other and reach an agreement, he also raised a few francs for himself,his colleagues and superiors.

Ultimately, despite the range of civilians’ counter-performatives that complicate policework, this case illustrates the edge the police still maintain once visitors step into the station. Within its walls, the method of enframing introduced by the Scattered Bula Matari, undermined by the Mal Zaïrois and once more revitalized by the New Political Order continues to produce an effect of the state that bestows authority on the police. By actively mobilizing statist rhetoric, by reminding visitors that the police represent the state’s power of coercion and its force of justice, officers do generally succeed in steering negotiations their way.

*    *    *    *    *

Moving from the classroom to the station, this chapter demonstrated that police reform remains a long and winding road. Indeed, the reform’s aim to move away from the extractive techniques of the Scattered Bula Matari and the predatory ways of the Mal Zaïrois towards the golden rules of police reform under the New Political Order have not gone according to plan. Instead, the reform has led to the rise of the Congo Cop and their Craft, a way of policing that works to overcome the tension produced by these persisting and colliding governmentalities and that is nowhere more visible than in the station. Indeed, the study of a police station in one of Bukavu’s troubled neighbourhoods provided a range of concrete examples of everyday policework that allow us to better understand how this Craft functions.

Panzi is known for its pluralized security landscape in which various actors have come to compete with a historically partly absent, partly colluding, partly violent and partly incompetent police. This environment strongly resists the idea of a proximity police as understood by the reform, forming a bulwark against which the new Panzi police station that symbolizes the New Political Order struggles to stand its ground. More so, the Mal Zaïrois has begun to absorb the station and collapse the dichotomies its walls work to establish. Restaurants, shops, and neighbours feed off the station’s presence, some encroaching its walls, others penetrating them. And officers’ work is dedicated to generating revenue that prioritizes their survival and feeds their superiors. Moreover, those who visit it as plaintiffs, suspects or witnesses care little about reform plans and their ordering intentions. Rather, as the casework within the station has shown, some revert to deceiving police officers, playing one against the other, implicating them in personal grudges and engaging in traffic d’influence. These practices have come to form counter-performatives that not only inhibit everyday policework, but also seek to exploit the many cracks within a still barely constituted and struggling police corps that the reform wishes to cover up.

And yet, within the station, the New Political Order makes itself most felt and thereby offers policework a more stable footing. Walls, furniture, reform stickers, signs listing the golden rules and the mere concentration of uniforms are all instances of the method of enframing that works to distinguish the police from those who seek them out. This method thereby creates and sustains an effect that every so often makes the police appear as artificial machine and the state as an autonomous entity. The ability to draw on this effect during their own performatives, to recruit the authority it yields, not only represents a decisive difference between the police and their rivals, but is also a fundamental aspect of the Congo Cop’s Craft. Within the station’s walls, this is a Craft that comes into its own, reiterating as well as resignifying the full range of practices available to it in order to overcome the contradictions of colliding police worlds and allow officers to survive and endure. If the Congo Cop is, indeed, at home in the police station, the chapter has already hinted that things are rather different outside of it. In Bukavu’s streets where officers have no walls to enframe them, the Congo Cop struggles to hold on to a rapidly evaporating state effect.
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The Street: Demise of the Congo Cop

After an exploration of the classroom where the Congo Cop emerges, and the police station where they are at home, a final stop leads out into the streets. Far away from classroom and station, police reform takes a back seat. Indeed, outside of the station, its golden rules and principles hardly manage to remind officers of the existence of the proximity police. This is not to say that the New Political Order is not at play. In fact, as the chapter will show, entangled with the Scattered Bula Matari, its methods of organization, regulation and separation work to restore a certain urban order. More so, the police as the central guardian of public order remain fundamental in this pursuit. Out in the open, however, police officers not only go about their work undisturbed by the reform’s first golden rule; they also face fierce competition. In this world, the delicate art of balancing principles of the proximity police with logics of colliding governmentalities loses both its utility and effectiveness. What is called for, instead, are practices of order making that rely more so on violence and less so on negotiation. Here, then, the Congo Cop and their Craft enter their demise.

To make this point, the chapter explores police performatives in the hustle and bustle of Bukavu’s markets. The entry point is a ban the mayor’s office has repeatedly imposed on so-called pirate markets, unlicensed roadside markets that congest the already overflowing arteries of the city, and which the city’s authorities deem a health and safety hazard. Importantly, in their eyes, these markets also disrupt the appearance of an imagined urban order. The latter’s discourse around these sprawling markets, and its plans to restore this appearance are reminiscent of those of the colonizer whose methods worked to rearrange and segregate urban space (Adebanwi 2016; De Nys-Ketels 2020; Ekeh 1975; Mamdani 1996). Indeed, in their attempts to contain pirate markets, Congolese authorities revive the Scattered Bula Matari’s practices of distinction and categorization to once more separate public from private space and regulate who uses these, and how.

The police are meant to enforce this ban, a task more easily commanded than executed. As opposed to the station, out in the open, the police’s encounters with the public are much less predictable as no clear frame is left to hold them in place and set them apart. In the face of a thriving Mal Zaïrois that subverts and collapses the very distinctions the ban seeks to re-establish, the police may at best be able to sustain a fleeting moment of order, but more often than not revert themselves to violent and extractive practices to consume and accumulate. Worse, as distinctions crumble and other policing actors emerge from their ruins, a fierce competition over the right to order making ensues in which the police rarely come out on top. In the streets and squares of the city, all officers have left to differentiate themselves from those they meet are their uniforms, and even the very cloth that enframes their bodies and conveys authority can at times constrain their work, and at others endanger their lives.

Appearance of an urban order

As seen in the previous chapter, Bukavu looks back at repetitive phases of urban violence and crime. In 2018, a newspaper article went so far as to name the city Congo’s ‘capital of insecurity’ (Nsapu 2018). For 2023, a civil society umbrella organization recorded 69 killings, 42 burglaries, 25 kidnappings and 26 cases of popular justice in Bukavu.1 Besides criminality, the city faces serious public safety concerns such as an absent waste management system, a lack of public health infrastructure and dangerous housing construction known as constructions anarchiques (anarchic constructions) (Birindwa 2016; Hoffmann, Pouliot and Muzalia 2019; Solhjell 2020). Commenting on the collapse of two buildings in his quartier of Ndendere in early 2020, a cadre de base lamented that ‘currently, anarchic constructions destroy the image of our neighbourhood’ (quoted in: JamboRDC 2020). Bukavu’s appearance, however, was not always that of an unsafe, erratic, chaotic or anarchic place. In fact, its resemblance today stands in stark contrast with that of the past. The following two sections will tease out the links between urban planning, insecurity, public safety and the appearance of order across time.

Africa’s Switzerland

From the early 1920s onwards, the Belgian colonial administration embarked on a comprehensive propaganda campaign advocating for the exploitation of the fertile soil of Kivu. A central part of the campaign was the establishment in 1928 of the Comité National du Kivu (CNKi, National Committee of Kivu) whose task it was to develop the region through private capital by, amongst others, attracting European settlers and make them invest in plantations (Mathys 2014: 166–7). At the same time, Bukavu slowly began to grow into an urban centre. Already in 1925, it had been given the administrative status of a circonscription urbaine (urban district). Gradual urban development followed. In 1929, the Société Immobilière du Kivu (Kivu Real Estate Company), a CNKi subsidiary, designed a first urban plan – the blueprint of Bukavu’s European city and what today makes up Ibanda, one of its three communes. The colonial urban plan set apart a stretch of land that extended along the southern shores of Lake Kivu up onto a half-island called La Botte (The Boot) to build central avenues and streets, as well as housing, offices and administrative buildings for the white elite. Not only can this colonial urban order still be easily identified on a contemporary city map; Ibanda, the plan’s result, remains the most urbanized part of the city today (De Saint Moulin 2010: 272).

As it expanded into a growing centre of colonial administration and commercial activity in the 1930s, Bukavu gradually gained a reputation as Africa’s Switzerland, famed for its temperate climate, its mountain views, lakeside villas and tree-lined boulevards (Pilipili Kagabo 1973). A 1954 tourist guide for the Belgian Congo read: ‘Welcoming agglomerations now spread along the shores of the enchanting lake so deservedly compared to the Riviera [in France] and the moment is not far when this “Swizterland of central Africa” will be as sought-after as its European sister’ (quoted in: Nicolaï 2012: 3). For colonial agents and settlers alike, Bukavu represented an idyllic, decidedly European city that combined French beaches with Swiss Alps. This image came into being through a colonial urban plan that worked by drawing stark distinctions – a key technology of Mitchell’s ([1988] 1991) ‘power to colonize’. Indeed, in line with racial segregationist policies of Belgian Congo’s administration, the urbanized European city was separated from the Congolese parts of town, the so-called centres extra-coutumiers (CEC). Bukavu’s first CEC, Kadutu, was created in 1935 and Bagira, north of the centre, followed in 1953 (De Saint Moulin 2010: 48, 49, 272).2 Ibanda ‘was deliberately separated from the rest of the city by a forested slope down the incised valley of the Kahawa [river crossing Bukavu] and by the industrial zone located at the back of that valley’ (De Saint Moulin 2010: 272).

In a demographic enquiry conducted in 1978 for Zaire’s Department of Public Works and Development, segregation was highlighted as a key marker of Bukavu’s colonial urban order.



Concerning the planning of the city of Bukavu, the colonial conception that created Bukavu and presided the development of the site is characterized by separation. The city’s uneven terrain has strengthened this tendency. There is a European quartier, an Asian quartier, an industrial centre where employers [patrons] and workers meet to work and who each withdraw to their side after work. There are also the two centres for the African population.

Fransen 1978: 7



Concerns around sprawling urban agglomerations had grown ever since the years of the Great Depression, when laid-off and hungry Congolese labourers were looking for day jobs, creating an ‘African underclass’ (Burton 2005) uprooted from its ‘traditional’ rural homes with their supposedly restraining social norms and now perceived as idling about in ever closer proximity to the whites’ neighbourhoods. Beset by racially motivated anxiety and fear, colonial administrators turned their attention to urban planning as a tool to control and police colonial subjects. While some of these concerns were appeased during the Second World War by reintroducing forced labour at a scale similar to that under King Léopold II’s Congo Free State, the overall increased demand for wage work drove urban migration. After the war, as cities had doubled in size and some, like Bukavu, had quadrupled, and talk of political emancipation slowly gained pace, civil unrest was latent (Mamdani 1996; Thomas 2012; Young 1965).

As seen in Chapter 2, a gradually emerging police force did emerge to contain some of these colonial anxieties, suppress urban unrest and guard racial boundaries. At the same time, however, much urban colonial policing was achieved through spatial planning. In Bukavu, buffer zones separated the European city from the Congolese neighbourhoods and, where possible, grid layouts ‘allowed systematic control and policing of the indigenous quarter’ (Lootens 2020: 20). Urban colonial policing was largely a matter of maintaining this racial segregation between European and Congolese neighbourhoods. When the colonial police ventured into the centres extra-coutumiers – which were otherwise policed by their own units, the so-called police du centre (police centres) – it was for purposes of restoring colonial order and therefore commonly accompanied with a fair share of repressive force. Colonial urban order was thus amongst others also a violent project of containing a certain category of people within specific (urban) spaces while protecting another in others (Anderson and Kilingray 1991; De Nys-Ketels 2020; Henriet 2015; Lauro 2011, 2016; Lufungula 1995; Vellut 1984).

Despite the realities of the colony’s violent policing and spatial segregation, however, Bukavu’s idyllic image as Africa’s Switzerland lingered on well into the post-colony. At the same time, the city’s actual urban development began to markedly divert from this image, and crime and insecurity became everyday concerns.

Trouble in paradise

A significant chapter in Bukavu’s history of insecurity took place but a few years after independence. In 1967, two years after Mobutu had seized power in his 1965 coup, some 150 mercenaries and 900 Katangan troops led by Belgian mercenary Jean Schramme who had fought along with Mobutu’s Congolese army against the Simba rebellion, mutinied in response to the threat of their unit being dissolved. Driven out of Stanleyville (today’s Kisangani), they eventually occupied Bukavu, where they put up fierce resistance against the Zairean Armed Forces for seven weeks until they were finally pressured into retreating to Rwanda. In the following years, weapons left behind by rebels and mercenaries and the presence of demobilized and idle soldiers in the city created fertile ground for a first wave of decidedly violent crime largely committed by gangs who engaged in what came to be known as vols à mains armées (armed robberies) – a phenomenon of prominence up to this day (Callaghy 1984: 161; Young and Turner 1985: 251–3).

The country’s post-independence rebellions also saw a growing number of Congolese fleeing Bukavu’s increasingly insecure hinterlands to settle in the city (De Saint Moulin 2010: 278). Already under serious strain during colonial days, the former CEC of Kadutu became stretched to its limits. Indeed, by 1970, its population densities reportedly reached a staggering 819 per hectare (2010: 284–5). At the same time, placement and architecture of the rural immigrants’ humble abodes did not only disrupt the serene image of Africa’s Switzerland, neither did they respect any urban regulations, precursing public safety concerns that were only to gain in prevalence in the following decades.

These trends only accelerated once the country entered a steep economic decline in the 1970s and when the Mal Zaïrois, having already penetrated all levels of government, began to spread to society at large. Bukavu was being policed by altering security forces who either kept to themselves or harassed its inhabitants. In response, the latter followed the previously described spirit of auto-prise en charge, setting up their own alert systems, making noise with pots and pans or tam tams and whistles – a system they still use today (Muzalia 2019). Moreover, the city’s population did not cease to grow and neither did the increasingly erratic dwellings in which its residents lived. The above-quoted 1978 study expressed regret that the city’s trajectory at the time was not only diverting from the colony’s urban plan, but did not seem to follow any clear direction at all:



The planning of Ibanda has been done and done well. With a few reservations, this plan remains valid [valable]. For the rest of the city, the planning was done mainly after 1950. The plan is imploding [débordé de tous côtés] and there is no guiding plan. Since 1960 [i.e. independence], the city’s development is anarchic. Efforts have largely been maintenance efforts without design nor future perspective [sans création et perspective d’avenir].

Fransen 1978: 7



Things further deteriorated from here. In the late 1980s, Lutumba Ilunga (1990: 137) observed that most of Kadutu’s quartiers ‘are easily recognized by the mediocrity of their constructions, the generalized deficiency of equipment and weakness or absence of [socio-economic] activities integrated into the urban fabric’. As already seen in previous chapters, the 1990s and early 2000s witnessed an exponential rise in the city’s inhabitants as civil war and genocide in neighbouring Rwanda was followed by the First and Second Congo Wars and a large-scale rural exodus driven by rural insecurity and a lack of opportunity that continues up to this day. In their aftermath, as countless idle demobilized soldiers and combatants settled in a city awash with weapons, some of them made use of the latter to make a living. As a consequence and as illustrated in previous chapters, gangs, popular justice and violent crime began to thrive (Muzalia 2019; Thill 2019c).

The rapid urban growth also meant that already weak public services from road infrastructure to waste management were hopelessly overstretched. Less than ten years after the end of the Second Congo War, an online article exclaimed that Bukavu had been ‘transformed into a public bin’ (Safari, Tembeze and Ombeni 2012). Waste management has indeed become a major issue. A 2016 survey of 150 households in the quartier of Panzi revealed that close to 80 per cent have no bin at home, none have access to public bins and almost half of them simply discard of their waste outside (Birindwa Mulalisi 2016). Since the same was – and remains – the case for most of the city’s markets, restaurants and bars, Bukavu’s streets have become littered with piles of waste.

Slowly re-emerging after years of war and occupation, then, Bukavu has changed dramatically. The road network, white villas, offices and administrative buildings of the European city as per the blueprint of the colonial urban plan are still recognizable. Yet, they are now absorbed by the critical needs of an ever-growing city that has long broken free from the shackles of the Scattered Bula Matari with its plans, boundaries and separations. Against this backdrop of seemingly ever-declining urban order, a perhaps unsurprisingly melancholic discourse around Bukavu’s lost paradise has survived. A 2009 provincial magazine article tracing the city’s history concluded that new construction has to ‘strictly respect the measures of urbanism to once again lend Bukavu its image of “Africa’s Switzerland” ’ (Echos de la Province 2009: 18). In its author’s popular imagination, then, the city’s perceived descent into disorder is linked to its lost splendour as represented by the colonial urban plan. To reclaim its past self, that plan therefore needs to be recovered through modern urban planning.

Chasing the appearance of yesteryear

Urban space and its use lie at the heart of a permanent tension between Congo’s entangled governmentalities. If the Scattered Bula Matari and New Political Order use space as a technology to order, rearrange and separate, the Mal Zaïrois does the opposite by breaking down barriers between public and private and turning space into a good for common consumption (Bayat 2012). This tension remains very much palpable today in the urban authorities’ attempts at developing plans to restore a modicum of urban order and then trying to make the city fit them. A ban on the city’s unlicensed roadside markets is a case in point.

As Bukavu’s population has grown exponentially, demand for food as well as jobs has by far outpaced supply. The city’s official marketplaces cannot hold all the mamans eager to sell food to make a living. Nor can all of them afford the many costs associated with official city markets such as permit and stand fees, contributions to the market union and, most of all, daily municipal and urban taxes. Many have therefore set up shop on the pavements alongside the market or in other highly frequented spots along major roads, on public squares or next to busy bus stops. These so-called pirate markets, however, take away space from already overcrowded streets, add to the commotion of pedestrians, cars and buses meandering their way through the buzz of the city, create a fair amount of waste and – perhaps most importantly in the eyes of the authorities – evade taxation. Moreover, these markets are also accused of contributing to Bukavu’s loss of splendour. Ultimately, therefore, the mayor’s office banned them. An exploration of the enforcement of this ban concretizes the tension over urban space and its order and the ways it shapes police performatives out in the streets, far away from the station.

Banning disorder

Pirate markets are in many ways an expression of the Mal Zaïrois and its practices, which calls for people to find ways to fend for themselves. Seen through this rationality, pirate markets feed not just the market women and their families, but also those who can turn the mamans’ illicit activities into opportunities for themselves. Seen through the lens of both the Scattered Bula Matari and the New Political Order, however, pirate markets are perhaps a relatively superficial, yet very visible symptom of Bukavu’s perceived disorder. To make some inroads in restoring Bukavu’s lost image, the city’s mayor therefore banned these numerous and disruptive unlicensed roadside markets first in 2012, and again in 2014 (Mayor’s Office 2012, 2014). The 2014 ban was explicit in its motivation, noting that it expected that:



the closure of the markets called ‘pirate’ crowding Bukavu’s avenues constitutes a basis [substrat] of a nature to guarantee order, free circulation of people and goods as well as a safe and clean environment [environnement sain] to gradually bring back to the city of Bukavu its appearance of yesteryear [redonner progressivement à la ville de Bukavu son physionomie d’anton].



The ban, then, identified the clearance of pirate markets as a method to revive some of the long-lost splendour of the past. In this sense, the ban can be understood as another instance of Mitchell’s method of enframing. It constitutes a framework or plan compared to which actual reality appears as messy and disorderly and in need of restoration. The ban specified that those who resisted any attempts at bringing back this ‘appearance of yesterday’ would have their goods seized and incinerated by the police (Mayor’s Office 2014, Art. 3). Here, the document refers to the PNC’s legally mandated mission to maintain public order, which falls under the so-called police administrative (administrative police) (Loi Organique N°11/013, 11 August 2011). An EUPOL-funded educational guide for the PNC states that the police administrative ‘has as object a general mission to protect public order by seeking to prevent disorders from occurring’. Such disorders include risks to public security, public tranquillity [tranquilité publique] and public healthiness [salubrité publique]. In a larger sense, as the guide reads, public order ‘is therefore the fruit of continuous action which aims to rid the social environment of the influence of violence and bad faith, if necessary by coercion’ (2011: 60).

Enforcing a ban on pirate markets can tick multiple boxes of the police administrative. That said, doing so in a context in which so many social groups benefit from and engage in reiterative practices of the Mal Zaïrois that works to undo such separating regulation was optimistic at best. As the next section will show, what unfolded instead in the daily encounters between the mamans, the police and other order-making groups resembles what Geenen (2009: 347) calls ‘a somewhat awkward but fruitful complicity between the governing and the governed, each party simultaneously trying to enlarge its sphere of influence and power’. While the police were thus given the explicit task to restore a supposedly disrupted urban order by clearing pirate markets, the ban instead opened possibilities for them to join in gobbling up urban space.

From banning to racketeering

The Nyawera market, located at a busy road intersection in central Bukavu, serves as a good starting point to explore Geenen’s above-quoted ‘awkward but fruitful complicity’ and their performatives. Some ten years ago, the Congolese police established a police post on a slightly elevated patch of land overlooking said intersection. Initially, it was a white tent, then, after that was blown away by a heavy storm in late 2016, it was replaced by a sturdier blue, windowless shipping container, which in turn was substituted with a further improved solar-panel-powered metal box in late 2017. The police container housed around a dozen police officers drawn from the GMI, a rapid intervention unit known for their harsher and more aggressive modes of operation. Their official duty was to keep in check the sprawling pirate markets around Nyawera market, thereby clearing up much-needed public space for pedestrian and vehicle circulation. In this sense, the Nyawera police container represented the New Political Order’s attempt to revitalize the distinctions that the Scattered Bula Matari’s urban order had erected. Its officers were to once more regulate the ways in which space marked as public could be used. Unsurprisingly, however, in practice, this was a task much easier said than done. Several times a day, the police moved out of their post to chase away the mamans. The mamans tended to scatter in several directions only to reclaim their place as soon as the police had withdrawn to their post. This back-and-forth could proceed calmly, almost like the performance of a ritual, or turn into an explosive spectacle, which led to heated and occasionally violent confrontations that drew in large crowds and paralysed road traffic.3 Either way, the police were unable to permanently keep away the mamans whose livelihoods depended on selling their goods. Moreover, similar to the traffic police, the GMI was penetrated by the logics of rapportage that benefitted their superiors. Ultimately, both groups’ need to eat and feed therefore opened up opportunities for alternative arrangements to the strict enforcement of the ban.

A common, if rarely long-lasting arrangement consisted of the mamans paying a daily tax to the police in return for their right to continue selling their goods in peace. Usually totalling 200 Congolese francs, this levy somewhat ironically equated to the municipal or city tax paid by mamans in official markets. In late October 2016, for example, a GMI-manned container similar to the one in Nyawera was set up outside of the Bralima beer brewery in the quartier of Cikonyi with the explicit task to evacuate the pirate markets obstructing traffic on a major road of the city. Some observers said that it had in fact been the brewery that pressured the police to take action, as the hustle and bustle outside of its gates through which its many heavy trucks had to leave and enter was too much of a public safety risk (CLSP 2014).4 In the first days, this unit harassed and coerced the mamans, who fiercely resisted. After a while of relatively futile police attempts at clearing the markets, both parties established a modus operandi: each maman paid 200 francs a day in exchange for selling her goods in peace. Those who did not pay were harassed by officers and left unprotected from attacks and theft by the many maibobos (street kids) circulating along the road.5

Relatively quickly, then, the police officers had given up their actual task of clearing the pirate markets and thereby of chasing the appearance of yesteryear. Instead, relying on their means of coercion, they had established a protection racket.6 That racket supplied the police a relatively reliable income in the form of a daily tax with which to feed themselves and their hierarchy. Their lucrative nature made such protection rackets quite common across Bukavu’s market sites and officers upheld them with force wherever necessary. At Beach Muhanzi, for instance, a site combining official as well as pirate markets situated on the shores of Lake Kivu in Kadutu’s densely populated neighbourhood of Nkafu, in an encounter in which a maman was not able to pay the daily tax, the police patrol crushed her tomatoes, causing the maman to complain: ‘Each day, you come and ask us to pay a tax and we pay. Today, you come and trample [piétonner] our vegetables. Where will we find the money to continue paying you?’7 At the same time, a few senior police officers higher up the hierarchy who stood to benefit the most from these rackets sidelined those officers who refused to reiterate the practices of rapportage. At a police container at the Brasserie market in Bagira, for example, a police officer who lobbied to put an end to the pirate market taxes was swiftly rotated out of his position.8

Another practice comparable to the efforts de guerre (war effort) contributions solicited by the army or armed groups in rural areas consisted of police officers requesting in-kind contributions from the mamans in return for leaving them in peace (Verweijen 2013, 2015: 57). According to a civil society activist, some pirate markets had indeed become central feeding stations for the police. To supply themselves for upcoming nightshifts, for instance, officers would make an evening patrol along the pavements to collect foods from the mamans.9 If the mamans refused to donate freely, police officers reverted to more coercive practices. One of these techniques was mentioned in the above-cited 2014 ban: confiscation of market goods. Rather than incinerating them as per the ban’s instructions, however, officers more commonly took confiscated goods to the police post where they either consumed them themselves or sold them back to the mamans for an inflated, if negotiable, fee. At the pirate markets of Beach Muhanzi, for instance, a maman complained that the police had confiscated 10kg of her flour because she had not been able to pay the tax of 200 francs the previous day. To recover her goods, the police told her to pay 5,000 francs – more than most mamans could hope to earn in a day.10 In another case, the wife of a police officer at Nyawera told a journalist that her husband had brought back confiscated fish for her to cook for a whole month.11

In the hustle and bustle of Bukavu’s streets and markets, however, the police’s performatives that subverted public order maintenance remained highly contingent. When a new GMI unit set up in the Nyawera police container in early November 2016, for instance, it tried to impose a hitherto uncommon daily tax. The fish-selling mamans, many of whom were soldiers’ wives known to be less intimidated by the police, were first reluctant, but eventually acquiesced to paying the fee. Yet, one day, the police came to chase them away despite their payments. This violation of their unwritten arrangement provoked a confrontation lasting several hours. Officers crushed much of the valuable fish, the mamans tried to wrestle them away and dozens of onlookers blocked circulation. The police eventually called for reinforcements from the provincial headquarters to restore some form of order which, in this case, returned everything to the status-quo. Here, then, the police’s deviation from their extractive agreement with the mamans led to violence, which ultimately left no winners.12 While it was not immediately obvious why the officers did so, the only times the police in Bukavu did actually proceed to clear pirate markets more enduringly was during visits of high-level political authorities. Only in these rare moments did their highly performative and temporary enforcement of the ban restore the manicured and otherwise non-existing appearance of urban order.13 Apart from these exceptions, their performatives merely reiterated the logics of the Mal Zaïrois and thereby helped undermine the very distinctions the ban was trying to re-establish.

Sharing the feast

The police were not the only ones attracted by the countless opportunities that markets and adjacent marchés pirates offered. Indeed, street kids selling plastic bags, wage labourers offering menial tasks and young men carrying heavy goods all tried to carve out their own space in and around Bukavu’s markets, and kept an eye out for what was commonly referred to as cop, a good deal that could wait just around the corner. In their pursuit of public order, the police at times forged short-lived alliances with some of these actors, who lent them a helping hand in return for a share in the spoils.

At Beach Muhanzi, the police occasionally worked directly with maibobos. A common practice of the latter was to loudly accuse market visitors of theft or to involve them in brawls. Once the police intervened, the victims of these cons were threatened with arrest that could be avoided in return for a fine paid on the spot.14 Another group the police struck deals with at the Nyawera market were the so-called barastas. Their nickname comes from their popular image as dreadlocked, cannabis-smoking reggae listeners – although most do not resemble this picture. Some reportedly were demobilized combatants who found themselves with little to do in post-war Bukavu.15 Instead of idling around, they took on odd jobs such as keeping markets clean that they were offered by provincial and urban authorities in return for handouts and their help in mobilizing votes during elections.16 Since they were already present at Nyawera market, the police occasionally commissioned their support clearing adjacent pirate markets in return for a share in the confiscated goods. Barastas reportedly also helped the police with their general work of public order maintenance by functioning as their eyes and ears and informing them when they spotted familiar thieves in the area.17

Ultimately, these alliances further blurred the lines between the police and those they were meant to keep in check, and thereby reiterated practices of the Mal Zaïrois. Indeed, in practice, the police resignified the ban and its attempts at enframing in order to eat and feed their superiors. They established protection rackets with the mamans, confiscated their goods or recruited barastas and maibobos to share the spoils of their efforts. When they did chase the mamans, the latter did not stay away for long, making any reorganization of space only ever temporary. Regardless of the police performatives, therefore, in a realm of practice permeated by the rationality of the Mal Zaïrois, the distinctions the ban drew between legal and illegal, public and private, police and mamans, and state and society crumbled. Ultimately, then, the ban turned out to be a futile exercise of fleeting aesthetics, chasing an appearance of order it could never catch up to (Simone 2011).

While the police in the above examples were generally able to impose themselves thanks to their public order mandate and means of coercion, in other spaces of the city, they encountered fierce competitors who claimed their own stake in ordering urban space. It is in these instances that the limitations of police authority outside of the station become glaringly obvious.

Policing amongst rivals

As seen in previous chapters, Bukavu has a long track record of youth gangs and anti-gangs ordering its streets. In and around the city’s markets, these groups are hardly dazzled by what is left of the state effect that lends the police its authority. In fact, far away from police stations, few methods that make the police seem to stand apart are still at work. While their legal mandate to uphold public order, their uniforms and their batons may give the police an edge in encounters with the mamans, these mean little once officers face rivals with violent means themselves and willing to stand up to those who set foot on what they consider their turf. The ensuing fierce competition over urban space and the right to use it not only reflects the pluralized and highly contingent nature of policing in Bukavu’s streets. In such an environment, where the show of strength matters, police performatives stand little chance to impress. Moreover, in a context in which violence is the central logic that drives prevailing practices of extraction and accumulation, the Congo Cop’s delicate Craft of balancing colliding governmentalities with the aim to overcome contradictions and defuse tensions has lost its value. As this section will show, where competition over ordering urban space is at its fiercest, the Congo Cop is in full demise.

Violent competition

At the time of research, the probably strongest competitors at Beach Muhanzi were the naval forces who, as opposed to the police, may not have had a legal mandate to uphold public order, but did carry guns. A police officer deployed in the area put it plainly: ‘The soldier has all the power [toute la force]’ and, as he elaborated, his gun empowered him to do whatever he wanted – at least within proximity of the naval base.18 Indeed, a fluid spatial division of the power to order making seemed to have been in place that divided the market between the naval base at the shores of Lake Kivu and a small police station situated further up on the main road. One maman stated in a group conversation that ‘the marines are active on the shores of the lake, the police only on the road’.19 While the station’s walls seemed to have been able to sufficiently anchor police presence and authority along this road, this effect lost its force the closer it came to the naval base. Another maman of the same group mentioned that ‘when the police intervene at the shores of the lake or at the port [just next to the market], the marines pretend to leave the affair to them, but they are not happy’. A police officer was more categorical about the limits of his and his colleague’s order-making powers: ‘No police operation can be considered in areas controlled by the marines without their resistance.’20 The marines certainly seemed to have carved out a space governed by their own extractive practices which were not all that different from those of the police in other parts of town. They, for instance, also collaborated with the maibobos who stole food or other goods on the marines’ behalf. In fact, the strong presence of street kids along the shores of the lake was another major reason why the police struggled to impose themselves as the sole order makers at the markets of Beach Muhanzi and Brasserie further up the shore.

Many of Bukavu’s street kids had made their home on stranded ships just next to Beach Muhanzi, referred to by a police officer as their capital.21 Some were organized in gangs who operated rather violently. The most infamous maibobos gangs at that market had become so powerful that they had established a practice resembling extortion rackets. As opposed to the police’s relatively fixed protection money, however, the mamans had to pay whatever they had. As one market woman put it: ‘If they see that we have more money, they ask for more.’22 Another maman suspected that some of these gangs were in cahoots with the marines since they saw them handing the latter a part of their daily takings each evening.23 Besides racketeering, some street kids engaged in a practice called lance-pierre (throw-stone). As the name suggests, some street kids would throw pebbles at market women, who were then forced to take shelter, allowing the formers’ partners in crime to steal their unattended goods. Another tactic was more specific to Beach Muhanzi. In the rainy season, the unpaved slopes leading down to the market turned into a sea of mud. Well knowing that this slowed down police interventions, the street kids increased their activities on such days.24

At Bukavu’s markets, then, these maibobo gangs were a force to be reckoned with. A nearby resident commented that ‘from 6.30pm onwards, it is them who make the law’.25 Another admitted: ‘The majority of Nkafu’s population is afraid of walking at night or in the late hours, and even during the day, because of the maibobos from Beach Muhanzi.’26 At times, it seemed, the police were just as afraid. At Bukavu’s central market in Nyamugo, for instance, two mamans said that the police did little about them ‘because they are afraid of the many maibobos there’.27 Indeed, these gangs interfered with and disrupted the police’s attempts to impose their own order. Their sheer numbers and their readiness to use force not only constrained officers’ capacity to enforce the pirate market ban, but also limited their competitiveness in the hunt for resources at these markets. Chronically understaffed and lacking appropriate means to protect or defend themselves, for the police to confront them was hardly an option. At Beach Muhanzi, one maman complained that ‘the police can’t do anything against them [la police n’a rien à faire contre eux]. They are too many, strong [musclé] and dangerous.’ Ultimately, according to several mamans at Beach Muhanzi, the police were not reliable, their post too remote and they tended to release street kids whom they did arrest far too quickly, only for the latter to return and take revenge on those who had denounced them.28 An alternative was needed.

A police without training

Facing police officers who turned their mandate to clear pirate markets into opportunities for revenue generation as well as marines and street kids less inclined to negotiate and ready to use violence to get their way, market vendors found themselves in a highly precarious situation. As a response, some mamans hired the services of street kids who were not involved in gangs to function as their bodyguards late at night and keep an eye on their goods.29 Besides this personalized protection, a more enduring form of security arose to fill the gap left by the police’s incapacity to keep street kids at bay. In 2008, the market vendors’ union at Beach Muhanzi enrolled its own policing unit. Referred to as volontaires (volunteers), they were largely made up of youngsters who patrolled the market and negotiated with the police on behalf of the mamans in case their goods were confiscated. While two of them claimed that ‘we do this not as work but as volunteer activity to help the mamans’,30 most were paid by the union once a week – a cost which in turn seemed to have been passed on to the mamans. Relatively effective at dealing with street kids, the volontaires extended their operations to a large pirate market just next to Beach Muhanzi called Bondeko where the shipwrecks that street kids had made their makeshift homes were also located. When the volontaires caught them stealing, they occasionally meted out their own form of justice, roughening them up before handing them over to officers. A volunteer aptly described his group as an alternative police: ‘We are the police without training [bapolice bila formation] because we will push ourselves [tutajikazaka] to have order in all of Bondeko.’31

The fierce competition over everyday order making in and around Bukavu’s markets offers rich insights into its relational, fluid and indeed ambiguous nature. Underpinning the confrontations between the police, mamans, marines, street kids and volunteers was the logic of the Mal Zaïrois to consume and accumulate. Its reiterative practices contributed significantly to a highly fragmented and pluralized policing landscape in which the powers of distinction of the mayor’s bans and the police’s public order mandate carried little to no force. Indeed, even police performatives that only drew on the violence, extraction and accumulation of the Scattered Bula Matari and the Mal Zaïrois barely held up to those of their rivals. Where the police struggled to impose themselves, one youth group in particular achieved remarkable and long-lasting success: Bukavu’s anti-gangs.

Street authorities: Bukavu’s anti-gangs

Researching community policing in urban peripheries in Mozambique and Swaziland, Helene Maria Kyed (2018a) found that some youth groups who offered alternatives to the police succeeded in gaining a certain degree of legitimacy within their communities, or what she refers to as ‘street authority’. This authority ‘involves a style of politics that relies on the capacity for swift, direct actions, often through violent means, to order the streets, but it is also characterized by momentariness that prevents the formation of stable organizations’ (2018a: 19). In the years following the Second Congo War, certain youth groups mobilized to become Bukavu’s ‘street authority’. Facing unchecked violent crime and rampant insecurity, much of it perpetrated by gangs such as the Armée Rouge mentioned in the previous chapter, Bukavu’s youth began to form their own policing groups to counter these gangs. Their practices of swift punishment coupled with a loose and ever-changing organization echo Kyed’s above outlined characteristics. Here, then, the police faced a rival who did not just claim a space in urban order making, but a right to policing the city.

Around the time of the 2006 presidential election, an Essence-based development organization called Synergie des Associations des Jeunes pour l’Éducation Civique et Électorale et la Promotion des Droits de l’Homme au Sud-Kivu (SAJECEK, Synergy of Youth Associations for Civic and Electoral Education and the Promotion of Human Rights in South Kivu) absorbed some of these loosely organized movements into its newly created security branch, renaming itself SAJECEK Essence-Forces Vives. Facing what its leaders perceived as an absence of state security services, the branch’s initial aims were to fight gang crime and put an end to widespread mob justice. Roughly three years later, the organization split into two associations, today known as SAJECEK-Forces Vives and Bukavu-Forces Vives, both formally registered as not-for-profit associations and with networks and branches across much of the city. In their early days, the Forces Vives went about their main work of arresting and sometimes punishing criminals rather violently, publicly whipping supposed thieves at the city’s Major Vangu roundabout, the gate to Essence and Panzi. Their ability to find thieves and render quick justice made them quite popular, and more trustworthy and legitimate than the all too often either absent or complicit police (Baker 2017; Scheye 2011).

To fund their fight against the city’s actors of insecurity, the Forces Vives engaged in a variety of practices. They raised membership fees and received donations from supporters, sympathizers, grateful clients and political backers. Another major source of income lay in retrieving stolen goods for a fee. Depending on the difficulty of the case, they asked for frais de recherche (research fees). If they managed to find a stolen item, the lucky owner paid an additional fee commensurate with the value of the object, a cadeau de remerciement (gift of appreciation). When the anti-gangs actually caught the responsible thief, however, they did not always hand them over to the police. Another source of income the Forces Vives engaged in were protection rackets similar to those of the police and the volontaires at the city’s markets. At Beach Muhanzi, Bukavu-Forces Vives reportedly even kept a hidden jail where they brought thieves to be interrogated and punished.32

As they became more and more established, the Forces Vives’ most violent methods subsided. At the time of research, they occasionally functioned as informal extensions of the state security apparatus. Due to their intricate knowledge of the neighbourhoods in which they operated, for instance, they at times helped the police and prosecutors identify and catch criminals. As a thief from Essence said:



the youth from Forces Vives know us well. They know where we live. You can have a file with the police. They can come look for you, but they won’t find you because they don’t know how to locate you. But the youth from Forces Vives know our doors. We cannot escape them.33



In fact, in this area, SAJECEK-FV had become the dominant policing actor. A low-level urban administrator put it this way: ‘At Essence, the Forces Vives can do things the police cannot, even still today.’34 Underlining just how far they had become a recognized alternative to the police, an officer mentioned that he had come across cases in which the prosecutor’s office had issued arrest warrants for the Forces Vives to execute.35

Despite this remarkable validation, and while most officers appreciated their important role in restoring a modicum of security during Bukavu’s most troubled years, the Forces Vives’ ambivalent status had complicated their relations with the reform-reinvigorated police as well as parts of the population. A senior member of the Bukavu-Forces Vives confidently stated that ‘the police are amongst the Forces Vives’ number one partners’.36 Yet, he also admitted that the fact that ‘security is the state’s prerogative [droit régalien]’ sometimes ‘creates a complexity in the relations between the police and the Forces Vives’. At the same time, some officers readily acknowledged the latter’s value and support in police operations. One mentioned that while they did not work together formally, ‘the Forces Vives help us a lot’.37 For instance, ‘if the Forces Vives catch someone, they beat him but hand him over to the police’. Yet again, other colleagues saw them mainly as violent vigilantes without any legal footing. A previously quoted officer called them ‘thieves, associations of bandits’.38 Indeed, others also regularly criticised their profit-making activities that flourished on the back of urban crime. As a taxi motorcyclist complained: ‘People steal in front of the SAJECEK office but they don’t react. They only wait for the victim to come and complain because that is when they also benefit.’39 A municipal employee added: ‘With the arrival of the proximity police, the Forces Vives cooperated only with those [officers] who allowed them to return stolen goods without also returning the thieves, without punishing them. This posed a problem and raises the question of complicity.’40 Besides highlighting the group’s ambivalence towards the police, the municipal worker also indirectly pointed to the police reform’s limited effectiveness in Bukavu’s streets. PdP-trained officers and their principles were marginalized while business proceeded as usual – a practice that ultimately also helps explain the demise of the Congo Cop. In any case, SAJECEK-FV members justified their work through the discourse of auto-prise en charge and argued that there were few alternatives: ‘We know that what we do is illegal. But in the face of the insecurity that we suffer, and while the state is incapable of putting an end to it, we have to take care of ourselves [nous devons nous prendre en charge].’41 As a Congolese researcher aptly put it, ‘the self-defence groups don’t offer sustainable solutions. They are rather the lesser evil.’42

The Forces Vives may be the best-known alternative to the police in Bukavu, yet as seen above, the city’s field of policing is a crowded one. In fact, some of the Forces Vives’ erstwhile supporters regretted the fact that, as the former became more established, they also minimized their use of violence. For these residents, punishment has to be violent to be an effective deterrent. Echoing Kyed’s (2018a: 19) notion of ‘street authority’ as being inherently linked to the ‘capacity for swift, direct actions, often through violent means’, other groups have stepped in to fill this gap. A member of one such up-and-coming group called Pomba Solution (pomba in Bukavu Kiswahili referring to force or muscle) explained: ‘Even if you reproach a child with mere words, they will never listen, but if you use the whip [fimbo], they will quickly understand.’43 Over recent years, this policing group seems to have reached similar levels of acceptance as a proxy of the city’s security apparatus than the Forces Vives. In an operation to level a range of dwellings illegally constructed in Bukavu’s main cemetery, for instance, urban authorities called on the Pomba Solution to lend them a hand (Obanage Safiri 2023).44

Bukavu’s Forces Vives and more recent mimickers such as the Pomba Solution have carved out their own space in the city’s fragmented policing landscape. In the words of the above-quoted researcher: ‘All this to say that we are facing a police force that doesn’t do its job, is incapable and youth organize themselves to play a state role [un rôle d’État].’45 Their level of institutionalization and organization and the relative degree of recognition they receive from urban authorities certainly distinguishes them from the city’s other order-making groups. Yet, similar to them, their inherently liminal position between both crime and justice, security and insecurity and order and disorder makes them a highly ambiguous phenomenon. In fact, as their practices blur such apparent boundaries, they ultimately dilute the state effect and thereby indirectly contribute to a further weakening of police authority in Bukavu’s streets (Hendriks 2018; Kyed 2018b; Verweijen, Thill and Hendriks 2018).

What Bukavu’s anti-gangs do not have, however, is a police uniform. For officers working outside of station walls, their uniform may well be the last resort, a final marker of difference that visibly sets them apart from everyone else. Indeed, from the police’s very creation in the colony, the uniform has quite literally enframed officers’ bodies. A final section turns one last time to the voices of police officers as they exchange about its role in their work. In these accounts, the police and the uniform form a productive relationship that helps crystallize the tensions and contradictions underpinning Congo’s police worlds.

Ambiguities of a uniform

Article 12 of the 2013 decree on the PNC’s deontological code, itself a product of police reform, is clear on matters of appearance: ‘In the exercise of his missions, the policeman is obliged to wear the regulatory uniform’ (Décret N°13/040, 16 September 2013). In conversation, a Congolese policeman noted that the uniform is what makes an officer:



See, the uniform of the policeman is his direct identification. When the policeman is in uniform, he is not hidden, he is visible [il n’est pas non-apparent, il est apparent]. One knows immediately that he is a policeman. And it’s the uniform that immediately informs the population that this man is in charge of the protection of civilians and their goods. The mere fact of wearing the uniform makes you identifiable by the population who is informed about what the police does in its midst.46



As ‘one of modernity’s material practices’ that uses ‘design as a means of exercising and contesting power’, Jane Tynan and Lisa Godson (2021: 1–2) write that the uniform works ‘not just as an outward emblem of power and authority, but also as an embodied social practice that involves the mutual constitution of objects and subjects’. Few ordering methods in the modern world are as ubiquitous, visible and tangible as the police uniform. Similar to the walls of the police station, training, and parades, the uniform contributes significantly to creating the appearance of the police as an artificial machine that stands apart from society. In the words of Thomas Blom Hansen and Finn Stepputat (2001: 37), the uniform belongs to a ‘language of stateness’ that may ‘only occasionally succeed in producing the specific social effects [it] aim[s] at, but always reproduce[s] the imagination of the state as the great enframer of our lives’. In this sense, as the uniform works to set apart, it engages in the production of the state effect and thereby conveys power and authority upon its wearer. Moreover, as a disciplinary and performative practice, ‘it establishes and legitimizes state … power through control over the body’ (Tynan and Godson 2021: 11), while also empowering that body to act authoritatively (Butler 1993, 1994). Reading it in these ways, the police uniform emerges as a highly productive materiality that intimately works on the body and in this way produces the police officer as an authoritative subject.

During the age of imperialism, the uniform spread across colonies all around the world as a central ordering devise, a method to separate colonizers from colonized, and a tool to ascertain control and project and sustain colonial power (Nomura 2018; Stapelton 2020; Tynan 2019; Tynan and Godson 2021: 12–4). As the Scattered Bula Matari took root in the Congo, so did the uniform. During the Congo Free State and the early days of the Belgian Congo, the soldier of the Force Publique wore a dark blue uniform with a red fez. The colonial traffic police’s uniform of the late 1950s was also dark blue, but coupled with a white helmet. Even though its logics subverted many of the distinctions introduced by the Scattered Bula Matari, the Mal Zaïrois did maintain the uniform. An officer in 1970s Zaire, for example, wore a petrol green uniform with a same-coloured or black beret, perhaps to resemble a soldier and reflect the Gendarmerie’s paramilitary status. Today’s police officer wears a black beret, but has returned to a dark blue uniform, arguably to leave the PNC’s military past behind and stress its civil status.47

As a method of all three of Congo’s governmentalities, the police uniform signifies a wide range of contradictory meanings to those who wear it as well as to those who encounter it. As Jennifer Clark (2003: 128) notes, ‘although we think of the public face of uniforms as all about order, control, confidence, and conformity, we also know about the other face of uniforms as subversion, transgression, punishment, and shame’. The uniform’s meanings and the way it is perceived are highly contingent on context (Bell 1982; Rowe et al. 2023). At times, the uniform can project undeniable authority, ‘confer[ring] on the wearer the power to perform statehood’ (Tynan and Godson 2021:14). At others, the way it looks and what it conveys constrain the police’s field of action. In the Congo, putting on a uniform also means having to carry the burden of the police’s troubled colonial and postcolonial history. That the Congolese police reform had to revert to yellow armbands to demarcate the new police subject from their uniformed colleagues captures the challenge of overcoming the uniform’s past meanings. Congo’s police uniform therefore represents the New Political Order’s reform with its rules and principles as much as the violence of the Scattered Bula Matari and the Mal Zaïrois. It stands for order as well as extraction and accumulation, for protection as well as abuse and violence, for the law as well as arbitrary justice.

In this way, the uniform crystallizes the tensions and contradictions of colliding governmentalities that underpinned previous chapters, and brings them to bear on its wearer in tangible ways. These tensions and their implications for the police’s everyday work are reflected in rank-and-files’ contrasting views about their uniform. Here, the latter emerges as a material that both shackles and empowers them, that causes frustration and shame as much as pride and honour, that allows them to survive yet also has the force to threaten their lives.

Standing out

Congolese police officers are very much aware that their uniform empowers them to engage in performatives they otherwise could not: ‘I can say that the uniform gives the power to do our job [exercer notre métier] as one should.’48 A policeman highlighted how the uniform changes a person, and how it drives him to act: ‘A person finds himself thanks to the uniform [mutu anajikutanaka ju ya tenue], and I can bring order [ndaweza tiya ordre] where there is disorder.’49 One of his colleagues added that the uniform had an imposing effect on criminals: ‘When I wear this uniform, I feel like I grow in size [minavimba] because all the criminals [bamalfaiteurs], when they see me cross the road, even if I don’t intend to arrest them, he will be scared [atakuwa na boga].’ Similar to Chapter 4’s station walls and other police regalia, then, the uniform is a powerful method of enframing that sets officers apart from those they are meant to police, and endows their performatives with authority.

Moreover, officers take a fair amount of pride in their uniform. According to some, it reminds them of who they are and aspire to be. In their words, ‘a policeman in uniform represents the national emblem’,50 it ‘symbolizes my authority first’ as well as ‘honour’ and ‘respect’. Another added: ‘At any rate, when I wear my uniform, I feel proud. I know that I wear the flag of this country.’51 Such reminders of officers’ love of country and pride that are steeped into the uniform’s fabric can at times fortify their resolve to resist the more violent urges of policework: ‘I said in the beginning that it is the love of my homeland that makes me work without stealing and even less harassing and so I have my way of living.’52 A policeman aptly summarized: ‘It is always the love of our fatherland that makes us continue working because it is as if it had already entered our blood. Protect the citizen and his property, that’s all [kuchunga raia na mali yake, basi].’53

These positive psychological attributes notwithstanding, the uniform also appears prominently when officers talk about the all important aspect of revenue generation in their everyday work. In the spirit of the Mal Zaïrois’ Article 15, a technique so eminent across the book’s chapters that calls on police officers to use their position to get by, the uniform is transformed into a means that allows officers to make ends meet. A policeman explained that the uniform’s sway is at times sufficient to induce a handout: ‘If I wear the uniform, I know I get 100 francs. It is not abuse [nyanyasa], but I can be sitting here and someone driving by stops the car and tells me: “Papa policeman, take.” And he gives me money without me asking him [bila kumulomba].’54 Past chapters also demonstrated, however, that such well-meaning gestures do not suffice when officers live from day to day and face the pressures of the Mal Zaïrois’ rapportage. As one officer put it, ‘who lives off hope, dies of hunger’.55 If Chapter 4 outlined how revenue-generating practices common in stations stand to benefit from the authoritative force projected by its walls and therefore tend to require less violence, this chapter showed how this changes once officers leave the station behind and venture into the streets. Here, rank-and-file hang on to what power their uniform as the perhaps only remaining method of enframing retains to find ways of generating revenue and feeding the hierarchy. One policeman explained: ‘Yes, I can provoke when hunger strikes me [njala inanipiga]. That’s enough to get a means to live.’ A traffic police officer elaborated: ‘In these conditions, I am obliged to create infractions for drivers in the hope to live for two days.’56 A policeman confessed to more coercive methods: ‘On some days, it is just a matter of wearing the uniform and then I go harass [choquer], I simply go look for money [ninaenda tafuta ju] because it is pointless to stay home.’57 Choquer, he explained, ‘is asking money from passers-by’ or ‘go seek offences [infractions]’. No wonder, then, that an officer admitted that ‘people don’t like this uniform’.58

The uniform makes police officers stand out from the rest of society, both visibly as its cloth marks them as belonging to a seemingly separate realm as well as performatively, as it bestows them with powers they would otherwise not be able to draw on. In this way, the uniform enframes officers according to a distinct order, and simultaneously produces them as authoritative subjects whose reiterative performatives sustain the state effect. The uniform’s characteristic to set apart, however, is not always that unambiguous. At times, its qualities hinder policework, belittle its wearers, and worse, put them in danger.

Blending back in

As officers talked about their everyday work, a first contrast to narratives of the uniform’s power emerged. In their accounts, scarcity, neglect and their lack of equipment – constant fixtures across the book’s chapters – emerge in the form of dirt, tears and holes that tarnish their uniform. These blemishes curb the latter’s potential to set its wearers apart, induce ridicule and constrain officers’ power to act. A policewoman explained that ‘police have to be clean because even if I work, I am dirty and if I go to a well-dressed businessman, he will ignore me because of my clothes’.59 A policeman agreed that ‘people ignore [néglige] police when they are badly dressed’.60 A disheveled police uniform troubles officers, at times to the point of paralysis: ‘When I wear a uniform that is used [tenue yaku aribika] and I go see a big man who brings me work [ananiletea dossier], I am first ashamed [ndakuwa kwanza na haya] to even speak with him.’61 A badly dressed officer therefore struggles to make their authority felt: ‘You can find civilians who say to police: “Go away, you police! Who can you jail [unaweza funga nani] with your torn uniform [tenue ka kutoboka]?” ’62 Considering the uniform’s profound impact on officers’ work as well as emotional well-being, it is unsurprising that they ask to be given ‘good uniforms so that we are even cleaner than civilians [propre liboso ya baciviles]’.63

Police officers’ tales of their everyday work draw attention to the fact that the uniform’s ability to set them apart very much depends on the state of its cloth. Most rank-and-file, however, are only given one uniform every few years at best. Over time, its material will inevitably show signs of wear and tear, tarnish officers’ appearance and increase the likelihood that its wearer loses the respect of those they encounter. In short, then, not unlike the Mal Zaïrois’ penetration of Chapter 3’s classroom and Chapter 4’s station, every additional tear in a police uniform widens the holes in the appearance of a state–society divide, rendering police performatives less authoritative.

At times, in fact, the very act of wearing a police uniform becomes itself the problem. This and the previous chapter underlined the relational nature of policework that always unfolds in encounters with others who may manipulate, resist or fight back. While officers behind station walls can draw on the state effect’s relatively constant presence to impose themselves, in the streets, their rivals’ counter-performatives become much harder to deal with. More so, in rare moments, popular protest and anger can convert the streets into a hostile environment. In such moments, the police uniform ceases to protect its wearer, instead threatening officers’ lives. After the police’s violent repression of a large demonstration protesting police inaction following a string of armed burglaries in Bukavu’s quartiers of Panzi and Cahi in late summer 2017, for instance, in which at least one person died and dozens of participants and officers were injured, the city became a no-go area for the police (Barhahiga 2017; Le Clerq 2017).64 The uniform’s power to set the police apart from society had backfired. Visibly separating them from the population at large, its fabric had now turned officers into highly visible targets. For a few weeks, some officers wore normal clothing to go to work and only put on their uniform once they had reached the safety of the police station. An officer interviewed at the time cautioned that at night ‘wearing the uniform is not possible’65 and when headquarters called him, ‘I have to take a gun to go there even in daylight’. More so, in the days following the clash, officers tried to shed their uniform to blend back in with society, swapping the former with what they referred to as ‘civilian camouflage’.66 A policewoman explained: ‘When we went to intervene in Panzi, we wondered what house we could enter that would give us civil clothing [tenue civile], and now I can pass like that.’67

Across its chapters, this book illustrated that Congolese police officers need to walk a thin line navigating the contradicting demands of policework. While it commonly benefits officers to draw on methods of enframing that instill them with authority, at times, they are better off not to appear as standing apart, but blend in, thereby momentarily all but collapsing the appearance of a state–society divide. The above account turns the purpose of the method of enframing – of station walls, uniforms and police paraphernalia that create and sustain the state as effect, and thereby fuel police power – on its head. In moments when police–community relations hit a low point, the uniform’s capacity of distinction that otherwise instils authority becomes a threat to life and therefore has to be cast off so that its wearer can once more seek shelter in the midst of society.

*    *    *    *    *

This chapter explored everyday policework in the streets of Bukavu. Central to this work is the police’s mandate to maintain public order that was investigated through the enforcement of a ban of the city’s unauthorized markets. The history of urban planning revealed this ban as a method revived by the New Political Order, that is, a plan to rearrange urban space and restore the appearance of a supposedly lost urban order. Following the police’s attempts at putting this ban into practice illustrated the strong grip the Scattered Bula Matari’s and the Mal Zaïrois’ logics of violent extraction and accumulation continue to hold over the city, and their impact on police performatives. Ultimately, instead of dividing and regulating urban space, the ban ended up feeding those who were meant to enforce it. In other spaces, the Mal Zaïrois’ work of collapsing distinctions diffused any control over urban order making, instead leading to fierce, and often violent competition over ‘street authority’ (Kyed 2018a). Street kids outnumbered officers and marines outmuscled them; volunteers declared themselves as ‘untrained police’ and youth policing groups did what the police could not.

In Bukavu’s streets, then, the New Political Order struggles to stand its ground. As seen in the police’s encounters with the public, their reform has almost become irrelevant. In its absence, the Craft of the Congo Cop that consists of balancing the latter’s very rules and principles with the demands of everyday policework turns out to be similarly powerless. Consequently, out in the open, the Congo Cop is in full retreat. At best, police performatives rely on complicity and coercive extraction, and pursue survival and accumulation. At worst, officers are crowded out and replaced all together by other, generally more violent order-making agents. A fundamental reason for the police’s inability to impose themselves is a lack of prevailing methods that work to set them apart and thereby invest them with sufficient authority to overcome their competition. Few station walls contain and separate them from suspects, accusers and victims; and their mandate of public order maintenance as reiterated by the ban only holds sway if coupled with the threat of force – and even then only in encounters with those who do not own any means of coercion themselves. Indeed, away from the station, hardly any methods of enframing are effective any more. All that remains for officers to hold on to is the power of their police uniform. And yet, this is a power permeated with ambiguity. Enframing their bodies, the uniform makes officers proud, yet also puts them to shame, empowers them to act authoritatively, yet also constrains their work, reminds them to exercise restraint, yet also helps them to generate revenue, sets them apart, yet also endangers them. When tensions become impossible to defuse, contradictions too stark and contingencies overwhelming, officers engage in a final act of resignification, cast off what enframes them and walk away, leaving in their wake a fading state effect.



1WhatsApp communication with civil society actor, 7 February 2024.

2Chamaa and Ndagiriyehe (1981: 44) give 1934 and 1955 as years for the creation of Kadutu and Bagira. Since De Saint Moulin provides the relevant archival references for the creation of each CEC, I went with his dates.

3Interview with police officer, Bukavu, 9 November 2016.

4Research debriefs with Gentil Kulimushi and Julien Namegabe, Bukavu, 1 November 2016 and 13 May 2017.

5Research debrief with Gentil Kulimushi and Julien Namegabe, Bukavu, 1 November 2016.

6Arrangements that offer security in return for payment (or for labour) between coercive actors and civilians are relatively common across the conflict-ridden eastern Congo and, according to Judith Verweijen (2015: 330), date back to the 1980s.

7Research debrief with Julien Namegabe, Bukavu, 16 November 2016.

8Research debrief with Gentil Kulimushi and Julien Namegabe, Bukavu, 13 May 2017.

9WhatsApp conversation with Gentil Kulimushi, 17 September 2020.

10Research debrief with Gentil Kulimushi and Julien Namegabe, Bukavu, 8 November 2016.

11Interviews with maman, Bukavu, 24 November 2016; with journalist, Bukavu, 16 November 2016.

12Field diary, Bukavu, 10 November 2016.

13WhatsApp conversation with Gentil Kulimushi, 17 September 2020.

14Group interview with various market animators, Bukavu, 22 November 2016.

15Interview with police officer, Bukavu, 9 November 2016.

16Interview with two barastas, Bukavu, 23 November 2016.

17Ibid.; interview with police officer, Bukavu, 9 November 2017; two mamans of Nyawera market, Bukavu, 24 November 2016; research debrief with Gentil Kulimushi, Bukavu, 10 November 2016.

18Interview with police officer, Bukavu, 11 November 2016.

19This and following quote: Participants in group interview with mamans from Beach Muhanzi, Bukavu, 22 November 2016.

20Interview with police officer conducted and translated by Gentil Kulimushi, Bukavu, 30 March 2019.

21Interview with police officer, Bukavu, 11 November 2016.

22Participant in group interview with mamans from Beach Muhanzi, Bukavu, 22 November 2016.

23Group interviews with mamans from Beach Muhanzi, Bukavu, 22 November 2016; interview with civil society activist, Bukavu, 13 May 2017.

24Interview with two market volontaires from Beach Muhanzi, Bukavu, 22 November 2016.

25Research debrief with Gentil Kulimushi and Julien Namegabe, Bukavu, 6 November 2016.

26Interview with civil society activist, Bukavu, 13 March 2019.

27This and following quotes: Participants in group interview with mamans from Beach Muhanzi, Bukavu, 22 November 2016.

28Ibid.; interview with two volontaires from Beach Muhanzi, Bukavu, 22 November 2016; with Nkafu resident conducted and translated by Julien Namegabe, Bukavu 18 March 2019.

29Focus group with Nkafu youth led, translated and transcribed by Alice Mugoli Nalunva, Bukavu, 8 March 2019.

30Interview with mamans, Bukavu, 22 November 2016; with two volontaires, Bukavu, 22 November 2016.

31Interview with a volontaire conducted and translated by Gentil Kulimushi, Bukavu, 25 March 2019.

32Research debrief with Gentil Kulimushi and Julien Namegabe, Bukavu, 12 November 2016.

33Interview with a pickpocket conducted and translated by Robert Njangala, Bukavu, 10 March 2019. Also: Focus group with Panzi women led, translated, and transcribed by Vianney Muderhwa Cubaka, Bukavu, 10 March 2019; focus group with Panzi youth led, translated and transcribed by Francine Mudunga, Bukavu, 12 March 2019; interview with member of youth policing group conducted and translated by Eric Batumike Banyanga, Bukavu, 8 March 2019.

34Interview with a cadre de base, Bukavu, 27 October 2016.

35Interview with police officer, Bukavu, 25 May 2017.

36This and following two quotes: Interview with Bukavu-Forces Vives member, Buakvu, 26 October 2016.

37This and following quote: Interview with police officer, Bukavu, 10 May 2017.

38Interview with police officer, Bukavu, 25 May 2017.

39Interview with taxi motorcyclist conducted and translated by Eric Batumike Banyanga, Bukavu, 15 March 2019.

40Interview with a municipal employee, Bukavu, 30 September 2016.

41Interview with member of SAJECEK-FV conducted and translated by Eric Batumike Banyanga, Bukavu, 14 March 2019.

42Interview with Congolese researcher and NGO member, Bukavu, 29 September 2016. Also: Interview with civil society activist, Bukavu, 4 October 2016.

43Interview with Pomba Solution member conducted and translated by Robert Njangala, Bukavu, 27 March 2019.

44Interview with a cadre de base conducted and translated by Alice Mugoli Nalunva, Bukavu, 21 June 2021.

45Interview with Congolese researcher and NGO member, Bukavu, 29 September 2016.

46Interview with police officer, Bukavu, 24 October 2017.

47Interview with advisor to the South Kivu governorate, Bukavu, 1 September 2016; WhatsApp communication with Congolese professor, 15 October 2020.

48Police officer in focus group with policewomen, Matadi, 28 July 2018 (transcribed by Victor Nendaka Mvumbi).

49This and following quote: Focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 2 November 2017 (co-led with Josaphat Musamba, and translated and transcribed by Alice Mugoli Nalunva).

50This and following quotes: Focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 2 November 2017 (co-led with Josaphat Musamba, and translated and transcribed by Francine Mudunga).

51Policeman in focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 2 November 2017 (co-led with Josaphat Musamba, and translated and transcribed by Alice Mugoli Nalunva).

52Interview with police officer conducted by Josaphat Musamba, Bukavu, 17 October 2017.

53Policeman in focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 3 November 2017 (co-led with Josaphat Musamba, and translated and transcribed by Vianney Muderhwa Cubaka).

54Policemen in focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 2 November 2017 (co-led with Josaphat Musamba, and translated and transcribed by Alice Mugoli Nalunva).

55This and following quote: Focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 3 November 2017 (co-led with Josaphat Musamba, and translated and transcribed by Vianney Muderhwa Cubaka).

56Interview with police officer, conducted, translated and transcribed by Robert Njangala, Bukavu, 20 October 2017.

57This and following quote: Interview with policeman conducted by Robert Njangala, Bukavu, 24 October 2017 (translated and transcribed by Francine Mudunga).

58Policeman in focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 3 November 2017 (co-led with Josaphat Musamba, and translated and transcribed by Vianney Muderhwa Cubaka).

59Policewoman in focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 3 November 2017 (co-led with Josaphat Musamba and transcribed by Vianney Muderhwa Cubaka).

60Policeman in focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 2 November 2017 (co-led with Josaphat Musamba, and transcribed by Francine Mudunga).

61Policeman in focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 2 November 2017 (co-led with Josaphat Musamba, and translated and and transcribed by Alice Mugoli Nalunva).

62Policeman in focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 2 November 2017 (co-led with Josaphat Musamba, and transcribed by Francine Mudunga).

63Policeman in focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 3 November 2017 (co-led with Josaphat Musamba and transcribed by Vianney Muderhwa Cubaka).

64Interviews with participants directly involved in or close to the events: with a civil society member, Bukavu, 14 and 20 October 2017; with municipal employee, Bukavu, 14 October 2017; with two policemen, Bukavu, 18 and 21 October 2017; with two civil society members, Bukavu, 26 October 2017.

65This and following quote: Interview with police officer, Bukavu, 18 October 2017.

66Interview with police officer, Bukavu, 21 October 2017.

67Policewoman in focus group with police officers, Bukavu, 3 November 2017 (co-led with Josaphat Musamba, and translated and transcribed by Vianney Muderhwa Cubaka).




6

Conclusion

This book stands in a long line of studies that explore social practice to better understand how what we commonly refer to as the state manifests in our everyday lives. If practice consists of countless reiterations and much less common resignifications of past acts, then the way the state does appear is always and forever changing along with them. A study of such moving targets is impossible to fully and exhaustively complete and can therefore only ever be partial. More could certainly be written about policework in the Congo and the ways it connects to questions of the state. More histories could be dug up, more places and spaces studied, more ways of doing and the effect they have enquired about. I certainly hope that future research will take up the one or the other of these endeavours. For now, I will offer a summary and some broader conclusions, however temporary they may turn out to be.

In line with its theoretical framework, the book’s overarching argument held that the co-constitutional interplay between governmentality and performativity fuels the vagaries of Congo’s state effect whose sway rises and falls with the performatives that sustain it. Each of the past chapters aimed to cement this argument. First, they traced the emergence of three distinct governmentalities and their ways of working over Congo’s past 150 years, then illustrated in three specific spaces how the police try to navigate the contradictions these governmentalities produce in their everyday work, thereby reiterating some of their many techniques and practices while resignifying others.

In the way Congolese police officers walk and talk, undergo parades and drills, carry batons and badges, and wear uniforms, they come to resemble an artificial machine whose parts are bigger than their mere sum. This ensemble of practices in turn makes appear a distinction between the police and the rest, between their uniform realm and that which is different from it, between order and that which requires ordering. This process not only bestows the police with authority, but produces what Mitchell refers to as the state effect. In encounters with the police, therefore, the state as effect is always already present.

And yet, what this book also hopes to have illustrated is that Congo’s state effect vacillates. There are moments, in which the appearance of a divide between state and society is barely visible and even risks vanishing all together. This is because there are logics at play that work differently from those that order by distinction. And although these logics undermine prevailing dichotomies, and thereby weaken the processes by which the state effect is produced, they are nevertheless essential for officers to survive and for the police to endure. In short, then, the many contrasts and contradictions in Congo’s police worlds can only be explained if we do not reduce police performatives to mere deviance, nor the state to mere failure, but instead are willing to embrace their complexity and to take the time to study it.

Beyond the Congo Cop: Police and state in the post-colony

The book’s central theoretical contribution lies in its approach to the study of the police and the state. Focusing on the emergence and evolution of the distinction between state and society, the introduction proposed a framework built on the co-constitutional relationship of governmentality and performativity that is able to trace both larger logics of order making as well as specific police practices across time and space. In doing so, this frame is able to capture the complex interplay between both that give birth to and can make sense of Congo’s multifaceted police worlds. Moreover and importantly, through its focus on history and practice, the framework allows exploring postcolonial state-making processes not through overly Northern understandings of what they are meant to mean and do, but by taking them on their own terms.

Tracing Congo’s state as effect, the framework has revealed its reliance on the constant reiteration of methods of enframing that work to rearrange, separate, categorize and distinguish in order to overcome the effect’s highly contingent and relational quality. As Chapters 3 and 4 have argued, in the Congo, these methods persist to some extent. Police stations demarcate the police in space, uniforms materially distinguish its wearers from those they encounter, officers are trained in international police standards, and in their encounters with the public, they name the state and draw on its symbols. As long as these reiterative practices endure, therefore, Congo’s state effect will manifest itself, however fitfully, through the police and their interactions with the public. Yet, such practices are neither consistent nor continuous, and for good reason. On the one hand, the framework has identified not just one, but several governmentalities. One of them, the Mal Zaïrois, works through techniques that, geared towards accumulation and survival, break down formal and informal, as well as public and private binaries, and thereby undermines and collapses the appearance of a distinction between state and society. On the other hand, the framework’s focus on everyday police practice has illustrated how it at times makes more sense for the police to subvert the very state effect that gives them their authority than to uphold it. As a result, in the Congo, the state effect may barely last through one police interaction with the public only to crumble in the next and call for its transformation in the one thereafter.

Seen through this framework, the Congo offers a compelling case study of the nature of the postcolonial state. Identifying a multitude of logics and rationales of order making as a starting point, it counters still much too common mono-causal explanations of state-making processes in the Congo and the post-colony in general, be they centred on colonial legacies, nepotism, neopatrimonialism or predation (Autessere 2012; Dunn 2003). Identifying what the dominant and less dominant logics of power are, how they relate to each other and how they influence and are in turn constituted by everyday practice is therefore not only a deserving, but urgent endeavour worthy of future research on postcolonial state making. Such an approach would certainly help explain why the state in the post-colony can seem overwhelming at times and barely felt at others, why it seems to be everywhere and nowhere, tangible and elusive, enduring and fleeting all at once. And by doing so, it debunks the common misconceptions of the postcolonial state as weak, absent, fragile or failed as at best being but a small part of a much larger picture.

This is not to deny important continuities in social practice in the post-colony. Continuities certainly abound in Congo’s police worlds. Chapter 2 illustrated the persistence of institutional reform and reorganization throughout the history of the Congolese police forces, never quite allowing them to consolidate. More so, the book adds to a long-established record of cases that outside intervention, in the guise of the reform’s latest reiteration, has a tendency of producing unintended consequences, as supposed beneficiaries are never mere passive absorbers, but will make programmes fit in with their own lived experience.

Moreover, Congo’s pluralized policing landscape, a second and inter-connected historical continuity, has complicated any attempts at cementing the police. Instead, as illustrated in Chapter 5, the police face a multitude of rivals and more often than not lose out in their struggle over the right to impose order. More generally, police officers draw on colonial language, extract resources, feed their hierarchy and coerce the public – all practices reiterative of the past. Reiterative practice indeed means, quite literally, that the past is always also part of the present. Beginning to understand current police, and social, practice in the Congo and beyond therefore demands first to outline and scrutiny these practices’ historicity. Where do specific practices come from, what has been their trajectory and in what relation do they stand with current rationalities of government? To answer such questions, therefore, the book calls for a centring of the history of ways of doing, and their past and present meanings.

Friction, contingency and their productivity are fundamental by-products of the co-constitution of entangled governmentalities and police performatives. The book introduced the Congo Cop to embody this complexity, and their Craft as a productive response to policework’s inherent unpredictability. Indeed, the Congo Cop has crafted an art of empowerment that allows them to regain a degree of control in their encounters with the public, and in their police worlds in general. This Craft is made up of performative acts that draw on the perhaps temporary, yet convincing state effect as and when they need to, be this to defuse tension and reconcile quarrelling parties or simply to survive and endure. While Chapters 3–5 showcased how this Craft arises, unfolds and falters in various settings, the police station, the street and the uniform have also shed light on space and materiality as prominent contingencies that further complicate police officers’ ability to go about their work. Just as the walls of the police station produce a powerful state effect that allows officers much room for manoeuvre, in the streets, few powers of distinction persist, undermining the state effect and rendering the police vulnerable as a result. As illustrated in the previous chapter, what remains is the officer’s uniform, a material that carries multiple meanings, that empowers and renders vulnerable, that provides vital opportunities for survival and contains violent urges, that causes shame and instils a sense of pride, and that reminds officers of their aspirations.

While the reiterative quality of practices from all three governmentalities are fundamental to the Congo Cop’s Craft, an essential point of performativity is to not understand such reiteration as a denial of agency, as structure that determines current and future action. Performativity resists and goes beyond this all too limiting dichotomy. As shown by the materiality of the uniform, it is through the reiteration of past police practice that the police subject not only comes into being, but is also enabled to act authoritatively. Moreover, despite the fundamental importance of past practice, reiteration is never mere repetition or reproduction. Indeed, the wide range of officers’ performatives manifest their diverse ways of facing multiple and partially colliding logics and rationales of doing the police. Sometimes, their performative acts succeed in producing the most potent state effect possible in a given encounter, and at other times they fail. What counts is that the reiterative and resignifying quality of these acts gives them room for manoeuvre, and therein lies their agency as well as the potential for meaningful behavioural change – a topic the book’s final section will return to.

That Congo’s police officers reiterate and combine performatives that belong to different governmentalities, however, can make it difficult to neatly capture, summarize and generalize what they do. Herein lie important parallels to police forces and policing in the post-colony. Central aspects that the growing literature on postcolonial policework have pointed out – its colonial continuities, its contradictory and negotiated nature, and officers’ liminal position between state and society – strongly resonate across this book (Squires, Pessoa Cavalcanti and Waseem 2023; Waseem 2023). For the Congo, understanding ways of doing the police requires an appreciation of rapportage, Article 15 and auto-prise en charge, the ten golden rules and the proximity police, and the struggle over their reconciliation. In other contexts, different social, practical, official and informal norms and ways of doing the police prevail – jugaad in India’s Uttar Pradesh (Jauregui 2014, 2016), thaana culture in Pakistan’s Karachi (Waseem 2022), ganqing in Taiwan (Martin 2007, 2020) and gyara in Niger (Göpfert 2020) are examples. Identifying the broader social logics of policing, the specific practices these produce, and the impact of spatial, temporal and material contingencies have thus become fundamental dimensions of research on everyday policework in the post-colony. While comparative analytical examinations of the police and policing across postcolonial contexts, and indeed between them and former metropoles, remain rare, recent studies have demonstrated just how productive such explorations for our understanding of global order-making processes are – and will hopefully have paved the way for more such research (Go 2023; Squire et al. 2023; Waseem 2023).

At the same time, through the case study of the Congo, the book hopes to  enrich nascent debates about the nature of postcolonial policing. While, as seen above, Congo’s current postcolonial police practice is full of examples of colonial durabilities, its study also shows that by far not all is continuity, thereby reminding us to be attentive to the ways other rationales unfold and interfere. Firstly, it is important not to overstate the power and reach of colonial policing which heavily relied on local auxiliaries and indirect rule, not just in the Congo, but also in many other former colonies across the world. This reliance is captured in the Scattered Bula Matari that reflects the idea that colonial power was not constant, but rather overstretched and hence only felt fitfully by its subjects, leaving them with at times ample room for manoeuvre and resistance. Moreover, throughout the decades of the colony, administrators in Leopoldville fought with politicians and technicians in the metropole over the purpose, organization and function of the police, which was partly reflected in the relative institutional diffusion of the Belgian Congo’s policing apparatus. Secondly, while current policing practices at times certainly resemble those of the colony, as reflected in the Scattered Bula Matari’s as well as the Mal Zaïrois’ persistent logics of violent extraction and accumulation, the Congo is a great example of how they cannot be exclusively reduced to these. Zaire’s police forces, for instance, certainly underwent attempts at centralization as well as militarization as per the colonial blueprint and as seen in the creation of the Gendarmerie and the Garde Civile, yet they were also repeatedly and purposefully duplicated, dispersed, disbanded and reorganized. And the current piecemeal implementation of police reform undercuts its aim to supersede all past ways of doing the police. Thirdly, as highlighted above, colonial legacies coexist with other postcolonial rationalities of order making that have emerged over time, have become entangled with prevailing rationalities and may work to subvert them. Colonial continuities are thus best understood through their multiple, incoherent and at times contradictory effects, from violence and oppression to accumulation and survival to fragmentation and dispersion. The Congo Cop therefore makes a case for assessing postcolonial policing across time and space. Rather than favouring the one or the other logic of policing, we need to consider all relevant ways of thinking and doing the police if we seek to capture and better understand everyday policework in the post-colony with its myriad facets and challenges.

Ultimately, the Congo Cop invites us not to reduce the ‘messiness’ of everyday policework to an anomaly or deviance, but to study it in all its productive power (Tshinyama 2011). In fact, out of all the governmentalities’ tensions, contradictions and contingencies emerge the police as an authoritative subject empowered to reiterate and resignify, opening up space for ‘aspiration, agency and action’ (Jauregui 2016: 158), and perhaps even transformation. Indeed, as police reform has played a paramount role throughout this book’s chapters, it merits a final, practice-orientated reflection.

Reforming the Congo Cop: Practical insights

After several years of donor reluctance to support security sector reform in the Congo, the December 2018 elections that brought President Tshisekedi into office paved the way for renewed international engagement. The following year, the Council of the European Union (2019: 5) officially decided to relaunch its cooperation. Explicitly mentioning governance, women’s rights, demobilization of armed groups and security sector reform, it emphasized that ‘the EU will support the efforts of Congolese authorities in these sectors in favour of peace, security, rule of law and the return of the state across the whole territory all the while insisting on the necessity of a genuine appropriation of the reforms’. In April 2021, the Congolese government announced its new programme for the 2021 to 2023 period. Entitled ‘Building a strong, prosperous and solidary state’, it takes reform of the security sector, and of the police, as a prerequisite for the restoration of state authority, rule of law and democracy (PMO 2021). At the end of 2021, international police reform support resumed. Funded by the 11th European Development Fund, the Belgian development agency Enabel launched a third phase of the Programme d’Appui à la Réforme de la Police (PARP, Support Programme for Police Reform). With a budget of EUR 8.8 million over four years, the project aims to ‘contribute to peace, security and the strengthening of rule of law by improving governance, the protection of human rights as well as the fight against impunity and corruption in the DRC’ (Open.Enabel, n.d.).

Driven by international reengagement and firmly incorporated in government discourse, the New Political Order with its neoliberal rhetoric will continue to fundamentally shape Congo’s governance and security framework for the foreseeable future – and with it police reform as one of its main pillars. Its chequered track record over the last twenty years, however, raises serious questions as to how far its plans and techniques will ever be able to effectively sideline those of the Scattered Bula Matari and the Mal Zaïrois. In the meantime, the Congo Cop is here to stay and will remain at the heart of much everyday policework. What, then, can reformers and policymakers take away from this book’s findings?

As seen, current logics of international intervention that stand in contrast with prevailing governmentalities attempt to revive state authority by partially reverting to techniques first deployed under the colonial order. Put more provocatively, externally driven reforms in the name of democratic governance hide colonial durabilities. An analysis of the police through the prism of governmentality and performativity then raises pertinent questions about the adequacy of current models of liberal peace- and state-building intervention. Are reformers themselves all too reiterative in their practices of building states? Moreover, interventions are repeatedly appropriated and misdirected by those who hold power to the detriment of those who are meant to benefit. In general, reform has by now certainly become part and parcel of social practice in the very countries it tries to target (Bayart 2000; Lombard 2017). Do outside interventions therefore not risk merely consolidating the status quo? Would it perhaps be worth considering for reformers to accept postcolonial state building on its own terms, shift their attention to those everyday police performatives that already sustain good practice and focus on ways to provide a space in which they can thrive? This book does not argue that outside attempts at supporting reform should be discarded all together; rather, it invites policymakers, practitioners and researchers to self-critically rethink and reframe reform, and, at a minimum, calls for interventions to work with the people they hope to benefit, and within the lived worlds these people inhabit (Diphoorn, McGonigle Leyh and Slooter 2021).

A key insight of this book has been that, from their very creation up to this day, the Congolese police in their various shapes and forms have been undergoing recurring reformative processes – and rarely have they achieved the desired outcomes. In fact, a consequence of these repetitive reforms has been that the police as an institution have hardly had any time to consolidate. Perhaps an alternative way of looking at reform is to understand it as a process of potential resignification at the level of everyday policework. In Judith Butler’s understanding, the performative act of resignification is what comes closest to agency. Although resignification occurs rarely, it has the power to ultimately disrupt reiterative acting that shapes and is shaped by prevailing governmentalities and to therefore destabilize current, and reassign new, meaning and practice. In short, practices that resignify have the power to establish new ways of doing and thinking the police. Indeed, as this and past research has shown, despite the coercive logics constraining their work, officers do at times try to be a ‘church in the middle of a village’1, to be, as Tshinyama (2011: 3) puts it, ‘the palaver tree where it is the village’s wise elder [sage du village] who strives to reconcile each person’s points of view by trying to find compromise’ or, in Mutombo’s (2007: 46) words, to ‘do justice to create societal harmony which is only relative and temporary’. If this is so, police reform needs to provide space and support to foster and sustain such practices. Reform initiatives do not necessarily need to be overly ambitious to do so; what is important is that they are sustained over time.

In a context in which government relies on security forces to hold on to their power and doles out patronage in return for loyalty as reflected in the pervasive rapportage system, police reform will inevitably always face challenges of a deeply political nature. Nevertheless, creating space for police officers to engage in everyday practices of resignification could help sidestep some of these. The book’s chapters have shown how the current police reform at its peak managed to destabilize prevailing police practice. Indeed, in the reform’s pilot cities, where it had been most felt, it led to considerable disruption, the most important of which was the birth of what I referred to as the new police subject. A first lesson, then, is to learn from and build on this subject. Reviving the six-month-long police training cycles in PdP should be a priority to be replicated in any future reform projects. Continuous learning in the form of recyclages also seems to be effective as long as it does not force participants to choose between them and the need to make ends meet. As several police officers asserted, ‘repetition is the mother of all science’, and this sort of conditioning has the potential to change practice. Yet, as this book has also illustrated, despite this training, the new police subject has struggled to consistently transform their lessons into practice.

A crucial second lesson is therefore to accompany reformed officers once they are deployed outside of the classroom. This support can take the form of material as well as professional assistance. It can consist of regular supplies in fuel and stationery, of donating new uniforms and financing equipment, of investing in training and recyclage, and of repairing broken-down vehicles and refurbishing crumbling police stations. As seen in the case of the police station and the uniform in particular, such tangible support has significant potential to sustain the appearance of the state–society divide and thereby strengthen police authority. As this authority can be abused, however, it is as important to foster accountability and transparency. Mentoring programmes as trialled during the UK-funded SSAPR, for instance, trained a number of police officers to function as coaches to mid-level commanders and station chiefs. Coaches rotated between stations to ensure that the spirit of the reform was maintained, and they remained on call for any queries and questions. Their strength lay in their familiarity with the context in which their colleagues worked, which allowed them to offer practical, useful and concrete advice. Unfortunately, these coaches stopped receiving support for their activities once SSAPR ended (Thill, Njangala and Musamba 2018). Material support as well as mentoring will empower police officers to continue engaging in resignifying performatives that can slowly erode past practice.

Upholding accountability and transparency requires involving other constituencies in everyday policework, be they direct police superiors, local administrators or the public. As seen in Chapter 3, for instance, the reform established monthly so-called forums de quartier (neighbourhood forums) that brought together the police, urban administrators and residents. These fora helped identifying security concerns, sought joint solutions for them, established a practice of police accountability and fostered much needed trust between the police and those they serve. Once UK funding ended, one municipality included these fora in their own budget at the cost of a mere $70 each. Even if they have been held less regularly, it exemplifies that measures deemed valuable by beneficiaries themselves will be appropriated.2 Bolder, if more challenging, initiatives that counter survival pressures are as important. Schemes to subsidize food, healthcare and children’s school fees for the rank-and-file, for instance, could go a long way in allowing officers to protect rather than harass citizens. Involving civil society and the local administration in such programmes would further strengthen civil oversight as well as foster trust between them. Such modest and more ambitious initiatives offer invaluable social support and encouragement for officers. Vice versa, if they peter out, the potential to resignify police practice risks to vanish with them. What will therefore always remain fundamental in any effort at police reform is an enduring commitment to creating and maintaining space for resignification where officers themselves can take the lead in thinking, creating and doing the police they aspire to.



1Police station internship diary, Bukavu, 2017

2Interview with municipal employee, Bukavu, 7 September 2016.
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