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Abstract 

The article analyses how the 2018 presidential and parliamentary elections in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) contributed to a further opening up of the democratic space and shared expressions and sentiments of citizenship. Through an ethnography of the electoral process, carried out in 2018 and 2019 in the South Kivu province, we investigate how claiming rights that come with citizenship and how people’s political identity, shape and are being shaped by electoral processes. We introduce the notion of citoyenneté to capture the dynamic process of civic political mobilisation and positioning. In the case of the DRC, the concept of citoyenneté encapsulates the ideas, positions and actions giving meaning to citizenship and refers both to a formal ideology of nation building and political hegemony; and to an ideology of resistance, guiding acts and strategies to claim rights, including access to public good and services. We look at the substantive aspect of citoyenneté, or the processes of transformation and re-ownership of the content of citizenship during moments of intensified political competition and change. This process, as we argue, confirms that citizenship is above all a social construction, guiding social behaviour that varies according to the demands being formed around the acquisition of new rights, the redefinition of the political community, existing power competitions, and social grievances.
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Introduction
At the end of 2018, general elections were held in the Democratic Republic of Congo, voting in a new president and parliament. The elections were the third in a row since the formal ending of the Second Congo War, in 2003. As was the case with the two previous ones (2006 and 2011), this long-delayed 2018 ballot vote suffered from widespread manipulation and fraud. For most observers, these irregularities confirmed the ruling regime’s firmness to stay in power and illustrated the lack of progress in transforming Congo’s post-conflict political landscape into a transparent and democratic system. When looking from a voter perspective the 2018 elections showed a different image though and attested to be a key moment in the structuring of the democratic space and in the furthering of political emancipation. Congolese voters had increasingly claimed their right to vote and to make their choices on personal interests and individual preferences, rather than on ethnic affiliation or patronage, largely assumed being the guiding principles and logics of electoral dynamics in the DRC. 

This observation tells us that if we want to fully assess the democratic advances of Congo’s most recent elections, we need to move beyond the classic debates on the democratic nature of electoral processes and their outcomes, and to include voters’ individual political behavior into our analysis. Such classic debates usually start from a technical perspective on elections (Wolfrom, 2013) and evaluate their success or failure in terms of several conditions related to their organization and conduct. It is argued that to be successful, elections need to be free, transparent, peaceful and competitive (democratic character); and have a positive effect on political practices in terms of good governance and respect of the rule of law by political elites (democratic effects). According to this view, it is ultimately the analysis of these factors that allows us to determine whether the elections (or rather their organisation) are democratic or not. 

Missing from such perspective, and from most commentaries on the 2018 elections in the DRC, is an assessment of their impact on the larger social and political space. One such effect that in the case of the DRC was largely ignored, was the fact that for most Congolese, these elections had a profound effect on their political positioning and symbolised a (partial) victory and an opening up towards a political transition, this despite the contested outcomes of the voting. Even if different actors had tried to impose Congolese citizens to vote for specific candidates, direct campaigning or threat of using violence had not been very successful in guiding citizens’ voting behaviour. While a large part of the population developed strategies to accept the presence of candidates imposed upon them, in most cases people invested in a counter-dynamic guided by their claim to their rights as citizens. 

In this paper we argue that this response of Congolese citizens to efforts trying to guide their voting behaviour should be understood as a popular claim of citizenship. Traditionally, citizenship refers to a legal status including the rights and duties acquired over time by a given community (Déloye, 2000). Within Citizenship Studies, it is being considered as a formal status composed of civil, political, and social rights and duties (Marshall, 1950). It is this legal, juridical and codified aspect of citizenship that forms the basis of equality rooted in a conception of citizenship as a social bond (Schnapper, 2007). However, the history of citizenship has not always been linear nor can be reduced to such legal status. In most cases, it has been marked by a succession of demands and struggles that have led to a redefinition of the material content of it in order to include new social categories, new worldviews, and new rights yet also to introduce new criteria of inclusion and exclusion. These observations, tell us that we should move away from a rather normative positioning that ignores citizenship’s specific socio-historical context as any attempt to de-historicise or to approach citizenship normatively, runs the risk of depoliticising it.

In line with this special issue, in this paper we investigate how claiming citizenship during Congo’s most recent elections should be considered at the same time a manifestation of identity, a counter-dynamic and expression of discontent with the ruling system, a form of social and political behaviour, and a positioning towards political change (see introduction of this special issue). We are interested in the empirical manifestation of citizenship and want to understand how claiming rights that come with citizenship and people’s political identity, shape and are being shaped by electoral processes. We introduce the notion of citoyenneté to capture the dynamic process of civic political mobilisation and positioning. In the case of the DRC, the concept of citoyenneté encapsulates the ideas, positions and actions giving meaning to citizenship and refers both to a formal ideology of nation building and political hegemony; and to an ideology of resistance, guiding acts and strategies to claim rights, including access to public good and services. We look at the substantive aspect of citoyenneté, or the processes of transformation and re-ownership of the content of citizenship during moments of intensified political competition and change. This process, as we argue, confirms that citizenship is above all a social construction, guiding social behaviour that varies according to the demands being formed around the acquisition of new rights (Isin, 2002), the redefinition of the political community, existing power competitions, and social grievances (Migdal, 2001). 

The argument of this paper is built on a political ethnography of Congo’s most recent electoral process as it unfolded in the province of South Kivu. A collective and participatory research process including ethnographic fieldwork focused on the lived experience of elections by Congolese citizens as a political process, and was mainly interested in “how individuals negotiate their actions in regards to political issues in their everyday lives” (Benzecry & Baiocchi, 2017: 232). A group of ten Congolese researchers[footnoteRef:1] from the Group for Studies on Conflicts-Humanitarian Security (GEC-SH) conducted fieldwork in the urban center of Bukavu and more rural areas located on the island of Idjwi and the territories of Kalehe and Fizi. The selected fieldwork locations had to cover the potential diversities between rural and urban areas, and was guided by existing security conditions, accessibility, and research experiences. All these locations are situated in the province of South Kivu, the authors of this paper do not at all claim any representativeness of the outcomes of this research to other parts of the DRC.  The fieldwork observed a number of ‘political acts’ during the electoral process, including popular rallies and mobilization efforts of electoral candidates, the elections themselves, and the process of vote counting; and looked at how ordinary citizens positioned themselves and responded to these acts. More than 50 interviews were conducted with voters, election candidates, candidate witnesses, members of civil society associations, business people, local authorities and election observers. The data gathered by the research team was first presented in a number of research reports, then to be collectively analysed and discussed through a number of brainstorming workshops. The outcomes of this research process are presented in this paper.  [1:  Bienvenu Mukungilwa, Alice Nalumva, Eric Batumike, Francine Mudunga, Irène Bahati, Chiza Kashura, Stanislas Bisimwe, Oscar Abedi, Lebon Mulimbi and Jérémie Mapatano] 


In the following sections, (a) we look at the issue of citizenship in the history of DRC and how it has been studied; (b) we present a case study on elections and suggest a reading of citizenship looking at its processual characteristics through an analysis;  (c) and we discuss how this process of citizenship operates through a continuous questioning of its very content.


Citoyenneté in the DRC’s History
The DRC’s history is strongly marked by the idea of ​​citizenship as an issue of contestation between those who are part of the citizenry and want to preserve their interests, and those who are excluded from it and want to be recognised as citizens in order to enjoy the full rights being reserved to the first part. Throughout its history, references to citizenship have been an element of campaigns of political elites who in their search for power or maintaining of it, have transformed this notion into an instrument of inclusion and exclusion. This has particularly been the case for the eastern parts of the country, where the recent Congo Wars (1996-2003) “have led to a marked upsurge in both elite and popular discourse and violence around belonging and exclusion, expressed through the vernacular of ‘autochthony.’” (Jackson, 2006, p. 95) Defining what citizenship in the case of the DRC refers to, thus reveals that both the rhetoric and moral references underpinning and legitimising the exclusion of non-citizens and the demands for inclusion as citizens are based on the same idea of ​​citizenship. This tension can be seen throughout the entire history of the DRC.

Colonialism has had a defining impact on citizenship. Being a citizen was, as Ajari (2019) argues, to come from a people whose humanity was contested on the legal, scientific, philosophical, theological, economic, psychiatric levels. It had a direct racial connotation (Mamdani, 1996): Congolese were excluded from specific rights as they were considered natives who still had to ‘evolve’ in order to have certain rights. The colonist was a full citizen insofar as he or she belonged to a racial and political group which ensured the enjoyment of all rights, most of which were prohibited to the Congolese. The quasi-citizenship enjoyed by the colonised came not only with non-enjoyment of citizen’s rights but also with state-regulated violence made possible by colonial law in the name of the public good. Subduing the ‘negro’ and violating him was both legal and legitimised by the need to preserve order and the good for all (Fanon, 1952).

It was a key objective of anti-colonial resistance to put an end to this colonial violence, and to promote the self-determination of the colonised in order to get access to, and take the advantages of full citizenship (Mbembe, 2000). These struggles therefore came with the redefinition of the content of citizenship (who are the real members of society and what should be their rights?), this in addition to what should be considered as a common good. It included a shift from white Belgians as the only accredited citizens to the Congolese as new citizens of their country, but also from the colonial idea according to which the submission of and the violence against the blacks were part of the civilising mission, towards an emancipatory idea according to which the resistance against colonial occupation, whether violent or nonviolent, was actually a request for full citoyenneté.

During the post-colonial period, citoyenneté became part of a formal ideology of nation-building and a guiding moral framework of strategies induced by the regime to consolidate power and domination (Carayannis et al., 2018). At the same time, it provided a framework guiding different counter-forces, inspiring forms of resistance against authoritarian rule or against the lack of access to basic public goods. Both dynamics should not be read as mutually exclusive or in confrontation with each other; they are merely two sides of the same coin, with daily acts of resistance being crucial part of regime strategies to integrate and control society. One of the characteristics of the Mobutu regime (1964-1996) was the redefinition and ‘Zaïrianisation’ of citoyenneté, aimed at promoting the development of a Zairian nation, while recognizing its specificities and local realities. This term was coined to instil in Zairian citizens a sense of nationalist pride and duty towards the one-party state and Mobutu himself. One manifestation of this citoyenneté for instance was the salongo, which involved a mobilisation of the entire population in compulsory civic work. It had to motivate the population for a larger political and social project, yet at the same time pointed at the duties coming with the membership of it. Under Mobutu, it paradoxically also included the possibility of ‘getting rich quickly’, which became almost a new state ideology and spawned various forms of reaction. One of these forms was the article 15, or the need to fend for oneself (‘self-care of the population’), which was tolerated by the regime in exchange for unjustified and rapacious state predation. This attitude of Mobutism ‘resourcefulness’ served as a social pact between the state and the society, because it "allowed the former to withdraw from public life and from its functions, leaving the latter the possibility of acting illegally" (Jourdan, 2004, p. 170).
The new Kabila regime that took power at the conclusion of the first Congo War (1997), relied on similar forms of social behaviour and identity to mobilise Congolese society and consolidate social control. In 2015, the then Congolese regime initiated a specific programme, the ‘New Citizenship Initiation Programme’, to grant and redefine Congo’s citizens’ collective identity, a political conscience and values which according the Information Minister cement the quintessence of the nation (Mende, press release, June 2015). As his statement at the launch of the programme stressed, citoyenneté was "a process of internalisation which can allow individuals or groups to leave a state of lower consciousness, this to reach a higher state of consciousness”[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  See https://www.congoforum.be/fr/2012/06/15-06-12-le-potentiel-lambert-mende-«la-nouvelle-citoyennet-vise-refonder-letat-nation»/] 

This formal imposition and materialisation of citoyenneté by Congo’s leaders met with limited popular enthusiasm though.  Its moral content, however, has been picked up by Mobutu's opponents to challenge his dictatorship and the use of violence of his regime (Verhaegen, 1967). What was presented as a counterforce against repression and exploitation resonated with the shared values of politics and society and with a redefinition of citoyenneté at large. Similarly, since the start of the Congo Wars in 1996, citoyenneté has been a key ingredient of the discourse used by armed groups to legitimise their existence and conduct. Many of them declared that their actions were based on the Congolese constitution which recognised the possibility of the population to rebel if they consider their nation is in danger. Their reference to the constitution and to citoyenneté had to provide them with some form of moral superiority, eventually redefining its content and citizen’s position and conduct in the armed groups’ held territories. For some, their struggle and rule were justified on the ground that society was faced with a moral threat to its survival, which required the mobilisation of the population (Hoffmann & Vlassenroot, 2014). Different techniques of governance and regimes of truth were used, including the reference to ethno-territorial citizenship, the framing of significant events in the language of autochthony (Hoffmann & Verweijen, 2019), and the mobilization of the population for moral, social and economic support to their military struggle (Vlassenroot et all, 2016). As a result, armed groups became part of processes of redefinition and reconfirmation of citizenship. Similarly, over the last ten years, citoyenneté was co-opted by newly instituted pro-democracy youth groups including Lucha and Filimbi. Some of these groups have re-owned the concepts of salongo, and spend their weekends cleaning public streets and picking up neighbourhood garbage (public services no longer provided by the State). At the same time, as ‘citizens’ they put pressure on the Congolese state to assume its responsibilities and provide services to the Congolese population. These citizen movements ‘rebel’ through non-violent popular mobilisation in their quest for political reform and good governance. While such acts could be considered as forms of resistance, they echo a more generally shared feeling of citizenship; in claiming the public space, these groups not only reproduce citoyenneté but also redefine it. 


Elections and the Reproduction of Citoyenneté 
Also recent electoral processes in the DRC have been moments of such reproduction and redefinition, not because of the elections per se but because these invited citizens to position themselves politically. As will be discussed in the next sections of this paper, claims to citizenship eventually opened the democratic space, this despite the flaws in the organisation and outcomes of the ballot vote.

In the DRC, a multiparty system was already introduced in 1990 and made it possible to open up the horizon of competitive elections to pave the way for a transition to electoral political competition. Yet it would only be in 2006, three years after the conclusion of the Congo Wars, that the first democratic Presidential and Parliamentary elections were held, after the conclusion of a peace agreement following the Congo Wars and a transition process giving shape to a new institutional framework. Despite their historical character, these elections suffered from several limitations, including extensive fraud and irregularities, frequent arrests of politicians in the opposition, intimidation of voters, and post-electoral violence between different key protagonists (Reyntjens, 2018). Similarly, also the 2011 elections were characterised by levels of fraud, intimidation etc (Frère 2011). The political regime, which saw its power position consolidated during these elections, for over two years refused to organise the next elections scheduled for 2016 out of fear of losing them (Bouvier & Omasombo, 2018; Nyenyezi Bisoka & Ntububa, 2016). Attempts to change the constitution had to keep President Joseph Kabila in power but eventually failed because of popular and international pressure. A presidential and parliamentary ballot was finally organised in December 2018. As was the case with previous electoral processes, according to most observers also these elections should be largely considered as undemocratic following multiple irregularities (CENCO 2019)[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  See also: New York Times, January 11, 2019 and African Arguments, January 10, 2019.] 

Existing literature on elections in Africa has tried to measure their democratic effects and has attempted to seek in the organisation of elections a certain democratic progress (Frère, 2009), starting from the hypothesis that in theory, the injunction to organize elections comes with certain constraints that can allow the arbitrary political practices of the elites to be changed. Also, these constraints could create room for negotiation for the political opposition and civil society (Van de Walle, 2009). Even if this assumption seems logical, it was little observed in the DRC during the 2006 elections, and even less during those of 2011. The ruling elite continued to apply the principle according to which one cannot organise the elections to lose them (Lindberg, 2009). First, in 2011, those in power managed to reduce the Presidential ballot to one round, since a second round (used in 2006) risked opening up room for manoeuvre favourable to the opposition. Second, they set up an authoritarian and repressive political system that countered any form of opposition through the intimidation of civil society actors, arrests of political leaders, etc. Consequently, the elections ultimately failed to produce the desirable democratic effects (Stearns, 2011; Vlassenroot & Arnould, 2016).

The December 2018 elections were organised after a long period of ‘strategic procrastination’ on the side of the Kinshasa government (Bouvier & Omasombo, 2018; Nyenyezi Bisoka & Ntububa, 2016). President Joseph Kabila's clear determination to run for a third term, internal competition against a fragmented opposition[footnoteRef:4] and resistance led by the National Episcopal Conference of the Congo (CENCO) and civic movements, have fostered the emergence of three main electoral platforms. After increased international pressure, Joseph Kabila gave up on the idea of a third term (which would have required a successful constitutional change). His alternative strategy included the institution of an electoral coalition, the Front Commun pour le Congo (Common Front for Congo, FCC), and the designation in August 2018 of a candidate loyal to him (locally described as the ‘dauphin’), Emmanuel Ramazani Shadary. [4:  Four major competing tendencies have been confirmed: Union for Democracy and Social Progress (UDPS) and allies, Group of 7 (G7), Union for the Congolese Nation and allies, and Congo Liberation Movement and allies.] 


Taken aback by this new development, the opposition tried to organise itself and look for a common candidate. An agreement was signed in Genevan, in November 2018, between seven main opposition leaders[footnoteRef:5], and eventually they agreed on Martin Fayulu Madidi (Chairman of the political party ‘Engagement pour la Citoyenneté et le Développement’) as a common Presidential candidate of the opposition. It paved the way to the creation of the LAMUKA coalition (Lamuka from Lingala means ‘Wake up’). Soon after the Geneva agreement, however, its content was denounced by two of its protagonists. Both Félix Tshisekedi from the Union pour la Démocratie et le Progrès Social (UDPS) and Vital Kamerhe from the Union pour la Nation Congolaise (UNC) met in Nairobi two weeks after the Geneva meeting to create a third platform, the Cap vers le Changement (CACH). This split of the opposition, as was assumed by many observers, was partly the result of hidden talks of some of them with the Kabila regime. [5:  They are Jean-Pierre Bemba (MLC), Félix-Antoine Tshisekedi Tshilombo (UDPS), Vital Kamerhe (UNC), Martin Fayulu (Commitment for Citizenship and Development), Moïse Katumbi Chapwe (G7), Matungulu (Congo na biso), and Adolphe Muzitu (Unified Lumumbist Party).] 


Obviously, capturing power and keeping it have always been a central preoccupation of political parties (Berstein, 2013) and the mobilisation, allocation and capitalisation of resources occupy a central place in every electoral competition (Hassenteufel, 2011). At the level of the FCC (the Kabila coalition), various resources were mobilised. The implementation of its global strategy, which not only had to secure the winning of the Presidency but also of keeping its majority in Parliament, took shape with the restructuring of the The Independent National Electoral Commission (CENI) office in 2015, and that of the Constitutional Court in July 2018. Part of this strategy was the introduction of a legal eligibility threshold (1% for national legislative elections and 3% for provincial ones), which significantly reduced the chances of candidates for parliament from weakly established parties and independent candidates. In addition, according to the opposition, new voting machines[footnoteRef:6] were paving the way for electoral fraud. These touch screen voting devices were initially rejected by 11 out of 21 presidential candidates in October 2018, yet were eventually used during the December 2018 elections.  At the same time, the role of the newly appointed officials of the Constitutional Court was reduced to the mere validation of the electoral results as transmitted by the CENI. Significant human and financial resources were mobilised to support this strategic move, which from the outset was part of an ‘electoral hold-up’ logic. [6:  The voting machine is a touch screen voting device that was first used in DRC during the 2018 elections. Its use was initially rejected by 11 out of 21 presidential candidates in October 2018 because they feared that this machine could facilitate fraud by those in power.] 


The opposition, of course, could not arm itself with the same resources but was able to exploit popular sentiments and the negative record of the Kabila regime. The CACH platform, for example, relied above all on the legacy of Etienne Tshisekedi's UDPS, a long-time opposition leader under Mobutu and father of the CACH leader, which granted the platform a considerable degree of popular legitimacy. The LAMUKA coalition mobilised a similar strategy and to convince voters rallied the population around the impact of the negative record of Kabila's government on people’s socio-economic conditions. Moreover, beyond the poverty shared by the entire Congolese population, ‘the stable instability’ (Verweijen, 2016) which prevails in eastern DRC following an almost permanent recycling and circular return to combat of rebels (Vogel & Musamba, 2016; Vlassenroot et al, 2020) offered the LAMUKA coalition candidate additional ground to mobilise citizens in the regions affected by these conditions of permanent violence. Reference to these conditions sufficed to arouse a kind of ‘national compassion’ among Congolese voters, who were now convinced that their voices could count in putting an end to the plight of the populations of the East.

At the same time, LAMUKA’s leader Martin Fayulu could capitalise on the popularity and influence of Jean-Pierre Bemba and Moïse Katumbi (two prominent opposition leaders who were excluded from the presidential election race but had a strong mobilisation capability and party structures they could rely on), but also on the popularity and legitimacy of the Congolese citizen movements. Since the signing of the New Year's Eve (Saint-Sylvester) accords in 2016, stipulating that President Kabila had to organise elections within a year and appoint a new Prime Minister stemming from the opposition, also the Congolese Bishops had developed a line of conduct and action that brought them more or less close to the aspirations of the opposition. The credibility of the Bishops not only united Christians (especially Catholics) around the LAKUMA coalition, but also triggered support from the international community for the position of the LAMUKA coalition.

In many ways, the opposition discourse was echoing a reference to the material underpinnings of citizenship and pushing the Kabila regime towards free and fair elections was presented as a moral duty of Congolese society. Massive popular response explains how this strategy resonated with citizens’ hopes and aspirations for change. As was observed during our research in South Kivu, it gave new impetus to civil society groups which rallied around the Bishops’ political struggle and initiated mobilisation campaigns. One of these was the ‘Zero elected re-elected’ campaign, which had to convince citizens not to allow the re-election of members of parliament as these were believed to be complicit of the political stalemate and the lack of any socio-economic progress. Other citizen movements such as Lucha and C’en est trop (This is too much) took up the idea and popularised it in all areas of the province of South Kivu. This citizen commitment was also noticeable through popular songs produced by musicians who openly called on their ‘co-citizens’ to vote in a useful manner. In his famous song called Wanny, Wale wale (‘The Same, Unrepentant’), the artist Wanny S-wale King warned voters against MPs elected in 2006 and 2011, saying: “Ni wale, tabiya zowo ni zile zile […] Wasi wandangye na ma Français” viz. (“They are the same, and their behaviour has not changed. [...] May they not deceive you with their French speech”)[footnoteRef:7]. Several local radio stations on their turn promoted the broadcasting of sketches raising awareness of the population about persistent insecurity and misery and about who is considered being responsible, and openly inviting people to vote the right way. Finally, political debates broadcasted on radio stations, also played a key role in the informing and guiding Congolese citizens in their electoral behaviour. [7: Wanny, Wale wale, available on youtube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cS2xb_hVMBk (accessed on March 29, 2019).
 		] 


All of these campaigns in South Kivu relate to longer time popular activism guided by the ideals of citoyenneté. They both aimed at widening and even claiming the space allowing for freedom of expression and at asserting the right of free electoral choice, this in order to produce change through the rejection of a re-election of candidates seen as members of the Kabilist coalition or as politicians not serving the interests of ordinary people. The campaigns spread to all the different corners of the region, as the case of ‘Zero elected re-elected’ campaign in Idjwi territory reveals. This movement had its origins in existing civil society dynamics and as told us by civil society leader Moise Bahati, was initiated by the civil society group C’en est trop. The group already in 2016 asked the people from Idjwi "to never again vote for the personalities who mismanaged and looted the country, who have plunged the people into dire poverty, whereas they had promised milk and honey when they campaigned in 2011ˮ[footnoteRef:8]. [8:  Interview with Moise Bahari, Kisinza, 3 February 2019.] 


It were these battles, along with the vigilance and skilful mobilisation efforts of CENCO, which sparked a new momentum within Congolese society to forge real political change. In addition to direct popular demands, mainly aimed at Kabila's removal from power, this momentum had to be seen as a new popular demand for the expansion of its democratic space and the freedom to vote its own leaders. The next sections, which present the results of our research in South Kivu, show that this political positioning and emancipation of Congolese citizens not only is gradually expanding, but that elections represent key moments in this process. As will be discussed, the presence of armed groups proved to be a complicating factor though. Even if some of these groups mobilised a discourse of citoyenneté and pushed people to vote, their presence and imposed voting instructions limited the options for voters to express their own preferences. 


Tumukule, tumukwepe: Electoral Dynamics and Political Subjectivity

The 2018 electoral campaign in South Kivu reflects the gradual shift in the behaviour of Congolese citizens towards politics. This shift, as we argue, should be considered as a claim and expression of citizenship, thereby redefining its content. Citizenship, in this perspective, also relates to identity (what does it imply to be a full citizen), giving meaning to specific political opinions and expressions. 

On the side-lines of the overall strategies promoted by different political parties and groups, almost all of the parliamentary candidates used their own means and strategies to influence potential voters. These strategies ranged from the classic (such as the distribution of money and other goods, demagogic rhetoric, and the manipulation of ethnic association) to the most violent tactics (such as the potential or actual use of the mobilisation of armed groups). However, the results of our political ethnography of the electoral process as it unfolded in South Kivu show that these strategies have had a limited and to some extent even adverse effect on voters’ behaviour.

Most prominent among strategies to address voters was the distribution of gifts, of which the nature and quantity varied from one candidate to another. In the 2018 campaign, candidates offered their potential supporters T-shirts, caps and very modest sums of money, on average 1,000 to 2,000 Congolese francs (or between $ 0.6 and $ 1.5). The gifts were accompanied by demagogic speech and promises of ‘something already promised’, pledging that once elected candidates would plead for the security of rural areas, good governance, social improvement, and the rehabilitation of existing infrastructures.

Nonetheless, while in 2006 and 2011 the highest bidder usually had a good chance of winning the elections[footnoteRef:9], the 2018 elections saw a major shift. Tumukule, tumukwepe (“Let’s take what he gives us, but let’s not get carried away by it” or “let’s take his money but vote the useful”), became a fairly popular local expression of voters during the electoral campaign in Bukavu, the capital city of the province of South Kivu. Being an old colloquial expression in this city, Tumuku tumukwe took on a specific meaning during the 2018 elections. Not only was it used in radio broadcasts, songs by local artists, sketches, etc. to raise awareness on useful voting, it was also constantly repeated by our respondents when making reference to popular voting dynamics. This attitude was mainly taken towards Kabila’s FCC candidates. One example was the popular attitude against the ‘moral authority’ (the charismatic leader) of one of the political parties that was part of the Kabila coalition. This politician distributed money ‘as if he had his own printing machine’, and went so far as to give 20,000 Congolese francs ($ 17) to individual citizens. Yet, in the end, the candidate of that party did not win the election[footnoteRef:10]. Contrary to his own expectations, the majority of those who were paid by him, did not choose him. The ‘big wallet diktat’ was not very successful, and the impact of money on voter choice proved to be minimal. [9:   The most eloquent example is that of a businessman Mukubaganyi who used to organize free meals in restaurants throughout the campaign period. He was elected overwhelmingly in 2006 and 2011.]  [10:   Direct observation, GEC-SH researchers during the electoral campaign, South Kivu, December 2018
] 


Another historically effective strategy was the mobilisation around soccer teams, which historically reflected ethnic affiliations and division in the province. In Bukavu, since their inception in the second half of the 1950s, soccer teams based a portion of their popularity on the influence of the emerging ‘tribal-political bourgeoisie’, which mainly split between a Bashi and a Balega elite (two of the dominant ethnic communities in South Kivu which have been in a constant competition over the rule of the province). The FC Bukavu Dawa team, formerly sponsored by the Pharmakina company, for long has been considered a Bashi team. The Balega, on their side, identify themselves with OC Muungano (formerly Union Sport d´Or). The supporters of both teams have always constituted a secure electorate for their leaders. For example, in the 2006 elections, Mushi Bonane and Bulambo Kilosho, respectively chairmen of FC Bukavu Dawa and OC Muungano at the time of elections, were elected as members of parliament. In 2011, a leadership conflict divided FC Bukavu Dawa, and Mushi Bonane was excluded from the club. He then created his own team, Etoile du Kivu, yet did not succeed in getting re-elected during the 2018 elections. On his part, Bulambo Kilosho was re-elected in 2011 but had to face a conflict within OC Muungano. The team came under the management of Didier Okito, one of his rivals. In 2018, both were elected MPs, this despite the fact that the soccer team advised not to vote for Bulambo. While other factors much more complex than leadership positions within the soccer team may help to understand the outcomes of these elections, they point at a changing position of voters who no longer are ready to simply follow the guidelines or vote for their political leaders out of ethnic affiliation.

From our research it can be concluded that dynamics in rural areas of South Kivu influencing voter behaviour show a similar picture than those observed in Bukavu. In rural areas, the choice of voters traditionally tends to depend on collective demands and interests. It explains why during previous elections, rural populations overwhelmingly responded to calls from customary chiefs to vote for certain candidates. Due to a weakening of the position of such authorities, the 2018 elections paint another picture. In several areas of South Kivu, despite specific candidates being actively promoted by customary authorities, chief’s favourites were not successful in getting elected. Customary chiefs seemed no longer able to convince their constituents to vote for a designated person, while voters themselves no longer guided their choice by what they were told to do but by their own preferences. 

Decreasing influence of customary chiefs on voters can also be explained by the growing importance of opinions expressed by other social actors such as civil society leaders, ethnic associations and businessmen. In many cases, these actors failed to agree on a common candidate nor wanted to promote or support specific campaigns based on ethnic association. Their conduct was increasingly guided by ideological or political affiliations, showing the growing importance of political association and support for individual candidates beyond ethnic belonging. Numerous harmonisation meetings took place within ethnic support associations (les mutuelles) trying to persuade some candidates to give up the race in favour of others, this to guarantee political representation of the ethnic community. None of these meetings, however, were able to produce a positive result. One reason for their failure was the preference of some community leaders to support former elected officials, which was in direct opposition to the commitment of the population to the logic of ‘Zero elected re-elected’. This points at a growing cleavage between the political establishment and Congolese citizens, who increasingly raised their voice for change. The outcomes of the provincial elections in South Kivu were very revealing on this subject: only two out of the thirty-four members of provincial parliament were re-elected. Another reason was the lack of success in finding agreement on how to position members of the community in relation to the three major political coalitions FCC, LAMUKA and CACH. And finally, there was a bias of customary chiefs and the leaderships of the mutuelles in favour of the presidential majority candidates out of the belief that their victory was assured because of the cheating plots of the voting machine. All these elements point at the declining role of ethnic association and the growing importance of political association defining political competition, but also at the growing space for manoeuvre for voters, who increasingly claimed their right to define their own voting preferences.

Armed Groups’ Involvement in the Electoral Process

Not surprisingly, our research shows that in those rural areas where armed groups were operating, voters had less options to make their own choices either because of security conditions or because of the direct involvement of these armed groups in the electoral process. With over 100 armed groups operating in the region, eastern Congo’s extremely militarised landscape had a considerable effect on the 2018 elections. Rampant insecurity in parts of North Kivu was given as a reason to locally cancel the elections by the Kabila regime, a decision which aimed at reducing the number of votes for the LAMUKA coalition, the main opposition force. Elsewhere, armed groups played an active role in mobilising voters. While direct links between rebel commanders and political leaderships partly explain a direct involvement of armed groups as ‘mercenaries of democracy’ (Christinsen & Utas, 2008), in other cases their engagement was part of a deliberate strategy to legitimise the electoral process and get rid of the Kabila regime that was considered as being responsible for the dire security conditions in eastern DRC. As some commanders stated, the non-respect of the constitution and refusal to leave office and organise elections by Kabila, was a reason to continue their fight yet at the same time provided them with a legitimate reason for their existence at large. A considerable number of armed groups have tried to play a decisive role in the voting behaviour of the population, and actively mobilised, in some cases with the threat of using violence, to vote for Presidential opposition candidate Fayulu (for example the Mai-Mai Mazembe in North Kivu) or for Felix Tshisekedi. They presented their positioning as an act of citoyenneté, a necessary contribution to forge political change and to respect the constitution that guides political and social conduct. Strikingly, the same discourse was used to defend their support for a disarmament and demobilisation of their recruits after the conclusion of the 2018 elections and the inauguration of the new President, Felix Tshisekedi.

Armed groups’ positioning during the elections was not all part of deliberate strategies to support political change though. It was also triggered by mobilisation efforts of political allies or was inspired by attempts of these allies to reinforce their local power position. It exemplifies the effects of existing connections between armed group leaderships and political elites yet also confirms the role of armed groups as critical power brokers (Hoffmann et al., 2020; Vlassenroot et al., 2016). This was particularly – but not exclusively – the case in areas characterised by divisions and conflicts around customary power. The electoral process had a reinforcing effect on these customary conflicts (Hoffmann et al., 2020) and their further militarisation, with armed groups actively campaigning for specific candidates loyal to specific actors involved in these conflicts. The cases of administrative units of Ninja, Kalonge and Kalima reveal how governing political authorities have kept existing conflicts in place in order to strengthen their own position. These conflicts had a major impact on election results, leading in some cases to a (re)election and in other cases to political loss. Alliances with electoral candidates sometimes gave a sense of protection to local customary chiefs who felt compelled to ally themselves with these candidates in order to safeguard their position. As a local source told us: “Some customary chiefs found themselves obliged to get involved in the campaign for certain politicians, without clear conventions, but in order to be able to protect themselves against conflicts with their hierarchical leaders and also to protect themselves against attacks from other politicians”[footnoteRef:11]. In Kalonge's case, existing political divides ultimately led to the absence of elected representatives at both the National Assembly and Provincial Assembly level. The Ninja chieftaincy, for the second time consecutively fell short of representatives because of existing customary conflicts, with the customary chief campaigning for the provincial governor rather than for the local candidate in return for protection of his contested customary power. This lack of elected representatives was locally considered as a ‘political death’ of these entities, while others were convinced that it offered an opportunity for a critical questioning of the position of customary chiefs in the local and national political space. [11:  Interview with the chief of the state post, Luhaango, 3 February 2018.] 


Elsewhere, the direct involvement of armed groups in the electoral process, has reinforced the trend towards the militarisation of local politics, as has been observed in other ‘post-conflict’ settings on the continent (Utas, 2002; Christinsen and Utas, 2008). In the Bijombo highlands, for instance, the reactivation of militiamen led by self-proclaimed Colonel Makanika, in December 2018, was partially justified by his involvement in the electoral campaign in favour of the Kabila coalition. Likewise, in the Kigoma groupement and in Mulenge, combatants under the command of Kihebe used violence to guide the votes of the peasants, as this testimony of a Mulenge resident illustrates: “Before the elections, the men of self-proclaimed Colonel Kihebe went from door to door to impose on us the FCC candidates [Emmanuel Ramazani Shadary for the presidential election and Justin Bitakwira for the national parliament]. They did not hesitate to threaten to kill anyone who defied this choice. […] This is how, on the day of elections, the same elements of Colonel Kihebe imposed ambushes on the paths leading to the polling stations to follow up their ‘electoral diktat’”[footnoteRef:12]. Similar situations were observed in the territories of Kalehe and Fizi. In Kalonge (Kalehe Territory), the customary chief told us: “During the election campaign, the militiamen of Raia Mutomboki kept threatening the population. They openly told everyone that if it did the wrong thing the insecurity was not going to end! They sensitised the inhabitants to vote for Félix Tshisekedi”[footnoteRef:13]. [12:  Interview with local witness, Mulenge, February 2019.]  [13:  Interview with chief of sector and focus group, Cifunzi, 5 February 2019.] 


In Bunyakiri (Kalehe Territory), a candidate for the National Assembly benefited from the direct involvement of the same Raia Mutomboki, both in the electoral campaign and in supervising the vote itself.  In contrast, in Fizi and more precisely in the Lulenge sector (in Mimbililo, Rekecha, Ibwe and Ibumba), the combatants of the Yakutumba group influenced the population to vote for Martin Fayulu, the candidate of the LAMUKA coalition. People calling to vote for FCC candidates were simply molested. And finally, an unexpected electoral result was identified in Kaniola where former rebel leader Kahasha a.k.a Foka Mike and today close to Kabila’s FCC, was elected as member of parliament. As a respondent in Kaniola told us, Foka Mike could count on a lot of local support, this despite his history or armed combat: “I consider Foka Mike to be my life. We suffered here in Kaniola when he had not yet come. We were only raped women and even Doctor Mukwege could not assist us. Thanks to Foka Mike and to God that Kaniola is still inhabited today. We slept in the forests when he wasn't yet there. From the time he liberated us, we have been peacefully sleeping in our homes and we can still shelter our goats and cows"[footnoteRef:14]. It should be added that the same Foka Mike, at a certain time, was in the armed coalition of Raiya Mukombozi, with Deo Bizibu Balola, a current member of the inner circle of the new president Félix Tshisekedi.  [14:  Interview with local respondent, Kaniola, 3 February 2019.] 


As can be concluded from this and other examples, the 2018 elections presented a next opportunity for armed groups to position themselves in local and national political power games. The electoral process legitimised and further consolidated their own position as power brokers. While in some cases their active involvement was explained as a moral duty, a part of their struggle for democracy and thus as an expression of citoyenneté, in other cases, the electoral process had a reinforcing effect on the direct relationship with political elites. In each of the different cases, armed groups actively tried to influence voters, thus triggering a further militarisation of politics yet also reducing people’s autonomy to vote on the basis of their own preferences. While Congolese citizens, as argued in the previous sections, increasingly claimed their right to vote freely and independently during the 2018 elections, the options to do so were rather limited where armed groups threatened to use force against them, even in cases where armed groups saw the elections as a key turning point to get rid of President Kabila.


Conclusions 
In line with dominant analysis on electoral processes, debates on the 2018 elections in the DRC mainly concentrated on the democratic character of its process and outcomes. Their success was assessed particularly on the basis of several factors linked to their organization and their conduct, and the eventual political impact of their outcome. What was missing from this perspective was the broader context in which these elections took place as well as their larger and longer-time impact on the social and political space. Based on a political ethnography of the elections in South Kivu, this article aimed at providing such corrective and tried to understand the effects of successive electoral processes in the DRC on political practices, citizenship, and the democratic space. Instead of looking at the behaviour of political elites to assess such effects, we concentrated on the political behaviour of those who vote. 

The organization of the 2018 elections offered a basis for civil society and the Congolese population more generally to claim their right to exercise the necessary checks and balances and to support and strengthen a democratic process which goes beyond the elections as such. Our case-study indicates that a gradual shift in this behaviour can be observed since the first democratic elections were organised in 2006, following the formal conclusion of the Congo Wars. The same case study provokes us to move beyond debates on the democratic nature of elections in terms of transparent and fair results, and to look at larger processes guiding voters’ conduct. Given the generally recognised levels of fraud (in terms of democratic outcomes), the 2018 Congolese elections indeed did not serve as the best example of free and fair elections. This all said, the electoral experience has had profound effects on the political positioning of the local population. Even though there was rather limited popular contestation of the proclaimed results of the presidential election, the electoral process revealed a gradual development of a certain popular agency and a bold claim by the Congolese for their right to vote. While during the two previous elections (2006 and 2011), votes have often been determined by ethnic loyalty to political elites and customary leaderships, our analysis in South Kivu suggests that during the 2018 elections, Congolese citizens have increasingly claimed their right to make individual choices on the basis of their own interests and preferences. Electoral candidates were thus assessed on their programs or the results already achieved when in power, illustrating an individualisation of civic political behaviour.

This brings us to a number of more general conclusions on the links between elections and citoyenneté. First, while most debates on the elections in DRC focused on the regime's strategies to safeguard its power, the lack of transparency of the process, and on the conclusion that the new inaugurated President was not the one who won the ballot, for most Congolese the elections symbolised a partial victory and announced a real shift towards democracy. The departure of Kabila and the failure of his runner-up was what was most expected by Congolese in terms of ‘the beginning of relief’. Contrary to the observed protests and unrest immediately following the announcement of the results and the doubt entertained by CENCO about the electoral results, Congolese citizens saw their prime goal materialised (the departure of Kabila), no matter the winning opposition candidate. It explains why the multiple calls to demonstrate in favour of Martin Fayulu (who according to CENCO statistics did win the elections, this in contrast to official results) the day after the publication of the results as well as calls for ‘the truth of the ballot box’ to be respected, ultimately received little popular enthusiasm. For many observers this has been a puzzling observation, yet it reveals that elections, even when credulous, can open a democratic transition and provide an opportunity to revert to the rights included in citizenship. As was confirmed during our fieldwork, for Congolese, the exercise of their right to choose or not to choose a candidate was an important act of citoyenneté. Voters did not seem to be convinced that elections are an end in themselves and believed that the real benefits of a power shift depended on other factors. 
Second, people’s ability to mobilise their citoyenneté during the elections eventually contributed to their political emancipation and a widening of the democratic space. If many interviewees refused to re-elect outgoing members of national and provincial parliaments, it was partly because they blamed them for having benefited from Kabila’s manipulation strategies aimed at postponing the organisation of elections scheduled for 2016 as required by the constitution (the so-called ‘glissement’). Sitting members of parliament running in the 2018 election were also accused of having served their own interests rather than having invested in efforts to ‘do well’ for the population and for the public good. Electoral experiences thus have produced deep effects on political dynamics at the level of the local population. The electoral process in the DRC reveals that these elections were not merely a facade to cover the continuation of neo-patrimonialist logics guiding a political class (Médard, 2000) but have made it possible, despite existing ethnic and other loyalties, to produce popular political subjectivities able to detect, question and indeed anticipate to demagogic speech and broken political promises, and to reject candidates who do not campaign to the benefit of the population. This growing democratic political subjectivity should be considered a part of citizenship in terms of the right to vote freely. The 2018 elections in DRC were a moment in which such citizenship was able to come forward and express itself very explicitly. 

Finally, disconnecting legal and political practices of elections from their traditional framework of evaluation and this in order to see the role they play in the broader political and social context, contributes to the large literature showing that the State is in perpetual negotiation with society. The gap brought in by this negotiation between the Weberian State and the reality of the State “should not be seen as a deficiency to be addressed or a pathology to be contained but as a reality indicating a process of transformation following a different trajectory” (Migdal, 2001). Our cases study has allowed to study the practices of negotiating the state from spaces that can be considered anti-state or anti-democratic (armed groups) but which in reality participate in a process of consolidation of a democratic ideal. Such perspective on elections allows us to see the political practices of the actors not only in relation to the state (statocentric), but also in relation to citizenship.
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