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Preface: An Update in Three Snapshots


I write this new preface with a certain amount of fatigue. It has been fifteen years since this book was first published. Much has changed since then, but much like the Congolese rumba—though without its beauty and grace—it has been two steps to the left, two to the right, as the country goes in circles.

In 2011, the year this book first came out, the Congo’s second national elections took place, a sign that the democratic experiment it had launched in 2006—a new constitution; elections at the local, provincial, and national levels; checks and balances—was being cemented. And yet the elections were deeply marred. At least 1.6 million ballots, many from opposition strongholds, were damaged, lost, or simply not counted. Just months before the vote, the government amended the constitution to remove the two-round voting system, allowing President Joseph Kabila to win with a simple plurality in a crowded field—he officially received 48.9 percent, while his rival Etienne Tshisekedi got 32.3 percent. Nobody really believed these results; the powerful Catholic Church said they did “not reflect the truth of the will of the Congolese people.”

Similar contrasts can be seen in the country’s economy. It has more than doubled in size since 2011, buoyed by mining exports. The Congo is now the largest producer of copper in Africa and the largest provider of cobalt and tantalum in the world—all metals needed for the green energy transition. This prosperity can be seen among the ostentatious wealth of the capital’s elites—glitzy hotels, restaurants, gyms, and spas have popped up across Kinshasa in recent years. There is an Instagram page dedicated to “Cars of Congo,” showing off Ferrari F12berlinettas, McLaren 570Ss, Rolls-Royce Phantom Dropheads, and other luxury models, even though, between all the potholes and traffic jams, there are barely any roads you can drive on in fifth gear. The current president, Felix Tshisekedi, has been seen in public with a Richard Mille watch, which retails at around $130,000; his predecessor, Joseph Kabila, used to wear a Rolex on one wrist and a Patek Philippe on the other.

At the same time, 28 million people—over a quarter of the population—suffer from “acute food insecurity,” an insipid term for when the lack of food begins eating away at your flesh, jeopardizing your survival. The share of people living in poverty—measured at the very low bar of making less than $2.15 a day—has increased in recent years, to 80 percent of the population.

Perhaps most importantly for the narrative arc in this book, conflict has continued. Despite what was for many years the largest peacekeeping mission in the world, and despite billions spent on peace processes and conflict resolution, fighting persists. As I write this, there are 7 million people displaced in the country, twice as many as at the height of the “Great Congo Wars” catalogued in this book. The conflict has also changed. The wars described in these pages involved nine African countries waging pitched battles across the country; the ensuing wars, which began in 2004, have been fractal, messy affairs. Today, for myriad reasons, more than a hundred different armed groups, some of them no more than a few hundred youths in flip-flops and gumboots with AK-47s, are fighting in the eastern Congo.

Rather than trying to tell the story of these past fifteen years chronologically—that has been done elsewhere, by myself and others—I present three snapshots that illustrate the underlying dynamics.


SNAPSHOT 1: TSHISEKEDI FAINTING, 2019

It is January 24, 2019, a sweltering hot afternoon in Kinshasa. A thunderstorm would later come and clear the thick humidity out of the air. Meanwhile, thousands of people had gathered in front of the presidential palace, where a stage had been set up for the swearing-in of a new president: Felix Tshisekedi. Those less fortunate waited in the sun for hours as dignitaries arrived. Around thirty Tshisekedi supporters climbed a massive poinciana tree in the compound to get a better view, most of them wearing the characteristic white shirts of their Union for Democracy and Social Progress (UDPS) party.

Their struggle for power had begun decades earlier, when Tshisekedi’s father Etienne had defected from the dictator Mobutu Sese Seko’s regime to create the only opposition party. Etienne Tshisekedi’s stubborn—at times obstinate—struggle had given him a mythical aura. When he ran for election in 2011, he filled the streets with tens of thousands, possibly hundreds of thousands, of supporters. He barely talked, but when he did, people hung on to his every word.

By the time he died in 2017, however, it had become clear that Etienne’s UDPS party had succumbed to a typically Congolese syndrome. It had been deeply personalized, reduced to its iconic leader. Even though the UDPS was a member of the Socialist International, it would be difficult to argue that its members had a nuanced ideological stance on many issues. Nor had the party structures stood the test of time. Over the years, infighting had led many of Etienne’s comrades to jump ship. Some were bought off by the government, others created their own political parties. What remained was the “Sphinx,” as his followers called Etienne, holding court in his simple compound on Thirteenth Avenue in the Limete neighborhood of Kinshasa.

Etienne died on February 1, 2017, in the midst of a heated battle over power in his country. Joseph Kabila, who had led the country for sixteen years, was blocked by the constitution from running for a third term in office. Not that he hadn’t tried to. His attempts to change the constitution, and then, when that failed, to delay the elections, had provoked mass protests in the streets. A powerful coalition of youth groups, opposition parties, and the Catholic Church staged the largest protests the country had ever seen.

Enter Felix, Etienne’s prodigal son. Felix’s fortunes had mirrored his father’s. He grew up in comfort in Kinshasa until the age of seventeen and was then exiled to their remote rural village when Etienne fell out with Mobutu. Felix left for Belgium when he was twenty-two and lived there for most of the following two decades, working odd jobs and dabbling in UDPS politics. Such was the personalization of power that when Tshisekedi the elder passed away, it was no surprise that his son was named at the head of the party and its candidate in the upcoming elections.

In the end, Felix Tshisekedi took a decidedly undemocratic, and somewhat bizarre, path to the presidency. As the election results trickled in over the first days of 2019, it became clear to Kabila that his handpicked successor was not only losing, but losing by such a wide margin that even rigging it would not solve the problem. Over a frenzied few days, he devised a risky plan and approached Felix with a deal: He would rig the elections for Felix (at the time, Felix was in second place, several million votes behind the front-runner, Martin Fayulu) if Felix would allow him, Kabila, to control parliament and the twenty-six provincial governments. They would rule together in a power-sharing agreement. It was as ingenious as it was blatantly illegal. Felix agreed, and several regional and international powers—including Kenya and the United States—gave it their tacit blessing. As the U.S. ambassador in Kinshasa at the time told me later, “This was the best deal we could get. It was this or Kabila stays in power.”

But it was risky for both sides. On one hand, even if Kabila dominated parliament and named the prime minister and many of the cabinet ministers, Tshisekedi would have extensive powers. The presidency is the seat of real power in the country. On the other hand, Felix was stepping into “a den of snakes,” as one advisor told me. Kabila had named every senior army, police, and intelligence official. Even the Republican Guard that was protecting the president’s palace was controlled by Kabila appointees.

This explains why, when Tshisekedi approached the podium on January 24, 2019, there was something unusual about him. He looked more portly than usual and was sweating profusely. After several minutes, he stopped talking and seemed catatonic, visibly propping himself up on the podium and briefly fainting. Assistants came up, grabbed him by his elbow, and dabbed the sweat of his brow, eventually forcing him to sit down. The nine judges on the Constitutional Court, who were lined up to swear him in, looked at each other, worried. A hush fell over the crowd.

The new president was excited and overheated, but he was not suffering a stroke, as some feared. He was being suffocated by an overly tight and cumbersome bulletproof vest. As his predecessor looked on, the symbolism was clear: Here was a deeply vulnerable man, taking his first shaky steps as president.

This image also helps us understand why Tshisekedi struggled to put an end to conflict in the eastern Congo, where Islamist insurgents killed hundreds in the first months of his administration, and where dozens of armed groups defied state authority. His priority was shoring up his own power and surviving. Root-and-branch security sector reform would have to wait.

And survive he did. As soon as he was in office, he began patiently chipping away at Kabila’s power, meeting with generals, swaying judges, and co-opting politicians. Such was the gravitational pull of the presidency—an almost Olympic perch in Congolese politics—and so ramshackle was Kabila’s own political coalition that Tshisekedi’s victory seemed almost effortless. Within two years, he had ousted Kabila from power, punting him off to the opposition.

The brazen steps Tshisekedi took to cement his power resembled those of Joseph Kabila eighteen years earlier, in 2001, when Kabila’s father, Laurent-Désiré Kabila, was assassinated by his bodyguard. Joseph, then a twenty-nine-year-old army commander, had been chosen to replace him as president because the cabal around his father thought he was weak and inexperienced and they could control him. But within six months, he had fired almost all of them. He swiftly contradicted almost all of his father’s major policies, accepting peace talks with his rivals, liberalizing the economy, and inviting in the UN peacekeeping mission. Moments like these remind us that dramatic transformations are possible in Congolese politics. One can wage battle against deeply entrenched interests and win.

Unfortunately, Tshisekedi was not nearly as audacious when it came to reforming his own corrupt and inefficient army, which had allowed rebellions to fester throughout the eastern highlands. There, too, he was more interested in securing his own survival than in creating a strong accountable force. He moved two of the most notorious abusers, General Gabriel Amisi and General Akili Mundos, to the army oversight body—wolves guarding the henhouse, as one Congolese officer told me. He put his own loyalists in command of the army but did almost nothing to root out the networks of patronage and graft that had rotted the security sector from the inside out.

This is one of the underlying drivers of conflict in the Congo: a political elite that tries to inoculate itself against coups by weakening its own army. This goes back to the 1970s, when dictator Mobutu Sese Seko reacted to successive coup attempts by creating a proliferation of security services, putting ethnic loyalists at their helm—at times from his own family—and pitting them against each other. Weakness, paradoxically, was a useful tactic for staying in power. Even the roads were kept unpaved, so it would be impossible to drive army units from the conflict zones to the capital one thousand miles away.

Both Kabila and Tshisekedi resorted to the same tactic, sending the bulk of the army to the restive East, allowing them to get rich from racketeering and embezzling defense funds, while placing loyalists in strategic positions. Above all, they made sure there was nothing like a strong esprit de corps or chain of command that could be used to overthrow them. The side effect of this policy was that the army was unable to deal with even minor security challenges. Worse still, over the years senior officers would stitch together close relationships with local militias, going into business with them and sometimes partnering with them in military operations. Sometimes, officers would even sell them weapons and ammunition that would then be used against the army. “We have an autoimmune disease,” one officer told me. 

Meanwhile, in Kinshasa, the president sat in his labyrinth, consumed by court intrigues.

SNAPSHOT 2: THE RELUCTANT REBEL LEADER, 2023

It was a rare interview: Sultani Makenga, the commander of the Movement of 23 March (M23) rebellion, sitting on a folding chair on June 22, 2023. Behind him, some of the most beautiful countryside in Central Africa: volcanoes draped with thick rainforest; steep, terraced hills with herds of cattle. Makenga had a simple cane—an accessory for many Tutsi soldiers, a sign of their pastoralist heritage—leaning against his chair and an array of mobile phones and walkie-talkies laid out on a plastic stool in front of him.

Other than the beautiful scenery, however, this picture—and indeed the interview—tells us little. Makenga dislikes the spotlight and is uncomfortable speaking in public. His camouflage patrol cap pulled down tightly over his eyes, he gave predictable, curt answers to the frustrated journalists.

The most important thing about this picture is what Makenga himself represents. He is the symbol of the Möbius strip of conflicts in the eastern Congo, their seemingly cyclical and inside-is-out, outside-is-in character. That metaphor came from Papy, a Congolese friend of mine who studied mathematics and physics before dead-ending as a dipsomaniac neighborhood philosopher in Bukavu, a town on the eastern border with Rwanda. When trying to explain the cycle of violence in his country, he picked up a strip of paper, twisted it, and then attached the ends. “It is like MC Escher,” he said. “Time as a fluid, nonlinear journey, rather than a strict forward progression. War on repeat.”

Makenga was born in 1973 in North Kivu Province to a relatively poor Tutsi family. By the time he was a teenager, the region was in upheaval—Mobutu’s grasp on power had begun to slip with the end of the cold war, and his friend President Juvénal Habyarimana in neighboring Rwanda was facing pressure to democratize. As dictatorships in both countries crumbled, ethnic chauvinism came to the fore. In 1990, heeding a call by the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), Makenga became a rebel for the first time. Since then, he has been floating in an alphabet soup of rebellions, having fought in the RPF, the AFDL, the RCD, the CNDP, and now the M23.

How is this possible? How has a generation of Congolese in the eastern Congo known nothing but war? How has a whole class of professional soldiers and rebels, a military bourgeoisie, emerged with a vested interest in the conflict?


The weak, neopatrimonial state mentioned above explains part of this. But conflict in the eastern Congo sits at the center of a triple helix, of which the state is only one strand. The second strand consists of local struggles over land, power, and identity; and the third concerns the involvement of regional countries. Makenga encapsulates both of these.

The Tutsi community into which Makenga was born has been stuck in a cycle of privilege and marginalization. The Belgian colonizers encouraged the immigration of hundreds of thousands of Rwandans to these verdant hills, using them for labor and to control the local populations. Mobutu then alternately empowered and undermined these communities: In 1971, he promulgated a law that granted blanket citizenship to all Rwandans and Burundians who had been in the Congo since 1960 as he sought to curry favor and cultivate loyalty among these relatively affluent communities. When he expropriated all foreign businesses in 1973 during a nationalization campaign, many Tutsi in North Kivu benefited. Then, in 1981, seeking to mobilize nationalist sentiment, Mobutu reversed this decree, legislating that citizenship could be obtained only on an individual basis and was available only for those who could trace their Congolese ancestry back to 1885. Although this law was never really enforced, for the “immigrants” this legal back and forth underlined how tenuous their status was.

During the turmoil of the 1990–1996 democratization period, these communal tensions escalated. Fueled by populist politics, the government launched an “identification of citizenship” census, targeted specifically at these “Rwandan” communities, in 1991; a parliamentary resolution in 1995 called for all “Rwandan refugees” to leave the country, explicitly including Banyamulenge, Congolese Tutsi who had been in South Kivu for many generations; and several decrees were issued to identify property owned by “refugees and immigrants,” categories that were interpreted to apply to all Tutsi. The commissioner of Uvira, a town on the border with Burundi, went so far as to say he would expel all Tutsi by the end of 1995, and then helped to organize gangs of youths to harass Banyamulenge.

Makenga came of age during this upheaval. It was these ethnic antagonisms, as well as the lure of adventure, that pushed him to begin his rebel career. But he is also a symbol for how there is much more than meets the eye in these rebellions. In 1996, he joined a Rwandan-backed rebellion, the Alliance of Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Congo-Zaire (AFDL), to overthrow Mobutu. They did precisely this: The rebels walked across the whole country, a thousand miles from Goma to Kinshasa, to kick out the dictator and install a new leader, Laurent-Désiré Kabila. Kabila then fell out with his Rwandan backers, telling them to leave. The Rwandan officers told their troops—including Congolese Tutsi, such as Makenga—to pack their bags and return “home” with them. But Makenga and soldiers like him were not Rwandan. Many of them felt deeply Congolese and refused to leave, sparking mutinies.

In Goma, Lieutenant Murekezi, a Tutsi, led the uprising. Crucially, many future senior M23 officers, including Makenga, were among those who either participated in or sympathized with this mutiny. The mutineers were rounded up. Their standoff ended when, at a military assembly in Goma in early November 1997, a commanding Rwandan officer shot Murekezi in the head. Several others were killed or injured as well, and the survivors were tied up and thrown on a truck.

One of Makenga’s friends told me, “Don’t believe for one second that Rwanda supported us because they were our friends, or that they sympathized with Congolese Tutsi. They supported us because they needed us. And when they no longer needed us, they turned on us.”

The Congolese Tutsi community is stuck between two forces: on one side, rejected by many of their fellow Congolese; on the other, subject to the opportunism of Rwandan officials, as Makenga’s friend pointed out. This predicament has been exacerbated by officers from the Congolese Tutsi community, who have been involved in numerous episodes of mass violence against other ethnic groups, often exacting indiscriminate retribution for crimes against the Tutsi, which has only further exacerbated communal resentment. Makenga is a good example of this. In 2009, United Nations investigators said he was suspected of being involved in “massacres in Pinga and Lukweti in 2003 and 2004; the killing of children in Nyamilima in 2005; command responsibility for [the] Buramba massacre; [and] killings near Katwiguru, Kiseguru, Rubare.”

Makenga shows how many of the local causes of the conflict have never been addressed. Never in all of the many peace processes have the struggles over land, the main resource in the eastern Congo, been addressed. Nor has the government seriously worked to reconcile local communities or to deal with the trauma of past violence—whether through education, prosecutions, or memorialization. Nor has the government and its foreign backers been able to offer alternative livelihoods for the hundreds of thousands of combatants who—like Makenga—have never had a job that didn’t involve using a weapon. We should not see rebels like him as depraved thugs; more accurately, they just have few other choices.

As Makenga himself said, “My life is war, my education is war, and my language is war.”

SNAPSHOT 3: KAGAME, CHOGM, 2022

One by one, leaders of fifty-six countries filed into the Kigali Convention Center for the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM). Before they could sit down, they were welcomed for a photo op by the Rwandan president Paul Kagame. Justin Trudeau, Prince Charles, and numerous heads of state from around the world filed in and shook hands with the tall, bespectacled leader. Once they were all seated, the British prime minister, Boris Johnson, gave a speech in which he said, “One of the gravest affronts to everything we stand for is Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.”

It was a moment of astounding hypocrisy. Just ten days earlier, the M23 rebellion, with heavy backing from the Rwandan army, had undertaken a large offensive, seizing the Congolese border town of Bunagana and sending over 30,000 people fleeing. Meanwhile, Johnson was in Kigali praising Kagame’s “moral stance” on the war in Ukraine and admiring Rwanda’s “extraordinary social and economic development.”

The third strand of the triple helix of forces driving the Congo war is regional involvement. In the history of the Congo wars since 1993, local rebellions have never succeeded in breaking the straitjackets of local ethnic politics without outside backing. While many countries have waded into the Congolese conflict—at one point, Namibian, Angolan, Ugandan, Rwandan, Zimbabwean, Chadian, and Sudanese armies were all deployed—the main axis of the war has always been between the Congo and Rwanda.

Conflict today in the Congo would look very different if Rwanda had not continued its involvement. The Great Congo Wars described in this book ended in 2003 with a comprehensive peace agreement, the fruit of four years of diplomatic heavy lifting. The deal reunified the country after five years of brutal war and shared positions in the new transitional government, parliament, and other state institutions among the various signatories. All belligerents integrated their combatants into a new national army, the Armed Forces of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (FARDC), and 130,000 soldiers—including 30,000 children—were demobilized within four years. A new constitution was signed enshrining the rights of citizens as never before, creating democratic institutions, and decentralizing power to the provinces, inaugurating the Congo’s Third Republic. By 2006, the number of internally displaced people in the Congo had declined to 1.2 million, a third of what it had been just three years earlier. Since displacement is correlated with higher mortality rates, these security improvements almost certainly saved tens of thousands of lives. It is critical to remember this period, as it punctures the inevitability that can cloak the conflict.

For all the turpitude of Congolese elites, the impetus for a new escalation came largely from Rwanda. The main challenge to the process came from the Congolese Rally for Democracy (RCD), the rebellion that Rwanda had backed between 1998 and 2003 and that was now part of the transitional government. The RCD was extremely unpopular and stood to lose much of its power in the upcoming elections.

In an effort to preempt their loss of influence in the Congo, Rwanda took action. In 2003, just as the transitional government was forming, it used its influence to prevent several top generals, in particular a Tutsi general named Laurent Nkunda, from joining the new national army in Kinshasa. Around these defectors—Makenga was at the time one of Nkunda’s favorite commanders—a new rebellion was built called the National Congress for the Defense of the People (CNDP).

Kinshasa reacted in a ham-fisted fashion, throwing its weight behind a host of proxy militias, thereby fragmenting and further entrenching the conflict. On March 23, 2009, the CNDP was integrated into the national army through a deal between Kinshasa and Kigali. That deal, however, fell apart after three years, leading to another Rwandan-backed rebellion, the M23. That rebellion was defeated after eighteen months but reemerged in 2021 under Makenga’s leadership, again with hefty Rwandan backing.

Why did Rwanda keep intervening despite the huge humanitarian cost? Rwanda’s motives are not straightforward. It clearly considers the projection of power in the eastern DRC a matter of vital, even existential importance. It often cites a security threat from rebels there. But the last major invasion of Rwanda was in 2001, when the rebels of the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR)—some of whom had participated in the 1994 Rwanda genocide—launched an incursion that resulted in a thousand deaths within the rebels’ ranks. Since then, the FDLR has only been able to carry out small cross-border raids. Even so, Rwanda cites former U.S. vice president Dick Cheney’s “one percent doctrine,” claiming that if there is even a minuscule chance of a threat it must be treated as an absolute certainty. It is willing to displace hundreds of thousands to safeguard even a few of its own people. Disproportionality is baked into its defense policy.

The other frequently cited reason for Rwandan intervention is the protection of the Congolese Kinyarwanda-speaking population, in particular the Tutsi community, which is thought to make up around 15 to 20 percent of the population in Rwanda and around 1 percent in the DRC. It is certainly true that the Congolese Tutsi community has long been the victim of abuse and discrimination. Yet there is little evidence of an upsurge in anti-Tutsi violence in the East prior to the resurgence of M23. Nor can the Rwandan state boast a perfect record of defending this community. In 2001, when combatants from the South Kivu–based Banyamulenge Tutsi population rose up against a Rwandan-backed rebellion, Kigali launched a violent crackdown on them. The Rwandan government has also engaged in repression against Banyamulenge refugees on its own soil, cracking down on protests against the poor living conditions in their camps.

Rwanda’s motives can only be explained by taking a closer look at its political culture. The 1994 genocide remains the bedrock of public discourse in the country: The legitimacy of the ruling RPF is largely based on its role in ending the slaughter and providing stability in its aftermath—eradicating civil liberties and any vestiges of democratic opposition in the process. Parts of the Rwandan elite feel that their interventions in the DRC remain justified in the name of security and ethnic solidarity. But whether the key decision-makers, including Kagame himself, are truly convinced of this or merely using it as a means to bolster their domestic power is ultimately impossible to know.

Then there is regional geopolitics. Much like Israel, Rwanda feels hemmed in by enemies on all sides. In 2021, its relations with Uganda were at a nadir; it had closed the border to its northern neighbor, and both sides had traded accusations of destabilization. Then, in November of that year, Uganda deployed thousands of troops into the Congo to pursue an Islamist rebellion alongside the Congolese military. Meanwhile, the Burundian government, which had long seen Rwanda as an existential enemy, also sent its army into the Congo to chase after its own rebels. Rwanda felt surrounded, and its resuscitation of the M23 was a means to push back against these perceived threats.

Finally, there is the economy. Because Congo cannot effectively govern its territory, its neighbors have profited from its precious minerals—with Rwanda, Uganda, and Burundi all benefiting from the massive smuggling of Congolese gold across the border. Indeed, since the M23 rebellion, the value of minerals in Rwanda’s economy has climbed dramatically: from 50 percent of exports in 2021 to 80 percent in 2023. Gold exports, by far the largest foreign exchange earner, have soared from $368 million to $1.5 billion. This is especially important for Rwandan military elites, since the country’s tin and gold smelters are both partly owned by the army.

Back to the CHOGM summit in Kigali: I write this two months after the M23—or, more accurately, the Rwandan Defence Force (RDF), with some help from the rebels—took control of Goma and Bukavu, Congolese border towns with a combined population of around 3 million. By mid-2025, the conflict had displaced around 660,000 people. And yet donors have done little to curb Rwanda’s actions. Six different UN Group of Expert reports between 2022 and 2024 detailed Rwanda’s support to the M23, which reportedly included over 4,000 troops as well as armored vehicles, drones, surface-to-air missiles, and other equipment. Instead, for the first three years of the rebellion, donors doubled down on aid to Rwanda. In 2022, budgetary grants to Rwanda increased by 48 percent from the previous year. In 2023, the European Union announced €900 million ($939 million) of investments in Rwanda through the Global Gateway, which is supposed to be premised on democratic values, good governance, and security, among other principles.

This small, developing country has figured out how to make itself useful, even indispensable, to Western powers. It has sent troops to northern Mozambique, where a jihadist insurgency has threatened major French and Italian gas projects, and it has controversially offered to host asylum seekers from the United Kingdom, Denmark, and the United States. And yet the West has enormous leverage, contributing up to about 20 percent of Rwanda’s budget. Even more important is Rwanda’s reputation: It makes over $1 billion from tourism and conferences hosted in Kigali.

[image: 007]

The challenges facing Congolese are generational. The three snapshots here showcase three drivers of violence they will have to grapple with: a Congolese elite that, in its quest for survival, has weakened its own state apparatus and become complicit in the predation of its citizens; a Rwandan government that has little interest in a stable, prosperous Congo; and a relatively apathetic African community of states and a northern donor community that can easily succumb to apathy—and, at times, to direct complicity—with regard to a conflict that seems too far away, too African, and too foreign.

But change is possible.

As I have shown here, there is nothing inevitable about the Congolese war. When pushed, both Tshisekedi (in 2020) and Kabila (in 2001) have taken bold, risky actions to stay in power. Between 1999 and 2006, the international community came together to craft comprehensive, progressive processes to address the conflict. And, perhaps most importantly, in 2015–2018, the Congolese people rose up in their millions to demand change. To ward off the evil jinns of fatalism and despondency, we need to keep those moments framed in neon lights on our mental mantelpieces.
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