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Abstract

Persistent conflict in Central Africa—and across post-colonial states more broadly—is not the product of episodic crises,
contemporary leadership failures, or random instability. It is the structural legacy of colonial state design. This article identifies
a central mechanism—annexation without incorporation—through which colonial border-making produced populations formally
subjected to state authority but denied enforceable rights, political membership, and protection. Such populations experience
durable structural insecurity and, over generations, mobilize in predictable ways, generating recurrent, frequently cross-border
conflict. A comparative analysis of multi-border and compact states illustrates the mechanism. Fragmented colonial borders in
the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) institutionalized political exclusion and territorial fragmentation, producing
persistent armed groups and externalized insecurity. Rwanda, by contrast, internalized authority within a compact territory,
resolved internal instability while remaining exposed to unresolved vulnerabilities among politically excluded populations
beyond its borders. Historical evidence shows that colonial annexation and administrative incorporation without political
integration were systematic, not accidental, features of state formation. In eastern Congo, communities historically connected to
Rwanda and local polities were annexed without full membership, creating enduring zones of exclusion that continue to structure
violence. The mechanism generalizes beyond the Great Lakes, as seen in cases from Sudan/South Sudan to Cameroon/Nigeria
and Somalia/Ethiopia, where annexed populations remain politically marginal and structurally insecure. The article advances a
historically grounded, mechanism-driven, and predictive framework for post-colonial conflict, demonstrating that persistent
instability is not an aberration of weak states but the expected outcome of institutional design. Durable peace, therefore, requires
structural remedies—Ilegal recognition, political inclusion, secure land tenure, and regional coordination—rather than purely
episodic interventions.
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1. Introduction

Persistent conflict in post-colonial states remains one of the
most enduring and unevenly distributed challenges in compar-
ative politics and political economy. Across Africa and be-
yond, violence persists decades after independence, dispro-
portionately concentrated in specific territories rather than
uniformly distributed across national boundaries. These pat-
terns endure despite regime changes, development endeavours,
peacekeeping interventions, and changes in international par-
ticipation. The persistence and spatial clustering of conflict
raises an important question: why do some regions remain
structurally prone to insecurity while others, under compara-
ble political and economic conditions, do not?

The dominant theories emphasize ineffective government,
ethnic divisions, or rivalry over limited resources. While each
captures significant aspects of violence, none thoroughly ex-
plains its temporal persistence or territorial concentration.
Ethnic diversity is widespread but does not always lead to con-
flict; institutional instability is typical but does not always lead
to insurgency; and resource endowments fluctuate without
consistently forecasting where violence will occur. Most no-
tably, these models fail to explain why conflict usually clus-
ters in borderlands and peripheral regions, or why the same
groups are mobilized throughout generations. As a result,
most research discusses why conflict occurs but does not ex-
plain why it persists.

The inability of dominant theories to explain the territorial
persistence of conflict suggests that its causes are not merely
contemporaneous but structurally embedded. If violence re-
peatedly concentrates in the same regions across generations,
its origins must lie in the historical organization of political
authority, territory, and belonging. Accordingly, a large
amount of literature has identified the historical foundations
of these dynamics. Mamdani [1] shows how indirect rule and
political dualism institutionalized exclusion by distinguishing
between subjects and citizens. Bates [2] and Hope [3] demon-
strate how colonial extractive and administrative logics cre-
ated incentives for coercion rather than responsibility. Martin
[4] stresses the difficulties of administering regions inherited
from colonial authority, emphasizing weak sovereignty and
uneven geographical penetration. Historical reports, such as
Pakenham [5], illustrate the arbitrary drawing of colonial fron-
tiers with little regard for pre-existing polities.

Despite significant insights, extant research continues to
treat borders primarily as fixed constraints or inert background
conditions, rather than as active political structures that organ-
ize inclusion, exclusion, and access to protection. This con-
ceptual limitation has prevented scholars from systematically
reconciling territorial design, population annexation, and po-
litical membership within a single causal framework. As a re-
sult, the literature lacks a coherent explanation for how popu-
lations can be formally subordinated to state authority while
remaining continuously insecure and why such conditions
generate recurring armed groups and cross-border violence as
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structural rather than situational outcomes. Consistent with
this critique, Mertens [6] argues that violence in the Great
Lakes region is frequently misunderstood through depoliti-
cized lenses—ethnicity, government failure, or criminality,
because colonial epistemologies continue to shape how con-
flict is defined and managed.

This research bridges that gap by proposing a mechanism-
centred explanation grounded in annexation without incorpo-
ration. During colonial and early post-colonial state creation,
communities were routinely annexed into newly defined terri-
tory without being formally integrated into systems of en-
forceable rights, representation, and protection. These popula-
tions were administratively managed but politically excluded,
resulting in a structural insecurity that has persisted for gener-
ations. Under such conditions, mobilization and conflict are
predictable responses to long-term institutional exclusion
built into the state’s design, rather than atypical consequences
of episodic shocks.

The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and Rwanda
present contrasting examples of annexation without incorpo-
ration in practice. The Congolese state was territorially ex-
panded by colonial annexation, resulting in fractured sover-
eignty and long-standing political exclusion. Multiple border
crossings led to colonial annexation, creating zones in which
populations historically associated with neighbouring polities,
including Rwanda, were officially admitted into the Congo-
lese state but not granted political membership. Empirical data
reveal that these populations remain legally and politically in-
secure, particularly regarding land tenure and citizenship,
which reinforces the conditions that lead to recurring conflict
rather than its dissipation [7].

The divergence between the DRC and Rwanda reflects con-
trasting colonial territorial trajectories rather than a simplistic
conflict-versus-stability dichotomy. Rwanda was territorially
restricted but administratively and politically consolidated,
enabling the internalization of authority and comparatively se-
cure political participation within its limited borders. This
consolidation, however, did not eliminate structural insecurity;
instead, it displaced it beyond Rwanda’s borders, where polit-
ical membership or rights were territorially compressed and
unresolved.

Rwanda’s concern in eastern DRC must therefore be under-
stood not merely through cross-border ethnic ties, but as the
institutional consequence of this externalized insecurity fol-
lowing post-genocide against Tutsi stabilization. Armed actors
responsible for the genocide against the Tutsi, notably the
Democratic Force for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR) and
Interahamwe elements, were relocated into Eastern DRC,
where fragmented and unreliable sovereignty, as well as weak
incorporation, allowed their protection and continued mobili-
zation for waging war in Rwanda. As a result, Eastern DRC
became a twin source of structural insecurity for populations
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annexed but not incorporated. It left Rwanda politically vul-
nerable and facing ongoing external threats to its internal con-
solidation. Under these conditions, cross-border action
emerges not as discretionary aggression, but as a structurally
compelled response to misaligned regimes of political inclu-
sion across territorial boundaries.

This paper contains four contributions. First, it conceptual-
izes annexation without incorporation as a causal mechanism
linking colonial territorial design to ongoing conflict, going
beyond explanations based on ethnicity, resources, or state
weakness. Second, it demonstrates temporal continuity by ex-
amining how colonial administrative decisions shaped con-
temporary conflict systems throughout decades of post-colo-
nial rule. Third, it generalizes the mechanism across different
geographical configurations, demonstrating that structural in-
security is a predicted consequence of institutional design ra-
ther than an outlier. Finally, it discusses the policy implica-
tions of political inclusion, legal recognition, and cross-border
coordination, emphasizing that long-term stability necessi-

tates tackling structural rather than episodic causes of violence.

The remainder of the paper will continue as follows. Sec-
tion 2 situates the argument within existing scholarship and
identifies the analytical gap. Section 3 outlines the conceptual
structure. Section 4 provides a historical background. Section
5 contains comparative case analysis. Section 6 summarizes
the mechanisms of conflict reproduction. Section 7 addresses
theoretical and policy consequences. Section 8 concludes.

2. Literature Review

This section places the research within three major analyti-
cal traditions that have influenced scholarly debates on Afri-
can political order and instability: (1) colonial state formation
and institutional legacies, (2) political exclusion and conflict
mobilisation, and (3) borders, territoriality, and regional inse-
curity. While each tradition provides valuable explanatory in-
sights, they are imperfectly integrated. This fragmentation ob-
scures the structural link between geographical annexation,
imperfect political absorption, and the perpetuation of insta-
bility.

2.1. Colonial State Formation and Institutional
Legacies
The first corpus of scholarship focuses on the colonial

state's institutional design and long-term implications. Com-
parative historical assessments show that colonial govern-

ments prioritised extraction and control over social integration.

Administrative rationality was focused on preserving order at
the lowest possible cost, often through indirect rules and de-
centralised authority structures.

Mahmood Mamdani [ 1] presents one of the most influential
definitions of this heritage, arguing that colonial rule estab-
lished a two-tiered state structure: urban inhabitants under
civil law and rural subjects under customary authority. This
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dual system established divided citizenship, defined ethnic
identities, and instilled legal pluralism in government institu-
tions. Rather than creating united political communities, colo-
nial nations produced layered, divided authority.

Similarly, Jeffrey Herbst [8] contends that African nations
have historically failed to assert control over sparsely popu-
lated territories, resulting in low infrastructure penetration and
weak territorial consolidation. Colonial borders frequently in-
cluded inhabitants without matching official incorporation.
These inherited territorial divisions became sovereign states
after independence, but their internal integration was inade-
quate.

While this study persuasively demonstrates the persistence
of colonial institutional legacies, it primarily focuses on struc-
tural weaknesses and dispersed authority. It does not ade-
quately explain how territorial annexation without genuine
political integration leads to recurring instability across gen-
erations.

2.2. Political Exclusion and Conflict
Mobilization

A second analytical tradition shifts focus from institutional
design to patterns of political exclusion and mobilisation.
Quantitative conflict studies show that exclusion from central
state power significantly increases the likelihood of violent re-
bellion. Lars-Erik [9] demonstrates that politically excluded
ethnic groups are substantially more likely to initiate insur-
gency. Their findings suggest that conflict is closely tied to
structured patterns of access to power rather than mere cul-
tural difference. Earlier work by David A. Lake and Donald
Rothchild [6] conceptualises ethnic conflict as a security di-
lemma that emerges under conditions of weak institutional
guarantees. Where credible commitments are absent, groups
mobilise preemptively to secure survival.

According to Douglass [10], credible elite bargains and en-
forceable institutional limitations are necessary for stable po-
litical systems. When such arrangements fail to include essen-
tial participants, violence becomes a tool for renegotiation.
Although this study views exclusion as a predictor of instabil-
ity, it typically sees it as a modern governance failure. It rarely
examines the broader spatial and historical grounds that un-
derpin exclusion.

2.3. Borders, Territoriality, and Regional
Insecurity

A third line of research looks at the territorial structure of
African governments and the regional spread of instability.
The existence of colonial borders has long been regarded as a
stabilising feature in African politics. However, researchers
contend that these divisions frequently trap diverse communi-
ties without fostering a cohesive political identity [11]. Ac-
cording to Christopher Clapham [12], African regimes com-
monly manage insecurity through regional entanglements,
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proxy alignments, and cross-border interventions. Rather than
remaining confined to local theatres, instability frequently
crosses boundaries via familial networks, refugee flows, and
insurgent movements.

Furthermore, the author shows how quasi-political institu-
tions and cross-border solidarity call into question traditional
concepts of consolidated sovereignty. In multi-border config-
urations, fragmented territorial integration undermines the
state's monopoly on violence and political goods. This territo-
rial literature sheds light on how borders influence patterns of
conflict dissemination. However, it falls short of integrating
territorial fragmentation and institutional exclusion into a sin-
gle explanatory process.

2.4. Literature Gap and Analytical Positioning

Taken together, these three traditions give critical insights:
colonial institutional legacies define state capacity, political
exclusion predicts mobilisation, and territorial fragmentation
fosters regional dissemination. However, they are still analyt-
ically compartmentalised. What is absent is a mechanism-
based framework that connects territorial annexation, imper-
fect political absorption, and the spread of insecurity across
borders. This analysis fills that gap by viewing annexation
without inclusion as a structural situation that results in
chronic political instability and recurring mobilisation.

2.5. Conceptual Framework: Arbitrary Borders
and Annexation Without Incorporation

This paper presents a mechanism-driven theoretical frame-
work for explaining the persistence of conflict in postcolonial
governments by examining the institutional repercussions of
colonial territorial planning. Rather than treating theory as ab-
stract or disconnected from empirical reality, the framework
combines conceptual reasoning, historical reconstruction, and
empirical patterns to show how colonial annexation without
political incorporation results in structurally insecure popula-
tions and recurring mobilisation. At its core is the method of
annexation without incorporation, in which populations are
placed under formal sovereign authority but are not offered
enforced citizenship, significant political representation, se-
cure property tenure, or credible institutional protection.

The argument relies on previous research on colonial state
development while expanding it into the geographical domain.
Mamdani [1] highlighted how colonial regimes institutional-
ised split systems of authority, resulting in differentiated citi-
zenship through indirect governance. Boldorini [13] demon-
strated that colonial administrative rationality prioritised ex-
traction and control over political integration. Herbst [4] also
suggested that many African states inherited geographical ju-
risdictions without achieving significant infrastructural pene-
tration or consolidation. These publications show that the con-
struction of the colonial state created institutional disparities
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within the postcolonial political order. This study contextual-
ises that understanding by claiming that arbitrary borders en-
shrine political exclusion across territory, institutionalising
structural instability.

Annexation is the formal extension of sovereign jurisdic-
tion over territory via boundary construction or redefinition.
Historically, annexation has not been intrinsically destabilis-
ing; nations have expanded without creating chronic insecu-
rity. The key variable is whether annexation is followed by
political incorporation. Political incorporation is the ac-
ceptance of annexed populations as full members of the polit-
ical community, with enforceable legal standing, meaningful
representation, institutional guarantees, and secure access to
property and livelihood. Territorial consolidation can help to
maintain political order when annexation is combined with in-
corporation. Where it is missing, populations are managed but
not integrated.

Annexation without incorporation occurs when administra-
tive inclusion replaces political membership. Populations are
taxed, regulated, and ruled, but they lack secure citizenship
and reliable institutional protection. This circumstance creates
structural insecurity, defined as long-term ambiguity about
property rights, political affiliation, and physical safety inher-
ent to institutional systems. Unlike episodic insecurity gener-
ated by short-term disasters, structural insecurity is cumula-
tive and self-reinforcing. It extends throughout generations
because the state's institutional framework perpetuates it.

The causal logic emerges successively. Populations are an-
nexed into newly established political units by arbitrarily de-
signed territorial boundaries. Administrative control replaces
political incorporation, leaving unresolved issues of citizen-
ship and land tenure. Structural insecurity emerges as an on-
going condition. In such cases, mobilisation becomes a rea-
sonable response to institutional fragility, rather than a state-
ment of ideology or identity. As a result, violence becomes
more common and regularly crosses boundaries, especially
where borders separate historically related communities. Con-
flict, according to this perspective, is not a breakdown of order,
but rather the foreseeable effect of regulating populations
without fully integrating them.

This hypothesis differs from the mainstream conflict theo-
ries. Ethnicity-centred views frequently regard identification
as causative without identifying the institutional conditions
under which identity is politically mobilised [9]. Security di-
lemma approaches emphasise fear and commitment issues,
but do not adequately explain why certain populations remain
structurally susceptible over time [6]. State weakness expla-
nations emphasise limited capacity but do not explain why in-
security is spatially concentrated within specific annexed ter-
ritories [4]. Resource-based theories also fail to account for
chronic violence in areas with little extractive riches. In con-
trast, annexation without incorporation identifies the institu-
tional condition that causes insecurity to be long-lasting, spa-
tially ingrained, and resistant to conventional treatments.
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The mechanism is notably prominent in Central Africa. Co-
lonial boundary-making during and after the Berlin Confer-
ence fractured pre-existing political groups and absorbed them
into newly formed territorial entities that lacked political inte-
gration. The Democratic Republic of the Congo provides a
particularly clear example of this phenomenon. Its borders in-
tersect with those of numerous neighbouring states, including
Rwanda, Uganda, and Zambia, resulting in a multi-border ar-
rangement in which communities historically linked across
space were officially integrated without coherent absorption.

In the early twentieth century, colonial demarcations in
eastern DRC transferred communities with historical ties to

Rwanda into the Congo Free State and later the Belgian Congo.

Administrative authority was expanded, but political inclusion
remained unclear. Citizenship regimes, land tenure systems,
and representational frameworks were never completely inte-
grated. Subsequent colonial labour movements strengthened
cross-border social ties while increasing institutional ambigu-
ity. Postcolonial states inherited these geographical configura-
tions, and the unresolved status of annexed populations
fuelled a cycle of mobilisation and armed conflict. Groups like
the M23, which have risen, demonstrate that mobilisation

arises in the context of prolonged institutional insecurity ra-
ther than just ethnic animosity or resource competition.

Although the DRC serves as a paradigmatic example, the
mechanism is not geographically limited. Whereas colonial
borders separated pre-existing political communities without
institutional integration, annexation without incorporation re-
sulted in structurally insecure populations. In more territori-
ally tight nations, such as Rwanda, greater internal consolida-
tion may prevent internal fragmentation, but exclusion might
be pushed outwards, spreading insecurity to surrounding re-
gions. The framework's generality stems from institutional
logic rather than regional specificity.

Under conditions of annexation without incorporation, sta-
bility is dependent, whereas insecurity is structurally embed-
ded. Conflict should not be seen as an anomaly of postcolonial
governance, but rather as a long-term institutional conse-
quence of colonial territory formation. By identifying the
mechanism that links arbitrary borders to repeated violence,
this framework combines colonial state formation theory, con-
flict studies, and territorial institutionalism into a coherent ex-
planatory paradigm.

Mechanism of Persistent Conflict under Arbitrary Borders
and Annexation Without Incorporation

Colonial / Early Postcolonial Border Design

o Arbitrary territorial demarcation

® Populations annexed without consultation

|~
Rwanda

® Administrative inclusion only

Annexed Populations

N

Zambia
Multi-Border Example:
DRC & Neighbors

L  Local governance without inclusion

e No political incorporation <- .

® Denied legal recognition and land rights "\‘ ‘\‘
\“ \

s 2

Entrenched
Marginalization

L} L]

' '
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» Chronic uncertainty over rights & protection . !
o Institutionalized marginalization <----- = ':'

........

Mobilization as response to exclusion
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o Cross-border spillover effects

Recurrent & Cross-Border Conflict
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Reinforcement

~. -
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Figure 1. This figure illustrates conflict not as an episodic disorder, but as the predictable outcome of colonial state construction that incor-
porated territory without politically integrating populations, thereby generating enduring structural instability.
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The figure above depicts the causal line from colonial and
post-colonial border design (top) to annexed people, leading
to structural insecurity and recurring cross-border conflict
(bottom). Solid arrows imply causal flow, while dotted arrows
represent feedback loops that reinforce insecurity and margin-
alisation. The inset mini-map depicts the DRC and its borders
with Rwanda and Zambia, demonstrating how cross-border

situations intensify the mechanisms to deter broader invasions.

Although the rationale is based on the DRC-Rwanda situation,
it applies to other post-colonial contexts.

2.6. Methodology

This study employs a historical-comparative, mechanism-
driven approach to trace how colonial territorial design pro-
duced structurally insecure populations and recurring conflict
in East Africa (EA), particularly along the borders of the DRC
and Rwanda. The DRC and Rwanda were selected for their
contrasting territorial configurations: the DRC exemplifies
multi-border fragmentation and political exclusion, while
Rwanda illustrates compact-state consolidation and internal-
ized authority [14, 15], but not immune to conflict on its bor-
der with eastern DRC. This comparison allows analysis of
how annexation without incorporation operates differently
across state designs. More importantly, the choice of these
countries is not only guided by their current intense conflict
but also by the sites where brutal forms of imperialism un-
folded from the 19th to the 21st century.

The evidentiary base combines archival and colonial docu-
ments, administrative reports, treaties, ethnographic and his-
torical studies, and contemporary conflict data [5, 13].
Sources were systematically selected to capture information
directly relevant to territorial annexation, political incorpora-
tion, and structural insecurity. Historical materials were re-
stricted to the colonial period (late nineteenth to mid-twentieth
century) to reconstruct border demarcation, administrative
policies, and precolonial social-political structures. At the
same time, contemporary sources cover post-independence
developments, recurring insurgencies, and cross-border mobi-
lization.

Triangulation of these sources establishes causal links be-
tween colonial territorial design, political exclusion, and per-
sistent conflict. Priority was given to primary archival evi-
dence and peer-reviewed historical or ethnographic research,
with secondary sources included only if verifiable. Data were
analysed to distinguish between structural mechanisms and
situational factors such as leadership choices, shocks, or pol-
icy variation.

The analytical strategy follows the causal chain: colonial
border-making — annexation without incorporation — struc-
tural insecurity — recurrent and cross-border conflict. Com-
parative analysis of the DRC and Rwanda, alongside illustra-
tive cases from other African multi-border contexts, tests the
generality of the mechanism [8]. This approach allows the
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study to demonstrate that recurring conflict is mechanically
produced, historically grounded, and institutionally embedded,
rather than episodic or contingent.

By combining historical reconstruction, cross-case compar-
ison, and careful source selection, the methodology links co-
lonial territorial planning to contemporary conflict outcomes.
It ensures that conclusions are empirically grounded, causally
plausible, and theoretically generalizable, supporting annexa-
tion without incorporation as a durable explanation for struc-
tural instability in post-colonial multi-border regions [15].

3. Case Analysis: Annexation Without
Incorporation in Multi-border CA

3.1. The DRC: Multi-border Fragmentation
and Structural Insecurity

The eastern DRC provides clear empirical evidence that an-
nexation without incorporation can result in long-term sys-
temic insecurity and conflict. The origins of this mechanism
are traced to the colonial demarcation of borders at the turn of
the twentieth century, when Belgian authorities incorporated
territories and populations into the CFS through diplomatic
agreements and administrative fiat rather than through politi-
cal negotiation with existing powers. In North Kivu, colonial
borders intersected precolonial political formations, histori-
cally linked to Rwanda and local governments, thereby terri-
torially integrating these populations into the Congolese state
while severing established systems of political belonging and
authority [16].

Colonial annexation was followed by administrative inclu-
sion but not political incorporation. Belgian sovereignty
brought taxation, forced labour, and the administration of ter-
ritory to eastern Congo, but political membership remained
ambiguous and was selectively withheld. Customary authori-
ties were subservient to colonial administrators, citizenship re-
mained vague, and access to land and political representation
was determined by shifting administrative categories rather
than enforceable rights [14, 17]. As a result, populations were
subjected to official power while remaining outside of the po-
litical community itself. This arrangement resulted in a form
of governance without membership: populations were ruled,
regulated, and compelled, but not politically recognized.

This institutional structure resulted in structural insecurity
rather than episodic instability. In North Kivu, insecurity was
built into ordinary governing systems, not provoked by a crisis.
Land tenure remained politically precarious, citizenship status
was frequently questioned, and political participation was
based on fluid definitions of belonging. Populations previ-
ously associated with Rwanda were repeatedly reinterpreted
as “foreign” or “non-indigenous,” making rights to property,
protection, and representation reversible and insecure. These
conditions lasted after independence, as the Congolese state
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inherited colonial administrative systems while maintaining
their exclusionary logic.

In such circumstances, mobilization became a logical re-
sponse to institutionalized vulnerability. Armed movements in
eastern DRC did not develop from abrupt breaks in order, but
instead followed the same institutional fault lines generated by
annexation without inclusion. Groups like the M23 armed
group mobilized in areas where political exclusion and land
instability had long existed, rather than being created recently.
The multi-border structure exacerbated this dynamic: groups
barred from one state may use cross-border affiliations, claims,
or assistance to turn localized insecurity into transnational
conflict. Violence in this context did not herald the collapse of
the state; instead, it reflected a long-term governance system
in which authority was wielded without incorporation and ac-
countability remained fragmented.

The continuation of such conflicts despite repeated inter-
ventions is due to what Mertens, Perazzone, and Mwambari
[6] refer to as “fatal misconceptions™: analytical and policy
frameworks that depoliticise violence by classifying it as eth-
nic, criminal, or episodic rather than structurally produced. By
failing to address the institutional condition of annexation
without inclusion, remedies have continually targeted symp-
toms while leaving the underlying process unaffected, perpet-
uating insecurity across generations.

Similar dynamics may be seen along the DRC’s borders
with Uganda and Zambia, where communities historically as-
sociated with neighbouring polities were absorbed without po-
litical inclusion. In each case, colonial administrative prac-
tices—coercive governance, uneven territorial integration,
and indirect rule—created zones of chronic vulnerability ra-
ther than fully integrated political communities. The recur-
rence of violence across various regions demonstrates that the
process is not limited to a single ethnic group or border, but
rather applies to multi-border scenarios where administrative
authority replaces political affiliation.

3.2. Rwanda: Compact Borders and the
Structural Consequences of Annexed
Populations

Rwanda offers a contrasting example of how border layout
influences the emergence of structural insecurity. Rwanda,
unlike the DRC, is a compact state with strong internal cohe-
sion. Populations within its borders are incorporated mainly
into political, legal, and institutional frameworks, enjoying
citizenship, enforceable rights, and access to state protection.
Governance is centralized, and institutions remain relatively
consistent across the region, preventing internal structural in-
security. Historical evidence indicates that precolonial Rwan-
dan polities were largely coherent, with established authority
structures and dispute-resolution processes [18]. Colonial rule
formalized these boundaries, although, unlike in eastern DRC,
most Rwandans were politically integrated, ensuring institu-
tional continuity.
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The structural vulnerability studied here stems from com-
munities historically associated with Rwanda that were ab-
sorbed into the Congo as a result of colonial border delineation
[16]. In North Kivu, for example, these populations were ad-
ministratively incorporated into the Congo Free State without
political integration, placing them under state jurisdiction
while denying them secure political membership. This combi-
nation resulted in a long-lasting state of structural instability,
characterized by challenged land tenure, unclear citizenship,
and systematic exclusion from political representation. Alt-
hough these groups frequently preserve social and historical
ties with Rwanda, they are legally and politically marginalized
inside the Congolese state, demonstrating the long-term insti-
tutional implications of colonial annexation without absorp-
tion.

Rwanda’s apprehension in eastern DRC must therefore be
viewed as a response to externally induced structural insecu-
rity, rather than an extension of internal strife or ethnic affinity.
Post-genocide against Tutsi, state consolidation in Rwanda re-
sulted in a territorially contained and politically integrated
polity. Still, it also increased vulnerability to challenges ema-
nating from outside its borders, where authority remains frag-
mented. In eastern Congo, annexed but unincorporated terri-
tory allowed armed groups to persist and mobilize, including
factions antagonistic to the Rwandan state, like the FDLR,
which left Rwanda after carrying out the Genocide against
Tutsi, and were safeguarded by DRC leadership, as well as
vulnerable communities without effective political authority.
Rwanda’s diplomatic pressure, security interventions, and
cross-border concerns reflect efforts to manage insecurity that
cannot be territorially contained beyond its borders due to
misaligned political incorporation and the persistence of un-
governed armed actors, rather than attempts to externalise in-
stability [7].

This exclusion is large in scope and long-lasting. According
to archival and ethnographic data, numerous people histori-
cally associated with Rwanda were absorbed into North Kivu
during Belgian control without receiving comparable govern-
mental recognition. Current research reveals that these groups
continue to experience disputed land rights, restricted political
voice, and recurring violence, suggesting that institutional am-
biguity persists decades after the initial colonial choices [19].
Land, citizenship, and political membership are all contingent
rather than guaranteed, which perpetuates vulnerability re-
gardless of ethnicity, local government competence, or short-
term political change.

Comparatively, Rwanda’s compact territorial configuration
illustrates how the exact mechanism—annexation without in-
corporation—produces divergent outcomes depending on
state design. In the multi-border DRC, non-incorporated pop-
ulations generate chronic insecurity, fragmented authority, and
recurrent mobilization. In Rwanda, internal political integra-
tion helps prevent domestic insecurity, but cannot eliminate
threats originating in adjacent territories where incorporation
was never completed. Cross-border insecurity thus emerges as
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a structural consequence of territorial misalignment rather
than as evidence of aggressive intent or governance failure.

Taken together, the Rwanda scenario demonstrates the gen-
erality and predictability of the paradigm proposed in this re-
search. Colonial annexation without integration resulted in
structurally unstable populations in the eastern DRC, whereas
territorial consolidation provided institutional stability in
Rwanda. These findings show that persistent insecurity is not
transient, episodic, or policy-driven, but rather historical and
institutionally established. Compact nations may internalize
authority and prevent internal conflict. Still, they remain vul-
nerable to the external effects of unresolved political exclu-
sion beyond their borders, highlighting the regional ramifica-
tions of colonial territorial design.

3.3. Historical and Institutional Continuity

The persistence of conflict in eastern DRC is profoundly
anchored in institutional continuity from colonial governance,
suggesting that modern insecurity is structurally integrated ra-
ther than contingent. Colonial administrations, such as the
Congo Free State and later Belgian control, built a coercive
governance architecture that extended authority over con-
quered populations while systematically denying them politi-
cal inclusion. Populations historically associated with Rwanda
and local governments were nominally annexed in peripheral,
multi-border regions, such as North Kivu, but they were
barred from meaningful involvement in governance, legal
recognition, or secure land tenure [14, 16]. This administrative
strategy produced structurally insecure populations subject to
state power but without enforceable rights, creating long-term
vulnerabilities that endure into the post-colonial era [17].

The colonial government model was mainly based on mili-
tarised administration and indirect rule. Local governments
were subservient to colonial agents, coercion replaced integra-
tion, and extraction (by taxation, forced labour, and resource
expropriation) took precedence over political inclusion. These
techniques resulted in fragmented authority, with multi-border
regions receiving inconsistent oversight compared to core ex-
traction zones, leaving inhabitants in North Kivu politically
marginalized but territorially annexed. As a result, these peo-
ple’s daily lives were defined by chronic uncertainty about
property, legal protection, and political representation,
thereby embedding structural instability into institutional rou-
tines.

This structural design produced a long-term mechanism for
repeating conflict. Excluded populations mobilized in re-
sponse to insecurity, as expected. The M23 armed group, for
example, drew on communities with grievances stemming
from previous denial of political integration, unresolved land
claims, and administrative marginalization. The recurrence of
cross-border mobilisation, territorial contestation, and epi-
sodic violence reveals the mechanical logic of annexation
without incorporation: structural insecurity drives repeated
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conflict in the absence of short-term shocks, ideology, or lead-
ership failure.

3.4. Multi-border Comparison: Annexation
Without Incorporation Across the DRC’s
Frontier Zones

A comparative examination of the DRC’s international bor-
ders demonstrates that recurring conflict is neither random nor
uniformly distributed. Instead, violence is concentrated in
multi-border regions where colonial boundary formation di-
vided precolonial polities and annexed populations without
political incorporation [20]. Of the DRC’s nine international
borders, those with Rwanda, Uganda, Burundi, and Angola
exhibit durable conflict dynamics directly traceable to colo-
nial territorial reconfiguration and the institutional insecurity
it produced.

Along the eastern frontiers with Rwanda, Uganda, and Bu-
rundi, colonial demarcation shifted borders over cohesive
populations without redefining their political membership.
These communities were administratively included but denied
stable citizenship, legal protection, and secure land rights. The
result was the production of structurally insecure populations
whose access to authority and protection remained conditional
and contestable. The concentration of armed groups, militia
mobilisation, and cross-border concerns in North and South
Kivu and Ituri—persisting across regimes and political eras—
indicate that violence in these regions is driven less by con-
temporary governance failures or ideology than by inherited
institutional exclusion.

The southern border with Angola reflects a distinct but
structurally similar configuration. Colonial incorporation
without political integration produced long-term marginaliza-
tion, forced displacement, and militarised governance in re-
gions such as Kasai and Katanga. Although conflict here has
often taken territorial or state-centric forms rather than ethnic
mobilization, the underlying mechanism remains constant:
populations subjected to authority without incorporation ex-
perience chronic insecurity that periodically erupts into vio-
lence. Annexation without incorporation thus generates varia-
ble conflict expressions while preserving a consistent causal
logic.

By contrast, the DRC’s borders with Tanzania, Zambia, and
the Republic of the Congo are comparatively stable. These
boundaries did not significantly fragment precolonial polities
or produce large populations with unresolved citizenship and
political status. While these regions are not immune to spillo-
vers or economic pressures, they lack the institutionalized in-
security characteristic of the eastern and southern frontiers.
Their relative stability confirms that conflict is not an inherent
feature of borderlands, but a consequence of specific historical
and institutional configurations.

This comparison yields three core insights. First, annexa-
tion without incorporation produces spatially uneven conflict
within the same state, concentrating violence where political
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membership is unresolved. Second, the mechanism operates
across diverse conflict forms, indicating that variation in vio-
lence does not undermine the underlying causal structure.
Third, the absence of comparable conflict along other borders
demonstrates that structural insecurity—rather than poverty,
ethnicity, or governance capacity—is the decisive factor.

Taken together, the DRC’s frontier zones illustrate that co-
lonial borders function as active political institutions. Where
borders annexed populations without redefining political par-
ticipation, they generated durable zones of insecurity that con-
tinue to reproduce conflict decades after independence. Where
such annexation did not occur, persistent violence is notably
absent. This comparative evidence reinforces the paper’s cen-
tral claim: recurrent conflict in multi-border African states is
structurally rooted in colonial territorial design and the endur-
ing exclusion of annexed populations.

4. Analytical Synthesis

The DRC and Rwanda indicate that annexation without ab-
sorption leads to distinct and predictable political instability.
Colonial border-drawing fractured precolonial polities, trans-
ferring populations across newly formed state borders without
determining their political affiliations. These groups were ad-
ministratively regulated but not permanently integrated into
political communities, resulting in structural insecurity that
became rooted in everyday institutions rather than emerging
episodically from crises or misrule.

In multi-border configurations like the DRC, this circum-
stance resulted in fractured authority and persistent exclusion.
Populations traditionally linked to neighbouring polities were
subjected to state coercion while lacking enforceable rights to
land, representation, and security. As a result, governance in
these zones was based on militarised authority, not as a policy
failure, but as an institutional response to controlling popula-
tions without political integration. Coercion supplanted legit-
imacy, and extraction replaced integration. Under such cir-
cumstances, mobilization and recurring conflict became via-
ble techniques for gaining attention and survival.

Rwanda demonstrates how the same mechanism develops
differently in compact geographical conditions. While
Rwanda’s borders shrank rather than expanded, those who
were relocated or left outside the post-colonial state faced
marginalization and instability in equal measure. Internal in-
clusion prevents home fragmentation, but insecurity was spa-
tially relocated rather than eliminated. The presence of politi-
cally disenfranchised populations across the border, combined
with unresolved security threats from armed entities linked to
genocide against Tutsi, resulted in long-standing cross-border
tensions.

When taken together, these situations form a generalizable
institutional logic. Where colonial frontiers fragmented pre-
existing political communities and annexed populations were
denied political integration, nations inherited insecure popula-
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tions and coercive governance structures. Conflict in such sit-
uations is not an anomaly or a breakdown in order; it is the
predictable result of a territorial system that governs without
fully incorporating. The DRC-Rwanda combination thus illus-
trates that post-colonial Africa’s chronic violence is better un-
derstood as the long-term reproduction of insecurity rooted in
colonial state design, rather than as contingent failure.

4.1. Synthesis of Mechanisms of Conflict
Reproduction

Persistent conflict in Central Africa is not random, situa-
tional, or adequately explained by poor governance, ethnicity,
or episodic leadership failure; rather, it reflects long-lasting
mechanisms embedded in the geographical and institutional
architecture of post-colonial states, which were directly inher-
ited from colonial annexation. Where communities were inte-
grated into newly defined states by administrative expansion
rather than political incorporation—subject to authority with-
out enforceable rights, representation, or protection—struc-
tural insecurity resulted. This insecurity is institutionalized
across colonial, post-colonial, and current governance regimes.

Arbitrary colonial frontiers exacerbated these dynamics by
fragmenting precolonial polities and spreading populations
across several states, with no procedures for political reinte-
gration. The ensuing multi-border configurations created
zones of fragmented authority, diminished political member-
ship, and peripheral rule based on coercion rather than incor-
poration. While leadership choices, ideology, and exogenous
shocks influence how violence emerges, they do not change
the fundamental conditions that contribute to mobilization and
recurring conflict. Conflict thus occurs as a predictable result
of inherited institutional architecture, rather than a failure of
short-term governance.

The DRC clearly displays this mechanism. During colonial
border demarcations, inhabitants historically associated with
precolonial Rwanda were annexed in North Kivu and sur-
rounding areas without being integrated into the political com-
munities of the Congo Free State or Belgian Congo. Colonial
authority relied on taxation, forced labour, and indirect rule,
with administrative control taking precedence over political
membership. Post-colonial governments maintained these ar-
rangements, preserving multi-border frameworks character-
ized by inadequate integration, repressive governance, and on-
going political marginalization in peripheral regions.

These conditions created fundamentally insecure popula-
tions, for whom mobilization and armed groups are rational
responses to long-term marginalization. Armed movements
like the M23 emerge not from fleeting breakdowns but from
inherited conditions of divided authority, unclear citizenship,
and unresolved political involvement. Recurrent violence in
eastern DRC thus indicates the long-term implications of an-
nexation without inclusion, rather than a temporary govern-
ance failure.
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Multi-border architecture accentuates these dynamics. Po-
litically excluded communities continue to be integrated into
cross-border social and historical networks, allowing them to
mobilise across official territorial boundaries. Fragmented au-
thority blurs the divisions between state troops, militias, and
outsider players, while institutionalized labels like “autoch-
thon” and “stranger” reinforce exclusion and encourage vio-
lence. In this context, insurrection is motivated less by ideol-
ogy or leadership than by unresolved political absorption.

Rwanda presents a counterexample that clarifies the same
technique under different territorial settings. Rwanda’s small
boundaries facilitated internal political absorption and author-
ity consolidation, resulting in a significant reduction in struc-
tural instability. However, populations historically related to
Rwanda but annexed into eastern DRC remain excluded under
a multi-border state setup, exacerbating vulnerability outside
Rwanda’s borders. This viewpoint explains Rwanda’s secu-
rity concern analytically rather than normatively: compact na-
tions can internalize authority effectively while remaining
vulnerable to instability generated in nearby territories where
integration was never completed.

The persistence of these patterns demonstrates their struc-
tural nature. Precolonial polities were based on recognized au-
thority and mutual political commitments. Colonial annexa-
tion upended these institutions by imposing administrative au-
thority without political representation and separating cohe-
sive communities across artificial lines. Post-colonial regimes
inherited and perpetuated these fractured institutions, ruling
peripheral regions through exclusion and militarisation rather
than integration. Contemporary conflict thus indicates conti-
nuity rather than variance from inherited political logic.

Comparative evidence supports the generality of this pro-
cess. In Sudan and South Sudan, Cameroon and Nigeria, and
the Horn of Africa, annexation without political inclusion has
resulted in structurally insecure populations and recurring pe-
riphery violence, regardless of recent policy developments.
Historical, institutional, and contemporary evidence suggest a
continuous causal sequence: arbitrary borders, annexation
without incorporation, structural insecurity, recurring mobili-
zation, and cross-border violence. This paradigm connects ter-
ritorial design, institutional exclusion, and contemporary vio-
lence to provide a generalizable, historically based, and pre-
dictive explanation of post-colonial conflict, moving conflict
theory away from descriptive descriptions and towards mech-
anism-driven analysis.

4.2. Implications for Theory and Policy

This study advances annexation without incorporation as a
unifying framework for understanding ongoing post-colonial
conflict. Rather than blaming recurring violence on race, re-
sources, or episodic governance failure, it identifies political
membership—shaped by colonial territorial design—as the
primary institutional determinant. Populations subject to state
authority without enforceable rights, secure citizenship, or
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meaningful representation are fundamentally insecure, mak-
ing mobilization a sensible and predictable response rather
than an ideological or cultural outlier.

In theory, the framework redefines borders as active politi-
cal structures. Arbitrary colonial boundaries did more than di-
vide space; they created long-lasting patterns in which author-
ity was stretched without incorporation. This explains why
multi-border states generate chronic insecurity and recurrent
insurgency. In contrast, compact states internalize authority
more efficiently but remain vulnerable to externalized insta-
bility stemming from unresolved political exclusion in sur-
rounding zones. By explicitly tying territorial design to con-
flict reproduction, the framework provides a portable, histori-
cally grounded mechanism for explaining diversity in vio-
lence that avoids ethnic essentialism or contingency explana-
tions.

The Central African cases clearly highlight this mechanism.
Inthe DRC, colonial annexation incorporated populations his-
torically associated with neighbouring polities into the admin-
istrative state without becoming politically involved, produc-
ing zones of long-term vulnerability marked by ambiguous
citizenship, contested land tenure, and fragmented authority.
Territorial consolidation in Rwanda enabled internal political
inclusion and prevented domestic insecurity, while structural
vulnerability persists beyond Rwanda among groups histori-
cally tied to Rwanda but now living elsewhere. Cross-border
tensions and interventions develop as a result of external im-
pacts stemming from unresolved incorporation in multi-bor-
der arrangements, rather than an expansionist aim.

This analysis views conflict persistence as institutionally
inherited and mechanically repeated. Structural insecurity is
not a one-time occurrence; it persists beyond colonial, post-
colonial, and contemporary governance regimes. While lead-
ership decisions, ideology, and shocks modify the time and
shape of violence, they do not change the fundamental archi-
tecture that makes recurrence likely. Comparative situations,
ranging from Sudan/South Sudan to Cameroon-Nigeria and
Somalia-Ethiopia, indicate the generality of this mechanism
wherever colonial frontiers separated pre-existing polities
without resolving political membership.

Policy implications follow directly. Interventions based on
ethnicity, resource management, or military repression will
not produce long-term stability if incorporation is not com-
pleted. Effective peace requires institutional reforms that ad-
dress structural exclusion, including enforceable citizenship,
secure land tenure, meaningful political representation, and, in
multi-border contexts, coordinated regional mechanisms such
as dual citizenship, cross-border land rights, or negotiated
recognition of historical affiliations. By mapping zones of an-
nexation without incorporation, governments can anticipate
future conflicts and pursue proactive, incorporation-oriented
solutions rather than reactive containment.

To summarise, continuing post-colonial conflict is neither
accidental nor contingent. It is historically rooted, institution-
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ally anchored, and consistently replicated by colonial territo-
rial design that combined annexation and political exclusion.
Recognizing this mechanism shifts the study of African con-
flict from descriptive accounts to causal, predictive, and pol-
icy-relevant frameworks. Durable stability depends not on
short-term remedies but on tackling the unfinished business of
colonial incorporation—and on rethinking political member-
ship where it was never completed.

5. Conclusion

Persistent conflict in CA—and other post-colonial set-
tings—is not an accident, an episode, or the product of con-
temporary governance failure. It is a structural manifestation
of colonial state planning. This study highlights annexation
without incorporation as the primary mechanism: communi-
ties were submitted to state control through colonial border-
making while being denied enforceable rights, political mem-
bership, and long-term protection. These conditions created
long-term structural instability, turning mobilization and re-
curring conflict into sensible, predictable responses rather
than anomalies.

The contrast between multi-border nations like the DRC
and compact states like Rwanda reveals how consistently this
mechanism operates. Insurgency, challenged authority, and
cross-border conflict were used to perpetuate insecurity where
colonial borders divided pre-existing polities and annexed
populations without political integration. Internal insecurity
was reduced where territorial consolidation enabled integra-
tion or absorption, but external vulnerability persisted among
groups left outside national borders. Cross-border tensions
arise from unresolved institutional exclusions rooted in colo-
nial territorial design, rather than modern policy failures.

Historical and comparative evidence support the generality
of this process. From eastern Congo to Sudan/South Sudan,
Cameroon-Nigeria, and Somalia-Ethiopia, multi-border ar-
rangements perpetuate political exclusion and structural vul-
nerability, regardless of present leadership, resources, or ad-
ministrative capabilities. Even strong or compact states are
vulnerable to the external consequences of annexation without
inclusion in neighbouring territories. Conflict persistence re-
flects institutional continuity rather than contingent disinte-
gration.

There are direct policy implications. Political exclusion
must be addressed to establish long-term stability. Legal
recognition, enforceable citizenship, meaningful representa-
tion, and secure access to land and livelihoods are all prereg-
uisites for effective peacekeeping. In multi-border settings,
this demands regional collaboration to recognize historically
divided communities through procedures such as dual citizen-
ship, cross-border land rights, or negotiated repatriation.
Without such reforms, cycles of mobilization and violence re-
main predictable. Mapping zones of annexation without inclu-
sion enables anticipatory governance by focusing on structural
factors rather than responding to episodic violence.
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Contextual variation improves but does not degrade this
mechanism. Customary governance, economic integration,
and regional mediation may postpone conflict, but they do not
remove the underlying structural logic. Where political mem-
bership is unsettled, vulnerability persists.

This study proposes a historically grounded, mechanism-
driven, and predictive framework for understanding post-co-
lonial conflict by connecting colonial territorial planning, in-
stitutional exclusion, and contemporary mobilization. Persis-
tent instability is not a break from normal state development,
but rather the expected result of inherited institutional struc-
ture. Recognising this shifts research and policy from descrip-
tive explanations to causal diagnoses, revealing that peace is
not dependent on crisis management but on completing the
political integration left incomplete by colonial powers. Fi-
nally, in this case, African good governance should take the
lead, led by leaders who love their continent and its citizens,
and who put humanity at the centre, guided by a common un-
derstanding, to alleviate inherited conflicts left by colonial
masters who employed these forms of rule to maintain their
indirect rule.
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Appendix

Chronology of DRC-Rwanda Border Changes

Precolonial Era (before 1885)

The territories that are now North and South Kivu were his-
torically linked to the Rwandan kingdom through vassal chief-
doms, trade, and cultural ties. Local populations often recog-
nized the authority of the Rwandan polity or maintained close
social and political relationships with it.

Berlin Conference and Early Colonial Demarcation (1884—
1908)

1) 1884-1885: The Berlin Conference divided Africa
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among the European powers. The Congo Free State (un-
der King Leopold IT) was established, claiming vast ter-
ritories including the present-day eastern DRC.

2) Colonial powers began drawing borders arbitrarily, with-
out consultation of local populations, dividing pre-exist-
ing polities between Congo, Rwanda (then part of Ger-
man East Africa), and Uganda.

Belgian Colonial Period (1908—1960)

1) 1909-1910: The Kivu region (including parts of North
Kivu) is formally annexed to the Belgian Congo, sever-
ing historical connections to Rwanda.

2) Belgian administration imposes indirect rule and labour
policies, resettling Rwandan-origin populations into
Kivu for labour while leaving them politically marginal-
ized within the Congo.

3) 1916-1924: After Germany’s defeat in WWI, Rwanda

and Burundi became Belgian mandates (Ruanda-Urundi).

Border adjustments solidify separation from Congo, with

administrative oversight replacing historical political ties.

4) Throughout this period, borders are actively enforced,
creating populations that are administered but not politi-
cally incorporated.

Post-Independence Adjustments (1960—1990s)

1) 1960: Congo gains independence. The borders estab-
lished during colonial rule remain largely intact, but pe-
ripheral regions (Kivu) remain politically insecure.

2) 1960s—1980s: Waves of migration and displacement of
Rwandan-origin populations continue, with little legal
recognition or political inclusion.

3) Cross-border interactions, often informal, maintain so-
cial and economic ties with Rwanda.

Post-1990s Conflicts and Modern Era

1) 1994: Rwandan Genocide against Tutsi triggers massive
refugee flows into eastern DRC, particularly North and
South Kivu. Many Rwandan-origin populations are now
in territories they historically claimed but remain politi-
cally excluded in the DRC.

2) 2000s—-2010s: Emergence of armed groups (e.g., M23)
composed mainly of populations historically associated
with Rwanda, born of structural insecurity stemming
from annexation without incorporation.

3) Present day: The border remains officially unchanged,
but territorial claims, political exclusion, and cross-bor-
der tensions persist, demonstrating the long-term struc-
tural consequences of colonial border-making.
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