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Alliances and enmities among armed actors – be they 
rooted in history or in mere tactical considerations –
are part and parcel of warfare. In many episodes, 
including many recent in civil conflicts, they are shal-
low links that are not sanctioned by formal treaties or 
war declarations. Even allied groups retain separate 
agendas and pursue self-interested goals in competi-
tion with each other. The command of armed forces 
remains decentralized, and coordination is minimal. 
Shallow and intransitive links are also observed in in-
ternational wars. For instance, the anti-Nazi alliance 
between the Soviet Union and the Anglo-Americans 
during World War II was a tactical alliance to defeat 
a common enemy. Well before the war was over, the 
Soviet Union and the Anglo-Americans were fighting 
strategically for conflicting objectives, each trying to 
secure the best political and military post-war out-
come. Understanding the role of informal networks of 
alliance and enmities is important, not only for pre-
dicting outcomes, but also for implementing policies 
to contain or put an end to violence.

Yet, with only few exceptions, the existing political 
and economic theories restrict attention to conflicts 
among a small number of well-coordinated coali-
tions. In this article, we construct a theory of conflict, 
focusing explicitly on informal networks of alliances 
and enmities, and apply it econometrically to the 
study of the Second Congo War (1998–2003) and its 
aftermath. The theory combines elements from net-
work theory and from the politico-economic theory 
of conflict. We postulate a contest success function 
augmented by an externality: each group’s strength is 
increased by the fighting effort of its allies, and weak-
ened by the fighting effort of its rivals. We obtain a 
closed form characterization of the equilibrium that 
determines the intensity of the conflict and of how the 
network structure affects individual and total fighting 
efforts.

We test the theory using data on the Second Con-
go War, a conflict that involves many groups in a 
complex network of informal alliances and rival-
ries, often intransitive in nature. We estimate the 
structural parameters of the model and use these to 
infer the extent to which the conflict intensity can 

be reduced through (i) removing particular groups 
involved in the conflict; (ii) introducing pacification 
policies aimed at alleviating animosity among rival 
groups. When we remove a group or a set of groups 
in conflict, we let all surviving group readjust opti-
mally their fighting effort. Interestingly, we find that 
on average it is effective to neutralize groups that 
are more involved in fighting, the relationship is far 
from one-to-one. For instance, the two factions of the 
Rally for Congolese Democracy (RCD) – Goma and 
Kisangani factions – rank very high in terms of their 
involvement in war episodes. Yet, their hypothetical 
removal would not contribute much to scaling down 
the conflict, because of the reaction of the remaining 
forces. In contrast, the removal of the Hutu rebel 
group denominated Democratic Forces for the Libera-
tion of Rwanda (FDLR) would yield a 14% reduction 
in violence. 

Our analysis also highlights the prominent role of 
foreign armies: eight out of the twenty groups bearing 
the largest responsibility for the escalation of violence 
are foreign national armies (in ranked order, Rwanda, 
Uganda, Zimbabwe, Angola, South Africa, Sudan 
and Burundi). Removing all foreign troops would 
reduce total violence by 24%, a large effect. Research 
in progress shows that the effect is even larger if we 
allow a reshuffling of alliances after the withdrawal of 
the foreign combatants. We also study a pacification 
policy aimed at rewiring enmities into neutral links. 
Pacifying all enmities in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo would yield a reduction in fighting by between 
54% and 91%. Pacifying the enmities involving 
the FDLR would yield alone a de-escalation of the 
conflict by 13%. This analysis can help international 
authorities to single out armed groups whose decom-
missioning would be most effective for scaling down 
a conflict.

The Congo War is a natural testing ground for our 
theory. However, informal alliances and enmities and 
intransitive links are common fare in most modern 
civil conflicts and pervasively so in for example the 
conflicts of Afghanistan, Somalia, Iraq, Sudan, and 
Syria. We plan to expand our analysis to some of 
these conflicts in future work.
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