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Photograph 5: Pork farm sponsored by the GTZ-IS project, Guiglo 
 

Photograph 6: Apprentices fixing a motorbike, Man (one of them is a former child recruit) 



 

 

6 
Armed factions operating in the west 

On both belligerent sides and at various levels, a significant portion of the 
civilian population became involved in armed movements and started engaging 
in a wide range of (para)military tasks, from combat operations to basic logistical 
duties (multitasking was the norm within armed groups). While some analysts 
went as far as describing Côte d’Ivoire as having engaged in a process of 
‘milicianization’ of society, it is worth exploring the extent of this phenomenon 
since the links between joining armed groups and political loyalty are more 
complex than it seems. Processes of mobilization took different forms across the 
country, depending on individuals’ affiliations, beliefs and social networks, and I 
explore these individual characteristics in the next chapter. But processes of 
mobilization were also contingent to more contextual factors such as proximity to 
the front line, the temporality of the conflict, the dynamics of local politics, the 
characteristics of the mobilizing context, and the recruitment strategy of the 
armed faction in question. I focus here on the dynamics of the armed factions that 
were active in western Côte d’Ivoire between 2002 and 2007. By stressing their 
temporality, their evolution in time, their degree of ethnic mixity (which factions 
emerged earliest, which ones were absorbed by other groups, the extent of 
‘locality’ of recruitment), I try to go beyond the prevailing views of these 
movements. The general discourse has in fact rarely been satisfactory and there is 
a blatant lack of empirical studies of the western region. Existing literature has 
tended to put all militias in one basket, masking the differences, and by doing so 
it has failed in capturing the dynamics of these groups and in clarifying inter-
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groups relations. The diversity of rebel and militia members these armed factions 
encompassed has also rarely been acknowledged and discussions tend to quickly 
fall short because of the lack of detailed knowledge of these armed groups’ base. 
This section and the following chapter partially attempt to fill that gap and are 
based on information derived from the local press and from certain individual 
interviews.   

Counter-insurgent movements 
As has been already mentioned, it is mainly in western Côte d’Ivoire, in the 
Moyen-Cavally region, that counter-insurgency movements took the form of 
armed groups that resembled the most structured forms of paramilitary militias. 
With the proximity of the front line, and in reaction to unprecedented levels of 
violence in the area, the existing form of rural/urban vigilantism (which also 
existed elsewhere, in other regions) quickly evolved into more sophisticated 
structures with the support of local leaders, in order to secure areas and places 
not yet taken by the rebel forces. While it is suggested in some writings that the 
Ivoirian government initiated these groups (or at least helped in fostering them 
by calling for civilian help in the media), an alternative perspective is to postulate 
that the State has in fact built on these existing small-scale counter-insurgent 
initiatives, and that it has helped them to develop by improving their structure 
and equipment in order to serve the incumbent regime’s military and political 
aims.  

These groups – which I call ‘pro-government militias’ in this book or 
‘counter-insurgent movements’ – rapidly connected with each other, merged, and 
developed links with other military and paramilitary movements; it included the 
Ivoirian army (FANCI) and the Liberian mercenaries hired by the State to 
counter the rebel attacks. Noteworthily, a number of high-ranking FANCI com-
manders were of Wê origin, which might partly explain the craze for defending 
Wê territory (General Mathias Doué, the FANCI Chief of Staff in 2002-2003, 
was of Wobé origin; Lieutenant Jean Oulaï Delafosse1 was of Guéré origin. His 
name was often cited during the individual interviews I conveyed as having been 
closely associated with the Liberian-backed LIMA forces.).  

There were several pro-government militias: the Alliance Patriotique Wê (AP-
Wê), the Forces de Libération du Grand Ouest (FLGO), the Mouvement Ivoirien 
pour la Libération de l’Ouest de la Côte d’Ivoire (MILOCI), the Union des 

                                              
1  At the start of the war, his mother was still living in Doké, a small village located on the Blolequin-

Toulepleu road. In 2005, when after the Petit-Duékoué incidents it was decided that the western sous-
préfectures would be administrated by military personnel, Delafosse was appointed sous-préfet of 
Toulepleu. 



 

 

129

Patriotes pour la Résistance du Grand Ouest (UPRGO), and the Liberian-backed 
LIMA forces. They eventually played a major role in pushing back the rebels 
from Taï, Toulepleu, Blolequin and Bangolo in late 2002 and early 2003. If in 
times of war, all pro-government armed factions collaborated with each other, it 
would be a mistake to ignore their differences and the diversity of militia recruits 
they encompassed. In the west, militia members ranged from poorly armed and 
ill-trained villagers to individuals who clearly received extensive military train-
ing in order to provide substantial support to the national army. Some groups 
were more ‘local’ than others, some were more important in scale (Table 6.1), 
some emerged before others, and some were completely absorbed by other armed 
factions.  

 
 

Table 6.1 Claimed affiliation of pro-government militias listed by the PNDDR2 

Armed factions N % 
APEWE 950 16.8 
FLGO 3,260 57.8 
UPRGO 580 10.3 
MILOCI 14 0.2 
FAT/FATCI/FSAT 145 2.6 
FDS 1 0 
LIMA 1 0 
MPIGO/FAFN 2 0 
Not claimed 688 12.2 
Source: Data taken from PNDDR. Table compiled by the author (2007). 

 

 

Several testimonies of the ‘early joiners’ I interviewed suggest that the 
Alliance Patriotique Wê (AP-Wê) was the first pro-government militia to be 
formed in Guiglo in December 2002 before spreading to nearby towns. This is 
corroborated by Fofana (2009) who describes the AP-Wê as the first ‘self-
defence’ movement in western Côte d’Ivoire and as being the result of an 
initiative driven by the local comité de crise.3 The official discourse had a strong 
ethnic connotation: the objective was to mobilize Wê youths to defend the Wê 
territory. One form of the mobilizing discourse was also very contentious and 

                                              
2  There was indeed a certain opaqueness of numbers and several estimates have been put forward by 

different spokespersons at different periods. In contrast to these figures, a declaration by FANCI 
officer Colonel Jules Yao Yao in a local newspaper mentions 1,200 AP-Wê, 7,000 FLGO and 1,800 
UPRGO recruits, quite a different estimate than the numbers advanced by the PNDDR (‘Désarmement 
des milices à Guiglo’, Soir Info, 1 June 2005). 

3  Crisis committees were set up at the outset of the crisis by representatives of the Mairie and Conseil 
Général and emerged in reaction to the levels of violence in the area. 
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openly hostile to the Yacouba ethnic group who, for a variety of reasons, had 
been associated with the assailants: it was presented as necessary to ‘defend the 
Wê against the Dan, those who make war against the Wê to avenge the death of 
General Gueï’. (Fofana, 2009) There seem to be several branches of the move-
ment. In Guiglo, the bulk of AP-Wê recruits was absorbed by the FLGO move-
ment and received FLGO militia cards (personal communication with militia-
men). In Duékoué, Julien Gnan Monpého, alias ‘Colombo’, claimed leadership 
and made several public statements in the press presenting himself as the AP-Wê 
leader.4 In Toulepleu, there is some evidence that a branch of the AP-Wê move-
ment was active during a certain period of conflict – this is documented by local 
press releases – however, the precise leadership and connections with the other 
branches remain unclear.  

The Forces de Libération du Grand Ouest (FLGO) was also founded in the 
very early stages of the counter-insurgency and absorbed most of the AP-Wê 
recruits in Guiglo. Many recruits I interviewed who first enrolled in the AP-Wê 
movement in fact say that they received a FLGO card later, after the first fighting 
was over and some kind of ‘formal’ process of registration was taking place. 
Both the AP-Wê and the FLGO movements were initiated by Maho Glofiéi 
Dennis, who proclaimed himself General of these movements. Maho was then 
third assistant to the mayor of Guiglo, a political activist (as an active member of 
the FPI Central Committee, he had solid ties with the Presidential party), and a 
respected community leader in his function of President of the Association of Wê 
Chiefs. Like the AP-Wê movement, FLGO was by majority composed of young 
people of Wê origin. In the first years of the movement, the official discourse 
was more keen on presenting FLGO as an ‘army of resistance’ instead of as a 
‘militia’ (BBC News, 2005), and FLGO and AP-Wê played a major role in 2002-
2003 in pushing back the rebels from several key locations in the Moyen-Cavally 
region. Then the initial discourse gradually evolved and the militia term lost its 
pejorative connotation as it became more visibly associated with eligibility to 
DDR benefits. At certain periods though, the FLGO discourse revived a certain 
war discourse, but this time directed at the international peacekeeping forces and 
often openly hostile towards the French forces. After the attack on Logoualé 
(February 2005), a declaration by the FLGO leader urged the United Nations and 
the international community to proceed with the immediate and unconditional 
retreat of the rebels and of the French army from the western territory (Agence 
France Presse, 2005). In January 2006, following the unfortunate killing of two 
demonstrators by the Bangladeshi UN peacekeepers based in Guiglo, local autho-

                                              
4  Colombo was alledgely involved in banditry and he was known in the Duékoué-Bangolo area as 

fostering tensions between autochthonous and non autochthonous populations. 
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rities instrumentalized the crowd and all UN and INGOs offices and equipment 
were looted or burnt.  

Explanations concerning the military supplies have always remained vague, 
with both FLGO leaders and recruits consistently and frequently claiming – at 
least in the beginning – that FLGO had no guns others than those stolen from the 
dead rebels. Several sources have however reported that FLGO received financial 
and in-kind military support from different channels, which included people 
close to the Presidency (BBC News, 2005; International Crisis Group, 2004). In 
fact, the movement had developed links with several key political figures in 
Abidjan and had also built on existing connections. It has been documented that 
at the peak of conflict Maho had daily phone contact with the then Minister of 
Defense Kadet Bertin5 and Minister of Civil Service and Employment Hubert 
Oulaï (Oulaï was also of Guéré origin, from a village near Guiglo). By the end of 
2002, Maho had therefore become an unofficial politico-military relay in a 
parallel chain of command that ran from the Presidency to the various pro-
government western militias (International Crisis Group, 2004). If Maho was the 
political face of the movement, the FLGO military branch was led by Ivoirian 
soldiers (the name of Sergeant Jean-Marie Toualy notably appeared in some lite-
rature (Dioh, 2003)).  

Like the AP-Wê movement, there were several branches of the FLGO and the 
ways of settling demands or disputes did not go unchallenged. If Maho was its 
uncontested leader, other FLGO chiefs played an important role at grassroot 
level, particularly in holding the militias together. In Toulepleu in 2007, FLGO 
leader Paul Houeya intervened when Kadet Bertin (former Minister of Defence 
in 2002-2003 who was then acting as personal advisor to the President on 
security matters) met militia elements in town to ask them to hand over their 
weapons to the Prefect of Toulepleu. Unsatisfied with the incentives proposed, 
Houeya held a separate meeting with his forces to discuss what other options 
they had (Onuci, 2007). This example is a rather good illustration of how loose 
the chain of command had become in 2007. In those days – and probably up to 
until recently – it was unlikely that Maho could claim full control of his troops, 
and non-State armed groups were probably much better coordinated in 2002-
2003 − at the peak of the conflict − than in 2007. The militias’ chain of command 
appeared rather loose then, especially as the financial stakes linked to former 
combatants’ reinsertion were becoming more and more important. In several 
towns, a number of young civilians who, at a certain time, had been involved in 

                                              
5  Kadet Bertin was Minister of Defence in 2002-2003. After that, he became personal security adviser 

to Laurent Gbagbo. He is the nephew of the incumbent president and is also viewed by many as the 
unofficial head of the Ivoirian army. 
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FLGO, started manifesting their discontent, openly contesting their leaders’ act-
ions (L'inter, 2008a, 2008b). FLGO local commanders could therefore play an 
important role in holding the militias together (or not), and in fueling or miti-
gating tensions.  

The third main militia faction, the Union des Patriotes pour la Résistance du 
Grand Ouest (UPRGO), was created at the end of spring 2003, when acts of war 
had calmed down. An article in the Ivoirian newspaper Soir Info, dated 3 June 
2003, reported that a public meeting was held end of May in Guiglo, at which 
local elected officials announced the creation of a new counter-insurgent move-
ment: the Union des Patriotes pour la Résistance du Grand Ouest (cited in Inter-
national Crisis Group, 2003). Why such a movement emerged at such a period 
and in the same town as the FLGO is not clear from the information we have, but 
it is well documented that UPRGO and FLGO maintained close links and that the 
two leaders were well-known local political figures (Octave Yahi, UPRGO 
leader, was Vice President of the Conseil Général of Guiglo). UPRGO is thought 
to have been military led by General Banao on the ground (Banégas, 2008; 
L'inter, 2007a). Blolequin was one of their bases in the beginning; then when the 
degree of violence decreased the following year, the base of the movement was 
eventually relocated to Zagné, a few kilometres south of Guiglo. In size, UPRGO 
was much smaller than the FLGO movement (Table 6.1) estimates it to be ap-
proximately seven times smaller). 

The Mouvement Ivoirien pour la Libération de l’Ouest de la Côte d’Ivoire 
(MILOCI) appeared on the militia scene much later, in early 2005, when its 
leader, Pastor Gammi, claimed responsibility for the attack of Logoualé on rebel 
positions in February 2005 (Irin, 2005; Yao Ferdinand Pour Le Rassemblement 
Des Republicains, 2005). Even if the attack was unsuccessful and Logoualé 
remained in rebel hands, Gammi’s discourse was that this event marked the start 
of a series of aggressive acts meant to ‘liberate’ the zones under rebel control, 
since the impartial forces ‘were doing nothing’ or worse, ‘were blocking militias’ 
advances’. Verbal criticism of French forces was very harsh and French soldiers 
were even threatened that they could be the next targets (Irin, 2005). It is esti-
mated that between 200 and 300 armed men were involved in the attack on 
Logoualé, of whom 87 were taken prisoner by the rebels and then by the im-
partial forces. Prisoners included people of Wê origin but also young Yacoubas, 
who had joined the pro-government militias, rendering the composition of the 
group rather counter-intuitive.6 Contrary to the bulk of AP-Wê and FLGO re-

                                              
6  Pastor Gammi himself was said to be of Yacouba origin, and was father of Diomandé Vassé, who was 

advisor of Minister Douaty in 2002-2003. Both politicians were known to have played an important 
role in supplying the starting counter-insurgency with military materiel. 
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cruits, the MILOCI was not an ‘ethnic’ movement and the recruitment was not as 
local as theirs was. It was largely composed of Abidjanese activists, members of 
the Jeunes Patriotes social movement, who had fought in FLGO ranks at the 
height of the war (notably to recapture the towns of Toulepleu and Blolequin) 
and to whom it had been promised integration into the army (Le Patriote, 2005). 
When it became clear that most of them would never be incorporated in the 
army, some of these youths gathered in Duékoué and decided to form the basis of 
a new movement. The movement was based in Kahadé, a Guéré village 25 km 
from Guiglo, and had close links to the FLGO and the Ivoirian army. In an 
extensive interview in Le Patriote, a young militia member describes the con-
nections with Abidjan and the regular army (Box 6.1). 

 

 
Source: Le Patriote (2005)7 

                                              
7  For better reader comprehension, the translation was slightly adapted by the author. 

Box 6.1: Testimony of a MILOCI recruit 
 

‘The MILOCI is composed of “young patriots” who were active in the communes of Yopou-
gon, Adjamé, Abobo and Koumassi in Abidjan. Some of them gathered in Duékoué and 
formed the basis of the movement. […] At the beginning of the war, patriotic movements 
started. In Yopougon, we were with someone called Julien. Every commune in Abidjan had 
its group of young patriots who were part of street agoras and parliaments. It was co-
ordinated by M.Batoa and Pastor Gammi. […] Pastor Gammi is of Yacouba origin, from the 
region of Danané. His real name is Diomandé and he is related to Vassé Diomandé, advisor 
of minister Douaty and member of the Social and Economic Council. He is not a pastor. He 
was the right hand of Blé Goudé at the head of the COJEP and […] to make himself more 
popular, he joined the armed branch of the patriotic movement. […] I never met him. He 
was not on the ground.  

 
The MILOCI used to be part of the FLGO movement. When we fought in Toulepleu and 
Blolequin, the MILOCI did not yet exist. Later, we were all brought back to Abidjan, to the 
1st Battalion of parachutist commandos, where we told that we would be integrated in the 
Ivorian army. But we were left on our own. […] They only integrated one section in the 
army, the “Unité Tonnerre”, currently based in Ity, in the 1st Battalion of parachutist com-
mandos […]. The MILOCI is not an “ethnic” movement. It is composed of “young patriots” 
from Abidjan who wanted to become soldiers, and to whom it was promised integration into 
the army after the battles in the west. We were 350 people in the beginning. Between then 
and today, many were discouraged.  
 
In the west, we were based in Kahadé, a Guéré village, 25 km from Guiglo. We used to 
sleep at the youth centre. Minister Douaty used to provide us with food supplies, via his 
advisor Diomandé Vassé. We also had a stock of weapons in Guiglo. The minister visited 
our arsenal twice while I was on the watch. Commandant Batoa was the MILOCI Chief of 
Staff on the ground. He was a civilian. Our war leader was an officer, from the FANCI. It 
was Lieutenant Teha from the First Battalion of the infantry detachment in Blolequin. Our 
armament, military training and uniforms were provided by the FANCI. We were not staying 
in the same camps, but we had access to their base. […] In the village where we were 
based, the chief also helped us to get weapons; he was buying them in Liberia. […] Colonel 
Yedess, head of the Ivoirian army’s operations in the west, was our spiritual chief.’ 
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If the links with Abidjan and with the regular army were obvious, connections 
with the FLGO were no less evident. Shortly after the attack of Logoualé, Gene-
ral Maho issued a communiqué: ‘We offer our complete support to the actions by 
MILOCI, and our youth, and all his strength, are at its disposal for any need at 
any point’(Agence France Presse, 2005). The connection with the Ivoirian army 
was also later confirmed by Colonel Eric Burgaud, Chief of Staff of the French 
forces in the West: ‘We have proof that the [MILOCI] militiamen were super-
vised by the Ivorian army and that they had been armed by the Ivorian army’ 
(Reuters cited in Human Rights Watch, 2005). This was also confirmed by the 
testimony of Liberian fighters who had participated in the Logoualé attack who 
told Human Rights Watch staff that they had received arms, ammunition and 
uniforms from military personnel in preparation for the attack.  

In July 2005, the FLGO, MILOCI, UPRGO and AP-Wê started to appear in 
the press, regrouped under the umbrella organization Forces de résistance du 
Grand Ouest (FRGO) and led by Maho (Human Rights Watch, 2005). This in-
centive to merge probably arose from the likelihood of receiving financial 
compensation for having participated in the war effort and perhaps it was then 
thought that presenting one group instead of four would facilitate the disburse-
ment of the DDR cash instalments. 

On 13 December 2005, the FRGO held a press briefing in which it announced 
its full support for the new Prime Minister in his mission to restore peace. Maho 
took advantage of this communiqué to put the disarming of the 10,700 FRGO 
combatants on the agenda, expressing his disappointment at not having been 
involved in the discussions on DDR held by the UN, the African Union and the 
South-African mediation, while the rebel factions had had a say (Nord-Sud, 
2005). This was quite an opportune statement to make, at a time when the modus 
operandi for disarming the pro-government militias was still being designed. In 
practice though, and in comparison with the individual armed factions, the FRGO 
did not weight much in the political scene. Financial compensation for partici-
pating in the war effort was largely negotiated directly with the leaders of the 
four militias, and sometimes on a case-by-case basis with a number of local war 
lords. Several ‘presidential envelopes’ were also opaquely distributed in the west, 
notably in 2005, when Minister of Defense Kadet Bertin visited Toulepleu, and 
in 2007 when President Gbagbo came to Guiglo.8  

Another counter-insurgent armed group that emerged in the west were the 
Liberian-backed LIMA forces, who were particularly active in the very begin-
ning, at the height of conflict. If their precise chain of command largely remains 

                                              
8  I come back to this question of payment in Chapter 9, when reflecting on the function of such incen-

tives. 
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unclear, we know that they were led on the ground by several Liberian com-
manders and Ivoirian FANCI Lieutenant Jean Oulaï Delafosse is reported to have 
been closely involved with them (United Nations, 2006). It has, however, been 
reported that on a number of occasions, the Ivoirian army lacked direct command 
over their Liberian elements. Human Rights Watch even wrote that Guéré offi-
cials from the Toulepleu area complained to government officials in Abidjan 
about the way their Liberian allies were treating civilians. They were told in 
answer ‘to be very careful’ and ‘not to say that it was the mercenaries who did 
these things’. ‘Say instead that it was the rebels’ (Human Rights Watch, 2003a). 

Nearly half of the pro-government militias I interviewed mentioned having 
started their militia days with the LIMA forces (Table 6.2). The name ‘LIMA’ 
was actually given by the French peacekeepers early on and represented the 
international radio code word for the letter L, as in Liberia (International Crisis 
Group, 2003). Various statements and press releases from the UN, the French 
government and international news agencies (and notably the 2003 Report of the 
Panel of Experts appointed pursuant to paragraph 4 of Security Council reso-
lution 1458, S/2003/498) have designated these factions as ‘supplétifs Libériens’ 
or as ‘LIMA’ forces. Not surprisingly, neither the State nor the FPI press has 
ever acknowledged the use of Liberian elements as reinforcements. LIMA forces 
have yet always been linked to the Ivoirian State and a LIMA section has even 
persisted in Toulepleu up to quite a recent date. Some accounts even reported 
tensions between FLGO and the remnants of these LIMA factions. During the 
disarmament process in Guiglo in late July 2006, when the Toulepleu-based 
LIMA forces wanted to join the process, they were called ‘Liberian’ by the other 
groups and were therefore excluded. UNOCI staff observed militia leader Maho 
telling LIMA recruits who had arrived from Toulepleu that they could not disarm 
as they were ‘Liberians and not Ivoirians’. Maho was also observed criticizing 
 

 
Table 6.2 First faction integrated by respondents 

MAN GUIGLO 
MPCI 34 AP-WE 22 
MPIGO 32 LIMA 45 
MJP 33 FLGO 16 
Other 1 UPRGO 10 

  Jeunes Patriotes 1 
  FANCI 2 
  Rural vigilantism 3 
  Other 1 

Source: Fieldwork, 2007. 
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the fact that the Toulepleu counter-insurgency group was retaining Liberian 
fighters in violation of international agreements (United Nations, 2006). 

Finally, there is ground to think that the MODEL – the Liberian armed move-
ment that eventually ousted Taylor from power – was in fact an offshoot of the 
LIMA. Entering into details here would be beyond the scope of this study but it 
is worth noting that after LIMA forces fought alongside FLGO and MILOCI 
elements in Côte d’Ivoire, some sections composed of Liberians and of Ivoirian 
militarized civilians crossed the border to eventually fight in Liberia9 (notably in 
Zwedru and Toe Town, two battles mentioned in the chronology of violent 
events in Appendix 1 and visualized by Map 5.2 in the previous chapter).  

In the two fieldwork locations on the government side, Guiglo and Blolequin, 
the recruitment of low-ranking pro-government militia members appeared 
strikingly local. The large majority of the recruits I interviewed were of Guéré 
origin (the local autochthones), and this suspected ‘locality’ of recruitment was 
later confirmed when examining a larger dataset from the National Programme of 
Disarmament, Demobilization and Reinsertion (PNDDR). The dataset I had ac-
cess to provided the nominal listing of 5,641 pro-government militia members 
with specifications on the faction they had joined, their sex, age, civil status, 
place of birth, origin, place of current residency, pre-war activity, education 
level, and the ‘wishes’ they expressed to the PNDDR staff in terms of place of 
residence and activity should the official DDR programming ever start on a large 
scale. Regardless of obvious questions concerning the way such data were 
compiled, 90% of the 5,074 recruits who were then listed by the PNDDR were 
from Guéré localities (Table 6.3).10 

Insurgent movements 
If the majority of rebel recruits were of northern origin, rebel forces have always 
denied having a specific regional or ethnic affiliation (Langer, 2003). True, their 
political demands had some kind of ethnic connotation in the beginning; one of 
their announced objectives was ‘to put an end to the domination by the south-
erners’,11 in addition to demanding the resignation of the current President, the 
holding of inclusive national elections and an in-depth revision of the Ivoirian 
Constitution. Many observers hence concluded that the current conflict had only 
crystallized a long-standing North-South divide, and the term ‘northerner’ often 
 

                                              
9  It was reported that Gbagbo had then gained tacit U.S. approval to pressure Taylor (International 

Crisis Group, 2003). 
10  The table includes people who had left their area of origin before the war and who returned to fight. 
11  United Nations Mission in Côte d’Ivoire (MINUCI), Conflict Background (cited in Langer, 2003). 
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Table 6.3 Cities of origin of pro-government militias listed by the PNDDR 

 N % 
WEST 5,074 90 
Bangolo 317 6 
Blolequin 1552 28 
Duékoué 588 10 
Guiglo 988 18 
Péhé 394 7 
Tai 260 5 
Toulepleu 707 13 
Other locations in the West (<100 recruits) 26812 5 
CENTRE 62 1 
Bouaké 31 0.5 
Other locations in the Centre (<30 recruits) 31 0.5 
NORTH EAST 47 1 
Tehini 46 1 
Other locations in North East (<30 recruits) 1 0 
CENTRE WEST 44 1 
SOUTH WEST 23 0 
EAST 15 0 
SOUTH EAST 15 0 
NORTH / NORTH EAST 15 0 
ABIDJAN & suburbs 133 2 
Abidjan 111 2 
Other locations in Abidjan (<100 recruits) 22 0 
NON-SPECIFIED 213 4 
Total Militia Recruits 5,641 100 
Source: Data taken from PNDDR. Table compiled by the author, 2007. 

 
 
became synonymous with ‘rebel’ in the general public opinion. Also true, many 
northerners, living in both government and rebel-controlled areas, were drawn 
into the movement because the recruitment rhetoric had somehow struck a note – 
as one recruit put it: ‘When people come and say: “We’re fighting for you, 
because we know that day and night, you get hassled. You are called foreigner 
(…).” Such a discourse generates energies’ (Fofana, 2009). But rebel recruits 
were not confined to people of northern origin: the ones who stirred up the coup 
were foremost discontented soldiers protesting against their increased marginali-
zation and the ethnic composition of the group of people I interviewed in Man 
nuances such claims. The quasi-immediate politicization of ‘northern people’s 
generally felt ethnic grievances’ by the opposition, however, was opportune in 
quickly giving the insurgents some sense of legitimacy.  

                                              
12  ‘268’ means that 268 recruits have come from localities that supplied less than 100 recruits to the 

armed group. 
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If we look at the ethnic composition of the group of people I interviewed, the 
picture is rather diverse. In Man, western and northern ethnic groups were 
roughly even in proportion. Many youths drawn in the armed factions were in 
fact of Yacouba origin, the local autochthones (also the ethnic affiliation of the 
controversial former head of State General Gueï), and many respondents were 
also of other ‘western’ ethnic affiliations (Toura, Mahou, and even rather coun-
terintuitively, Wobé). About half of respondents were of northern origin and con-
sisted of Dioulas, Sénoufos, Mossis, Malinkés, Lobis, and Odiennekas (Table 
6.4). Although, to complement my sample, I could not collect detailed informa-
tion on the overall composition of the rebel forces in my fieldwork locations, the 
multiplicity of ethnic backgrounds among my respondents was striking in Man 
compared to the quasi mono-ethnic situation encountered in Guiglo and Blole-
quin, where by large, the majority of respondents were of Guéré origin. 

 
 
Table 6.4 Respondents’ ethnic group 

MAN 
Rebel forces 

GUIGLO 
Pro-government militias 

Yacouba/Dan 46 Agni 2 
Dioula 11 Wobé 2 
Sénoufo 15 Guéré 93 
Toura 4 Bété 2 
Mossi 6 Krumen 1 
Mahou 3 Yacouba 1 
Djimini 1   
Koyaka 2   
Malinké 7   
Agni 1   
Lobi 1   
Wobé 1   
Samogo 1   
Odienneka 1   

Source: Fieldwork, 2007. 

 
 

The group that led the initial revolt in September 2002 was the Mouvement 
Patriotique pour la Côte d’Ivoire (MPCI). Although the MPCI signed a first 
ceasefire on 17 October, the conflict was further complicated by the emergence 
of two additional rebel movements in the west of the country: the Mouvement 
Populaire Ivoirien du Grand Ouest (MPIGO) and the Mouvement pour la Justice 
et la Paix (MJP). Both came into existence at the end of November, as they 
claimed the capture of strategic towns in the west. Since MPIGO and MJP were 
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not signatories of the 17 October ceasefire agreement, they could violate the 
truce with total impunity.  

The MPIGO was mainly composed of Liberian and Sierra Leonean fighters,13 
and was assisted by Yacoubas (the local autochthones of the Man/Danané area). 
It gained a reputation of perpetrating extremely violent acts on civilians. From an 
emic perspective, MPIGO became synonymous with Liberian mercenaries, un-
controlled troops, fear, and extreme cruelty. The movement came into existence 
with the capture of the town of Danané on 28 November 2002 and primarily 
claimed to have emerged in response to the assassination of General Gueï, killed 
in Abidjan in the first hours of the revolt. One of the recurring discourses was to 
avenge this deed. The armed group was estimated to number 6,000 recruits.  

MJP was the western extension of the MPCI and was the smallest of the rebel 
movements. Initially, it only counted 250 men and was composed of dozos (the 
traditional hunters mentioned before), Liberian and Sierra Leonean fighters, and 
local and non-local Ivoirian recruits. The attack on Man was led by Liberian 
commanders. Little is known about the Ivoirian MJP leader, Déli Gaspard, other 
than the fact that he was one of the signatories of the Linas-Marcoussis agree-
ment. In Man, the connection between MJP and MPCI was evident from the very 
beginning, as vehicles and equipment stamped with the MPCI logo were seen in 
town shortly after MJP commanders claimed responsibility for the attack on the 
city. MPCI leaders were also frequently seen in town and MPCI laissez-passer 
was recognized in MJP-controlled areas (and vice versa). This was not neces-
sarily the case between MPIGO and MPCI. 

Following violent clashes in Duékoué on 21 December 2002 between the 
French peacekeeping force and a rebel armed faction (it was the first time the 
French had opened fire to halt a rebel advance), MPCI, MPIGO and MJP issued 
their first joint statement in Bouaké. France was warned that any other attack on 
a rebel position would be considered to be an ‘act of war’, and the French forces 
were threatened with being attacked on all fronts if they would do so again. In 
February 2003, the leaders of the three factions met again in Man to discuss a 
possible merger, and shortly after, MPCI, MPIGO and MJP officially joined to-
gether and the name Forces Nouvelles (FN) started to appear in the press to 
designate the coalition (Pana Press, 2003f, 2003g, 2003q). Since then, all military 
and political negotiations on behalf of the rebel forces have been conducted by 
the Forces Nouvelles, with Colonel Soumaïla Bakayoko as Chief of Staff on the 
military side and Guillaume Soro as the political leader.  

                                              
13  Liberian fighters were composed of a mix of pro-Taylor militia members and local recruits of Gio 

origin. 
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Yet, despite this union, the Forces Nouvelles have not been exempt from 
internal dissension (International Crisis Group, 2003; Langer, 2003; Reuters, 
2003). Shortly after the signing of the Linas-Marcoussis agreement in January 
2003 which stipulated a series of actions to take (setting up a government of 
reconciliation, creating an independent electoral commission, preparing presiden-
tial and legislative elections in October 2005, the demobilization, disarmament, 
and reintegration of combatants, and a series of reforms of both nationality and 
land laws), violent conflicts broke out between rebel commanders because some 
were refusing to make too many concessions. Pro-IB14 military elements were 
particularly prone to view any progress in the political resolution of conflicts as 
capitulation, and there were therefore many clashes in the course of 2003 be-
tween pro-IB elements and more progressive troops, who continued to show 
loyalty to the military commanders who had been involved in political negotia-
tions (Tuo Fozié and Chérif Ousmane). Much internal cleansing therefore took 
place during that period in the rebellion strongholds of Bouaké, Man, Korhogo, 
Séguéla and Vavoua. 

The coexistence of Ivoirian and Liberian elements in the rebel forces did not 
go without encumbers. The schism between Ivoirian rebel forces and their Libe-
rian allies dates almost from the beginning, when Ivoirian rebel leaders realized 
how badly their temporary associates were treating the civilian population. In 
December 2002, a tacit deal restricted the Liberian-backed MPIGO zone of 
influence to Danané and to the immediate border with Liberia, and, until April 
2003, MPIGO zones were distinct from MPCI-MJP zones. In late January 2003, 
MPCI Chief of Staff Tuo Fozié ordered the expulsion from Man of the worst of 
the Liberian and Sierra Leonean fighters, at least those known for their extreme 
violence against civilians, who had been regularly witnessed roaming between 
Danané, Bangolo and the Liberian border, pillaging, raping, burning villages and 
killing civilians. Following a meeting in Korhogo on 6 February, Ivoirian rebel 
leader Ousmane Coulibaly was placed in charge of a ‘clean-up’ and reinforce-
ments were sent from Bouaké. The plan was to contain the Liberians to the 
border area. But as MPIGO and MPCI Ivoirian leaders openly clashed on a num-
ber of occasions and as it became increasingly difficult to control the Liberian 
elements of MPIGO in Danané, the strategic alliance did not survive the loyalist 
offensive of April 2003 and an extensive clean-up took place in the rebel ranks. 
The MPIGO Ivoirian leader, Felix Doh, was murdered at the end of April, in 

                                              
14  ‘IB’ stands for Staff Sergeant Ibrahim ‘IB’ Coulibaly, former member of the Presidential Guard, who 

was credited with having led the 19 September insurgency. 
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obscure circumstances.15 As peace discussions were progressing (notably with 
the Linas-Marcoussis agreement, which led the rebel political branch to agree to 
joining a power-sharing government), the Ivoirian rebel military leadership was 
more and more keen on putting an end to the increasingly inconvenient alliance 
of convenience with the Liberians (January-May 2003). The hunting down of 
Liberians then followed in the period February-May 2003. After having chased 
the Liberians from Danané, MPCI military leader Chérif Ousmane assumed 
leadership of the region (Human Rights Watch, 2003b). 

Concluding remarks 
This chapter was necessary to clarify the dynamics of the armed factions that 
operated in the west between 2002 and 2007 in order to avoid putting them all in 
one basket. It brought to the fore the internal dynamics of these groups, their 
degree of ethnic mixity, which factions emerged earliest, which ones were 
absorbed by other groups, and the extent of ‘locality’ of recruitment. On that last 
aspect – which is key for making an informed analysis on violent mobilization 
processes – it showed that recruitment appeared strikingly local in both towns, 
despite the fact that the two mobilizing contexts varied tremendously from one 
place to another. Next chapter looks at the individual motives for enlistment, and 
at the pre-war profiles of the militarized civilians in the west. 

                                              
15  Ivorian rebels blamed Doh’s death on Sam Bockarie, a well-known RUF commander with close links 

to Taylor. It is however not out of the question that Doh was killed by his own brothers in arms, given 
the suspicions surrounding his true loyalty to the cause. Bockarie was also eventually killed in unex-
plained circumstances a few days later, another sign of the deterioration of the Taylor/rebel military 
partnership (International Crisis Group, 2003; Langer, 2003; Reuters, 2003). 




