
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fsst20

Security Studies

ISSN: 0963-6412 (Print) 1556-1852 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fsst20

Building a Safety Net: Explaining the Strength of
Ex-Military Networks

Anders Themnér & Niklas Karlén

To cite this article: Anders Themnér & Niklas Karlén (2020) Building a Safety Net:
Explaining the Strength of Ex-Military Networks, Security Studies, 29:2, 268-300, DOI:
10.1080/09636412.2020.1722851

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2020.1722851

© 2020 The Author(s). Published with
license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC

Published online: 12 Feb 2020.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 1064

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fsst20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fsst20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/09636412.2020.1722851
https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2020.1722851
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fsst20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fsst20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09636412.2020.1722851
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09636412.2020.1722851
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09636412.2020.1722851&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-02-12
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09636412.2020.1722851&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-02-12


Building a Safety Net: Explaining the Strength of
Ex-Military Networks

Anders Themn�er and Niklas Karl�en

ABSTRACT
The disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration of ex-
combatants has become an integral part of peacebuilding.
Although the main purpose of such interventions is to dis-
solve the military structures of armed groups, there is growing
evidence that ex-combatant networks often remain intact. We
investigate why such structures continue to thrive. We argue
that ex-military networks are stronger when ex-commanders
have weak links to elite patronage systems. Ex-combatants
who are unable to rely on their former superiors for economic
assistance must instead build denser ties to each other to
gain access to a social safety net. To assess our argument, we
conduct a comparative social network analysis (SNA) of two
ex-military networks in Liberia. This innovative approach helps
us uncover previously overlooked, but central, dynamics
related to ex-combatant groups. We thereby show that SNA
provides a range of underutilized tools and exact definitions
that can increase our understanding of ex-military networks.

The disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) of ex-com-
batants has become a central pillar of peacebuilding interventions. A key
objective of such measures is to uproot the structures binding armed
groups together in order to impede elites’ efforts to reengage in vio-
lence.1 Such interventions usually seek to dismantle both relations bind-
ing ex-fighters to their ex-commanders (vertical ties) and bonds linking
rank-and-file ex-combatants together (horizontal ties).2 Despite the vast
resources peacemakers invest in DDR, evidence exists that ex-military
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networks3 often survive demobilization.4 At times, such structures can be
employed for violent purposes. Studies have highlighted how ex-combat-
ant networks have been used for renewed warfare in Macedonia and the
Republic of Congo;5 electoral violence in Indonesia (Aceh) and Sierra
Leone;6 and organized crime in Colombia and Liberia.7

This article examines how ex-military networks—defined as a group of
individuals made up of a former mid-level commander (ex-MiLC) and
those ex-subordinates that the former superior meets on a regular basis—
are sustained in the aftermath of war. More specifically, we focus on the
strength of such networks, operationalized as the degree of personal inter-
actions between ex-fighters and former commanders. Strong networks are
characterized by dense horizontal interactions between ex-fighters. In such
networks, well-placed ex-fighters can create their own cliques of clients and
challenge the traditionally privileged position of ex-commanders. This is in
sharp contrast to weak networks. Due to lower levels of personal contact
between ex-fighters, vertical ties play a more prominent role in upholding
the network. As such, ex-commanders can monopolize interactions both
internally and externally, and subsequently dominate the network.
When local and international peacemakers engage with ex-military struc-

tures, it is crucial they know what type of network they are facing because
weak and strong networks call for different peacebuilding strategies. In
weak networks, it may suffice for peacemakers to provide private goods to
ex-commanders. If properly induced, ex-commanders can employ their
clout to steer the network in a peaceful direction. Such forms of co-option
may not be possible when engaging strong networks. With multiple power
brokers, it is difficult for international and national peacemakers to identify
which actors to engage. At worst, spoiling elites can employ such forms of
structural uncertainty to co-opt the network for violent purposes.8 Under
such conditions, peacemakers may need to distribute more public goods,

3We use the terms ex-/informal military networks/structures and ex-combatant networks/structures
interchangeably.
4de Vries and Wiegink, “Breaking Up and Going Home?”; Macartan Humphreys and Jeremy M. Weinstein,
“Demobilization and Reintegration,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 51, no. 4 (August 2007): 531–67; Dipali
Mukhopadhyay, “Disguised Warlordism and Combatanthood in Balkh: The Persistence of Informal Power in the
Formal Afghan State,” Conflict, Security & Development 9, no. 4 (December 2009): 535–64; William Reno,
“Transforming West African Militia Networks for Postwar Recovery,” Comparative Social Research 27 (December
2010): 127–49; Mats Utas, “Sweet Battlefields: Youth and the Liberian Civil War” (PhD diss., Uppsala
University, 2003).
5Anders Themn�er, Violence in Post-Conflict Societies: Remarginalization, Remobilizers and Relationships (Abingdon,
UK: Routledge, 2011).
6Maya M. Christensen and Mats Utas, “Mercenaries of Democracy: The ‘Politricks’ of Remobilized Combatants in
the 2007 General Elections, Sierra Leone,” African Affairs 107, no. 429 (October 2008): 515–39; Robert Yates,
“Indonesia: Violence Overshadows Elections in Troubled Aceh Province,” Asian Correspondent, 10 April 2014.
7Oliver Kaplan and Enzo Nussio, “Community Counts: The Social Reintegration of Ex-Combatants in Columbia,”
Conflict Management and Peace Science 35, no. 2 (March 2018): 132–53; Utas, “Sweet Battlefields.”
8Themn�er, Violence in Post-Conflict Societies; Anders Themn�er, “Former Military Networks and the Micro-Politics
of Violence and Statebuilding in Liberia,” Journal of Comparative Politics 47, no. 3 (April 2015): 334–53.
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targeting a larger number of individuals, to prevent renewed hostilities. Put
differently, while both strong and weak networks create challenges for
peace—neither is intrinsically more peaceful or violent—they merely
require different types of peacebuilding interventions.
Despite the challenge ex-military networks can pose to sustainable peace,

there is a lack of theories regarding the resilience of ex-military structures.
In fact, previous research has confined itself to describing the prevalence of
ex-combatant networks without systematically investigating how they are
sustained. The research question guiding this article is, therefore: Why are
some ex-military networks stronger than others? The type of ex-military
structures we focus on are those found in the postwar city, as ex-fighters
are often drawn to such environments in search of employment, education,
and contracts for new military missions.9 As a consequence, ex-combatants
networks often thrive in the city, where ex-MiLCs function as “hubs” shar-
ing information with their ex-combatants about opportunities.
We argue that ex-military networks are stronger when ex-commanders

have weak links to elite patronage systems. Ex-combatants are then unable to
rely on their former superiors for economic assistance and must instead build
denser ties to each other to gain access to a social safety net. Central to this
argument is the desire of physical laborers—the most marginal group of ex-
fighters—to address their socioeconomic vulnerability. Without the economic
backing of their ex-commanders, physical laborers are obliged to invest more
time in building multiple relations with more well-off ex-combatant peers,
subsequently making the network stronger. Conversely, if ex-commanders
possess strong elite connections, physical laborers prefer to interact with their
former superiors, subsequently making the network weaker. To assess the
explanatory value of our argument, we conduct a structured focused compari-
son of two ex-combatant networks in Liberia, drawing on unique individual-
level interview data and social network analysis (SNA).
This article makes four major contributions. First, we highlight that ex-

fighters predominantly “stick together” for economic reasons—either geared
toward vertical patronage networks or horizontal exchange networks—
underlining the productive role ex-military networks can have in stabilizing
postwar societies. Hence, in many instances, it may be better to leave ex-
military networks intact rather than attempt to disrupt them. This finding
underlines how international peacemakers must reconsider contemporary
policies, which emphasize the need to uproot ex-military structures.
Second, we offer a nuanced explanation for the strength of ex-military net-
works rooted in methodological individualism, which accounts for social
relations at the group level. We thus demonstrate how individual incentives

9Danny Hoffman, “The City as Barracks: Freetown, Monrovia, and the Organization of Violence in Postcolonial
African Cities,” Cultural Anthropolgy 22, no. 3 (August 2007): 400–28.
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translate into particular network structures. Third, we use an innovative
approach, in that we are, as far as we know, the first to use SNA to study ex-
military networks. We thereby show that SNA provides a range of underutil-
ized tools and exact definitions of key concepts that can increase our under-
standing of ex-military networks. Particularly noteworthy is that we have
acquired comprehensive relational data that allow us to analyze and compare
two complete ego networks, composed of sixty-four individuals. Finally, our
results highlight that even if ex-military networks look similar on the surface,
they differ significantly when it comes to how horizontal and vertical ties are
structured. Contrary to previous assumptions, it is not necessarily the net-
works with the most robust ex-command structures that are the strongest;
due to lower levels of horizontal interactions, such networks tend to be less
dense. Efforts by peacemakers to engage ex-combatant structures must, there-
fore, be based on an analysis that takes these variations into account.

Ex-Military Networks in Previous Research

Since the early 1990s, DDR has been an integral part of the peacebuilding
template.10 Whereas disarmament and demobilization have traditionally
focused on the collection of arms and disbanding armed units, the objective
of reintegration has been to increase the opportunity costs for violence by
providing economic incentives (training, education, reinsertion money) to
ex-fighters. Over time, practitioners and scholars have given greater
emphasis to the social dimensions of reintegration.11 This development is
the result of a growing awareness of the need to mend relations between
communities and ex-combatants and the role social capital has in generat-
ing economic opportunities. In addition, due to the increased complexity of
many contemporary interventions—with continued fighting and a prolifer-
ation of armed groups (for example, in Mali and Somalia)—scholars
increasingly stress the need for a more flexible approach to DDR.12

Despite the attention given to DDR, there is ample evidence that ex-mili-
tary networks continue to thrive long after the formal dissolution of armed
groups. The prevalence of such ties has been observed in countries ranging
from Columbia, Sierra Leone, and Burundi to Afghanistan, Indonesia

10Mats Berdal, “Disarmament and Demobilisation after Civil Wars,” Adelphi Paper 36, no. 303 (1996): 1–88;
Michael J. Gilligan, Eric N. Mvukiyehe, and Cyrus Samii, “Reintegrating Rebels into Civilian Life: Quasi-
Experimental Evidence from Burundi,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 57, no. 4 (August 2013): 598–626;
Humphreys and Weinstein, “Demobilization and Reintegration”; Oliver Kaplan and Enzo Nussio, “Explaining
Recidivism of Ex-Combatants in Columbia,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 62, no. 1 (January 2018): 64–93;
Robert Muggah, ed., Security and Post-Conflict Reconstruction: Dealing with Fighters in the Aftermath of War
(London: Routledge, 2009).

11Muggah, Security and Post-Conflict Reconstruction; Kaplan and Nussio, “Community Counts”; Alpaslan €Ozerdem,
“A Re-Conceptualisation of Ex-Combatant Reintegration: ‘Social Reintegration’ Approach,” Conflict, Security &
Development 12, no. 1 (March 2012): 51–73.

12Muggah and O’Donnell, “Next Generation Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration.”
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(Aceh), and Mozambique.13 Ex-combatant networks are usually composed
of both horizontal ties (relations between ex-combatants) and vertical ties
(links binding ex-combatants to their ex-commanders). In Namibia, hori-
zontal ties flourished between ex-rebels who settled in the same urban areas
after the war.14 In such ex-combatant communities, ex-fighters habitually
interact on a daily basis and meet at local hangouts.15 Meanwhile, in coun-
tries such as Afghanistan and Indonesia (Aceh), the presence of vertical ties
has allowed ex-fighters to retain contact with national elites.16 Such struc-
tures provide ex-fighters with the channels needed to lobby polit-
ical leaders.
In the previous literature, four key factors are assumed to affect the

strength of ex-military networks. Several authors have stressed the central
role ex-military networks have in providing socioeconomic goods, such as
employment, food, loans, and access to elite patronage systems.17 Another
reason for maintaining relations with ex-military colleagues is that such
relations provide security in what are often turbulent postwar societies.18

Meanwhile, studies have also highlighted that ex-combatant networks con-
stitute a vital source of friendship. Having access to former comrades pro-
vides ex-fighters with a vital coping mechanism during transitions from
military to civilian life.19 Finally, some authors point to the central role
trust—generally a function of having fought side by side during war—plays
in sustaining ex-military networks.20 As such, levels of trust should be
higher in strong networks.
Even though previous research has made a vital contribution by begin-

ning to outline the inner workings of ex-military structures, they suffer
from several shortcomings. First, most studies do not clearly define ex-mili-
tary networks and do not systematically compare different structures. This

13Christensen and Utas, “Mercenaries of Democracy”; de Vries and Wiegink, “Breaking Up and Going Home?”;
Kaplan and Nussio, “Explaining Recidivism”; Mukhopadhyay, “Disguised Warlordism”; Yates, “Indonesia.”

14Rosemary Preston, “Integrating Fighters after War: Reflections on the Namibian Experience, 1989–1993,”
Journal of Southern African Studies 23, no. 3 (September 1997): 469.

15Themn�er, “Former Military Networks and the Micro-Politics of Violence and Statebuilding in Liberia”; Wiegink,
“Former Military Networks a Threat to Peace?”

16Ben Hillman, “Power-Sharing and Political Party Engineering in Conflict-Prone Societies: The Indonesian
Experiment in Aceh,” Conflict, Security & Development 12, no. 2 (May 2012): 149–69; Mukhopadhyay,
“Disguised Warlordism.”

17de Vries and Wiegink, “Breaking Up and Going Home?”; Jairo Munive and Stine Finne Jakobsen, “Revisiting
DDR in Liberia: Exploring the Power, Agency and Interests of Local and International Actors in the ‘Making’
and ‘Unmaking’ of Combatants,” Conflict, Security & Development 12, no. 4 (September 2012): 359–85; Reno,
“Transforming West African Militia Networks for Postwar Recovery”; Themn�er, “Former Military Networks and
the Micro-Politics of Violence and Statebuilding in Liberia.”

18Enzo Nussio, “How Ex-Combatants Talk about Personal Security: Narratives of Former Paramilitaries in
Columbia,” Conflict, Security & Development 11, no. 5 (November 2011): 579–606; Wiegink, “Former Military
Networks a Threat to Peace?”

19Wiegink, “Former Military Networks a Threat to Peace?”
20Dave Grossman, On Killing: The Psychological Cost of Learning to Kill in War and Society (Boston, MA: Little,
Brown, 1995); Themn�er, Violence in Post-Conflict Societies; Anders Themn�er, “Former Mid-Level Commanders in
Big Man Networks,” in African Conflicts and Informal Power: Big Men and Networks, ed. Mats Utas (London: Zed
Books, 2012): 205–23.
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impedes efforts to assess the explanatory value of the proposed variables.
Second, studies that have a more systematic and comparative approach
either employ the strength of ex-military networks as an independent,
rather than dependent, variable,21 or confine the analyses to explaining the
resilience of ex-command structures.22 The latter approach’s problem is it
obscures the possibility that there may be dense horizontal ties between ex-
fighters and that lower-ranked individuals can challenge the typically more
privileged positions of ex-commanders. Failing to acknowledge the central
role horizontal relations have in sustaining ex-military networks can have
severe implications for postwar stability. If peacemakers only focus on ver-
tical ex-command structures, there is always the risk that spoiling elites
align themselves with ex-fighters who have positioned themselves as key
broker figures and co-opt the network for violent purposes.23 Both hori-
zontal and vertical relations can be employed for violent purposes, but a
key question, which we examine in this article, is to what extent peace-
makers must adjust their policies depending on whether they are faced
with a network characterized by intense ex-combatant interactions or a net-
work where ex-fighters gravitate toward their ex-commander.
Hence, this calls for a research approach that systematically compares

different ex-military networks and includes both the vertical and horizontal
dimensions of such structures. This will make it possible to unpack the
nuts and bolts of ex-military networks.

The Strength of Ex-Military Networks

In this study, we focus on ex-MiLCs and the ex-combatants they continue
to interact with on a regular basis. We define the former as “the military
personnel that was previously situated between the rank-and-file combat-
ants and the highest military leadership, and who personally led their sub-
ordinates in battle,”24 while ex-combatants are held as individuals who
have taken direct part in previous hostilities on behalf of a warring party
and have either been discharged from or voluntary left the military group
in which they served. We focus on ex-MiLCs and their former subordinates
for two reasons. First, cooperation in war tends to “generate a sense of
belonging and comradeship among combatants.”25 This common identity

21Sarah Zukerman Daly, Laura Paler, and Cyrus Samii, “Wartime Networks and the Social Logic of Crime,”
(unpublished manuscript, 2016); Themn�er, Violence in Post-Conflict Societies.

22Brian McQuinn, “DDR and the Internal Organization of Non-State Armed Groups,” Stability 5, no. 1 (March
2016): 1–24; Anders Themn�er, “Wealth in Ex-Combatants: Examining the Resilience of Ex-Command Structures
in Postwar Liberia,” Journal of Global Security Studies 4, no. 4 (October 2019): 526–44.

23Themn�er, “Former Military Networks and the Micro-Politics of Violence and Statebuilding in Liberia”; Themn�er,
Violence in Post-Conflict Societies.

24Themn�er, “Former Mid-Level Commanders in Big Man Networks,” 220.
25Wiegink, “Former Military Networks a Threat to Peace?,” 6.
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can play a crucial role in giving meaning to wartime deeds and filtering
peacetime experiences.26 Hence, due to the presence of a collective identity,
we can suspect relations between ex-fighters of the same unit are particu-
larly dense. Second, ex-MiLCs are often central to the upkeep of ex-military
networks.27 Even if ex-MiLCs differ in the influence they possess (for
example, as patrons or security providers) they generally function as “hubs”
in ex-combatant networks. Known by both ex-fighters and elites, they can
disseminate information and help link groupings of ex-combatants to dif-
ferent elites and other ex-military colleagues. Due to the clout ex-MiLCs
develop over their subordinates during war, it is predominantly with the
latter—rather than ex-combatants of other units or factions—that they tend
to interact.
More specifically, we analyze ex-military networks in the context of the

postwar city, as ex-combatants tend to flock to urban areas after demobiliz-
ing.28 The allure of the city lies in its potential as a “launching pad” for
individuals seeking to carve out new lives for themselves.29 It is in the city
that many ex-fighters, and others living in the margins, can gain access to
education, capital, business opportunities, and elite patrons.30 Melting into
the city can be particularly attractive for ex-combatants who have commit-
ted wartime atrocities in their home communities.31 As newcomers, ex-
combatants often stick together and assist each other in finding ways to
navigate the city. During these interactions, ex-commanders habitually play
a crucial role. Ex-combatants tend to pay homage to their ex-commanders
to get the latest news, receive help to interpret the meaning of political
events, or gain information about economic opportunities.32 In this sense,
postwar urban milieus can best be described as “the city as barracks,”
where ex-combatant relations continue to thrive.33

Even if shared war- and peacetime experiences in an urban environment
can create a common sense of belonging, ex-combatants vary in how they
relate to their former colleagues. While many ex-fighters continue to social-
ize with former comrades, others work hard to distance themselves from
their military past.34 As a result, ex-military networks diverge in nature

26Themn�er, Violence in Post-Conflict Societies.
27Hoffman, “The City as Barracks”; Reno, “Transforming West African Militia Networks for Postwar Recovery”;
Anders Themn�er and Mats Utas, “Governance through Brokerage: Informal Governance in Post-Civil War
Societies,” Civil Wars 18, no. 3 (July 2016): 255–80.

28Anders Nilsson, Reintegrating Ex-Combatants in Post-Conflict Societies (Stockholm: Swedish International
Development Cooperation Agency, 2005), 82.

29AbdouMaliq Simone, “People as Infrastructure: Intersecting Fragments in Johannesburg,” Public Culture 16, no.
3 (Fall 2004): 429.

30Ibid., 425, 429; Themn�er, “Wealth in Ex-Combatants.”
31Jo~ao Gomes Porto, Chris Alden, and Imogen Parsons, From Soldiers to Citizens: Demilitarization of Conflict and
Society (London: Routledge, 2007), 112.

32Hoffman, “The City as Barracks”; Utas, “Sweet Battlefields.”
33Hoffman, “The City as Barracks.”
34Nussio, “How Ex-Combatants Talk about Personal Security.”
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and size. In this study, we try to capture these differences by analyzing the
strength of ex-military networks. Here network strength refers to the level
of personal ties—through regular meetings—between ex-combatants (hori-
zontal) and between ex-fighters and the ex-commander (vertical). Hence, in
a strong network, a large portion of the network members (ex-fighters and
the ex-MiLC) are in direct contact with each other. Meanwhile, in a weak
network, there is less direct contact between network members. Since
ex-fighters generally outnumber ex-commanders in any given network,
horizontal ties predominantly define the density, or strength, of an ex-
military network.35

Figure 1 illustrates the key difference between strong and weak ex-mili-
tary structures by depicting two ideal types of ex-military networks. The
network to the left represents a weak network that completely lacks hori-
zontal ex-combatant relations, and all interactions are geared toward the
ex-commander. The network to the right, on the other hand, represents an
extremely strong network where all ex-fighters, as well as the ex-MiLC,
interact with each other. Note that real-world networks will most likely be
found somewhere in between these two extremes.

Figure 1. Different types of networks based on strength.36

35For instance, in a network with 30 ex-fighters, there are as many as 870 possible horizontal relations. This
should be compared to the 30 potential ties between the ex-fighters and the ex-commander. The equation for
calculating potential ties is: g(g-1). Another reason for why the number of horizontal ties predominantly
affects network strength is that we define an ex-military network as “an ex-MiLC and those ex-fighters that
the former meets on a regular basis.” Consequently, all ex-fighters have at least some contact with their ex-
commander. This entails that the number of vertical ties is generally more or less constant, as long as similar
sized networks are compared. One exception is if “regular meetings” are operationalized very narrowly (for
example, an actual tie is present only when ex-MiLCs and fighters interact at least once per day). In such
situations, there may be a discrepancy between the amount of actual and possible vertical ties. See the
“Methodological Considerations” section for information on how we operationalize and measure
network strength.

36The red nodes represent the ex-commanders and the grey nodes their ex-fighters. The edges represent
personal interactions. Vertical ties dominate the weak network, whereas dense horizontal ties characterize the
strong network. Clustering algorithm: Fruchterman Reingold.
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The rationale for focusing on personal contact is that such interactions
are generally seen as a defining component of social networks, and the
density of interactions is widely used to measure network strength.37 This
does not mean alternative conceptualizations of networks—such as friend-
ship, trust, or economic dependence—are unimportant.38 However, since
previous research has largely described such ties as influencing ex-combat-
ants and commanders’ willingness to “stick together,” it makes sense to
treat them as potential independent variables rather than as indicators for
network strength.

Building a Safety Net

We argue that ex-military networks are stronger when ex-commanders
have weak links to elite patronage systems. Ex-combatants who are unable
to rely on their former superiors for economic assistance must instead
build denser ties to each other to gain access to a social safety net. This is
particularly true for physical laborers—the most exposed ex-combatants—
who are obliged to seek favors from more well-off ex-fighters. As such, the
individual utility maximization of physical laborers is central to the causal
logic of our argument. Before further outlining the theoretical argument, it
is first necessary to gain a deeper understanding of how ex-combatants use
social relations to get by in the postwar city.
Ex-fighters opting for a life in the city must acquire the skills needed to

navigate in a fluid and unwelcoming environment.39 In many developing
countries, rapid urbanization and poor governance leave inhabitants
exposed to homelessness, unsanitary living conditions, criminality, and cor-
rupt government officials.40 Due to an excess of laborers, newcomers often
end up in low-income jobs, such as informal vendors, car loaders, or car-
riers at work sites, making them vulnerable to chronic poverty and bodily
harm.41 As a result, ex-fighters, along with other downtrodden residents,
often “operate without clearly delineated notions of how the city is to be
inhabited and used.”42 Add to this ex-fighters also needing to cope with
the challenges of transitioning from a military to a civilian life. Not only

37Ronald Burt, Structural Holes: The Social Structure of Competition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1992); J. Clyde Mitchell, “Social Networks,” Annual Review of Anthropology 3 (1974): 279–99.

38Nicholas A. Christakis and James H. Fowler, Connected: The Surprising Power of Our Social Networks and How
They Shape Our Lives (New York: Little, Brown, 2009); Mark S. Granovetter, “The Strength of Weak Ties,”
American Journal of Sociology 78, no. 6 (May 1973): 1360–80; Mats Utas, ed., African Conflicts and Informal
Power: Big Men and Networks (London: Zed Books, 2012).

39Henrik Vigh, “Motion Squared: A Second Look at the Concept of Social Navigation,” Anthropological Theory 9,
no. 4 (December 2009): 419–38.

40Jacob Doherty, “Life (and Limb) in the Fast-Lane: Disposable People as Infrastructure in Kampala’s Boda Boda
Industry,” Critical African Studies 9, no. 2 (May 2017): 192–209; Simone, “People as Infrastructure.”

41Doherty, “Life (and Limb) in the Fast-Lane,” 193–94.
42Simone, “People as Infrastructure,” 407.
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do ex-combatants need to acquire new social norms about acceptable
peacetime behavior, they tend to lack the skills to succeed on the formal
job market.43 There is, furthermore, often a social stigma associated with
being “outed” as an ex-combatant.44

To manage the vulnerability of the postwar city, ex-combatants are often
obliged to invest in social relations. Without access to formal welfare provi-
sion, kin and friends become a vital source of support.45 Here it is possible
to distinguish between two types of social relations that can be cultivated—
vertical and horizontal. The former concerns relations to influential elites
(national politicians or businessmen, army generals, senior government
advisors, or bureaucrats) who, due to their position in informal or formal
economic-political structures, accumulate substantial resources. In fact,
in many developing countries, access to employment and education is a
function of having elite connections.46 The problem for many ex-fighters is
that they have few elites—besides their ex-military leaders—to whom they
can turn. However, ex-fighters can seldom rely on their factional leaders
for assistance, since the latter do not have the resources to pay back
the “debt” accrued to all wartime followers. It is, therefore, crucial that
ex-combatants reach out to new elites, such as civilian politicians or busi-
nessmen. This is difficult, however, since many ex-fighters do not move
in the same social circles as leaders. To bridge such “structural holes,”
ex-fighters are commonly dependent on their ex-MiLCs.47 Since the latter
often have relations with both ex-combatant communities and elites, they
can “play a vital role as translators … allowing elites and grassroot groups
to find enough common ground to trust each other.”48 Studies have also
highlighted how state elites sometimes employ ex-MiLCs as government
brokers to funnel employment, money, and food to ex-fighters and incorp-
orate the latter into the state-building process. Hence, for many ex-combat-
ants, investing in vertical relations is largely about cultivating ties to their
ex-MiLCs.49

Ex-fighters can also seek to overcome the challenges of urban vulnerabil-
ity by building horizontal relations. A major finding in anthropology and
sociology is that the urban poor tend to develop exchange networks to help
each other.50 According to Jacob Doherty, “vulnerability affords the insight
that ‘there are others out there on whom my life depends’ and can thus

43Nilsson, Reintegrating Ex-Combatants in Post-Conflict Societies.
44McMullin, “Integration or Separation?”
45Carol Stack, All Our Kin: Strategies for Survival in a Black Community (New York: Basic Books, 1974).
46Patrick Chabal and Jean-Pascal Daloz, Africa Works: Disorder as Political Instrument (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1999).

47Ronald S. Burt, Brokerage & Closure: An Introduction to Social Capital (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).
48Themn�er and Utas, “Governance through Brokerage,” 262.
49Themn�er, “Wealth in Ex-Combatants.”
50Doherty, “Life (and Limb) in the Fast-Lane”; Simone, “People as Infrastructure”; Stack, All Our Kin.
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serve as an occasion to cultivate an ethics of mutuality.”51 Via exchange
networks, marginalized people can help each other with food, small
exchanges of money, and the sharing of living expenses.52 A central com-
ponent of such economic interactions is principles of reciprocity and shar-
ing. Even if ex-fighters also have relations with individuals who did not
take part in the war—such as relatives, neighbors, and childhood friends—
ex-military colleagues often continue to be their closest peers.
Approximately ten years after the demobilization process in South Africa,
an estimated 53 percent of all ex-fighters met their former comrades on a
daily basis.53 Experiences have shown that ex-military-based exchange net-
works constitute a vital safety net for ex-fighters, providing them with
food, loans, and assistance in times of need.54

To address the everyday challenges of urban life, ex-fighters need to
decide how much to invest in vertical versus horizontal relations. This
form of utility maximization is particularly important for ex-fighters who
are physical laborers—for example, carriers, loaders, domestic laborers, and
prostitutes—whose only asset is their bodies. Physical laborers’ dependence
on their physique make them more vulnerable to injuries and illness, which
can deprive them of their livelihood.55 In addition, laborers often lack the
capital and skills needed to engage in activities that can help them out of
poverty. This is in contrast to informal traders (for example, individuals
who sell used clothes and rice), whose invested capital has the potential to
grow, and more gainful earners (here held as individuals such as skilled
workers, formally employed individuals, and business owners) who gener-
ally have more stable incomes. In addition, since members of the two latter
categories are less dependent on their physique, they are not as exposed to
bodily harm. Hence, compared to ex-combatant physical laborers, informal
traders and gainful earners are less dependent on social relations to get by.
When ex-commanders have weak elite connections, ex-combatants are

obliged to give greater attention to building relations with each other to get
by. Without access to elite patronage, ex-combatants cannot rely on their
ex-MiLCs to carry them out of destitution. However, favor-seeking among
ex-fighters is unlikely to be evenly distributed. Instead, interactions will be
clustered around certain key individuals.56 This is because “mutuality is not
guaranteed” in exchange networks, resulting in an uneven distribution of
resources between members.57 Since physical laborers live more in the

51Doherty, “Life (and Limb) in the Fast-Lane,” 194.
52Simone, “People as Infrastructure”; Stack, All Our Kin.
53Guy Lamb, “South Africa: Reintegration into Civilian Life of Ex-Combatants,” News from the Nordic Africa
Institute 3 (2003): 11–13.

54de Vries and Wiegink, “Breaking Up and Going Home?”
55Doherty, “Life (and Limb) in the Fast-Lane”; Simone, “People as Infrastructure.”
56Doherty, “Life (and Limb) in the Fast-Lane”; Simone, “People as Infrastructure.”
57Doherty, “Life (and Limb) in the Fast-Lane,” 194.
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margins than informal traders or gainful earners, they are more prone to
approach ex-combatant peers for support. In this quest, they are particularly
likely to reach out to ex-fighters who have positioned themselves as gainful
earners, as the latter are more reputed to have a stable income. Informal
traders often face the prospect of having their goods stolen by thieves or con-
fiscated by police officers.58 Physical laborers’ desire to attach themselves to
gainful earners can also elevate the latter into key network brokers; by build-
ing up their own circle of clients, they hold the potential to challenge the typ-
ically dominant position of ex-MiLCs. Since there are limits to how much
assistance grassroot individuals—even gainful earners—can provide, physical
laborers must build multiple horizontal ties to get by.59 As a result, bonds
between ex-combatants are likely to be denser in networks where ex-MiLCs
have failed to attach themselves to elites, thus making the network stronger.
The situation is markedly different in networks headed by ex-

commanders with strong ties to elite patrons. Under such circumstances,
physical laborers—as well as informal traders and gainful earners—are
likely to prioritize interacting with their ex-MiLC rather than with each
other. This is because such interactions are likely to generate more coveted
forms of assistance, such as employment and introductions to resourceful
elites.60 This should be compared to the petty money and food that hori-
zontal relations with other ex-fighters can generate. Put differently,
exchange networks do little to lift physical laborers out of poverty; they
merely help them get by.61 In this process, the value of ex-MiLCs’ elite
connections is not only determined by the quantity of resources ex-
commanders distribute; it is also assessed by the credibility of future prom-
ises of assistance.62 Such promises are, for instance, likely to be particularly
reliable if ex-commanders are close to key elites working in government or
standing as major contestants in national elections.63 Above all, by attach-
ing themselves to “connected” ex-commanders, physical laborers can keep
the hope of social advancement alive.64 Hence, due to the greater rewards
of befriending their ex-commander—as compared to other ex-fighters—
physical laborers will primarily gear their attention toward the former. This
significantly impacts the structure of the network. Since physical laborers
have fewer incentives to attach themselves to gainful earners, it will be

58Simone, “People as Infrastructure,” 423.
59Wassie Kebede and Alice K. Butterfield, “Social Networks among Poor Women in Ethiopia,” International Social
Work 52, no. 3 (May 2009): 357–73.

60Themn�er, “Former Military Networks and the Micro-Politics of Violence and Statebuilding in Liberia.”
61Mathew Desmond, “Disposable Ties and the Urban Poor,” American Journal of Sociology 117, no. 5 (March
2012): 1297.

62Stephan Hensell and Felix Gerdes, “Exit from War: The Transformation of Rebels into Post-War Elites,” Security
Dialogue 48, no. 2 (April 2017): 171.

63Themn�er, “Wealth in Ex-Combatants.”
64Ibid.; Utas, ed., African Conflicts and Informal Power.
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more difficult for the latter to position themselves as key brokers in the
network. Consequently, ex-commanders are more likely to retain control
over the ex-military network, as there are limited horizontal interactions
between ex-fighters, and the network will also become weaker.

Methodological Considerations

The wider population of cases this study speaks to is ex-military networks
in fragile postwar urban environments, characterized by poverty and elite
patronage politics. Cities such as Brazzaville, Dili, Kinshasa, Freetown, and
Monrovia fit this profile.65 For the purposes of this article, we focus on ex-
military networks situated in Monrovia (Liberia). We do this for two rea-
sons. First, previous research has highlighted how ex-combatant networks
have continued to thrive in Monrovia despite the cessation of hostilities in
2003.66 Monrovia, therefore, offers a pool of relevant networks from which
to choose. Second, one can largely see Monrovia as a typical fragile postwar
city, struggling with problems of under/unemployment, a lack of formal
housing, and unsanitary living conditions. Furthermore, state institutions
are notoriously weak in Liberia; as a consequence, patronage politics not
only determine the outcome of political processes but also ordinary peo-
ple’s access to work, contracts, and education.67

More specifically, we analyze the experiences of two ex-commanders—
Edwin and Paul68—and their ex-combatant networks. We selected these ex-
MiLCs because they share many similarities: they both (a) fought for
President Charles Taylor’s Navy Division (largely composed of ex-fighters
of National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL)); (b) were considered cour-
ageous and capable commanders; (c) had similar-sized networks (Edwin
had 30 and Paul 32 ex-combatants);69 (d) sought to build relations with
both elites and their ex-fighters; and (e) were, economically speaking, rela-
tively well-off. In addition, evidence suggests Edwin and Paul are somewhat
representative of the broader population of ex-commanders in Liberia;
from a prior survey we know they share several key characteristics with
other ex-military commanders in Liberia.70 Like Edwin and Paul, 96% of

65Henri Boshoff, “Demobilisation, Disarmament and Reintegration in the Democratic Republic of Congo: A Never-
Ending Story,” African Security Review 16, no. 2 (2007): 59–62; Christensen and Utas, “Mercenaries of
Democracy”; Ben Moxham and Jovana Carapic, “Unravelling Dili: The Crisis of City and State in Timor-Leste,”
Urban Studies 50, no. 15 (November 2013): 3116–33; Themn�er, Violence in Post-Conflict Societies.

66Hoffman, “The City as Barracks”; Themn�er, “Former Military Networks and the Micro-Politics of Violence and
Statebuilding in Liberia.”

67Themn�er, “Wealth in Ex-Combatants”; Utas, “Sweet Battlefields.”
68These are not their real names.
69Although we cannot speak directly to the question of network attrition, since we do not have temporal data,
we know from a previous study conducted by one of the authors that the sizes of Edwin and Paul’s networks
were roughly the same in 2011.

70One of the authors and six local research assistants conducted a survey of ex-military commanders in Liberia
(n¼ 56) in January 2011–November 2012.
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those surveyed were males; 58% were born between 1969 and 1978; 76%
were at least partly dependent on the informal sector to make a living; 80%
were politically active; 82% felt accepted by their community; and 87%
lived in a family situation (with a spouse and at least one child). To deter-
mine the network boundary, we asked the two ex-MiLCs to provide a ros-
ter of all the ex-combatants with whom they were in regular contact (that
is, not ex-fighters who they only met by chance). It was the ex-
commanders who subsequently helped the project team set up interviews
with all their respective ex-fighters. Both the ex-commanders and each ex-
combatant were then interviewed individually.
To assess the explanatory value of the article’s main argument, we pre-

dominantly make use of SNA. Sociologists and anthropologists have long
used SNA, but the “network turn” in political science is more recent.
Although SNA has recently proven its utility for increasing our understand-
ing of interstate relations71 and terrorist networks,72 it has not made head-
way in the study of ex-combatants. One noteworthy exception is Zoe
Marks and Patrycja Stys, who have employed SNA to analyze the reintegra-
tion of ex-fighters.73 We are, however, to our knowledge first to apply SNA
to ex-military networks. SNA has several advantages compared to other
approaches. First, SNA provides a range of methodologically exact tools to
assess and analyze networks, as the approach offers formal definitions and
ways to measure relationships.74 Second, SNA is ideally suited to explain
social relations, and it can simultaneously pertain to different levels of ana-
lysis.75 Alternative approaches often need to assume that units are inde-
pendent of each other and focus on individual characteristics rather than
relational properties.
“Nodes” and “edges” are two key terms in SNA. Where the former con-

cerns the actors in a given network, the latter constitutes the ties connect-
ing these actors. In this study, the nodes are the individual ex-fighters/
commanders and the edges the dyadic ties—based on, for example, per-
sonal interactions, economic transactions, trust, or friendship—binding ex-
combatants/commanders together.
The strength of Edwin and Paul’s networks is determined by measuring

the levels of personal contact—in the form of meetings—between its

71Zeev Maoz, Networks of Nations: The Evolution, Structure, and Impact of International Networks, 1816–2001
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).

72Eric Stollenwerk, Thomas D€orfler, and Julian Schibberges, “Taking a New Perspective: Mapping the Al Qaeda
Network through the Eyes of the UN Security Council,” Terrorism and Political Violence 28, no. 5 (January
2016): 950–70.

73Zoe Marks and Patrycja Stys, “Social Network Research in Africa,” African Affairs 118, no. 471 (April
2019): 375–91.

74Linton C. Freeman, “Turning a Profit from Mathematics: The Case of Social Networks,” Journal of Mathematical
Sociology 10, no. 3–4 (December 1984): 343–60.

75Stanley Wasserman and Katherine Faust, Social Network Analysis: Methods and Applications (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 22.
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members. A relationship between two ex-fighters/an ex-fighter and com-
mander is defined as being present when a person states that they meet
each other at least once per year.76 To gain information on this indicator,
we asked all ex-combatants and commanders, “How often do you meet
each person on the list?”77 More specifically, we rely on descriptive SNA
and compare the density scores of the interactions in the selected networks.
The higher the density score a network has, the stronger it is. Network
density is based on the proportion of edges present in the network and is
calculated as the number of edges (E) divided by the possible number of
edges. Since an edge is an ordered pair of nodes, there are g (g� 1) pos-
sible edges. The density ranges from 0 (when there are no edges present)
to 1 (when all possible edges are present). If the density score equals 1, the
network is complete and all nodes state that they interact with each other.78

Since we focus on ego networks, all ex-combatants automatically share a tie
with their own ex-commander.
To assess our main explanatory factor, we employ a more qualitative

indicator. Ex-commanders are seen as having strong links to elite patronage
systems when they have close relations with relatively many key leaders
(national politicians or businessmen, army generals, senior government
advisors, or bureaucrats) who employ them to distribute patronage
(employment, money, food, clothes, shoes, medicine), or promises thereof,
to ex-fighters. Of particular importance is if these elites are presidents, key
presidential candidates, or government ministers, as commitments to pro-
vide future assistance are likely to be particularly credible when coming
from them.
To assess the claim that ex-fighters invest more in horizontal economic

relations when their ex-MiLCs have weak ties to elite patronage networks,
we compare how extensive economic interactions are between the two ex-
combatant networks. For this purpose, we asked all ex-fighters, and their
ex-commanders, who in the network they would go to if they needed a
small sum of money. Based on our theoretical argument, ex-fighters who
are members of a network with weak ties to elites should be more willing
to ask each other for money. We capture this push for economic assistance
by establishing the density scores of the two networks when operationalized
as “who asks who for money” (to which extent all ex-fighters/commanders
ask each other for assistance). Since ex-fighters in networks with limited

76Research has shown that people are bad at recollecting how often they meet others (see Stephen P. Borgatti,
Martin G. Everett, and Jeffrey C. Johnson, Analyzing Social Networks (London: Sage, 2018)). To minimize the
risk that we omit relevant ties, we decided to set the threshold at once/year. It is important to note that the
relative difference in network strength between the two ex-MiLCs—measured through density scores—is still
significant with a once/week threshold (once/year: 0.605 (Edwin) and 0.229 (Paul); once/week: 0.392 (Edwin)
and 0.171 (Paul).

77The list being the roster their ex-MiLC provided.
78Wasserman and Faust, Social Network Analysis, 129.
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elite connections should be more willing to ask others for money, we
expect this type of network to have higher density scores.
To evaluate the claim that it is predominantly those ex-combatants who

are physical laborers who spur horizontal economic interactions in net-
works with limited elite connections, we compare average in- and out-
degree scores (when it comes to asking for money) of ex-fighters who
belong to different work categories. In-degree refers to the number of edges
that a particular node receives, whereas out-degree relates to how many
edges that are being sent.79 These are arguably the most widely used cen-
trality measures in SNA. Prominent network actors tend to have high in-
degree (for example, other actors contact them/ask them for money),
whereas actors with high out-degree tend to be dependent on others (for
example, they contact other/ask other actors for money). More specifically,
we compare in- and out-degree scores of three work categories: (1)
Physical laborers: ex-fighters who wholly or partly work as car/truck/ship
loaders, construction site carriers, car washers, domestic workers, or prosti-
tutes; (2) Informal traders: ex-combatants who peddle goods (for example,
used clothes, drinks, sand, or gasoline) as unregistered sellers;80 (3) Gainful
earners: ex-fighters who have a more stable income and do skilled work
(carpenters, plumbers, auto mechanics, electricians, motorcycle taxi/car/
truck drivers), are formally employed (for example, security guards), own
formally registered businesses, or live off of overseas remittances. Since we
expect that it is predominantly physical laborers who ask other ex-combat-
ants for money, they should, on average, have higher out-degree scores
than other categories of ex-fighters. Conversely, because the former tend to
target gainful earners when soliciting help, the latter should have higher in-
degree scores. Meanwhile, in a network where the ex-MiLC has strong elite
connections, there should be relatively less of a difference in average out-
and in-degree scores between various work categories.
The empirical material is based on interviews conducted in Liberia dur-

ing May–November 2017 and March–June 2018.81 The interviews were
semi-structured, following a list of preset questions that were sufficiently
open to allow the respondents to develop their answers and the interviewer
to pose follow-up questions. The two ex-commanders were interviewed on
several occasions; each ex-fighter (sixty-two in total) was interviewed at
least once (several ex-combatants were also interviewed two or three times
to gain additional information). After providing a brief historical overview

79Wasserman and Faust, Social Network Analysis.
80Informal traders sometimes engage in activities falling under the gainful earner category (for example,
carpentry). Commonly, these are individuals who do not receive enough contracts to live off their skilled work.
Since they are more exposed economically than other gainful earners, we code them as belonging to the
category “informal trader.”

81We also make use of interviews conducted with Edwin, Paul, and their ex-fighters in 2011.
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of post-civil war Liberia, we devote the following section to comparing the
experiences of the two selected ex-military networks.

Post-Civil War Liberia

The second Liberian civil war ended in August 2003 with the signing of
the Accra Comprehensive Peace Agreement. The accord called for the
DDR of forces loyal to Charles Taylor (often referred to as NPFL),
Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy, and Movement for
Democracy in Liberia; the stationing of United Nations peacekeepers; and
the creation of an interim government (2003–6). The 2005 presidential
elections resulted in a victory for Ellen Johnson Sirleaf (Unity Party; UP).
The success of UP, and other political parties not directly associated with
the war, obliged many ex-fighters to find new ways to integrate themselves
into the country’s elite patronage system. This was particularly vital due to
the inability of the DDR program—which included education and skills-
training programs—to generate employment for ex-fighters. As a conse-
quence, many ex-fighters relocated to Monrovia.82 Although Johnson
Sirleaf and UP defended their hold on power during the 2011 elections, six
years later the party lost to a coalition which, among others, included
Congress for Democratic Change (CDC) and ex-Taylor loyalists of
National Patriotic Party (NPP).
In the following, we compare the postwar trajectories of two ex-MiLCs

and their networks to explain why some ex-combatant networks are stron-
ger than others.

The Strength of Two Ex-Military Networks

Paul: Monopolizing Ex-Combatant Interactions

After disarming in 2004, Paul settled down in one of Monrovia’s suburbs.
To make a living, Paul primarily engaged in the business of security provi-
sion; until 2011 he worked as chief of security for the Ministry of Public
Works, and after that he brokered security contracts. To complement these
incomes, Paul also engaged in a number of other activities—he owned a
taxi car, moved stolen goods, and mobilized poll observers and political
rally participants during elections. In 2015, Paul received an important

82For more information on the Liberian DDR process, see Morten Bøås and Anne Hatløy, “‘Getting In, Getting
Out’: Militia Membership and Prospects for Re-Integration in Post-War Liberia,” Journal of Modern African
Studies 46, no. 1 (March 2008): 33–55; Kathleen M. Jennings, “The Struggle to Satisfy: DDR through the Eyes of
Ex-Combatants in Liberia,” International Peacekeeping 14, no. 2 (April 2007): 204–18; Jaremy R. McMullin, Ex-
Combatants and the Post-Conflict State: Challenges of Reintegration (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013);
Johanna S€oderstr€om, Peacebuilding and Ex-Combatants: Political Reintegration in Liberia (Abingdon, UK:
Routledge, 2015).
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break when he was employed as one of the chief security providers for
Alex Cummings—the former executive vice president of Coca-Cola and
standard-bearer for Alternative National Congress (ANC) for the upcoming
2017 presidential elections.
After the war, many of Paul’s ex-fighters established themselves in the

same community as their former superior. By 2017 as many as two-thirds
of the ex-fighters in Paul’s network lived in the same area. By this time, the
network was composed of thirty-two ex-fighters. Interestingly, there was
relatively limited horizontal interaction between his ex-fighters (see Figure
2). In fact, their attention primarily focused on Paul. As a consequence,
Paul’s network was comparatively weak, which is also reflected in the low
density score of the network (0.229). What is more, when comparing the
node sizes in Figure 2, it becomes apparent that Paul was the undisputed
head of the network. Since the small cliques of ex-fighters were rather iso-
lated from each other, Paul was in position to control the flow of informa-
tion within the ex-combatant community. Paul’s role as an intermediary
also manifested itself geographically, as his house and the ANC headquar-
ters—where he often hung out—were the natural meeting points for ex-
fighters who wanted to hear the latest gossip.

Edwin: “Out-Brokered” in His Own Network

After disarming in 2004, Edwin relocated to one of Monrovia’s suburbs.
He initially made a living as a carpenter and through a video club he

Figure 2. Ex-combatant interactions in each ex-commander’s network.83

83The red nodes represent the ex-commanders and the grey nodes their ex-fighters. The edges represent
claimed personal interactions. The size of the nodes is determined by how many group members claim they
interact with that person (that is, nodes are scaled by in-degree). Clustering algorithm: Fruchterman Reingold.
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owned. After the latter was closed, Edwin’s main source of income came
from a tire repair shop he set up. In addition to these activities, Edwin, at
times, also engaged in a range of other businesses—he owned two motor-
cycle taxis, sold marijuana, rented out rooms in his house, and took con-
tracts to clear farmland.
After leaving the Navy Division, many of Edwin’s ex-fighters ended up

in the same community as their former superior: in 2017 as many as three-
fourths of the ex-fighters in Edwin’s network lived in the same suburb as
him. In total, the network was composed of thirty ex-fighters. What is
noteworthy about the network (see Figure 2) is the high level of interaction
between ex-fighters. Due to these intense ties, Edwin’s network was rela-
tively strong, with a density score of 0.605. This did not mean that Edwin
was an unimportant figure in the life of his ex-fighters. On the contrary,
many made a habit of visiting Edwin’s house or tire repair shop. However,
when analyzing the distribution of personal interactions (by comparing the
node sizes in Figure 2), it becomes clear that some ex-fighters also played a
crucial role in upholding the network. As such, Edwin was not in a pos-
ition to monopolize communication between his ex-fighters.

Links to Elite Patronage Systems

Paul: Embedded in Elite Networks

From the end of the war, Paul was able to embed himself in the patronage
networks of multiple postwar leaders. This was particularly true for ex-
Taylor stalwarts—such as Cyril Allen (businessman and NPP dignitary),
Roland Duo (ex-NPFL general and Johnson Sirleaf’s security advisor), John
Gray (NPP vice president of the transitional government), Jewel Howard-
Taylor (Taylor’s ex-wife and NPP senator), and Benoni Urey (businessman
and ex-commissioner of maritime)—who had accumulated substantial
resources during the Taylor NPP regime. Thanks to these connections,
Allen commissioned Paul to guard the real estate he owned, and Gray
made him head of security for the Ministry of Public Works. Paul’s elite
connections also benefitted his ex-fighters. Individuals such as Duo,
Howard-Taylor, and Urey asked Paul to distribute cash, rice, and scholar-
ships to his ex-combatants on their behalf. In addition, many elites turned
to Paul when they needed to mobilize ex-fighters to take part in rallies,
clean local communities, and work on farms and construction sites.
With time, Paul was able to branch out to elites not associated with

Taylor. This included politicians such as Joseph Boakai (vice president of
Liberia), Cummings, and George Weah (head of CDC), as well as wealthy
businessmen such as George Haddad and Musa Bility. Each employed
Paul’s services to mobilize his ex-fighters for various endeavors. Of
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particular importance was Paul’s newfound friendship with Cummings. On
several occasions, the latter tasked Paul to find people to do community
projects, work at the ANC headquarters, and participate in ANC cam-
paigns. When asked, Paul used the money he received from Cummings to
employ his ex-fighters. In addition, thanks to his ANC connections, Paul
was able to offer kickbacks—money, food, clothes, and shoes—to ex-fight-
ers who joined the party, as well as extend promises of employment and
education if Cummings became president.
Due to Paul’s strong links to elites, his ex-fighters devoted much atten-

tion to their ex-commander. Of particular importance was Paul’s aptitude
in identifying job opportunities. According to one ex-combatant, “When it
comes to jobs and security business in the community, Paul is the man …
people know that Paul is a star, a big man, they usually go to him to ask
‘Do you have a guy [somebody that they can employ]?’”85 In addition, Paul
also made it a habit to assist his ex-fighters with money, clothes, and food.
The main benefactor in the network was also clear. While all ex-fighters
declared that they would go to Paul if they needed money, Paul could only
consider soliciting four (13 percent) of his ex-combatants. In addition,
Paul’s ex-fighters were willing to change political allegiances based on the
anticipation that he would introduce them to new patrons. When Paul
decided to leave NPP in favor of ANC in 2016, he made a declaration on
Facebook and organized a march to ANC headquarters. Many of the rally

Figure 3. Ex-combatant interactions colored by political party affiliation.84

84The nodes with letters denote the ex-commanders (P¼ Paul, E¼ Edwin), and the other nodes their ex-fighters.
The edges represent claimed personal interactions. The size of the nodes is determined by how many group
members claim they interact with that person. The color of the nodes is based on party affiliation: ANC (red),
NPP, (blue), LPDP (turquoise), CDC (yellow), ALP (green), UP (orange), LP (purple), none (grey). Clustering
algorithm: Fruchterman Reingold.

85Interview, ex-combatant 1, Monrovia, 7 September 2011.
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participants were his ex-fighters, who later became members of ANC. In
fact, as many as twenty-eight (88 percent) of the ex-fighters in his network
joined the party (see Figure 3). The belief that their well-being was con-
nected to Paul’s was lucidly expressed by one ex-fighter: “We know that
Paul knows big people and when he succeeds, we all succeed along with
him.” When asked why he had joined ANC, he simply responded, “Paul is
there and things will happen.”86

Edwin: Shunned by Liberia’s Postwar Elite

After the end of the civil war, Edwin struggled to gain access to elite
patrons. This was, however, not due to a lack of trying. In fact, he habit-
ually contacted key leaders such as Roland Duo, one of the main benefac-
tors of ex-NPFL combatants. According to Edwin, Duo was not at all
receptive: “No, even my former chief of staff Roland Duo does not do that
[reach out to him]. Like, for instance, one day my deputies and I met at
the junction and decided to visit the chief of staff, and luckily we met him
there. But he told [Edwin and his deputies] that he did not have money
and he was busy running his campaign, because he wanted to become a
representative.”87

It was not until 2013—when a friend introduced him to George Solo,
chairman of CDC—that Edwin was able to get “connected.” Solo proved to
be a valuable contact, willing to help Edwin with financial support when in
need. When Solo fell out with CDC and joined the All Liberian Party
(ALP)—a newly formed party headed by Urey—Edwin was obliged to fol-
low him so as not to lose his newfound patron. Through this connection,
Edwin and some of his ex-fighters were, on at least one occasion, paid to
placard ALP posters during the 2017 elections. In addition, Edwin extended
promises of employment—if ALP won the elections—to ex-fighters who
joined the party. Edwin was, however, not in a position to distribute any
other benefits to reward recruits.
In the end, Edwin’s ALP connection proved problematic; it was difficult

for him to cash in on his association with ALP, since he needed to go via
Solo to access Urey. To some extent, this was tempered by Edwin and Duo
reestablishing their relation during an NPP convention meeting in 2016.
After the meeting, Duo reached out to Edwin on a few occasions to employ
his ex-fighters to unload containers at the port and work on his farm.
However, when asked about his rapport with Duo, Edwin responded, “Our
relationship is not strong like before, when we used to visit one another.”88

86Interview, ex-combatant 2, Monrovia, 12 May 2018.
87Interview, Edwin, Monrovia, 24 September 2011.
88Interview, Edwin, Monrovia, 4 November 2017.

288 A. THEMNÉR AND N. KARLÉN



Edwin was still bitter that Duo had abandoned him after the war. Even if
Edwin succeeded in building relations with a few additional elites, such as
Sando Johnson (an NPP senator), it did little to address the core prob-
lem—Edwin lacked strong ties to high-profile elites.
Edwin’s weak elite connections did not mean his ex-fighters lacked inter-

est in him. On the contrary, since Edwin was, economically speaking, rela-
tively well-off, many ex-combatants made it a habit to ask him for money,
clothes, lodging, and recommendations for jobs in the community. There
were, however, limits to the assistance Edwin could provide. It was not
uncommon for Edwin to solicit his ex-combatants for help. When asked
how many of his ex-fighters he could consider asking for money, Edwin
mentioned twelve persons (40 percent). Edwin’s willingness to turn to his
ex-combatants for assistance blurred the patron–client distinction in “his”
network. What’s more, Edwin’s ex-fighters did not rearrange their lives in
anticipation that he would carry them out of destitution; despite his
recruitment efforts, only four (13 percent) of Edwin’s former fighters joined
ALP (see Figure 3). This was, according to one ex-fighter, “because every-
body [ex-fighters] had a special interest. Everybody feels the party you can
join to get help, you go to that person who can help you.”89 Put differently,
Edwin’s ex-fighters did not assess that he was the person who could
help them.

Figure 4. Economic dependence in each ex-commander’s network.90

89Interview, ex-combatant 3, Monrovia, 21 April 2018.
90The red nodes represent the ex-commanders and the grey nodes their ex-fighters. The edges represent whom
a node would turn to if they needed a small sum of money. The size of the nodes is determined by how
many group members said they would turn to that particular person (that is, nodes are scaled by in-degree).
Clustering algorithm: Fruchterman Reingold.
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Variations in Horizontal Exchange Networks

Paul: The Limited Returns of Horizontal Relations

Paul’s strong relations with elites had an adverse effect on the horizontal
relations between his ex-fighters. Many of the latter preferred to spend
time with Paul rather than their ex-combatant counterparts. A key reason
for this was, according to one ex-fighter, that “Paul is the first person we
[ex-combatants] look up to when we have problems … so when he does
not have it, then we can go to other friends [ex-combatants] to help, but
he is the first choice.”91 Similarly, another ex-fighter declared that “Paul is
good to the ex-fighters, which others [ex-fighters] can’t do for us. Paul
always opens avenues for us to hustle more than others.”92 These types of
sentiments are also captured when analyzing the network in terms of “who
asks who for money.” As is depicted in Figure 4, economic interactions
were relatively low in Paul’s network (0.125 in density score). On average
his ex-fighters were only willing to go to four other network members for
money. This does not mean Paul’s ex-fighters were opposed to the idea of
soliciting assistance from wartime colleagues. On the contrary, several ex-
combatants stressed the important role other ex-fighters had in helping
them with money, food, clothes, footwear, lodging, and advice. However,
most ex-fighters preferred to turn to a small clique of ex-combatants, or
Paul, in times of need.

Edwin: Investing in Horizontal Relations

Edwin’s lack of durable elite connections meant his ex-fighters had strong
incentives to build relations with each other. When asked why he spent so
much time with other ex-fighters, and not only with Edwin, one ex-com-
batant replied, “It is true that Edwin helps us, but not as compared to these
guys [other ex-combatants].”93 The horizontal economic dimension of the
network becomes even more apparent when operationalizing it as “who
asks who for money.” As can be distilled from Figure 4, a large portion of
Edwin’s ex-fighters were part of an extensive exchange network where it
was natural to ask each other for assistance. This is also reflected in the
high density score (0.356) of the network. On average, Edwin’s ex-combat-
ants were willing to solicit money from as many as eleven of their counter-
parts. The importance of this type of assistance was stressed by one ex-
fighter, who declared: “Yes, we help one another with different things.
They [other ex-combatants] help me when I get to them for help or crying

91Interview, ex-combatant 4, Monrovia, 19 May 2018.
92Interview, ex-combatant 5, Monrovia, 12 May 2018.
93Interview, ex-combatant 6, Monrovia, 28 April 2018.
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for help. They help with cash.”94 The exchange network was, however, not
only centered on money; it also included assistance with job opportunities,
food, clothes, footwear, and lodging. According to one ex-fighter, it also
encompassed medical support when someone fell ill. On such occasions
they would “help one another by assisting with transportations and food to
the hospital.”95

Physical Laborers and Gainful Earners

Paul: The Low Appeal of Well-Off Peers

Interestingly, there was no greater propensity among physical laborers in
Paul’s network to solicit assistance from other ex-fighters. When analyzing
the network in terms of “who asks who for money,” the average out-degree
score was four for both physical and nonphysical laborers. What’s more,
gainful earners were only marginally more likely to be approached for
money—while they had an average in-degree score of four, the same figure
was three for non-gainful earners. This relative symmetry in horizontal eco-
nomic interactions is apparent when comparing the node sizes, depicted
based on in- and out-degrees, in Figures 5 and 6. The lack of interest in

Figure 5. Economic dependence by work category—nodes scaled by in-degree.96

94Interview, ex-combatant 7, Monrovia, 27 April 2018.
95Interview, ex-combatant 6, Monrovia, 28 April 2018.
96The red nodes represent the ex-commanders and the other nodes their ex-fighters. Gainful earners are colored
green. The edges represent whom a node would turn to if they needed a small sum of money. The size of
the nodes is determined by how many group members said that they would turn to that person (that is,
nodes are scaled by in-degree). Clustering algorithm: Fruchterman Reingold.
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soliciting assistance from gainful earners was, however, not due to an
absence of resourceful ex-fighters in the network. For instance, Frank98—
the person who, besides Paul, most ex-fighters would ask for money—
worked as a plumber and was generally well liked by his peers. According
to one ex-combatant, Frank was “always helping his ex-combatant brother.
He always helps them when they are in problem.”99 Frank could, however,
not compete with Paul as the network’s main benefactor. When operation-
alizing the network as “who asks who for money,” Paul had an in-degree
score of thirty-two; the equivalent for Frank was thirteen. The reason why
most ex-fighters preferred to take their problems to Paul, rather than gain-
ful earners like Frank, was—in the words of one ex-combatant—because
“he [Paul] is the first in command to us and also cares and helps us more
than anybody else.”100 In the end, the disinterest among Paul’s ex-combat-
ants—in particular physical laborers—to reach out to each other in times
of need made the network relatively weak.

Edwin: A Network with Multiple Benefactors

Even if horizontal economic interactions were extensive in Edwin’s net-
work, they were in no way randomly distributed. On the contrary, it is pos-
sible to discern some distinct patterns; while the average out-degree score

Figure 6. Economic dependence by work category—nodes scaled by out-degree.97

97The red nodes represent the ex-commanders and the other nodes their ex-fighters. Physical laborers are
colored blue. The edges represent whom a node would turn to if they needed a small sum of money. The
size of the nodes is determined by how many group members an ex-combatant said they would consider
asking for help (that is, nodes are scaled by out-degree). Clustering algorithm: Fruchterman Reingold.

98Not his real name.
99Interview, ex-combatant 5, Monrovia, 12 May 2018.
100Interview, ex-combatant 8, Monrovia, 3 June 2018.
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(for “who asks who for money”) for physical laborers was thirteen, it was
only eight for nonlaborers (see Figures 5 and 6). As such, it was predomin-
antly the former—many of whom were car loaders working at a local mar-
ket—who solicited help from ex-military colleagues. The reason why car
loaders were so keen to beg others for favors was, according to one ex-
fighter, that “you know nothing much [money] is in the carloading and the
job itself is a low-grade hustle.”101 For many of the latter, it was unthink-
able to inquire other car loaders for money. This was, in the words of
another ex-combatant loader, because “asking your friend on the carloading
field ends up in confusion [a conflict], because the man knows that you
know his condition and you are not supposed to ask him.”102

Instead, most downtrodden ex-fighters preferred to turn to the network’s
gainful earners for money. While the average in-degree score (for “who
asks who for money”) was twelve for the latter, it was as low as eight for
non-gainful earners (see Figures 5 and 6). In this context, it is interesting
to mention the example of Jacob, who was working as head of security at
the previously mentioned market. In fact, many physical laborers made it a
habit to call on him when they needed assistance. This was, according to
one ex-fighter, because Jacob103 “is free handed toward us and everybody
that he knows. That is why we call him the ‘Good Samaritan’”104 For sev-
eral physical laborers it was more natural to ask him—and other gainful
earners—for help rather than Edwin. This tendency was lucidly captured
by one ex-fighter, who professed that “going to Edwin [for money] is not
so important … even if I ask him, he will not give something that can sus-
tain me, but those guys [for example, Jacob] will do it.”105 As a conse-
quence, Edwin was not the undisputed patron of the network. Not only
was his in-degree score (for “who asks who for money”) only eight degrees
higher than that of Jacob (29 compared to 21), a number of other gainful
earners also received high in-degree scores (for example, 19, 15 and 14).
Hence, because of the physical laborers’ desire to build denser economic
ties with their more well-off peers, Edwin’s network was strong.

Comparing the Two Networks

When comparing the ex-military networks of Edwin and Paul, there is a
clear variation in strength. While the density of the former was 0.605, it
was only 0.229 for the latter. Put differently, the ex-fighters in Edwin’s net-
work interacted almost three times as much with each other. What’s more,

101Interview, ex-combatant 9, Monrovia, 28 April 2018.
102Interview, ex-combatant 7, Monrovia, 27 April 2018.
103Not his real name.
104Interview, ex-combatant 10, Monrovia, 28 April 2018.
105Interview, ex-combatant, 11, Monrovia, 28 April 2018.
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while Paul was the undisputed “head” of his network, a number of Edwin’s
former subordinates were almost as popular as him. Having established
himself as an influential intermediary, Paul was in a position to control
interactions between his ex-fighters. This was in sharp contrast to Edwin,
whose ex-combatants could easily gain access to other parts of the network
by befriending alternative broker figures.
How can we understand these differences? Evidence suggests the varia-

tions in network strength were ultimately a function of how well integrated
Edwin and Paul were in Liberia’s elite patronage networks. Since the end
of the war, Paul had succeeded in aligning himself with multiple key lead-
ers. As such, Paul was not only able to distribute a significant amount of
patronage; he was also in a position to extend credible promises of future
rewards. The situation was markedly different for Edwin. With limited ties
to key elites, Edwin struggled to provide economic opportunities to his ex-
combatants. These differences had important repercussions for how the ex-
MiLCs, and their ex-fighters, related to each other. First, while it was clear
that Paul was the main benefactor in his network, patron–client relations
were more blurred in Edwin’s. Second, there was a general belief among
Paul’s ex-fighters that he could—through his elite connections—signifi-
cantly improve their lives. In fact, as many as 88 percent of Paul’s ex-com-
batants adhered his call to join ANC. There were no similar expectations
among Edwin’s ex-combatants—only 13 percent followed him to ALP.
Due to Paul and Edwin’s varied access to key patrons, their ex-combat-

ants developed diverse strategies to cope with the challenges of making it
in the postwar city. Hoping to benefit from Paul’s more entrenched pos-
ition, his ex-fighters put greater emphasis on cultivating relations with their
former superior. Meanwhile, for Edwin’s ex-combatants it was strategic to
address their economic troubles by also investing in horizontal relations.
Put differently, it was simply too risky for them to hope that Edwin would
one day carry them out of the margins. The density of the networks also
reflects these differences when operationalized as “who asks who for mon-
ey.” While Paul’s network only had a density of 0.125, Edwin’s was as high
as 0.356.
The fact that it was Paul, and not Edwin, who had close ties to elites,

also had ramifications for how horizontal economic interactions were struc-
tured. When comparing physical laborers with nonphysical laborers in
Edwin’s network, the former were more likely to solicit money from other
ex-military colleagues (13 compared to 8 in average out-degrees).
Meanwhile, it was predominantly gainful earners who were approached for
assistance (average in-degrees were 12 for the latter and 8 for non-gainful
earners). Interestingly, no similar variances existed among Paul’s ex-fight-
ers. While the average out-degrees for physical and nonphysical laborers
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were both 4, the in-degrees for gainful and non-gainful earners were 4 and
3, respectively. Why were horizontal economic relations more symmetric in
Paul’s network? One explanation is Paul’s capacity to deliver patronage pre-
sumably dampened the need for physical laborers in his network to ask
gainful earners for assistance. This was in sharp contrast to the laborers in
Edwin’s network. Since there was no general expectation that Edwin could
take care of them, they were obliged to turn to more well-off ex-military
colleagues in times of need.
The observation that ex-combatants—and especially those who are phys-

ical laborers—adjust their economic behavior depending on how well inte-
grated their ex-commanders are in elite patronage networks highlights the
de facto agency of ex-fighters. Not only do such forms of utility maximiza-
tion help ex-combatant laborers more efficiently navigate the uncertainties
of urban life, it ultimately shapes the strength and shape of ex-military net-
works. In fact, by giving greater emphasis to building relations with gainful
earners, physical laborers in Edwin’s network not only made the network
stronger but also propelled some gainful earners into becoming key broker
figures. Gainful earners never attained similar positions in Paul’s network;
in the hope of gaining access to elite patronage, physical laborers preferred
to attach themselves to their ex-MiLC. These findings feed into a burgeon-
ing literature, which has begun to question the traditionally static view
scholars have had of patronage networks.106 Rather than being locked
down in perpetual cycles of political obedience, clients can improve their
position by playing various elites off against each other, switching patrons,
taking payoffs from multiple leaders, or, as highlighted in this article, giv-
ing greater emphasis to horizontal exchange networks.

Alternative Explanations

Is it possible that other factors better explain why Edwin’s network was
stronger? Previous research has also identified friendship, trust, and secur-
ity needs as factors likely to sustain ex-military networks.107 There is, how-
ever, little evidence suggesting these dimensions explain the puzzle at hand.
As part of our study, we sought to capture friendship- and trust-based rela-
tions in the two networks. For this purpose, we asked all ex-fighters and

106Johan de Smedt, “‘No Raila, No Peace!’ Big Man Politics and Election Violence at the Kibera
Grassroots,” African Affairs 108, no. 403 (October 2009): 581–98; Themn�er and Utas, “Governance through
Brokerage”; Mats Utas, “Watermelon Politics in Sierra Leone: Hope amidst Vote Buying and Remobilized
Militias,” African Renaissance 4, no. 3–4 (January 2007): 62–66; Utas, African Conflicts and Informal Power.

107de Vries and Wiegink, “Breaking Up and Going Home?”; Grossman, On Killing; Munive and Jakobsen,
“Revisiting DDR in Liberia”; Nussio, “How Ex-Combatants Talk about Personal Security”; Reno, “Transforming
West African Militia Networks for Postwar Recovery”; Themn�er, Violence in Post-Conflict Societies; Themn�er,
“Former Mid-Level Commanders in Big Man Networks”; Wiegink, “Former Military Networks a Threat
to Peace?”
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commanders whom in the network they: (a) were friends with, and (b)
would lend their cell phone to for one day (the latter being an indicator
of trust).
When operationalizing the two networks as “who is friends with whom”

and “who trusts whom,” some interesting differences emerge. The relative
difference in network density between money, friendship, and trust-based
ties were much larger in Edwin’s network (see Figure 7). While the former
was 0.356 in the first network, it was as low as 0.220 and 0.124 in the two
latter networks, respectively. Said another way, while Edwin’s ex-combat-
ants could consider asking eleven individuals for money, they were only
friends with seven and trusted four in the network. This should be com-
pared to Paul’s network, where the density scores were 0.125 (money),
0.109 (friendship), and 0.090 (trust). Put differently, Paul’s ex-fighters could
only contemplate asking four ex-colleagues for money, while they were
friends with and trusted three. These findings highlight that as we move

Figure 7. Comparison of various networks of ex-combatants.108

108The red node represents the ex-commanders and the grey nodes their ex-fighters. The edges represent
various types of links in the four networks. The first network captures who ex-combatants claim to interact
with (the network’s strength), the second who they would turn to for money, the third who they would be
willing to lend their cell phone to, and the fourth who in the network they would consider as friends. The
size of the nodes is determined by in-degree. Clustering algorithm: Fruchterman Reingold.
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from Paul to Edwin’s network, it is, above all, economic interactions that
increase, and seemingly push ex-combatants toward greater interaction.
How then do economic interactions, friendship, and trust relate to each

other? One interpretation of the results is that, in networks headed by ex-
commanders with strong ties to elites, ex-fighters are less obliged to beg
mere acquaintances for assistance. For them, it may suffice to turn to their
ex-MiLC and a small group of trusted friends. Ex-fighters whose ex-
commanders have weak elite ties do not have the same luxury. Due to the
latter’s inability to distribute patronage, ex-fighters must solicit help from
individuals who are not their friends, and whom they do not trust.
Friendship dynamics may also help shed additional light on why horizontal
economic relations were more symmetric in Paul’s network. Since bonds
based on friendship were relatively stronger among Paul’s ex-combatants,
gainful earners may have been more willing to solicit physical laborers for
help. By turning to laborers who were friends for money, they could min-
imize the risk of being outed in the community as having economic prob-
lems. Seeing as gainful earners in Edwin’s network were more likely to
interact with laborers who were mere acquaintances, it may not have been
as appealing for them to ask the latter for money.
Likewise, differences in access to security cannot explain the diverse out-

comes. As part of the study, we asked both ex-MiLCs and their ex-fighters
if they had recently been subjected to abuse or threats—for example, by the
police, armed forces, or community members. Interestingly, while 33 per-
cent in Paul’s network stated that they had been mistreated, the corre-
sponding figure for Edwin’s was only 19 percent. Hence, according to the
insecurity argument, it should have been Paul’s, and not Edwin’s, network
that was stronger.
We also considered several other alternative explanations. First, there

were no significant differences in levels of DDR participation between the
two networks. In fact, while 97% in Paul’s network had registered for DDR
and 50% benefited from vocational training/education, the corresponding
figures for Edwin’s was 100% and 44%, respectively. Second, a key finding
within SNA is that ties are generally less dense in large groups. Although
Paul’s network was indeed slightly larger (33) than Edwin’s (31), this small
difference in group size does not suffice to explain the large variation in
network strength. Third, there is little evidence that the variation at hand
can be explained by Paul possessing superior leadership skills. When asked
to describe how their ex-MiLCs were as commanders, 88% of Paul’s and
90% of Edwin’s ex-fighters described them in a positive light. Finally, there
is no significant variation between ex-fighters of the two networks when it
comes to: ethnic/religious fragmentation, level of education, time spent in
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the ex-commander’s armed unit, military rank, and social relations with
non-ex-combatants.

Implications for Peace

Despite the focus peacemakers put on lingering ex-military networks, there
is a lack of studies explaining why some are stronger than others. This art-
icle begins to fill this lacuna. We argue that ex-military networks are stron-
ger when ex-commanders have weak links to elite patronage systems.
Under such conditions, ex-combatants are unable to rely on their former
superiors for economic assistance and must instead build denser ties to
wartime peers to gain access to a social safety net. This is particularly true
for physical laborers; because their bodies are their only asset, they are
more exposed to the pressures of the postwar city. As such, the desire of
physical laborers to address their socioeconomic vulnerability is central to
the causal logic of the argument. A structured focused comparison of two
ex-military networks in urban Liberia, based on SNA and in-depth inter-
views, lends support to this argument.
What implications do these findings have for our understanding of and

work with ex-military networks? Irrespective of whether we are talking
about weak or strong networks, the resilience of such structures is not
necessarily a function of malign intentions by ex-military actors. It is,
rather, a local response to the failure of top-down peacebuilding interven-
tions in general, and DDR programs in particular, to address the economic
plight of ex-fighters. Efforts to dismantle or reconfigure ex-combatant net-
works may, therefore, not only deprive ex-fighters of a much-needed social
safety net but also generate new violence. Studies have shown that it is
when informal economic structures, such as patronage networks, begin to
crumble that individuals—such as, ex-fighters, former warlords, and politi-
cians—are most likely to engage in violence. Due to the dire consequences
of losing access to such structures, individuals and groups fight to get
“reconnected.”109 Hence, in many war-ridden societies, it may be wiser to
leave ex-military structures intact rather than attempt to uproot them. It is
thus imperative for peacemakers to cease overtly “securitizing” these net-
works, and instead start acknowledging the productive role that such struc-
tures can play in postwar societies.

109Roger V. Gould, “Political Networks and the Local/National Boundary in the Whiskey Rebellion,” in Challenging
Authority: The Historical Study of Contentious Politics, eds. Michael P. Hanagan, Leslie Page Moch, and Wayne
te Brake (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), 36–53; Themn�er, “Former Military Networks and
the Micro-Politics of Violence and Statebuilding in Liberia”; Alex Vines, “Afonso Dhlakama and RENAMO’s
Return to Armed Conflict since 2013: The Politics of Reintegration in Mozambique,” in Warlord Democrats in
Africa: Ex-Military Leaders and Electoral Politics, ed. Anders Themn�er (London: Zed Books, 2017), 121–55.
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However, in some instances, it may be necessary for peacemakers to
actively engage ex-military structures. This concerns situations when polit-
ical tensions escalate between elites (for instance, during highly disputed
elections, when peace processes come to a halt or civil wars rage in neigh-
boring countries). There is otherwise a risk that elites attempt to mobilize
ex-military networks for violent purposes.110 In such instances, it is vital
for peacemakers to know what kind of networks they face. Since ex-MiLCs
tend to dominate weak networks, it will generally be easier for international
actors and governing elites to engage and steer such structures in a peaceful
direction. In fact, it may be possible to prevent ex-combatant violence by
only negotiating with and offering private goods to the ex-commanders.
By providing the latter with attractive employment opportunities (in the
public or private sector) or utilizing their broker status to implement local
development projects, ex-commanders can be convinced to mobilize their
ex-combatants for peaceful purposes. This is particularly true if similar
initiatives allow ex-commanders to distribute economic benefits or employ-
ment to their ex-fighters. Alternatively, peacemakers can seek to remove
ex-MiLCs from weak networks by, for instance, providing education or
business opportunities abroad. Under such circumstances, networks are
likely to disintegrate into smaller cliques. Having said this, it is crucial to
keep in mind that if peacemakers fail to “co-opt” ex-commanders in weak
networks, remobilization is likely to go quicker than in strong networks.
Since ex-fighters tend to be more dependent on their former superiors in
such ex-military structures, ex-combatants are more likely to adhere calls
to take to arms.
In stronger networks, it is unlikely to be enough to simply target ex-

commanders. This is because well-connected ex-fighters—in particular,
gainful earners with multiple horizontal ties to physical laborers—often
challenge ex-MiLCs’ control over the network. With multiple network
brokers, it is difficult for peacemakers to know with which actor to negoti-
ate. Such forms of structural ambiguity increase the risk that entrepreneurs
of violence can convince some influential ex-fighters to co-opt the network
for violent purposes. When facing strong networks, it is therefore impera-
tive to provide more public goods of a broader scope, which target the
wider network, or at least its key individuals.
It is vital to note that these forms of economic “co-option” strategies pre-

sumably work best in contexts where socioeconomic marginalization con-
stituted a central reason for joining armed groups in the first place. In
other networks consisting of ideologically committed ex-fighters, such as
extreme nationalists, Islamists, or Maoists, it may be necessary for

110Christensen and Utas, “Mercenaries of Democracy.”
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peacemakers to put greater emphasis on other peacebuilding tools, such as
engaging in political reintegration, policing, or breaking up ex-military
networks.111

The findings presented here are based on a comparison of two ex-mili-
tary networks in Liberia. To assess and refine the theoretical framework, it
is therefore vital that future research look beyond Liberia and study ex-
military networks—using SNA—in other post–civil war contexts. A particu-
larly fruitful avenue would be to trace how ex-combatant structures change
over time. We suspect that both the strength and composition of ex-mili-
tary networks may shift over time. Network reconfigurations are probably
associated with critical junctions in war-to-peace transitions, when national
elites may have an interest in using the mobilization potential of ex-mili-
tary networks. In fact, by employing ex-commanders—or well-entrenched
ex-fighters—elites can quickly gather large numbers of ex-combatant dem-
onstrators, voters, or fighters to defend their interests. Similar forms of elite
interventions often entail an infusion of patronage into ex-military net-
works. According to the theoretical argument presented in this article, this
should allow ex-commanders to consolidate control over their ex-fighters,
and this would subsequently result in a weakening of the network. For this
reason, future projects would do well to compare the strength of networks
before and after events such as: national elections, the arrest or sentencing
of ex-military leaders accused of war crimes, or the departure of peacekeep-
ers. However, since it may be difficult to predict when major political
events (besides national elections) occur, an alternative approach would be
to measure network strength at predetermined time intervals. Such a
research design could, for instance, compare the resilience and composition
of ex-military structures right after the completion of a DDR process and a
few years down the line.

Acknowledgements

The authors are grateful to Emma Elfversson, Gudrun Sif Fridriksdottir, Sarai-Anne Ikenze,
Walt Kilroy, Lotta Themn�er, and the editors and external reviewers at Security Studies for their
helpful comments. We are also thankful to Ayouba Kiazolu for his work as a research assistant
in Liberia. This article would not have been possible without the financial assistance provided
by the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency and the Swedish Research
Council. Anders Themn�er is also grateful for the support provided by the Office of the Dean,
Humanities, University of the Free State, where he is a research fellow.

111See, for example, Daniel Piedmont, “The Role of Disarmament, Demobilization & Reintegration in Countering
Violent Extremism,” SSR 2.0 Brief 3 (June 2015): 1–10.

300 A. THEMNÉR AND N. KARLÉN


	Abstract
	Ex-Military Networks in Previous Research
	The Strength of Ex-Military Networks
	Building a Safety Net
	Methodological Considerations
	Post-Civil War Liberia
	The Strength of Two Ex-Military Networks
	Paul: Monopolizing Ex-Combatant Interactions
	Edwin: “Out-Brokered” in His Own Network

	Links to Elite Patronage Systems
	Paul: Embedded in Elite Networks
	Edwin: Shunned by Liberia’s Postwar Elite

	Variations in Horizontal Exchange Networks
	Paul: The Limited Returns of Horizontal Relations
	Edwin: Investing in Horizontal Relations

	Physical Laborers and Gainful Earners
	Paul: The Low Appeal of Well-Off Peers
	Edwin: A Network with Multiple Benefactors

	Comparing the Two Networks
	Alternative Explanations
	Implications for Peace
	Acknowledgements


