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|Politics and Violence in Burundi

Telling the neglected history of decolonisation and violence in Burundi,
Aidan Russell examines the political language of truth that drove extraor-
dinary change, from democracy to genocide. By focusing on the dangerous
border between Burundi and Rwanda, this study uncovers the complexity
from which ethnic ideologies, sidelined before independence in 1962,
became gradually all-consuming by 1972.
Framed by the rhetoric and uncertainty of ‘truth’, Russell draws on both

African and European language source material to demonstrate how
values of authority and citizenship were tested and transformed across
the first decade of Burundi’s independence, and a post-colony created in
the interactions between African peasants and politicians across the
margins of their states.
Culminating with a rare examination of the first postcolonial genocide

on the African continent, a so-called ‘forgotten genocide’ on the world
stage, Russell reveals how the postcolonial order of central Africa came
into being.

aidan russell is Associate Professor of International History at The
Graduate Institute of International and Development Studies, Geneva. He
is the author of articles in Africa, The International Journal of African

Historical Studies and the Journal of Eastern African Studies. He is the
editor of Truth, Silence and Violence in Emerging States: Histories of the

Unspoken (2018).

www.cambridge.org/9781108499347
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-49934-7 — Politics and Violence in Burundi
Aidan Russell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

African Studies Series

The African Studies series, founded in 1968, is a prestigious series of mono-
graphs, general surveys, and textbooks on Africa covering history, political
science, anthropology, economics, and ecological and environmental issues.
The series seeks to publish work by senior scholars as well as the best new
research.

Editorial Board

David Anderson, The University of Warwick
Catherine Boone, The London School of Economics and Political Science
Carolyn Brown, Rutgers University, New Jersey
Christopher Clapham, University of Cambridge
Michael Gomez, New York University
Richard Roberts, Stanford University, California
David Robinson, Michigan State University
Leonardo A. Villalón, University of Florida

Other titles in the series are listed at the back of the book.

www.cambridge.org/9781108499347
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-49934-7 — Politics and Violence in Burundi
Aidan Russell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Politics and Violence

in Burundi

The Language of Truth in an Emerging State

aidan russell

The Graduate Institute of International and
Development Studies, Geneva

www.cambridge.org/9781108499347
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-49934-7 — Politics and Violence in Burundi
Aidan Russell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

University Printing House, Cambridge CB2 8BS, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,
New Delhi – 110025, India

79 Anson Road, #06–04/06, Singapore 079906

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781108499347
DOI: 10.1017/9781108581530

© Aidan Russell 2019

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2019

Printed in the United Kingdom by TJ International Ltd, Padstow Cornwall

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Russell, Aidan, 1985– author.
Title: Politics and violence in Burundi : the language of truth in an emerging state /

Aidan Russell.
Other titles: African studies series.
Description: New York, NY : Cambridge University Press, 2019. | Series: African studies

series | Includes bibliographical references.
Identifiers: LCCN 2019014861 | ISBN 9781108499347 (hardback) |

ISBN 9781108713412 (pbk.)
Subjects: LCSH: Burundi–Politics and government–20th century. | Decolonization–

Burundi. | Political violence–Burundi–History. | Burundi–Ethnic relations.
Classification: LCC DT450.85 .R87 2019 | DDC 967.57204–dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019014861

ISBN 978-1-108-49934-7 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy
of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication
and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,
accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781108499347
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-49934-7 — Politics and Violence in Burundi
Aidan Russell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Contents

List of Figures and Maps page vi

Acknowledgements vii

Linguistic and Orthographic Note ix

Glossary of Terms xi

List of Abbreviations xii

Introduction: Talking Politics and Watching the Border 1

Prologue, 1796–1959: People of the Land 39

Part I 1959–1961: ‘To See the Son of a King’ 63

1 Ukuri ni kumwe: Talking Truth 65

2 Ibigendajoro: Rebels in the Name of the King 95

Part II 1961–1967: ‘A Most Total Anarchy’ 129

3 Abanyabihuha: Talking Loyalty 131

4 Ukuri n’ubutungane: The Fate of the Bourgmestres 166

Part III 1968–1972: ‘Please Send Me a Car to Take

Them Away’ 195

5 Politiques bw’insaku: Talking Vigilance 197

6 Couper tout ce qui dépasse: Truth and Violence 227

Conclusion: The Court of Baribuka 270

Bibliography 280

Index 304

v

www.cambridge.org/9781108499347
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-49934-7 — Politics and Violence in Burundi
Aidan Russell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Figures and Maps

1.1 Mwami Mwambutsa’s tract, 16 April 1960 page 83
2.1 Uprona tract, ‘I Am Uprona’, late 1960 102
2.2 Uprona ‘Photo tract’, 1961 115

Map 1 Burundi in the 1960s 40
Map 2 Kabarore and Busiga 41
Map 3 Rebel violence and ‘target areas’ in 1972 234

vi

www.cambridge.org/9781108499347
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-49934-7 — Politics and Violence in Burundi
Aidan Russell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Acknowledgements

The research for this book took place primarily between 2010 and
2015, in many fits and starts. I am deeply grateful for the work and
welcome of staff at the Archives africaines in Brussels, the British
National Archives, those of the UNHCR and the ICRC in Geneva,
the Centre catéchique africaine at Kayanza, and most especially to
Nicodème Nyandwi and all the team at the extraordinary Archives
nationales du Burundi. I owe a special debt to Vincent Ntiroranya and
Médard Havyarimana, as research assistants, interpreters and friends.
Emmanuel Ndikumana provided further vital correction of my Kirundi
translations. Without them this research would have been truly
impossible.

Of course, I am most of all indebted to those who were willing to
share something of their lives, insights and memories with me: Valère
and Henriëtte Vandenbulcke in Belgium, and scores of remarkable
men and women across Kabarore and Busiga in Burundi. Only some
of the latter are cited in this book, and then mostly under pseudonyms.
I can only hope I have done some kind of justice to their history.

David Anderson’s support and guidance in my initial research
helped me find my mind and method as an historian while establishing
a foundation strong enough to withstand the many strange paths
I have taken since – through which he has continued to support me
without fail. In Oxford my work was further shaped by challenging
conversations and insightful critiques from Phil Clark, Emma Hunter,
William Beinart, Judith Brown, John Darwin, Jan-Georg Deutsch,
Florence Bernault and many others. The financial support of the UK
Arts and Humanities Research Council made these first steps possible.

For sharing their knowledge, insight and guidance when I was find-
ing my feet I am exceptionally indebted to Christine Deslaurier,
Danielle de Lame, Bert Ingelaere, Eric Nimubona, Christian Thibon
and Stef Vandeginste, while without the welcome and support of Émile
Mworoha and Alexandre Hatungimana at the Université du Burundi

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781108499347
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-49934-7 — Politics and Violence in Burundi
Aidan Russell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

I would undoubtedly have been lost. In the further evolution of this
work I am most especially grateful for the great enthusiasm, encour-
agement and criticisms of René Lemarchand, while Luise White’s
comments on another project transformed my thoughts on this one.

The majority of this book was written while I was moving back-
wards and forwards between a research fellowship at Trinity College,
Cambridge, and an assistant professorship at The Graduate Institute of
International and Development Studies. Uncounted conversations with
colleagues in both institutions shaped this book, while debates in class
and many further conversations with my students in Geneva inspired
and continue to inspire me in unexpected directions. I am deeply
grateful for the exceeding generosity of resources and opportunity
I have received from both Trinity and The Graduate Institute over
the years. Among many other colleagues, for their friendship and
support I must thank in particular Devon Curtis, John Lonsdale, Dan
Larsen and Anthony Pickles in Cambridge, Philippe Burrin,
Mohammad-Mahmoud Ould Mohamedou and Davide Rodogno in
Geneva, and Gareth Austin in both.

Rich debates with colleagues at conferences and workshops around
the world, while too numerous to list here, have made this book what it
is. To Paul Nugent and all the members of the African Borderlands
Research Network, however, I owe a particular thanks, both profes-
sional and personal: for their vital role in shaping my approach to the
north of Burundi, and for inadvertently giving me the opportunity to
meet my wife.

And so, of course, Clara above all – met and married along the way,
shared it all, kept me going, made it better and made sure I got it done.

viii Acknowledgements

www.cambridge.org/9781108499347
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-49934-7 — Politics and Violence in Burundi
Aidan Russell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Linguistic and Orthographic Note

The national language of Burundi is Kirundi, ikirundi. While it is a
tonal language, tone is rarely marked in common writing. Many other
contemporary orthographic conventions were absent or inconsistent in
the 1960s. In this text I reproduce the original orthography of quoted
documents without correction or alteration, e.g. akasozi for agasozi.

Pronunciation: ‘c’ generally represents a ‘tch’ sound. The ‘nt’ cluster
is partly exhaled through the nose. The letters ‘r’ and ‘l’ are largely
phonetically interchangeable, with ‘r’ preferred in writing today. The
‘rw’ and ‘bw’ clusters can have a distinct guttural quality, the latter
occasionally written in Protestant traditions as ‘bg’.

Nouns: In Kirundi, singular and plural are marked by a changing
prefix, notably (u)mu- for the singular of most words referring to
people, and (a)ba- for the plural. The initial vowel is dropped in certain
lexical contexts. When using a Kirundi word in an English sentence
I generally privilege the retention of the initial vowel (ibihuha, ukuri,
ubwenge etc.), but roughly follow the most common conventions with
terms that are today found relatively frequently in English and French-
language writing: mwami rather than umwami, and bashingantahe

rather than abashingantahe, for example. The now-standard English
orthography of ‘Tutsi’, ‘Hutu’ and ‘Twa’ is used throughout. As a
related social category, the lesser-known ‘Ganwa’ here follows the
same pattern, in place of umuganwa/abaganwa.

Place names: Where these have changed over time, I generally use
the name or spelling appropriate to the period under discussion:
notably, Usumbura for the colonial period becomes Bujumbura after
independence, while Kitega changes to Gitega. ‘Ijene’ is used through-
out the book (as it was in writing throughout the 1960s) for the more
correct contemporary ‘Jene’.

Personal names: With conversion to Christianity, children in Bur-
undi conventionally received two given names, one Kirundi and one
French; progressively, the Kirundi name often became an inherited
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family name, but this was far from universal in the 1960s. Practices
differed as to which was treated as a ‘first’ name, and the ‘French’ name
can be rendered in significantly different (Latin-derived) forms more
phonetically suited to a Kirundi speaker. Here I refer to individuals as
far as possible in the style they most often appear in archival docu-
ments or oral interviews: ‘Bucumi Côme’ (and not ‘Cosima Bucumi’),
but ‘Louis Rwagasore’, for example. In the index, all individuals are
alphabetised by their Kirundi names.

x Linguistic and Orthographic Note
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Glossary of Terms

Abadasigana ‘the devoted ones’; members of the
Uprona party

banyagihugu ‘people of the land/country’; peasants
sg. munyagihugu

bashingantahe communal arbitrators, ‘notables’, judges
sg. mushingantahe

Batare sub-dynasty of the royal Ganwa lineage,
descended from Mwami Ntare Rugamba

Bezi sub-dynasty of the royal Ganwa lineage,
descended from Mwami Mwezi Gisabo

Ganwa member(s) of the royal dynasty ‘prince’
guhanura ‘advise, admonish, warn’; a euphemism

for political violence
ibigendajoro ‘night-travellers’, accusatory term for

political propagandists
ibihuha ‘(false) rumours’
insaku ‘(malevolent) gossip, inquisitiveness,

spiteful prying’
inyenzi lit. ‘cockroaches’; name adopted by

Rwandan refugee militants in the early
1960s, later becoming extreme hate
speech for all Tutsi

mwami ‘king’
simba Congolese rebels
Sûreté State intelligence service
Tutelle tutelary authority; Belgian government of

the UN Trust Territory
ubwenge ‘intelligence, social skill/cleverness,

incisive observation, self-mastery’ (see
p. 56–7)
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List of Abbreviations

Admicom Administrateur communal
AP Administrateur de province
Aprosoma Association pour la promotion sociale de

la masse
Commarro Commissaire d’arrondissement
ICRC International Committee of the Red Cross
JPN Jeunesse populaire Ngendandumwe
JRR Jeunesse révolutionnaire Rwagasore
Parmehutu Parti du mouvement et de

l’émancipation Hutu
PDC Parti démocrate chrétien
PP Parti du peuple
TANU Tanganyika African National Union
UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for

Refugees
Uprona Union et progrès national
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