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Ethnicity and Power in Burundi and Rwanda 

Different Paths to Mass Violence 

Peter Uvin 

Rwanda and Burundi are two small neighboring countries in East-Central Africa that 
share the same ethnie composition: approximately 85-90 percent Hutu, 10-14 per
cent Tutsi, and 1 percent Twa. Their climate, topography, population density (the 
highest and the second highest in Africa, respectively), predominantly agrarian econ
omy, religion, language, and history are also very similar. Most significant, they 
bath have been theaters of massive violence between their main ethnie groups, the 
Hutu and the Tutsi. Given these similarities, it is no surprise that most analysts 
approach mass violence in bath countries in an almost identical manner. Kuper 
describes Rwanda and Burundi separately but treats them as examples of the same 
processes of polarization based on overlapping inequalities. Comparative political 
scientists almost always lump Rwanda and Burundi together. Gurr treats them bath 
as "ethnoclass" conflicts; Harff categorizes them bath as "politicides against politi
cally active communal groups"; and Stavenhagen treats them as ·resulting from the 
overlap ofboth socioeconomic and ethnie divisions.! 

However, the dynamics that led to massive violence in Burundi and Rwanda are 
textbook cases of entirely different processes. Burundi presents a typical example of 
how discrimination and unequal access to scarce resources lead to violence. As the 
discrimination took place largely along ethnie lines, the violence and countervio
lence became ethnie tao. Burundi is a case of superimposition of social cleavages, 
with fault lines in political power, economic wealth, and ethnicity reinforcing each 
other.' In Rwanda the dividing line between the haves and the have-nots was region
al and social, not ethnie. Popular discontent was therefore largely an intra-Hutu, 
regional matter. However, the affirmation of Hutu (anti-Tutsi) ethnicity and its insti
tutionalization in public policy were key components of the ruling elite's strategy of 
legitimization and contrai over the state. Whenever this elite was threatened, it exac
erbated ethnie divisions to thwart democratization and power sharing. Rwanda pro
vides an almost perfect example of the dynamics that have been discussed by schol
ars of genocides: the existence of long-standing, widespread, and institutionalized 
prejudice; the radicalization of animosity and routinization of violence; the "moral 
exclusion" of a category of people, allowing first their "social death" and then their 
physical death.' 
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Thus, Rwanda and Burundi represent two very dilferent models of ethnie con
flict: of discrimination leading to civil war and of moral exclus.ion paving the way to 
genocide. Because these countries are so similar, it should be possible to identify 
the factors that explain their different dynamics. This article will also discuss the 
individual motives that bring people to kill their innocent neighbors, thus linking the 
macromodels to individual behaviors. It thus also aims to help clarify the relative 
roles played by various factors in the construction of ethnicity and violence. 

The Precolonial and Colonial Period 

Burundians, Rwandans, and outs ide specialists of the region disagree almost totally 
on the nature of precolonial social relations. First of ail, they disagree profoundly on 
the nature of the distinction between Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa. Are they distinct ethnie 
groups, even races, as some contend, displaying major physical differences and his
torical origins? Or are they socioeconomic groups, akin to castes, or even classes? 
For example, whoever acquired a sizable herd of cattle was called Tutsi and was 
highly regarded; ail farmers were Hutu; and hunters and artisans were Twa.4 

Another important issue that <livides the specialists concerns the nature of the 
precolonial political system. Were these kingdoms highly centralized and inegalitari
an, as many accounts suggest, or was the power of the kinR more theoretical than 
real outside the region immediately surrounding the capital? What were the levels of 
mutual control, exchange, and obligation between Tutsi and Hutu? What was the rote 
oflineages, which included both Tutsi and Hutu, in the social and political system? 
What possibilities for upward mobility were open to Hutu?' 

A third debate follows from the previous two and relates to the impact of colo
nization. Did colonization, first by Germany and then by Belgium, create ethnicity 
ex nihilo, turning socioeconomic stratification into essentialized ethnicity? Or did it 
simply codify an already highly unequal and differentiated relationship between 
Tutsi and Hutu? Or was it even a liberating force which, through the provision of 
education and the organization of elections, allowed the Hutu masses to free them
selves from oppression? 

There is no scholarly consensus on answers to these questions. In part, it is diffi
cult to recreate the histories of oral societies, and the Eurocentric and often blatantly 
racist accounts of the first colonizers, missionaries, and ethnographers introduced 
distortions as well. However, the main obstacle in reaching a consensus on these 
issues is their extreme contemporary political importance.' Radically divergent 
interpretations of history provide the basis upon which collective identities are built 
and act as powerful justifications of current behavior. 

1 will not choose sides in these debates. ln order to explain current violence in 
bath countries it is of little importance to know the exact nature of precolonial politi-
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cal relations between Hutu and Tutsi. Gurr synthesizes common wisdom in ethnie 
studies when he writes that "the key to identifying communal groups is not the pres
ence of a particular trait or combination of traits, but rather the shared perception 
that the defining traits, whatever they are, set the group apart."7 From before inde
pendence in 1962, distinct ethnicity bas been a fact oflife in Burundi and Rwanda, 
both at the level of state policy and in individual sentiment. 

ln ail likelihood, the cattle-rearing Tutsi, fleeing famine and drought, arrived in 
Burundi and Rwanda in successive waves from the north during the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries. The agriculturist Hutu they met had immigrated into this fertile 
region some centuries earlier, probably from central Africa. The most long-standing 
inhabitants of the region were the Twa, a small group of potiers and huniers. The 
integration of these different groups was extensive: by the time the colonizer arrived, 
they spoke the same language, believed in the same god, shared the same culture, 
and 1 ived si de by si de throughout both countries. A similar situation seems to have 
prevailed in neighboring regions of Uganda and Tanzania. 

Bath countries were kingdoms, with slight variations between them. ln Burundi a 
fine sociopolitical hierarchy prevailed, with a king and a class of princes (pretenders 
to the throne) at the top, various levels of Tutsi in the middle (those at the royal 
court, the Tutsi-Banyaruguru, socially higher than the ordinary pastoralists, the 
Tutsi-Hima), the Hutu at the lower level, and the Twa at the bottom. A fair number of 
people from the lower groups was involved in the exercise of various political func
tions, and many local notables were Hutu. ln Rwanda the political and social hierar
chy between Tutsi (who included the king), Hutu, and Twa was more abrupt and 
lacked some of the fluidity that characterized Burundi 's. 

ln both countries the colonial administration acted through the king and his Tutsi 
acolytes, the famous indirect ru le, consisting of the "incorporation of native authori
ties into a state-enforced customary order" to the benefit of the colonial power.a The 
colonizer reserved education and jobs in the administration a1most exclusively for 
the Tutsi. By the l 950s thirty-one out of thirty-three members of the conseil 
supérieur du pays were Tutsi, as were ail forty-five chefs de chefferies and 544 of 
559 subchiefs.9 At the same time, an extensive reduction in the number of adminis
trative divisions further distanced the rulers from the ruled.10 

While formally the old political structures of both countries, revolving around the 
monarchy, were still intact, colonization profoundly modified their nature. Political, 
social, and even economic relations became more rigid, unequal, and biased against 
the Hutu, while the power of many people of Tutsi origin greatly increased. The 
nature of the state changed. lt became a conduit for the rule of the colonizer, impos
ing onerous legislation, taxes, obligatory cash crops, and compulsory labor, often 
abused by local "Tutsi chiefs [who], secure in the white man's support, acted as rapa
cious quasi-warlords." 11 While not ail Tutsi were wealthy and powerful under colo
nial rule, 12 almost no Hutu were, and most Hutu suffered greatly from the increased 
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demands imposed upon them. Under these conditions, it is no wonder that the strug
gle for independence became also an ethnie struggle, a fight as much against the 
(much closer) local Tutsi "despots" as against the (remote) Belgians.13 It is also no 
surprise that politics after independence became ethnie politics. 

Nature of the Postcolonial State 

Between 1958 and 1962 a small group of Catholic-educated Hutu overthrew the 
monarchy in Rwanda. This so-called social revolution took place with the acquies
cence, if not connivance, of the departing colonizers, who during the last years 
before independence in 1962, in the name of a suddenly discovered attachment to 
representative structures as well as out of fear of the more radical (leftist, anticolo
nial) Tutsi eiite, had switched their favor to the Hutu,14 

The "revolutionary" process unfolded in three stages. In late 1959 there were 
localized anti-Tutsi violence and small pogroms in some provinces. Hundreds were 
killed, and many Tutsi fled the country. In 1960 and 1961 legislative elections result
ed in the massive victory of Parmehutu, a radically anti-Tutsi party, and the subse
quent overthrow of the monarchy. More Tutsi, including the previous powerholders, 
lled the country. From 1961 to 1964 some of these Tutsi refugees attempted to return 
militarily, launching small guerrilla assaults from Burundi and Uganda. These 
assaults were easily stopped, but led to organized mass killings of innocent Tutsi 
civilians within the country, foreshadowing events thirty years later. ln early 1962 
more than 2,000 Tutsi were killed; in December 1963 at least 10,000 more <lied. 
During this time, between 140,000 and 250,000 Tutsi, 40 to 70 percent of the sur
vivors, fled Rwanda.15 

In Burundi the monarchy survived the colonial period with more social strength 
than in Rwanda, and as a result a royalist and biethnic party, Uprona (Union pour le 
Progrès National), led by a prince, Louis Rwagasore, won elections bath before and 
after independence. However, Rwagasore was soon killed by the opposition, and bis 
party fell apart in internai conflict. Competition for state power developed between 
three groups: the Tutsi-Hima, the Tutsi-Banyaruguru, and a small emerging Hutu 
elite. The stakes were high. In Burundi, as in Rwanda and most of newly indepen
dent Africa, the state was the main source of enrichment and power in society and 
conferred great opportunities to those who controlled it. Moreover, following the 
events in Rwanda, state control became the sole vehicle for Tutsi to retain their privi
leges, while conversely it was the sole means ofrapid social advancement for Hutu.· 

After a coup d'état by Micombero in 1966, the Tutsi-Hima, the group that con
trolled most of the army, monopolized power. To do so, they excluded from political 
competition most other Tutsi and Hutu. From 1966 to 1993 politica] and by exten
sion economic power in Burundi was tightly held by three military regimes 
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(Micombero, 1966-82, Bagaza, 1982-87, Buyoya 1987-93) that used their military 
might to keep their privileges. Ail three presidents were Tutsi-Hima from the same 
village in the Bururi region, barn within two miles of each other (Buyoya is the 
nephew of Micombero! ).16 Almost ail positions of importance in Burundi were 
monopolized by the Tutsi minority. They included the higher levels of the single 
party (which continued under the name Uprona but became an instrument of the 
power elite seeking to use the symbols of the royal past to legitimize itself), the full 
command structure of the army, the police and security forces, and the judicial sys
tem (even in 1994, only thirteen out of241 magistrales were Hutu).17 Only at the 
end of the l 980s was there a noticeable increase in the representation of Hutu in the 
formai economy and public sector. 

ln conclusion, ethnie divisions played a crucial role in the fierce competition for 
state power in bath countries. ln bath countries, small groups captured state power 
with backing from the army. 18 Yet the social composition of the state class was very 
different, if not opposite-Hutu in Rwanda, and Tutsi in Burundi. Their social bases 
being very dissimilar, these elites employed different strategies ta maintain power, 
thus setting in motion differing dynamics of conflict. 

Power and Legitimacy: Strategies for Elite Maintenance 

The two regimes Rwanda has known since independence were not averse to using 
repression. Kayibanda's regime (1962-73) chased out or killed most former Tutsi 
powerholders and Tutsi politicians, even the most moderate ones, as well as many 
opposition Hutu politicians who did not join Parmehutu. The second republic under 
General Habyarimana ( 1973-94) was a military dictatorship. It killed many power
holders of the first republic (including Kayibanda), and its internai security kept a 
tight lid on opposition and dissension for almost two decades. The legal system was 
independent only in name, and impunity was the norm.19 Regular popular elections 
were a farce in which Habyarimana was always reelected with more than 98 percent 
of the vote. Any critical press was produced at the risk ofthejournalist's life. 

The main strength of these regimes, however, Jay not in their oppression, but in 
their capacity to legitimize themselves. One strand of legitimization, widely used in 
Africa, consisted of the depoliticizing argument that the sole objective of the state is 
the pursuit of economic development for the masses.'° ln Rwanda the international 
community actively bought into that argument, making the country one of the 
world's foremost aid recipients.21 The second strand was ethnie and emphasized 
"social revolution." It was tailored largely for domestic consumption. Its discourse 
was based on the notion that Rwanda be longs to the Hutu, its true inhabitants, who 
had been subjugated brutally for centuries by the foreign exploiters, the Tutsi, and 
that in 1959 the Hutu had wrested power away from their former masters and 
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installed a true democracy, representing the majority of the people, The notion that 
the govemment is the legitimate representative of the majority Hutu and th us by de f
inition democratic, as well as the sole defense against the Tutsi 's evil attempts to 
enslave the people again, constituted the powerful core of the legitimization of the 
ruling clique's hold on power.22 

This ideology was accompanied by an institutionalized structure of discrimina
tion, especially in areas that allowed vertical mobility such as modem education, 
state jobs, and politics. According to Prunier, under Habyarimana's regime "there 
would be nota single Tutsi burgomaster or prefect, there was only one Tutsi officer 
in the whole anny, there were two Tutsi members of parliament out of seventy, and 
there was only one Tutsi minister out of a cabinet ofbetween twenty-five and thirty
five members, The army was of course the tightest."23 The system of ethnie identity 
papers introduced by the Belgians in 1935 was maintained by the postcolonial gov
emments until the 1994 genocide, greatly facilitating its execution, The return of the 
Tutsi refugees was categorically denied with the argument that there was no more 
space in Rwanda. A quota system was installed that limited access of people with 
Tutsi identification to higher education and state jobs to a number supposedly equal 
to their proportion of the population. 

This quota system was usually·only partly implemented. Most authors agree that 
in the public sector-but not al the highest levels, and not at ail in the anny-Tutsi 
remained represented beyond the allocated nine percent. Moreover, in sectors of 
society Jess tightly controlled by the state-commerce and enterprise, nongovern
mental organizations, and development projects-they were certainly present beyond 
that proportion." The quota system and ethnie identification, then, served more to 
maintain the distinctions and allow for social control by the state than to actually dis
criminate. Jt was part of the institutional structure of Hutu power-administrative 
reminders that the Tutsi were different from everyone else and the state was watch
ing out for the interests of the majority Hutu. 

In Burundi the ruling elite represented a very narrow social base. It thus could not 
use an ethnie-social discourse to legitimize its position and faced a more permanent 
(and often violent) challenge. The regime thus implemented a much higher dose of 
repression. The defining events took place in 1972, although purges had already 
occurred earlier, most notably in 1965. The fully Tutsi-controlled army, called in to 
end a Hutu rebellion in a southern province, went on a two month rampage. 
According to most observers, 100,000 to 150,000 Hutu, almost ail edncated Hutu in 
the country (teachers, nurses, administrators), were killed, and 150,000 more fled. 25 

This rampage created sufficient fear to suppress Hutu unrest for two decades. For 
many years to corne Hutu parents would not send their children to school for fear of 
making them targets in future pogroms. These events constitute the defining 
moments in independent Burundi's history. They crystallized Hutu and Tutsi identi
ties and created a climate of permanent mutual fear. 
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ln 1988 violence broke out again. Based on false rumors and a widespread dislike 
of corrupt local (Tutsi) administrators, Hutu farmers in the two northern villages of 
Ntega and Marangara killed up to 3.000 Tutsi. The army intervened to restore order, 
killing up to 20,000 Hutu and creating tens of thousands of refugees, ln 1991 and 
1992, in similar events, hundreds more died, while thousands fled the country.26 Ali 
these cases presented the same pattern: in response to rumors and fear, Hutu peas
ants attacked and killed local Tutsi, powerholders and even ordinary people. The 
army was then sent in to restore order and indiscriminately killed vastly more people 
in retaliation. The power base of the small Tutsi ruling clique truly rested on fear and 
repression, and the military played a key role in it, 

The two successive regimes also attempted to use two legitimization strategies. 
First, they too employed the discourse of development to justify the state's 
(omni)presence, with Jess success than in Rwanda, although in the late 1980s, with 
the 1 972 events long pas!, the international community seemed willing to believe the 
development myth. Interestingly, the regime often imitated its "successful" R wandan 
neighbor; its decentralization policy, for example, was identical to Rwanda's. The 
second strategy was the exact inverse of Rwanda's (and more in line with general 
African practice ): the denial of ethnicity.27 The official ideology claimed that there 
were no ethnie groups but only Burundians, equal before the law in Burundi. The 
mass murder of 1972, if ever discussed, was euphemistically referred to as "events" 
that resulted from the actions of unspecified "extremists."28 Discussion of ethnicity 
was taboo in Burundi but dominated people's minds. 

From Democratization to Violence 

At the beginning of the l 990s three processes combined to pose significant threats 
to Habyarimana's regime and the small elite that benefited from il. First, internai dis
content increased, emanating mainly from disgruntled urbanites but also spreading 
to the countryside. Tt generally took a regional form, with political opposition mainly 
in the south and center. The president's district in the north almost fully monopolized 
positions of power in Habyarimana's regime, and most public investments took place 
in that region.29 Widespread corruption, geographical exclusion, and disappointment 
with the slow pace of development combined in a challenge to the regime from with
in.3" A second threat was the 1990 invasion from Uganda of the Rebel Patriotic Front 
(FPR), a small but well trained and equipped guerrilla arn1y led by soldiers who had 
previously fought in Museveni's war for contrai of Uganda which was composed 
largely of descendants of 1959-63 Tutsi refugees, Although the invasion was pushed 
back, the FPR controlled part of the territory in the northeast, and ils threat was per
manent. Hundreds of thousands of people were displaced, and the economy suffered 
greatly. Finally, following the end of the cold war, the international community sud-
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denly rediscovered its attacbment to democracy and put strong pressure on 
Habyarimana's regime to democratize and negotiate power sharing with the FPR and 
the domestic opposition as a first step toward free elections.31 Thus, political parties 
were allowed in July 1991, and a so-called coalition government was formed in 
.1992. Parallel negotiations took place in Arusha to end the civil war. and integrate 
the FPR into the Rwandan army.32 

The regime was under attack from ail sicles, and its most radical factions took 
recourse in the usual, time-tested solution: the revival of ethnicity. Ethnicity could 
unite the population around the government, take momentum away from the opposi
tion, combat the FPR, and render elections impossible. These radical factions were 
not invited to participate in the Arusha negotiations, but they grew stronger never
theless (with active support from the presidency) and plotted the use of violence to 
reverse these externally inspired changes.33 

From 1990 onward, under the leadership of a small clique surrounding 
Habyarimana and bis wife known as the akazu (literally, the small ho use), various 
dynamics fostered the radicalization ofprejudice. First, the FPR threat was extended 
ta ail Tutsi. The best documented execution of this strategy came immediately after 
the FPR's invasion. On the night of October 4, 1990, the army staged an all-night 
shooting attack on Kigali and blamed it on the internai Tutsi. This accusation fooled 
the world for some time (it was unmasked only months later), strengthened a sense 
of psychosis against "the enemy within," and was used to justify the irnprisonrnent 
of 10,000 Tutsi. 34 Most of them were liberated only after months of international 
pressure; many were tortured; and some were killed.35 

More generally, at political rallies and speeches as well as in extremist local 
newspapers and radio stations (foremost the infamous Radio Libre des Mille 
Collines and Kangura, a radical newspaper). Tutsis became the subject of hateful 
propaganda.36 This propaganda included explicit and regular incitations to mass 
murder, verbal attacks, the publication oflists with names of people to be killed, and 
threats to anyone baving relations with Tutsi. The level of propaganda increased 
greatly from 1993 onward. 

During the same period extremist political parties that openly preached batred 
and violence came into being, again with support from the highest echelons. They 
included the Comité de Défense de la Révolution (CDR), a party to the right of but 
close to the Habyarimana's, as well as armed militias (the infamous interahamwe 
and impuzamugambi).3' These parties and groups radicalized and divided the oppo
sition and slowed down the Arusha negotiations. By 1993 ail opposition parties had 
split between radical, "Hutu power" wings close to the CDR and its discourse and 
moderate wings. During the genocide most of the leaders of the moderate factions 
were slaughtered. 

Between 1990 and l 993 thousands of Tutsi were killed in frequent massacres by 
mobs directed by local authorities, national politicians, and police.JS Large amounts 
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of arms were imported and distributed to the militia. These actions routinized vio
lence and, together with the radical rhetoric, further dehumanized the Tutsi and legit
imized violence.39 

These processes were not only tolerated but supported morally and financially by 
people at the highest levels of government and the military. As the Commission 
Internationale d'Enquête sur les Violations des Droits de l'Homme au Rwanda 
depuis le 1er octobre 1990 observes, "these massacres ... have never been the result of 
chance or spontaneous popular movements or even the result of competition between 
different parties. There seems to be a central hand, or a number of bands, that master 
the genesis and the unfolding ofthese events."40 

On April 6, 1994, when the plane carrying Habyarimana from one more peace 
negotiation in Arusha was downed, the final act of the scenario unfolded as scripted. 
The violence started the same night in Kigali and was executed largely by the presi
dential guards and militia, while the international community fled the country. An 
interim government replaced provincial governors and communal burgomasters who 
refused to allow the carnage with new, extremis! ones and flew in the militia from 
the capital. Hundreds of thousands of defenseless children, women, and men, pri
marily but not only Tutsi, were slaughtered. Many participated.41 The FPR resumed 
the civil war and conquered Kigali by July, which signaled the end of the genocide. 
Following the FPR's victory, up to two million Hutu, including most of the former 
Rwandan army and the militia, fled to camps in Zaire. 

ln Burundi in 1990 President Buyoya began a slow process of democratization. 
The reasons for this move have been the object of much speculation. International 
pressure after the end of the cold war is most often mentioned, together with the real
ization after the 1988 and 1989 events that a strategy ofrule based solely on oppres
sion could not continue indefinitely. Buyoya may be compared to Gorbachev, 
reforming the worst aspects of the system that produced him, while seeking to keep 
its functioning intact. His reputation as a moderate explains the (tacit) western sup
port for bis second coup d'état in 1996. 

Under the wary eye of important factions of the army and the Tutsi elite, the gov
emment initiated a process of democratization using three foundations: intense pro
paganda on the concept of national (ethnie) unity, a reconciliation effort with official 
reports on the history of the country, and an equal distribution of visible political 
positions between Hutu and Tutsi. ln October 1988 a "government of national unity" 
was formed with twelve Hutu and twelve Tutsi ministers, including a Hutu prime 
minister. Buyoya, however, cumulated the fonctions of president of the republic, 
president of Uprona, and minister of defense, and the departments of justice, interi
or, police, and the army remained under Tutsi control. Nongovernmental human 
rights organizations were allowed to exist. A "Charter of Unity" was adopted, and 
every educated persan had to engage in lengthy propaganda sessions to explain to 
the farmers the notion ofunity. In 1992 Burundi adopted a new constitution that for-
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bade ethnically based parties, obliged a!I parties to obtain signatures from the coun
try's nine provinces, and conditioned party recognition on approval by the minister 
of the interior. 

Elections were finally held in June 1993. Melchior Ndadaye, a Hutu and candi
date of the Frodebu (Burundian Democratic Front), was elected president with 65 
percent of the vote, and his party obtained the majority of the seats in parliament 
(sixty-five out of eighty-one). Uprona controlled the remainder. Buyoya accepted the 
verdict of the ballot box and resigned. Rumors about a coup swept through the city. 
Would the army and radical factions of the Tutsi elite accept this outcome? 

On October 21, 1993, low-level soldiers killed President Ndadaye and other dig
nitaries after only three months in office, with at least passive support from the high
est levels of the army. Popular unrest then erupted throughout Burundi, and thou
sands of Tutsi were brutally killed, especially in the north and center. It is unclear if 
this violence was spontaneous-a reflection of the anger of the peasant masses at the 
Joss of their first democratically elected Hutu leader-or planned-a policy of 
Frodebu cadres to gel rid of Tutsi throughout the country. 42 The army moved in to 
restore order, killing thousands of Hutu in the process. In total, it is estimated that 
50,000 to 100,000 persons were murdered in the three months after the coup; one 
million fled the country; and hundreds ofthousands were internally displaced. 

As the president as well as his constitutional successors (the president and the 
vice-president of the general assembly) had been killed in the coup, a political stale
mate followed, which the Uprona used to work its way back into government. After 
long negotiations, a new president was chosen in January 1994; he <lied on April 6 in 
the same plane crash as Habyarimana. More arduous negotiations followed, leading 
to a convention in October 1994 that gave as many ministerial positions to the 
Uprona as to the Frodebu. This new government was ridden with infighting and con
flict and was largely incapable of ruling the country. It was overthrown in July 1996 
in a coup staged by Buyoya. An international embargo followed. 

Since September 1993 Burundi has inexorably slid toward total violence. The 
majority of Hutu live in constant fear of random reprisais by the anny and the mili
tia. Various Tutsi militia terrorize the Hutu population and kill with impunity. Hate 
propaganda flourishes. Joumals incite violence, publishing !ists of Hutu administra
tors to be killed.43 The Hutu inhabitants of Bujumbura, the capital, have largely been 
chased out of the city due to a policy reininiscent of the "ethnie cleansing" in the 
former Yugoslavia.44 

The Frodebu split between a radical branch (the Conseil National de Défense et 
de Démocratie, CNDD, directed by Leonard Nyangoma, former Frodebu minister of 
the interior, and its armed wing, the Forces pour la Défense de la Démocratie, FDD) 
and those who still seek a political solution from within the country. Attacks by the 
FDD and other Hutu militia have become increasingly brutal and random, affecting 
ail of the country and causing profound fear among Tutsi as well as Hutu bystanders. 
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Tutsi live in fear of a repetition of Rwanda's genocide and the violence that followed 
the 1993 coup in Burundi. Even the most moderate Tutsi feel they can not abandon 
contrai over the army, their sole protector. As of early 1998, up to 200,000 Hutu and 
Tutsi have been killed by the army, the FDD, and related militia, the majority ofthem 
ordinary children, women, and peasants. Hundreds of thousands of people have fled 
the country to Zaire, Rwanda, and Tanzania, while hundreds ofthousands more Hutu 
and Tutsi are internally displaced, living in camps, or dispersed in the bills, aftaid to 
return home. Burundi bas entered one of the most brutal and deadly civil wars in 
modern history, fought along ethnie lines. 

Why Did People Kill? 

Thus, both Burundi and Rwanda have a long-standing history of widespread, indis
criminate killing. Very often 1 innocents were slaughtered: women, children, poor 
farmers, low-level civil servants, ail "ordinary people who were jus! in the wrong 
place at the wrong time."45 Violence has tended to occur at key points of political 
change, when the interests of the elites were threatened, but it has also always 
involved massive popular participation. Why do ordinary people kill other ordinary 
people? Three main motives emerge. 

ln Burundi the most ptevalent motive for violence is fear. People in both ethnie 
groups are deeply afraid of being attacked and attack first, in "defensive attack," to 
avoid the fate they think is awaiting them.46 For Hutu peasants the fear of a repeti
tion of 1972 is still a strong cause of preemptive violence, and indeed one observes 
in most accounts of recent violence that rumors of imminent attacks by the army 
caused them to strike first.47 Since 1993 most Tutsi similarly fear that, if they do not 
use force to maintain order, they will !ose their lives in massive Hutu-led violence. 
After the 1994 R wandan genocide, this feeling grew stronger still. Clearly, the fear 
of being killed-and hence the necessity for preemptive attack----can be manipulated 
on both sicles of the ethnie divide.48 

ln Rwanda primarily prejudice drives people to participate in mass violence. It 
has been maintained and institutionalized by the powers-that-be to protect their 
power and privileges. Prejudice has been radicalized every time the elite has been 
threatened. lt also has fed off events in Burundi from 1965 onward, which "proved" 
the evil nature .of ail Tutsi. 

ln both Burundi and Rwanda an alternate motive for participation in mass vio
lence is a desire for revenge. This motive differs from the prejudice described above. 
Whereas the latter is based on a collective hatred, revenge cornes from a specific 
hatred of one or more persans who are perceived as having committed crimes. For 
example, a Burundian Hutu who seeks to exact revenge against a Tutsi neighbor who 
falsely denounced his family in 1972 may not hate ail Tutsi, although the sentiment 
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might spill over to others. The issue of revenge is closely connected with that of 
impunity, a central feature of life in Burundi and Rwanda. lt allows the well-con
nected (prirnarily but not exclusively people from the ethnie group in power) to steal 
public funds without sanction; it allows military, police, and mobs to kill without 
fear. lts impact on society is powerful: it discredits the institutions of law and order 
and encourages ail forms of abuse since there is no fear of punishment. Through ail 
these mechanisms, impunity creates violence.49 

A fourth motive that is often said to explain people's participation in mass killing 
is opportunism. Persona! gain was clearly a motive for militia members at the fore
front of the radicalization and killing in bath countries. The main militia operating in 
Burundi in 1995 emerged out of gangs of urban bandits that had been biethnic but 
became monoethnicized and better equipped after the 1993 unrest. 50 In Kigali during 
the height of the genocide crowds massively looted government offices, international 
aid agencies, and businesses. André and Platteau in a study of a rural commune in 
northern Rwanda demonstrate how the Hutu killed there during the genocide (only 
one Tutsi woman lived in the village, and she was murdered, too) tended to be either 
the wealthier ones or social outcasts, suggesting that "the 1994 events provided a 
unique opportunity to settle scores or to reshuffie land properties,"51 However, gen
erally, the raie of opportunism should not be overestimated. For opportunism to 
exist, there must be a process of violence in which opportunists can insert them
selves and do their dirty work; opportunism by definition can not be the primary 
explanation.52 

A fifth motive often invoked to explain mass participation in violence, especially 
in Rwanda, is obedience. It can mean a generaJ inclination to obey authorities, a 
desire to join the dominant group, to not be left behind, or to display solidarity 
(important for people who live their whole lives in small groups and for whom mov
ing is hardly an option), or the more specific fear resulting from blackmail or threat. 
Many observers argue that in Burundi and Rwanda there exists a "traditional" cul
ture of obedience to authority and fear of being different and thus people would kill 
when told to do so.53 Although it is true that the culture of daily life in Burundi and 
Rwanda does not value the public expression of disagreement the way western cul
tures now do, it is a gross simplification to deduce that Rwandans participate in 
mass murder because they are obedient and conformist by nature. Rwandans and 
Burundians choose the messages they will act on and modify them according to their 
own preferences.54 After ail, this same population spends an inordinate amount of 
time and energy hiding revenues and assets to escape taxation, selling products on 
black markets, ripping out coffee plants, intercropping them with food crops, or 
badly maintaining them (ail forbidden by law), and refusing to show up for obligato
ry community labor and party meetings. Rwandans are not passive instruments in 
the hands of their leaders. 

In sum, the predominant motive for popular participation in communal violence 
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is prejudiee in Rwanda and fear in Burundi. ln bath countries revenge, set against 
the backdrop ofimpunity, bas become important, too. Two widely discussed motives, 
opportunism and obedience, are much Iess important than often assumed. These 
motives are by and large individual manifestations of the macro trends described 
above. Prejudice mirrors, at the individual level, Rwanda 's institutionalized dis
course of prejudice, while fear and revenge follow directly from Burundi 's rulers' 
use of violence to maintain their privileges. 

Conclusion 

For practically ail Burundians and .R wandans life has become polarized along ethnie 
lines. Whatever the historical origins or nuances of ethnicity were, ethnie exclusion 
has corne to dominate life. Relationships between members of the different groups 
have become a rarity-a sign of courage and a deadly risk.55 How did Burundi and 
Rwanda evolve into societies of such radical polarization? And why did they polar
ize along ethnie lines? 

The fundamental determinant of this polarization resides in the relationship 
between ethnicity and power in the postindependence states. In bath countries there 
is an important link between political power-contrai of the state as an instrument of 
accumulation and reproduction of a social class-and ethnicity. However, the nature 
ofthis link differs in each country, and thus the dynamics of conflict differ, too. Bath 
countries represent more or less archetypical examples of very different categories 
of violent conflict. 

In Burundi ethnie ditference constitutes the dividing line between the haves and 
the have-nots. Popular discontent therefore focalized primarily along ethnie lines. A 
combination of brutal oppression and the denial of ethnicity were the elite 's preva
lent tools to perpetuate its hold on power. By the end of the l 980s a third method, 
cooptation, the entry of increasing numbers of Hutu into higher positions in the 
state, allowed the dividing line to become more porous. Cooptation, combined with 
democratization, might have weakened the dividing line further, but the l 993 coup 
d'état reaffirmed it brutally. Predictably, bloody violence broke out as bath sides 
sought to achieve militarily what had been politically impossible. 

In Rwanda the dividing line was social and regional, not ethnie. The political 
competition for scarce resources was primarily intra-Hutu. Ethnie violence followed 
from a "racist" strategy of legitimization used by the ruling elite to maintain its 
power. By 1994 the Tutsi as a group were outside of the "scope of justice" or the 
"universe of obligation" of society: the moral values that apply to other people did 
not apply to them. 

The second factor explaining extreme polarization along ethnie lines lies in the 
occurrence of violence. Dramatic acts of violenœ can rigidify social boundaries for 
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generations; they can become absorbed in people's sense ofself-identity. Although in 
bath countries violence along ethnie lines may originally have been merely part of a 
strategy of aspiring elites to conquer or maintain power, it became a traumatic ele~ 
ment of the culture ofprejudice in bath countries. In the words ofVolkan, "the group 
draws the mental representation of a traumatic event into its very identity. lt passes 
the mental representation of the event-along with associated shared feelings of hurt 
and shame, and defenses against the perceived shared conflicts they initiate-from 
generation to generation."56 As Prunier states eloquently on Rwanda, "in 1959 the 
red seal of blood put a final label of historical unavoidability on this mythological 
construction, which from then on became a real historical framework."57 The year 
l 972 played the same role in Burundi. Moroever, psychologists have long observed a 
strong relation between victimization and the commission of violence. In other 
words, people who have been victims of violence or close witnesses of it, especially 
during childhood, tend to perpetrate the same violent behavior later in their life. 

Acts of violence also have psychological effects on the people and groups that 
committed them. The more violent a group has been against another group, the more 
it needs to justify ils violence to itself, seeking to believe its acts are moral and justi
fied. "· Perpetrators of violence also corne to fear revenge and may thus have to 
engage in al! kinds of behaviors, including so-called "preventive attack," to defend 
themselves. 

Violence in each of the two countries affected the other. It produced a sort of dis
torted mirror, in which the people of each country saw in the other their worst night
mare. The destructive mirror-like situation of these two countries is unique in the 
world. Events in one country are interpreted and used by its (radical) neighbors to 
confirm their worst suspicions and fears. The rulers in Rwanda have reinforced the 
"truth" of their racist ideology by painting to the massacres of Hutu (by the 
Tutsi-dominated army) in Burundi in 1965, 1972, !988, 1989, and 1993 to "prove" 
that ail Tutsi seek the ruthless oppression of the Hutu. Conversely, Tutsi rulers in 
Burundi have pointed since 1960 to Rwanda to demonstrate that, if given the chance, 
the Hutu are little more than genocidal killers. 

Theoretically, the most important lesson to emerge from this analysis is that 
social structure does not explain everything. Content is also needed. The social 
structure of domination in Burundi and Rwanda is almost identical. Bath are 
exploitative dicatorships that have favored a small class of haves over the large 
majority of have-nots; bath countries, moreover, have almost identical economic and 
social structures. It thus seems reasonable to put them in the same category when 
doing comparative research. Yet this categorization fails to capture the dynamics of 
violence in bath countries, which are fundamentally different because the social 
composition of their elites is different. They have consequently employed divergent 
strategies of state contra! and legitimization, leading to different modalities of 
protest and counterrepression. The result in both cases is ethnie violence, but the 
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dynamics involved are very different. The same degree of political oppression or 
social inequality does not pro duce the same effects everywhere; one of the key vari
ables is the social composition of the ruling elite and the ensuing dynamics of legiti
macy and protes!. 

Moreover, the absence of ethnicity is as important a political marker as its pres
ence. The political functions of ethnicity are well recognized. Less easily recognized, 
however, are the political functions of the absence or denial of ethnicity. In Burundi 
(and currently in Rwanda) the explicit denial of ethnicity fulfilled an important legit
imizing function for the power elite for three decades. If bath the denial and the 
affirmation of ethnicity are political, one should conceptualize ethnicity as an inher
ently politicàl phenomenon, even when it is absent in political discourse. Aid agen
cies should keep this point in mind when working in Africa. 

Finally, the most recent and most extreme rounds of violence are the direct result 
of processes of democratization set in motion in large part by pressure from the 
international community." The relation between democratization and violence has 
long been recognized.60 Bath these cases show that the crucial variable is not 
increased popular demands, but rather the use of violence by elites that feel their 
position threatened. ln bath countries the groups that benefited from the status quo, 
including the higher echelons of the army, had good reason to fear their fate in the 
case of successful democratization and used violence to defend their privileges. If 
there are no well-organized, relatively powerful, explicitly democratic groups within 
a country, the process of democratization can be easily subverted by those who have 
most Io !ose. The result may well be worse than the starting situation. 

In bath cases, tao, once the reactionary forces used violence to defend their inter
ests, the international community showed a total unwillingness to defend the 
processes it had set in motion. In Rwanda foreigners scrambled out of the country, 
leaving their Tutsi friends and employees to be slaughtered; the U.N. peacekeeping 
force never received the mandate or the resources to stop the killing. In Burundi a 
serious attempt to avert a full-blown civil war was not undertaken until late 1994. 
The absence of international action (ifnot active support for those using the violence 
from countries such as France) could be interpreted as an international form of 
impunity that encouraged further violence. One of the three factors that promote 
genocide, according to Harff, is the nlack of externat constraints on murderous 
regimes,"61 And Fein has shown that most governments that commit mass violence 
are repeat offenders, partly because they see that their previous violence was con
doned by the international community.62 

Since 1993-94 the nature of ethnicity and conflict has become homogenized 
across bath countries. The political actors in each are taking over the other's discours
es and tactics. ln bath Burundi and Rwanda, for example, the Tutsi increasingly 
define themselves as a small minority faced by a genocidal Hutu majority, white the 
Hutu image of itself as a socially marginalized, forever misunderstood and exploited 
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majority has become greatly strengthened. People have corne to hale "the other" cate
gorically and are willing to destroy any member of its group. This hale can clearly be 
seen in the extent to which acts of murder are increasingly targeted at children; entire 
school classes are massacred by guerrillas and the army. This process of ideological 
unification look place parallel to military homogenization. Hutu rebels from Burundi 
and Rwanda (and even Zaire) now routinely attack targets in either country together, 
and Tutsi rulers from ail three countries now jointly "defend" themselves more and 
more openly. What were formerly different dynamics are becoming homogenized. 
Any hope for an end to violence in either country is receding even further. 
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