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Female Mutwa in front of her hut.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

AKANYONI KATAGURETSE NTIKOMENYA IYO BWEZE. 

L’OISEAU QUI NE QUITTE PAS SON NID,  

NE SAIT PAS OU LE BLÉ EST LE MEILLEUR. 

(Burundian Proverb) 
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Abstract 

This dissertation aims to analyse the interaction between the Batwa of Burundi and those engaged with 

their ‘development’. Following some months of fieldwork among those Batwa, an attempt is made 

here to partially desilence their voice in the debate on the future.   

First of all, a reconstruction is made of the separate elements constituting the contemporary Mutwa-

identity. Through the definition of this identity, a brief critical reflection is made upon the political 

configuration of the Batwa-question in so-called ‘false twins’ Rwanda and Burundi. Secondly, an 

elaboration of certain aspects of the traditional Burundian culture demonstrates how some of these 

aspects remain slumbering beneath the surface, wherefrom they often still exert a lot of influence on 

peoples’ daily actions. Subsequently, an analysis of both the perception on development of the Batwa 

themselves and of those working on it exposes a major dichotomy between both.   

Finally, combining both the influence of certain elements of traditional Burundian culture and the 

diverging perspectives on development, some major obstacles are exposed that impede substantial 

improvement for Burundi’s Batwa in the near future.  

 

Samenvatting 

Deze dissertatie onderzoekt de interactie tussen de Burundese Batwa en zij die begaan zijn met hun 

‘ontwikkeling’. Op basis van enkele maanden veldwerk bij die Batwa, wordt een poging ondernomen 

hun stem in het debat over de toekomst te integreren. Allereerst wordt een reconstructie gemaakt van 

de verschillende elementen waaruit de hedendaagse Mutwa-identiteit bestaat. Aan de hand van de 

definitie van die identiteit wordt kort de politieke configuratie van het Batwa-vraagstuk in Rwanda en 

Burundi onder de loep genomen. Ten tweede zal een uitwerking van bepaalde aspecten van de 

traditionele Burundese cultuur aantonen hoe sommige daarvan onder de oppervlakte blijven verder 

sluimeren, van waaruit ze nog steeds veel invloed uitoefenen op de dagelijkse activiteiten van vele 

Burundezen. Vervolgens legt een analyse van zowel het perspectief op ontwikkeling van de Batwa 

zelf, als van zij die actief zijn in een verbetering van de situatie van die laatste, een belangrijke 

dichotomie tussen beide bloot.  

Tot slot toont een combinatie van de invloed die bepaalde elementen uit de traditionele cultuur nog 

uitoefenen enerzijds, met deze uiteenlopende perspectieven anderzijds, aan dat er nog enkele 

belangrijke obstakels zijn die een substantiële verbetering voor de Batwa in de nabije toekomst 

belemmeren.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Following a long and bloody civil war, the Arusha Peace and Reconciliation Agreement and the 

subsequent democratic transition, faced Burundi with the difficult task of rebuilding what had been 

destroyed. As the recent third re-election of President Pierre Nkurunziza (against the terms of the 

Arusha Accords) and the ensuing unrest demonstrates, there is still a long way to go towards a stable 

and sustainable peace. Moreover, the country has failed to make substantial progress on many levels 

under Nkurunziza’s first two terms, and Burundi is still one of the poorest nations on earth.   

 

Likewise, there has been little improvement in the living conditions of the Batwa, the smallest of the 

ethnic groups1, and since long victim of severe discrimination. Nevertheless, the horizon of 

possibilities has opened slightly, since the ‘new’ Burundi partially recognized the importance of the 

rights of an indigenous minority like the Twa, thus facilitating the creation of organisations 

specifically focusing on an improvement of their situation. This has led to the creation of a major 

NGO like UNIPROBA (Unissons-Nous pour la Promotion des Batwa, Let us Unite for the Promotion 

of the Batwa) and many minor associations striving towards better living conditions for the Batwa. 

Albeit this positive evolution, up until now there has been no radical improvement. Many of the 

projects cause collisions between the expectations of the NGO’s and the Twa themselves, which are 

often reinterpreted in discriminatory discourse. Moreover, due to the overall lack of proper education 

and financial means, the voice of the Batwa is often absent from the debate. Although a great deal of 

academic attention has been spent on Burundi’s post-conflict evolutions2, little to no reflection has 

been made on what the Arusha Accords have changed for the Batwa. As Vandeginste (2014) writes, 

the Batwa are often merely referred to “as a footnote in the history” of Burundi (and Rwanda). This 

can partially be explained because of the fact that they constitute only about 1% of Burundi’s total 

population, but being one out of ‘only’ three ethnic groups, and since long victim of severe 

discrimination, I am of the opinion that a follow-up of their situation is a necessity to achieve real 

improvement. It is hard to imagine that the Arusha Accords and the ensuing changes would be a deus 

ex machina, suddenly improving the Batwa’s living conditions, and I am therefore convinced that 

increased (inter)national (academic) attention for the case of the Batwa is urgently needed nowadays.

  

In this dissertation, I aim to examine the way in which the question of an improvement of the Batwa’s 

living conditions is addressed. Following an elaboration of the methodology I have used while 

working on this dissertation, I will begin by (re)defining what it means to be a Mutwa in today’s 

Burundi. Is there really still something like a particular Twa-identity, or have they become equal to 

their other (poor) fellow Burundians? Subsequently, I will briefly compare the situation in Burundi 

and Rwanda, often called ‘false twins’, to understand in which direction the different political 

configurations of the Batwa-question might lead. However, the main objective of this dissertation is 

delineating the perception the Batwa have of their own development. Where does this perception come 

                                                           
1 In Burundi there are three ethnic groups; the Hutu (85%), the Tutsi (14%) and the Batwa (1%) (Daley, 2006). 
2 See for instance; Bayer & Uvin, 2013; Curtis, 2012; Daley, 2006. 
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from, is it aligned with that of the ‘developers’ and what might be the consequences of the interactions 

or collisions between both?  
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1.0 Methodology 
 

‘La justicia social global sólo será posible si va  

acompañada de una justicia global cognitiva’ 

(Global social justice will only be possible 

 when accompanied by a global cognitive justice) 

(Boaventura de Sousa Santos) 

An ongoing debate in anthropology is the question whether its practice can lead to purely scientific 

knowledge or not. From the 1970s on, an epistemological shift has taken place, away from the 

positivist traditions that had largely informed the discipline. Initially, a widespread belief existed in the 

possibility of constructing objective knowledge on different subjects and cultures. Through participant 

observation, the anthropologist was allegedly fully capable of empathizing with the studied people, 

and of writing about them as from a divine point of view. However, with the dawn of especially the 

structuralist and postmodern theories, the notion of objectivity has been questioned, and attention has 

been drawn to the ideological - then often colonial - and irrefutably subjective background of the 

ethnographic researcher (Pinxten, 2009; Stroeken, 2013). In light of this debate, it is an important first 

step for every ethnographer to elaborate a solid methodology and to reflect upon the true nature of the 

knowledge one’s research can produce. In what follows I will clarify the intentions and methods 

behind my own fieldwork with the Batwa, enabling the reader to assess and work with my results in a 

proper way. 

Personally, I am more inclined to the latter, postmodern point of view, due to the awareness that my 

own conception of reality is fundamentally limited and ideologically coloured as a result of my 

education within a Western conceptual framework. Boaventura de Sousa Santos provides some very 

useful concepts to indicate the exact problem connected to this Western framework. Santos speaks of 

the indolence of Western reason, and points out the existence of a so-called metonymic functioning of 

this reason; Western reason defines itself by its longing for totality, and hence takes a certain localised 

form of knowledge (the modern Western knowledge) as a whole, as the only existing form of 

knowledge (Chueca, 2014). Therefore, “the present, that what exists, is reduced to what can be seen 

through the lens of Western modernity, thus seriously restricting the concept of that present” [own 

translation] (Chueca, 2014). This metonymic reason casts a shadow over other modernities through 

five different mechanisms; (1) the monoculture of scientific knowledge as the one and only true and 

rigorous knowledge, (2) the monoculture of linear time, according to which history has a unique 

meaning and direction, which is reflected in the ideas of progress, revolution, modernisation, 

development, growth and globalisation, (3) the logic of social classification, i.e. the distribution of 

populations in categories which naturalises hierarchies, (4) the logic of the universal and the global as 

the dominant level and (5) the logic of productivity and economic growth (Chueca, 2014). Realising 

the impact of these mechanisms on our thinking, one understands how achieving objectivity in 

anthropology, or the notion of objectivity altogether, is a very problematic issue. 
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Another concept of Santos that I would like to introduce here is his suggestion of a framework to 

oppose these deceptive mechanisms of modern Western reason, namely, his sociología de 

emergencias (sociology of emergencies). Santos defines this sociology as the act of “detecting contra-

hegemonic knowledge, practices and agents to find emancipatory tendencies within them towards the 

future” [own translation] (Chueca, 2014). Since the hyper-scientification of the Western modern 

paradigm leads to a division of reality in what is ‘on one side of the line’ and what is ‘on the other’3, 

that which is on the latter side disappears from the definition of reality and is converted into non-

existent in epistemological terms (Chueca, 2014). Hence, by striving towards a purely scientific 

approach of my research on the Batwa, with the idea of constructing ‘objective’ theory, I would 

relapse into the mechanisms of Santos’ indolent reason, considering their worldview and epistemology 

as part of the inferior ‘other side of the line’. This awareness implies the necessity of a different 

approach to ethnographic fieldwork. In the following paragraphs, I will elaborate the methodology I 

adopted during my own fieldwork and during the process of writing, departing from Santos’ concepts. 

The first important notion I want to introduce here is the necessity of an Afrocentric approach. In 

defining the exact meaning of this approach in order to implement it in my methodology, I am 

indebted to the writings of the South-African scholar Queeneth Mkabela. Mkabela (2005) writes how 

the Afrocentric method requires the scholar to socially and culturally immerse himself into the studied 

reality, rather than keeping a scientific distance to understand the African phenomena. She states that 

this requires a proper familiarity with the “history, language, philosophy, and myths of the people 

under study” (Mkabela, 2005). In other words, she advocates for an acknowledgement of the 

importance of the knowledge and history from, as Santos calls it, the other side of the line. Moreover, 

attempting to understand the cultural framework requires “indigenous African people’s involvement 

and control” of the research (Mkabela, 2005). However, as Buck-Morss (2003) justly remarks, “If 

Westerncentrism is to be avoided, Islam-centrism” - (or Afrocentrism here) - “is only its other, not the 

theoretical solution”. Therefore, in my opinion, research should rather be seen as a negotiated 

partnership, where what I will from now on call a ‘horizontal dialogue’, a dialogue where all involved 

individuals engage on an equal level, is obligatory throughout the entire process. At the end of this 

section I will clarify how I personally introduced all these criteria into my fieldwork among the Batwa. 

As an umbrella framework to incorporate most of what I just discussed in a clear methodology, I will 

borrow Olivia Rutazibwa’s (2014) threefold methodological approach. Rutazibwa defines three 

important pillars the researcher should incorporate when dealing with an African reality. Firstly, she 

stresses the importance of desilencing: (non-Western) epistemologies and experiences should be 

included as subjects of knowledge production and theory formation. The subject at the other side of 

the line, the indigenous individual and his or her worldview, have to be considered equal to the 

researcher so that a horizontal dialogue can be established between both. Secondly, she highlights the 

importance of demythologizing: the reframing of-, and the adding to existing scholarship to contribute 

to the rectification of the Western-centric bias in global mainstream knowledge production. A method 

that is closely connected to Santos’ sociology of emergencies, and that is reminiscent of the 

                                                           
3 For instance; the distinction between the metropolitan societies and their colonial territories, which divided the 

social reality into two separate universes.  
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Afrocentric method. Through the process of desilencing, the horizontal dialogue that is established 

might lead to new, important forms of knowledge about the world. The third and last pillar goes even 

one step further; Rutazibwa (2014) calls for an anti-colonial stance, beyond the purely postcolonial 

denunciation of Western myths and silencing practices, the researcher should actively put the 

postcolonial insights at the service of a knowledge production that does not reinforce or maintain the 

social status quo of repression and inequality.  

Implementing this framework means a commitment to simultaneously work with these pillars on a 

subjective and an intersubjective level. The ethnologist has to constantly question what has been 

silenced in his own mind, open his cognitive horizon for entirely new perspectives and actually put 

this knowledge to practice, while applying the same methodology on all external agents and 

information involved in the research. An accurate positioning of one’s subjectivity is therefore 

essential at the beginning of every ethnographic work. The question now remaining is what the value 

of the research’s final outcome could be. As Arturo Escobar (1995) poses the problem, “anthropology 

... has to “re-enter” the real world, after the moment of textualist critique”. What can a subjective 

individual still write about the world and other subjects taking in account the problematic state of the 

notion of objectivity that I just discussed? First of all, Weiss (2011) points out how many 

contemporary anthropologists contradict their own writing by (un)consciously implementing a data-

theory binary. She observes how most works offer a clear discussion of the author’s positionality, 

“conveying to the reader that transparent self-representation is both possible and crucial to evaluate the 

truth claims of the ethnography”, while the author often falls back to a kind of 3rd person narration at 

the start of the analysis of data, as if the previously praised methodology is forgotten in the writing 

process itself. Thus, the epistemology of ethnography seems to trust on the presentation of data as 

knowledge, a situation that forces the ethnographer to “simultaneously perform and deny the structural 

position as the one who knows” (Weiss, 2011). So, how can we now bring back valuable knowledge in 

our work?   

Kerry Daly (1997) alleges that it is necessary to understand how postmodern ideas change the 

meaning of theory to attempt to replace that theory in the ethnographic work we do. He points out the 

dual nature of the hermeneutic practice; the ethnologist interprets the world of a certain individual who 

is himself interpreting the world around him. Daly (1997) states how “theory is, by its very nature, 

impositional”, and how we, “by virtue of our role as researchers, observers, commentators, and social 

scientists ... are there to organize, select, and construct explanation”. Therefore, he calls a theory a 

‘second order story’; “theoretical stories are a frame for interpretation and meaning making that allows 

the theorist to make sense of the stories of the research participants (first-order stories) and the 

theorist’s own experience of living in, and being a part of, those stories” (Daly, 1997). According to 

Daly (1997), acknowledging that “theory stories are based on culturally understood experience stories 

is to have the subjectivity of both the theorist/researcher and the participant accounted for”, which is 

why theory, then “is transformed from the singular voice of an echo to a multi-vocal conversation”. 

Stephen Gudeman (2001) relates how he came to see the ethnographic findings of his past fieldwork 

as “the product of a complex conversation among the rural dwellers, ourselves, our memories, and our 

separate histories”. Here, according to Daly (1997) again, the possibility exists to strive to the highest 

possible degree of adequacy; by which he means that “there must be a consistency between scientific 

constructs and the constructs of common-sense experience in a way that the scientific constructs 



Janssen 16 
 

would be understandable by actors and their associates within the scheme of their common-sense 

interpretation of everyday life”. Daly’s view of theory thus again incorporates the methodology I 

elaborated in this section; a researcher should engage in a horizontal dialogue with the studied 

individuals, self-consciously co-creating a certain narrative that has to be seen as an evolving and 

growing complexity, rather than as a static, objective truth. Ideally, theory than becomes an 

intersubjective construction, approaching the unapproachable objectivity.  

Before arriving to a conclusion by explaining how exactly I implemented this entire methodological 

approach in my own fieldwork with the Batwa, I would like to make one last remark on this 

intersubjective aspect of knowledge acquisition. There is a tendency in Western knowledge production 

to look at the relationship between the researcher as a ‘self’ and the African individual as an ‘other’, as 

if this is an antithesis between the modern, Western self and the primitive African other. Even those 

who apply the methodology I have worked out above, often continue handling a twofold discourse, 

where the self and the other are individuals at opposite ends of the spectrum that are never fully 

capable of understanding each other. Some theorists would go as far as radically opposing the 

possibility of the Western self, understanding the African other, and vice versa, thus (un)consciously 

maintaining the opposition alive. However, I have observed that both cultural distance and cultural 

embeddedness can be simultaneously a disadvantage and an advantage to see certain things. I am as 

convinced of the fact that an ethnographer from Burundi would see certain things in Belgian culture 

clearer than many Belgian people themselves, as I am about the fact that he would make some 

fundamental mistakes. Moreover, identity is a fluid thing, and every individual has many masks that 

he adopts in very diverse contexts. In Rwanda, I was met with great astonishment when I asked a 

Rwandan family watching a debate about the crisis in Ukraine on France 24, in their very modern but 

African-inspired salon, whether they actually actively followed this crisis. Personally, I had no clue 

about the situation at that moment, while they were perplexed and asked me what else they could do. 

In Burundi, I met a Belgian professor who showed up fifteen minutes late, wearing a very regular 

shirt, which he had embellished with some strips of ‘African' textile4. When I met this same professor 

at a debate on Rwanda in Belgium some weeks later, he showed up very punctual and was neatly 

dressed in suit and tie. The ‘self versus other’ opposition as in ‘Western versus African’ is losing its 

meaning in our globalizing world; I am aware that there are some fundamental differences between me 

and most of the people involved in my research and that an intersubjective horizontal dialogue 

between all subjects is a necessity in knowledge construction, but I want to transcend this classic 

opposition. Instead, I again propose the philosophy of my methodology; positioning all involved 

individuals, taking into account as many aspects as possible of their identity and their attitude towards 

me, and their own motivations that might be involved in entering into dialogue, without pinning them 

down on a rigid oppositional scale, to work towards a valuable, intersubjective and pluralistic form of 

knowledge.  

                                                           
4 Ironically enough, and again strengthening what I am trying to say here, this typical kind of fabric (called panje 

in Dutch) is considered stereotypically African, but is actually primarily made in the Netherlands and shipped all 

over the African continent. 
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1.1 Methodology in practice 

Before moving on to the actual research part of this dissertation, I want to explain how I put this 

methodology in practice during my fieldwork. First and foremost, I have highlighted the importance of 

positioning my own subjectivity. The question which is especially important here is what exactly the 

motivations behind my research with the Batwa are. The situation of Burundi’s Batwa nowadays is, to 

say the least, precarious5. In a country which is among the five poorest on earth, they remain an often 

discriminated group and are as good as always landless (OPHI, 2015). Inevitably, through living 

among them and listening to their stories on a daily basis, I became friends with many of them and 

started to cherish the hope that my research might in some way contribute to an improvement of their 

situation. That is, I do not pretend that I am in a position to ‘help’ them, or that I think this would be a 

good idea, but that I above all hope that the outcome of my research might be a modest starting point 

for everybody working with indigenous people to incorporate the voice and worldview of the latter. 

Moreover, I am of the opinion that there is something fundamentally wrong in contemporary 

international politics (cf. infra), which is again an explanation of why I follow Santos’ sociology of 

emergencies, meaning that I think it is important to listen to the alternatives indigenous people might 

house, and that I am convinced that their situation will not improve as long as there is no systemic 

change in the environment surrounding them. Because of all of this, I see myself as inscribed in the 

tradition of engaged anthropology. However, I did realise that this commitment might be harmful for 

the neutrality of my research, so I tried to keep on questioning myself and keeping as many diverse 

voices as possible in play.  

Most of my research was carried out in two villages near the town of Banga, in the Kayanza province6. 

I alternated between these two villages and some minor Batwa settlements surrounding them. I 

selected these two particular villages because – after visiting many other villages during a prospection 

- I think they are representative for the ‘average’ Batwa-village. Both consisted of about twenty 

households and all the inhabitants lived in severe poverty, although in one of both the situation was 

slightly better than in the other one. Usually, information was collected through (rather open) semi-

structured interviews, but I also collected a lot of information through recording informal 

conversations while working the land or driving somewhere with some of the Batwa. In order to be 

able to use all the information I collected, I will rarely use names not to bring anyone in trouble or 

harm someone’s confidence in me. I did some additional research in a Batwa village close to Banga, 

that was sponsored by the French embassy and served as a touristic village, went to several other 

villages in different provinces for short comparative visits and frequently spoke to people from various 

organisations in Bujumbura. Finally, I spent some days in a village in Bujumbura Rural, where an 

American NGO was carrying out a project assisting a number of Batwa households. 

 

Throughout my research, I worked together with Nick Rahier, a researcher in the field of African 

studies. While we worked together very closely, he always focussed more on anthropological 

                                                           
5 Later on I will justify why I think it is correct and even necessary to see the Batwa as a group (the opposite 

being a critique many people would erroneously bring forward).  
6 According to UNIPROBA (2015), about 8,3% of Burundi’s Batwa live in the province of Kayanza (the study 

was carried out in 2006 and 2008). This equals a number of 6473 Batwa. According to the Burundian 

government, the total population in the province equals 585 412 (Republic of Burundi, 2008). Hence, the Batwa 

constitute 1,1% of Kayanza’s total population, which matches the national average.  
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questions, while I was more engaged with the relation between the Batwa and the ‘development 

world’. Our different academic backgrounds often led to an interesting synergy, and I consider it a 

major asset in my research that we decided to bundle our forces. Because of the language problem 

(almost none of the Batwa have the opportunity to learn French), I also had to cooperate with an 

interpreter; Thierry Nkurunziza, a native Burundian of about thirty years old, studying law in 

Bujumbura, accompanied us during the two months of fieldwork. Rather than merely considering him 

to be my interpreter, I tried to engage him in the research as much as possible and saw him more as a 

co-researcher. As I mentioned before and as will become clearer throughout the dissertation, this gave 

me the benefit of having somebody who was more culturally embedded than me on my side, while 

being able to observe how this embeddedness sometimes also obstructed him to see certain things. 

Furthermore, I tried to introduce diverse voices in the debate by involving as many people as possible 

to constantly rethink and evaluate my fieldwork. I recurrently presented my results to my local 

promotor; researcher and human rights activist René Claude Niyonkuru, selected important figures 

among the Batwa to involve more closely (village elders, the local umuganga7,..), spoke with 

individuals from other ‘ethnic groups’ in the region, and amply discussed my results with members of 

the few organisations that specifically focus on the improvement of the Batwa’s situation. In a final 

phase of the research, I also organised group discussions with the Batwa, presenting my results and 

inviting them to discuss and evaluate them profoundly. As such, I hope that the results I will present in 

the following parts of this dissertation, will be in accordance with my methodology, and will 

especially broaden the debate on the Batwa, and on indigenous people in general.  

  

                                                           
7 An Umuganga is a traditional doctor, who usually has a lot of authority in the region. 
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  2.0 The Batwa of Burundi 
 

Following the elaboration of my methodology, I want to define and justify the scope of this 

dissertation. Evidently, the focus of my research was and is on the Batwa8 (sing.: Mutwa) of Burundi. 

However, why and how I decided to select this group, what specifically binds the people within this 

group and what differentiates them from others, is less evident nowadays, and often subject to intense 

debate. The term -Twa is found in many the Bantu languages of sub-Saharan Africa, and is said to 

have originally meant ‘hunter-gatherer’ or ‘bushpeople’, although there is quite some debate on the 

question whether this is the true etymology of the word or not (Lewis, 2000). The Batwa were the 

original inhabitants of the equatorial forests of the Great Lake region in Central Africa, and have been 

living of hunting and gathering for a long time. This sustainable way of living assured them a decent 

existence, and it was not until the Bantu migrations (roughly between 1000 BC and 1600 DC), or in 

other words the arrival of subsequently the Hutu and Tutsi in the region, that their situation 

deteriorated. Dominated by successively Hutu and Tutsi, the image of the Batwa gradually acquired a 

more negative connotation. Nevertheless, their outstanding hunting skills did initially generate some 

respect from the other ethnic groups, and even up to this day I heard laudatory stories – often from 

rather prejudiced people - of famous Twa-hunters catching up to three leopards on their own. 

Moreover, due to their life in the forest, they were also known for an exceptional knowledge of 

medicinal plants and herbs.   

The slow disappearance of their traditional forest territories through a general population growth and 

the proliferation of agricultural practices from the 19th century on, significantly shook up the way of 

life of the Batwa. The loss of a large part of the equatorial forests went hand in hand with a large 

decrease in biodiversity, leaving little game and less and less diverse flora. The Batwa were largely 

left without their traditional means of sustenance, and the rudimental form of interdependence that 

existed between them and the other ethnic groups (i.e. the Batwa’s superior hunting skills and 

knowledge of the forest could be exchanged against other means) shifted to an overall unilateral 

dependence (i.e. nowadays, the majority of the Batwa depends on labour on the land of others) (Botte, 

1982). Hence, the already predominantly negative conception even worsened, and discrimination 

against the Batwa rose to such an extent that they came to be seen as dirty, treacherous and lazy, yes, 

even almost subhuman creatures (IRIN, 2006; Kidd, 2008; Lewis, 2000; Lewis, 2006). 

However, listening to the Burundian public opinion, one would easily believe that, nowadays, the 

general conception of the Batwa has improved. I was told more than once that the evolutions I 

sketched out above had taken a turn for the better, that finally the Batwa and the other ethnic groups 

had arrived on an equal footing, that discrimination against them was something belonging to the past, 

and that there was consequently no difference left between any of the rural Burundians. Even some of 

the Batwa I spoke initially confirmed that they were no longer discriminated, that they had almost 

acquired the equality they had been hoping for for a long time. Therefore, I was often criticised for 

                                                           
8 The Batwa are often known under the more general denomination ‘pygmies’. However, due to the fact that this 

word acquired a very derogatory connotation, more and more people have stopped using it. Noticing the 

demeaning way it is indeed often used myself, I decided to no longer use the term either. 
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allegedly reviving the old discrimination by maintaining to stress the ‘otherness’ of the Batwa. People 

questioned the legitimacy of studying ‘the’ Batwa as a closed group, and were wondering how I 

justified an alleged difference between them and other poor Burundians. As Lewis (2000) writes, the 

“economic conditions are difficult for most rural people in the region today”, which is why “many of 

the Batwa’s neighbours are also poor and ... resent actions they perceive as favouritism”. 

Indeed, it is true that the arrival of Western colonisation and globalisation in general had a severe 

impact on Burundian society. Western Capitalism, Christianity and other novel influences from the 

19th century on, substantially changed life in large parts of the Great Lake region (Hunt, 1990; 

Salzman, 1997). Even though the colonial administration actively differentiated people to strengthen 

its own power (thus seriously contributing to the importance of ethnic categorization and its function 

as a political tool), the dynamics of ‘modernisation’9 did indeed flatten some of the major differences 

between the ethnic groups (Daley, 2006). As more and more people partly or fully lost their traditional 

way of living, turned towards a more ‘modern’ life and often became Christian, the lines between 

Batwa, Hutu and Tutsi became less and less rigid. The necessity of sustainable reconciliation and  the 

(inter)national awareness of the danger of ethnic mobilisation in the aftermath of the Rwandan 

genocide and the Burundian civil war also contributed to increased efforts to get rid of these 

categorizations (Ingelaere, 2008; Uvin & Bayer, 2013; Vandeginste, 2014). Bearing all this in mind, it 

is thus not so strange that one is often met with reluctance when specifically targeting one of these 

groups. However, as I will argue in the following paragraphs, I am of the opinion that there is a 

substantial difference between coping with the Hutu-Tutsi opposition, and the difference between 

these two groups and the Batwa. In what follows I will justify why I think it is correct and even 

necessary to see the contemporary Batwa of Burundi as a distinct group. 

2.1 The Base or Foundation   

In order to define the sub-community ‘Batwa’ in the larger community of Burundi, I would like to 

borrow a concept from American anthropologist Stephen Gudeman. Gudeman (2001) defines that 

what keeps a community together, what expresses identity in a certain community, as the ‘base’ or 

‘foundation’ of that community. This base consists of the shared interests of a certain group, which 

include “lasting resources (such as land and water), produced things and ideational constructs such as 

knowledge, technology, laws, practices, skills and customs”, and is “created, allotted and apportioned 

to people” in the community through social relationships and associations; “valued connections 

maintained as ends themselves” (Gudeman, 2001). The greater community of Burundians is for 

instance a nation, held together by laws and a political system, with certain geographic boundaries, a 

historically constructed culture and particular values and norms. Although the three ethnic groups have 

their own stereotypical cultural characteristics (e.g. Hutu work the land, Tutsi keep cows), the long 

period of living together merged their ways of living, their cultural and religious practices into the 

foundation of one shared culture. However, within that community I have discerned the lines of the 

base of another fully fledged sub-community; that of the Batwa. When asking the Batwa, through 

many different questions, to define what it exactly means to be a Mutwa, I consistently received an 

explanation that can be brought back to three major pillars. The Batwa are people who make pots, who 

live in serious poverty and who are designated ‘Mutwa’ by others. In what follows, I will elaborate on 

                                                           
9 A highly contestable term, as I will clarify later on in this dissertation. 
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each of these pillars, and clarify why they represent what I see as a solid base to justify the conception 

of the Burundian Batwa as a community. 

2.1.1 ‘Kubumba’ (Pottery) 

The Batwa are famous for their pottery, which is used by all Burundians for cooking purposes and to 

store food and locally brewed beer. Although their use is on the decline since the introduction and 

popularisation of imported industrially manufactured household goods and equipment in the 1970s, 

the Batwa women often continue making them and attempt to sell or trade them for other goods on a 

weekly basis. Both men and women collect natural clay, which requires a long walk from where they 

live for many Batwa, due to the government’s recent law that only allows people to collect clay at a 

few specific sites. Out of the collected clay, the women sculpt round-shaped pots, which are 

subsequently baked in a self-built construction of herbs and firewood. From an economic point of 

view, this practice is certainly no lucrative business. Not only does it require a lot of energy and time 

to collect the clay and to construct the pots, their monetary value is only around 200BIF/piece 

(equivalent to about ten Euro cents), while they may yield a mere goblet of beans or half a kilogram of 

flour when bartered. Nevertheless, seen the fact that work on the land of others is scarce, the female 

Batwa often justify this practice by saying that it is their only way to earn at least a very small income. 

“Clay is like a meal for us” or “These pots are the Batwa’s fields”, two different Batwa metaphorically 

summarized. But there is more behind this pottery. Seen the loss of the major part of their traditional 

way of living, the making of these pots seems to be one of the only-, or at least most visible remnants 

of their own traditional culture. The pots have become synonymous for the Batwa, and I did not meet 

one other Burundian woman or man who knew how to make them (or who dared to admit knowing 

this in public?). Lewis (2000) writes how, “as the forest was turned into pasture and fields, so many 

Batwa came to depend on pottery that it replaced the forest and hunting as a symbol of Batwa 

identity”.  

 

Because of the processes of ‘modernisation’ I spoke about before, a lot of Burundi’s original culture 

and identity was already lost over the course of the past decades (cf. infra)(Winter, 2013). This is also 

true for the Batwa, but due to the discrimination against them, they were often even excluded from 

these ‘modernising’ dynamics by the coloniser and the other ethnic groups, because of both the 

negative stereotypes surrounding them (i.e. ‘the Batwa are inferior beings, and there is no reason in 

involving them in the changing Burundi’) and their material conditions (i.e. their lack of land and 

other economic means did not allow them to ‘keep up’ with the others)10. Therefore, as I will later on 

explain in detail, the Batwa are more than the other Burundians the guardians of Burundi’s traditional 

culture, and of their own personal components of that traditional culture (e.g. traditional Batwa 

dancing and singing, pottery, etc.). 

2.1.2 ‘Gukena’ (Life in Poverty)  

I was told by many Batwa that their old life in the forest was preferable to the lives they are living 

now. However, this life was in absolute standards not exceptionally better than the situation they find 

themselves in at this moment: sustenance in the forest was subject to a lot of different factors, people 

                                                           
10 Rwantabagu (2009) describes for instance how Batwa children were not included in the educational system 

during the colonial era, because they occupied the lower end of the social scale. 
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were generally dressed in leaves (which is nowadays even conceived as primitive by the Batwa 

themselves) and the negative attitude towards them was even worse than it is today. It is again the loss 

of the traditional environment and the forced inclusion within a monetary economy that worsened the 

relative situation of the Batwa. The Batwa define ‘poverty’ as the lack of land, the lack of a 

sustainable food supply, of proper clothing, education and health care. Specific statistics about the 

Batwa are scarce to find, but the Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative’s (2015) report 

on Burundi demonstrates how the country has a Multidimensional Poverty Index (taking in account 

the state of education, health and living standards) of 0,454. This number is obtained by multiplying 

the country’s percentage of poor people (H = 80,8%) by the average intensity of poverty across the 

poor (A = 56,2%)11. Hence, Burundi’s 1% of Batwa, are as good as all among the 80,8% of people 

classified as poor, and constitute one of the poorest layers of Burundian society (IRIN, 2006; 

Vandeginste, 2014). Almost invariably lacking education beyond primary school (the latter is for free, 

but for many people the biggest cost remain the uniforms, school material, etc.), as well as general 

means of sustenance, land, health care and proper housing, severe poverty has become one of the 

identity markers of the Batwa. This has such a serious impact, that many people told us that it is 

almost impossible to recognize somebody as a Mutwa once he manages to escape poverty and 

acquires a ‘modern’ way of living. This last remark is again a clear example of the idea that I am 

trying to counter in this chapter; that the Batwa would no longer have a specific identity, and that there 

would no longer be any difference between them and the other poor Burundians.  

2.1.3 ‘Uko Abandi Bakubona’ (Othering)  

I have already mentioned how one might believe that the discrimination of the Batwa belongs to the 

past when listening to the Burundian public opinion. According to most people I spoke, the “Batwa 

have become equal to their fellow citizens”, people are now for instance allegedly “capable of 

peacefully sitting next to each other in church” and the “former prejudices have ceased to exist”. 

However, examples are manifold to prove that this is absolutely not the truth. I do acknowledge that 

the situation has slightly improved, but the discrimination has sunk to a deeper, less visible level, 

making it probably as harmful as it was before. First of all, every single person I told about the 

research I was doing in Burundi initially reacted in the same way. The idea of a Muzungu (Swahili for 

‘white man’) traveling to Burundi to listen to the Batwa’s story caused laughter, marvel, and the usual 

host of jokes about the Batwa. Calling somebody a Mutwa is an effective way to minimize and make 

fun of somebody, and even the most intelligent people I met continued doing this, with or without 

realizing the severe impact of these common remarks. The Batwa also told me that it for instance often 

happened that they were forced to drink close to the sanitary facilities on public gatherings, that they 

were frequently excluded from community activities or that it was not so unusual that they were 

publicly humiliated or even harassed. I was always very surprised how the personal examples of this 

discrimination easily succeeded one another when I asked about them, bearing in mind that even many 

of the Batwa initially often claim that this discrimination is something that belongs to the past. One of 

the most striking examples I heard was an anecdote of a humanitarian aid worker, who recently 

                                                           
11 ‘A’ = Average intensity across the poor. Calculated by measuring an individual’s percentage of deprivation 

from the factors that are taken into account (school attendance, proper nutrition, electricity supply, etc.). If a 

person is deprived in 20-33.3% of the weighted indicators they are considered ‘Vulnerable to Poverty’, if they 

are deprived in 50% or more, they are identified as being in ‘Severe Poverty’ (OPHI, 2015). 
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refused to share a car with a Mutwa, stating that she was afraid of vomiting because of the prolonged 

proximity with him the ride would cause. Moreover, up to this day, there are virtually no 

intermarriages with the Twa, because that would mean a stain on the family tree of the other party. 

Lewis’ (2000) remark that the Batwa are quite commonly seen as “subhuman, animal-like people 

whose sexuality is unrestrained by cultural prohibitions, who feed like insatiable animals on disgusting 

and taboo foods, unable to feel shame or a sense of decency”, who are “only good for dirty or tedious 

jobs and are identifiable by their attitude and diminutive physical appearance” is thus unfortunately 

still close to the contemporary situation. Hence, the third pillar of how the Batwa define their own 

identity; “the others calling you Mutwa”, or the mechanism of othering is an important aspect of the 

base of their community. Jensen (2011) defines othering as “discursive processes by which powerful 

groups, who may or may not make up a numerical majority, define subordinate groups into existence 

in a reductionist way which ascribe problematic and/or inferior characteristics to these subordinate 

groups”, thus affirming “the legitimacy and superiority of the powerful” and conditioning “identity 

formation among the subordinate”. In other words, an ethnic minority like the Batwa is situated in a 

certain social context and conditioned by that context; part of what it means to be Mutwa is 

determined by the negative interpretation the other groups around them have of being one of them12. 

2.2 Conclusion  

By elaborating how the Batwa present themselves – as people who make pots, who live in poverty and 

who are called ‘Mutwa’ by others – I have defined the outlines of the base of the sub-community of 

Batwa. First of all, the pottery symbolizes how their partial exclusion from the dynamics of the 

changing Burundi (due to the persisting othering) has made them stick to the traditional culture more 

than the others (as mentioned before, I will work out this argument later on in this dissertation). 

Secondly, the state of poverty they find themselves in is definitely no exclusive characteristic of the 

Batwa, but they are among the poorest of the poor, to such an extent that this poverty has even become 

an identity marker of today’s Mutwa. And finally, they share the undergoing of discrimination and 

othering, two mechanisms which are still very present in contemporary Burundi, to such an extent that 

it has become an important part of their identity as well. Taking all this into account, one understands 

why it is justifiable to see the Batwa as a specific group. However, Jensen (2011) warns how 

“generalizing the substantial empirical findings” of his research among ethnic minority young men in 

Denmark “would itself be othering”. Therefore, I also refuse to work with a conception of the Batwa 

as a hermetically sealed group. In the following part of this dissertation, I will present a brief overview 

                                                           
12 One Mutwa woman, Clauthilde, told me a popular parable that was passed on from generation to generation, and that 

properly illustrates this historically embedded othering; 

Once upon a time there was a king who had two wives. One of them lived in a hut and had a very sober life, while the other 

one lived like a proper queen in a very comfortable house. Both women gave birth to a daughter, who grew up in the same 

conditions as their mothers. When they had reached the age to marry, the girl from the hut found herself a Tutsi husband, 

while the girl who had lived in wealth decided to marry a Mutwa. One day, the king summoned his daughters to his hill to see 

how they had ended up. The girl who had led a life in poverty arrived and offered her father some cows as a gift. A little 

later, the girl who had lived a life in wealth arrived, and offered her father some miserable Batwa pots. The king was amazed 

and exclaimed; “My daughters, history has turned! She who lived as a queen has left to go and live with the Batwa, while she 

who lived in poverty has managed to climb up and bring me cows!”.  
Following the parable, Clauthilde told us the moral of the story, which was quite out of place when told by a Mutwa, but 

illustrates the discriminatory connotation; “si je nohahera hohera [name of the daughter who lowered her status]”, meaning 

something like “What happened to [the daughter who lowered her status] will never happen to me”. 
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of how several states politically deal with the Batwa as a group, to subsequently work out my own 

practical conclusion in order to start presenting the paramount findings of my research. 
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3.0 Political Configurations  

of the Batwa-question 
 

3.1 The Batwa of Rwanda   

As I mentioned before, the Rwandan genocide faced Rwanda with the difficult task of reconciliation 

between Hutu and Tutsi, considering that both parties had committed severe atrocities (Ingelaere, 

2008). The Batwa’s share in the Rwandan genocide and the Burundian civil war was not so important, 

and usually they just ended up being killed when getting in the way of the perpetrators (Curtis, 2013). 

In Rwanda, fear for a repetition of the events led to a policy attempting to eliminate the ethnic 

categories, which came to be seen as a colonial divide-and-rule instrument. As Vandeginste (2014) 

writes, Rwanda opted for “a radically different, integrationist approach based on the eradication of 

ethnic identity as a relevant factor from public life, including in the field of politics”. A lot of effort is 

invested in the construction of an individual civic identity in order to eliminate the old divisions; 

everybody today is a Rwandan citizen in the first place, the old ethnic categorization is no longer 

existent in the state’s discourse (Rutazibwa, 2014). However, this is also true for the Batwa. Although 

there is one provision in the constitution that stipulates the necessity of appointing senators “who shall 

ensure the representation of historically marginalized communities”, the Batwa have no serious 

representation in the Rwandan government (Vandeginste, 2014). Moreover, their virtual non-existence 

in the ‘new’ Rwanda makes it increasingly difficult for national and international organisations to 

support the Batwa. I remember a specific moment where I asked a Rwandan government official - 

whom I met at a friend’s place - about the situation of the Batwa in Rwanda. Initially, he replied that 

he had no clue about this topic because there were no longer any different ethnic groups in Rwanda, 

and he could therefore not speak about something like ‘the situation of the Batwa’. However, after 

consuming some beers, he started vividly explaining me where and how I could find Batwa, how poor 

and uneducated they were, followed by the usual range of stereotypes. As Lewis (2000) writes, this 

policy in Rwanda has caused that “discrimination is expressed in more personally relevant idioms” 

and that “justification is increasingly made with reference to negative stereotypes rather than ethnic 

identity”. The fact that the Batwa do no longer exist in discourse has the double implication that it 

complicates the struggle for the improvement of their situation, and has up to this day not led to a true 

progress in ending discrimination. Moreover, following the base of the sub-community of Batwa I 

sketched out above, the Rwandan policy implies a total denial of the Batwa’s identity, thus silencing 

them completely by making them literally invisible or inexistent in linguistic terms. 

3.2 The Batwa of Burundi  

In Burundi, a different political approach was adopted through the Arusha peace negotiations that 

ended the long civil war (Arusha Peace and Reconciliation Agreement for Burundi, 2003). Rather than 

eliminating the ethnic categorization on a formal level, Burundi opted for a proportional representation 

of each group at the state level. Both in parliament and in the Senate, three members representing the 

Batwa are required to ensure the presence of this minority’s voice (Curtis, 2013; Vandeginste, 2014). 

At an official level, the Batwa are thus still treated as a separate ethnic group which is entitled to have 
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its share in Burundi’s politics. This also facilitates the existence of national and international efforts of 

improving the Batwa’s situation, which made the creation of an organisation like UNIPROBA 

possible in Burundi. However, I do have some serious questions about this system as well. In 

elaborating these concerns, I encountered some interesting and useful thoughts by Mary Ellen Turpel, 

who writes about the relation between the Canadian state and the Mikmaq, an indigenous people living 

on Canadian territory. I will use these ideas to reflect on the collision between formal states and 

indigenous people in general, but as this dissertation evolves, the applicability of it all on the situation 

of the Batwa will hopefully become increasingly evident. Turpel (1992) indicates how indigenous 

peoples’ claims often challenge the state’s integrity, because they tend to be entrapped peoples-

enclaves with “distinct cultural, linguistic, political and spiritual attributes surrounded by the dominant 

society”. She adds that “indigenous claims are often multifaceted because they bring together requests 

for land, requests for autonomy from the political structures and cultural hegemony of dominant 

‘settler’ societies, and pleas for respect for their distinct indigenous cultural and spiritual world 

views”. This knowledge problematizes the credibility of political representation to achieve the 

complex goals towards which indigenous people often strive. First of all, seen that it almost invariably 

concerns minorities, it is difficult to achieve proper change within a democratic system (Turpel, 1992). 

The three senators that have to be Mutwa are outnumbered by 40 other, non-Mutwa senators, and 

hence have little real power to influence national policy13. Furthermore, I have observed how a 

disconnection between the Batwa-representatives and the actual Batwa is quite commonplace. The 

Batwa who manage to arrive at UNIPROBA, in the senate or in parliament are the lucky few who 

have been able to study and/or escape their precarious situation. Almost all of the Batwa I spoke with 

expressed resentment towards these individuals because they believed the representatives were only 

benefiting their own villages and relatives, while forgetting the others and thus failing to represent the 

entire community of Batwa. Whether this has something to do with a misinterpretation of the amount 

of influence the representatives actually have, or is really related to incidences of clientelism is not 

even of great importance here, fact is that the Batwa nowadays generally feel that the incorporation of 

Batwa representatives in national politics or organisations like UNIPROBA does not make a 

substantial difference.  

An interesting parallel can also been drawn with another organisation fighting for the rights of-, and 

the respect for indigenous people and their worldview: the Mexican ‘Zapatista Army of National 

Liberation’ (EZLN, ejército zapatista de liberación nacional)14. The Zapatistas took up arms on 

January 1, 1994, the day the North Atlantic Free Trade Agreement came into effect. They fight what 

they describe as neoliberal globalisation: the global forces of capital that attempt to transform every 

aspect of our world (people, nature, culture, history and consciousness) into a market (EZLN, 2005). 

The EZLN states that the values of global capitalism are in opposition to the values of the indigenous - 

or of the “simple and humble” people in general - of Mexico, and that they are therefore looking to 

form a global left alliance, defending their and other similar groups’ demands; “techo, tierra, trabajo, 

                                                           
13 The situation in Burundi’s national assembly is comparable: nowadays, only one out of 106 deputies 

represents the Batwa (National Assembly of Burundi, 2015) . 
14 The history, social status and contemporary grievances of the Zapatistas are of course very different to those of 

the Batwa. I thus do not want to imply any further similarities here than the comparison I make (although I do 

believe there are more similarities between both stories). 
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alimento, salud, educación, información, cultura, independencia, democracia, justicia, libertad y paz” 

(“housing, land, work, food, health, education, information, culture, independence, democracy, justice, 

freedom and peace) [own translation] (EZLN, 2005). However, the Zapatistas consider it an 

impossible task to achieve respect for their worldview (and consequently a survival thereof) within the 

contemporary Mexican neoliberal political system, and therefore strive towards fully fledged self-

government. Likewise, I am of the opinion that the inclusion of a very small number of Batwa, in a 

democratic system which is designed along the lines of the Western conception of a state, will finally 

inevitably lead to a suffocation of the former’s voice. In a rapidly ‘modernising’ state like Burundi, I 

fear that mere political inclusion might lead the Batwa further on the road of assimilation, rather than 

safeguarding the survival of what they stand for. As Turpel (1992) writes, “effective political 

participation [of indigenous minorities] would require greater elaboration and, most likely, structural 

changes to national political institutions”. Thus, the Burundian situation seems to neither be truly 

beneficial for a proper improvement of the Batwa’s situation. 

3.3 Conclusion  

I have demonstrated why I think both the Rwandan solution (denying the sub-community of Batwa) 

and the Burundian solution (accepting the sub-community of Batwa, but including it in the own 

system) might not be effective solutions for the improvement of the situation of the Batwa. The 

question what the solution might then be, does not have an obvious answer. However, I do think there 

is a very important first step one can take, in line with the methodology I use in this dissertation; 

approaching the Batwa themselves, and listening to their side of the story. In what follows, I will 

present the findings of my fieldwork among those Batwa, considering them a sub-community defined 

by the lines I sketched out before. 
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4.0 The Cult of Kubandwa and the 

Associated Ontology 
 

“Alternatives are not lacking in the world. What is indeed missing is an alternative 

 thinking of alternatives” (Boaventura de Sousa Santos) 

As I have demonstrated in the previous paragraphs, although I do not fully agree with Burundi’s post 

conflict political solution, it did open up some perspectives on an improvement of the Batwa’s 

contemporary situation. The recognition of the Batwa as an indigenous minority facilitated the 

foundation of an NGO like UNIPROBA and other minor organisations fighting for their rights. 

However, I have observed that there are some critical issues which might, according to me, impede 

major improvement for the Batwa. In the following part of this dissertation, I will present the core 

findings of my fieldwork in Burundi, justifying why I think one ought not to be all too optimistic 

about what is happening with the Batwa nowadays.   

 

As I have explained before, and as a Burundian researcher and friend formulated it “the Batwa find 

themselves with one foot in modernity, and the other one in tradition”. He added that this is actually a 

characteristic of every Burundian, but that ‘only’ the traditional foot of the Batwa remains big enough 

to cause ‘trouble’ in relation to this double aspect of Burundian identity. However, this also implies 

that it can sometimes be quite hard to discern the aspects of traditional Burundian culture, since they 

have often - largely due to the dynamics of colonialism, Christianisation and the resulting global 

power imbalance - sunk to a deeper cognitive level. I therefore decided at a certain point to 

temporarily focus on this traditional culture in particular, in order to better understand which of its 

aspects that remain slumbering beneath the surface. Hence, here I will also deal with the part of my 

fieldwork in which I most fully embraced the philosophy of my methodology. As I have brought 

forward in that methodology, Santos points to the fact that the “hyper-scientification of the Western 

modern paradigm leads to a division of reality in what is ‘on one side of the line’ and what is ‘on the 

other’”, which is why “that which is on the latter side disappears from the definition of reality and is 

converted into non-existent in epistemological terms” (Chueca, 2014). I have demonstrated why I 

think that the political solution for the Batwa-question in both Rwanda and Burundi might lead 

eventually to the full demise of the Mutwa-identity I have outlined before. Therefore, I have attempted 

to deconstruct as much aspects of my ideologically coloured cognitive framework as possible, in order 

to genuinely listen to the Batwa themselves, and to try to understand their ideas about life and the 

surrounding world, which are usually seen as part of ‘the other side of the line’. Again, Santos offers a 

framework for this deconstruction with his ‘sociología de emergencias’ (sociology of emergencies), 

which entails the act of “detecting contra-hegemonic knowledge, practices and agents to find 

emancipatory tendencies within them towards the future” (cf. supra). Thus, I started asking people 

about traditional religious practices, songs and other customs, and finally ended up finding an old 

Mutwa Umuganga (a traditional doctor); a meeting which turned out to be a watershed in my research. 

This Umuganga lived high in the hills, about ten kilometres from the village where most of my 
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fieldwork was carried out. After some short visits, I was invited to attend a nightly healing ritual in his 

hut: an experience that was not only of great value in itself, but that turned out to be a true turning 

point in my fieldwork after some very clarifying interviews with the Umuganga the following days.  

 

The ritual I attended was part of the Kubandwa cult, a religious tradition that is practiced in various 

parts of the Great Lakes region of Eastern Africa. When and where this cult exactly originated is not 

certain, and several authors offer a different explanation on the matter. De Heusch (1964) writes that 

its origins can be found in the oldest civilization of the Nyoro people, in what is today the republic of 

Uganda. Pennacini (2009) on the other hand, discerns a continuum of similar beliefs which she divides 

in three major blocks, one of those being that of Rwanda and Burundi, where the cult is devoted to a 

major spirit, a hunter called Ryangombe or Kiranga. Kiranga was indeed one of the key figures in the 

ritual that I have witnessed, and functioned as some sort of intermediary spirit between man and 

Imana, the benevolent and distant deity. The ways in which the cult has been interpreted by various 

Western scholars differ as much as the explanations on its possible origins. De Heusch (1964) 

described the mystical challenging of an unbearable socioeconomic reality as one of its main 

functions. Pennacini (2009) focuses above all on the trance-like state which is induced during the 

rituals, and believes that it is a technique for people who “seek to establish a sort of physical 

relationship between the living and the spirits”. Others, like for instance David Schoenbrun (1997), 

have analysed the Kubandwa cult from a gender perspective, and theorise the rituals as spaces which 

offered women a refuge from patriarchal and domestic structures. I definitely do not have the intention 

to minimise the value of all this research, but I do find the exotic nature of the often Western theories 

that are applied on an old East African cult like Kubandwa troublesome. Doyle (2007) indicates for 

instance how in the 1960s and 1970s “neo-Marxists viewed traditional religion…as a tool used by 

repressive elites to dominate the poor”. Similarly, many theorists have stripped Kubandwa from a lot 

of its meaning by implementing Western or other exotic theories on what they observed. I am 

convinced that some of them have done this in a way that avoids this risk as much as possible, but I 

remain sceptical about the possibility of explaining such complex matters along the lines of our own 

epistemological framework. However, my motivation was never to philosophize about the possible 

structures underlying Kubandwa, but to obtain a better understanding of how the Batwa perceive the 

world. Although Kubandwa has been officially forbidden for some decades, it is still practiced by 

many – above all rural – Burundians, and as I will demonstrate its ontology still consciously or 

unconsciously determines many people’s actions15. Once again, due to the discrimination of the 

Batwa, they seem to remain closest to this traditional ontology, and I was often told that they are also 

the main group keeping the tradition of Kubandwa alive.  

 

Attending the ritual itself brought only little clarity. I was aware that it was a healing ritual which was 

requested by an ill woman, but did not have any detailed information about what would happen. 

                                                           
15 Note that by forbidding Kubandwa, Burundi violates Article twelve of the United Nations Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous People; “Indigenous peoples have the right to manifest, practise, develop and teach their 

spiritual and religious traditions, customs and ceremonies; the right to maintain, protect, and have access in 

privacy to their religious and cultural sites; the right to the use and control of their ceremonial objects; and the 

right to the repatriation of their human remains.” (United Nations, 2008) 

The declaration is not binding, and Burundi abstained from voting when it was ratified, but the vast majority of 

the United Nation’s members sees it as an important document concerning indigenous people’s rights. 
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Moreover, the combination of the repetitive singing and dancing of the people involved, the smallness 

of the setting of the Umuganga’s hut and the high amount of input led me from time to time to periods 

of what I imagine to be a trance-like state, which rendered the whole night quite surreal and vague in 

hindsight. Based on how little attention the others payed to my presence (which was not a common 

thing to happen, since it is for a white man in rural Burundi often quite hard to go around unnoticed), I 

can imagine that they must have had the same feeling now and then. Hence, as I mentioned before, 

most of the information about the ontology underlying the Kubandwa cult stems from later interviews 

with the Umuganga and other authorities on the subject. I also verified what I heard by presenting it to 

the Batwa in my main village, and by comparing it to what has been written about it in historical and 

cultural works. The Kubandwa cult was practiced by all ethnical groups, and is organized along a 

certain hierarchy. Below Kiranga, the next in rank is Rubambo, who carries a lance and is like a prime 

minister of Kiranga. The following in line is Segatwa or Serutwa, carrier of a club to hit the ground in 

order to add force to the chasing away of the spirits, and, as the suffix -Twa indicates, preferably a 

Mutwa. Moreover, there’s another reason why the Batwa are important in this cult. During the ritual 

several clay pots are used, in shapes and sizes that I had never seen before, which all have their own 

specific function (Celis & Nzikobanyanka, 1984). Apparently, there are only certain diseases for 

which this healing ritual is organized. When somebody for instance shows symptoms of Malaria, he or 

she would not undergo this ritual, but seek assistance in an official hospital if his condition allows so. 

The Umuganga told me that only illnesses related to the influence of certain spirits are taken into 

account, and that he had learned how to observe whether these are involved or not. These spirits were 

described by most people as humanlike but consisting of volatile matter, sometimes luminous during 

the night and usually very powerful. Although the precise descriptions people gave me often differed, 

it is important to note that they are seen as beings that truly exist outside of the human mind. I even 

repeatedly heard that some of them live in the river, deep underwater on those places where one 

cannot see the bottom. There seem to be two important kinds of spirits: the Intezi and the Abaganza. 

The latter spirits can be sent by the so-called Umurozi, some sort of evil Umuganga who has the force 

to control the Abaganza. People can also visit this Umurozi, and ask him to influence the Abaganza to 

attack somebody they are in conflict with. The Intezi, on the other hand, are strongly connected to the 

ancestors. They might attack a person when his or her ancestor was an Umurozi, or - and this is very 

important - when one forgets or leaves behind the culture and lifestyle of his ancestors. Being attacked 

by Intezi or Abaganza is really something people are afraid of, and the ontology of Kubandwa is, as I 

will demonstrate, truly a fundamental building block in the traditional Burundian culture.  

 

Before entering into detail on the consequences this particular ontology entails, I want to explain why 

I think these are sometimes hard to discern for anyone without some basic knowledge on traditional 

Burundian believes. As I discussed before, the Kubandwa cult has been slowly disappearing during the 

past century, due to the dynamics of colonisation and especially the accompanying Christianisation, 

which finally even led to its legal abolition. In line with the linear concept underlying the Western idea 

of development (cf. infra), the Catholic Church saw any indigenous religious system as inferior to the 

ideas of the Bible, and considered it a sacred mission to Christianise all ‘pagan souls’ on earth16. 

                                                           
16 I actually met a female Hutu who regularly visited the Batwa in order to help them to pray for an ill old 

woman. She was also helping other Batwa by mediating with Church to get them baptized, stating that it was 
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Mvuyekure (2003) writes how the ritual of Kiranga was considered “diabolic” by the Catholic Church 

in Burundi, and hence strictly forbidden for Christian people. However, in Burundi - maybe better than 

their political companions – the Church seems to have realised the importance of connecting to the 

already existing cognitive frameworks, in order to successfully colonise the hearts and minds of 

people. Through some interviews and casual conversations with both authorities and normal 

Burundians affiliated with the Catholic or Protestant Church, I found out how many aspects of 

traditional Burundian culture were distorted so that they would fit the Christian story. I noticed how 

the idea of certain spirits as entities external to the human mind, was transformed to that of demons, 

malign forces that exist inside the human mind, and not in the material world of things. Whereas 

according to Kubandwa, people had to fear the Intezi when not thinking about their ancestors, the 

Catholic Church told people that they might become possessed by demons when they did so. Thus, a 

recently Christianised Mutwa told me that he had heard from a priest that his head might even explode 

when he would not stop thinking about the way his ancestors lived. The spirits of Kubandwa were 

dematerialised and reconstructed as demons, bad thoughts possessing human beings. Anyone who still 

believed in the traditional (read: primitive) religion, was allegedly under the influence of these 

demons, which he or she could be freed from by joining the Catholic Church. The healing rituals from 

the past would no longer be needed, since, as I was told, one could fight the demons by praying or by 

wearing a crucifix or any other Christian symbol. One Protestant Mutwa, who had recently destroyed 

the Kubandwa pots of one of the village elders claiming that they were demonic, told me that he had 

now found “the right force to fight the same world”. By stating to be ‘fighting the same world’ he 

indicated that he still used Protestantism in defence of the Intezi and Abaganza. Even though he also 

called them demons now, his descriptions clarified that he still believed them to be entities external to 

the human mind.   

 

Ingelaere and Kohlhagen (2012) have made some interesting observations that might clarify the 

phenomenon I’m trying to delineate here. They have done research on the so-called Bashingantahe, a 

class of Burundian notables, generally known for their fairness, moral justness and authority, who 

traditionally acted as judges in local disputes. Against the advice of many studies, these customary 

conciliators were excluded from Burundian (municipal) legislation, and have up until today not been 

reintegrated in the legal system. However, Ingelaere and Kohlhagen (2012) observe that, although 

“public esteem for these once prestigious dignitaries has declined, the traditional principles of settling 

conflicts are not fundamentally questioned”. People still seem to distinguish ‘real’ from ‘false’ 

Bashingantahe, often remain searching for individuals embodying the values of these notables when 

local disputes have to be solved, and will rather assess the judge’s capacities and characteristics than 

the legal aspects of a trial. The authors explain that the hardly translatable concept of Bushingantahe 

(which refers to the values the Bashingantahe embody; righteousness, socialness, sagacity, coherence 

and balance in speech, etc.) has become part of the social imaginary, “the way people imagine their 

social existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, 

the expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie 

these expectations” (Ingelaere & Kohlhagen, 2012). Why I explain all this is because just as the 

concept of Bushingantahe remains slumbering under the surface even while the Bashingantahe do no 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
important that “they became true children of the lord”.  
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longer have any formal value, the concepts of the Intezi and Abaganza are slowly sinking deeper and 

deeper into the minds of people, away from the world of entities to the inner world of ideas, the social 

and cultural imaginary. I experienced this first-hand one day while I was discussing the exact 

significance of the spirits with the Umuganga, when all of a sudden my interpreter interrupted the 

translation and said that he personally understood what we were talking about. Although, he lives an 

urban life as a law student in Bujumbura, and - as a Christian - did not really know what Kubandwa 

entails, he told me that he actually felt some kind of inexplicable drive to keep cattle. Since he is a 

Tutsi (who stereotypically are the ones keeping cows) by birth, this means that the idea of the Intezi is 

still present somewhere deep in his unconsciousness, while he has lost the actual cultural explanation 

that originally ‘constructed’ the attitude of honouring one’s ancestors. The Intezi were initially 

believed to be spirits, but became for many people some kind of deep sentiment, as if part of the 

unconsciousness. A mixture of identity, feelings of honour, and respect for the ancestors.  

 

4.1 Contemporary Influence of the Kubandwa Cult  

In what follows I will demonstrate what the influence of all this exactly is on those who remain closest 

to the traditional culture, a group to which many of the Batwa belong. Something that initially puzzled 

me was the reason why the Batwa kept on making pots. Not only was their economic value close to 

nothing, the introduction of industrially manufactured household goods and equipment strongly 

reduced demand as well, which made it seem a low-yielding livelihood strategy. However, many 

Batwa told me that “one does not simply leave a profession behind”, and one of the village elders even 

claimed that “doing so would be like abandoning a child”. Peter Uvin, whom I have quoted before, did 

extensive research on various topics among Burundians, and although he does not speak about 

anything related to Kubandwa, he brings forward some very interesting results in light of this 

discussion. Uvin (2009) quotes a rural Burundian girl who condemns young women that have moved 

to the city by stating that they “have bad behaviour”, “do not have the same esprit” and are not 

“satisfied with their natural life”. Subsequently, he quotes another young man who – according to 

Uvin – “completes the picture” by saying that most of these girls “start to forget themselves, maintain 

relations with boys in the city and fall pregnant”. Uvin (2009) explains these and other similar 

statements as expressions of a fear about the loss of character the rural world seems to be going 

through. He claims that these are signs of resistance against the ongoing change, against the decline of 

an age-old culture that was centred on agriculture, the seasons, social relations and the expectations 

associated with that culture (Uvin, 2009). He adds that the by far “most prevalent approach to 

marginal men [or women] is the moralistic, conservative one”. Bearing in mind the concept of the 

Intezi, one understands how what Uvin calls a ‘moralistic and conservative approach’ is quite common 

in Burundi. Just as the concept of Bushingantahe, the idea of the Intezi has become a shared feeling 

among many Burundians. For people who still believe them to be external spirits, they truly have a 

serious influence on the way they see the world. Part of the reason people do not leave the pots - as 

one of the only visible markers of their ancestors’ traditional culture - behind, could well be this 

influence. In Matara, the village where Communities of Hope was present, the Batwa lived in slightly 

more ‘modern’ houses which were built by the NGO. However, in the middle of the village they had 

erected two traditional Batwa huts, asserting that they did not want to forget the way their ancestors 

lived. I met one Mutwa, who used to be a local police man, but decided to resign his job because he 
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had the feeling that he was becoming another person, and therefore feared the threat of the Intezi. The 

Umuganga also assured me many times that even in those villages where there were no longer any 

pots made, women would secretly sometimes still do this not to forget the tradition. Moreover, one of 

the Batwa I spoke that worked for UNIPROBA told me that he would most certainly take his children 

- who were growing up in Bujumbura, to his native hill “to show them what the Batwa do, how they 

make pots, how they live and which instruments they use”.  

Taking all this in consideration, it seems that the worldview related to the cult of Kubandwa, remains 

fairly influential up until today. What Uvin (2009) calls a ‘moralistic’ and ‘conservative’ attitude 

among Burundians, is actually a remnant of an ancient culture, which was largely erased after the 

arrival of the colonisers. Due to the fact that the traditional culture is often seen as inferior in 

opposition to the new, modern ideas, there is little to no attention for what it actually entails17. 

Especially because its remnants often slumber beneath the surface, it is often not only neglected but 

conceived as if no longer existing. In the following part of this dissertation, I want to investigate 

whether the perception of the Batwa on an improvement of their situation matches that of those of the 

people working to achieve this goal, while simultaneously examining what the role of this worldview 

still is in relation to this question.   

  

                                                           
17  Serving as a good example here of the often recurring Western attitude towards tradition is the following 

excerpt from President Obama’s (2015) recent speech in front of the African Union; “We can’t let old traditions 

stand in the way. The march of history shows that we have the capacity to broaden our moral imaginations. We 

come to see that some traditions are good for us, they keep us grounded, but that, in our modern world, other 

traditions set us back.” In other words, Africa’s tradition is often seen as a major obstruction to development 

towards modernity, and has to be abandoned. 
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5.0 Diverging Perspectives 
 

It is a puzzling paradox that at the moment when Western constructs (philosophy, science, culture) 

break down or negate themselves (post-modernism, theoretical nihilism, holism, positivism, and 

empiricism self- destructing as standard epistemologies), the old Enlightenment rationality is exported 

to the Third World under the banner of ‘development’. 

(Escobar, 2005: 170) 

5.1 The Question of Development  

I have already spoken about what Santos calls ‘metonymic reason’: the fact that Western reason 

defines itself by its longing for totality, and hence takes a certain localised form of knowledge (the 

modern Western knowledge) as a whole, as the only existing form of knowledge. One of the 

mechanisms of this metonymic reason is that it conceives history as linear, as if it has a unique 

meaning and direction. According to Santos, this is for instance reflected in the Western ideas of 

progress, revolution, modernisation, development, growth and globalisation (Chueca, 2014). For the 

theoretical elaboration of this part of my dissertation, and in line with this particular aspect of Santos’ 

theory, I have found a lot of inspiration in the Colombian-American anthropologist Arturo Escobar’s 

writings, and especially in one book; Encountering Development (Escobar, 1995). I will briefly bring 

forward some of the main arguments of this book, to subsequently link them to my own observations 

in Burundi. Escobar (1995) exposes how a certain, specific image of man, that of man as a Homo 

Oeconomicus18, became normal and rational in Western thinking in the course of the last centuries. He 

demonstrates how factors like the industrial revolution, the rise of nation states or the commodification 

of land and labour have contributed to the institutionalisation of the market economy, and how this 

eventually ended up to seem a very natural process (although Escobar’s deconstruction demonstrates 

the contrary). Therefore, Escobar (1995) writes, “the fictions of the market - production, labour and, in 

general, the whole set of notions and practices associated with Western views and experiences of the 

economy - are rarely questioned”. Subsequently, this rationale began spreading all over the globe, 

although with uneven results, through a variety of ways. The emergence of for instance expansionism 

or colonialism rapidly stimulated the imposition of Western values on non-Western people. As Buck-

Morss (2003) writes, “other cultures, those of the colonized, existed as objects of anthropological 

investigation, or as “civilizations” accessible to historical study – that is, as vestiges of the past – 

coeval with, but not immanent to ‘modernity’”. A dichotomy was set up between the former and the 

latter system, between the modern, superior Western world and the non-modern, primitive and inferior 

non-Western world19. This conception constructed the idea in the world of thought of the Western 

Homo Oeconomicus that it is his duty to uplift every individual that does not match his own image out 

of ‘ignorance and darkness’. Consequently, Escobar writes, “development has become the most 

powerful mechanism for extending the practices of industrial civilization to the Third World” 

(Escobar, 1995). For development to occur, “the rationality of ‘Economic Man’ - orientation towards 

                                                           
18 The idea of man as primarily an economic being, that is, focused on satisfying his needs in an efficient and 

rational way. 
19 This is reminiscent of Santos’ division between Western knowledge on one side of the line (which is taken 

into account, and valuable), and knowledge from other epistemological systems on the other side of the line 

(which is not taken into account, and invaluable). 
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profit and the market, individual behaviour and forms of production, rational economic choice in the 

sense of maximizing one’s goals given scarce resources, etc.” had to be brought to the underdeveloped 

nations of the world (Escobar, 1995). This view strengthened itself, until it became impossible to 

imagine social reality in different terms; development projects increasingly mimicked this logic, and 

began to implement Western norms and values (e.g.; Western ideas about state building or so-called 

universal human rights in their work20. Differences with other cultures or epistemological systems 

came to be increasingly seen as either an “obstacle to be overcome in the process of development” or 

worse, “a manifestation of archaic behaviour, irrationality, or plain inferiority” (Escobar, 1995; Kidd, 

2008; Loomis, 2000). Indeed, one must acknowledge how difficult it sometimes is for the Western 

individual to get rid of the seemingly natural idea that rural African societies are ‘developing’ towards 

something similar to that what we know at home; again, we must bear in mind Rutazibwa’s (2014) 

threefold methodology of attempting to desilence, demythologize and decolonise our own minds. A 

last remark I want to make considering this theoretical part is that it is again important not to forget the 

fluidity of identity. Although I am speaking about a certain Western rationality, I will subsequently 

offer many examples from Burundians approaching this rationality much closer than I think I do 

myself. Our globalizing world, and the expansive dynamics of the Western epistemology that I have 

just outlined, have turned the originally geographic schism into a complex mental prism, hovering 

between both non-existent extremes21. Therefore, the division I will make in the next part between the 

external (non-Batwa) and the internal (Batwa) point of view on development should not be taken as an 

insuperable contrast, but as the by far most common point of view I found on both sides. As with the 

rationality, this is a mental prism whereon individuals from both sides shift; physical belonging to one 

side of the spectrum does not prohibit a mental reality on the other. On the contrary, as I will 

demonstrate, this is even often the case. In what follows I will shed a light on what this prism causes in 

Burundi in relation to the Batwa, and demonstrate why I think Escobar’s thoughts are very applicable 

on the situation.   

5.2 Perspective 1: External Point of View 

First of all, I will outline the perspective on the Batwa that the majority of people dealing with the 

improvement of their situation seem to embody. For the theoretical reconstruction of this perspective, I 

rely on an analysis of documents (especially project proposals and annual reports) of NGO’s working 

with the Batwa, interviews with their staff or other Burundians in general, and many daily experiences 

from the months I spent in Burundi. The organisation I focussed most on is of course UNIPROBA. 

Not that it is the only NGO working with the Batwa, but it is by far the biggest and most important 

one. Before criticising what I have observed, I do want to stress that UNIPROBA is a good step in the 

right direction for the Batwa. Not only has the NGO given the Batwa at least a symbolic voice in 

Burundi, for a small minority the projects do have slightly improved their living conditions. However, 

as I will explain, I do not think that the Batwa’s near future is bright when things remain like they are. 

                                                           
20 Nancy Rose Hunt (1990) has written an interesting article on the so-called ‘Foyers Sociaux’, a sort of training 

institutions that were set up by the Belgian coloniser in what is today Bujumbura. Women could learn how to 

cook, mend, iron, wash clothes or wean infants in the Foyers, and thus gradually acquired the norms and values 

of the at that time still domesticized Western ideal women. Examples of this kind abound in the history of 

colonialism, but the same dynamic often persists in contemporary development. 
21 With these extremes, I actually also refer back to the inexistent ‘self’ and ‘other’ (as in an insuperable 

opposition between ‘the West’ and ‘Africa’), about which I spoke in the methodological part.  
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The first striking thing is that UNIPROBA does not seem to have something like a manifest, an 

overarching explanation of how they work and what they exactly want to achieve. Therefore, their 

name, Unissons-nous pour la Promotion des Batwa (let us unite for the promotion of the Batwa), 

basically seems to summarize what the organisation stands for. UNIPROBA wants to improve the 

Batwa’s conditions, but does not delineate the guidelines of how this should exactly be done. 

Consequently, a lot of influence is put aside for the - often Western - donors, with whom, according to 

one of the employees, UNIPROBA sits around the table to see whether the proposed projects match 

both parties expectations or not before any financial deals are made. Thus, already at the base, the 

Batwa do not seem to fully own their own ‘development’ because of their dependency on external 

capital. This is clearly reflected in many of the project proposals which are often coloured by the 

jargon of the Homo Oeconomicus; the projects are for instance focussed on “establishing small 

businesses”, teaching people how to save money or how to “auto-evaluate one’s own actions based on 

profit or loss”; things far away from the daily life of the average Mutwa22 (UNIPROBA, 2014). I 

found another striking example of this influence in one of UNIPROBA’s project descriptions which 

was financed by the Norwegian Church Aid (NCA). Explicit mention was made of the fact that “two 

women having the same husband” could not “benefit both from the support in the form of galvanised 

iron roofs” (UNIPROBA, 2014). Bearing in mind that even in the seldom case of polygamy, both 

women rarely live in the same hut, and are usually subject to increased discrimination since this is no 

longer an accepted practice in Burundi, it seems that the NCA imposed some of its own Christian 

values on the project at the expense of the situation on the field. UNIPROBA sees itself constantly 

forced to adjust its own activities in order to make their projects fit the worldview and the herewith 

associated expectations of the donors.  

Apart from the influence the donors have - largely due to UNIPROBA’s lack of explicit statutes - in 

the elaboration of the projects, the conception of the Batwa that is held up is quite peculiar as well. In 

an article by the American funded NGO ‘Communities of Hope’, it is said that “the Batwa were living 

in deplorable and harsh situations”. However, since the arrival of Communities of Hope, some of the 

Batwa allegedly claim to have “regained hope and the joy of living”. The Batwa had showed “they are 

like other common people”, that they were “human beings and hard workers” and that they even have 

“a sense of entrepreneurship” (Irakoze, 2014). UNIPROBA frequently stresses the Batwa’s precarious 

sanitary and domestic facilities, and indicates that this “does not facilitate the progress of any 

development project” (UNIPROBA, 2013). Moreover, like Communities of Hope, UNIPROBA 

stresses the “necessity of external intervention” for the Batwa “on all levels” (UNIPROBA, 2015). The 

Batwa will be supported to achieve an “evolution of mentalities”, since some still, due to a lack of 

awareness, “drag their feet” in relation to the projects, which is a “major handicap for the development 

of those individuals in specific and of the Batwa community in general” (UNIPROBA, 2013). A rural 

Hutu I spoke to told me the following; “the Batwa have a backward mentality, they lack the evolution 

we have been through”. In one of the documents I received, it is literally written that the Batwa 

“progress towards development”, which unmasks the linear idea underlying all the examples I have 

just given (UNIPROBA, 2014). The Batwa allegedly find themselves somewhere ‘before’ the rational 

                                                           
22 The documents I refer to are excerpts from UNIPROBA’s personal archive. I was given permission to analyse 

some of them and to copy the information I needed. The titles of the respective documents are included under 

‘works cited’ at the end of this dissertation. I have translated all used quotes literally from French to English. 
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being Escobar described, and have a long way to go towards being ‘developed’. What goes wrong is 

again interpreted in discriminatory discourse: the Batwa do not understand the necessity of the 

projects, “think from day to day” or do not yet have the right mentality. The situation in one of 

Communities of Hope’s villages I visited, Matara (Bujumbura Rural), illustrates this properly. The 

organisation targeted some of the poorest families among Batwa from an extensive region, installed 

them all on one hill, and began to assist them in setting up various little businesses through 

microfinancing, and in growing passion fruit for a big company (Fruito). However, after staying in the 

village for five years, they decided to prolong their presence for another five years because they, as I 

was told by one of the employees, had the feeling that the Batwa had not yet incorporated the key to 

their development. In other words, the projects did not really connect with the mindset and worldview 

of the Batwa, and ten years of quasi brainwashing would be required to ‘develop’ these. The Batwa in 

this particular case had some minor voice in the execution of the projects, in that they were allowed to 

use the money from the microfinances to set up a business they felt comfortable with. Nevertheless, 

everything happened according to the strict rules of the NGO, and I even heard that one Mutwa was 

obstructed by the superiors when he decided to go into local politics, which was apparently not in 

accordance to those rules. Loomis (2000) writes that the debate and theorising on development has 

“largely ignored attempts by indigenous peoples...to articulate their own self-determined holistic 

‘development’”, and forwards “the linking of indigenous knowledge and practices with 

‘traditionalism’ by die-hard adherents to modernisation theory” as one of the main causes of this 

negligence. Everything I just discussed can properly be summarized in the answer I almost invariably 

received when asking non-Batwa (or Batwa working for organisations like UNIPROBA) what the 

development of the Batwa signified for them. The recurrent definition of the objective of the 

development of the Batwa was; “que les Batwa ne sont plus arrières”, “that the Batwa are no longer 

backward”. Hence, Escobar's conception of development is clearly applicable on the situation in 

Burundi. The Batwa are seen, ex- or implicitly, as a backward group of people, who need external help 

to be raised to the superior level of their helping hands23.  

5.3 Perspective 2: Internal Point of View  

Now that I have clarified what I see as the most common perspective on the development of the Batwa 

embodied by those outside of this group, I will demonstrate its counterpart within the group. Since 

there are few to none written artefacts from the Batwa themselves, and not such an extensive body of 

contemporary work related to their point of view of development, I will base myself especially on the 

many interviews I conducted among them. First of all, as I have explained before, the discrimination 

of the Batwa has diminished or at least changed nature, making life mentally a bit more bearable for 

them. Nevertheless, the loss of certain resources (cf. supra) has made it physically harder than it used 

to be for many. Whereas some of the ancestors of the people I spoke to lived (relatively) more 

comfortable lives, they were exposed to a more severe discrimination, making the past something not 

                                                           

23 During one of the prospections I carried out, someone came up with the following proverb; “Erega umutwa azi 

kurondera aba aciye ubwenge”, meaning something like “a Mutwa who knows how to be inspired by the other 

ethnic groups / how to find his means of subsistence, is an intelligent / farseeing Mutwa. This again indicates the 

dichotomy that exists between the ‘primitive’ Batwa and the ‘modern’ others.  
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preferable to the present for the vast majority of the Batwa. As I observed, most of the Batwa I spoke 

would prefer a final end to the discrimination over an eternal source of wealth, even if they are among 

the poorest of the poor in relation to the globalised world surrounding them. Although life conditions 

are harder than they used to be, one young Mutwa who agreed on this told me that his parents “used to 

be underestimated in society”, whereas “today the situation has improved, making it even possible for 

some to find a job once in a while”. Moreover, when I presented people with the choice between 

continuing a ‘simple’ rural life in the hills (i.e. receiving land) or a ‘modern’ life in the city, none of 

the Batwa I spoke chose the latter option. One Mutwa replied the following when I asked him what he 

would do with an infinite source of money; “If I would have that much money, I would buy a nice 

house and some cattle and stay here. I would not go and live a modern life in Bujumbura”. Yet another 

Mutwa told me the following;  

“In the days of my parents there used to be much more food. When they bartered pots they 

could receive up to three kilograms of beans for one pot. Nowadays, this is no longer the case, 

one can walk around for hours and still return with empty hands. Back in the days, nature was 

more abundant and the land more fertile, today we need fertilisers to grow crops. However, I 

would not want to go back to that time, there was too much discrimination.” 

If we take into account the ontology related to the Kubandwa cult which I discussed in the previous 

chapter, it is understandable that the Batwa do not conceive their desired future as a radical change. 

The Batwa do not think of development as a linear process towards a certain ‘higher’ standard of 

living, but almost invariably define the goal of their own development as “devenir égaux aux autres”; 

becoming equal to the others. They primarily want themselves and their posterity to be valorised as 

worthy members of Burundian society, rather than that they imagine them living a life that would be 

considered higher on a certain evolutionary scale. Hence, there seems to be a major dichotomy 

between the external and internal perspective. Whereas those from outside the Batwa community want 

to ‘develop’ the Batwa out of their ‘backward position’, the Batwa themselves see development 

primarily as achieving equality with respect to the other Burundians. However, as I have mentioned 

before, physical belonging to one group does not mean that there is a direct correlation with the 

generally corresponding position on the mental prism of perspectives. On the contrary, in the case of 

the Batwa this is often more variable than in that of the non-Batwa. In the following paragraph I will 

explain how and why this is as such. 

As I have worked out above, Escobar (1995) demonstrates how Western man succeeded in rapidly 

spreading his rationale over the globe. Through several historical processes such as the rise of nation 

states, expansionism, colonialism or the creation of a global market, the ideals of the Homo 

Oeconomicus increasingly colonised larger parts of the planet and the minds of humans. The thus 

established oppositions between primitive and modern, uncivilized and civilized or even non-human 

and human contained in discourse and thinking served as the justification for the coloniser to embark 

on the ‘holy task’ of civilizing other people. As Buck-Morss writes, the colonizers “very identity as 

‘modern’, historically in ‘advance’ of the rest of the world, was their claim to legitimacy as a 

colonizing force”. Antonio Gramsci’s definition of ideology as power is very adequate in this context. 

Gramsci perceived that certain elites manage to rule over large masses with the consent of the latter 

(or at least the ‘disorganisation of dissent’), because they impose their own worldview as the cultural 
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norm, as the universally valid dominant ideology that justifies and naturalises the social, political and 

economic status quo (Buck-Morss, 2003; Daldal, 2014). Through a combination of violence, political 

and economic coercion, the colonial system came to prevail over the colonised, but by implementing 

its own ideology it even managed to achieve overall consent to its practices, both in the mother land 

and in the colony. Thus, even in colonial territories, situations arose like in for instance Belgian 

Congo, where Africans who had been educated and had accepted European values and patterns of 

behaviour (i.e. they had internalised the Western ideology and its oppositions) came to be called ‘les 

évolués’ (the evolved). Following independence, this process only intensified, when through neo-

colonial practices (e.g. the pressure of the IFI’s, the power of global capital) the same rationale 

continued to spread. This explains why the correlation between the physical belonging to the group of 

non-Batwa and the first perspective of development I outlined is quite solid. As I have mentioned 

before, a lot of Burundi’s original culture and identity was already lost over the course of the past 

decades. This is less the case for the Batwa who have historically been marginalised and excluded 

from the ‘modernising’ dynamics by the coloniser and the other ethnic groups, because of both the 

negative stereotypes surrounding them (i.e. ‘the Batwa are inferior beings, and there is no reason in 

involving them in the changing Burundi’) and their material conditions (i.e. their lack of land and 

other economic means did not allow them to ‘keep up’ with the others). The other ethnic groups 

(under colonial rule especially the Tutsi, later both Hutu and Tutsi) had been considered more 

‘developed’ and therefore internalised this rationale more than the Batwa. Peter Uvin (2009) has a 

long experience in research among Burundians in general and relates how people told him that mutual 

help in Burundi had declined over the years, that “now the poor only have social relations with the 

poor and the rich with the rich”, and that “while learning the languages at school you also learn the 

cultural assumptions that are built into it”, which are nowadays more those of “individualism and 

consumption”. Uvin even states, although a little tongue-in-cheek, that due to a historically shaped 

“tight and complicated balance between individual initiative and communal obligation”, Burundi has 

become a true “capitalist paradise” as far as citizen’s attitudes are concerned. Why I explain all this, is 

to demonstrate how the contemporary power balance between both groups (where the non-Batwa - 

who adhere especially to the ‘new’ implemented rationale - are in possession of political, economic, 

educational and social power, yes, even decide what development for the Batwa looks like in practice) 

constitutes a strong pull factor for the Batwa to shift towards the first perspective on the mental prism. 

In combination with their longing for equality, they thus increasingly follow the other groups and 

begin to internalise the linear idea of development. The examples of this trend are numerous. One 

Mutwa woman told me for instance that because the Batwa live in poverty, they are not as evolved as 

the other ethnic groups. Another young man told me that he urgently wanted to earn some money to 

start a little business, so that he could finally develop. In yet another case, I accidently provoked a 

discussion between two Batwa, where one of them argued that the life in poverty the Batwa are living 

nowadays has no value, whereupon the other responded that it does, because they are currently already 

capable of interacting with the Hutu and Tutsi without constantly being severely discriminated. Here, 

the first Mutwa had internalised the idea of development and proper humanity as in living a more 

‘modern’ life, while the second conceived it as being equal to the others, notwithstanding the 

respective material conditions.  
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5.4 Diverging Perspectives: Conclusion  

Because of what I just discussed, the combination of the discord of perspectives and the unequal 

power balance causes an increasing conquest of the hearts and minds of the Batwa. Just as we do not 

always realise the extent to which our minds are colonised and restricted by ideology, the Batwa 

internalise the discourse surrounding them without always noticing it themselves. Moreover, their own 

longing for equality even accelerates this process. I have met many Batwa who declared to have 

turned towards Christianity stating that “every man is equal in the eyes of god”, which is why they 

“can peacefully sit next to the other ethnic groups in church”. Others told me that they lived “better 

lives” because they “imitated the behaviour of the Hutu and Tutsi surrounding them”. Whatever 

assistance the Batwa receive is adopted and handled from their perspective of development as in 

becoming equal to the others. When something ‘goes wrong’ (seen from the external perspective), the 

blame is again put on the Batwa, who are accused of “not having the right mentality”, “dragging their 

feet” or “being backward”, rather than that a horizontal dialogue is opened on the subject. One now 

hopefully understands even more why, seen this discord and the uneven distribution of power, I did 

not agree either with the political configuration of the Batwa-question in Burundi. As things are now, 

the vicious circle of a collision of expectations repeatedly falling back into discrimination will persist 

until the Batwa are fully ‘modernised’, leaving nothing behind of the specific Mutwa-identity I 

outlined before.   
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CONCLUSION 
  

Now that I have outlined both different perspectives on development, I want to connect everything I 

have discussed in an overarching conclusion. I began this dissertation by demonstrating how – in 

contrast to what is often believed – we can still speak of a fully-fledged subcommunity of Batwa. 

What Gudeman (2001) calls the base of a community is still clearly identifiable in the case of the 

Batwa, and can be brought back to three major pillars. First of all, there is the quasi unexceptional 

state of poverty wherein the Batwa find themselves, to such an extent that it has become an important 

identity marker. Secondly, there is the ongoing discrimination and othering. Being a Mutwa equals 

being judged by others according to a discriminatory conception that is still omnipresent in Burundian 

society. Finally, a substantial part of traditional Burundian culture was erased following the dawn of 

the colonial era. Due to the first two pillars, the Batwa have often been excluded from the 

‘modernising’ dynamics this entailed, which is why they have often remained closer to this traditional 

culture than the other ethnic groups. I have symbolised this initially by pointing at the maintenance of 

the Batwa’s traditional pottery, but later on deepened this pillar by elaborating the often slumbering 

remnants of the ontology connected to the old Kubandwa cult.  

 

Bearing in mind that the Batwa thus truly remain an indigenous minority with a proper common base, 

the political solution in Rwanda – where ethnic categories are officially banned – probably leaves the 

Batwa with the mere option of a lengthy and difficult path towards full assimilation. In Burundi, on 

the other hand, the end of the civil war and the ensuing Arusha Peace and Reconciliation Agreement 

broadened the horizon of possibilities for the Batwa a little more. Not only did it enable the coming in 

to existence of organisations focussing particularly on the improvement of their situation, it also made 

political inclusion of the Batwa obligatory. However, a first problem is the major power imbalance. 

The Batwa are only marginally represented in Burundi’s institutions, which is why they often do not 

have much more than a symbolic voice. Moreover, I have demonstrated that there is a major 

dichotomy between what I have called the internal perspective on development (of the Batwa 

themselves) and the external perspective on development (the world surrounding the Batwa, especially 

those engaged in an improvement of their situation). While the priority of ‘the’ Batwa is to achieve 

full equality with respect to the other ethnic groups, ‘the others’ often conceive the Batwa as 

backward, primitive people, and see the path of development as leading towards the ideal Homo 

Oeconomicus, who came to be seen as the summit of human development over the course of the 

Western history of the past centuries. Due to these diverging perspectives, many of the projects meet 

with difficulties, which are often explained by relapsing into discriminatory discourse. Moreover, I 

have demonstrated how the ontology connected to the traditional Kubandwa cult has left a rather 

conservative and moralistic attitude slumbering beneath the surface in Burundi, which has a 

substantial impact on the lives of those who remain quite close to these traditions. Because the Batwa 

are often part of this latter group, the radical change that is enclosed in the external perspective on 

development generates even more resistance. 

What exactly might be a more sustainable solution towards an improvement of the living conditions of 

an indigenous minority like the Batwa, is a question that needs quite some additional research and 
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thinking to be properly ‘solved’. Article 23 of the ‘United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples’ (2008) offers what I consider a good step in the right direction; 

“Indigenous peoples have the right to determine and develop priorities and strategies for 

exercising their right to development. In particular, indigenous peoples have the right to be 

actively involved in developing and determining health, housing and other economic and 

social programmes affecting them and, as far as possible, to administer such programmes 

through their own institutions.” 

Many of the collisions I have discussed in this dissertation could be at least partially avoided when the 

Batwa’s voice would truly be heard, when it would truly be included in a horizontal dialogue on how a 

better future could be realised. As the situation in both Burundi and Rwanda is nowadays, I am afraid 

that a slow demise of the particular Mutwa-identity is quasi inevitable. Rather, as article 23 of the 

declaration postulates, I believe indigenous peoples might benefit the existence of some sort of 

autonomous islands in the globalising world, where they are respected for who they are and what they 

do. Nevertheless, due to the fact that the Batwa already have a solid foot in modernity, and that the 

dynamics of the globalising world are rather expansive, this might be – as the metaphor of an island 

suggests – a rather utopian thought. However, as the Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano once said; 

Utopia is like the horizon, one can keep on walking towards it without ever reaching it, but that is 

exactly what it serves for, to walk24. I hope this dissertation leads a little further down that road, and 

encourages us to continue following it, to continue a pluralistic horizontal dialogue on the future of the 

Batwa in specific, and of indigenous people in general.     

  

 

 

   

 

 

  

                                                           
24 Galeano’s original quote, which I incorporated freely here, goes as follows; 

“La utopía está en el horizonte. Camino dos pasos, ella se aleja dos pasos y el horizonte se corre diez pasos más 

allá. ¿Entonces para que sirve la utopía? Para eso, sirve para caminar.” 

http://www.literato.es/p/MzUwNQ/
http://www.literato.es/p/MzUwNQ/
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