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Following World War I, Belgium was handed the north-western corner of
German East Africa as one means of compensating her for the losses
suffered during the German occupation of the homeland. This became the
Trust Territory of Ruanda-Urundi and it was administered according to the
fashionable principles of ‘indirect rule’ via native customs suitably modified.
The Germans had never put into practice their intention of connecting this
area to their colonial railway system. It was remote, commercially
undeveloped and experienced only by a tiny stratum of European officials.
However, much of it consisted of fertile, volcanic soil and the population
density was very high; unsurprisingly it became a major source of migrant
labour, an economic strategy that went well with retaining powerful chiefly
prerogatives. A striking feature of the local society was the prestige
accorded to cattle-owning lineages identified as Tutsi; the origins of the
Tutsi and the extent to which they constituted a caste or class apart before
colonialism has been chewed over repeatedly by scholars for decades.
Certainly Tutsi superiority was enshrined and utilised under the Belgians in
the inter-war period.

Given the involvement of the UNO, this territory could not be shielded
from nationalist movements and the transition to self-government in the
way the Belgians tried to do in their huge adjoining colony, the Congo. As
they moved towards devolution into ‘restored’ independent kingdoms of
Rwanda and Burundi, however, the Belgians found a rapidly shifting
situation under their noses. The Tutsi elite began to flirt with Patrice
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Lumumba, Congolese nationalists and NATO’s Communist enemies.  As a
result, it was not uncongenial to resort to an emerging alternative: the
Bahutu cultivators, who felt repressed in the colonial system, constituted a
majority in a democratic dispensation and were likely to turn against the
Tutsi. Indeed educated Hutu consciously challenged the Tutsi and the
introduction of elections was accompanied by unrest and violence that
threatened the power of Tutsi chiefs in the countryside of Rwanda. In
Rwanda, independence was accompanied by the exodus of many frightened
and angry Tutsi, the abolition of the monarchy and the establishment of a
republic which identified itself as the voice of the repressed Hutu majority.1

This new state was uninterested in the radical ambitions of Ghana or
Tanzania and promoted itself as a worthy recipient of Western development
aid, especially aimed at agriculturalists. One result was the production over
time of a scholarly literature by sympathetic foreigners who explored the
inequities of the old social system and the way Belgium had manipulated the
Tutsi-Hutu divide. Alison Des Forges, Ian Linden, Catherine and David
Newbury and, amongst French authors, Claudine Vidal, are all familiar to me
through producing excellent studies along these lines.

Then astonishingly, after a generation and more, history began to reverse
itself. Armed Tutsi exiles in Uganda, deeply involved in Museveni’s
successful guerrilla war against the Obote II regime, were able to mount an
increasingly significant armed rebellion on the Rwanda fringe. The Rwandan
government had become corrupt and dominated by a small oligarchy and
experienced growing pressure to institute multi-party democracy; a sticking
point was the reluctance to re-absorb Tutsi exiles, many of whom had no
right to settle in Uganda except as camp-dwelling refugees. Within Rwanda,
Tutsi suffered considerable discrimination but continued to be numerous
within the small minority of the highly educated and to a limited extent
benefitted from a policy of limited reconciliation. In 1994, however, the
rebels began to make major territorial gains and the potentially compromising
Rwandan president and prime ministers were separately assassinated. The
whole post-1960 political order was in question. For its ideologues and
beneficiaries, it was much as though the world would look to the ANC if the
Boeremag were on the verge of seizing power in Pretoria.

The result were the terrible massacres of defenseless Tutsi civilians
within Rwanda as well as non-Tutsi thought to be hostile to the collapsing
Hutu power. These massacres were on the scale that has earned the label of
genocide. Hundreds of thousands had died by the time that the victorious
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rebel army entered the capital, Kigali, and seized power.  The new regime of
the RPF has over the past decade successfully entrenched itself, partly
through playing the leading role in intervening across the border and
overthrowing the Zairean regime of Mobutu Sese Seko, occupying a large
area of eastern Zaire and engaging in its very complex and violent politics.
Most recently, its leader, Paul Kagame, has established a legitimate civilian
authority in multi-party elections in Rwanda whilst agreeing to a ceasefire
in the DRC.

The horrors of 1994 and the arrival of a new set of African heroes has led
to a new wave of interpretation of Rwandan society and history in which
partisan authors of aid reports and journalists have seemed to oust the
nuanced accounts of established historians and anthropologists (probably
only momentarily). Some of these accounts are inclined to restore a more
organic and conflict-free version of pre-colonial Rwandan history and to
benchmark the chauvinism of the rising Hutu elite of the late colonial and
independence period. Kagame’s forces have not always been angels, they
have been themselves implicated in large-scale killings in Zaire and, to a
more controversial extent, within Rwanda after liberation. Particularly in
the first few years after the mass murders, there was a tendency in the
Western media to brush out these blots. Dealing with Tutsi desire for
vengeance, mistrust of all Hutu leadership, all the problems going together
with trying to find a plausibly democratic solution where the majority of the
population seems to have participated in, or at least supported,  the
genocide, has not been easy. Especially in Western countries where guilt
about doing nothing during the massacres was great,  there has been a
tendency to sustain uncritically the insurgent vision of the continuing crisis
of the Great Lakes region.. This tendency is weaker now in response to the
obviously exploitative role the Rwandans have played in what is now the
Democratic Republic of Congo although Rwanda still appears to be a
welcome source of stability in the region for most players, including the
South African government. This flip-flop calls acutely to mind, as does the
use of the word genocide, the way Israel and Zionism has been portrayed
over the years, an analogy often made about Rwanda.

It is this shift in opinion and reportage which exercises Johan Pottier, a
Belgian anthropologist who did research in pre-1994 Rwanda and is a
professor in London. As a corrective, the essence of this book would make
a valuable article. As a book, it is an often maddening read. Pottier is clearly
no friend of the RPF and the Kagame regime although his reference to the
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genocide is fair enough and he has a critical take on the previous government.
He seems to splutter with rage at the ‘master classes’ where RPF spokesmen
dupe Westerners with their version of the truth. Again and again, he
expresses his anger against a reporter who was once rash enough to critique
the experts on Rwanda as having sold the West a benevolent picture of the
downfall of the Tutsi. In addition to the behaviour of RPF officials and
soldiers, their developmental plans of the late 1990s smack of discredited
villagisation politics, à la Tanzanian ujamaa, and are only too close to those
of the previous regime according to one brief and rather under-developed
section of the book. He seems ineffably shocked that the English language
press and interventionist agencies look for simple explanations instead of
suitably honouring ‘complexity’.

This repetitive and polemical account makes for hard going because it is
so poorly written and organised; it is not a good advertisement for
‘complexity’.  Pottier tries his hand, for instance, at describing the very hard
to follow ethnography of North and South Kivu provinces across the border
from Rwanda in the DRC as a background to Rwandan intervention in 1996
onwards. But the map he provides lacks both physical features that could
illustrate the points he makes about environmental niches and ethnic
categories that he uses in his narrative; it is useless. Time after time, Pottier
describes inhabitants of Kivu as autochthones, a word I would define as a
pretentious synonym for ‘natives’, a no-no word today. Sometimes
autochthones is accompanied by special punctuation, sometimes it is
actually used in a straightforward way. While it is true that in French
autochthone sounds more plausible and might even count as a real part of
the  spoken vocabulary, it is surely unacceptable in English in this setting.2

It is not merely that the word is pretentious but also symbolises Pottier’s
failure, despite his lengthy account, to find a better way of describing those
without any Rwandan connection in Kivu than the crudest of analysts, for
all his celebration of complexity. Nor was I impressed by the rest of the
population categorised as ‘Rwandophone’, presumably Kinyarwanda
speaking, as he does several times.

On page 47, I made the acquaintance of a man merely described as
Twagiramungu who was not to be found in the index. Some time later (on
page 68!), he was identified as a Hutu politician who served the post-1994
government as prime minister for a time. Paul Kagame, the president of
Rwanda, also fails to make the index. So does the RPF. The only Kagame
in the index is Alexis Kagame, a Rwandan intellectual of the late colonial
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period who influenced Belgian intellectuals writing about the territory.
Pottier simply does not grasp how to evaluate the importance of intellectuals
and anthropologists or how real history and real politics works and intersects
with the activities of such people. Apart from the long-dead Alexis Kagame,
a signal feature of the book is that Pottier’s seemingly  innumerable
criticisms of commentators on Rwanda almost never includes Rwandan
writers themselves; this whole book is more a cry of anguish at the [sterile?]
internal debates of outsiders. In conclusion, Pottier thinks that by ‘easing
into the debate’ themes and individuals who do not fit the much excoriated
RPF ‘narrative’, he has made a distinctive contribution. But what narrative
does he put in its place? Is it coherent, why is he so sure of his own
objectivity and for what audience does he propose to write? He does not
really provide through ‘complexity’ some road forward through the Rwandan
tragedy.

Cambridge University Press books have made a huge contribution to
African studies yet their cost has often put them out of reach of South
Africans who wish or need to have an analytical understanding of African
events and the African past. We can be, in principle, very grateful for the
relative availability of the Cambridge Africa Collection which makes this
book accessible to us in paperback. Unfortunately Re-imagining Rwanda is
not going to be very useful unless juxtaposed with more straightforward and
clearer texts on Rwanda. Pottier has written very distinguished studies of
agrarian Rwanda and Zambia in the past but this study is an unfortunate
example of how post-modern navel gazing and exaggerated attention to
images and internal spats amongst Westerners writing about Africa has
captured and crippled much contemporary anthropological writing through
its confused interposition of the objective and the subjective.

Notes
1. Burundi is a very different but inter-related tale. Here the Tutsi clung to power

although the monarchy disappeared and killings of the Hutu elite on a huge
scale eventually transpired in 1972. Many Bahutu fled the country and some
took up arms against the Burundian state.

2. In Dutch (and perhaps Flemish) the word, slightly differently spelled, has
become the normal written synonym for native, the opposite of newcomer.




