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Participating in the post-independence history of Burundi is
still a challenge for Burundian youth. Many factors make
this task hard and revolve around their personal
experiences. These past and present political systems
have transformed some narratives for personal interests to
the detriment of collective interests, and there are trust
issues between people of different ethnicities. All these
factors are hurdles to the youth willing to know or write
objectively about post-independence events.
Nevertheless, there is still hope of reaching the stage of
seeking impartial truth...



Burundi has experienced controversial events since independence. Conflicts linked to the conquest of
power generated ethnic divisions, inter-ethnic massacres, and a civil war. As ethnic divisions have
certainly been the roots of all evil that negatively affected the country’s future, they have always found
their way to be at the center of every civil war and massacre, despite changes in the situation during
the political crises that happened between 2010 and 2015. Political parties manipulated and influenced
Burundian historical narratives to fit their agenda. As a Burundian youth, finding a balanced and neutral
view of post-independence Burundian history is challenging. In this situation, the new generation
somehow finds it hard to tell the history of the post independent Burundi, because of events
subjectively narrated. Young researchers interested in this period of Burundian history find it difficult to
be impartial because of the biased versions they find among authors who wanted to protect
themselves, defend their ethnicity, or escape investigations carried out for political purposes. This
paper discusses these issues by diving into the new generation’s perspective on what is documented
and archived. With a snapshot of writings on different events that followed independence, including
the opinions of both political scientists and Burundian youth, this work aims to highlight the difficulties
associated with achieving impartiality in historical research on events of post-independence Burundi.

This research study was conducted by two individuals who got together through their shared
experience as refugees and whose friendship was strengthened by their love of writing and their
interest in Burundian history. Aime Parfait Emerusenge and Richesse Ndiritiro are both Burundian
refugees living in Rwanda and contributors to the “Right to Research: Historical Narratives by Refugee
and Global South Researchers”, where Aime Parfait authored an essay on Burundian refugee
drummers and Richesse on the impact of force displacement on Twa community.

Aime Parfait is currently working in the education sector building evidence to support education
programs and innovation in Low- and Middle-Income Countries. He is interested in building evidence
to support education programs and innovation in Low and Middle Income countries.

Richesse is a forced-migration activist whose work focuses on research-informed advocacy
addressing access to and quality of higher education for refugees, in alignment with UNHCR'’s 15by30
target. He has served as a member of the Students Engagement Task Force for Connected Learning
in Higher Education since 2019. His current research interests focus on the emerging changes in
migration policies in the Global North.



As both authors are of the same generation, their shared interest in developing this work evolved
during the preparation of the workshop "Research: A Workshop Exploring the Notion of Research as
Theory, Practice, and Identity”. Aime-Parfait and Richesse’s collaboration is motivated by their
eagerness to explore the enduring impact of Burundi’'s historical legacy on the contemporary
narratives, as well as the questions of identity and belonging.

The research focused on the following research questions:

How do Burundian youth perceive the narratives of post-independence Burundi?
How do Burundian youth address historical narratives during their research on post-independence
Burundi, especially their perspectives on impartiality regardless of their ethnic or political belonging?

The paper employed a qualitative approach to gather data using semi-structured interviews with
participants. This included Burundian youth who either live in Burundi or outside of Burundi (including
refugees). In addition, participants included Burundian researchers, historians, and politicians living in
and outside of Burundi. The goal was to gather their insights on the concept of impartiality in the
narration of political events in post-independence Burundi and to understand to what extent subjectivity
is avoided while informing themselves about the Burundian events of the period after independence.

The study used snowball sampling to select the participants. Due to time constraints and other
challenges, such as our refugee status preventing us from going back to our country, trust issues, and
the distance between us as researchers and the target participants based in Burundi, the study opted
for using participants to find other participants. The interviews were conducted in person or via remote
tools (phone calls, Google Meet, and Zoom).

The key learnings from this research emerged from the participants’ perspectives on this topic and
from their responses. They are gathered in the following themes: the recognition of self-identity, bias
and impartiality compared to the lived experiences, the role of politicians in shaping stories of post-
independence events, how post-independence research encounters challenges, and the way of
reshaping post-independence Burundian history.

: Recognizing self-identity is controversial in Burundian society, due to
the political crises that led to social issues. The latter resulted in the identification of Burundians
according to the ethnic groups, which were previously regarded as social categories. As a



consequence, on one hand, some Burundians are reluctant to identify themselves, because their reply
to the question of how they identify themselves depends on the person asking the question. On the
other hand, some Burundians identify themselves according to the clans that they come from. They
justify this identification on the fact that this seems to be more relevant for them as the clans find roots
from the ancient Burundi. In other words, factors influencing self-identification in Burundian society are
based on the family, past political and social events, as well as the influence of the neighborhood,
media and education. According to the respondents, it is worth noting that the trauma of the past
experiences caused by the political and social crises in Burundi negatively influence to some extent
the recognition of self-identity.

: This theme emerges from the reflections of
participants on major events such as coups, assassinations, civil war, and political crises that
happened during the post-independence era. These major events create differences in terms of how
to narrate and to interpret Burundian history and Burundians tend to interpret the past according to
their own experiences. For instance, they create preconceived notions about which groups were
perpetrators or victims. The lived experiences seem to create prejudices and to raise some unresolved
guestions about event causations. Trust and source credibility also become paradoxical, especially
when interviewing people whose intentions are to provide ethnically based versions, for personal
reasons or for other assumptions related to ethnic belonging. Social identification factors significantly
influence narratives. However, there is a neutrality noticed among respondents born in a mixed ethnic
family where their personal backgrounds can foster impartiality. All these factors mentioned highlight
the ongoing challenge of achieving historical impartiality in post-independence Burundi.

: Burundian politicians
deliberately manipulate post-independence historical narratives to serve three main purposes:
maintaining power, winning political campaigns, and hiding the truths with the purpose of justice
evasion. This systematic manipulation helps to portray historical events in the favor of the people who
have been responsible for the past or ongoing social events. Respondents argue that accepting
versions from either the past or current government is similar to people’s brainwashing, because those
in power always reshape history based on their affiliations to keep the popularity. In a nutshell,
politicians exploit ethnic divisions to gain sympathy from the people with whom they share ethnic
groups, which is deceitful for the person seeking for truth about Burundian history.

: Respondents mentioned some
major challenges that are hindering the research on post-independence Burundi as follows. First, one-



sided narratives present a primary obstacle. For instance, the events of 1988 and 1993 have been
generating competing stories. The majority of researchers try to defend their positions related to
political or ethnic affiliations. In order to solve this issue, respondents propose to always consider
contacting people from different backgrounds during the consultations. Second, challenges are related
to accuracy problems emerging when interviewees avoid questions triggering traumatic memaories or
deliberately tailoring information based on the researcher’'s perceived identity. Furthermore, the
accessibility of archives is also still an issue. These encompass the primary sources that are kept in
different locations as paper forms, hence the need for digitalizing them. Finally, there is an issue of
systematically destroying evidence, which hinders truth-seeking. For instance, participants mentioned
the way CNDD FDD hid archives related to President Ndadaye's assassination for the politician’s
personal interests.

reshaping post-independence Burundian
history is crucial to help the youth to understand the realities of their country. Some approaches
proposed are seeking to confront multiple perspectives in order to make sure of impartiality. In addition,
conscious narrative framing is necessary to prevent unconscious bias. Prioritizing contemporary
sources also ensures credibility, when the sources have the good intention of providing reliable
information. Finally, some respondents propose to rewrite the history of post-independence Burundi
for the interest of the current and future generations.

As both the authors and members of the community under study, working on this paper was
challenging and deeply worthwhile. The focus was to remain grounded in the findings. Though we
could simultaneously recognize ourselves within the reflection of the participants’ accounts, we
adopted critical awareness of our positionality to remain attentive to its potential influence on the
interpretation of the results.

Participating in the post-independence history of Burundi is still a challenge for Burundian youth. Many
factors make this task hard and revolve around their personal experiences. These past and present
political systems have transformed some narratives for personal interests to the detriment of collective
interests, and there are trust issues between people of different ethnicities. All these factors are hurdles
to the youth willing to know or write objectively about post-independence events. Nevertheless, there
is still hope of reaching the stage of seeking impartial truth with the following approaches
recommended by the participants:



Collaboration between young Burundian researchers.

Participation of organizational representatives in roundtable discussions to cross-examine available
information.

Making the government archive accessible to the researchers and interested public by the authorities
to ensure availability of historical sources.

Objective education reform is needed in Burundi to ensure that it confronts and eradicates ethnic
divisions.



