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Abstract 

Since 1972, genocidal violence and conflict in Burundi has generated over nearly one 

million refugees. With the signing of peace accords in 2000, and shifts in asylum policies, an 

unprecedented number of former refugees had returned, prior to increased political violence in 

2015. The Burundian government and its humanitarian partners have constructed Villages 

Ruraux Intégrés (VRIs, or Rural Integrated Villages) to resettle those not able to reclaim their 

former land, or who are otherwise landless. Framed as a pragmatic solution for resettling landless 

returnees’ in a predominantly agrarian setting, it aims also for a transformation from a 

subsistence economy to a market economy, transforming residents from supposedly aid-

dependent former refugees, to self-sufficient, peaceful citizens, responsible for their own 

wellbeing. This thesis highlights the challenges of regained citizenship for these displaced people 

in a neoliberalizing landscape of peace and reconstruction. The first manuscript examines the 

logic behind the creation of these villages, and how this logic took form in their actual 

construction. While past villagisations’ have been characterised as ‘authoritarian high modernist 

grand schemes’ and are thus different from today’s more subtle modes of governing populations, 

I argue that the two are not mutually exclusive. The VRI program draws on both modes of 

governance, constructing ordered landscapes and seeking to shape citizen conduct. In doing so, it 

exemplifies what many geographers have identified as a contradictory shift in neoliberalism 

towards a more interventionist shaping of society. The second manuscript examines the 

experiences of regained citizenship and resettlement among former Burundian refugees in newly 

created VRIs.  Here I aim to understand how living in these socio-spatially ordered landscapes 

has affected returnees’ experiences of citizenship and belonging. I argue that VRIs are 

problematic as a post-conflict reconstruction spatial strategy because they rely upon 
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contradictory forms of neoliberal governance that require residents to behave both as passive, 

compliant, apolitical humanitarian aid recipients when rare aid is delivered, and as enterprising 

and self-sufficient neoliberal subjects in environments that offer limited livelihood opportunities. 

Addressing the challenges of return requires attention to the processes shaping their experiences, 

beyond the common-sense scales of the village and the state. 

Keywords: Burundi; citizenship; governmentality; neoliberalism; peace; refugees; repatriation; 

social reproduction;  
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Glossary 
 
“chez eux”  (French) at home, in their place; in policy and programmatic documents 

on resettlement it implies family place of origin prior to displacement 
(French); similar to Kirundi iwabo; chez nous is the first person plural 
equivalent (at our place/home), and the often used Kirundi equivalent is 
iwacu. 

(a)banyagihugu (pl) (Kirundi) Citizens, literally meaning ‘those belonging to the country’ 
though recently it has often replaced with abenegihugu in some 
contexts, as it can also be used to refer to peasantry, country-folk, and 
can have connotations of the down-trodden, the oppressed, or the 
unintelligent and uneducated 

(a)basangwa (pl)   (Kirundi) those who were found already living here, often meaning 
those who were not refugees, or who returned much earlier. In French 
and English documents, this is often translated as “host community” or 
“residents”  

(a)benegihugu (Kirundi) Citizens. A more recent term, meant to invoke the people to 
whom the country belongs, as opposed to the people belonging to the 
country as implied in abanyagihugu 

Commission Intégrée 
Ad Hoc—Rapatriment 
et Réintegration  

Ad Hoc Integrated Commission—Repatriation and Reintegration 

Commune (French) administrative unit below the provincial level, comprised of 
several hills (collines). Similar to a county 

Imidugudu (Kinyarwanda) village or agglomeration created through the Rwandan 
villagisation program 

(i)kigwati (s), 
(i)bigwati (pl)   

(Kirundi) village, villages. Alternatively, houses clustered alongside a 
road or path, or the road or path itself 

itongo (Kirundi) a property or plot of land, usually referring to land for 
agriculture/cultivation 

iwacu (Kirundi) at home, in our place; may refer to family place of origin 
prior to displacement, or (re)established place of belonging. Often 
translated as French “chez nous”. Third person plural is iwabo, which is 
equivalent of “chez eux” above. Iwacu is also the title of a Bujumbura-
based independent print and online newspaper 

Kijiji (s), vijiji (pl) (Swahili) village(s) 
(u)murundi (s) 
(a)barundi (pl) 

(Kirundi) Burundian; Burundians 

Paysannat  (French) Peasantry – used in Burundi to refer to a colonial-era peasant 
resettlement scheme 

Refoulement (French) forced repatriation/removal from country of refuge 
Rema (Kirundi) from the verb, kurema, meaning to comfort, give hope, or 

strengthen. In this thesis, it refers to a refugee rights ministry founded 
by Burundian refugees while in exile, now operating throughout the 
Great Lakes Region; a common organisational name, there is also an 
unrelated radio station in Bujumbura, Rema FM 
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Sans terres, sans 
références, sans 
repères 

(French) without land, without knowledge or orientation of where their 
family land might be, without recourse to (re)gaining land 

Sinistré (French) defined in the Arusha Accord (2000) as any returnee, 
internally displaced person, or person otherwise dispersed or regrouped 
by contact. Later expanded to include ex-combatants. 

Ujamaa (Swahili) variously translated as concertation, cooperation, socialism, 
family etc. Refers to the concept, to the political programme, and 
specifically to the ujamaa villagisation program  

Ugali (Swahili, also commonly used in Kirundi) a stiff porridge or pâte, that 
can be made from a variety of different flours, most commonly manioc 
or corn, but also sorghum, millet, and wheat. Similar to polenta. 

(u)rugo (Kirundi) traditionally, an enclosed homestead, possible including 
several houses or buildings 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
Driving in rural Burundi, the sight of the straight roads and evenly-spaced, identical 

houses of a recently created Rural Integrated Village (VRI, or Village Rurale Integrée) contrasts 

with the winding footpaths and scattered homesteads tucked behind and encircled by banana 

groves that typify the surrounding hillsides. These new villages were constructed to provide 

shelter and a place to live for former refugees without access to land upon their return. In this 

thesis, villagisation refers specifically to a range of different programs aimed at resettling rural 

populations in purpose-built villages.1 Following genocidal violence in 1972, as well as a 

decade-long civil war after the assassination of President Melchior Ndadaye in 1993, over a 

million Burundians sought refuge in neighbouring countries, predominantly Tanzania. After the 

signing of peace accords in 2000, and changing regional and global asylum policies, over 

700,000 former refugees returned, or were returned to Burundi between 2002 and 2009 

(Nkurunziza, 2011). Around 60,000 more were forced to return due to the closure of one of the 

remaining refugee camps at the end of 2012 and the expulsion of many ‘illegal migrants’ or self-

settled refugees living outside of camps in 2013 (IOM, 2014). Initially, in 2004 a ‘Peace 

Villages’ program was conceived to resettle those refugees no longer able to access their prior 

land (sans repère), unsure of where it was after decades away (sans références), or who simply 

had no land (sans terres). Peace Villages focused on providing housing, an approach that was 

soon deemed insufficient. A number of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) reported that 

returnees in Peace Villages were not able to adequately access basic infrastructure and services, 

or to integrate with surrounding communities (Falisse & Niyonkuru, 2013; Internal Displacement 

Monitoring Centre, CNTB, & CNR, 2011; IRRI & Rema Ministries, 2009). The VRI program 

                                                 
1 Villagisation can also refer to the emergence of villages through gradual agglomerated settlement  
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envisioned a more holistic approach to resettlement. Not only a short-term humanitarian housing 

solution, VRIs were also expected to contribute to the long-term sustainable integration of these 

returnees in a predominantly agricultural setting with limited available land through a range of 

programmatic interventions. Villagisation was envisaged by policy makers and program 

designers as also contributing to the long term vision for development and peacebuilding in 

Burundi.   

This research examines the logic behind the creation of the VRIs, and how this logic took 

form in their actual construction. It further seeks to understand how living in these socio-

spatially ordered villages has shaped returnees’ experiences of regained citizenship, and their 

ability to re-establish livelihoods and belonging.  

Rationale 
Despite a growing number of  studies on the processes shaping the lives of refugees 

(Black, 1993, p. 9), there has been little research on their experiences of repatriation and return 

(Fresia, 2014; Hammond, 2004; Hovil & Lomo, 2013). This gap in the literature is especially 

surprising because return is commonly highlighted as the preferred durable solution for 

‘resolving’ refugee movements. Yet, studying the continuities and discontinuities of their 

experiences both as refugees and returnees contributes to a broader understanding of citizenship, 

particularly in ‘post-conflict’ contexts2.  Refugees generally have no access to basic citizenship 

                                                 
2 The term ‘post-conflict’ is often misleadingly applied to contexts in which peace accords have been signed or 
cease fires have ended most outright warfare, but insecurity, and political and structural violence continue – 
conditions of neither war nor peace (Koopman, 2014). This is the case in Burundi. While many termed the country 
‘post-conflict’ after the signing of Peace Accords, the Accord did not end military confrontations in the years 
following the accord, and even after several cease fires, political violence continued (AI, 2014; HRW, 2012; ICG, 
2012). Recent escalations of violence including an attempted coup have led to a more widespread questioning of the 
precipitousness of calling Burundi a post-conflict country. However, for over a decade programs of reconstruction 
were designated as post-conflict, and assumed a post-conflict context in their operation. Thus, I use the term in 
recognition of the intent, discourses, and dominant contextual understandings of programs of reconstruction, while 
acknowledging the troubles inherent in the term.  
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rights, particularly those in camps who face restrictions on movement, political participation, and 

employment. Refugee populations are spending increasingly extended periods of time outside 

their countries of origin, in what humanitarian organisations refer to as Protracted Refugee 

Situations (PRS)(Hyndman & Giles, 2011). While return is presumed to re-establish citizenship, 

it creates many new challenges for resettlement, particularly around access to land and property.  

There is also a gap in the literature with regards to the shifting meanings of citizenship in 

post-conflict contexts, an important consideration for returnees who regain citizenship, often 

after many years without citizenship status (see however Daley, 2013b, 2013c; Hovil & Lomo, 

2013; IRRI, 2013; Nagel & Staeheli, 2015; Staeheli & Hammett, 2013). Therefore this research 

brings together research on the changing meanings of citizenship in neoliberal times (Isin & 

Turner, 2007; McEwan, 2005; Staeheli, Erkhamp, Leitner, & Nagel, 2012), with research on 

neoliberalization in postconflict reconstruction (Haynes, 2010; Kirsch & Flint, 2011a).  The 

increasingly standardized nature of peace and reconstruction frameworks, and the involvement of 

non-state actors in service provision seems to be shifting the meaning of citizenship. Thus, even 

when resettlement programs such as VRIs appear to be echoing past modernist, statist visions for 

societal transformation, they now operate within a neoliberal logic using a range of governmental 

techniques and aims that are common in rural development programming. By neoliberal, I refer 

to a transnational but contextually heterogeneous shaping of relations at a variety of scales to 

accord with market principles, often implying a reduced role of the state in providing services, in 

favour of private-sector or ‘community-level’ solutions (Larner, 2009). Ultimately, I seek to 

explore the challenges of regained citizenship for people affected by forced displacement in the 

context of a neoliberalizing landscape of ‘post-conflict’ reconstruction. 
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Research Questions and Format of the Thesis 
This thesis aims to respond to three questions:   

1. Why did the Burundian State and its humanitarian partners decide to create 

villages for returnees?  

2. How did their reasons for villagisation shape the physical and socio-spatial 

landscape that VRIs have become? 3 

3. How has the experience of living in VRIs affected residents’ conceptions of 

citizenship and belonging? 

In order to respond to these questions, this thesis follows a manuscript-style format. The two 

manuscripts have been written in a style intended for submission to academic journals. While at 

the time of the submission of this thesis neither manuscript has been sent to a journal, I will 

submit both following the defense, with changes as needed to conform to submission guidelines. 

While a traditional master’s thesis often includes a single literature review section, this document 

divides the literature review between the two manuscripts, each of which is further discussed 

below.  

Although each manuscript also includes a brief description of the primary research 

methods on which it is based, chapter two is an in-depth methods and methodology chapter 

elaborating on the qualitative research approach used in this project. The first two research 

questions are addressed through a critical review of pertinent policy documents and reports, and 

fifteen semi-structured interviews in Bujumbura, Burundi. The second and third questions are 

attended to through materials generated in a six-week period of observation and twenty-five life 

                                                 
3 Where the term ‘landscape’ is used in reference to VRIs in this thesis, it is with a critical understanding of 
‘landscape’ as a term which acknowledges a situated perspective (Women and Geography Study Group, 1997). It is 
a visually focused view, which accords with the aesthetic order characterizing high modernist plans. It also implies a 
step-back, like that of the planner. The landscape is a view from a distance with common-sense framing, in the same 
way that village creation constructs a scale at which problems are to be understood and addressed.  
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history interviews in a single VRI. The chapter provides the rationale for the choice of these 

methods in relation to the research questions and the many entangled ethical challenges of 

research with displaced people where the process of peace making is not complete. The chapter 

concludes with a discussion of the reliability of materials generated in qualitative research, and 

the importance of rapport, relationships, and risk in research.  

Chapter three is the first manuscript, and primarily addresses the first two research 

questions. It examines the rationale for Burundi’s current VRI project, and argues that this 

villagised landscape is created in and through neoliberal governmentality. I use the term 

governmentality to refer to the techniques and practices used to shape the conduct of populations 

(Foucault, 1991; Häkli, 2009). In this chapter I argue that these techniques and practices are not 

simply the preserve of states seeking to create entrepreneurial subjects, able to improve their 

economic well-being through market participation. They are also integral to the ways that 

international institutions influence how states and NGOs imagine and plan contemporary rural 

development programs.  

Village creation programs are not new in East Africa. As early as the 1970s, governments 

created model rural settlements with a view to creating model citizens. Scott famously describes 

these early programs in East Africa as “authoritarian high modernist grand schemes” because of 

the direct role played by the state in engineering both the landscapes and conduct of populations 

within them (Scott, 1998). Such programs have been contrasted with the more subtle governing 

techniques which dominates today’s rural development schemes (Li, 2005). Yet, the similarities 

between previous villagisation programs and contemporary programs are striking. As in the past, 

villagisation today is a bricolage – a spatial practice, which together with attendant 

programmatic interventions, is intended to solve a wide variety of problems. Framed as a 
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pragmatic solution for resettling landless returnees’, it aims also for a transformation from a 

subsistence economy to a market economy, by transforming residents from supposedly aid-

dependent former refugees, to self-sufficient, peaceful citizens, responsible for their own 

wellbeing. 

The persistence of villagisation in neoliberal times highlights the hegemony of modernist 

geographical imaginaries of improvement of populations through the transformation of 

landscapes (the geographical imaginations and practices of “the will to improve” (Li, 2005)). 

Examining emerging villagisation processes in Burundi, I argue that the VRI program 

demonstrates that authoritarian high modernist interventions and the more subtle governing of 

the desires and conduct of populations are not mutually exclusive or fundamentally opposed. In 

the VRI, the two approaches are cobbled together: a high modernist transformation of landscape 

aims to create the space in which the supposedly more subtle shaping of society according to 

market rationales take place. In doing so, it exemplifies what many geographers have identified 

as a contradictory shift in neoliberalism towards a more interventionist shaping of society (Peck 

& Tickell, 2002; Wilson, 2013). Combined with the more subtle techniques of neoliberal 

governmentality, and justified through imperatives of humanitarian resettlement and 

peacebuilding, authoritarian high modernism persists as an effective mode of governing 

landscapes of ‘post-conflict’ reconstruction.  

Chapter four is the second manuscript and addresses the second research question. In this 

manuscript I examine how the neoliberal governmental logic of the VRI program shaped the 

landscape of the villages, and how this in turn affects villagers’ perceptions of citizenship and 

belonging. Chapter four is based on life history research conducted in 2014 with villagised 

returnees’ in one VRI. Accordingly, it draws on former Burundian refugees’ diverse past 
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experiences of displacement and life outside of Burundi, return to Burundi and regained 

citizenship, and resettlement in newly created Rural Integrated Villages. Based on these 

accounts, I argue that because of its neoliberal governmental rationale (outlined in the first 

manuscript,) this villagisation program, meant to be a permanent solution, has created new 

spaces of exclusion for returnees.  

For many refugee agencies and policy makers, the return of refugees to their ‘country of 

origin’ is considered the most desirable durable solution to displacement—one that seems to 

place people in their right places in “the national order of things” (Malkki, 1995a). The “national 

order of things” refers to the common-sense construction of territorially bounded nation-states 

with a natural relation to members of the nation. Formally, repatriation leads to the re-

establishment of legal citizenship, and, ideally, the rights that citizenship entails (Fresia, 2014). 

But, in the Great Lakes Region4 in particular, Daley has argued that “neoliberalising post-

conflict reconstruction” and decontextualized humanitarian interventions contribute to the 

creation of “new categories of people who, despite having acquired or reactivated legal 

citizenship, are exposed to exclusionary practices, precisely because of the nature of their prior 

displacement” (2013b, p. 895). Villagised Burundian returnees are one such category of people, 

who have regained citizenship, but whose ability to exercise rights presumed to be associated 

with re-established citizenship, such as voice and command in processes shaping their new home 

and their belonging to new communities, is limited by their inadequate access to material 

necessities and livelihoods, and the ongoing stigmatization of their status as former refugees.  

                                                 
4 The ‘Great Lakes Region,’ in an African context, refers to those countries surrounding the African great lakes 
(including Lake Victoria, Lake Tanganyika, Lake Kivu etc.), often referring, minimally, to DRC, Rwanda, Burundi, 
and Uganda. The regional “Interntational Conference on the Great Lakes Region” officially also includes Angola, 
Central African Republic, Congo (Brazzaville), Kenya, Republic of South Sudan, Tanzania, and Zambia.   
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Chapter five concludes the thesis, summarizing the research findings, listing limitations, 

and suggesting possible avenues for future research. It includes a short “post-script” on current 

events in Burundi, and how they may impact the interpretation and relevance of the results of 

this research.  

Background 

Villagisation  

 This section provides an overview of existing literature on villagisation programs in three 

East African countries—in Tanzania in the 1970’s; in Rwanda in the 1990’s; and in Burundi 

from the 2000’s—in order to position the VRI program in regional histories of villagisation, and 

to situate my approach to the study of VRIs in relation to existing research on villagisation. 

Students of East African history will quickly be reminded of previous villagisation programs in 

the region, the most well-known being Tanzania’s vijiji ujamaa. This ambitious vision for the 

villagisation of the entire rural Tanzanian population was considered a crucial component of 

Tanzania’s anti-imperialist, socialist, post-independence rural development strategy. James 

Scott’s (1998) analysis of this and other villagisation programs has been very influential in how 

they are understood by many scholars today. The close relationship between the ruling parties in 

Burundi and Tanzania in the 1970’s and 1980’s influenced Burundi’s pursuit of villagisation, 

increasing the relevance of Scott’s analysis to this project. Scott demonstrates how programs like 

villagisation seek to make populations more legible to the state, and thus easier to govern. He 

particularly examines the highly ordered transformations of landscapes – what he calls projects 

of “authoritarian high modernism,” asking why so many such projects intended to improve the 

well-being of populations have failed. For Scott this is because in privileging the logic and 

scientific rationales of expert planners they fail to take into consideration peoples’ everyday 
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practices and knowledge of their environments.  These observations influenced the decision of 

this study to seek to understand both the logic behind this villagisation program and the 

quotidian experiences of villagers.  

Priya Lal’s (2010, 2012) more recent research with Mtwara elders in Tanzania recounts 

mixed responses from villagised Tanzanians about the citizenship and development ideals of 

ujamaa. Their former lives and livelihoods, social backgrounds and levels of wealth and 

education, kin relations, gender, and political alignments, as well as the way in which they 

experienced resettlement to their village, all affected their position, relationships, and livelihood 

possibilities in the new vijiji ujamaa, and were tied to their perceptions of citizenship. This 

suggests that studies of villagisation that wish to be attentive to residents’ perceptions of 

citizenship and belonging in the village setting need to be attentive to residents life histories. It is 

a pertinent lesson in examining villagisation in a context of legally regained citizenship, given 

the diverse life histories of former refugees.  

Although villagisation by state actors seemed to have been largely abandoned in rural 

development strategies by the 1990’s (Wilson, 2013), Rwanda’s imidugudu program is a notable 

exception. Started about a decade before Burundi VRIs, it provides a ready comparison and 

germane supplement to the scarce literature on Burundian villagisation. While there are many 

pertinent differences between the two countries’ political contexts and histories of violence and 

displacement, the histories and contexts of the two countries are also inextricably woven together 

(Reyntjens, 2009). The proximity of this program, and its similar objectives merit mention. It is 

another example of a contemporary villagisation program in a context not only of reconstruction 

after genocidal violence, but also of neoliberalizing market-oriented reconstruction (Huggins, 

2011, 2014). The imidugudu program was created to resettle returnees, and was also incorporated 
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into a national vision for rural re-organisation and development. Catherine Newbury suggests 

that those living in imidugudu face challenges in daily life similar to those in previous 

villagisation schemes in Mozambique, Ethiopia, Tanzania and elsewhere (Newbury, 2011; van 

Leeuwen, 2002). Many living in imidugudu have decreased livelihood security because of the 

distance from their fields, which increases their vulnerability to crop theft, decreases their ability 

to enrich soil regularly, and makes care for crops more difficult. The concentration of the 

population creates challenges for keeping livestock and collecting firewood. These changes 

particularly impact the elderly and “female heads of households, who are already overworked”  

(Newbury, 2011). Allison Desforges also found “perceptions of many residents of these 

settlements that they are poorer now than they were before they moved” (Des Forges, 2006, 

p.363, cited in Newbury, 2011, p. 234). Newbury reports that villagisation as a  resettlement 

solution contributed to the proletarianization of the rural economy, observing that  some farmers 

now worked as day labourers on land they had owned prior to their displacement (Newbury, 

2011). She also found that feelings of ‘home’ and social belonging were hindered as the new 

villages did not include enough room for bananas to be gardened around the house, part of  

“dignity and propriety … essential to social life” in Rwanda (Newbury, 2011, p. 234). Susan 

Thomson’s (2013) research also advances this argument about feeling at home. Villagised 

participants in her research expressed that they do not feel they are truly at home because they 

are not living on their former land. Consequently they do not feel that this program has 

contributed to state goals of post-conflict restitution or reconciliation (Thomson, 2013).  

Several existing academic articles and “grey literature” reports on villagisation in 

Burundi have evaluated the possibility of success of villagisation as a program and a policy 

strategy. For example Fransen and Kuschminder (2014) compared the Rural Integrated Villages 
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program with other villagisation programs in East Africa, focusing on the non-integration of 

“lessons learned” and critiques of other experiences of villagisation. In a short policy and 

practitioner oriented piece, Falisse and Niyonkuru (2013) see the success of the villages as “at 

best partial,” highlighting the lack of reintegration and livelihood opportunities. They tie these 

failures to both the fragility of the state and its failure to gain the confidence required to make the 

program a success, as well as suggesting that development should drive the creation of villages, 

and not vice versa. Kohlhagen (2011) has highlighted the new layers of land conflicts that past 

and current villagisations have added to the already complex palimpsest of existing competing 

land tenure regimes and land claims in Southern Burundi. Peace Villages and VRIs have been 

discussed in a number of reports that focused more broadly on returnee reintegration, and return-

related land conflict in Burundi (Hovil, 2012; ICG, 2014b, 2014c; IRRI & Rema Ministries, 

2009). Zeender and McCallin (2013) suggest that the VRI program may be more readily applied 

to creating durable solutions for IDPs than resettling returnees, and that this could more readily 

be linked to the national villagisation strategy. This thesis builds on this research and, without 

being limited to a programmatic evaluation of VRIs, attempts to further analysis of the program 

through a critical geographical approach that is able to focus on the broader rationales governing 

the program and the experiences of those who live in villagised landscapes. 

Burundian refugees  

This section outlines previous work on displacement from Burundi to Tanzania in order 

to highlight the diversity of refugee experiences and the ways in which refugee management is 

influenced by shifts in the international politico-economic landscape. Although this research took 

place with Burundians living in Burundi, in many ways it builds upon previous research 

undertaken with Burundian refugees in Tanzania, as all the participants in this study had been 
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refugees in Tanzania. While some self-settled migrants in the study were not officially 

recognized as refugees by the Tanzanian government, they consider the circumstances under 

which they left Burundi as those of forced migration. The now-international legal definition of 

refugees emerged in Europe following World War Two, and defined refugees as those fleeing 

their countries of citizenship for reasons of political, ethnic or religious persecution. This 

definition delineates who has the right to the protection of refugee conventions and who does 

not, and is often used to differentiate refugees from those migrating for economic reasons. Rather 

than debating definitions I allow the broad use of the term ‘refugee’ beyond official designations 

intentionally, to blur the line between the compelled border crossings of refugees and economic 

migrants in this context.  

Burundi is often considered a rare example of a country whose colonially drawn 

boundaries do largely encompass a pre-colonially unified people group, sharing a language, 

culture, religion, and structures of rule—in contrast to many other colonially created states in 

Africa. The 1922 definition of colonial borders did inevitably create new differences and 

divisions, particularly in areas adjacent to the border where it divided families living in the 

region (Daley, 1993). While the focus of research has often been on two major post-

independence migrations, both of which are discussed in the context provided in the following 

manuscripts, Patricia Daley (1993) reminds that Burundians had migrated to present-day 

Tanzania in the colonial period to escape Belgian forced labour requirements, and were recruited 

to work in British tea and tobacco plantations. In this way forced migration was bound up with 

livelihood possibilities and labour markets related to the introduction of cash crops in the 

colonial period. Indeed, many who settled outside of camps in 1972 said that they met or joined 

Burundians who were already established there (Interviews, VRI, 2014). Nevertheless, the 
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“dominant character” of this migration had already shifted, with the independence of Burundi 

and Tanzania changing the meaning of the colonial boundaries, as well as the post-World War 

Two international definition of refugees as those fleeing specific types of persecution (Daley, 

1993, p. 30). 

Critiques of the humanitarian regime’s treatment of refugees as a “homogenous mass of 

hapless victims” now seem almost routine (Turner, 2010, p. 127). According to Malkki 

universalized and essentialized notions of ‘refugeeness’ or ‘the refugee experience’ are 

dehistorizing and depoliticizing (Malkki, 1995b). Such conceptions influence the shaping of 

humanitarian interventions, naturalizing and taking “the contemporary order of sovereign nation-

states as given” (Malkki, 1995b, p. 502). In focusing on the experiences of former refugees, the 

existing research on Burundian refugees in Tanzania provides relevant context. 

While there were also notable refugee movements in 1965, 1988, and 1991, as well as 

smaller migrations due to more localised conflict in other years, at the time of the research for 

this thesis the largest movements of refugees from Burundi had taken place in 1972, and in 1993 

and over the following decade. Several ethnographic studies have illustrated the diversity of 

refugee experiences in Tanzania over several decades. Perhaps best known is the work of Lissa 

Malkki. She acknowledged that many people of Burundian origin who settled in Kigoma5 after 

1972 attempted to identify as those who had been established in the town prior to 1972 (Malkki, 

1995a). Malkki’s influential study found that ‘camp refugees’ maintained a homeland 

orientation, frequently recounting mythico-histories that constructed territorializing claims of 

Hutu6 autochthony in the Burundian state. However, refugees living in Kigoma did not express a 

                                                 
5 Kigoma is a city in north-western Tanzania, on the Eastern shores of Lake Tanganyika. It is the closest urban 
centre to Burundi’s southern border.  
6 Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa are officially recognized as Burundi’s three ethnic groups, however the definition of these 
groups, their origins and relative proportions are very contentious and contested. The colonial state played a 
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similar homeland orientation. Rather, many tried to shed aspects of their identity that might have 

identified them as Burundian to authorities and result in their transportation to a refugee camp. 

Patricia Daley’s research in Katumba camp also took place in the 1980’s. She 

acknowledges the familiarity of the mythico-histories to those who have spent time in 

settlements, but references Prunier to emphasize the much broader appeal of such mythico-

histories among Hutus across the region (Daley, 1996, p. 431). While the contrast between town 

and camp is compelling, Daley draws attention to the reality of ties between camp and town 

refugees, and the movements between the two groups (Daley, 1996). Indeed, many participants 

told of siblings or children who left settlements to seek work elsewhere (Interviews, VRI, 2014). 

Daley’s research contextualized asylum politics in relation to developmental goals of the 

Tanzanian state, and broader political and economic contexts. It drew connections to the ways in 

which political and economic policy changes affected the quotidian challenges of social 

reproduction for Burundians living in settlements and the Tanzanian peasantry more generally. It 

is further attentive to intersectionality of gender, class, and race asymmetries in understanding 

refugee experiences and the ability of refugee households to re-establish themselves in 

settlements (Daley, 1991, 1993, 2007b).  

Marc Sommers (2001) research also focuses on the experiences of ‘1972 refugees.’ Fear 

in Bongoland7 is based on research in Dar es Salaam in the early 1990’s focuses on the 

experiences of urban refugees. He interviewed legally registered Burundians residing in the city, 

and conducted ethnographic research with three young tailors who had illegally migrated from 

                                                 
significant role in creating more rigid definitions, ethnically differentiating opportunities, and “raising ethnic 
consciousness (Mamdani 2002; Daley 2008).” (Daley, 2013a, p. 109). Political violence in Burundi has often been 
perpetrated on ethnic lines, including forced displacement. This paper does not require a definition of ethnicity in 
Burundi, but does acknowledge the importance of ethnic identities to many Burundians experiences of violence and 
displacement.  
7 Urban Swahili slang meaning ‘brain-land,’ and referring to the intelligence or street-smarts needed to survive in 
Dar es Salaam-Tanzania’s largest city”  



15 
 

the refugee camps. It is the only one of these four major ethnographic studies to focus entirely on 

research outside of camps, although prior experiences of camps, ongoing ties to family members 

and friends in camps, and the spectre of return to the camps, shaped the experiences of these 

refugees as well. The tailors rely heavily on their social networks to gain livelihoods, and on 

their ability to ‘pass’ as Tanzanian. Although they seemed to have gained mobility by leaving the 

camps, their movement remained truncated by their need to avoid checks and controls of 

Tanzanian authorities, and their limited livelihoods. Having grown up outside of Burundi they 

are nonetheless attentive to various ethnic and regional identities, and their mythico-histories 

emphasize the innocence of the groups with which they identify (Sommers, 2001).  

A decade after Malkki and Daley’s research in the settlements, Simon Turner’s  (2004, 

2005, 2008, 2010) research took place in Lukole, a camp established after 1993, at a period when 

violent conflict was ongoing in Burundi. The camp nevertheless included many Burundians who 

had been ‘old caseload’ refugees in Rwanda, prior to their further displacement due to civil war 

in Rwanda and the 1994 genocide. The very different conditions between this new camp, and the 

settlements described by Malkki and Daley are a result of changing domestic and international 

asylum policy, related to global (neo)liberalization and regional politics. Through his 

ethnographic research, Turner is attentive to shifts in refugees’ mythico-histories. He relates the 

ways in which such narratives were mobilized in and reflective of social change and political 

struggles within and beyond the camp (2010). Turner proposes that Hutu involvement in killing 

Tutsi civilians in 1993 and in the genocide in Rwanda in 1994 had complicated the political 

field, so that the discourse of innocent Hutu victims had been replaced with a perception that 

they were “potential perpetrators of genocide” (Turner, 2010, p. 5). The mythico-histories in 

Lukole responded to this, creating “world-view[s] that gave meaning and freed them from 



16 
 

collective guilt” (Turner, 2010, p. 5). Like Malkki, Turner traces the biopolitics of the camp 

space. He notes the way in which humanitarian organisations employed the idea of 

“empowerment” in order to exercise governmentality, attempting “an apolitical and ahistorical 

process of forming ‘the community’ and forcing party politics to the margins of the camp” 

(Turner, 2010, p. 160). Yet, in spite of ‘empowerment’ ideals, the many limitations on the lives 

of those in the camp were often enforced through discipline including military and police 

violence.  While political parties were officially banned, and although the camp remained 

territorially outside of the nation-state, it was nevertheless a hyper-politicized space in practice. 

Politics in the camp were tied to and part of the shifting and contested terrain of Burundian 

politics and conflict, even while a space apart. 

Return and Citizenship  

 This section challenges expectations of repatriation as the preferred solution to 

displacement by troubling essentialized understandings of the relationship between citizenship, 

identity and the territorially bounded nation-state. As refugees are increasingly spending 

protracted periods in exile, and children are born to refugees and grow up outside country to 

which they will be repatriated, ‘returnee’ is a misnomer. It accentuates and essentializes ideas of 

nation-state membership rooted in blood-based belonging and citizenship. ‘Returnee’ is now 

more commonly used in official UNHCR English language documents than ‘repatriate,’ and, for 

consistency, is the term I will use in spite of its imprecision and connotations. ‘Rapatrié’ remains 

current in French (c.f. UNHCR, 2015b; UNHCR, 2015c). Although the terminology has shifted, 

for those born outside of Burundi, the etymology of the term ‘repatriate’ seems more apt, 

because it more explicitly reveals the essentialization of a hereditary relationship between nation, 

place, and identity. The Latin ‘patria’ refers to the land of one’s father, or pater ("Patrie," 2011; 
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""repatriate, v.".", 2015). It thus reflects the colonial patriarchal origins of modern citizenship in 

the region.8 The terms ‘country of origin’ and ‘place of origin' similarly territorialize national 

identities bound to blood-based ideas of belonging.  

 The meaning of ‘home’ often transforms through time spent in exile, and research that 

suggests that diasporic communities may have many places of home-orientation. Nevertheless, 

there is a hegemonic assumption by policy makers that all genuine refugees should want to 

return as soon as they are able (Chimni, 2004; Daley, 2007b). Chimni (2004) notes a global shift 

from ideals of durable resettlement or voluntary repatriation to forced repatriation related to 

changing global geopolitics at the end of the Cold War. This resulted in UNHCR declaring the 

1990’s ‘the decade of repatriation.’  In 1996 UNHCR legitimated the possible promotion of 

involuntary return. This shift was already as descriptive as it was prescriptive, as the 1997 State 

of the World’s Refugees report stated “it is quite clear that a large proportion of the world’s 

recent returnees have repatriated under some form of duress” (UNHCR, 1997 cited in Chimni, 

2004, p. 3). Indeed, from December 1996-January 1997 all officially registered Rwandan 

refugees residing in Tanzania (some of whom were in the same camps as Burundian refugees) 

were forcibly repatriated to Rwanda (Turner, 2010).  

 Repatriation legally restores the citizenship rights of former refugees. Common basic 

definitions of citizenship refer to legal membership in a state, including the protection of that 

state, and concurrent rights, responsibilities and entitlements of membership. The lack of this 

protection, and unequal access to citizenship rights along politicized ethnic lines has often been 

highlighted as underlying much of the forced migration in the Great Lakes Region of Africa 

                                                 
8Anecdotally, it is easier for women who marry men from other countries to receive the same citizenship as their 
husbands than for their husbands to receive the citizenship of their wives. This may be reflected in the experience of 
a participant who was deported in spite of his marriage to a Tanzanian woman, though others recounted stories they 
had heard of Burundian women being deported in spite of their Tanzanian husbands.   
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(Burundi, Rwanda, DRC, and Uganda) (Geschiere & Jackson, 2006; Jefremovas, 2000; 

Lemarchand, 1996, 2006, 2011; Mamdani, 2001, 2002; Milner, 2009). Justice related to 

experiences of violence and forced displacement, and the restitution of property are often 

considered important entitlements of regained citizenship of former refugees, and integral to re-

establishing both livelihoods and communities of belonging (IRRI & Rema Ministries, 2009).  

 Many geographers have highlighted changing conceptions of citizenship over the past 

three decades, as processes of neoliberalization have shaped the ways in which states govern the 

conduct of citizens, towards a greater emphasis on responsibilization of citizens for their own 

wellbeing, as opposed to citizen entitlements (Isin & Turner, 2007; McEwan, 2005; Staeheli et 

al., 2012). Scholars argue that a neoliberal definition narrowly focused on basic legal rights such 

as democratic participation, and rights to property and participation in markets, has come to 

define citizenship rather than citizen entitlement to access basic infrastructure and services 

(Daley, 2013b). The role international non-governmental organisations (INGOs) increasingly 

play in providing services to populations that have been forcibly displaced has also shifted the 

conception of state responsibilities and citizenship, particularly in periods of reconstruction and 

peacebuilding. Unlike the limited legal citizenship often defined by states and international 

organisations, feminist approaches to citizenship have highlighted the ways in which acts of 

citizenship and ties of belonging are experienced and shaped through everyday activities, often 

outside of formal state and market mechanisms. Accordingly, this research is attentive to 

villagers own understandings and acts of citizenship.  

Research Contributions to the Literature 
This qualitative study of an integrated program for refugee return contributes to understandings 

of returnee resettlement from both the perspectives of policy makers and those of a villagised 
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returnees. It furthers existing literature on Burundian refugees in Tanzania, by continuing to 

follow their diverse migration trajectories, while attentive to the ways their prior experiences 

shape their current situation. While researchers have challenged the humanitarian biopolitics of 

refugee management, this research examines how states and humanitarian organisations manage 

the resettlement of former refugees. In doing so it contributes to literature on citizenship by 

looking specifically at challenges for re-established citizenship in places of post-conflict 

reconstruction in neoliberal times.  
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Chapter 2: Methods 
This research relies on three primary methods: 1) a critical review of policy documents 

and grey literature; 2) semi-structured interviews; 3) life-history interviews. The first two 

methods address the why the Burundian state and its humanitarian partners decided to create 

villages for returnees and how this rationale shaped the physical and socio-spatial landscape 

that VRIs have become. The third method, life-history interviews, aims to increase 

understanding of how the experience of living in the socio-spatially ordered VRIs affected 

residents’ conceptions of citizenship and belonging. This chapter begins with an explanation of 

how I undertook data collection using each of the three methods, including how I chose research 

sites and recruited research participants. I then discuss ethical issues and risks in this research, 

primarily focusing on life history interviews, and how the chosen methods help to mitigate 

certain contextual risks. Finally, I reflect on the reliability and validity of the qualitative data 

collected, in relation to my research aims.  

Critical Policy Analysis 

The logic of policy makers and programme planners in creating VRIs is perhaps most 

readily accessible in the policy documents, press releases, and reports they publish. While the 

government is the most obvious producer of policy documents, the VRI programme includes a 

number of UN and non-governmental partners, and takes place in a context in which many 

international organisations also have a strong influence on Burundi’s domestic policies. Such 

organisations are prolific producers of plans, reports, and press releases. Therefore this policy 

analysis includes documentation from a wide variety of sources, many of which are jointly 

produced with input from multiple stakeholders. Such documents include justifications for 
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proposed programmes, and critically reading them can give insight into the ideologies behind the 

stated rationales.  

While many of the sources used in this research are directly related to villagisation, I also 

draw upon policy documents and reports that explore issues around repatriation, reintegration, 

and resettlement, land restitution and conflicts, post-conflict reconstruction, and development in 

Burundi more generally. These issues inform the context in which villagisation has been 

proposed and implemented. The analysed grey literature includes press releases on government 

websites, or government events covered in online Burundian media (radio and newspaper 

websites, as well as online news outlets); project reports by those involved in implementing the 

integrated villagisation project; an early strategy document from the Ad Hoc Commission on 

Repatriation and Reintegration (2008); Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (2006); Burundi’s 

Vision 2025 (Ministry of Planning and Communal Development/Forecasting Unit & UNDP, 

2011); the Arusha Accords for Peace and Reconciliation in Burundi ("Accord d'Arusha pour la 

Paix et la Réconciliation au Burundi," 2000); and a civil society produced report on villagisation 

which was presented to the National Assembly (2011) (see Appendix 2). The majority of the 

documents consulted are publically available online. A few documents were given to me by 

participants in semi-structured interviews, and by my host supervisor at the Université du 

Burundi. I also accessed historical documents on the political reasons for and implementation of 

previous villagisation schemes in Burundi through the national archives.    

Many more documents have been created than those that are used in this analysis. 

Notably, I do not have individual agencies’ planning documents for any aspects of the VRI 

programme. While such documents would provide a more complete understanding of the internal 

logic and technical implementation of these village programme, the policy and programmatic 
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documents I was able to access provide a broad picture adequately responding to my research 

concern with why villagisation was considered for resettlement.  

Semi-structured Interviews 

To supplement and triangulate the information I collected through policy documents on 

the creation of the villages, I conducted semi-structured interviews with officials and employees 

of government ministries and programmes involved in villagisation in Burundi. While I 

originally planned to conduct eight interviews, I was able to digitally record thirteen semi-

structured interviews with fifteen officials, members and employees of pertinent organisations. I 

took notes from two additional interviews that were not recorded. I spoke informally about my 

research with several others in these and related organisations, taking notes on what was said.   

Three interviews included staff of the Ministère de Solidarité des Droits Humains et du 

Genre (Ministry of Solidarity, Human Rights and Gender), as well as said Ministry’s 

Programme d’appui à la Réinsertion des Sinistrés, PARESI (the Programme to support the 

resettlement of sinistrés).9 Six interviews took place with current and former staff of UN 

agencies that had been or are currently involved in the VRI project and/or the Peace Villages, 

including UNDP, UNICEF, UNHCR, UNESCO and FAO. Two interviews took place with staff 

of Burundian organisations that have been involved in the development of service provision in 

these villages or to returnees more generally. The represented organisations were HROC, a small 

Quaker-affiliated organisation trauma and community development organisation, and Rema 

Ministries, an organisation founded by Burundian refugees that has done extensive work and 

                                                 
9 The term sinistré was used in the Accords d’Arusha, and was retained in the English translation. It is defined as: 
“all displaced, regrouped and dispersed persons and returnees” (Protocole IV, Article premier, "Accord d'Arusha 
pour la Paix et la Réconciliation au Burundi," 2000, p. 85) 
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research on resettlement of returnees. Three interviews were with political actors who were 

involved in the Arusha negotiations or previous villagisation schemes in Burundi.  

Recruitment primarily took place through snowballing, beginning with my own pre-

existing contacts with staff of Burundian and International NGOs.10 Many participants were able 

to identify pertinent actors at other organisations and to give the necessary contact information 

and introductions. In two cases, organisations were contacted directly through publically 

available information, and I was put in touch with pertinent staff either through their directors or 

public information and communications staff.  

All semi-structured interviews took place in Bujumbura, Burundi. Nearly all international 

organisations, government ministries and departments, UN organisations, and nationally present 

local organisations in Burundi have their headquarters in the capital city. Most interviews took 

place at the offices of participants, but a handful were conducted in restaurants. Due to 

participants’ time constraints, three interviews were less than thirty minutes, with the shortest 

being just eleven minutes. The other interviews were recorded between forty-five minutes and 

one hour twenty minutes. I conducted all interviews in French, except for one which was almost 

entirely in English at the request of a participant. Semi-structured interviews relied upon a 

standard interview guide, but focused most specifically on the areas in which the participant had 

particular expertise, and included many unscripted follow-up questions and prompts (Hay, 2005).  

 Standard procedures of informed consent, including consent forms, were used for each 

recorded interview. I also took notes on recruitment procedures, consent processes, and 

interactions and conversations with participants before and after formal recorded interviews.  

                                                 
10 Prior to beginning this MA I worked in Burundi for four years with community development and peacebuilding 
organisations. While the organisations I worked with did not work in VRIs, I did have personal and professional 
contacts with employees and members of national and international NGOs who did have programming or activities 
in VRIs.    
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If time and resources had permitted, this data could be enhanced through additional 

interviews. Indeed, I had contact information for many informants that others had assured me 

would provide further pertinent information and perspectives, but was unable to follow-up 

during my time in Burundi. In particular, future research could include those involved in early 

stages of the Ad-Hoc Commission, officials and staff at the Ministry of Planning, as well as 

additional parties present at the Arusha Accords. It may have enriched the data to meet again 

with some of the research participants for a second round of interviews following my research in 

the VRI, building rapport and allowing for triangulation of data. This was not possible given the 

time constraints of this project, however the majority of these participants asked for a summary 

of my findings which will allow them an additional opportunity to respond to my research 

findings even if those responses cannot be included in this project. 

Life History Interviews 

To generate data relating to how living in a state-created, socio-spatially ordered village 

affects village residents’ conceptions of belonging in their country of citizenship after years as 

refugees, I used a life history approach.  While “life history approach” can have many meanings 

I am not interested in offering a universal definition of the term. For the purposes of clarity in 

this chapter, I suggest understanding “life history” as a series of in-depth, minimally structured 

interviews with each participant, discussing the participants’ experiences in different places they 

have lived, including their present villagized setting. Such an approach seeks quality of 

understanding of each participants` experience of life in VRI`s–perspectives that are not found in 

policy documents, grey literature or the few existing journal articles that address VRI`s. This is 

similar in many ways to what other researchers term “life-course” methods, in-depth-

interviewing, narrative research, testimonies, or simply storytelling (Cameron, 2012; Fincher, 
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2009; Giele & Elder, 1998; Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 2012; Power, 2004). Rather than parsing 

out all of the similarities and differences between these methods, I propose that discussion of 

these methods need not be artificially distilled into separate subjects, as they highlight many 

similar ethical, relational, emotional and methodological concerns.   

Ultimately, I’ve chosen to label this approach “life history” in order to contribute to 

specific contextual debates on methods and ethics in the Great Lakes Region of Africa. 

Specifically, this responds to the work of ethnographer Susan Thomson in Rwanda (Thomson, 

2010, 2011, 2013; Thomson, Ansoms, & Murison, 2013). Thomson has written extensively 

about her use of a life history approach in research with Rwandans in a post-genocide context, 

addressing the physical, political, and emotional risks that she and her research participants face 

(Jefremovas, 2013; Thomson, 2010, 2011). While the political context of Burundi is different 

from that of Rwanda, there are many cultural similarities between Burundi and Rwanda. The two 

contexts also raise similar concerns related to working cross-culturally with conflict-affected 

populations (Jefremovas, 2013; Thomson, 2013).  

The choice of the VRI for this project was influenced by a number of factors. I relied 

heavily on advice from former colleagues and friends in Burundi, many of whom work in local 

NGOs and CBOs present in regions with VRIs. They were able to provide connections and 

introductions to local officials. They also informally shared information on existing related 

projects and contextual information on the region in which the VRI I chose is located. The 

chosen VRI is in a region well known to Trauma Healing And Reconciliation Services 

(THARS), the organisation that acted as a counselling referral agency for this project. I had 

previously been to the chosen commune, and had experience working in the province when 

employed in a local peacebuilding organisation prior to beginning graduate studies. The VRI is 



26 
 

in a region also well known by Janette,11 the person who worked as my research assistant. It is in 

relatively close proximity to another VRI, allowing for flexibility if problems were to arise with 

recruitment, as well as informal comparison and triangulation. We were aware that there would 

be simple but secure accommodation within a walking distance of the village that would allow 

for safe storage of recorded interviews and field notes in compliance with ethics protocols. Such 

accommodation was not readily available near all VRIs. Solar phone recharging would be 

possible in compliance with off-campus activity safety protocols. Computers and recording 

equipment could be recharged at a site within an hour’s drive if needed, allowing us to spend 

several weeks at a time visiting the VRI.  

Some participants interviewed in semi-structured interviews in Bujumbura suggested that 

the VRIs in this region had been least successful. It is located in a region that is often classified 

as having acute food security crises, and its lack of “success” may be tied to the difficult 

conditions in that region more generally (Interviews, Bujumbura, 2014). However as the aim of 

this study is not to generalize, but to increase in-depth qualitative understanding of returnee 

experiences, the relative ‘success’ of the VRI compared with those in other regions was not 

heavily weighted in site selection. 

Recruitment methods were discussed in initial meetings with village leaders and their 

advisors, in order to find a method that they thought would work well and that would not cause 

conflict or perceptions of injustice in selection. Within the chosen village I aimed for a maximum 

variation of a number of demographic factors such as age, gender, and how long they had been in 

the village. One of the advisors asked whether we would also consider ethnicity in our selection, 

adding that the village contains Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa, Burundi’s three ethnic groups (Field 

                                                 
11 A pseudonym 
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Notes, VRI, 2014). As outlined in my GREB proposal, I confirmed that I would not be asking 

residents to identify their ethnicity, and was more concerned with variation of gender, age, and 

period of residence in the village. In discussing their life-histories, some residents noted their 

ethnic identity. While not all refugees were of the same ethnic group, the vast majority of 

refugees from the 1972 and post-1993 cohorts identified as Hutu, while IDPs are often 

considered to be predominantly Tutsi. The refugee experiences of our participants suggest that 

our sample may have been mono-ethnic, though we did meet village residents of other ethnicities 

outside of formal interviews.  

Very early on it was quite clear than many people wanted to participate, even as we 

explained that there would be no advantages to participation, and that we did not work with 

NGO’s. Village leaders and their advisors agreed that speaking with a wide variety of residents 

was a good idea, and questioned me about how I would decide how much variation I would 

need: would an elderly man (umutama) be considered to speak for all elderly residents, or would 

we want to interview an elderly woman (umutamakazi) as well? They also warned that some 

people may be envious of those who were chosen to participate, and encouraged me to interview 

as many people as possible. While some advisors felt the leaders should make the lists, as they 

do for aid distributions, others suggested that it would be better if we met people around the 

village and explained the project ourselves, so that no one would accuse the leaders of ‘wanting 

to eat alone’ (to retain all the benefits for themselves and their companions) or of having been 

corrupted in the recruitment process. At the same time, they suggested that I interview the 

elected village leaders, as they were not only aware of much of what was going on in the village 

but also because they regularly participated in meetings with other levels of government and 
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donor organisations (Field Notes, VRI, 2014). Therefore each of the elected village leaders was 

included in the sample. 

Ultimately, most recruitment took place as Janette and I wandered around the village to 

begin to orient ourselves. In the small community it was clear that both Janette and I were 

visitors, though sometimes residents would recognize Janette if they had been in the same camp 

in Tanzania, or were also from the region where she was born. As we walked through the village, 

residents would wave to us and call greetings. We would greet them in return, and stop to 

introduce ourselves if appropriate. Most of our recruitment took place when we stopped to speak 

with groups gathered to wait to draw water at one of the working public taps. We would explain 

who we were, and what we were doing in the village. Emphasizing that we did not work with 

NGOs, and that there were no advantages to participation, we would explain we were looking for 

people interested to talk with us about their life stories and what it is like to live in the VRI now. 

Once our first interviews had taken place, some people approached us directly and asked if they 

could participate as well.  

  I initially planned to conduct five life history interviews with residents of one VRI, but 

was ultimately able to include twelve participants and record twenty-five interviews. Two 

participants preferred to be interviewed together, at their request, so that there are eleven ‘sets’ of 

participants. One participant was interviewed on only one occasion, while all others were 

interviewed two or three times, though in most cases we also met to chat without digitally 

recording our conversations on several other occasions. Only one recorded interview was less 

than 40 minutes. Most recorded interviews were between fifty minutes and one hour and thirty 

minutes, with a handful lasting almost two hours. Including the three elected village 

representatives, we included seven men and five women in the sample. Seven participants had 
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left Burundi in 1972, four had left in the 1990’s, and one man had been part of both migrations.12 

Village leaders continued to encourage us to accept more participants, as their constituents 

continued to ask them whether they could participate as well. In a conversation with two leaders 

one woman emphasized the diverse experiences of villagers, and their differing opinions on life 

in the village as a reason to talk with more villagers.  Nevertheless, as Burundian schools would 

also be restarting in September, most were sympathetic to my timeline, understanding that I 

would need to get back to school.13  

Each life-history began by asking participants to share the story of their life, beginning by 

telling us about the place where they grew up, similar to the technique used by Thomson (2013) 

in field research in Rwanda. They were then asked about their experiences of subsequent places 

they lived, and the VRI in which they currently live. In between interviews, whenever possible, I 

would re-listen to the previous interview, and note some possible follow-up questions. 

Subsequent interviews began by recalling what was discussed in the previous session, allowing 

participants to clarify, change, correct, or expand upon what had been discussed, before 

continuing into new material. Subsequent interviews also allowed for discussion of current and 

recent events in the VRI, as well as verifying or gaining different perspectives on information 

and events discussed by other participants. In doing so, anonymity was maintained by 

mentioning only events or information that could not be traced to a single person. For example, 

several participants mentioned sorcery attacks on villagers by residents of the surrounding hills 

when they had initially arrived in the village. We were able to mention to other participants that 

                                                 
12 The diversity of participant migration trajectories and experiences is discussed in further detail in the second 
manuscript. 
13 Indeed, while I would have liked to do further interviews with many of the participants we did have, our time in 
the VRI was too short to allow that, and any more data would have exacerbated the problem of needing to analyze it 
all within an MA timeframe. 
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we had heard stories about sorcery attacks against the village, and then to ask whether they had 

heard of or witnessed anything like that, and what they thought of such stories. We did not 

mention who had initially told us, as such stories were common, but by asking several more 

people we were able to hear different interpretations, affirmations, and negations of the initial 

stories we had been told, which would not have been possible without subsequent interviews.  

Usually taking place in the small backyard of the home of the participant, visits began 

with conversation well before the recorder was turned on. I recorded the content of such 

conversations in field notes each evening, insofar as I could remember what had been said. I also 

noted other interactions and observations of life in the VRI. Janette and I met with many of the 

participants on other occasions outside of scheduled interviews. We stopped by their homes to 

chat as we passed through the village, saw them at the market or the tea-stall in the village, or 

met early in the morning to accompany them to their fields, which were often several kilometres 

from the village. I took notes following each of these meetings as they were not recorded, 

however I consider these events as essential to research process, and learned a great deal about 

daily life in the VRI and the lives of participants and their families. 

Most interview participants primarily spoke Kirundi, and interviews were therefore 

conducted with Kirundi-French translation through Janette. Several participants mixed Kirundi 

with Kiswahili (the national language of Tanzania) and Kiha (a Tanzanian language, similar to 

Kirundi and spoken in a region bordering Burundi). Janette is fluent in all of these languages, 

and while my Swahili and Kiha are both very poor, I am able to distinguish them from Kirundi. I 

conducted interviews with two participants almost entirely in French. I listened closely to verify 

translation throughout the Kirundi interviews, only occasionally correcting Janette’s translation. 

During the transcription process, to verify the quality of translation I worked with a trained and 
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experienced interpreter to create a second translation of one of the interviews. We corroborated 

that the content as translated by Janette was essentially the same as what he had interpreted, 

although the syntax and choice of vocabulary varied. While it may have improved the quality of 

the transcribed translation to work with such a translator on all the interpretations, it was far 

beyond the financial and time constraints of this project. 

Ethics, Risks, Power, and Methods 

The Queen’s General Research Ethics Board (GREB) identifies a list of possible risks 

that researchers can select from a list when submitting a project for review. This project included 

the following risks according to the GREB categories: “Questions about sensitive or 

personal issues” and “Psychological or emotional risk;” “Economic risk” “Social risk” and 

“Dangerous location such as war-torn countries”; “Risks to participants due to power imbalance” 

and “Language and cultural sensitivities.” Grouping categories together, these risks will be used 

to structure this section. At the same time, it is not truly possible to dissociate any risk from 

others in discrete categories. Social risks, economic risks, psychological and emotional risks, 

cultural sensitivities and power imbalances cannot be isolated from others within ethics 

considerations, as they are bound up with one another through colonial and neocolonial histories, 

and all affect the ability of participants to understand and exercise voluntary consent throughout 

the life-history process (Government of Canada, 2010; University Research Services, 2014). 

While not all of the risks discussed in my ethics proposal or encountered in my research are 

discussed, this chapter identifies and discusses some of the risks whose prominence was specific 

to the context of this project and relevant to my choice of methods. 

Universal categories do not easily capture all possible risks in social science research, nor 

do they capture the temporality of the practice ethics over time as research progresses, placing 



32 
 

the onus on the researcher to understand, describe, negotiate and mitigate the specific research 

risks of the context in which they are working (Cerwonka & Malkki, 2008). This is a challenge 

for researchers working in contexts that differ greatly both from the setting of their day-to-day 

lives and from assumptions about context contained in review board concerns (Jefremovas, 

2013).  The presumed universal categories of risk proposed by GREB do not easily capture all 

risks that may be of concern to participants. For example while the terms “sensitive issues” or 

“psychological risk” could describe the initial reluctance of shamans and priests in Nepal to 

discuss their chants with the Anthropologist Ann Armbrecht as she began her research, the 

shamans themselves understood the risk in metaphysical or spiritual terms (2009). In addition to 

not capturing the subtle ontologies of risk in a variety of contexts, such frameworks risk 

fetishisizing present uneven geographies of development, power, and knowledge production, by 

presenting their attendant inequalities solely as risks to be managed in research projects. 

Nevertheless, while conventional institutionalized management of risk may only awkwardly fit 

with realities experienced by researchers, and inadequately address global injustices in 

knowledge production and power, the guiding principles which aim to reduce harm do so in 

response to actual risks that participants may be faced within research. These risks are 

particularly poignant with populations that have experienced conflict and displacement, and 

those living in extreme poverty. 

Another challenge is that the categories seem to suggest that risks are static. Yet accounts 

by many qualitative researchers demonstrate that this is not the case. For example, while priests 

and shamans did not initially think that sharing their sacred chants with Armbrecht was worth the 

risk, as she spent more time in their village, including participating in pilgrimages, they began to 

share more with her, underlining how risk is bound up with relationships and belonging, and how 
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ethics, in this way, are fluid and relationally contingent (Armbrecht, 2009). This relationality and 

fluidity invites reflection on how a conscientious choice of research methods may alleviate 

certain types of risks. Accordingly, I argue that a life history method is appropriate in the context 

of this project, allowing for the mitigation and relational negotiation of many of the outlined 

risks.  

Economic and Social Risks 

Consistently ranked one of the poorest countries in the world, Burundi has rates of 

poverty and malnutrition over 70% (Poirier, 2014; von Grebmer et al., 2013), and even more 

striking concentrations of food insecurity in VRIs (FAO, 2011). While no longer refugees, many 

households rely on occasional cash-for-work projects, food distributions, and other government 

and humanitarian organization interventions for survival. This aid can be unpredictable and is 

inadequate for meeting basic needs.14  

Economically vulnerable residents may be unable to participate in research if 

compensation is not offered as they could otherwise spend the time in livelihood activities. 

Conversely they may feel coerced to participate if compensation is provided that could help them 

to meet their basic needs. As this research coincided with the dry season, residents had less 

agricultural labour than other times of the year, so there was less chance of drawing participants 

away from livelihood activities. Nevertheless remuneration was provided ‘in-kind’ at rates 

similar to that of the day-labour wage rate in the locale.15 This was meant to minimize the 

possible coercive nature of providing remuneration for research participation in an impoverished 

context, while also valuing the time contribution of participants. Many trusted friends and 

colleagues in the region suggested it best to give compensation as a “gift” before leaving the VRI 

                                                 
14 See Chapter 4/Manuscript 2 for further discussion of livelihood challenges in the VRI 
15 The in-kind compensation included salt, oil and soap—items often requested by VRI residents. 
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at the end of the study, rather than announcing it at the beginning of the study, as this would be 

both culturally appropriate for the end of a visit, and reduce possible jealousy of those who 

participated by those I was unable to include in this research. 

 “Psychological and Emotional Risks” and “Questions about Sensitive or Personal Issues” 

In refugee contexts, and by extension, when working with returnees, a United Nations 

High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) working paper states that it is “very likely” that 

research participants “will have experienced trauma,” and further “that this trauma will form the 

core of their story” in life history research (Powles, 2004, p. 15).  While acknowledging the 

traumatic events many refugees have experienced, Malkki cautions generalizing or conflating 

trauma or mental illness with “refugeeness:” 

We cannot assume psychological disorder or mental illness a priori, as an axiom, nor can 
we claim to know, from the mere fact of refugeeness, the actual sources of a person's 
suffering. […] Clearly, many people who have become (or have been) refugees suffer 
profoundly from having been tortured, raped, terrorized, spied upon, militarily attacked, 
separated from friends and families, and often, from having been left alive to witness 
death (29). If these experiences did not have spiritual or psychological effects on people, 
that would be something to be explained. Thus, although many refugees have survived 
violence and loss that are literally beyond the imagination of most people, we mustn't 
assume that refugee status in and of itself constitutes a recognizable, generalizable 
psychological condition. (1995b, p. 510) 

It follows that as former refugees, returnees carry with them many such experiences, but like 

refugee status the fact of being returnees does not constitute “a recognizable, generalizable 

psychological condition.” The majority of VRI residents are returnees who spent many years, 

and in some cases up to four decades as refugees in countries neighbouring Burundi. The 

circumstances of their departure from Burundi were due to genocide, civil war, violence, and 

political conflict in Burundi. Many had to flee subsequent conflicts in their initial countries of 

refuge. Part or all of their period as refugees may have been spent in official UNHCR refugee 

camps, or trying to avoid detection by immigration police and soldiers while seeking livelihoods 
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outside of refugee camps in their countries of refuge. Some were born outside of Burundi, or 

spent the majority of their lives outside of Burundi prior to repatriation. A couple participants 

shared that they had participated in excursions into Burundi during the civil war with rebel 

groups. Few participants had returned to Burundi voluntarily, and even those who did faced 

further land conflict, extended periods in transit centres, and further marginalization upon return. 

These diverse events shaped their lives and are part of the reason they now find themselves in the 

VRI. 

While some accounts treat trauma in a very individual manner, highlighting the inability 

of individuals to integrate difficult experiences with their every-day lives following terrifying 

experiences such as violence and displacement, Robben extends this to a broader conception in 

societies that have experienced genocide and mass atrocities, connecting “shared social trauma” 

with individual “overwhelming psychological strain” (Robben, 2009, p. 319). Trauma is shaped 

not only by events that occurred, but also the way such events were and are experienced (Powles, 

2004). Like understandings of risk, trauma is often culturally specific, and shaped by social 

norms and political narratives (O'Neill & Hinton, 2009; Powles, 2004). Discussing traumatic 

events may be harmful to the emotional wellbeing of participants, or cause undue discomfort, 

particularly as trauma is often experienced as ‘in the present’ and not merely recalled as 

memories of past emotions and experiences.  

Working with conflict-affected populations and cross-culturally, life-history interviews 

are conducted with open-ended, general questions. While researchers can never be entirely sure 

of the types of questions that might recall traumatic events for participants, in a life history 

approach researchers are able to spend more time assuring that consent is truly informed and is 
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on ongoing process. Subsequent meetings allow for previous interviews to be revisited and 

clarified, and continued consent to be confirmed.  

Therefore, although I avoided asking direct questions about traumatic events, the life-

history structure of these interviews meant that many participants discussed their experiences of 

conflict, displacement and poverty. Participants themselves guided the conversation, choosing 

which events from their life histories to elaborate, and no participants appeared distraught during 

interviews. Nevertheless, working with THARS, a respected Burundian peacebuilding and 

trauma healing organisation, and ensuring that the services of this organisation were readily 

accessible and confidentially available to research participants was a core component of my 

research design and GREB proposal. In order to ensure that participants would be able to contact 

the service if needed, they were provided with airtime cards (known also known as units or 

credit). Unlike the IT success stories highlighted in many sub-Saharan African 

countries, Burundi has one of the lowest rates of fixed and mobile phone users in the world (WB, 

2011). Although half of the participants had access to a phone in their household, the rest would 

be able to borrow a friend or neighbour’s phone if needed. We had initially planned to give 1000 

francs (approximately 60 cents) of phone credit, but kiosques near the village only sold 300 franc 

phone cards. Not only was this an indicator of the general poverty of the population, it also made 

it clear that giving larger amounts of credit per interview would not only be difficult to procure 

but may also be perceived as lavish and possibly coercive. As 300 francs would still be sufficient 

to make a call or send several text messages, the amount given to participants was changed 

accordingly. However it does illustrate how risks are related: the mitigation of psychological 

risks is tied up with economic and social factors. 
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Further complicating this entanglement, participants expressed the most present 

emotional distress over their current situation, rather than memories of the past—pressing 

material realities that counselling referrals cannot address. Several VRI residents expressed that 

they could not sleep well because of their worries and thoughts, and that they could not see a 

way out of their current situation, other than eventual death because of their poverty. Informed 

that the interviews would discuss daily life in the VRI, and more aware than any researcher of 

what discussing their own life circumstances would entail, all participants not only consented, 

but many VRI residents asked to join the study precisely for the opportunity to recount about 

their current problems. 

Several qualitative researchers conducting life history or similar approaches have found 

that their interview participants often do genuinely want to talk with researchers (Thomson, 

2013). Others who have conducted life-history interviews with conflict-affected people have 

found that participants often appreciate the opportunity to speak about difficult experiences. 

Many participants in my research also expressed pleasure or relief in being able to recount their 

stories. At the end of our time in the VRI one participant said that he thought he would be able to 

tell us even more about the problems he has faced in his life. 

Even though interviews are not intended as counselling, participants may express feeling 

release or other “therapeutic effects” through sharing their stories (Powles, 2004; Thomson, 

2013). As we were taking our leave from interviewing an elderly couple, one participant told us 

that we had been useful to him in the time we spent together, as it helped to lighten his worries, 

which constantly preoccupied him and, he said, could make one crazy. Dialogue, he said, put 

them at ease. I asked whether he would let us know if there was anything he would prefer we did 

not ask about. He responded, “At that moment, it would show that we are already sick, and if we 
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are sick we have to talk to the doctor about the symptoms one has. All that makes us sick is what 

we have to talk about because after having said it, it doesn’t come back to us because it’s already 

out.” His wife then invited us for lunch to chat some more even though the interview had ended 

for the day (Interview and Field Notes, VRI, 2014). Another participant stated that it was like 

medicine when he expressed himself (Interview, VRI, 2014). In this way, participants perceived 

a benefit in sharing their stories, which they chose to describe in medicalized terms.16  

This therapeutic-perception of interviews by participants raises difficult questions, 

particularly as most qualitative researchers, myself included, are not trained psychologists. Susan 

Thomson struggled with such a dilemma in conducting life history research on post-genocide 

reconciliation in Rwanda. While she insisted that she was not a therapist, some participants 

expressed that they saw her in such a role, as she was willing to listen to their stories (Thomson, 

2013). I was taken-aback when a participant told me, “that’s your secret, you’re a psychologist.” 

Of course I immediately denied this, reiterating my student role, and that while those at the 

counselling referral included psychologists, I did not work for them. This exemplifies a 

legitimate fear on the part of some researchers of “stepping over an invisible boundary between 

research and therapy” and a related concern about the risks of “poorly trained or unqualified 

people claiming to offer psychotherapy” (Bondi, 2012, p. 10). Malkki acknowledges that 

psychological and psychiatric interventions may benefit displaced people, but cautions that 

research focusing on or adopting “psychologizing modes of knowledge and therapeutic forms of 

relationship” is often “subtly reinforcing the depoliticizing and dehistoricizing tendencies” of 

refugee essentialism (1995b, p. 510). It is important, then, to differentiate between possible 

“therapeutic benefits” and actual psychotherapy. There is also a difference between research that 

                                                 
16 In these visits I always re-iterated that trained counsellors were available through THARS, and that they could 
also contact them. 
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is primarily on the therapeutic or psychologizing, and research that is attentive to the lived 

experiences of returnees and the risks they take in participation, but whose focus is not 

necessarily ‘the psychological.’ That participants and researchers may understand their roles 

differently also points to the ways that stories and narratives generated in life history can contain 

discrepancies and contradictory understandings.  

Perceptions and Power Relations 

 None of the above risks or benefits of a life history approach, or the other research 

methods of this context, can be disentangled from the histories of colonialism and neo-

colonialism that have shaped racial hierarchies which are in turn bound up with ethnic, linguistic, 

educational, and locational power inequalities, among others, which in many ways are embodied 

and reproduced in the role of the researcher (Mullings, 2005). In Ethics Review Board terms, one 

must consider “Risks to Participants due to Power Imbalances” as well as “Cultural and 

Linguistic Sensitivities.” For example, very few VRI residents speak French fluently, and even 

fewer speak English, while these are the only languages that I speak fluently. English and French 

were both colonial languages in the region, tied to racialized hierarchies in education and 

knowledge production (Chrétien, 2006). Both remain languages of secondary and post-secondary 

education in the region, as well as the languages used in many professional workplaces, and thus 

fluency and accent in speaking such languages is tied-up with markers of education, race, 

profession, class and power. The national language of Burundi is Kirundi. It is spoken by the 

vast majority of Burundians, however I speak only conversational Kirundi. Several VRI residents 

were further linguistically marginalized, preferring to speak Swahili and/or Kiha after decades 

outside Burundi, neither of which I speak well. While there were many ways in which power 

imbalances were reflected and possibly even reinforced in my role as a student researcher, VRI 
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residents themselves voiced their perceptions of certain aspects of power imbalance, including 

their initial assumptions about my role in the village and their later instructions to me.  

VRI residents often assumed that as a white visible foreigner I had access to resources to 

assist them materially which may have increased their desire to participate in the study. In 

VRI’s most foreigners present have ties to humanitarian organisations, and decision making 

power or influence with regards to aid distribution or development programming. Researchers 

are often presumed to be affiliated with such organisations (Ogora, 2013). There were several 

international and local humanitarian organisations that operated programs in and around the VRI. 

Many villagers initially thought that I worked for an NGO or was planning a project. 

Occasionally Janette and I would be mistaken for Catholic nuns,17 or the two of us would be 

thought to be Jehovah’s Witnesses since we usually walked around as a pair, each carrying 

notebooks. Even these assumptions of religious affiliation underscored the belief that we had 

access to charitable organisations which also formed the reason we were in region. Such 

perceptions could compromise the ideal of voluntary consent if residents believed I could 

influence their inclusion on aid lists. In the first few weeks of the project, I was very careful to 

always introduce myself as a student, and clearly state that neither Janette nor I worked for a 

humanitarian organisation, and that there would be no humanitarian aid distributed through the 

study.  

Nevertheless, throughout our stay participants and other village residents acknowledged 

their perceptions of my privileged access to humanitarian spaces through the imperative that I 

                                                 
17 Janette was said to look uncannily similar to a Burundian nun originally from the region who was visiting on 
leave from her posting to Mali, and who was actually one of her childhood friends. Further, my level of Kirundi 
complicated perceptions as foreign priests and nuns could usually speak Kirundi well, while few foreign 
humanitarian workers knew any more than the most basic greetings. Sometimes children would jokingly greet us by 
saying “Mwaramutse Mariya” (“Hail Mary,” but equally “Good morning Mary”)! 
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“knock on doors” and tell others what they had told me about life in the VRI. In doing so they 

would often acknowledge that they understood that I am just a student and could not know the 

outcome of “knocking,” however, they believed that I should share what I am learning with those 

with power. That I do have some access to people in organisations on whose doors I could knock 

is true, as demonstrated through my ability to gain access to participants in a wide variety of 

organisations for the semi-structured interviews I carried out in Bujumbura—access undoubtedly 

shaped through intersecting race, education and location-based privileges. Indeed, I had already 

promised to share a summary of results of my research with many of my Bujumbura-based 

research participants and the organisations to which they belong, and spoke informally with 

people in other organisations about the reality of VRI life. This researcher role raises similar 

dilemmas to those discussed by Sarah Koopman (2014) in her work on international protective 

accompaniment in Colombia. International accompaniment hinges on the reality that in spaces of 

conflict like Colombia, international accompaniers, particularly those from the US, Canada and 

Europe, are less likely to be targeted than local peace and justice activists. There is irony in 

attempting to use privilege to work towards greater social justice in research just as there is in 

peace accompaniment (Koopman, 2014). Further, precisely because of the unequal power 

relations noted above, I often wondered whether the imperative to knock on doors meant that 

participants believed I had greater power to affect beneficial change than I actually possess.  As a 

graduate student reflecting on a similar dilemma in her doctoral research, Liz Bondi (2012) noted 

that although she felt powerless to change the situation that her participants were facing, her 

research did meet criteria for voluntary informed consent, minimized risk to participants, and 

many of her participants genuinely enjoyed speaking with her. I believe the same can be said of 

this research project.  
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Working with a conflict affected population, insofar as it is possible given power 

inequalities between participants and researchers, a life history method allows participants to 

guide the topics of conversation, particularly whether they choose to recount events that may be 

traumatic (Thomson, 2011). Susan Thomson argues that life history methods have  “cast doubt 

on official accounts and established theories” and demonstrate that “peasant people are far from 

apolitical,” despite of being portrayed by the state and humanitarian organisations as passive 

victims. In interviewing an elderly couple, a woman asked her husband if we really wanted to 

hear all the things he was telling us, as she thought Janette and I might have more important 

things to do that day. He responded by asking her rhetorically whether we were not indeed 

learning useful information that I could use in my studies (Field Notes, VRI, 2014). In doing so 

he affirmed the value of their life experiences in academic knowledge production.  

Cross-culturally, life-history research may be more appropriate in some contexts than 

more formally structured research. An Ansoms, a social scientist conducting research in post-

genocide Rwanda has conducted both quantitative household surveys, and qualitative in-depth 

interviews in that setting. She observed that participants were more open and forthcoming in 

participating in qualitative, less-structured research—and even expressed pleasure in the event 

and the desire to participate again sometime (2013). In our time in the VRI a few participants 

referred to Kirundi proverbs about houses needing to receive guests in order to truly be homes, 

implying that they were glad that Janette and I took the time to visit (Field Notes, VRI, 2014).  

This illustrates the ways in which a life history approach has the potential to draw 

attention to participants’ own understandings, negotiations and contestations of the structures of 

power relations and landscapes that shape their lives (Thomson, 2011, 2013). The approach 

affirms that their experiences and knowledge are important. Nevertheless, concern remains about 
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the extent to which researcher positionality affects the research materials generated, and to what 

extent such imbalances can be mitigated in the space of research encounters, as this greatly 

shapes the quality and content of data. 

Validity, Reliability, and Risk required in Research 

When discussing life-history and other qualitative research methods, debates rage about 

the reliability, validity and “truth” of data or representations of people, places and events. Yet 

any sketch or description of a place or event, whether qualitative, quantitative, or both, is 

inevitably incomplete (Armbrecht, 2009). Anthropologist Armbrecht shares how she believed 

that eventually she would be able to say something conclusive—that she would understand or 

know enough to say something about even just one small segment of life in the village she 

studied, perhaps after enough interviews or observations: “I was looking for a place where I 

could gain a bird’s-eye view of the cultural landscape. Instead, everywhere I turned, I discovered 

ambiguity, fields and rights overlapping, truths that looked different depending on where I was 

standing.” She found this unsettling and began to doubt her abilities as a researcher and writer 

because she had believed that “there was a truth” that should be told (Armbrecht, 2009). The idea 

that ‘objective’ data is out there, attainable, and desirable challenges many researchers who 

encounter ambiguity and contradictions ‘on the ground.’ 

Concerns about data objectivity are particularly poignant in research on mass atrocities, 

conflict, and displacement, when the stakes are particularly high as post-conflict societies debate 

questions around justice, reparations, and even acknowledgement of events. Writing on research 

on genocide, O’Neill and Hinton, for example, point out that after traumatic events, people often 

have clashing, fragmented, and incomplete memories of what happened (O'Neill & Hinton, 

2009). Yet, at the same time, they wish to avoid misrepresentation of tragedies, and particularly 
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any possibility of genocide denial. Therefore, while affirming the atrocities that did occur, they 

still remain “open to exploring the ways in which discourses about truth have been deployed” 

rather than dichotomous understandings of what is categorically true or untrue (O'Neill & 

Hinton, 2009, p. 13). Thus the focus is on experiences of members of post-genocide societies, 

and how they live in and understand the places and social structures they inhabit. While studying 

resettlement (rather than the genocide that caused many residents to be displaced,) this research 

takes a similar approach, attempting to be attentive to diverse experiences and perceptions of 

village residents.  

In this light, the interpretation of geographer Sarah Whatmore of the theories of Belgian 

philosopher Isabelle Stengers provide an interesting framework for thinking differently about 

risk in research, and the reliability of data (Whatmore, 2003; Zournazi, 2002). While Stengers’ 

theories are based in the philosophy of science, Whatmore proposes that they retain relevance 

when thinking about work in the social sciences (Whatmore, 2003). Conventional perceptions of 

“collecting data” stem from a Kantian understanding of the scientific method, with a focus on 

that which can be measured, and a separation of categories of mind from matter and subject from 

object. To shift appreciations of “data” in research, Stengers proposes understanding research 

encounters such as interviews as events in which the ‘data’ is not ‘out there’ waiting to be 

discovered or measured or recorded by the researcher, but that through the event the researcher 

and participant create or generate materials together. In this way, research can be thought of as 

“co-fabricated between researcher and researched” (Whatmore, 2003, p. 93), as materials come  

“into existence through the interaction itself” (Bondi, 2012, p. 236). Life history lends itself to an 

awareness of the co-constitution of research through “cumulative interviews with the same 

person,” particularly as researchers and life history participants build rapport.  
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A researcher alone could not conduct a life history, and the stories that come into being 

depend greatly on the changing and evolving relationship between all parties in the research, as 

well as the places they inhabit and through which they move.  For example, when accompanying 

an elderly participant and his wife on a two-hour walk back from their rice fields, neighbours 

called out that they should have looked for bicycles for Janette and I for the trip, assuming that as 

privileged visitors we would not want to walk. The participant disagreed, saying that we would 

not have been able to see or observe as much if we had been on bikes (Field Notes, VRI, 2014). 

The different routes he chose to and from his field shaped the stories we shared and the things we 

noticed and discussed, so that not only the research participants and researchers, but also the 

places we were in and how we moved through them influenced the generation of research 

materials specific to that encounter. 

The issues of rapport and risk came up when the neighbour of one of my participants 

mentioned that she might also want to take part in the interviews, but first came to speak with 

Janette, as she had lived in the same camp in Tanzania. Using metaphors, she told Janette that 

even though everyone has the same human form, some may have different hearts. Janette 

understood her to be asking whether in speaking with me she should share her opinions freely, or 

if I would give away their secrets so that she should hide certain things. Turner has recorded how 

the ideas of ethnic and political group secrets remain important in Burundi, and are tied to fears 

and theories about violent ethicized conspiracies. Knowledge of ‘Other’ group secrets is thought 

to be tied to the ability to gain power and maintain rule (Turner, 2005). Truly it is a society 

where many understand the co-constitution of power and knowledge (Foucault, 1979). Mostly, 

however, issues of rapport were not addressed so directly, but noted in nuanced changes in 

interaction overtime, as we began to feel more comfortable with one another through both formal 
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interviews and informal visits. For example, in our first visit one man seemed to suggest that his 

family had left Burundi before 1972, migrating for purely economic reasons. Later it was 

confided that they left during the conflict, “when guns were firing” (Interviews, VRI, 2014). This 

highlights the importance of relationships, time, and place to the generation of research 

materials. 

Modernist social-science and science is thus somewhat insulting, as it claims and aims for 

a separation between the researcher “who is asking the questions and the ‘object’ which 

answers” (Zournazi, 2002, p. 264). Undoing such conceptions of research means shifting power 

relations, so that researchers are able to imagine their questions and narratives “being put at risk 

by what [they] address” (Zournazi, 2002, p. 264). For Stengers this means an openness on the 

part of the researcher to many different and even conflicting ways of knowing, rather than 

“imposing a judgement” (Zournazi, 2002). Research and data-generation is “craft” rather than 

“discovery” (Whatmore, 2003, p. 91).  

The Stengerian idea of “criteria for what constitutes good research” is not therefore 

objectivity or validity but that researchers open themselves and their ideas to being “‘at risk’ in 

terms of entertaining, and even inviting, the non-compliance of those whom they are studying” 

(Whatmore, 2003, p. 93). In their learning, and their presentation of the materials generated, they 

must  “put their preconceived ideas at risk” and also attempt to allow the different “voices” of 

their research to speak (Whatmore, 2003; Zournazi, 2002, p. 265). The researcher is responsible 

for allowing these voices to speak in such a way that they may be considered “reliable witnesses” 

of the phenomena being studied (Stengers, 1997 quoted in Whatmore, 2003, p. 97). Such an 

understanding of reliability differs from conventional ideas of reliability in research—the extent 

to which research results are replicable—and seems closer to an idea of credibility, or even some 
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uses of the term ‘validity’—though the meanings of these terms also vary (Schensul, Schensul, & 

LeCompte, 1999).  

 Cumulative interviews in life history allow participants to re-engage with discussions 

from previous encounters, and to change, adjust, clarify or withdraw what they may have said in 

past interviews.  In this way a life history approach may lend itself to Stengerian risk by forming 

the relations of trust needed for participants to be able to challenge researchers, and for 

researchers to be better able to allow for multiple voices in their research. For example, in 

learning about a contested aid distribution in the village, we heard several perspectives on what 

had happened, and what residents thought should happen. Following a meeting with government 

officials, several participants changed the way in which they spoke about the distribution, 

choosing or needing to follow the official line on what had occured. At the same time they subtly 

drew attention to the coercion or compulsion they experienced, precisely by telling a different 

story, and emphasizing that this was what they had been told in the meeting.  

In conversation Stengers and Zournazi compare the type of risk required in good research 

to that needed in a new friendship or relationship, when one is unable to see the outcome.18 They 

suggest that anticipation, trust in the possibility of what may be, and joy and laughter “in the face 

of uncertainty” allow us to take such risks, not only in relationships, but also in critical thinking 

and addressing current social structures and inequalities (Zournazi, 2002, p. 244). Working on 

highly political questions in a context of political oppression, Thomson argues that life history 

methods have “cast doubt on official accounts and established theories” and that they 

demonstrate that “peasant people are far from apolitical,” despite being portrayed by the state 

                                                 
18 Given the neoliberal valuing of risk taking in investment and commerce I use the term cautiously, and hope that 
this definition adequately differentiates understandings of the term. I hope that this approach allows for putting 
“common-sense” neoliberal and developmentalist understandings of repatriation, villagisation and reconstruction at 
risk. 
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and many donor agencies as passive victims. A life-history approach is able to focus attention on 

participants’ own ways of knowing the structures and power relations that shape their lives and 

experiences (Thomson, 2011, 2013). Such long term, qualitative approaches allow for studying 

the “friction between state discourses and personal experience” and peoples experiences even 

when states urge understanding events differently (O'Neill & Hinton, 2009, p. 12). This puts 

official ways of knowing and interpreting events ‘at risk.’  
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Chapter 3: It takes a village: High modern techniques in neoliberal 
times 

Introduction 

 What could be more emblematic in geographical imaginaries of rural Africa than the 

village?  While many have noted that it is hard to define just what exactly a village is, they 

remain, nevertheless, seemingly ‘natural’ and “as diverse in their form and functions as they are 

ubiquitous" (Abrams, 1985, p. 4 in Lorgen, 2000, p. 172). From colonial population resettlement 

schemes to contemporary development programs such as the Millennium Villages Program, 

villages have often been constructed as ideal sites and the appropriate scale for transformative 

interventions around the world. While they tend to be viewed as a natural pattern of habitation 

there are many examples of villages that are the outcome of state-led programs aimed at the 

physically transforming and peopling rural landscapes, the most famous of which is perhaps the 

ujamaa villagisation programme in Tanzania. Although programs premised on the actual 

construction of new villages had declined in recent decades, villagisation programs are again 

emerging as a policy option in national development planning. One such village creation 

program, the focus of this paper, is the Rural Integrated Villages (VRI) program. VRI’s were 

developed in 2008 as a solution to the immediate shelter needs of former refugees returning to 

Burundi after decades outside their country of citizenship who were unable to access or identify 

their former land. Designed to also respond to a multitude of other problems, the VRI program is 

a reflection of the important role that rural environments play in Burundian development 

trajectories and are considered by policy makers as necessary pre-requisites for a peaceful and 

prosperous future.  
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 At the height of their popularity between 1970  and 1990, state villagisation programs 

from Zimbabwe to Guyana sought social transformation through the transformation and 

modernization of rural landscapes (Hennessy, 2013; D. S. Moore, 2005). In Eastern Africa alone, 

between 20-30 million people were villagised in Ethiopia, Mozambique and Tanzania during this 

period (Lorgen, 2000). Focusing on Tanzania, James Scott argued that villagisation during this 

period was a prime example of a form of social engineering that relied heavily on state 

disciplinary power to effect change.   Characterised as an example of  ‘authoritarian high 

modernism’ Scott argued that villagisation programs were a reflection of the desire of states to 

render populations and space more legible, and thus more easily governable (Foucault, 1979; 

Scott, 1998). Burundi’s first villagisation program took place in the 1980’s, and in many ways it 

fit the description of an ‘authoritarian high modernist’ state scheme. Yet, as Tania Li (Li, 2007b) 

points out, schemes to improve the human condition do not always rely on the authoritarian high 

modernist modes of governance outlined by Scott. She claims that improvement programs are 

more likely to be cobbled-together rather than coherent grand schemes. Drawing on Foucault’s 

concept of governmentality, she suggests that improvement schemes today are more likely to 

rely on more subtle ways of governing human conduct and structuring society according to the 

fundamentals of the market.  

 In this paper I examine the reasons why villagisation continues to be a policy option 

among states seeking to transform rural landscapes, particularly in post-conflict contexts. 

Examining  Burundi’s current VRI program, I argue that although the dramatic landscape 

transformations that generally characterize these ‘authoritarian high modernist’ interventions 

appear to be the opposite of the more subtle forms of governing associated with neoliberalism 

that scholars purport to be more popular now, the two approaches to rural development are 
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neither mutually exclusive nor fundamentally opposed. As I will show, while the VRI program 

does demonstrate the persistence of high modernist understandings of progress, it simultaneously 

depends on neoliberal governmental techniques. In this article I explore how these techniques 

work at two levels, highlighting first, the move towards non-state actors in service provision and 

governance, and second, the desired shaping of village residents to entrepreneurial citizens. I 

argue that in conflict landscapes, the presence of humanitarian actors has made the policies 

associated with villagisation appear to be apolitical technical interventions and this has had the 

effect of obscuring the political rationalities that guide these programs.  I also argue that in this 

context neoliberal and authoritarian high modernist modes of governance are interconnected 

because the latter becomes instrumental to the former when populations prove unwilling or 

unable to meet the requirements of improvement schemes. 

High Modernism as a governing technology 

The roots of high modernism lie in the hegemonic ways of knowing and ordering the 

world according to beliefs in progress and science which emerged during European modernity 

(Linehan, 2009). Modernist ontologies and epistemologies were integral to colonial and imperial 

management of social order and nature (Barton, 2007). This included the hierarchical 

institutionalization of racial difference (Rodney, 1973; Thomas & Kamari Clarke, 2013, p. 308). 

Collectively ‘tribes’ were considered the lowest on the hierarchy—nearest to nature and thus 

farthest from ‘civilisation’-- compared with the distance ‘civilisation’ created between man and 

nature in European nations (Povinelli, 2005; Thomas & Kamari Clarke, 2013). Social 

Darwinism, through its ‘scientific’ ways of racially ordering the world, justified colonial 

conquest (Wynter, 2003). This ordering led to the further construction and hierarchical 

classification of ethnic groups, a processes contributing to genocidal violence in the Great Lakes 
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Region (Daley, 2007b; Mamdani, 2001). Eurocentric ideas about progress shaped ideas of who 

(and where) needed improvement, what types of knowledge constituted expertise, and what the 

trajectories of progress should look like within particular landscapes (Barton, 2007).  

For Scott, high modernism is a distinctive phase of modernity that emerged in the early 

twentieth century. He defines high modernism as the unwavering belief in “scientific and 

technical progress, the expansion of production, the growing satisfaction of human needs, the 

mastery of nature (including human nature), and above all, the rational design of social order 

commensurate with the scientific understanding of natural laws” (Scott, 1998, p. 20).  The 

spectre haunting modernist and high-modernist emphasis on scientific progress seems to be 

Malthus’ theory of impending catastrophe due to overpopulation and resource exhaustion. Policy 

makers who embraced high modernism proposed that scientific management of nature, could 

increase productivity and profitable resource extraction in order to avoid such a fate (Scott, 

1998).  

 Scott’s framework for analysing high-modernist projects is familiarly Foucauldian, in 

explicating how such projects both depend on and create the specialized knowledge of the 

population that is the product of state legibility projects. In order to govern societies and 

territories, states seek ways to render people and places more easily understandable, in spite of 

their complexity (Scott, 1998). As governance goals become increasingly complex in seeking the 

welfare of populations, state officials require standardized ways to view ‘the big picture.’ Such 

synoptic schema are necessarily simplified. Legibility is sought through a wide variety of 

technologies and interventions, for example, a land-code that requires the registration of 

individual titles according to a limited number of exclusive use-categories, relying on consistent 

cadastral surveys. Such a system may not capture complex usufructuary practices such as those 
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of communal tenure systems. Regardless, it makes people and properties easier to govern, and 

more amenable to state intervention such as property taxes (Scott, 1998). 

In seeking legibility, high modernist plans are often strikingly visually ordered. Rows, 

grids, straight lines, and geometric shapes all seemed to concretize scientific ideals. They also 

fulfill the desire for greater legibility of people and places to the state, by simplifying and 

standardizing human environments. One of Scott’s pertinent examples is the implementation of 

Tanzania’s ujamaa villagisation program, which aimed to resettle the entire rural population of 

Tanzania in in the early-to-mid 1970’s. Local officials who implemented the policy often 

focused on creating villages of evenly spaced homes on straight rows according to plans 

provided by the administration. This was an easily measured and visible indicator of the progress 

of administrators in implementing the scheme, compared with ujamaa’s complex social and 

agrarian priorities.    

  According to Scott’s analysis, schemes like ujamaa fail because they  do not take into 

consideration “essential features of any real, functioning social order” (Scott, 1998, p. 6). 

Common critiques of villagisation programs highlight new challenges in quotidian tasks 

following regrouped housing and reorganised landholdings (Newbury, 2011; van Leeuwen, 

2002). Donald Moore (2005), for example, describes how households in Zimbabwe had small, 

diversified landholdings, taking advantage of diverse micro-climatic and soil conditions to plant 

different crops. This strategy reduced risk to household food security, in case of unpredictable 

climactic conditions. To state officials these plots appeared atomized and illegible and they 

theorized that agglomeration would increase production (D. S. Moore, 2005). Accordingly, 

villagisation schemes have often been met with resistance by intended beneficiaries. 
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Faced with reluctant populations, high modernist schemes are unlikely to become a 

reality without an authoritarian state, willing to use coercion and a state monopoly on violence to 

carry out the construction and peopling of planned projects. Accordingly, high modernist 

projects may be pushed through during times of war and reconstruction, or revolution, as states 

give themselves emergency powers to assure ‘peace and security’ (Scott, 1998). Reconstruction 

in such timesmeans rebuilding both physical and political landscapes and institutions from those 

destroyed during war, often intentionally shifting concepts of national identity and changing both 

understandings of history and visions for the future through what is built (Kirsch & Flint, 2011a).  

Governmentality and ‘The Will to Improve’ 

Examining a variety of rural improvement and development schemes in South Asia, Li 

(2005) goes beyond Scott’s theories, suggesting that it is necessary to acknowledge the fact that 

the interventionist programs he describes were specific to a certain era in certain places. 

Authoritarian high modernism does not adequately explain many other programs, nor the type of 

improvement programs that are most often employed today. Indeed, villagisation as an approach 

to rural development fell out of favour by the 1990’s, as overly interventionist and utopian in an 

increasingly neoliberal world order, wary of state-led ‘social-engineering’ (Wilson, 2013).19 

While they share a steadfast ‘will to improve’ subject populations with both earlier and later 

development projects, village creation seemed to have been a relic of a bygone era. Rather than 

schemes relying on the force of an authoritarian state, Li describes improvement projects 

implemented by a wide variety of actors working to change the common-sense desires and 

practices of populations. These attempts to regulate the ‘conduct of conduct’ are what Foucault 

                                                 
19 Rwanda’s late-1990’s imidugudu villagisation and resettlement program is a notable exception  
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termed a ‘governmentality’, and it is through this lens that Li analyzes the hegemony, 

heterogeneity, and contradictions of improvement projects.  

Governmentality refers to “the ensemble formed by the institutions, procedures, analyses 

and reflections, the calculations and tactics that allow the exercise of the very specific albeit 

complex form of power” (Foucault, 1991, p. 102), with an aim of improving populations (Li, 

2007b, p. 14). While there are a wide variety of governing practices that collectively constitute a 

governmentality, they are often shaped by a particular political rationality that is reflective of the 

overall logic and intent of a given governing regime (Dean, 2010). These rationalities do not 

simply manifest themselves in populations and landscapes: “if government is to achieve ends, or 

seeks to realize values, it must use technical means” (Dean, 2010, p. 42). Foucault defines the 

techniques or technologies of government as “material processes and acts” that structure how 

populations behave so that their actions conform to the goals of a particular rationality (Häkli, 

2009, p. 630). For example, the withdrawal of the state from service provision has been argued to 

be a technique for transferring responsibilities to individuals, to enact a rationality that values the 

self-regulation of individuals (Häkli, 2009).  

 Using Foucault’s concept of governmentality helps us to become attentive to the ways 

that techniques are used to manage and shape human conduct, so that populations act ‘as they 

ought’ not because of state discipline or micro-management, but through forming desires, habits, 

and seemingly common-sense conventions (Mullings, 2012). Although primarily relying on the 

creation of self-interested actors within a market system, Li reminds us that there is not a single 

end goal, but rather  “whole series of specific finalities” that multiform tactics aim to achieve (Li, 

2007b, p. 14). This is true of many rural integrated development programs, including 



56 
 

villagisation programs, which often have goals and objectives related to a variety of sectors and 

cross-cutting themes.   

The projects that Li describe as operating through a governmental logic look different 

from those explored by Scott because they rarely aim for the dramatic visual transformation of 

the landscape in the way that high modernist schemes tend to do. However as Li observes: 

“Rather than etch their visions of improvements on the landscape by constructing orderly cities, 

forests, farms and resettlement sites, these schemes work on and through the practices and 

desires of their target populations” (Li, 2005, p. 383). The improvement schemes Li describes 

differ from those described by Scott because they focus primarily on changing the mentalities of 

populations, bringing about changes to spatial arrangements over-time rather than through an 

intentionally constructed landscape. In high modernist schemes, changes to conduct were meant 

to follow changes to the planned environment. The destruction of old spatial arrangements and 

the displacement of populations was also meant to rupture old habits and mentalities. 

Rationalizing spatial arrangements would create a population that would also act  ‘rationally’ (Li, 

2005, p. 387). In this way the architecture and planning of space functioned as a governmental 

technology—that not only made a variety of infrastructure and social services accessible to target 

population, but also made these populations more accessible to agents of the state such as public 

health officials, adult educators and agronomists. 

Like Scott, Li highlights how the construction of expert knowledge functioned as a 

technology that helped to justify and prescribe improvement interventions (Li, 2014a; Scott, 

1998). Governing practices shape expert-knowledge —shifting the rationales of planners and 

bureaucrats (Ferguson & Gupta, 2002). This is done through the routine institutions, procedures 

and planning guidelines that structure their work. In this way governmentality is exercised both 
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by and on ‘experts’. The defining of expert-improvers and subject populations requiring 

improvement is reminiscent of the racist colonial hierarchies imbricated in notions of modernity. 

For example, Rwandan officials promoting villagisation in the 1990’s assert that Rwandans 

living in dispersed rural homesteads are ‘primitive’ but will become modern and ‘developed’ by 

living in newly created villages (Newbury, 2011).  

Although planned by experts, Li highlights the assembled nature of development 

programs. Unlike high modernism’s supposedly cohesive grand schemes “for the total 

transformation of society […] more often, programs of intervention are pulled together from an 

existing repertoire, a matter of habit, accretion and bricolage” (Li, 2007a, p. 276). This accretion 

includes the way in which certain issues are recurrently identified as key development problems 

requiring expert intervention. For example, Moore and Vaughan strikingly highlight how slash-

and-burn agriculture is repeatedly identified as the key development problem in one region of 

Zambia, drawing on similar expert agronomist knowledge from early 20th century colonial 

improvement schemes, to contemporary development programs (H. L. Moore & Vaughan, 

1994).  

The identification of problems tends to co-emerge with already available solutions,20 and 

in the high modernist époque both the identification of problems and their solutions remained the 

domain of experts. This depoliticizes development interventions as merely technical, whether 

they are imposed by a vanguard party or proposed by a World Bank consultant (Ferguson, 1990). 

In a post-conflict context, redefining factors contributing to conflict as technical problems rather 

than political issues can depoliticize and detract from addressing unjust structures and causes of 

conflict. The bounding and definition of problems is further related to the construction of scale. 

                                                 
20If you have a hammer every problem looks like a nail. Or, in the NGO-world, if you have a micro-lending program 
every problem looks like a lack of access to micro-credit. 
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When the focus is ‘the village,’ the problems identified are those at the village level, which, it is 

presumed, can be solved by changing the mentalities and conduct of villagers. This scaling of 

problems shifts the focus from broader regional and global politico-economic questions and 

inequalities (Li, 2007a). Again, this has particularly poignant consequences in post-conflict 

settings as it limits the scale at which questions of post-conflict reconstruction and resettlement 

can be addressed.  

Neoliberal Governmentality: Assemblage and Contradiction 

A growing number of scholars in recent years have sought to characterise the political 

rationalities that currently shape the nature of programs aimed at the improvement of populations 

in the contemporary moment (Hall, Massey, & Ruskin, 2013; Larner, 2000; Li, 2014b; Rose, 

1991). Drawing on Foucault’s concept of neoliberal governmentality they describe the 

contemporary moment as one committed to the prioritization of market rationalities, and 

consequent shaping of desires and conduct so that individuals become homo economici  ‘rational, 

competitive, utility-maximizing subjects’ (Mullings, 2012, p. 409). Communities and individuals 

are called to participate in and are made responsible for addressing social issues, weighing costs 

and benefits (Mullings, 2009).  Neoliberal governance, then, “consists in setting conditions and 

devising incentives so that prudent, calculating individuals and communities choosing ‘freely’ 

and pursuing their own interests will contribute to the general interest as well” (Li, 2014a, p. 27). 

Transnationally, neoliberal governmentality shapes the ‘common-sense’ of planners, so that 

projects of neoliberalization come to appear as the natural order of things, for which there are no 

alternatives (Peck & Tickell, 2002). Programs of neoliberal governmentality function subtly, 

encouraging the emergence of autonomously acting communities, while at the same time 

directing how they identify and resolve problems (Li, 2007b, 2014a).  
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Although many thought villagisation was a relic of the past, Japhy Wilson argues that 

over the past few years there has been a “return of the model village” (Wilson, 2013, p. 107). 

While some projects he lists construct the scale of existing villages as ideal for intervention and 

social transformation, such as the Millennium Villages Project (MVP), others physically build 

villages and cities ‘from the ground up,’ including the Rural Cities Project. High modernist 

rationales cannot alone explain the renewal of interest in such schemes. Drawing on Lefebvre, 

Wilson argues that they need to be understood “within capitalism’s broader material trajectory 

towards the ever more intensive production of social space” (Wilson, 2013, p. 110). Like many 

geographers he highlights the contradictions of capitalism, including the increasingly 

incongruent practices of neoliberalisms today. Projects like the MVP, and villagisation programs 

seek to create space and society in the image of the market-ordered world that is presumed to be 

natural: “As we have seen, actually-existing neoliberalism paradoxically implies the social 

production of the supposedly natural order of a market society” (Wilson, 2013, p. 115).  In 

relation to villagisation this is achieved first by creating space and scale that modernist 

geographical imaginaries maintain as the natural space of rural evolution towards ‘development,’ 

as well as by working in and through the space to govern the mentalities and conduct of 

villagised populations.  

Methods 

This paper draws on a critical review of pertinent policy documents, press releases, and 

reports produced by a wide variety of actors, including the government of Burundi, UN agencies, 

and NGOs. Beyond documents on villagisation, this research also draws on grey literature 

pertaining to resettlement and land management issues in Burundi. Sources include documents 

from the National Archives and documents shared by interview participants, pertaining to the 
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history of villagisation in Burundi. In addition, this research draws on 14 semi-structured 

interviews with 16 Burundian participants, conducted in Bujumbura between June and 

September 2014.21 Participants were drawn from UN agencies, local and international NGOs, the 

Ministry of Solidarity, Human Rights and Gender, including the Program d’Appui au 

Rapatriment et à la Réinsertion des Sinistrés (PARESI), as well as political actors involved in 

the Arusha Accords and past iterations of villagisation. The interviews which inform this project 

were part of a larger research project, which also included research in a VRI, and life history 

interviews with villagised returnees’.  Although some of the information in this paper is drawn 

from the responses of villagised returnees’, a full exploration of returnees’ experiences of 

villagisation is beyond the scope of this manuscript but are further explored in Chapter Four. 

Overview of Villagisation and Forced Displacement in Burundi 

Burundian scholars have acknowledged Belgian colonial peasant resettlement projects as 

the pre-cursor to post-independence villagisation schemes (Scott, 1998; Sindayihebura, 2011). 

Based on the fear that some regions were becoming overpopulated, colonial officials in Ruanda-

Urundi (present-day Rwanda and Burundi) advocated for the migration of peasant farmers to less 

densely populated regions, to increase agricultural production and promote the ‘rational’ 

reorganisation of tenure and agrarian practices (Sindayihebura, 2011).22 This colonial peasant 

resettlement scheme was never widely implemented, and many settlements were abandoned 

within a few years of their formation. However, other significant agricultural and land tenure 

                                                 
21 These actors all face immense challenges in their work, and in discussing governmental rationale, I take their 
desire to improve the lives of program participants at face value, and do not assume a hidden agenda (Li, 2007b). 
Nevertheless, it is important to critically examine broader context of such a program and to highlight it’s nesting 
within the hegemonic systems of our time.  
22 The Imbo plain along Lake Tanganyika, and the Kumoso region in the South-East were both areas targeted for 
resettlement because of their relatively low population density—the same regions in which many VRIs were 
constructed. 



61 
 

transformations took place in the colonial period, including the introduction of mandatory cash 

crops, the individuation of tenure, and changes to land-conflict resolution systems. The scientific 

agricultural knowledge of colonially-educated experts was seen as the key to progress, a legacy 

which continued post-independence in East-Africa. Another legacy of modernist colonial 

scientific knowledge was the hierarchical construction of racialized and ethnicized difference in 

Burundi, a key factor in genocidal politics and forced displacement in Burundi. 

In 1972, ten years following independence, a small, regional insurgency in southern 

Burundi killed around 1000 Tutsi civilians, officials, and administrators. The Tutsi-dominated, 

military-led government of the First Republic responded intensely (Lemarchand, 2011). Over the 

next four months 100,000-300,000 were killed in this genocide which targeted educated Hutu, 

particularly those in the army, police, and civil service (Daley, 2006b, 2007b; Lemarchand, 

1996, 2011; Turner, 2010). Nearly 500,000 predominantly Hutu civilians left the country, with 

most seeking refuge in neighbouring Tanzania (Malkki, 1992; Nkurunziza, 2011). The First 

Republic was overthrown by a coup four years later and Colonel Bagaza’s Second Republic 

further entrenched ethnicized and regional divisions and increased militarization. (Daley, 2007b, 

p. 72). It was under Bagaza that villagisation was first strongly promoted as a national policy. 

The 1980 Acts of the First National Congress of UPRONA (Union pour le Progres Nationale-

Union for National Progress, the ruling political party from independence to 1993)  included a 

significant section on villagisation, nearly identical to a small booklet on villagisation policy 

published by the government in the same year, and proposed a variety of standardized village 

diagrams (Comité Central du Parti UPRONA, 1980; République du Burundi, 1980). The 

construction of the villages followed the precise and ordered expert plans outlined in these policy 

documents, as seen in Figure 1. Following the construction of a handful of pilot villages in the 
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late 1970’s, one hundred and two new villages were constructed by 1983, each of which 

regrouped 50-200 households (Daley, 2007b, p. 74; Kohlhagen, 2011; Kay, 1986, p. 8, in 

Lemarchand, 1996, p. 109).   

The transformation of rural tenure and agricultural practice was a priority of villagisation 

policy. Citing the growing number of residents and the size of the country, the population density 

and increasing exiguity of agricultural land was a great concern given the fact that the vast 

majority of the population earned their livelihoods by farming. Villagisation, it was thought, 

would allow for a more rational management of the factors of production including land and 

labour, allowing for the mechanization of agriculture, and increasing agricultural production 

(République du Burundi, 1980). Increased production would improve food security, rural 

 Figure 1: 1980 Photo of a Typical VRI with the caption: "Rural development policy attributes great importance to 
the agglomeration of the population in villages" (Comité Central du Parti UPRONA, 1980, p. 149) 
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wellbeing, and contribute to the wealth of the nation. Agglomerated housing would facilitate the 

efficient provision of a wide variety of infrastructure and services, including roads, clinics, 

schools, markets and local-level party headquarters in each village (Comité Central du Parti 

UPRONA, 1980)(Interviews, Bujumbura, 2014). Health officials would be able to teach on 

hygiene, nutrition, and family planning. Agricultural technicians would not only be able to teach 

improved, modern techniques, but also to more easily monitor their implementation. 

Veterinarians could encourage modern livestock rearing. Administrators and party officials 

would be able to maintain permanent dialogue and contact with local populations so that 

peasants could progressively be brought to understand the revolutionary goals and necessity of 

modern production.  Scattered homesteads allowed people to hide, whereas in the legible village 

space people could not secretly maintain ‘old ways.’ 

Unsurprisingly, many rural residents were wary of the potential for increased state 

surveillance of their daily lives in the newly created villages, and afraid of becoming easy targets 

for future state violence. Although policy documents highlighted the need to convince the 

population of the benefits of villagisation so that they would move voluntarily, Lemarchand 

(1996) noted that in practice the regrouping of the rural population often required considerable 

pressure from party stalwarts. The villagisation program was largely abandoned in the late 

1980’s following the 1988 coup and establishment of the Third Republic under Buyoya. Policy 

changes included the further adoption of fiscal reforms and debt management measures 

promoted by the World Bank and IMF (Daley, 2007b). 

The 1993 assassination of Melchior Ndadaye, Burundi’s first democratically elected 

president, triggered a violent reaction by both civilians and military, beginning a civil war lasting 

over a decade. The renewed violence led again to mass displacement, with nearly 500,000 
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Burundians seeking refuge in neighbouring countries, with Tanzania once again hosting the 

majority following conflict in Rwanda and Congo that further displaced Burundian refugees in 

the 1990’s. A further 100,000 were displaced within Burundi, residing at largely mono-ethnic 

Internally Displaced Peoples (IDP) sites, that some have come to now see as villages (Zeender & 

McCallin, 2013).   

 Peace negotiations began in 1996, culminating in the signing of the Arusha Accord for 

Peace and Reconciliation in 2000. The negotiations, the peace agreement, and the 

implementation of the agreement had been lauded as an exemplary peace-making process, yet 

the Accord did not result in the cessation of militarized violence (Daley, 2007a; Uvin, 2009). 

This document laid out a framework for reconstruction, including changes to many key 

institutions including the electoral system, parliament and senate, and the military. It 

recommended the privatization of a range of state institutions and assets and a scaling back of the 

public sector. Questions around resettlement, reconciliation and restitution were also addressed. 

It was in this vein that the Arusha Accord advocated for a renewed program of villagisation, 

citing this particular improvement scheme as a solution to the problem of resettling formerly 

displaced and despoiled populations, and a general principle for orienting arable land towards 

development ends ("Accord d'Arusha pour la Paix et la Réconciliation au Burundi," 2000; 

Zeender & McCallin, 2013).  

Between 2002 and 2007, most of the 400,000 returnees to Burundi were persons who had 

left the country after 1993 (Commission Intégrée Ad Hoc - Rapatriment et Réintégration, 2008). 

The repatriation in 2008 of the 90,000 of the so-called ‘old caseload’ refugees (those who had 

sought refuge in 1972) increased the challenge for government and humanitarian partners to find 

long term solutions to the problem of  resettlement. This was a significant challenge given the 
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fact that many of the post-1993 refugees, still under pressure to leave Tanzania, were more likely 

to be ‘sans terres ni références’ and consequently without a specific place in Burundi to which 

they could return (Milner, 2013). As thousands of returnees arrived each week, the number who 

could not identify where in Burundi they should go become so great that they overwhelmed the 

transit centres which became, as one informant described, “full to bursting” (Interview, 

Bujumbura, 2014).  

Initially nineteen Peace Villages were constructed between 2004-2007 (Falisse & 

Niyonkuru, 2013). They have since been referred to as “places of agglomerated housing,” rather 

than “integrated villages, with basic infrastructure and services, opportunities to access land and 

other income and employment” (Norweigan Refugee Council, 2008, p. 2). The former did not, in 

the opinion of the evaluative report by the Norwegian Refugee Council, fulfill “the 

characteristics of villages in a sustainable development perspective.” Clusters of houses were 

inadequate for the re-integration of former refugees and other sinistrés, particularly due to 

limited livelihood opportunities. Many interviewees described the subsequent Rural Integrated 

Villages program as responding to the failures of the Peace Villages program by approaching 

villagisation in a more systematic and integrated manner (Interviews, Bujumbura, 2014).  

The VRI program was initiated in 2008 following the formation of an Ad Hoc 

Commission on Sustainable Solutions for landless returnees. The commission composed a 

strategy document recommending a villagisation approach to resettlement and tasked a number 

of technical working groups with responsibility for implementing the strategy (Commission 

Intégrée Ad Hoc - Rapatriment et Réintégration, 2008). Specifically, the commission and 

resultant working groups included representatives from the Ministry of National Solidarity, 

Repatriation, National Reconstruction, Human Rights, and Gender, including PARESI ; the 
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Ministry of Land Management; a number of UN agencies : PNUD; HCR; UNICEF; FAO ; 

OCHA; as well as NGO representatives (Commission Intégrée Ad Hoc - Rapatriment et 

Réintégration, 2008; Ministère de la Solidarité Nationale, 2010). Some roles were also 

subcontracted to other organisations and companies. Due to the length of the program and 

funding cycle, most agencies fulfilled their designated project activities by the end of 2013. 

During this period eight new villages were built, all of which followed standardized 

specifications that appeared to mirror the earlier village design comprised of identical houses on 

straight roads (see Figure 2). Two former villages were rehabilitated as VRIs. In 2011 the VRI’s 

housed nearly 10,000 habitants, of whom eighty per cent were returnees, and twenty per cent 

were vulnerable residents of host communities (Nkurunziza, 2011). Renewed expulsions of 

Burundians living outside of camps in Tanzania in 2013 and 2014 meant that additional returnees 

were being settled in the villages with assistance from the International Organisation for 

Migration (IOM, 2014). 

 Figure 2: A Typical VRI in 2011.  Note similarities to Figure 1. Photo by author 
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Apart from the Peace Villages and VRIs, there are several other villagisation projects in 

Burundi at present. For example, one of Burundi’s former vice-presidents, heads an organisation 

that has created a village in an Eastern province, while the Bishop of Rutana has also been 

involved in constructing houses and providing aid to returnees in a village setting. Furthermore a 

program promoted by the Ministry of Communal Development, with funding from the Republic 

of China and the Kingdom of Morocco has at times been referred to as a Peace Villages. It 

requires residents to build brick houses in villages, and in turn provides tin roofing and solar 

panels. While the government says that as many as 8,400 have been built (République du 

Burundi, 2012) many of these villages appear to be uninhabited. Rumours suggest that 

construction of these houses is tied to support for ruling party politics, and that the erection of 

brick homes is financially inaccessible to most rural residents. Finally, several Internally 

Displaced Peoples sites now also seem to be villages, and are sometimes referred to as examples 

of villagisation (Norweigan Refugee Council, 2008).23 

High Modernist geographical imaginaries of progress 
As well as resettlement, the VRI program, like other village-creation programs in 

Burundi, is said to be necessary for both peace and development. The idea that peace is needed 

for development, and development is needed for peace, and that threats to one undermines the 

other makes it difficult at times to untangle exactly what is meant by either, or how either is 

specifically envisaged. The pulled-together nature of the program assembles a wide variety of 

aims under these two overarching domains. Like the many actors involved, this exemplifies the 

put-together nature of many improvement schemes, which do not have a single end goal, and 

often assemble many techniques (Li, 2007b, p. 14). Dean proposes that practices of government 

                                                 
23 The reasons for their dismantling are somewhat ambiguous, related to prior land claims, the idea that they should 
not be mono-ethnic villages, and the assertion that it is no longer a period of conflict but a period of reconstruction. 
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be understood as “composed of heterogeneous elements having diverse historical trajectories” 

(2010, p. 40). The historical trajectory and persistence of beliefs in high modernist ordering and 

visions of progress is one of the fundamental reasons for the persistence of villagisation in 

Burundi.  

One of the commissions at the Arusha negotiations elaborates in an Annexe to the Accord 

that it is necessary to “urbanise rural regions  through the creation of multi-ethnic small cities or 

villages that will become poles of development and attraction and will lighten land-use pressure” 

("Accord d'Arusha pour la Paix et la Réconciliation au Burundi," 2000, p. 116). The use of terms 

such as ‘freeing up agricultural land’ and ‘poles of development’ echo exactly the language used 

in villagisation policy in the 1980’s. The state’s goals of modernization and rationalization, and 

concern with overpopulation likewise echo the colonial agricultural policy and villagisation 

programs of the 1980’s. For Scott, the similarities between ujamaa and colonial agricultural 

policy in British East Africa highlight something generic about the improvement projects of the 

modern state (Scott, 1998). This genericizing has been critiqued for its Eurocentric lack of 

attention to the originality and heterogeneity of African post-independence ideological and 

policy debates (Lal, 2012). The similarities, however, do allow for attention to the persistence of 

ideas about improvement, as well as the ways in which they draw on existing ways of identifying 

and defining problems and co-emergent solutions, “a matter of habit, accretion and bricolage” 

(Li, 2007a, p. 276).   

 A single technology, can be said contribute to several of the desired outcomes, just as a 

single outcome can rely on many tactics or technologies. For the VRIs and other villagisation 

programs, the definitive technology is the spatial practice of the construction (and settlement) of 

ordered villages. The regrouped rural habitat was considered the only possible spatial trajectory 
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for achieving the many goals of the program, as well as the natural evolution of society in space. 

Or, it could equally be said that given the beliefs in the spatial trajectory of villagisation, many 

problems were identified as being solvable through villagisation. The emphasis on a single 

spatial practice as modern and the natural trajectory of development “reduces simultaneous 

coexistence to place in the historical queue” (Massey, 2005, p. 5), by seeing other patterns of 

rural habitation as backwards and opposed to progress. Such a hegemonic modernist geographic 

imaginary precluded other possible spatialities and perpetuated the idea that there were no 

alternatives. 

In interviews with a politician who had been at Arusha negotiations, it became clear that 

villagisation was seen as necessary and natural because other economically stronger countries 

tend to have villages. One prominent civil servant cited European urbanization rates and habitat 

agglomeration over the 20th Century. The following hypothesis by a politician who had been at 

the Arusha negotiations about how and why villagisation was included in the peace accords 

highlighted habitation patterns from elsewhere in Africa: 

P : “It was really the office of the mediator that proposed it--Mandela’s —Mandela was a 
man who was above such stories [of ethnic rivalry]. And the team that he put it place, it 
was a very competent team. […] Nevertheless, with time everyone understood that with 
this… land, with the problems that we have with land tenure conflicts, that we have many 
tenure conflicts, that, finally, we must free land so that these properties are used for other 
things. And that people should live together in order to have educational, social and 
development infrastructures… you see, when we came back we absolutely had to 
understand that. Even Mandela came to visit us. He said, how can you live like this? 
…That you may be put in villages … 

 Y : He said that ? 
P : Yes ! Because he had been to Ghana, travelled to Ghana. Ghana is a big country… 
travelled in West Africa—everyone lives in villages. And the results are good […] it’s 
normal. Which is to tell you that in the beginning it was difficult. But, anyway, with time 
people start to understand. (Interview, Bujumbura, 2014) 
 

Whether or not it was Mandela who proposed villagisation, this speculation about why he may 

have done so demonstrates the hegemony of modernist beliefs about spatial trajectories of 
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improvement and progress. It illustrates the common-sense belief that Burundi is meant to follow 

the development trajectories of other countries by following their spatial practices, as it is 

thought to be normal to live in villages. Living in villages rather than rural dispersion is an 

expected evolution related to the development of a society, even though it paradoxically requires 

planned intervention (Interview, Bujumbura, 2014). This common-sense understanding of 

villages as superior to dispersed habitat also contributed to the common iteration that there was 

“there was no other way to … to physically rebuild Burundi” (Interview, Bujumbura, 2014).  

Villagisation in neoliberal times 
 
 A major difference between ‘authoritarian high modernist grand schemes’ of the sort 

described by James Scott (1998) and the improvement projects described by Tania Li (2005, 

2007a) is the role of state and other actors, and the degree of flexibility or contingency in these 

programs. These differences are reflected in the ways in which villagisation programs have been 

organized through the years. In the 1980’s villagisation programs were the responsibility of the 

Burundian ruling party’s Central Committee and were implemented by a highly militarized 

authoritarian state. The VRI program proposed in 2008, however, was organized in a 

significantly different way. For example, unlike the villagization programs of the past, the VRI 

was first proposed by an Ad Hoc Committee, and subsequently established through a number of 

‘technical working groups’, that have been largely provisional and cursorily pulled together. 

While the program was described as ‘integrated’ because it brought together different agencies 

and service providers, the designation also alluded to the state’s desire to integrate returnees with 

residents of surrounding communities. The many UN agencies, and INGOs listed above, as well 

as the various ministries, multi-lateral and bi-lateral funding agencies, and a number of 

contracted NGOs and companies, all played roles in the planning and implementation of the VRI 
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program. Their efforts were further complemented by the activities of NGOs and CBOs also 

operating in the locales (Interviews, Bujumbura, 2014). As in the 1980’s the role of technical 

expertise was emphasized, however rather than state expertise, each organisation had a different 

role in the provision of infrastructure and programming in the village, based on their mandate. 

For example, UNESCO was charged with the construction of water taps and formation of water 

management committees, FAO distributed agricultural implements and ran related trainings, and 

UNDP focused on the development of non-agricultural sustainable revenue through income 

generating activities.  

The wide variety of actors also exemplifies the changing role of the state in the provision 

of infrastructure and services to citizens after decades of neoliberal reforms began in the late 

1980’s. The involvement of a wide variety of actors in service provision is itself a technique of 

neoliberal governmentality, because it shifts responsibility away from the state, to organisations 

that are in turn made responsible for responsibilizing communities for their own wellbeing, 

changing the relationship between the state and citizens (Häkli). The shift from the role of the 

state in villagisation to other organisations is exemplified in the common appellations of the 

villages. The placards indicating the contracted builders and the funders of the housing 

construction have led some villages to be locally called by the name of the organisation which 

built the village. For example, if one lived in the section of a village where new shelters 

constructed from tarps emblazoned with IOM logo had been built, one would be said to live ‘in 

IOM’ (Field Notes, VRI, 2014). In this way, humanitarian organisations become the key 

providers of infrastructure and services related with regained citizenship of returnees through 

villagisation, rather than the state.  

Although this was an integrated program, because of the variety of actors and 
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organisational mandates, not all involved agree about a single overarching vision for 

villagisation. Some interviewees saw the villagisation of returnees as “a particularity; it’s not a 

generality” (Interview, Bujumbura, 2014), seeing villagisation as an emergency humanitarian 

response, and carefully distinguishing VRIs from national villagisation policy. Certain UN 

agency and PARESI staff were carefully specific about the various mandates of the organisations 

involved, emphasizing, for example, that UNHCR’s mandate was only to provide short-term 

assistance to returnees, generally remaining involved no longer than one year following return 

(Interviews, Bujumbura, 2014). In this way, the creation of villages could be understood as a 

humanitarian exception to trends in development programs away from the transformation of 

landscapes to more subtle governance of populations. Improvement schemes have always made 

such exceptions, often tied with specific discourses about the needs or deficiencies of the target 

population (Li, 2014a).  

Nevertheless, there was constant emphasis by participants and in policy documents on the 

ways that VRIs bridge the perceived division between humanitarian response and sustainable 

development programming (Interviews, Bujumbura, 2014). VRIs are said to be in line with the 

national vision for villagisation, providing a concrete example of village creation that should be 

replicated beyond the VRI program. The promotion of villagisation is tied to longer term peace 

and development strategies through a wide variety policy documents, including the 2008 

National Policy Letter on Housing and Urbanisation, the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers, ‘the 

land question’ as discussed in the Cadre Strategique pour la Consolidation de la Paix au 

Burundi, Burundi’s Vision 2025, and the Arusha Accords for Peace and Reconciliation ("Accord 

d'Arusha pour la Paix et la Réconciliation au Burundi," 2000; Ministry of Planning and 

Communal Development/Forecasting Unit & UNDP, 2011; Republic of Burundi, 2006). The 
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state provides general visions and policy frameworks, which are shaped through transnational 

governmental techniques such as technical support from organisations such as the World Bank 

and IMF. Even so, some actors lamented the lack of a strong mandate by the legislature—a clear 

national policy framework and project of villagisation—as a major obstacle to the 

implementation of villagisation (Interviews, Bujumbura, 2014)(Sindayihebura, 2011).  

One effect of the presence of these transnational institutions and international 

development and humanitarian organisations, is the depoliticization of villagisation as a policy 

choice. This is because expert organisations tend to frame the challenges of the program as 

purely technical rather than political when it is aimed to ‘development’ goals in the post-cold-

war period. While Scott had identified how programs could be ‘rendered technical’ rather than 

political, even within vanguard party policy, the recognition of the larger political context 

remained through the Cold War period. Participants suggested that in the past most major 

bilateral donors and the World Bank the program were unwilling to fund state-led collectivist 

projects like villagisation that they perceived as socialist. The contrast between the political 

nature of the program in the past with contemporary aims is said to be evident in the changing 

relations with donor states: 

“Those guys will be communists. That [was] the political point of view. It’s true. But 
now, villagisation, it depends on the current environment. At present it’s an 
environmental policy; it’s no longer a policy of the Great Powers. It’s a question of land 
management. Water management. […] So, the United States, like Canada, were not in 
agreement. Today, that Canada can fund it, it’s because they see precisely that it’s 
environmental management, water management, forest management, right?”  (Interview, 
Bujumbura, 2014) 
 

This apolitical ecological perspective is similar to assertions by interviewees working in 

implementing agencies and civil society organisations that a development or humanitarian 

approach to villagisation is not a political approach, but a technical, expert response. That the 
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past political ideological rationales of villagisation as a governance technique seem to have been 

shed should not lead to the assumption that it is no longer shaped by dominant political 

ideologies. The ‘rendering technical’ of creating villages contributes to its persistence as a 

governing technique, adaptable to different governing rationales.  

Villagisation as a governmental technique for development 
Both high modernist schemes and more subtle improvement projects depend on the 

definition of the population in need of improvement, and the construction of discourses about the 

population justifying the intervention of the improvers. Specifically, they identify obstacles to 

the wellbeing of the population in what they identify as dominant mentalities of the target 

population, which in turn shape their behaviours and rationales. Mentalities to be targeted 

through villagisation were those related to village-living itself, and those thought to be obstacles 

to the desired visions of peace and development.  

 Although it is the humanitarian short-term imperative of shelter for returnees that 

justified the creation of the villages, it is through the long-term strategy of the integrated program 

that market-driven rationales are given priority and sustainable resettlement is envisaged. The 

introduction to the strategy document quotes the National Policy Letter on Housing and 

Urbanisation:   

The promoted policy of villagisation aims (i) to procure a permanent source of revenue 
for the population, (ii) to create the necessary services and commerce to improve 
agricultural productivity and household living conditions and (iii) in order to bring about 
a process of self-development at the village scale. It will allow the progressive 
transformation from a subsistence economy to a market economy, to diversify the 
revenue sources of households, and in doing so to reduce the structural causes of 
monetary poverty and stabilise these household in their places. (Lettre de Politique 
Nationale d'Habitat et d'Urbanisation, 2008, p. 11, cited in Commission Intégrée Ad Hoc - 
Rapatriment et Réintégration, 2008, p. 2).  
 

Here the creation of society in the image of a desired market economy is explicit. The village 
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scale is constructed as the ideal scale for this transformation. The creation of the villages by the 

state is thus intended to facilitate the governing of rationales by creating the conditions in which 

common-sense market participation improves the lives of villagers through villagers’ own 

volition.  

Refugee camps were thought to have negatively affected the work-ethic of returnees, 

turning them into aid-dependent mendicants, in spite of the fact that many refugees who had left 

in 1972 had farmed large landholdings, while others had settled outside of camps. This 

perception of former refugees is evident in a report on UNDP’s role in the VRI program: 

returnees were understood as passive receivers of post-conflict development assistance rather 

than entrepreneurial ‘proactive economic players’ and thus “not capable and able to define and 

manage the development process and outcomes” (UNDP Burundi, 2014, p. 4). These mentalities 

were presumed to be engrained, as the report purports that “minds change more slowly than the 

development we want to see” (UNDP Burundi, 2014, p. 4).  

The 3x6 approach employed by UNDP in their role in the VRI program largely focused 

on changing villager mentalities and behaviours so that they would become risk-taking 

entrepreneurs able to generate non-agricultural revenues to development themselves and their 

communities (UNDP Burundi, 2014). It is an integrated approach that aims to provide people 

affected by conflict with the support needed to become economic actors in the post conflict 

period. It was initially piloted with ex-combatants, and not exclusively in VRIs, however, it was 

a substantial part of the livelihood promotion programming in the VRI program. The approach is 

usually presented in a very straightforward manner: “It is made up of three organizing 

principles—inclusiveness, ownership and sustainability—and six discrete steps: enrolment, rapid 

income generation, savings, joint-venturing, investing and expanding markets” (Bamou et al., 
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2014, p. 13)(See figure 3). Each of the principles corresponds to a phase of the project. The first 

phase includes social cohesion training and activities, and revenue generation through 

remunerated high-intensity labour projects (HIMO-haut intensité main d’oeuvre). The HIMO is 

used to build basic infrastructure, such as roads and markets. One former UNDP employee 

explained that the aspect of inclusion meant, in this project, “engaging people of different 

categories in a same activity” through a quota system that meant that 60 per cent of the HIMO 

jobs for a given project would go to repatriates, while 40 per cent of the labourers would come 

from the host community. Labourers were remunerated at a rate of 3000 FrBu/day 

(approximately 2 USD), but a minimum savings contribution of 1000 FrBu was required, which 

 
Figure 3: UNDP 3x6 program (UNDP Burundi, 2014, p. 4) 
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would, in the next phase of the project, constitute capital for income generating activities. This 

instigated discussions, as the tension between creating the conditions in which participants will 

freely choose to save money to use as capital, and the more direct governing of their actions.  

One UN agency employee involved in the VRI project described discussions about the 

mandatory contribution: “… is it really savings, or is it that… or rather is it an obligation? For 

us, we can say that it was savings, because we gave them back this [money] at the end” 

(Interview Bujumbura, 2014). The more direct intervention at this phase is only thought to be a 

precursor to the entrepreneurial mindsets the project would engender. This again reflects the 

tension of many programs of governmentality between directing subjects to act in the way 

desired, or nurturing subjects to make the choice desired.  

 The second phase required the creation of associations able to undertake economic joint 

ventures based on collective savings. Individuals would contribute their (mandatory) savings to 

their associations for use as capital in income generating activities. Training would teach how to 

identify opportunities and create business plans, after which the associations’ would provide 25 

per cent of the capital required for their plan, and UNDP would provide 75 per cent of the 

capital. As this phase emphasised ownership, the contribution of mandatory savings is 

considered to be appropriation of the risk for the association: “I always say that for a VRI 

inhabitant, ‘of the hill,’ who accepts to put in 25 per cent while PNUD puts in 75 per cent, in any 

case, this beneficiary took more risk than PNUD. [...] So someone who accepts to put in 75, 000, 

that he earned after three months of manual labour, it’s that he is committed, he has taken 

ownership of the activity that he identified” (Interview, Bujumbura, 2014). 24 This emphasis on 

savings, risk-taking, ventures, and entrepreneurship is all directed towards creating individuals 

                                                 
24 ‘Of the hill’ in the Burundian context means ‘from a rural area.’ The country is administratively divided into 
collines-hills. Perhaps the equivalent might be ‘from the sticks’ or ‘from the bush’ in other contexts.  
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who will act in accordance to market rationales by their own initiative—to take ownership not 

only of the activity, but of its values. In other words, to become homo economicus.  

The final phase of the project is meant to perennialize the gains of the project, so that a 

cycle of revenue generation, savings and investment promotes the ‘sustainable development’ and 

economic recovery required for reintegration of communities affected by conflict. Access to 

markets is considered particularly important at this phase, and thus the infrastructure constructed 

in the first phase also is intended to contribute to the continuation of revenue generation in the 

final phase. This market logic is treated as incontrovertible common-sense, and is bound up with 

the built infrastructure of the villages. 

Displacement, resettlement and peace-building villagisation: questions of 
choice, scale and politics 

Just as Scott identified periods of war and reconstruction as times in which high-modern 

projects could be pushed forward and justified by authoritarian states, the VRI program has been 

justified as necessary and pushed forward because of the focus on urgent reconstruction in 

Burundi. The 2008 strategy document purports that there are no alternatives to villagisation, both 

to respond to immediate urgent resettlement needs, and for the long-term development goals of 

the country, including the prevention of future conflict. Reinstalling sinistrés individually in 

dispersed habitats was seen as impossible in the context, given the urgency of settling people 

stuck in Temporary Shelter Centres at transit points (Commission Intégrée Ad Hoc - Rapatriment 

et Réintégration, 2008) (Interviews, Bujumbura, 2014). This fixes the problem of resettlement at 

the scale of the Burundian territory, and takes for granted return as the most desired or only 

solution for refugees (Chimni, 2004).  Yet, refoulement and return are related to regional asylum 

politics, which must be understood in relation to continental (AU) and international (UN) 

conventions on refugees. Globally uneven levels of international burden sharing to host states in 
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the post-Cold War era, as well as international pressures for neoliberalization and 

democraticization leading to shifts in host state domestic electoral politics, also contribute to 

involuntary repatriation (Chimni, 2004; Milner, 2009).    

 Although the ‘no alternatives’ language is used to describe the necessity of villagisation, 

neoliberal governmentality is discursively premised on the free choice of rational actors, and 

humanitarian principles echo this. There is clear tension between the idea of choice as pertaining 

to individuals, and the idea of ‘no alternatives’ pertaining to the resettlement of sans terres, sans 

références as a group. Beyond factors of coercion and outright refoulement in the return of many 

former refugees to Burundi, without financial resources, the degree to which living in a VRI 

constituted a free choice for sans terres, sans references is questionable. The discourse of 

habituation to agglomerated housing through refugee camps was again deployed as a justifying 

measure. While UN agency employees emphasized the free choice of returnees to live in VRIs, 

civil society actors were clearer that perhaps the choice was an illusion when it seemed to the 

individuals in temporary shelter centres that there was nowhere else they could go (Interviews, 

Bujumbura, 2014). Indeed, return itself was not a choice for many of the returnees, nor was the 

region of settlement in which the VRIs are located (Interviews, VRI, 2014). Returnees are 

carefully distinguished from internationally recognized IDPs. Because the nature of their prior 

displacement was defined by state borders they are thought to be no-longer displaced when 

within the borders of their country of origin, and villagised returnees are not considered to be 

internally displaced even when they are not able to access their former places of residence. 

Herein lies the authoritarian element of this humanitarian project. It is considered justified as the 

initial phase of the project was considered an emergency humanitarian response—the immediate 

priority being finding a place to put people who supposedly belong within the boundaries of the 
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state, but do not belong in any particular place within it. This highlights a contradiction between 

the desired governing of rationales so that subjects will freely chose to inhabit the place desired 

by planners, and the exceptions made when the knowledge of the planners is thought to be in the 

best interests of populations, or without alternatives. While authoritarian high modernist plans 

may be distinguished from more subtle governing of rationales, the contingent and often 

illiberality of neoliberal governmentalities can echo the coercive and violent displacement of 

authoritarian schemes. 

Beliefs about the supposedly self-interested, short-sighted, and excessive attachment of 

rural residents to their land as mentalities to be overcome were expressed by some proponents of 

the VRI program. This were thought to be obstacles both to villagisation itself, and which 

villagisation could resolve. Prior displacement was cited as almost a silver-lining to the conflict. 

The assumption is that having lived in refugee camps returnees are habituated and therefore more 

amenable to agglomerated housing, even preferring it to dispersed homesteads. The example of 

IDP sites that had often now turned into de facto villages was often cited as evidence of this shift 

in mentalities (Interviews, Bujumbura, 2014). The village space itself, along with the 

infrastructure provided such as water taps, was accordingly thought to act to change mentalities 

in favour of villagisation, so that villagised residents would soon prefer the villages, and 

surrounding residents would also freely choose to live in such agglomerations (Interviews, 

Bujumbura, 2014).  

Attachment to land was also considered an obstacle to peace, and was thought to 

perpetuate land conflicts, so that villagisation would reduce land conflict by changing mentalities 

about land, and the way in which rural land is organised and used. Land conflicts have been 

pervasive in Burundi for decades, but specific challenges have emerged related to the restitution 
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of land to those who have been outside of Burundi for more than thirty years. Echoing modernist 

Malthusian fears, the scarcity of land was emphasized by all participants, and there was a 

common presumption that land conflicts could contribute to broader conflict if not properly 

managed. The inclusion of villagisation in the Accords allows for a more explicit understanding 

of its aims as spatial practice of transitional justice, even though it may not be a conventionally 

defined official transitional justice institution. In the short term, villagisation could reduce 

conflict by providing a place to live to those whose despoiled properties could not be restored, 

with the thought that with a place to live in the village they would not need to perpetuate 

conflicts over other land. The long term vision of Burundian policy makers is that ‘rational land 

management’ of villagisation will ‘free up land,’ as well as promoting more efficient, modern 

agricultural practices. Agricultural practice would be influenced both through the reorganisation 

of the space itself, as well as through the greater accessibility of villagised populations to 

agricultural extension officers and programs. More efficient land use would mean that 

households would not require as much land, which would in turn further shape mentalities, 

reducing ‘excessive attachment’ and resultant land conflicts.  

This focus on changing mentalities at the village scale as essential to peace building 

draws attention away from colonial and neo-colonial violence and the militarization of society. It 

also leaves unquestioned the modernist transformation of tenure, economy, and state institutions, 

based in Eurocentric ideas of progress that defined certain spatial practices as common-sense 

trajectories of human development—processes which were essential to the violence of 

colonialism, the violence of the post-independence state, and which are evident in villagisation 

(Daley, 2007b). There is no “recognition of the role that external economic factors play in 

creating conditions which lead to refugee flows” (Chimni, 2004, p. 56) so that greater 
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participation in the same “common-sense” economics are prescribed solutions.. Peace and 

resettlement becomes a problem to be resolved at the village level, rather than contextualizing 

poverty and violence within Burundi in relation to uneven development on a global scale.  

In an article on the “social and juridical imbroglio” of land conflicts in southern Burundi 

contributed to by both past and present villagisations, Dominik Kohlhagen states that such a 

transformation from the traditionally dispersed landscape was, and continues to be an intentional 

choice: “un choix politique délibéré” (Kohlhagen, 2011, p. 43). That the French word 

“politique” could mean either a policy choice or a political choice is a telling ambivalence. 

While Kohlhagen’s article seems to suggest that this be read as ‘policy,’ either way, it’s 

deliberated and chosen, not ‘natural evolution’ or universal development. While a distinction in 

terms may be intended, policy decisions are never apolitical. 

Scott quotes that “portraying one reality […] helps obliterate the old” (Kain and Baigent, 

1992, in Scott, 1998, p. 63). In the case of village creation in Burundi in the 1980s, the large-

scale transformation of the landscape made it nearly impossible for many refugees to re-identify 

their former landholdings if they did return (ICG, 2014c). The villages built in Burundi were 

primarily constructed in the south, the location of the 1972 uprising, and the origin of the greatest 

number of displaced people (Daley, 2007b; ICG, 2014b; Lemarchand, 1996). The villagisation 

programs of the 1980’s may have exacerbated ethnicized political tensions when some former 

refugees did return in the 1990’s, and were unable to access, or even identify the boundaries of 

their land, possibly contributing to the conflict leading to the assassination of the president in 

1993 (ICG, 2014c; Kohlhagen, 2011). The eventual Ad Hoc Commission leading to the VRI 

project acknowledged refugee return and land conflict in the early 1990’s as being politically 
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exploited leading to renewed crisis, but did not draw any links to past villagisation (Commission 

Intégrée Ad Hoc - Rapatriment et Réintégration, 2008). 

 Portraying the problems and politics of the past villagisation program as due only to the 

‘ethnically difficult’ context of the country at that time, and highlighting the multi-ethnic 

character of the new villages works to depoliticize villagisation, and make a program that was 

once associated with violence and ethnic discrimination possible within a humanitarian peace-

building context. In the VRI program questions of ethnicity are rendered technical by the 

mandate in the Arusha Accord and the VRI program itself that villages would be ‘multi-ethnic’ 

in order to promote peace and national unity. There was fear that those who had formerly fled 

violent ethnicized conflict would not easily accept to live with ethnic Others. Peace then 

becomes a problem to be addressed through technologies such as the organisation of the 

population in villages. The villages themselves are thought to create social cohesion simply by 

being multi-ethnic and therefore habituating people of different ethnicities to live with one 

another, even though there is no evidence that rural areas were ever ethnically segregated prior to 

Burundi’s major conflicts, or that it would have been a reason for the conflicts. In the Burundian 

context, ‘political’ is often used synonymously with ‘ethnicized,’ so that critiques of villagisation 

in the 1980’s that say it was ‘political’ equally mean that it was related to violence and social 

control based on ethnic identities. While this is undoubtedly political, when ethnicization and 

politicization are conflated, other aspects of the spatial practice of villagisation are depoliticized, 

and become simply a matter of following technical plans according to expertise: “Now, all that is 

needed—people must not politicize the villages, it’s very dangerous. The villages must follow 

approved standards. That’s how I understand it” (Interview, Bujumbura, 2014). The focus on the 

VRIs neoliberal development goals thus seems to make it ‘not political’ and therefore a viable 
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option to civil-society and even government actors, because it manages ethnicity, and therefore 

contributes limited depoliticized understandings of peace-building, through technical means. 

Conclusion 
 Despite accounts of the authoritarian histories of villagisation programs, villagisation has 

continued to be a chosen rural development strategy in parts of the global south. In Burundi, 

through the VRI program, the state and humanitarian partners hope not only to meet the 

immediate resettlement needs of returnees, but also to change the mentalities and behaviours of 

villagised residents to meet long term peace and development goals.  

 Part of the reason for the persistence of villagisation is the continued uncritical embrace 

by elites within state institutions and humanitarian organisations of high-modernist definitions of 

progress. The assumption that villages are a natural evolution from dispersed rural habitat 

reflects modernist beliefs about development trajectories rooted in Eurocentrism and bound up 

with racialized hierarchies. The creation of villages is both believed to both the means and ends 

of improvement: both creating the ultimately desired landscapes, and bringing about further 

improvement of populations, by creating the ordered landscapes through which and in which 

populations can be more easily governed. Villagisation is the persistent geographical imaginary 

through and in which developmental governmentalities can operate to achieve a wide variety of 

outcomes integral to peace and well-being: “…when people live in agglomerations it’s easier – at 

the level of security, at the level of development … it’s easier, and it’s logical. I would even say 

universal. So, we said that Burundians can’t develop in dispersed dwellings. It can’t work. In 

terms of community infrastructure, even in terms of development ” (Interview, Bujumbura, 

2014). 
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 Alongside high modernist landscape changes, the VRI program also employs the more 

subtle techniques of neoliberal governmentality. The orientation towards the requirements of the 

free markets can be seen in the role of non-state actors in service provision. The VRI draws 

together a wide variety of actors, reflecting the changing roles of state and non-governmental 

actors in meeting the needs of populations in neoliberal times. The techniques of neoliberal 

governmentality can also be seen in how these organisations in turn seek to shape the behaviours 

of villagers. In neoliberal times, development is ultimately meant to come about through the 

concerted efforts of rational individuals acting in their own best interests as calculated through a 

market-lens—the creation of the village and its attendant integrated development projects 

highlight the tension between the goal of governing rationales of villagers, and the many 

interventions required to do so. It demonstrates the ways in which changes to landscape can be 

used as a technique through which governing organisations can try to mould the mentalities and 

conduct of populations to those desired in a modern market society.  

 Even though villagisation was once associated with ethnicized violence and the coercive 

control of populations, it has become palatable to humanitarian regimes in a post-conflict context 

because of the scale at which it constructs problems of peace-building and reconstruction, and 

because it is seen as a tool for managing ethnic cohesion. While humanitarian agencies 

emphasized the choice of returnees to move to the village, many sinistrés were presented with 

few other options, as the state and humanitarian regimes insisted that there were no alternatives 

to villagisation. Repatriation (or refoulement) was taken for granted, rather than addressing 

broader regional and international issues related to the politics of asylum (Milner, 2013). For 

some actors in Burundi contemporary villagisation is even cast as a positive outcome of the 

crisis, a silver lining. The intentional multi-ethnic character of the VRIs is seen as resolving past 
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discriminatory political motivations for villagisation, and casts causes of conflict as technical and 

not political problems.  

The inclusion of villagisation in the Arusha Accord may seem insignificant compared 

with dominant debates about ethnic quotas, power sharing, and presidential term limits, but it 

speaks to the desired vision of reconstruction for the country—what is to be constructed in 

reconstruction. As recent violence in Burundi has highlighted, the Accord should not be 

fetishized as a perfect process. Since April 2015, nearly two hundred thousand Burundians have 

sought refuge in neighbouring countries, including recently resettled VRI residents. The Accord, 

which left many of the same power structures in place while promoting neoliberalizing reforms, 

did not create peace. Efforts for the resolution of the ongoing political conflict and truly durable 

solutions for displaced people must acknowledge  “the failure of the neo-classical trajectory of 

modernisation […] to improve the social and economic conditions of the ordinary Burundian” 

(Daley, 2006b, p. 659). This includes the spatial trajectories that rationalize villagisation, which 

epitomizes the hegemonic vision of neoliberal reconstruction in Burundi. Like the Accords, 

villagisation draws on modernist hierarchical orderings of knowledge and space, bounding the 

scale at which problems are addressed, justifying displacements for the sake of long-term peace 

within an unquestioned nation-state system, and prioritizing market-based relations and 

responsibilization as the route to ‘development’ rather than redistributive politics, without deeply 

addressing past injustices. To do so necessarily involves questioning the nation-state and the 

village as the common-sense scales of entwined durable settlement and desired improvement, 

while paying close attention to the operation of neoliberal governmentality (under the guise of 

apolitical development) across and beyond the same scales that it constructs. 
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Chapter 4:  From ‘Don’t Die’ to ‘Let Die’: Burundian Returnees’ 
Experiences of Rural Integrated Villages 

Introduction 

Since 1972, genocide and civil war has forced over 700,000 Burundians to seek refuge in 

nearby countries. Many Burundian refugees subsequently fled conflicts in Rwanda and Congo, 

usually continuing their trajectories of displacement to Tanzania. Over the past decade the 

majority have been pressured or forced to return to Burundi from refugee camps, or were 

deported after living, often illegally, in the general population of neighbouring countries, where 

they had joined communities and established livelihoods. Since the 1990s policy makers and aid 

agencies have turned to the creation of new villages as a solution to the problem of resettlement 

and reintegration of these landless returnees. Linked to a much longer history of state-managed 

population resettlement practices, Burundi’s current Rural Integrated Villages (known by the 

French acronym, VRI) aim to make self-governing, entrepreneurial, modern farmers from 

supposedly aid-dependent former refugees. Mentioned in the Arusha Accords for Peace and 

Reconciliation, villagisation is not only a resettlement solution—it is in line with the national 

vision and desired trajectory for peacebuilding, reconstruction, and development in Burundi 

("Accord d'Arusha pour la Paix et la Réconciliation au Burundi," 2000; Ministry of Planning and 

Communal Development/Forecasting Unit & UNDP, 2011). From a Foucauldian perspective, 

VRI’s can be understood as part of a wider project of neoliberal governmentality. By creating 

spatial landscapes aimed at changing the mentalities and behaviours of village residents, the 

Burundian state hopes to steer the economy away from a ‘subsistence economy’ to a ‘market 

economy,’ by ‘modernising’ rural settlement patterns and agricultural practices. Drawing on in-

depth interviews with residents about their experiences of return this article explores how the 

VRI program is shaping the processes through which resettled Burundians become new citizens. 
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I argue that this strategy is problematic for post-conflict reconstruction because it relies upon 

contradictory forms of neoliberal governance: it requires residents to behave as passive, 

apolitical humanitarian subjects when rare aid is delivered, and as enterprising and self-sufficient 

neoliberal subjects in environments that offer limited livelihood opportunities. These modes of 

governance work perversely together to create barriers to the voice and command associated 

with renewed citizenship.  

Biopolitics of refuge and return 

The term ‘refugee’ emerged as a standard global legal and social category after World 

War II applicable to persons with a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 

religion in Europe before 1951. Universalized in 1967 by the UN Protocol Relating to the Status 

of Refugees, this definition depends on what Malkki, drawing on Foucault, terms a particular 

conception of the “national order of things” (Malkki, 1995a, 1995b). That is, an assumption that 

citizens necessarily belong to a nation which is administratively and territorially bounded by the 

state. This term captures the spatial-political construction of sovereign nation-states which are 

stable in their territorial boundaries as ‘common-sense’. Refugees only exist because state 

borders exist, and because of the protections that are assumed to be dependent on one’s ‘country 

of nationality’ (Soguk, 1999 p. 18, cited in Daley, 2007b, p. 185).  

Foucault’s concepts of biopolitics and governmentality are often used in academic studies 

of the humanitarian management of refugees in camps (Hyndman, 2000; Lehtinen, 2009; 

Seshadri, 2008). Biopower can be understood as the power over life of a governing regime, while 

biopolitics refers to the specific ways in which this power is employed to promote the well-being 

of populations—intervening to “make live.” Rather than reliance on coercion or discipline, 

governmentality refers to a specific type of biopower that uses a variety of techniques and 
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practices to shape the mentalities of populations so that they freely chose to act in the ways that 

the governing power desires (Foucault, 1991; Häkli, 2009; Lehtinen, 2009). Through and in 

camps the humanitarian regime uses a wide variety of technologies to manage refugees as 

discrete populations (Hyndman, 2000).Yet, precisely because encamped refugees face 

restrictions on their mobility and livelihood options, they require aid in order to survive 

(Hyndman, 2011). Rather than using the conventional Foucauldian term ‘make-live’ to describe 

humanitarian biopolitical management of protracted refugee situations, Hyndman and Giles 

propose adopting a term employed by Halima Ali, a Somali refugee:  ‘don’t die’ more aptly 

describes the absolutely minimal level of aid given to keep encamped refugee populations alive 

(Hyndman & Giles, 2011, p. 373). Biopolitics also seeks to shape the mentalities and habits of 

camp residents, so that they behave as refugees ought, according to the governing rationales and 

imaginaries of the humanitarian regime. ‘The refugee’ is often imagined as both feminine and 

childlike, in a state of innocent victimhood, and therefore expected to be apolitical and passive in 

receipt of aid (Malkki, 1995a; Manchanda, 2004). The assumption of helplessness seems to be a 

prerequisite for humanitarian helping (Turner, 2010). Refugees are thus helped out of 

“humanitarian obligation, not entitlement” (Hyndman & Giles, 2011, p. 367). Yet, at the same 

time, humanitarian agencies construct refugees as potentially aid-dependent, lacking in agency, 

and therefore needing to be empowered to participate in community development within camps. 

There are limits to this imagined empowerment, however, as restrictions on mobility and lack of 

choice in aid distributions remain in place (Turner, 2010). Even when refugees leave camps and 

regain citizenship rights that remove many of these restrictions, the stigmatization of aid 

dependency follows them, requiring further empowerment and changes to their mentalities.  
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The common-sense ‘citizen/nation/state’ relationship embedded in the UN definition of 

refugees also creates assumptions about the ideal solutions to refugees’ transgression of ‘the 

national order of things’.  Repatriation, or the return of refugees to their country of origin, is 

often promoted as the ideal permanent or durable solution for refugees, favoured by UNHCR and 

many states (Chimni, 2004; IRRI, 2014). Other options, such as naturalization in countries of 

asylum or third-country resettlement are often curtailed, though like repatriation they also lead to 

the restoration of citizenship. The International Refugee Rights Initiative (IRRI) has argued that 

there is a “preconception that the only place refugees can legitimately belong is in their original 

homes both drives, and is driven by, an emphasis on repatriation” (2014, p. 2). This homeland-

orientation, however, limits possibilities for local integration through official channels, so that 

those who do wish to work and live outside of official camps must often do so clandestinely 

(IRRI, 2013, 2014; Sommers, 2001).  

B. S. Chimni (2004) highlights the lessening of international burden sharing (material and 

financial contributions to refugee host states) as one reason for increased forced and coerced 

repatriation following the end of the Cold War. For example, in the case of Tanzania and Zaire 

although these states, ranked 149th of 179 states on the Human Development Index in 1994, they 

nevertheless hosted over 2,500,000 Rwandan refugees in that year.  Chimni also notes increasing 

barriers by ‘Northern states’ to prevent asylum seekers even arriving, removing any presumption 

to moral authority regarding refoulements25 elsewhere (Chimni, 2004). Global neoliberalization 

and pressure to adhere to liberal democratic norms in order to receive development aid have 

created additional pressures on host populations. The roll-back of state services and resulting 

challenges for social reproduction can increase domestic feelings of resentment and xenophobia 

                                                 
25 Refoulement, a French term also used in English, refers to the expelling of refugees from a country of asylum. 
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towards ‘foreigners’’ use of state resources, at the same time that governments are increasingly 

subject to electoral politics, and may feel the need to appease the electorate by closing refugee 

camps or expelling ‘illegal migrants’ (Chimni, 2004; Daley, 2013b; Hyndman, 2011). In this 

way shifts in refugees’ experiences of settlements or camps, as well as the pressure to repatriate, 

are tied to shifts in regional and international politics and dominant political economic 

ideologies. This is also true of resettlement.   

Return officially re-establishes legal citizenship for former refugees, which is meant to 

assure the protection of the state, including the protection of human rights (Fresia, 2014; Isin & 

Turner, 2007). Former refugees regain rights of mobility within the state, rather than the 

restrictions of encampment. They also regain rights to political participation, and UNHCR often 

works to promote the participation of returnees in electoral processes (Chimni, 2004). Further, as 

citizens returnees are able to be legally employed, to own property, and to conduct business—

activities largely restricted for encamped refugees. Yet, all of this constructs only a very limited 

definition of citizenship, that has emerged in recent decades with the global ascendance of 

neoliberalism (Daley, 2013b).  

The countries to which refugees are returned are often poorer than countries of refuge, 

both contributing to the causes of forced migration, and creating challenges for states in meeting 

the basic needs of returnees (Chimni, 2004, p. 68). For Chimni this recognition justifies greater 

aid to states to which refugees are being returned as well as creating the need to question the 

current humanitarian relief system, which itself cannot bring about the necessary drastic changes 

needed in existing “global economic policies” and structures.  

Particularly with regard to many African states, neoliberal governmentality operates 

primarily through international organisations that seek to regulate how states conduct themselves 
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and their citizens. They also argue that at times they even surpass nation states in order to 

regulate the conduct of their populations directly (Ferguson & Gupta, 2002). At the time 

Ferguson and Gupta were writing they saw evidence of this in Structural Adjustment Programs, 

through which neoliberal policy emphasizing “international best-practice” trade-liberalization 

and privatization was being written and directly imposed on states and their populations from 

metropoles such as Brussels, New York, London, and Washington, similar in many ways to the 

imposition of austerity regimes in places like Italy due to the ongoing European crisis. As 

African states were made responsible for the implementation of the policy, they were also 

blamed when desired outcomes were not achieved (Ferguson, 2010; Ferguson & Gupta, 2002).26  

It is possible to see similar relations of power, ‘best-practice’ and ‘responsiblization’ in 

peace agreements, resettlement programs and reconstruction frameworks (Haynes, 2010), where 

various UN agencies, international financial institutions, bilateral donors, and INGOs are 

increasingly governing how states govern their populations. Much of the aid that is given to 

states in post-conflict periods reflects what has been termed neoliberal reconstruction, where 

periods of institution-(re)building and societal change are effected to (re)create societies in the 

image of the market (Kirsch & Flint, 2011a, 2011b). Thus, for example, prescriptions for peace 

accords and reconstruction programmes increasingly include economic liberalization polices 

such as privatization that policy makers often justify as necessary to end and prevent conflicts 

that they believe are caused by greedy elites seeking to capture a share of state resources (see 

Daley, 2006a; Daley, 2006b for a critique). The resultant withdrawal of the state from service 

                                                 
26 With the post-Washington consensus, Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) began to replace SAPs. Unlike 
SAPs these papers are meant to be written by the states who will be applying them, and thus have been further 
“responsibilizing” states, while continuing to be strongly influenced and shaped by “international best practice” 
through workshops and consultancies of World Bank and IMF employees. Transnational mechanisms of discipline 
ensure that Heavily Indebted Poor Countries are not able to receive loan reductions without completing a 
satisfactory PRSP and submitting progress reports demonstrating that trade-liberalization and privatization practices 
conventionally proposed in PRSPs are being followed. (IMF, 2013; Republic of Burundi & IMF, 2007, 2012) 
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provision, however, tends to result in the proliferation NGOs and humanitarian organisations to 

meet basic needs (Daley, 2013b). In this way Daley argues that neoliberal reconstruction results 

in the further “transformation of what it means to be a citizen—the negation of the assumed 

social contract” (Daley, 2013b, p. 894).  

This changed relationship between states and citizens creates particular challenges to 

social reproduction—“the ways that people secure their daily and long term existence” 

(Mullings, 2009, p. 176). Consequently, for many returnees, the shift from refugee to citizen may 

simultaneously be a shift from a make-live (or at least, ‘don’t die) humanitarian regime, or an 

established livelihood, to a let-die neoliberal abandonment. As Tania Li writes, “letting die […] 

is not a counterfactual. Abysmal life expectancy, below 55 in much of sub-Saharan Africa and in 

parts of Asia is sad testament to the fact that letting die is here” (2010, p. 67)27. “Letting die” is 

insidious, not a dramatic event, particularly when compared to violent forced migrations and 

conflicts, and may thus receive less attention. It is a much more “stealthy violence” (Li, 2010, p. 

68).  Povinelli’s term “economies of abandonment” similarly highlights the governing rationales 

of neoliberalism that “make these forms of […] letting die seem right, reasonable, and good” 

according to the logic of the market (Povinelli, 2011). Neoliberal subjects are, after all, supposed 

to be able to make themselves live. Like refugees, returnees are often accused of “aid-

dependency,” thought to have become passive mendicants. The logic of neoliberal resettlement 

and economic recovery programmes often places the onus of “making-live” on individuals. 

While the refugees and returnees may highlight direct service providers or local government in 

their experiences of governmentality and disciplinary biopolitics, as in this manuscript, it is 

                                                 
27 The Burundian life expectancy reflects this – 49.6 years, as does the overall malnutrition rate of 59% (Republic of 
Burundi & IMF, 2006, p. 105)  
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important that analysis does not simply accept that the village or local administrative unit is the 

appropriate decentralized unit at which these problems can be entirely understood.  

Beyond the negation of entitlement to basic necessities and services formerly thought to 

be the entitlement of citizens, a (neo)liberal conception of citizenship is also limited in that it 

conceives of citizenship and belonging as re-established with the simple re-placement of the 

individual within the borders of their country of citizenship, regardless of region of origin 

(Chimni, 2004; IRRI, 2010). This disregards the importance of kin-ties, local environments, and 

community belonging below the constructed scale of the state and overlooks important everyday 

aspects of citizenship and belonging, beyond legal status.28  

Methods 

Based on field work conducted from June-September 2014,29 this article pays close 

attention to villagised returnees’ own accounts of their experiences of Rural Integrated Villages. 

This paper draws primarily on twenty-five life history interviews conducted over six weeks with 

twelve participants in one VRI. The material generated in the interviews is complemented by 

detailed notes on other conversations, interactions, and observations in the VRI. The minimally-

structured life history approach allowed for particular attentiveness to the ways in villagers 

diverse past experiences of displacement and life elsewhere shape their current perceptions of 

                                                 
28 The international recognition of Internally Displaced People (IDPs) is an acknowledgement that one can be 
displaced even within a country of citizenship. Yet, for returnees, the inability to resettle in the place one identifies 
as their place of origin is not considered internal displacement. 
29 Increased levels of political violence including an attempted coup in the lead up to elections in the summer of 
2015 have undoubtedly created changes across the country, including perceptions of peace, belonging, and 
citizenship of villagised returnees, as well as new livelihood and social reproduction challenges. At the time of 
writing, over 100,000 Burundians have again sought refuge in other countries, many facing very difficult conditions 
upon their arrival (UNHCR, 2015a). Phone call and emails to and from research participants and acquaintances have 
confirmed that a number of families from the village have left for Tanzania, including nearly all of the families who 
were most recently expelled from Tanzania. These events only emphasize the importance of greater understanding 
of how supposed ‘durable solutions’ for refugees must be understood in relation to a wide variety of political and 
economic processes. 
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villagisation. In the interviews returnees’ emphasized the challenges related to their quotidian 

practices seeking livelihoods and belonging in the VRI, and shed light on their negotiations and 

understandings of the way that contradictory governmental regimes aimed to structure villagised 

landscapes. 

At the time of the research for this paper, past forced migration from Burundi was 

defined by two major cohorts—1972 ‘old caseload’ refugees, and post-1993 refugees. The 

diverse experiences and trajectories of refugees are reflected in the life histories of research 

participants. Life history participants in the VRI included 7 men and 5 women.30  All participants 

except one were born in Burundi. Three now elderly participants had married in Burundi before 

fleeing. The rest had spent most of their childhood outside of Burundi. Many participants had no 

memories of Burundi prior to fleeing, having left as young children. Six participants had been 

orphaned as children. Two were raised in Tanzanian families, and two grew up in Burundian 

families prior to fleeing. All participants had sought refuge outside of Burundi, and many had 

experienced multiple forced migrations, though not all had been officially registered as refugees 

with UNHCR. Seven participants had fled Burundi in the early 1970’s, while four had left in the 

1990’s. In order to maintain their anonymity, participants selected pseudonyms or names by 

which they wish to be identified in this research. While the village is not named, I did receive 

administrative permission to do research in the village, and therefore there is a possibility that the 

village could be identified. Due to the small sample size, the small village setting, and the unique 

stories of participants, it is possible that, even with pseudonyms some particpants could be 

identified. Therefore I needed to be careful, particularly when discussing demographic 

                                                 
30 Participants selected the pseudonyms or names by which they wish to be identified in this research. These 
pseudonyms are used later in this article in relation to narrative excerpts and opinions on villagisation. I do not use 
these names in discussion of demographic characteristics or including migration histories, as these unique stories 
could be used to identify participants and compromise anonymity of the later stories.  
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information, to minimize the use of pseudonyms in order that such information could not be 

correlated to other opinions or quotes and thus allow for the identification of participants. This 

meant that although the life history method allowed for the recounting of rich testimonies, it is 

often difficult to use substantial direct quotes, or to provide narrative histories of participants, 

due to the context of ongoing political conflict.  

Violence, displacement, return, and resettlement 

In 1972, as much as 3.5 per cent of Burundi’s population may have been killed in only a 

few months in genocidal violence by the state (Daley, 2007b). As many as 500,000 Burundians 

fled the country, the majority to neighbouring Tanzania (Malkki, 1995a; Nkurunziza, 2011). In 

1972 Tanzania quickly became known as a hospitable nation for asylum seekers, in line with 

Nyerere’s pan-Africanist and anti-imperialist politics. Most Burundian refugees at that time were 

settled in large settlements in areas of low population density. They were given land, tools, 

seeds, and encouraged to become self-sufficient, integrated into Tanzania’s national rural 

development policy (Daley, 1993). They cleared and cultivated vast areas of land that had 

previously been considered unproductive to the state, producing food and cash crops such as 

tobacco for regional markets. Restrictions remained on the movement and rights of these “old 

settlement” refugees, but many still participated in labour migration (Daley, 1991, 1993). 

 Not all those who left Burundi in 1972 settled in camps. Many of the Burundians arriving 

in Tanzania were initially welcomed by extended family living on the other side of the border, or 

other Burundians who were already living there, in both rural and urban areas. Lissa Malkki’s 

well-known ethnographic research in Western Tanzania in the 1980’s contrasted the experiences 
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and narratives of ‘town refugees’ living in Kigoma,31 and ‘camp refugees’ in Mishamo (1992, 

1995a). While the contrast between town and camp is compelling, Patricia Daley (1996) draws 

attention to the reality of ties between camp and town refugees, and the movements between the 

two groups. Indeed many participants told of siblings or children who left settlements to seek 

work elsewhere (Interviews, VRI, 2014). Further rounds of forced migration followed the 1993 

assassination of the first democratically elected president, Melchior Ndadaye, and the resumption 

of civil war which lasted over a decade. During this period approximately 400,000 Burundians 

were killed, and hundreds of thousands displaced, both within and beyond the borders of the 

state. While the majority of people who left Burundi during this conflict again sought refuge in 

Tanzania, this generation of refugees received a cooler welcome than the refugees of 1972.  

 The shift from a hospitable asylum policy under then-president Julius Nyerere to a 

‘restrictive policy’ with President Mkapa in the 1990’s and President Kikwete in the 2000’s can 

be explained by a number of changes that were occurring in the national, regional and 

international politico-economic landscape at that time (Milner, 2013, p. 7). One such significant 

change was the number of people seeking asylum. In 1994, for example, due to the continued 

violence in Burundi and the genocide in Rwanda over 600,000 refugees arrived in Tanzania in a 

very short period, with more arriving over the next decade (Turner, 2010).32 Another was the 

introduction of Structural Adjustment policies and their impact on emerging multi-party politics 

after decades of one-party rule.  Now competing for power, multiple parties began to play upon 

electorate concerns regarding the presence of refugees and migrants as the cause of perceived 

social problems rather than the withdrawal of state services. Instead of continuing the ‘self-

                                                 
31 Kigoma is a small city in north-western Tanzania on the shores of Lake Tanganyika. It is the closest major centre 
to Burundi’s southern border.  
32 Indeed, evidence points to the participation of Burundian refugees in genocidal violence in Southern Rwanda, one 
of the many ways that the violence and displacements in the two countries are interrelated (Lemarchand; Reyntjens).  
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sufficient’ settlement model, officially registered refugees were now to be settled in large camps 

run by international organisations. Unlike in the old settlements, these refugees did not receive 

land to cultivate, and were therefore reliant on aid for survival.  

A third significant change to the politico-economic landscape occurred after the year 

2000 with the signing of the Arusha Accords for Peace and Reconciliation by Burundian political 

party leaders ("Accord d'Arusha pour la Paix et la Réconciliation au Burundi," 2000). Supported 

by a number of international donors institutions, the negotiations and resulting Accord not only 

outlined ethnic power sharing agreements among state institutions and a framework for 

transitional government, but also, the institutional infrastructure required for the restoration of 

land and goods to those displaced by war. Echoing the high-modernist villagisation schemes of 

the 1970’s and 1980’s, the Accord  identified the villagisation of rural settlements as strategy that 

was key to improving agricultural production ("Accord d'Arusha pour la Paix et la Réconciliation 

au Burundi," 2000). But unlike these earlier predecessors, these new forms of villagization were 

now expected to operate according to the principles of free market fundamentals. 

 While the Accord did not end the conflict – in fact, direct violence actually intensified in 

some regions in the years following the negotiations – it did cement the idea that the return of 

refugees to Burundi was essential to the re-establishment of the national order of things (Daley, 

2006a, 2006b, 2007a). Reinforced by a number of cease-fires, democratic elections in 2005, and 

the ethnic integration of the army, politicians and international agencies were inclined to believe 

that policies of return would be successful because many of the problems that had caused 

refugees to flee were now resolved. They sought to encourage repatriation at various times by 

increasing restrictions on mobility, access to education, and aid in camps (Milner, 2013). In 

interviews a number of my informants recounted how representatives from the Burundian 
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government would visit camps to tell refugees that there was now peace and that instead of 

overstaying their welcome in Tanzania they should return to help rebuild their country. Many 

also said that said they were induced to return with the promise of aid and land by state 

representatives who portrayed Burundi as the land of milk and honey (Interviews, VRI, 2014) 

and by 2007 with the promise of cash grants of about 50,000 FBu (approximately 40 USD) per 

person (Haver, Hatungimana, & Tennant, 2009). Between 2002 and 2009 around 500,000 

refugees returned to Burundi from Tanzania (Milner, 2013, p. 9). A further 50,000 

predominantly ‘old caseload’ refugees were returned in following years, and around 30,000 with 

the closure of Mtabila camp at the end of 2012. In addition, nearly 30,000 persons considered to 

be “living irregularly in Tanzania” without refugee status were expelled (IFRC, 2014).33 While 

the policy of return aimed to restore the national order of things by replacing people within the 

territory of their country of citizenship, it did not resolve the challenge of resettlement for a 

significant proportion of returnees. In 2011, more than 25,000 of these returnees had been 

identified as not having access to land or a place within Burundi to be resettled (Kohlhagen, 

2011, p. 44). The Burundian government and humanitarian organisations initially responded to 

this challenge by building a number of ‘peace villages’ to provide basic housing, and, crudely, a 

place to put such returnees. The shortcomings of a solution that only provided housing soon 

became clear as residents found themselves unable to meet their basic needs or integrate with 

surrounding communities, as intended by the agencies negotiating repatriation. It is therefore in 

response to the failures of the early Peace Village strategy that Rural Integrated Villages were 

created. Designed as a multi-agency approach, it was envisaged that the VRI program would 

                                                 
33 Significantly, nearly 200,000 former ‘old caseload’ refugees were naturalized as Tanzanians in 2014, after years 
of uncertainty (IRIN, 2014; Milner, 2013).  
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provide more holistic support for reintegration (Falisse & Niyonkuru, 2013; Norweigan Refugee 

Council, 2008).  

 In spite of this broader integrated approach VRI programs still have not created 

conditions in which villagers are able to thrive. Without the provision of adequate land or 

livelihood options, villagers have continued to experience difficulties in meeting their basic 

needs, an important aspect of citizen re-integration. While return was thought to increase 

possibilities for wellbeing through renewed entitlements and rights of citizenship, in interviews 

villagers stated that they felt that as refugees they had better access to the material resources they 

required, or the land needed to meet their needs. Although in many ways inadequate, within 

refugee camps humanitarian agencies and the Tanzanian state did recognize a collective human 

responsibility to, at minimum, a ‘don’t-die’ biopolitics. However, as I shall demonstrate in the 

following discussion, the focus of today’s VRIs on self-sufficiency and entrepreneurialism no 

longer appear to ascribe to this particular governmental logic, and is instead ‘let-die.’ 

Land, work, aid: Surviving and belonging as citizens  
 
As many feminists argue citizenship means more than the legal acquisition of the rights 

and responsibilities that come with membership of particular community. As Burundian 

returnees explained, citizenship is also intricately tied to having access to material resources that 

are crucial to immediate livelihoods, and to understandings of local belonging, an important 

means of which is land. The IRRI affirms this sentiment when its states that in Burundi land is: 

crucial to the restoration of belonging: representing not just access to livelihoods and a 
vital coping mechanism in a context of extreme poverty, but symbolising connection with 
the past, a re-affirmation of inclusion and belonging and reclamation of “lost” 
citizenship” and contributes to the “restoration of the bond between former refugees and 
the state. (IRRI, 2014, p. 6) 
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The creation of VRIs was meant to resolve the issue of access to land and livelihoods for 

returnees without access to land. Villagers’ experiences of citizenship as related to land were 

shaped by their past experiences of displacement, and the many other places in which they had 

created homes and livelihoods. Having a house within the boundaries of their country of origin 

was not sufficient for many to truly feel they belonged, to meet their needs for social 

reproduction, or to access many of the rights presumed to be associated with regained 

citizenship.  

Significantly the majority of VRI residents are women. Inheritance practices and the lack 

of property to women in divorce settlements means that widowed, divorced, or unmarried 

women were not likely to have claims to property upon their return to Burundi. They are also 

more likely to have responsibility for children and therefore less likely to be easily able to 

migrate for work. The villages thus present a possibility for housing and land that some returnee 

women would not otherwise have been able to access. Villagisation programs have in the past 

been criticized for disproportionately affecting tasks commonly undertaken by women such as 

firewood collection, and increasing challenges for social reproduction (Daley, 1991; Lal, 2010). 

The lack of land and livelihood opportunities within villages mean that through villagisation 

landless returnee women face greater challenges to citizenship and reintegration than men.  

In interviews villagers clearly emphasized the importance of land, often comparing the 

land to which they had access in Tanzania or Congo, and land they had been promised on their 

return, with the land they ultimately had or had not received in Burundi.  I found that villagers 

who had been refugees in 1972 had particularly fond memories of the land they were given, and 

felt that they had been welcomed at a time when the Tanzanian government was hospitable to 

Burundian refugees. For example, Hatungimana, an elderly woman reminisced how: “We could 
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spend five years [cultivating] without finishing the space they gave us.” She reiterated how her 

family had been able to buy what they needed, including clothing, meat, and oil, from selling 

surplus crops, and without having to undertake any other commerce (Interview, VRI, 2014).34  

Hantungimana’s recollection was supported by members of one NGO who also stated that some 

refugee settlements were larger than entire Burundian provinces (Interview, Bujumbura, 2014). 

The IRRI & Rema Ministries indicate that some ‘old settlement’ households had as much as 4 ha 

under cultivation (IRRI & Rema Ministries, 2009), while self-settled refugees similarly 

recounted having access to large and fertile fields (Interviews, VRI, 2014). For nearly all 

villagers, however, the situation on return to Burundi was drastically different. Not only did less 

than half of returnees to the VRI where my interviews were conducted receive any land, for 

those villagers who had received land from the government, the plot size distributed per 

household (0.5 ha) was significantly smaller than those reported in Tanzania.35 In addition, the 

soil quality of land that they received was poor. In some cases plots were too rocky to grow food 

crops, and the quality of the rest of the distributed land was not much better and seemed only 

suitable for growing manioc and pigeon peas. Joseph, a former 1972 refugee who had received 

land, explained that a related problem was the distance of their land from the village, and the 

spatial organisation of the village itself. Making connections between the distance of the plot 

from his home, the difficulties raising animals due to the agglomeration of the houses, and the 

consequent challenge of maintaining soil fertility, he explained:  

The properties we had in Tanzania were fertile … [because] they were near our houses…  
[and because] all that we swept [from our houses and yards could be] put in our 
properties. And so little by little we found that the whole part was already fertile. But 

                                                 
34 All VRI interview quotes have been translated from Kirundi and/or French to English. Five interviews were 
conducted predominantly in French, while the rest were conducted with Kirundi-French translation by the person 
who worked as my research assistant. Some predominantly Kirundi interviews also included Swahili and Kiha. I 
undertook French to English translation during the transcription process. 
35 Note that the plot size distributed per household is not significantly different from the national average. 
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here we cannot even raise chickens because the houses are very close together, but if they 
were spread out, because here if we have at least one goat, you can’t have a place to send 
it to graze. (Interview, VRI, 2014) 
 

Villagers also reported that they had difficulties in keeping small livestock due to the density of 

housing and the lack of pasture nearby. Many explained that goats caused additional problems 

because they tended to eat the crops of villagers whose land was far from the village. Participants 

believed that many of the surrounding residents intentionally let their animals graze in the fields 

of the villagers because they believed the land to be rightfully theirs. This ambiguity in rights 

created tensions and suspicions among villagers, a situation that was not unique to the village 

studied. At the site of another VRI, Dominik Kohlhagen (2011) traced a very complicated land 

conflict that occurred because the VRI construction displaced earlier returnees who had been 

granted the land as restitution for other despoiled properties.  

 Under liberal definitions of citizenship returnees should technically have the rights to 

move and to own property, but such rights are also dependent on wealth and capital, and for most 

of the villagized returnees therefore an impossibility. The relationship between wealth and rights 

is expressed clearly by Edwine, a widow who did not consider the region her home; she states: 

As we know, someone can normally live where they want, depending on their means. I 
can say, for example, that I want to live in Europe. But if I don’t have the plane ticket, I 
can’t go live there. I can say that I want to live in [another region] or [a city in another 
region], but if I don’t have 5 million [approximately 3,000 USD] to buy a parcel I can’t 
go live there. Which means that life conditions continue badly up until now.  
 

This is an intimate understanding of the limits of liberal citizenship, and also refers to the 

difficulty of leaving the difficult conditions of the village for those without access to land 

elsewhere.  

For many villagers the lack of land is most significant because of the limited livelihood 

options in the region and diminution of aid for returnees. Although a handful of residents had 



104 
 

completed secondary school, technical college, or had teaching qualifications, only two were 

employed at the nearest primary school. There were a couple small kiosks, a solar phone 

charging station, and some had businesses at the nearby market. Many participated in small 

commercial activities, such as buying and reselling soap, candles, or food items such as small 

fish, though the returns for such commerce was minimal. The most common wage labour 

undertaken was agricultural work in the fields of surrounding residents. NRC recorded the way 

in which the influx of landless rural residents due to the construction of peace villages drove 

down the daily wage for the difficult manual work of agricultural labourers to as low as 400 FBu 

per day (around 30 cents) (Norweigan Refugee Council, 2008). Agricultural wage labour was 

only seasonally available, and precariously depended on finding a farmer who was hiring 

labourers at the time. While the local wage daily agricultural labour rate was now reported as 

between 1000-1500 FBu today, such an amount did not go far in buying the food necessary to 

support one’s family and as a result may were obliged to continue to do such difficult work.  

Migration to regions with higher reimbursement for agricultural labour was a common 

spatial fix, including returning to Tanzania. This was considered particularly important to the 

ability of a household to buy seeds prior to the planting season. However, this was only really an 

option for young men. If caught by authorities without proper documents they could return 

empty handed.  

 Other paid work had occasionally been given to returnees by NGOs, UN agencies, and 

government cash-for-work and food-for-work projects. One such project began towards the end 

of the research period, however employment was limited, and receipt of a job depended on local 

patronage networks. There seemed to be fewer such projects than in the past, according to 

villagers. This accords with the program logic of providing paid work in the beginning which 
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was then hypothesised to provide villagers with the capital they would need to start other 

entrepreneurial activities to support themselves (Bamou et al., 2014; UNDP Burundi, 2014).  

 In keeping with the objective of creating entrepreneurial citizens, many of the villagers 

interviewed reported being encouraged to form and join associations in order to access additional 

capital to undertake Income Generating Activities (IGAs). Jérémie, an astute participant 

observed that there were now a lot of associations, particularly in the rice fields. He himself liked 

the shared-labour aspect of associations, so that work teams would rotate among the fields of 

members, finishing the work quickly and sociably. Unmarried, and without kinship ties nearby 

he found this preferable to working alone, and also reduced the amount of the harvest that could 

be lost to birds or thieves if it was left in the fields for too long. But he also noted that donors had 

said that all the aid had to go through associations now, they couldn’t just help individuals like 

they had in the past. Jérémie thought this was “because of globalization.” Others had negative 

experiences of having to contribute start-up funds to associations, and losing the money they 

contributed without seeing much benefit. Either the profits were marginal, or they lost their 

capital entirely, and no longer wanting to participate: “When we see that there are associations 

that are recruiting people, we remember what happened, and then we see directly that there is no 

progress, and we decided to abandon [the associations]” (Interview, VRI, 2014). So while 

associations are considered important to raising capital for entrepreneurial enterprise of non-

agricultural activities according to neoliberal rationalities of humanitarian organisations, 

residents did not perceive such benefits. Those who did continue to participate primarily enjoyed 

participation for social aspects or to access agricultural labour necessary to their cultivation.  

Villagers identified their inability to secure livelihoods in the village through agriculture 

or wage labour as directly contributing to tension and security concerns within the village and 
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with the surrounding residents: “Security here? Concerning security, it’s disturbed by hunger and 

poverty” (Interview, VRI, 2014). One of the primary concerns was theft in fields before those 

who had planted could harvest. All villagers who mentioned theft mentioned hunger and poverty 

as reasons, tying it to land issues, and the lack of aid. Times with less aid were times of theft, but 

when people had been receiving more aid there was less theft. This theft increased tension 

between the village and the surrounding communities, who saw the presence of the village as 

also compromising their livelihoods. 

Returnee citizenship: limits to voice and command 

Although returnees are argued to have regained citizenship, the biopolitical modes used 

to manage villagers has tended to reproduce many of the infantilizing and disciplining mode of 

governance that exist for aid recipients in refugee camps. But unlike the camps, villagers are 

expected to be able to meet their own needs through their supposed economic freedom as 

citizens. This further limits their voice and ability to assert control over their lives in new 

landscapes, and as I will demonstrate below this has had a stultifying impact on their ability to 

protest the inadequacy of the resources available under the VRI programme. 

Simon Turner (2010) explores in the 1990’s in Lukole camp in Tanzania how the human-

rights ideals of refugee-aid organisations were mobilized to promote practices of participation 

drawn from citizenship in democracies to ‘community development’ programming for 

Burundian and Rwandan refugees. Framed in the language of  ‘empowerment’, ‘community’ 

leaders were often placed in a position of promoting policies or behaviours already decided upon 

or deemed desirable by the  humanitarian organisations and Tanzanian security authorities 

managing the camp. Participation, empowerment and community development can be 

understood as techniques of governmental biopower, attempting to shape the mindsets and 
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behaviours of refugees, to create ideal apolitical passive and innocent recipients of humanitarian 

aid, so that the relief agencies can more easily carry out their “make-live” mandate in the camp.  

Although the camp was contradictorily already conceived of as apolitical, by forming 

‘the community’ of refugees, relief agencies hoped to reduce ‘homeland’ oriented participation 

in party politics and especially armed political movements operating in camps. Of course, the 

many restrictions on movement, employment, and actual political participation within refugee 

camps, and the lack of control over even simple aspects of daily life like what they eat, make 

“the idea of creating self-governing citizen-subjects look rather absurd” (Turner, 2010, p. 8). 

Indeed, Turner continues by drawing on Agamben to highlight how any self-government was 

necessarily limited and circumscribed by discipline that creates the camp as a space of exception 

(Turner, 2010). When refugees do voice opposition to the ways they are managed or take action 

to protest the conditions in which they live, they are often countered with harsh disciplinary 

measures.  

Around the time that we arrived in the village there was much talk about an incident 

where the villagers had refused an aid distribution that had been sent to them.36  Time between 

distributions had become increasingly less predictable, and so was the amount. This time it was 

immediately obvious that very few sacks had been brought to be shared among the villagers—

one sack would need to be divided up among ten households, but the fifty kilo sacks were not 

even full.  Seeing the small quantity this time, the villagers refused to take it. There was so much 

hunger that they could not accept such a small amount—it was insufficient to meet even their 

most basic needs. They needed more. So the sacks were sent back to the commune administrative 

                                                 
36 This story is patched together from many accounts over many weeks. It does not include the perspectives of all 
parties involved, only those of the villagers. Rather than focusing on the veracity of various aspects of the story, I 
hope to pull out the themes that the villagers identified in their recounting, particularly their attention to unequal 
power relations and disciplining discourses. 
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centre. They actively demanded their right to adequate food—to a distributive regime—precisely 

because they were not able to meet their own needs with the inadequate land they had been 

given, and few livelihood options.  

 The commune called on villagers close to the administration to help them to convince 

others, both by saying that it was not in the Burundian tradition to refuse gifts, and by suggesting 

that if they did not take this they would get nothing. Yet, “the villagers here,” it was said, “are 

used to protesting together” and so they did not yield, waiting for their complaints to reach the 

ministry and the governor. Parallels were drawn between protests that had taken place in the 

camps and settlements, and protests that had occurred earlier in the village, when they would try 

to block cars to ask for aid and jobs like they had done in camps. One villager said this was 

“because they are used to being in camps. And arriving here also they received aid. After having 

seen that things are being cut off” (Interview, VRI, 2014). 

 The fact that the villagers were ‘used to protesting’ contradicts the idea of former 

refugees as passive aid recipients. While this could in many contexts be interpreted as ‘acts of 

citizenship’ (Isin & Turner, 2007) it seemed to be interpreted by local officials and some agency 

staff as a negative characteristic, in spite of the citizenship promotion goals of programming, and 

seems to prove to them that villagers are aid-dependent. This pittance of an aid distribution was 

accompanied by the mantra that they all knew they should really work for food, and since this 

was undeserved, they should simply accept it as a gift, rather than demand more as entitlements. 

This created a contradictory governmentality. Villagers needed to be self-sufficient hard working 

citizens, not entitled to the necessities of life but needing to earn them even in their difficult 

context, and, as was expected from them when they were refugees, to also be passive, apolitical 

aid-recipients when aid was given. That aid was given because of a recognition on the part of the 
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government and aid organisations that their context made it impossible for many to meet their 

basic needs did not mean that they should consider themselves entitled to it. But by protesting, 

villagers were seen as acting in an undesirable way, and therefore disciplined, as they had been 

when protesting in camps. The disciplinary logic of the state depended precisely on the fact that 

villagers had limited resources to autonomously assure their social reproduction, and that many 

did need food immediately, and would need aid in the future.  

 Drawing on a series of parables, one local elected official reminded the villagers of their 

subordinate place in the national order of things, by chiding them in a condescending way. One 

of the parables that was recounted noted that if a woman prepares ugali, it is the father of the 

household who would eat a large portion. The children will be thrown a small portion of what is 

left. This caused much consternation, and many people interpreted it as meaning that they were 

the children in the story who would be given the small piece of ugali, and that others had taken a 

portion of their aid. This parable overtly highlights the unequal power relations governing life in 

the village. It functions biopolitically to reinforce to villagers their place within local hierarchies, 

and their lack of entitlement. Like children they are given food, but have not worked for it, and 

should never expect much. While others have written about the infantilization of refugees 

(Manchanda, 2004), similar unequal power relations occur in these local domestic politics, as in 

this parable so that those that protest are reminded that they should act like disciplined children. 

The same official also told another story of a dispute over a cow that had been butchered. The 

four men who owned the cow all wanted the heart, and the conflict became so heated that in 

order to resolve the problem the cow was thrown in the river. The villagers were thus given an 

ultimatum. If they did not accept the food, they would receive nothing now or in the future. This 

parable emphasises the biopower of those holding the ‘aid-strings’ to ‘let-die’ by withholding 
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resources and disciplines villagers to act as appropriately compliant humanitarian subjects when 

aid is given. 

Eventually, the village leaders were also called to a meeting where, depending on who I 

spoke to, they were reportedly ‘counselled’, ‘advised’, ‘blamed’ or ‘insulted’ for causing the 

trouble. Having been duly disciplined these leaders were in turn expected to ‘counsel’ the 

villagers. After this meeting the village leaders advice to the villagers echoed that which they 

said they had been told to say. The fact that that they made it clear that they were disseminating 

information that they had been told to convey, could be interpreted as a form of silent resistance, 

but it did not curtail resentment and suspicion from some of the other villagers. Like the leaders 

in camp ‘community participation’ schemes, they were understood by others in the village to be 

agents promoting the governing rationales of those above them, disseminating information about 

desired behaviours, and reiterating disciplinary warnings (Turner, 2010, pp. 48-57).  

The leaders had been told the already often repeated message that the villagers were aid-

dependent after having lived in camps: ‘people here are used to being helped, because in past 

days they received aid’,  that they ‘wouldn’t be helped anymore’ and that they should now be 

able to ‘do certain things’ for themselves. Further, one participant said: “they even said that 

concerning food aid: it’s over,” and reported that they had been told they will only be given 

“small things.” This echoed what other villagers had said they had been told about state and 

NGO assistance in general on other occasions. One interviewee reported: “Rather than giving us 

aid, they continued to say that we are now in Burundi so we are Burundian.” Restored citizenship 

thus does not mean a renewed social contract with, or support from, the state, even though the 

loss or refugee status and means the loss of support from the humanitarian regime. Citizens, it is 

thought, must be self-sufficient.  
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 Consequently, “They advised us to understand well that we will should not always hold 

out our hands saying that les chefs will come and give us aid. We need to get used to work.  If we 

continue with this system of fighting, the will block [us], so that no other government or 

organisation will come to visit us…” The villagers, as citizens, are meant to be both self-

sufficient workers, and passive aid-recipients. But even though they are citizens, they are not 

supposed to voice their concerns. If they did try to protest, and to demand ‘make-live’ 

distributions, they could be disciplined with further abandonment.  

Conclusion 
Refugees by their very existence upset the relationship between ‘citizen/nation/state’ that 

is imagined by states and many in civil society to be a crucial to the national order of things. The 

ways in which refugees are welcomed by host states are shaped by broader regional and 

international politico-economic landscapes, as demonstrated in Tanzania’s changing stance 

towards Burundian refugees. While in the 1970’s Burundian refugees in Tanzania were 

incorporated into national development schemes and provided with large spaces to cultivate, in 

the 1990’s their livelihood options were restricted. The humanitarian regime provided basic 

assistance aimed at keeping populations alive, and managing populations to be passive apolitical 

aid-recipients, while at the same time casting refugees as aid-dependent due to this assistance, 

and in need of ‘empowerment.’  

Although they have regained citizenship, returnees, like refugees, are subject to similar 

forms of biopower that require them to conform to political rationalities of dominant institutions 

at a range of scales. Neoliberalism is one such dominant political rationality that is shaping the 

way that returnees are being imagined and governed. It is a rationality that has been instrumental 

to the increasing requirement for refugees to demonstrate their ability to be enterprising and self-
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sufficient actors in environments that offer limited livelihood opportunities. Villagised returnees 

face particular challenges in rebuilding material and affective ties in place. The villages have 

been constructed as ideal sites of development by the state and humanitarian organisations. In 

resettling landless returnees, the VRI program constructs former refugees as passive, apolitical 

aid recipients who need to be transformed to entrepreneurial citizens, able to ensure their self-

sufficiency and resolve their own problems at the village scale. While villagers, like other 

returnees, have been provided with resettlement assistance, the self-sufficiency promoted by the 

state is impossible for many of those without land or jobs. Without access to land, or with 

marginal land and poor harvests, villagers described the withdrawal of humanitarian assistance 

as abandonment, decrying assertions that they could now be self-sufficient. The withdrawal of 

aid has created a crisis of social reproduction. The lack of access to the basic necessities as a 

result of their return raises questions about the nature of their citizenship, and creates further 

barriers to belonging with surrounding communities. Jérémie sums up well the challenges to 

citizenship and belonging for returnees: 

To benefit from all these rights, for example, you have rights, among others the right to 
live, the right to health, the right to education, right to have work, right to food, right… 
right to find work, right to make visits. If you see that you are deprived of these rights 
then, effectively, you see that you are not a citizen. You don’t benefit from citizenship, 
which is what I wanted to say. (Interview, VRI, 2014) 
 

Villagised returnees, like refugees, are not passive. They risk border crossings; undertake 

difficult agricultural labour for low remuneration; and weigh participation in other associations. 

They also protest the conditions of their return, which do not allow most of them to adequately 

meet their own needs, even as they are told that they need to do so. While now within the 

national order of things, the power relations that structure their lives remain highly uneven. The 

effectiveness of citizenship practices, such as their ability to demand the right to food and to the 
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necessary resources to live, is limited by their continued infantilization and inadequate access to 

the material necessities for social reproduction. The construction of refugees as mendicants 

means that returnees’ demands for the basic necessities required for survival are countered with 

the assumption that they are just re-iterating complaints because they are still aid dependent. 

Contradictorily, when aid is given, they are expected to remain passive. 

Certainly, the conditions of villagized returnees need to be contextualized within the 

economic context of Burundi and the region. The conditions in which refugees are hosted, and 

conditions to which they are returned have been adversely affected by decades of transnational 

neoliberal governmentality in host states. Refugees’ return to their country of origin is 

considered the ideal by international humanitarian regimes, to the neglect of other possible 

solutions—though Tanzania’s recent naturalization of nearly 200,000 Burundians is an exciting 

disruption of these norms. Resettlement is intended by humanitarian organisations and the state 

to be a time limited period of assistance, after which returnees are supposed to be able to live like 

the rest of the population. As the average life expectancy in Burundi is under fifty, and the 

malnutrition rates are often over seventy per cent, even if the level of living conditions was 

similar to the rest of the population it does not seem like a humanitarian success (Poirier, 2014; 

Republic of Burundi, 2006). And village residents themselves know this. One woman who had 

previously been a teacher lamented: “Our country is among the poorest countries—I don’t see 

how our problems will end because it is a poor country” (Field Notes, VRI, 2014). The type of 

governmentality and discipline to which the villagers are subject can be seen across scales. States 

are supposed to be sovereign, responsibilized and self-sufficient, able to address problems at the 

scale of the state. When governments do not acquiescently implement the correct neoliberal 
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reforms, they too risk losing aid or debt relief, making it difficult for them to challenge these 

rationales.  

While return and the re-establishment of citizenship are often touted as important steps 

towards peace, the increasing reliance on market-led mechanisms to achieve these ends often 

creates contradictory outcomes insofar as they dispossess returnees of the material resources they 

need. Daley argues that even where there is ‘peace’ in the Great Lakes region, many formerly 

displaced people who have regained citizenship are nevertheless subject to “exclusionary 

practices, precisely because of the nature of their prior displacement” due to neoliberalizing 

reconstruction and “the actions of the international humanitarian regime” together (Daley, 

2013b, p. 895). This observation corroborates the accounts provided by residents in the VRI that 

I studied. VRIs have created new spaces of exclusion because they rely on contradictory forms of 

neoliberal governance that require residents to behave both as passive, apolitical aid recipients 

when rare aid is delivered, and as enterprising and self-sufficient neoliberal subjects in 

environments that offer limited livelihood opportunities. Truly durable responses to displacement 

and return require thinking beyond mere programmatic solutions and the re-placing of people in 

states, to a transformation of territorialized citizen/nation/state boundaries, and dominant 

transnational neoliberal governmentalities, that justify abandonment and letting die through 

market rationales. If resettlement and peace are to overcome these contradictions, their 

foundation must be attentiveness to the experiences and voices of returnees. Comprehension of 

returnees’ efforts to assure and demand the material requirements needed to live and to feel at 

home is fundamental to understanding into the complexity of the hurdles created by insistence on 

return to ‘the national order of things’ combined with neoliberal governmentalities of post-
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conflict reconstruction. It requires a radical citizenship in which agency does not simply mean 

being a self-sufficient entrepreneur, and in which “making live” is chosen over “letting die.”   
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Chapter 5: Conclustion 

Summary of research and findings 
In this thesis I explored the limits to regained citizenship for people affected by forced 

displacement in the context of an increasingly neoliberal regime of ‘post-conflict’ reconstruction. 

I argued that the imperatives of the market are increasingly shaping the landscapes in which 

peace and reconciliation are being organised, as demonstrated in the promotion of economic 

liberalization in Burundi’s Arusha Accords for Peace and Reconciliation. The management of 

displaced populations is part of the broader context of peace and conflict and is also shaped by 

neoliberalization, as seen in the impact of structural adjustment policy on the shift in Tanzania’s 

refugee policy, precipitating Burundian refugee repatriation, as well as in resettlement programs 

such as the VRIs. 

When refugees return to their countries of ‘origin’ they legally regain citizenship. This is 

considered by many to be an important step in post-conflict reconstruction, restoring rights 

degraded by conflict. However, as I have demonstrated the management of returnee resettlement 

is equally bound by the expectation that initiatives towards peace-building conform to economic 

fundamentals of free markets, as well as governmental requirements that citizens become self-

sufficient through entrepreneurship, and able to take responsibility for themselves. This is seen in 

the dominant discourse about the desired mentalities of returnees, who are thought to be passive 

recipients of humanitarian aid rather than entrepreneurial “proactive economic players” and thus 

not “capable and able to define and manage the development process and outcomes” as active 

citizens should (UNDP, 2014, p. 4). 

In places with long histories of conflict and displacement, goals of individual self-

sufficiency through market participation are unlikely to be achieved because they do not 

adequately consider the material and social challenges to social reproduction that displaced 
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populations encounter. In this research I found that many villagized returnees have marginal 

access to land, few and precarious opportunities for wage labour, and do not derive material 

benefits from activities like participating in associations intended to promote income generating 

activities that policy makers see as essential markers of responsible citizenship. As I demonstrate 

in this thesis, resettlement programs like this make it impossible for many to meet even their 

most basic needs. Humanitarian organisations are increasingly the dominant institutions 

responsible for service provision for displaced people in the transition to peace. They too are 

subject to market rationales in competition for funding that require their programs to produce 

sustainable self-sufficiency in a wide variety of sectors through the empowerment of 

communities, and therefore limited in their capacity to affect change to these systems. Further, as 

I have argued in this thesis, in environments shaped by decades of debt and conflict, 

governments are equally unlikely to challenge the dominant narratives of fiscal conservatism, 

privatization, and responsibilization, particularly when debt relief is tied to the implementation of 

such measures. Resultant improvement programs like the VRI produce economic landscapes that 

make it impossible for returnee populations to conduct themselves as the entrepreneurial, self-

actualizing citizens that policy makers hope they will become.    

Particularly in countries with recent histories of genocidal violence, warfare, and 

displacement, states are more inclined to combine long-standing authoritarian techniques for 

governing populations with the newer, more subtle governmentalities that the free market 

demands. This is evident in the revival of villagisation including the VRI program in Burundi, in 

spite of the displacement, dispossession, violence, and state-surveillance associated with past 

villagisation schemes, in its mobilization towards goals of market-led development. While these 

neoliberal technologies of government  are imagined as necessary to transform former refugees 
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into active citizens, the dominant discourses used to shape villager self-sufficiency work 

contradictorily to deprive returnees of voice and limit their political demands. The incident in 

which villagers refused a food-aid distribution, for example, highlights the perverse conjecture of 

the idea that former refugees must both be transformed from passive mendicants into hard-

working citizens and therefore are not entitled to aid, and should learn not to ask for assistance.  

As I point out in Chapter four, as currently designed, market-friendly peace building 

improvement projects like the VRI are contradictory because by virtue of their spatial location, 

and lack of direct material support, they dispossess returnee populations of their ability to secure 

their own livelihoods. It is also ironic that in spite of the rights and possibilities that regained 

citizenship promised, the lack of make-live assistance or resources in these spaces was 

experienced as an abandonment by the state and humanitarian organisations. The difficulties that 

former refugees who regain citizenship in Burundi face, have led me to conclude that if efforts to 

build lasting peace are to overcome these contradiction, they must seek to pay attention to the 

experiences and voices of returnees. For it is only through an understanding of their efforts to 

secure and demand the material requirements for their existence that we can gain insights into 

the complexity of the hurdles that neoliberal governmentalities create, and insistence on the ‘the 

national order of things.’  

Limitations and directions for future research 

While I sought to provide a comprehensive study of the VRI program and its impact on formerly 

displaced Burundians who had regained citizenship, there were some limitations to the research. 

The limitations of this project can be broadly divided in two categories: limitations due to the 

design and scope of the project in the context in which I conducted research, and the constraints 
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of an MA thesis based on a manuscript format, which did not allow for all the rich data collected 

to be included in analysis in this thesis.  

 Limitations of qualitative research when conducted in a context in which questions of 

political violence and injustice are very pertinent given the research design of this project and 

ongoing political violence in Burundi, even though this project did not overtly address party-

politics or current constitutional debates. Although a life history approach allows for the 

generation of rich and reliable data, providing in-depth background and stories from participants, 

it is also creates challenges in presenting the material generated. It is impossible to share detailed 

information about participants when recounting their views, without risks to their anonymity. 

This is particularly true as the research took place in a village setting, was based on a small 

sample size, and because of the very diverse life histories and life stages of the research 

participants. Although the village is not identified in the research, I did receive local 

administrative permission to research in the village. As it is possible the village could be 

identified, attention to anonymizing data is necessary as some participants expressed discontent 

about their experiences, which could be construed as political critique. This raises challenges in 

presenting the data in ways that do not dehumanize or homogenize returnees.  

This research also generated a wide variety of additional interesting themes that provide 

directions for further research. In conducting the life histories, for example, participants drew 

attention to the ways in which a variety of factors such as education, gender, age, trajectories of 

displacement, political affiliation, region of origin, and kinship ties all influenced the ability of 

returnees to access resources, re-establish livelihoods, and meet needs upon their return to 

Burundi, as well as their perceptions of citizenship and belonging. Future research on return 
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could benefit from attentiveness to the impact that particular intersectionalities play in shaping 

the experience of return and resettlement.  

While children’s experiences of return were not addressed directly in this thesis, In 

interviews, they emerged as an important area of potential future research because children make 

up a large proportion of ‘returnees’ often ‘returning’ to a country in which they have never lived, 

and with less choice in the decision than their parents, and therefore experience the challenges of 

return and citizenship differently than adults. While some parents in this study discussed their 

children’s wish to return to camps, research with children was not a part of this project, but could 

be an interesting direction for future research.   

Even at the time of this research many families had already left the village permanently. 

Many were rumoured to have gone to other countries. The factors in their decision to leave, the 

resources which allowed them to go, and their perceptions of the VRI scheme and citizenship 

could enrich understandings of belonging and livelihoods beyond state borders and official 

reintegration schemes. Relatedly, the ongoing transnational material and affective ties of 

returnees, including their continued migration, is an interesting further direction of research. 

While studies of transnationalism began with research on the linking of places by labour 

migrants, more recent research has focused on what Catherine Nolin has termed ‘refugee 

transnationalism’ (Hyndman, 2010; Nolin, 2006). Little research has examined the continued 

transnational migrations of supposedly ‘durable solution’ resettled returnees, and the ties of 

returnees to family members who remain abroad, which complicates and blurs the refugee/labour 

migrant differentiation (Long, 2009, 2011).  Nearly all participants had children or family 

members still residing in Tanzania, or who migrated regularly for labour. Some of these family 

members were among those waiting for citizenship, and following the study, in October 2014, 
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the Tanzanian government made the unprecedented move of granting citizenship to nearly 

200,000 Burundians refugees. We know very little about the ways that different pathways to 

citizenship affect peacebuilding processes, particularly in places marked by long periods of 

conflict and displacement. It is for this reason that a study of former Burundian refugees who 

have regained citizenship in both Burundi and Tanzania is a particularly interesting direction for 

future research, and which could be attentive to ongoing transnational ties.  

Post-Script on Recent Events in Burundi 

 It has been one year since the primary research for this project took place. Since that time 

Burundi has made world news headlines several times due to dramatic political violence 

particularly against protestors, a military coup attempt and military confrontations, and extra-

judicial killings and assassinations, leading up to and following a series of elections including the 

particularly disputed presidential elections in July. Although most news coverage has focused on 

the capital city, the lives of the residents of the remote VRI of this research project have also 

been shaped by the uncertain and troubling national context. 

 Already at the time of the research there was great uncertainty about what the 2015 

elections would mean. Over beers and brochettes good friends grimly joked that they would soon 

be joining me in Canada as refugees. The optimism that had characterized a number of years 

following the 2005 elections in spite of continued insidious political violence, was beginning to 

shatter in the face of pre-electoral posturing by political parties. And while none of my friends 

have joined me here, some are now living outside of Burundi. The political violence and 

instability over the past four months has led to renewed large-scale displacements. UNHCR 

reports that nearly 200,000 officially registered refugees have left Burundi over the past four 

months, and is predicting that as many as 320,000 will have sought refuge by September, 
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primarily in Rwanda, Tanzania, and DRC (UNHCR, 2015d). The magnitude of renewed 

displacement makes it clear that the factors leading to forced displacement have not been 

resolved by the emphasis on return and resettlement in a context of neoliberal reconstruction.  

Anecdotally, nearly all the households most recently expelled from Tanzania have left the 

VRI over the past year. As they had not previously been considered refugees, and had avoided 

living in camps, they may not be among those officially counted this time. Others families have 

again gone to camps, though it is difficult to know exactly what the VRI is like now from such a 

distance. What is certain, is that resettlement has not been durable for many.  

While the VRI program was only a small piece of Burundi’s reconstruction program, and 

many of its implementers were not even aware that villagisation was promoted in the Arusha 

Accords, it does, in many ways, exemplify some of the reasons why the liberal peace of the 

Arusha Accords has not brought about lasting peace or wellbeing for the people of Burundi.  

Daley suggests that the Accords were merely “a temporary stalemate” between not only 

Burundian political groups, but also international and regional actors, without truly challenging 

the existing social system or inequalities within or beyond the state (Daley, 2013a). One of the 

goals of liberal peace is the imposition of “rapid modernization” through stabilization and 

neoliberalization. Villagisation can also be seen as a program that temporarily addresses needs 

for land and shelter, without challenging larger systems. It too envisions modernization, the 

stabilization of people within the national order of things, and the neoliberal transformation of 

rural citizens. While planners and program staff may rightly point out that many of the events are 

beyond the scale of the resettlement programs including the VRI program, that question of scale 

is precisely the point: “the significance of the politics of scale in the reproduction of violence—

genocidal violence persists and is reproduced consistently because of the ordering of the African 
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humanity within a ‘nested hierarchy of spatial scales’—the product of modernity and capitalism” 

(Daley, 2007b, p. 232). Villagisation is precisely that—the product of modernity and capitalism: 

It is a high modernist technology repurposed with a neoliberal project logic, retaining a 

Eurocentric vision of progress and the transformation of landscapes, and abandoning landless 

Burundian returnees precisely because of their return to “their place” within the territorial 

bounded nation-state system. Critical attention to liberal peace and neoliberal reconstruction, 

questioning of spatial hierarchies, historical materialist relational analyses of injustices, and 

geographical imagination beyond scale and borders are all tools that geographers have to 

contribute towards geographies of peace.  

  



124 
 

References 
 
Accord d'Arusha pour la Paix et la Réconciliation au Burundi. (2000, 28 August).   Retrieved 

from http://bnub.unmissions.org/Portals/bnub-french/accorddarusha.pdf 

AI. (2014). Burundi: Locked Down: The shrinking of political space (Vol. AFR 16/002/2014). 

London: Amnesty International Publications. 

Ansoms, A. (2013). Dislodging Power Structures in Rural Rwanda: From 'Disaster Tourist' to 

'Transfer Gate'. In S. Thomson, A. Ansoms, & J. Murison (Eds.), Emotional and Ethical 

Challenges for Field Research in Africa. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Armbrecht, A. (2009). Thin Places: A Pilgrimage Home. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Bamou, E., Bandara, A., Warren-Rodriguez, A., Diabate, A., Chokerah, J., Gbetnkom, D., & 

Ranguebaye, R. (2014). Building peace and advancing development in the Great Lakes 

Region. New York: UNHCR. 

Barton, G. (2007). Empire Forestry and the Origins of Environmentalism. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Black, R. (1993). Geography and refugees: current issues. In R. Black & V. Robinson (Eds.), 

Geography and refugees - patterns and processes of change (pp. 3-13). London: 

Belhaven Press. 

Bondi, L. (2012). Research and Therapy: Generating Meaning and Feeling Gaps. Qualitative 

Inquiry, 19(1), 9-19. doi:10.1177/1077800412462978 

Cameron, E. (2012). New geographies of story and storytelling. Progress in Human Geography, 

36(5), 573-592. doi:10.1177/0309132511435000 

Cerwonka, A., & Malkki, L. H. (2008). Improvising Theory: Process and Temporality in 

Ethnographic Fieldwork (Kindle ed.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 



125 
 

Chimni, B. S. (2004). From resettlement to involuntary repatriation: Towards a critical history of 

durable solutions to refugee problems. Refugee Survey Quarterly, 23(3), 55-73.  

Chrétien, J. P. (2006). The Great Lakes of Africa: Two Thousand Years of History (S. Straus, 

Trans.). New York: Zone Books. 

Comité Central du Parti UPRONA. (1980). Actes du Premier Congrès National du Parti 

UPRONA. Bujumbura. 

Commission Intégrée Ad Hoc - Rapatriment et Réintégration. (2008). Document du Strategie: 

Solutions durables pour les sinistrés sans terres - Dans le cadre du raptriment et 

réintégration - Une approche en termes de "villagisation". Burundi. 

Daley, P. (1991). Gender, displacement and social reproduction: Settling Burundi refugees in 

Western Tanzania. Journal of Refugee Studies, 4(3), 248-266.  

Daley, P. (1993). From the Kipande to the Kibali: the incorporation of refugees and labour  

migrants in Western Tanzania, 1900-87. In R. Black & V. Robinson (Eds.), Geography 

and refugees - patterns and processes of change (pp. 14-32). London: Belhaven Press. 

Daley, P. (1996). Review of Purity and Exile, by Liisa Malkki, and The Rwanda Crisis by 

Gérard Prunier. Journal of Refugee Studies, 9(4), 431-433.  

Daley, P. (2006a). Challenges to peace: conflict resolution in the great lakes region of Africa. 

Third World Quarterly, 27(2), 303-319. doi:10.1080/01436590500432564 

Daley, P. (2006b). Ethnicity and political violence in Africa: The challenge to the Burundi state. 

Political Geography, 25(6), 657-679. doi:10.1016/j.polgeo.2006.05.007 

Daley, P. (2007a). The Burundi Peace Negotiations: An African Experience of Peace–making. 

Review of African Political Economy, 34(112), 333-352. 

doi:10.1080/03056240701449729 



126 
 

Daley, P. (2007b). Gender & genocide in Burundi : the search for spaces of peace in the Great 

Lakes Region. Oxford: James Currey. 

Daley, P. (2013a). Political violence in post-conflict Societies in Africa: The limits of peace-

building and stabilization in Burundi. Jindal Journal of International Affairs, 3(1), 102-

126.  Retrieved from 

http://www.jsia.edu.in/JJIA/PDF/Political%20Violence%20in%20Post-

Conflict%20Societies%20in%20Africa%20-%20Patricia%20Daley.pdf 

Daley, P. (2013b). Refugees, IDPs and Citizenship Rights: the perils of humanitarianism in the 

African Great Lakes region. Third World Quarterly, 34(5), 893-912. 

doi:10.1080/01436597.2013.800740 

Daley, P. (2013c). Rescuing African bodies: celebrities, consumerism and neoliberal 

humanitarianism. Review of African Political Economy, 40(137), 375-393. 

doi:10.1080/03056244.2013.816944 

Dean, M. (2010). Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (Second Edition ed.). 

London: Sage. 

Falisse, J.-B., & Niyonkuru, R. C. (2013). Peace Villages for Repatriates to Burundi. Forced 

Migration Review, 43.  

FAO. (2011). Burundi Food Security Early Warning Monitoring System.   Retrieved from 

http://coin.fao.org/coin-static/cms/media/10/13200682319090/bulletinsap-

ssa_n100en.pdf 

Ferguson, J. (1990). The Anti-politics Machine: "development," Depoliticization, and 

Bureaucratic Power in Lesotho. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 



127 
 

Ferguson, J. (2010). The Uses of Neoliberalism. Antipode, 41, 166-184. doi:10.1111/j.1467-

8330.2009.00721.x 

Ferguson, J., & Gupta, A. (2002). spatializing states: toward an ethnography of neoliberal 

governmentality. American Ethnologist, 29(4), 981-1002.  

Fincher, R. (2009). Life Course Approaches. International Encyclopedia of Human Geography.  

Foucault, M. (1979). Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison (A. Sheridan, Trans.). New 

York: Vintage Books. 

Foucault, M. (1991). Governmentality. In G. Burchell, C. Gordon, & P. Miller (Eds.), The 

Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality (pp. 87-104). Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press. 

Fransen, S., & Kuschminder, K. (2014). Lessons Learned from Refugee Return Settlement 

Policies: A Case Study on Burundi's Rural Integrated Villages. Refugee Survey 

Quarterly, 33(1), 59-76. doi:10.1093/rsq/hdt023 

Fresia, M. (2014). Performing Repatriation? The Role of Refugee Aid in Shaping New 

Beginnings in Mauritania. Development and Change, 45(3), 434-457.  

Geschiere, P., & Jackson, S. (2006). Autochthony and the Crisis of Citizenship: 

Democratization, Decentralization, and the Politics of Belonging. African Studies Review, 

49(2), 1-7. doi:10.1353/arw.2006.0104 

Giele, J. Z., & Elder, G. H. (1998). Methods of Life Course Research: Qualitative and 

Quantitative Approaches. London: SAGE Publications. 

Government of Canada. (2010). Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research 

Involving Humans. Canada Retrieved from http://www.pre.ethics.gc.ca/eng/policy-

politique/initiatives/tcps2-eptc2/Default/. 



128 
 

Guest, G., Namey, E. E., & Mitchell, M. L. (2012). Collecting Qualitative Data: A Field Manual 

for Applied Research: SAGE Publications. 

Häkli, J. (2009). Governmentality. In R. K. Thrift (Ed.), International Encyclopedia of Human 

Geography (pp. 628-633). Oxford: Elsevier. 

Hall, S., Massey, D., & Ruskin, M. (2013). After Neoliberalism: analysing the present. 

Soundings: A Journal of Politics and Culture, 53, 8-22. doi:10.1353/sdg.2013.0022 

Hammond, L. (2004). This Place Will Become Home: Refugee Repatriation to Ethiopia. Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press. 

Haver, K., Hatungimana, F., & Tennant, V. (2009). Money Matters: an evaluation of the use of 

cash grants in UNHCR's voluntary repatriation and reintegration program in Burundi. 

Geneva: UNHCR. 

Hay, I. (2005). Qualitative Research Methods in Human Geography. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Haynes, D. F. (2010). Lessons From Bosnia's Arizona Market: Harm to Women in a 

Neoliberalized Postconflict Reconstruction Process. University of Pennsylvania Law 

Review, 158(6), 1779-1829.  

Hennessy, L. A. (2013). Re-Placing Indigenous Territory: Villagization and the Transformation 

of Amerindian Environments Under “Cooperative Socialism” in Guyana. Annals of the 

Association of American Geographers, 103(5), 1242-1265. 

doi:10.1080/00045608.2012.740382 

Hovil, L. (2012). Gender, Transitional Justice, and Displacement: Challenges in Africa's Great 

Lakes Region. Retrieved from  



129 
 

Hovil, L., & Lomo, Z. (2013, June). The Role of Citizenship in Addressing Refugee Crises in  

Africa’s Great Lakes Region: Policy Briefing.   Retrieved from http://refugee-

rights.org/Publications/Papers/2014/Citizenship%20policy%20paper%20FINAL1.pdf 

HRW. (2012). "You will not have peace while you are living":  The escalation of political 

violence in Burundi. Retrieved from https://www.hrw.org/report/2012/05/02/you-will-

not-have-peace-while-you-are-living/escalation-political-violence-burundi 

Huggins, C. (2011). Undermining Land Law Reform. In S. Straus & L. Waldorf (Eds.), 

Remaking Rwanda: State Building and Human Rights after Mass Violence (pp. 252-261). 

Madison: University of Wisconsin Press. 

Huggins, C. (2014). Seeing Like a Neoliberal State? Authoritarian High Modernism, 

Commercialization and Governmentality in Rwanda’s Agricultural Reform. (PhD), 

Carlton Ottawa.    

Hyndman, J. (2000). Managing Displacement: Refugees and the Politics of Humanitarianism. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Hyndman, J. (2010). Introduction: the feminist politics of refugee migration. Gender, Place & 

Culture, 17(4), 453-459. doi:10.1080/0966369x.2010.485835 

Hyndman, J. (2011). A Refugee Camp Conundrum: Geopolitics, Liberal Democracy, and 

Protracted Refugee Situations. Refuge, 28(2), 7-15.  

Hyndman, J., & Giles, W. (2011). Waiting for what? The feminization of asylum in protracted 

situations. Gender, Place & Culture, 18(3), 361-379. 

doi:10.1080/0966369x.2011.566347 



130 
 

ICG. (2012). Burundi: Bye-bye Arusha? Retrieved from 

http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/africa/central-africa/burundi/192-burundi-bye-

bye-arusha.ashx 

ICG. (2014a). Fields of Bitterness (I): Land Reform in Burundi [Press release]. Retrieved from 

http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/publication-type/media-releases/2014/africa/fields-of-

bitterness-i-land-reform-in-burundi.aspx 

ICG. (2014b, Feb 12). Les terres de la discorde (I): la réforme foncière au Burundi. Rapport 

Afrique N°213.  

ICG. (2014c). Les terres de la discorde (II): restitution et réconciliation au Burundi.  

IFRC. (2014). Emergency appeal Burundi: Population Movement.  Retrieved from 

http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/MDRBI008REA.pdf  

IMF. (2013). IMF Factsheet: Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers. Retrieved from 

http://www.imf.org/external/np/exr/facts/hipc.htm 

Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, CNTB, & CNR. (2011). Atelier de réflexion sur les 

solutions durables pour des personnes déplacées internes.  Retrieved from 

http://www.internal-

displacement.org/idmc/website/resources.nsf/%28httpPublications%29/888E9B27879081

E9C125798000327604?OpenDocument 

Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre , & NRC. (2013). Global Overview 2012: People 

Internally Displaced by Violence and Conflict. 

IOM. (2013). "Former Burundian Refugees Still in Need of Reintegration Support" says IOM. 

http://reliefweb.int/report/burundi/former-burundian-refugees-still-need-reintegration-



131 
 

support-says-iom Retrieved from http://reliefweb.int/report/burundi/former-burundian-

refugees-still-need-reintegration-support-says-iom 

IOM. (2014, 2 November). IOM assists returnees expelled from Tanzania in Burundi and 

Uganda.   Retrieved from http://www.iom.int/news/iom-assists-returnees-expelled-

tanzania-burundi-and-uganda 

IRIN. (2010). Burundi: Peace Villages come with a Price. Retrieved from 

http://www.irinnews.org/report/88623/burundi-peace-villages-come-with-a-price 

IRIN. (2013). Burundi's Land Conundrum. http://www.irinnews.org/report/99126/burundi-s-

land-conundrum Retrieved from http://www.irinnews.org/report/99126/burundi-s-land-

conundrum 

IRIN. (2014, 17 Oct). Tanzania's new citizens to get land, voting rights. IRIN humanitarian news 

and analysis.  Retrieved from http://www.irinnews.org/printreport.aspx?reportid=100725 

IRRI. (2010). Who Belongs Where? Conflict, Displacement, Land and Identity in North Kivu, 

Democratic Republic of Congo. Retrieved from  

IRRI. (2013). "I can't be a citizen if I am still a refugee." Former Burundian Refugees Struggle 

to Assert their new Tanzanian Citizenship. Retrieved from 

http://www.refworld.org/docid/53b3da324.htm 

IRRI. (2014). The Role of Citizenship in Addressing Refugee Crises in Africa’s Great Lakes 

Region: A Policy Briefing [Press release]. Retrieved from 

reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/IRRI-Citizenship-policy-paper-

FINAL_0.pdf 

IRRI, & Rema Ministries. (2009). “Two People Can’t Share the Same Pair of Shoes”: 

Citizenship, Land and the Return of Refugees to Burundi. Retrieved from  



132 
 

Isin, E. F., & Turner, B. S. (2007). Investigating Citizenship: An Agenda for Citizenship Studies. 

Citizenship Studies, 11(1), 5-17. doi:10.1080/13621020601099773 

Jefremovas, V. (2000). Treacherous waters: the politics of history and the politics of genocide in 

Rwanda and Burundi. Africa, 70(02), 298-308.  

Jefremovas, V. (2013). Foreward. In S. Thomson & A. Ansoms (Eds.), Emotional and Ethical 

Challenges for Fieldwork in Africa. New York: Palgrave. 

Kirsch, S., & Flint, C. (2011a). Introduction: Reconstruction and the Worlds that War Makes. In 

S. Kirsch & C. Flint (Eds.), Reconstructing Conflict: Integrating War and Post-War 

Geographies (pp. 3-30). Burlington, VT: Ashgate. 

Kirsch, S., & Flint, C. (2011b). Reconstructing Conflict: Integrating War and Post-war 

Geographies: Ashgate. 

Kohlhagen, D. (2011). Conflits fonciers sur ordonnance : L’imbroglio juridique et social dans les 

« villages de paix » de Rumonge. In S. Marysse, F. Reyntjens, & S. Vandeginste (Eds.), 

L'Afrique des grands lacs. Annuaire (Vol. 2010-2011, pp. 41-64). Anvers: L'Harmattan. 

Koopman, S. (2014). Making Space for Peace: International Protective Accompaniment in 

Colombia. In F. McConnell, N. Megoran, & P. Williams (Eds.), The Geographies of 

Peace (pp. 109-130): I. B. Taurus. 

Lal, P. (2010). Militants, Mothers, and the National Family: Ujamaa, Gender, and Rural 

Development in Postcolonial Tanzania. The Journal of African History, 51(01), 1-20. 

doi:10.1017/s0021853710000010 

Lal, P. (2012). Self-Reliance and the State: The Multiple Meanings of Development in Early 

Post-Colonial Tanzania. Africa, 82(02), 212-234. doi:10.1017/s0001972012000022 



133 
 

Larner, W. (2000). Neo-liberalism: Policy, Ideology, Governmentality. Studies in Political 

Economy: A Socialist Review(63), 5-25.  

Larner, W. (2009). Neoliberalism. In R. K. Thrift (Ed.), International Encyclopedia of Human 

Geography (pp. 374-378). Oxford: Elsevier. 

Lehtinen, A. A. (2009). Biopolitics. In R. K. Thrift (Ed.), International Encyclopedia of Human 

Geography (pp. 320-323). Oxford: Elsevier. 

Lemarchand, R. (1996). Burundi: Ethnic Conflict and Genocide. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Lemarchand, R. (2006). Consociationalism and Power Sharing in Africa: Rwanda, Burundi, and 

the Democratic Republic of the Congo. African Affairs, 106(422), 1-20. 

doi:10.1093/afraf/adl041 

Lemarchand, R. (2011). Burundi 1972: Genocide Denied, Revised, and Remembered. In R. 

Lemarchand (Ed.), Forgotten Genocides: Oblivion, Denial and Memory (pp. 37-50). 

Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 

Li, T. M. (2005). Beyond "The State" and Failed Schemes. American Anthropologist, 107(3), 

383-394.  

Li, T. M. (2007a). Governmentality. Anthropologica, 49(2), 275-281.  

Li, T. M. (2007b). The Will to Improve: Governmentality, Development, and the Practice of 

Politics: Duke University Press. 

Li, T. M. (2010). To Make Live or Let Die? Rural Dispossession and the Protection of Surplus 

Populations. Antipode, 41, 66-93. doi:10.1111/j.1467-8330.2009.00717.x 

Li, T. M. (2014a). Fixing Non‐market Subjects: Governing Land and Population in the Global 

South. Foucault Studies, 18, 34-48.  



134 
 

Li, T. M. (2014b). What is land? Assembling a resource for global investment. Transactions of 

the Institute of British Geographers, 39(4), 589-602. doi:10.1111/tran.12065 

Linehan, D. (2009). Modernity. In R. K. Thrift (Ed.), International Encyclopedia of Human 

Geography (pp. 157-163). Oxford: Elsevier. 

Long, K. (2009). Extending protection? Labour migration and durable solutions for refugees. 

Long, K. (2011). Refugees, repatriation and liberal citizenship. History of European Ideas, 37(2), 

232-241. doi:10.1016/j.histeuroideas.2010.10.016 

Lorgen, C. C. (2000). Villagisation in Ethiopia, Mozambique, and Tanzania. Social Dynamics, 

26(2), 171-198. doi:10.1080/02533950008458699 

Malkki, L. H. (1992). National Geographic: The Rooting of Peoples and the Territorialization of 

National Identity among Scholars and Refugees. Cultural Anthropology, 7(1), 24-44.  

Malkki, L. H. (1995a). Purity and exile: Violence, memory, and national cosmology among Hutu 

refugees in Tanzania: University of Chicago Press. 

Malkki, L. H. (1995b). Refugees and Exile: From "Refugee Studies" to the National Order of 

Things. Annual Review of Anthropology, 2, 495-523.  

Mamdani, M. (2001). When Victims Become Killers: Colonialism, Nativism, and the Genocide in 

Rwanda. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Mamdani, M. (2002). African States, Citizenship, and War: A Case Study. International Affairs, 

78(3), 493-506.  

Manchanda, R. (2004). Gender Conflict and Displacement: Contesting 'Infantilisation' of Forced 

Migrant Women. Economic and Political Weekly, 39(37), 4179-4186.  Retrieved from 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/4415535 . 

Massey, D. (2005). For Space. London: SAGE Publications. 



135 
 

McEwan, C. (2005). New spaces of citizenship? Rethinking gendered participation and 

empowerment in South Africa. Political Geography, 24(8), 969-991. 

doi:10.1016/j.polgeo.2005.05.001 

Milner, J. (2009). Refugees, the State and the Politics of Asylum in Africa. New York: Palgrave 

MacMillan. 

Milner, J. (2013). Two steps forward, one step back: understanding the shifting politics of 

refugee policy in Tanzania. UNHCR: New issues in refugee research(Research Paper No. 

255).  

Ministère de la Solidarité Nationale. (2010). Stratégie nationale de réintégration socio-

économique des personnes affectées par la conflit (dans un cadre de relèvement -

communautaire). Bujumbura. 

Ministry of Planning and Communal Development/Forecasting Unit, & UNDP. (2011). Vision 

2025. Denmark: Phoenix Design Aid A/S. 

Moore, D. S. (2005). Suffering for Territory: Race, Place, and Power in Zimbabwe: Duke 

University Press. 

Moore, H. L., & Vaughan, M. (1994). Cutting Down Trees: Gender, Nutrition, and Agricultural 

Change in the Northern Province of Zambia, 1890-1990. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Mullings, B. (2005). Commentary: Post-Colonial Encounters of the Methodological Kind. 

Southeastern Geographer, 45(2), 6.  

Mullings, B. (2009). Neoliberalization, social reproduction and the limits to labour in Jamaica. 

Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography, 30(2), 174-188. doi:10.1111/j.1467-

9493.2009.00363.x 



136 
 

Mullings, B. (2012). Governmentality, Diaspora Assemblages and the Ongoing Challenge of 

“Development”. Antipode, 44(2), 406-427. doi:10.1111/j.1467-8330.2010.00857.x 

Nagel, C., & Staeheli, L. (2015). Nature, environmentalism, and the politics of citizenship in 

post-civil war Lebanon. Cultural Geographies. doi:10.1177/1474474015572304 

Newbury, C. (2011). High Modernism at the Ground Level: The Imidugudu Policy in Rwanda In 

S. Straus & L. Waldorf (Eds.), Remaking Rwanda: State Building and Human Rights 

after Mass Violence (pp. 223-239). Madison: University of Wisconsin Press. 

Nkurunziza, G. (2011). Programme lrrd d’appui a la viabilisation des villages ruraux integres 

dans le cadre du rapatriement et de la reintegration au burundi: Rapport intermediaire. In 

P. Burundi (Ed.). Makamba, Burundi. 

Nolin, C. (2006). Transnational ruptures: gender and forced migration. Aldershot: Ashgate 

Publishing, Ltd. 

Norweigan Refugee Council. (2008). Enquête Préliminaire sur la Villagisation pour la 

Réintégration des Sinistrés et autres personnes vulnerables au Burundi.  

O'Neill, K. L., & Hinton, A. L. (2009). Genocide, Truth, Memory, and Representation: an 

Introduction. In A. L. Hinton, K. L. O'Neill, N. L. Whitehead, J. E. Fair, & L. A. Payne 

(Eds.), Genocide: Truth, Memory, and Representation: Duke University Press. 

Ogora, L. O. (2013). The Contested Fruits of Research in War-Tron Countries: My Insider 

Experience in Northern Uganda. In S. Thomson, A. Ansoms, & J. Murison (Eds.), 

Emotional and Ethical Challenges for Field Research in Africa: The Story Behind the 

Findings (pp. 27-41). New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Patrie. (2011)   (1993 ed.). Paris: Dictionnaires le Robert. 

Peck, J., & Tickell, A. (2002). Neoliberalizing Space. Antipode, 34(3), 380-404.  



137 
 

PNUD. Appui à la viabilisation des villages ruraux intégrés. Fiche de Projet.  

PNUD. (2011). Rapport narratif inermediare du projet d’appui a la viabilisation villages ruraux 

integres dans les provinces de makamba rutana-bururi (aout 2010-aout 2011). 

Programme LRRD d’appui à la viabilisation des villages ruraux intégrés dans le cadre 

du rapatriement et de la réintégration au Burundi.  

PNUD Burundi. The 3x6 Approach.   Retrieved from 

http://www.bi.undp.org/content/dam/burundi/docs/Reductiondelapauvrete/UNDP-bi-

3x6%20Approach-eng.pdf 

Poirier, M. (2014, Jan 27). Malnutrition : les dix pays africains les plus affectés Jeune Afrique. 

Retrieved from 

http://economie.jeuneafrique.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=212

38 

Povinelli, E. A. (2005). What's Love Got to do with It?: The Race of Freedom and the Drag of 

Descent. Social Analysis, 49(2), 173-181.  

Povinelli, E. A. (2011). Economies of Abandonment: Social Belonging and Endurance in Late 

Liberalism: Duke University Press. 

Power, E. M. (2004). Toward understanding in postmodern interview analysis: interpreting the 

contradictory remarks of a research participant. Qual Health Res, 14(6), 858-865. 

doi:10.1177/1049732304265935 

Powles, J. (2004). Life history and personal narrative: theoretical and methodological issues 

relevant to research and evaluation in refugee contexts. Retrieved from Geneva:  

"repatriate, v.". (2015). OED Online.  Retrieved from http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/162689 



138 
 

Republic of Burundi. (2006). Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper.  Retrieved from 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPRS1/Resources/Burundi_PRSP%28Sept-

2006%29.pdf 

Republic of Burundi. (2011). Burundi/Politique : Conférence de presse sur la gestion foncière au 

Burundi [Press release]. Retrieved from http://www.burundi-gov.bi/Burundi-Politique-

Conference-de 

Republic of Burundi. (2013). La CNTB et la justice, ensemble pour la réabilitation des sinistres 

dans leurs droits : Discours du Président de la République. Retrieved from 

http://www.burundi-gov.bi/LA-CNTB-ET-LA-JUSTICE-ENSEMBLE 

Republic of Burundi, & IMF. (2006). Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper.   Retrieved from 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPRS1/Resources/Burundi_PRSP%28Sept-

2006%29.pdf 

Republic of Burundi, & IMF. (2007). Burundi Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper. Washington, 

DC. 

Republic of Burundi, & IMF. (2012). Burundi Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper II. Washington, 

DC. 

République du Burundi. (1980). Pour la villagisation de l'habitat rural au Burundi. Bujumbura: 

Ministere de l'Information. 

République du Burundi. (2012). Note de Synthese sur la Villagisation.  

Reyntjens, F. (2009). Les risques du métier: Trois décennies comme "chercheur-acteur" au 

Rwanda et au Burundi. Paris: Editions L'Harmattan. 



139 
 

RFI. (2013, May 30). Retour des rivalités ethniques au Burundi sur fond de conflits fonciers. 

RFI. Retrieved from http://www.rfi.fr/afrique/20130530-retour-rivalites-ethniques-

conflits-fonciers-burundi/ 

Robben, A. C. G. M. (2009). Epilogue: The Imagination of Genocide. In A. L. Hinton & K. L. 

O'Neill (Eds.), Genocide: Truth, Memory, and Representation. North Carolina: Duke 

University Press. 

Rodney, W. (1973). How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (1983 ed.). London: Bogle-L'Ouverture 

Publications. 

Rose, N. (1991). Governing by Numbers: Figuring out Democracy. Accounting Organisations 

and Society, 16(7), 673-692.  

Sahabo, N. (2014, Feb 07). Jacques Bigirimana : «CNTB, la goutte qui a fait déborder le vase 

entre le Cndd-Fdd et l’Uprona ». Iwacu. Retrieved from http://www.iwacu-

burundi.org/jacques-bigirimana-crise-uprona-cndd-fdd-politique-cntb/ 

Schensul, S. L., Schensul, J. J., & LeCompte, M. D. (1999). Validity and Reliability in 

Ethnographic Research Essential Ethnographic Methods: Observations, Interviews, and 

Questionnaires (pp. 271-288): AltaMira Press. 

Scott, J. C. (1998). Seeing like a state: How certain schemes to improve the human condition 

have failed: Yale University Press. 

Seshadri, K. R. (2008). When Home Is a Camp: Global Sovereignty, Biopolitics, and Internally 

Displaced Persons. Social Text, 26(1 94), 29-58. doi:10.1215/01642472-2007-018 

Sindayihebura, B. (2011). Etude d’impact des villages ruraux intégrés ou de la politique de 

villagisation sur les secteurs agro-pastoraux au Burundi. Bujumbura. 



140 
 

Sommers, M. (2001). Fear in Bongoland: Burundi Refugees in Urban Tanzania. Oxford: 

Berghahn Books. 

Staeheli, L., Erkhamp, P., Leitner, H., & Nagel, C. (2012). Dreaming the ordinary: Daily life and 

the complex geographies of citizenship. Progress in Human Geography, 36(5), 628–644.  

Staeheli, L., & Hammett, D. (2013). ‘For the future of the nation’: Citizenship, nation, and 

education in South Africa. Political Geography, 32, 32-41. 

doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2012.11.003 

Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation. (no date). Land governance in Burundi: 

Reform of the Land Code to allay conflicts.   Retrieved from 

http://www.sdc.admin.ch/en/Home/Projects/Selected_projects/Land_governance_in_Bur

undi 

Thomas, D. A., & Kamari Clarke, M. (2013). Globalization and Race: Structures of Inequality, 

New Sovereignties, and Citizenship in a Neoliberal Era. Annual Review of Anthropology, 

42(1), 305-325. doi:10.1146/annurev-anthro-092412-155515 

Thomson, S. (2010). Getting Close to Rwandans since the Genocide: Studying Everyday Life in 

Highly Politicized Research Settings. African Studies Association, 53(3), 19-34.  

Thomson, S. (2011). Whispering truth to power: The everyday resistance of Rwandan peasants 

to post-genocide reconciliation. African Affairs, 110(440), 439-456. 

doi:10.1093/afraf/adr021 

Thomson, S. (2013). Whispering Truth to Power: Everyday Resistance to Reconciliation in 

Postgenocide Rwanda: University of Wisconsin Press. 

Thomson, S., Ansoms, A., & Murison, J. (2013). Emotional and Ethical Challenges for Field 

Research in Africa: The Story Behind the Findings. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 



141 
 

Turner, S. (2004). Under the gaze of the 'big nations': Refugees, rumours and the international 

community in Tanzania. African Affairs, 103(411), 227-247. doi:10.1093/afraf/adh006 

Turner, S. (2005). ‘The Tutsi are Afraid we will Discover their Secrets’—On Secrecy and 

Sovereign Power in Burundi. Social Identities, 11(1), 37-54. 

doi:10.1080/13504630500100571 

Turner, S. (2008). Cyberwars of Words: Expressing the Unspeakable in Burundi's Diaspora. 

Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 34(7), 1161-1180. 

doi:10.1080/13691830802230455 

Turner, S. (2010). Politics Of Innocence: Hutu Identity, Conflict and Camp Life. Oxford: 

Berghahn Books. 

UNDP. (2014). The road from community recovery to local development: How can community 

recovery pave the way to sustainable development in the Great Lakes Region? Retrieved 

from Bujumbura:  

UNDP Burundi. (2014). The road from community recovery to local development: How can 

community recovery pave the way to sustainable development in the Great Lakes Region? 

Bujumbura. 

UNHCR. (2008). Burundi. UNHCR Appel Global 2008-2009.  

UNHCR (Cartographer). (2013). UNHCR Operations in Burundi 

UNHCR. (2015a). Burundi Situation. Retrieved from  

UNHCR. (2015b). Rapatriés. Qui nous aidons.  Retrieved from 

http://www.unhcr.fr/pages/4aae621d35c.html 

UNHCR. (2015c). Returnees. Who we help.  Retrieved from 

www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646c1ca.html 



142 
 

UNHCR. (2015d). Revised Burundi Regional Refugee Response Plan: April-September 2015 

(August ed., pp. 55). Geneva. 

University Research Services. (2014). Research Ethics.   Retrieved from 

http://www.queensu.ca/ors/researchethics.html  

USAID. (2008). Burundi land related progam activities 2006-07 Completion Report. Retrieved 

from Burlington, VT:  

Uvin, P. (2009). Life after violence: a people's story of Burundi. London: Zed Books. 

van Leeuwen, M. (2002). Rwanda's Imidugudu programme and earlier experiences with 

villagisation and resettlement in East Africa. The Journal of Modern African Studies, 

39(04). doi:10.1017/s0022278x01003780 

von Grebmer, K., Headey, D., Olofinbiyi, T., Wiesmann, D., Fritschel, H., Yin, S., . . . Haddad, 

L. (2013). Global Hunger Index. International Food Policy Research Institute. 

WB. (2011). Africa Development Indicators Factoids.   Retrieved from 

http://data.worldbank.org/sites/default/files/adi-2011-africa-factoids.pdf 

Whatmore, S. (2003). Generating materials. In M. Pryke, G. Rose, & S. Whatmore (Eds.), Using 

Social Theory: Thinking through Research (pp. 89-104). London: Sage Publications. 

Wilson, J. (2013). Model villages in the neoliberal era: the Millennium Development Goals and 

the colonization of everyday life. The Journal of Peasant Studies, 41(1), 107-125. 

doi:10.1080/03066150.2013.821651 

Women and Geography Study Group. (1997). Feminist Geographies: Explorations in diversity 

and difference. London: Longman Publishing Group. 



143 
 

Wynter, S. (2003). Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the 

Human, After Man, Its Overrepresentation—An Argument. The New Centennial Review, 

3(3), 257-335.  

Zeender, G., & McCallin, B. (2013). Durable Solutions for Internally Displaced Persons in 

Burundi Within Reach. Refugee Survey Quarterly, 32(1), 74-100. doi:10.1093/rsq/hds024 

Zournazi, M. (2002). Hope: New Philosophies for Change. Annandale, NSW: Pluto Press 

Australia  

 



144 
 

Appendix 1: Research Ethics Approval 



145 
 

Appendix 2: Grey Literature, Policy, Program, and Archival 
Documents 
 
Source Year Title 
CNR 2008 Enquête Préliminaire sur la Villagisation pour la 

Réintégration des Sinistrés et autres personnes vulnerables 
au Burundi  (Preliminary evaluation on villagisation for the 
reintegration of sinistrés and other vulnerable people in 
Burundi) 

Comité Central du Parti 
UPRONA (Central 
Committee of UPRONA) 

1980 Actes du Premier Congrès National du Parti UPRONA (Acts 
of the First National Congres of UPRONA)  

Commission Intégrée Ad 
Hoc—Rapatriment et 
Réintegration(Commission 
Intégrée Ad Hoc - 
Rapatriment et 
Réintégration, 2008)  

2008 Document du Strategie : Solutions durables pour les sinistrés 
sans terres—Dans le cadre du rapatriment et réintégration-
Une approche en termes de « villagisation »  (Strategy 
Document : Durable solutions for landless sinistrés—a 
villagisation approach in a repatriation and reintegration 
context)  

FAO 2010 Burundi Food Security Early Warning Monitoring System  
FORSC (by 
Sindayihebura, B.) 

 Etude d’impact des villages ruraux intégrés ou de la 
politique de villagisation sur les secteurs agro-pastoraux au 
Burundi   

ICG 2014 Les terres de la discorde (I): la réforme foncière au Burundi 
& Fields of Bitterness (I): Land Reform in Burundi [Press 
release]   

ICG 2014 Les terres de la discorde (II): restitution et réconciliation au 
Burundi 

IDMC 2013 Global Overview 2012: People Internally Displaced by 
Violence and Conflict   

IFRC 2014 Emergency appeal Burundi: Population Movement  
IOM 2013 "Former Burundian Refugees Still in Need of Reintegration 

Support" says IOM   
IRIN 2010 Burundi: Peace Villages come with a Price   
IRIN 2013 Burundi's Land Conundrum 
IRIN 2014 Tanzania's new citizens to get land, voting rights 
IRRI 2014 The Role of Citizenship in Addressing Refugee Crises in 

Africa’s Great Lakes Region: A Policy Briefing  
IRRI & Rema 2009 “Two People Can’t Share the Same Pair of Shoes”: 

Citizenship, Land and the Return of Refugees to Burundi  
Ministère de la Solidarité 
Nationale (Ministry of 
National Solidarity) 

2010 Stratégie nationale de réintégration socio-économique des 
personnes affectées par la conflit (dans un cadre de 
relèvement -communautaire) (National strategy on the socio-
economic reintegration of conflict-affected people (in a 
community-recovery capacity)) 

Ministry of Planning and 
Communal Development 
(RoB) 

2011 Vision 2025  



146 
 

Office of the Mediator, 
and various Burundian 
political parties 

2000 Arusha Accords for Peace and Reconciliation in Burundi  

PNUD Burundi [n.d.] Villages Ruraux Intégrés: Appui à la viabilisation des 
villages ruraux intégrés. Fiche du projet (Rural Integrated 
Villages : Support for the viabilisation of the Rural Integrated 
Villages : Project Summary)  

PNUD Burundi 2011 Rapport narratif inermediare du projet d’appui a la 
viabilisation villages ruraux integres dans les provinces de 
Makamba Rutana-Bururi (aout 2010-aout 2011) (Narrative 
intermediary report on the project to support the viabilisation 
of Rural Integrated Villages in the provinces of Makamba, 
Rutana-Bururi. August 2010-2011) 

RFI 2013 Conflits fonciers au Burundi, un casse-tête chinois pour les 
citoyens (Land conflict in Burundi, a Chinese-puzzle for 
citizens)   

RoB 2011 Conférence de presse sur la gestion foncière au Burundi 
(Press conflict on tenure management in Burundi) 

RoB 2012 Note de Synthese sur la Villagisation (Republic of Burundi, 
2006, 2011, 2013; République du Burundi, 1980, 2012; 
Sahabo, 2014) (Summary note on villagisation) 

RoB 2013 La CNTB et la justice, ensemble pour la réabilitation des 
sinistres dans leurs droits : Discours du Président de la 
République (CNTB and justice, together for the rightful re-
establishment of sinistrés : Speech of the President of the 
Republic) 

RoB & IMF 2006 Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) 
RoB & IMF 2012 CSLP II/ PRSP II 
RoB (Republic of 
Burundi) 

1980 Pour la villagisation de l'habitat rural au Burundi (For the 
villagistion of rural settlement in Burundi) 

Swiss Agency for 
Development and 
Cooperation 

[n.d.] Land governance in Burundi: Reform of the Land Code to 
allay conflicts  

UNDP (by Nkurunziza, 
G.)  

2011 Programme LRRD d’appui a la viabilisation des villages 
ruraux integres dans le cadre du rapatriement et de la 
reintegration au burundi: Rapport intermediaire. (LRRD 
Programme of support for the viabilisation of VRIs in the 
repatriation and reintegration framework in Burundi. 
Intermediate Report)    

UNDP Burundi  2011 Rapport narratif intermédiaire du projet d’appui à la 
viabilisation villages ruraux intégrés dans les provinces de 
Makamba, Rutana & Bururi (aout 2010-aout 2011)   

UNDP Burundi [n.d.] The 3x6 Approach  
UNDP Burundi 2014 Building peace and advancing development in the Great 

Lakes Region 
UNDP Burundi 2014 The road from community recovery to local development: 

How can community recovery pave the way to sustainable 
development in the Great Lakes Region? 

UNHCR 2008 Burundi  
UNHCR 2013 UNHCR Operations in Burundi  



147 
 

UNHCR (by Haver et 
al.) 

2009 Money matters: An evaluation of the use of 
cash grants in UNHCR’s voluntary repatriation and 
reintegration programme in Burundi   

USAID 2008 Burundi land related program activities 2006-07 Completion 
Report  

 

  



148 
 

 


