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16. Experience of a conflict situation in Burundi 
 
By attempting to defuse the polarization of the entire population of Burundi into two opposing camps, groups of women and artists have devoted themselves to maintaining and restoring possibilities of communication and mutual recognition, in the midst of armed conflict. 
Experience as a woman 
An armed conflict broke out in Burundi in October 1993. Although many of the reasons have not been expressed, the conflict was mostly due to two factors:
Ethnic: Hutu ><Tutsi antagonism
Partisan: above all the UPRONA party >< the FRODEBU party
These two factors resulted in ferocious slayings on both sides. The insecurity that accompanied this violence led to considerable numbers of displaced persons in camps. When the Hutu rebels attacked, the Tutsi survivors regrouped and when the Tutsi army counter-attacked, the Hutu survivors regrouped further away. This led to antagonism between the camps whereas the victims they sheltered lived through the same suffering and misery. It was all the more unfair and sad as the victims of one camp had not been displaced by those of the other camp, rather they were all the victims of external players whose actions concerning them had not been asked for, and were taken on behalf of an ethnic group they had not asked to belong to. Most of the inhabitants of these camps were women and children!
I belonged to a group of women victims of the same armed conflicts and suspicion that decided to do something within the limit of our meager means for our sisters in need.
Conscious that we were ourselves the product of the same society in contradiction and that our will alone did not constitute a decisive tool for helping others, we called on external organizations for help to train us to settle conflicts pacifically. International Alert, Search for Common Ground and UNIFEM gave us their logistic support and instructors to teach us to listen, communicate, to convince deeply perturbed people, and also to understand a conflict before seeking to start to solve it. One week's training was followed by six months practical work in-the-field before returning to evaluate the success and problems encountered. The training lasted two years, though our group continues.
The strategy in-the-field consisted in first identifying a Hutu camp and a Tutsi camp whose inhabitants previously lived together. Then, several times, the whole group, consisting of both Hutus and Tutsis, visited the women of each camp to become regulars and become accepted as friends. This period was also useful for identifying women leaders so we could win them over to our cause, thereby making allies who would train the others.
When confidence was restored, we spoke of our visit in the other camp and we let them spill out their heartaches. Some of them took us aside to plead for news of a former neighbor who had rendered them service during difficult times.
The second stage consisted in asking them whether they wanted to meet the women of the other camp in a neutral place. At the start of the meeting, we let the most virulent give vent to their suffering. Then the most rational spoke which brought the others to see things as they really were. Their suffering had no ethnic group. The hunger of a Hutu child is the same as that of a Tutsi child, their feeling of cold the same, too. The pain of the loss of a loved one is not conditioned by their ethnic group or party; a cadaver is a cadaver.
Then, those who wanted spoke of gestures of solidarity and rescue shown by the other ethnic group. Emotion played on the heartstrings of each woman, especially when talking of mothers suckling orphaned babies left by others, and those who had hidden, fed, saved children, women, hunted men, etc.
These acts could be found in both groups.
This was the moment when the link was made and conversation turned to the events that had struck them, until they realized that they were all victims. From here, they slowly progressed to the stage of asking how they could get by together.
All this did not occur at once but little by little. Visits were organized together to return to their abandoned properties, and when two camps were close together, they carried out activities to earn income with our help. After two months, some of the women started to return to their former homes. Our group could then split up, strengthened by the women of the two original pilot camps, and go on to several other camps. This women's movement is called DUSHIREHAMUSE (Ally together) and has spread across a good part of the country.
Experience as an artist 
In February and March 1994, when the bloody conflict raged in certain districts of the capital, Bujumbura, all cultural activities ceased and organized theater troupes went underground or broke up.
I directed a theater-ballet company called "GEZA AHO" which was not only the oldest (founded in 1981) but considered by the public as the best. Since the actors had not been selected on an ethnic basis but on that of individual merit, we were as mixed as could be but united.
Since we were devoted to our art, we did not want to abandon it, especially since we knew that it was at times like these that our message was most useful. Several attempts to play in theatres turned into fiascoes. We thus had to find other strategies, as we understood that we were confronted by two major challenges:
- People were afraid of gathering in a closed space,
- The ethnic groups of the actors did not permit the troupe to visit "ethnically cleansed" districts without danger.
Starting out from the fact that we did not want to play the game of the divisionists and break up the troupe, nor did we want to stop our message, we opted for the following solution:
- We created plays related to the situation we were living in, and made physical representations in places where we were safe;
- Otherwise, we filmed the plays on video and ensured wide diffusion not only via national television but also via tours, even in ethnically purified districts where projections were given by the actors who were least in danger.
- We made sound recordings of the plays to reach a wider public via the national radio.
Thus the troupe was able to spread its message on the norms of humanitarian behavior during the conflict:
- On women and orphans of AIDS victims,
- On youth and sexuality in view to promoting responsible parenthood,
- On women in displaced persons camps,
- On violence against women in the Burundan crisis.
N.B.: All these cassettes are available but as they were intended to educate the majority of the population, they are all in Kirundi. Since increasing numbers of the public (the listeners) thanked the troupe for its interest in the population's problems during the conflict, the troupe, helped by an NGO (Search for Common Ground) started a radio series on pacific coexistence called 'UMUBANYI NI WE MURYANGO ("Neighbors start with the family"), to show people that conflicts occur wherever there are men, but that a solution can be found for any conflict provided that those concerned really make an effort to sit down together and seek one.
The series was broadcast in episodes of twenty minutes starting at 8 p.m., from Monday to Friday. A survey carried out in 1998 by independent foreign journalists showed that 60% of the Burundan population listened to the program, which took second place after the news. This is a record insofar as many listeners do not have radio sets and have to visit their neighbors to hear it.
I left Burundi just after finishing writing two hundred episodes, ensuring diffusion until 10th July 1999.
One of the strategies contributing to the success of this challenge deserves special mention. The fact that the actors and I tried to stay neutral in the conflict in terms of our actions. Our dialogs deal with all the misunderstandings and problems, even those considered as taboo. This required several sacrifices. I myself as the author of the series had to give up my seat in parliament to avoid certain of my characters depicting, for example, politicians from being seen from a partisan angle. When one wants to invest oneself, one must go all the way. At present, the GEZA AHO theater-ballet troupe is the only one from before 1993 still in existence and continuing to express its message. There has been no lack of problems but we have tried to adapt!
 
Source: Original text, contribution to the preparatory workshop in Amsterdam, in french, translated by Keith Hodson.


