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Foreword

African woman: unrecognised, unknown.

The different reactions that followed Ellen Johnson Sirleaf’s election as President of the Republic of Liberia on 11 November 2005 demonstrated the lack of understanding that exists on the part of many commentators and observers of African socio-political dynamics. In reporting on this event – historic, it is true, but in no way exceptional in the general context of Africa or the particular context of Liberia - virtually all analysts, even the most well-informed, referred to "the continent's first woman Head of State". Heads of State, international institutions, NGOs, even those that had been working in the West African region for many years, concurred with this account.  

And yet the reality was quite different. In fact, although Ellen Johnson Sirleaf was the first woman to be democratically elected as Head of State in Liberia’s - and Africa's - history, she was not the first woman Head of State in Africa. Another woman,  Ruth Sando Perry held the presidency of the Republic of Liberia before her, having overseen the transition period from 3 September 1996 to 2 August 1997 following the assassination of President Samuel K. Doe  and the end of President Amos Sawyer’s term of office. 

Like Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, Ruth Sando Perry played a key role in raising awareness among the women’s social movement, politicians and donors with regard to the concrete and significant involvement of women in peace processes, conflict management and decision-making mechanisms throughout the African continent. Such was the case of Liberia during the peace negotiations in Akosombo and in Accra (Ghana) during 2003, where the two women were involved side by side in mobilising women's organisations and political decision-makers in favour of promoting and protecting women's rights. 
It was also the case in the Great Lakes region, particularly during the peace process in Burundi, where Ruth Sando Perry, then a member of the Nelson Mandela Committee at the peace negotiations in Arusha, was to play a crucial role in convincing the warring factions to hear the cries of the ravaged population, and to embark on a path of reason, with the support of the women of Burundi, the majority of the population. "The Burundian negotiators have categorically refused to include women in the negotiations. This issue must receive immediate support in order to strengthen the involvement of women throughout Burundi with regard to issues relating to their security, their inclusion and their rights," she urged. 


Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, the newly-elected President of Liberia, devoted a few moments to Ruth Sando Perry during the festivities marking the inauguration of her presidency at the Antoinette Tubmann national stadium in the capital, Monrovia, in January 2006. During a ceremony heavy with emotion and contemplation,  Ruth Sando Perry was greeted with the applause of a crowd buoyed up by local, regional and international civil society and women’s organisations, in a stadium filled with thousands of people from all over Liberia and abroad. Speaking of her predecessor, the new President presented her as the precursor to the struggle for the promotion and protection of human rights, and women’s rights in particular, a model in the struggle for women’s emancipation. She said of her predecessor, "She has passed the torch on to me". 

As for the innumerable foreign delegations present at the ceremony who were all jostling for the attention of the newly-elected president, they barely gave her predecessor a second glance. One delegation was that of the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). In fact, the DRC had dispatched a high-level delegation in order to set the seal on an old friendship between the two countries. Headed by Juliana Lumumba, daughter of former Congolese Prime Minister Patrice Emery Lumumba, and made up of 15 key figures from the political and voluntary sectors (13 women and 2 men), this was the only delegation that took the trouble to meet Ruth Sando Perry, to pay tribute to her at her home in Painesville in the Monrovia suburbs on 19 January 2006, thus testifying to their full respect and gratitude for her crucial role in peace processes in Africa generally, and in the Great Lakes region in particular. 

As for the other delegations, like the media, the politicians and the international organisations, they simply ignored her. Even those who had previously heaped praise on her, come from all corners of the earth to pay tribute to her, have their photo taken with her, all these people no longer cared about her, pretending they no longer knew her. It was quite astounding to see. Neither her advanced years nor her failing health changed anything, she was simply ignored by the very people who, just a few years previously, had been vying - with sometimes crazy strategies, arguments and projects - just to appear at her side, if only for a few seconds, the time for a photo opportunity.  

As for Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, she has contributed considerably to the peace processes in Africa, and particularly in the Great Lakes region, the DRC above all. Using her character and her national and international experience to the full, she successfully facilitated the Humanitarian, Social and Cultural Commission, one of the four commissions established by the Inter-Congolese Dialogue in Sun City (South Africa) in February 2002. In fact, this dialogue established the end of the war in the DRC and in the whole of the sub-region. It also established the start of the transition that confirmed the power-sharing arrangement between the armed factions responsible for wars that had caused at least 3,900,000 deaths between  1996 and 2002, a war the direct and indirect consequences of which are still - at this very moment - causing the deaths of 1,200 people per day, making the "Congo War" the bloodiest the world has known since the end of the Second World War, to the point of being described the "First African World War", the worst humanitarian disaster since the end of World War 2
. More than 70% of its victims were women, children, the elderly, disabled and sick. 

Ellen Johnson Sirleaf’s active involvement in the DRC’s peace process at such a crucial phase in the country’s history was clearly decisive in the peaceful resolution of  the sub-region’s conflicts. Moreover, she formed a real source of inspiration for the region’s women, the prime victims of those conflicts, involved in struggles against gender-related violence, in the struggle for their involvement in decision-making mechanisms, in the management and transformation of conflict in this part of the continent. 

The key role of women in political life is thus quickly forgotten, overlooked or simply ignored in societal construction. The political importance of women in pre-colonial times is even more obscured, however; almost non-existent in the analyses and innumerable publications that abound on Africa and the Great Lakes region in particular. Women’s situation is analysed and treated as if it were static, not a dynamic reality constantly changing in time and space. And yet it is  our strong belief that, to better determine the importance of women in the post-conflict reconstruction and development process, so that it is possible to effectively struggle against the violence to which they are subjected, to achieve their integration into society, and to thus encourage the decision-makers and partners concerned to meaningfully involve women in decision-making mechanisms, so that we can best assess the progress made by the countries of Africa, like all other countries, in terms of applying local, regional and international legal instruments for the promotion and protection of human rights in general and women’s rights in particular (CEDAW, Security Council Resolution 1325, etc.), it is important - essential even - to take a look back over the history of African societies, in order to understand the social, political and cultural path that has led to the marginalisation of women, despite the fact that they are the major and most productive sector in most countries of Africa and the world.  

By looking back at traditional African societies, this book focuses on the position and role of women in the design and management of the dynamics of power, particularly in the resolution, prevention and transformation of conflicts in Africa generally, and the Great Lakes region in particular. It covers a long period stretching from around 1,000 BC - the period when the process of population establishment following the different and successive migrations was presumed to have started in this part of Africa -  and the 19th century. This period coincides with the arrival of the first Europeans in the region, thus sanctioning the official start of colonialism in the African Great Lakes region.  

This publication aims to fill a number of gaps. Ignorance, silence and confusion are generally the norm when it comes to the role of women in societal construction, in the management and resolution of conflicts in Africa. A socio-historical analysis needed to be made in order to bring to light the many interventions and intervening parties who are working to combat violence against women, against their marginalisation from the organs of power, and for their inclusion in the process of peaceful conflict resolution, in mechanisms for post-conflict reconstruction and development of African countries. 

Various negative aspects of African traditions, along with a number of persistent stereotypes, lead people to expect that it will be women and women alone who must address issues related to the rights and promotion of women, even gender. This view, however archaic it may be, can be found among both women and men. And it is not the prerogative of the uneducated: it can be found also among intellectuals. 

This reality makes itself far more felt in Africa, and in other countries of the South, because of the persistence of poverty, and a lack of education and awareness of the masses with regard to gender issues, but also through ignorance of African history and traditions and of the consideration these give to women. And yet, even in the developed world, this kind of stereotype persists. The situation is all the more worrying given that, generally, men that seem interested in women’s issues, in their integration into the workings of society and their emancipation, to some extent themselves fall prey to a form of marginalisation on the part of their male and female colleagues. Even though it is now trivialized, overlooked, this phenomenon is still common within the very heart of the public services, specialist organisations such as civil society associations, NGOs, UN agencies, etc. And so, for varying reasons, a man who addresses issues related to the promotion and defence of women’s rights is generally seen, by many men, not as a " broad-minded individual" but rather as "a bit man, a woman's man",  etc. 

Sometimes, instead of being encouraged in such a noble struggle, the man in question is instead derided as  "Mr. Gender", or briskly advised to "make an effort not to think like a woman", comments that are unfortunately still prevalent.  

On another level, the marginalisation of women within society, right across the world, is not spoken of in analyses of gender and human rights protection and promotion. It is just as well that consciences are beginning to prick and denounce this state of affairs. But while it is true that women are the victims of marginalisation and exclusion, it is all the more true that, to a certain extent, and in certain circumstances, men can also fall victim to marginalisation on the part of women. Anyone working on the issue of women’s rights and gender mainstreaming has undoubtedly had the bitter experience, at least once, of being placed in a position in which it is very difficult to conduct one’s work.  

Some women, through ignorance and sometimes through bad intent, are very quick to make it understood to their male colleague, through all sorts of tactics and direct or indirect manoeuvres, that his place is elsewhere, that issues of gender and women’s rights can only be understood by women, for (they believe) they are the only ones able to offer appropriate solutions to women’s problems. How many men have seen their careers cut short, their motivation destroyed, their commitment reduced to nil by this kind of behaviour on the part of their female colleagues? How many important fora or entire publications on the subject have seen men marginalised - or quite simply excluded from the debate - by a whole series of tactics, simply because they are men and the issues to be discussed, namely women’s rights or gender, are considered women’s issues, with women alone being competent to understand them? This is a serious error. 

Although it is rarely spoken of, this is one of the major dangers facing efforts to achieve gender equality, and the protection and promotion of women’s rights, for exclusion is none other than a form of low-intensity violence; it can but generate exclusion and violence. 

We believe, and will always defend, with the same determination, that women’s rights are human rights, under the terms of the "Vienna Declaration" (1933). The exploitation and marginalisation to which women first and foremost have been subjected in all countries of the world is thus the responsibility of society as a whole, it involves men as well as women. This struggle will not be won unless women and men work together with the same commitment, the same selflessness and the same determination.  

In this regard, we think it essential, even urgent, that men, particularly from Africa and the developing world,  where massive violations of women’s rights are most prevalent (due to conflicts, poverty, undemocratic authorities, etc.), become more involved in the struggle to combat violence against women, through initiatives aimed at recognising their contribution  to reconstruction and development in their respective countries, and their involvement in decision-making mechanisms at all levels.  It is in this context that this book has been written.  

General Introduction

This work represents the first in a series of publications reporting on the results of our research and experiences in different countries and continents around the world in the context of our work to promote and protect human rights in general, and women’s rights in particular. 

The passion, plentiful discussion and interest aroused among women’s social movements, civil society and states, with support from the development partners, particularly the UN specialised agencies, with regard to issues of violence against women, the promotion of gender and women, their role in post-conflict reconstruction and their involvement in development policies are all factors encouraging the publication of a document that refers to and supports current and planned initiatives. In fact, the efforts being made, along with projects supporting women's emancipation, will only achieve their objectives if they are inexorably linked to respect for the positive values of the societies in question.  

Now is therefore the time to propose a study that could shed light on the journey taken by women from the most remote periods of African history to the present day. Such an analysis will enable a better positioning and a better targeting of initiatives aimed at women's promotion by setting them within an evolving framework that can ensure their success.

This work aims to fill a gap. While the Great Lakes region is one of the most studied regions in Africa, even in the world, with thousands of publications, observations, audiovisual productions, university and research centres, specialists of all kinds, etc., most of which only exist because of and due to the region’s tragedies and their instrumentalisation, the region still remains the least studied in terms of an analysis of the concrete situation of women. In fact, to our knowledge, not one publication has been wholly devoted to women or, more specifically, to their involvement in mechanisms for managing and transforming conflicts, their role as player and victim in conflicts and the political game, aspects that this research deals with among many others. 

Most works devoted to Africa, and the Great Lakes region in particular, remain Western works, with their specific understanding, their analytical tools, their view of African reality. Until very recently, "the only African history was that of Europe in Africa"(Ndaywel, N., 1997 : 21). It is thus time for Africans - with their own sensitivities - to take on the task of reconstructing the reality of their experiences, as they grasp and understand it.  It is within this context that this book is written. It will, it is hoped, represent an important contribution to Africa’s development efforts and to those of the Great Lakes region in particular.  

In a socio-political context in which women’s contributions to development are ignored, dismissed or simply unknown, this publication aims to encourage  women, and those of the African Great Lakes region in particular, to better define their capacities, to better understand what they do and what they are capable of doing for the development of their respective countries. It aims to encourage women and men to devote time to this issue, and to understand that the only way of overcoming conflicts, poverty and the other major challenges handicapping a harmonious development process is to work within a dynamic in which women and men complement each other, not from a logic of competition but rather a spirit of complementarity. Only when one understands that men and women belong to the same human condition and, thus, can only succeed in positively transforming society by working together, and sharing the results of their work fairly,  will it truly be possible to defeat the challenges of under-development.  

Finally, this book also hopes to raise awareness among political decision-makers, donors and leaders, the voluntary sector, international organisations (NGOs, UN, etc.) and other development partners, such that the involvement of women in decision-making mechanisms at all levels of society becomes a moral obligation for all, one without which development and the search for solutions to the problems of under-development will remain dead letter. Such is often the case with UN Security Council resolutions that advocate equal treatment of women and men, and which are applied with difficulty not only by the member states but even within the UN agencies on the ground, despite some slow but positive changes noted here and there over the last few years. 

Women, the main victims of conflict

Over the last ten years, the Great Lakes region has been the unfortunate stage for violence of a rare intensity. The 1994 Rwandese genocide caused between 500,000 and 1 million deaths in 90 days while, in Burundi, at least 500,000 people died between 1993 and 2006. In the DRC,  "liberation wars" caused the deaths of 2,900,000 people between 1996 and 2002. Since 2002, the direct and indirect consequences of the war still cause 1,200 deaths every single day. The insecurity and political instability prevailing in the east of the DRC only serves to worsen an already chaotic situation, despite the general elections of 2006 which created renewed hope among a ravaged population. 

To these deaths must be added the millions of refugees and displaced persons, the massive destruction and systematic human rights violations that continue on a scale that is scarcely imaginable. Abandoned to their sad fates, the people live in a situation of almost constant danger, in a state of misery and total despair, whilst a family minority control all power and business. For them, anything goes, from the crooked management of public affairs to the political manipulation of impoverished and starving populations, the goal being to retain or gain political and economic power and preserve the advantages acquired through the vagaries of history. 

The situation in the DRC and in the Great Lakes region transcends all understanding. Never before has a region of the world been so harshly treated, never before has the world lost so many human beings in such a short space of time. And, as elsewhere in conflict situations, the women and children account for at least 70% of the victims. Not only did women form the target of the different armed factions, of the settling of accounts within communities, they were also used as a weapon, as a war strategy, everywhere, and by all factions fighting for power. To this must be added the humiliation, backed up by images and documents, including on the Internet, of women, married or not, of children, raped by international staff, the very people who came to offer comfort, trust, hope and dignity to a population ravaged by its own leaders, its own intellectuals but also by its own development partners, turned into suppliers of arms and traffickers of all kinds. In such a situation, who could they still rely on for support in these grave times?  

Thus the societies of the Great Lakes were stripped of their substance for, according to age-old traditions in this part of the continent, to attack a woman was to attack the very substance of society itself. And the "strategists" and other players in the region's violence must have clearly understood this. 
Women in Africa: an often overlooked subject

Despite the exceptional situation of African women, they have been given no special place in socio-political analyses, either by specialists on political issues and researchers or by the media which, for the most part, have focused on the sensational, spectacular, emotional aspects of reality. Conscious of the fact that people in the West, generally educated and relatively aware of women’s issues, are generally attentive to protecting women’s rights, the self-proclaimed specialists of Africa do not really speak of women except when they are the victims of serious violence. The region in question still needs to be of particular interest to the Northern powers and their media. Thus, for example, we now hear about Darfur, and the catastrophic situation of human rights, and women’s rights in particular, but after how many deaths, how many displacements, and how often? And do the oil deposits found in this part of the Sudan have anything to do this with?  Only time will tell. Neglect of women’s and gender issues is not only the monopoly of Western circles; African intellectuals also take a significant share of the responsibility for marginalising such an important subject.  

In fact, in most cases, African intellectuals, absorbed in a mercantile logic, focus on promising issues and themes that are, directly or indirectly, imposed by the vision, needs and priorities not of their own countries or people but first and foremost of their sponsors, publishers, readers or benefactors who, in most cases are from the West.  

The absence of a national policy of support for scientific research, the poverty affecting intellectuals at all levels, the absence of adequate infrastructure, the insignificant interest or enthusiasm of the general public for research, or for their own history, a population generally reduced to survival, developing within a certain naivety and a reliant mentality  that expects everything from the North rather than striving to seek solutions locally with the available potential and resources, all play a part. Corruption and the fact that public affairs are "family-run", the failure of development support policies and North-South relations etc., are just a few of the factors that explain the lack of interest in  women’s issues within society. 

The way in which many intellectuals have contributed (and continue to do so) to creating conflicts and exacerbating them for personal gain, with proven Western complicity, as is the case in virtually all the African countries in question, the ignorance or silence of African intellectuals with regard to the issue of promoting women's rights and their full integration into the  wheels of society, all these factors unquestionably contribute in yet another way to the policy of excluding an important and substantial sector of society: the women. And yet is exclusion not the reason for, and sometimes the underlying cause of, the political crises and conflicts that have been wreaking havoc over a large part of the African continent since independence to this very day?  

This book is intended as an antidote to this vision and to the accepted way of doing things. 
Women: absent from publications  

There are virtually no publications devoted entirely to the importance of women in the socio-political governing of society in the Great Lakes region, or more particularly to their involvement in conflict prevention and transformation. Some publications have, however, commented on the role of women in pre-colonial Africa in general terms. Such is the case, for example, of a work by Emile Mworoha, Peuples et rois de l’Afrique des Lacs, le Burundi et les royaumes voisins au XIXe siecle. In this book, based on a doctoral thesis in history (Paris I, Sorbonne University), the author analyses the socio-political and historical evolution of pre-colonial interlacustrine societies. Full of first-hand information gathered in the field, this work (dating from 1977) was of great use to us in analysing the historic development of interlacustrine societies. The situation of women is not really considered as a major issue or in any specific way - indeed this was not the aim  of the publication – hence the need to complete the reflections on this issue. The works of Amélie Gahama on Les funérailles des reines mères dans le Burundi ancien (ENS, 1973) and La reine mère et ses prêtres au Burundi (Paris, 1973) gave clear clarification with regard to the political and philosophical importance of women in traditional Burundi. However, these two works only consider aspects related to the importance of women’s political power in terms of royal power (masculine) and do not see women as full and independent players in current political life.  

Other course work studies have been devoted to the role of women in the Great Lakes region. Such is the case, particularly, of the work of Marie-Paule Bamage on La représentation de la femme rwandaise dans les organes du pouvoir, de 1900 à 1995, Evolution et Essai d’explication (Butare, 1997) or that of Habimana on La condition juridique, politique et sociale de la femme au Rwanda (Paris, 1973). Whilst acknowledging the new  light thrown on research into the situation of women in Rwanda, these two works essentially consider the political development of women in post-colonial political processes focusing on one single country, Rwanda. As women's role in traditional conflict management in the region was not a priority for these two researches, it was not studied in any great depth. The political importance of women and their evolution in Rwandese society at a certain period in this country’s history was, however, noted in these works, thus highlighting certain female political figures who have marked the history of the Rwandese peoples. 

The observations made by the Reverend Father Colle on the customs and traditions of the Bashi in his  Monographie des Bashi and by Paul Masson in his  Trois siècles chez les Bashi (1960 and 1966) provide valuable sources of information on the history and customs of the Bashi, on women in the control of political power and also on the hierarchical relations that characterised the Bashi (DRC) and Banyarwanda (Rwanda) leaders and people during the pre-colonial period. Although the authors’ views of the events and people studied are dominated by a Eurocentric (colonial) vision and are a little folkloric in their view of reality, these documents remain rare and valuable sources of information for anyone interested in the socio-political and cultural context of the Great Lakes region prior to the European presence.  

The research of Father (Mgr.) Kagaragu in Emigani Bali Bantu  (Proverbs were human), the publications of Bishikwabo Cubaka Bishikwabo, Essai sur l’exercice du pouvoir politique au Bushi (c.1890-1940), a history degree dissertation at Lubumbashi University (1973) or the course work of Lunanga Zakumwilo on L’Etat moderne et pouvoir traditionnel au Kivu montagneux: Essai d’analyse du dualisme politique au Bushi (1992): all these works, as valuable as they were to our research, observed the role of women as political players within Bashi tradition prior to the colonial period in but a fragmented manner. 


Despite the undeniable historic and scientific value of all these documents, none of them was devoted to women’s situation within the mechanisms of power, or particularly conflict management and transformation within traditional African society prior to the European presence in the Great Lakes region, aspects that form the very basis of this book.

The reference book on the history of Zaire by the Congolese historian, Isidore Ndaywel è N’Ziem, certainly one of the most complete and detailed works ever devoted to this country’s history, namely Histoire du Zaïre: De l’héritage ancien à l’âge contemporain, was of crucial importance to us. Published in 1997 and re-published a few years later, this work was one of our main reference sources; the vision and role of women is clearly explained, albeit without much detail as to women’s role in society (this was not the aim of the publication, which was devoted more to providing general information on Zaire’s historical development). Nevertheless, women’s role in constructing and holding political power, according to the traditions and legends of the moment, was relatively limited. The role of women in the daily management of political power, and the management and transformation of conflicts, were however not issues considered by this research despite the fact that it touched upon some interesting related areas.

L’Histoire de l’Afrique by Elikia M’bokolo greatly helped us to piece together in detail the way in which the ancient kingdoms of the Great Lakes region functioned. Here, too, the role of women in society was not a specific subject, although it was considered in passing in some chapters of the book. 

Other works, such as that by Bourgeois, Banyarwanda et Barundi, although tainted by a certain Eurocentric vision of the societies under observation, provide a great deal of information on the traditions of the sub-region’s populations. These works helped us produce the chapter on female taboos and prohibitions in society. The publications by Alexis Kagame on Le Rwanda ancien also helped us greatly. Although intended as a scientific support for the monarch’s voice in Rwanda at that time, Kagame’s works still form an important historical reference with which to understand the traditional acts that marked certain socio-political and cultural aspects of the Great Lakes sub-region during the pre-colonial and colonial periods. 

Despite his clear relationship to the court, for which he served as a sounding box in the scientific and international circles of the time, the author still had the merit of making another voice heard to that of the Belgians and other Westerners, whose statements on the history of Rwanda and the sub-region were major sources, even the only authorised voices on these regions in the whole world.  This was also the case of other researchers interested in the region, namely Bishikwabo, Mgr. Kagaragu, Mworoha, Gahama, etc.  

This book thus complements existing works but also fills a gap, by providing specific information on the  way in which pre-colonial interlacustrine societies operated, and particularly on the role played by women in an ever-changing context.
Target audience of this research

It is the intention of this study to support the efforts already underway but which require greater emphasis on the role of women in running African societies, by drawing on a number of concrete cases that have marked the course of history. Its underlying logic is that of mobilising women and men around their harmonious development. For women, whatever their social category or belonging, this book attempts to transmit a message: it is not your destiny to be dominated; women have made history in the same way that men have! The construction of current societies, the development process cannot be implemented the one against the other, or some without others. It has to be a collective effort of both women and men. This book thus aims to demonstrate that peace, security and development cannot be achieved without either women or men, but rather with women and men as equal partners, with equal rights and duties.  

This study is also aimed at academic circles, particularly pupils, students, teachers, researchers (and also the media) who are interested in an analysis of the significance of traditions to everyday life. It aims to offer the reader an analysis of an issue that has yet to be studied in any great depth, either by women or men. We sincerely hope that the conclusions of these works will arouse the curiosity and keen interest of researchers, and that they will be encouraged to take an interest in this issue. 

This study is also aimed at political decision-makers, so that they will understand that ancestral societies dating back thousands of years involved women in the decision-making dynamic, in the day-to-day running of society and daily life, and that it is high time that the positive values of the past, some of which are detailed in this book, should be used as a model, as an example for leaders in their behaviour, actions and attitudes, so that it can finally be understood that women's exploitation is an obstacle to development, and that their involvement is a vehicle for prosperity in all areas of life. 

Finally, this study is aimed at the voluntary sector, NGOs, women's, human rights and development associations, the UN specialized agencies, the donors and partners of the countries in question, who will thus have a reference work offering them a better understanding of certain elements of African traditions and how women are viewed within these. It is only by understanding certain ways of working, certain codes of conduct in the countries in which they are operating, particularly those of the Great Lakes region, that they will be able to avoid the traps and errors that have often accompanied development aid to Africa generally, and the Great Lakes region in particular. Designed and developed from an historical perspective, initiatives will thus become better adapted - we hope - to the needs and real environment of the people in question. Women, who form a majority of the population, will thus receive better support, will be better helped to provide a better contribution, alongside men, to the local and regional dynamics; they will be the harbingers of change and, hence, of harmonious development.  

Part one:

The political sociology 

of the Great Lakes region
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Towards a new analytical framework
The focus of this study lies within the context of a consideration of the origins of the crises and conflicts, along with the different human rights violations, that have shaken Africa in general, and the Great Lakes region in particular. Within this context, the possibility of preventing the slide towards acute violence is also considered. This text is, ultimately, also an expression of the author’s own personal questioning. 

Publications on the crises in the African Great Lakes region (De Witte L., 2000, Willame, 1999, Gichaoua A., 1995, Reychler L., 1997, Omasombo T., 1998, etc.) often divide the main reasons for the emergence of antagonistic feeling into four interest groups: business and economic interests, political interests, ethnic or community identification and institutional structures. The conflicts in Rwanda and Burundi are thus interpreted as being based primarily on community identification. As the roots of this kind of antagonism cannot be neutralised or eradicated, the violence thus takes on the form of cyclical clashes, quarrels or massacres (Reychler, L., 1997). 

Apart from this polarisation along so-called ethnic lines, political factors are often presented as crucial in African crises. Reychler (1997) thus notes that acts of protest, revolts, feuds, separatist movements, etc., are generally organised by leaders who selectively play on economic and/or community dissatisfactions in order to satisfy their own personal ambition and who use organisational tactics specific to modern political movements to this end. While most analysts focus on political, economic and social factors to explain the crisis that is paralysing the Great Lakes region, it is noteworthy that the socio-cultural reality, more specifically the use of certain positive traditional values, has often been absent from considerations of how to prevent or reduce conflict. 

And yet the history of the Great Lakes region has shown that, for centuries, up until the 1960s or so, populations were never massacred, pursued, hated to the extent that they are now. In fact, the pre-colonial history of Africa, and more specifically of the Democratic Republic of Congo, Rwanda, Burundi, Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, Ethiopia, Somalia and Eritrea, has shown that at very precise times and places, humanitarian disasters between countries of the Great Lakes region were time and again avoided or defused through recourse to traditional values such as mixed marriages, blood oaths, hospitality, inter-regional exchanges or relationships of good neighbourliness, family or clan councils, socio-economic ties between communities etc. Thus, for example, the "acquired trust" built up by women in African traditions has contributed to the peaceful resolution of some conflicts among the societies of the Great Lakes region.  

Nowadays, women not only provide children’s education, health, hygiene and nutrition; they also play an important economic role in many sectors. Despite this, all development policies or policies for peaceful conflict resolution are designed without any significant or direct involvement of women.

Projects and strategies for action are thus targeted primarily at men, even when the women are the producers. And yet, today more than ever, the role of women is proving increasingly important in the reconstruction of the socio-political landscape and the redistribution of economic roles, both for the reconstruction of humanity’s future as a whole, and that of Africa in particular. Despite this, women remain the most vulnerable group, and the main targets of destruction.  

It is our belief that the abandonment of certain traditional values, such as the role of women in the peaceful resolution and prevention of certain conflicts (as noted above) and the refusal to recognise the role of women in development actions, is undoubtedly one of the reasons behind the current deterioration in the situation in Africa in general, and in the Great Lakes region in particular.  

In the light of experience, it seems clear that – from a long-term viewpoint – the promotion of women is one of the key problems which, if resolved, would seal the destiny of African countries. It is in this context that this publication is written. It will focus on pre-colonial times given that "before talking of the future, we have to understand how and why all this has happened. Part of the solution must be found in the answer to this question" (J. C. Willame). 

As this relates to the spatio-temporal configuration of the Great Lakes region prior to the Western presence in Africa, it should be noted that the highlands located between the eastern Great Lakes also underwent, under specific conditions, a process of State formation around a more or less ancient nucleus, attached to the official and time-honoured ideology of monarchy, even though multiple territorial conquests imposed numerous political innovations on the ruling classes. (M’Bokolo, E., 2004 : 30). In fact, the same monarchical structures are to be found throughout the whole of this region, the backbone of which is formed by the Albert (Mobutu), Edward (Idi Amin), Kivu and Tanganyika lakes, covering territory within the DRC, Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi and Tanzania. 

Four geo-political areas can be distinguished: that of the Bakama, which covers a group of principalities to the south-west of Lake Victoria (Karagwe, Buzinza, Rusubi, etc.) and around Lake Albert (Toro, Bunyoro); that of the Kabaka, which corresponds to the country of Buganda; that of the Bagabe, which coincides with the Nkore (or Nkole) kingdom and, finally, that of the Bami, which covers the large area of Rwanda-Burundi-Buha and eastern Kivu (Shi, Hunde, Haavu, Fuliro countries) (Ndaywel è Nziem, I., 1997 : 213)
.

An agro-pastoral economy
"The originality of the interlacustrine region" (M’bokolo) relates both to the economy of production and exchange, to highly hierarchical social structures, and to a combination of striking cultural homogeneity, undisputable political kinship and certain dissimilarities in the organisation of power. Everywhere, agriculture was associated with livestock farming, using different methods and in different proportions, many of which are still little or even unknown to us. Thus, continues Mbokolo (1992 : 30-31), the antagonism that was long taken for granted between pastoral and agricultural states does not stand up to analysis.  

Since the classic The Cattle Complex in East Africa by Melville J. Herskovits (1926), ethnologists have tended to establish the "cattle complex" as the lynchpin of the economic, political and social system of the interlacustrine kingdoms. It would seem, on the basis of this thesis, that the formation and development of these kingdoms was linked to the introduction of large livestock, particularly long-horned cattle, associated in all dynasties with the ruling aristocracies.  

The consumption of milk, fresh or curdled, was moreover, a widespread feature of these, whilst meat - shared by all - was only consumed under exceptional circumstances because "cattle were not raised for meat". Livestock rearing was accompanied by a complex ritual so elaborate that some observers concluded that the beliefs, sensibilities and whole culture of interlacustrine societies was based around large livestock. To conclude thus was clearly to fall into the "cattle obsession" (Claudine Vidal) that anthropologists are quick to criticise these days. 

On the same subject it must be noted that, even in societies in which the cow was considered highly prestigious, the source of the State’s wealth lay in the land and not in livestock. Whilst the healthy conditions of the highlands, protected from trypanosomiasis, permitted the rearing of large livestock, the rainfall, with two rainy seasons per year, made it possible to enjoy two harvests, facilitating the removal of large surpluses to the benefit of the ruling classes, concludes Mbokolo (1992 : 31).

In this regard, we consider that each of these activities (agriculture and livestock rearing) is prestigious in its own way and is not the least a source of servitude or domination per se. Working the soil does not lead the agricultural farmer to be subordinate to the livestock farmer as such. The land he works comes either from ancestral heritage or is a concession from the political authority of the ruling group, insists Mbokolo, as was the case in Rwanda, Burundi, Buganda, Buha and Bushi. 

Social categories in the Great Lakes
Various authors have considered the Hutu, Tutsi, Twa and Bairu peoples as tribes. Along with Mworoha (1977 : 28), we believe that the use of the term "tribe" is incorrect, for not one of them occupies an exclusive area of land, has a chief or its own organisation, nor its own history or culture. The Bahutu, Batwa and Batutsi of Rwanda form one and the same people: the Banyarwanda. It is the same for the Barundi, who all speak the same language, share the same traditions, the same geographical area, the same religion (ancestor worship and the cult of the imandwa) and are subject to the authority of the same sovereign (Mwami, the king). 

In this context, is there any reason to continue to speak of the "Hutu, Tutsi and Twa tribes"? Given that these terms serve only to indicate the predominant socio-professional features, it would now seem more sensible to talk of "social categories" rather than "ethnic groups" or "tribes". The prevailing relationships between the different categories, particularly relations between predominantly agricultural groups and predominantly pastoral ones, have often been distorted due to the disconcerting ignorance of a good number of foreign authors who have looked into the issue. Thus wrote Gille
 in 1937: "A Mututsi who marries a Muhutu woman is rejected and thrown out by his family". For Kandt (1919 : 2), the Batutsi were the Bahutus’ masters. This led him to consider that: "In the presence of their masters, the Wahutu are reserved and evasive" while for Roscoe (1923 : 2), "the farming populations are scorned and considered as serfs". 

Morris (1964 : 1), for his part, compares the Baïru to the "villeins of the Middle Ages" while Oberg (1966 : 126) maintains that the Bahima dominate the Baïru and demand taxes from them in the form of foodstuffs and the provision of domestic services. One of the underlying causes of the genocide, war crimes and other crimes against humanity, of the violence against women that ravages the Great Lakes region to this day, can be found in this distortion of the socio-cultural reality of the local people by the very people who stated that, through their research into the peoples of the region, they had come to "bring the tradition of civilisation" to the local populations in order to "solve the mysteries enshrouding entire populations". For them, it was the "worthy crusade of this century" for these people who "had escaped History" and who "belonged only to the field of anthropology". And yet, as Joseph Ki-Zerbo says, a people do not exist without a history, without a civilisation for, wherever there is Man, there is a dynamic of progress, a desire for change, a history.  

In reaction to this distortion of the reality and of the relationships existing between the different components of the interlacustrine populations, Mworoha (1977: 28-29) observes the following: "It can be said that it divides the interlacustrine communities into two worlds: the world of masters or lords who own the livestock and the world of their dependents or serfs who are the farmers". 

    In reality, continues the historian, this pattern is not applicable to interlacustrine society; the Batutsi and the Bahima were neither religious orders nor communities of warriors, nor "latifundistas". Consequently, the description of them as "lords" is incorrect. The Baïru and the Bahutu were certainly generally agriculturalists while the Bahima and Batutsi were, above all, the suppliers of livestock produce. They were, however, interdependent socio-economic forces. Can one say that there was contempt on the part of the predominantly pastoral categories towards the predominantly agricultural ones? For Mworoha, if one understands by this a desire for permanent humiliation or a sort of systematic repulsion, he does not consider that this can have corresponded to the reality (1977 : 29-30). 

As for Elikia M’bokolo, he considers that the so-called castes boiled down to simple social divisions of labour between complementary and interdependent groups, as one of the Belgian administrators who arrived in the country, Pierre Ryckmans, noted: "Batutsi and Bahutu consider themselves to be Barundi: there are continual links between them; they depend on each other to live."

In fact, continues M’bokolo, in these States - as elsewhere -, the existence of social classes, a sentiment of class and of social inequality, was not incompatible with an awareness of national identity. Although the importance of social nomenclatures (Hima, Tutsi, Bairu, Hutu) - wrongly transformed into ethnonyms, castes and races – has been exaggerated, the problem of social classes revealed itself to be far more fertile.  

In considering this issue, we have to put to one side the "feudal" model, transposed from medieval Europe onto 19th century Africa and clearly loaded (...) with ideological prejudices and political self-interest. We also have to take real social processes into account, which reveal open societies in which individual and collective strategies, along with the fortunes and misfortunes of politics, could move a man and his dependents from one group to another (M’Bokolo E., 2004 : 37).

The socio-political environment of the Great Lakes
The history of the interlacustrine region is, through its traditions, essentially an ode to warriors, highlighting the exploits of the sovereigns and heroes of these pastoral and similar States. Moreover, both internally and externally, the conquest and preservation of political/religious power was based on wars which, internally, set the ruling classes against the rebel chiefs, described by some researchers as " anti-monarchist" (Mworoha). 

During the pre-colonial period in interlacustrine Africa, there actually existed a "a potential to subvert the monarchical belief" (Mworoha). The Ndungutse revolt in Rwanda and the revolt of the "rebel Kirima" in Burundi or the splits within the Bushi royalty, notably that of Kabare and Ngweshe or Karhana (Katana), are just some examples among many. Externally, they had to fight against neighbouring States essentially for three reasons: to protect the "national territory", to expand in relation to neighbouring territories and, finally, to raid cattle. It is in this context that we must consider the wars that have, for generations, brought the kingdoms of this region (notably Rwanda, Burundi, Bushi-Buhavu-Buhunde (Kivu, DRC), Buganda, Bunyoro, Karagwe and Buha) into conflict. 

Throughout its socio-political development, however, the Great Lakes region was notable for one thing in particular. In spite of the constant (albeit interdependent) inegalitarianism that characterised the ruling monarchies and their supernatural nature, despite certain cases of violence, of social injustice, that punctuated the exercise of power within a given political, cultural, spatial or temporal context, populations were never massacred or hated to the extent that they are today. Hence the cyclical massacres, genocides and crimes against humanity, successive wars and their consequences, both internal and regional, in short, all the inhuman and degrading behaviour that is common currency in Africa today, particularly in the Great Lakes region, is in complete contradiction with African traditions and culture, and departs from the traditional African civilisation that has marked the lives of populations for centuries with the use, particularly, of practices of conflict management and transformation. 

According to the historical data available on the Great Lakes region, the ancestors of the current Bahutu and Batutsi probably therefore met sometime during the first millennium Before Christ (Lugan, B., 1997 : 9)
. They then lived peacefully alongside the Barhwa (or "Pygmies") who already lived in the area, until recent events. However, the socio-professional differences
 between these various population groups, even certain social, political or economic contradictions that periodically marked the life of this group as a whole, never led to a major socio-political crisis comparable to the tragedies of today. It was not until the upsets that preceded independence, and particularly January 1959, that the "Hutu social revolution" in Rwanda was to turn, in part, into a real manhunt, ending in the massacre of one sector of the Rwandese population (Tutsi) and the first waves of refugees into neighbouring countries. This was the starting point of a cycle of conflict in the Great Lakes region.  

This "new behaviour" thus crowned the highest degree of human bestiality in the region, on the ruins of traditional civilisations, rich in history and generally with "a more human face" than the current regional political conflict. Should we thus conclude that there was a "traditional harmonious Africa", as a certain "Afrocentrist", even nationalist interpretation of African history would have it or concur with a "Eurocentrist" vision or at least a certain colonial ideology of an Africa plunged into stagnation, barbarism, division and war and pulled out of this state by European colonisation?  

Mbokolo (1997 : 260-262) considers that all sources seem to suggest the existence of more or less serious contradictions and antagonisms within pre-colonial African societies, on which the colonisers were able to naturally play. Whilst not condoning colonial tales that smugly flaunted the "tribal wars" and multiple conflicts with the aim of establishing the myth of the "colonial saviours", it is also necessary to challenge the theories - long in fashion in certain African nationalist circles - of a consensual Africa, enjoying a harmonious balance within a constantly renewed peace.  

The fundamental issue here is to try to understand the ways - philosophical, political, cultural and socio-economic - in which traditional interlacustrine societies in particular, and African societies in general, were able to deal with their differences and avert conflict such that the fermentation of acute violence, either internal or external, was in most cases lessened, eradicated or avoided. Women played a decisive role in these conflict prevention and resolution strategies, through "the humanisation of social relations" in traditional African societies, particularly in the Great Lakes region. As we shall see in the following chapters, women’s role in public affairs was far more significant in pre-colonial times than it has been post-colonisation. This is in contradiction with some literature that tends to focus on some of the negative aspects of the role reserved for women in African traditional society. Does this mean that the role of women was exclusively a calming one throughout the socio-political development of African societies? Far from it. We shall therefore look at this issue in more depth. 

The time limits of research: 

from the 1st millennium BC to 1896 AD

These dates for the study of conflict in the African Great Lakes region have not been chosen by chance. In fact, they refer to the history of Rwanda which, in itself, forms an exception to the region's political history, from time immemorial to the present day
.

The 1st millennium BC. As noted in the introduction, the first millennium BC is considered the time when the ancestors of the current inhabitants of the Great Lakes region encountered each other in this part of the continent, following different migrations. Thus, for example, it is proven that the Hutu and the Tutsi are likely to have met in the interlacustrine region before populating the countries now known as Rwanda and Burundi. Since then, the Hutus and Tutsis have lived side by side under a monarchy. Rwanda thus had 29 kings, according to some studies (Delmas, 1950, and Kagame, 1972 b : 37-38) while others put the number at 25 (Vansina J., 1962 : 56) depending on whether you start with the "mythical" reign of Gihanga (1200 or 1124 BC) or that of Ndahiro Ruyange (of whom only the date of his death is known: 1386 BC.), with the last king of Rwanda being Kigeri V Ndahindurwa (1959 – to his exile in June 1960, which continues to this day). 

1896 AD. This date represents the first coup d’état in the Great Lakes region. The "Rutschunchu coup d’état" (in the current province of Gitarama in Rwanda) was led and organised by a woman, the Queen Mother Kajongera, widow of King Kigeri IV Rwabugiri and regent to the royal throne, against her “half son” King Kigeri V Mibambwe. This was the year in which King Kigeri IV Rwabugiri, father of Mibambwe, died. His death also put an end to the wars (bloody in most cases) and other conquest attempts, both internally and abroad, that certain kings of Rwanda, mainly Kigeri Rwabugiri, had waged against most of their neighbouring states, wars that did not always end in success or annexation. Most of these wars were waged against the Bashi, the Bahunde and the Bahavu (from what is now Kivu)
. We will return to this later. It was also in 1896 that the German colonisation of the region began to establish itself, through Rwanda, via Cyangugu (Shangi), before reaching Kigali.

By choosing to undertake a study into the role of women in conflict management, our aim has been above all to demonstrate that, throughout African history, the distribution of different rights and duties according to sex has not always been synonymous with masculine primacy; the ease with which certain great female personalities seem to have established themselves bears witness to this
. Any analysis must therefore consider these societies within their political, socio-cultural and economic context if it is to establish their true nature. As we can see, the analysis in this book is the result of a personal journey, experience in the field, systematic data gathering and the use of theoretical approaches to interpret it.  

However, the complexity of the problem in question - conflict in Africa, and particularly the Great Lakes region, the role women have played, still play and will continue to play in this, along with the place they have occupied and will continue to occupy in the peaceful resolution of conflicts - is such that any reflection, however deep, must be considered as time-specific and has to be constantly reconsidered in the light of new events. It is thus with the utmost modesty that we present the results of our current work, in the hope that its inevitable insufficiencies and imperfections will not obliterate the new light and attempts at original explanation that it aims to contribute to the questions raised.  

Part Two

Women in the socio-political evolution of the Great Lakes
Women and the political founding myths of the region

The importance of women in this interlacustrine society is anchored in popular imagery through the region’s traditions and legends. Women are thus to be found at the origins or intersection of the philosophical, cultural, socio-economic and mythico-religious events of the founding of the monarchy and political power.  We shall look at a number of cases related to the ancient monarchies of Bushi (in current Kivu), Rwanda and Burundi, whilst referring to other monarchies in the current make up of the Great Lakes region by way of illustration and comparison. 

Bushi 

Bushi, the country of the Bashi (or Shi), is situated in the eastern part of the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), in what is now South Kivu province, to the south-west of Lake Kivu. Bushi is an ancient and highly hierarchical political space governed by a Mwami (king). The Bashi speak the same language, Mashi, and share the same culture. Tradition places the name of an old woman at the origin of this monarchy,  Namuhoye, daughter of Nnalwindi (Mwami of Lwindi)
. Accompanied by her seven sons, at the head of a multitude of women, men and a significant herd, she is said to have guided her seven sons, baluzi
 princes, to conquer new lands, with the primary aim
 of freeing the "indigenous" peoples, the Bashi, from the injustice they were suffering at the hands of their respective Bami
 (kings) (Masson, P.,1960 : 5-9), particularly the Nabushi or Nashi (owners of Bushi). Before her death, Namuhoye, the "founding mother" of the reigning dynasty in Bushi, thus entrusted her sons, as already noted, with the mission of "freeing" the Bashi and giving them back their property.  

On the death of one of her sons, using the abundance of his wealth (he was Muluzi)
 and the popular sympathy of a population disappointed by the local power of the Nashi
, Kabare Kaganda (the eldest) seized power in a "putsch" organised by the Barhwa (Pygmies) of the royal court of Nabushi. The transfer of power took place peacefully. Thus began the Baluzi dynasty, with Kabare Kaganda as first monarch. The Kabare were thus to bear the title of "Nabushi" (owner of Bushi). Amongst the Bami dethroned by Kabare, only the Nashi were authorised to bear the honorary title of "Mwami" (king). The neighbouring lands of Bushi were conquered and, as a way of remembering these successive conquests, the Mwami spear received the name of "Chiniga-Bahunde" (destroyer of the Bahunde
) (Masson P., 1960: 9). "Chiniga-Bahunde" was thus to become the first symbol of the Kabare dynasty, whose traditional authority still reigns over the Bashi of Kabare in South Kivu. As Mworoha (1973 : 104) admits, this version of events suggests the idea of departure towards a conquest; the wealth and longevity of Namuhoye make her an important queen. In fact, the major factor in this precise case, "is the role and importance that all Bushi traditions bestow on Namuhoye as the forerunner of the founders of Bushi and Buhavu". 

     As in the case of Namuhoye, the "founding myths" of Rwanda also allude to the importance of women in the origins of the monarchy, and the same can be said for other neighbouring monarchies. 

Rwanda

Three founding myths preside over the foundation of the Rwandese monarchy but only the first, namely that of "Gihanga" is worthy of our attention, given the importance that Rwandese tradition gives to it. In fact, if legend is to be believed, Gihanga, "the pioneer of the political and social organisation" of Rwanda is far from being at the origin of the events that are often attributed to him, namely "the introduction of the cow and the drum", of having been a good hunter, an excellent blacksmith (Vansina J., 1962 : 10) and of having introduced fire to Rwanda. He above all became "Gihanga", from the verb Guhanga (to create, invent), for having used a strong and effective political marriage strategy in order to establish himself more easily over the local populations and chiefs.  

    Born of a Muzigaba mother
, Gihanga gained political importance through his matrimonial alliances. He married the daughters of sovereigns:  Nyirampirangwe, daughter of the king of Bugwe (to the south of what is now Rwanda), Nyirangobera, daughter of King Ngabo of Kinyaga (to the south of Lake Kivu) and Nyamususa, daughter of King Jeni who reigned over Bugoyi (to the north of Lake Kivu). This strategy enabled him to reign over a vast empire.

Further studies are plentiful (Bourgeois R., 1957 : 124-125) in terms of insisting on the political importance that women contributed to Gihanga in his political conquest of ancient Rwanda. Thus the other wives of Gihanga are Nyirampingije, mother of Rutsobe, eponymous ancestor of the Batsobe, and Byirampirange, mother of Gafomo, alias Gashubi, founder of the kingdom of Bushubi. Some Rwandese oral traditions date the discovery of the domestication of the cow in Rwanda back to Nyirarucyaba, when she gives these to Gihanga as a present. 

In this context, the cow, the psychological, socio-cultural and even political importance of which is well-known in interlacustrine societies, was a female expression, dating back to Queen Nyirarucyaba. Whether Gihanga existed or not, the fact is that the importance attributed to women, emphasised in the oral traditions of Rwanda, clearly shows the major role they were to play in the wheels of power within the region’s empires and kingdoms. 

Burundi

The legends of Burundi are no exception to the rule of the foreign origins of the monarchical founders. If oral surveys conducted in the field are to be believed (Vansina J., 1972 : 96 ; Mworoha E., 1977 : 96-99), the current Baganwa dynasty governed pre-colonial Burundi prior to the 16th century
. Tradition also remembers some "pre-Ganwa" dynasties that reigned in Burundi. These were the Ruhaga, Ntwero,  Jabwe and Nsoro. The most well-known was that linked to the "Ruhaga empire", with regard to which tradition  passes down some quite bad memories of ill-treatment  (Mworoha, E., 1977: 96). 

The liberation of the population most probably came from Ntare Rushatsi, known as Cambarantama (± 1700 - ± 1725), first king of the Ganwa
 dynasty who came from the neighbouring kingdom of Buha. Tradition recalls the importance of women in this liberation, insofar as Ntare Rushasti was raised by his aunt, whose husband was none other than the king of Buha, the kingdom neighbouring Burundi.  

In order to set out and conquer his throne, "his aunt accompanied him from Buha to Nkoma, in the south of Burundi" (Mworoha E., 1977 : 100). In this process of liberating the Barundi from the authority of the "pre-Ganwa", then ruled by Jabwe, local tradition has it that on the advice of soothsayers, on arrival in Nkoma Ntare sacrificed a bull. His aunt took the bull’s skin; she sat on the skin and placed her nephew (Ntare) on her lap: below them a snake began to hit its head on the skin, making it echo.  

Everyone who was in Nkoma watched in jubilation. Ntare was banging a drum.  On hearing the sound of this new drum, Jabwe disappeared immediately and Ntare replaced him (Vansina J., 1962 : 100-101). It was following the "magic" of the bull skin (an invention of his aunt) that Ntare Rushashi (also often presented as a shepherd, dressed in sheepskin, which earned him the name Cambarantama 
) was to take power over the Barundi. Other legends tell of Ntare coming from the sky (Ikimanuka or “who falls from the sky”)
, from the forest, from Rwanda or there are even others who say that he was pulled from a termite mound amidst all kinds of seeds.  

Discovered by the Barhwa (Pygmies), he was thus presented to the country’s soothsayer, Runyota. This latter married him to his daughter, before establishing him as king of Burundi. In regional traditions, women thus appear as a major element in the monarchy and in royal power. Thanks to them, royal power exists, endures and is passed down, for it is they that  "make kings", with all that is sacred and mystical surrounding the royal power.  

Examples involving the essential role of women in these "creation mysteries" of kingdoms are plentiful but the clearest example is perhaps the myth relating to the founding of the "Kitara empire". 
Kitara-Bunyoro

Of the eighteen sovereigns known by the name of "Batembuzi", from the verb Kutembura (to settle elsewhere), only the legend relating to the last monarch, Isaza, is known. He turned out to be incapable of ruling or establishing justice. He surrounded himself with young people in his administration and was displeased with the elderly, which earned him the nickname of "Rugambana n’abato" (he who only speaks with young people). It was not until he finally became reconciled with the "old ones" that his kingdom achieved its golden age (Nicolet J.,1972 : 68). 

It was also at this time that King Isaza chose to make peace with the next world, "Okuzimu"
, undoubtedly with the aim of strengthening his authority and thus guaranteeing his power. When approached by Isaza, the king of Okuzimu (from the name Nyamiyonga) proposed signing a blood pact with him. To do this, Nyamiyonga’s envoys presented themselves to Isaza and his delegates with the following riddles: what counts time; what makes Isaza turn to look behind him; what knows no cares and becomes intoxicated without banana beer; the rope that binds water; the door that bars the path of evil. 
The kingdom was facing all kinds of misfortunes, and only the answer to these riddles could ensure its survival. The king and his delegates could not work it out. However a woman, a servant of the king’s aunt came and found the solution. She showed Isaza a cockerel and said: "This is what counts time". She then brought a calf which began to low and made Isaza  "look behind him". She then brought a child and placed him in Isaza’s hands, and the baby urinated on the king: "Here," she said, "is that which is without care and becomes intoxicated without drinking".  Then she showed him millet dough "which binds water". Finally, the servant introduced Nyamiyonga’s envoys and presented Isaza with a basket containing two coffee seeds, one blood stained; she also presented ejubwa herbs, four ficus sheets and a knife. "Here", she said, "the little door of Nyamiyonga that bars the path of evil". 

The legend continues in this vein and shows in great detail the important role the woman played in ensuring the survival of the Kitara empire and the "Watembuzi" dynasty (Mworoha E.,1977: 68-70) until its fall and the renaissance of the "Bacwezi" dynasty. 

There are many more examples of women’s role in the construction of interlacustrine kingdoms, such as among the Lunda (Duysters L., 1958 : 79-98). Elsewhere, in the Nkore (Uganda), Buhaya and Karagwe (Tanzania) kingdoms, it was also a woman, named Njunaki, who frustrated the Wamaras’ trap against the power of Kakara, and who was thus able to save this latter from the collapse of the Ruhinda dynasty (of which Kakara was head) by thwarting the scheming of the Bacwezi, as explained in the "legends of Ruhinda". 

Women among the Luba (in the current Kasaï, DRC)
Most historical (Miller J.C.,1971 ; Bontick F., 1976 : 235-237), archaeological (Kanimba M., 1976 ; de Maret P., 1977 : 337 ; Van Noten F., and Cahen D., 1977 :8-15) and anthropological (Colle R.P., 1913 ; Hoover J.J., 1978 or Ndua, S., 1978 :16)
 research places the origins of the Luba empire in the second millennium AD.  Like other populations situated between the Tanganyika lakes and the Mbuji-Mayi River, this empire was booming. Only the part between Lubilash-Luemba, "country of the Bene Kalundwe" will be of interest to us in this context. The oral traditions of the Luba note the importance of three dominant clans: Bene Kalundwe, Bene Kabeya and Songye, and these are likely to have made up the kingdom. Recent research conducted by a young Congolese historian from the region (Tundu K.Y., 1981: 19)
 notes the importance of women in the history of the Baluba
. 

The origins of the monarchy were likely to be found in the act of a woman (or a dynasty of women) known as Cimbale Banda. She was an exceptional character: a trader, she taught the indigenous peoples, the Kanyoka, the art of extracting palm oil. Before her, it is said, nobody used the oil of the palm tree except for making palm wine. The holder of a supernatural power, she is said to have gathered several sick people from the region around her and cured them. In other words, she established herself in response to the aspirations of the whole population. Moreover, through her family ties, she formed an element of synthesis: her father was of local origin, while her mother was a Kanyoka. Her husband was to be a Songye. 

Cimbale Banda, considered as belonging to a higher hierarchical level, was to continue to unify the kingdom not through arms but through seduction and the establishment of family bonds. First came a trader of Songye origin, Mukondwe Kulebwa, who was interested in her and married her. After this, the "woman chief" ceded power to her husband, especially as he was rich and had "good ways". Of this union were born two children: a girl (Cifute) and a boy (Kasongo Kabobolo). On his father’s death, the son was too young to take power, so this reverted to Cifute while awaiting a male successor. But fate was to decide otherwise, for Cifute was not insensitive to male beauty. Her chosen one was a hunter of Lunda origin, Kabeya Mukunkwe. They married and the union was ratified by the dignitaries (Ndaywel è Nziem, I., 1997 : 131-136). The consequence was to prove once more that, "politics fades in the face of male virility" (as noted by Ndaywel, p. 132). On the occasion of a feast, the female chief, who had her period, was replaced by her husband. This change became permanent and was notified to all. Kabeya Mukunkwe, the Mwami of Lunda, thus took power from the hands of his wife. As we have seen in the political aristocracies already considered, legend gives a special place to women in these regional societies and examples abound. In this regard, "the legacy of Cuvette" is just as explicit.

Among the Mongo-Nkundo 

The people of the Central Congo Basin (Cuvettes Centrales), in the north-west of the DRC, attach great importance to the essential role of women in the accession to political power of the Mongo-Nkundo monarchy, as can be seen in the story of Nsong’a Lianja, considered an "African legend among Nkundo’s national heroes" in "the legend of Iyanja"
. The first part relates to her parents ; the father is here considered the bearer of the first generation of the creation. The second part, relating to her, tells us of the pregnancy of Lianja’s mother. This difficult pregnancy made Lianja’s mother extremely fussy with regard to what she ate. It was during his efforts to satisfy these desires around the birth of the hero Lianja that her father was murdered. The birth of Lianja and her sister, the marvellous adventures  linked to her birth and to her strategies for avenging her father, killed for having gone to gather the fruit so desired by his wife, constitutes the third part, from which the following is an extract: "During the mourning, Mbombe (Lianja's mother)'s pains got worse. She became weaker and her pregnancy was frightful. Her suffering put fear into everyone. Those watching did not expect what was to happen next. She began to give birth: a real spectacle. (She brought into the world all kinds of animals, birds and insects; after that, she gave birth to men..)". Later, Mbome was still experiencing pains. She heard someone talking in her womb and saying:  "Oh mummy, I see that the slaves have gone out by the path I was to take and now I don’t want to take that route." A man replied: "Nor me, find me another path because I’m coming with my sister". The mother replied, "But how can I do that?". He said: "Do as I tell you. Take some kaolin, put it on the front of your leg so that I can get out there"… So the mother took the kaolin and put it on the front of her leg. Scarcely had she finished when she saw her leg swell and swell until it was like a tree trunk. She trembled with fear. All those in attendance fled. Suddenly the leg split open and there stood a very tall and very handsome man who made all the men return to look. He took flight and landed on the roof of the house. Then they saw a very beautiful woman, shining like the sun, follow her brother on to the roof.

Everyone looked at them in terror. They looked for where they had come from in vain: it was nowhere to be found. This man arrived with twelve spears, a knife and three beautiful weapons, two pots and two cups, and he remained sitting close to his sister. Anjakanjaka threw greetings in all directions and jumped to the ground. The people were surprised to see him fall. He jumped and returned up high. Shortly after, he cried: "Nsango come from my mother". And you could see Nsango flying up to the sky. They came back down suddenly. People came from all around to admire Lianja and her sister Nsango." (Boelart E., 1986 : 45-48)
. The importance of the role of women in the origin and construction of societies has also been highlighted among other peoples of the Central African region. The case of the Lunda, in what is now Katanga in the DRC, is noteworthy.
Women and the founding of the Lunda empire

Founded around the 1600s AD, the roots of the Lunda empire can be dated back to approximately the 8th century AD, according to archaeological data (Ndaywel è Nziem, 1997 : 138). Long ago, the ancestors of the Lunda (Aruund) lived in peace, spread out in small family communities. They made pottery, woven mats, hunting nets, iron tools. They did not know war. The countryside around them was empty. The first chief, Mwaku, was succeeded by his son, Yala Mwaku. By the time he died, at an old age, the Lundu were becoming very numerous. Power passed to one of his sons, Konde. This latter had three children: two sons, Tshinguli and Tshianama, and a daughter, Lueji. One day, Konde was weaving mats. He had a pot of murky water beside him to soak the fibres. His sons took this the wrong way, chastising him for wasting palm wine instead of sharing it out. "Water isn’t wine, is it ?" replied Konde, getting annoyed. 

The sons became rude to their father, accusing him of lying. Lueji, however, took his side. Konde cursed his sons and their descendants; he disinherited them and proclaimed that his daughter would succeed him. When he felt he was on his death bed, he entrusted the symbolic bracelet of power to his brother, Sakalende, advising him to give it to Lueji. Konde was buried in the bed of a river. Sakalende called the dignitaries (tubungu) together to ratify the dead man’s decision. Lueji’s brothers submitted to her authority. 

One morning, a dignitary who had gone to collect his palm wine found the calabash empty. He followed the footprints and came upon some men busy cutting up an antelope. They were speaking a foreign language. He watched them closely and, as they did not seem savage, he decided to approach them. The one who seemed to be the chief, a tall slim young man, presented himself in these terms: "I am a hunter, my name is Tshibinda Ilunga". He offered a piece of meat to the man.  

Considering himself compensated, the dignitary went to tell a friend about his adventure and he, in turn, made contact with the strangers. Tshibinda Ilunga gave him a basket of meat for the Princess Lueji. The princess then sent three more dignitaries on a mission, charged with inviting the hunter to court. Tshibinda agreed to accompany them. He offered Lueji the antelope he had just caught. The princess called for beer (or was it palm wine?) but Tshibinda refused to touch it. The people in his retinue explained that a ritual taboo prevented their chief from drinking or eating in public. Lueji then had a hut constructed into which her guest could withdraw.  

Impressed by the young woman’s beauty and the respect shown her by her subjects, Tshibinda Ilunga paid tribute to her by performing the ritual greeting due to sovereigns. He introduced himself as the grandson of the first Luba king,  Mbidi Kiluwe. He said he had left his homeland, near Lualaba, because the current king - his brother Liunga - was jealous of his hunting prowess and had insulted him, reproaching him for never waging war. He had left with several families, crossing through Lomami, then Lubilash, crossing through unoccupied lands. Won over by his charm, Lueji invited the young man to stay with her a while. It was not long before they were married. To begin with, good understanding reigned between the foreign prince and his brothers-in-law; the three men often went hunting together. When Lueji withdrew to the ritual hut reserved for women during their menstrual cycle, she took off the bracelet and placed it in the sacred basket, to which her brothers and husband addressed the ritual greeting during her retreat. 

One day, on coming out of the hut, she called the dignitaries together, sat on a leopard skin and began a long speech. She noted the moral decline of her brothers and expressed her discontent that they did not pay tribute to Tshibinda Ilunga. 

She then solemnly gave the chief’s symbolic bracelet  to her husband. And thus power passed to the Luba foreigner (Kasaïan). The two brothers preferred exile to submission. The new sovereign spent his time hunting and he did not think of war. There were fewer men at that time, as many Lunda had followed Tshinguli and Tshinyama on their migration. It turned out that Lueji was unable to bear children. She gave her husband a second wife, Kamonga, who gave the world Tshibinda’s successor, Naweji. When he died, at the end of a long and peaceful reign, Tshibinda was buried on the right-hand side of the riverbank, at the very place where he first met the dignitaries. Naweji made Lueji his first wife and Kamonga became the queen mother (Lukonkesha). 

Waging war against the Kanyoka who were threatening the country, the new sovereign fortified the capital and created the powerful political and military organisation of the Lunda empire. He perished during the course of a campaign. Lueji had to buy back the royal bracelet, which had fallen into the hands of the enemy. She appointed one of Naweji’s sons as his successor. As soon as he was crowned, he proclaimed his wish to embark on conquests. Many small neighbouring chiefs immediately submitted. Meanwhile, Lueji died at a very old age. The sovereign then appointed a dignitary to replace Lueji from among Konde’s female descendants, with the title of Swana murunda (heir of love). The king gathered his warriors together and extended his empire considerably (De Heush, L., 1972, 1799-181).

The myths we have just looked at, resonant of so many others, are of clear political significance: they explain the world order and the social order; the rulers and the ordinary people have real faith in this mythical charter (Mworoha E., 1977 : 111). Such is the distant origin of the "trust capital" that women enjoy in traditional African society, trust that has been reflected in the actions and behaviour of ordinary everyday life for centuries. Among so many other founding heroes, women present themselves as the "forces of divine origin, capable of mollifying the mysterious forces of the forest and waters, of establishing or controlling the civilising activities of agriculture, livestock rearing, forging, justice etc." (Ndaywel è Nziem). Whilst it is true that the myths have devoted a vital importance to the "mysterious strength of women" in the founding of political powers, it is all the more true that the traditions and socio-political history of the interlacustrine monarchies have, to a large extent, preserved this "trust capital", which women have enjoyed throughout the evolution of the monarchies.  

Woman as a symbol of the force of nature
The mythico-religious nature of the socio-political reality of the interlacustrine monarchies demanded strict respect for socio-cultural norms and codes of conduct of very great complexity. One thing is certain: all these empires and kingdoms were able to put the role of women to good use, as the oral traditions and history of this people show. The two examples below are illustrative of this.

Women: the origin of fire among the Luba

The Luba empire was established around the 1500s AD. The importance of fire in traditional societies is unquestionable. The Kuba legend on how the technique for making fire became widespread has the merit of reminding us that the most rudimentary survival knowledge was adopted in clearly established circumstances before becoming more widespread. Fire, just like any significant innovation, was considered as being of supernatural origin (Ndaywel è N., 1997 : 56): 

"A certain man called Kerikeri lived during the reign of Muchu Mushanga (the twenty-seventh king). One night, he dreamt that Bumba (God) came to see him and told him to walk along a well-known path, to break the branches of a certain tree and to keep them carefully. He did this and, when the branches were completely dry, Bumba appeared to him once more in a dream, and congratulated him for his obedience. He  then taught him how to make fire by friction. Kerikeri kept this secret to himself and when, by accident, all the fires in the village had gone out, he sold fire to his neighbours. All the men, wise and foolish, tried to discover his secret but he kept it hidden carefully. Now, Muchu Mushanga had a very pretty daughter named  Katende. He said to her: "If you can discover this man’s secret you will be honoured and will sit among the elders like a man." So Katende made advances to Kerikeri and he fell passionately in love with her. When Katende saw this, she ordered all the fires in the village to be put out and sent a slave to tell Kerikeri to meet her that evening at his hut.  

When everyone was asleep, she slipped to his hut and knocked on the door. The night was dark. Kerikeri let her in; she sat down and said nothing. Her lover asked her: "Why are you so quiet, Katende ? Don’t you love me any more ?" And she replied: "How can I think of love when I am shivering in your house? Go and fetch fire so that I can see you and my heart will be warm again!"  

So Kerikeri ran to his neighbours to fetch fire but they remembered Katende’s orders and had put out their fires. He came back empty-handed. In vain he implored Katende to give in to his desires. She insisted that first he light a fire. Finally he gave in, found some sticks and made fire whilst she watched carefully. Then she let out a laugh and said: "Did you think that I, a king’s daughter, could love you for yourself? It’s your secret I wanted and now the fire is lit, you can get a slave to put it out". And with that, she got up and fled the hut, announcing her discovery to the whole village and said to her father: "Where a powerful king fails, a cunning woman will succeed! (…)". 

Prior to this, people had to wait for lightning to light their fires if, by chance, they went out (Torday E., and JoyceT. A., 1919 : 236-237)
. This role of woman in reinforcing political power is far from unique in the Congo. There are many other examples but we will mention only the case of the Bashi of Kivu. 

Women: saving the Baluzi dynasty in Bushi 

In the ancient kingdom of Bushi, the eldest of the descendants of Namuhoye (the queen mother at the origin of the Bushi kingdom) Kabare Kaganda, who was head of the Baluzi, became Mwami of the Bashi (see above). His successor and son, Lushuli Lujo, had a son named Mushema. Under this latter’s reign, the emblem, and thus the symbol, of the Mwami’s power was the spear known as "Ciniga-Bahunde" (destroyer of the Bahunde), as we have already seen above. The loss of this symbol also signified the end of the reign and of power. One evening, a reception organised by the Mwami, and involving various court dignitaries, ended very late at night. Having to take a dangerous path home, a court sorcerer demanded and obtained from the Mwami the loan of the spear (Ciniga-Bahunde) so that his son could protect him from any eventuality on the night journey. After much hesitation, the Mwami agreed. On the road, the young man surprised a leopard drinking water in the moonlight. In a panic, he killed it with the spear and then fled, leaving the spear in the animal’s body. 

Now, this leopard was in actual fact the incarnation of Lushuli Lujo (of whom Mwami Mushema, owner of the Ciniga Bahunde spear, was son and heir, as noted above). He was known to all people around and was under no circumstances to be killed, or this would cause misfortune to the Mwami's power and to all his people.  

This situation represented a double danger for the Bwami (royal power) and for the Mwami personally as not only had the spear been lost but it had also served to "kill his father". The news spread throughout the kingdom with the effect of a "national disaster". The only way of saving the Bwami’s socio-political institutions was to find "Ciniga-Bahunde" and the criminal so that he could be punished. The solution was soon found: "At dawn, the women, on going to draw water, recognised Nabushi-Mushema’s weapon and returned shouting: Mushema has killed the bearer of his father’s spirit. We have seen the leopard run through by Chiniga-Bahunde. Nabushi Mushema has killed his father!" (Masson, P., 1960:11-16).

It was thus that the Mwami ordered his Pygmies to find "his father’s murderer" and kill him, and this was done. But when informed of the event, the sorcerer - father of the deceased - decided to set a trap for the Mwami in revenge for the death of his son. He did so using "his supernatural powers" of soothsaying, which society and the Mwami in particular
 recognised to him. The Mwami was murdered very discreetly, his head cut off and thrown in a bush. Whenever a Mwami died, according to tradition, his head had to be found and kept in one of the royal drums, otherwise the very existence of the kingdom would be threatened. So the next day, when everyone was worrying about the disappearance of Nabushi-Mushema, an old woman who was gathering wood found the bloody head in the bushes and brought it back to the village. It was smoked to put it in the court drums. (Masson, P., 1960 : 12). 

As the Mwami had died without leaving a male heir, hopes lay with his expectant wife. However, Mushema-Mushimbi, brother of the dead king, had plans to become Mwami himself. He did all he could to murder his brother’s wife and her future child. He engaged a Pygmy to do this dirty deed. Surprised in the bush while giving birth by the Rhwa (Pygmy) charged with murdering her, the future mother was fatally wounded by a spear. But the child was saved due to the courage of her mother who, although in agony, was able to alert passers by to save the future king of the Bashi. A man, Niganda (of Rwandese origin, living in Bushi) came to her aid and, not knowing what to do, was helped by a Rhwa (Pygmy) woman. If the oral traditions are to be believed, "The old man was confused, and did not know what to do to free the child, and then he heard a Pygmy woman singing on the path, who ripped off some bark to make ropes. Together they freed the child from its agonising mother’s entrails" (Masson P., 1960 : 12-13). The child thus born was called Kamome (the aborted one, from the verb "kumoma", to abort). At the start of his reign, all ritual benefits were accorded to Niganda and all his offspring. For the woman who had helped his mother, he inaugurated a tradition by which, henceforward, the presence of a Mutwakazi (Pygmy woman) would be required at the birth of all the Mwami’s children, a custom retained to this day in the concept of customary power among the Bashi.  

This analysis reveals that the importance granted to women is not necessarily linked to their social position in the hierarchy of power. In Bushi as in Rwanda, it can be seen that it was the women, and primarily those from an ordinary background, who came to the aid of the political authorities, despite their divine right. This was also the case in the kingdom of Kitara (and the Kintu dynasty), where it was a servant woman who was the only one able to decode the message that saved the kingdom from impending misfortune, after the king himself and his entourage had failed to decode the secret of the trap set for the kingdom.  

 This reference to women in the origins of myths and rites related to the creation and survival of social, political and cultural institutions of divine essence also largely explains the multitude of taboos and prohibitions relating to the consideration of women among the peoples of the interlacustrine region. Women are seen as a precious treasure, to be protected at all costs, because the survival of power and the political institutions depends on them. 

Women, taboos and prohibitions
Among interlacustrine societies, there are particular taboos and customs that relate to women and men respectively. In most cases, the customs, taboos and prohibitions relating to men do, however, refer to women, because of their crucial importance in the daily life of the people. In fact, "As everything depends on the women, one can understand the detailed prescriptive rules for protecting the treasure that is life and fertility" (Bamage M., 1997 : 15). The following practices have prevailed essentially in the traditional societies of Rwanda, Burundi and Bushi, as in other kingdoms of the sub-region. 

Among the Banyarwanda and the Barundi

For the men:

- A man would lose his wife if he greeted her first. The woman must therefore first greet her husband.  

- In bed, it is forbidden for a man to sleep in an "Urubindo"(a kind of G-string), or to put his hands between his legs: his wife will die.

- If, inadvertently, a husband breaks the "Ubunure" gourd attached to his wife’s belt, a gourd containing many charms, it is a sign that his wife will soon die. 

- A man may not prepare the bed in his wife’s presence; this would indicate her imminent death. 

- It is strictly forbidden for a man to sleep on the left side of the bed (Ivurhe), as this is reserved for the woman, or for her to sleep on the right side (Impera) reserved for the man; failure to respect this rule leads to early death.

- A man sitting on the edge of the bed (Umulere) must not whistle, or his wife will soon die.

- A man must not burn the leaves of the Isheshe plant or this would be a sign that he was going to beat his wife.

- If a man gets tufts of hair shaved off while his parents are still alive, this is a sign that his wife is going to die.

- If a man breaks the pitcher used for preparing sorghum dough, curses his wife’s stick with spittle, breaks her butter dish, unmakes her bed, hangs up her belt or hits her with the household spatula
, he will be exposing his wife to death or misfortune.

Through these customs, the woman – giver of life – was also symbolic of its protection, its longevity; society, and man in particular, had to keep her from all personal and physical attacks, on pain of losing her. Her daily life was thus marked by numerous constraints aimed at avoiding misfortune from striking the society by protecting women from the dangers of the challenges of daily life.   

For the women: 

- A woman must not imitate a cock crowing or her husband will die.

- If a young girl dreams of her future husband, the two fiancés must give each other a present consisting of a copper bracelet, otherwise the planned marriage will not take place and they will die prematurely.   

- A girl must never play an "Intomvu" flute; she will become thin and sterile. It is forbidden for young girls to climb onto a hut or they will never find a husband.  

- A young girl must not have sexual relations with her father or her paternal or maternal uncle, or she will contract dermatosis (amahumane). 

- A fiancée must not go to draw water from the well for the simple reason that she could break the pitcher. This would require the marriage to take place that very day. If not, she would be exposing the first child of their union to death. 

- One must never pretend to hit a young girl with an axe: she will never find a husband.  

- If a brother-in-law touches one of the breasts of his sister-in-law, this will grow larger than the other.   

- A young girl must never drink milk drawn by someone who has since died, for fear that her stomach will become blocked and she will never have children.  

- It is strictly forbidden to touch a young girl with a thistle (Igitovu) for she will die prematurely, or be bewitched and never have children.  

- Women are forbidden from cutting banana leaves, trunks or bunches. For this purpose, a special knife (Urugesho in Kinyarwanda, Kajabuliro or Kabangulo in Mashi) is attached to a very long wooden handle. If this knife should unfortunately break, the woman will be exposed to risk of death unless it is repaired before nightfall. 

- Under no circumstances may women accompany their husbands to war
, nor to court (royal) for fear of causing her death, etc.

Among the Bashi (Kagaragu N., 1984). 

Among the Bashi a number of specific cases can be mentioned:

- The mother of a beautiful child looks on it in the same way as the mother of an ugly child looks on her own. Motherly love runs deeper than appearances. 

- Don’t be friends with your chief’s wife
.

- Woe to him who throws a stone at his wife to attract her attention
.

- Woe to him who fights with his wife when the king’s page arrives at the door of his house
.

- A young married woman never believes she could be short of money
.

- Woe to him whose wife gives birth without being able to produce milk to feed the baby. 

- Woe to him who sleeps without eating, when his wife has cooked.

- Woe to him who gives his wife a present of beer when she has just given birth
 .

· He who marries too many wives will end up with an impossible woman
. 

· He who practices polygamy will die of treachery.

- The woman is the heart of the household, etc.

A social interpretation of these taboos and prohibitions

An interpretation of these methods of cultural expression, although likely to vary from one observer to another, shows that women – being the givers of life – must possess qualities essential to this vocation. 

Some of these taboos, analysed in the current context of people’s rights and equality between the sexes, could be perceived as demonstrating the desire of patriarchal societies to keep women at the service of men, in a state of inferiority in relation to the latter.  

However, when placed in their spatio-temporal environment, they show – as Mukarwego (1981 : 44) notes – that these taboos serve rather to differentiate male and female roles rather than to make one inferior to the other. They appear as accepted norms, internalised by the whole society.  

The relative freedom of women can be seen in the way they accept and behave in accordance with society’s expectations.  

  The political importance of women
The patrilineal succession that characterised the kingdoms of the Great Lakes gave the princes, sons and grandsons of the king a dangerous long-term power in relation to the reigning sovereigns. Counter-balancing institutions can also be seen in each kingdom: a gradual decline in the power of princes of royal blood after four years of reign, choice of dignitaries from other families, removal or destitution of rival princes during civil wars, etc. But one of the pillars of the system was the institutionalisation of the role of family arbiter by means of matrimonial alliances. The lineages providing royal wives had access to power by the maternal channel and their multiplicity favoured an emulation that was profitable to the sovereign authority (Mworoha E., 1979 : 7)
.

In these monarchies, it was public knowledge that the king should imperatively reign in collaboration with his mother, his sister or his maternal uncles, and that no important decision involving public affairs could be taken without a woman (whether the queen mother or an advisor). It is, however, accepted that the importance of women’s role in society could vary according to whether the system was patrilineal or matrilineal.  

In the interlacustrine states, each society favoured a particular system of patrilineal or matrilineal descendency, depending on whether predominance was granted to the ancestors of the father’s or the mother’s family. As for the clan, this was a group of men, women and children conscious of belonging to a common ancestor in the male line and a common ancestor in the female line. Because of this, " …the clan is either patrilineal or matrilineal. The following belong to a patrilineal clan: the common ancestor with his grandsons and daughters, the children born of these grandsons, and so on infinitely, whilst the following form part of a matrilineal clan: the common ancestor with all their sons and daughters, the children born of the daughters, the children born of their granddaughters and so on, infinitely" (Anneet J., 1990 : 57). 

In what is now the DRC, matrilineal groups are present in the southern savannah, with the exception of the Lunda-Kasaï, Luba-Katanga, Songye and related groups. Other matrilineal groups are located in and around Itimbiri-Ngiri, such as the Doko, the inhabitants of the Mayi-Ndombe Lake area and some Mongo groups (Ntomba-Bongandanga, Jonga). All other groups are patrilineal.  

     Despite the fact that most interlacustrine societies formed a political authority along the patrilineal line, such as in Bushi, Rwanda, Burundi, Kitara, Bushubi,  Buganda and Karagwe, women were nevertheless important political players in public affairs. 

1. Bushi

As in other regional monarchies, the power of the Mwami was patriarchal and of divine right as the Mwami was the father of all Bashi, the one who freed them from the tyranny of the Nashi and who also distributed cattle and land to them. To moderate any absolutist or totalitarian temptation on the part of the king, he was required by tradition to rule with the aid of his mother, who would thus become the "queen mother" (Mwami-Kazi) (literally "wife of the Mwami" but in actual fact his mother). In Bushi (as in Rwanda) the Mwami ruled, with the aid of his mother, even if the Mwami was not of age.  

The Mwami-Kazi had her own court and exerted influence over her son’s policy. But if she were to lack political tact and let herself become drunk on power, she would be putting her son's reign in danger (Lunanga Z., 1992: 41; Macquet J., 1954 : 147-148). The institution of the Mwami, like that of the queen mother "requires the approval of the ancestral spirits of the dynasty and kingdom" (Njangu C., 1973 : 37). By way of example we shall comment on two female personalities, among many, who left their mark on the socio-political life of pre-colonial Bushi.

Queen Mwa Murhwa 

Daughter of a woodcutter, Mwa Murhwa of Bushi clearly demonstrates the importance the Bushi attached to women in traditional society, given the number of mysteries attached to her origin and her destiny. She was married to the Mwami of Bushi (Nabushi) Kabare Birhenjira. When she gave birth to a son named Bujoka, her joy was great as she would become queen mother of the Bashi when her son succeeded his father. However, she failed to consider the fact that the  Mwami Kabare Birhenjira was to have another son named Makombe by his other wife.  Born "Nkébé"
 (with a handful of sorghum seed, curdled milk, etc., in his hand), he was customarily appointed as his father’s successor.  For this, when he was older, he had to become Nabushi, the successor to his father, and be crowned by the Barhwa (Pygmies) with the advice and supervision of the Bajinji, the wise men, guardians of tradition. 

     Mwa Murhwa used all means at her disposal to try to get rid of Makombe, who was causing offence to her son Bujoka. So Kabare Birhenjira decided to renounce Makombe’s mother in order to calm the anger of his principal wife, but without success: "Is it true that Makombe will be Mwami rather than our son Bujoka? Is it true that the son of  Mwabuniagu will reign over Bushi instead of my child?" demanded Mwa Murhwa, exasperated by the news. And Birhenjira calmly replied: "Wife, is it you who gives orders for the Mwami around here?" In a fit of anger, Mwa Murhwa threw herself at him and slapped him round the face. On returning home, Birhenjira began to reflect on all these things. He realised that his wife’s pride would stop at no treachery to ensure Bujoka’s reign and so he decided to send Makombe to safety in Rwanda (Masson, P., 1960 : 60-64) with his colleague and friend, the Mwami of Rwanda, Mutara Rwogera (± 1860)
. We will return to this later when considering the role of women in pre-colonial African conflictuality. However, despite the political strategies and intrigues that Mwa Murhwa implemented to satisfy her political ambitions, her name remains engraved on the memory of the Bashi as a "Mukazi-Mulume", literally a "Woman Man". 

The queen mother Nakeza
Another noteworthy example in Bushi is the role of the Mwami-Kazi Nakeza, who acted as regent to the throne of Bushi at the end of the Rwandese wars (in Kivu) that culminated in the death of Mwami Kigeri IV Rwabugiri of Rwanda in 1895. During this time, Bushi, characterised by internecine struggles and multiple intrigues, was divided into two independent political entities, namely Kabare and Ngweshe.  

Having to act as regent in Ngweshe until her son came of age, given that Mwami Ruhongeka had died in 1913, Nakeza ruled the country with an iron fist, not hesitating to intimidate - even neutralise - any elements likely to disturb her political running of the country, including her son.

Nakeza did not hesitate to defy the tradition that prohibited widows of great chiefs from re-marrying and belonging to another husband. Paul Masson, who observed the course of events from close up recalls, "Nakeza, still young and desirable, absolutely wanted to remarry. The court soothsayers confronted her with the old oral laws but, in her passion, she refused to take any notice of them and set about finding a husband from among her entourage. The great noble families, respectful of taboos, declined her proposals".

Ruvugwa, however, great-grandson of Ngweshe-Kwibuka II accepted, thus hoping to become the official guardian of the young king (Ruhongeka) and play an important role in Ngweshe’s policies. He did not count on Nakeza’s personality however who, unconcerned for his opinions or for the slightest justice, did as she liked and always favoured the friends of her father’s family, the Nyganda of the Bega clan (Masson P., 1960 : 105-107), of Rwandese origin. When her son took the throne of Ngweshe, queen mother Nakeza remained very active in the country’s political affairs, not hesitating to give orders to, and "correct", her son when she felt his way of ruling Ngweshe threatened its existence. 

The internal political struggles continued between the two parts of Bushi (Kabare and Ngweshe) and so  Mwami Ruhongeka prepared to counter an attack from Nabushi Kabare-Rutaganda by mobilising a large army. Not officially informed by her son, Nakeza, heeding the intelligence of her advisors, suspected her son was mobilising an army to chase her out of Ngweshe lands. "She therefore summoned him to hear his explanation. ‘Mwamikazi, the men I am gathering are to launch an attack on Nabushi not against the womb that bore me. Would you reproach me for fighting for my kingdom?’ Nakeza, highly angered and suspecting in this last sentence Ruhongeka’s desire to get rid of her, rose up trembling with rage and, surrounded by their entourage, she hit her son three times with her stick.  Everyone was astounded and rebuked her. Ruhongeka returned to Ikoma and called all the eldest sons of the noble families to him. He distributed cattle and land to them. A few days later, having brought down two Nabushi warriors on reconnaissance nearby, he sent their remains to his mother to prove his good intentions. ‘Yes,’ she recognised, ‘my son Ruhongeka has acted well by gathering the warriors together. As he is strong with his bow and wants to defend Ngweshe lands, I authorise him to establish himself wherever he wants and I recommend all Baluzi to send him the greatest number of men’" (Masson P., 1960 : 110-111).

Supported by the queen mother, Mwami Ruhongeka managed to vigorously oppose Nabushi Kabare’s incursions through a whole series of battles, until they were out of danger. As noted by eye witness accounts, "Ruhongeka, systematically sidelined from power by his mother throughout his youth, acquired neither the desire to reign nor the political experience. He also often remembered the prediction of a soothsayer that he would die on the day he became Mwami" (Masson, P., 1960: 115). 

Cases such as this are plentiful in Bushi's history. We could also mention the cases of queen mother Nyibunga, mother of Nsibula, who gave birth to the dynasty of the Basibula, grand chief of the Bahavu
, the queen mothers Mwabugarha and Mwamugula, grandmother and mother respectively of Mwami Ngweshe-Chirimwentale, known as Ntale, who reigned over the Bagweshe
 while the Mwami Ngweshe was under age and jointly with him once he became of age, etc. Similar cases are common in other interlacustrine monarchies.  

Rwanda

In the Rwandese monarchy, popular tales and accounts convey the image of woman as some kind of extraordinary creature:  "They surpass all others in beauty. No defects touch their body or heart; they are endowed with an exceptional tenderness. They undertake acts of heroism that men themselves are scarcely able to undertake." In this regard, Ndabaga the courageous was equal to men in her bravery and endurance in combat. "Bwiza bwa Mashira budashira irora n’inrongorwa" (Bwiza the beautiful of Mashira who one does not weary of contemplating and marrying) was not ashamed to state her passionate love for Gahindiro (Bamage M., 1997: 14)
. As noted by the historian Marie-Paule Bamage, the political importance of women was not the prerogative of the Nyiginya monarchy and less still that of colonisation. 

Hutu queen chiefs

A number of Hutu women exercised power. Such was the case of Bengizage, nicknamed Nyagakecuru, queen of Bungwe, a southern kingdom annexed by Rwanda (Macquet J., 1954 : 146). This queen mother reigned over Bungwe "mu Bisi bya Huye" (at the top of the Huye mountains)
 from approximately 1543 to 1550, prior to the reign of Mutara Semugeshi (Kagame A., 1975: 85-109) in what is now Butare prefecture. According to Bamage (1997: 35), Bungwe formed part of the confederation of the Abenengwe (Hutu) clan and also included Bufundu. Nyagakecuru was the widow of Samukende, king of Bungwe, later and currently known as Nyaruguru. She took power when her son Rubuga was still under age, during the reign of Ruganzu II Ndoli (died around ± 1543 or ± 1624)
. It was this Rwandese sovereign who put an end to the "political adventure" of Queen Nyagakecucuru. The act took place following an official meeting between the Mwami Mwezi of Burundi and Ruganzu II Ndoli on Makwaza mountain
. 

Other queen mothers have also played an important role in the political history of the ancient kingdom of Rwanda. Such was the case of Mpandahande and particularly that of Nyiratunga (under the reign of Yuhi IV Gahindiro, 1746-1802) who died around 1839 (Vansina J., 1962 : 56). This latter became famous in the resistance to the Burundian army, at war against Rwanda.
Queen mother Nyiratunga reigned while prince Yuhi IV Gahindiro was under age following the death of his father Mibambwe III Sentyabo. She ruled the country with the aid of her son Rugagi (father of the Abagagi dynasty), surrounding herself with efficient chiefs to guarantee justice. To ensure her authority over men, queen mother Nyiratunga smoked in public, making it understood that she would act with her face uncovered without any restriction or behaviour imposed on women by custom.

When her son reached adulthood, she called the chiefs and people to a public place and said, "Here is your king. Up until now, I have behaved as a man, waiting for him to come and replace me. From this moment on, I will become a woman again and withdraw inside my house". She kept her word, never reappearing again in public, and no longer smoking in the presence of men (Kagame A., 1972 : 175-176). The queen mother, while ceding the throne to her son, continued to play a considerable political role as the king was unable to decide anything without first asking her opinion.   

Other women chiefs
Other women chiefs and deputies are also known in the political history of Rwanda. Among them, the following are worthy of mention
:

· Kagoyire and Kankesha, deputy chiefs of Maraba in Busanza-Sud

· Kampororo, deputy chief in Gikongoro

· Mushabokazi, deputy chief of Mulera in Ruhengeri

· Nyirafuku, deputy chief of Fugu in Nyakare (Butare)

· Nyirakabuga, mother of Rwigemera, son of king Musinga

· Nyirakigwene, deputy chief of Shaba in Buyenzi (Gikongoro), etc.
In addition, experienced women who were  "court favourites" (Abatoni b’Umwami) were listened to intently. Highly respected, their flexibility in social terms was proven. On their return to their respective households, they continued their role of mother and advisor and were always treated with politeness (Bamage M., 1996 : 41). 

Burundi
As elsewhere in the region, the political importance of women was not necessarily dependent upon belonging to the ruling class. However, the king had to reign jointly with his mother, the Umugabekazi or queen mother. If the queen mother was no longer alive, he had to have an adoptive mother. If the queen mother were to die during the reign, he had to find one by means of adoption; in Urundi, a young girl (Nyenumugamba) could fill this role. 

As the queen mother was co-ruler, she formed part of the council of regency until her son came of age, via marriage. She therefore accompanied him on all his travels, gave orders like a true Mwami, declared war, pronounced legal sanctions, invested and dismissed chiefs and deputy chiefs (Bourgeois, R., 1954 : 53-54).

In a field survey conducted into "the queen mother and her priests in Burundi", the results of which were published in 1979, the Burundian historian Amélie Gahama clearly shows how the queen mother assisted the Mwami in everything, and formed an indispensable mechanism for the good running of Burundi’s political organisation:  "A queen mother does not die" ; these words are never spoken, she is merely lying down (yararamye), or has been drinking (Yanyoye), etc. Like the king, she has serious tasks to accomplish. She does so in coordination with her entourage. She is aware of her rights and duties and of her power in society, continues Gahama. The most well-known case in pre-colonial Burundi is unquestionably that of the queen mother Ririkumutima. 

The first Europeans who came into contact with her described her thus: "The widow of King Mwezi, Ririkumutima, who died in 1917, was carried by bearers on her litter from one royal residence to another and personally dealt with the kingdom’s affairs. In her visits to the European authorities, this slow-speaking woman, incapable of a movement, who had to almost be lifted from her litter to an armchair, showed herself to be as intelligent, as energetic and more stubborn than all the princes in her entourage" (Bourgeois R. 1954 : 54).

Queen mother Ririkumutima held the regency under two reigns, that of Mutaga IV and Mwambutsa IV. She dealt with so much of the political management of Burundi that the activity of the male co-regent Nduwumwe was minimal, the personality of the queen mother having become dominant. The specific role of queen mothers is also explained by the existence of royal cemeteries created especially for them (Gahama A., 1979). 

Through the deaths of queen mothers and the worship of them, their role becomes clear and, more generally, the importance of religious phenomena in the march of power and its recognition.  In practical terms, the families of the priests responsible for these rituals, these "secret men" (Banyamabanga) who provided the link between the mechanisms of power and popular expectation, occupied an extremely important social position  (Mworoha, 1973)
.

Apart from the importance of the Mugabekazi (queen mother), the queen sister (Mutwenzi) also had a not negligible role. This was demonstrated above all during the sowing festivals (Muganuro). It was she who invited the king to come and celebrate this important ceremony. In contrast to the queen mother and any other female dignitary, the Mutwenzi could marry but was strictly forbidden from having more than three children. Other women have also ruled the chieftaincies of ancient Burundi. Such was the case of Inagiswaswa, a woman who left her mark on people’s minds in pre-colonial times. The political history of women in Burundi during pre-colonial times is also that of advisors to the Mwami, "Abakamakare". As in other African societies, age (and particularly old age) symbolises experience, self-mastery and good manners. It was in this regard that the king also relied on the experience of old women to rule well, as this eye witness account from the Mwezi’s tells us: 

"Mwezi had a considerable number of old women from the time of Ntare. There was one well-known woman called Nyakuruha who symbolised the king’s victory. She did not wear the same clothes as the others but clothes from the court and which were well-coated with butter, he lived in Muyange with Nabisenge, the mother of Kijogori. There was another, Bitahovyakwezi, who was an Incokere, she had no children. Bitahovyakwezi knew the methods of government used by Ntare to govern the country and this was why Mwezi consulted her all the time. She was more beautiful than all the other girls. Mwezi loved her a lot and surrounded her with many servants. Whenever a cow was killed at court, they would always say:  ‘Don’t forget Nyakaruha and Bitaho’s share’ ".

This statement, noted by Mworoha (1973 : 179), shows the extent to which elderly women were a force to be reckoned with in the political running of the country. It also reflects the constant concern to refer to tradition in the conduct of state affairs. This political/religious role of women can be seen very clearly in the ancient kingdom of Buganda (now Uganda).

Buganda
The influence of the Namasole (queen mother) and the Lubuga (queen sister) in Buganda is another example of the political status of women in the Great Lakes region. As mother of the reigning Kabaka (king), the Namasole took up her post at the same time as her son. Together they ran the country. The king’s residence and that of the queen mother were separated by a river. In 1875, Linant de Bellefonds
, who was visiting the royal court of the Kabaka noted: "The queen has a great influence over the king (…) he takes no decision without consulting her first … ".

Just like the Namasole, the queen sister (in fact, the king’s half-sister), the Lubuga, was considered to be the third person in the kingdom. Her role was exercised above all during the great ceremonies that took place at court, particularly the coronation. A witness describing the visit of the queen mother to her son Kabaka Mutesa 1 clearly shows the political importance of the Namasole among the Kabaka: "The king received her with all his grandees and soldiers. When he learned that she was only a quarter of an hour away, he called two or three nobles from the house where he had been taken: couriers sent to greet his mother left at a gallop and returned exhausted saying: she greets you, she is coming. Immediately they returned in all haste to say: she is approaching the place, she is at the door. As the queen neared, the couriers came and went at shorter intervals. Finally, she arrived, and soldiers in grand costumes were lined up to receive her. First, we saw a dozen pages appear all dressed in white, then some of his greatest servants; then two magicians covered in cowry shell, pearls and fetishes, including an ugly Namogoi. 

The queen, accompanied by her principal officers, arrived. She was wearing nothing but a loubogo: a tanned skin covered her ears. She was not lacking in amulets. Skins of wild cats, witches’ insignia, some small packets of coffee and peas wrapped in loubogo completed the queen mother's outfit. She walked with a firm step through the lines of soldiers; she seemed strong and looked around sixty-five years old. Immediately, the drums beat out. Katikiro and I stood up as a sign of respect and, without saying a word, the Namasole came and sat on her loubougo cushion, which her slaves placed opposite the king’s bed. The queen mother was opposite her son whom she had not seen for years. She said nothing; she said not one word to him. A strange meeting between mother and son. But etiquette has to be observed. The people were finally informed of the queen’s health. The king’s umbilical cord was brought and the Namasole took it, held it a moment, and laid it on her loubougo next to her. The king had coffee beans brought and presented them in a basket to his mother. Mwenge
 was then brought: eighteen gourds were given to the Namasole. Two cups were then brought. The first was given to the king who drank a little and held out the cup to a woman, who gave it to his mother. The king received the second cup and, after having drunk, had it passed - like the first – to the  Namasole. The two cups in her hand, she then drank from one then the other" (Lourdel L., 1881 : 271)
.

This eye witness account highlights the importance and status of the queen mother at the court of the Kabakas. The ceremonial drum beating and presentation of coffee beans must be noted, as these were reserved only for a sovereign. The ritual of returning the umbilical cord was to remind the king that the Namasole was still his mother and that he was in some way subordinate to her, which was true with regard to the political advice she lavished on him. 

In matriarchal societies of Central Africa, the role of women in political and social life was just as important as in the patriarchal societies, as demonstrated by the situation in Bas-Congo (DRC) in the kingdom of Loango where princesses had the right to choose their husband(s):  "A princess has the dual right to choose the husband she considers appropriate from among the people, even if he is already married, and to force him to have none but her as his wife. As this last condition was generally too harsh for princes, it was rare that the princesses found any that wanted to marry them. Even commoners fear an alliance but, when it is offered to them, they are obliged to accept, for fear of confiscation of body and goods, and those that the princesses choose are generally the richest in the country. They still have a freedom that none of the other women have, of rejecting a husband who no longer suits them and choosing another, and it seems that they need no other reason for their divorce than their desire (…). The man that a princess chooses for her husband begins by rubbing his body all over with palm oil, and painting himself red; then the first exercise is a one-month retreat, which he must spend entirely without leaving his hut. At the end of the month, he washes and marries the princess with great pomp. But the day of the wedding is his last day of freedom. The husband of a princess is less her husband than her slave and prisoner. By marrying her, he undertakes never to look at another woman again whilst he is living with her. He never goes out unless accompanied by numerous escorts. Some of his guards go on ahead to remove any women from the roads along which he is to pass" (Proyart (Abbé), 1976 : 68-69). Commenting on this account, Ndaywel è Nziem (1997 : 127) remarks that this privileged status of the princess (king’s sister) in the Loango kingdom was similar to the Kuba kingdom. It is possible that it is true for all matrilineal kingdoms of the southern savannah.   

     These examples illustrate the importance and role of women in the socio-political development of interlacustrine monarchies. The cases noted are just some of those that have left their mark on history and popular imagery, essentially the "women of the court". Although this class forms part of the "ruling minority", it has been noted that, in some monarchies, at specific times, some women – not royal - have also "made history" in terms of the political authorities and thus left their mark on public opinion. We shall later show in detail how these "women of the court" were able to influence the condition of other women throughout their reign. These aspects will be considered in the chapter on women’s role in preventing violence and in the peaceful resolution of conflicts.   

In this chapter, we have observed that the trust capital  enjoyed by women is, like  royal authority, of divine essence. Consequently, the political running of the country with which she is associated puts her in interaction with all the social, cultural, philosophical and magico-religious events necessary for maintaining social norms and political authority - with all that may entail: positive elements but also the most inhuman, the most violent things. In the next chapter, we will focus on an analysis of certain practices related to the "political violence" that has accompanied or been required by certain sequences of aristocracies in the sub-region, highlighting the involvement of women in the

political system and its running. 
Part Three

Women in the face of political violence

     The tragic events surrounding the conflicts that have - since independence - torn apart the Great Lakes region in particular, and other regions of Africa in general, along with the uncertainty these crises have created with regard to the continent’s future, make some observers, even "the most open", state that there has always been a  "culture of violence" in Africa. For these "specialists", "the roots of the violence", the "venom of hatred" absolutely must be dug out from these societies if there is to be a lasting resolution, and effective prevention of regional and continental conflict. The question is therefore: is there really a culture of violence in Africa, and in Central Africa in particular? This chapter will enable us to answer this question in part,  in terms of some of the political, social, historic and philosophical expressions of pre-colonial interlacustrine civilisations. 

     As already noted above, in particular spatio-temporal contexts and as a result of the exercise of power, the interlacustrine societies have experienced acts of violence in their daily lives. Moreover, the Barundi clearly recognise this, through their saying "Ahari abantu ntihabura urunturuntu" which means "Wherever there are people there will be conflicts, disputes". As full players in society and in political life, women have - in one way or another - been involved in some practices of violence, both as perpetrators and as victims. This issue will form the object of the following discussion. 

     In this analysis, we will focus on just a few cases related to crucially important socio-cultural events that will enable a better understanding of the political violence taking place in the Great Lakes region.  

Women, actors in political violence

     The history of Africa offers relevant information with regard to those elements of tradition that call for violence and those that call for peace. While Somali tradition encompasses a number of practices for managing and peacefully resolving conflicts, other factors can also be noted that call for violence when peaceful resolution proves impossible. Popular dictums are there to confirm this, particularly – in Somali tradition - : "He who tastes not your spear will not heed what you say"
. 

     This saying, which runs counter to the Muslim faith and also to Somali customary law, calls for the use of violence to resolve problems within society. This subject would merit further study but we are instead going to focus on aspects related to women in the dynamic of conflict management and, particularly, the way in which they have sometimes contributed to a revival of - or transformation in - the said conflicts.  

     The Somali researcher Mohamed Abdi Mohamed (2003 : 88-100) has studied this issue and offers important information with regard to the role that some women have played during the wars that have marked Somali society right through the pre-colonial period.

Women encouraging men to war in Somalia
Women used to make up songs and poems exhorting war, in which they ridiculed and slandered men who refused to go to war and, in contrast, praised and idolised those who went unhesitatingly into the fray. They would stand up to the men who were supporting peace and who refused to fight, telling them:  "You take our dresses and we’ll take your guns". Men who refused to take part in the killing were considered women, who needed to be replaced by "true women". They would raise funds and other resources for the war effort, strengthening the position of the lords and warmongers. They would provide food, water and medicines to the warriors. They would participate directly in the war as combatants, spies and informers
.

     These things are nothing out of the ordinary given that, as elsewhere, both women and men play a role in conflicts, whatever their nature or intensity. This has also been the case in the Great Lakes region. 

     Women and political violence in Rwanda

     It has been confirmed by specialists who have studied the Great Lakes region (Mworoha E., 1973 : 129-131, Bourgeois, 1957, Gahama A., 1977) that, when the death of a Mwami was imminent - or even long before – there would be a real competition between the queens, who would devote themselves to many intrigues in order to get their son appointed to power. They would inundate the royal soothsayers with presents to get them to designate their son as successor to the drum (throne). The soothsayers who, through their influence, managed to influence the royal choice on behalf of one particular queen or another, thus ensured continuity of their position throughout the forthcoming reign.  

     Some queens who had given birth to princes not chosen for the succession could even manage to hijack the royal decision and get themselves proclaimed Mugabekazi (queen mother). Cases of this kind abound, and the Rucunshu coup d’état (Kabgayi, Rwanda : 1896) is particularly noteworthy. Mwami Kigeri IV Rwabugiri (1853-1895) died on his return from an expedition to Bushi (Kivu). In line with custom, he had prepared his succession long before his death; it was simply a question of the guardians of power (Abiru) concretely crowning the successor, his son Mibambwe IV Rutalindwa, who had been appointed in 1894. 

     However, as previously noted, no king was authorised to rule without his mother. Nyiraburanga, mother of Mibambwe Rutalindwa, was already dead, and so custom dictated that a "queen mother" be appointed from among the wives of the dead Mwami. The choice of Kajongera was thus made, and she took the title of queen mother under the name of "Nyira-Mibambwe" (mother of Mibamwe). 

     However, queen mother Kajongera, a Mwega (from the Bega clan)
 was from a different clan to  Mibambwe (a Nyiginya). What was more, Queen Kajongera had had a son named Musinga by her husband Kigeri IV Rwabugiri. Consequently, Kajongera wasted no time in calling upon members of her clan, the Bega, in order to kill off the customarily appointed Mwami, namely Mibambwe Rutalindwa and all his allies, his family, in order to replace him with her young son Musinga and thus install the Bega clan on the throne instead of the Nyiginya. 

     This situation would have benefited the queen mother, as she would thus have been able to reign in the place of her son Musinga, until he came of age. And so it was that the queen mother Kajongera, with the help of her family and other clan members, organised a scheme that was to end in several deaths, including that of Mibambwe Rutalindwa. With the help of her two brothers, Kabare and Ruhinankiko, and one of her nephews, Rwidegembya, Kajongera was quick to turn to her use anyone who had suffered the tyranny of her dead husband, Mwami Kigeri IV Rwabugiri, in order to regain power. Stage by stage, a detailed plan was implemented. First, she needed to raise doubts as to the legitimacy of Mwami Mibambwe-Rutalindwa, in other words, to get rid of the three Biru (Abiru) to whom Kigeri IV Rwabugiri had entrusted his last will and testament. Bisangwa died in the Shangi battle of 1896 where he was sent by Mibamwe-Rutalindwa  at the head of a warrior formation to fight the Belgian lieutenant Sandrart
. Sehene was invited to drink with Kabare (Kajongera’s brother), and he killed him with an axe. Mugugu was slandered by Kabare to Mibamwe and Nyira-Mibamwe (Kajongera) and the Mwami ordered him to be killed at his home in Burima, Mayaga. Mugugu did not want to be massacred by his opponents, however, so he committed suicide by setting fire to his own hut. The Biru (or Abiru, guardians of tradition) having now been eliminated, it was merely a case of getting rid of Mibambwe Rutalindwa himself and proclaiming Musinga as head of the kingdom (Bourgeois R., 1957 : 168-173).

     The other clans gradually rallied to Kajongera’s cause  and so, with Kabare her brother, she focused on cutting Mibambwe Rutalindwa off from his most faithful allies, including those of his own clan, the Banyiginya, and even his own brothers
.

     Anyone opposed to the queen mother’s power was liquidated. As part of an important delegation accompanying the Mwami, son and legitimate heir to Mwami Kigali IV Rwabugiri, Mibamwe Rutalindwa, from Bumbogo to Rukaza (four hours’ walk) in December 1896, queen mother Kajongera, her son Musinga and Kabare’s allies, accompanied by various important individuals from the Bega clan, set up camp at Rucunshu, near to the temporary enclosure of Mibambwe Rutalindwa. Unsuspecting, this latter had only his young brothers and some faithful followers with him. This was the chance for queen mother  Kajongera and her entourage to remove Mwami Mibambwe Rutalindwa and immediately replace him with her son, Musinga. 

     The opportunity came when the Bega in the queen mother’s entourage attacked Mibambwe’s people in the rain while they were cutting banana leaves. A scuffle ensued. At the sound of the war drums, combatants arrived in great numbers. Well prepared, the Bega had taken care to make camp close to where the combatants would pass by, thus rallying most of them to the queen mother’s cause, persuading them that she was on Mwami Mibambwe's side. Mibambwe's enclosure was thus attacked. They put up a fierce resistance, however, to such a point that the queen mother and some of her supporters nearly committed suicide, ashamed at having betrayed her adoptive son, Mwami Mibambwe. But Kabare prevented them. 

     The battle continued, and warriors came in great number, although mostly to the side of the queen mother, due to the skill of her lieutenants, primarily Kabare her brother: "The fight continued, often one to one, using cutlasses and knives in the absence of spears or arrows. In the evening, Rwamanywa, the Budaha chief (thus nicknamed Cyaduka: he who arrives unexpectedly) arrived with his Badaha and the people of the forest; he was to change the balance of power.  

     Mibambwe received an arrow to his leg and returned home with his cousin Bigirimana, chief of Nyakare; Murigo, his young brother, was killed and his people driven back" (Bourgeois R, 1957 : 172-176). In the general confusion, Kabare appeared in public carrying the young Musinga in his arms; he called for attention and said: "Here is the king that Rwabugiri has left us. The one you are fighting for is a rebel, the king is here, it is Yuhi." In surprise, Mibambwe’s soldiers stopped, indecisive, and gradually began to give up the fight. Musinga thus became Mwami of the Banyarwanda under the name of Yuhi, before taking the dynastic name of Yuhi V Musinga, reigning from 1896 to 1931. His mother, fortified by the success of her action, added the name of Nyira-Mibambwe (mother of Mibambwe) to that of Nyira-Yuhi (mother of Yuhi). 

     As for the legitimate Mwami Mibambwe, he committed suicide along with his followers and children in a fire in his hut at Rucunshu. Reinforcements, arriving late, were able only to note the damage before retracing their steps. Mibambwe, his three sons, his followers, his bodyguards and Banyiginya all perished in the flames. This event marked the end of the legitimate monarchy and the start of bloodshed against all those who were opposed to the political ambitions of Kajongera, henceforward Nyira-Yuhi.
     The first coup d’état in the history of the interlacustrine monarchies, from the first millennium BC to 1896, had just taken place, and it was the work of a woman, the queen mother Kajongera. This event was a first in the history of the Nyiginya monarchy. Kajongera’s work heralded a period of serious political instability in Rwanda but also marked the end of traditional values and the stability - unequal but interdependent - that had embodied the magical-religious powers of the regional monarchies. This period, which also marked one of the most significant - if not the most significant - splits between the donor clans of the queen mothers,  also corresponded with the start of the European presence in Rwanda.  

     The queen mother and the bloodshed
     Following the Rucunshu coup, two camps henceforward disputed the royal court of Rwanda: the legitimate opposition (Nyiginya) on the one hand and the usurpers (Bega) on the other. The former, made up of descendants of Mwami Kigeri IV Rwabugiri, were the brothers of the dead Mibambwe Rutalindwa. In accordance with clan rules, Yuhi V Musinga - although spurred on by his mother – also formed part of this category as son of Mwami Rwabugiri of the Nyiginya line, descendency being patrilineal in nearly all interlacustrine civilisations, particularly Rwanda.

However, queen mother Kajongera reigned throughout the whole time until her son, Mwami Yuhi Musinga, came of age. During this era, a veritable purge was organised of all opponents or suspected opponents or any other people suspected of acting against the power of the queen mother, allied with her brother, Kabare, and other members of the Bega clan. The violence also served as a means of persuasion and of maintaining power, in the absence of any legitimacy, as the following account demonstrates: "(…) Although having sworn loyalty to his brother Mwami Yuhi-Musinga, Baryonyonza was nevertheless buried alive in Bugesera such that his death served as an example for the other princes, Shyarangabo, Cyatatire, etc. who had remained at the head of their fiefdoms. During the Rucunshu tragedy, Bigirimana, cousin of the Mwami, had killed the young Murigo before himself perishing. Bigirimana’s son had to pay for his father’s gesture with his life, vengeance being executed by the queen mother herself, who plunged a dagger into the ten-year-old child’s breast. She also persecuted Rwamanywa, faithful to the memory of  Mibambwe who, before dying, suffered five days of the most ignominious torture. Rukwavu, brother of Rwamanywa and Nyabakonjo, chief of Bwishaza, was strangled to death. Shamamba had dogs set upon him. Rutalindagira was skinned alive after receiving axe blows to his head (Bourgeois R., 1957 : 174). 

     This situation was to last until the German colonisation of Rwanda, which officially commenced in 1908, the year in which the German administrator, Dr. Richard Kandt was installed in his residence in Kigali. The Germans immediately supported the monarchy, providing military support to the powers that be, exacerbating the massacres and vendettas until the arrival of new players (Christianisation, British and Belgian colonisation) who were to complicate a socio-political, philosophical and cultural situation that was rapidly losing its points of reference. Other monarchies experienced a similar situation, as was the case in Burundi.  

     The queen mother and the Muramwya (Burundi) coup d’état

     The political intrigues used by queen mother (Mugabekazi)
 Ririkumutima are well-known in Burundi’s history. One of the thirteen wives of the Mwami (±1850-±1908), Mugabekazi Ririkumutima did not accept the fact that her husband had chosen a son other than hers to become Mwami of the Barundi. Seeing her position as queen mother slipping away to the benefit of Queen Ntibahinya (mother of prince Mbukije, known as "Mutaga"), another wife of Mwezi Gisabo, Ririkumutima decided to act quickly. In fact, the young prince Mutaga Mbikije (Mutaga), son of Ntibahinya, had been chosen to succeed his father, Mwami Mwezi Gisaboas. Ririkumutima, supported by her many sons (she had four) and faithful followers, hastened to do away with her co-wife, the legal queen mother Ntibahinya, and had it made known throughout the country that she (Ririkumutima) was the mother of Mwami Mutaga Mbikije.

     The panic that followed the death of the king (Mwezi) and the speed with which the sons hastened to form a council of regency outstripped the reactions of the other chiefs, and people in general; the deceit, known to all the inhabitants of the royal domains of Muramvya, was nevertheless accepted and many continued to consider Ririkumutima as mother of Mbikije. The importance of Ririkumutima’s sons, who had just conducted a veritable coup d’état, prevented the remaining chiefs and dignitaries from changing the situation. The State secret was sealed. (Mworoha E. 1977 : 129-132). 

     Queen mother Ririkumutima took over as regent for  two reigns, that of Mutaga Mbikije IV and then that of Mwambutsa IV She exerted considerable power. The action of co-regent Ndubumwe was minimal during the time of Mutaga, the queen mother’s actions being dominant  (Ryckmans, P., 1953)
. There are many other similar cases in various monarchies of the region, like that of Bushi, in what is now Kivu. 

     Queen mother Namuloko: alliances against nature and murder in Bushi 

     As indicated above, the founding of the Bushi kingdom was the work of queen mother Namuhoye, who divided her country (Bushi) between her sons. During the reign of Kabare-Kaganda (the eldest), who founded the Bushi dynasty, the unity of the kingdom was preserved until the reign of Kwibuka 1st. Once this latter had died, and because of quarrels in the palace, the kingdom was split into two dynasties following the insurrection of one of the sons of  Kwibuka, called Weza, in the Ngweshe region. 

    Since then, the mother dynasty has existed at Kabare (the king of which bears the title of Nabushi, owner of Bushi), grouping together the Bahaya (or Bashi of Kabare), where Mwami Kabare Mami-Mami reigns (since 1989 he has disputed the throne with his brother Albert Kabare Ntayitunda at the cost of thousands of innocent lives), alongside that of the Bishugi or Bagweshe, grouping together the Bashi of Ngweshe, throne now held by Mwami Ngweshe Ruhongeka. Two princesses, Nakeza and her younger sister  Namuloko, both members of the Bega clan (of Rwandese origin) were married to Bami of Bushi, Nakeza to Mwami Lirangwe of Ngweshe and her sister Namuloko to Mwami Nnabushi Byaterana of Kabare. However, given their Rwandese origins (they were descendants of Niganda, a noble Rwandese family long settled in Bushi), they could not become queen mothers, as the esoteric code guarded by the banjinji (guardians of tradition in Bushi) under no circumstances authorises the investiture of a Mwami whose mother is of foreign origin.  

     Consequently, on the death of Nnabushi Byaterana, a different wife, Mugenye (or Mugenyide), a Mushi, was chosen as queen mother, her son Rutaganda, although only two years old, having been chosen by his father according to custom to succeed him. This choice irritated Queen Namuloko, who decided to act to regain power on behalf of her own son, Ruhangara, thus making her queen mother. And so she turned to Rwanda: "Nalwanda (king of Rwanda) sent one of his valiant captains, Rwanyonga. With his henchmen, she managed to defeat the Nabushi-Rutaganda guard." (Mason P.,  1960 : 97-102).

     It was thus that she managed to impose Ruhangara on the throne of Bushi. A circumstantial alliance (political and matrimonial) between Bahaya (Kabare) and Bishugi (Ngweshe) was soon established against the usurper and his mother. Lirangwe, Nyamuloko’s husband, provided support (against his wife and her son, Ruhangara) to Mwami Kwibuka of Ngweshe. At the same time, he married Rutaganda’s mother, Queen Mugenye (widow of Mwami Byaterana, father of Rutaganda). 

     Through a skilful matrimonial policy, Lirangwe’s solution caused the merger of the two Bagweshe and Bahaya peoples, of whom he was to become the only Mwami, continues Masson (1960 : 98). It was under these circumstances that queen mother Nakeza decided to enter the scene to satisfy her political ambitions, establish her son Ruhongeka as Mwami of Ngweshe and also to restore her sister Namuloko, and her son Ruhangara, on the throne of Kabare. To do this, the Rwandese army had to be involved
: she prepared a basket of precious gifts, the contents of which no-one has ever known. In fact, the only person who, through indiscretion, saw the preparation of the basket, was killed along with all his family (Masson P., 1960 : 99). The Rwandese army crossed the Ruzizi to fulfil its task. Surprised whilst asleep, Lirangwe and his men were unable to put up much resistance. Lirangwe was thus murdered. Queen Mugenyide, pregnant with twins, was forcibly taken to Muhumba (one of the bays on Lake Kivu, at Bukavu), where she was murdered. 

     Because of this, "With Ngweshe-Lirangwe dead, the queen mother and regent of Bushi’s throat slit and Nabushi Rutaganda disappeared, it was decided to establish Ruhongeka in Ngweshe and Ruhangara in Bushi, both sons of the two Nyganda sisters of Rwandese origin. Bushi became a kind of protectorate of Nalwanda," concludes Masson (1960 : 190-200). 

     The aspect of most interest to us here is the way in which Queen Nakeza used political violence to impose her views throughout her reign. To retain her power, gained by force through her son who was now Mwami (although under age), she took revenge on all those who set old court traditions in her path: she remarried against custom, which prevented widows from doing so, and anyone who opposed her was eliminated, exiled or despoiled, not to mention unjustly accused. She ran the country with an iron fist, even after her son came of age and until the arrival of the Europeans in the region, which corresponded with the death of Kigeri IV Rwabugiri (1895), adds Masson. 

     In the light of these experiences, which are far from exhaustive and far less exceptions in the history of African civilisations, it has to be noted that women, as an integral part of the political landscape, were involved in the internal and external dynamics of conflict in much the same way as their male political counterparts.

Women, victims of political violence

As already noted, women in pre-colonial African societies were of divine essence, and their nature was easily identified with that of the royal power. In this regard, a whole series of prohibitions, taboos and strict life rules were imposed on them, and any transgression could lead to some form of death.  

     Women, full political players, were also subject to the shortcomings of power. They formed, moreover, a link between societies ("Omukazi l'Irunga Mulala") as the Bashi say. Consequently, as full members of society and significant players in "political life", women were associated with power, in both its positive and negative aspects. In order to better analyse this fact, however, we need to place it within a more global meaning but also, and above all, consider what it meant at a particular time and place, bearing in mind the stimulants and psychological, cultural, philosophical and socio-economic factors of the specific environment in which they lived. It is only in this context that certain crimes, certain manifestations of violence involving women (as victim or perpetrator) or any other political player, however significant those crimes may be, can be better understood, without however excusing them. This can be illustrated with some concrete cases from the sub-region.  

     In traditional socio-cultural structures, the people are deeply religious. The Congolese researcher, Fr. Vincent Mulago has written with regard to the Banyarwanda, Barundi and Bashi: "It could be said that the religion of our three Bantu groups is a cultural set of ideas, feelings and rituals based on: firstly, a belief in the communal and hierarchical nature of these worlds and, secondly, the interaction between these two worlds, the transcendence of the invisible world not hindering its immanence" (1956 : 61).

     The societies we are studying were also deeply religious. Convinced of the subordination of the visible world to the spiritual world, they consequently submitted to this superiority and practised a faith. This faith is internal: a spirit of submission, intimate recognition through individual, family and national actions. In fact,  "The invisible world transcends the visible world and exercises an invisible but real reaction on it; fortune or misfortune as manifested in the visible world are the effects of the invisible world" (Burume L., 1991 : 169). Consequently, any attack on these beliefs or any sacrifice, even human, with regard to these beliefs, was for the benefit and future of society as a whole. Ancient Rwanda is just one example of this. 

     Rwanda

     According to Alexis Kagame (1973 : 14-18), during the reign of Mwami Yuhi III Mmazimhaka (or Mazimpaka) (deceased circa 1675), the chief of Bugetsera (principality then independent from Rwanda), Nsoro III Nyabarega, was in trouble because of attacks from his neighbour, Burundi, and so he went to meet Yuhi III Mmazimhaka, probably to ask for military aid. Chief Nsoro was asked to remain in the Mbazi region (now Butare prefecture in the south of the country) while waiting to see if the Mwami could meet him. When consulted by Mwami Mmazimhaka on the need for a meeting, the oracles were not favourable, however; they said it could take place through intermediaries. Now, in the Mbazi region there lived two sisters, both queens and wives of Mwami Mmazimhaka. They revealed the secret of the oracles to Chief Nsoro regarding the impossibility of a meeting between their husband and himself, and he was able to watch in secret the movement of the royal cortège from his residence in Bubazi to Mbasi in order not to meet their host. Nsoro was thus able to see with his own eyes the movement of the royal cortège through the indiscretion of the Mwami of Rwanda’s wives. The affair ended up being denounced. For having made the soothsayers lie, the sentence was final. Chief Nsoro was immediately forced to leave the country. 

     As for Mmazimhaka’s wives, their immediate death and punishment of their clan was ordered against this "high treason". On this subject, Kagame adds: "I was later to learn that the two sisters, wives of Yuhi III Mmazimhaka, were executed together by order of their royal husband and they were subjected to the agony of fire. At the same time, the king imposed on his descendants the taboo of never again taking women from the Abacyaba clan, to which these two women belonged. I had to ensure that the descendants of this monarch were really not taking wife (in this clan)" (Kagame, A., 1973 : 18). 

     War-related violence

     As has already been mentioned, various wars have taken place between the different monarchies of the Great Lakes region. Thus, for example, between 1300 and 1895, Rwanda organised at least eight military expeditions against Bushi
. These wars were in the context of a concern on the part of Rwandese kings to extend their domination over neighbouring territories.   

     During the reign of Ndahiro II Cyamatare, who died circa AD1600 (Vansina J., 1962 : 56), one such war was between Rwandese and Bushi troops. Seriously wounded on the forehead during a military confrontation with the troops of Nsibula ya Nyibunga (the Mwami of Bahavu in current South Kivu), Mwami Ndahiro Cyamatare was brought down whilst fleeing to Rwanda by troops from Nsira, an internal principality still independent of the Mwami of Rwanda. Bourgeois (1957 : 137) recalls in this regard that "His mother and wives were crucified at Miko y’Abakobwa (…), only Binama survived the massacres, the adoptive son of Yuhi-Gahima", father of Ndahiro. 

     It should be noted that, generally, and in some cases in Rwanda, when power was taken by force, the defeated king used to pay for his defeat with his life, along with all his associates, mothers and wives and all his descendants. One such example was the case of Mwami Kigeri III Ndabarasa, who died circa 1792 (Vansina J., 1962 : 56) in a war to extend his territory within Rwanda itself. He attacked Mwami Biroyo de Mazinga, "a Mwami that he put to death along with his mother Nyirabiroyo" (Bourgeois, R., 1957 : 143). 

     However, the most serious political violence and the best known in the political history of the Great Lakes region in general, and pre-colonial Rwanda in particular, was unquestionably the work of Kigeri IV Rwabugiri (1853-1895). Considered to be the greatest and most belligerent king in Rwanda’s pre-colonial history, he attacked the principalities that had remained independent and annexed them one after the other. It is to him that Rwanda owes its current geographical configuration.  

     In his desire to expand his territory beyond its borders, Rwabugiri was quick to wage war against neighbouring states. He attacked Uganda, Burundi, and particularly Bushi (Kivu). Although his external campaigns were not always as successful as anticipated in comparison to the human and material resources they required, he won his "Pyrrhic victories" in a terrible bloodbath, both outside and inside Rwanda, and thus imposed his point of view. One researcher who has focused on this issue, the Rwandese historian Kalibwami, adds: "(…) On a domestic level, Rwabugiri was the terror of his own family. It was on his orders this his uncle Nkoronko died, along with his wives Nyiraburanga and Nyiramarora, and his own mother, Nyirakigeri Murorunkwere, who he apparently sent to her death in a moment of drunkenness and complete misunderstanding. He had the eyes of his brothers Nyamwesa and Nyamahe gouged out to stop them aspiring to his throne. At the start of his reign he destroyed the Bagereka family, accused of having caused the death of his father, Mutara Rwogera, by poisoning him. Throughout the whole of his reign, anyone who became his favourite or gained power in the country could expect, in most cases, an early death. Rwabugiri was, in fact, a touchy character, suspicious and cruel by temperament. But it must not be forgotten that his courtiers often profited from his regular state of inebriation to extract death sentences from him for their rivals or people they were jealous of. " (1991 : 141). 

     Through this analysis, we can thus see the political importance of women prior to colonisation. This observation leads one to a realistic theory of international relations, notably with regard to the very essence of politics. The thinker Morgenthau summarises it thus: “(…) The struggle for power is universal in time and space and is an undeniable fact of the human experience. The tendency to dominate, in particular, is an element of every human association" (Groom A., 1990 : 73). Consequently, these elements of political violence must be viewed in a socio-cultural and temporal context of strong political/religious power at a given moment in the history of the societies in question. Because of this, it is important to understand that the power relations between the Mwami and society was a relationship similar to that of the sacred and the profane, to that of eternity and the human existence, to that of universal time and historic time.  

     This relationship has been observed (Burume L., 1991 : 140) and schematized as follows: "Power-Sacred-Eternity-Great-Time-Mwami" for the whole of interlacustrine Africa, as can be seen in the following document. 

Document n° 1:

Concept of life among the Bantu, according to R. P. Tempels
     Although the cultural unity of black Africa is an acknowledged given amongst Africanist science, it is clearest among the populations of Central Africa. The similarity lies first and foremost in a similar perception of existence. Tempels, in his time, saw it as focused on a single value: the life force. He tried to explain it to those of his native society in these terms: "There are words that keep on coming back into the mouths of Black people. These are the words that express their supreme values, supreme aspirations. They are like variations on a theme that can be found in their language, their thinking and all their actions and gestures. This supreme value is life, force, the life force. With regard to all these strange customs that we do not understand, the Bantu will say that they serve to gain  vigour or the life force, to be strong, to strengthen life or to ensure the continuity of their line. In the negative world, this same idea is expressed when the Bantu say: we are acting in such a way to protect ourselves from misfortune, or a decline in life or being, or even to protect ourselves from influences that will destroy or reduce us".

     "Strength, powerful life, vital energy are the object of prayers and invocations to God, to the spirits and to the dead as well as everything called magic, sorcery and magical remedy. They themselves will say that they turn to the soothsayer to learn "the words of life", that he teaches a way of strengthening life. In every Bantu language one can easily find words or phrases designating strength, which is not exclusively "bodily" but "totally human". They speak of the strength of our whole being, of our whole life. Their words denote "the integrity" of the being (…).

     Supreme happiness, the only form of fortune, is  for the Bantu the possession of the greatest life force; the worst adversity and in truth the only aspect of misfortune for him is a decline in this strength. Any illness, wound or setback is considered by the Bantu to be a decline in life force".

     "Illness and death do not come from our own life force but from an external agent, a higher force that devours us. It is thus by strengthening the life force by means of magical remedies that one becomes resistant to harmful external forces."

     "Should we be surprised then that the Bantu allude to this life force in their salutations, and use formulae such as: "you are strong" and "you have life", and that they express their commiseration in phrases such as: "your life force is reduced, your life has been damaged" (…) We found the Bantu incomprehensible, excessive and ridiculous when they said to each other one hundred times a day "dead" ". 

     In their minds, they are simply expressing a vital decline and, in this sense, their expression is reasonable and well-advised. In their language there are, moreover, the verbs "kufwa" and "kufwidila", which indicate gradual degrees of loss of force and vitality, and the superlative of which signifies total paralysis of the life force. We wrongly translate these verbal forms as "to die" and "to die completely" (P. Tempels, , 1961, 30-32)
. 

Whilst it is true that, as demonstrated above, Africa has experienced social practices which, in certain contexts, have equated with "political violence", it has nevertheless been proven that such practices were, by their nature, their functionality and their extent, fundamentally different from the extreme cruelty of the wars and crimes against humanity being perpetrated today, both in the Great Lakes region and in all the conflicts affecting Africa. Given the social phenomena described and analysed above, there is nothing to enable us to conclude the existence of "a culture of violence" or "the roots of an acute conflictuality" in the African Great Lakes region. 

     How were the political/military monarchies of ancient Africa, despite their deficiencies, able to establish states with a more human face than those of our day, given the serious socio-political crises that paralyse all efforts at socio-economic take-off in most African countries? The strategies for managing and preventing conflict in pre-colonial Africa and, more specifically, the role played by women, are worthy of particular attention. 

Part Four

Women in Conflict Management

If we are to better understand the causes underlying conflictuality and its prevention in pre-colonial interlacustrine Africa, we must first define the actual ideal of stability and social cohesion in the African concept of life (Document No. 1). In fact, from childhood to death, Africans are conditioned to avoid the risk that any original or different behaviour in relation to the commonly accepted norm might constitute. Their ideal is to stay within the rules, habits and customs that determine their culture. They find security in this: economic and emotional security, socio-political security. They will invest a great deal in the environment that gives them this security in order to preserve, and hence guarantee, the survival of the group to which they belong. They will form numerous alliances; their large number of children and grandchildren constitutes their main source of wealth; marriage is a major opportunity to form new social bonds and establish new patronage groups. Economic exchanges are simply opportunities aimed at encouraging these social relations. The distribution of lands, the group’s assets put to family use, is another opportunity to establish inter-dependent links, to spontaneously knit kinship networks.  

      Political power, economic power, family power and religious power are often unseparated and inseparable and, as a result, nothing escapes the overriding project of coherence, balance, harmony and unity (Monsengwo, P., [Mgr.], 1974 : 36-37)
. It is from this perspective that the various specific features of interlacustrine societies developed, societies which, over the centuries, have contributed an important cohesion to the people. And it is this cohesion that has enabled them to avoid the self-destruction that faced a number of African states on the eve of the Europeans’ arrival in Africa. It is thus important to note the mechanisms that were put in place to ensure the prevention and resolution of conflicts.  

Factors in good conflict management

In this chapter we shall look only at factors of a socio-political and socio-economic nature that have played a determining role in the prevention and peaceful resolution of conflicts in pre-colonial interlacustrine Africa.  
One of the most original aspects of culture in the Great Lakes region is the existence of a religion that embraces the whole region: this is the Imandwa or Kubandwa
 cult. The mythical figures already mentioned form an integral part of this belief. It relates essentially to a possession cult linked to heroes and spirits inherited from the past; some of these spirits are more important than others and are worshipped over vast regions. Thus Kiranga plays a decisive role throughout Buha, Burundi and Bushubi. In Rwanda, Bushi and Nkore, this same role is played particularly by Ryangombe (Lyangombe); in fact, it is virtually the same figure. 

The term Ryangombe is sometimes used in Burundi to denote Kiranga. In Bunyoro, Nkore and in the Haya countries, the great cult figures are the Bacwezi heroes. These latter form part of the "pantheon" that groups together more than three hundred divinities
. Although mythical, the tales that retrace the epic sagas of these characters are of deep significance to the region’s political history. The interaction between the political and the religious is such that the idea of a "cultural model of the monarchy" would seem appropriate. 

The involvement of all categories in State management

As in most traditional African societies, the figure of the Mwami and his power is, as has already been shown, of divine essence. His sacred nature was confirmed once he had been invested; he was considered superhuman, the eldest of all, even those older than him. Endowed with such power, he could but be above everyone else in political terms. He was the mediator between the living and the dead, the protector of the life of his people, the bringer of soil fertility and wealth. This is why a precise title and specific symbols were attached to his person (Ndaywel è Nziem I., 1997 : 123). This explains why succession to the throne was hereditary, although this did not prevent a possible vote or choice of collaborators according to their skills or according to the wishes of the ancestors, protectors of the country.   

Within the interlacustrine monarchies, one thing was clear, and that was the non-discriminatory nature of the treatment reserved for dignitaries who had ended their term in office. In fact, in most cases, when there was a change in reign, the former dignitaries of the country were not massacred or systematically sidelined from public affairs. Quite the contrary, a consensus was found in the interests of the country and the whole community. 

The existence of socio-cultural links can be seen, for example, in the fact that the Barhwa (Pygmies) were politically accepted both in Rwanda and in Burundi, and in most of the monarchies of the Congo and the region. In fact, generally considered to be the first inhabitants, the Barhwa were involved in the running of public affairs even in the highest political circles, namely the kingdom’s "presidency". The Bami’s closest bodyguards were thus essentially Barhwa. They also had the privilege of participating in the coronation ceremonies of the Bami. Although generally considered a " second-level" social category, the responsibility given to the Barhwa - that of ensuring the "physical coronation" of all Mwamis by placing on their head the diadem (Ishungwe among the Bashi), the symbol of power enabling them to officially and fully perform their role - made them key political players with a major role in the socio-political life of interlacustrine society.  

Similarly, during the birth of a Mwami, the presence of a Rhwa (Pygmy) woman was obligatory. The Barhwa also held important responsibilities within the monarchs’ armies. For example, in Rwanda, Basebya, a Rhwa (Pygmy) at the head of an important army, played a major role alongside Ndungutse, son of Mwami Mibambwe and grandson of Kigeri IV Rwabugiri, in his revolt against the illegal power exercised by Musinga (Chrétien J.P., 1972 : 645-680) following the Rucunshu coup d’état (see above). At that time, this clearly related to a "participation in power", official recognition of the social category of "Rhwa" but also recognition of their right as "first inhabitants of the land"
, an idea extremely widespread throughout Central Africa. This way of working clearly avoided frustrations on the part of the Barhwa in relation to the power exercised by the "newcomers" to the region; it was also a peaceful way of resolving and avoiding conflict between the dominant classes and a "minority" displaced by the newcomers. On the subject of the reintegration of the Barhwa into the wheels of power, Burume (1991: 136-138) adds that: "The explanation given to this practice seems to have a dual significance: on the one hand, it is a recognition by the conquerors of the power of the conquered; on the other, it is a submission of the conquered to the conquerors. In other words, by crowning the conquering chief, the conquered chief is legitimising the power of the former. One could, in fact, talk of a sort of peace treaty enabling the conquering chief’s power to be established. Consequently, this latter sees his power stripped of its violent and usurpatory nature. One could talk of a kind of transfer of power and cession of lands by the nomadic chief to the sedentary one. What’s more, we can see in this kind of treaty a legal act that would have been signed between the two peoples after one had conquered the other, an act the nature of which should be analysed in more detail by specialists in African customary law". 

     In addition to these responsibilities, the Barhwa also had the role of spy in preparations for war. These were the Batasi, well-known in pre-colonial Rwandese armies; "the Batasi were spies who swore never to betray the nation and who went to spend time in the court of foreign sovereigns. The Batwa are likely to have played a large role as Batasi" (Mworoha E., 1973 : 229). Another example of this process of inclusion is provided by the Bashi, specifically through the role of the Mujinji (guardian of tradition) Nniganda. Belonging to the Bega clan (of Rwandese origin), this Mujinji, for having saved - with the aid of a Rhwa (Pygmy) woman - the life of Mwami Kamome, was to obtain privileges for future generations. This privilege consisted of Nniganda and the Rhwa woman henceforward being given the right to participate in the coronation of the Bashi, and this in spite of the foreign origins (Rwandese) of Nniganda. This also demonstrates the climate of understanding which, at certain times, existed between the populations of Rwanda and those of Bushi, through their respective kings.  

In addition, in Rwanda the army was considered an important "factor of unification of Rwandese society" (Mworoha E. 1973 : 228) in the sense that the army chiefs (Abatwatware Bimiheto)
, alongside the land chief (Umunyabutaka) and the livestock chief (Umunyamukenke), were the main pillars of the provincial administrations. These armies were commanded not only by the Batutsi but also, though less in number, by the Bahutu; in addition, a certain Batwa presence could also be noted within the units. "The Batwa, like the Bahutu, are divided: the army corps known as Bwiririza, which comprises Batwa from Gihagwe in Nduga, across the Kayumbo River, the Biniga which comprise the Batwa of Bwanamukali and whose chiefs are two Batwa, Senkogba and his son Kanyamubare" (Page A., 1933 : 370)
. The inclusion of all levels of the population in the country’s political management was thus one way of stabilising tensions in the region. If this were the case for the Barhwa, a tiny minority living on the margins of society, what would it have been for other sectors of the population? 

Since the end of the 19th century, a number of authors (Classe, 1916, Gilles, A., 1937)
 have presented the Hutu, Tutsi and Twa as being classes that made up the political hierarchy of Rwanda and Burundi. The Tutsi are described as a minority, "the ruling class", the livestock rearers; the Hutu are presented as the majority forming the "ruled", the farmers, and the Twa, an even smaller minority, are depicted as hunter/gatherers, "a marginal category of hunters and potters". But what is the socio-historical reality behind this simplification? Emile Mworoha corrects this colonial error as follows: "The Batutsi, Bahutu, Batwa: one people, three socio-professional categories".
The first observation to be made is that Batutsi (a predominantly pastoral category) are not to be confused with Borozi (livestock farmers), nor Bahutu (predominantly agricultural category) with Birimiza (agricultural farmers). Similarly, it has often been stated that the Batutsi dominated the Bahutu and Barhwa. In actual fact, this is a simplification that does not square with the logic of the regional history of the countries in question. According to Burundian historian Mworoha E., (1973 : 224), we should instead talk of the ascendancy of certain Tutsi clans, such as the Banyiginya (royal clan), the Bega and the Batsobe
 in the running of public affairs. At the end of the 19th century, it was above all the first two clans who held the most important political positions.  

Foreign observers insist: "These are the two largest Batutsi families and they are important to remember because here is the source of most of the political intrigues that took shape in Nyanza, the source of frequent changes in chiefdoms. The Bega are in actual fact the enemies of the Banyarwanda, whom they seek to dispossess of their assets" (Classe R.P., 1916 : 1).

As for the Burundian historian Mworoha, in Burundi any Murundi who rears large or small livestock is called Mworozi and not Mututsi; one who lives from the land is called Mwirimizi and not Muhutu. The term "Barhwa" denotes a kind of caste apart: it was forbidden to eat, drink, or marry with them. On an occupational level, however, hunting was not specific to them. Hunting was an activity open to anyone, starting with the king himself. They did, however, have a virtual monopoly over pottery. 

The livestock rearers, the farmers and the craftsmen formed the mass of people known by the name of Banyagihugu in Burundi, Baturage in Rwanda and Bachiga in Bushi. The historical/cultural divide was not therefore a caste system designating strict occupational specialisms and it is incorrect to conceal the unity of the Banyagihugu (Baturage) at the local district (‘colline’) level, in particular the way in which their activities interacted, as Mworoha (1973 : 113-209) states. 

It is consequently important to show that, above the Banyagihugu subjects (who grouped together the Bahutu, Batutsi and Barhwa), there were other superstructures: the Baganwa (members of the royal family), Banyamabanga (magico-religious individuals), the Batware basanzwe and the Bakozi B’abakuru (administrative cadres coming from rural backgrounds), who cut horizontally across other forms of social stratification and were associated with the daily running of public affairs, states Mworoha.

As already mentioned, this category constituted the dynastic aristocracy to which the country’s greatest rulers, after the Bami, belonged. "Power is in the hands of the royal family, the ‘ganwa’ class, which considers itself as being neither Hutu, nor Tutsi” (Ruhuna, J., 1970 : 20). This idea is corroborated by A. Gille (1937 : 81): "It would seem more correct to say that the political organisation is one of domination by the Baganwa over Burundi, in the sense that the political organisation is completely concentrated in the hands of princes, essentially to their benefit (there seems to be no involvement of the masses in this organisation). While the Bahutu, Batutsi and Baganwa seem to form a relatively coherent structure, this is not due to any common political cement, if I dare say this, but to the fact that the Baganwa hold the superior position by virtue of force, prestige, wealth and long habituation, and the Baganwa, Batutsi, Bahutu thus find themselves linked through a tight network of economic ties, including the livestock contract which forms, more or less, the crux." 

The return of princely power

At the end of each reign, the princes who had been running the country could be replaced, and reduced in rank to "simple citizens". This procedure applied to princes of royal blood, the Baganwa, the Mwami’s seconds-in-command who ruled vast regions depending on how close they were to the royal family, or perhaps their merit. One talked of "Gutahiriza" (stripped of rank) and Muganwa who had been stripped of their rank were called "Yatahiriye" (he who has been stripped of his role of Muganwa and reduced to the rank of subject or simple citizen). For the other princes, one talked rather of "Gukura" (dismissed, sidelined). Sometimes the princes resisted this process, refusing to accept it as a fait accompli.  

In this case, adds Mworoha, the chief would pay a tribute for his former disobedience and the court dignitaries would then demand that he cede a part of his territory. Given the situation of insubordination, he would be asked to surrender a large area. The Mwami would then establish his son on these lands. In a case of total rebellion, the rebellious chiefs would be described as "Bagomi" (rebels; Umugomi: one rebel, Abagomi: rebels), having refused to obey the orders of the Mwami and custom. "A phenomenon known as ‘Gufukura Igihugu’ was particularly common, which consisted of seizing by force the lands of a chief under the former power or of another chief of non-royal lineage who had become established under the preceding reign. The Muganwa began by taking a hill, and establishing a faithful follower or a cattle compound there. ‘Gufukura Igihugu’ was allowed but was dangerous as the ultimate price to be paid was that of a war between the two chiefs, the one trying to dislodge the other from his lands" (Mworoha E., 1973 : 141). 

Such actions of disobedience occurred but rarely, notes Mworoha. Here, too, it is important to note the desire for a peaceful resolution of conflict. A chief's resistance did not imply the direct use of violence or war. Instead, negotiated solutions were found (such as confiscation of assets, fines paid in kind…). The use of armed intervention only took place when all other paths had been exhausted. It should finally be noted that previous chiefs who submitted, allowing themselves to be replaced by others according to the provisions of customary law, were not abandoned to their sorry fate, as shown by an eye witness account related by Mworoha: "The normal situation was that chiefs presented themselves within the given time, bringing presents for the king and the men of the court. In this case, the chief would receive a special audience from the Mwami, who told him that a part of his territory would be taken to give to a new Muganwa. The chief would immediately remove his cattle from this newly-created administrative unit and tell the inhabitants that they would henceforward be under the rule of so and so, son of the king. But sometimes people faithful to the chief would leave the area."
These people could put their experience to the service of their country, for they were mature and experienced in public administration, and they thus served as a reference point for young people and the new leaders and society as a whole. This was all the more true as, like other interlacustrine societies, the old Barundi attached great importance to the contributions of the elderly to society. Thus, according to one account, the following message was passed down to the king by the ancestors: "If one dignitary advises you and you want to be sure you are right, consult another; if the second says the same thing, accept it. ‘Inanira bagabo ntiyima’ (he who revolts against the dignitaries cannot be crowned). If you rise up against the dignitaries, they can derobe you, they are superior (…). The dignitaries are your close circle (ibibagabaga vyawe). If you rely on the dignitaries, no-one will ever be able to defeat you" (Mworoha E., 1973 :172-173). The future of the monarchy and hence that of the royal power, had to depend on this advice being followed. 

Return of the royal power

It should be noted that succession of the royal power, although hereditary, was established in advance by the ancestors, speaking through the soothsayers (Abiiru in Rwanda, Banjinji in Bushi and Banyamabanga in Burundi), holders of the royal secrets. 

The king owed them very great respect as the very survival of the whole kingdom and his throne depended on them; he had to cede power to his successor, who was known while he was still alive but whose name was entrusted to the guardians of tradition, who revealed the secret only on the day of his death through very sophisticated coronation ceremonies, as illustrated by an account relating to traditional Burundi: "When the reigning king saw that he was getting older, sorghum flour would be placed in a large basket and the king would place his own foot in it. His son was then sent for, from wherever he was being educated, and he would put his own foot on that of his father. If the king saw that his foot was the bigger, he would say: "I shall continue to reign, go back and finish your education". But when he noted that his toes were the same as those of his son, he would say: "Let me go, it is time, I shall leave it to you to feed the others", and he would drink hydromel, he would drink something that would kill him" (Mworoha E., 1977 : 267) .

Although there were cases of very long reigns in the region (the average was 25 years), a king or queen mother could never die of illness, they had to cede power. It was thus inadmissible to pronounce "the death" of either of these two people. It must therefore be noted that, in Rwanda, "Neither the king nor his mother could, according to legend, die of old age, they had to commit suicide, hence the roundabout way of talking of their death (‘aranyoye’, he has drunk, it being understood that this is poison)" (Trouwborst, A., 1958 : 787-800).

It is interesting to note that the rule with regard to ceding power was a law of the monarchy and enabled a certain flexibility and avoided the emergence of gerontocracies. 

Other mechanisms for challenging authority

Based on the Gramscian social concept of the role of intellectuals in the social structure of the pre-colonial era, Mworoha compares the Banyamabanga to Western society: "The organic nature of the superstructure is characterised by two aspects: on the one hand, its permanence (organic, relatively permanent, movements must be distinguished) and, on the other, its role of structural organisation as far as is historically necessary. They have a validity that is a ‘psychological’ validity ; they ‘organise’ the human masse. It is through this organic nature that all intellectuals are defined within a particular historical grouping" (Porteli H., 1972 : 99).

It can be said, continues Mworoha, that this Gramscian definition of intellectuals corresponds to the roles of "men of secrets" (Banyamabanga) in ancient Burundi. These secrets were none other than the rules around which State life was based. It seems important here to understand that the Banyamabanga were always chosen from the same lineages, namely those in which individuals of Hutu belonging predominated. They played an essential role in helping the masses acknowledge the legitimacy of the political system. Three main groups of ritualists could be distinguished: the holders of State secrets (Baganuza, Bayange), the soothsayers and royal dignitaries related to the national cult of Kiranga and, finally, those responsible for the exclusively royal cults. Holders of all the secrets, in contact with the divinities, it was they who dictated social behaviour, primarily in relation to the king. They were so important in society that they could even escape the royal power as they determined the kinds of behaviour to follow. The case of the Bayange or Biru (custodians of deceased sovereigns) of Burundi is quite illuminating
:

"The country of the Biru itself takes the form of a kingdom. It is almost independent: neither the king nor the high chiefs can enter, it provides immunity to criminals being sought by the authorities; the Biru govern there with the aid of independent deputy chiefs; they have drums, emblems of royal power. In addition, they have the right to seize the cattle they find on their way to the court or which become lost on their lands, and they can call on the services of neighbouring deputy chiefs" (Chrétien J.P., 1968 : 152). In Rwanda as in Burundi, the task of "guardian of tradition" was generally the monopoly of the Bayange, Bajiji and Basapfu clans, a part of the Hutu social category. They were rich. The Baganwa and the Banyamabanga thus formed the most important ruling class in ancient Burundi and it was made up of both Hutu and Tutsi. 

In Bushi

Here, it was the Baluzi of the Banyamocha clan who presided over the country’s destiny. The king entrusted politico-administrative responsibilities to the Barhambo, who could be of royal blood (Banyamocha) or simply citizens chosen for their professional merit and human qualities. Then came the Bugula, also a rich and well-to-do class, who governed some subjects and who formed, along with the previous classes, the country’s aristocracy. Among the Bashi, however, all heads of families, poor and simple citizens, were called "Bagula". When they did not have enough wealth, and no or virtually no subjects, they were called "Bashamuka". Those who worked for the chiefs and who obtained significant advantages were the Baganda. As for the Barhwali (chiefs), they were close to important individuals linked to the ruling class.  

This category grouped together all the people who were formerly in charge, members of former royal families who had been dethroned or replaced according to the procedure for the "cyclical replacement" of politico-administrative dignitaries. There were also the Barhonyi (Murhonyi) who, although not forming part of the Banyamocha royal clan, were favoured or governed a small group of people. All these cadres had a say in the running of the country’s affairs
.

Abashikira, Abashingantahe in Burundi

In Burundian society, certain chiefs were appointed by the Mwami even though they had no blood links with him. They were chosen from among Bahutu and Batutsi without any distinction in order to administer the most remote regions of his royal domain. Amongst them were the Bishikira: "Long ago, neither at Muramwya nor at Bukeye was there any chief of royal blood governing. The system was governed by chiefs called abasavyi (courtiers). These were the people who had access to the court, a Muhutu, a Mutusi became chief there, chief of the Mwami" (Mworoha E., 1973 : 166).

To these must be added the Bashingatahe (dignitaries of the hill districts), the Vyahiro (delegated authorities, deputy chiefs), the Banyarurimbi (political and military advisors), who ruled small areas, serving to bring the Banyagihugu (peasants) closer to power. On this subject, Makarakazi writes: "The dignity and office of the Bashingantahe is accessible to all capable subjects, whatever social background they may come from (only the Batwa, living on the margins of society, being excluded). The institution of the Bashingantahe, with its social importance, thus ensures the country has the advantages of a democratic government, notwithstanding the fact that the executive power is almost entirely in the hands of the Baganwa" (1959 : 38)
.
In Burundi, the institution of the Bashingantahe attained a noteworthy level of perfection in terms of the way the living environment was managed. The Mushingantahe, in fact, was a man whose role was to settle the disputes around him, reconcile people or families in dispute, authenticate contracts of all kinds (marriages, successions), advise and balance the political power, and speak on behalf of the people. It was, moreover, the Bashingantahe council that declared war and presided over a return to peace after conflicts, adds the Burundian historian Adrien Ntabona (1999 : 138). The Bashingantahe could, through these multiple powers, depose a Mwami whose way of running the country was no longer in line with the community’s interests.  

The choice of these political dignitaries depended on the merits and experience of the candidates, as can be seen from accounts gathered by Mworoha (1973 : 173) in Burundi: "The Mwami observed the men of their word among the chiefs in his domain, among the people he ruled, the former warriors, the good men; they were initiated into the sanctuary (igitabo) of the court. To be a dignitary, the Mwami valued you, saying that you knew what was right, that you spoke with good sense. It was said that those who became dignitaries were ‘w’intahumba’ men (= he who does not lie), they were called the king’s inner circle.”
Among the Bashi, the Bami could be deposed by the Bajinji wise men on behalf of the community. The feast of Mubande, the equivalent of Muganuro (Burundi) or Muganuza (Rwanda), was an occasion for the renewal or withdrawal of confidence from the Mwami by popular consent. The sovereign had to conform, as can be seen from the following paragraph.    

The Mubande renewal (royal power) in Bushi 

The day has thus arrived; everyone is called who, in one way or another, must take part:

1) The queen mother (Mwamikazi) who gave birth to the new Nkebe.

2) A young girl chosen from the Birende family, called Nya-ngoma for this. This girl will from now on be the chief’s companion on coronation days and days of the annual renewal of power. On other days, she must live in chastity on pain of exile from the country; her father and the guilty man would be killed. Nya-ngoma bears the title of "sister of the chief" and fulfils the role of the sacred wife; this can be translated as "echigono cha Bajinji bwabo", that is, "the worker of the former chiefs’ power".

3) A Pygmy woman and her husband, Nabukumwe, genuine descendants of the Pygmy chief Nabukumwe, whose help will support the establishment of the current dynasty (…). It is her right to designate the daughter - of her husband and another woman – who will marry the son to succeed her husband, who will play the role that she herself has fulfilled (…).

4) The genuine descendants of the former chiefs or Bajinji. Mwami Kabare managed to overthrow the Bajinji and establish his dynasty in their place, with the help of the Pygmies (as we saw in the first part of this work, on the subject of the origins of the Bushi, when Kabare, the eldest of the seven sons of the founding queen Namuhoye, established himself in power by sweeping aside "Nnashi", owner of Bushi. Kabare thus became "Nabushi" through this peaceful usurpation of power).

5) The guardian-chief of the cemetery of the chief’s ancestors; his title is Naluvumbu.

6) The incumbent Mushogo, guardian of the treasures.

7) The deputy chiefs of the Kabare and Ngweshe family (the Baluzi) and others (abarhambo), invited only to take part in the festivities and to receive renewed recognition of their investiture. 

When they are about to be summoned, all the guests make a sacrifice at home to the spirits of the ancestors in order to obtain their blessing. Some twenty days before the ceremony proper, the Bajinji, the oldest of them in particular, arrive. Their task is to advise the new chief. They come to tell him the history of his predecessors and old times, so that the traditions are passed on to him. They give strong advice and the new chief must listen humbly "achirhonya"; he cannot take anything said to him at this time the wrong way.

The guests put on the ceremonial ornaments and attire and all enter the ancestors’ hut together; the new chief is there, adorned in a ram's skin, a piece of ficus fabric between his legs; on his head is a hat made from skin, around his neck the white pearl and the old pearls; in front of Kabare the copper bracelets, in his hands the spear and cutlass. Around him can be seen the Pygmy couple, the queen mother, the sister wife, and the Bajinji. Immediately, the ceremony of the divination begins. This is a matter of knowing what the new chief will be, and if his reign will be a happy one for his subjects. The ceremony is three-fold: 

1) Divination of the hatchet and the bracelet. The Bajinji soothsayers bang one against the other; how they rebound and the sound they make indicates the answer. 

2) Divination of the boiling water. A large pot of water is placed on the fire. When it begins to boil, everyone except the chief inspects the bubbles. The soothsayers understand the meaning and read in this the response sought.

3) Divination of the entrails. In front of the hut a one-year-old black ram is brought, the issue of a sacred ewe called Nyabulambwi, who came like the cow from within the earth. The animal is killed with a blow from the cutlass (bihamba), either through the nape and tongue, or plunged into the chest so as to pierce the whole heart with one blow. It is skinned and its stomach cut open. The entrails are washed without moving them, then inspected and the new reign's future divined. If the oracles are favourable, the ceremony continues but, if not, it is stopped and the new chief replaced by another (…)" (Colle (RP)., 1937 : 264-265).

This concept of democracy denotes awareness on the part of the population as to their importance in the running of public affairs and political power. Apart from these political factors, which have played a decisive role in the strengthening and stabilisation of social bonds between the power and the population, relationships - essentially socio-economic - have been essential to the relatively constant solidarity amongst populations and, consequently, to peace in the region. 

Social bonds of extreme intensity
In the Great Lakes region, relationships based on different methods of exchange have strengthened solidarity not only between peasant farmers and their masters but also between members of society as a whole, to the point of a complex tangle of human relations. Of these we can mention Kugemura (in Burundi) and Kushegula (in Bushi). These relations consisted of an exchange of food products between population groups. A family would bring a basket of particular products (cassava, beans, peas, sweet potato) in the hope of leaving with the same basket full of products that they did not have at home; this was thus Kugemura (in Burundi) or Kushegula (in Bushi). 

There was no formal obligation between the two families; it was for the family who received the present to react by offering something in return. Only a leaf hung from the basket indicated that it was indeed Kushegula, "so that the basket that has brought a product may not return empty": this is Kugalul’Omugarhanda (in Mashi or "put something in the basket"). This transaction above all involved populations living in close proximity to each other; its main aim was to strengthen bonds of friendship and neighbourliness between populations living in a particular area.   

This kind of exchange should not be confused with bartering, which involved people from different backgrounds, even distant ones, in a fairly marked spirit of profit. Other kinds of exchanges have involved land and livestock, two elements with which the regional populations have an extremely close affinity.  

Ubugabire and Ubuhake
The word Bugabire (Ubugabire) comes from the verb Kugaba (to share, give, possess something). It relates to a friendship pact between livestock owners and a relative, a friend, or any other person having rendered one or the other a service. The client (Mugabire in Mashi and Kirundi or Umugaragu in Kinyarwanda) who comes to ask for something and the owner of the object thus requested, the patron or so-called Shobuja (or Shebuja in Mashi), were thus bound in friendship. Following a chance encounter, or simple good neighbourliness, a Mugabire (client) wishing to ask for a hoe, a goat or a sheep would come supplied with several calabashes of banana beer. 

This beer would be drunk by the family members and neighbours of the Shobuja (patron), along with the Mugabire and his company. The client would then make a speech in front of the people. He would speak of his desire to obtain such or such an object from the Shobuja (owner) and how he was bound in friendship with him. This latter would immediately respond with a speech. If he was not favourable to the proposition, he would state that he did not have the object requested and that the beer offered by the client was a gift that would be later returned. If his opinion was a favourable one, the Shobuja (patron) would state his agreement for the commencement of this friendship and the promised object would be sought. It was during the client’s second visit that the object would be given to him. From that moment on, the two parties would be bound in friendship.  

The client would even have to swear by the name of his patron, for example, "Yampaye Isuka" ("in the name of he who has given me the hoe"). If it was a question of a bond between two parties who did not yet know each other, it would be during the course of the fifth visit, with pitchers of beer, that the product was finally provided. In Burundi, Ubugabire related both to livestock and to land and other goods
. 

Among the Bashi, this was a livestock contract relating to cows; as and when the cow had calves, the beneficiary had to give Bulôondë
: the third and sixth heads, if they were female. Failing this, the donor could demand one of the previously born female calves, provided there were at least two alive. If this was not the case, he received a male calf. When the fund surpassed six head, the beneficiary had to give a calf every year. (Cuypers J., 1970 : 26). In this precise case, it should be noted that it was the patron who would go to the client with pitchers of beer to request the calf, on the basis of a speech and according to the contractual terms. 

From this point on, the two partners were bound by certain duties to each other; the Mugabire continued to provide pitchers of beer at regular - albeit not regulated - intervals. He could also, but without formal obligation, bring presents on the day his Shebuja was organising a festival or another important occasion (building of a house, marriage) (Mworoha E., 1973 : 188-189). One of the manifestations of this union was, as noted above, the swearing on the patron’s honour: Rwandese and Burundian populations would swear as follows: "Ampaye Inka" (In the name of the patron who gave me the cow) while the Bashi would say "Ampire Enkafu Larha" to signify the same thing. These methods of expression have remained current to this day.

In relation to the history of Rwanda and Burundi, various authors have reported that Ubuhake was a feudal-like relationship, i.e., a form of domination of the Hutu on the part of a Tutsi minority. In actual fact, Ubuhake only affected a minority of people. It was therefore not a method of domination of one group by another. Authors who refuse to use the term "feudal" in relation to Rwanda (Kagame A., 1959 a : 7, Lugan B., 1997 : 127-133, M’bokolo E., 1992 : 37, Munzihirwa C., 1978 :190, Bishikwabo C., 1982 : 231-250) thus have a better understanding of the interlacustrine civilisations. For Alexis Kagame, feudality is the opposite of absolute monarchy since its origins are to be found in the dislocation of the State; Kagame is thus right (1959 a : 7) to reject the existence of a centralised and absolute monarchy in Rwanda. Macquet (1961 b : 295) adds that the land system in Rwanda was governed by legal rules so different from Roman law that it would be dangerous to try to establish a link between local land tenures and Western fiefdoms. As we have already noted, the cow was intimately linked to the land, and so other norms of "social union" were established to regulate people’s lives, given the valuable asset that land represented. 

Kalinzi and Ubuletwa
As Fr. Christophe Munzihirwa (1978 : 190) tells us, a Mushi would be involved in and bound by a whole network of social ties, particularly the blood tie, which demands respect for he who has given life; the livestock contract which requires recognition of the donor; the land tie which demands respect and submission towards he who has first right to the land on which someone has set up their home, for this person could say, "Obey or leave my land"
.

In this order of ideas, for the Bashi, the fact that “Obudaka Buli bwa Mwami”, the land belongs only to the Mwami, has to be insisted upon. And although it may form the object of important transactions, the land is thus inalienable. Some types of contractual ties relating to the land among the Bashi are Bugule, Bwasa, Obuhashe, Obwigwarhire, Kalinzi, etc. Only this latter is of interest to us because of its importance in the dynamic of conflict management within communities. 

Kalinzi comes from Kulinda (to make wait, to wait). It relates to a land right, a right of recognition allocated by the Mwami, the dignitary or deputy dignitary to one of his subjects. For Masson (1966 : 146), Kalinzi is not a rental charge since it is paid only once. It is not a gift as it is owed. It is rather an exchange of services: the exchange of a land allocation on the compulsory condition of a gift in recognition. It is paid, above all, in livestock (cows, goats, sheep ). This being so, its importance varies according to the amount of land received, its qualities and the relations between the individual and the dignitary. The beneficiary of Kalinzi must live in the fiefdom of the dignitary. (Zihindula N., 1990 : 33).

The social relationship based on land use in Rwanda was called “Ubuletwa”, which was intimately linked to that relating to livestock rearing "Ubuhake". These relationships, which characterised all states of the Great Lakes region were, in reality, "voluntary exchanges based on friendship and economic interdependence" (Mworoha E., 1973 : 189). As Simons notes, the bond between "client" and "patron" was so strong that, in some regions, it formed a customary impediment to marriage (1944 : 210). 

These personal bonds, notes Jean Pierre Chrétien, represented a diffuse network of reciprocity, distinct from the political hierarchy. They concerned both the humble and the powerful. The obligations they entailed were infinitely variable, according to the region and respective means of the two partners, but there was no division among us similar to that existing between the feudal contract and servile dependence (1974 :1333-1334).

Other bonds of solidarity

In the villages, bonds of solidarity were diverse and multiple; thus relations would be formed at the time of the hunt, fishing or house building within the community. As with the Barundi and Banyarwanda, among the Bashi someone would bring the straw, someone the bushes, others the reeds, others the string, etc., and thus all the materials were gathered to build the chief’s hut. Similarly, when a Mushi wanted to build a hut, he would call upon his neighbours from the same village (hill or valley). (Njangu C., 1973 : 42). 

Despite a strong and centralised royal power, it must be noted that society created mechanisms aimed at tempering this power on a socio-cultural, political and economic level. All social sectors of the population were therefore involved in one way or another in the running of the community, in the equitable sharing of land and cattle rearing resources, in political projects. 

Society was a strongly integrated whole in which the sacred, the political, the economic, the socio-cultural, were indissociable, and methods of internal regulation were created, sources both of security and of control.  

The underlying cause of conflict lies in the negation of one or more of these human needs. Conflict is born out of a contradiction between the institutional values and the structures of society, on the one hand, and individual human needs, on the other. Conflict, for Burton, is thus "a method of change, a way in which our social values of well-being, security, justice and opportunities for personal development can be achieved" (Sandole P., 1993 : 6). Moreover, while the importance of numerous social groups (Hima, Tutsi, Bairu, Hutu) - wrongly transformed into ethnonyms - has been exaggerated, the problem of social stratification turns out to be far more fertile. We have to renounce the "feudal" model, imported as it was from medieval Europe into the colonial 19th century Africa, as this is clearly loaded with intellectual assumptions, ideological prejudices and political calculations. We also have to take account of actual social processes, which reveal open societies in which individual and collective strategies and the clashes and misfortunes of politics can move a man and his dependents from one group to another. (M’bokolo E., 1992 : 37).

Women, tradition and 

conflict prevention

In this chapter, we shall examine traditional procedures for the resolution and prevention of conflicts that relied on three basic elements, namely: the role of women, the blood pact and the way in which serious crimes were punished. Once we have analysed the role of women in public affairs, this will need to be reconsidered in the context of conflict-reducing mechanisms implemented in interlacustrine societies, for it is through social, political, ritual and religious factors that the role of women appears most clearly in terms of the "normalisation" of society.  

Marriage policy

The political history of the interlacustrine region provides a number of examples of women who were used "strategically" by monarchies in the conquest or peaceful maintenance of political power, given that war formed one of the main concerns of most sovereigns. Through women, a true policy of reconciliation was established in the region in order to regulate or prevent conflict.

The political history of Rwanda offers a number of examples illustrating this fact. The reign of Yuhi II Gahima, who died circa 1576 (Vansina J., : 1962 : 56) was characterised by incessant wars against internal principalities hostile to the Nyiginya ascent, particularly those of Nduga (now Gitarama), and Bwihyaza (Kibuye). In order to satisfy his politico-military ambitions, Mwami Yuhi was quick to marry his daughter Nyabunyana to Prince Karemera I Ntagara, son of Ruhinda, great founder of the royal dynasty of Karagwe (Tanzania). This strategy was to save Rwanda in two ways: it established the end of the armed struggle between Rwanda and its formidable and powerful neighbour, Karagwe and it served to regulate internal conflicts in Rwanda in the sense that, following the internecine struggles that characterised the succession of Ndahiro II Cyamatare (after his father Yuhi Gahima), and "in order to remove his children Ndori and Kibogo from danger, [Ndahiro] sent them abroad: Ndori was sent to his paternal aunt Nyabunyana, who was the wife of the Mwami of Karagwe" (Bourgeois R., 1957 : 136-137). Ndori was thus saved, educated by his aunt, the queen of Karagwe before returning to reign over Rwanda under the ruling name of Ruganzu II. 

Thus it was that from Ruganzu’s ("the Victorious") (1510-1543)
 reign to that of Kigeri IV Rwabugiri (1853-1896)
, despite wars that set neighbouring empires and kingdoms ablaze, Karagwe and Rwanda never clashed with each other in any way. The excellent relations maintained between the two kingdoms resulted in agreements by virtue of which Rwanda agreed that no Rwandese monarch would ever make war against Karagwe, whose sovereign was moreover to become the extraordinary counsellor to the Mwami of Rwanda (Kagame A., 1972 : 85-98). It is also known that the queen mothers played a decisive political role in advising and training the leaders or future senior leaders of the country. In Rwanda, the reigns of the Bami who bore the name of Mutara (peace, tranquillity) were thus considered those of "queen mothers of good advice" (Nyira-Mavugo). This was the time of the son of Ruganzu II Ndori, who reigned under the name of Mutara I Nsoro Semugeshi: "The Bami with the name of Mutara have a reputation for having to show themselves to be peaceful and  sociable and their queen mother was not called Nyira-Mutara but Nyira-Mavugo: the mother of good advice" (Bourgeois R., 1957 : 140). 

This situation was also found in Burundi, where elderly women were significantly involved in power as advisors to the Bami, as shown by this version of events from one of those involved in the Royal Court: "Mwezi had a considerable number of old women from the time of Ntare. There was one famous woman known as Nyakaruha who symbolised the king’s victory. She did not wear the same clothes as the others but clothes from the court (…).. She lived in Muyange with Nabisenge, the mother of Kijogori. There was another, Bitahovyakwezi, who knew the methods of government that Ntare had used to govern the country and this was why Mwezi was always consulting her (…). Mwezi loved her a great deal and surrounded her with many maids" (Mworoha E., 1973 : 178). 

This account from an elderly maid at the royal court (Incoreke) expresses a desire to turn to traditional values, the experience and wisdom that women represent in society, all the more so as the king's "good governance" policy also depended all the more on the credibility of women. In addition to this role of privileged advisor, women played a role in educating the country’s future princes and high dignitaries. 

Such was the case of the Abakamakare (Umukamakare in the singular) in Burundi under the reign of Mwezi Gisabo: "She was an old woman who looked after the Baganwa children, who punished them and they did not tell tales about her to their father or mother. They did everything with the old woman. If they did something wrong, she would punish them in order to be able to return children to their mother who were well educated and gifted in all areas. Sterile women were not chosen to educate a Muganwa but an old woman who had given birth, who had children, who kept her children alongside her whilst carrying out this task" (Mworoha E., 1973 : 179).

Women also played a large role in facilitating peace within the women's community. In fact, a council comparable to that of the Bashingantahe among the men was established by the women. A group of experienced, respected and wise women, known as "Inaribonye", "those who have seen many things", intervened whenever there was a conflict among the women. The Inaribonye were chosen for their qualities of leadership and integrity. They would listen to the parties involved in a secluded spot known as Mukatabesha, literally, "the place that tells no lies" and, after deliberation, would pass judgement. They would reconcile the two parties and insist on the behaviour to be adopted, particularly with regard to the party that was in the wrong. These Inaribonye also played a similar role when a woman behaved badly in society in general: rudeness, drunkenness, crime, etc. She would be placed in the Kababesha and the Inaribonye would advise her (Ntahobari J., Basilissa, N., 2003 : 21). 

Given the importance of the "queen mothers" in the exercise of power, some regional customs anticipated a cyclical rotation of the clans that were able to provide the royal spouse, future queen mother of the country. In Burundi, the Banyakarama, Bahondogo, Banyagisaka and Benengwe can all be mentioned. Although Luc de Heusch (1962 : 163) gives these four clans as being those from which royal wives were exclusively chosen, Mworoha – whose work now forms an authority on this subject – states that wives could also come from the Bakundo, Bavubikiro, Basapfu and Bashubi clans. It would even seem that the number of lineages able to provide a royal spouse was not clearly established (Mworoha E., 1973 : 198). 

This strategy reveals itself to be an important tactic in preventing conflict among social categories, all the more so as, for the clan in question, this role "conferred an honourable social position and undeniable political influence" (Mworoha, E., 1973 : 198). In ancient Burundi, women could also take on important political and administrative responsibilities when their husbands went on long missions to war. However, other women simply held important political responsibilities. Such, for example, was the case of Nteruye, known by the name of Nzirikane, who was well-known as being one of the most significant of the pre-colonial political women. Apart from the area of politics, women also played an important role in the context of family alliances, an important factor in the peaceful resolution of different kinds of intra- and inter-community conflicts. 

This matrimonial policy as a strategy for conflict resolution and prevention among populations was not the prerogative of the region. Other African populations have also used it. Thus, if we look at the roots of reconciliation and the peace process in Somalia, Ahmed Youssouf Farah (1999 : 2) pillories the role of women in the political conflicts that have marked relations between populations in the Horn of Africa: "Traditionally, women were exchanged in order to seal a peace treaty between two parties. A daughter was offered as sign of trust and honour to mark the pact between giver and receiver. Likewise when blood has been shed, Somalis regard the gift of a marriageable partner as material and symbolic compensation for the loss of life. This study finds that such traditions have persisted in ‘Somaliland’ and have strengthened some of the major peace agreements, including that of the Habari Yonis and the Isa Musa, each clan providing 50 eligible women to another”. 

Women, a factor in alliances between clans

Interlacustrine Africa, with its specific features in terms of clan dispersion, forms a particular case in which women have played a significant role in the prevention and peaceful resolution of conflicts. It is therefore unsurprising to find Bega in Rwanda and in Bushi and Burundi (Labrique J., 1939 : 7); Bacyaba, Bashambo, Bazigaba from Buhaya (now Tanzania) in Rwanda; Bacyaba, Bajiji, Bahanza from Buha in Burundi. In this same context, on the same hill, in Burundi for example, eleven different clans belonging to one or other social category: Hutu, Tutsi, Twa, might live side by side (Mworoha E., 1973 : 40-41). 
In this social dynamic, women were at the intersection of social bonds, as the example of the Bashi shows. In Bushi, women take the name of their father preceded by "Mwa" (daughter of)
; their presence thus perpetuates the presence of their father in the other family. The children a woman has never lose their ties with their mother’s family. Thus in polygamous families, one talks of the sons or daughters they have had by a particular husband. And a marriage contracted with the daughter of the maternal uncle is a privileged marriage because the mother’s family, or more precisely her clan, become the donor clan of wives. Another element of cohesion between families bound by alliance was the dotal cow. It solidified bonds of friendship between the two families. All men bound by the family relationships noted are Baguma ("One", the "Same", "Brothers"). Thus we would say, "Rhwe Baguma" (We are the same) or "Aba muchi wani" (He is something to me).  

Within the clan, the expression used would be "Rhub’ishanja Liguma" ("We are of the same clan"). All people bound by family ties, Baguma, show solidarity to each other and owe assistance to each other under all circumstances along with mutual respect, according to the current social code. Any lapses are dealt with within the family and the guilty party pays a fine (Ciru) (Njangu, C., 1972 : 39-42). When talking of friendships, various kinds of relationship need to be distinguished among the Bashi.
 Obûlungu (or Bwalûngwe): neighbourliness; Kukomerana (Obukomerane): companionship; Obwira: friendship; Ecigolo: guest. Among the Bashi, the guest is the object of much hospitality. He must be welcomed, accommodated, assisted under all circumstances: "A Cigolo, a Muhavu, a Muhunde, a Munyarwanda or a Mufuliru passing through Bushi is also considered as such. The Bashi do not consider them as strangers; they are aware of the cultural similarities they have with these peoples". The real strangers are the Balesha (Banande) to the north, the Barhembo to the west, the Barega (Rega) and the Babembe to the south (Njangu, C., 1972 : 44) 
In Burundi, women’s relationships as wives or sisters have also been emphasised in terms of strengthening social peace between peoples. All relatives coming from the same maternal grandfather or the same paternal aunt form collateral branches called incuti (friend). They maintain relationships based on social solidarity with the members of the Umuryango (members of the household deriving from a wider unit, particularly in relation to gifts and presence at family meetings; marriage possibilities exist between cross-cousins, given that - by virtue of the patrilineal principle - they are likely to belong to different lineages. Whatever the type of union, these bonds encourage the appearance of particular relationships between alternate generations: parents and grandchildren consider themselves to be involved in a reciprocal relationship…," notes Ndaywel è Nziem (1997 : 122). 

In the final analysis, these social relations, created through the role of women in the codification of society, were decisive in preventing conflict in the Great Lakes region. Populations linked within a given structure (clan, lineage, family) felt bound by blood. Because of this, they shared the same objectives for the normalisation of human relationships within their society. Thus, through women, the family organisation - so essential to the life of the group and the individual since it regulates reproduction and sexuality – seems to successfully establish a difficult compromise between collective needs, which take priority, and personal preferences, which are largely respected (Macquet J., 1967 : 78-79). In addition to these essentially social elements, women play a key role in the search for solutions of a cultural nature to society’s problems, such as the blood bond. 

Women in the blood pact for peace

This bond is very common in the prevention and resolution of conflicts between the communities of interlacustrine Africa. Women play a decisive role in this. Why blood? Considered a factor of union between living beings, the value of blood is symbolic and marks the complexity of the human being, the need to overcome differences, to understand one another and to accept each other with the specific features, qualities and faults inherent to all human beings. Every human being has this in common. Blood, which not only forms an essential factor in our survival but is also an important factor justifying the belonging of all citizens to the same human condition. Thus despite racial, material, geographic or cultural differences, this fact forms an element of union and understanding between civilisations.  

Blood is therefore a true symbol of peace and tolerance between peoples. Woman, who gives life, is at the heart of all processes related to the peaceful resolution or transformation of conflicts through the blood pact. So what is the basis of the blood pact? 

Obunywani 
: basis and procedure
This pact is based on a simple principle: blood. It is the very essence of human nature, the meaning of the existence of life. A human being who drinks the blood of another establishes a fusional relationship with him. This is why the blood pact is only made between members of different clans; members of the same family can never link themselves through this pact. In some contexts, people wishing to bind themselves through blood turn for assistance to their father, a wise person or an elderly person known for his honesty and his uprightness in society. The person in question takes the name of "blood groom" (Umugeni w’amaraso in Kinyarwanda). Drinks are anticipated, brought by the two delegates, representing the two contracting parties. It is during this drinking session that the father of the petitioner formalises his demand according to a ritual that respects the following stages: 

"Gutongera" or the listing of terms: 

· "Do you consent to give your son as blood groom to mine?". If agreement is given, they move on to the following stage:

· The two candidates to the pact sit down on a mat in the middle of the hut
.

· With the help of a special small razor
, the father of the petitioner makes a small incision in his stomach (to the right of the navel; at the same time, the other does the same to the stomach of his son.)
· Then they are asked to swallow the blood of the other, blood which is placed on the tongues of the contracting parties. The action of swallowing the blood of the other party implies that the terms of the pact have entered into force, Gihango (to create, arouse) among the Bashi or Igihango in Rwanda and Burundi. Sorghum wine, served among the participants to the pact, accompanies the ceremony. 

The following gives further explanation of what is taking place:  
The father of the first contracting party turns to his son in the presence of witnesses to explain to him the socio-cultural significance of the agreement, and its bearing on the individual and on them. The parents or delegates responsible for giving this explanation are called Bateranyi (Guterana: to link, bind, join two parties inseparably). The terms of the agreement touch upon all aspects of individual and collective life. We can give some examples:

 "Now the blood of N. is running in your veins, it has become your own blood, everything he has belongs to you (…) his friends, his enemies become yours, you must help him in all circumstances, in misfortune as in fortune, otherwise the pact will kill you; 

- if you love what N. hates, and you hate what N. loves, may this pact kill you;

- if you refuse what N. needs or if you do not give him help when he is in danger, may this pact kill you;

- if you refuse to participate in what is done, may this pact kill you;

- if your son intentionally does something bad to his son, may this pact kill you;

- if your son marries or rapes his daughter, may this pact kill you;

- if you cause the despoilment of his livestock, if you plot against him, if you steal his goods, if you poison (bewitch) his children, if you set fire to his house, if you refuse to give him cattle when he has lost his own, if you do not accompany him on his flight, may this blood pact kill you;

- you are entering into this pact at midday. If you betray your brother at midday, this pact will kill you at midday.

- you are entering into this blood pact in order to provide each other with provisions and fiancées. If you do not fulfil this obligation, this blood pact will kill you. 

- if for any reason, he seeks refuge at your home and you do not do everything possible to conceal him from the police, this blood pact will kill you. 

- if during a famine he has no food and you do not give him food when you have some, this blood pact will kill you;

- if he becomes disabled and you refuse to receive him under your roof, this blood pact will kill you; 

- if he entrusts to you a cow, a goat, a sheep or money and you abuse the object that he has entrusted to you or you misappropriate it, this blood pact will kill you;

- if he leaves orphans or a widow and you do not take care of them, this blood pact will kill you; 

- if you are guilty of an infidelity towards him or his family, may this pact kill you.

- if he asks you something and you refuse even though you have it, may this blood pact kill you;

- if you bring a complaint against him to the court, to the Europeans, to the chief or deputy chief, may this blood pact kill you;

- if you let him leave without quenching his first even though you have beer, may this blood pact kill you" (Bourgeois R., 1957 : 289-295). 

The ritual and procedure linked to the blood pact vary from region to region although the basic elements remain the same. Thus among the Bashi, the incision is made at the level of the chest, near to the heart. The blood is collected on a Chigohwa tree leaf before being poured onto a plate where it is mixed with sorghum beer. The delegates of each party do likewise before the liquid is drunk by each contracting party. In other circumstances, the incision is made in the back, and the blood that is collected is mixed with traditional salt. Does the kind of procedure also depend on the type of people involved or the current or possible future crises? This issue merits further research.  

The most important stage of the blood pact lies in establishing the norms and constraints necessary for its materialisation. It is at this level that women have played a decisive role.  

Obulagizi or women in mediation
As it is a woman who gives life, and the blood pact is an act of preservation or prolongation of life through a conflict prevention mechanism, a woman is chosen as Mulagizi (mediator) between the contracting parties. She monitors the work of the Bateranyi (instrumental witnesses) who, once they have listed the contractual terms, hand them over to the women to whom the task of ensuring application of the commitments falls. It should be noted that it is a woman who offers drinks and other libations throughout the ceremonies. Custom dictates that, for the success of the procedure, a goat (even two) should be offered to his mother by a son involved in a conflict in order to support her in her mediation task (Bulagizi). This was the case among the Bashi, as Fr. Colle was able to note in his "Essai de monographie des Bashi" (1937). This role of women in the blood pact is also recognised in Rwanda and Burundi (Bourgeois R., 1957 : 289-295). However, the role of women in the blood pact is not limited simply to mediation.

Women or the symbol of "non-betrayal" of the blood pact
Women are obliged to prevent and impede any act of betrayal ("Gutata" among the Banyarwanda) between the contracting parties. This task confers an enormous importance on the woman in relation to society, all the more so as "the blood pact is for life and cannot be revoked ; no-one, not even the Mwami, can terminate it. One person can make blood pacts with several people" (Bourgeois R., 1957 : 295). Betrayal of the pact could lead to death, dermatosis (Amahumane), sterility or all kinds of misfortune. The elements that have been discussed demonstrate the role women played in the prevention and peaceful resolution of conflict in interlacustrine Africa. However, their action was based on ancestral codes and customs which, although falling within oral tradition, have formed the very foundations of a relatively balanced, more tolerant and preventive, justice.

Traditional justice
The cases of Burundi and Bushi will serve as illustrations, although some elements relative to the legal practices in other kingdoms of the interlacustrine region will also be considered. In the two cases analysed, the procedures for conflict resolution concerned two typical types of crime: major crimes (murder, adultery with the king’s wife etc.) and minor crimes (adultery, intentional or unintentional harm or wounding, unintentional murder, intentional fire, theft, etc.). Solutions to these types of conflict were dependent upon the extent of the offence committed. 

Elements of the traditional penal code: procedures

There is no code of laws properly speaking among the Bashi to define and classify crimes, or establish and determine punishments. Everything is to be found in tradition and custom, notes Fr. Colle (1937 : 241). Similarly, in Burundi, in every place of residence of the chief, there is a court presided over by the chief, assisted by the dignitaries. For all decisions passed by lower courts, the peasant farmer has a right to Gusegura, that is, to bring his case to an appeal before this court (Mworoha E., 1973 : 193-196). 

In the case of a dispute between the chief and a simple citizen, the peasant may call upon the intervention of the King against his chief. All these methods of conflict resolution have to follow clear and precise rules. 

Procedures

In Bushi traditional society, when a conflict emerged between two or more people, the plaintiff would go to the chief (Nnahano). Generally, this latter would pass the case on to "masters of discussion" (Omurhambo w’Emanza, or Murhambo w’olubanja in the singular) who sit, along with their assistants, specialised in the cases in question. Having heard the pleadings of both parties to the conflict, and whatever the verdict, two procedures were commenced in terms of reconciliation when it related to conflicts of lesser severity:

1. The call to order 

The guilty party was called to order and strictly forbidden from repeating the crime. He was asked to apologise and swear that he would not do it again. Noting the penalties that he risked if he repeated the crime, he was obliged to pay a fine (Cirhu) proportional to the crime committed. This stage completed, the second could commence: 

2. Making the guilty party ‘swear’
This was a question of gauging the guilty party’s sincerity, swearing that he would never again commit similar offences. To confirm this, he was thus asked to restate his declaration of good faith, his hands crossed on those of his chief, in the presence of this latter’s assistants and numerous witnesses to the event. The guilty party would accept the fact that "repeating his crimes would be a way of refusing the chief’s hand" (Kulahir’okuboko kwa Nnahano). This stage was of key psychological importance in the life of the peasant farmer, given the almost religious importance of the chief, who represented the spirits of the ancestors in the life of the people. The two parties to the conflict were thus reconciled and could start again on a new social footing within the village. This procedure was favoured as it avoided all parties being involved in long and costly proceedings, and saved time for all parties involved.  

3.  Dispossession (Kunyaga)

When it was a question of minor crimes of deep social significance, such as witchcraft, theft, insults to the chief, intentional harm and wounding, adultery etc., the procedure was to require the guilty party to return the goods stolen or their equivalent. If the guilty party were to commit the crime again, he could have all his goods confiscated (Kunyaga). In case of adultery, the person in charge of the proceedings could demand that the woman involved be disowned or insulted by her husband. If proven, other crimes such as injuries to the chief, refusal to obey the orders of the chief, violence against a member of his family, could result, after examination and deliberation on the part of those in charge of the proceedings, in all the goods of the guilty party being confiscated. All these methods relate to cases where the deliberations of those in charge of the proceedings lead to establishment of proof. If this is not the case (the decision is challenged, there are serious contradictions in witness statements …), then necessary proceedings would be initiated to establish the truth of the matter before the case could be re-examined. 

The search for proof: ordeals

There were a number of different ordeals that could be practised on the accused. These ordeals were often demanded by the parties to the conflict or by the masters of discussions (Abarhambo b’emanja) in order to endeavour to establish the guilt or innocence of a suspect. Until proceedings were at an end, the suspect benefited from a complete presumption of innocence. One of the most commonly used procedures was the test of the spirits of the ancestors (Kunyw’Emizimu: to drink to the spirits of the ancestors). This followed very precise steps, namely: 

1. Agashaba or the test of the boiling water

This test takes place with the village chief in the "hut of the ancestors", established by the village chief for accusations related to theft, lying, adultery, and - for crimes related to witchcraft - always in the hut of the ancestors of Nnahano (the grand chief). The public are invited to attend the ceremony. The council of chiefs chooses an independent person (the Mweza) to whom the accused pays a fee ranging from 10 to 20 pearl necklaces. The Mweza shows an earthenware (Ishabo) pot to the public, which he fills with water. The water is heated to boiling point. At this moment, the Mweza plunges an iron bracelet (Mulinga) into the pot. While the metal heats up, the Mweza brings herbs specially prepared for the occasion, grinds them and mixes them with a little water to make a sort of paste which he rubs onto the arm of the accused, who must watch the boiling pot while this is going on. 

Immediately after the herbs have been rubbed into his arm, the accused must make a statement of his innocence aloud: "I am being unjustly accused; I have not done what I am accused of; if I am guilty may I be burnt now". He then plunges his hand into the boiling water to fish out the bracelet (Mulinga) under the eyes of an attentive public. This is called "Guhuma Omugashaba" (touching the pot of boiling water). If traces of burns appear on his hand, he is pronounced guilty. This is known as "Kuyaga" (the case is lost). If not, the suspect’s innocence is confirmed. In this case, the accused become the “Mweru” (the cleared, the blameless). Hence the Mashi expression "Ahumire omugashaba, Ayera" (he touched the Gashaba-boiling water and he came out clean). At this precise moment, the master of discussions (Mweza) acquits the accused. In this case, it is assumed that the spirits gave the verdict (to acquit the suspect). It is in this context that we find the name of "Uwera" (" the cleared", "he who has been cleared", " free from all suspicion"). (The fact that the name is also the same among the Bashi and the Banyarwanda leads us to confirm the important cultural and historical proximity that has existed and continues to exist between these two peoples). This name is often given to female children to mark the purity of woman and the importance that society attaches to her in the perpetuation of the line and clan values (hence the first name Bayushuke often given to female children meaning "may they multiply") and in strengthening positive values within society. In all cases, neither the accuser nor the accused are molested or brutalised in any way. Social pressure will simply be exercised on the accuser, who will now be considered a "bad person", no longer meriting respect for having wrongly accused an innocent person. In case of guilt, the punishments provided by customary law are applied: payment of fines (cows, goats…), confiscation of assets, public apology (see above). 

2. Echibabo
 or the test of the red fire

This test relates specifically to acts of adultery and theft. Often demanded by masters of discussions following an accusation, it is also often demanded by the accused to prove his innocence. The master of ceremonies, the Mweza, whose fees are paid in advance by the parties to the conflict, arrives with a package of remedies in the form of leaves (Bufumu), a pot full of water and a knife. The knife is heated until it is white-hot. Then the Mweza sprinkles his remedies (herbs) with water and rubs them on the calf or hand of the accused. Then he rapidly wipes, one after the other, the two sides of the white-hot metal on the calf or arm of the suspect. If any trace of burns appears on the accused’s body, judgement is passed, namely that the spirits of the ancestors have spoken: the person is guilty and the judges can now pass ruling. If no burns appear, the suspect is pronounced innocent and he is then acquitted.

3. The rope test

Any person suspected of having committed adultery may be forced to pass this test. The suspect must jump over a rope placed at a height determined by customary law in the presence of many people, particularly family members of the people involved in the affair. If, in jumping, the suspect brings the rope down, this means that the spirits of the ancestors have spoken and he is guilty. The masters of discussion can then proceed to pass judgement. If not, his innocence is pronounced and the two parties involved are invited to make peace.  

4. The poison test

This accusation relates above all to cases of suspected or attempted poisoning of the king or senior dignitaries in the country. The process takes place outside the country. The Bashi of Ngweshe thus go to the Mwami of Burega (Nalwindi) and those of Kabare to Kalonge (to the Nakalonge). The accuser and the accused, accompanied by an important delegation (women, children and other court dignitaries) are thus away from home. The witches of Nalwindi or Nakalonge prepare the poison, a liquid solution prepared on the basis of plants selected according to the circumstances. This is then presented to the suspect who must drink it. Before drinking it, the suspect must proclaim his innocence in a loud voice to the public: "I am innocent of the actions of which I am accused and I lay myself open to the spirits. If I have committed the act of which I am accused, may this poison take me, the spirits will have denounced me". Immediately having said these words, the accused swallows the poison. If he dies, the spirits will have denounced him. If not, he is proclaimed innocent by the spirits of the ancestors. It is then for the customary jurisdiction to follow its reconciliation procedures in order to re-create a climate of trust between the parties to the conflict.  

The judging of serious cases in Bushi

In pre-colonial interlacustrine society, crimes that endangered the social balance or harmony of the group were generally considered to be serious. Such was the case of witchcraft and murder, which had to be prevented at all costs. Murder, witchcraft and threats to the person or the family of the King were considered to be the most serious crimes a human being could commit within society. Crimes of this nature could be punishable by death. And the ruling depended directly on the powers of the Grand Chief, even of the Mwami himself. 

As noted by Fr. Colle (1937 : 243) with regard to the Bashi, on the subject of violence or wounding of a person, in most cases, the fine imposed was - apart from a goat, sheep, pearl necklaces - an obligation made by the guilty party to clean his victim’s wound at least once in order to guarantee that it would heal. This procedure would thus avoid the parties to the conflict from taking the issue to the chief. It enabled them to resolve their differences in a friendly manner between families.  
When a person committed murder within the same lineage, there was no question of a vendetta but instead the guilty party would be cursed and thrown out; it was forbidden to kill him because it was believed that his death would attract bad fate that would spread throughout the lineage. In society, an individual curse was considered preferable to collective ruin. However, even for a conflict between two different lineages, there was the possibility of avoiding a vendetta. The power of the Ganwa aristocracy, as guardians of the legal system, was demonstrated in the implementation of this procedure, as Mworoha (1973 : 194) notes with regard to Burundi. 

Among the Bashi, the chief could change the rule of an eye for an eye and commute sentence to a fine in cattle, adds Fr. Colle (1937 : 243). In this case, the chief would call for the murderer, reprimand him severely and force him to pay a certain number of cattle. The family or clan of the murderer would club together and thus help to pay his fine. It was only after he had paid what was due that the two clans or families could be reconciled and live alongside each other once more. The cattle given are shared among the members of the victim’s family; the chief and other negotiators involved also receive their share although the largest part of the fine goes to the family by rights. 

The blood price in Burundi

The procedure for peaceful conflict resolution with regard to murder is reminiscent of that practised in traditional Burundi. In fact, according to Mworoha (1973 : 194), once a family realises that one of its members has committed murder, it urgently calls all the dignitaries of the hill district, proclaims the event and requests their intervention to prevent a vendetta. They immediately give two cows to dignitaries from outside the two families; these cows, known as "Cimbaguzo" (a digging tool)
 are given to the family of the victim. In non-pastoral regions, such as Kirimiro, Buyenzi or Imbo, the "Cimbaguzo" is given in hoes, goats, sheep or pots of beer. 

Acceptance of this first price signifies an agreement to commence a process of peace and reconciliation between the parties to the conflict. Immediately, a delegation of dignitaries from the hill go to the Court of the chief, taking the cow or hoes or sheep or goats provided by the family of the murderer. These “legal fees" are given to the chief to signify acceptance by the head of the mediation procedure. 

All adult men then meet at the chief’s house or in the presence of his dignitary advisers and the "blood price" (Indihano) can be set. Following Mworoha (1973: 194-196), Simons states that "the blood price was between seven goats and 14 cows"
.

If the compensation is paid, it is then possible to proceed with the reconciliation ceremony. The criminal’s family provide a bull killed before the court and the two families in the conflict must together wash in the bull’s blood. The meat is then cooked and jointly eaten by the two families. A vendetta can thus be prevented for good. After eating the bull's meat, the victim’s family would give the chief a cow; that of the criminal would give him two along with two bulls for the court dignitaries (Simons E., 1947 : 257). This is because popular Barundi wisdom states, "Wihora uwawe ukamara umuryango" (If you avenge one of your own, you will end up decimating the whole family) or, "Intibagira ntibana" (Someone who never forgets can live with no-one).  

Similarly, in ancient Rwanda, there was a special traditional procedure for the peaceful resolution and prevention of conflicts and this involved the masses, women, the elderly and other people with political/administrative responsibility in the peace process. This was called "Gacaca", and has been in place since the 13th century AD. 

Agacaca in Rwanda

Gacaca (or Agacaca) is a concept that is difficult to understand as it is buried deep in the heart of Rwandese culture. The term "Gacaca" derives from the word "grass", "Gacaca", the lawn on which assistance is based in order to help resolve conflicts between members of society. This reference to nature (grass) denotes a respect for the environment and, particularly, the importance of grass in a society the two pillars of which are agriculture and livestock rearing.  

This specific feature gives it a particular nature, and above all, also demonstrates the social and political stability of their communities. It also demonstrates the popular and public nature of these proceedings, for the land symbolised by the lawn, Gacaca, belongs to everybody without distinction. This also denotes a desire to integrate nature into the sacred, into the search for social harmony by resolving conflicts between community members. The grass symbolises the land, place of communion between living and dead.  

The essential element for this analysis is the fact that Gacaca can be distinguished from other forms of traditional jurisdiction by its popular nature. In fact, in the search for justice with regard to one or more specific cases, the members of one or more families, of a clan, or of a whole hill, are involved in establishing proof as well as sentencing, or finding the suspect innocent. Once proof has been established, preceded by a comparison of witness accounts for the prosecution and defence, the final verdict is pronounced by the elders, after consultation of those in attendance, who decide the fate of the guilty parties, if guilt is proven. 

Generally, the wise people on the council are chosen for their experience and irreproachable moral standing. Their impartiality plays a key role during the prior discussions with the parties to the conflict. Women are not allowed to participate directly in the discussions, however, although all sectors of the population may attend the proceedings and deliberations. The role of women in the proceedings consists instead of lavishing advice on, and giving opinions to, the judges or to their husbands with regard to all the issues to be discussed. And the decisions to be taken had at all costs to take their opinions into account, as was the case in the Bushingantahe proceedings in Burundi or the "Gutwa e Manja" among the Bashi. The aim of Gacaca is simple: "to restore social harmony" between community members, with reference to the regulatory values of the whole society. 

The notion of presumption of innocence is applied. The aim of Gacaca is not to humiliate the suspect or the accused but rather to help them to explain the reasons that led them to the reprehensible act, and to understand the danger that this entails for the stability of society as a whole. Compensation, in cows, goats or any other form of payment in kind, is imposed on the family, even the clan, of the guilty party. These payments are accompanied by a pardon requested by the guilty party from the public present, with a promise that they will not commit the crime again. It is for the population to pronounce on the follow-up, the elders simply fulfilling the role of spokesperson for the popular masses.   

The use of Gacaca has enabled conflicts to be peacefully resolved, "serious crimes" to be compensated for and a vendetta and other crimes to be avoided, all the more so as one of its bases is unconditional respect for human life. Gacaca is thus reminiscent of other forms of conflict resolution previously analysed, particularly "Gutwe Manja" among the Bashi, "Bushingantahe" in Burundi and other aspects of conflict resolution in the traditions of pre-colonial monarchies in interlacustrine Africa. 

The "Mato Opu" among the Acholi (Uganda)

The Acholi of Uganda were well-known for their acute sense of solidarity, courage and discipline. There was a method used by the Acholi to resolve conflicts within their communities and the elderly people played a very important role in this. Chosen for their human and moral qualities, they were considered the informed arbiters of social or political conflict. Once chosen, the ceremony consisting of a sharing of the "Mato Oput", a ceremony aimed at using natural products (herbs, liquid, trees) dear to the Acholi, farmers and livestock rearers in order to cement peace between people or communities and to handle contradictions peacefully. The peace process had to involve players from society as a whole, namely the family, the clan and the divinities that give strength to the community:

“The process ends in the important ceremony of ‘ Mato Oput’, the traditional drinking of a bitter herb of the Oput tree (…). The process involves the following principles:

The guilty acknowledging responsibility,

Repenting,

Asking for forgiveness,

Paying compensation and being reconciled with the victim’s family through sharing the bitter drink - Mato Oput.

The Mato Oput process covers offences across the board: death, even accidental, or violence against the person, require this process” (Lanek R., 1999: 2-3).
In fact, Mato Oput is reminiscent of the practice of "the test of the poison" in the process for resolving conflict and seeking proof among the Bashi, especially as, among the Acholi, Mato Oput is the act of drinking a liquid solution of herbs from a tree that is respected - even venerated - as an element of pacification of society, namely the Oput. The medicinal effect of the plant is almost insignificant but its psychological and symbolic impact is overwhelming. Capital punishment, physical suppression of one’s enemies and mass murders of guilty - and even innocent - parties, women, children and other moral groups, was ruled out once and for all. The Mato Oput ceremony was, in fact, a procedure aimed at seeking good in all those involved in social life, friend or foe of society. A sort of social rehabilitation of the enemy for the benefit of the group: The Acholi do not believe nor practice hanging of offenders because of penalty’s multiple effects on families, groups and clans. The Mato Oput process is intended to remove the bitterness and evils in offenders' minds, thus putting an end to wrongs in the society (Lanek, R. , 1999 : 3). 

The rehabilitation of the guilty party and their social reintegration were thus the fundamental aims of the "Mato Oput" ceremony but its symbolism went further: Depending on the level of the offender, Mato Oput is followed by two symbolic events. In case of murder or warring situation, there is the ‘Bending of Spear’ ceremony done by the two parties to symbolise a total end to the conflict. Secondly, the clan leaders followed by senior elders give their final verbal blessing to mark the end of the conflict, this referred to as "lamo oboke olwedo" (Lanek, R., 1999: 4).

Several other African civilisations in the interlacustrine region have prevented or resolved their internal and external conflicts on the basis of different traditional principles. This was the case in other empires and kingdoms of the interlacustrine region, and specifically the Chagga of the Kilimanjaro region of Tanzania. 

The "Mma" among the Chagga
 of Kilimanjaro (Tanzania)
One of the 40 ethnic groups that make up Tanzania, the Wachaga (or Chagga
) are subdivided into around 700 clans. Characterised by divergent interests, the Wachagga communities have nevertheless been able to prevent conflict, particularly through blood alliances (Mma) between opposing parties. According to a field survey carried out among the Wachagga (Amani A. , 1999 : 8-10), blood alliance was of a social and psychological significance capable of influencing the behaviour of those involved, along the lines of community’s norms. Amani notes in this regard:

"This symbolises that, one man’s soul matter is transplanted into the body of other partner. I.e. the guardian of the principles confirmed by the compact; but if the partner does not act in good faith, the soul matter turns from a life promoting into a life-destroying agent by virtue of that magic power which it obtained through the concluding words of the compact. Within the sib this unity of blood is guaranteed by the common descent from one ancestor.  

The murder’s sib mates give the sacrificial head of cattle for blood alliance. Since the chief is approached with one head of cattle and one sheep, the murderers would lose altogether eight  (8) head cattle.
This process of prevention, transformation and peaceful resolution of conflicts has similarities with the blood pact already encountered in Rwanda, Burundi and the DRC, particularly among the Bashi. It also recalls what "blood price" means, aimed at avoiding punishing death with death, traditional morals seeking instead a "positive rehabilitation" of the guilty party, his reintegration into the community rather than the use of violent punishments, violence generating nothing but violence according to the traditions of the societies studied in this research.  

The "Lkukwana" among the Samburu (Kenya)

The last 10 years have seen growing inter-ethnic conflicts among the village communities of the Rift Valley. Such is the case of Nyanza and neighbouring provinces. Such conflict was avoided in pre-colonial times through the knowledge and wisdom of the leaders, a symbol of fairness. One example is the case of "Lkukwana" among the Samburu, a majority community living in the centre-north of the Kenyan Rift Valley. Michael Mugo notes: "The Lkukwana of Samburu of Kenya are examples of moot elders' courts that were respected and revered. The Launnonit of the Samburu was an age-set absolute group leader whose social status and authority over his subjects was absolute. These social structures amicably resolved conflicts by applying indigenous knowledge and cultural practices experienced over years. These structures need now to be re-discovered, strengthened and re-empowered to mediate and resolve conflicts at the grass roots (…).
Each age set is supervised by a group of elders; two sets their senior under the leadership of a distinguished natural clan leader, the Laikwany. The elder’s council, the Lkukwana, makes decisions that are absolutely binding. A whole age-set can be fined and reprimanded of misdeeds of one of their peers especially in the case of sexual engagement with an elder’s younger wife. The Lkukwana can invoke the dreaded curse, Keta Lokop and ostracise completely an errant subject in cases of murder of a Lokop (…). A cursed person is forsaken by all, can not marry from the community and is a non-entity. He cannot wear the Samburu regalia and no status in the community (1999: 3-4).
As for Osamba, he insists on the role of the collective in all peaceful conflict resolution among the population: "Thus in the traditional society reconciliation was characterised by the implicit involvement of the whole society formally and informally. The peace message would then be conveyed and become incorporated in the people’s oral tradition. The community therefore serves as the repository within which conflict resolution was performed" (1999: 9).
This tactic bore fruit in the resolution of tenure conflicts between the Masai and Luo communities, as noted by Williams: "Emotional wounds and injured relationships are healed within the context of the emotional unity of community. Opposed interests are resolved within the context of community interest in peace. Quarrels over rights are sorted out within the context of overall community power” (1999: 28). 
The author continues: “Following a serious conflict between the Luo and the Maasaï, negotiation and reconciliation would be arranged with rituals to solemnize the occasion. The elders and the whole community: women, children and the youth would assemble at the border between the two societies. A makeshift obstacle consisting of tree branches would then be created along the border and the warriors would place their spears over it. A dog would then be slain and cut in half and its blood sprinkled along the border. Then mothers would exchange babies with ‘enemy’ group and suckle them. The warriors would also exchange spears. Prayers would then be offered by the elders and a profound curse pronounced on any one who attempted to cross the border and create havoc to fight again. This was a form of creating blood brotherhood. (Augsbourg D.W., 1992: 276)".

Among the Meru, Rendile, Maasaï, Kisii, Kalenjin and Gikuyu (Kenya)
Among the Meru of Eastern Kenya, war captives were never killed or molested. There was an institution called the Njuri-Ncheke whose responsibility was to make laws and issue state orders, as well as decrees affecting the entire Meru society. M’Imanyara (1992: 84) says that the Njuri-Ncheke assembly fixed payments and instalments for serious cases such as: "murder and payment of ransom for captives from enemy lands”.

The structure of the Meru judicial and social systems was such that there was an office of the Raiboni. The Raiboni occupied a non-hereditary office and was recognized for his ability to foretell the future enabling him to make crucial decisions affecting the entire Meru society. For this Meru referred to him as "Mugambi wa Agambi”, meaning the “ Judge of Judges”. According to M’Imanyara, the Raiboni was ‘the head of the prophetic institution the highest legal consultant, the most recognized politician arbiter, the chief military strategist’ (1992: 95).

During times of armed conflicts between the Meru and other ethnic communities, children, women and the old were put in safe havens so that they may not be attacked or molested. This was again the role of the Raiboni whom according to M’Imagnara (1992: 99) were ‘ … required to advise where the children would be hidden’. 

Among the Rendile communities of Northern Kenya, although they depend on raiding in other communities like the Borana to get herds of livestock in order to have enough food to eat, to pay dowry and to maintain their families, they try as much as possible to avoid killing a person from another community who is not a warrior. Anyone who does so is considered spoiled and has to be cleansed before being admitted into the main camp where they live. Riganio (1997: 28)
 says that: “ …any person who has killed a human being is considered unclean, unromantic and cannot be let into the main village which elders think is a holy, clean place. The Rendille believe that if such elements are allowed they will bring evil spirits”. 

Turning now to the Maasai community comprises of various sections which speak one dialect called Olmaa and who are spread between Tanzania and Kenya, we note that during times of conflicts, between them and neighbouring communities such as the Kamba and the Kikuyu the vulnerable groups were not to be attacked. Like the other communities mentioned here before, women, children, the aged and the captives were not to be killed. 

The Kisii and Kalenjin communities have also been involved in many armed conflicts. However, during such conflicts, women, children from either side could cross over to the enemy land, be fed and provided with accommodation. Wounded warriors from either side or those who fell sick or surrendered to the “enemy” were fed and looked after until they were fit to go back to their respective communities (Machira, A., F., Yakubu, A., 1999: 1-4).

Through his socio-historical research among the Gikuyu of Kenya, H. Kinoti has noted the importance of women in mechanisms for the resolution and prevention of conflict within the communities: One of the family matters is that according to Gikuyu custom, all children are conceived in the woman’s house. Nuymba refers to women’s as well as to family group or lineage. Nyumba as lineage comprises all persons who can be said to have emerged from a particular woman’s house. This kinship is underlined by the concept of umbilicus or naval cord (Rurira). Blood relations are often referred to as those who belong to the same umbilicus. Immediate siblings refer to each other affectionately as those who have ‘slept in the same womb’ ("Rara nda imwe"). They have slept in the same womb prior to birth. In a very profound way, therefore, the Gikuyu have traditionally perceived the essential oneness of male and female: that one is not complete without the other. 

In his study of Gikuyu, Leaky (1977: 831) found two fundamental concepts about gender relationships. The first was that “ a man had his sisters and half-sisters really one and the same person except that they are different in sex”. The second was that a woman was part of her husband being merely a female part of him. Therefore, fundamentally, a person’s mother and mother’s brothers were one person, her brothers being male mothers to her children (1999: 11-12).

Several other societies of East Africa have put the moral values, experience, age, know-how and social competence of certain members of the community, more particularly women, to good use in the resolution and transformation of conflicts between the communities and the centralised power. 

Machira, who has long studied certain traditional societies in Kenya, notes: "Within the centralized societies, political authority or power for making decisions was not on an individual. For instance among the Abaluhya of Kenya, political organization was based on the clan structure of "Oluhya" ; the Meru had Njuri Ncheke, Akamba had the Nzama, the Kikuyu had Kiama Gya Itura, the Pokot had Kokwo, the Kipsigs had the Kokwet, Luo the Ruoth…

These councils of elders who presided over community issues were elected on the bases of their age, experience, talent and wisdom. Other societies like the Nandi, the Maasai and the Wanga had the office of the chief or King with the titles: Orkoiyot, Laibon and Nabongo respectively. The common features observed in most indigenous political structures in Africa are that they were communal, decentralized, participatory and consensus was communal" (Machira J., 1999: 7-9)

This collegial way of managing power formed a real counterbalance to the all-powerful monarch. Crimes, vendettas and other common-law offences existed but society had anticipated consensual mechanisms to resolve them and rehabilitate both victims and guilty parties in society: "When a man had been killed, it was believed to be dangerous for his lineage and that of the killer to come into contact. This condition of ritual danger was created automatically by the act of killing". This shows there was a strong value for human life which is also highlighted by Macquet (1972) who states that pre-modern traditional East Africa cultural practice was very ‘people oriented’. Kenneth Kaunda (1966: 22) is in complete agreement, generalising on the whole continent: ‘To a certain extent, we in Africa have always had a gift for enjoying man for himself. It is at the heart of our traditional culture’. 

It must, however, be noted that women’s involvement in the search for solutions to social crises is not the sole prerogative of the countries of the Great Lakes region. Other African societies have also implemented different practices by which to harmonise human relations with, in particular, procedures for resolving conflict using traditional methods, as revealed by a study carried out by UNESCO in the context of the programme "Femmes et Cultures de la Paix" (1996-2001) (UNESCO, 2003). We shall focus on one example by way of illustration: it relates to Cameroonian women in conflict management. 

In fact, in Cameroonian tradition - as in all societies analysed in the context of this study - peace is likened to freshness, health, well-being, harmony, serenity and tranquillity. An absence of these elements is a manifestation of conflict, be it latent or declared. It is this harmony and this freshness that provide the farmers with good harvests, the fishermen with fish and the hunters with game. When everyone has something to eat, peace can reign in households and families, in the clan and in the tribe. No-one is envious of anyone else, communities can live in peace, as good neighbours, providing mutual help in the low season, for marriages or funerals (UNESCO, 2003 : 29-30). It is very interesting to note that Cameroon tradition considers that harmony, freshness and serenity are essentially feminine virtues, qualities naturally incarnated by women. It is thus not surprising that, in cases of conflict between two communities, a woman was offered in marriage as a symbol of alliance.  

This alliance, sacred by definition, was a powerful tool by which to handle tensions, enabling peace to be sealed and conflict to be prevented. In fact, blood ties are sacred and it is difficult to go to war against a clan in which you have nephews. In addition, in each of the camps, once the girls have become women they play the role of mediator at the slightest sign of conflict. Thus, as Ngongo Mbédé notes (UNESCO, 2003 : 30), through this preventive female diplomacy, societies lived free from violence, wars and misfortune. 

This role is reminiscent of the marriage policy and the importance accorded to women in conflict resolution, as an element of alliance between clans, tribes, even regions in other previously analysed civilisations of the Great Lakes region. In the past, in Lus-Mfumte society (subdivision of Nwa in the north-west of Cameroon), the Nkwuyi were women who took part in the deliberations around conflict resolution. They played the role of mediator. It is also in this society that one finds the secret Djudju society, extremely influential, feared, and originally composed exclusively of women whose role was to maintain peace in the community. 

      These days, specialists in Cameroonian traditional masks recognise that one of the features of the Djudju mask is that it can sometimes become very dangerous and very aggressive and, when it is unleashed, only a pregnant woman or one having recently given birth can calm it. In addition, within the Tikar (Tikar Kom, Menda, Bali, etc.) and Tchamba communities, a pregnant woman embodies peace and, for this reason, she is "a natural mediator". Thus even a criminal who seeks refuge with a pregnant woman cannot be pursued while he is in the sacred refuge, notes Ngongo Mbédé (UNESCO, 2003 : 32), who has devoted his work to this issue. 

The importance of elderly women (like the Bakamakare in traditional Burundi) in conflict resolution has been put to good use in managing and preventing modern conflicts. Thus in traditional Cameroonian society and, more particularly, in Guidar society, the Mazaké, or old women, play a monitoring role within the community. They are on the alert and react immediately at the slightest sign of destructive conflict between community members. They then quickly call together the protagonists to question them and calm them down. Once they have listened to them, they make them understand that neither hatred nor brawling has ever resolved a problem and that is better to find a common area of understanding. 

In addition, they explain to the warring parties that their behaviour is a bad example to the children and represents a breach on the part of the adults, whose duty it is to educate the children in peace (UNESCO, 2003 : 32). After a long process of verifying and monitoring the actions and behaviour of the players involved in the conflict in terms of observing their respective commitments, the women then invite those involved to seal their peace by drinking a potion known for its reconciliatory virtues, Bil Bil. From that moment, a celebration can commence to celebrate re-found peace and reconciliation. This process is reminiscent of the practice mentioned above, namely Mato Oput, in East African tradition where the liquid, taken from the "Oput" tree, served as an element of reconciliation within communities when peace had been restored. It reinforces the idea in many African societies that respect for the environment and ecology has played a key role in conflict management for centuries.  

The affiliation of women with supernatural power, to nature and to the environment in conflict management can be found in many African societies. It is an issue that requires more study. Thus, for example, in Mungo country, more specifically among the Mbo of Cameroon, any unfortunate event, any "bad luck" that plagues the community, may lead it to request the mediation of the Kalbia, who are married women. In general, in the communities, bad luck and misfortune are perceived as signs of conflict between populations. However, it is important to note that not all married women are necessarily Kalbia. Only women endowed with supernatural powers (such as the gift of clairvoyance) become Kalbia, recognised as such by society. 

In Beti country, the Mangissa and the Eton have what they call the Mbabi. This is a right of purification aimed at re-establishing peace. The initiative can come from the women themselves, noting signs of a breakdown in peace within the community: sickness, persistent drought, bad harvest, many deaths, epidemics, suffering, difficulties related to community life, poisoning, loss of work, etc. In the philosophy of these communities, such a series of misfortunes cannot be put down to chance; it is the manifestation of an absence of love and peace among the people.  

The women therefore decide to organise the Mbabi, which is held either within a coppice or at a crossroads, after consulting the oracles. This relates exclusively to an assembly of post-menopausal women. The ceremony is presided over by a woman of very advanced years and whose moral standing is generally acknowledged by all. It is possible that men may be involved in the Mbabi but, even in this exceptional case, it is the women who organise and run the reconciliation ceremony for the man with himself, with his family and with nature. 

If the Mbabi is called because the drought is lasting too long and famine is becoming established in the community, the women invoke the ancestors, mediators between God and the living, and pray for rain to fall. Drought here is considered as a sign of conflict between human beings and their creator, whom they have disobeyed. In all cases, the Mbabi ends with the taking of secret potions by each member present.  

Ngongo Mbédé (UNESCO, 2003 : 31-33) looks in much more depth at the involvement of women in the process of handling and transforming conflicts in traditional Cameroonian societies. The importance of elderly women in this process deserves particular focus on the part of researchers, all the more so as they are found in nearly all age-old traditions of the societies analysed in the context of this study.  

In-depth comparative studies of the socio-cultural, philosophical and historical dimensions of African societies also merit particular focus, from both male and female researchers, whether African or not. Such studies would explain, for example, the role of the Long Clu (women) among the Tubur (Toupouri); that of the Mangné (mothers of twins) in Bamiléké country, considered blessed by God and thus invested with a mission of peace in the community; the role of women among the Eton and the Massa, where women, and particularly women chiefs (Chada Tchola Vogaida), have always played a crucial role in resolving and preventing conflict, even the most murderous, within the community. These elements would be worthy of particular attention in the search for lasting solutions to the many cyclical and structural challenges facing Africa, and particularly Central Africa.  

Through this analysis, it can be seen that African populations have woven kinship ties that are not only linguistic but also anthropological, as they can be seen in various manifestations of civilisation: social practices, philosophical values, thoughts, rites, political organisation, education and wisdom, moral conduct, religious beliefs, etc. 

It is in this converging potential that the principles of resolution, the peaceful regulation and prevention of conflict for the well-being and stability of the whole of society, can be found. In all these civilisations of the interlacustrine region, we have noted the importance given to life, to the human person, and to woman, who is the symbol of this. Woman, who creates life, has a special place in the dynamic of conflict prevention and reconciliation among peoples. 

This section, devoted to the process of prevention and peaceful regulation of conflicts in interlacustrine Africa, has confirmed the fact that, over previous generations, African populations in general and those of the interlacustrine region in particular have traditionally cultivated and conveyed principles of conflict prevention and resolution, along with reconciliation between kingdoms, tribes, clans and families, despite some conflictual aspects that have affected certain monarchies at specific moments in their history.  

Despite these negative aspects, women have won the trust of the population in general as creators of life, and this has made them the very symbol of peace, of life. This is why, in most interlacustrine civilisations, they could not be intentionally killed during wars and, under certain circumstances, a single gesture from them could cause combatants to stop or suspend hostilities. During battles, they could cross the combat zone, carrying messages of peace from one to the other at the front line and all warring parties had to respect this strong, symbolic and peaceful gesture. 

Similarly, in marriage relationships, blood pacts, clan kinship pacts, women were at the crossroads of the relationship between societies and civilisations, just as the royal power itself was based around a woman, a woman having been at the origin of the kingdoms, having served to save the political institutions at moments when they were in crisis, but also as mother, teacher of future cadres and other dignitaries at all levels of society, as has been noted in previous sections of this study.  

This reflection, which focuses on the importance of women in reconstructing the life of the interlacustrine societies, stresses the equality of the sexes and the primacy of the female sex in a society where patriarchy has, nonetheless, been the social rule. It enables us to answer a question that we raised at the beginning of this work and, here, briefly, is the response: the degree of trust and respect that women enjoy in African traditions has made them an important - even essential - player in the process of reconciliation, resolution and prevention of conflicts in the Great Lakes region.  

It is important to note that exercise of political power was the business of the community as a whole. The principle of alternation between the clans that provided queen mothers, as in Rwanda, that of the cyclical rotation of reigning princes, as in Burundi, the practice of Mubande among the Bashi (DRC), the fact that all clans made up of Hutu, Tutsi and Twa in Burundi and Rwanda were involved, in one way or another, in the exercise of public affairs; all these elements made political management a relatively democratic area despite the unchanging and religious nature of the figure of the Mwami. The use of traditions and aged persons, according to their qualities and know-how, has also been observed in interlacustrine societies. It is on this set of values that Africa has based its substance and drawn its strength. 

It is this strength that has meant that, despite the important political, economic and cultural contradictions that have characterised these traditional societies, they have been able to avoid their self-destruction, in contrast to the reality that is now wreaking havoc in most African countries.

General Conclusion

Throughout this analysis of the role of women in the region’s pre-colonial political history, it has been noted that, in contrast to generally widespread theories on the exploitation of women within traditional African societies, they held an important place in the exercise and organisation of political power. Considered the giver and protector of life by these societies, they were also - and above all - seen and accepted as being at the origin of the states and the existing political institutions. According to tradition, the survival and longevity of the political institutions depended on their capacity and know-how. 

Women were thus involved in decision-making, management and conflict resolution mechanisms within society and, because of this, they were respected by all sectors of the population. They were at the centre of society’s normative regulation and had to be protected by all members of society, in times of peace as in times of conflict. 

Recognising the virtue of basic food provider and creator of descendants to women, traditional African societies strengthened their rights to use the land and livestock. This security gave women a "voice" - a political position – within the community (Acholi Pala, O., 1979 : 85). 

These positive values of African traditions have not been appreciated by modern states. They have been eradicated by the social upheaval into which the African continent has been thrown, notably through slavery, colonisation and the autocratic - or at least scarcely democratic - regimes that have succeeded each other in power following the independence of the African countries in the 1960s. 

Today, it is important to note that the African continent remains the one place in the world where human rights, and particularly the human rights of women, are most violated.  

By affecting women, these violations paralyse the whole of society; they form a brake to the development efforts of the countries in question and mortgage their future. For how can one envisage development through the establishment of mechanisms that humiliate and exclude the majority sector, the most active and the most productive in society, namely women? 

As has been shown in this analysis, traditional African societies, despite their imperfections, were able to develop a whole series of mechanisms for social regulation that gave women a special place in all aspects of life. The population had respect and consideration for human life, but also for women, for what they were, namely people without whom the whole of society could not exist. 

Could current society not draw on certain values of the past and rehabilitate the image and status of women within society in a concrete and realistic manner? 

Looking at recent developments in the struggle for women’s emancipation and rights, it can be seen that the commitment of the 1970s has been taken right down to the grassroots by women’s movements, convinced and committed to the struggle for a fairer, more human world. Progress in this area, as slow as it may be, has produced extraordinary effects in terms of the promotion and protection of women’s rights and gender equality. Such is the case, for example, of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), now ratified by a significant majority of UN member states, and also Resolution 1325 (2000) of the Security Council. Adopted by the states unanimously, the aim of this Resolution is to strengthen women’s skills and presence in decision-making mechanisms and in the dynamic of management and transformation of conflicts, as well as in post-conflict reconstruction. 

This is an important revolution that has taken place within the international community, in terms of managing to agree to a very precise legal framework for an issue as important as the promotion and protection of gender and women’s rights.

In this context, the case of Africa is noteworthy. The massive violations of human rights - particularly in relation to women - that the continent has endured for generations should not lead us to forget the efforts being made by many countries with a view to implementing these local, regional and international legal instruments. 

Thus, for example, Rwanda has now become one of the front runners globally in terms of those countries applying gender equality and women’s promotion within their organs of power, with at least a 48% representation of women in decision-making organs from the grassroots to the top.

As for Liberia, after 14 years of civil war the country has produced two women heads of state. These are the former President of the Republic, Ruth Sando Perry (1996-1997) and, since the end of 2005, President Ellen Johnson Sirlief, who now heads a government that is in full agreement with the CEDAW and Resolution 1325 of the UN Security Council. Other countries such as Senegal, Nigeria, Burundi, South Africa, Uganda, etc. have also made significant efforts in this regard. 

That said, to achieve the process of integrating and rehabilitating women within society, men need to be more involved; they need to continue the path that has been commenced and continued by women and work jointly with them. 

To effectively tackle issues of gender and women’s rights, society needs to understand that women and men must join forces. Men should be sufficiently involved, accepted (and not only tolerated) but also supported and encouraged as essential partners alongside women in all aspects of life and at all levels. 

A radical change in mentality is required on the part of both women and men if the struggle for social justice is to be successful.  
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� Nnashi or Nabushi = chief or owner of Bushi (and the Bashi).


� Reference made to wars of conquest and expansion waged against neighbouring populations, including the Bahunde of what is now North Kivu. 


� One of the 18 clans that make u p the Banyarwanda peoples of Rwanda.


� The reigning dynasty in Burundi is that of the Baganwa (Ba = "the" and "Ganwa" singular) like that of the Banyiginya (Nyiginya) which rules Rwanda while that of the Baluzi (Luzi) reigns in Bushi  to this day. We will look more closely at this in the section on traditional conflict prevention strategies in the Great Lakes region.


� See the dynastic list of Burundi and its neighbours, including Rwanda, Buha, the Bushingo in Mworoha, op.cit. 


� Considered as the first real Mwami of Burundi by some versions (Mworoha E., 1977), from the reign of Ntare I Rutshasi-Cambarantama up to the sixteenth reign, which was that of Mwabutsa IV Bangiricenge.


� Which is not to forget certain Rwandese traditions that tell of the founders of the Nyiginya dynasty coming from "outside the common run of people", and hence from the Sky (Abami b’Imanuka: les Rois tombés du Ciel) with the divine mission of liberating and ruling "Those found on Earth"  or "Abasangwabutaka" (Bourgeois R. 1957 : 16-128, Lugan B.,  1997, 63-75, Mworoha E., 1977 : 90-95). This is also the case elsewhere in the several other traditions of African societies.


� The Kitara empire is located to the north of the kingdom of Buganda, near to Bunyoro (it is often called the Kitara-Bunyoro empire), on the Rwicanzige (Ntanzige) Lake, now Idi Amin Dada Lake (and formerly Lake Albert).  Kitara, like Bunyoro, now forms an integral part of Uganda, in the north-west.


� Okuzimu means "Hell", "underground". This term is found in the world vision of all interlacustrine Africa ; thus among the Bashi and the Banyarwanda or Barundi, it is known by the name of "Ekuzimu" (among the Muzimu, the devil) or evil spirit. 


� All these authors were quoted by Ndaywel è Nziem, I., (1997: 795-871).


� In Ndaywel è Nziem, I., (1997 : 129-148).


� As we call a Mushi (the Bashi) from the kingdom of Bushi, speaking Mashi,  the Baluba are the people of the Luba empire, the Luba tribe. You would then say a Muluba (the Baluba), the Baluba speak Tshiluba, one of the five national languages in the DRC (the others being Kikongo, Kiswahili, Lingala and French). 


� Read also A. De Rop in Lianja, l'épopée des Mongo, ARSOM, 1964. Other information in this regard are taken up by Ndaywel è Nziem, 1997, p. 190 on whose work this part of the book draws liberally.  


� For more detail, read comments and publications on this subject by Ndaywel è Nziem (1997 : 187-191). 


� Quoted in Ndaywel è Nziem I. (1997 : 56).


� Soothsayers and magicians of the kings were important individuals in pre-colonial African societies. They were specialists capable of curing illness and protecting the king’s life that of the royal family or of the whole country against curses threatening the very existence of the kingdom. The king owed them obedience and self-denial, for his physical and political survival depended on it. On this subject, read Mworoha E., 1977 : 157- 162 ; Gahama A., 1979, Matondo K., 1988 and Ngufulu, 1971. 


� For more details, see Bourgeois (1957 : 219-295).


� This spatula is called "Omudugo" in Mashi, in Kiswahili, "Mwiko". It is used to prepare dough known as "Obuntu" (in Mashi) or "Bugali" in Kiswahili . For more on the Bashi’s eating habits, see Cuypers J., B. (1970: 249).


� From this comes the old Kinyarwanda saying "Ntamugore ujya ku rugamba" (A woman never goes to war). 


� Such friendship ends up in jealousy and suspicion.


� You throw a stone at someone who is a long way away. If a woman is that far away from her husband it is because she is going (leaving her husband) following domestic conflict.  


� At such a time, the page would defend the weaker party on behalf of the king, that is, the woman, which would be a very great humiliation for the husband. 


� Everything smiles on a young married woman (domestic problems do not generally arise until later). 


� This proverb enjoins «Ohemba mukage amavu, anamuyende omwana": he who gives a present of beer to his wife after she has just given birth is encouraging her to "cook their child". Presents can be disappointing and give rise to some indignation if they do not have the intended aim. Every husband must offer something exceptional to his wife when she gives birth, particularly meat to help her regain strength. Here, the tradition highlights the ill effects of alcohol, particularly for a woman who has recently given birth.  


� Oherhula arhangala: "He who takes more than one wife will not become rich". This shows the harmful effects of polygamy, particularly in financial terms, in contrast to a certain opinion that would have one believe that pre-colonial African society was fully in favour of polygamy.  


� In : Gahama A., 1979.


� A descendant of the royal family born with material indications of his reign is born "Nkebe". In this case, he is chosen by the ancestors as successor to the throne.


� As we shall see later, several wars were fought between the Bashi and the Banyarwanda, see Lugan B., 1997, 82-111;  Kagame A., 1943, 1947a , b, 1951, 1961, 1963, Bishikwabo, C., 1975, Rubwindi, O. , and Mugaruka M.,  1997, etc.). Father of Kigeri IV Rwabugiri (better known in Bushi under the name of  Lwabugiri) Mutara II Rwogera who died in 1853 led wars against certain Hutu entities (including Gisaka) inside Rwanda, he repelled the Burundian attack that crossed the Kanyaru River (situated in Butare, this river marks the current boundary between Rwanda and Burundi). The reign of Mutara was characterised by quite good relations with Bushi however. (Mutara meaning "the Peaceful"). This situation did not last long as his son and successor, Mwami Kigeri IV Rwabugiri (1853-1895) conducted eight military campaigns against Bushi, of which some were very bloody, although without managing to occupy Bushi, the Bashi being able to overcome their internecine struggles to face up to a common enemy, Rwanda, as Paul Masson relates.   


� The Bahavu are the inhabitants of Buhavu, neighbours of the Bashi. One Muhavu (or a Havu, the Havu or  Bahavu in the plural). The Havu or Bahavu occupy the area situated to the north of Bushi, beyond the Nyabarongo River: Kelehe, Minova, Kasheke. They also occupy Idjwi island and other islands of Lake Kivu, namely Ibinja (among the Mwami or Naninja), Ishovu, Wawa (or Iwawa) 


� Inhabitants of Ngweshe or Benengweshe (or even Bagweshegweshe : "The populations of  Mwami Ngweshe")


� Gahindiro was the king of Rwanda YUHI IV Gahindiro who died in 1830, according to the classification of Vansina J. , (1962 : 56).


� Huye is one of the communes of Butare prefecture. It is situated close to the current commune of Ngoma (including Butare town), not far from the Butare university campus. 


� According to the classification of Kagame A., ( 1972b : 37-38) or Vansina J., (1962 : 56).


� Situated in what is now the commune of Kibayi in Butare prefecture, the mountain, or better the hills, of Makwaza are one of the greatest tourist attractions of Rwanda. From the top of this hill, covered in short fir trees and different grasses, can be seen its twin commune of Ngozi in Burundi, separated from Kibayi only by the Akanyaru River. 


� Idem. 


� In: Gahama, A., (1973 : 7- 8)


�  in Mworoha E., 1977 : 244-246.


� Banana beer, known by the name of  "Kasigisi" in Bushi, "Ikigage" in Rwanda.


� In Mworoha E., (1977 : 245-246).


� Mohamed Abdi Mohamed, "Le rôle des femmes somaliennes dans la recherche de la paix", in: UNESCO, Les femmes et la paix en Afrique, Etudes de cas sur les pratiques traditionnelles de résolution des conflits, UNESCO, Paris, 2003, p. 88. 


� Idem, p. 88.


� One Mwega, several Bega. In Kinyarwanda, it would rather be Mwega in the singular but Abega in the plural.


� Kabare took advantage of the presence of the expedition led by the Belgian officer, who had just set up camp at Shangi or Ishangi (Cyangugu), to eliminate the main basis of support for the Mwami. He managed to persuade this latter to attack the Whites, an attack that was to be led by Bisangwa, knowing full well that this latter would be beaten. 


� More detail on this subject can be found in Bourgeois R, (1957 : 1968-1978) and Lugan B, (1997 : 107-11) and Newbury C, 1974. 


� Mugabekazi (from the verb kugaba in Kirundi, the language of the Barundi, which means governor, leader). In Mashi (language of the Bashi) kugaba means distribute, share. Mugabekazi thus means "the woman who rules, who governs"; this shows the importance that society ascribed to the queen mother in handling the country’s political affairs.  


� In Gahama A.,(1979 : 17).


� Namuloko or Nyamuloko.


� Several centuries later, it can be seen that the "military alliances" between the DRC and Rwanda fall within the context of a tradition aimed at satisfying previous political ambitions. A deeper study into this subject would throw light on these "military alliances" (sometimes unnatural) between the region’s political players. It would bring to light paths and strategies for a better understanding of the nature of regional conflicts and the prospects for their peaceful resolution or the prevention of new conflicts in the Great Lakes region. 





.


� If interested in the wars between the Bashi and the Banyarwanda in pre-colonial times, read the works of  Kagame A., 1943, 1947, a, b, 1951, 1961 and 1963, Bishikwabo C., and Njangu C., 1975, 1979, 1980, Lacger R.(de), 1938-1939, Masson P., 1960, Vansina I., 1965, Rubwindi O., and Mugaruka, M., 1997, Mugangu S, 1997, etc.


� Quoted in Ndaywel è Nziem I., (1997 : 265-267).


� Completed and clarified by ourselves. 


� Kubandwa (hurried, rushed…)


� L. de Heusch (1968 ) in Mworoha E., (1973 : 105-107). 


� This appears clearly in the political hierarchy of Burundi during the 19th century  (Mworoha, 1977).


� The idea, extremely widespread in the area, that the Barhwa are the first inhabitants of the interlacustrine region,  has not yet been proved scientifically although it is deeply rooted in several countries of Central Africa. Despite these beliefs, the "Rhwa" social category has always been sidelined in the handling of public affairs by rulers, from colonial times to this day.  


� Literally "Chiefs of the Bow".


� In Mworoha, E., 1973, p. 228.


� Quoted in Mworoha E., (1973: 220-228).


� One of the eighteen components of the Tutsi socio-cultural category.


� Mworoha E.,  (1973 : 113-209).


� For more information on this subject see Gahama A., 1979 and Mworoha, E., 1973.


� Among the Bashi, by law and by tradition, the Mwami belongs to the  Mwöocha family (the Banyamocha), the dynastic clan. In actual fact, it is only a very limited line of this family, since succession is hereditary and in direct line. The cultural context that surrounds this person tends towards a belief in his supernatural origin and his eminently sacred nature. "According to popular tradition, the successor is the son of the Mwäami who is born "Nkebë", with Birugu in his hands; they thus say: "Afumbarhir’Ebirugu" [it is we who highlight this], in other words the baby who comes into the world holding in his hand a sorghum seed, a bean seed and curdled milk"(Cuypers J., 1970 : 22-23).


� In : Mworoha E., 1973 : 170-171.


� We are drawing here on our knowledge of the area, and particularly the traditions related to these procedures, having experienced and practised them. This has been completed by the analyses of Mworoha (1973 : 188-189) and Cuypers. 


� Called  "Inyokorano" in Burundi. 


� For more information on these different kinds of social ties related to land among the Bashi, see Mugangu S., 1997 and Lunanga  Zakumwilo L. 1992.


� Nkunzimwami E., (1996:  24).


� This reign coincided with the European presence in the region, with the expedition of the Austrian Oscar  Baumann in particular who, in 1892, entered Burundi on reconnaissance from Ruvubu  (the upper part of the Akagera, one of the sources of the Nile), along with that of the German Frantz Stuhlman, who visited Vitshumbi and the summits of the Virunga mountains and, above all, that of the German doctor, R. Kandt, who entered Rwanda via Cyangugu in 1985. Willaert M., (1973 : 1-50) gives more detail on this subject.


� Once married she would be called "Mwa" (daughter of…). My mother is thus called Mwa-Nyabunwa (daughter of Nyabunwa in the family of…). This should not be confused with "Mwali  wa" (daughter of) which is only applied to unmarried girls. 


� In writing this section, we have drawn largely on the results of Njangu Canda Ciri’s research (1972 : 43-44). 


� "O bunywani" among the Bashi. Among the Banyarwanda as among the Barundi, they say "Ubunywani", from the verb Kunywana, to mean the same, namely, blood ties.


� Mu Kirambi among the Banyarwanda.


� Kimwa or Urubaba rw’ucumu among the Banyarwanda.


� We have drawn on Fr. Colle but also, and above all, on our personal experience within Bashi communities to produce this section. 


� From the verb Kubaba in Mashi: to burn furtively, momentarily. 


� From Kirundi "Kwimbagura": to dig. This thus evokes the act of digging the victim’s grave (Mworoha E. 1973 : 194).


� 1944 : 256.


� We say "Chaga" or "Chaaga". "Mchaaga" in the singular , "Wachaga" in the plural, in Kiswahili.


� Wachaga are found in Tanzania, particularly in Moshi, between Dar-es Salaam and Arusha.





� In Appolo F.M. and Afi, A. Yakubu (1999: 3).





