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Burundi under German colonial rule
Colonial authorities, local leaders, collaboration, resilience, and resistance, 1896–1916

By Jean Berchmans Ndihokubwayo (22 May 2026)
 

This  text  summarises  my  dissertation  which  investigates  the  dynamics  of  collaboration, 
resilience, and resistance between German colonial authorities and Burundian leaders from 
1896 to 1916. Since the primary goal of colonial rule was to establish political control, there 
were questions about the fate of the existing power holders in the colonised areas including: 
Would traditional Burundian leaders be marginalised, or would they be expected to align their  
authority  and  prestige  with  the  colonial  occupier?  How did  the  German  colonial  power, 
represented by a small staff, manage to establish itself as the authoritative figure in Burundi?

The  dissertation  draws  on  the  collaboration  theory  articulated  by  Ronald  Robinson  and 
incorporates insights from other theoretical perspectives, namely resilience frameworks and 
resistance  theories,  to  offer  a  more  holistic  understanding  of  the  African  agency.  The 
dissertation employs a qualitative research approach, including historical and critical analysis, 
discourse analysis, and the utilisation of various sources and archives, alongside Burundian 
historiography. As sources of information, the  dissertation draws on two main categories: 
written colonial documents, including the writings of early European visitors, and the archived 
or published speeches and reports of colonial officials; and oral history sources derived from 
oral traditions and contemporary recollections.

Existing scholarship on German East Africa is one sided and shows a narrow point of view. 
First, it  has largely focused on regions such as Tanzania, often neglecting Burundi and its 
specific socio-political context.  Second, German colonial rule in Burundi remains relatively 
understudied, making it, in many ways, a forgotten chapter of history. Third, Burundi is often 
studied together with Rwanda, which obscures its unique historical trajectory. Furthermore, 
most  existing  studies  are  one-dimensional.  They  adopt  a  Eurocentric  perspective  that 
emphasises European agency and  focuses primarily on European actors.  At the same time, 
they overlook African dynamics, actors and socio-cultural structures. The dissertation addresses 
these gaps by offering both empirical and methodological contributions to African colonial 
historiography. In doing so, I place African agency, social relations, and community dynamics 
at the centre of the analysis.

Before examining German colonial rule, it is essential to understand the pre-colonial socio-
political  organisation of  Burundi.  The population was scattered across  the  hills  and lived 
primarily from agriculture and livestock farming. The settlement of Burundi was very ancient. 
It was long thought that the current populations of Burundi, often classified as Batwa, Batutsi, 
and  Bahutu, arrived in successive waves: first the  Batwa, then the  Bahutu, and finally the 
Batutsi. In the 19th century, population was based primarily on clan affiliation (Umuryango). 
If  a peasant was asked who he was,  he would first  answer by his clan, not by an ethnic  
category (Ubwoko). Each family lived in a rugo, a group of buildings surrounded by a hedge of 
trees. The inhabitants of the kingdom spoke a common language, Kirundi, and shared similar 
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beliefs, centred around a supreme God called Imana. Traditional beliefs included the practice 
of  Kubandwa. Contrary to what  European  missionaries thought, Burundians were religious. 
They believed in Imana, and consulted intermediaries like Kiranga to seek divine favours, for 
example, in cases of infertility or misfortune. Their diet consisted mainly of beans, corn, sweet 
potatoes, plantains, and sorghum. Milk supplemented the diet of the privileged classes. In the 
hills, the cattle was a symbol of wealth and prestige. It also served as an aesthetic ideal.

Like any society, Burundi also experienced conflicts. There were external wars, but primarily 
internal conflicts, particularly among the local leaders. These rivalries centred on power, land, 
and livestock. In the 19th century, under the reign of  Mwami (king) Ntare Rugamba (1740-
1820), wars of conquest expanded the territory. His son, Mwami Mwezi Gisabo (1852-1908), 
primarily waged defensive wars,  notably against the slave traders led by Mohammed ben 
Khalfan,  nicknamed  Rumariza  or  Rumaliza.  Each  victory  on  the  Burundian  side  against 
Bazungu (foreign) was celebrated to the rhythm of drums and the dances of the warriors known 
as Intore. The drums played a central role, particularly during the Umuganuro festival, which 
marked the beginning of the sorghum planting season. This festival was an opportunity for the 
local leaders to reaffirm their loyalty to the king. Delegations from across the kingdom should 
participate. Not taking part was considered an act of rebellion.

Until the 19th century, Burundi remained largely unknown to Europeans. In 1866, the Scottish 
explorer David Livingstone reached Lake Tanganyika. In 1871, the journalist Henry Morton 
Stanley  encountered  it  again  at  Ujiji,  Tanzania. They  passed  along  the  shores  of  Lake 
Tanganyika on the eastern side (Burundian side) in 1871. In commemoration of this event, a  
monument was erected at the edge of the Mugere River, 14 km from Bujumbura.  Subsequently, 
missionaries,  settled  in  the  region.  Their  beginnings  were  difficult,  particularly  due  to 
misunderstandings with the local population. At the end of the 19th century, following the 
Berlin Conference, Burundi came under German rule. This sequence of foreign encroachment 
led to the loss of sovereignty of the Kingdom.

This episode remains deeply ingrained in the collective consciousness in Burundi as well as in 
Germany to this day and marks a turning point in the history of the kingdom. But how did the  
Germans manage to expand and consolidate their influence in Burundi at the beginning of the 
20th century? This was one of the key questions addressed. The results of my research can be 
summarised in the following theses:

Thesis 1. Motive for establishing German colonial rule
The establishment of German rule in Burundi was driven by a combination of economic, 
political,  and  strategic  factors.  Economically,  Burundi  offered  significant  opportunities, 
including a large population, fertile land, agricultural production, and livestock. Politically, 
German expansion was motivated by competition with other European powers and the desire 
for  international  recognition.  Strategically,  Burundi’s  location  was  crucial  for  controlling 
regional routes and consolidating influence in German East Africa.
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Thesis 2. Establishment and consolidation of German power
The dissertation compiles an overview of German military operations against the Burundian 
population and their leaders.  It clearly  shows  evidence that military force was a frequently 
employed strategy to bring the kingdom under control. Many of the so-called expeditions were, 
according to the Germans, ‘punitive expeditions’ against populations and local authorities who 
resisted  the  occupation.  The  attacks  involved  the  killing  of  thousands  of  local  resistance 
fighters, the looting and burning of entire areas, the destruction of symbols of power (e.g. royal 
enclosures) and the mass dispossession of livestock, the ownership of which also served as a 
source of legitimacy for the local leaders. Of particular note are the devastating attacks in which 
German officials like Heinrich Bethe, Werner von Grawert, and Robert von Beringe were 
involved, which aimed to undermine the power of Mwami Mwezi Gisabo.

Thesis 3. Burundian responses to the colonisation
Burundian responses to colonisation can be grouped into three main categories: resistance, 
collaboration, and resilience. Resistance, including armed opposition, economic sabotage, and 
cultural preservation, European style of dress. Collaboration, where some leaders cooperated 
with colonial authorities for strategic reasons. And resilience, which was expressed through the 
continuation of cultural and religious practices such as Kubandwa.  These responses highlight 
the agency of Burundians in shaping their own history.

Thesis 4. Local leaders as intermediaries
The collaboration of Burundian leaders brought tremendous benefits to the Germans. The local 
leaders  became a subordinate organ of colonial power. Their integration into the  European 
administration brought about a considerable change in their situation. From then on, they no 
longer represented solely their people, but also the colonial power; they had to play the role of  
dual representatives. They symbolised the German administration in the eyes of the Burundian 
population, and for the European administration, they represented the indigenous population. 
The dissertation  draws considerable attention to the conflictual nature of this intermediary 
role.

On the one hand, the chiefs suffered reprisal if they refused to comply with the German demands 
out of solidarity for their Burundian subjects. On the other hand, the Burundians felt betrayed 
if these representatives of the administration lost sight of their subjects' interests. The chiefs 
were demoted to subordinate agents of the colonial administration, which, unable to employ 
European civil servants everywhere, granted them certain positions. Their intermediary role 
seemed ideal to the colonial occupiers for a better imposition of their political, economic, and 
cultural agendas on the population.

It is important to emphasise that this role included responsibilities that were new to the chiefs. 
These notably included the recruitment of labour, the establishment of road infrastructure, and, 
to some extent, tax collection. They also acquired gifts in the form of cattle and provisions. 
These new duties certainly contributed to the chiefs' unpopularity among the colonised. It must 
be acknowledged that the collaboration of the chiefs was indispensable to the colonial power; 
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indeed, it was impossible for the latter to achieve its objectives without going through the 
Burundian leaders. The chiefs became, so to speak, one of the linchpins of the administration, 
a true pillar of colonial imperialism. Subjugating and controlling the population required going 
through them. This collaboration was all the easier because the interests of the chiefs were now 
intertwined with those of the colonisers.
 
Through the four theses, the dissertation highlights that German colonial rule in Burundi was 
not a linear or purely imposed process, but rather a negotiated and contested form of domination 
shaped by both coercion and local agency. One key implication is that colonial authority was 
never  absolute.  It  depended heavily on existing Burundian political  and social  structures, 
particularly the monarchy and local leadership systems, which were both transformed and 
instrumentalised in the colonial process.

The findings also challenge Eurocentric interpretations that focus primarily on European actors. 
Instead, they demonstrate that African actors were central to the functioning of the colonial 
system,  whether  through  resistance,  negotiation,  or  collaboration.  At  the  same  time,  the 
dissertation  shows that colonial  violence was not incidental,  but structural.  Military force, 
economic  extraction,  and  the  targeting  of  symbolic  spaces  were  essential  mechanisms of 
domination and state formation.

Finally, the role of local chiefs illustrates the ambiguous nature of colonial intermediaries. They 
were neither fully autonomous nor fully controlled, but occupied a fragile position between 
colonial demands and local expectations, which reshaped political authority at the local level.
The dissertation thus contributes to a more nuanced understanding of colonial rule as a dynamic 
process shaped by interaction, adaptation, and conflict rather than unilateral control.

The writing of the dissertation faced several structural challenges: Most available sources are 
through colonial perspectives, while oral histories and local narratives are scarce. In addition, 
Burundian perspectives and research on the German colonial period remain limited due to the 
fact  that  Burundian  scholarship  has  understandably  focused  on  the  longer  and  more 
transformative  Belgian  period  (1916-1962),  difficult  archival  accessibility,  and  linguistic 
constraints.

In conclusion, the German colonial period in Burundi was shaped by a complex interplay of 
violence,  coercion,  resistance  and  collaboration.  Rather  than  focusing  on  Eurocentric 
historiography,  the  role  of  the  local  population,  and in  particular  that  of  their  leaders,  is 
emphasised here.  This allows me to highlight the active agency of the Burundian population.
The dissertation also underlines the importance of studying non-elite actors and oral histories. 
Many sources are influenced by colonial perspectives, which is why there are many questions 
that  should be explored further from a Burundian perspective.  Open questions and future 
research perspectives include: comparative studies of German and Belgian colonial rule, the 
role of religious institutions, cultural heritage in German museums, and the politics of memory 
in Burundi.


