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Politics in the shadow of the gun: revisiting the 
literature on ‘Rebel-to-Party Transformations’ 
through the case of Burundi

Katrin Wittig

Department of Political Science, Centre for International Peace and Security Studies (CIPSS), 
Université de Montréal, Montreal, Canada

ABSTRACT
This article provides a critical review of ‘rebel-to-party transformation’ scholarship. 
It shows how three flawed assumptions have underpinned much of the literature: 
(1) an ideal-typical differentiation between rebel group and political party as 
distinct by their use or rejection of violence; (2) the analysis of armed conflict as 
breakdown of ‘normal’ politics, and the study of ‘rebel-to-party conversions’ as a 
gradual, natural shift from violence back to politics; (3) a failure to integrate the 
study of rebel legacies into an examination of broader authoritarian legacies. These 
assumptions have clouded our understanding of politico-military organizations 
in conflict-torn societies, which combine social protest, armed rebellion, political 
violence, and party politics throughout their history. Drawing on the ‘no peace, no 
war’ and ‘armed politics’ paradigms, this article revisits these assumptions through 
the case of Burundi.

Introduction

Since 1989, the transformation of rebel groups into political parties has become 
one way of integrating former armed movements into liberal war-to-peace tran-
sitions (Berdal and Ucko 2010). From Kosovo to Nepal, and from El Salvador 
to Burundi, scholars have examined the conditions under which rebel groups 
succeed in integrating or exiting the ‘post-conflict’1 political arena. Recent years 
have seen a constant increase in the study of what the scholarly community has 
generally come to refer to as ‘rebel-to-party transformations’ (Söderberg Kovacs 
2007; De Zeeuw 2008; Manning 2008). In theory, the political integration should 
be the starting point for rebel groups’ steady transition from armed actors to 
peaceful political parties. Their participation in emerging democratic systems 
is supposed to socialize these actors to the new rules of the game, rendering 
recourse to violence obsolete (Zartman 1995, 337f; Stedman et al. 2002, 3; Lyons 
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2005, 6). However, while proponents of this argument claim that the respective 
resort to political and violent struggles are mutually exclusive (Berti 2013), in 
fact, in many internationally brokered democratization processes, democratiza-
tion and violence have become intrinsically intertwined (Höglund 2008).

In Mozambique, Resistência Nacional Moçambicana (RENAMO), generally con-
sidered a successful example, has intermittently retreated to the bush, rejected 
election results, and requested additional political concessions in return for its 
participation in parliament. In Nepal, former Maoist insurgents, who became 
the ruling party in 2008, threatened to return to armed struggle when they lost 
the 2013 elections. Even though the party eventually accepted the election 
results, radical splinter groups have turned to political violence to challenge 
the existing political order. In Burundi, the Conseil national pour la défense de la 
démocratie – Forces pour la Défense de la Démocratie (CNDD-FDD) has repeatedly 
been accused of arming and training parts of its youth movement to intimidate 
critical voices. For many Burundians, the instrumentalization of the ruling par-
ty’s youth movement, coupled with persistent political violence and corruption 
scandals, embodies the continuation of many practices of previous authoritarian 
regimes that the rebellion sought to challenge during its armed resistance.

The large majority of existing studies fail to capture these ambiguities. Many 
conventional approaches are constructed around strict conceptual distinctions 
between war and peace, rebel group and political party. However, in conflict-
affected countries, we often witness the emergence of settings that can be 
qualified as neither a state of outright war, nor as a clear stage of peace. Instead, 
we observe politico-military organizations that frequently alternate between 
social protest, rebellion, violence, and party politics. Drawing on the ‘no peace, 
no war’ (Marchal 2002; Richards, 2005; Debos 2013) and ‘armed politics’ para-
digms (Staniland 2015), I develop a conceptual critique of ‘rebel-to-party trans-
formation’ scholarship through the specific lens of Burundi.

Burundi is an interesting case in point. The country’s post-independence 
history has been characterized by recurrent cycles of democratization, author-
itarianism, political repression, and rebellions, culminating in a civil war. In the 
process, Burundi has seen the emergence of two Hutu-dominated armed oppo-
sition movements, namely the Parti pour la libération du peuple hutu – Forces 
nationales de libération (PALIPEHUTU-FNL) and the Conseil National pour la 
Défense de la Démocratie – Forces pour la Défense de la Démocratie (CNDD-FDD). 
Each launched a political, and ultimately violent, struggle to fight against dec-
ades of injustice by the Tutsi-dominated authoritarian regimes. They formally 
transformed into political parties after officially renouncing hostilities in peace 
accords, CNDD-FDD in 2003 and FNL2 in 2009. While CNDD-FDD has become 
Burundi’s current ruling party, FNL constitutes the major opposition force. Under 
CNDD-FDD’s regime, Burundi has seen a constant authoritarian shift, coming 
to a head during the 2015 electoral crisis. Factions of CNDD-FDD and FNL have 
continued to use political violence, and have at times reconsidered the armed 
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option. This makes Burundi a crucial case for the study of neither-peace-nor-war 
settings, and their implications for ‘rebel-to-party transformation’ scholarship. 
Taking the trajectories of PALIPEHUTU-FNL and CNDD-FDD as an ‘illustrative 
case study’ (Levy 2008, 6), I show that these politico-military organizations have 
engaged in a combination of political and violent struggle throughout their 
histories. I argue that we need to take this hybridity seriously if we want to 
understand party politics in the aftermath of civil war. The article builds on a 
combination of primary and secondary material, as well as interview data with 
key political actors and ex-combatants collected during nine months of field-
work in Burundi between 2013 and 2015.

First, I provide a synopsis of ‘three waves’ of scholarship on ‘rebel-to-party 
conversions’ and deconstruct some of their fundamental assumptions. Second, I 
introduce Burundi’s history and the legacies of its authoritarian past. Third, draw-
ing on the Burundian case, I illustrate how several of the literature’s premises 
have clouded our understanding of the pathways of politico-military organi-
zations, which combine social protest, rebellion, violence, and party politics. 
Finally, I conclude with recommendations for future research.

State of the art: ‘rebel-to-party transformation’ revisited

New peacebuilding remedy post-1989

The ‘rebel-to-party transformation’ scholarship is fairly young. It has particu-
larly evolved since the end of the cold war, in response to a paradigm shift in 
the management of rebel groups during internationally brokered peace talks 
(Söderberg Kovacs 2008). Before 1989, rebel groups were militarily marginalized 
and politically excluded. Only victorious armed movements were able to gain 
state power (Kalyvas 2010). According to the Uppsala Peace Agreement Data-
set (UCDP), 16,7 per cent explicitly stipulate the conversion process (compared 
to none before 1989) (Söderberg Kovacs 2016). There are approximately 45 
rebel groups that have attempted to transform into political parties (Söderström 
2014). The international community has not only advocated for the inclusion 
of transformation provisions in peace accords; it has sometimes supported this 
process financially.3

Three waves4 of scholarship

The first wave studied the specific factors that determine why some rebel groups 
successfully transform into political parties while others do not. The pioneer 
studies largely took a snapshot approach, focusing on the particular condi-
tions of the transition process. The transformation was cast as an important 
initial step in institutionalizing peaceful channels for the articulation of political 
grievances underpinning armed movements (Zartman 1995, 337f; Stedman  
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et al. 2002, 3). The classical approach portrayed rebel groups and political parties 
as social organizations between two polar opposites, i.e. actors resorting to 
violence versus actors pursuing purely political means to accomplish their goals 
(Shugart 1992; Neumann 2005; Söderberg Kovacs, 2007; Zukerman Daly 2011). 
Most scholars agree that rebel groups ‘succeed’ in transforming into political 
parties when conditions on three different levels are met (Söderberg Kovacs 
2007). Internally, armed groups must display a high degree of effective leader-
ship and cohesion. Scholars have measured cohesion through the relationship 
between moderate and radical members, as well as the movement’s degree of 
centralization (Shugart 1992). Domestically, they depend on the type of popular 
support developed during the civil war. Armed movements with strong popular 
support are more likely to transcend internal divisions and initiate conversion 
than groups that do not have strong popular backing. Popular support depends 
on the specific political and violent strategies adopted during armed struggle, 
which directly relates to the type of governance and relationship with the civil-
ian population (Klapdor 2009). Internationally, rebel groups depend upon the 
support of the international community, itself a function of perceptions of the 
armed struggle as stemming from legitimate grievances. In addition, the specific 
conflict context, peace settlement, and institutional design of the post-accord 
political system are important intervening factors (De Zeeuw 2008; Manning 
2008). For the literature, it has been extremely challenging to define the notion 
of ‘success’. During the first wave, success was generally defined as the group’s 
formal renunciation of hostilities enshrined in a peace agreement (Söderberg 
Kovacs 2007), coupled with the proxy of its subsequent electoral success, its 
ability to achieve executive or legislative power or to become an institutional 
veto player (Shugart 1992; Allison 2006; Zukerman Daly 2011). This approach 
fermented the ideal-typical distinction between rebel group and political party. 
However, the challenge with these modest baseline criteria is that they tell us 
little about the status of the solicited internal democratic reform process, and 
the role that violence continues to play in the political repertoire of rebel parties.

The second wave tried to remedy some of these shortcomings. Scholars have 
started to tackle the long-term implications for peace and democratization pros-
pects once rebel groups have converted into political parties (Ishiyama and Batta 
2011). The research agenda shifted from determining the prerequisites of ‘rebel-
to-party transformations’ to analyzing their enduring consequences. The opti-
mism of the first wave was replaced by a more cautious analysis. Scholars have 
increasingly pointed to the inherent difficulties of the project of turning former 
armed movements into peaceful democratic political parties. Even though rebel 
groups might formally become political parties whose party machines stand 
in elections, they do not necessarily adopt democratic practices (Söderström 
2014). Armed resistance movements generally organize along strict hierarchi-
cal and authoritarian lines, making it extremely difficult to turn these actors 
of war into actors of peace (Lyons 2005, 123). Ishiyama and Batta emphasize 
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internal struggles over identity and centralization of power, which shape the 
long-term evolution of rebel parties (Ishiyama and Batta 2011). Jones studies 
the specific types of organizational and social power perfected by rebel groups 
during the war, and their respective impact on helping to bring these groups 
to majority political power (Jones 2013). Sindre focuses on leadership selection 
as one indicator to trace the organizational dynamics after rebel groups have 
initiated the conversion process (Sindre 2014). Höglund underlines that political 
parties rooted in armed struggle are more likely to take an authoritarian shift 
and impose de facto one-party states (Höglund 2008). Lyons argues that this 
is especially the case for rebel groups able to overthrow a regime militarily 
such as the Rwandan Patriotic Front (Lyons 2013). However, recent examples, 
such as CNDD-FDD, show authoritarian shifts among rebel groups settling for 
a negotiated peace accord, albeit often through a slower process. The notion 
of ‘success’ was extended to include the evaluation of general reforms inside 
the movements (De Zeeuw 2008). Despite a refocus on long-term challenges, 
the categorical distinction between rebel group and political party remained a 
key reference. Scholars continued to try to explain ‘success’ or ‘failure’ of ‘rebel-
to-party transformations’. This has impeded an in-depth analysis of the daily 
practices of these organizations, and when they resort to peaceful versus violent 
means, and how these strategies fluctuate over time.

The third wave has fundamentally challenged previous scholarship and its 
conceptualization of ‘rebel-to-party conversions’. Scholars have contested the 
linear transformation model by recasting rebel parties as ‘hybrid politico-military 
organizations’ (Berti 2013). Berti’s study of the Irish Republican Army, Hamas, 
and Hezbollah is exemplary for trying to explain when armed groups decide 
to form a political wing, and how political and military branches interact. Berti 
develops a cyclical model, according to which some armed groups shift between 
cycles of recourse to political violence followed by cycles of predominantly 
political activity. Her research draws our attention to the importance of study-
ing the evolving internal power dynamics if we want to understand the inter-
play between political and violent struggle (Berti 2013). Alfieri asserts that the 
distinction between rebel groups and political parties has been overstated. 
She conceptualizes PALIPEHUTU-FNL’s historical trajectory as prolonged polit-
ico-military struggle for legal recognition. She illustrates how FNL adapted to 
the political game upon its legal recognition by setting up party structures in 
record time, while simultaneously resorting to violence, which has become one 
attribute of the electoral game in Burundi (Alfieri 2014). These studies provide 
insights into rebel parties’ complex politico-military nature. They challenge the 
notion of ‘success’ and the teleological vision of the pioneer studies. They should 
be complemented by an in-depth investigation into the historical context from 
which these organizations emerge. Indeed, rebel groups are not only shaped 
by the political dynamics of civil war, but also by pre-war authoritarian regimes 
against which they launched armed resistance in the first place.
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‘Rebel-to-party transformation’ premises deconstructed

In a direct extension of the last wave, I draw on the ‘no peace, no war’ (Marchal 
2002; Richards 2005; Debos 2013) and ‘armed politics’ (Staniland 2015) para-
digms. These analytical lenses emphasize the interlinkages between war and 
peace. In this perspective, civil war should not be studied as a distinct analytical 
category. Instead, its examination should be integrated into a broader anal-
ysis of processes that combine peaceful and violent politics. Armed conflict 
does not only destroy political order, but equally reshapes it in new ways. There 
are diverse intertwined political and military orders that emerge in civil war 
and make a lasting impact on post-accord politics (Staniland 2015). Echoing 
Clausewitz, war is framed as a ‘long-term struggle organized for political ends, 
commonly but not always using violence’ (Richards 2005, 3f ). This prompts a 
critical review of several underlying assumptions of ‘rebel-to-party conversion’ 
scholarship.

First, it problematizes the categorical distinction between war and peace, 
rebel group and political party. Theoretically, the pioneer studies tended to 
frame rebel groups and political parties as polar opposites: political organiza-
tions distinguished by their use or rejection of political violence. Empirically, this 
polarization is ambiguous. It sets up a false dichotomy, given that rebel groups 
and political parties have much more in common than is generally assumed. 
This can be illustrated by three key elements. (A) Several rebel groups have their 
roots in political parties, social movements, labor unions, or student associations 
(Nissen and Schlichte 2006). They often engage exclusively in political struggle 
before adding armed resistance to their political repertoire. The armed option 
is described as a last resort, when social organizations reckon they have no 
other option than to take up arms to make political aspirations heard. (B) Rebel 
movements develop political structures similar to party structures. Lyons has 
thus suggested conceptualizing rebel groups as proto-political parties (Lyons 
2013). Recent research on rebel governance has shown that armed movements 
frequently develop governance structures and deliver social services similar to 
functions generally associated with the state (Arjona et al. 2015). The power 
struggles between civilian and military members shape the organizations’ 
engagement in violence and politics. (C) Although rebel groups might officially 
renounce armed struggle and join the electoral game, they often continue to 
engage in violence, especially around election time. Rebel parties might instru-
mentalize proxies, such as private militias (frequently recruited among ex-com-
batants), to intimidate critical voices and influence election results (Christensen 
and Utas 2008). Recent research on electoral violence has suggested that con-
flict-torn countries are more prone to electoral violence, and that these patterns 
might be reflective of violence patterns during the civil war (Bekoe 2012).

Second, it questions the analysis of armed conflict as the breakdown of ‘nor-
mal’ politics and the study of ‘rebel-to-party transformation’ as a gradual, natural 
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‘shift from violence back to politics’ (Söderberg Kovacs 2007, 5; Phillips 2009, 2; 
Phayal 2011, 2). This has constructed another false dichotomy, in which war and 
violence are framed as a radical break from the ‘normal’ order of things. However, 
if we want to understand the recourse to peaceful versus violent means, we 
require an in-depth analysis of when politico-military organizations engage 
in politics, when they opt for violence, when they employ a dual strategy, and 
how these choices vary over time depending on specific strategic calculations.

Third, it brings history into the study of ‘rebel-to-party transformations’ by 
underscoring the importance of a long historical perspective to understand 
evolving power relations. Recent studies have increasingly focused on path-
dependent legacies of rebellion for party politics (De Zeeuw 2008). However, rebel 
parties do not only reproduce behavioral and organizational patterns inherited 
from armed struggle, but also from the ancient régime from which they emerge.

War vs. peace: introduction to Burundi’s history

Burundi’s post-independence history is emblematic of the fuzzy boundaries 
between war and peace. Since its independence, Burundi has been afflicted 
by recurring cycles of political violence, reflected in high-level political assassi-
nations, politico-ethnic massacres, military coups, rebellion, and state repres-
sion (Lemarchand 1996). These periods of low- and high-level violence reached 
their climax during the civil war.5 The Burundian conflict is often simplistically 
depicted as an inter-ethnic conflict between the Hutu majority and the Tutsi 
minority.6 However, today, most scholars emphasize that it is above all embed-
ded in the protracted struggle of its political elites for access to political power 
(Lemarchand 2009; Ngaruko and Nkurunziza 2000).

Volatility of regime change and democratization

Throughout Burundi’s post-colonial history, periods of regime change, transi-
tion, and elections have been volatile. After independence in 1962, the country 
became a constitutional monarchy and organized legislative elections in 1965. 
However, this democratic experience remained ephemeral. In 1966, Captain 
Michel Micombero toppled the constitutional monarchy in a military coup. 
This set the stage for three decades of military regimes. From 1966 to 1993, 
Burundi’s military leaders exclusively belonged to the Tutsi-Hima faction from 
the Southern Province of Bururi. Michel Micombero (1966–1976), Jean-Baptiste 
Bagaza (1976–1987), and Pierre Buyoya (1987–1993) installed a political system, 
in which the Tutsi-Hima dominated the state institutions, including the national 
army. The once-inclusive Union pour le progrès national (UPRONA), which had 
led the country to independence, became a Tutsi-dominated party operating in 
a one-party state (Krueger and Krueger 2007). The military regimes formed the 
backdrop for the emergence of several political and violent Hutu-dominated 
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resistance movements, whose subsequent practices reflect their socialization 
under Tutsi-dominated dictatorships.

During the third wave of democratization in sub-Saharan Africa, Burundi 
organized its first free presidential election in 1993. However, only three months 
later, the first democratically elected Hutu president, Melchior Ndadaye, was 
assassinated by elements of the Tutsi-dominated national army unwilling to 
surrender power to a Hutu President (Reyntjens 2009). Ndadaye’s assassination 
sparked the civil war, and a vicious cycle of inter-ethnic violence, costing the lives 
of hundreds of thousands of people, Hutu and Tutsi alike. The armed conflict 
pitted several Hutu-dominated rebellions against the Tutsi-dominated national 
army, as well as each other. PALIPEHUTU-FNL and CNDD-FDD emerged as the 
most important rebel groups.7

In 2005, the country held its first post-accord8 elections, which brought one 
of the former rebel groups, CNDD-FDD, to power. At the time, the political tran-
sition was accompanied by a lot of enthusiasm for Burundi’s eventual democra-
tization (Peterson 2006). However, the country has since witnessed an increasing 
return to authoritarianism. Political violence between political actors, including 
CNDD-FDD and FNL, has repeatedly escalated, especially around election time, 
as illustrated in the 2010 and 2015 electoral crises (HRW 2012; AI 2015). Most 
recently, forcing the controversial candidacy9 of President Pierre Nkurunziza 
has culminated in political instability, including the violent repression of pop-
ular demonstrations opposing the third mandate, a failed military coup, several 
high-level political assassinations, and attempts at renewed armed rebellion 
(Van Acker 2015; Jones and Wittig 2016).

Violence as political tool

Burundi’s turbulent past and present is a tragic testimony to the role that polit-
ical violence has come to play in its politics. Indeed, targeted high-level assas-
sinations have emerged as a political tool that has been used both by those 
who oppose, and those who sustain, an existing political order. This does not 
mean that Burundi is constantly in a state of war. Instead, political violence has 
become a structural pattern of politics in recurring cycles of rebellion, repression, 
and rapprochement.

Burundi’s authoritarian past (1966–1993) and civil war (1993–2008) illustrate 
that political power has usually been acquired, maintained, and contested by 
military force. The post-independence state rulers and challengers manipulated 
ethnic, tribal, and regional cleavages as prominent tools in their struggle for 
power. While the Tutsi-dominated authoritarian regimes used political violence 
against the Hutu majority population, including the 1972 ‘selective genocide’ 
(Lemarchand and Martin 1974), to ensure their grip on power, it was a pro-
longed armed struggle that brought CNDD-FDD to power and contributed to 
the emergence of FNL as a major opposition force. Since CNDD-FDD’s accession 
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to power, the ruling party has resorted to violence to ensure its political domi-
nance. Simultaneously, FNL has recurred to violence to challenge CNDD-FDD’s 
entry to power and subsequent authoritarian shift. Until today, the large major-
ity of perpetrators have never been brought to justice, leading to an entrenched 
culture of impunity, fueling the continued use of political violence (Interview 
with political analyst, Bujumbura, 15 July 2015).

Politics in the shadow of the gun: the politico-military trajectories 
of PALIPEHUTU-FNL and CNDD-FDD

The twin historical trajectories of PALIPEHUTU-FNL and CNDD-FDD10 are illus-
trative of several ambiguities that have not been adequately captured by ‘rebel-
to-party transformation’ scholarship. First, they reveal the blurred boundaries 
between rebel group and political party. Second, they show that both move-
ments have engaged in a combination of political and violent struggle through-
out their histories. Third, they show that ‘rebel-to-party conversions’ are shaped 
as much by the authoritarian practices of the ancient régime as by the practices 
of rebel groups during the civil war.

Blurring lines: rebel groups and political parties intertwined

The fuzzy boundaries between rebel groups and political parties are reflected 
in PALIPEHUTU-FNL and CNDD-FDD’s political roots, and in their intricate politi-
co-military structures. Supporters of both movements frame their resistance as 
primarily political, and their recourse to arms as the ultimate necessity to fight 
decades of oppression.

PALIPEHUTU-FNL and CNDD-FDD have their origins in social protest move-
ments and political parties. Both can be traced back to a leftist student organi-
zation in exile, the Mouvement des Etudiants Progressistes du Burundi (MEPROBA). 
MEPROBA emerged in Belgium in the 1970s after the ethno-political massacres 
of 1965, 1969, and 1972 to oppose the repressive nature of Burundi’s regime. For 
MEPROBA, political struggle came first, but armed resistance was envisioned as 
last resort (Interview with former MEPROBA member, Bujumbura, 15 July 2014). 
MEPROBA split into TABARA, ‘Come to my Rescue’, and Umugambwe wa’ Bakozi 
Uburundi (UBU), ‘Party of Burundi Laborers’, PALIPEHUTU-FNL and CNDD-FDD’s 
parent organizations. While TABARA developed an essentialist, ethnicist reading 
of the Burundian conflict, UBU favored a Marxist-inspired interpretation based 
on social class divisions. These groups would not only engage in a political 
struggle against the Burundian regime, but also among themselves, for the 
stewardship of the liberation cause.

Today, PALIPEHUTU-FNL describes itself as the ancestor of all Hutu-dominated 
rebel groups in Burundi (Interview with Agathon Rwasa, FNL leader, Bujumbura, 
11 October 2013). At the outset, PALIPEHUTU was founded as a peaceful protest 
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movement in 1980 in the refugee camp of Mishamo in Tanzania (Lemarchand 
1996, 144). Its founding leader, Rémy Gahutu, an agronomist educated in 
Belgium, had worked for several refugee organizations in Rwanda and Tanzania. 
The movement’s ideology was based on an ethno-centric, radical ‘mythico-
historical’ discourse aiming to liberate the Hutu from years of oppression at the 
hands of Tutsi-dominated ruling elites (Malkki 1995). PALIPEHUTU advocated 
for a ‘viable social contract’, which should be based on a proportionate ethnic 
representation, and a fair share of the country’s resources.

Even though Bahutu represented 85 per cent of the population, we were system-
atically marginalized. […] We prepared a long process of social awakening based 
on legitimate grievances. We helped mature a consciousness, an ideology, a real 
cause. (Interview with Aimé Magera, FNL spokesperson, Montréal, 27 January 
2015)

PALIPEHUTU prepared a political struggle. It set up clandestine political net-
works inside and outside of Burundi, in the hope of one day becoming a legally 
recognized political party (Alfieri 2014). However, when the Burundian govern-
ment ignored its demands for political dialog, and persistently persecuted its 
sympathizers, the movement created its military branch, FNL, in 1983. From 
the mid-1980s, FNL launched covert military training in the forests of Tanzania. 
It recruited primarily from Burundian refugee camps, but also initiated recruit-
ment campaigns inside Burundi. Throughout the 1980s, it remained extremely 
challenging for FNL to launch a significant military force (Interview with FNL 
member, Belgium, 13 October 2015).

CNDD-FDD emerged in the aftermath of the first democratic presidential elec-
tions, organized in 1993. After another series of inter-ethnic massacres in 1988, 
coupled with increasing international pressure, Buyoya initiated limited liberal 
reforms. Elections resulted in a landslide victory for the newly formed, predom-
inantly Hutu party, Front pour la Démocratie au Burundi (FRODEBU). Ndadaye, 
FRODEBU’s charismatic leader, became president. Due to its ethno-centric ide-
ology and its clandestine armed struggle, PALIPEHUTU-FNL was never legalized, 
but its militants overtly supported the more moderate FRODEBU. PALIPEHUTU’s 
grass-roots network is often cited as key contributing factor to FRODEBU’s elec-
toral success (Focus group with FNL militants, Bujumbura, 19 June 2014). When 
Ndadaye was assassinated three months later, a radical FRODEBU breakaway 
faction, led by Léonard Nyangoma, Ndadaye’s Minister of Interior, considered 
that there was no option but to take up arms.

[…] the population saw itself being aggressed after years of experiencing military 
coups, assassinations, oppression, massacres. The population finally said no […]. 
It rose up conscious of never wanting to cross its arms again and idly stand by. 
The population started to militarily defend itself to eradicate decades of subjuga-
tion that had become the norm in this country. Over time, leaders tried to unite 
these pockets of popular resistance and launched an organized armed movement. 
(Interview with CNDD-FDD member, Bujumbura, 10 October 2013)
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While CNDD-FDD members speak of a spontaneous uprising of the majority 
Hutu population to prevent another 1972 tragedy, UPRONA denounces a gen-
ocidal plan prepared by FRODEBU against the Tutsi population. In contrast to 
PALIPEHUTU-FNL, CNDD-FDD officially developed a more moderate ideology 
based on the restoration of democracy. However, on the ground, CNDD-FDD 
was implicated in many massacres of Tutsi populations (HRW 1998).

PALIPEHUTU-FNL and CNDD-FDD were initially created as rebel groups with 
distinct political and military wings. Both invested in building grass-roots polit-
ical networks and rebel governance structures to rally the local populations 
behind their cause. However, with the pursuit of armed struggle, their respective 
political branches were sidelined and the movements organized as integrated 
politico-military organizations.

After the launch of its military branch, PALIPEHUTU-FNL formally organized as 
a movement with separate political and military branches. However, given the 
limited number of members, various militants evolved in both branches. Over 
time, the political branch created covert political party structures. This included 
integrated movements, notably a youth and women movement, inspired by 
UPRONA’s organizational structures. PALIPEHUTU-FNL was soon hit by inter-
nal power struggles between its politically versus militarily oriented members 
(Jones 2013). Etienne Karatasi, who had replaced the movement’s founding 
leader, Gahutu, after his death in 1990, initiated secret political negotiations 
with Buyoya at the beginning of the 1990s. The military branch, led by Cossan 
Kabura, harshly criticized this negotiation attempt, and launched its first military 
attacks in 1991, to protest Karatasi’s move. This led to a split between the political 
and military branches in 1992. Kabura rallied the majority of militants behind 
his faction, which was subsequently organized as an integrated politico-military 
movement. Kabura would later face the same fate as Karatasi, when he initiated 
political negotiations and was ousted by Agathon Rwasa in 2001 (Interview with 
Agathon Rwasa, FNL leader, Bujumbura, 14 April 2015)

Upon its inception in 1994, CNDD-FDD also favored a separation between 
its political and military branches. In Nyangoma’s vision, CNDD was foremost 
a political movement – with the FDD as military branch and political instru-
ment subject to the supremacy of the political wing (Interview with Léonard 
Nyangoma, CNDD founder, Lille, 25 October 2015). However, Nyangoma’s 
absence from the battlefield and accusations of corruption led to his reversal 
in 1998. The military leaders felt that the movement’s leader should be in charge 
of both the political and military branch. They pushed for a commander more 
connected to combatants, and installed Jean-Bosco Ndayikengurukiye, and 
later Pierre Nkurunziza, as the frontrunners of the integrated politico-military 
movement. The separate political structures were nevertheless revived at times 
when the movement wanted to participate in internationally brokered peace 
negotiations (Nindorera 2010). Just like FNL, CNDD-FDD was constantly belea-
guered by intense power struggles between its civilian and military members. 
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CNDD-FDD forged intimate ties with the local population. The rebel group built 
‘local shadow administrations’ (Uvin and Bayer 2013) and provided public goods, 
including education, health, and justice services (Jones 2013).

Double-edged power struggles: politico-violent strategies during and 
beyond war

The nexus of politics and violence is also reflected in the timing of political and 
violent strategies of PALIPEHUTU-FNL and CNDD-FDD during and beyond civil 
war. During the war, the rebel groups competed politically and militarily for the 
support of the local populations.

FNL and FDD fought over the hearts and minds of the local population. […] Some 
of the most brutal battles opposed our FNL militants to FDD fighters. […] The 
national army just stood by and watched how we mutually destroyed ourselves. 
(Interview with FNL member, Bujumbura, 22 June 2015)

At the outset of the war, PALIPEHUTU-FNL and CNDD-FDD considered military 
collaboration. Indeed, many CNDD-FDD militants had previously been militants 
or supporters of PALIPEHUTU-FNL. However, alliance building remained tem-
porary, due to struggles over leadership and ideology.

Strange phenomenon, Bahutu said to be liberators of Bahutu, but it happened 
that CNDD-FDD and FNL, both Hutu movements, fought and killed each other 
for the only reason that everyone wanted to be the only representative of the 
liberation struggle. (Focus group with former CNDD-FDD combatants, Bubanza, 
18 June 2014)

The intensification of political engagement of the local population, and mili-
tary clashes among FDD and FNL, were often a direct reflection of heightened 
political frictions, with each side wanting to show its superior position. Both 
movements spread rumors about each other. FNL cast itself as the real under-
dog of the rebellions, and regularly accused CNDD-FDD of collaboration with 
the Burundian authoritarian regimes (Interview with FNL member, Belgium, 
16 October 2015). CNDD-FDD belittled FNL, stating that it did not have signifi-
cant military force, but rather started out with a mere ‘two or three guns and a 
couple of Molotov cocktails’ (Interview with CNDD-FDD member, Bujumbura, 
13 April 2015). In 1997, their intensifying competition, and PALIPEHUTU-FNL’s 
loss of support to CNDD-FDD, led to heavy fighting (HRW 1998, 136). In 2000, 
violent clashes increased between the two rebel groups and the Burundian army 
over the Arusha negotiations. In 2002, both reconsidered military collabora-
tion to jointly attack the capital. Instead, suspicion culminated in fierce military 
battles, as CNDD-FDD prepared itself for cease-fire negotiations. Even before 
CNDD-FDD’s official integration into state institutions, it launched joint military 
operations with the Burundian army against FNL strongholds (ICG 2005, 11).

The combination of peaceful and violent struggles continued into the 
post-accord period. At first, CNDD-FDD’s official renunciation of armed struggle 
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and its integration into mainstream politics were encouraging. The newly recog-
nized political party integrated many formerly exiled civilian personalities into 
its ranks, including many Tutsi, to build a formal party structure and comply with 
Arusha’s ethnic quotas. In the run-up to the 2005 elections, CNDD-FDD built 
on its extended grass-roots shadow administration structures set up during 
the war (Uvin and Bayer 2013). Demobilized soldiers were tasked to leave the 
cantonment sites to return to their home hills and campaign for the elections. 
CNDD-FDD celebrated its history as an armed movement to intimidate voters 
and collect war chest fees (Jones 2013, 273). In the following years, CNDD-FDD 
worked on extending its grass-roots penetration in the hillsides to build a mass 
party presence.

One of the major challenges became the economic integration of former combat-
ants. Many former middle-ranking military leaders found themselves as peasants in 
the hillsides. To calm them down, CNDD-FDD used the intelligence service, which 
recruited some of these ex-combatants for a small salary to watch the hillsides 
and intimidate the population and opposition members. (Interview with former 
CNDD-FDD member, Montreal, 15 September 2014)

Opposition parties and civil society accused CNDD-FDD of bolstering its grip 
on power through the instrumentalization of fear, threats, and violence. For 
example, even though CNDD-FDD had officially promised to bring PALIPEHUTU-
FNL to the negotiation table, it launched a repressive crackdown against FNL 
militants. This militaristic approach was chosen as a show of strength since FNL 
was perceived as CNDD-FDD’s major political rival if it were to officially integrate 
into mainstream politics. FNL radicalized and recurred to excessive violence, to 
show its (albeit limited) military capacity.11

With the entry of CNDD-FDD into the state institutions, attacks against our posi-
tions were intensified. The primary targets were members of JPH [FNL’s youth 
movement], considered more important than the combatants. Our houses were 
locked down, especially at night until dawn. Even until this day, the pressure con-
tinues to force JPH to join CNDD-FDD. (Focus group with former FNL combatants, 
Bujumbura, 4 July 2014)

As early as 2008, CNDD-FDD was accused of turning parts of its youth movement 
into a private paramilitary organization (HRW 2009). The Imbonerakure (‘those 
who see from afar’) were created in the midst of the civil war to monitor the 
movements of other rebel groups and the Burundian army12 (Interview with for-
mer CNDD-FDD general, Bujumbura, 8 April 2015). After the war, they were inte-
grated into the official party youth movement as recognition for their services. 
Over the years, a growing number have been accused of committing acts of 
intimidation and violence, especially around election time. In 2014, CNDD-FDD 
was accused of training Imbonerakure13 near Kiliba-Ondes in neighboring DRC 
(UNExperts 2015). Most recently, Imbonerakure members have been charged 
with supporting the state’s repression of the popular contestation of President 
Nkurunziza’s candidacy (AI 2015).
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Even though CNDD-FDD integrated many civilian members into its ranks 
following its 2005 electoral success, the rebel party’s civilian members say they 
have been excluded from major decisionmaking. This is seen in the central 
role played by former FDD generals in the management of the ruling party 
(Nindorera 2010). ‘There are party members and there are party owners, it’s 
different’ (Interview with CNDD-FDD member, 19 June 2013). This trend came 
to a head during the 2015 electoral crisis, when CNDD-FDD witnessed high-level 
defections, most of them from civilians and intellectuals. The defectors have 
been forced into hiding or exile after publicly speaking out against Nkurunziza’s 
candidacy. They have joined forces with other opposition members to launch 
an exiled political opposition movement. Another branch of defectors have 
engaged in renewed armed struggle. The exact links between political and 
armed opposition are hard to discern (Interviews with opposition members, 
phone calls, December 2015).

Due to immense international pressure, PALIPEHUTU-FNL belatedly inte-
grated post-Arusha state institutions and was legally recognized as a political 
party in 2009. In the run-up to the 2010 elections, FNL built on their extended 
clandestine networks and set up formal political party structures in their tradi-
tional strongholds and beyond (Alfieri 2014). FNL also engaged their militants 
to change the party’s ideological underpinnings to reflect the changing conflict 
cleavages.14

That people say we were a Hutu movement with a radical ideology, we cannot 
escape this criticism. […] Maybe this was a necessary evil that was unavoidable 
at the time when our movement was created, […] but today, we are conscious 
that it is not an ethnic group that kills but bad governance and we are committed 
to rebuilding a new Burundi with equitable institutions. (Interview with Agathon 
Rwasa, Bujumbura, 11 October 2013)

During the 2010 communal elections, FNL received a surprisingly low vote 
share15, a shockwave for the newly recognized party. FNL had expected to 
repeat CNDD-FDD’s 2005 electoral success for itself by benefitting from CNDD-
FDD’s continuing human rights abuses and corruption scandals. FNL’s frustra-
tion resulted in its electoral boycott of subsequent legislative and presidential 
elections. Together with 11 other opposition parties, FNL accused CNDD-FDD 
of massive voter fraud. However, despite acknowledging certain irregularities, 
national and international election observers declared the 2010 communal elec-
tions free and fair (COSOME 2010; UE 2010). Some observers speculate that the 
political opposition was hoping to broker an electoral rerun or a transitional 
government, as in Kenya or Zimbabwe (Interview with BNUB staff member, 
Bujumbura, 14 June 2013). The 2010 electoral boycott culminated in the rise of 
political violence and a series of reprisal killings. Most of the political violence 
took place between CNDD-FDD and FNL militants (HRW 2012).

In July 2010, Agathon Rwasa, FNL’s historical leader, went into hiding, citing 
fears for his life. His abscondence provoked an internal party crisis. The electoral 
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boycott had not been deliberated among party members. While Rwasa disap-
peared from the political scene, his militants were systematically persecuted. 
CNDD-FDD instrumentalized the emerging internal divisions by convincing sev-
eral FNL leaders to alter the party’s leadership in exchange for political positions. 
Rwasa’s ousting was considered by many observers as another reason for the 
former rebel leader to reassess the armed option (Alfieri 2014). According to 
UN sources, Rwasa attempted to remobilize around 700 ex-combatants within 
neighboring DRC alone (UNExperts 2012). However, when he failed to rally a 
significant number, he returned to the political arena in August 2013 to prepare 
for the 2015 elections. Even though Rwasa formally lost FNL’s presidency, he is 
considered to enjoy the support of the majority of FNL militants (Focus groups 
with FNL members, Bujumbura, summer 2014 and 2015). In the run-up to the 
2015 elections, many FNL militants joined anti-third term protests. Nevertheless, 
Rwasa remained timid about officially advocating for FNL militants to take to 
the streets. Even though Rwasa16 called for boycotting the 2015 elections, he 
subsequently joined the state institutions, to the great surprise of the majority 
of political opposition parties, which maintained their boycott. The explanations 
for Rwasa’s strategy range from political opportunism (related to his benefits as 
new vice-president of the National Assembly), to his eagerness to protect his 
militants in light of their persecution following the 2010 elections. Only time 
will tell how this decision will shape FNL’s future engagement in politics and 
violence.

Twinning endowments: Legacies of rebellion and authoritarianism

FNL and CNDD-FDD continue to display many practices that marked their his-
tories as rebel groups fighting the Burundian government as well as each other. 
Both continue to operate according to what experts and popular opinion have 
come to refer to as reflexes du maquis. While it is extremely important to study 
these rebel legacies, such an analysis needs to be integrated into a systematic 
historical analysis of broader authoritarian legacies of the ancient régime. As 
pinpointed throughout previous sections, PALIPEHUTU-FNL and CNDD-FDD’s 
militants have been deeply socialized by UPRONA’s one-party rule and have 
reproduced several of its authoritarian practices.

PALIPEHUTU-FNL and CNDD-FDD’s shadow administration structures, built 
during the armed rebellion, reached from the hillsides to the communal, pro-
vincial, and national level, thereby mimicking the administrative boundaries 
of UPRONA’s regime. Both movements adopted a clandestine political party 
structure inspired by UPRONA. This structure evolves around the threefold con-
figuration of the youth movement, the women movement and the party as a 
whole, which was implemented at various administrative levels in the rebel 
groups’ key strongholds. Both movements installed regional and communal 
commissioners in their respective bastions, who substituted themselves for state 
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authorities. The commissioners were tasked with mobilizing the population for 
the movements’ cause, protecting it from armed combat, and consulting it on 
daily needs (Focus groups with CNDD-FDD and FNL members, Bubanza, 18 
June 2014).

As Burundi’s current ruling party, CNDD-FDD has put into place a state-party 
merger and a clientelistic system (Tobolka 2014), previously spearheaded by 
UPRONA. During their respective regimes, both ruling parties constructed their 
power base around extensive neo-patrimonial networks. Their patronage sys-
tem, based on a blend of ethnic, tribal, and regional favoritism, is illustrated 
in the distribution and allocation of key political positions, jobs, and financial 
contracts to ruling party members. In addition, both ruling parties eliminated 
formal distinctions between party and state. Throughout UPRONA’s reign, 
Micombero, Buyoya, and Bagaza, were simultaneously heads of state, but also 
leaders of UPRONA (Scherrer 2002, 31f ). As for CNDD-FDD, even though the 
ruling party has its own party leader, President Nkurunziza chairs the Conseil de 
Sage, considered as the ruling party’s highest decisionmaking organ (Interview 
with CNDD-FDD member, Bujumbura, 1 July 2015). What’s more, CNDD-FDD 
has also reinvented the tradition of obligatory community works17 for itself 
to mobilize the rural populations around local development projects, such as 
building of schools and hospitals, an initiative that had first been established 
by UPRONA (Guichaoua 1991, 553).

Youth movements affiliated with political parties have traditionally played a 
key role in Burundian politics, and have frequently been instrumentalized by the 
country’s political elites. UPRONA’s youth movement, Jeunesse révolutionnaire 
de Rwagasore (JRR), and CNDD-FDD’s youth league, Imbonerakure, share several 
interesting similarities with regard to their organization, membership, and tasks. 
Both movements are largely made up of disenfranchised, unemployed youth, 
who serve as assistants to local administration and police, and show their force 
through policing the public space to intimidate opposition members (Interview 
with René Lemarchand, Montreal, 16 July 2015).18

More broadly, informants highlighted militaristic reflexes among the entire 
Burundian elite, inherited from decades of authoritarian rule (Interview with 
Elias Sentamba, Burundian political analyst, Bujumbura, 15 July 2014). For exam-
ple, FNL boycotted the 2010 elections together with 11 other opposition parties. 
Several of these parties were subsequently accused of renewed armed rebel-
lion in neighboring Eastern Congo (UNExperts 2012). Many Burundian political 
actors share ‘all-or-nothing’ attitudes to politics. This is reinforced by the fact that 
politics is often not a vocation (Weber 2016 [1919]), but a question of survival, 
given that the state constitutes the major employer.
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Conclusion

Peace and democracy are limping. […] We say that there is peace, but people 
are still being killed. We say that there is democracy, but people are still being 
persecuted for saying the ‘wrong’ things. […] We are ruled by a regime that was 
supposed to liberate us. They took up arms to change things. I adhered to their 
ideology, because I believed that they could change things. But when they took 
power, their ideology changed, they steal, they plunder, they kill. They have fallen 
into the same trap as the others by telling themselves we will do as the others. 
(Interview with resident of Kamenge neighborhood, Bujumbura, 1 July 2014)

Burundi was long cited as a ‘success story’ for international liberal peacebuilding 
efforts by policymakers, diplomats, and academics alike (Jobbins and Ahitungiye 
2016). However, the enthusiasm for the country’s post-accord transition has 
long neglected that CNDD-FDD increasingly returns to authoritarian practices 
and violence as a political tool to ensure its political hegemony. Latent political 
violence, including between CNDD-FDD and FNL, has replaced open armed 
conflict, but frequently escalates, especially around election time.

The illustrative case study challenges several of the fundamental assump-
tions of the emerging research program on ‘rebel-to-party transformations’. 
First, Burundi’s history, coupled with PALIPEHUTU-FNL and CNDD-FDD’s tra-
jectories, demonstrates the nexus of war and peace, rebel group and political 
party. Second, the two ‘rebel-to-party conversions’ did not result in the expected 
termination of political violence through the formal integration of these groups 
into party politics. Instead, CNDD-FDD and FNL continue their political and 
violent competition inherited from the civil war. This demonstrates how the frag-
mentation and competition among several armed resistance movements can 
fundamentally shape post-accord modes of party politics and violence. Third, 
the ambitious ‘rebel-to-party transformation’ project has not been able to tackle 
underlying political patterns that have emerged from decades of authoritarian 
rule, democratization attempts, and civil war.

Future research on rebel parties should deepen the analysis of the specific 
factors that facilitate and impede the recourse to peaceful versus violent modi 
operandi, and how these patterns compare over time, during and beyond civil 
war. If we want to comprehend the interplay between political and violent strat-
egies, we should not frame the outcome of CNDD-FDD and FNL’s formal ‘rebel-
to-party conversions’ as ‘partial transformations’ (De Zeeuw 2008). Instead, we 
should analyze the specific historical contexts in which these strategies have 
emerged. This underscores the importance of shifting the research program 
from an outcome (as reflected in the linear conceptualization inherent in the 
ambiguous term ‘rebel-to-party transformation’ itself ) to a process-oriented 
approach (through an extended historical analysis of the evolving political and 
violent strategies of rebel parties, conceptualized as ‘hybrid politico-military 
organizations’).
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Notes

  1. � The term ‘post-conflict’ is ambiguous. It usually refers to the formal end of 
hostilities stipulated in a peace agreement. However, peace accords do not 
necessarily coincide with the end of political violence. I therefore prefer to employ 
the term ‘post-accord’ (Zahar 2006).

  2. � PALIPEHUTU-FNL had to drop its ethnicist name to comply with the multi-ethnic 
power-sharing agreement stipulated in Burundi’s post-accord Constitution.

  3. � In Mozambique, the United Nations set up a donor trust fund with a contribution 
of $17 million to assist RENAMO to transform into a political party.

  4. � I do not posit that the waves are mutually exclusive. Instead, I use the wave 
analogy as a heuristic tool to summarize the evolution of the scholarship.

  5. � The UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Data Set (1946–2015) identifies the years 1965, 
1991–1992, 1994–1999, 2003–2006 and 2008 as minor armed conflict (defined 
as resulting in 25 to 999 battle-related deaths) and 2000–2002 as major armed 
conflict (defined as experiencing at least 1000 battle-related deaths per year). 
This cursory overview illustrates that Burundi has experienced recurrent armed 
conflict during and beyond its ‘official’ civil war (1993–2008).

  6. � According to most sources, Burundi’s population comprises three ethnicities: 85 
per cent Hutu, 14 per cent Tutsi, and 1 per cent Twa (Chrétien and Prunier 2003).

  7. � At the height of the war, it is estimated that FNL counted around 5,000 and FDD 
16,000 fighters.

  8. � Various negotiation attempts culminated in the Arusha Peace and Reconciliation 
Agreement signed in 2000. Arusha stipulates an ethnic quota system for the 
security forces (granting equitable representation to Hutu and Tutsi) and political 
institutions (giving the Tutsi minority 40 per cent of posts in government and 
National Assembly, as well as 50 per cent in Senate, whereas the Hutu minority 
occupies 60 per cent and 50 per cent, respectively). Neither PALIPEHUTU-FNL nor 
CNDD-FDD ended up signing Arusha, and only accepted it later: CNDD-FDD in 
2003 and PALIPEHUTU-FNL in 2008.

  9. � Third mandate contenders comprise a variety of political stakeholders, including 
opposition parties, high-ranking members of the ruling party and civil society. 
They refer to a general two-term limit included in the Arusha Accord. The 
presidential camp points to an ambiguity in the Constitution, which sets a two-
term limit for directly elected presidents. Given that Nkurunziza was elected 
during the first post-Arusha elections in 2005 by Parliament, the presidential 
camp argues that he was legally allowed to run one more time.

10. � See (Appendix 1) for summary timeline.
11. � Examples include the massacre of about 160 Banyamulenge in the Gatumba 

refugee camp in August 2004.
12. � Initially, Imbonerakure were mostly civilian members. During the war, they 

became a key recruitment base for FDD fighters.
13. � Informants highlight that there are two different groups of Imbonerakure: first, 

ordinary party youth members; second, paramilitary members. Paramilitary 
members are primarily recruited from former FDD, but also FNL members. It is 
extremely difficult to know how many of the thousands of Imbonerakure have 
been armed and trained. The most credible estimates range in the hundreds 
(Interviews with CNDD-FDD members, Bujumbura, summer 2014 and 2015).

14. � For an excellent analysis on this process see (Alfieri 2016).
15. � FNL received 14.15 per cent as compared to 63.03 per cent for CNDD-FDD.
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16. � FNL-Rwasa militants participated in the elections under a coalition umbrella 
because the Ministry of Interior does not currently legally recognize his FNL 
branch.

17. � Travaux communautaires oblige all Burundians (older than 18 years) to participate 
in a half-day mandatory community service on Saturday mornings.

18. � It would be interesting to better flesh out these commonalities and differences 
in future research, including how youth party members perceive and negotiate 
political manipulation.
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