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Reviewed by Charles Smith

This impressive collection of twelve
articles is written by fifteen contribu-
torsand anon-contributing editor. The
book is timely insofar as it coincides
withworldwide media coverage of the
carnage in Rwanda and other wars on
the African continent. Ideally, a work
of this sort should provide an analyti-
cal and theoretical foundation neces-
sary to understand the contexts and
some underlying causes of the current
situation; for the most part, this book
succeeds.

Africa is the world’s poorest, least
developed continent, yet it contains at
least one-half of the world’s known
refugees, if not more, considering that
many internally displaced and self-set-
tled refugees do not register with the
United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR). Most African
refugees have little choice but to settle
in a neighbouring country, so that the
Organization of African Unity (OAU)
policy of discouraging refugees from
settling outside Africa (cf. Winter) is
probably irrelevant. Yet most coun-
tries face a dilemma, because they lack
either the economic means or the po-
litical will to cope with refugees once
their numbers reach hundreds of thou-
sands. As Sorenson points out, at the
height of the war with Ethiopia, 80,000
Eritreans (a quarter of Eritrean popu-
lation) were in exile, mostly in neigh-
bouring Sudan. In the past, people of
the same or a closely related ethnic
background would adopt exiles into
their families, clans, and villages; how-
ever, this informal system is inad-
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equate for the mass migrations of the
1980s and 1990s.

All African countries attempt to
control and manage the flood of refu-
gees by establishing special settle-
ments. Financially strained treasuries
stand to benefit from UNHCR assist-
ance: as Kibreab and Bakwesegha
point out, many governments try to
force refugees into settlements where
governments can enumerate them and
claim per capita aid. Many authors in
this collection report abuse based on
overestimating the numbers of refu-
gees. There are other reasons why Af-
rican governments prefer settlements.
They usually establish them in remote
and underdeveloped areas to mini-
mize contact with the local popula-
tions. In defence of settlement policy,
governments claim that it protects
refugees from cross-border raids. As
Sterkenburg, Kirkby, and O’Keefe ex-
plain, however, sometimes relief is
self-perpetuating, since the settlement
areas are often poor to begin with, and
the land is soon degraded beyond its
“absorptive capacity”. Subsequently,
when refugees cannot feed them-
selves, aid is necessary and a “syn-
drome of dependency” develops.

It is hardly surprising that refugees
choose to “self-settle” within the host
community whenever they are not le-
gally and physically prevented from
doing so. Sterkenburg, Kirkby, and
O’Keefe, Kibreab, Kuhlman, and
Koehn all refer to studies that explain
why most refugees prefer this option:
it gives them a greater sense of au-
tonomy, as they often fear being at-
tacked by their persecutors if they
remain in organized settlements. It is
the spontaneously settled that are the
most likely to acquire skills, to succeed
materially, and to earn higherincomes,
as Kuhlmanillustrates with some com-
parative tables. Often the settlements
prove to be unsustainable, partly be-
cause a disproportionate number of
residents are very old, very young, or
disabled and therefore require
assistance.

Gorman criticizes Stein’s sugges-
tion that refugees act against theirown
interests when they leave settlements

where they receive better social serv-
ices, health care, and education. Infact,
several articles in this volume point
out that spontaneously settled refu-
gees may be exploited and subjected to
harsh and arbitrary treatment by the
host community. In few cases are they
able to obtain official status, travel per-
mits, business licenses, identity cards,
and the like. Nevertheless, as Gorman
asserts, “autocratic paternalism” (forc-
ing refugees into settlements) is, at
best, not guaranteed to provide more
benefits and, at worst, is another harm-
ful form of paternalism.

The central issue addressed in this
volume is that of outsiders imposing
solutions on refugees who have little
or no say in planning and implement-
ing policies that define their life situa-
tions and chances. Every article argues
that the official refugee caretakers
need to consult their supposed clients,
who themselves should play an active
part in planning and implementing
programs of resettlement and repatria-
tion. This volume does succeed in iso-
lating and analyzing the structures
and the root causes of refugee move-
ments in Africabut, inso doing, itillus-
trates how difficult it will be to draft
and implement workable and sustain-
able solutions.

No book on African refugees can
possibly keep up with the rapid pace of
change. For example, no one could
possibly have predicted the shooting
down of President Habyarimana’'s
plane, which caused a full-scale civil
war. Kiddu-Makubuya’s article on
Rwandan refugees in Uganda states
that, when the RPF (Rwandese Patri-
otic Front) invaded Rwanda in Octo-
ber 1990, they might have defeated the
government if not for armed interven-
tion by Belgium, France, and Zaire.
The combatants agreed in principle to
a ceasefire in July 1992 but, with the
wisdom of hindsight, we can see that
the Arusha accord was mainly postur-
ing. One has to question the logic of
intervention, since the savagery of the
current war reflects the frustrations of
the past. It probably would have been
better to let the combatants resolve the
conflict themselves in 1990.
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Nevertheless, as the article reveals,
the Ugandan government covertly as-
sisted the repatriation of the numerous
Rwandan refugees in Uganda. Kiddu-
Makubuya quotes the opinion of an
influential newsweekly in nearby
Kenya, which accused President
Musoveni of supplying the RPF with
arms and crack Ugandan troops in or-
der to use it as a subterfuge invasion
force onbehalf of Uganda. The Kenyan
article undoubtedly exaggerates the
case, but it expresses the common fear
among OAU nations of warrior refu-
gee settlements, and the way these are
manipulated in the complex gridlock
of relations between African nations
and the micro-national ethnic
groupings that often overflow state
boundaries. m
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