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1991), including the Barre’s government all-out military assault on the northwest, and (4) 
some history of the Somali civil war that reached its height in 1991, at which moment the 
northwest region broke away from Somalia as Somaliland (the latter a topic this study 
avoids). The decision to include so many histories was perhaps too ambitious an agenda, 
for in the end none of them are conceptualized and analyzed adequately. Meanwhile, the 
contemporary political and socioeconomic British context and relevant recent scholarship 
about Somali women in Britain, such as Giulia Liberatore’s Somali, Muslim British: 
Striving in Securitized Britain (Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), are neglected.  

Regarding the historical contextualization, two problems stand out. First, the sections 
about the colonial history of British Somaliland are superficial, include trivia, and overall 
leave undiscussed and minimize the harmful impacts well documented in the existing 
historiography. Second, in Chapter 1 about the interviewed women’s experiences of war 
and flight, the different types and moments of violence are not clearly explained. For 
example, some of the interviewed women had to flee in 1988 because the Barre regime, 
equating a whole clan family with the armed front opposing it (the Somali National 
Movement or SNM), targeted them collectively for expulsion and elimination. Why then 
does the interviewee cited on p. 43 recount that her “father was killed by the SNM on 
account of his tribe?” In general, the author does not probe the silences in the interviewed 
women’s accounts. For example, was the impact of state violence the same as that of 
communal violence? Are there Somalis in London whom the interviewed women do not 
(or no longer) even greet? Is there trauma in the community associated with being 
perpetrators? That the interviewed women apparently decided not to talk about the political 
fall-out of the violence that caused them to flee Somalia is their rightful choice, as is the 
author’s emphasis on making their voices heard. Nevertheless, a more critical academic 
engagement might at least have marked the silences in the interviewed women’s narratives.  

Despite this, this book’s impressive strength, also the author’s stated objective, lies in 
the way it records the life experiences of a group of Somali diaspora women in their own 
words and how it ties these accounts together under the conceptual umbrella of their multi-
faceted, persistent, and enormously impressive resilience. This makes this study a valuable 
contribution to the field and eminently worth reading. 

 
LIDWIEN KAPTEIJNS 
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Una storia violenta. Poteri e conflitti nel bacino del Congo (XVIII–XXI 

secolo). [A Violent History. Power and Conflicts in the Congo Basin (18th–21st 
Century)]. By Giacomo Macola. Roma: Viella, 2021. Pp. 274; 14 b/w photographs, 
10 maps. Euro 29 paper. 

The history of the Congo basin has been indeed more violent than that of other parts of 
central Africa. Una storia violenta by Giacomo Macola is a long-term analysis of the 
underlying motivations of this “violent history.” The fil rouge of the book is the history of 
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warlordism and its role in processes of political construction and fragmentation. The 
starting point is that contemporary warlordism is nothing new in the history of the Congo 
basin. It has its roots in the region’s nineteenth-century involvement in the global ivory and 
slave trade. The warlord states that emerged in this period shared some traits, including 1) 
the leadership of charismatic men; 2) the use of violence as form of political control and 
economic exploitation; 3) the employment of professional or semi-professional armies, 
often formed by marginalized youths; and 4) the openness to technological innovation in 
the form of new arms obtained through trade. As the author persuasively shows in this 
book, in subsequent periods, these traits continued to characterize political and economic 
structures of the region. 

By mid-nineteenth century, the Congo basin region became part of a network of trade 
that produced a new economic specialization and a transformation of existing political 
structures: some of them collapsed and were replaced by new self-made men, warlords 
who used terror and violence as the sole instrument to affirm their authority and to get 
access to ivory and slaves (Chapters 1–2). What was a truly “golden age of warlordism” 
did not end with the beginning of European colonial rule. As the author convincingly 
argues, these warlords were tied into the ultraviolent context of the Congo Free State under 
Leopold II (Chapters 3–4). The brutal exploitation of the “red rubber” was the result of a 
Euro-African cooperation, stemming from the alliance between Leopold’s absolute 
monarchy and nineteenth-century warlords, who were thus able to preserve their power 
and their predatory economy based on the violent exploitation of the civilian population. 

With the establishment of Belgian colonial rule in 1908 (Chapter 5), processes of 
political centralization and new forms of economic exploitation—especially those of 
mineral resources—forced warlordism to go underground. But it did not disappear. 
Elements of warlordism persisted, for example, in the violent actions of the moniteurs—
the overseers of agricultural production—or in the fragmented and rowdy colonial army 
and its violent practices. In the 1960s, forms of warlordism came to light once more, 
finding a favorable milieu in the political balkanization that followed independence and the 
outbreak of the Congo crisis (Chapters 6–7). According to Macola, the political void left 
by the end of colonialism was rapidly filled in by military and political formations that 
used violence as a political and economic mean. Similar to the situation that had obtained 
in the nineteenth century, this resurgent violence took the shape of the predatory 
exploitation of the civilian population also through the co-option of marginalized and 
violent youths. 

Mobutu’s second coup d’etat (Chapter 8) produced a new centralization of power that 
again forced warlordism below the surface of Congo’s politics and economy. The 
kleptocratic nature of Mobutu’s regime based on patrimonialism and clientelism favored 
the development of small armed groups that used violence to create their own political 
domains and to control local economic resources. In the 1990s the country was again 
fragmented and in the hands of disparate political and military groups. It was a new 
warlord politics that found favorable operating milieus close to the borders with Uganda 
and Rwanda, far from the central power and thus from Mobutu’s control. The second 
African war (Chapter 9) that resulted from the involvement of other African countries in 
Congo politics and the exploitation of its resources created the conditions for a full 
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resurfacing of warlordism, that share some important similarities with its historical 
predecessors. 

With a continuous attention to the intersection of different scales of analysis—local, 
regional, and international—Una storia violenta uses warlordism as a new analytical tool 
to study the long history of the Congo basin over the last 150 years. Since its early 
development in the nineteenth century, warlordism as a way of political organization and 
economic predation based on the violent exploitation of the civilian population constantly 
re-emerged in the history of the region. Thus, the author compellingly shows that the study 
of the precolonial period is critical for a full understanding of later developments, 
including contemporary dynamics. This book is eloquently written, a pleasure to read, and 
will be of interest to specialists of the field, graduate students, as well as the general public.  

 
KARIN PALLAVER  
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Apartheid’s Black Soldiers: Un-National Wars And Militaries in Southern 

Africa. By Lennart Bolliger. Athens: Ohio University Press, 2022. Pp. 269, 5 b/w 
photographs, 4 maps. $80.00 cloth. 

Near the end of the long-spell of decolonization in Africa the peoples of southern Africa 
were finally gaining their independence. Unfortunately, the process on the ground was 
unwieldy, bloody, and confusing. In each territory seeking independence there were at 
least two military organizations in the field, fighting among themselves as well as against 
the established racist rulers. Part of this was because those colonial regimes holding power, 
Portugal in Angola and Mozambique, and South Africa in South West Africa (Namibia), 
and in Pretoria itself, spoke for such a small and vulnerable minority. The result is that 
there were thousands of soldiers and diverse units vying to gain ascendance in the field. 

The struggles were not simply to gain independence, although that was their claimed 
announced rationale. Many of the parties were seeking to establish positions to enable 
them to lead governments that could help their fighters secure jobs and muscle to rule the 
new states. And there were plenty of free-floating units trying to protect themselves and 
cobble together a life in a lawless setting. The basis for their claims were diverse—race, 
class, language, ethnicity, and region mattered. As Lennart Bolliger argues, these 
confusing conglomerates led to “un-national wars.” As he demonstrates there is no easy 
way to sort out the free flow of fighters, people, parties, and personalities. Simple 
ideological divisions, tribal affiliations, and other ostensible claimants to power were less 
than reliable friends and enemies. 

The principal actors in this tale are Koevoet (a South African paramilitary police unit) 
and the 32 “Buffalo” Battalion of the S.A. Defence Force operating in Angola and Namibia. 
In South West Africa was the “indigenous” SWA Territory Force. These were units that 
the South Africans trained well and used to provide spine to their defense of the status quo. 
But by and large they were not local fighters. They were what might be called mercenaries. 


