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Twenty-two years, after the end of the 1994 

Rwandan genocide, this organized mass violence 

still loom in both the world and Rwandan 

conscious and heart. This genocide was not only a 

physical act but also the destruction of bonds and 

an act of social violation. Over the past decade, 

scholars have begun taking a different angle in 

order to bring further clarity to the debates on what 

explains and why and how thousands of Rwandans 

participated in the 1994 wholesale slaughter of 

their neighbors, the other thousands of Rwandans. 

What can be the range of motives behind what is 

seen as senseless killing, genocide? In Lee Ann 

Fujii’s Killing Neighbors: Webs of Violence in 

Rwanda, the author analyzes the 1994 Rwandan 

genocide at the community level and tries to 

understand how can neighbors commit genocide 

against their own neighbors, family and friends? 

There are numerous scholars such as Richard Paul 

who emphasizes the importance of an 

ethnographic approach in order to uncover both the 

meaning behind and motives for individuals to 

either succeed or fail to commit genocide. Other 

scholars argue that genocide is an inevitable 

consequence of ethnic tensions. However, Fujii 

completely rejects the solely ethnic lens to 

understand and examine the events of the genocide 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fujii does not only craft both a succinct and smart 

piece of literature but also provide a sophisticated 

analysis of genocide by posing tough questions 

that contain implications for re-thinking about 

genocide. In this paper, I will focus on the micro-

sociological approach, the Joiners, the “lowest-

level participants in the genocide,” 1  complex 

relationship between violence and ethnicity and 

the concept of a script.  

In order to explain what happened in Rwanda in 

1994, Fujii adopts a micro-sociological approach 

of dramaturgy that helps us to grasp the peculiar 

nature of the violence that occurred in groups and 

in public. Fujii states that “ killings produced 

groups and group produced killings.”2 However, it 

is necessary to ask why individuals kill in 

communities because it is as important as the 

macro-level analysis of the genocide procedures. 

Nevertheless, this does not necessarily leads to an 

answer.  To answer the “why” question, Fujii 

carefully examines how ethnicity plays a role in 

Rwandans’ everyday lives and how local residents 

in two rural communities and two principal 

prisons: Nigali, in the central province of 

Ruhengeri, and Kimanzi, the northern province of 

Ruhengeri. 3   She conducts interviews with 

survivors, perpetrators, witnesses and imprisoned 

in order to deeply understand the rationales, 

personal motives and situational factors that led to 

people to participate in the genocide.  She raises 

sensitive issues such as what did they see and do 

during the genocide and the justification behind 

their own and other’s actions.4 She notices that the 

                                                      
1 Fujii, Lee Ann. Killing Neighbors: Webs of Violence 

in Rwanda. Ithaca: Cornell UP, p.15. 2009. Print.  
2 Ibid.,p. 154 
3 Ibid.,p 16  
4 Ibid., p. 17 
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common narrative and discourse among them was 

not ethnic hatred that led to the genocide but rather 

jealousy and greed. There are numerous Rwandans 

who believe that good people do good things and 

bad people do bad things.  

To develop and build her arguments, Fujii 

provides a logical roadmap for the book chapters 

and divides them into fairly different parts. For 

instance, in chapter one, she lays out the research 

methodology, strategies of collecting data and the 

challenges and conditions she encountered in the 

field. In chapter two, Fujii sheds light on the 

systematic eradication of the people in Rwanda 

particularly the increase of ethnic hatred and fears 

for a purpose. Under the process of state 

expansion, the terms of Hutu and Tutsi started as 

social labels and then transformed into an ethnic 

meaning. This purpose is to show that one of the 

main reasons of the Rwandan genocide was the 

struggle of the elites for power at different levels, 

national, local and regional. In an illuminating and 

organized way, Fujii uses a historical context and 

documentary evidence to better situate the true 

meaning of the terms Tutsi and Hutu since they 

were fluid and ambiguous over the last decades. 

Specifically, she is interested in the analysis of the 

so-called “state-sponsored ethnicity” that was a 

“dramaturlogical blueprint for violence.’’ 5  She 

clearly displays the political and power nature of 

the genocide; both identities, Hutu and Tutsi, were 

manipulated and constructed by the elite. 

Therefore, one can argue that ethnicity was not a 

cause but rather a tool of the genocide. Fujii 

clearly says, “in Rwanda, ethnicity was a strategy 

of politics, not its foundation.” 6 The chapters three 

and four put emphasize on the data obtained. In the 

last two chapters, Fuji fulfills her promise she 

makes in the preface and the introduction and finds 

that social ties, and not ethnic membership, that 

patterned processes of recruitment and targeting 

during the genocide.7  

On the main goals of writing this book is to shape 

a new social violence theory that can be used to 

                                                      
5 Ibid p. 104 
6 Ibid., p. 75 
7 Ibid., p. 129 

prevent mass atrocity. Unlike Alison Des Forges 

who focuses on the motivations and strategies of 

the elites, from a new lens, Fujii focuses on key 

local actors and the Joiners. She wisely chooses 

the Joiners for a specific reason; they had the least 

to gain and the most to lose from taking part in the 

genocide.  This was clear when Fuji says, 

“understanding what moves Joiners to violence is 

an important step in keeping them from joining in 

the first place.’’ 8  Although the Joiners neither 

organized nor led the genocide, the author chooses 

the Joiners for a specific reason.  They played a 

crucial role in carrying out much of the violence 

against a particular group: Tutsis. More 

specifically, they played a role by chanting, 

encircling the homes of the victims, raping and 

torturing. They were recruited because they had 

relationships with both self-interested and local 

politicians. On the one hand, the Joiners had to 

obey out of fear of the politicians’ reaction even if 

the order is against their moral values. On the 

other hand, some joined willingly. The author 

makes her own contribution to the study and 

understanding of genocide through an alternative 

approach by using “neighbor-level” insights. 9  

However, she does not take into account other 

external and internal factors that were used by 

Gérard Prunier to further illuminate the Rwandan’s 

tragedy. These factors include the impact of the 

colonial rule and the development of extremisms 

during and after the colonial period. There were 

also other regional dynamics that led to the 

escalation of the civil war and affected the 

genocide. More importantly, Fujii does not take 

into consideration the political and economic 

situations that influenced the escalation of 

violence. Prunier claims that economic recession 

led to the growth of extremism in Rwanda. The 

economic situation affected the peasants since they 

lost both a large portion of their income and access 

to services, such as health care and schooling that 

were subsidized by the state. In addition, Prunier 

claims “ between the coffee price decline and the 

war economy crisis, the Structural Adjustment 

Programme merely contributed to the weakening 

                                                      
8 Ibid., p.22 
9 Ibid., p. 185 
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further an already exhausted economy.” 10  Fujii 

does not highlight other factors such as the 

economic, political situations and the colonial rule 

that can explain what made the joiners participate 

in the genocide in the first place.  

Fuji also explores the complex relationship 

between violence and ethnicity. She highlights the 

importance of local, national, international and 

social interactions and dynamics that play a crucial 

part in effectuating mass atrocity. She challenges 

the current existing literature and theories that 

explain genocide by combining theoretical 

approaches from both fields, political science and 

anthropology. Fujii succeeds in mapping 

constructivist theory of mass violence,” focusing 

on micro-level agency, power, and identity [in 

order to] capture how contexts, identities, and 

motives shift or transform through the unfolding of 

violence across time and space.”11 She brilliantly 

focuses on the operation of violence at the most 

intimate and local levels through the use of 

interview data, the reconstitution of local 

community and individual’s narratives of the 

genocide and the building up of a complicated 

picture of the lived experience of the 1994 

catastrophe over time.  To elaborate, the revelation 

of how an ordinary Rwandan perceive the identity 

of Tutsi and Hutu before as well as during the 

genocide was brought to the table.  Rather than 

assuming how people accepted the propaganda of 

the elite, Fuji skillfully sheds light on how the 

Rwandans acted and reacted in reality and explores 

layers of actions and inactions, either violently or 

non-violently, since they are the ones who incurred 

most of the costs. 12  By looking closely at the 

locals, she manages to explore the roles of share-

community experience, the fluidity of ethnic 

identity, local politics and individual agency that 

led to the violence of 1994. Although the 

arguments of the Rwandan genocide used by Fujii 

are not completely new, she managed to take the 

ethnic, economic, political and historical aspects to 

the next level. Therefore, one can argue that the 

                                                      
10  Prunier, Gérard. The Rwanda Crisis: History of a 

Genocide. New York: Columbia UP, p.160.1995. Print. 
11 Ibid., p. 11 
12 Ibid., p. 187 

utilization of a micro-level approach to explain the 

relationship between ethnicity and violence makes 

this book unique compared to the other literature 

on the Rwandan genocide.  

In addition, Fujii creatively uses the concept of a 

script “ to refer to a play or piece of theater, the 

performance of which constitutes an event or 

moment out of the ordinary.”13 In other words, she 

clearly clarifies that a script was adopted during a 

period of radical upheaval as well as conflict in 

order to deeply grasp the expectations for behavior 

and attitude. Fujii argues that the writers of the 

scripts are the genocidal masterminds and the logic 

behind writing these scripts is their desire to hold 

on to power. 14   The author claims that the 

“principal conflicts is not between Hutu and Tutsi 

as corporate entities, but between elites of the 

same ethnicity who use violence to divert attention 

from the real threat to their power. 15 As a result, 

they presented the civil war as an ethnic war in 

which the Tutsis were seen as the enemy and the 

solution lies at the heart of mass murder under 

their rule. Fujii covers a solid scholarly ground to 

develop these themes.  She goes further by stating 

that from the perspective of the local power 

holders, “the script does not represent a set of 

instructions they must follow to the letter, but 

rather an opportunity to apply their own 

interpretations to the text” 16 This means that local 

politics plays a crucial role in the spreading of 

mass killing in terms of adapting the writing script 

by local power holders to local circumstances, 

their own political interests and interpretations. 

Thus, the degree of reinterpretation reached a new 

level.  

In fact, the author claims that, “no director’s vision 

is ever hegemonic. The realization of the director’s 

ideas depends on the actors themselves—their 

skills, interests, and commitment level.” 17  Fujii 

analyzes various levels and motives that led to the 

involvement of the Rwandans during the genocide. 

In the script, she suggests that Hutus would kill 

                                                      
13 Ibid., P. 12 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid., Pp-44-45 
16 Ibid., pp. 12-13  
17 Ibid., p. 13   
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Tutsis, however, everyone did not follow the 

script.18 There are some Rwandans who chose to 

help their neighbors instead of killing them.  She 

convincingly argues that ‘’what mediated between 

the script for violence and people’s performances 

were social ties and powerful group dynamics.”19 

Hence, the two main aspects that activated ethnic 

scripts are group dynamics as well as social ties. 

Also, the participation of the people depend on 

different factors such as with whom they associate, 

where, why, when and how.  Although the usage 

of the concept of a script is metaphorical, it allows 

her to not only associate categories of directors but 

also incorporate a wealth of empirical data that 

were collected through interviews she conducted.  

She intelligently dealt with a highly complex and 

ambiguous social process by providing a finely 

nuanced approach. The arguments are beautifully 

and clearly built. The author uses of both written 

and oral sources make the book truly a pleasure to 

read.  Instead of looking at the genocide as being 

an inevitable consequence of ethnic tensions, she 

claims that genocide is not an event but rather a 

dynamic political process.  

One of the weakness points in the book is the 

author’s treatment to ethnic groups as unitary 

actors and undifferentiated whole.  She assumes 

that they share the same interests and goals. 

Another weakness is that the data used by Fuji and 

her “neighbor-level insights” 20 have only focused 

on Rwanda. In other words, it cannot be 

generalized. Therefore, her work does not 

contribute significantly in grasping how and why 

individuals participate in violence since the results 

cannot be duplicated in other post-genocide 

country in the world. In order to know if her 

neighbor-level insights and social interaction 

theory can be predictive, one has to conduct an 

extensive research into a coherent and larger 

picture. On the contrary, the richness of the data is 

one of the strengths of Fuji’s book. It is also well 

researched and has made a contribution to the 

literature in terms of understanding what drives 

                                                      
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid., p. 185  
20 Ibid., p. 21 

ordinary people to kill their neighbors.  She was 

able to use both written and oral sources very well 

and clearly and perspicaciously explains the 

ambiguity of genocide. The book was written with 

both passion and clarity. This makes it appealing 

to the general public. In addition, the micro-level 

and constructivist approach will be useful for 

scholars and policy makers. She makes a unique 

and crucial contribution by bridging the gap 

between state-sponsored genocide, macro-level 

analysis, and how it was performed and affected 

the local, micro, level. It is also academically 

rigorous. Fujii succeeds to link power, identity, 

and agency to the projects of mass violence to 

show that genocide is a process. Thus, it is an 

inspiring book and a welcome addition in the 

fields of anthropology, sociology, history and 

political science. This multidisciplinary approach 

enables the reader to not only understand the 

explanation of mass involvement in genocide but 

also to evaluate the arguments from different 

perspectives. Fujii’s Killing Neighbors: Webs of 

Violence in Rwanda is an engrossing book.  


