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Genocide is a challenging subject since it 

encourages scholars to contribute to its 

elimination. There are much-studied aspects of the 

genocide that has proliferated across various 

genres such as in Gérard Prunier’s The Rwandan 

Genocide, Linda Melvern’s A People Betrayed: 

the Role of the West in Rwanda’s Genocide, Philip 

Gourevitch’s We Wish to inform You that 

Tomorrow We Will Be Killed With Our Families 

and Roméo Dallaire’s Shake Hands With the 

Devil.  By confronting the complexity of the 

subject, the shift of structures of empathy, history 

and politics are becoming complicated. We are 

still struggling to comprehend the trauma that took 

place in Rwanda in 1994. The Rwanda genocide is 

one of the malevolent patches of the garden of evil 

in the conflictive and complex state of our world 

and discipline. The peculiar type of violence; the 

accomplishment of killing with grenades, 

machetes and nail-studded, makes this carnage 

more terrifying. In Christopher C. Taylor’s 

Sacrifice as Terror: The Rwandan Genocide of 

1994, he analyses the cri de coeur of the people in 

Rwanda during the genocide where more than one 

seventh of the nation’s population were brutally 

massacred. Taylor was an ethnographer of the 

genocide and was a witness of Rwanda’s slow 

descent into chaos.  In this paper, I will focus on 

Taylor’s ethnographic research, the use of the 

political and historical background of Rwanda, the 

Hamitic hypothesis, the cosmology of terror and 

human bodies and the role of gender.  

To begin with, Taylor, an anthropologist, spends 

several years in Rwanda in order to conduct 

medical research. In Taylor’s Sacrifice as Terror: 

The Rwandan Genocide of 1994, he uses both 

secondary sources such as magazines and 

propaganda campaigns and relies on a variety of 

evidence as well as examples to support his 

arguments. He also uses primary sources, mainly 

fieldwork research. Taylor divides his book into 

four slim chapters; Rwanda, the Hamitic 

Hypothesis in Rwanda and Burundi, the 

Cosmology of Terror, the Dialectics of Hate and 

Desire: Tutsi Women and Hutu Extremisms. He is 

a participant observation in his anthropological 

studies so he can be able to gather information 

particularly the ones that are related to the 

description of the events and the behaviors of the 

Rwandese during the first days of the genocide. 

One can argue that his book is similar to a written 

photograph.  

What makes this book original is the beginning. 

During the first days of the massacres, Taylor was 

coincidentally present.  He was, therefore, able to 

offer a harrowing account of the horror and to 

make it personal since the perpetrators as well as 

the victims’ beliefs were of acquaintances. Taylor 

starts with a personal engagement with Rwanda 

and a lengthy introductory exegesis during the first 

days of the genocide.  He tried to avoid roadblocks 

that were used as traps to either kill or rob.  The 

rescue of expatriates conveys a specific message; 

there was a sense of not only a radical rupturing of 

meaning but also of knowledge.  In addition, when 

the author stopped at a checkpoint, he perceives 

the situation based on his own cultural mapping. 

For instance, this was clear when he says: 

But I thought to myself that if we got through this 

roadblock all right, the rest would be easy. ‘This is 

the boundary of the sacred Rwanda 

Kingdom…Once we cross over this river, we will 
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be […] out of the territory that every Rwandan 

regime considers to be its most sacred turf. [No 

one] had any idea of what I was talking about…1 

 

Taylor’s ethnographic research is similar to the 

work of Alexander Laban Hinton’s Why Did you 

Kill? The Cambodian Genocide and the Dark Side 

of Face and Honor. Laban wanted to know why 

Khemer Rouge, a radical group of Maoist-inspired 

communist rebels, executed people during the 

genocidal Kampuchea regime? He conducts 

fieldwork in order to learn how perpetrators could 

participate in such mass violence.2  Both Taylan 

and Hinton use ethnography in order to provide to 

the reader an excellent insight and in-depth and 

detailed description of everyday life and the on 

ground situations. In addition, their fieldwork 

offers an opportunity to examine and deeply grasp 

how participants create meanings that can, 

therefore, generate their practice and behavior. His 

fieldwork also dissolves the gap between micro 

and macro levels of analysis since it shows how 

interaction with people and their social and 

political structures are interconnected and affect 

each other.  

Taylor then moves beyond his personal 

ethnography and starts to provide a symbolic 

analysis of the genocide as well as its political, 

ethnographic and historical background. He 

closely examines the longue durée of the genocide 

through its pre-colonial roots until 1994, the 

outbreak of the bloodletting. He provides a 

masterful discussion of early European colonial 

administrators, Belgian and German, in order to 

enable the ununiformed to follow the arguments.  

This is similar to Gerard Prunier’s The Rwandan 

Crisis: History of a Genocide. Prunier also starts 

his book by shedding light on the myths and 

realities of pre-colonial Rwandese society and the 

colonial impact of the Belgians and the Germans 

on Rwanda and how it played a role in the 

genocide. Both Taylor and Prunier locate their 

work within a historical perspective to give us a 

                                                      
1  Taylor, Christopher C. Sacrifice as Terror: The 

Rwandan Genocide of 1994. Oxford: Berg, p.23. 1999. 
2 Hinton, Alexander Laban. "Why Did You Kill?: The 

Cambodian Genocide and the Dark Side of Face and 

Honor." The Journal of Asian Studies 57.1 (1998): 93. 

healthy comprehension to a fairly fixed series of 

the past events to show that the genocide was a 

continuation and result of the past.  However, 

Taylor focuses only on external actors and lacks 

the explanation of other internal factors and actors. 

These include poor economic policy, civil wars, 

political turmoil, class struggles, gap between rich 

and poor, the role of the elites, exploitation of 

workers, intermediaries, the rivalries between 

internal actors and the ethniticization of political 

parties.  

In yet another convincing way, he consciously 

explores the Hamitic hypothesis that is the meat of 

this book. It serves for a specific purpose for both 

the Tutsis and Hutus. It is not only a racist 

explanation of cultural differences in central 

Africa but also a hypothesis that has a great impact 

in both Rwanda and Burundi particularly on the 

relations between Tutsis and Hutus. Taylor sheds 

light on the ‘ethnic conflict’ theme between the 

two identities as one of the principal origins of the 

genocide. The expression of the two identities is, 

in Fanon’s terms, an “ incomplete decolonization”. 

To elaborate, colonization has not completely 

ended since there is still a continuation of it: 

another new post-colonial person replaced it. The 

European colonization was the root of this 

explanation.  The “ Tutsi “extremists” make use of 

their version of the [Hamitic hypothesis] to claim 

intellectual superiority; Hutu “extremists” employ 

theirs to insist upon the foreign origins of Tutsi, 

and the autochthony of Hutu.”3 In an illuminating 

way, Taylor beautifully explains that what really 

contributes to the recrudescence in violence 

between the Tutsis and Hutus is the portrayal of 

the Tutsis as Hamitic invaders and quicker witted 

and the Hutus as intellectually inferior Bantus. 

Hence, this colonialist discourse fuels the violence 

and the sense of victimization. Courageously and 

insightfully, the author questions whether these 

constructs are ex nihilo, inventions, or not? 

Although this hypothesis might be the fatal flow 

with the Rwandan society, it cannot be dismissed 

as a mere colonial legacy. Although Taylor uses 

‘ethnic conflict’ theme, he neglects other two main 

                                                      
3  Taylor, Christopher C. Sacrifice as Terror: The 

Rwandan Genocide of 1994. Oxford: Berg, p.57. 1999. 
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pathways to mass-based violence that were used 

by Lee Ann Fujii’s Killing Neighbors: Webs of 

Violence in Rwanda. These two pathways are: 

“ethnic fears” and “ ethnic hatreds”.4  On the one 

hand, ethnic fears focuses on the moves and 

ambitions of elites; they foment mass fear of the 

‘other’ through the usage of arbitrary arrests, 

extremists media, organized riots in order to 

pursuit their political interest and priorities. 5 On 

the other hand, ethnic hatreds are a core 

component of ethnic group identities. Through 

myth, memory or the amalgamation of both, ethnic 

hatreds persist over generations. Ethnic hatreds can 

“remain dormant and even ‘simmer’ until 

something or someone pushes the lid off the pot, at 

which point, they may “erupt” or “explode” into 

mass-led violence against the hatred group.”6  One 

can argue that time does not necessarily heal since 

it is always better to open up the festering wounds, 

historical grievances, in order to cleanse them. 

This process will prevent a scar to be always 

engraving in people minds and hearts. 

In a fascinating way, the author makes a new and 

original contribution to the cosmology of terror. 

Taylor explores the political analysis of terror and 

focuses on the human body. His work on medical 

anthropology and beliefs were used as an 

explication to the violence. The body of the 

Rwandan has ontology. It was considered as the “ 

opposition between orderly states of humoral and 

other flows to disorderly ones”. 7  The main 

purpose of healing was not only to restore the 

individual’s bodily flows and malevolence but also 

rather to be applied to the national body. In other 

words, one can argue that in pathology, in the 

human body, blockages or flows of fluids may lead 

to illness or even death. In the same respect, in the 

national body, rivers and water can both mean and 

lead to purification. For instance, if something 

goes wrong or got bad, the blood of a victim can 

be sacrificed in order to carry away the danger of 

the collective. Through a retrieving and vivid 

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

in Rwanda. Ithaca: Cornell UP, p.4. 2009. Print. 
5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid., p. 4 
7  Taylor, Christopher C. Sacrifice as Terror: The 

Rwandan Genocide of 1994. Oxford: Berg, p.111. 1999. 

analysis, Taylor sheds light on the cultural 

cosmology of the genocide. The progress of the 

genocide that took place in Nybarongo as well as 

Nyabugogo rivers carried out the waste of the 

Tutsis to the North, where they come from.  This 

was clear when Taylor claims that the rivers of 

Rwanda “ became part of the genocide by acting as 

the body politics’ organs of elimination, in a sense 

of excreting its hated internal other.”8  This shows 

that the local cultural cosmology is that during 

ethnic cleansing, the space homogenization 

became part of the politics in the Rwandan state.  

In order to have a politically constitutive horror, it 

first must be made meaningful. The Hutu reality 

was being constructed during the violent de-

humanization of the bodies of the Tutsis.  One can 

argue that the lives of people are regarded as a 

crucial element in politics as well as history. It also 

became an object of power that has to be used and 

controlled in a specific way.  In fact, the author 

also sheds light on the notions of blockage in terms 

of the politics that can be seen as an impasse in the 

form of constipation and how it can be 

ameliorated. This means that the post-colonial 

state focuses on the same metaphoric symbolisms, 

the flow and blockage.  Although there is 

presumed cultural distinctions between the Tutsis 

and Hutus that leads to discrimination, they are 

conflated into the same cosmology.   

Taylor highlights the role of the gender issues and 

its complex role in the ethnic issues in a 

convincing fashion. With both the graphic cartoons 

and the Rwandan Press, Hutu men have 

ambivalence for not only their own women but 

also the Tutsi women. Also, the Hutu-led 

government produces effective propaganda that 

portray Tutsi women as having the capability to 

seduce the Hutu men and they were perceived as 

more beautiful than the Hutu women. 

Nevertheless, there was also another side of the 

propaganda coin. Hutu men lust after the Tutsi 

women. As a result, this threatens not only the 

offspring of the union but also ethnic boundaries 

between the Tutsis and Hutus. Taylor argues that 

there were “ many of the stereotypes of Tutsi 

                                                      
8 Ibid., p.130 
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women in pre-existing Hamitic models.”9 Taylor 

provides a clear explanation of why both women 

and children were targeted and why their numbers 

of Tutsi women were high compared to their male 

counterparts. The years before the genocide were 

characterized by a culture of terror. There were 

numerous Hutu extremists who used propaganda 

campaign to justify the cruelty and violence 

through different means such as rape and other 

unspeakable crimes that were committed against 

Tutsis.  However, Taylor fails to explain how 

women become politicized bodies as well as 

subject to rape. Violence used by Hutus against 

women also took a gender-specific form since 

being a woman during situations of conflicts is a 

risk factor. The pain, terror and humiliation is not 

directed to the woman as an individual but rather 

to her larger group, in this case Tutsi, in which she 

is a part.  Hence, these gender-specific forms of 

violence are translated into an assault upon the 

whole community because, in the Rwandese 

culture, the rape of one woman does not only 

humiliate her family but also all those associated 

with the survivor, namely the Tutsis.  More 

explicitly, the abuse and destruction of women 

bodies were used to control the threat as a means 

of reproduction. It was also a process of social 

degradation of the Tutsis.  

Taylor’s Sacrifice as Terror: The Rwandan 

Genocide of 1994 advances alternative explanation 

of the Rwandan genocide. It combines numerous 

disciplines, politics, history and anthropology, 

interpretations, interpretations across different 

chapters in which gender, human body, cosmology 

of terror, historical and political background and 

Hamitic hypothesis continue to be critical to the 

study of the Rwandan genocide. It is a brave and 

important piece of writing and it is directed to 

academic audience since it is not a very easy read. 

The writing style is dense. Taylor concludes his 

book by saying that the Rwandan tragedy “ will 

always defy all but particle and contradictory 

understanding.” 10 Nevertheless, those who will be 

able to navigate the dense of this book will surely 

gain a deeper understanding of the complexity of 

                                                      
9 Ibid., p.176 
10 Ibid.,p. 185  

the Rwandan genocide.  However, this book has 

numerous weaknesses. First of all, a greater 

attention could have been given to the interviews 

conducted by Taylor with rebel forces or important 

actors that he encountered in his day- to day 

research as an anthropologist. Secondly, he does 

not sufficiently elaborate on how the Hamitic 

hypothesis was used in the pre-colonial period 

since the divisions and the construction of 

identities between Hutus and Tutsis were not that 

clear as it was during the Belgian colonialism. He 

could have used other Rwandan mythologies to be 

able to place the Hamitic hypothesis in a more 

comprehensive cultural context.  Thirdly, instead 

of showing cartoons from Hutu extremist 

magazines and other propaganda campaigns, for 

example, Taylor could have discussed the kingship 

and gender roles in the Rwandan society so one 

can better understand the anthropological analysis. 

The publications used by Taylor were not 

sufficient evidence to support his argument.  

 

 

 

 


