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INTRODUCTION 

 

The Rwandan genocide is one of the great human cataclysms of the twentieth century.  

The genocide was a “systemic and coordinated attempt to physically eliminate the 

entire Tutsi population of Rwanda.”1 The most accurate figure for those who were 

killed in the 1959 genocide, when Hutus seized power and stripped Tutsis of their 

lands, was 100.00. In 1994, the mortality figures were more immense; 800,000 

Rwandese, including moderate Hutu and Tutsi, were killed in the space of 100 days at 

the hands of Hutu militia and the army.  It was the fastest genocide in the history of 

humanity. This genocide cannot be explained through stereotypes; the actors are far 

from just “savages”, “barbaric”, mindlessly killing. Although their actions are 

abhorrent, they are breathing and thinking Homines sapientes who had political 

motives.  How can one explain the Rwandan genocide?  Some European 

commentators had an answer. The trigger that came in 1994 is a product of a deep 

history. They argue, “African tribes are possessed by ancestral hatreds and 

periodically slaughter each other because it is in their nature to do so.”2 In order to 

deeply grasp the human catastrophe that consumed Rwanda, this paper will analyze 

the complexity of the contested Rwanda histories of ethnic relationships and the role 

of a strong state in Rwanda. There are some factors that should be taken into account 

such as: the pervasive economic crisis, the politicization of both ethnicities, Hutu and 

Tutsi under the Belgian rule as well as in the independence era in 1959, and the 

strength of the Rwandan state.  I will argue that a strong state, weak ethnicity and the 

economic situation have led to the Rwanda genocide in 1959 and 1994.  

 

                                                      
1 Straus, Scott. The Order of Genocide: Race, Power, and War in Rwanda. Ithaca: Cornell 

UP, p. 49. 2006.  
2 Prunier, Gérard. Africa's World War: Congo, the Rwandan Genocide, and the Making of a 

Continental Catastrophe. Oxford: Oxford UP, p. 140. 2009.  
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THE ECONOMIC CRISIS 

 

Rwanda is one of the most densely populated countries of the African continent and 

due to its young population and high fertility rate; the annual population growth 

remained high on the eve of the genocide, at around 3%. The population is rural and 

dependent on agriculture; more than 90% of the population reply heavily on small-

scale farming.3 To respond to the population pressure, the peasants expanded the area 

under cultivation and increase productivity through, for example, a system of near-

continuous cropping, mixed cropping and fertilization.4 Nevertheless, by the end of 

1980s, all the lands were taken up for cultivation and the techniques used for 

intensification had reached their limits. Thus, farm productivity was drastically and 

the rural poor had few opportunities to earn income. There are some scholars such as 

Prunier and Mamdani who argue that there is a strong correlation between the failure 

to maintain per capita food production due to the population pressure and the timing 

of the genocide. This means that land scarcity, and the opportunity to acquire lands, 

was one of the main incentives for the mass killings. The indigenous land systems 

evolve towards increasingly individualized forms of tenure when the pressure on land 

rises as a result of growing commercialization of agriculture as well as population 

growth. 5    From the 1980s onwards, the strategy of agriculture development in 

Rwanda led into a deadlock. This was also reflected in the decline of both, 

kilocalories per person per day by the farmers as well as the per capita farm 

production. Although between 1965-1967 and 1980-1982, the caloric production per 

capita increased by 22%, it has fallen back in the following decade. What followed 

the same movement was the per capita production of food crops. 6  Also, the 

government applied a policy based upon the decrease of fallow and the development 

of new land. This led to the elimination, by either flight or death, of more than the 

half of the Tutsis. Also, the government freed up vast tracts of land, in the eastern 

region, for cultivation.  Therefore, this did not only give rise to unjustified optimism 

but also to the an exploited dream for Hutus that each one of them can have access to 

lands, hence, a decent livelihood from agriculture. 7  The extreme land hunger led to a 

troubled environment. Therefore, this made desperate people to seize any opportunity 

to change their current predicament. Lack of non-agricultural employment 

opportunities and the extreme scarcity of land resources were an indirect cause of the 

civil war, in which powerful forces that played upon ethnic division to be able to 

remain in power triggered them off. “Prunier “ all these people who were about to be 

killed had land and at times cows. And somebody had to get these lands and those 

                                                      
3  Verpoorten, Marijke. "Leave None to Claim the Land: A Malthusian Catastrophe in 

Rwanda?" Journal of Peace Research 49.4 (2012): 547-63. 
4 Ibid. 
5 André, Catherine, and Jean-Philippe Platteau. "Land Relations under Unbearable Stress: 

Rwanda Caught in the Malthusian Trap." Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization 34.1 

(1998): 1-47. 
6 Ibid.  
7 Ibid.  



 

 

3 

cows after their owners were dead.” As Platteau and André argue that the effect of 

land scarcity on the system of land-tenure as well as the intra-community disputes are 

interconnected. 

 

In a poor and increasingly overpopulated country this was not a negligible incentive. 8  

By the late 1980 and early 1990, famine made a worrisome reappearance in numerous 

part of the country. There are several factors that contributed to the degradation of the 

economic situation such as the decline of coffee export receipts from $144 million in 

1895 to $30 million in 1993, poor weather, the disorganization of government 

liberalization (1990-1994), structural adjustment policies and an abrupt fall in export 

prices. 9 By mid-1992, and compared to 9.2 Rw francs in1990, exports had remained 

steady at 8.9 billion Rw. francs.  However, imports increased, from 23 to 38 billion 

Rw. francs. 10  The spent of a large chunk of Rwanda’s foreign currency reserves 

financed the balance of payments deficit. In 1993, it was down to US $56.7m from 

$110.1 m in 1991. 11 Both foreign debt and global public debt have been sharply on 

the increase, from US $452.2m n 1986 to $736.2m in 1990 and from 6,678m Rw. 

franc in 1990 to 13,702m in 1992, respectively. 12 This massive inflationary spending 

led to the depreciation of the Rw. franc. Alison Des Forges stated that the “ living 

conditions worsened dramatically as per capita income that stood at US$320 in 1989 

fell to US $200 in 1993.13 It was the nineteenth poorest country, not in Africa, but the 

entire world. Although there are diverse causes of the illness of Rwanda in terms of it 

policies and political instability, existing literatures do not explain why the economic 

policies went so badly in Rwanda while other countries such as Ghana, chose growth-

enhancing policies?  To answer this question, ethnic fragmentation plays a role in 

explaining the political instability and economic aspects that are related to long-term 

growth. Some scholars, such as Alesina, argue that  “ society’s politicization and 

degree of social conflict” are main factors that underline policy decisions. 14  It is 

difficult to agree on growth-reducing policies and the provision of public goods in 

ethnically fragmented economies. Therefore, ethnic diversity is interconnected with 

poor economy. 15  

 

 

WEAK ETHNICITY 

                                                      
8 André, Catherine, and Jean-Philippe Platteau. "Land Relations under Unbearable Stress: 

Rwanda Caught in the Malthusian Trap." Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization 34.1 

(1998): 1-47.  
9 Ibid. 
10 Prunier, Gérard. The Rwanda Crisis: History of a Genocide. New York: Columbia UP, 

p.159.1995. 
11 Ibid. 
12 ibid.  
13 Jones, Adam. Genocide: A Comprehensive Introduction. London: Routledge, p.237. 2006. 
14 Easterly, W., and R. Levine. "Africa's Growth Tragedy: Policies and Ethnic Divisions." The 
Quarterly Journal of Economics 112.4 (1997): 1203-250. Web. 
15 Ibid. 
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An ethnic group is defined as “ a group of people within a larger (state) society which 

is – in addition to its (factual or believed) common descent- also distinct from the 

majority or from other groups in important socio-cultural aspects and which 

understands itself as a community or “we-group.” 16  In a narrow biosocial sense, 

ethnic groups have common language and religion. One of its main characterizations 

is the existence of closer and denser forms of communication as well as strong 

feelings and loyalties in a similar vein.  In fact, ethnicity does not have a criterion 

fixed once and for all.  In other words, it is not circumscribed, defined and fixed. It is 

a result of complex processes of negotiations, making boundary and classificatory 

struggles between and among numerous actors. 17  In other words, some actors 

construct antagonistic ethnic identities in order to either maintain or increase their 

power, economically or politically.18 Compared to any other region in the world, the 

ethnicity differentiation in Africa is among the greatest. Some scholars argue that 

ethnic fragmentation is held responsible for conflicts and wars in Africa, in this case 

in Rwanda.  Some scholars can argue that ethnicity is the source of civil wars and 

political disorder rather than is a product of conflict rather.  19 Identity is perceived as 

social categories; it is not fixed by human natural or unchanging characteristics but 

rather by practice and social convention. They are reproduced in action as well as 

speech. To elaborate, one of the most influential scholar, Gérard Prunier puts great 

stress on discourses, tool of constructivists, of Tutsi racial superiority that developed 

in Rwanda under the colonial rule.  Ethnic identity is, therefore, socially constructed.  

With already important class distinctions, Rwanda was seen as a hierarchical as well 

as centralized kingdom by the end of the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, the 

populations were not fully incorporated in the state. What were seen more important 

than political interaction were family ties, clan and lineage. In the pre-colonial era, 

Rwanda was made-up of three ethnic groups (Tutsis, Hutus and Twas) that were seen 

as distinct ethnicities. To elaborate, some scholars argue that Twas were the 

indigenous people of Rwanda who are pigmy hunters.  On the one hand, Hutus, who 

constitute 85 percent of the population, cultivated the land and believe to have come 

from Cameroon. One the other hand, Tutsis, who comprised 14 percent of the 

Rwandan population prior the genocide, were mainly owners of cattle and reportedly 

came from Ethiopia late thirteenth century.  One may argue that, this was, as Philip 

Gourevitch stated,  “the original inequality: cattle are a more valuable asset than 

                                                      
16 Haller, Max. "Ethnic Stratification and Economic Inequality around the World: The End of 

Exploitation and Exclusion?" Ashgate, p.321 2015. 
17 Ibid., p. 32 
18 Fearon, James D., and David D. Laitin. "Violence and the Social Construction of Ethnic 

Identity." International Organization 54.4 (2000): 845-77. Web. 
19 Bates, Robert H. When Things Fell Apart: State Failure in Late century Africa. New York: 

Cambridge UP, p. 132. 2008. Print. 
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produce.”20  The nature of the relations between Hutus and Tutsis were nonetheless 

contending historical accounts. Was it really hierarchical or egalitarian, conflicted or 

harmonious? What is clear is that in the fifteenth century, Tutsis established their 

kingdom in eastern Rwanda. They also expanded it southward as well as westward 

sixteenth century. As a result, this expansion led to the loss of autonomy for the 

agricultural Hutu.21  Nevertheless, for the next three centuries, the two groups lived in 

a mutual arrangement of organic as well as symbolic integration.  For instance, there 

are some events that played a role in building this relationship such as the Hutu 

participation in the advisory council of the fellow Tutsi monarchy. Additionally, they 

share the same history, territory, language (Kinyarwanda) and intermarriage between 

both groups, Tutsi and Hutus, were frequent.22   By 1950, there was land shortage in 

some provinces in Rwanda. This shortage was partly a result of an institution known 

as ibikingi in which Tutsi monarchy appropriated private pasturelands.23 A small of 

leisured lords were sustained through the producers who provided surplus of Hutu 

labor. In other words, a class of lords controlled both land and labor; it was a product 

of a mode of production. The emergence a new class, landless laborers, have “ stoked 

the fires of land hunger and given force to the right of exclusion.”24   

The catastrophe that took place in the late nineteenth century was an indirect 

consequence of the expansion of the European-dominated international system. 

Colonial rule had a significant impact on the Rwandan society and politics. It is clear 

that the colonial rulers, either the Germans or the Belgian, did not create Tutsi and 

Hutu inequality but they had change the reach of the state, the nature of competition, 

either politically or economically, and the forms of dominations. Ethnicity was only 

intensified during and post-colonial era. Specifically, the demands of the colonial 

state fell heavily on Hutu, cultivators. This accentuated ethnic distinctions and 

changed the cultural meaning.  In order to build the Belgian state in Rwanda, the 

colonial state introduced policies of ethnic favoritism. The colonial Belgian used a 

classic divide-and-conquer method in order to sustain as well as strengthen its hold 

over Rwanda.25Hence, these had deepened as well as broaden the stakes of ethnic 

polarization. In addition, the struggle of power has widened. According to the scholar 

Mahmood Mamdani, the indirect rule established a 'decentralized despotism'. He 

stated that 

Custom ... was state ordained and state enforced ... I am not arguing for a 

conspiracy theory whereby custom was always defined 'from above', always 

'invented' and 'constructed' by those in power. The customary was more often 

                                                      
20 Moghalu, Kingsley Chiedu. Rwanda's Genocide: The Politics of Global Justice. New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, p.10. 2005. Print. 
21 Ibid., p.9 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid., p. 10 
24 Ibid.  
25 Jones, Nicholas A. The Courts of Genocide: Politics and the Rule of Law in Rwanda and 

Arusha. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge,p.21 2010.  
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than not the site of struggle ... My point, though, is about the institutional 

context in which this contest took place: the terms of the contest, its 

institutional framework, were heavily skewed in favor of state-appointed 

customary authori- ties ... the functionary of the local state apparatus was ... 

the chief. 26 

In the nineteenth century, Rwanda became a German protectorate during the 

‘’Scramble for Africa” and the 1880 Anglo-German treaty. After the defeat of 

German in the First World War, Rwanda was transferred to the Belgian colonial 

administration in 1919, under the League of Nations. For instance, the Tutsi were 

given a dominant role in the racially segregated education system, state and church 

that were constructed under the Belgian rule. They also introduced a bureaucratized 

system. More specifically, in the 1930s, they distributed identity cards that label and 

define each Rwandan, as Hutu, Tutsi or Twa. The Rwandans were classified based on 

the number of the cattle they had; if one own ten cows, then he/she was counted as 

Tutsi, if one has less than ten cows, he/she has to be a Hutu and if someone is a potter, 

then this person is a Twa. 27 These identity cards were a key genocidal facilitator and 

the post-colonial government perpetuated their institutionalizing. This shows that the 

caste character transformed into racial and hence, shaped ethnic identity.  One might 

ask why the codification of Tutsi and Hutu designations was rigid under the Belgian 

rule? The Belgian administration in Rwanda was seeking to reinforce the power 

structure that already existed, structure social order and standardize as well as 

rationalize heterogeneous social relations. 28 The cards were seen as tools used by the 

state in order to not only determine the chances of an individual life but also to 

indicate the ethnic category of a person. This served to mold the social salience of 

ethnicity.  

The Hutu expressed their frustrations through proto-genocidal massacres of the Tutsis 

in 1959. This period was characterized by the wave of decolonization. Through the 

so-called Hutu Peasant Revolution or Social Revolution, the Hutu wanted to end the 

Tutsi domination.29  They used violence against them and stripped their lands. This 

violent uprising sharpened the ethnic tensions. Politically, two political parties were 

formed, however, they had ethnic inclination. On the one hand, in 1957, a Hutu 

political party, Association for the Social Promotion of the Masses, was established 

and led by Joseph Gitera. On the other hand, Chief Bwankweri established the 

                                                      
26 Quoted by Spear, Thomas. "Neo-Traditionalism And The Limits Of Invention In British 

Colonial Africa." J. Afr. Hist The Journal of African History 44.01 (2003): n. pag. 
27 Pottier, Johan. Re-imagining Rwanda: Conflict, Survival and Disinformation in the Late 
Twentieth Century. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, p.117. 2002 
28 Newbury, Catharine. "Ethnicity and the Politics of History in Rwanda." Africa Today 45.1 

(1998): 7-24. JSTOR. Web. 06 Dec. 2015. 
29 "Rwanda, Genocide, Hutu, Tutsi, Mass Execution, Ethnic Cleansing, Massacre, Human 

Rights, Victim Remembrance, Education, Africa." UN News Center. UN, n.d. Web. 18 Dec. 

2015. 
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Rwandese Democratic Union, a Tutsi political party, in 1959.30  The ground was 

prepared for subsequent ethnic extremism. Ethnicity became politicized since it has 

been concentrated in ethnic-based political associations. One might argue that the 

regimes of both Kayibanda in 1961 and Habayrimana in 1973 failed to de-ethnicize 

politics in the country. In addition, the Belgians had finally come to perceive the 

educated Tutsi who were in dominant positions in state bureaucracy as a threat. They 

moved to the forefront of the numerous ant-colonial endeavors. As a result, the 

Belgians switched their favor to the Hutus who were less educated and less 

threatening.  The country was not only split ethnically but also politically. There was 

a sharp division between two groups of Banyarwanda: Batutsi as well as Bahutu.31  

As a result of this massacres, thousands were massacred, more than 20,000 were 

displaced internally and thousands fled the country32.  The Belgian intervention in 

Rwanda aggravated ethnic conflict. Following the initial fighting, the Belgian ordered 

the arrests of 919 Tutsi as compared to 312 Hutu.33 The crackdown on Tutsi and their 

charged with causing public disorder showed that the Belgians wanted to ensure Hutu 

domination of the Tutsi. Consequently, the thousands of the Tutsi who fled to 

neighboring countries such as Uganda, Tanzania and Zaire formed an armed rebel 

movement in 1987.34  This movement is known as Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), 

the new name of the Rwandese Alliance for National Unity that was formed by some 

Rwandese in the Diaspora. In 1990, the RPF launched a military invasion of Rwanda 

from Uganda.  One might argue that at the time of independence, the Tutsis were out 

of power. However, they were still perceived as the overlords in Rwanda. This image 

never left the political scene in the government. The regimes of Kayibanda and 

Habyarimana used this image of the Tutsis in order to consolidate the power of Hutus, 

their own group.  This did not only lead to the politicization of ethnicity but also its 

militarization and radicalization of ethnicity. This was clear when the Tutsis who 

were in exile attempted to recapture power through the use of violence and by force. 

Another example is that before the invasion of the RPF, the army of Rwanda was only 

5,000 men equipped with light arms.35 After the invasion, the army was expanded to 

30,000 men who were armed with heavier weaponry. 36 

Under the rule of Hutu dictator Juvénal Habyarimana, the remaining Tutsi established 

a modus vivendi with the new order dominated by the Hutus. A “tightly knit mafia” 

and akazu, little house, characterized the  ‘Hutu power’ regime of Habyarimana.  This 

tightly knit mafia was operating as “ the invisible government of Rwanda during 

Habyarimana’s reign.” 37  During the time of the RPF attacks, the powerful and 

                                                      
30 Adelman, Howard, and Astri Suhrke. The Path of a Genocide: The Rwanda Crisis from 

Uganda to Zaire. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, p.62. 1999.  
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Jones, Adam. Genocide: A Comprehensive Introduction. London: Routledge, p.236. 2006.  
35 Adelman, Howard, and Astri Suhrke. The Path of a Genocide: The Rwanda Crisis from 

Uganda to Zaire. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, p.78. 1999. Print. 
36 Ibid. 
37 ibid.  
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wealthy regime became weakened; widespread popular disaffection in different areas 

in the country particularly in the center. In addition, there were intense struggles 

among Hutus regarding both regional and class differences. Therefore, these 

threatened the continued hegemony of those who are in power.  There was a systemic 

harassment of the Tutsis in education and access to governmental jobs. They were 

discriminated against. Habyarimana accused the Tutsis, mainly the RPF, of aiming at 

reestablish their hegemony and monarchy in Rwanda by overthrowing a Hutu 

government. However, the RPF denied that this is their main goal. 38 This ethnic 

polarization was in the 1990s was a continuation the evolving tensions of the Belgian 

colonial rule.  A crucial result of the RUF intervention was a growing climate of fear 

among ordinary Hutus. The atrocities against Hutu civilians made them more anxious 

especially after the massacres of the Hutus by the Tutsi-dominated armed forces in 

Burundi.  On the one hand, the international actors as well as the Hutu moderates 

supported the Arusha Accords, signed in 1993 between the two warring factions in 

Rwanda, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) and the government of Rwanda. 39 On 

the other hand, the Tutsi rebels as well as the Hutu hardliners prepared for war.   

On April 6, 1994, the plane of Juvenal Habyarimana, the Rwandan president, was 

shot down before lending in Kigali. The president was not the only one who lost his 

life but all aboard that included, for instance, the Burundi president, Cyprien 

Ntaryamira, Elie Segatwa, a crucial Hutu hardliner.40  The aim of Habyarimana was 

to end the fragile cease-fire that halted the civil war. This assassination was at the 

heart of the dynamic of escalation that drove the genocide. After this incident, the 

Hutu hardliners quickly took control of the state. Therefore, the Hutu extremists in the 

government, out of fear of the Tutsi insurgents, deployed militias as well as killing 

squads. They rallied saying that they either kill or be killed.  Interahamwe and 

Impuzamugambi were the two largest and radical youth Hutu militias. They are made 

up of unemployed young men. They received military training and were taught to 

kill.41 Their main role was to either check identity cards for ethnic identity in order to 

recognize a Tutsi by his or her stereotypical features (i.e. aquiline nose, slender frame 

and high cheekbones) or manned roadblocks.  Specifically, there were four main 

political forces that played a crucial role at the national level before the eve of the 

genocide. Firstly, the army supported the moderate Hutus. Secondly, the members of 

the MRND, the ruling party were also main actors. 42 They are known as Hutu 

hardliners. The Coalition for the Defense of the Republic (CDR), their media and 

military allies were the ultranationalist. Thirdly, the Rwanda Patriotic Front, the Tutsi 

rebels, also operated in Rwanda. Finally, the international actors particularly 2500 

                                                      
38 Newbury, Catharine. "Ethnicity and the Politics of History in Rwanda." Africa Today 45.1 

(1998): 7-24. JSTOR. Web. 06 Dec. 2015. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Straus, Scott. The Order of Genocide: Race, Power, and War in Rwanda. Ithaca: Cornell 

UP,p.44. 2006. Print. 
41 Grünfeld, Fred, and Anke Huijboom. The Failure to Prevent Genocide in Rwanda: The 

Role of Bystanders. Leiden: Martinus Nijhoff, p.26. 2007. Print. 
42 Straus, Scott. The Order of Genocide: Race, Power, and War in Rwanda. Ithaca: Cornell 

UP,p.44. 2006. 
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United Nations peacekeepers and other diplomats were present. 43  The killing of 

Habyarimana was one of the principle reasons that led to the genocide and opened 

doors for escalation. In other words, in order to grasp who killed the president and 

orchestrated the genocide, one has to shed light on the key hypotheses. On the side, 

some may argue that the Hutu hardliners are the killers since they subsequently took 

over. On the other side, some blame the RPF who not only launched an offensive but 

also won the civil war since International Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR)44 funded them.   

The genocide was not similar to the Holocaust of World War II that has been carried 

out by army officers and state officials since it was not away from the view of the 

Rwandan population. Although, it was organized by elites in the government, the 

people executed it. In addition, if 800,000 people were slaughtered during that short 

period, then this means “the daily killing rate was at least five times that of the Nazi 

death camps.”45  In addition, 250,000 rape cases were recorded during the genocide, 

including Tutsi girls under the age of fifteen.46  Women were raped multiple times 

and then killed. Although, the figure might be inaccurate, but what is certain is that 

sexual violence was one of the most crucial dimensions of the genocide. Between 

175,000 and 210,000 people played a role in the butchery. They used hoes, axes, and 

machetes to kill in various places such as churches, marketplaces, schools, and roads. 

Every single person in Rwanda was involved in this drama, either as a witness, an 

organizer, a victim or a perpetuator.  Hence, one can argue that for the first time in 

history, a state succeed to transform the population into murderers.    

STRONG STATE 

 

The aberrations of the Rwandan case has challenged numerous conventional 

assumptions of “state” concept, be it its ability to serve the interests of development, 

ruling class or capitalism. The decay or the strength of a state are neither an absolute 

condition nor a single process but rather corrosion or development that occur 

unevenly or evenly in various parts of the state.  A state is an ideological domain, 

complex social formation and an institutional matrix. 47  It is also defined by its 

monopoly of legitimate organized violence. Rwanda was characterized by its 

widespread of economic retrogression and being a grim jest. The Rwandan genocide 

was not only unique exception but also a pragmatic crisis. It was a crisis in terms of 

ability and strength of the state to make the people obey its orders.  The people or the 

local administration that refuse to carry out the orders from the capital so blindly can 

                                                      
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. p.45 
45 Ibid. 
46 Straus, Scott. The Order of Genocide: Race, Power, and War in Rwanda. Ithaca: Cornell 

UP, p. 52. 2006. Print. 
47 Prunier, Gérard. The Rwanda Crisis: History of a Genocide. New York: Columbia UP, 

p.243. 1995. 
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be shot. In addition, one of the Rwandan tradition, reinforced by the colonial powers, 

was to un-question obedience to authority. For example, if one of the highest 

authorities told someone to do anything, this person has to do it even if it was asked 

from him to kill. There are two main aspects in Rwanda that make orders hard to 

resist, a strong authoritarian state and strong acceptance of group identification. A 

seventy-year old killer said it was “either you took part in the massacre or else you 

were massacred yourself.”48 Some historians such as Jean-Pierre Chrétien called them 

“innocent murders or “victim-killers.”49  

 

The question is: did the Rwandan state lose its capacity for rational behavior or was it 

too rational? Habyarimana projected a liberal image to attract foreign aid. 

Economically, the president praised the Structural Adjustment Plan (SAP) introduced 

in 1990 and states that it was excellent for the Rwandese interests.50  It reduced the 

real price of the coffee to the farmers. It also decreased the nominal price of the 

coffee. 51  This imposed policy by the international lenders led to the growth of anti-

sentiments and increased the number of oppositions. The government faced pressure 

for democratization.  In the 1990s, Habyarimana’s views of the process of 

democratization were only decorative since nothing had much changed and his 

concept of democracy seemed to have fashionable democratic political parties. This 

process of “ democratization” leads to political instability and disorder. Although 

there was shift from one-party to multiparty systems, the government did not 

accompany them with both civil and political rights.52  In other words, civil society 

organizations remained weak, if not absent, to incarnate emancipatory politics in 

terms of recognizing of the Rwandans people. Also, elections were not the only 

evidence of democratic politics. Some scholars argue that the intermediate regimes 

exhibit higher rates of civil wars. In other words, the regimes that lie between “stable 

authoritarian and consolidated democratic governments” are vulnerable to disorder.53 

They are the product of the so-called “ third wave” of democratization and “ illiberal” 

political forces. 54   From a neo-Marxist perspective, the state was described as “the 

petty bourgeois state”, “dependent state” and “ neo-colonial state.”  The state 

withdrew from state-dominated social as well as economic spaces, incapable of and 

its management role of larger societal issues.   

 

Under the umbrella of democracy, Habyarimana has signed a new constitution in 

1991, a step that might lead to democracy. He also legalized the establishment of 

multiple political parties and set out rules by which they would function effectively. 

                                                      
48 Ibid. 
49 p.247 
50  Mamdani, Mahmood. When Victims Become Killers: Colonialism, Nativism, and the 
Genocide in Rwanda. Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, p. 148. 2001.  
51 Ibid. 
52 Bates, Robert H. When Things Fell Apart: State Failure in Late century Africa. New York: 

Cambridge UP, p. 12. 2008.  
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid., p.11 
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Although, it was a new political chapter in the history of Rwanda, the actions and 

practices of these institutionalized laws would show if it is indeed a new chapter or 

not.  In fact, none of the political parties played an active role in the political life.  

Specifically, by August 1991, there were fifteen political parties that started to operate 

and competed with Mouvement Révolutionaire National pour le Dévelopment 

(MRND), Habyarimana political party. The Mouvement Démocratique Républicain 

(MDR) was the most threating party since it was the successor of MDR-Parmehutu, 

the party of the first president of Rwanda, Kayibanda. Most of the MDR members 

wanted to oust MRND because they had personal fights with Habyarimana when they 

were members of MRND. Other small parties played a role in the political life. For 

instance, the Parti Socail Démocrate (PSD), the Parti Libéral (PL) and Parti 

Démocrate Chrétien ( PDC) were the so-called intellectuals’ party.55 In addition, he 

put in place the post of a Prime minister. Thus, he ‘reduced’ his power. The 

opposition put pressure on Habyarimana to accept a coalition. This means they would 

share power. Nevertheless, the extreme Hutus were unhappy with these decisions. 

Hence, they reinforced the Hutu extremism, which was shown in the creation of the 

Coalition Pour la Défense (CDR), the radical Hutu racist party. The party said that: “ 

no party, no institution, no person had been able to defend the interests of the majority 

[Hutu] publicly and consistently.’’56 They made a decision that they had to take their 

fate into their own hands. The CDR saw the MRND and Habyarimana as being ‘too 

soft’ not only towards the opposition but also RPF.57 In addition, violence was also 

growing against the Tutsis. The human rights violations took different forms; hate 

propaganda, violence, killing and discrimination against Tutsis and moderate Hutu.   

 

Although the political reforms were positive, the political atmosphere in the country 

was full of suspicion and fear. The reality was different than what was expected. In 

other words, the regime began to make maneuvers in terms of how to maintain and 

continue the system even under the new political reforms.   The regime prepared to 

defend both its economic and political power. For instance, they used agents of the 

regime to infiltrate the opposition political parties. As a result, intentions of some 

actors in the political parties to create extremist Hutu within them will water down. 

Furthermore, the regime created ‘small opposition’ parties that were seen as 

alternative fronts for the government of Habyarimana. Equally important, the 

Coalition For Defense of the Republic political party was created by the regime. 

Habyarimana wanted to give an impression that MRNDD was moderate. To justify 

this creation, they only wanted to show a dedication to multiparty democracy, even 

though the parliament rejected the establishment of this political party because it has 

ethnic stance. The Coalition pour la Defense de la Republique (CDR), a Hutu 

                                                      
55 Grünfeld, Fred, and Anke Huijboom. The Failure to Prevent Genocide in Rwanda: The 

Role of Bystanders. Leiden: Martinus Nijhoff, p.61. 2007.  
56 Ibid., p.62 
57 Ibid. 
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extremist coalition, was founded in 1992. 58Bukyana was officially accepted by the 

party because it was believed that, as he stated, “we are convinced that the unity of 

the Bahutu will stop violence and will bring the excess ambitions to the minority 

Tutsi to their acceptable level.”59 In fact, MRND was a means to face and put an end 

to the challenges of the rebirth of the political parties. The philosophy of extremisms 

was rooted in MRND; its formation strictly followed ethnic cleavages. Therefore, it 

divided the country along ethnic lines, as during the pre-independence era.  Therefore, 

ethnicity in Rwanda was highly politicized.  

Ethnicity based political parties…failed to conceive of a post-

colonial state other than an ethnically discriminatory one…either in 

favor of “Hutu majority” or organized as a “constitutional Tutsi 

monarchy.” Parties…capable of organizing on an anti ethnic basis 

and of being sites of a democratic prescription in the post-colonial 

state were overwhelmed by others and circumstances mush as the 

absence of an independently organized working class movement60 

 

What is more distracting than war was the politically civil violence? The Rwandan 

government defined the real enemy in 1992 as: “Tutsi inside or outside or Rwanda 

who are extremist and nostalgic for power…who want to take power in Rwanda by 

force.”61  This means that the government sent a specific signal: the enemy is Tutsi.  

In addition, the regime enforced a policy of not only ethnic ratios but also ethnic 

quotas. To elaborate, racism was introduced in official state policy such as higher 

education and professions. For instance, 90 percent of educational and employment 

opportunities were allowed to the Hutu while the other 9 percent were allowed to 

Tutsis and 1 percent to Twa.62  Therefore, this increased ethnic animosity in Rwanda. 

Racism was also propagated through other means. In history schools syllabus, the 

Tutsis were painted as natural enemies of the country and the Hutus.  Hence, 

preaching a systemic racial ideology kept alive racial hatred among the students. The 

regime of Habyarimana did not make attempts to redress the problem of ethnicity at a 

time when opportunities existed for national reconciliation.   

The Rwandan genocide is seen as a new phenomenon. Contrary to the superficial 

explanations that the primitiveness of the people in Rwanda has caused the genocide, 

it was well systemic organized killing and attempted at erasing and completely 

annihilated the targeted group.  All necessary conditions for the genocide were 

present. For instance, there was a coherent ideology that contains the lethal potential, 

good communication, an organized civil service, a tightly control over lands, and a 

                                                      
58 Morel, Jacques. La France Au Coeur Du Génocide Des Tutsi. N.p.: L'Esprit Frappeur, p. 

42. 2010.  
59 Adelman, Howard, and Astri Suhrke. The Path of a Genocide: The Rwanda Crisis from 

Uganda to Zaire. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, p. 70. 1999.  
60 Ibid., p.71  
61 Ibid., p.74  
62 Ibid., p.72 
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disciplined population. 63 It is always difficult in any genocide to know the precise 

decision-making mechanisms; who actually gave the orders.  In the Rwandan case, 

tone has to shed light of “who” rather than the “how.” In fact, one can argue that 

small tight groups that belong to the political, military and economic elite of the 

regime were the main organizers of the genocide. For instance, Théoneste Bagosora 

was one of the general organizers of the whole operation. He was both, the behind the 

scene creator of the Provisional Government and the director of services in the 

Ministry of Defense. 64 Also, the one who influenced the reluctant element elements 

in the Armed Forces of Rwanda (FAR) in order to prevent them from standing in the 

way is the Defense Minister, Major-General Augustin Bizimana. 65  Other army 

military person played a role in the articulation of the resources and militia action of 

the army is Lieut-Colonel Leonard Nkundiye. Civilians were also involved such as 

the secretary general of MRND(D), Joseph Nzirorera. He was the one who 

coordinated the Interahamwe operations that were financed by Robert Kajuka, CDR 

militia leader. Furthermore, a bank director, Pascal Musabe, was one of the militia.  

 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the politicization, militarization and radicalization of ethnicity by both 

the internal and external actors, the government and the colonizers, have intensified 

the conflicts between Hutu and Tutsis. Inequality between the two ethnic groups did 

not lead to genocide but rather the intensification of ethnicity, the nature of economic 

and political competition and the different forms of dominations.  In addition, the 

strength of the Rwandan state and the economic crisis led to political instability as 

well s disorder. The state knew how to maintain its own structure, power and 

interests. Although, there voices that called for inclusive policies and the restructuring 

of power relations, the Hutu hardliners succeed in marginalizing and silence the 

moderate voices in 1950s and physically destroyed them in 1990s. Moreover, those 

who were in powerful positions did not want to lose their economic as well as 

political privilege. In the same respect, ordinary citizens feared the political struggles 

and the crises of governance would lead to violent consequences. The use of violence 

is associated with a relatively small group who are main participant in the 

competition.  In the 1996, Hutu were portrayed as génocidaires, while in 1959, the 

Tutsis were portrayed as monarchists and in 1990s, and they were labeled as “evil.”66   
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