rwanda and genocide in the twentieth
century

rwanda and genocide in the twentieth century represents one of the most tragic and defining
episodes in modern African history. This article explores the complex historical, social, and political
factors that culminated in the 1994 genocide against the Tutsi population in Rwanda. Understanding
the roots of ethnic tensions, colonial legacies, and post-independence power struggles is essential to
comprehending how such a catastrophic event unfolded in the twentieth century. Furthermore, this
examination highlights the international community's response and the lasting impacts of the
genocide on Rwanda and the wider world. The following sections will provide a detailed overview of
Rwanda's history, the nature of the genocide, its causes, and consequences.

e Historical Background of Rwanda in the Twentieth Century
e Ethnic Groups and Colonial Influence

e Political Developments Leading to the Genocide

e The 1994 Genocide: Events and Execution

 International Response and Intervention

e Aftermath and Legacy of the Genocide

Historical Background of Rwanda in the Twentieth
Century

Rwanda, a small landlocked country in East Africa, experienced significant social and political
changes throughout the twentieth century that set the stage for the genocide. Traditionally
inhabited by three main ethnic groups—the Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa—Rwanda's societal structure was
deeply influenced by these divisions. Prior to colonization, the Tutsi minority generally held political
and economic dominance, while the Hutu majority were primarily agriculturalists. The arrival of
European colonial powers drastically altered this balance, embedding ethnic identities into the
political framework and sowing seeds of future conflict.

Pre-Colonial Society

Before the twentieth century, Rwanda was governed by a centralized monarchy with the Mwami
(king) at its head. The social hierarchy was fluid to some extent, with the Tutsi aristocracy
dominating cattle ownership and political leadership, while the Hutu were mainly farmers. This
period was characterized by relative peace and economic interdependence among the ethnic groups.



Colonial Rule and Its Impact

In the early 1900s, Rwanda became part of German East Africa before transitioning to Belgian
control after World War I under a League of Nations mandate. The Belgians reinforced ethnic
divisions by instituting identity cards specifying ethnicity and favoring the Tutsi minority for
administrative positions. This policy exacerbated social tensions and institutionalized ethnic
discrimination, which had profound consequences throughout the century.

Ethnic Groups and Colonial Influence

The ethnic composition of Rwanda played a crucial role in the unfolding of twentieth-century events.
The three primary ethnic groups—Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa—had distinct social roles that were
manipulated during colonial rule to maintain control. Understanding these dynamics is essential to
grasp the causes behind the genocide.

The Hutu Majority

The Hutu, making up approximately 85% of the population, were primarily subsistence farmers.
Colonial policies marginalized them politically and economically, creating deep resentment that
would later fuel ethnic violence. The Hutu identity became increasingly politicized during the late
twentieth century as they sought to challenge Tutsi dominance.

The Tutsi Minority

The Tutsi, comprising about 14% of the population, traditionally held positions of power and wealth,
especially in cattle ownership and governance. Belgian colonial authorities favored the Tutsi for
leadership roles, reinforcing ethnic hierarchies and sowing mistrust between groups.

The Twa Community

The Twa, a small pygmy group representing roughly 1% of the population, were traditionally hunter-
gatherers. They remained marginalized and were often overlooked in political considerations during
both colonial and post-colonial periods.

Colonial Policies and Ethnic Identity

Belgian authorities implemented several policies that entrenched ethnic divisions:

e Issuance of ethnic identity cards
e Favoring Tutsi elites for administrative roles

e Promoting ethnic stereotypes and divisions



e Using indirect rule to strengthen Tutsi monarchy

These measures created lasting ethnic polarization and resentment that permeated Rwandan society
well into the twentieth century.

Political Developments Leading to the Genocide

The political landscape of Rwanda in the twentieth century was marked by increasing ethnic
tensions, power struggles, and violence that culminated in the genocide. Key political developments
after independence shaped the trajectory toward conflict.

Rwanda’s Independence and Hutu Ascendancy

Rwanda gained independence from Belgium in 1962, leading to a dramatic shift in political power.
The Hutu majority took control of the government, reversing the previous Tutsi dominance. This
transition was accompanied by ethnic violence and the exile of many Tutsi, which deepened divisions
within the country.

Ethnic Violence and Political Instability

Between independence and the early 1990s, Rwanda experienced periodic outbreaks of ethnic
violence. The government implemented discriminatory policies against Tutsi refugees and citizens
alike. Political repression and limited freedom further destabilized the country and set the stage for
extremist ideologies.

Rise of Hutu Extremism

By the late twentieth century, extremist Hutu groups emerged, advocating for the suppression or
elimination of the Tutsi minority. These groups gained influence in the government and military,
promoting hate propaganda and preparing for violent conflict.

The 1994 Genocide: Events and Execution

The genocide in Rwanda in 1994 was a systematic, state-sponsored campaign to exterminate the
Tutsi population. Over approximately 100 days, an estimated 800,000 to 1 million people were
brutally murdered, marking one of the most horrific genocides in modern history.

Triggering Events

The assassination of Rwandan President Juvénal Habyarimana on April 6, 1994, when his plane was
shot down, served as the immediate catalyst for the genocide. Although the perpetrators of the
attack remain disputed, the event unleashed pre-planned mass killings orchestrated by extremist



Hutu factions.

Execution of the Genocide

The genocide was characterized by:

e Coordinated attacks by government forces, militias such as the Interahamwe, and civilians
e Mass Kkillings using machetes, firearms, and other weapons
e Targeting of Tutsi men, women, children, and moderate Hutu opponents

e Widespread rape and sexual violence as weapons of war

The brutality and scale of violence shocked the global community and devastated Rwanda’s
population and infrastructure.

International Response and Intervention

The international community’s reaction to the Rwanda genocide in the twentieth century was widely
criticized for its inadequacy and delay. Despite early warnings and reports, effective intervention
was limited during the genocide.

United Nations Involvement

The United Nations had a peacekeeping force in Rwanda prior to the genocide, the United Nations
Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR). However, its mandate was limited, and troop numbers
were insufficient to prevent or stop the mass killings. Calls for reinforcement were largely ignored,
and the mission was scaled back during the peak of violence.

Global Political Response

Most Western nations, including the United States and European countries, hesitated to intervene
militarily due to political considerations and recent experiences in Somalia. Humanitarian aid was
provided after the genocide, but the failure to act decisively remains a significant point of criticism.

Post-Genocide Trials and Justice

Following the genocide, international efforts focused on justice and reconciliation, including:

e The establishment of the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR)

e National courts prosecuting perpetrators



e The Gacaca community courts system to facilitate local justice

Aftermath and Legacy of the Genocide

The genocide had profound and lasting effects on Rwanda’s society, politics, and international
relations. The country faced enormous challenges in rebuilding and healing from the trauma
inflicted during the twentieth century.

Reconstruction and Reconciliation

Post-genocide Rwanda embarked on a process of national reconstruction aimed at promoting unity,
economic development, and political stability. The government implemented policies to reduce
ethnic distinctions and foster reconciliation among citizens.

Impact on Regional Stability

The genocide also had significant regional consequences, contributing to conflicts in neighboring
countries such as the Democratic Republic of Congo. Refugee flows and militia movements fueled
ongoing instability in the Great Lakes region.

Lessons and Global Awareness

The Rwanda genocide of the twentieth century remains a critical case study in genocide prevention,
human rights, and international law. It has prompted reforms in peacekeeping, early warning
systems, and international responses to mass atrocities worldwide.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Rwandan Genocide?

The Rwandan Genocide was a mass slaughter of the Tutsi ethnic group by the Hutu majority
government in Rwanda during a period of approximately 100 days from April to July 1994.

What triggered the Rwandan Genocide in 1994?

The genocide was triggered by the assassination of Rwandan President Juvénal Habyarimana when
his plane was shot down on April 6, 1994, which sparked widespread violence against Tutsis.

How many people were killed during the Rwandan Genocide?

It is estimated that between 800,000 and 1 million people, mostly Tutsis and moderate Hutus, were



killed during the genocide.

What role did ethnic tensions play in the Rwandan Genocide?

Ethnic tensions between the Hutu majority and Tutsi minority, fueled by colonial history and political
power struggles, were central to the genocide.

How did the international community respond to the Rwandan
Genocide?

The international community largely failed to intervene effectively during the genocide, with the
United Nations and major powers criticized for their slow and inadequate response.

What steps has Rwanda taken post-genocide to promote
reconciliation?

Rwanda has implemented justice mechanisms like the Gacaca courts, promoted national unity
policies, and invested in economic development to foster reconciliation and stability.

What was the role of the United Nations during the Rwandan
Genocide?

The UN had a peacekeeping mission (UNAMIR) in Rwanda but was limited by restrictive mandates
and lack of resources, preventing it from stopping the genocide.

How has the Rwandan Genocide influenced international law
and genocide prevention?

The genocide led to increased focus on the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine and reforms in
international criminal law, including the strengthening of the International Criminal Court.

Additional Resources

1. We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our Families by Philip Gourevitch
This powerful book provides an eyewitness account
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