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By Bernard Sabiti

They are aided by powerful Western 
governments, think tanks, universities 
and media who continue to give them 
platforms.

Since the genocide against the Tutsis 
in 1994, every year Rwanda remembers 

victims of this harrowing evil. Yet the 25th anniversary 
last year on April 7 felt like no other, even for people 
who had observed the previous editions. President 
Paul Kagame led his country during this annual 
commemoration, known locally as Kwibuka, which 
means ‘to remember.
“Someone once asked me why we keep burdening 
survivors with the responsibility for our healing. It 
was a painful question, but I realised the answer was 

At Pan African Review we believe that 
nurturing a collective consciousness around 
the tragedy of the genocide against the Tutsi 
is the sustainable approach for mobilizing the 
moral wherewithal and practical resources 
to substantiate Never Again and prevent 
recurrence.

A slew of emboldened anti-Rwanda Western 
academics and journalists are involved in a 
sinister campaign to revise, deny, and cast doubt 
on one of the worst horrors of modern history, 
the genocide against Rwanda’s Tutsis.

GENOCIDE 

THE WORRYING TREND OF 
GENOCIDE DENIALISM 
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obvious. Survivors are the only ones with something 
left to give: Their forgiveness,” President Kagame said 
during one of the events.

At the commemoration at Kigali’s Amahoro Stadium, 
the anguish of the survivors and their relatives was 
beyond description. A sporadic outburst of emotion hit 
the stadium with anguished victims, many of whom were 
tormented with memories every time speeches and acts 
during the solemn event touched on some of the most 
painful aspects of the brutal 100 days in 1994, wailing 
and fainting, lifted by ushers and taken away for comfort 
and counseling. Many suffer from the worst aspects of 
-post-traumatic stress disorders. It is incredible how 
these innocent people have managed to hold themselves 
together for 25 years. Some survived as infants and are 
now young adults. Memories are still fresh. 

The sheer terror and anguish of the victims at the 
mere mention of a few details of what happened 
triggered a chain reaction across the stadium where 
many victims must have felt as if they were reliving 

the horror. How can one even begin to imagine the 
pain these pour souls have to go through every day? 
Some of the survivors were barely crawling infants 
26 years ago and are now young adults. What is 
their life like? What is the current state of their 
mental health? Some were found at the sides of their 
parent’s mutilated bodies. For many, they are the 
only surviving members of their entire extended and 
nuclear families. Many have no close relatives on this 
earth. They were wiped out. How do they afford to 
muster the courage to continue living? Where do they 
get the will? How do they not get consumed by the 
anger for those that brutally brought this misery to 
them, those that killed their relatives?

The miracle of Rwanda is not its economic 
turnaround since 1994. It is its recreation of a nation-
state, a society that was able to forgive, and continue 
to exist, out of the ashes of 1994. 

Like Hitler’s ‘Final Solution’, the planners of the 
genocide against the Tutsis had wanted to incinerate 

05

GENOCIDE GENOCIDE 



a whole race of a people off the face of 
the earth, into oblivion. They couldn’t 
have been more mistaken. Rwanda, 
in its courageous effort to rebuild not 
just the economy but the soul of its 
nation through unity and forgiveness, is 
something people who aren’t from there 
will never comprehend. I am certain 
some of the victims themselves must 
have second-guessed the government’s 
approach at first. 

President Kagame’s most moving 
commentary on his country isn’t one 
of his many speeches as president to 
audiences at the UN, the AU, universities 
around the world, or his nationally 
broadcast speeches to his people, and 
there are numerous impressive ones of 
these. To me, one of the most searing 
words of the Rwandan president, 

words that left tormented by all sorts of feelings, is the 
comment he gave to the American founder of ‘Humans 
of New York,’ a social media-based blog that captures 
random human-interest stories of ordinary people, 
initially on the streets of New York, but now expanded 
to the entire world.  

The founder of the blog, Chicago native Brandon 
Stanton, has captured some of the most scintillating 
accounts of human frailty, triumph and quandary. 
When President Kagame sat with this blogger in 
October 2018, he expressed for millions of Rwandan 
genocide survivors what they are incapable of doing 
for themselves: Explaining the unexplainable. A crime 
with a little precedent in history, and the quandary its 
survivors faced and continue to face in healing. The 
question was, is: How do you rebuild a nation where 
survivors have to live side by side with those that, in 
an ogre of violence not seen in the country’s history, 
brutally murdered their relatives?

Mr Kagame was at his absolute best, in dealing with 
the question millions have asked, and continue to ask.

“There was a huge puzzle after the genocide.  How do you 
pursue justice when the crime is so great?” the President 
began.
“You can’t lose one million people in one hundred days 
without an equal number of perpetrators.  But we also 
can’t imprison an entire nation.  So, forgiveness was the 
only path forward. Survivors were asked to forgive and 
forget.  The death penalty was abolished.  We focused 
our justice on the organizers of the genocide.  Hundreds 
of thousands of perpetrators were rehabilitated and 
released back into their communities.  These decisions 
were agonizing.  I constantly questioned myself.  But each 
time I decided that Rwanda’s future was more important 
than justice.  It was a huge burden to place on the 
survivors.  And perhaps the burden was too great.  One 
day during a memorial service, I was approached by a 
survivor.  He was very emotional. ‘Why are you asking us 
to forgive?’ he asked me.  ‘Haven’t we suffered enough?  We 
weren’t the cause of this problem.  Why must we provide 
the solution?’  These were very challenging questions.  So, 
I paused for a long time.  Then I told him: ‘I’m very 
sorry.  You are correct.  I am asking too much of you.  But 
I don’t know what to ask the perpetrators.  ‘Sorry’ won’t 
bring back any lives.  Only forgiveness can heal this 
nation.  The burden rests with the survivors because they 
are the only ones with something to give.’”

President Paul Kagame
©Humans of New York
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One of the most difficult things to 
do to a people is to put them in a 
situation where they must make a 
choice between peace and justice. These 
two tenets of human existence should 
not be mutually exclusive. You can’t 
have one without the other. In history’s 
most famous legal and religious texts, 
from the American declaration of 
independence and the Bill of Rights, to 
the British Magna Carta, to the bible 
and the Koran, the words peace and 
justice almost always appear together, 
in the same sentence.

Peace Vs. Justice

And yet, in less than 250 words, Mr Kagame 
explained, rather convincingly, why Rwanda’s unique 
post-genocide position meant his people had to make 
such a huge concession for peace and harmony, and 
the very existence of the country. 

The victims in a way continue to face multiple 
burdens. They have to mourn and remember 
their dead, and yet continue to live with those 
that orchestrated their deaths, because without 
forgiveness, the country was going to disappear. 
This is the quandary expressed in the anguish 
heard in the wails of those people in Amahoro 
stadium in April 2019.

And yet, in a highly coordinated 
conspiracy, an emboldened group 
of anti-Rwanda Western academics, 
scholars, journalists and ‘human rights 
activists’ continue to sow doubts 
regarding the events of 1994, dealing a 
blow to hapless victims and survivors of 
one of history’s most gruesome crimes 
to another injustice.

These genocide deniers, revisionists 
and provocateurs have powerful 
allies in Western institutions, in the 
media, think tanks, governments, 
publishing industries, and universities, 
that continue to aid and abet their 
crime.  They do it cleverly: through 
false equivalences, creating alternative 
facts, and hiding behind ‘human rights’ 
and democracy advocacy. They hide 
behind a façade of the academia to cast 
aspersions on Rwandan leaders. All this 
is part of a well-orchestrated conspiracy 
by Western neoliberal ideologues to 
delegitimize post-genocide Rwanda 
which, by all accounts, has been a 

Genocide denialism picks up pace

runaway success both in its  post-conflict statecraft 
and development.

There is Filip Reyntjens, the University of Antwerp 
professor who has made it his life’s mission to cast 
doubt on the true intent, purpose and scale of the 
Rwanda genocide, and who its true victims really 
were. Mr Reyntjens enjoys the attention he gets from 
creating, in his numerous books, a cause célèbre of 
alternative facts around the genocide against the 
Tutsis.

Then there is the Canadian journalist Judi Rever who 
in her book, ‘In Praise of Blood’ claims, remarkably, 
that the RPF and not the genocidaire regime at that 
time, was the one that committed the genocide in 
order to politically and otherwise, profit from it later!
A BBC documentary in 2014 made similar claims as 
Judi Rever makes in her book.
Every time a Western academic or journalist denies 
these victims’ history, he or she is rubbing another 
machete through the wounds these victims, whose 
plight I describe above, still carry. Every revisionist, 
denialist, conspiracy theorist that propagates these 
falsehoods is committing another crime against 
humanity, because he or she is denying the victims 
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and the survivors of the genocide 
against Tutsis their humanity. 

Like it was for the holocaust, denying 
the genocide against the Tutsis should be 
considered one of the world’s despicable 
crimes, and should be litigated and 
punished as such. Because remember, it 
is through denialism that history’s worst 
crimes have been repeated.

The fact that prominent Western 
institutions, academic and legal, continue 
to give platforms to genocide deniers 
defies logic. Why, you must ask yourself, do 
these printing presses, universities, think 
tanks continue to give audience to these 
purveyors of conspiracies against Rwanda 
and its people? We know that Holocaust 
denial, distortion and revisionism is, 
rightly, universally condemned across 
the civilized world. Why is it that these 
principles are not extended to the deniers 
of the genocide against the Tutsis of 
Rwanda? Serious questions must be asked 
of these academic and institutional titans 
who continue to give voice and platform to 
these conspiracy theorists. 

Rwanda’s post-genocide runaway success 
has hit lots of these naysayers with envy 
and shame. The country has nearly broken 
all the usual Western Afro-pessimist 
prognoses of Africa’s fate: Nearly doubling 
life expectancy in just 25 years, halving 
the poverty rate, giving near-universal 
healthcare to its people, and being one of 
the least corrupt countries in the world, 
Rwanda defies these Western institutions’ 
logic for failing to be a failed state just 
like their development models predict for 
every African country. No wonder folks 
at such aptly named institutions like the 
International Crisis Group, The ‘Human 
Rights Watch’ etc, are very disappointed!

The Judi Revers and the Filip Reyntjens of 
this world, if they have any souls, that is, 
need to realize the pain they are causing 
these poor survivors of Africa’s worst crime 

against humanity. They owe it to these victims and their 
children to use their privileged positions to inform the 
world of what befell their parents and grandparents so 
that this crime is never repeated anywhere, rather than 
parroting in vainglorious conspiracies under the guise of 
‘human rights’ and ‘democracy’ advocacy.

You would think that these conspiracy theorists 
would listen to people like the Canadian Lieutenant-
General Roméo Dallaire, who, as Force Commander 
of the United Nations Assistance Mission for 
Rwanda (UNAMIR) in 1993-1994 witnessed the 
genocide against the Tutsis firsthand and has written 
compellingly about what he saw. Gen Dallaire, in a 
recent article in a Canadian newspaper reviewing 
journalist Linda Melvern’s book against these 
denialists, puts it succinctly: 
“For survivors of the genocide against the Tutsis in 
Rwanda, for their descendants and the descendants 
of the million people massacred, for all of us who 
witnessed the horror and continue to live with it 
25 years on, there is nothing more abhorrent than 
denial. And yet, morally repugnant and politically 
motivated revisionism of the facts continues…Truth 
and lies have found new buzzwords recently, such 
as “gaslighting,” “fake news,” “deflection” and “blame 
on both sides.” Melvern clearly demonstrates how 
these exact strategies have been (and continue to be) 
critical components of political deception around the 
genocide against the Tutsis. She reminds us that the 
official stages of a genocide include the final stage: 
denial. And that final stage does not end. It goes on 
forever. Its purpose: “to destroy truth and memory.”

Linda Melvern is a British investigative journalist 
and author whose forthcoming book “Intent to 
Deceive. Denying the Genocide of the Tutsis” with 
devastating accuracy examines the conspiracy to deny 
this despicable crime.  Gen. Dallaire in his review of 
the book adds: “With cringeworthy accuracy, Melvern 
also exposes willful deception – on the part of 
countries and individuals with everything to lose – to 
manipulate the next generation into revisionists and 
genocide deniers. These duped academics, journalists 
and other “experts” continue to propagate self-serving 
lies onto the victims, aiming to wreak damage as 
repugnant as that of the earliest colonialists.”

This is the mission of deniers and revisionists of the 
genocide against Rwanda’s Tutsis in 1994. They need 
to be exposed for who and what they are.
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By Lonzen Rugira 

Most societies have parameters of 
acceptable discourse. Almost all 
societies have fringe elements that 
operate from the gutter. However, these 
are often ignored, subjected to ridicule 
and social shaming or stigma. They 
are unlikely to appear in mainstream 
forums; often they have their fellow 
weirdos they speak to in some dark 
alleys. But it is clear that their views 
are unacceptable and are socially 
unbecoming. Society has rejected such 
individuals. Rwanda has not done a 
good job marking such parameters 
of acceptable discourse. But even 
when it has, they have been ignored 
or dismissed as an infringement on 
freedom of speech. Consequently, the 
gutter operators continue to roam in 
and out of mainstream forums, helping 
to create the perception that it is 
Rwanda – rather than them – that is 
polarizing. 

RWANDA IS NOT POLARIZING; IT 
TOLERATES FRINGE DISCOURSE 

I still get amused that reasonable people are willing to 
engage in discussions with the likes of Filip Reyntjens, 
Judi Rever, Peter Verlinden. The same people would 
find it unacceptable to engage Ferdinand Nahimana, 
Leon Mugesera, and Hassan Ngeze. But what is the 
difference between Reyntjens, Rever, and Verlinden 
on the one hand and Nahimana, Mugesera, and Ngeze 
on the other? Other than race, efforts to separate 
these two categories would be futile. (The utility of 
racial privilege is discussed at the end of this article).

For those who don’t know, during the genocide, 
RTLM (Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines) 
was a weapon of mass killings. Journalists Kantano 
Habimana and Valerie Bemeriki were inciting and 
supervising killings on airwaves. But Nahimana and 
Ngeze had prepared killers long before.  

Nahimana was an intellectual, a mastermind of 
the genocidal media. He is accompanied in this 
cause by Leon Mugesera. They are the generals in 
the genocide ideology formation. But in terms of 
genocide propaganda, Ngeze Hassan was more 
devastating. Ngeze’s Kangura Magazine was key before 
the genocide. He is the first among the millions 
of foot soldiers who took part in the genocide 
implementation.
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Those who were present during 
court proceedings in Arusha testify 
that Ngeze was restless, panicky and 
animated by gestures in the public 
gallery. These reactions would hardly be 
associated with Nahimana.

This difference between Ngeze and 
Nahimana (in posture and presentation) 
is the same difference between Ngeze 
and Reyntjens; it is also the similarity 
(in sophistication) between Nahimana 
and Reyntjens.

In practice, it’s the power of the ideology 
to synergise the activities of an intellectual 
and a street guy and to get them to work 
together in a shared cause. In other 
words, you can have the same ideology 
and package it differently; ultimately the 
difference between Ngeze (Rever) and 
Nahimana (Reyntjens) is of form rather 
than substance.

The professional fields of Reyntjens, 
Nahimana, and Mugesera – they are all 
professors – provides them the tools to 
package the same ideology differently 
than Ngeze, Kantano, Bemeriki, and 
Verlinden – all journalists.

As noted above, Ngeze and Nahimana 
worked together on the same genocide 
project; however, the way they presented 
themselves in the courtroom in Arusha 
– in terms of their demeanor – was 

obvious to those who were present that one was an 
intellectual, measured, and sophisticated. Significantly, 
the way Nahimana was measured in court cannot 
be separated from the way his actions were regarded 
prior to – and during – the genocide. Without this 
sophistication, the ability to become measured and 
to reflect on the consequences, Ngeze became “more 
devastating” in preparing millions to kill others.

Nahimana’s sophistication and exposure seem to have 
afforded him a better grasp of the consequences of 
his actions, hence the measured predisposition.  For 
this reason, no case has been pursued against Filip 
Reynjtens despite his role in imbibing the 1978 
constitution with the spirit of genocide upon which 
Nahimana, Ngeze, Kantano, and Bemeriki drew 
inspiration. Reyntjens is also famed for the thesis 
that Tutsi victims benefitted from “genocide credit,” 
an assertion that can only make sense in the context 
of gutter analysis. Or Rever’s assertion that RPF 
infiltrated Interahamwe and encouraged them to 
massacre the Tutsis.

Ngeze, Nahimana, and Mugesera on the one hand and 
Rever, Verlinden, and Reyntjens on the other are two 
sides of the same coin. They are working together, 
saying the same thing but using different formats of 
presentation; and when it comes to consequences, it 
becomes easier for Reynjtens and Nahimana – the 
measured – than it is for Ngeze and Rever. It is the 
same difference between a commander and the foot 
soldiers; the crudeness of execution exposes the foot 
soldiers to greater punishment. Ngeze and Nahimana 
can do the same thing but face different consequences 
than Rever and Reyntjens. Here’s why.

The reason people persist in 
debating Reyntjens, Rever, and 
Verlinden when they are unwilling 
to debate Nahimana and Ngeze is 
not because the latter is in prison. 
Otherwise, Nahimana has written a 
book that no one is willing to engage 
it. The reason of engaging the former 
is racial privilege.

Racial privilege

Privilege that doesn’t attach whiteness to tribal, 
atavistic and primordial sentiments is the only 
difference between Filip Reyntjens, Peter Verlinden, 
and Judi Rever on the one hand and Leon Mugesera, 
Ferdinand Nahimana and Hassan Ngeze on the other.

Much as Reyntjens and his colleagues perceive 
themselves – due to the conditioning of whiteness – as 
being beyond atavistic sentiments, the Rwandans who 
are willing to engage them are similarly conditioned 
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to extend the benefit of 
whiteness that places 
the former above such 
sentiments. It becomes 
a mutually reinforcing 
conditioning.

Otherwise, Reyntjens 
and colleagues on the one 
hand and Nahimana et 
al on the other share the 
same ideology of ethnic 
extremism – if only we 
were willing to attach such 
tribalism to the former.

In this case, all are 
Hutu Power adherents. 
Nahimana and Reyntjens, 
and Ngeze and Verlinden 
as political intellectuals 
and journalists, 
respectively, are unable 
to conceive affairs in 
Rwanda outside the 
framework of ethnicity. 
They are in no worse 
moral and mental bind 
than is faced by Victoire 
Ingabire. The same way 
Ingabire has proven 
incapable of mobilizing 
politically beyond ethnic 
terms, Renytjens, Rever, 
and Verlinden are unable 
to mobilize their intellect 
beyond similar terms.

Reyntjens, Verlinden, and 
Rever’s obsession with 
tribe is no different from 
that of Ingabire. They 
are tribalists, truth be 
told. While we can easily 
conceive Ingabire as such, 
whiteness renders us 
incapable of conceiving 
the former as such. 
After all, we were told 
tribalism only applies to 
backward natives.

Rwanda’s parameters for acceptable discourse have been treated 
with the kind of utter contempt that cannot, for instance, be 
extended to the discourse around the Holocaust. Gutter academics 
and journalists have been able to air their revisionism with 
impunity. In turn, those they speak for the genocidaires or Hutu 
power ideologues feel empowered to act the same way.

That’s the real tragedy. If Africans could be protected from their 
influence, what they say wouldn’t make any difference. However, 
African intellectuals and media houses have also followed suit 
in portraying their vile views as acceptable and hence describe 
Rwanda as “polarized.”

Even the African court of justice condemned Rwanda’s decision 
to punish Ingabire for her trivializing comments on the genocide. 
Under normal circumstances, it would be a tragedy that a court 
would legitimize views with origins from the fringe elements.

Rather than attract shame and ridicule for their fringe views as would 
be the case in their societies, these individuals have acted as gatekeepers 
for others in the area of media and academia with interest in covering 
Rwanda. Citing them is the currency that opens the gates into a 
collective negative solidarity of indifference towards the humanity and 
sensibilities of the people they write about. This solidarity is the quickest 
way for little known individuals in these fields to claim expertise 
and authority and to be treated as such even when, like Reyntjens or 
Verlinden, they have no access to the country of their expertise.

Ironically, their peers with access to Rwanda and those dealing 
with similar subjects inside Africa rarely get to enjoy the benefits 
that the lunatic fringe is able to accrue from the collective negative 
solidarity, including access to the media and the frequent mutual 
citations. As such, they – like Ngeze and Nahimana – may have 
succeeded in misleading millions.

Seen this way, therefore, Reyntjens and colleagues are merely 
feeding into, and reaping from, the collective western attitude that 
rewards indifference towards Africans, whose reality is turned upside 
down as a result.

To be sure, there have been some voices from the West (more so in 
academia and less so in the media) that have attempted to break this 
collective negative solidarity of Reyntjens and his fellow Hutu power 
adherents; however, they have not been as effective because they lack 
the tribalistic and ideological fever that drives the latter.

Until we understand this, Rwanda will remain “polarizing.”

Indifference towards 
Africans
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26 YEARS SINCE GENOCIDE IN 
RWANDA: HOW LIFE COMES FULL 
CIRCLE 

25th Commemoration of the 1994 Genocide Against the 
Tutsi | Kwibuka25 | Kigali, 7 April 2019
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By Lionel Manzi 

Twenty-five years ago, the last 
genocide of the 20th century was 
perpetrated before our eyes. At 
the time, just as today, the life of 
an African, particularly that of 
blacks, had little value in the eyes 
of the world. So, the world looked 
indifferently as innocent souls were 
being slaughtered for the simple 
reason that they were born Tutsi.

The indifference should not surprise us 
if we consider that the world, we are 
referring to is a world in which Africa 
still has no meaningful voice or no 
voice at all, neither in the UN Security 
Council, nor in the elaboration of the 

rules that govern it. In that world, Africans were 
not meant to survive. Hence, the indifference 
of those who are meant to survive, who refer to 
themselves as the “international community.”

What is striking, however, is how those who are 
not meant to survive – the Africans – harbor this 
sentiment and express it by showing little respect 
for the lives of their peers and in turn end up 
showing self-contempt, as if they view themselves 
through the lenses of François Mitterrand. This is 
the French president and main supporter of the 
genocidal government in 1994, who, amidst the 
carnage he had helped to set alight, shared in a 
private conversation the idea that: “Genocide in 
those countries is not a serious matter.”

François Mitterrand suggested two things. One, the 
annihilation of a people in Africa cannot move the 
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world; his world as well as ours. Two, Africans slaughtering other 
Africans was a trivial and recurring story. In his understanding, 
barbarism and savagery are characteristics inherent to Black 
People. This is also the main argument justifying the crime 
against humanity known as colonisation, which preceded, and 
in some places like Namibia and Congo coincided with, the 
genocide proper: “Colonizers were there to civilize the savages”.

Understanding how some Africans, including our leaders, 
view and value their people is paramount. In some instances, 
this view perpetuates the savage narrative and the logic of the 
international indifference noted above and explains, in part, 
why not a single neighboring country attempted to create, 
at least, a humanitarian corridor for the thousands of Tutsi 
refugees who were trying to flee from the genocidal axe.

On the contrary, the French and Mobutu of Zaire saw value in 
creating a “humanitarian corridor” for genocide perpetrators.

Some Africans have argued that intervening in an internal 
conflict goes against international norms. Does such an 
argument soothe our consciences? For one thing, a conflict 
assumes two or more adversaries in disagreement. Secondly, 
genocide is not a civil war. There are not two sides fighting 
each other. A government and its militias that attempt to 
exterminate an entire section of the population constitutes 
aggression without an adversary. In other words, the very 
existence of the Tutsis is what constituted an adversary in 1994.

Consequently, the inaction of African elites and African 
governments seems to support the genocidal view that the 
mere existence of the Tutsis was a problem that needed 

uprooting from society will remain as 
an indelible stain on the generation 
that could challenge this view. They 
chose to subscribe to the Miterrandian 
view that genocides against 
compatriots don’t matter.

During one of his speeches on the 
subject, President Paul Kagame 
returned to this indifference 
underscoring that the same elites and 
heads of governments rush to Paris to 
pay respect to the victims of terrorist 
attacks (and they should) but nobody 
is moved when similar or worse 
tragedies occur in Africa.

The lesson from his speech is that 
even with the indifference of 1994, the 
expectation should be that Africans 
have learned a lesson in solidarity. 
Genocide commemoration is not 
about Rwanda, per se. It’s not Rwanda 
that has created destiny with genocide. 
On the contrary, to commemorate 
the genocide of the Tutsis is to raise 
awareness in Rwanda and beyond, a 
reminder that “Never Again” should 
cease being a mere slogan. 

Strictly, it is to awaken Africans to 
the indifference of the “international 
community” in ways that set alight 
to their own sensibilities, to invite 
them to reflect on the dangers of 
exploiting ethnicity and other forms 
of systematic exclusion for political 
gains. To reflect on RTLM (Radio 
Télévision Libre des Mille Collines) 
as a reminder that freedom of speech 
and expression should never be abused 
to harm others. Words have meaning. 
And words have killed before.

Whether in Niger, Ethiopia, the 
Central African Republic, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
South Sudan, South Africa, Burundi, 
or Kenya, ethnic politics and hate 
speech whether aimed at foreigners 
or compatriots, endanger national, 
regional and continental peace and 



TO BE HUTU OR TUTSI IS NOT 
ILLEGAL

By Frederick Golooba-Mutebi

One of the most remarkable steps the 
post-genocide government in Rwanda 
has taken towards fostering a society 
in which citizenship (Rwandanness) 
matters more than whatever other 
identities one may feel defined 
by was the initiation of the ‘ndi 
umunyarwanda’ (I am a Rwandan) 
campaign.

It came years after the abolition of 
national identity cards in which one’s 
identity as a Muhutu, Mututsi or 
Mutwa, the three categories to which 

an indigenous Rwandan may belong, was given 
prominence.

The abolition of those identity cards and their 
replacement with a new one without such labels 
happened alongside moves to de-emphasise identity 
categories that in the past determined what rights and 
privileges one was entitled to. 

Experts on Africa have long argued that attachment 
to clan or tribe rather than to nation is one of the 
major barriers to the creation of national identities 
and integration, and therefore one of the contributors 
to the divisions that lie at the root of the political and 
socioeconomic upheavals that spring therefrom.
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security. It constitutes a slippery slope 
towards tragedy.   

For the little anecdote, I am a 
Burundian. When I fled my country 
in 2015, Rwanda offered me asylum. 
Twenty-five years ago, my family had 
hosted genocide survivors who had, 
against all odds, managed to cross the 
Burundian border, narrowly escaping 
the killers.

When the violence they had run away 
from in 1994 in Rwanda began to show 
up in Burundi, it was our turn to do as 
they had done more than two decades 
earlier. We crossed into Rwanda and 
these survivors were our hosts. They 
welcomed us with open arms in their 
country and homes. Today I have a 
second family.

A few months ago, I attended a 
wedding of one of these survivors, 
Bosco, whom I used to play football 
with in 1994, in Bujumbura. Life is full 
of surprises and blessings, I thought 
to myself.  Many families in Africa 

have already experienced the benefits of solidarity 
amongst our people. Do our governments and leaders 
pay attention and act accordingly? These thoughts kept 
coming.

In Rwanda, despite the lack of funding, Burundian refugees 
are treated better, more humanely than anywhere else in 
the region. Observing this first-hand has helped inform 
my view on pan-Africanism. For me, pan-Africanism is no 
longer a vague idea; it’s a daily-lived reality.

As the writer David Gakunzi suggested: “25 years ago, 
Rwanda was an example of what not to do, today 
it is an example to emulate for all of us, Africans”. 
Rwandans owe it to themselves to appreciate why they 
are perceived in this positive light and to hold on to 
the reasons dearly.

For those amongst us who acknowledge the moral 
opprobrium that the inaction of our governments 25 
years ago throws on our collective conscience–and also 
because African lives matter – the least that we can do 
is support Rwanda(ans) in these moments that evoke 
so much suffering.

In this commemorative period, more than at any other 
time, Africa is Rwanda and Rwanda is Africa. Or, at 
least, that’s how it should be.



Indeed, behind the divisions that had 
bedevilled Rwanda from just before 
independence, which culminated into 
the genocide against the Tutsis, was the 
importance the three categories had been 
accorded and how (being deemed as) 
belonging to one determined what place 
one occupied in terms of what rights one 
enjoyed and which ones they were denied.

Which is why when the post-genocide 
government took steps to promote 
a national identity as the primary 
identity that determined one’s rights 
and obligations, one would have 
hoped that it would win the approval 
of experts who have long decried the 
absence from most African countries of 
national consciousness.

Instead, the Government of Rwanda 
came under attack for allegedly abolishing 
ethnicity or for living in denial about its 
importance to ordinary Rwandans.

Some experts went as far as comparing 
Rwanda unfavourably to Burundi 
where categorization had retained its 
salience and was even used as a basis for 
appointing people to positions of power 
and responsibility.  

Burundi was fronted as having adopted 
a “more realistic approach” and 
therefore as destined to be more stable 

and peaceful than Rwanda where the authorities 
were accused of imposing their views on ordinary 
Rwandans who were apparently being denied the 
freedom to be themselves.

The arguments were at best uninformed, at worst 
disingenuous. First, there is no law on post-genocide 
Rwanda’s statute books that outlaws any of the 
different social categories Rwandans may want to group 
themselves into. Nor have ethnic labels been banned.

One hears them being mentioned on electronic media 
and reads them in print media. Anyone is free to call 
themselves Hutus or Tutsis or Twas and many do, still. 
What is now no longer acceptable is for anyone to use 
any of the categorisations as a basis for marginalizing 
or discriminating any category of people.

Nor is it acceptable for anyone to use their belonging 
to any social category as a basis for claiming privileges 
or special rights and denying them to others.

But it is also true that, given the extent to which they 
were exploited by politicians to divide society in the 
past, many Rwandans no longer want to wear their 
categories on their sleeve or forehead as it were, having 
decided that being simply Rwandan is good enough.

Outsiders though often read this as Rwandans being 
‘afraid’ to tell total strangers which social or ethnic 
category they belong to, apparently preferring to 
“repeat the official line”.

So, in many ways, the ‘ndi munyarwanda’ initiative 
came in to deepen the process of relegating social 
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categories to secondary importance 
behind citizenship.

No doubt, it caused some unease 
internally, as some Rwandans also read 
it as a move designed by the authorities 
to homogenise the Rwandan society in 
a way that was totally unnatural.

But in cementing the idea that it 
mattered not what category anyone 
believed themselves to belong to, and that 
what really mattered was being a citizen, 
and that it entitles one to the same rights 
as everyone else, it added another layer of 
bricks to the wall that separates the New 
Rwanda from the old, pre-genocide one.

But challenges remain. Perhaps the 
greatest is that, among the 60 percent 
of Rwandans who were born after the 
genocide and to whom ethnic labels are 
supposed to mean very little or nothing, 
there are still those to whom, rather than 
provide answers, ‘ndi munyarwanda’ 
raises uncomfortable questions.

This dawned on me recently when I 
was invited to a Kwibuka conference 
at the University of Nairobi, which 
was organized by the Rwanda High 
Commission in Kenya.

It was an excellent gathering which left 
those who had gathered to mark the 
25th anniversary of the genocide against 
the Tutsis with many take-aways, courtesy 
of the excellent line-up of speakers the 
High Commission put together.

‘Ndi umunyarwanda’ featured prominently in the 
presentations and subsequent conversations between 
the speakers and members of the audience, as one of the 
innovative strategies the Government of Rwanda was 
using to build a New Rwanda in which identity-based 
divisions would be confined to the dustbin of history.

At the end of the presentations and conversations, 
a young Rwandan, a woman in her early 20s, asked 
to speak to me. She was interested in what ‘ndi 
umunyarwanda’ “is intended to achieve” and whether 
it was intended to “create the impression that ethnic 
categories do not matter.

“What”, she asked, “should parents tell their children 
who outside their homes are told that they are 
Rwandans, as they also hear that there are people 
called Tutsi, Hutu and Twa, if they come home and 
ask: ‘who are we’?” It became clear to me that no 
explanation had been given to her concerning one 
thing: that ‘ndi umunyarwanda’ is not about denying 
the existence of categories let alone telling children 
that they do not exist, but about emphasizing that, 
regardless of what label you or anyone identify with, 
‘ndi munyarwanda’ simply reminds you that you are 
as good as any other person and entitled to the same 
rights as they are, regardless of what label they or 
others assign them.

And so, I said to her: ‘ndi umunyarwanda’ means 
that the Hutus and the Tutsis are equal in the eyes 
of the Rwandan state. With a look of satisfaction on 
her face, she asked me: “how come no one has ever 
explained it to me the way you have done?”

Well, those to whom the duty to explain belongs 
must double or triple their efforts and neutralize the 
distortions according to which to be Tutsi or Hutu in 
Rwanda is illegal.

12th Annual Unity Club Forum themed Ndi Umunyarwanda Igitekerezo ngenga cyUkubaho kwacu 
Kigali 25 October 2019
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By Lonzen Rugira 

Denial is the biggest threat facing the 
memory of genocide. It impedes efforts 
to develop the collective consciousness 
around the genocide and take stock of 
the tragedy as the safeguard against a 
recurrence. Denial is the counter point 
to the “never again” post World War 
II commitment to “Never Again” – a 
global consensus that genocide is an 
attack against the entire humanity and 
that the latter is morally obligated to 
ensure it never happens anywhere in 
the world again. Because genocide is an 
attack on the entire humanity, failure 
to prevent genocide is a failure of the 
whole of humanity and this failure 
behoves humanity to ensure it doesn’t 
recur anywhere. 

This is the legacy of the Holocaust. It 
specified the moral difference between 
genocide and other crimes, which it 
characterized as “the crime of crimes.” 
This is the idea that victims of genocide 
are targeted on the basis that do not 
provide them with an opportunity to 
escape death.

Most importantly, the Holocaust was 
able to mobilize a consensus around 
the sensibilities around genocide. 
It was able to solicit solidarity and 
sympathy for victims and survivors. 
Indeed, the traditional custodians of 
moral conscience – churches, media, 
academia, etc. – came to the forefront 
of mobilizing the solidarity that 
preserves the memory of victims and 
the dignity of survivors.

The timing was perfect. The 
Holocaust happened to coincide 
with the expansion of the space for 
the custodians of moral authority, 

GENOCIDE DENIAL’S UNLIKELY 
ALLIANCE

particularly with the global mushrooming of civil 
society and Non-Governmental Organisations 
(NGOs) that took place in the aftermath of WW2.

Their role – moral and material support– which 
helped in preserving the memory of the Holocaust 
and upholding the dignity of survivors cannot be 
ignored. Even where deniers of the Holocaust emerge, 
they are quickly denounced, shamed, and often face 
legal and material penalties. 

This consensus that worked to preserve the memory 
and dignity of the victims and survivors of the 
Holocaust has not been extended to the genocide 
against the Tutsis and has left the possibility of 
recurrence of genocide in Rwanda a possibility. 

On the contrary – and perhaps an irony of historical 
proportions – these traditional custodians of moral 
conscience that have turned their backs against the 
victims and survivors of the genocide in the Rwandan 
case. It has been short of bizarre that for the past twenty-
five years they have preserved sympathy and solidarity 
to the perpetrators of the genocide; in so doing, they have 
assaulted the memory of victims and the resilience of 
survivors.

In the aftermath of the genocide, the aid industry was 
faced with competing humanitarian crises involving 
survivors inside the country and perpetrators in the 
refugee camps in the then Zaire, now DRC. Much of 
the support that was allocated to Rwanda went to 
the camps and the perpetrators – with the support 
of France and Mobutu – used most of it to regroup 
in efforts to take back the country and complete the 
genocide.

This solidarity with the perpetrators informed a 
hostile attitude towards those who had stopped the 
genocide, whom the aid industry continued to treat as 
a temporary arrangement that would not last.

It is an attitude that was shared by the NGOs that 
were operating in the country. This undertone 
of mutual suspicion led to the decision by the 
government to expel almost 50 NGOs from the 
country in 1996.
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By this time the RPF government 
was still trying to find itself. I 
was present at an international 
conference in Kigali in April 2019 
when a former foreign affairs minister 
revealed that at the set-up of the 
ICTR Rwanda was told “the court 
we are setting up is not meant to 
hold accountable perpetrators of 
genocide; it is meant to appease 
public opinion due to the failure of 
the United Nations to intervene to 
stop genocide.” A researcher revealed 
on September 27, 2019 that “Jacques 
Chirac personally lobbied the UK 
Prime Minister, Tony Blair, to stop 
the development assistance the UK 
was giving to Rwanda, as ensuring 
[Rwanda’s] failure was of strategic 
interest to France” as a member of 
Africa’s French Backyard. One is 
reminded that a only a few years earlier 
the French government had arrested 
the then commander of the RPA and 
detained him as a means of eliciting 
concessions from him despite the fact 
that they had officially invited him to 
Paris for negotiations (Part of Kagame’s 
interview by Philip Gourevitch). 

The RPF found its footing footing from 
the 1998-1999 Urugwiro consultative 
meetings that provided the blueprint 
for how post-genocide Rwanda would 
be organised and managed. Crucially, 
the decision to look internally for a 
model of governance in general and to 
reject the confrontational approach to 
politics in favour of a consensus-based 
approach frame the broader contours 
of the struggle in which the RPF found 
itself.

On the one hand were its efforts to 
validate its brand of politics. On the 
other is a pushback from traditional 
forces of control – including the 
international NGOs and media, the 
academia and the like – that were not 
familiar with the activities of the RPF.  
Instead, they chose to view the RPF’s 

rejection of (foreign) models that they (foreigners) 
easily identify and practice back home as a display of 
unmitigated arrogance. 

Consequently, the traditional custodians of moral 
consciousness were prepared to sacrifice the founding 
ideals of their professions at the altar of punishing 
RPF’s arrogance. In so doing, they conflated – and 
continue to – political criticism with genocide denial. 
An attack on genocide, hitherto a no-go zone, was a 
free for all. 

Which is how they found themselves in an unholy 
alliance that uncharacteristically – as mothers of 
ironies go – extended sympathy to perpetrators rather 
than to victims and survivors. 

It was NGOs, the media, academia, human rights 
groups, and churches. Some of these were professions 
whose claims as moral agents are normally taken for 
granted and rarely scrutinized. 

For the Church, its sympathies had been long 
established so much so that it was difficult to separate 
the institution of the church from the infrastructure 
of genocide. Together, they were ferocious in their use 
of the bully pulpits offered by their professions.

They wreaked havoc. They distorted facts, 
such as reducing the number of victims. They 
deployed narratives that belittled survivors, such 
as insistence that it is the “Rwandan genocide.” 
They mocked survivors trying to reconcile with 
their abusers, dismissing their efforts as not being 
genuine.

Moreover, they advanced theories, such as whether 
a genocide would have happened had the plane 
not been shot down, as if to say that there is 
any basis at all to justify genocide. In all, they 
invariably placed the burden of proof on survivors 
rather than on perpetrators. In so doing, they 
assaulted the memory of victims and mocked the 
resilience of survivors.

Significantly, the collusion – by the traditional 
custodians of moral conscience – against the 
memory of genocide meant that there was no 
one left to scrutinize their ability to abuse the 
bully pulpits that their membership to this status 
affords them and to uncover the hidden interests 
thereof.
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Naturally, this alliance emboldened 
the deniers. They joined hands with 
the custodians of moral conscience to 
advance genocide denial as a moral 
cause. They could evade accountability 
and cleanse their conscience with the 
burden of the past. In other words, 
they found that they could shed off the 
shame of genocide without having to 
account for their actions.

The sympathy for perpetrators was also 
extended to the convicts. Judge Theodor 
Meron of the ICTR residual mechanism 
considered the convictions of genocide 
masterminds to be too harsh, ordering 
a reduction of sentences and freeing 
others.

One of the beneficiaries of this 
early release on the mercy of “good 
conduct” while in custody is Ferdinand 
Nahimana, a genocide mastermind 
whose writings were essential in 
shaping the intellectual basis for the 
genocide and, on the eve of his release 
from prison, has published a book that 
is being promoted within the circles 
of the traditional custodians of moral 
conscience as some kind of masterpiece.

Similarly, the ICTR convicts in Mali 
could go on television to call for 
solidarity, along with a promise that 

Perpetrators as ‘moral agents’

“soon” they would retake state power and to frame the 
act as freedom of expression and, more importantly, 
their quest for state power as a legitimate pursuit – 
regardless of what this would mean for the physical 
and emotional security of genocide survivors.

It is true that some individuals who belong to the 
academia, to NGO circles, or the media have been 
consistent in their fight against genocide denial. 
Indeed, their role in advocating for survivors to bring 
to book some genocide perpetrators is consistent with 
the call of duty of the custodians of moral conscience. 
However, the irony is that these have been the 
exception rather than the rule.

As such, genocide’s unlikely alliance has 
unprecedented solidary with perpetrators whom it has 
for twenty-five years shielded from having to answer 
for the killings; all the while, it has placed survivors in 
the dock, to be queried on why they survived.

By politicizing genocide, the traditional custodians 
of moral conscience have undermined soul searching 
around the genocide and the development of a 
collective consciousness to deter recurrence.

This dereliction of moral duty – withdrawing 
solidarity for genocide survivors and reserving it for 
the perpetrators – unwittingly assured that the only 
guarantor against recurrence of genocide is the RPF. 
The latter has – to the chagrin of the very traditional 
forces – framed this in existential terms.

These are history’s ironies.

[the court; for PR

ICTR Headquarters Arusha, Tanzania
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By Claver Irakoze

It is April again, and we are on lock-
down but this time not for being killed! 
This time is very different, the world 
has been shaken by an infectious virus. 
It spreads fast like the fire of burning 
houses on the hills or like the screams of 
innocent people we heard in those few 
evenings we stayed locked inside our 
neighbor’s tiny home before moving to 
St Joseph’s college. In many parts of the 
world, like Italy, Spain, the UK, Iran 
and France, the virus is killing like the 
vicious men who came to take you from 
the school. Humanity is shrinking, some 
are taking it lightly, but most are gravely 
worried and staying indoors. In many 
places, governments are forcing people 
to stay at home leaving vulnerable peo-
ple unable to earn a living. Unlike then, 
at least this time here, the authorities 
are taking care of people, distributing 
aid to the most vulnerable. Church 
services have been suspended to avoid 
mass contamination but church leaders 
are supportive which feels so strange. I 
wonder if trusting them makes me naïve. 
Maybe, they have learnt their lesson? 

You left us before the internet con-
quered the world. For the most part, 
this is a good thing as it keeps us con-
nected in this time of forced isolation. 
But it has also become a tool for spread-
ing misinformation, with too much 
fake news spreading globally about the 
virus from those who take it carelessly. 
Rwanda is not immune to such trends. 
We are now dealing with two viruses: 
covid-19 (coronavirus) -which we can 

DEAR MOM AND DAD IN HEAVEN: 
IT IS APRIL AGAIN-WE ARE LOCKED-
DOWN, BUT THIS TIME NOT FOR 
BEING KILLED!

cure if we comply with measures put in place; and the 
“rapidly spreading fake news” from those who plotted 
our death; though defeated they never ceased to deny 
their shameful deeds. This time around, they mostly 
use the internet to poke our wounds and advance 
their fake news trying to distract the world from 
remembering with us. This is another virus we’ve 
been dealing with since you left. It is even harder to 
beat than coronavirus, just like those many years of 
discrimination and dehumanization we lived through 
together before the “Final Solution”. To keep safe, we 
are asked firmly to stay in our homes. We are trying 
our best to stay home to keep everyone safe. And we 
continue to defeat deniers’ virus too what so ever 
their games. Our beloved country – “Rwanda has 
changed for good and for the better”.

As it has been our ritual, this time for the 26th year, we 
were wondering what flowers, what memories, what 
prayers and what news we would give you as we faith-
fully spend the Kwibuka period. We never forgot and 
neither will we. We remember you every single day 
but when Kwibuka comes, it takes us back to then, we 
feel the heavy rain - even when the sun is shining - we 
hear the screaming voices and smell the stench as if 
the slaughtering had started again. 

Well, we still have many things to tell you. To be 
honest, it does not come from us only anymore. 
Your grandchildren ask a lot about you and, though 
we try, there is still so much more to be told. The 
other day, when the lock-down started, they asked 
why you would not tell God to chase the virus away. 
They know you are in heaven and they know heav-
en is where God, the Almighty, lives, so they know 
you’re up there with him. Every night, we pray and 
they ask you to intercede to God to stop the virus 
from spreading and taking away the lives of so many. 
We hope you hear their voices. We pray together 
in their room; we let them lead the prayer, like you 
used to let us pray before sleeping. We close our 
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eyes like we used to do and from deep 
inside my heart, listening to their soft 
sweet voices praying, it takes me closer 
to your presence. It brings me back to 
when we were all still together and I 
feel like I want to touch you, but then 
I remember that I can’t. It really hurts.                                                                      
Do you know why? Because I hardly re-
member your faces. None of the beautiful 
photos survived.  Everything was either 
looted or burnt. So the memories remain 
but I have no images to remind me of 
what you looked like and it makes me feel 
so sad, only to come back to the reality 
and realize that it was my daughter and 
son praying. Like you used to, after pray-
ing we hug and bless them with a cross 
sign on their front. They love it the same 
way we enjoyed it then.  That moment is 
so beautiful at least it helps me forget that 
I was sad for not remembering your faces 
and am returned to feeling peaceful as we 
head to bed. 

This time around I must say that your 
grandchildren have become so curious 
about you. Schools are closed and now it is 
the Easter holidays so they have more free 
time with us and they ask a lot more ques-
tions than before. I think it is because they 
heard some of their friends sharing stories 
about their grandparents. My daughter 
once asked why so many kids have their 
grandmothers but not grandfathers! She 
went on listing her classmates who still 
have their grandmas. I sadly answered that 
she is lucky to have one grandmother at 
least! My daughter loves reading, so I think 
I will put more memories into writing 
so she will enjoy reading for her brother 
about you and about our life together.

Last year, I gave your grandchildren a gift: 
“That Child is Me” and they connected 
so deeply with the story. A year before, I 
wrote a letter to you about “The Legacy 
of History”. I could not help but create 
an audio-recording and then a great video 
from the letter. How fulfilling that was 
and for my kids and many other kids 
too to find content that could help them 

connect with their grandparents, uncles and aunties 
in heaven! But Let me not go far and forget to tell you 
about this year. 26 years since you were taken from us 
and never returned, you know we remained locked with 
no hope of survival. This time we are also locked down in 
our homes. Guess why? Not because bad people are back, 
no. Because of the virus and this time, it is for everyone, 
not just us. What a relief. This time we actually feel safe 
to be locked down. We feel protected, not ambushed or 
surrounded like when your killers put roadblocks and 
spread to all corners of the country to track everyone 
down. The fear is not for being killed this time. Rather 
the fear is for going out and catching the virus. Not 
only would we risk our own lives, but also the lives of 
your grandchildren. When we occasionally make it to 
the market, we come back, wash hands sensibly before 
we can elbow each other –our new way of greeting. The 
very few times I do go out, I take a bath when I return 
and feel much more clean to touch them. No more hand 
shaking until the virus is gone.

The virus is just dangerous. The same way neighbors 
turned against us in a blink of an eye, the virus also 
spreads like the betrayal we endured. It is terrible and 
that is why staying home is survival for everyone. It keeps 
everyone safe. Unfortunately, we won’t be able to go out 
to lay a wreath on your graves, at least you Mom because 
Dad’s body was never found. Nonetheless, we do hope 
He found you and that you are both together in heaven. 
So keep your good hands together and pray for us. We 
will be remembering like always. Our hearts are filled 
with gratitude for your love and protection even when 
you were defenseless. You loved us till the last second. It 
is a great thing we have embraced since you left. Pain and 
hatred would have been too heavy to carry –and also too 
cruel like this virus. After all, love shall prevail, so we won’t 
give up – love will always provide the way out till we meet 
again to reunite in the love of our Almighty God. 

You know hundreds of years shall pass, maybe we will have 
reunited, but before then, pray for us to love our children, 
your grandchildren, to see them grow and stay together 
longer than we could stay with you. Pray for us to meet 
our grandchildren, your great grandchildren, to tell them 
who you were and how much you loved us till the end. At 
least, when your great grandchildren will have risen up, 
may then the will of God be done. We know we will be 
joining you to keep love alive both in heaven and on earth. 
Stay locked in heaven, we are also locked at home and 
doing fine.
With love, Your son
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By Lonzen Rugira 

It is well established that denial is 
a key step in the stages of genocide. 
Fighting it is essential in the “never 
again” campaign because it reflects 
the potential for the recurrence of 
genocide: when genocide deniers have 
an upper hand, their ideologies thrive. 
It means that impunity has triumphed 
because key lessons were not learned 
and therefore the threat – previous 
basis – for uprooting people remains.

It is rare to find reasonable people who 
find genocide denial as acceptable. Even 
the most ardent defenders of freedom 
of speech agree that genocide denial 
constitutes an assault on the memory of 
victims, mocks survivors, and is a threat 
in the fight against the recurrence of 
genocide.

However, genocide denial can – and 
often is – reproduced by the very 
“reasonable” people. This is done 
unwittingly due to negligence and at 
times failure to see the entire set of 
consequences for treating the subject of 
genocide casually.

Even countries do this. Up until 2006 
the government of Rwanda used the 
term “Rwandan genocide.” Clearly, its 
intent was not to deny the genocide. 
However, the significance of the 
terminology had perhaps not been well 
appreciated then.

For one thing, the concept of “Rwandan 
genocide” wasn’t pointing at any 
targeted group, as the United Nations 
definition of genocide warrants.

Secondly, whereas the Hutus and the 
Tutsis do not fit the precise definition 

THE SLIPPERY SLOPE OF 
GENOCIDE DENIAL

of ethnic groups and are indeed Rwandans per 
definition, the fact that the victims were “targeted as 
such,” meaning that the perpetrators targeted them 
because they perceived them to constitute an ethic 
group is sufficient to establish the two groups as 
ethnic groups.

Third, once this reality is established then it remains 
inappropriate to refer to tragic event as the “Rwandan 
genocide.” This is inconsistent with the definition of 
genocide. A Rwandan genocide is only possible as an 
interstate phenomenon. Yet, it would also defeat the 
very essence of state control over the annihilation of 
its population “in part or in whole,” as the definition 
in the Genocide Convention states.

Hence, the moment the concept genocide is deployed, 
then it is the genocide against the Tutsis and not the 
Rwandan genocide.

Similarly, this recognition locks out any other group 
in Rwanda as the victims of the genocide. It is 
equally inappropriate to characterise the genocide as 
“moderate”.  It must be obvious to everyone that the 
term “moderate” does only one thing: it dilutes the 
intensity of anything.

Clearly, it is not possible to dilute one’s ethnicity. 
As long as a Tutsi could not moderate being so in 
order to escape being targeted for killing, then the 
moderation of a Hutu on the same lines is equally not 
possible.

This establishes that the Tutsis were targeted as a 
group and the Hutus were targeted as individuals. 
Secondly, since the Tutsis could not moderate their 
ethnicity then they were killed for “being” as opposed 
to the Hutus, who had something to moderate and in 
so doing could afford the opportunity to escape death: 
they were killed for “believing.”

The two concepts of being and believing establish a 
moral difference, especially in the idea that the former 
is locked in for death whereas the latter is afforded 
the option to denounce their belief in order to be 
spared. This difference is captured in the statement of 
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a seven-year-old victim who attempted 
to “moderate” his ethnicity in order to 
be spared, “Sinzogera kuba Umututsi,” 
he pleaded with his killers. (If you spare 
me, I promise I will not be a Tutsi 
anymore!).

Conflating genocide with other 
crimes – regardless of their scale and 
magnitude -- defeats the very essence of 
why the term “genocide” was conceived. 
The precision of the term “genocide” is 
intended to isolate it from other crimes 
as a way of underscoring its profound 
brutality – due to this very inability to 
escape it (being). Indeed, the definition 
matters because only a precise use of the 
term genocide can help track all forms of 
denial.

The intention is not to suggest that 
other crimes may not have been 
committed during the genocide, but 
it is important to distinguish any such 
crimes from genocide. 

For instance, those targeted for their 
beliefs were victims of a crime that 
is not genocide. However, this does 
not diminish in any way that they 
were courageous individuals whose 
conviction(s) were the exact opposite 
of those of the perpetrators. They 
exhibited the greatest degree of courage 
and humanity – equal to the degree 
of inhumanity of their killers – in the 
face of death and they did not relent on 
their beliefs. 

This moral difference is what separates genocide 
from other crimes and makes it “a crime of crimes,” 
as Raphael Lemkin, a key architect of the Genocide 
Convention put it. It is what makes genocide the 
only crime that’s committed against the entire 
humanity.

Only a proper use of term ‘genocide’ helps 
to track forms of denial 

Genocide denial and genocide minimization are 
two sides of the same coin. It appears that the 
difference is in the intent. 

At any rate, in Rwanda those who were 
targeted for their being (the Tutsis) and those 
targeted for believing (Hutu moderates) are 
remembered during the activities of genocide 
commemoration.

This inclusiveness is important for reconciliation. 
However, it also predisposes people to the kind 
of conflation that the term genocide is meant 
to avoid. It’s akin to the inclusiveness (and 
reconciliatory value) in the concept of “Rwandan 
genocide.”

This is what makes genocide denial – and 
minimization – a slippery terrain. Anyone can 
do it at any time. However, the entire range 
of knowledge on the concept of genocide is 
intended to nurture consciousness that recognizes 
the affront to humanity that undertaking a 
project to uproot a group of people from the face 
of the earth requires.

Most importantly, in most instances someone 
who perpetuates genocide denial and/
or minimization will not be held legally 
accountable. However, it’s always an insult 
beneath decorum in a civilized society. 
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By Frederick Golooba-Mutebi 

Recently I attended the National 
Congress of Rwanda’s ruling party, the 
Rwanda Patriotic Front (RPF). It was 
the first time I was attending it. I had 
been to a similarly large party gathering 
a few years before, when internal 
conversations were going on about 
whether President Kagame should run 
for office again or step down. At the 
time I still passed for a journalist and 
had been invited in that capacity. It 
is now several months since I stopped 
writing a column for the regional 
newspaper, The East African. By the 
time the invitation reached me, I had 
spent two days attending the Annual 
National Dialogue Council (Inama 
y’Igihugu y’Umushyikirano), where 
Rwandans from different walks of life 
gather every year to discuss matters of 
national interest. I was about to go for 
the Christmas holiday.

The invitation came as a surprise. I 
remarked to a friend, a veteran of the 
party, that I was wondering whether 
someone hadn’t made a mistake. He 
said, emphatically: “they do not make 
such mistakes”. I don’t know him to be 
a loose talker, so I felt re-assured. But 
then later on, doubts crept into my 
mind again. Another friend I asked did 
not respond to the question directly but 
said that I should not carry a phone or 
laptop, as they were not allowed. I now 
knew it wasn’t a mistake. Still, there 
was a bit of a glitch when I arrived at 
the venue, but that was fixed quickly. 
Inside Intare Conference Arena at 

CAN RWANDA RETURN TO 
ADVERSARIAL CONTESTATION, 
MARGINALISATION AND 
EXCLUSION? 

the party’s headquarters in Rusororo where the 
congress was held, the atmosphere was quite lively 
by the time I got in, just after 8 am. Lots of animated 
conversations, and singing, clapping and dancing here 
and there. Rwandans are famously reserved. At events 
such as this, though, they cast away that attitude and 
become rather lively.

Also, in attendance were leaders of Rwanda’s 
other political parties. Some of them are in formal 
coalition with the RPF. Others, however, are not. In a 
conventional multi-party system, these other parties 
would revel in being in ‘opposition’ and wear the label 
as a badge of honour. In Rwanda the label fits only 
two very small parties: The Democratic Green Party 
of Rwanda and PS-Imberakuri. Neither wears it with 
the same fervour that opposition parties elsewhere do.  
The reason for this peculiar situation is the uniqueness 
of the region, of Rwanda’s post-genocide political 
system. Designed to promote consensus and prevent 
adversarial contests when it comes to decision making, 
it hardly has room for political grandstanding associated 
with conventional multi-party politics.

That the RPF’s coalition partners would attend its 
internal meetings shouldn’t surprise anyone given 
they literally operate under its wing. But what about 
the other parties? To arrive at a detailed answer 
requires in-depth research. The short answer lies in 
what the RPF chairman and Rwanda’s President, 
Paul Kagame, said when he took the floor and sought 
to add something to the way party representatives 
had been introduced, and to introduce two special 
guests: officials of Angola’s ruling party, the Popular 
Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA). 
He said they (the parties) were part of one family, 
and that the RPF only happens to be the eldest child 
(imfura).

The idea of being a family (umuryango) has defined 
the RPF’s self-perception as well as its image 
among its members since inception. It stems from 
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the organisation bringing together 
individuals of different ideological 
orientations and preferences under one 
tent. Whatever differences might have 
divided them, there is a general feeling 
they are united by common values 
and a collective ambition: building 
“The Rwanda we all want” (uRwanda 
twifuza”. An unsung – and little 
publicised as well as little understood 
– aspect of the RPF’s success as a 
political organisation has been that it 
managed to convince potential rival 
political organisations to embrace its 
ambition of “building the Rwanda 
we all want” and to turn it into a 
collective aspiration. A conventional, 
adversarial, multi-party-political 
system would have meant that the 
same political organisations become 
oppositionists, driven to always oppose 
the government as seen in ‘democratic’ 
political dispensations, including 
those in the country’s immediate 
neighbourhood.

If I were asked for a single explanation 
for Rwanda’s political stability over 
the last two decades and its rapid 
evolution from a failed state in 1994 
to arguably Africa’s leading reformer 
and innovator, I would mention the 
choice that potential political rivals 
made to work together in pursuit of 
a common destiny. The alternative 
-- working against each other, driven 
by narrow, partisan interests -- would 
have amounted to courting instability, 
given the country’s history. The 
decision to work together is therefore 
the foundation underlying the “New 
Rwanda” project. There is nothing 
perfect about how things have worked 
since 1994. However, according to 
opinions emerging from within 
the country, and this matters more 
than what outsiders think, post-war 

Rwanda works better than pre-war Rwanda and the 
government delivers more results for the ordinary 
Rwandans than used to be the case. Had political 
leaders in their different cocoons opted to continue to 
spend their time trying to outmanoeuvre each other, 
the story of post-genocide Rwanda might not have 
turned out differently.

But one may ask: what is this “Rwanda we all want”? 
The answer is rather simple. Pre-genocide Rwanda 
was built on institutionalised discrimination and 
exclusion. Some refer to it as an ethnocracy, but it 
was more complicated than that. Regional origin 
was no less important than social background in 
determining who enjoyed what rights, who had access 
to what, and who could make what claims on the 
state. This created many victims, including among 
categories that, according to popular lore, would have 
been beneficiaries. Post-genocide, “uRwanda twifuza” 
simply means Rwanda where citizenship and not 
social identity or regional origin determines one’s 
rights and obligations. It is a Rwanda where being 
Rwandan (ndi umunyarwanda) is what really counts 
before the law, not one’s social or geographical or 
ethnic origins.  And this is the Rwanda which most of 
the country’s political leaders inside the country are 
determined to build together. How they go about it is 
an on-going discussion in the various institutionalised 
fora where discussions, debates, and comparison of 
notes happen.  

There were many take-aways from the Congress, 
even with the relatively short time I was able to 
listen to the speeches and presentations. Perhaps 
the most significant was the extent to which the 
party leadership was willing to discuss openly, in 
the presence of leaders of other parties, details of 
the various challenges their party must overcome 
to ensure its long-term survival as a values-driven 
organisation. It was indeed as if one was witnessing 
an extended family meeting. As a I left to attend to 
other business, I wondered what might be the long-
term impact of this way of working on the political 
destiny of Rwanda, and on wider Rwandan society. 
Can Rwanda go back to the pre-genocide politics 
of adversarial contestation, marginalisation and 
exclusion? I highly doubt it. Should it? God forbid!
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GENOCIDE AND RELIGION 
IN RWANDA

By Nelson Gashagaza
 
At the age of ten, Aloys Bigirumwami entered the Minor Seminary 
of Kabgayi. He didn’t return home for more than a decade. Reason: 
missionaries did not want their recruits – potential priests – to be 
confused or misled by local religious beliefs and practices.
 

He went on to become 
the first African Bishop 
to be appointed in the 
Belgian colonies. The 
extended stay away from 
the enculturation was 
to benefit the Church. 
The Church deployed all 
efforts to swallow African 
religions instead of 
finding common ground 
for working together for 
the benefit of society 
at large. The Church 
branded African religions 
as pagan – full of black 
magic, sorcery, witchcraft 
and ancestral worship.
 
This enculturation was 
part of the colonial design 
as converts were required 
to reject all their native 
religions and behaviors 
and practices. The plan 
was to have recruits break 
away from the old life 
and adjust to new moral 
and religious standards, 
adherence and allegiance.
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King Musinga of Rwanda and King 
Mwanga of Buganda realized the danger 
of this new value system that diverted 
loyalty and allegiance of their subjects 
to some other authority which was the 
Church and colonialists. Both kings 
were removed from power for refusal 
to convert and to collaborate with the 
Church.
 
For many years in Rwanda, the mass 
was conducted only in Latin. Pastoral 
caregivers were (and still are) trained in 
Latin and French; language became an 
instrument of power because language 
is full of ideological connotation and 
value-laden. Those who learn the 
language absorb and internalize the 
ideology of the ruling class.
 
During the colonial era, Rwanda was 
one of the few African nations to have 
one language, one culture, and belief 
in only one God: Imana. Imana “God” 
was present in everyday life, language 
and culture. Sayings like “Imana 
yirirwa ahandi, ikarara i Rwanda” (God 
spends the day elsewhere, but sleeps 

in Rwanda) shows the relation between Rwandan 
culture, politics and religion.
 
Because of this uniqueness, the Catholic Church and 
colonial officials deployed extreme measures – on the 
culture, widespread knowledge and understanding 
to convert people. For colonialists and the Catholic 
Church to convert many people, they had to 
reinterpret Rwandan mythology using a Christian 
framework. In Rwandan mythology, the power of 
the Nyiginya dynasty originated from Imana. The 
everyday language and values had to change too: 
Imana “God” became “Mungu”. “Imiziro n’imiziririzo 
“the dos and don’ts” that characterized Rwandan 
values were banned.
 
There is a saying; “Kiliziya yaciye kirazira” (The 
Catholic churches removed/ banned the dos and 
donts). This transformed the understanding and 
relation with God to the vertical (the person and 
God) from the horizontal (the person responsible and 
answerable to a collective guided by shared values).
 
The reframing of Rwandan mythology also 
transformed Rwandans into distinct political 
identities. Some members of the political class 
embraced and used the Catholic Church material 
interpretation of history to amplify the new “ethnic 
identities.”

Nothing shows it better than the Ten 
Commandments of Hutu that were 
formulated and written in the sixties 
by Joseph Gitera Habyarimana and 
republished in the nineties in the lead 
up to genocide. The commandments 
use similar language and form as God’s 
Ten Commandments that were given to 
Moses.
   
The killings and violence of 1973 that 
foreshadowed the 1994 Genocide 
happened in Catholic establishments 
such as Byimana, Save and Nyamasheke 
high schools. Throughout the years that 
followed, the abuse continued with the 

Catholic Church role in Genocide

application of apartheid policies of exclusion and 
discrimination of Tutsi in schools, seminaries and 
even businesses owned by the Catholic Church.
 
A Hutu nationalist Vincent Nsengiyumva replaced 
Aloys Bigirumwami as bishop of Nyundo in 1974. 
By this time, the Catholic Church was thoroughly 
intertwined with the state. It conceived itself as 
intervening on behalf of the Hutu majority.

Mahmood Mamdani, a Ugandan scholar, writes: “The 
Church was the original ethnographer of Rwanda. It 
was the original author of the Hamitic hypothesis. The 
Church provided the lay personnel that permeated 
every local community and helped distinguish Hutu 
from Tutsi in every neighbourhood: without the 
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Church, there would have been no 
‘racial’ census in Rwanda.”
 
At the same time, the Church 
was the womb that nurtured 
the leadership of the insurgent 
Hutu movement. It provided the 
intellectual and organizational 
backup for this movement, from 
talent as ghostwriters to funding 
for the cooperative movement 
which oiled the tentacles that ran 
through Rwandan society like 
so many arteries through a body 
politic.
 
It is therefore unfortunate that 
the Catholic Church has never 
shown political and moral 
leadership before, during, and 
immediately after the genocide. 
It is an indictment against the 
Church that nearly 70% of the 
victims of the 1994 Genocide 
against the Tutsi died in 
churches and it other subsidiary 
establishments. As if that was 
not morally reprehensible, the 
Church continued supporting and 
protecting genocide perpetrators, 
including some of its own priests 
and nuns. 

The Catholic Church and 
Rwanda’s colonial power violently 
attacked Rwanda’s belief systems 
in order to not only replace it; but 
also to establish a system of values 
that would any consequences for 
this violence.
 
For an entity that demands 
repentance, it’s surprising that 
the Catholic Church continues 
to deny its role in the Genocide, 
let alone acts of sabotage that 
were aimed at denying legitimacy 
to Rwanda’s post genocide 
government. 
 

Lack of moral and spiritual leadership in the Catholic 
Church before and during the Genocide led to a 
spiritual and faith crisis in post-genocide Rwanda. 
New Pentecostal churches commonly known as 
“Abarokore” mushroomed around the country led by 
returnees from Uganda, DR Congo and Burundi. By 
1996, Kigali had 45 new denominations that offered 
spiritual revival focused on personal conversion, 
repentance, and the righting of earthly wrongs.
 
They targeted survivors who considered the Catholic 
Church a dead end for spiritual life – the Abarokore 
churches offered a spiritual renewal, material support 
and trauma healing.

In so many ways, these churches employed the very 
same technique that the Catholic Church used to 
destroy Rwandan beliefs. They called the Catholic 
Church pagan and promised “deliverance” to born 
agains. 

Enter “Abarokore”

There is a rumor that President Kagame was given 
a copy of “The Purpose Driven Life” by Pastor Rick 
Warren and, after reading it he invited Rick Warren 
saying “I’m a purpose-driven man, let’s make Rwanda 
a purpose-driven nation.”
 
It appears that the relationship between President 
Kagame and American evangelicals have helped 
him to influence the views of US administrations 
on Rwanda. This affirmation of President Kagame’s 
leadership also manifested itself during the 2010 
presidential inauguration, where Warren aligned and 
affirmed Rwanda’s vision of self-rule and dignity as 
work and will of God.
 
In the full stadium, Warren said, “Ndi mu rugo” (I’m 
home). Then he prayed:

“You have said in your word, ‘Blessed is the nation 
whose God is the Lord’. Help all Rwandans to 
remember that only God is God. And when critics 

God-driven leadership?  
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seek to discourage, si bo Imana [they 
are not God]. And when other nations 
pressure Rwanda to give up its values, si 
bo Imana [they are not God]. And when 
outsiders assume that they know what 
Rwandans should do, si bo Imana [they 
are not God]. Only you are God. These 
people know where they came from, 
they know what they want, and they 
know you are God.”
 
What can be gleaned from this is 
that protestants no longer want to 

be the spiritual “alternative” in Rwanda. They are 
getting adherents, especially among the young 
people  mainly because of their charismatic leaders, 
worship style, proclamations prophecy and the 
well-known prosperity gospel. This is true almost 
everywhere in Sub Saharan Africa. However, for 
Rwanda these churches - unlike the Catholic Church 
- have been successful because they were unequivocal 
in denouncing the genocide against the Tutsi and 
rejected any notion that there were grey areas as 
deniers purposefully; and - most importantly - that 
the Catholic Church was a central actor in the 
genocide against the Tutsi.

By  Chika Ezeanya-Esiobu

Growing up in the former Republic of 
Biafra many years after the war ended, 
the only proof I had that indeed a 
destructive war was fought were my 
mother’s stories, drawn from memories 
of the child she was during the war. 
Adults never discussed Biafra, not 
even in hushed tones. Local radio and 
television stations and newspapers 
filled their slots and pages daily with 
everything but news or information 
that bordered on the War. Mother told 
the sketchy stories only when she had 
run out of new lion and hare stories. 
When we begged for a new story, one 
we had never heard before, she would 
dust up her war stories, knowing that 
we were never tired of that.

Mother would tell about the bunker, 
how her father constructed it, how 
they would run inside it when the 
noise of the helicopters that dropped 
shells filled the air. She talked of how 
her father covered his prized, shiny 
corrugated iron sheets with palm frond 
camouflage. The same short spasms 

YEARNING TO KNOW: A BIAFRAN 
WAR CHILD REFLECTS ON RWANDA

of stories were repeated over and over again to our 
yearning ears, sometimes with the luxury of some tiny 
added detail. And sometimes, she sang us those two 
songs which we had all committed to memory and 
sang along with her.

I resorted to adding my own made-up details to 
Mother’s war stories as I retold it to friends at school. 
Friends whose parents lived through the war, but who 
were never told any war stories. I likewise taught my 
friends those two war songs that Mother sang, songs 
about the Red Cross, Kwashiorkor and the victories of 
the Biafran army.

We craved for more songs, but Mother had none. We 
craved for more stories, but the mind of the child 
she was during the War could only hold as little. We 
turned to Father, but it seemed he had nothing to say 
to us about the Nigerian-Biafran war, though quite 
strange for someone who was in his late teens when 
the war raged. Once while we were in the village 
during Christmas, he entered his room and brought 
out an iron box full of bank notes. Biafran money, 
he told us, followed by a short, hesitantly told story 
of how he engaged in the risky business of crossing 
enemy lines to trade in salt. Delighted, we surrounded 
him for more stories, but Dad would hurriedly, almost 
apologetically, pack the box, lock it firmly, carry it 
back to the locked closet in his room and commence 
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to dress up for a town hall meeting. 
The entire family would be locked up 
by the authorities, if we as much as 
told anyone about the bank notes, Dad 
warned us sternly as he made his exit.

I turned to the only hope of a child 
deprived of information by determined 
parents – my teachers, my books. 
There, a worse silence awaited me. 
The teachers had no information to 
offer, did not talk about the War, did 
not teach the history of the War. The 
children books I had access to held no 
information about the War.

Was there a death sentence hanging over 
the head of anyone who talked about 
the war? Or perhaps could it be that the 
pain was too much to relive? Or did it 
have to do with the therapy of healing by 
forgetting?  I asked unanswered questions.

In my late teens, I began to search for 
and to read books on the War; but such 
books were hard to find, the ones I 
saw were often long reads and proved 
difficult to understand.

Decades later, as an adult living in a 
Rwanda that suffered genocide about two 
decades before my sojourn in that land, 
a different story awaited me. I watched 
several times as my friend patiently 
responded to her 7 year old’s questions as 
they both watched television programs 
on the genocide. I participated in several 
remembrance events where survivors 
were brought to give eyewitness accounts. 
I visited the numerous, well-maintained 
memorial sites spread throughout Rwanda; 
churches where thousands of victims were 
hacked, shot and smoked to death and 
schools where refugees were ambushed and 
had grenades thrown at them.

Between April and June each year, public and 
private institutions and organizations took time 
out to remember the genocide in different ways. 
Genocide widows and orphans would receive gifts 
and donations, large billboards of major corporations 
such as MTN, Airtel, Ecobank and others would bear 
adverts to reflect the mourning period, neighbours 
greeted one another with declarations of peace, and 
communities would organize events and town hall 
meetings. At the core of the remembering is to convey 
the message that such must never be allowed to 
happen again in Rwanda.

Meanwhile, questions continued to rage in my mind about 
the conflict that occurred in my own nation.

I talked with many Rwandans and discovered that 
opinions were divided about Kwibuka, the annual 
genocide remembrance events. Many wholly support 
the idea of the remembrance; “If we forget, we repeat,” 
they say. But for some, Kwibuka should be scrapped; 
“it brings back evil memories,” some say,  “It is now 
too politicized,” others contend.

I took sides with those who favored a remembrance. 
Not because I have been to the Holocaust museum 
in Washington D.C., and the Jewish synagogue in 
Budapest and seen how elaborate and intentional 
groups are in trying to memorialize, reclaim truth, 
integrity, and honor, and work to avoid a repetition. 
No. I took sides because I felt that by so doing, I could 
make up for the void I feel about my own people’s 
refusal to remember Biafra. I took sides because I 
yearned to know what really happened, what led to the 
war, if it could have been avoided and what effects the 
war has had on the state of the Nigerian nation today.

My wanting to know about the Biafran War is not so I 
can relive victimhood, lay blame on everyone else but 
my ethnic group, or incite a second rebellion against the 
Nigerian state.  What informed my search for knowledge 
about Biafra as a child still informs that search today 
as an adult, and that is the need to know, in order to 
heal, to advance, to restructure, to reconstruct and most 
importantly, to avoid a repeat of history.

31

GENOCIDE 



By Lonzen Rugira 

At the advent of colonialism, Europeans 
assumed that African societies were 
organized along ethnic lines. They thought 
that whenever these groups came into 
contact violence would ensue; naturally, 
they believed that these groups needed 
to be separated in order to minimize 
violence. Consequently, the colonialists 
set them into apartheid-like arrangements 
(Bantustans or native settlements) in ways 
that prevented contact that would descend 
into an orgy of massacres. Identity cards 
were issued so that it would be easier to 
know who belonged to what Bantustan. 
Only the Europeans would moderate 
cooperation or exchange between these 
groups in order to preserve social order. 
Up to this day, this logic has continued to 
inform ‘peace building’ education, a story 
for another day. 

What the Europeans didn’t say was that 
rather than preventing disorder, they 
were afraid of nationalist cooperation 
that could stir resistance to colonial 
rule. In this quest and owing to the 
separation, they successfully cowed 
the natives into submission until 
the “winds of change” that brought 
colonialism proper to an end started 
to blow, mostly as a result of ethnic 
groups breaking this Bantustan barrier 
and coming together to demand 
independence. This nationalism that 
transcended ethnicity was the rule for 
much of Africa, with a few exceptions 
such as Rwanda. 

THE ENEMIES OF UNITY 
Independence in Rwanda was pursued within the 
purview of ethnic nationalism. Belgians, who had issued 
identity cards as proof of difference between the Hutu 
and Tutsi, denied any form of nationalistic cooperation 
and common agitation that they were sure would be 
directed towards them.  They offered independence to 
the Hutu elite on condition that they would identify the 
enemy as the Tutsi. They also feared that the Tutsi elite 
appeared left leaning and would join the Soviet camp in 
the Cold War imperialist competition for the capture of, 
and influence over, newly independent states into their 
respective camps. 

Independent African states retained the colonial logic 
of state management, the idea that cooperation between 
ethnic groups is a danger to social order, which shaped the 
competition for the control of the state and the allocation 
of resources and opportunities. In Rwanda the idea that 
when two ethnic groups come into contact violence ensues 
was elevated to a permanent intent to destroy a group 
in part or in whole, precisely what genocide means. This 
intent to destroy in part applied on numerous occasions 
throughout much of the post-colonial period until 1994 
when it was elevated to an intent to destroy in whole.  

But why did groups that had demonstrated that 
ethnic cooperation was not anathema to order retreat 
to the colonial logic of state management after the 
‘victory’ of independence? 

One reason is that despite formal independence, African 
states remained neocolonial in character, answerable to 
and under the suzerainty of the former colonial masters 
from whom they would seek protection from the threat 
of the ethnic groups they had conceived as enemies of 
social order. Secondly, the memory of the African elite 
that had been in service of the colonial state was never 
reformatted and was therefore incapable of conceiving the 
state beyond its Bantustan design. The body was African but 
the mind European and colonial. 

The colonialists coopted traditional 
authorities, kings and chiefs, in order 
to sell a semblance of legitimacy 
to the natives. They understood 
themselves to be a bargaining chip 

Political representation 

in the quest for “peaceful” colonization. Similarly, 
the elite that replaced the traditional authorities in 
state administration understood that they wielded 
enormous influence in terms of legitimacy and that 
they could weaponize ethnicity for personal gains. 
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Ethnic groups were the dynamite 
and they held the trigger. It was 
also the bullet proof that allowed 
them to engage in all manner of 
criminal malfeasance without 
expecting to be held accountable. 
But the state could only allow 
this impunity that decentralizes 
(to the group) responsibility and 
centralizes (to self) the benefits for 
as long as the ethnic entrepreneur 
retained the ability to hold his 
group hostage. 

States that have been able to 
disarm the instrumentalizing of 
ethnicity have done so by rejecting 
ethnic-based representation. 
For this reason, the criminal 
conduct of Victoire Ingabire 
(convicted and pardoned) has not 
been decentralized to all Hutus 
despite her claim that to hold her 
accountable is to victimize all Hutus. 

A key lesson people learned from 
the genocide was that they had 
been deceived by its architects 
that if they participated en masse, 
none would be held to account. 
Gacaca courts demystified all 
that. Consequently, it has been 
difficult for Ingabire to convince 
people to subject themselves to 

criminal behavior, mobilized along ethnic lines. 
Ultimately, Ingabire has to either learn a new 
politics or accept individual responsibility for 
her conduct.  

It is therefore a crime of genocide ideology to 
conceive Hutus as killers, because conceiving 
them as such was precisely the aim of the 
architects of genocide. To do so is to align with 
the thought system of genocide masterminds. 
For this reason, the descendants of the architects 
of genocide have no criminal relationship with 
their forbearers. It is therefore unfortunate 
the members of JAMBO-ASBL, an association 
of young people in Belgium that pushes the 
denialist narrative, have failed to disentangle 
themselves from that legacy of criminality.    

On the surface, these descendants are genocide 
deniers. In fact, they are hostages of the ideology 
of their forbearers that sought to link their tribe to 
criminality. They were the true enemies of the tribe 
for which they claimed to speak, a dishonor and 
burden being carried forward by their offspring. 

Rather than conceive criminality as the common 
denominator of the architects of genocide, they 
are choosing to see ethnicity as the common 
denominator. Prejudice has conditioned 
their self-perception rendering them unable 
to decipher that criminality is a horizontal 
(across ethnicities) activity whose responsibility 
perpetrators seek to evade vertically (within an 
ethnicity).  

Colonial Rwanda 1930
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As noted above, ethnic entrepreneurs 
seek to assign criminal responsibility 
to groups rather than individuals. On 
the contrary, architects of national 
unity must conceive criminality as a 
horizontal endeavor. For this reason, 
the promoters of Ndi Umunyarwanda 
(Rwandan rather than tribal identity) 
must underscore that people’s 
ethnicities do not carry criminal 
culpability. For genocide, they must 
also explain that it is the criminals 
who weaponized Hutuness into 
criminality because they believed their 
entrepreneurship to be threatened. 

Ndi Umunyarwanda will only manage 
to nurture national unity if it is able to 
delink criminality from any group. In 
so doing, it will leave behind only the 
goodness of a people ready to conceive 
one another as compatriots. Only by 
de-weaponizing ethnicity can you cut 
the fingers from the trigger of ethnic 
entrepreneurs, leave them emasculated 
with the only option available to them 
being to consider national unity, even if 
reluctantly. 

If successful, the legacy of Ndi 
Umunyarwanda will be the kind of 
cooperation that colonialists said 
Africans are incapable of, an idea that 
tribal entrepreneurs bequeathed and 
carried forward at independence. A 
common identity would be the shield 
under which every Rwandan, or indeed 
every African, can find protection in 
return for patriotism, compatriotism, 
and solidarity. 

This is an unimaginable threat to tribal 
entrepreneurs. 

Fighting unity
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