
Rwanda 25 years after the genocide : Between 
forgiveness and reconciliation, the tough duty 

of memory 

 April 7th mark the celebration of the 25th anniversary of Tutsi’s genocide in Rwanda . At this 1

occasion, Paul Kagame President of the Republic of Rwanda announced : “In 1994, there was no 

hope, only darkness. Today, there is light. Today, we have bandaged our wound. That makes us 

better and more united than ever. Rwanda has become a family” . In this way, Rwanda was starting 2

a national period of mourning of a hundred days, celebrating more than 800 000 victims’ memory, 

mostly Tutsis from Rwanda. 

 

  Those words seem to show that Rwanda is now 

a truly reconciliated nation, able to manage the 

cohabitation between former executioners and former 

victims. Nevertheless, twenty-five years after the 

Rwandan genocide, few questions are still unanswered. 

Where are we really in the reconciliation process ? What 

method was used ? How do memorial policies work to 

end the violence perverted circle ? We are going to 

respond to all of this questions by demonstrating that the Rwandan forgiveness’ policy possesses 

traditional and cultural nature, which challenges the pertinence of international justice, un-adapted 

for such drama. 

 Some authors considers the expression of « Rwandan genocide » is to large and prefer the expression of « Tutsi’s 1

genocide of Rwanda » because that community was executed with a surgical logic. We can mention PARADAELLE 
(R.) and DUMONT (H.), « L'emprunt à la culture, un atout dans le jugement du crime de génocide » in Criminologie, 
2006.

 France24, « Le Rwanda rend hommage aux victimes du génocide », 7th of April 2019. https://www.france24.com/fr/2

20190407-direct-suivez-commemorations-25-ans-genocide-rwanda-kagame
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The Rwanda genocide’s Historical context  

 For a better understanding of those tragic events, we need to step back to the Rwandan’s 

colonial past. Indeed, the strong divisions that brought opposition between Hutu, Tutsi and Twas 

find their origins in European colonization. 

 During the pre-colonial period, Rwandan society was clannish and yet divided in three 

social groups. Tutsis were herd’s owners, while Hutus were mostly farmers. They represent 

respectively 9% and 90% of the global population (Twas represent only 1%). In 1885, the Berlin 

Conference, also known as the Congo or West Africa Conference, regulated European colonization 

and trade in Africa, splitting the continent between European States. German colonization in 

Rwanda ended after World War I with the Treaty of Versailles of 1919. 

 After Germany was defeated, Belgium became the colonizer. In all cases, both successive 

colonised States were based on preexistent clannish differences, and they accentuated those to the 

point where they created a real social order based on their opposition. In 1922, Rwanda became a 

Belgian Protectorate which used the Tutsi minority to administrate the country. Hutus representing 

the great majority of Rwandans were relegated to the society’s second rank (plan). That situation 

increased real revendications which arose during the 1950’s. In November 1959, the Hutu’s 

majority raised against the Tutsi’s leadership and pushed apart off this community to leave Rwanda. 

The latter became independent on the 1st of July 1962, during the African context of decolonization. 

 After eight decades under a foreign domination and Tutsis’ supremacy, Hutus took over the 

power of a new independent State. Between the first revendications from 1959, and the 

independence in 1962, there were more than 120 000 refugees forced to reach neighbouring States. 

Tanzania, Zaire (today’s Democratic Republic of Congo) Uganda, and Burundi became host lands 

for Tutsis refugees. They had never forgotten past domination back in Rwanda, and had asked for 

their “right to come back” to be respected. Bordering States became places where the attacks 

perpetrated in Rwanda were planned, before as they welcomed refugees and armed militia who just 

wanted to take over the power by using force. 
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 Each attack systematically led to vengeance or reprisal which made the refugees’ stream rise 

for neighbouring States. According to the United Nations’ figures , at the end of the 1980’s, there 3

were 480 000 Tutsis refugees. 

 1988 was the first step which led to atrocious crimes committed in 1994 as it marks the 

creation of the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF). On October 1st of 1990, the RPF began the 

hostilities from Uganda, leading to a civil war in Rwanda. After that moment, reprisals and their 

intensity against Tutsis became even more recurrent within the national territory. On the 4th of 

August 1994 were signed the Arusha Accords in order to end the civil war between the RPF and the 

Rwandan government. They sanctioned the right to come back for Tutsis refugees and authorized 

the installation of a truth and reconciliation Commission. 

 The Arusha Accords deeply divided the Hutu’s community, and the most virulent opponent 

were members of the Republic Defence’s coalition, allied to the President Juvénal Habyarimana. It 

increased the gap within the executive power and did eventually lead to the termination fo the 

Accords. In October 1993, the United Nations created the Rwandan Assistance Mission from 

United Nations  (MINUAR) which had a surveillance ceasefire warrant. 4

 So, it’s in a taut and complex context that, on the 6th of April 1994, the Rwandan Republic’s 

President Juvénal Habyarimana and the Burundian President Cyprien Ntaryamira were both 

murdered during an airplane attack. Two main theories were invoked. First, Hutu extremists would 

have murdered the Rwandan President to accuse RPF and would have used this argument to justify 

Tutsi’s extermination. The second theory accused the RPF to be responsible of the assault in order 

to take over the power. If both theories are still very discussed, the French justice system was asked 

about it in 1998 and did not give any answer . 5

 In all the cases, this event marked the starting point of the Tutsis’ genocide by the Hutu. 

Witnessed by the international community, Rwandan Tutsis have methodically been eradicated 

between the 7th of April and the 17th of July 1994. Within a hundred days, 800 000 persons were 

killed, and it is estimated that 250 000 women were victims of sexual abuses such as rapes. 

 Number shared by the communication program on Rwandan genocide from the United nations. Available on : https://3

www.un.org/fr/preventgenocide/rwanda/

 Resolution 872 from Security Counsel of United Nations, 5th October 1993.4

 Family member went to justice. Judges dismissed the case on 26th of December of 2018.5
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Genocide, crime against humanity, there is no words to qualify those atrocities perpetrated in 

Rwanda, from which many are still carrying scars. 

National reconciliation using sanction and forgiveness 

 “Sins need to be repressed and punished, but also forgiven” , with those words, the 6

Rwandan’s President Paul Kagame  explains the way to achieve national reconciliation, while he 7

was opening the new gacaca jurisdictions on June 18th 2002 . Reconciliation must go trough justice 8

but also be achieved through a policy of forgiveness. 

A policy of forgiveness to promote reconciliation 

 Forgiveness gives the possibility to old conflicts’ parties to reconciliate themselves when a 

war ends . Indeed, forgiveness makes the creation of a new society founded on another base than 9

violence possible : “forgiveness appeared like an action which establishes a new relationship” . 10

Acting like a bridge that favors the transfer of a situation in which victims and persecutors were 

fighting, to a situation in which reconciliation is possible. The Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Burundi created by the Arusha Accords  is a relevant example of this matter: Its 11

objectives were to “promote reconciliation and forgiveness”. Both, forgiveness and reconciliation 

seem intrinsically linked to States’ policies, especially when it is made to assure the people’s ability 

to live together after a collective violence. 

 Paul KAGAME speech, President pf the Rwandan Republic when he opened gacaca jurisdiction on 18th of June of 6

2002. 

 RPF will take over Rwanda. After a transition period from 1994 to 2003, Paul Kagame became President of the 7

Rwandan Republic in 2000.

 Gacaca jurisdiction were instituted by the law from the 26th of January of 1991, an other law from the 19th of June of 8

2004 will reform them.

 The most impressive example of a forgiveness policy for amnesties was made by the Truth and reconciliation 9

commission of South Africa, created to treat crimes committed during the Apartheid..

 LEFRANC (S.), « Violence politique et pardon de puissance », in Politiques du pardon, 2002, p.197-23510

 Arusha Accord wad a peace agreement for Burundi signed on 28th of August 2000 under Nelson Mandela’s watch to 11

end the Burundian civil war starting in 1993.
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 In Rwanda, the hypothesis of a forgiveness policy was unrealistic during the early days 

following the genocide. The primary goal was to : “eradicate the impunity culture” . Nevertheless, 12

the institutional reality was different and reconciliation would become more important than the need 

of justice itself. Also, the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) was created to judge 

the “most responsible” people for the abominable crimes they perpetrated. At the same time, the 

accent was made on reconciliation with the gacaca  judgements ; literally these are “lawn’s 13

tribunal” based on a participative justice, in which the population is a witness, a judge and a party.  

This example shows that even when the policy forgiveness is not deliberately highlighted, the 

whole process always reappears to help reconciliation. 

The need for justice in order to promote reconciliation

 The crime of genocide was lately recognized as such by the international community who 

had passively witnesses the assault. The word “genocide”, in our case, was used for the first time by 

the United nations’ special rapporteur for Human Rights . However, to judge crimes perpetrated by 14

the genocide’s responsible, The United Nations Security Counsel  created the ICTR in 1994. 15

The memory’s impact as a guarantee of no iteration

  The expression “duty of memory”  shows the will to fight forgetfulness (fight for the 16

remembrance of an event). The goal of memory is to make the people sensitive to lessons that the 

“Justice promote the peace establishment in a society, memory work reinforce it and make it 

lasting, memory become a major element of culture and education” . 

 ROSOUX (V.), « Rwanda : appels et résistances au pardon », in Revue internationale et stratégique, 2012, p.99-107.12

 For more information about gacaca see DUMAS (H.), « Le Génocide au village. Le massacre des Tutsi au 13

Rwanda », Paris, Seuil, 2014.

 DEGNI-SEGUI (R.), « Rapport sur la situation des droits de l’homme au Rwanda », Nations unies, Conseil 14

économique et social, Commission des droits de l’homme, 28 juin 1994.

 Resolution 955 fo Securitu Counsel of United nation, 8th of November of 1994.15

 LALIEU (O.) « L’invention du devoir de mémoire, vingtième siècle », in Revue d’histoire, n°69, 2001 p. 83-94.16
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past might teach about the present. Memory’s duty can manifest itself through lots of ways such as: 

speeches, arts, commemorations …  

 During the times that followed the Rwandan massacre, few memory’s instruments were 

introduced by the State. We can mention victims’ inhumations, cemeteries’ and genocide 

memorials’ creations like the National memorial of Gisozi launched in 2004. Moreover, national 

commemorations like the “walk of memory” on April 7th 2019 were organized by Paul Kagame in 

the Amahoro stadium (which was used during genocide as a safe zone for Tutsis refugees ). 17

 The Rwandan memory process was developed inside the general program Vision 2020 , in 18

which memory is presented as the way to fight the ideology of genocide. This program was assisted 

by the creation in 2008, of a national commission for the genocide treatment. 

 In addition within the new constitution of 2003 appears the term of jenoside (genocide in 

Kinyarwanda, Rwandan official language). This term was substituted during a constitutional reform 

in 2008, by the expression of jenoside yakorewe Abatutsi, meaning “genocide against Tutsis”. The 

acknowledgment of the Tutsis’ genocide and no longer the “Rwandan genocide” is fundamental for 

memorial construction. Indeed it has made the recognition of the real victims possible. Allowing the 

acknowledgment of struggles and past pains reinforces the citizens’ trust capacity, between them 

and towards institutions. This symbolic dimension is fundamental for the achievement of the 

memory’s duty. 

Art has a huge impact on populations. In the Rwandan case the Bikindi case of ICTR 

illustrates perfectly how powerful words can be. Indeed the singer Simon Bikindi used his 

art to encourage conflict, his composition was feeding hatred and violence against Tutsis, 

giving a fertile group to the Rwandan genocide. He was convicted of “direct and public 

incitation to commit genocide” and condemned to a fifteen years jail sentence.

 AFP, « Le Rwanda uni comme une "famille", 25 ans après le génocide », 7th of April of 2019. https://www.afp.com/fr/infos/17

334/le-rwanda-uni-comme-une-famille-25-ans-apres-le-genocide-doc-1ff0037?fbclid=IwAR2eiEgCdz-
CsvRLLAhbvC7zQyJWuzQwcGRtyVAKFfZ1iHEm1CpHDL6EsiQ 

 Program’s main goal was to transform Rwanda in average economic situation. Wishes of Vision 2020 are : Created a 18

modern nation, strong and united, proud of its value, politically stable and with no discrimination between its citizens. 
For more information see « le dossier de l’ambassade du Rwanda à Paris, Vision 2020 du Rwanda ». http://
www.ambarwanda-paris.fr/pdf/Vision-2020-fr.pdf 

�6

https://www.afp.com/fr/infos/334/le-rwanda-uni-comme-une-famille-25-ans-apres-le-genocide-doc-1ff0037?fbclid=IwAR2eiEgCdz-CsvRLLAhbvC7zQyJWuzQwcGRtyVAKFfZ1iHEm1CpHDL6EsiQ
https://www.afp.com/fr/infos/334/le-rwanda-uni-comme-une-famille-25-ans-apres-le-genocide-doc-1ff0037?fbclid=IwAR2eiEgCdz-CsvRLLAhbvC7zQyJWuzQwcGRtyVAKFfZ1iHEm1CpHDL6EsiQ
https://www.afp.com/fr/infos/334/le-rwanda-uni-comme-une-famille-25-ans-apres-le-genocide-doc-1ff0037?fbclid=IwAR2eiEgCdz-CsvRLLAhbvC7zQyJWuzQwcGRtyVAKFfZ1iHEm1CpHDL6EsiQ
http://www.ambarwanda-paris.fr/pdf/Vision-2020-fr.pdf
http://www.ambarwanda-paris.fr/pdf/Vision-2020-fr.pdf


Is there a Rwandan collective memory considering past events ? 

 The official acknowledgment of crimes committed by the State is essential to attest a final 

separation between a State and its past crimes, allowing a society to “emancipate itself from taboos 

and to encourage the construction of a collective memory, representing the wish of living 

together” . 19

 The main relevant question here is to determinate if a Rwandan collective memory do exist ? 

Some authors are questioning the existence of a memorial uniformity, and even talk about 

“sometimes incompatible even divergent memories” . In fact, after this conflict, two visions are in 20

opposition. One comes from the population trying to make victims’ voices heard from the 

government, while the other is from the State which aim to build a society, in which leaving 

together is possible.  

 In 1995, the government organized a collective mourning . The government’s will 21

represented a symbolic intent as the goal was to associate the whole Rwandan people which had 

died during the conflict in the same commemorative gesture. Including Tutsis slaughtered only 

because they were an other ethnic community, and Hutus persecuted for having been too moderated. 

 The construction of a shared memory necessarily goes through the study of individual truths. 

In that case we can witness how the gacaca was useful making victims’ families and persecutors 

arguing. However, the truth can have different meanings and it is subject to interpretation. In that 

way, we need to consider individuals’ stories in order to unseal a communal truth, representing the 

State’s memory’s ground.  

 In such circumstances, decisions made after a trial created an official and shared story, 

allowing the affirmation of the country’s historical truth. 

 HARTMANN (F.), « Juger et pardonner des violences d'État : deux pratiques opposées ou complémentaires ? », in 19

Revue internationale et stratégique, 2012, p.67-80.

 ROSOUX (V.), « Rwanda, l’impossible « mémoire nationale » », in Ethnologie française, 2007, p.409-415.20

 ALLINNE (J-P.), « Commémorations, mémoriaux et pratiques différenciées de la mémoire. Retour du Rwanda », in 21

Histoire de la justice, 2018, p.149-176.
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 They have also encouraged public and free access to archives regarding human rights 

violations perpetrated during the conflict; those historical elements and their revelation  allowed 22

citizens to establish a full and shared memory of the event. Moreover, this free access to the 

information emphasizes the real faith of the new ruling class because it illustrates the real 

government’s purpose to “turn together the dark pages of history related to politics’ violence” . 23

A real reconciliation ? 

 The Rwandan national policy of unity surrounding the genocide’s memory may be risky 

according to some authors who fear that unity is a “façade for crimes committed by the winning 

army” . We need to stay focused on the fact that a conflict like the one we just studied cannot be 24

Manichean. We cannot forget the exactions committed by the RPF, who would have slaughtered 

more than ten thousand of Hutus civilian to reach the power even after July 1994 . 25

 Moreover, the ICTR did not try to judge any act committed by the Rwandan Patriotic Front, 

even though the tribunal’s warrant concerned the whole year 1994 . Also, international 26

responsibilities are numerous and actually argued. The french interests were evoked on many 

occasions, as well as their collusion with the genocide perpetrators. Banks financing the massacre, 

the embezzlement of funds given by the International Monetary Fund, the Belgium protectorate and 

its establishment of a Rwandan society founded on the dichotomy Hutu-Tutsi. There are lot of 

factors leading to the 1994 tragedy, and quite a lot of them are still regularly coming back in the 

newspapers, disturbing the Rwandan mourning. 

“More often the historical tribunal is the one from the winner, that increase the doubt on 
memories’ pacification” 

 France has open its archives in this mater « la mise en place d'une commission d'historiens et de chercheurs chargée 22

de mener un travail de fond centré sur l'étude de toutes les archives françaises concernant le Rwanda entre 1990 et 
1994 ». AFP, « Génocide au Rwanda: Macron décide l'ouverture des archives à des chercheurs », on April the 5th 2019.

 LINGANE (Z.), « Punir, amnistier ou nier : le crime international de Nuremberg à la Haye », l’Harmattan, 2014, p.23

285.

 ALLINNE (J-P.), « Commémorations, mémoriaux et pratiques différenciées de la mémoire. Retour du Rwanda », in 24

Histoire de la justice, 2018, p.149-176.

 SMITH (S.), « Rwanda : exécutions massives de Hutus dans l’ombre du génocide des Tutsi », Libération, On 25

February the 27th 1996.

 Article 1 ICTR statut, on November the 8th 1994.26
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- KORMAN (R.), « La politique de mémoire du génocide des Tutsi au Rwanda : enjeux et 
évolutions », Droits et Culture, Dossier : Espaces des politiques mémorielles. Enjeux de 
mémoire, p.87-101.  

- CRUVELLIER (T.), « Le Tribunal des vaincus. Un Nuremberg pour le Rwanda ? », 2006. 
- Association Ibuka France - Mémoire, Justice et Soutien aux rescapés du génocide des Tutsi - 

Rwanda 1994. Association qui agit en faveur du développement de la mémoire sur le 
génocide des Tutsi. Par le biais de l’éducation, de l’édification de mémoriaux, et par des 
témoignages. 

- Les Hauts-Parleurs, « RWANDA : LA FORCE DU MOT "PARDON" / Joel Karekezi », 
Youtube, 3 avril 2019. 

TO MENTION :  EYRAUD C.  et  GALLUCHOT A.,  "[Rwanda]  25  ans  après  le 
génocide : entre pardon et réconciliation, le difficile devoir de mémoire", Dossiers, 
Hestia - Promote Human Rights, Lyon, published April 11th 2019    (online: https://
www.hestiapdh.com/post/rwanda-25-ans-apr%C3%A8s-le-g%C3%A9nocide-entre-
pardon-et-r%C3%A9conciliation-le-difficile-devoir-de-m%C3%A9moire) 
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