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Religion and the Rwandan Genocide

Within a period of three months in 1994, between 800,000 and 1,000,000 
people were killed (men, women, children and elderly people) in the af
rican country of rwanda. rwandan nationals were killed by rwandan na
tionals. in many cases the machete, one of the most ordinary instruments 
of every household, was used as a weapon. Sometimes, people who had 
sought refuge in an overcrowded school or church were slaughtered by 
grenades thrown by militias. Most of the victims belonged to the tutsi mi
nority, who, it is estimated, represented 15 per cent of the population. the 
perpetrators were Hutu, the segment of the population that is estimated to 
have represented more than 80 per cent of the population. among the very 
tiny minority of the twa, there were both victims and perpetrators.

During the period of the genocide, four out of five members of the 
popu lation were members of a Christian church.1 the role of religion in 
this brutal killing can be treated from different angles (van ’t Spijker 1997). 
in the years of political change and tensions preceding the genocide, many 
leaders of the most important churches had developed systematic and 
skilful initiatives for mediating between the different political parties and 
powers, in many cases not without success. Christian laymen have been 
very active in human rights organizations, challenging political leaders, 
and organizing marches for peace at the beginning of 1994 supported by 
thousands of participants in the most important cities (Gatwa 2005: 181–
218). the Christian religion has been important in prompting many people 
to risk their lives by offering protection to tutsis who were threatened, and 
several people have died as martyrs (rutayisire 1996). religion is of enor
mous importance to all the people who have had to come to terms with 
the loss of relatives in the violent political turmoil before, during and after 

1 in 1994, 80 per cent of the population was Christian. roman Catholics formed 60 
per cent of the population, and protestants 23 per cent, of whom the majority were 
pentecostals, whereas the older churches were presbyterians (established in 1907), 
Seventhday adventists (1918), episcopalian (anglican) Church (1921), Baptists 
(1937), and Free Methodists (1942).
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the genocide, with the result that churches and mosques are even more 
frequently visited than before the violent period in rwanda’s history. after 
the genocide, many Christian initiatives were developed for the care of 
widows and orphans, out of pure compassion and with a view to reconcili
ation, initiatives in which the activities of individuals are more impressive 
than those of the official churches. Religion also plays a role when the per
petrators of genocide confess their guilt, although the question should be 
asked if the pressure on the part of the government is of more overriding 
importance than the persuasion used by religious ministers and others 
who preach the Gospel to the detainees (Molenaar 2005: 53–8).

nevertheless, one of the most urgent questions – formulated as an ac
cusation by the present political regime in rwanda – is whether religion 
and the influence of the churches and church leaders have, in fact, fuelled 
the genocide, or even was Christian missionary activity the ultimate cause 
of the genocide?

effectively, in the broader circles of the present regime that articulate 
public opinion, it is argued that the presence of Christianity, more precise
ly the activities of the roman Catholic Church, has not only contrib uted to 
the possibility of the genocide, but has been at the root of the political con
stellation that led to the genocide, and that during the genocide, Church 
leaders were actively involved in it. in many documents, it is argued that 
the rwandan genocide would never have taken place, if Christian mis
sions, particularly those of the roman Catholic Church, had not been estab
lished in rwanda. 

related to this is the question of how the religious change after the 
genocide is to be interpreted, since in fact, after 1994, many new Christian 
communities have been founded, and a striking growth of islam may be 
noticed. 

In order to discuss this set of problems, we first have to highlight some 
of the most important data concerning the political developments that pre
ceded the genocide. therefore, we have to explore more extensively the 
way in which Christianity, and more precisely the roman Catholic Church, 
was closely connected to the emergence of the rwandan nation, and how 
the relations between Hutu and tutsi have developed in the course of 
the history of rwanda. More extensive analyses have been made by Filip 
reyntjens (1994), Gérard prunier (1995), jeanClaude Willame (1995), and 
C. M. Overdulve (1997). 
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Some Facts about the Genocide

the event that triggered the beginning of the genocide was the shoot
ing down of the aeroplane of MajorGeneral juvénal Habyarimana, the 
president of rwanda since 1973, which caused his death on Wednesday 
april 6th 1994, at 20.23 hours. 

immediately after the death of the president, the prime minister, agatha 
Uwiligiyimana, was killed, and a new government was formed which en
couraged the killing of all tutsi in the country. 

Fierce fighting followed between the Rwandan Army and Tutsi rebels 
who had already invaded the country in 1990, and had since then occu
pied a part of the country. The new government and the army were finally 
driven into Congo (Zaire), and in july, when the rwandese patriotic Front 
(rpF) had gained control of the country, an rpFdominated government 
was formed. in the period between april and july, more than 800,000 tutsi, 
and an important number of ‘moderate Hutu’ were slaughtered. 

the genocide was the culmination point of a war that had started in 
October 1990 with the invasion by the army of the rwandese patriotic 
Front, consisting mainly of second generation refugees who had fled the 
country in 1959 and 1973, and whose leaders had formed the core of the 
Ugandan army that brought Yoweri Museveni to power as president in 
1986. 

during the war that followed the invasion of 1990, the rebel army, as it 
was called, occupied a considerable part of the country, and the territory it 
controlled continued to increase. 

as the invasion of the rpF in 1990 did not result in an uprising of the 
tutsi in the country, the term civil war would be misleading. But after 1990, 
the tensions between Hutu and tutsi in the country grew considerably, 
and became even more acute when, in neighbouring Burundi in October 
1993, the democratically chosen Hutu president, Melchior ndadaye, was 
killed by the tutsidominated army in that country. 

Under international pressure, peace talks in arusha led to an agreement 
that brought the rpF in a favourable position. Hutu extremists rejected 
the peace agreement and prevented its implementation. the attack on the 
presidential aircraft followed a possible breakthrough in the negotiations 
between the different parties that were promoted by tanzania and other 
neighbouring countries. 
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Return of Rwandan Refugees Who Fled the Country 
in 1959 and 1973

the invaders from Uganda entered the country by force as a result of a 
sad history of relations between Hutu and tutsi in the past. they were the 
children of a generation of Tutsi who had fled the country following the 
bloody riots in 1959 and 1973. 

especially in 1959, there had been a social uprising, or social revolution 
by Hutu against the ruling tutsi who had acted as masters of the country 
during the colonial period. 

rwanda had been under colonial leadership from about 1898 to 1961. 
during the period 1898–1916, rwanda was ruled by the Germans. they 

did not establish a strong colonial regime, but imposed their rule on the ex
isting political system, consisting of a king with absolute and divine power 
at the top of a complicated political hierarchy in which power was placed 
in the hands of chiefs and army officers who for the most part belonged to 
a particular tutsi clan or who had good relations with it. 

a much more decisive role was played by the Belgians, during their 
period of power, 1916–61, as the mandatary of the League of nations. 

the Belgians reorganised the political system, and gave all the author
ity to newly appointed chiefs, who had to belong to the tutsi class. this 
brought many tutsi into powerful positions, and for a long period, par
ticularly tutsi were given access to secondary school education, and thus 
access to public positions, whereas Hutu were denied these. 

During Belgian rule, the influence of the Roman Catholic Church was 
important. in fact roman Catholic missionaries were seen as experts in the  
field of the complicated social relations of the Rwandan population. Roman  
Catholic missionaries thus promoted tutsi rule, since according to the lead
ing clergy, tutsi ‘were born to rule’, being excellent in political leadership. 

after the Second World War, the Catholic Church adopted another at
titude towards the division of power in the nation. a new generation of 
missionary priests, influenced by social democratic ideas, promoted the 
development and wellbeing of the Hutu, who formed the majority of the 
population, but were oppressed by tutsi leadership who had been given 
that position by the colonial regime. 

When the call for independence spread throughout africa, the roman 
Catholic Church assisted the Hutu in claiming their political rights by pro
moting their political and social organisation. this resulted in a general 
uprising in 1959, and ultimately in the political independence of rwanda 
as a nation under Hutu rule in 1961. 
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in the years following independence, rwanda was organised on the 
basis of proportional representation, which meant that tutsi, representing 
15 per cent of the population, were given only 15 per cent of the places 
in secondary and higher education and as civil servants. However they 
were denied important positions in the national army. this arrangement 
required a complicated system of civil administration in which the ‘racial 
adherence’ of each civilian was registered. 

a bloodless military coup in 1973 gave power to juvénal Habyarimana, 
who, in fact, considered Hutu and tutsi to be different ethnic groups, with
out stressing their racial roots, since he considered Hutu and tutsi in the 
first place to be Banyarwanda. He allowed Tutsi to share political power, 
but still excluded them from having any power in the army. 

an important minority of the tutsi started living as refugees, often in 
camps, in neighbouring countries. Several were given the opportunity to 
follow higher education. in kenya as in Zaire many tutsi were successful 
in business. in Uganda, tutsi refugees, as was already mentioned, were 
finally accepted into the higher ranks of the military. 

By the end of the nineties, many rwandan refugees in Uganda were 
given important positions in the state, and president Museveni was will
ing to give them Ugandan citizenship on the basis of tenyears residence 
in the country. But at the end of the nineties, a crisis in Uganda led these 
rights being revoked, and as a consequence, the position of rwandans in 
Uganda was questioned. 

The Relations between Hutu and Tutsi in the Colonial Period

this roughly sketched historical background makes it clear that the rela
tionship between Hutu and tutsi is closely related to political develop
ments in rwanda in the past, especially in the twentieth century, the pe
riod of the colonization of africa, in which particularly in rwanda, roman 
Catholic missionary activity played an important and decisive role. 

there are in fact two main approaches to this colonial and missionary 
past that have to be mentioned, and by analysing these, we can see the 
ways in which Hutu and Tutsi identities have been defined. 
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Two Views on Rwandan History

the majority of Hutu claim that there has been a growing antagonism 
down the centuries between the Hutu peasant majority and the tutsi noble 
minority who possessed cattle. in the nineteenth century, the tutsi king, 
kigeri iv rwabugiri (1867–95), worked out a political system in which 
Hutu vassals were in the service of the tutsi, and effectively had no politic
al rights. the German colonial regime cooperated with the tutsi powers 
and did not make any significant changes in the system. The Belgian re
gime initially strongly promoted tutsi domination, but changed this policy 
after World War II, when, encouraged by the influential Roman Catholic 
Church, it began to support the political rights of the Hutu majority. 

Until the genocide, this was in general the view of rwandan history that 
was presented. this view is expressed, for instance, by roger Heremans 
(1993) and C. M. Overdulve (1997). 

the interpretation of history by the present tutsidominated govern
ment is different. according to this interpretation, tutsi and Hutu lived in 
peace and harmony in rwanda until the arrival of the european colonial 
powers. the social division of the population was interpreted by europeans 
as being based on racial differences between Hutu and tutsi, thus introdu
cing fundamental discord between the two that had never exist ed before. 
the Belgian regime emphasized the excellence of the so called tutsi race 
even more than their German predecessors, and took them into service in 
order to oppress the Hutu. 

However, before leaving the scene in 1962, the Belgians gave all political 
power to the Hutu. this, in fact, gave the Belgians the means to continue 
to influence the politics of the country. The Hutu could only maintain their 
position by systematically killing those tutsi who claimed their political 
rights, and by prohibiting the return of the tutsi refugees who had left the 
country during the riots of 1959–62 and in 1973. in order to put an end to 
this injustice, the tutsi refugees organised themselves into the rwandese 
patriotic Front, they raised an army and started a struggle for liberation. 
this struggle is seen as the last anticolonial war in africa because the Hutu 
regime that came to power after independence continued to construct a so
ciety based on the racial divisions that had been introduced by the colonial 
powers in the twentieth century. 

the racist interpretation of rwandan society is seen as the most funda
mental cause of the genocide. it was the roman Catholic Church that had 
promoted these ideas and, through its quasimonopoly of the educational 
system, it had exposed the population to these ideas, which were then in
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ternalised during the course of the century. For this reason, the Catholic 
Church is ultimately responsible for the genocide. this view is held by 
paul kagame (2002). 

the existence of these two opposing views of rwanda’s past is part of the 
problem, and is related to the upsurge of genocide. Both war and the geno  
cide have created sorrow, mistrust and hatred, which together have blocked 
any open public debate about this ambiguous nature of rwandan history. 

The Concept of Colonizers and Missionaries 
of Hutu and Tutsi Identity

the missionaries who have been active in rwanda, the roman Catholics 
from 1900 and the protestants from 1907 onwards, have followed the con
cepts of race developed by Western social sciences in the course of the 
nineteenth century. With reference to a famous study by edith Sanders, we 
may state that the word ‘race’ was a favourite term in the language of the 
enlightenment (Sanders 1969). immanuel kant considered the word race 
to be ‘an important acquisition of human thinking’. 

the presupposition was that the european race was to be considered 
superior to the rest of humankind. this may be illustrated by the way 
the scientists who accompanied napoleon’s army during its conquest of 
egypt, concluded that such a rich culture, which had existed before the 
development of european culture, could not have been the creation of 
negroes, who were descendents of the accursed Ham. the discovery of 
a certain linguistic relationship between arabic and certain expressions 
used by ethiopians and nubians led to the conclusion that these particular 
peoples could not be negroes, but must have been colonisers who had 
their origin in the Middle east. 

this led to a revision of the Hamitic theory: it was not Ham and his 
descendents who were cursed, but rather Canaan, his son. now the name 
Hamites became a name of honour: anything of value found in africa was 
considered to have been introduced by the Hamites, imported into africa. 

these theories have served as a frame of reference for those who ex
plored Africa, and finally they have become the basis of a classification of 
the peoples encountered there, including those of rwanda. 

in general, ethnographers of the nineteenth century spoke of Hamitic 
pastoralists who in the course of time must have arrived in the heart of af
rica. through their natural, racial superiority, these pastoralists were con
sidered to have conquered the sedentary Bantu peoples. 
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the explorers of rwanda used the same ethnological framework, as 
may be demonstrated by a quotation from the book Caput Nili, in which the 
German anthropologist richard kandt, who spent a long time in rwanda 
in the last years of the nineteenth century, gives an account of his experi
ences. in the same words as Count von Goetzen, who had paid a visit 
to the rwandese court in 1898, he was delighted to discover a ‘densely 
populated country, an agreeable climate, and a well organised kingdom 
in which the Hutu are totally subordinate to the tutsi minority’. Waiting 
in Nyanza for his first encounter with the Rwandan king, Mwami Yuhi v 
Musinga, on june 14th, 1898, he notes, thinking about the miraculous king
dom he has come to visit: 

Graf Goetzen war es, der uns die erste sichere kunde von diesem Lande 
brachte, dessen Grenze selbst die araber auf ihren Sklavenjagden ge
scheut hatten. … er fand ein ungeheures Grasland, das von Ost nach 
West allmählich von 1500 bis 2500 Meteransteigt, reich an Gewässern 
und mit herrrlichem klima; er fand in ihm nicht, wie inden übrigen 
teilen der kolonie, eine spärliche, sondern eine nach Hunderttausenden 
zählende Bevölkerung von Bantunegern, die sich Wahutu nannten; er 
fand dies volk in knechtischer abhängikeit von den Watussi, einer 
fremden semitischen oder hamitischen adelskaste, deren vorfahren 
aus den Gallaländern südlich abessiniens kommnend, das ganze 
Zwischenseengebiet sich uinterworfen hatten; er fand das Land einge
teilt in provinzen und distrikte, die unter der aussaugenden verwaltung 
der Watussi standen, deren riesige, bis über zwei Meter hohe Gestalten 
ihn an die Welt der Märchen und Sagen erinnerten, und an ihrer Spitze 
einen könig, der im Lande ruhelos umherziehend, bald hier, bald dort 
seine residenzen erbaute. (kandt 1919: 1–2.)

On the basis of these observations, the missionaries, who first arrived in 
1900, formed their ideas about the rwandan population, developed their 
missionary strategy, and inspired the political colonial regime that cre
ated the administrative structures in the twentieth century. a quotation 
from the work of one of the missionaries, a. pagès, a member of the White 
Fathers, is highly illustrative: 

Monophysites à leur départ d’abyssinie, les hamites ont peutêtre peu 
à peu oublié, au cours de leur longue exode, la croyance chrétienne et 
adopté les pratiques et les superstitions des peuples au milieu desquels 
ils ont vécu’ (pagès 1933: 8).



347reLiGiOn and tHe rWandan GenOCide

this relationship between the different segments of the rwandan popu
lation, and its racial interpretation, have been the point of departure for 
the political regimes of the twentieth century when creating the social and 
political institutions of the nation. 

this interpretation of rwandan society by explorers and missionaries 
corresponds remarkably well to the popular local mythology found by 
missionaries, in which the tutsi are pictured as excellent, clever, and bril
liant, the Hutu as lazy and inattentive, and the Twa as the official jokers. 
In the myths and legends, the first divine king of Rwanda, Kigwa, is said 
to have three sons: tutsi, Hutu and twa. kigwa tested their skills and con
duct, and gave them, accordingly, their special places in society: tutsi be
came the leader, Hutu the worker under the leadership of tutsi, and twa 
became the marginalized person with a clownish role at the royal court. 
Several missionaries such as the roman Catholic, Father Loupias and the 
Lutheran, ernst johanssen, have recorded myths that circulated at the be
ginning of the twentieth century concerning the origin of the different seg
ments of the population in rwanda and their relationships (Loupias 1908: 
1–13; johanssen 1912: 70–5).

these myths should be seen as legitimising the oppressive rule and 
the stringent political organisation of two kings in the nineteenth century, 
Mutara ii rwogera (1845–67) and kigeri iv rwabugiru (1867–95). the 
american political scientist rené Lemarchand observes that: ‘Hamitic the
ories showed an uncanny fit with the mythologies of traditional Rwanda; 
once incorporated into the work of historiographers it became increasingly 
difficult to tell them apart’ (Lemarchand 1999: 8).

in fact, this view has been the point of departure for successive political 
regimes during the twentieth century when they created the social and 
political institutions of the nation. 

the Hutu majority were seen as native rwandans, and the tutsi mi
nority were seen as non natives, and thus as intruders. this thinking has 
also been decisive in identifying Hutu and tutsi over the course of time. in 
the 1950s, extremist political parties, both Hutu and tutsi, have explicitly 
referred to this historical ‘origin’ of rwandan society.2

2 the Hutu manifesto, a political statement by Hutu intellectuals, appealing to the 
self-confidence of the Hutu population on the eve of political independence, signed 
on March 24, 1957, without referring to the historical origin of Hutu and tutsi, 
speaks of a full century of tutsi domination, followed by 56 years of european 
dominance. a reply to this manifesto was given in a declaration signed on May 17, 
1958, by a number of dignitaries of the royal Court, the Bagaragu bakuru b’ibwami 
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it should be mentioned that the racist interpretation of the identity and 
origin of Hutu and tutsi has left some crucial phenomena in rwandan 
society unexplained:

– In the popular and in the official memory of Rwanda no mention is 
made of a systematic migration of tutsi into the country. 

– all rwandans belong to one of about eighteen clans. almost all clans 
are constituted of Hutu and tutsi (d’Hertefelt 1971: 9–21). 

– tutsi and Hutu have never lived as separate cultural communities. 
they speak the same language, they have long practised the same tra
ditional religion, and live in the same territory.

– there are certain examples, albeit rare ones, of a change of identity: a 
Hutu, who had accumulated wealth in the form of cattle, could rise 
in the socioeconomic hierarchy and become tutsi, whereas in certain 
cases, tutsi could lose their status and become Hutu. 

Because the use of racial theories says more about the feeling of superior
ity of those who invented them than it does about the african peoples 
who have been classified, historians have long ago abandoned thinking in 
terms of race.3

Hutu and Tutsi as Political Identities

the question arises as to what other meaning should be given to the words 
Hutu and tutsi if these are not racial terms. Here i would like to refer to the 
Ugandan sociologist Mahmood Mamdani, who proposes seeing the words 
Hutu and tutsi as referring to political identities that have been subject to 
a change in meaning over the course of time. 

after critically examining the different efforts made by several histor
ians, he concludes that it is fruitless to search distant history for the origins 
of Hutu and tutsi. ‘Hutu and tutsi have changed as political identities 

(who certainly represented only a minority of the tutsi), stating that ‘the relation
ships between us (Batutsi) and them (Bahutu) have always been based on servi
tude; there is thus between us no foundation for fraternity whatsoever.’ For the 
complete text see, Overdulve 1997: 97–118.

3 George p. Murdock, quoted by joseph kiZerbo (1978: 307), wrote in 1964: ‘the 
Hamitic hypothesis must be classified in the museum of prejudices invented in the 
colonial period’.
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along with the state that has enforced these identities’ (Mamdani 2001: 
34). 

the term Hutu only started to make sense when people were subor
dinated to a state ruled by tutsi, who in the distant past may have repre
sented an ethnic identity. 

tutsi may have existed as an ethnic identity before the establishment of 
the state of rwanda. these tutsi created a kind of state, whose origins, on 
the basis oral history, may go back the fourteenth or fifteenth century, and 
in course of time they conquered people who were called Hutu, a word 
that means servant in several parts of africa. these servants, may have 
belonged to different ethnic groups, but as people who were subjected to 
the emerging rwandan state, they were called Hutu. 

While we may be able to speak of tutsi as an ethnic identity preceding 
the formation of the state of rwanda, we certainly cannot speak of Hutu 
with the same historical depth. For as a political identity, Hutu was con
structed as a consequence of the formation and expansion of the state of 
Rwanda. If subject populations only came to be defined as Hutu after 
being incorporated into rwanda state structures, we cannot speak of 
these as Hutu before that incorporation. (Mamdani 2001: 73.)

With the formal mechanisms of the rwandan state that allowed the rulers  
 to absorb the most prosperous of their subjects into their own ranks through 
intermarriage, tutsi too became an increasingly transethnic identity. 

Further, Mahmood mentions that the predecessors of today’s Hutu 
and tutsi indeed created a single cultural community, the community of 
kinyarwanda speakers, through centuries of cohabitation, intermarriage, 
and cultural exchange. in the course of history, Hutu and tutsi emerged as 
‘stateenforced political identities’. 

in this way, Mahmood discerns three phases in the development of the 
meaning of Hutu and tutsi:

(a) in the distant past, Tutsi may have been an ethnic identity. absorbing 
other groups into the Tutsi state, the others were identified as Hutu, 
a subject people, of transethnic character.

(b) tutsi accepted other elements into their dominant group. the term 
tutsi is given a transethnic character. Both Hutu and tutsi emerged 
both as stateenforced political identities, and together they form a 
single cultural community.



350 Gerard van ’t Spijker

(c) in the colonial period, these political identities are considered as 
representing groups with different racial origins. tutsi are seen as 
the intruders, ‘born to rule’, Hutu as the original population, des
tined to be subjected (Mamdani 2001: 73–5). 

By the end of rwabugiri’s rule, the Hutu/tutsi distinction clearly began to 
appear as a political distinction that divided the subject population from 
those identified as having power. 

if Hutu/tutsi evoked the subject/power distinction in the precolonial 
rwandan state, the colonial state added a dimension to it: by racialising 
Hutu and Tutsi as identities, it signified the distinction as one between 
indigenous and alien.

Following Mamdani, we may conclude that the precolonial past was 
not characterised by social harmony, but by an increasing tension, not be
tween races or tribes, but between leaders of a centralized hierarchical 
kingdom and servants at several levels. this development was continued 
in the colonial era, but was aggravated by its racialisation. 

The Conflict as a Regional Conflict within the Region 
of the Interlacustrine Area

it is important to mention also Mamdani’s explanation of the rwanda con
flict as a regional conflict in the interlacustrine area. 

in Uganda by the end of the 1980s, president Museveni, reexamining 
the principle of ethnicity as a basis for Ugandan citizenship, was inclined 
to declare that ten years residency in the country could become a criterion 
for citizenship. it was thus to be made possible for rwandan refugees, 
who were often in high positions, to become Ugandan citizens. at the end 
of the eighties, however, Museveni had to give in to strong opposition to 
these ideas. This made the Tutsi group, who were in a difficult position in 
Uganda, decide to use force to return to their home country, and to begin 
the rwandan war in 1990 that culminated in the genocide in 1994. 

a similar situation existed in Congo (Zaire). Several generations of for
mer migrants from rwanda had lived in a region near Mulenge, in the 
province of Southkivu. Originally accepted as citizens of the State, by the 
end of the nineties, they were put in a difficult position as they were de
nied citizenship. Feeling stateless, they joined the tutsi opposition (rpF) 
that had invaded rwanda in 1990. 

it is clear that this focus on the sociopolitical aspects of the rwandan 
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conflict does not change the problem of mutual hatred based on racism. 
this critical analysis, however, may stimulate discussion on the roots of 
the genocide in which also the political development of the Hutu–tutsi 
relations may be taken into account, as well as questions of ethnicity and 
citizenship in the neighbouring countries. 

The Factor of Religion in the Political Conflict

Looking back at the question asked at the beginning about the role of re
ligion in the rwandan genocide, we may conclude that the labelling of 
the antagonism between tutsi and Hutu in rwanda in terms of race, has 
been an important and decisive factor in the conflict. It fuelled the conflict 
between Hutu and Tutsi, and made the political conflict between rulers 
and servants that had existed by the end of the nineteenth century into 
something inevitable, a kind of fatality that had to be accepted. it changed 
the character of the distinction between the groups, and as a consequence 
ultimately created a dividing line between innate (Hutu) and nonnative 
(tutsi) groups. in moments of political tension, politicians have used this 
racist thinking to destroy their opponents. 

the missionary movement, in which the roman Catholic Church had 
a dominant position, has been most instrumental in promoting this way 
of thinking. the history of the genocide has shown that once thinking in 
racial terms is introduced, the Christian doctrine of the unity of the human 
species is unable to see it as a human construct. 

the Christian Church still has to answer the question as to why the idea 
of the unity of mankind, a dominant element in the teaching of the Church 
through the ages, has not been powerful enough to unmask the ideological 
aspects of the Hamitic theory, which finds its origin in the conviction the 
european ‘race’ is superior. 

the social revolution of 1959, in which the Hutu majority took over the 
ruling position of the tutsi minority, was a change of political power. tutsi 
who lost their position accused the roman Catholic Church of taking sides 
with the Hutu against them, and, when they regained their leading posi
tion in rwanda after the genocide, they would repay the Church for this. 
the accusation against the Catholic Church of having introduced divisive 
racist thinking into rwanda has, therefore, to be seen in this political con
text. 

the political ideal of the present government is to establish peaceful 
relations between all citizens in the future. this ideal of a peaceful society  
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without racial distinctions is projected into the past. it is said, and believed, 
that in the glorious past of rwanda the different social groups lived in 
peaceful harmony with each other. in doing so, full responsibility for the 
genocide is placed upon to the influence of the European colonisers who 
introduced divisions in order to rule, and underpinned their policy with 
racial theories. 

the fact that this concept of rwandan history is presented as the only 
legitimate view, gives it an ideological flavour. This ideological character 
of the interpretation of rwandan history makes it impossible to speak 
freely about a growing antagonism between Hutu and tutsi in the course 
of the nineteenth century. those who blame the europeans exclusively, in 
particular the roman Catholic Church, for the genocide, are not prepared 
to take into account the divisions and antagonisms of the precolonial era. 

This ideologically flavoured way of dealing with Rwandan’s past 
precludes open discussion with those who have built the institutions of 
the First republic under president George kayibanda and of the Second 
republic under president juvénal Habyarimana. this lack of openness is a 
barrier to a national reconciliation between those who suffered under the 
political regime before independence and those who suffered under the 
political change after independence. 

Religious Change after the Genocide

the strong criticism of the extremely powerful position of the Catholic 
Church in rwandan society in the twentieth century also has had conse
quences for the religious landscape of the country after the genocide. it 
inspired the government after 1994 to give support to the proliferation of 
new protestant Christian communities. 

in the aftermath of the return of tens of thousands of rwandan exiles 
from exile in neighbouring countries such as Uganda, tanzania, kenya, 
Con go (Zaire) and Burundi, many new independent churches were cre
ated. 

For one or two generations, many of these exiles had lived in an eng
lish-speaking cultural context, and this made it difficult for them to join the  
existing churches in rwanda. Some of the churches were originally prayer 
groups consisting of returned refugees which developed into larger organ
izations. in several cases, however, one may speak of the conscious foun
dation of church organizations, whose creation may be seen as a mani
festation of the dissatisfaction of many people with the existing churches 
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because of their assumed involvement in the genocide. the result is that 
for the first time in the history of the church in Rwanda, churches seem to 
be organised along ethnic lines. 

One of the most outstanding communities in this category is the res
taur ation Church association. it was founded by some pastors who re
turned from different countries and who had belonged to various denomi
nations. 

The church services started briefly after the genocide in the capital Kiga-
li, in a purposebuilt room which was offered by the local municipals. the 
denomination spread quickly throughout the country in urban centres 
where most of the newly arrived returnees had settled. according to the 
statement from its leaders, the main mission of the denomination is ‘to 
reconcile rwandans’ or ‘in collaboration with the government, reconstruct 
the country, which was destroyed by immoral men’. the words gusana imi-
tima, that is ‘to heal wounded hearts’, are found in its logo. the denomina
tion’s services are mainly attended by those who work in shops, the offices 
of ministries, and banks, and by students. 

Other churches have been introduced by returnees from different neigh
bouring countries. in 1994, david ndahurutse, a former rwandan refu
gee in Burundi, introduced the Eglise Vivante de Jésus Christ, which he had 
founded in 1992 in Burundi. Life Messengers in Mission (LMM), which has 
its origin in kenya, was introduced in 1994 by returnees from Uganda. One 
of the fastestgrowing churches is the Zion temple, founded in the capital, 
shortly before 2000, by the selfstyled Christian preacher paul Gitwaza.4

in 1997, the number of these new Christian communities was estimated 
at about 150, whereas a few years later people spoke of more than 500 com
munities. this is even more noteworthy, if one takes into account the fact 
that african independent Churches had never developed in rwanda.5

4 For an initial attempt to research these new communities, see the report of COrvt, 
the ecumenical Centre for theological research and education (van ’t Spijker 
1998). COrvt is the abbreviation of the Centre oecuménique de recherche et de 
vulgarisation théologiques, the French name of the institute. the report gives an 
account of research into 22 different new Christian groups in rwanda. See also, 
van ’t Spijker 1999.

5 david Barrett (1968) mentions only nine african states in which african independ
ent churches were not to be found in 1967. Six of these states were predominantly 
islamic. rwanda was among the three others which had only churches founded by 
Western missionaries.
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Created after the 1994 genocide, and partly as a consequence of it, most 
of these churches uncritically condemn the roman Catholic Church be
cause of its assumed culpability for the genocide. 

Whereas the political situation in postwar rwanda has certainly con
tributed to the mushrooming of new Christian communities, other factors 
have contributed to this new phenomenon. Most of these new movements 
represent a spirituality that is not often found in the older, established 
churches that were the result of earlier european missionary activities. 
they are characterised by what in rwanda is generally known as ‘a Spirit 
of pentecostalism’, which is expressed in ecstatic prayer, baptism by im
mersion, testimonies of dreams and visions, and sometimes the experience 
of miraculous healing and glossolalia. among these new Christian com
munities there are also neopentecostal churches where women and young 
people play a prominent role, and where some form of prosperity Gospel 
is preached. in this respect, many of these churches represent a new wave 
of charismatic Christianity that has emerged everywhere in africa in the 
last few decades. 

Growing Islam

in speaking about religious change after the genocide, mention should also 
be made of the rise of Islamic influence in the country. 

islam has been present since 1899, when Muslim craftsmen entered the 
country in the service of German military units. at the same time, for
eign traders originating from asia also settled in the country. For almost 
a century, these Muslims lived on the margin of society, and only towards 
the end of the presidency of juvénal Habyarimana, did the situation of 
Muslims improve. With the help of the arab world several students were 
accepted at the University of Medina, and the Libyan president Muammar 
Gadaffi, was given the opportunity of building an impressive cultural cen
tre in the capital, which began producing Muslim literature and a bulletin 
in the vernacular. 

among the returned exiles in 1994 there were numerous welleducated 
Muslims who are currently giving a new impulse to the Muslim communi
ty. Since 1994, the government has always counted several Muslims among 
its ministers. in the cities, one hears the call to prayer early in the morning. 
the end of ramadan, idalFitr, has been a national holiday since 1995, 
whereas ascension day and Good Friday are no longer public holidays. 



355reLiGiOn and tHe rWandan GenOCide

Following a government statement, Muslims claim that there was no 
Muslim participation in the execution of the genocide. Christian leaders 
dispute this and there are also some Muslim leaders who admit that the 
claim is false. nevertheless this argument is frequently used in public pres
entations. 

This new position has given Muslims a new self-confidence. More 
 people  than ever wear arab dress, not only in the cities, but also in rather 
remote areas. in some cases, the construction of mosques is strongly pro
moted by the local public or military authorities who themselves returned 
to the country after 1994. 

Concluding Remarks

the unprecedented disaster of war and genocide in rwanda has deeply in
fluenced and changed the religious landscape of Rwanda. The influence of 
the roman Catholic Church has diminished considerably, in the aftermath 
of the negative assessment of its past by the present political leadership. 
to a certain degree the political shadow cast over the Catholic Church also 
affects the mainstream protestant churches. 

the negative reputation of the established churches has contributed to 
the tremendous growth of numerous new Christian communities. 

islam has become an important factor, growing both in numbers and 
influence. 

rwanda’s past cannot be discussed openly in public, and the ambiguity 
towards it causes all aspects of the pattern to be open ended and reveals a 
feeling of uncertainty about the future. 
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