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Abstract

Conventional wisdom holds that architects of genocide mobilize followers by casting ethnic categories in kill-or-be-killed terms and that once mobilized, followers simply follow. Conventional wisdom is wrong. As data from recent fieldwork in Rwanda show, followers do not just follow; rather, they use genocide as a political opportunity structure to pursue personal interests, interests that may or may not align with genocidal prescriptions to kill the targeted group. Where the personal trumps the ideological, genocidal violence reveals not how hardened ethnic categories become in settings of mass violence, but rather, how malleable, uncertain and unstable they remain.

This study examines the interaction between identity and mass violence in the context of the Rwandan genocide. It asks: How does identity shape ordinary people’s participation in genocidal violence against their neighbors? The study moves beyond elite-driven, instrumental approaches which dominate the literature by analyzing violence and identity as social processes and practices that unfold and change over time and place. This approach breaks new ground by providing a micro-level perspective on how genocidal violence unfolds on the ground, among ordinary people. Data come from nine months of ethnographic fieldwork in Rwanda where I conducted semi-structured life history interviews with people in two rural villages. Those interviewed represented a broad spectrum of participation in the genocide and included imprisoned killers, families of killers, victims, witnesses, rescuers, and resisters. 
