This paper examines the question of the nature and scale of participation of rural Hutu farmers in the Rwandan genocide in 1994. Scholarship on the genocide to date has tended to focus on the role played by elites within the key institutions of the State’s civilian and military apparatus within the context of specific macro-political and macro-economic forces at play in Rwanda at the time. There is a paucity of research that examines the actions and beliefs of the main agents of the genocide, ordinary rural Hutu, and the specific local contexts in which they operated. Through micro-level research in 4 Rwandan communities I investigate the causes of popular participation in the genocide by tracing the long- and short-term processes through which many ordinary Hutu were mobilised from a non-violent cohabitation into ultimately genocidal violence against their Tutsi neighbours. In addition through a survey of the perpetrator and non-perpetrator populations in the North and South of the country, I attempt to identify demographic and regional differences between these two groups. There were different routes to genocide in Rwanda. Differences between the northern and southern communities affected the speed with which the genocide began but did not affect the ultimate outcome. The genocide occurred rapidly in the north where there was strong anti-Tutsi sentiment from early on. Northern communities were firstly less integrated ethnically, with a lower proportion of Tutsi generally and interethnic marriages specifically. Secondly these Northern communities were more sensitive to the threat of the war that was being waged within or close to them and anti-Tutsi reprisals followed enemy successes in the North from as early as 1990. Thirdly these northern communities were historically more loyal to the ruling MRND party that initiated the genocide. To account for the genocide in the South where there was a much more muted sense of ethnic antagonism one must look at the impact of the State authorities’ commitment to a pro-genocide position as well as the existence of a Hutu mindset. The survey revealed homogeneity in beliefs and attitudes among Hutu within and outside the prisons and across the two regions. Perpetrators were, with minor demographic differences, ordinary Rwandans. Predominant among these beliefs was firstly a collective memory of a history of Hutu oppression under the Tutsi monarchy that instilled an ethnic consciousness from childhood. Secondly, many Hutu feared the reinstatement of this social order, a fear that had been revived and intensified through ideological messages internalised from above that defined the ongoing war as between Hutu and Tutsi. This ‘mindset’ below was in place but was not enough, however. I find that it was only once there was a signal from State authorities above committing themselves in the eyes of the population to a pro-genocide position that the balance is tipped in favour of violence. However, once triggered the violence was sustained by forces independent of the State’s authority or power. Popular participation snowballed through a complex interaction of motives that included racism, material opportunism, conformity, habituation, and coercion.
