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ABSTRACT


The Rwandan genocide of 1994 claimed the lives of roughly 800,000 people.  Most of the killing was carried out by ordinary Hutu citizens, though it was organized by the Rwandan government.  An extremist radio station, Radio-Télévision Libre des Mille Collines (RTLM), played a strong propagandizing role, exhorting ordinary Hutu to “rise up” in self-defense against their Tutsi neighbors.  The station broadcast racist rhetoric justifying violence against Tutsi and provided organizational support for those commanding the killing.


The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, in pronouncing judgment against RTLM’s organizers, held the station’s messages responsible for the deaths of Tutsi civilians.  General Romeo Dallaire, the commander of U.N. forces in Rwanda during the genocide, called RTLM a “direct instrument in promoting the genocide.”  Many have expressed dismay that no Western power jammed RTLM’s signals or otherwise attempted to disable the station, thereby losing the opportunity to save countless lives.


The paper reports the results of the author’s dissertation research on RTLM’s role in the genocide, including personal and focus group interviews with Rwandan Hutu listeners who participated in the killings.  The paper argues that what immediately precipitated violence against Tutsi among ordinary Hutu was not RTLM listening per se, but direct, personal contact with authorities.  The research discredits the view that RTLM acted as a powerful psychological triggering device for ordinary Hutu, and suggests that each of the roles played by RTLM in the killing could have been—or was—realized through other forms of communication.  Therefore, the paper argues, silencing the station would have had little effect on the number killed.

