
rwandan genocide definition ap world history

rwandan genocide definition ap world history is a critical topic in understanding the tragic events that
unfolded in Rwanda in 1994, which have significant implications in global history and human rights
studies. This article explores the rwandan genocide definition ap world history by examining the causes,
key events, consequences, and its place within the broader context of world history. The genocide serves as
a stark reminder of the devastating impact of ethnic tensions, colonial legacies, and international responses
to humanitarian crises. Understanding this event is essential for students and scholars of AP World History,
as it encapsulates themes of conflict, ethnicity, and the failure of international intervention. This
comprehensive overview provides a detailed analysis of the genocide’s background, the roles of different
groups, the international community’s reaction, and its aftermath. The article also highlights the importance
of remembering the genocide to prevent future atrocities. The following sections will outline the main
aspects covered in this discussion.

Historical Background of Rwanda

Causes of the Rwandan Genocide

Key Events During the Genocide

International Response and Intervention

Aftermath and Legacy of the Rwandan Genocide

Historical Background of Rwanda
The historical context of Rwanda is essential for comprehending the rwandan genocide definition ap world
history. Rwanda, a small landlocked country in East Africa, was historically inhabited by three main ethnic
groups: the Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa. Pre-colonial Rwanda was characterized by a complex social hierarchy
dominated by the Tutsi monarchy. The arrival of European colonial powers, particularly Belgium,
significantly altered this social structure. The Belgians favored the minority Tutsi over the majority Hutu,
institutionalizing ethnic divisions through identity cards and discriminatory policies. These colonial legacies
sowed deep ethnic resentment that would later erupt into violence. Rwanda gained independence from
Belgium in 1962, but ethnic tensions persisted, leading to cycles of violence and political instability
throughout the following decades. This historical background sets the stage for understanding the root
causes and dynamics of the 1994 genocide.



Colonial Influence and Ethnic Divisions
Belgian colonial rule reinforced and exacerbated ethnic divisions by privileging the Tutsi minority with
political power and social status. This favoritism created a lasting divide between the Hutu majority and
Tutsi minority, fostering resentment and competition. The introduction of identity cards that classified
individuals by ethnicity institutionalized these divisions formally. These colonial policies disrupted
traditional social structures and intensified ethnic identities, which became politicized in the post-
independence era.

Post-Independence Political Landscape
After independence, Rwanda experienced political changes that shifted power to the Hutu majority. This
shift led to reprisals against Tutsis, including discrimination and periodic violence. The political rivalry
between these groups was marked by episodes of ethnic massacres and refugee crises, particularly with
Tutsi exiles seeking refuge in neighboring countries. These tensions contributed to the volatile
environment that culminated in the genocide.

Causes of the Rwandan Genocide
The causes of the rwandan genocide definition ap world history are multifaceted, involving historical
grievances, political factors, and immediate triggers. Longstanding ethnic tensions, rooted in colonial
legacies and exacerbated by socio-economic inequalities, created fertile ground for conflict. Political
instability and the manipulation of ethnic identities by elite groups further inflamed hostilities. The
assassination of Rwandan President Juvénal Habyarimana on April 6, 1994, served as the immediate catalyst
for the genocide. This section explores these causes in depth to provide a comprehensive understanding of
why the genocide occurred.

Ethnic Tensions and Social Divisions
Ethnic animosity between Hutus and Tutsis was amplified by decades of discrimination and violence. The
majority Hutu population felt marginalized during the colonial and immediate post-colonial periods, while
the Tutsi minority sought to regain lost power. These tensions were exploited by political leaders to
consolidate power and mobilize support through ethnic nationalism.

Political Instability and Propaganda
The political climate in Rwanda during the early 1990s was volatile, with the civil war between the
Rwandan government and the Tutsi-led Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF). Government officials and
extremist groups used propaganda, including hate radio broadcasts, to dehumanize Tutsis and incite



violence. This state-sponsored incitement played a crucial role in preparing the population for mass
participation in the genocide.

Immediate Trigger: Assassination of the President
The assassination of President Juvénal Habyarimana when his plane was shot down near Kigali acted as the
immediate trigger for the genocide. Though the perpetrators remain disputed, this event unleashed a pre-
planned campaign of mass killings targeting Tutsis and moderate Hutus. Within hours, organized militias
and ordinary citizens began systematic massacres.

Key Events During the Genocide
The rwandan genocide definition ap world history includes the rapid and brutal sequence of events that
took place over approximately 100 days in 1994. During this period, an estimated 800,000 to 1,000,000
people were killed, primarily Tutsis and moderate Hutus. The genocide was characterized by extreme
violence, mass participation, and the use of machetes and small arms. This section outlines the major events
and mechanisms of the genocide.

Organization and Execution of the Genocide
The genocide was meticulously organized by extremist Hutu groups, including the Interahamwe militia
and government officials. Lists of Tutsi targets were compiled, and roadblocks were set up throughout the
country to identify and kill Tutsis. The government used state media to spread hate speech and coordinate
attacks. Ordinary citizens were often coerced or encouraged to participate in the killings.

Massacres and Targeted Violence
Mass killings occurred in homes, churches, schools, and public spaces. Many Tutsis sought refuge in places
of worship, hoping for protection, only to be slaughtered. Women were subjected to widespread sexual
violence intended to terrorize and destroy communities. The brutality of the genocide shocked the world
and highlighted the depths of human cruelty fueled by ethnic hatred.

Role of the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF)
The RPF, a Tutsi-led rebel group, played a significant role in ending the genocide by military force. Over
the course of the genocide, the RPF advanced across Rwanda, eventually capturing Kigali and establishing
control. Their victory brought an end to the mass killings but also led to a complex post-genocide political
landscape.



International Response and Intervention
The international community’s response to the rwandan genocide definition ap world history was widely
criticized for its inadequacy and delay. Despite clear signs of escalating violence, the United Nations and
major world powers failed to intervene effectively. This section examines the global reaction, the role of
peacekeeping forces, and the lessons learned from this humanitarian failure.

United Nations and Peacekeeping Efforts
The United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR) was present in Rwanda during the
genocide but was limited by restrictive mandates and insufficient resources. Peacekeepers were often
unable to prevent massacres or protect civilians. The UN’s failure to act decisively remains a subject of
criticism and reflection in international relations.

Global Powers and Political Calculations
Major countries, including the United States and European nations, were reluctant to intervene due to
political considerations and the recent memory of failures in Somalia. The lack of timely intervention
contributed to the scale of the genocide. Subsequent investigations and reports have highlighted missed
opportunities and the need for more robust international mechanisms to prevent such atrocities.

Humanitarian Aid and Refugee Crisis
The genocide resulted in a massive refugee crisis, with millions fleeing to neighboring countries.
Humanitarian organizations faced enormous challenges in providing aid and shelter while the conflict
continued. The aftermath underscored the complexities of responding to genocide and the importance of
coordinated international assistance.

Aftermath and Legacy of the Rwandan Genocide
The rwandan genocide definition ap world history is incomplete without understanding its aftermath and
enduring legacy. The genocide profoundly affected Rwanda’s society, politics, and international human
rights policies. Efforts at justice, reconciliation, and rebuilding have shaped Rwanda’s modern identity and
influenced global approaches to genocide prevention and response.

Justice and Accountability
In the years following the genocide, Rwanda and the international community pursued justice through



tribunals such as the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) and local gacaca courts. These
mechanisms aimed to prosecute perpetrators and promote reconciliation. The pursuit of justice has been
critical in addressing the crimes and fostering national healing.

Reconciliation and National Healing
Rwanda has implemented various programs to promote unity and reconciliation among its citizens.
National policies emphasize ethnic harmony, and governmental narratives discourage ethnic identification
to prevent future divisions. These efforts seek to rebuild trust and create a stable society after the trauma of
genocide.

Global Impact and Lessons Learned
The Rwandan genocide has had a lasting impact on international law, human rights, and humanitarian
intervention policies. It led to the development of the “Responsibility to Protect” doctrine and increased
awareness of the need for early action against mass atrocities. The genocide remains a sobering example of
the consequences of ethnic hatred and international indifference.

Colonial Legacies and Ethnic Division1.

Political Manipulation and Propaganda2.

Failure of International Intervention3.

Mass Participation in Violence4.

Post-Genocide Justice and Reconciliation5.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Rwandan Genocide in the context of AP World History?
The Rwandan Genocide refers to a mass slaughter of the Tutsi ethnic group by the Hutu majority in
Rwanda during 1994, resulting in the deaths of an estimated 800,000 people over approximately 100 days.
It is studied in AP World History as a significant example of ethnic conflict and genocide in the late 20th
century.



When did the Rwandan Genocide occur and what triggered it?
The Rwandan Genocide occurred in 1994, beginning in April after the assassination of Rwandan President
Juvénal Habyarimana. The event triggered widespread violence by extremist Hutu groups targeting
Tutsis and moderate Hutus.

Who were the primary groups involved in the Rwandan Genocide?
The primary groups involved were the Hutu majority, who perpetrated the genocide, and the Tutsi
minority, who were the main victims. Moderate Hutus were also targeted by extremist Hutu factions
during the conflict.

How does the Rwandan Genocide fit into the themes of AP World
History?
The Rwandan Genocide illustrates themes such as ethnic conflict, the consequences of colonialism, the
failure of international intervention, and human rights violations. It highlights the dangers of ethnic
nationalism and the international community's role in preventing or failing to prevent genocides.

What role did colonialism play in the Rwandan Genocide as studied in
AP World History?
Colonial powers, particularly Belgium, exacerbated ethnic divisions in Rwanda by favoring the Tutsi
minority over the Hutu majority during their rule. This institutionalized ethnic identities and tensions,
which contributed to the conditions that led to the genocide decades later.

What lessons does the Rwandan Genocide provide for global history and
international relations?
The Rwandan Genocide teaches lessons about the consequences of ethnic hatred, the importance of early
intervention, the challenges of post-colonial nation-building, and the need for international mechanisms to
prevent and respond to mass atrocities.

Additional Resources
1. “We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our Families: Stories from Rwanda”
by Philip Gourevitch
This book provides a powerful journalistic account of the Rwandan genocide through survivor testimonies
and the author’s firsthand investigation. Gourevitch delves into the political and social context that led to
the mass killings in 1994. It serves as a critical resource for understanding the human impact and
international response to the genocide.



2. “Shake Hands with the Devil: The Failure of Humanity in Rwanda” by Roméo Dallaire
Written by the commander of the United Nations peacekeeping force in Rwanda, this memoir reveals the
international community’s failure to prevent the genocide. Dallaire offers an insider’s perspective on the
events leading up to and during the genocide, highlighting the complexities of peacekeeping in a conflict
zone. This book is essential for understanding the global political dynamics involved.

3. “A People Betrayed: The Role of the West in Rwanda’s Genocide” by Linda Melvern
Melvern investigates the international community’s role and complicity in the Rwandan genocide. The
book explores how Western powers ignored warnings and failed to intervene effectively. It provides a
critical analysis of the geopolitical interests that influenced the global response.

4. “Rwanda: Death, Despair, and Defiance” by Carol Pineau
This photographic and narrative account captures the aftermath of the genocide and the resilience of the
Rwandan people. Pineau combines visual storytelling with interviews to depict the social and historical
context of the genocide. It is a valuable resource for understanding the long-term effects on Rwandan
society.

5. “The Order of Genocide: Race, Power, and War in Rwanda” by Scott Straus
Straus offers a scholarly examination of the causes and execution of the Rwandan genocide, challenging
simplistic explanations. The book discusses the roles of ethnicity, political power, and social structures in the
violence. It is widely used in academic settings for AP World History and related courses.

6. “Leave None to Tell the Story: Genocide in Rwanda” by Alison Des Forges
This comprehensive report by a Human Rights Watch researcher documents the detailed chronology and
mechanisms of the genocide. Des Forges provides extensive evidence from eyewitness accounts,
government documents, and interviews. The book is a foundational text for understanding the definition
and scope of the genocide.

7. “When the World Didn’t Care: A Chronicle of the Rwandan Genocide” by Gérard Prunier
Prunier, a historian and expert on African conflicts, analyzes the international community’s indifference
during the genocide. The book discusses the historical background and the failure of diplomatic and
humanitarian interventions. It is an insightful resource for grasping the broader implications in world
history.

8. “The Rwandan Genocide: How It Happened and Why” by Jean Hatzfeld
Through interviews with survivors and perpetrators, Hatzfeld explores the psychological and social
dimensions of the genocide. The narrative reveals the complexities of human behavior under extreme
conditions. This book offers a nuanced perspective suitable for understanding genocide in a global historical
context.

9. “Genocide: A Comprehensive Introduction” by Adam Jones
While not exclusively about Rwanda, this textbook covers the definition, history, and case studies of
genocide, including an in-depth section on the Rwandan genocide. Jones provides theoretical frameworks



and comparative analysis valuable for AP World History students. It contextualizes Rwanda within the
broader study of mass atrocities.
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