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Abstract

Since the 1994 genocide the Rwandan Government has sought to navigate a difficult
path between multiparty democracy favoured by donors and a more tightly
managed political environment which it argues is necessary for security. The
countries’ status as a fragile post-genocide democracy, with a legacy of political
manipulation of ethnic identity, has led the Government to actively stigmatise and
criminalise references to ethnicity. This paper demonstrates that the strategy has
required careful management and manipulation of narratives of identity and
citizenship, and it argues that this has led, for some groups, to a politics of exclusion
which reduces their ability to participate effectively in democratic politics. Drawing
on interviews with Rwandan civil society activists, government representatives and
key bilateral and multilateral donors, the paper will explore the often-overlooked
impacts of these strategies on Rwanda’s smallest minority ethnic group, the Batwa.
Though the Government has justified its attempts to manage identity narratives as
part of an effort to create an inclusive national identity, promoting an all-
encompassing notion of ‘Rwandan-ness,’ it is suggested that the effects of this policy
for the Batwa have been negative and exclusionary. Documentary evidence,
interviews and reports produced as part of the African Peer Review Mechanism’s
review of Rwanda demonstrate that the official denial of the Batwa’s status as
‘differently disadvantaged’ to other ethnic groups has adversely affected these
individuals and curtailed their ability to advocate as a group. Rwanda may be praised
for its achievements in creating a procedural democracy, particularly in a divided
society, but the paper argues that there is little room for effective representation
and a political voice for disadvantaged ethnic minorities such as the Batwa in such a
tightly managed system.

Introduction

The 1994 genocide has left an indelible mark on Rwandan and regional politics. It led
to the deaths of up to a million Tutsi and moderate Hutu and the fleeing of a similar
number of mainly Hutu refugees and genocidaires’ into what was then Zaire,
sparking off a series of conflicts that officially ended in 2003.% It also precipitated the
return of a largely Tutsi refugee population from exile which forms the backbone of
the current ruling elite.® Since 1994, led by the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF),
Rwanda’s government has sought to chart a difficult path between multiparty
democracy which is promoted by its key bilateral and multilateral donors and a more
tightly managed political system based on consensus and the need to avoid a
recurrence of large scale violence. A considerable amount of research has been
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conducted looking at identity and ethnicity in Rwanda in this context. However, this
literature overwhelmingly concentrates on the experiences of and relationships
between the two larger ethnic groups, the Hutu and the Tutsi, notwithstanding
divisions and differences within these categories. By contrast, the place of the Batwa
in the pre and especially the post genocide order is frequently neglected.

This paper therefore has two main aims. The first is to add to the limited amount of
data on the situation of the Batwa in post genocide Rwanda, drawing on interviews
with civil society representatives, donors and Government officials in Rwanda. The
second aim is to explore what can be considered Rwanda’s democratic paradox: that
a policy claiming to treat all groups equally, in this case through a notion of
Rwandanness and the outlawing of references to ethnicity, can conversely lead to
the specific needs of minority groups being rendered invisible, leading to their
further marginalisation. Reflecting on the specific forms democracy has taken in
Rwanda post-genocide, the paper will therefore identify how the Batwa have seen
their specific needs sidelined and have been excluded from effective political
representation in Rwanda’s ‘new democracy.”* Recognising the importance of the
historical context which underpins the current situation of the Batwa, the first part
of the paper will briefly outline the pre-genocide history of the Batwa and the
experiences of this minority during the 1994 genocide. The remainder of the paper
will concentrate on the post-genocide period. Analysing some of the key features
content of Rwandan democracy, it will demonstrate how Batwa have been largely
excluded from the political process despite the overarching RPF-led political
narrative of inclusivity and Rwandan-ness. Despite attempts to legally eradicate
discussions of ethnicity from public life, the Batwa remain the only ethnic group who
can be discriminated against with relative impunity. In conclusion | suggest the
response of the Government to the Batwa’s situation and its actions towards
CAURWA directly reflect one of the ruling party’s principal aims: controlling
discourse around and practise of political identity in Rwanda to maintain its own
dominant position. This suggests that denying differences between ethnic groups
does not enhance the prospects for minority rights, especially where social
discrimination exists and where recognising real differences between groups could
challenge the political narrative of the ruling regime. It also suggests unless minority
rights are specifically protected and Batwa are recognised as differently
disadvantaged their groups will continue to face significant challenges in promoting
the specific needs and issues of their members.

The Batwa: A history of marginalisation

There is relatively little written on the Batwa.> This partly reflects the size of the
population, estimated to number approximately 30,000 individuals out of a total
Rwandan population of over 9 million. It also reflects the pre-occupation of those
who have written about Rwanda, from colonial administrators to contemporary
researchers and observers, with the creation of the Tutsi and Hutu identities and the
shifts in the content and meaning ascribed to these identities over time.® One
prominent Batwa rights campaigner characterises the group as “the forgotten
people of Rwanda” arguing “having been there for the longest, having lived for



thousands of years in the rainforests of Africa before the Hutu and Tutsi arrived. We
have been forgotten by all those who came to use our forests.”’

Given the limited data available, and the limited written history in Rwanda, it is
difficult to establish with certainty exactly how long the Batwa have existed in the
forests of central Africa, across what are now the states of Rwanda, Burundi, Uganda
and DR Congo and beyond. However these groups are frequently referred to using
terms such as ‘first peoples’, ‘indigenous’ or ‘autochtones’, each suggesting they
descend from the original inhabitants of a particular area. In her study of Batwa
populations in West central Africa, Klieman suggests that these are regarded as ‘“first
comers’ with well established knowledge of the forests in which they lived, who
educated newly arriving Bantu populations in their ways.® In the specific case of
Rwanda, Vansina explains that the Batwa were defined by the fact they did not
practice what was considered a ‘normal’ way of life, i.e.: farming and agriculture
based subsistence, and that this led over time to their dispossession and
marginalisation by the larger groups in the region:®
Twa was the name given to the forests and near the great marshes on the
borders and also to a few communities of potters. Mutual hostility was the
rule between the Twa of the great forests in the west and the north of
central Rwanda and their neighbours, especially farmers who were liable to
clear the forests, thus restricting the land left to hunters.°

The Batwa were therefore specifically identified as different to other populations in
what is now Rwanda due to their alternative livelihoods. Their role in pre-colonial
society in Rwanda remains under-explored, and analysts differ in their estimations of
the roles Batwa played in the various kingdoms which preceded the establishment of
the Rwandan state. Prunier suggests they ‘either lived as hunter gatherers in the
forested areas or else served the high ranking personalities or the King in a variety of
menial tasks.’** Vansina by contrast offers the example of a favoured Batwa who
acted as a page or close follower of the king, but also refers to others acting as royal
guards and executioners.'? Batwa may therefore have been most often relegated to
relatively menial roles in the royal court but there was some limited possibility of
advancement. However, this was then and still remains limited by a popular
perception in Rwanda of the Batwa as ‘backward and lacking ‘modern’
education...uncivilized, primitive, and uncultured.’*® This stems from a negative view
of their activities as hunter gatherers and their historical affiliations with the forests
as well as social stigmatisation of the Batwa as a pygmy race. Vansina characterises
this stigma starkly, as a relationship of ‘avoidance and scorn’ between Batwa and
other groups, in which: ‘not only did Twa and others never intermarry, but they did
not even drink from the same beer pot for fear of social pollutions.”** Similarly
Thomson’s research in Rwanda found that non-Twa considered their Twa neighbours
to be ‘filthy and uneducated.”” These attitudes continue what Klieman (2003) refers
to as the ‘pygmy paradigm’, under which such groups are considered uncivilized and
pre-modern.'® The marginalisation of these groups, both before and after colonial
administration, is not only a feature of indigenous peoples in Rwanda; similar
experiences are recorded across the region in DRC, Burundi and Uganda."’



Even prior to the genocide, the Batwa population therefore experienced high levels
of social discrimination and were perceived, by Hutu and Tutsi alike, as dirty,
immoral and even sub-human. They primarily relied on the forested areas to pursue
a hunter-gatherer existence and on marshland swamps to provide clay for the
production of pottery. However, Rwanda is currently Africa’s most densely
populated state, and large areas of both forest and swampland have been reclaimed
for agriculture, development and the creation of national parks. This process, which
began even before the 1994 genocide under the banner of ‘development’ has denied
Batwa access to traditional livelihoods and caused further hardship.18 As one report
into the difficulties facing pygmy minorities points out, for such groups ‘economic
development is an unavoidable, painful and exclusive proces.s.’19 Most members of
these groups do not have legal ownership of their land and as a result have faced
displacement and eviction.? They have little chance of alternative livelihoods due to
their marginalisation and the limited proportion of the Batwa who have historically
attended formal schooling.

Finally, it is worth briefly mentioning the 1994 genocide itself, which is more often
rendered as an exclusively Hutu-Tutsi affair but had a significant impact upon the
Batwa as individuals and collectively which is rarely commented upon. During the
genocide the Batwa were both perpetrators and victims of violence, and their
individual experiences and roles must be recognised,?’ but it must be recognised
that they were vastly over-represented amongst the victims. It is estimated that 30%
of Batwa were killed during the genocide, compared to 14% of all Rwandans. This
over-representation is believed to result from the fact that due to historical patterns
of discrimination against the Batwa they were targeted by both Hutu and Tutsi,
within and without the context of a genocidal killing programme. This is a stark
illustration of the status of Batwa in Rwanda, illuminating what the Forest Peoples
Programme identifies as: ‘a larger pattern of pervasive and tolerated discrimination
against Twa that persists to this day and is manifest in almost all of their dealings
with neighbouring peoples and the State.’??

The Batwa have therefore been historically marginalised within Rwanda and
continue to face widespread social discrimination and the decline of traditional
livelihoods. It is thought that no members of the Batwa population in Rwanda now
maintain a traditional existence as forest dwellers.”® Given their relative lack of
representation in decision making bodies and increased impoverishment though
dispossession, the Batwa have attempted to organise themselves into groups to
attract funding and lobby the government for recognition of their status as
indigenous peoples and of the unique disadvantages they face.

Democracy, identity, and the limits of acceptable political behaviour in post
genocide Rwanda

This section cannot hope to cover all, or even most, of the many factors which affect
the practise of democratic politics in contemporary Rwanda. It will instead
concentrate on providing an outline of the frameworks for disciplining political
behaviour and defining political identity established by the government since 1994,



demonstrating the constrained environment in which Rwandan civil society
operates.

Observers since 1994 have varied considerably in their evaluations of Rwanda’s
political development. Some consider it a potential model for reconstruction,®*
whilst others describe the current regime as a dictatorship, with opinions as to the
benevolence of this system divided.?” The Rwandan Government maintains that the
donor-favoured model of liberal democracy is unworkable in a post-genocide
context, where divisionism and ‘genocide-ideology’ are believed to remain powerful
influences and potential sources of future violence.?® In this light, for the ruling RPF
party ‘[governance] is considered to be an instrument of national unity and
reconciliation, with the tenets of liberal democracy subordinate to these
objectives’.”’ Democracy is therefore promoted, institutionalised, managed and
disciplined in specific ways by the Government to achieve this larger goal of national
unity. It is necessary for the purposes of this paper to understand what this means in
practise, especially for civil society organisations attempting to highlight the
marginalisation of groups like the Batwa. It is therefore necessary to look in a little
more detail at the policies of the Rwandan government towards those who
challenge its narrative of genocide and resulting notions of acceptable post genocide
identity which underpin its dominant position since the genocide.

Denied representation under the pre-genocide regime, the RPF has become the
dominant party in Rwanda since 1994. Following the genocide the party led a
government of national unity until 2003, when elections for President and
Parliament heralded the official end of the transition period and returned both the
RPF as the largest party in Parliament and their leader Paul Kagame as President. The
ruling party was formed primarily, though by no means exclusively, of Anglophone
Tutsi refugees who returned to Rwanda in 1994 and played a pivotal role both in
ending the genocide and in the subsequent administration. Since the genocide,
Pottier argues convincingly that the RPF have sought with some success to establish
a rather simplistic and dichotomous image of Tutsi as ‘good guys’ and Hutu as ‘bad
guys’ to underpin their right to rule Rwanda.”® However, since the mid 1990s they
have also stressed the need to publicly de-emphasise and even outlaw ethnicity.
Ethnic identities are to be replaced by a single Rwandan national identity, the only
socially acceptable and legally permissible identity for a Rwandan citizen. This
underpins the policy of national unity and reflects the Government’s narrative of a
return to a relatively peaceful pre-colonial Rwanda, in which it describes Hutu, Tutsi
and Twa as living in relative harmony until the arrival of colonisers.?

Since 1994, critics charge that political space in Rwanda has been curtailed and
political identity managed aggressively to create an understanding on the part of
Rwandans as to what constitutes acceptable political behaviour. This includes
acceptable forms of political organisation, i.e. those not based on ethnicity, and
acceptable forms of action, specifically those which do not challenge the RPF’s
position or the narratives of genocide and reconstruction on which its legitimacy is
based. There is strong evidence that the Rwandan government has used accusations
of revisionism, divisionism and ‘genocide ideology’ to construct this tightly managed



political arena and to discredit and threaten those who challenge its policies and
position, portraying them as threats to national unity and security. It is useful to
elucidate this representation of curtailed political space in Rwandan a little further
before exploring its implications for the Batwa and organisations which represent
them.

A key tool used by the post genocide Government in managing democracy to create
national unity is legislation. Notable in this regard is the 2003 constitution, which
sets out some of the boundaries of acceptable political activity by proscribing
political campaigning at the local level and outlawing discrimination on grounds of
ethnicity.30 Other pieces of legislation that have affected the practise of politics in
Rwanda and the activities of civil society organisations include those which provide
the legal framework to prosecute ‘genocide ideology.” These include Law 47/2001 of
18/12/2001, relating to discrimination and sectarianism,®" and the Law Regulating
the Punishment of Genocide Ideology.?* International human rights observers
interviewed by this author in 2005 and 2006 frequently argued that these offences
are too broadly defined, particularly given the heavy penalties associated with them,
and that ambiguity leaves the law open to abuse.? Specifically, they argued that the
vague definitions in legislation on divisionism and genocide ideology encourage civil
society activists to limit their critical engagement with Government policies by
creating an uncertainty as to what is acceptable behaviour.?*

It is useful to consider one specific example of how this affects advocacy and political
debate. A Rwandan NGO activist interviewed by the author described his frustration
on this issue in 2006, whilst recounting the experiences of young Rwandans whose
Hutu parents had been killed during the genocide. Some of the parents were
perpetrators of genocide; others had opposed genocidal militia groups and were
killed as a consequence. Regardless of guilt or innocence during the genocide, these
youths reported that they were unable to mourn during genocide memorial week,
held annually in April, because it was ‘for Tutsi.” The activist stated that this was a
widespread problem and one which caused resentment against the Government.
However, he was reluctant to engage the Government on this issue for fear of being
branded a revisionist. This suggests Hutu are excluded from the category of ‘survivor’
of genocide, and as such mourning for Hutu parents by Rwanda’s youth could be
equated with anti-Tutsi or pro-genocide sentiment.® Eltringham and van
Hoyweghen refer to this phenomenon as the ‘genocide framework’ in which ‘the
1994 genocide is singled out as an event producing the only politically correct
categories for identification and guidelines for behaviour.”® Divergence from the
official narrative, for instance in calling for nuance and elaboration on dichotomies
such as victim/killer, can lead to charges of ‘revisionism.”*’ Through allegations of
revisionism, divisionism and genocide ideology, prosecutable under this broad
legislation, debates on key aspects of reconciliation are therefore rendered off-
limits, and political identity and acceptable areas of political debate are fixed and
defined in a top-down manner.

Genocide ideology in particular is a key issue in Rwanda, described by one human
rights observer as ‘the government’s current big stick’ for disciplining opponents.*®



The effects of being accused in this way should not be underestimated. As a US
Department of State report attested: ‘Simply being accused by the Government of
supporting a genocide ideology was enough to damage the ability of the accused
organizations from being able to work effectively, even if they were later absolved of
guilt.’ 39 Using such accusations of genocide ideology, Rwanda’s independent media,
in particular outspoken editors critical of government policy, have also been
harassed, prosecuted and even forced into exile for questioning these official
narratives. One independent publication, Umuseso, was accused in 2003 of fostering
divisionism and ‘disseminating MDR’s genocidal ideology.’40 The MDR, (Mouvement
Démocratique Républicain) a political party banned before the 2003 parliamentary
elections, ** was seen by many as the most credible opposition to the RPF.*?
Furthermore, Waldorf demonstrates how ‘the RPF has successfully suppressed or co-
opted independent journals and accused independent journalists of inciting ethnic
'divisionism' and even genocidal ideology.” Worryingly, he concludes that: ‘there is
less press freedom and media pluralism in Rwanda today than there was before the
genocide.”*® The threat of being labelled informs how civil society activists in Rwanda
perceive their ability to engage with the government. This then affects the kind of
advocacy undertaken and discourages work on politically sensitive topics such as
ethnicity and justice, despite their centrality in contemporary Rwanda especially for
groups like the Batwa.

Thus legislation has provided a public framework for defining and enforcing
acceptable political behaviour and debate in Rwanda, but there are also other
methods of control. Although relatively rare, particularly in recent vyears,
disappearances, threats and intimidation are tactics that have also been used to
silence criticism. These are usually shadowy affairs, difficult to attribute to the
Government and the subject of rife speculation among civil society activists and
observers. This is largely due to the lack of official information on such cases and the
considerable weight of rumours and speculation which fill the resulting information
deficit. | have discussed these methods elsewhere in more detail, ** but though this
paper is concerned primarily with the legal framework and the management of
identity in Rwanda, the issue of extra-legal disciplining of civil society is of relevance
and should be borne in mind when considering the political context in which civil
society operates. This includes instances of intimidation and even the disappearance
of critics of the RPF.*> Such incidents create a climate of fear and uncertainty, in
which individuals become reluctant to challenge the regime because they are
uncertain what the consequences may be.*

The evidence presented therefore suggests there are clear boundaries of acceptable
political identity and acceptable political debate in Rwanda’s post genocide
democracy. It appears that acceptable action does not include challenging the
regime on issues of security, political identity or its vision for Rwanda’s political
reconstruction.”” Acceptable identity is that which conforms to the RPF vision of
Rwandan-ness, denying differences of experience between groups in Rwanda
particularly when defined by ethnicity. Considering analyses of civil society in
Rwanda prior to the genocide, we can see a similar pattern has re-emerged since
1994. Silva-Leander argues that prior to genocide Rwanda displayed many of the



‘trappings of democratic state- such as an active civil society, an inquisitive media
and a vociferous opposition’*® but argues these did not really fulfil their functions as
democratic checks and balances or hold the government to account. They failed to
fulfil the role required for what he terms ‘substantive democracy.’* Despite the
continuation of such a system since the genocide, the lack of political space has
rarely been challenged by Rwanda’s aid partners. The dominance of the RPF is
largely accepted as inevitable and even potentially as beneficial as it allows the
Government to better enact donor-favoured neoliberal reform in other areas, such
as macroeconomic poIicy.50 There is a real sense when interviewing key aid partners
of the Rwandan Government that Rwanda is seen as fundamentally different to
other states due to its experience of genocide, and that it therefore necessarily
adapts concepts such as democracy and associated institutions and practises to suit
its own needs.” Indicative of this attitude, the 2002 USAID Conflict Vulnerability
Assessment of Rwanda argued that:
(t)he concept of a Rwandan exceptionalism and the need for a managed
transition in a post-genocidal context remain valid and will doubtless
continue to do so for some time. But there is a countervailing fear, which is
this need may serve to mask an attempt to secure a long-term RPF
stranglehold on political power.>?

The holding of peaceful elections in 2003 was seen as a political milestone for
Rwanda and, having successfully secured their first term in office, it was hoped the
RPF would relax their limitations on political activity in Rwanda and, as a 2004
Christian Aid report suggested, ‘open up.”>® However, the research and analysis
presented above indicates that the USAID observation above is as relevant in 2009 as
in 2002. Despite some notable advances, including the issuing of independent radio
station licences and willingness to engage with civil society organisations in non-
politically sensitive areas, political space has in many arenas remained static or
indeed narrowed since 2003. The impact on civil society reflects the contention of a
long-term observer of Rwanda, interviewed in Kigali in 2006. He argued that there
are accepted ‘rules of play’ which govern political debate Rwanda, meaning that civil
society activists can operate in Rwanda only if they are willing to forego work on
politically sensitive issues.”® This has produced a situation whereby the RPF is
extremely intolerant of criticism and of attempts by civil society organisations to act
outside of the narrow confines it assigns to them. This is further illustrated by the
case of the Federation for Activists Against Torture (FACT), which concentrates
primarily on sexual and gender based violence, rather than more politically sensitive
instances of actual torture by police and local defence authorities.” It is also borne
out by the recent work of Burnet on organisations promoting the rights of women.
The political empowerment of women is feted as a key success of Rwanda’s political
development, but it seems from Burnet’s analysis they are only successful when
their objectives are precisely aligned with those of the RPF.>® These observations on
the hostile environment in which civil society operates are particularly relevant for
our consideration of the treatment of the most prominent Batwa rights organisation,
CAURWA, discussed in the following and final section.

‘Divisionist’ or just different? Advocacy challenges for the Batwa post genocide



This section will analyse one particular chain of events which occurred in from 2005-
6, the lead up to and aftermath of a peer review of Rwanda. The process and
outcomes effectively illustrate not only the tightly managed nature of Rwanda’s
democracy but also the resulting difficulties faced by the Batwa and the
organisations which attempt to advocate on their behalf.

In 2005 Rwanda became only the second African state to be peer reviewed as part of
the African Peer Review Mechanism, an initiative of NEPAD.>’ The process by which
Rwandan officials compiled the initial self assessment report and the meetings with
the NEPAD-appointed country review team were however dominated by
representatives and supporters of the government. Jordaan describes how during
the self assessment process ‘voices favourably disposed towards the government
predominated, while dissenting political voices were marginalized.””® Human rights
groups and media representatives who had been critical of the government were not
invited to take part, while those seen as more pro-government were included as
representatives of broader civil society.>® The unwillingness to allocate key roles in
the process to civil society representatives, particularly those critical of the
government, was especially pronounced in the area of political governance. LDGL, an
umbrella organisation for human rights groups in the Great Lakes Region, points out
that ‘all four members of a technical team supporting the subcommittee on
democracy and political governance were civil servants (the APRM coordinator, an
official from the Ministry of Local Administration, a senator and an official from the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs).'60

Despite this government dominance of the process, the report by the NEPAD country
review team identified a range of problems with political governance in Rwanda.
These ranged from the lack of a level playing field for political parties to compete
and government influence over the judiciary, to concerns about press freedom and
the government’s attitude towards its indigenous minority, the Batwa. The broader
experience of peer review and Rwanda’s response is covered in detail elsewhere,®
but for our purposes it is useful to consider the report’s highlighting of the
marginalisation of the Batwa and analyse the Government response to this in light of
the features of Rwandan democracy explored earlier. These build up a picture of
careful control of debate on political identity, as suggested earlier, and demonstrate
the resulting difficulties for by the Batwa in organising politically and drawing
attention to their marginalisation.

The review report on Rwanda discussed Government policy towards the Batwa
under Objective 9 of Category 1: ‘To promote and protect the rights of vulnerable
groups, including internally displaced persons and refugees.” The report found that:
in the case of the Batwa: ‘the approach adopted by the authorities was based on a
policy of assimilation” further commenting ‘There appears to be a desire to
obliterate distinctive identities and to integrate all into some mainstream socio-
economic fabric of the country.’62 As discussed earlier this is largely a product of
government legislation, intended to prevent discrimination by effectively prohibiting
Rwandans from identifying themselves, or others, by their ethnicity, or treating one



another differently on that basis. However, there is evidence that this policy has
disadvantaged the Batwa. In 2006, Matthews recalled how a government official
defended the policy outlawing discrimination, but admitted the following:

It is against the law to make ethnic jokes in Rwanda...If another person
overhears you make a joke about the Hutu or Tutsi, you can be reported to
the authorities and tried for promoting genocidal ideologies... (but) no one
cares if you make Batwa jokes. It is common if someone does something
stupid to say, “Oh, you are becoming Batwa.”®

As discussed in the first section of this paper, the social and economic
marginalisation of the Batwa is clearly not being redressed simply by legislation.
They continue to be disproportionately likely to be illiterate and to drop out of
school,® and are under-represented in decision-making bodies. Groups such as
CAURWA argue that the government’s policy of denying difference between
Rwandans actively disadvantages the Batwa, delegitimising the uniqueness of their
situation as compared to other Rwandans. Batwa groups refer to themselves as
indigenous peoples, or as Rwanda’s original inhabitants, using the Kinyarwanda term
Abasagwabutaka. In a state where discourses of identity and citizenship have been
manipulated to fuel genocide, the government will not allow any group to identify
itself in this way. Since acceding to the peer review mechanism in 2003, it has
demanded that CAURWA change its name which, it argued, by identifying Batwa
specifically and through references to indigenousness promotes division between
Rwandans.

A representative of one international NGO that has worked extensively with
CAURWA, Trocaire, argued that one solution to the government-CAURWA clash
might be to append indigenous peoples to the category of vulnerable groups,
allowing for specially allocated representation in decision-making bodies. Such a
solution was said to be favoured by the government during negotiations as it would
allow the interests of the Batwa to be accommodated without challenging existing
legislation on divisionism.®> However, reclassifying the Batwa as a vulnerable group
would also serve to disempower their representatives, removing their ability to
identify as Batwa. Women, survivors of genocide and children are similarly
recognised to be particularly vulnerable and disadvantaged in contemporary
Rwanda, but organisations and collectives have formed to lobby on behalf of their
specific needs and to raise awareness of their particular situations. By highlighting
the difficulties of this specific group, the APRM review team forced the government
to address the issue. As will be shown, the government’s efforts to force CAURWA to
rebrand, backed up by threats to disrupt its funding, was, if anything redoubled after
the peer review’s highlighting of the situation.

The Rwandan Ministry of Justice (MINIJUST) in 2004 threatened to ‘stop NGOs from
funding programs specifically targeting the Batwa if they insist on being designated
as such.”® CAURWA responded by offering to discontinue use of the term
Abasagwabutaka, but insisted that continuing to identify specifically as Batwa was



necessary to allow other NGOs and donors to target assistance to their marginalised
community.67 According to a European donor representative, MINIJUST refused this
offer on the grounds that identifying one group for particular support is divisionist
and promotes ethnic difference.®® The tension between CAURWA’s agenda of
supporting the Batwa and the regime’s policy of denying ethnic difference was a
crucial test for the government and for peer review. The Rwandan authorities
fiercely rejected the appraisal of their policy towards the Batwa as tantamount to
assimilation. Interviewed by the author, the Executive Secretary of NEPAD Rwanda
characterised it as a result of the review team not understanding Rwanda’s unique
situation, adding that it was also a price of being ‘guinea pigs’ for the process.69
However, in its response to the APRM criticism, appended to the final report, the
Rwandan government had little choice but to acknowledge the failure of its overall
social and economic policies to empower the Batwa or enhance their life chances.”

This could have led to an opening for productive engagement with groups like
CAURWA and civil society more generally. Indeed, the initial response of the
government was encouraging, with the state offering to assist Batwa families and
children with health insurance and school materials.”* However, subsequent actions
once again highlighted the governance practices discussed earlier: discrediting critics
using accusations of divisionism and using threats to co-opt potential challengers
and force changes in their political behaviour.

Some were optimistic in assessing the impact of the peer review. The Trocaire
representative argued that although school equipment and health insurance for
some members of a group comprising only around 30,000 in total seems a small
step, it is of great significance.”” Others, however, were less optimistic, recognising a
familiar pattern of co-optation and harassment in the government’s policy towards
CAURWA after peer review. One human rights observer recalled the experiences of
other groups who had challenged core facets of government policy, including the
human rights organisation LIPRODHOR.”® He believed that the government had
systematically harassed outspoken and critical leaders, often accusing them of
ineptitude or harbouring ‘genocide ideology.’” In each case new leaders took over
and a voice critical of regime policy was silenced. He confided in March 2006 his
pessimistic fear that CAURWA would disappear, replaced with a broader
“organisation for the disadvantaged.””* This proved somewhat prophetic. In May
2007, threatened with losing its license to operate as an NGO, and thus its funding,
CAURWA became COPORWA: Communauté des Potiers Rwandais (Organisation of
Rwandese Potters). The new name highlighted a traditional Batwa activity but
removed all mention of indigenousness and ethnic identity. One interviewee close to
the organisation confirmed that some among its leaders felt that they could no
longer operate on an ‘ethnic’ basis due to government pressure. The changing of
CAURWA'’s name was characterised as a reluctant but necessary compromise to
allow their programmes to continue.”

The experience of CAURWA has disheartened members of Rwandan civil society,
many of whom had high hopes for peer review as a way of opening up political
space.’® Furthermore, the government pressure on CAURWA arguably demonstrates



the very policy of assimilation criticised by the peer review team. The continuation of
this policy is indicative of the way the Rwandan government responds to criticism
where it challenges their basis of their authority, in this case by attempting to force
the recognition of ethnic difference as real. The careful management of narratives of
identity in contemporary Rwanda is central to the regime’s legitimacy and therefore
organisations which seek to target the particular needs of the Batwa will continue to
find this a significant challenge.”’

Conclusions

This paper has argued that Rwanda’s minority population, the Batwa, has
experienced a history of marginalisation and discrimination. It is also suggested,
through the discussion of Rwanda’s limited democracy and the experiences of
CAURWA, that this trend has if anything accelerated under the national unity policies
of the current ruling party. Given the history of ethnic division and conflict, and the
tensions over political representation in post genocide Rwanda, it is perhaps
understandable for the RPF to seek to control political debate to ensure security and
stability. As Snyder’® has demonstrated, democratisation is a dangerous process to
embark upon in fragile and often divided post conflict societies, and one which can
lead to polarisation and hardening of identities and even conflict. This article does
not seek to conclude that attempts to manage political identity and debate are
always necessarily negative, though these have certainly manifested in Rwanda as a
relatively oppressive and closed political environment with little tolerance of dissent.
However, it does seem that while one can construct a reasonable rationale for
down-playing Hutu and Tutsi identity in favour of Rwandan-ness, this policy does not
work for the Batwa. In fact, it reduces the ability of groups who represent the Batwa
to campaign on behalf of their specific needs. The strict management of identity by
the Rwandan government, and the use of legal and shadow methods to discipline
groups and individuals who question these policies, actively disadvantages Rwanda’s
already most disadvantaged group. Unless some degree of flexibility can be found in
the RPF’s approach to identity, it is likely that eradicating discussion of ethnicity in
Rwanda will continue, paradoxically, to ensure the Rwanda’s ‘first people’ remain ‘a

largely invisible minority’.”®
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	This section will analyse one particular chain of events which occurred in from 2005-6, the lead up to and aftermath of a peer review of Rwanda. The process and outcomes effectively illustrate not only the tightly managed nature of Rwanda’s democracy but also the resulting difficulties faced by the Batwa and the organisations which attempt to advocate on their behalf. 
	In 2005 Rwanda became only the second African state to be peer reviewed as part of the African Peer Review Mechanism, an initiative of NEPAD. The process by which Rwandan officials compiled the initial self assessment report and the meetings with the NEPAD-appointed country review team were however dominated by representatives and supporters of the government. Jordaan describes how during the self assessment process ‘voices favourably disposed towards the government predominated, while dissenting political voices were marginalized.’ Human rights groups and media representatives who had been critical of the government were not invited to take part, while those seen as more pro-government were included as representatives of broader civil society. The unwillingness to allocate key roles in the process to civil society representatives, particularly those critical of the government, was especially pronounced in the area of political governance. LDGL, an umbrella organisation for human rights groups in the Great Lakes Region, points out that ‘all four members of a technical team supporting the subcommittee on democracy and political governance were civil servants (the APRM coordinator, an official from the Ministry of Local Administration, a senator and an official from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs).’
	Despite this government dominance of the process, the report by the NEPAD country review team identified a range of problems with political governance in Rwanda. These ranged from the lack of a level playing field for political parties to compete and government influence over the judiciary, to concerns about press freedom and the government’s attitude towards its indigenous minority, the Batwa. The broader experience of peer review and Rwanda’s response is covered in detail elsewhere, but for our purposes it is useful to consider the report’s highlighting of the marginalisation of the Batwa and analyse the Government response to this in light of the features of Rwandan democracy explored earlier. These build up a picture of careful control of debate on political identity, as suggested earlier, and demonstrate the resulting difficulties for by the Batwa in organising politically and drawing attention to their marginalisation. 
	The review report on Rwanda discussed Government policy towards the Batwa under Objective 9 of Category 1: ‘To promote and protect the rights of vulnerable groups, including internally displaced persons and refugees.’ The report found that: in the case of the Batwa: ‘the approach adopted by the authorities was based on a policy of assimilation’ further commenting ‘There appears to be a desire to obliterate distinctive identities and to integrate all into some mainstream socio-economic fabric of the country.’ As discussed earlier this is largely a product of government legislation, intended to prevent discrimination by effectively prohibiting Rwandans from identifying themselves, or others, by their ethnicity, or treating one another differently on that basis. However, there is evidence that this policy has disadvantaged the Batwa. In 2006, Matthews recalled how a government official defended the policy outlawing discrimination, but admitted the following:

