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• Kevin Kelly

The pap,," a';gues that the best hope for long term peace and
development in Rwanda lies in developing a strong
grassroots-based civil society. The role of responsible
international development 01' humanitarian inten'ention
must therefore be to emb'"ace this strategic orientation, not as
a new fashionable focus that temporarily guides jttnding
policy, but as an holistic ideological framework that
und"pins all approaches to engagement in Rwanda. Despite
much ,"hetoric and false claims hOlvev", the main part of
development activity as cu,.,.ently practised in Rwanda falls
somewhat short of this goal. There is a danger that some of
those international NCOs and bilateral funders working
with the expresscd aim ofdeveloping civil society may succeed
only in bolste"ing a middle class NGO elite, whose very
existence may (by action or inaction), result in the de
politicisation, incapacitation or abandonment of other mo,"e
grassroots-based forms ofsocial resistance.

The paper chaUenges the cosmetic notion ofcipil society that
has gained common currency in today's development
discourse, and instead, offers a more realistic assessment ofthe
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The genocide of 1994 - where
was Rwandan civil society when it
was most needed?

J
usc five years ago, the small central Mrican Republic of
Rwanda underwent an horrific genocide which has deeply
and irrevocably scarred the country, its people, the continent

of Africa and indeed, humanity as a whole. In the space of a
couple of months in early 1994, upwards of a million2 Tursi and
moderate Hutu, children, women and men were butchered by
order of the state. Much has been written about the conditions
under which such a large-scale atrocity could have been allowed
to happen in the late twentieth century. The colonial legacy of
divjde and rule; the resultant ethnicisation of politics in the
country; the signiflcant debt burden and its effects on Rwanda's
struggling economy; the persistent levels of poverty and the
pressures on limited land resources; the greed, insecurity and
internal power struggles of domestic despotie elites; the
manipulation of state media; the threat of foreign invasion; and
the antipathy and/or interlerence of Western powers - all of
these factors and causal influences have been analysed and
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possibilities for the development of social movements and a
climate ofsocial change in the fragile Rwandan context. In
order to avoid complicity in allowing the re-creation of
conditiom in which state hegemony remains unchecked, we
need to re-examine our analysis ofcivil society, reflect on what
we are doing (or not doing) to support it,! and re-orient
ourselves towards a more responsible promotion of true
democracy and civil participation.

TIlis paper, also attempt>' to describe the civil society in
which the genocide took place and to re-define the goals and
functiom ofan authentic civil society. The paper then outlines
the current social, econo'nic and political context in which
Rwandan society is expected to function post-1994 and
provides a critical reflection on the role of the international
development NCO community in its stagnation or posJible
revitalisation.



attributed some responsibility for the unfolding of events in
1994. Eventually however, it was the centralised role of the state
in Rwandan society and the extremely hierarchical structures of
power from parliament down to hilltop that ensured the
obedience, complicity and participation of a pliable public, who
were seemingly powerless in the face of such thorough state
sanctioned violence. It was this hegemonic state control of every
aspect of social life and the lack of an effective alternative in the
form of civil society that guaranteed that once the genocide
started, it would be completed with unthinking obedience and
deathly l'recision.

In hindsight, we can postulate that civil society was weak or
non-existent at the time of the genocide and that not enough was
being done to ensure good governance and respect for human
rights and fundamental freedoms of the individual vis-a.-vis the
state. Even in such a short space of time however, it is too easy to
over-simplif)1 the analysis, or worse, to assume that this genocide
happened in a barbaric primitive place unexposed to international
norms, standards and commonly-shared values. It is equally easy
for the international development community to avoid facing up
to some unpleasant tr~ths about irs role in R\vanda at the time. 3

The genocide did not take place in some remote jungle in the
distant past. It took place only flve years ago and in a relatively
modern Mrican state that was long heralded by the international
community as a model of developrncnt1 self-discipline and
moderation. There were a plethora of non-governmental and
voluntary sector agencies working in the country and the
population was seen as industrious and well organised for the
exigencies of community-based development.

Many development experts considered Rwanda's civil society
to be highly develol'ed - one of the most advanced in Mric. in
fact. Peter Uvin 1 in his excellent treatise on the role of the
international development enterprise in the Rwandan genocide,4
describes the idyllic portrayal of Rwanda by the international
development community l'rior to 1994 and how this idyll was
shattered so devastatingly in the genocide and chaos that ensued.
'"Even for those development practitioners who like to think of
themselves as more alternative, grassroots-oriented people, who
believe that development is a matter of civil society taking
development into its own hands, Rwanda was a highly successful
country.'" Uvin reports that by the beginning of the 1990s,
Rwanda had one of Africa's highest densitles of NGOs. There
was approximately one farmers' organization per 35 households,
one cooperative pef 350 households, and one development NGO
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Defining civil society in the
Rwandan context6

per 3,500 households. Thus, according to all the accepted
wisdom of the day, Rwandan civil society was thriving. Within a
short period of time however, all manifestations of civjJ society
crumbled as the countryside erupted into a frenzy ofmurder and
mayhem. How could the health status of civil society have been
so wrongly diagnosed by the international community? Could it
be possible that the Western definition of civil society that we
used (and perhaps continue to use) is so specific to our own
cultural contexts and therefore fil11damentally flawed that we
were in fact, incapable of reading the signs? This paper argues
that without a more discerning analysis, there is a risk that
international development NGOs will continue to support the
same false manifestations of civil society, and therefore risk
misreading the signs once again.

Tr6caire Devefopment Review 1999

While the idea of civil society has gained fashionable Status in
modern development discourse, it remains a conceptual reality
lacking in precise definition and chatacter. There appears
however to be a growing consensus in political and social science
theory that an active civil society has an important role to play in
the "development of an indusive, solidaristic and democratic
society".' Giddens (1998) argues that the role of such civil
society in the modern western state is to re-democratise
democracy. One way to achieve this re-democratisation is for the
state to expand (or at the very least, to tolerate) the role of such
a civil society so that it operates as a forum for critical discussion
and debate where all sectors of society have the opportunity to
promote their point of view, to push for the emergence of
grassroots movement polLtics and ultimately, for social change.
The existence of civil society implies a particular kind of social
affiliation, one that embodies solidarity, and above all,
communication and engagement. At its core, civil society is based
upon a relationship between the state and lower level
organisations within a framework where the latter can grow and
have influence. The relationship is often a tense and difficult one
but, in an ideal world is based upon a mutual recognition of the
principles ofopenness, pluralism and tolerance. Those who are or
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would be involved in civil society engage in co-operative and
conflictual conversations about the future of their society. While
specifIC institutions and procedures are necessary for the creation
and re-creation of this viable civil sphere, it is such "symbolic
communications that allow for the construction of common
identities and solidarities".il All of this assumes the presence of a
benign and mature state, which is relatively stable in terms of
internal security and confident in the face of criticism.
Furrhermore, it suggests a level of grassroots motivation and
capacity for engagement in the political arena. It presupposes an
absence of fear, either real or imagined, in the relationship
between the individual and the state. In Rwanda (pre and post
1994) many of these core assumptions do not hold true and
therefore the possibility of civil society emerging organically (or
trom above) has been greatly reduced.

A persistent assumption of the international development
community has been that the existence of a strong NGO
community in Rwanda conversant in the discourse of modern
development talk is evidence of the existence of a civil society.9
Before 1994, the abundance of these community-based
associations supported by a Kigali-based local NGO set, and the
proliferation of successful development projects scattered
throughout the country, allowed the international community to
dose its eyes to the real state of affairs in Rwandan civil society.
In the years leading up to the 1994 genocide, the fact that
Rwanda was a deeply divided society along ethnic, regional and
social class lines, seemed to evade the majority of international
development commentators. Given the scale of the error in
judgement, it is now incumbent on us all to reflect critically upon
our assumptions and practices and re-orient ourselves towards a
more responsible promotion of true democracy and civil
participation.

It has been argued that the real currency of civil society is not
organisational structures but influence and commitment in the
form of symbolically powerful public opinion. 'o Understanding
civil society in terms of the interplay between social structures
and solidarity is useful in trying to explain the mis-diagnosis by
the international community of the state of civil society in
Rwanda prior to the genocide. The Rwandan experience should
once and for all shatter the myth that the sheer presence of a
dense associational fabric l' is enough to guarantee the existence
of pluralism, tolerance and the promise of democracy. Uvin
argues that it is perfectly possible for civil society organisations,
whether grassroots organisations or intermediary ones, to have
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Why did civil society fail to
develop in Rwanda?

goals and values that are exclusionary, antidemocratic) regressive
or racist. The fact that organisations claim to have developmental
goals does not render them immune to particularistic interests or
racist values, nor does it mean that they automatically contribute
to democracy and equality.12

Tr6caire Development Review 1999

Fine words and a theoretically sound ideological basis are
worthlessly impotent when they become a substitute lor tangible
popular participation and critical engagement with state
structures of power and inequality. Many of the Rwandan
structures of civil society pre-1994 were in fact hastily created
institutions, externally driven and lacking in both the motivation
(commitment) and objective political space to become agents of
social change. Many development NGOs were clientelistic in
character and were little more than sub-contractors or
implementing agents for state or foreign aid driven development
projects. Far from possessing a radical agenda orienred towards
emancipation or political resistance, the majority of organisations
(with a few notable exceptions) defined their mandate in strictly
non-political terms. There are several reasons for this, not least
the absence of a conducive political climate and the inability of
the larger political agenda to move beyond preoccupation with
issues of survival: in particular, the threat of insurgency and
invasion which exaeerbated, and was further fuelled by, ethnic
distrust and suspicion. In general, governments seeking to
operate in such insecure political contexts are likely to view any
kind of community-based popular participation as a threat to
their power and control. Rwanda was ilO exception, and a climate
of fear existed which ensured an extremely difficult operating
environment for the local NGO community.

It is also true that financial support for \vhat was perceived as
political work was hard to come byH and the nature of time
specifIc project funding did not (and still does not) allow the
required Ilexibility and time-frames for the long term work of
shaping a broad-based democratic society. However, a major
relevant factor in the reticence of the NGO community to
embraee the political, was the fact that it too was wrought with
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the same social, regional and ethnic divisions as the rest of
Rwandese society and was therefore ill-equipped to encourage
the development of dialogue and critique. Almost all of the most
important institutions of civil society (such as the Catholic
Church 14) were divided along the same lines and into the same
camps as society at large.

Post-1994, several of these inberent weaknesses in tbe local
NGO community remain. The density, for example, of women's
NGOs, coalitions and associations currently active in Rwanda
may lead one to believe that the issue of gender is at the cutting
edge of Rwandan development politics. Not so, unfortunately.
Again, the women's agenda (which is, for the most part in £:lCt a
wornen in development agenda) has been defined entirely in non
political terms. Despite the peculiar demographic composition of
Rwandan society, tbe intense feminization of poverty referred to

above, and the proliferation of programmes claiming to work for
the advancement of women, the international development NGO
community continues to largely ignore issues of gender and
participation. Development programmes for women focus almost
exelusively on agriculture, micro-credit and income generation
projects for rural and urban women, widows and victims of the
genocideY This work is important but does little to encourage
the development of gender politics at such a crucial time in
Rwandan history. The recent local election process, for example,
saw the election ofwomen's committees at the micro-community
level and therefore, most likely, their effective expulsion to the
periphery of mainstream politics. This golden opportunity for
dialogue between the women's movement and the state on
fundamental issues of women's participation does not appear to
have been seized upon, and once again, the international
community watches from the wings and quietly applauds the
government for its gestures in the area of electoral reform.

Many of these structural and attitudinal limitations of the
NGO community in Rwanda have) if anything, been exacerbated
by the massive flood of donor funding into the country since
1994. In the goldrush which accompanied the arrival en masse of
the international humanitarian community after 1994, many
local Rwandan NGOs understandably followed the money, gre\v
unsustainably large in a very shon period of time, and now
display serious deficiencies in the most basic of organisational
development features. By concentrating energies on securing
project funding and being too eager to respond to the changing
whims and priorities of their international donors, many of these
local NGOs lost sigbt of their core vision, mission or identity.
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Participation was jusr anorher buzzword (alongside newer and
more fashionable ones such as reconciliarion and conflicr
resolution) and conract wirh grassroots groups and community
associations became a means towards a specific end - rhe
implementation of projects and the accessing of more funds.
Once community mobilisation became an exrernally morivated
obligation and pre-condition of financial assistance and therefore
survival, the impetus for such groupings to become the sites of
resistance and social change was greatly undermined.

If however, rhe goal of eommuniry mobilisation is to
encourage the development of a democratic culture, then
different processes and attitudes are required un lhe pan of
enabling NGOs (both national and international). Community
groups must see rhe benefit of their participation, and be enabled
by their Rwandan NGO partners to fed lhat they have essential
experiences and perspectives to offer to the process of
formulating and expressing alternative visions and voices. In
order for civil organisational structures to promote soeial
resistance, they must have clearly decided tbat it is their function
to do so, and they must have the social and political space in
which to move.

It is now apparent that what is needed is a more organically
driven movement for social change. Kigali-based NGOs, youth
organisations, trade unions and women's movements can
spearhead the process (and need to be encouraged and supported
to do so) but the only viable entry point for popular participation
seems to be at the: level of the commune ::Uld below. Freeing up
a space for political activity at the national level will take some
time given the current exigencies of the situation. A large amount
of power is vested at the prefectural .1nd commune level and it is
here that most aspects of daily life are regulated and controlled.
The hierarchicalllature of these power structures means that it is
probably wise to start at this level in the job of creating the
freedom for popular participation in politicS. By empowering
local community groups and peoples to develop a voice here, an
important start can be made in the process of building civil
society.
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Political, social and economic
realities - the current Rwandan
context

Post-genocide Rwandan society is faced with many problems,
social, economic, political and cultural. Even though Rwanda is
one of the largest recipients of international aid since 1994, it is
currently estimated to be the second least developed country on
earth. 28% of children under the age of 5, for example, sufter
from malnutrition. The country has a large population burden
with over 47% under 15 and a further 7% above the age of 55.
Despite an infant mortality rate of 125 per 1,000 live births, the
population continues to grow and at current rates, experts expect
it to double within 25 years. Life expectancy at birth is 48 for
males and 50 for females. The illiteracy rate stands at around 52%
with only 66% of boys and 60% of girls attending primary school
and only 4% of boys and 3% of girls attending secondary. Those
with the benefit of full time formal education do so in extremely
crowded conditions with pupil-teacher ratios averaging 58:1. The
country's demographics also reveal that the feminisation of
poverty is one of the starkest consequences of the genocide and
continuing massacres. Only 84 males exist per 100 females and as
few as 67 males survive for every 100 females in the age 24-29
cohort. Rwanda lacks adequate health care and schools and the
country's overwhelmingly rural settlement pattern makes
delivery of improved social services difflcult and expensive.
Events have crippled the country's tea and coffee industry and
erased a nascent tourism industry that was based on international
interest in the mountain gorillas of the north-west. Increased
government expenditure on the army in order to combat the
other guerrillas in the north-west and eastern Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC) has led to accusations that Rwanda is
fast becoming one of the most militarised countries in Mrica.

In any socio-political context, (let alone the extremely
polarised Rwandan situation), such severe deprivation tends to
incubate social tensions and complicate efforts to rebuild trUSt
and engage in long term development planning. What traces of
civil society there were in Rwanda before the war, have effectively
been destroyed, and ethnic divisions, although very much hidden
from public discourse and therefore driven underground, are
even more entrenched. The persistent violence in the eastern
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What does this mean for the
development of civil society?

As has been suggested above, certain enabling factors are
necessary for the development of a civil society - security of
person, political freedom, aceeptance of diversity and difference,
as well as time, time and more time. It is fair to say that many of
these base ingredients are absent or in short supply in present day
Rwanda. Whereas a certain level of security currently exists in the
country, it is a fragile one that is heavily dependant on the
continuation of hostilities in neighbouring D RC. 18 Time is
another commodity in short supply. The god of project funding
continues to dictate the timeframe of development activity and
the majority of donors and international NGOs do not have the
capacity19 to make the kind oflong-term commitments necessary
for the nurturing of civil society.

Despite being five years down the road from the genocide of
1994, Rwanda is still deeply traumatised by what happened - it is
almost impossible to have a discussion without reference to the
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corridor of the DRC and the continued export of Rwanda's
internal battle with the insurgency movement to neighbouring
eountries, iUustrate the uneertainty and fragility of the present
regime. An important reality to eonsider is that while the
leadership of the government is nominally mixed, the politieal
reality is that it is a minority government representing some 18%16
of the population. This may be an inevitable outcome of the
genocide and it is very difflcu[t to knov.' when the reins of power
will be loosened enough to allow for a more genuine power
shariug arrangement. In any easel by all aeeounts it appears that
the RPp7 politico-military arrangement is set to remain static for
son1e time as the current political climate is said by many to be
un-eondueive to a fully democratic electoral transition. While the
leadership of the RPF appears, to varying degrees, committed to
reconciliation (as a practical political necessity), this may not be
the case throughout the political and military struetures or
regionally. While reconciliation is officially (again, perhaps
cosmetically) on the agenda, it is diffieult to assess what this
actually means given the precarious military situation across the
border (DRC) as well as in some locations internally.
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genocide in some form or another. Everywhere, there are
constant grim reminders of what happened not least the mass
graves which have been exhumed for reburial or maintenance as
monuments to the massacres. While the killing sites are being
officially maintained as memorials, they also serve as severe
political reminders to the majority population of its involvement
in the genocide especially in areas remaining militarily unstable.
Rwanda is currently imbued with an atmosphere in which the
genocidaire continues to haunt the political and social landscape.
Thousands of people live in fear of being named or implicated.

In such circumstances it is virtually impossible to have an open
and honest discussion and one has to make judgements all the
time concerning what is really being done or said. Even middle
class Rwandan development NGOs and representative groups
fmd it difficult to openly discuss issues around democracy and
refuse to define participation in any way that may be perceived as
overtly political by the establishment. 2o The ethnic origin of
these civic groups also very much defines their capacity and
willingness for political engagement. Groups and associations
with a predominantly Hum membership consistently speak in
hushed tones about the need to be careful lest any legitimate
work for the promotion of civic participation or political analysis
be tarnished and denounced as anti-government. It would be
wrong however to suggest that all NGOs or associations are
ethnically delineated or that all Tlnsi groups enjoy special
privilege or fuvour by virtue of their ethnicity. The common
perception is that power is centralised within quite specific elites,
and is more likely to be defined by the country of refugee origin"
than by pure ethnicity. In such a divisive context, the potential for
the development of a strong civil society and culture of dialogue
is somewhat diminished.

A common criticism of the current government is that it is not
sufficiently democratic and is not doing enough to build
confidence amongst moderate Hurus regarding the future and its
commitment to power sharing. The new government has chosen
to maintain the dense administrative structures of the previous
regime. Time and time again, people refer to the lack of
democracy and infer that local power has simply changed hands
from Hutlt to Tutsi. Some are afraid that the very administrative
structures which made the genocide so efficient at 10calleve1s are
still in place" and allow for tight local control right down to sub
village level. It is certainly true that very little can take place at a
local level without the express permission of the communal or
prefecturalleader.23 The omnipotent and undisputed authority of
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these officials (appointed directly by the president's office)
greatly influences the level and quality of community
participation that takes place on the hillsides.

Despite the concerns outlined above, however, certain
tentative steps have recently been taken by the government, and
some progress has been made. The recent community-based
elections1

" are somewhat of a testimony to a gradual evolution
towards electoral and social reform. These elections have
provided a real opportunity for communities to reflect and
debate on issues of power and responsibility, and to work out the
most appropriate model of democracy for Rwanda. Also, people
in government have now begnn to publicly commit themselves to
the ideals of democratic transition and there is an obvious need
for these public leaders to be held accountable to such fine
words. Working alongside and through government structures
while simultaneously building up independent capacity within
civil society seems to be the only effective tactic for the
development of a democratic culture.

A more holistic approach to deVelopment assistance by the
international humanitarian community is therefore necessary to
tackle the inter-connected effects of social exclusion, inequality
and under-development in Rwanda. Consequently, tbe preferred
strategy must be to combine support for rehabilitation and
development with a commitment to encouraging local
institutional capacity growth within an environment of respect
for justice, gender and ethnic equality, human rights and civil
participation. Responsible development activity requires that
programmes of material assistance and capacity building are
incomplete without due regard to the political and psychosocial
dimensions of community wellbeing. The administration of
justice is an obvious first step in this process. Until justice is done
(and seen to be done by the population), and principles such as
objective accountability and state responsibility are upheld as
publicly recognised values, then reconciliation and dialogue are
little more than remote possibilities. Attention to the psycho
social is also extremely important as it is difficult to see how true
reconciliation and peace-building can take place until tbe effects
of trauma and psycbological pain suffered by almost all sections
of the population are in some way tackled. An important step
towards the reconstruction of a healthy civil society must be the
rehabilitation of healthy social beings. There are various
development programmes aimed at the provision of psycho
therapeutic support, but again these appear, at best, to operate
within a political vacuum and at \\'orst, are open to manipulation
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What are the current development
paradigms in Rwanda?25

by those seeking political legitimacy Irom the genocide. Most
importantly, it is vital that the international spotlight remains
fIxed on Rwanda - ignoring what is happening, or potentially
could happen) will only contribute once again to international
duplicity in what may transpire. Providing international support
is part of the agenda of internal capacity building but is also
crucially part of the broader picture of keeping Rwanda on the
international political agenda.
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It has been argued that it is impossible to be a true agent for
development without a theory that directs action to the
underlying causes of underdevelopment.26 Certainly, whether
implicitly or explicitly, most development or humani~arian

interventions can be understood as a response to a perceived
problem. It is the analysis of the problem that guides the nature
of the response and within the Rwandan context it is surprising
to see that our analysis of the problem appears not to have
changed much over the past ten years. It is instructional therefore
to use a four generations model (Figure 1) to describe analytically
the type ofdevelopment activity currently taking place in Rwanda
and to plot our understanding of the role of civil society within
this framework.

First generation strategies are somewhat inevitable in times of
acute emergencYl but for many agencies) this analysis continues
to define the nature of their intervention. The problem remains
one of starving, homeless children and the only legitimate
response must be the provision of food, shelter, seeds and tools
to f.1cilitate agricultural production. In this scenario, local
cOlllmunities and associations are very much in the role of extras
in an all-white singing and dancing cast. Local representatives
and community groups sometimes get involved in assisting the
distributions (or more recently, planning the distributions) but
this is where their involvement ends.

In the second generation of development activity (and I would
postulate that the majority of international and national NGOs in
Rwanda remain firmly stuck here), the problem is perceived
rather patronisingly as the easily resolvable one of local inertia
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and a lack of basic transferable skills in the target population. The
role of civil society is to transfer those skills and organise the
peasantry into self-help groups and units that can be easily
reached by the mobilising NGOs. The focus is very much at the
micto-level - assisting the community to achieve self-sufficiency
in an environment that is supposed to be neutral and embracing.
In operational terms) the vast majority of NGOs operating in
Rwanda today are operating from this practical position. Many
claim to have deeper analyses and to recognise the institutional
and structural constraints that contribute to under-development
in RVl.'anda. Some agencies attempt to engage with government
on particular policy matters.1

;' When it comes down to it,
however, the practical focus of the bulk of international and
national development intervention is on community
development and few agencies have been able to make the
transition to the fourth generation role of catalyst, activist or
educator. To do so would involve adopting a slightly more
adversarial position with government and the reality is that since
1994, the climate has not been conducive for too much dialogue
between the government and the international community.""

In the third and fourth generation models, the impetus for
social action and resistance must come from within. The role of
the international community is to encourage the development of
people's movements and foster the development of a political
space in which a culture of dialogue can grow. Such dialogue,
however, is curiously lacking at most levels of Rwandan society.
All public discourse is official discourse and all decision-making
processes at the level of community seem to have been abdicated
to the state. Because of the inherent weaknesses in indigenous
social organisation, the lack of any real political freedom and the
central role of the srate, one can infer that the apparatus of
government administration has all but succeeded in occupying
the space of civil society at a localised level. The weakened moral
authority of the international community h"lS also effectively
mitigated against it playing an effective role in lobbying for a
political space for manoeuvre. In this way, much internationally
sponsored development activity has been unable or unwilling to

make the transition to a third or fourth generation perspective. In
order to make this move, a shift in mindset and approach is
necessary. A return to basics is also essential as grassroots groups
and community formations need the opportunity to grow
organically and develop their capacity and experience of dialogue
and reflection.
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Figure 1: The Four Generations Model of Development Engagement
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Looking ahead: what are the
priority areas for the international
NCO community?

The international community can support this process but its
greatest contribution must be at the central political level 
working to forge a political space for tolerance of social
movements and a culture of critique. This is a tall order, and
especially difficulr for rhose inrernational NGOs operating inside
Rwanda. Given the reality that the capacity of these players (tor
critical engagement with government structures) is very much
compromised by their dependence on government tor their
presence in country, this means that realistic targets must be set
and other more creative means found for ensuring that the
necessary dialogue takes place. This will be difficult but not
impossible.

Firstly, the credibility of the international NGO community
must be re-established and defended strongly by the big players in
the international community. The incoherence and fragmentation
of international humanitarian intervention has often left those
international NGOs seeking to support the development of
Rwandan civil society in a relatively vulnerable and isolated
position. Useful alliances therefore must be formed with the more
powerful international forces - such as bilateral and multilateral
donors, and these forces must be encouraged to use their
inflnence to defend legitimate and worthwhile civil society
programmes sponsored by international NGOs.

Secondly, and ofequal importance, local genuine representative
structures of Rwandan civil society, however embryonic or
dysfunctional they may be, must be encouraged to reflect critically
on what it means to be a part ofcivil society. Certain skills training
and capacity building will be necessary but most importantly,
these Rwandan partners must be engaged in dialogue and
guaranteed the support they need to become a real and legitimate
torce tor social change. Assuming they have the will and mandate
to engage in such work, international NGOs very often possess
the required human and finaneial resources to encourage this
process. 29 What they often lade however is the political space and
freedom to manoeuvre. They need the full support and backing of
the more influential members of the international community in
order to challenge government and support their local partners.
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FinallYl the accreditation of international NGOs cannot
exclusively be the domain of government - INGOs are by their
very nature non-governmental and must therefore first and
foremost be accountable to society at large. The Rwandan
government needs to understand that legitimacy and
international support must be earned and deserved. Moreover,
moral indignation about the genocide does not in any way
diminish state responsibility for the upholding of international
standards. Issues of good governance, democracy and human
rights must remain firmly on the international agenda in Rwanda.
By using the leverage of the major donors and by
unapologetically advocating for the participation and
emancipation of those elements of Rwandan civil society to which
it has access, the international development NGO can playa
major role in supporting the emergence of an authentic civil
society.

It is important however to emphasise that international
support for the cultivation of a broad-based non-governmental
community base cannot be a substitute for continued
engagement with the government at both humanitarian and
political levels. Civil society's function is not to replicate or
replace the structures ofstate, but rather to challenge and change
them for the common good. In the area of general service
delivery, the international aid machine needs to ensure that its
enabling oflocal non-governmental structures to provide services
for the population is not in fact resulting in a general abdication
of state responsibility towards social services. Similarly, by
supporting activities aimed at building a strong non
governmental community base, the aim is neither to undermine
the capacity of the government to govern, nor to create parallel
structures of power just as inaccessible to the general public as
those state structures which their existence is meant to challenge.
The task for international development actors is a delicate one 
continuing to engage with government on issues of good
governance and democracy, while at the same time supporting
the development of legitimate community representation from
the grassroots up.
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localised approaches to social
transformation

The many competing socia-economic obstacles faced by the
poorest and most vulnerable sections' of Rwandan society today
are compounded by the inability of the members of these
communities to engage actively in the local and national decision
making processes that directly affect their lives. Due to a lack of
exposure to concepts such as democracy and empowerment,
many communities have not had the opportunity to recognise
the potential of, or mechanisms for, community action. Those
most in need of active engagement in processes that bring about
change at a local level currently lack the ability to have their
voices heard. The promotion of a culture ofdemocracy must start
here - at the micro-community level. It is at this unspectacular
level, and not just at the level of national politics, that the
framework must be laid for the creation of a democratic Rwanda.
Of course, the first step in the process is internal peace, stability
and security of the person" followed by the rehabilitation of
social institutions by the rule of law rather than the rule of the
gun. It is only when such conditions begin to characterise the
social climate, that it is possible to begin the task of building the
foundations of a civil society.

People and communities need to gain confidence not only to
undertake initiatives in the public sphere, but to assume joint
ownership of that sphere with the state and other key
stakeholders. To face the challenge, there is an urgent need for
practice in the expression of feelings and insights; the analysis of
the root causes of alienation and disempowerment; and the
diagnosis of needs and strategies for recovery. By assisting
grassroots groups in the mediation and negotiation of various
identities and perspectives, the Rwandan NGO community
(sponsored by its international NGO partners) can then set about
planning and acting together as community. The time is ripe for
such capacity building at the grassroots level - creating the
conditions in which it is possible to talk - and ensuring that
communities are empowered \vith the tools necessary to start this
process of dialogue.

The first movement towards electoral reform has just been
initiated by the government, and for the first time in some years,
there seems to be an energy tor popular participation at
community level. The elections are being presented by the
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The DELTA approach

government as the first step towards the full democratisation of
Rwandan politics. The encouragingly high turn out at the
elections showed the enthusiasm of the population in the exercise
of this right. The election of committees and councils at cellule
<lnd sector levels has in troduced a new concept of shared
leadership and an alternative to the more authoritarian system of
the past with which the majority of the electorate are more
familiar. The next step will be to improve the skills and capacities
of the newly elected leaders who have emerged from these
elections. These elected representatives are the chosen interface
between the population and the state, and as such, require
leadership skills and the capacity to bring about trust and
dialogue in their communities.

75

One approach currently being tested in Rwanda is the DELTA
approach. DELTA (Development Education and Leadership
Training in Action) is an empowerment methodology based on
the philosophy of Paulo Freire.·" It emphasises the ability and
responsibility of each individual to contribute to the creation ofa
more just) harmonious and democratic society through the
development of grass-roots capacity for dialogue, discussion,
compromise and consensus building. The training provided by
local groups32 stresses the importance of reflection, dialogue and
participation. The participants are generally identified from the
various representative elements of the community - communal
authorities, sector leaders, Church representatives, members of
local development committees, members ofwomen's groups and
local associations. These community activists are generally the
animus for local community development. By bringing these
people together, and offering them the skills necessary for
community animation, the current climate of change at
community level can be channelled towards the ideals of
democracy and popular participation. The training intends to
enable and motivate people to see that they can playa role in
shaping the future of their communities. By fully integrating the
newly elected community offIcials into the training provided, the
hope is that new models of community participation will evolve)
and that from the start, the newly elected community
representatives will learn that effective leadership requires
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community dialogue and consultation. The underlying message
in DELTA training is that "the way things are now is not the only
way they can be~ and that "the responsibility for change, for
shaping new lives for ourselves and for our community, is ours
alone" .

COCOF (Conseil Consultatif des Femmes) is one sud,
grassroots group that went through the DELTA process.
COCOF is a local women's association with over 2000 members
in the Musambira commune, in Gitarama prefecture. This
association was created in 1994 with the aim of improving the
socio-economic conditions of its members. COCOF works in
agriculture, small livestock, micro-credit and adult education. As
a new association in an isolated rural area, COCOF initially
suffered from many institutional weaknesses: inadequate financial
control systems, poorly skilled personnel and an underdeveloped
system of organisational management. In addition there was an
unresolved undercurrent of tension and a lack of trust among
members~ namely between widows who lost husbands in the
genocide and women on the other side of the divide with
husbands imprisoned for alleged genocide crimes. It is obvious
that the economic imperative was almost certainly the primary
impetus for co-operation in the case of COCOF. Women came
together to gain access to valuable resources such as credit and
agricultural inputs. The agenda was not a political one and the
members, the majority poorly educated and vulnerable rural
women, were unlikely to have seen their involvement in COCOF
as a gesture towards civil participation or the building of a
democratic society.

Mter participating in the DELTA programme, however,
members have reported small but visible changes within COCOF
as an organisation, and in the commune in general. Within
COCOF, the level and quality of dialogue had increased. At
meetings, discussions began to focus more on improving the
leadership, organisation and management structures of COCOF
with a view to making the association both more efficient and
more accountable to its members. Since exposure to DELTA, it
is also noticeable tllat COCOF members have begun to adopt
more of a Jeadership role in the activities of their commune. In
the recent community e1ections~a significant number of COCOF
members were among those elected, and are therefore now
induded in the decision making processes at communal level on
issues such as development, security~ peace and reconciliation.
Another positive development observed, was an increase in
dialogue and co-operation bet\veen the female representatives of
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Conclusion

The cultivation of civil society requires more than a proliferation
of non-state groupings united for a particular function. The
existence ofsuch groupings undoubtedly helps to lay a base upon
which civil society can grow, but of itself, will achieve little
\\~ thoU! a clear philosophy and orientation towards social
transformation. A functioning civil society ensures that networks
are developed, alliances are formed and alternative voices are
heard. By providing tangible access mechanisms that bridge the
gap between people and power, such representatives of civil
society are overtly political. Instead offulfilling the functions ofa
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COCOF and local authority leaders, both of whom are now
working more closely and co-operating on local development
matters. The women feel that they are better respected by the
communal authorities (especially those who participated in the
DELTA training and therefore have a better understanding and
appreciation of community participation). As a matter of course,
COCOF is now regularly consulted on commune issues and is
invited to participate in all meetings organised in the commune.
All of this is very much the start ofa process lor COCOF and the
women of Mllsambira. With continued support and guidance,
commitment and time, the association can engage in further and
deeper analysis and build up its skills and capacity for increasingly
more explicit forms of participation in the public domain.

While not wishing to present the DELTA model as a panacea
for all forms of social alienation, it is nevertheless felt that the
approach is most appropriate to the current context in Rwanda.
By starting small and local but with the aim of fostering trust,
dialogue, participation and leadership at the level of the
community, the DELTA methodology can help, in its own way,
to lay a solid foundation for the future. It is a slow and arduous
process. It takes commitment and a longer time frame than most
international NGOs and donors are usually willing or able to
offer. The results, however, in the long run, should pay
dividends. The process of democratisation cannot take place in
Kigali alone. By attempting to create a people's movement from
the grassroots owned by a variety of different stakeholders, both
urban and rural, it is hoped that the true foundations of civil
sociery will take root and flourish.
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Footnotes

dysfunctional state through the provision of social services, the
mediation of state messages and fe-packaging of state policy,
these formations are actively seeking to encourage the
development of critical consciousness and social capital. Such an
approach to the cultivation ofcivil society takes time - it involves
a critical perspective, strategic thinking and a long-term
commitment. The role of the international development
community in such activity needs to be subtle, supporting and
non ~intrusive. Care must be taken in the selection of partners and
the setting of realistic goals. Excessive external intervention is
more likely to undermine than assist. The greatest added value
that we, the international community can provide, must surely be
in the area of advocacy - ensuring that small localised initiatives
enjoy the political space necessary in order to develop and grow.
By advocating for the rights of social movemenL::; and publicly
challenging government practices that undermine public
dialogue and participation, the international community can help
to assist our Rwandan partners in the development of a more
durable civil society.
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By "we", 1 am retcrring specifically to the international development NGO
(INGO) community. Many of the points raised are rdevanc to the international
bilarera~ and multilateral donors and linall\.:ial institutions but in this paper, a
deliberate choice has been made to tocus on the INGO communiry. The
justification for this narrowing of focus is simply that the author has most
intimate knowledge of the international NGO community, having worked as
Tr6caire's Country Representative in Rwanda in 1998/99. Abo, it j~ li::lt that
a thorough critical analysis of the practices of other dcvelopment actors is
somewhat outside the scope of this paper.

2 The number is disputed and is subject to political manipulation by those
seeking to play down the events of 1994 and those seeking to gain political
legitimisation and moral authority from having survived the mass
extermination. It is widely acknowkdged however that at least 750,000 people
wen~ killed and whatever the actual number of victims, the realiC)' of genocide
(as it is defmed in international law) having taken place in R\vanda cannot be
disputed.

3 This rericence to reflect critically on rhe past is mirrored to a great extent hy
the :.ame development comlllllllity's reluctanec to ask similar questions about
their programmes in post-genocide Rwanda. The uncomfortable fact is that the
C)'po]ogy of devdopment programmes currently being implemented and
funded by the international development NGO commuility in Rwanda is
remarkably similar 1O pre-1994 - with the exception of a smattering of
reconciliation and conflict resolution activities by a handful ofNGOs.

4 UVln, reter, 1998, Aiding Violence: The Development EnttrpriJ"C in Rwanda,
Kumarian Press

5 Ib;d. p.48
6 In wtiting the early parts of this scction, the author gratefull~' ackno\vl<.:dgcs the

assistance of Padraig Quigley, Field Ot1icer with Tr6caire Rwanda.
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7 Alexander J. & Jacobs N., 1998, Chapter 2, "Mass communication, ritual and
civil society", in Mr:dia Ritual and Idwtity, eds Licbes, Tamar and Curran,
James, Routledge, London

8 Ibid., p.24

9 A World Bank report in 1987 commented dut "social life in the rural areas is
intense and numerous forms of association give concrete shape to mutual
solidarity and community actions. The widespread presence of cooperative,
associative and risk-sharing groups, which is considered to be one of the
distinguishing fcatLIres of the Rwandese countryside, is largely respollsibk for
the vitality of local communities", quoted in Uvin, Op.CiL, p.163

10 Alexander J. & Jacobs N (1998) Chapter 2, op.cit., p.23
11 UVill, op.cit., p.164
12 UVill, op.cit., p.172, "On the demoeratizing impact of civil society"
13 According to Uvin, it was only at the very end, in 1992-93, that parr of the aid

system tcntarivdy enlarged its mandate to include political [."\ctors, human
rights, racism and democracy on its agenda. (p.176)

14 As one of the most important institutions in Rwandan civil society, the Catholic
Church has suffered greatly as a result of the genocide and war of 1994.
Internal divisions (between those who fed that the Church should publicly
acknowledge its role in the genocide and those who f~d that the Church as an
institution has no responsibility to bear) have been greatly exacerbated by
recent very public rifts with the state. The arrest in April 1999 of the Bishop of
Gikongoro, Mgr. Augustin Misago on charges rehl.t..:d to the genocide, have
increased these tensions and have served to tiuther undermine the capacity of
those radical voices within the Church who arc committed to the development
of a strong civil society.

15 There arc some nomble exceptions such as Haguruka, a local human rights
NGO, which provides legal assistance to vulnerable women and cbildren and
advocates for their legal tights. The work however has not, as yet, openly
looked at the overall position of women in Rwandan society vis-a.-vis their
participation in politics and decision-making.

16 Again, this figure is disputcd and diffieult to verifY given the large numbers
killed in tbe genocide and the massive amount of Tutsi returnees from
neighbouring countrics. Howcver, the number is likely to be no larger than
18% and probably considerably kss.

17 RPF - Rwandan Patriotic Front (ruling party in Rwanda)
18 Rwanda's justification fOt involvement in the civil war currently raging through

DRC is the fact that enemies of the government (the b:terhamJ1!c and ex-FAR
rebel forces) were using eastern DRC as their base tor operarions against the
Rwandan state. Since the Rwandan invasion ofDRC in autumn 1998, security
has eertainl~' improved in Rwanda as these rebel torces have been pushed
further and further into DRC. How durable this security provcs to be will
depend greatly on the outeome of the Congolese wnnicr.

19 rNGOs ma~' also lack the funding as funds from the public :md otticia! sources
tor their work have fallen as Rwanda is less in the political and public spotlight.

20 The author's work in Rwanda brought him into regular contacr wirh a variety
of local development and human rights NGOs. Many of these partners
repeatedly voiced rears about being perceived as anti-establishment, despite the
fact that many were engaged in what might appear to an outsider as relatively
unthreatening community development work.

21 The Tutsi diaspora following the mass exodus of the 1950s saw large
populations in DRC, Burundi, Tanzani;l and Uganda. The current government
is said to be conrroHed by returnees from til( Jam:r commy.
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22 The structures of power, govel'llance and therefore social control in Rwanda
are extremely hierarchical and stretch from parliament to prefecture to

commune, sector and cellule. A government official manages at each of these
acministrative levels and is very much the undisputed authority in his (tbe vast
majority of officials are men) domain.

23 The level of authority vested in the local official is such that permission must
be sought before any public gathering, meeting or workshop call take place.
Also, in o:-dcr for a local NGO ro register for of1kial status in Rwanda,
approval must be sought and gained from the cabinet of government
ministers.

24 In May 1999, elections took place throughout the country for reprcsentarives
at the most micro-level of the administrative h:erarchy. Of pracrical necessity,
voting was public and took placc according to the queuing method - i.e.
counting of persons standing behind thc candidate of choice.

25 In writing this section, the author acknowledges a certain degree of
generalisation in describing thc general thrnst of international developmenr
interventions in Rwanda. There are notable exceptions to every generalisation
but it is beyond tl:e scope of this paper w provide a full evaluation of' all
international development interventions. The anaLysis provided is subjectively
that ofthe author, and is made on the basis ofobservation of'NGO and donor
aaivity and participation in the Rwand;lll inrernational NGO forum over an
18 month period (1998/99).

26 Tim Brodhead qnoted in Konon, D.C., 1990, "From relief to people's
movements", in D,C. KOfron, Getting to thl' 21.lt Century: Voluntary Action
nnd the Global Agenda, Wesr Hartford, CT, Kumarian Press, Chapter 10,
p.1l3

27 An example is the useful policy development work carried out in 1999 by
Oxtam GB Oil the issUl: of imidttgllds{ (villagisarion). Research and a series of
consultations were initiated but it remains to be seen how effel:.tivcly
government policy has been influenced by the process.

28 Much has been made of rhe role the inrernational community played (by
commission or omission) in thc genocide of 1994 and the gO\'crnment has
bcen extremely critical (legirimately so) of the conduer of intcrnational NGOs
in Rwanda and the camps in former Zairc following the genocide. This
operience and history have greatl}r undermined rhe international
community's capacity for critique and advocacy vis-a-vis the Rwandan
government.

29 If they lack thc human resource capacity, they at least have rhe financiallllcans
to acquire it.

30 Whereas militarily, much credit mu,t go to the Rwandan govcrnment for
haviug restored overall security to the country, it is also true to say that many
people fee! quite vulnerable and threatened in (he new R""<111dan state. Rcports
of disappearances continue to surface and many people secretly report a
reluctance and fear to speak out in any IVay thar m:l}' be perceived as negative
or critical of the state.

31 Paolo Freire, Brazili'Jn liberation theologian and author of Pedagogy of the

°Pimssed
32 There are several loeal Church-based and secular groups involved in the

promotion of' the DELTA approach. The majority are flllanccd by
international development :--:fGOs.
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