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​Radio Machete? Media During the Rwandan Genocide​

​Alicia Singh​

​Abstract​
​Throughout​ ​the​ ​Rwandan​ ​Civil​ ​War​ ​and​ ​the​ ​subsequent​ ​Rwandan​ ​Genocide​ ​of​
​1994,​ ​radio​ ​propaganda​ ​played​ ​a​ ​significant​ ​role​ ​in​ ​exploiting​​tensions​​between​
​the​ ​Hutu​ ​and​ ​Tutsi​ ​ethnic​ ​groups​ ​which​ ​would​ ​culminate​ ​in​ ​the​ ​incitement​ ​of​
​genocidal​​violence.​​This​​article​​examines​​the​​period​​of​​unstable​​peace​​between​​the​
​signing​ ​of​ ​the​ ​Arusha​ ​Accords​​in​​1993​​and​​the​​outbreak​​of​​genocide​​in​​1994,​​and​
​aims​ ​to​ ​progress​ ​the​ ​idea​ ​that​ ​inflammatory​ ​propaganda​ ​through​ ​the​ ​radio​
​played​ ​a​​compounding​​role​​in​​the​​genocide,​​though​​not​​the​​sole​​cause.​​This​​essay​
​draws​ ​on​ ​primary​ ​sources​ ​such​ ​as​ ​the​ ​transcription​ ​of​ ​radio​ ​broadcasts​ ​from​
​these​ ​stations,​ ​as​ ​well​ ​as​ ​interviews​ ​with​ ​the​ ​broadcasters​ ​and​ ​the​ ​genocide​
​participants,​ ​or​ ​“genocidaires.”​ ​This​​paper​​argues​​that​​in​​order​​to​​gain​​influence​
​among​ ​the​ ​Rwandan​ ​population,​ ​inflammatory​ ​radio​ ​stations​ ​in​ ​Rwanda​
​pursued​ ​a​ ​sequential​ ​and​ ​cumulative​ ​process​ ​that​ ​was​ ​both​ ​intentional​ ​and​
​circumstantial.​

​This paper was originally written in the Fall semester of 2023 for Dr. David Dolff’s HSTR 371A​
​and was reworked for publication in​​The Ascendant​​Historian​​.​
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​Despite the multitude of causes attributed to the Rwandan Genocide, many official​

​sources, including the United States Congress, cite the use of radio propaganda as a primary​

​instigator.​​271​ ​This article examines the use of radio​​propaganda during the Rwandan Civil​

​War and the role it played in the Rwandan Genocide, focusing on the period of unstable​

​peace between the signing of the Arusha Accords in August 1993 and the outbreak of​

​genocide the following year.​​272​ ​I aim to progress the​​idea that although radio propaganda in​

​Rwanda was not the sole cause of the genocide, it was a compounding factor in its initiation​

​through its exploitation of ethnic tensions. This paper argues that inflammatory stations​

​gained influence in Rwanda through a cumulative and sequential process of radio​

​dependence, legitimization, and direction that was created through both circumstance and​

​intention. First, I contend that the uncertainty created by the Rwandan Civil War and the​

​demographic conditions of Rwanda in the 1990s led to a dependency on radio broadcasts​

​that provided stations with a sense of authority. The authority was then bolstered and​

​legitimized by support from the Rwandan government and its censure of oppositional​

​sources. Last, radio stations used framing and agenda-setting techniques by using fear and​

​suspicion to foster hatred against the Tutsi population, finally giving directives to​

​participants.​

​The context of uncertainty created by the Rwandan Civil War and the demography of​

​Rwanda established a circumstantial dependency on radio broadcasts that allowed​

​272​ ​The Arusha Accords, signed in August 1993, was an​​agreement between the government and the Rwandan Patriotic​
​Front (RPF) after the invasion of RPF rebels from Uganda. The agreement called for the creation of a broad-based​
​transition government that would include the RPF, a decision that was strongly opposed by Hutu extremists. (René​
​Lemarchand, “Rwanda under German and Belgian Control in Rwanda in History,” Encyclopedia Britannica)​

​271​ ​Frank Chalk, "Hate Radio in Rwanda," in​​The Path​​of a Genocide: The Rwanda Crisis from Uganda to Zaire,​​ed.​
​Howard Adelman and Astri Suhrke, 96-97. This sentiment was expressed in a report on human rights in Rwanda by the​
​U.S. Department of State.​
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​propaganda to exploit its listeners during the civil war and subsequent genocide. This​

​context resulted in radio becoming the primary means of reaching the public with​

​information and news, and led Roméo Dallaire, Lieutenant General and Force Commander​

​of the United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda, to label Rwanda a “radio country” in​

​the 1990s.​​273​ ​Much of the contemporary dependence on​​radio was due to Rwanda’s​

​demography at the time. In 1991, approximately 42 percent of Rwanda’s adult population​

​was illiterate, making newspapers and other literature inaccessible to many.​​274​ ​Furthermore,​

​up to 90 percent of the country’s population lived in rural areas.​​275​ ​This demography helps​

​explain why other forms of media, such as independent newspapers, which due to limited​

​circulation and readership failed to reach large parts of the country, would not have the​

​same impact as the radio.​​276​ ​Elizabeth Baisley also​​notes that Rwanda had a powerful oral​

​tradition that remained strong among much of the population.​​277​ ​This tradition would have​

​made oral media, such as radio, more impactful than print media due to its familiarity to​

​Rwandans. The introduction and consequent widespread use of radio brought a major​

​change to the country and was promoted by UNESCO.​​278​ ​By 1991, 29 percent of Rwandan​

​households had access to radio broadcasts, a percentage which further increased by the​

​outbreak of the genocide.​​279​ ​The introduction of radio​​therefore brought a drastic change to​

​279​ ​Alison Liebhafsky Des Forges,​​Leave None to Tell​​the Story: Genocide in Rwanda​​(New York: Human Rights​
​Watch, 1999), 67.​

​278​ ​C.L. Kellow and H.L. Steeves, "The Role of Radio​​in the Rwandan Genocide,"​​Journal of Communications​​48, no.​
​3 (1998): 115.​

​277​ ​Elizabeth Baisley, "Genocide and Constructions of​​Hutu and Tutsi in Radio Propaganda,"​​Race and Class​​55, no. 3​
​(2014): 39.​

​276​ ​David Yanagizawa-Drott, "Propaganda and Conflict:​​Evidence from the Rwandan Genocide,"​​The Quarterly​
​Journal of Economics​​129, no. 4 (2014): 9.​

​275​ ​Chalk, "Hate Radio," 93, 95.​
​274​ ​"Literacy rate, adult total (% of people ages 15​​and above) - Rwanda," chart, World Bank.​

​273​ ​Roméo Dallaire and Kofi Annan, “The Media Dichotomy,”​​in​​The Media and the Rwandan Genocide,​​1st ed., ed.​
​Allan Thompson (Pluto Press, 2007), 16.​



​Ascendant Historian |​​123​

​both the public and private spheres of Rwandans as local authorities also began to use the​

​radio and propaganda spread to both authorities and civilians.​​280​ ​According to researchers​

​Christine L. Kellow and H. Leslie Steeves, the government “could now take the​

​responsibility (and power) of interpreting the world for its people.”​​281​ ​Radio therefore began​

​to serve as a connection between citizens and their centre of government in the capital city​

​of Kigali.​

​The nature of the ongoing war and ethnic tensions also allowed the radio to have a​

​larger impact on people in Rwanda. Kellow and Steeves argued that the dependence on​

​radio is greater among populations during times of instability.​​282​ ​In the context of a conflict​

​and a precarious newfound peace, Rwandans sought information and guidance about the​

​war from sources of authority and strove to understand it. In times of significant and sudden​

​change, such as military conflicts, radio can be especially effective, as it can give​

​widespread updates quickly after events occur. However, due to the country’s unstable​

​environment, Rwandans were often suspicious of the news they heard through the radio,​

​and feared that some broadcasters were omitting or hiding information from the public.​​283​

​This suspicion and panic often led to people urgently seeking information through personal​

​channels. This decreased the reliability of the information they heard due to factors such as​

​hearsay, causing widespread panic and contributing to mob violence.​​284​ ​Despite Rwandans​

​becoming suspicious of certain stations, anti-Tutsi broadcasts such as Radio Rwanda and​

​284​ ​Kellow and Steeves, "The Role," 109.​

​283​ ​Darryl Li, "Echoes of Violence: Considerations on​​Radio and Genocide in Rwanda,"​​Journal of Genocide​​Research​
​6, no. 1 (2004): 15.​

​282​ ​Ibid, 110.​
​281​ ​Kellow and Steeves, "The Role," 116.​
​280​ ​Des Forges,​​Leave None,​​67.​
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​the Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines (RTLM) found ways to become sources of​

​authority that were effective in creating and disseminating propaganda to the population.​​285​

​After the dependency on radio during a time of instability was established, it allowed​

​inflammatory radio stations to gain authority within Rwanda, giving their propaganda​

​further legitimacy. The power of radio has long been recognized by leaders, and many​

​federal governments control radio broadcasts through state ownership. This reality is​

​especially pervasive throughout the African continent, due to a longstanding history of​

​authoritarian leadership in the region.​​286​ ​Two radio​​stations in Rwanda with government​

​connections were especially prevalent in Rwanda in the 1990s: Radio Rwanda and the​

​RTLM. Radio Rwanda was firmly under the control of the government in the early 1990s​

​and focused on broadcasting Hutu supremacy.​​287​ ​Because​​of its government ownership, the​

​station had a monopoly on broadcast media, allowing any opposition networks only fifteen​

​minutes of airtime per week. Due to these actions, Radio Rwanda did not have to compete​

​for listeners.​​288​ ​However, after the Arusha Accords​​were signed, the RTLM soon rose to​

​prominence as the most notorious and well-known station for its role in the genocide.​

​The RTLM was formed by members of the ruling Hutu group and was endorsed by​

​the government. Staff and shareholders of the station had strong connections with​

​government officials, and programs often included broadcasts and interviews with​

​authoritative Hutu figures in Rwanda.​​289​ ​One genocide​​participant, or “genocidaire,”​

​289​ ​Ibid., 184.​
​288​ ​Ibid., 179, 184.​

​287​ ​Keith Somerville, "Rwanda: Genocide, Hate Radio and​​the Power of the Broadcast Word," in​​Radio Propaganda​
​and the Broadcasting of Hatred​​(London: Palgrave Macmillan,​​2012), 179-180​

​286​ ​Kellow and Steeves, “The Role,” 115.​
​285​ ​Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines translates​​to “Free Radio and Television of the Thousand Hills.”​
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​Emmanuel Kamuhanda, spoke of how the government influence on these stations affected​

​his own participation, saying that he “believed the government was telling the truth” with​

​regards to anti-Tutsi propaganda.​​290​ ​This is an example​​of how the governmental connection​

​to the RTLM contributed to an authoritative nature in the latter’s facilitation of anti-Tutsi​

​sentiment. During this period, the RTLM made itself a voice of authority in Rwanda and​

​consistently told its listeners to discredit or ignore oppositional information or alternative​

​voices.​​291​ ​Prior to the genocide, some opponents to​​the RTLM, such as politician Faustin​

​Rucogoza along with many journalists, were even assassinated.​​292​ ​Additionally, government​

​authorities restricted journalists in their movement and ability to report on acts of​

​government violence, and this censure affected journalists working for international​

​broadcasters.​​293​ ​One of these journalists was Ali Yusuf​​Mugenzi, BBC’s Swahili Service​

​stringer, who was accused on-air by RTLM presenter Kantano Habimana of having reported​

​that the RTLM was owned by supporters of the Hutu Coalition pour la Défense de la​

​République (CDR), an extreme Hutu coalition. Knowing that an accusation of such a nature​

​could be a death sentence and fearing attack, Mugenzi repeatedly telephoned the RTLM to​

​retract the statement.​​294​ ​Due to these oppressive actions,​​the RTLM remained unopposed,​

​and was one of the only radio stations in Rwanda still broadcasting by the time of the​

​genocide.​

​294​ ​Ibid., 173, 184, 190-191​
​293​ ​Somerville, "​​Rwanda: Genocide​​," 183,190​

​292​ ​World's Most Wanted, episode 2, "Félicien Kabuga:​​The Financer of the Genocide in Rwanda," directed by Caroline​
​Du Saint and Cyprien D'Haese, aired on Netflix.; Kellow and Steeves, “The Role,” 117.​

​291​ ​Kellow and Steeves, "The Role," 119.​
​290​ ​Kellow and Steeves, “The Role,” 123.​
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​A key aspect of the RTLM’s authority during this period was its broadcast​

​performance, which gave the station a sincere and trustworthy nature and allowed it to​

​project a dependable and credible image.​​295​ ​This presentation​​is reflected in the station’s​

​transcripts from the period, one stating that  “the RTLM radio station has told the whole​

​truth…It has been proving what it said.”​​296​ ​By insisting on its credibility, the RTLM gained​

​authority and the trust of the general population. The station also conveyed a paternalist​

​tone, claiming to serve as protection for the Hutu population.​​297​ ​During the same​

​transmission, former RTLM broadcaster Valérie Bemeriki declared “the RTLM radio​

​station…it will continue to speak for the majority of Rwandans, it will continue to​

​broadcast its ideas. It will never be discouraged. It will never stop its transmissions.”​​298​

​Here, Bemeriki expresses the idea that the RTLM was speaking for and thus protecting the​

​general Rwandan population from opposing sources. The authoritative nature of the​

​broadcasters continued throughout the genocide and even extended to giving directives to​

​participants. The RTLM would encourage listeners to erect barriers and conduct searches,​

​and even named targets for assassination during the genocide.​​299​ ​This direct involvement​

​extended to praise of the participants by the RTLM Editor-in-Chief, Gaspard Gahigi, who​

​said in transmissions, “I would like to conclude the news by congratulating all those we​

​find on the roads we pass every morning returning from night duty at the roadblocks and​

​patrols.”​​300​ ​This reflects the extent to which the RTLM​​were involved in the genocide. In​

​300​ ​Radio Télévision Libres des Mille Collines, RTLM​​0009, episode 0009, RTLM, May 17, 1994, Transcription,​
​https://genocidearchiverwanda.org.rw/Unictr_Rtlm_0009_Eng. Pg 5.​

​299​ ​Des Forges,​​Leave None,​​24.​
​298​ ​Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines, RTLM 0008.​​Pg 3.​
​297​ ​Kellow and Steeves, "The Role," 122.​

​296​ ​Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines, RTLM 0008,​​episode 0008, RTLM, May 17, 1994, Transcription,​
​https://genocidearchiverwanda.org.rw/Unictr_Rtlm_0008_Eng​

​295​ ​Li, "Echoes of Violence," 16.​

https://genocidearchiverwanda.org.rw/Unictr_Rtlm_0008_Eng
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​fact, the station’s messages were also repeated in everyday speech and other media, such as​

​in songs.​​301​ ​One such song’s lyrics included lines from​​an anti-Tutsi poem called​​I Hate the​

​Hutu​​, written by Simon Bikindi. The song, performed​​as a dialogue between Tutsis,​

​included the lyrics “I’m getting things off my chest…Me, I hate the Hutus. I hate their​

​‘Hutuness,’ which makes them want to be our equals.”​​302​ ​These lyrics are an example of​

​how the broadcasting of inflammatory media created fear and suspicion among the Hutu​

​about the Tutsi. The sense of authority that certain inflammatory radio stations gained​

​before the genocide, through both government involvement and performative aspects, gave​

​the broadcasters a large and trusting base of support that allowed the impact of their​

​propaganda techniques to be even larger.​

​Last, the population’s dependency on radio in Rwanda and its resulting authority​

​thus created a circumstance in which propaganda techniques could be used to create​

​narratives that stoked tension and hatred toward the Tutsi population. It is essential to note​

​that the tensions between the Hutu and Tutsi populations were the result of deep-rooted​

​conflict that was not introduced by radio broadcasts and its propaganda. However, through​

​their authority and propaganda, the broadcasts exploited these historical ethnic tensions.​​303​

​Two propaganda techniques that were especially prominent and inflammatory in Rwanda​

​during this time were agenda-setting and framing. Agenda-setting concerns the hierarchy​

​and order that news is presented to influence listeners. Agenda-setting is more powerful in​

​broadcast media than in print media as radio listeners have less control over how the order​

​303​ ​Mary Kimani and Kofi Annan, "RTLM: The Medium That​​Became a Tool for Mass Murder," in​​The Media and​​the​
​Rwanda Genocide, ed. Allan Thompson​​(n.p.: Pluto Press,​​2007), 111-112.​

​302​ ​Kellow and Steeves, “The Role,” 119.​
​301​ ​Li, "Echoes of Violence," 19​
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​and emphasis of events and opinions are presented.​​304​ ​This aspect of radio can allow​

​broadcasters to enhance bias in their listeners. The other key propaganda technique radio​

​stations used was framing, which describes how an issue is interpreted by the media to​

​affect its positive or negative perception by the public.​

​Inflammatory broadcasts used three framing strategies: discourse appropriation,​

​dehumanizing language, and a focus on historical violence. First, radio propaganda​

​appropriated various elements of discourse in exploiting the tension in the country. This​

​was done through an “othering” technique that created an “us vs. them” discourse which​

​aimed to portray Tutsis as the enemy. Through this tactic, broadcasters were able to exploit​

​historical discourse and conflict while undermining the development and progress between​

​the two ethnic groups.​​305​ ​Radio broadcasters most significantly​​exploited the constructions​

​of the Hutu and Tutsi as racial and historical groups. Participants were told to “forget about​

​parties and think only of ethnicity,” a blatant example of the RTLM exploiting ethnic​

​tensions.​​306​ ​These tactics often drew on historical​​myths and stereotypes of race theories.​

​Although ethnic divisions and its corresponding racial hierarchy in Rwanda were​

​longstanding and existed before colonization, colonial European race theories contributed​

​to ethnic tensions, and associated the Tutsi with Caucasian features, even labelling them​

​“black Europeans.” This idea influenced Belgian colonialists, who consequently believed​

​that on this basis, the Tutsi were superior to the Hutu and should therefore exclusively be​

​government officials.​​307​ ​These ideas were referenced​​by the RTLM’s broadcasts. Gaspard​

​307​ ​Baisley, "Genocide and Constructions," 47- 48.​
​306​ ​Ibid., 14.​
​305​ ​Li, "Echoes of Violence," 13.​
​304​ ​Kellow and Steeves, "The Role," 110​
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​Gahigi argued that “for a long time, the white man has harboured the erroneous conception​

​that the Tutsis are the good people. In the white man’s view, the Tutsi is more handsome​

​and more intelligent.”​​308​ ​In addition, biblical references and historical context were also​

​used to strengthen the broadcaster’s claims and amplify the emotions of listeners.​​309​

​Another way anti-Tutsi framing took place was through the consistent use of dehumanizing​

​language in broadcasts. This language often spoke of Tutsis as “cockroaches” that required​

​extermination.​​310​ ​Additionally, Tutsis would be treated​​as untrustworthy and dangerous.​

​One transcription claimed that “the Tutsis laid a trap for us abroad…so we must do​

​something” in regards to the genocide.​​311​ ​Another announcer​​claimed “we [the Hutu] too​

​must understand what we are victims of. The Tutsi groups have sold us with the assistance​

​of American crooks.”​​312​ ​This language desensitized participants​​in the genocide and​

​justified their violence. Last, the broadcasters also focused on historical violence between​

​the two groups. This focus exploited and exaggerated fears of violence and resulting​

​displacement of Rwandans that would have been especially prevalent in this period of​

​conflict and instability. One way this tactic was utilized by stations was by broadcasting​

​partial truths or lies about current events. For example, events outside of Rwanda were​

​often cited as a reason for retribution, including the killing of Hutus by Tutsi in the​

​neighboring country of Burundi.​​313​ ​Stations also broadcast​​fictional events, such as a​

​313​ ​Des Forges,​​Leave None,​​4-5​
​312​ ​Ibid.​
​311​ ​Radio Télévision Libres des Mille Collines, RTLM 0009. Pg 5.​
​310​ ​Yanagizawa-Drott, "Propaganda and Conflict," 8.​
​309​ ​Kellow and Steeves, "The Role," 119.​
​308​ ​Radio Télévision Libres des Mille Collines, RTLM​​0009. Pg 2.​
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​fabricated 1990 attack on Kigali that was staged by the government and blamed on the​

​Rwanda Patriotic Front, a predominantly Tutsi rebel group.​​314​

​Through testimony, it is clear that the propaganda techniques used by broadcasting​

​agencies were extremely effective, both for civilians and the broadcasters themselves.​

​RTLM broadcaster Valérie Bemeriki later stated regarding her role: “at the time we thought​

​it was true. I thought it was true.”​​315​ ​Another “genocidaire”​​Alfred Kirunhura expressed, “I​

​[at first] did not believe that the Tutsis were coming to kill us…but when this was repeated​

​over and over – I began to feel some kind of fear.”​​316​ ​These testimonies illustrate how​

​agenda-setting and framing techniques used by the RTLM magnified suspicion and hatred​

​of Tutsis during an unstable time. Propagandists thus convinced Rwandan Hutus that they​

​were being attacked by the Tutsi population and that defense, or extermination, was​

​necessary for their own survival. In the aftermath of the genocide, many argued that the​

​encouragement of such ethnic hatred was one of the largest warning signs of the ensuing​

​genocide.​​317​

​In conclusion, this article argued that radio propaganda leading up to the Rwandan​

​Genocide followed an intensifying development of ethnic hatred and violence created by​

​both intention and circumstance. This process included a circumstantial dependency on​

​radio, inflammatory radio stations becoming a source of authority, and intentional framing​

​or agenda-setting techniques that were employed to exploit the ethnic hatred and suspicion​

​between the Hutu and Tutsi populations. However, while radio was a large compounding​

​317​ ​Chalk, "Hate Radio," 94.​
​316​ ​Kellow and Steeves, "The Role," 123.​
​315​ ​World's Most, "Félicien Kabuga."​
​314​ ​Ibid., 49, 66.​
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​factor in commencing the genocide, it did not initiate or cause the longstanding ethnic​

​tensions which were preexisting in the country and exacerbated by civil war. Nevertheless,​

​the role radio propaganda played in Rwanda up to and during the Rwandan Genocide is an​

​illuminating example of the power of oral propaganda and its role in conflict and mass​

​violence against ethnic minorities.​
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