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Introduction
Rwanda, a nation of remarkable transformation and enduring complexities, sits at the
heart of East Africa. Known for its rolling hills and vibrant culture, Rwanda is equally
characterized by a political history that has shaped its destiny in profound ways. From
its origins as a highly centralized kingdom to its current iteration as a republic
committed to unity and reconciliation, the politics of Rwanda offer a compelling study
in resilience, adaptation, and vision.

The 1994 genocide against the Tutsi stands as one of the darkest chapters in human
history. Yet, it is also the event that precipitated the country’s dramatic political
reconstruction. Emerging from unimaginable devastation, Rwanda’s leaders made
national unity, reconciliation, and development their guiding principles. The
constitution of 2003, subsequently amended in 2015, established a framework for a
multiparty democracy, aiming to prevent the recurrence of past divisions by explicitly
prohibiting political organization along ethnic, religious, or gender lines.

Despite these reforms, questions persist regarding the true nature of Rwanda’s
political system. The dominance of the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), under the
leadership of President Paul Kagame, has led to widespread debate on the degree of
political pluralism and openness. While the government emphasizes security, stability,
and rapid development as priorities, critics point to restrictions on civil liberties, the
curtailment of political dissent, and the constriction of media freedom as areas of
concern.

This book seeks to provide a comprehensive guide to the politics and political system
of Rwanda. It examines the country’s historical roots, the tumultuous events that have
shaped its present, and the structures of power that define its governance today. Each
chapter delves into a specific aspect of Rwandan politics, from the complex interplay
of ethnicity and power, to the mechanisms of governance, elections, and the pivotal
role of the RPF.

By exploring Rwanda’s constitutional framework, the structure of its executive,
legislative, and judicial branches, and the evolving nature of its political parties, this
guide aims to equip readers with nuanced insights into what makes Rwanda’s political
system unique. At the same time, it does not shy away from examining the pressing
issues and dilemmas the nation faces — from human rights and freedom of expression
to the challenges of maintaining unity amidst diversity.

Ultimately, "The Politics of Rwanda" aspires to move beyond the headlines and
stereotypes, offering readers a balanced and informed perspective. Whether you are a
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student, policymaker, observer, or citizen, this book invites you to consider the forces
that have shaped — and continue to shape — the political destiny of Rwanda.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Context: Pre-Colonial
Rwanda and the Monarchy
Before the arrival of European powers, Rwanda was a sophisticated and highly
centralized kingdom, a political entity that had been evolving for centuries. It wasn't
some loose collection of tribes wandering the hills; this was a structured society with a
distinct political hierarchy and complex social arrangements. At the apex of this
structure was the Mwami, the king, who held significant authority and was considered
to be of divine origin.

The origins of this kingdom are shrouded in oral tradition, making it a bit like piecing
together a historical puzzle where some of the pieces are sung rather than written.
What is clear is that the kingdom, ruled by the Tutsi Nyiginya clan, gradually expanded
its influence from the 15th century onwards. This wasn't always a peaceful expansion;
military conquest played a role in bringing smaller chiefdoms under the Mwami's
control. By the 19th century, under rulers like Mwami Kigeri IV Rwabugiri, the Kingdom
of Rwanda had reached its greatest territorial extent, roughly aligning with the borders
we see today.

The political organization of pre-colonial Rwanda revolved around the Mwami. He
wasn't just a figurehead; he was the commander of the army, the chief lawmaker, and
the supreme judge. His decisions were final, and his authority permeated all levels of
society. Assisting the Mwami was a network of chiefs, who were primarily Tutsi,
although some Hutu also held positions of influence, particularly in the military.

This system of governance included various levels of chiefs. There were cattle chiefs,
who managed the collection of tribute in livestock, and land chiefs, responsible for
tribute from agricultural produce. Military chiefs were also crucial, especially in frontier
regions, playing both defensive roles and leading raids on neighboring groups. Below
these great chiefs were sub-chiefs who governed smaller areas.

A key element of the socio-political structure was the ubuhake system, often described
as a form of clientelism or even feudalism. In this system, a patron, typically a Tutsi
cattle owner or chief, would grant cattle or the use of land to a client, who could be
either Hutu or Tutsi. In return, the client would provide services, labor, and loyalty to
the patron. While it offered some degree of protection and access to resources for the
client, it also solidified a hierarchical relationship where the patron held considerable
power.

It's important to understand that in pre-colonial Rwanda, the terms Hutu and Tutsi
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were not as rigidly defined as they would become later. While there were distinctions,
they were often more about social status, occupation, and wealth (particularly in
cattle) than fixed ethnic identities. A Hutu could, in theory, acquire enough cattle to be
considered Tutsi. Intermarriage was also relatively common. Society was organized
around families, lineages, and clans, and these affiliations often cut across the
Hutu/Tutsi distinction.

The Mwami's court was also advised by a council known as the Abiru, who were the
keepers of royal secrets and advisers on matters related to the king's divine authority.
Dynastic poetry (ubusizi) and knowledge of genealogy (ubucurabwenge) were also
important in legitimizing the king's rule. The military, known as the ingabo, was a
central institution and served to expand the kingdom's territory and maintain order.
Young men, known as Intore, received training that emphasized values like courage
and patriotism.

Economically, pre-colonial Rwanda was primarily agrarian, with agriculture and animal
rearing as the main activities. Cattle, in particular, held great social and economic
significance. Trade also existed, with goods exchanged through a barter system.

While the pre-colonial kingdom was highly centralized and hierarchical, it wasn't
without its internal dynamics and occasional conflicts. The relationship between the 
Mwami and the various chiefs, as well as the ubuhake system, created a complex web
of allegiances and dependencies. This intricate system, with its blend of centralized
authority and localized power structures, formed the foundation of the political
landscape that the European colonial powers would encounter and profoundly alter.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace

http://www.tcpdf.org

