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The Political and Human-Rights Environment That Gave Rise to the RNC

The establishment of the Rwanda National Congress must also be understood against the
broader political and human-rights environment that existed in Rwanda before and during

2010.

The formation of the RNC was not simply the consequence of an internal dispute within the
Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), nor should its origins be reduced to disagreements between

President Paul Kagame and a handful of former senior officials.

Long before the formal establishment of the RNC, serious concerns had been raised about
political repression, restrictions on fundamental freedoms, the treatment of political
opponents, the use of laws relating to "genocide ideology" and "divisionism," arbitrary or
prolonged detention, intimidation of journalists and human-rights defenders, and the closing

of meaningful political space.

These were not merely allegations subsequently invented by the RNC. International human-

rights organizations were documenting serious concerns at the time.
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Amnesty International reported in 2010 that Rwanda's broadly formulated laws on "genocide
ideology" and "sectarianism" had created a chilling effect and had been used to suppress

legitimate political dissent and criticism of the government.

The consequences were profound. In a society still recovering from the catastrophe of the
1994 genocide against the Tutsi—in which moderate Hutus and others who opposed the
killings were also murdered—the legitimate responsibility to prevent genocide ideology and

ethnic hatred increasingly became entangled with restrictions on political expression.

This created an environment in which discussion of ethnicity, historical responsibility and

government conduct could become politically dangerous.

A particularly damaging consequence was the perception among many Hutus that they could
be subjected to collective suspicion or stigmatization arising from the genocide, while
individual Tutsis who openly challenged the political direction of the government could be

portrayed as having betrayed the political order established after 1994.

This distinction is historically important. The RNC rejected the proposition that being Hutu
should imply collective responsibility for genocide, just as it rejected the proposition that

being Tutsi required political loyalty to the RPF or President Kagame.

Political identity, responsibility and citizenship had to belong to individuals—not ethnic

groups.

Indeed, Amnesty International reported controversy surrounding attempts to suggest

collective Hutu responsibility, including the case of former prime minister Faustin
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Twagiramungu opposing the idea that all Hutus should apologize for the genocide because

not all Hutus had participated in it.

The broader issue was therefore fundamental: could a Rwandan disagree with the

government without being treated as an enemy of Rwanda?

For the emerging RNC, the answer had to be yes.

Fear, Detention and the Shrinking of Political Space

The concerns extended considerably beyond ethnic and historical discourse.

Human-rights organizations documented restrictions on freedom of expression, political
association and assembly, as well as arrests, detention, intimidation and harassment of

political opponents, journalists and civil-society actors.

Human Rights Watch described Rwanda's political environment before the 2010 presidential
election as increasingly repressive. Opposition organizations attempting to participate
politically faced serious obstacles. FDU-Inkingi and the Democratic Green Party were
prevented from registering in time to participate, while the leader of PS-Imberakuri was

imprisoned.

Independent media were also placed under severe pressure.

Consequently, the formal existence of elections did not necessarily translate into genuine
political competition. President Kagame was officially re-elected in August 2010 with 93.8
percent of the vote, but Human Rights Watch observed that he faced no meaningful

opposition challenge and that the new opposition parties had been unable to participate.
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From the perspective of those establishing the RNC, therefore, the problem was not simply
who won an election. The deeper question was whether the political environment permitted
genuine competition, freedom of organization, independent journalism, peaceful criticism

and a realistic possibility of changing government through democratic means.

When the Crisis Reached the Inner Circle

This context is crucial to understanding why the eventual break by former senior officials

carried such political significance.

The grievances did not suddenly begin when prominent individuals fell out with the

government.

The problems were already affecting ordinary Rwandans. What changed was that the
consequences of an increasingly concentrated political system eventually reached people

who had themselves operated within its inner circles.

Individuals who had occupied senior positions in the military, intelligence services, judiciary

and government increasingly came to challenge a system they had once served.

Their experience gave the political rupture a different significance.

They could no longer simply view reports of repression as complaints coming from outsiders
or traditional opponents. Some were now experiencing political exclusion, accusations and

insecurity themselves and began publicly challenging the character of the system.

This was therefore not fundamentally an argument about the RPF.
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It became an argument about Rwanda itself.

Could political power belong permanently to one organization or one political leadership?

Could citizens criticize their government without being accused of threatening national unity?

Could Hutu citizens participate fully in national life without carrying collective suspicion for

crimes committed by others?

Could a Tutsi openly disagree with the government without being characterized politically as

a traitor or enemy?

Could journalists investigate those exercising power?

Could opposition organizations organize freely?

Could citizens assemble, speak and participate politically without fear?

Could elections genuinely offer Rwandans an opportunity to replace their leaders?

These were among the fundamental questions around which the political struggle was

increasingly being defined.

The Youth and a New Political Generation

The frustration was especially significant among younger Rwandans.

A generation was coming of age that had inherited the consequences of Rwanda's violent

history but increasingly questioned why that history should permanently determine the
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boundaries of its political freedom.

For these young Rwandans, reconciliation could not simply mean silence.

Unity could not mean unquestioning political obedience.

Patriotism could not mean loyalty to one political organization.

And remembrance of genocide—an indispensable national responsibility—could not
legitimately be transformed into a mechanism for suppressing peaceful political

disagreement.

The youth increasingly wanted a Rwanda in which they could think, speak, organize,

participate and disagree without fear.

The political aspiration was therefore not to replace one form of ethnic domination with

another, nor to reverse the political order so that one community could dominate another.

The objective articulated by the emerging movement was to break with that cycle altogether.

The RNC sought to advance the principle that there should be no collective guilt for Hutus,

no automatic political entitlement for Tutsis, and no political exclusion of Twa or any other
Rwandan. Citizenship—not ethnicity or political loyalty—should determine a person's place

in the Republic.

The Human-Rights Record and the Founding of the RNC
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The historical context surrounding the establishment of the RNC is strengthened by the fact

that many concerns were contemporaneously documented by independent organizations.

Amnesty International concluded in 2010 that Rwanda's "genocide ideology" and
"sectarianism" legislation was vague and sweeping and had been used to silence legitimate
dissent. Human Rights Watch similarly documented growing restrictions on political space
and individual freedomes, intolerance of criticism, harassment of opposition organizations and

severe restrictions on freedom of expression.

The period surrounding the 2010 presidential election was particularly significant. Human
Rights Watch documented intimidation, arrests, harassment and violence affecting political
opponents, journalists and civil society. It reported that none of the three parties openly

critical of RPF policies was able to contest the presidential election.

These reports matter to the history of the RNC because they demonstrate that the political
grievances surrounding its establishment cannot accurately be reduced to the personal

dissatisfaction of former RPF officials.

There was a broader documented political and human-rights environment within Rwanda.

The political rupture occurred when grievances already experienced or articulated by sections
of the population increasingly converged with the experiences and conclusions of people who

had previously occupied senior positions within the state.

That convergence helped create the political conditions from which the Rwanda National

Congress emerged.
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A Movement Beyond RPF, Hutu and Tutsi

The founding proposition of the RNC was therefore larger than the political histories of its

individual founders.

It represented an attempt to construct a political movement in which a former RPF official
could stand alongside someone who had never belonged to the RPF; in which a Hutu could
oppose ethnic collective guilt without denying the genocide against the Tutsi; and in which a
Tutsi could oppose the government without having his or her Rwandan identity or loyalty to

the country questioned.

Opposing a government is not the same as opposing a country.

That principle became central to the political philosophy the RNC sought to articulate.

The movement's historical argument was that Rwanda could not achieve genuine
reconciliation by replacing ethnic division with political fear. Neither could national unity be
sustainable if citizens believed that exercising fundamental freedoms could expose them to

accusations, imprisonment, disappearance or political exclusion.

The alternative envisioned by the RNC was therefore a Rwanda founded upon equal
citizenship, constitutional government, political pluralism, freedom of expression,

independent institutions, accountable leadership and the rule of law.

In this understanding of its history, the RNC did not emerge simply because former insiders

disagreed with the RPF.

It emerged at a moment when longstanding grievances among ordinary Rwandans, growing




Rwanda National Congress — 97 Nicolson Street, Muckleneuk, Brooklyn, Pretoria-
Gauteng

demands from a younger generation, documented restrictions on fundamental freedoms,
and disillusionment among individuals who had witnessed the exercise of power from within

converged into a demand for a different political future.
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