8

AND WHERE WAS CIVIL SOCIETY?

ost specialists and observers considered Rwanda’s civil society to

be highly developed—one of the most advanced cases in Africa,
and certainly a highly visible contrast with neighboring Burundi, for
example.! Most people also agreed that this development of a Rwandan
civil society was the major and most promising trend to take place in
the 1980s (Brusten and Bindariye 1997, 30). Thus, a World Bank (1987,
28) team happily commented that “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 features of the Rwandese countryside, is
largely responsible for the vitality of local communities.” Yet since the
beginning of the 1990s, Rwanda has seen increasing racism, violence,
and hatred, culminating in a genocide in which up to one million
defenseless children, women, and men were slaughtered, followed by the
fleeing of more than two million people. In other words, this dense asso-
ciational network notwithstanding, Rwanda self-destructed in a matter
of months.

This self-destruction of society, state, and economy cannot help but
present some fundamental questions to all those involved with or inter-
ested in Rwanda’s civil society and in the democratizing and empower-
ing promise of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in general. In
the words of a group remembering the first anniversary of the genocide:
“often presented as better than the others, . . . the NGOs have to ques-
tion themselves with regards to the Rwandan drama. . . . Incapable of
avoiding the worst, should they not more than ever reflect on the
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meaning of their actions? Is not the genocide in Rwanda also a condem-
nation, a recognition of their failure? A trial of their practice, if not of
their ideological basis? And then we are not speaking of their objective
complicity, whether through naivety or by choice for some of them”
(CNDC 1995, 10-11).

This chapter is the result of the apparent contradiction between these
two realities—of a dense associational fabric on the one hand, and a
total and rapid destruction of a whole society on the other. Scholars and
development practitioners alike think that dense associational fabrics—
often called civil societies—promote pluralism, stability, tolerance, and
economic progress. Why have these expectations been so falsified in
Rwanda? What does this mean for our understanding of both develop-
ment strategies and political theory?

Overview of the Associative Sector in Rwanda

The associative sector in Rwanda can be divided in five categories:
cooperatives, farmers’ organizations, tontines and informal associations,
foreign and local development NGOs, and the churches. Data on these
organizations—their numbers, memberships, activities—are scarce and
contradictory, but I present an overview of what is known about them
here.

Cooperatives are the oldest organizations with development man-
dates, promoted during the colonial period primarily to facilitate the
production and commercialization of export crops; they are formally
registered and have capital, boards of administration, elaborate rules,
and so forth. The first cooperative was created in 1943—a milk cooper-
ative in Nyanza. At independence, there were eight cooperatives, linked
to specific state offices for the extraction of natural resources (coffee,
minerals) or to the church. The latter included TRAFIPRO, a large con-
sumption and commercialization cooperative whose secretary, Gregoire
Kayibanda, became Rwanda’s first president. Apart from TRAFIPRO,
all these cooperatives floundered at or soon after independence.
TRAFIPRO itself, heavily subsidized by Swiss aid, folded by the early
1980s because of overextension, mismanagement, and debts (Voyame
and others 1996).

Notwithstanding the failures of the older cooperatives, from 1975
onward, following a policy change by the new Habyarimana regime,?
the number of cooperatives greatly increased: by 1985, 297 were
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registered (Mugesera 1987, 69-72; Nzisabira 1992 mentions 223 coop-
eratives). Among them, we find the famous Banques Populaires du
Rwanda (BPR), a network of savings and credit cooperatives supported
by a Swiss NGO. The associative sector remained high on the govern-
ment agenda: 1989, for example, was “the year of the self-organization
of the rural world.” A special presidential fund was also created to pro-
vide credits to new cooperatives.

Farmers’ organizations are essentially less formal and smaller ver-
sions of cooperatives, which is why they are often called “pre-coopera-
tives,” as if they are on the way to becoming the real, full-fledged, thing.
Nearly all of them are in close relation with the state and the aid system,
which are usually at the basis of their creation. Subsidized credits, access
to communal land, and the catalyzing work of NGO and government
agents are the prime means of promoting farmers’ organizations. In a
1985 study, IWACU, a prominent local support NGO, counted approx-
imately 3,000 so-called pre-cooperatives in Rwanda (Munyantwari
1992; Nzisabira 1992 mentions 3,015 pre-cooperatives). The World
Bank reported these data with a small change, writing that “there are an
estimated 3,240 registered cooperatives and farmer groups in Rwanda. . ..
The cooperative and mutual help movement is strong in Rwanda and is
an important ingredient of local communities” (World Bank 1989a, 15;
1987, 28).

The term tontine is originally from West Africa, where it refers to
rotating savings and credit associations. More broadly, there exist in
Rwanda many associations sharing labor, savings, or materials for con-
struction; they are small, informal, usually temporary, and related to
traditional mechanisms of mutual help.

Nzisabira (1992) counts 9,243 tontines, with approximately 200,000
members. They often exist for only a limited time (as long as it takes for
three to four young men to build their houses, for example). According
to him, they are built on traditional mechanisms of mutual help adapted
to modern times. They typically receive no external support (Corréze,
Gentil, and Barnaud 1982b, 107). According to a survey conducted in
Kibuye, these mutualist organizations involve primarily midlevel and
wealthy farmers, but not the poorest (Corréze, Gentil, and Barnaud
1982b, 108-9). In addition, the number of informal groups has been
estimated at 30,000 by both the World Bank (1989a, 15) and the
Netherlands Development Cooperation (1992, 51), which wrote of
“more than 30,000 spontaneous cooperatives and savings groups of
small farmers.” The rapid growth in these small local associations



166 TWO ISSUES

during the 1980s was primarily the result of economic distress and the
simultaneous decrease in state-provided services (USAID 1992). Such
organizations were promoted by the international aid agencies as part of
their structural adjustment-inspired policies.

Development NGOs are organizations of professionals, foreign and
local, who seek to promote grassroots development by supporting all
the previously mentioned types of organizations. In 1985 , there were at
least 268 of them, mostly of religious inspiration, and many foreign
(Godding 1985, 15). INADES, an African support NGO with an office
in Kigali, counted 143 registered NGOs in Rwanda in 1987: 42 of these
were nonconfessional, 68 Catholic, 10 Protestant, and 1 Muslim
(INADES 1987; Nzisabira 1992). Major local NGOs such as the Bureau
Episcopal du Développement (BED) or IWACU (Centre de Formation et
de Recherche Coopératives) had more than 100 employees and multi-
million-dollar budgets. The NGOs were organized in various federa-
tions, such as ACOR (Association for the Coordination of NGOs in
Rwanda, born in 1983) and CCOAIB (Concertation Council of Local
Support Organizations, created in 1987). Together, these NGOs spent
RF 1.7 billion, managed 730 projects, and employed more than 4,000
staff members, 370 of whom were foreign technical assistants (Seruvumba
1992; Nzisabira 1992). Note that, like in most other countries, the
NGO sector is highly unequal: of the forty-eight NGOs for which data
were available, two had budgets above RF 400 million, and twenty-one
had budgets below RF 10 million (Nzisabira 1992, table 6.4).3

Thus, Rwanda had an extremely high civil society density. Surely
there are few countries in the world where there is approximately one
farmers’ organization per 35 households, one cooperative per 350
households, and one NGO per 3,500 households—and these are conser-
vative calculations. According to one source, more than 12 percent of
the Rwandan active population belonged to peasant organizations
(Ntavyohanyuma 1987). ;

Finally, the church—foremost the Catholic Church, but also a variety
of Protestant denominations—is Rwanda’s largest nonstate actor, with
enormous resources and social clout. As Longman (1995a) has argued,
it is both a vertically integrated, hierarchically managed (and conserva-
tive) bloc and a set of local, often critical and spontaneous initiatives. It
has been active in what is now called “development” for over a century;
its primary mission, evidently, lies elsewhere.

It suffices to be in Rwanda’s countryside on a Sunday morning—or in
the Rwandan refugee camps any day—to observe the strength of
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Christianity. Everywhere one goes in Rwanda, one can see the red-
brown churches surrounded by schools, health care centers, and exten-
sion centers of all kinds: agriculture, handicrafts, and so forth. After the
state, the church is, and has been for decades, Rwanda’s prime employe‘r,
landowner, and investor and is very well connected with European aid
agencies and political parties (Guichaoua 1995a, 18). The church was a

key player in education, health, charity, professional training, spiritual

well-being, and community development. Even the Protestant churches,
a minority in Rwanda, possessed more than 300 primary school centers
with 173,000 pupils, 20 secondary schools with approximately 4,700
students, 480 centers for adult literacy, and a multitude of hospitals
(Gatwa 1996, 39). Local church groups, NGOs associatefi 'with ‘the
church, and parish priests are all important elements of civil society
(Longman 1995a).

The Puzzle of Civil Society in Rwanda

There is a long-standing tradition in Western political thought, .da'ting
from de Tocqueville, in which the presence of voluntary associations
(organizations below the state and above the family, and sometimes
including the for-profit sector) is considered to promote plur:a!lsm,
democracy, rapid economic growth, effective public service, and 'res1hence
against external shocks. Recently, this tradition has been Fevwed by a
widely discussed work by Robert Putnam (1993) on Italy, in which t%le
author (re)develops the notion of social capital. In his analysis, tl:le exis-
tence of social capital, caused by participation in voluntary associations,
was the main determinant of the performance of local governments in
Italy in the 1980s. . o
For Putnam, as for many political theorists and sociologists, it is
unimportant whether third-sector organizations are concerne.d with
public affairs or not; bowling clubs, singing associatlf)ns, and nexghl?O}'-
hood improvement associations all have the potent}al to “foster civic
engagement in cooperative problem-solving,” to “'relnforce c'iemoc'ratlﬁ
principles and practices,” even to teach “leadership and action slfllls,
which all in all contribute to create “social trust, cooperation, reciproc-
ity, and inclusion” (Brown and Ashman 1996, 3; Fox 1996; Fukuyama
1996, 26; Heilbrunn 1993; Putnam 1993). Michael Cernea, the fore-
most social scientist working for the World Bank, echoes this approach
when he writes that “whatever the purpose at hand of one or another
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kind of organization, whatever the specific activity for which it was
established (economic, political, religious, recreational, etc.), organiza-
tions are apt to amplify social energy and render social action more,
rather than less, effective. . . . Creating organizations is equal to creating
social capital” (Cernea 1993, 24). This social capital and this habit of
compromise, then, are widely expected to provide the pillars of a demo-
cratic, pluralistic society (Rueschemeyer forthcoming) and lay the foun-
dations for an effective government and rapid economic growth
(Putnam 1993; Fukuyama 1996).

Certain processes can explain this positive relation between civil
society and democracy, pluralism, and government effectiveness:
more NGOs means that more voices can be heard in the process of
making and implementing policy, and participation in voluntary associ-
ations fosters attitudes and practices of civility and compromise
(Rueschemeyer forthcoming). The international development aid com-
munity justifies its increasing interest in (and funding of) NGOs by
referring to many of the same reasons (Brusten and Bindariye 1997, 24,
30). During the last months before the genocide, there was an increase
in funding for civil society organizations motivated explicitly by such
concerns.

My analysis of the case of Rwanda, however, cautions against exces-
sive, mechanistic optimism about the democratizing and stabilizing
impact of NGOs. Rwanda seems to be a strong rebuttal of Cernea’s dra-
matic statement that “creating organizations is equal to creating social
capital.” The point I wish to make here has been well formulated by
Stephen Ndegwa (1996, 7), writing about neighboring Kenya: “civil
society cannot be assumed to be congenial or supportive of democratic
pluralism by its mere existence, expansion or level of activity.” In the
next pages, I make three arguments. First, it is doubtful that a civil soci-
ety truly existed in Rwanda; the emergence of a civil society is a qualita-
tive matter, not a quantitative one, and the factors required for this
qualitative change to take place were not present in Rwanda. Second,
NGOs do not promote pluralism and tolerance in society if they do not
seek to do so. In other words, civil society organizations’ positive effects
do not follow automatically from their existence but must be targeted.
By and large, this did not happen in Rwanda. Third, for civil society
organizations to have an impact, there must exist a social and political
space or margin for maneuver. Such space did not exist in Rwanda prior
to 1990; when it slowly emerged after 1990, this space was rapidly filled
by the loud and well-organized voices of radicalism and ethnic division
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that effectively drowned the weak alternative voices that came from
some parts of civil society.

Civil Society: Quantity versus Quality

According to some scholars, there is little basis on which to build a civil
society in Rwandaj; there is neither a historical tradition of it, nor are
the current economic, social, and political conditions present for it to
emerge. Lemarchand talks about the scarcity of social capital in
Rwanda: the fact that there is little tradition of associationalism and lit-
tle local-level leadership, that “the social environment remains thor-
oughly fragmented” and “neither the clan nor the extended family bave
retained enough vitality to provide a meaningful basis for cooperatl‘on”
(Lemarchand 1982, 17, 60). Jean Nzisabira (1992, 1) makes essentially
the same argument when he writes that “beyond ad-hoc exchanges
between households linked by blood and matrimonial ties or between
neighbors, traditionally, Rwanda does not have economic or soc'ial
mutual help practices of a horizontal nature.” And Lemarchand, speaklng
about the present, adds that “as long as the main form of social organi-
zation remains clientelistic in character, there is little incentive for people
to organize themselves horizontally and on a more or less equal basis
for the performance of common tasks.” -

In the African context, as elsewhere, arguments that explain social
phenomena by referring to the “traditional mentalities” of people
should always be taken with a grain of salt. They are made too often,
and in contradictory fashion, to be taken at face value (see Chapter 10
on Rwanda’s “traditional” deference to authority to explain mass par-
ticipation in the genocide). Yet, there is no doubt that the present builds
on the past and that the historical roots of social phenomena tell us
much about their nature and functioning. Hence, it pays to look more
closely at questions such as: Where did these civil society organizations
come from? What do they build on?

Rwanda’s civil society organizations were mostly of recent creation.
They were also strongly externally inspired and driven, truly produFts of
the development aid machinery. The cooperatives were all created in the
decade after 1975, as a result of a government policy change. Most of
the more than 100 Rwandan NGOs were created after 1985, as were
the pre-cooperatives and the farmers’ organizations. As the alrealldy. men-
tioned World Bank (1987, 28-29) study observed, “the large majority [of
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these groups] were set up quite recently. They are small. . . . The more
structured groups have not, however, been able to grow to any size
except where the staff of outside agencies have taken on positions of
responsibility within the groups. . . . In most cases, the actual producers
do not occupy the responsible positions that ought to be theirs, these
posts generally being held by government officials, technicians, members
of the clergy or members of foreign aid agencies.” Someone with years
of experience observed that Rwandan NGOs suffer from too much
money, too rapid creation, imposed structures, and little internal infor-
mation or accountability (Braun 1990). For many of them, the possibil-
ity of obtaining external gifts—land, money, access—may have been the
prime reason for their creation.

Hence, this multitude of NGOs is not so much the reflection of the
presence of a civic space conquered by people going beyond the bound-
aries of family, ethnic group, and location as the reflection of externally
defined policies by government and foreign aid agencies, backed up by
significant external resources and social pressure—all within a context
of a profoundly authoritarian and vertical system, with an omnipresent
state. Or, as a former student of mine and employee of IWACU put it,
“the state turned even self-help into an obligation and the concept lost
its meaning” (Seruvumba 1992). Chrétien and his colleagues (1995, 91)
speak about “I’organisation du volontariat contraint du paysan.”

This is nothing unique or special: the same observations have been
made throughout Africa by other well-meaning people. It also does not
mean that these organizations cannot fulfill important functions for
development. The fact that all Rwandan NGOs are recent creations and
closely linked to the functioning of the aid system does not signify that
they cannot be useful and effective subcontractors to international aid
agencies or service providers to their clients. The fact that all farmers’
groups are recent creations of the aid machinery does not take away
their real potential strengths in such fields as agricultural extension or
the maintenance of collective infrastructures. The fact that the major
cooperative systems such as TRAFIPRO or the Banques Populaires were
created, funded, and managed largely by the foreign aid system does not
take away the fact that they provided important services for the com-
munity, including some of the poor.

What it does mean, though, is that the addition of growing numbers
of such organizations does not automatically equal a civil society (see
Kabirigi 1994). For the total to be more than the sum of the parts,

And Where Was Civil Society? 171

social learning and social change are required, and these things take
time. In his analysis of Italy, Putnam (1993) goes all the way back to the
Middle Ages and traces a vicious circle of low civil society organization
followed by bad, corrupt, and clientelistic public-sector management,
which discourages people from organizing, and so on. Heilbrunn (1993)
traces the different histories of civil society organizations in Benin and
Togo back to the end of the previous century, looking at the different
colonial paths taken by both societies. Not surprisingly, it is only
Cernea, the development aid expert, for whom social capital seems to be
something that can rapidly be engineered ex nihilo, through some fine
project management.* Social scientists see social capital accumulation as
a slow, long-term, internal process of gradual accumulation of the
capacity and the willingness to negotiate, compromise, and shape the
political arena. Without this, the addition of individual small organiza-
tions will never be more than the sum of the parts.

In other words, the move from a multitude of local-level agricultural
nongovernmental projects to a vibrant civil society that is a factor in
promoting pluralism and democracy requires more than a process of
quantitative change (addition of numbers); foremost, it involves a quali-
tative change (a change in nature). In this process, people of all walks of
life gain confidence in their capacity to undertake initiatives in the pub-
lic sphere; networks of contacts and collaboration are built, both within
communities and between them; boundaries and divisions of region,
ethnicity, sex, and clan are transcended or crosscut; and attitudes and
knowledge about politics, policies, management, negotiation, and com-
promise are acquired. At the very least, such change takes time and
learning space. Both these factors were absent in Rwanda.

I just argued that civil society is a slow historical construct that can-
not be created ex nihilo from abroad. Its emergence is probably hurt,
rather than helped, by excessive external intervention. Learning of the
kind described above must be done by the people concerned; it cannot
be imported based on outsiders’ knowledge of what works (even if this
knowledge were somehow objectively “true”). Any attempt to rapidly
create a civil society through development aid (and with the tools of
the typical development project) will lead to fake, superficial results. In
the next section, I analyze the claims made by development workers
and scholars alike as to the democratizing, civil society—strengthening
nature of NGOs, arguing that these claims, too, are simplistic if not
outright false.
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