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Abstract

How do ordinary people come to commit genocide against their own neighbors, friends, and family? Recent studies have identified motives and conditions for popular participation in mass violence, but have yet to analyze the social dimensions of mass violence in depth. The present work addresses this key issue in the context of the Rwandan genocide. It begins with the premise that understanding how violence takes place—by whom against whom—is crucial to explaining why participatory genocide occurs at all. 
The Rwandan genocide is an ideal case for examining the question of mass participation in genocidal violence. In the spring of 1994, killers murdered over half a million people, mostly Tutsi, in less than one hundred days. While massacres in the capital city of Kigali were the work of specially trained militia, soldiers, and Presidential Guard, the majority of killers in the countryside were ordinary Hutu peasants who had never before killed and who had long-standing ties to their victims. This study argues that local participation was driven by a process of social interaction and group dynamics, not ethnic hatred, obedience, or individual calculation. The configuration of local ties explain who participated and why, while the constitutive power of killing in groups explains why people continued their participation over time. 

Initiation into violence was a self-reinforcing process. Local ties served as mechanisms for recruitment. The closer a person’s proximity to local centers of power, the greater his chances of being recruited into the killing groups. Once recruited, the lowest-level participants, a group I call “Joiners,” went along with the groups because group interaction produced a common understanding and response to conditions of insecurity. In contrast to resisters, Joiners never “saw” the option of refusal. Rather, with each step taken, from night patrols to burning Tutsi homes to killing Tutsi, Joiners created momentum for going along with the next step.
Once initiated into violence, Joiners continued their participation over time because of the form that killings took. Joiners killed in groups, not individually. In group contexts, Joiners engaged in specific practices of killing, which included not only the physical murder of victims, but also a host of accompanying acts, such as chanting party slogans, beating empty jerricans, encircling houses, digging holes, burying bodies, and standing watch. These practices constituted the group as a particular kind of social actor. Once constituted, this social actor engaged in the practices constitutive of its identity, thereby reproducing the violence over time. To borrow Charles Tilly’s phrase explaining European state formation—that “wars make states and states make war”—this study argues that killings produced groups and groups produced killings. 
The study analyzes data collected during nine months of fieldwork in two rural communities and central prisons in Rwanda. The data were collected during multiple, intensive interviews with a purposive sample of confessed killers, former prisoners, witnesses, survivors, rescuers, and resisters of the genocide.
