
PLS 343 
Politics of Sub-Saharan Africa

Week 10, Lecture 2:
Political violence—genocide and recent trends



Recap

•Paucity of interstate war
•Prevalence of civil conflicts



Plan for today

•Genocide:
•Conceptualization
•The case of Rwanda

•Recent trends



Genocide

•UN Convention on Genocide (1948):
•“Acts committed with the intent to destroy, in whole or in 

part, a national, ethnic, racial or religious group”



Genocide in Rwanda

•April-June 1994 
– 100 days

•500-800,000 dead
•Hutu and Tutsi



Popular explanations of  
the genocide in Rwanda



The path to the genocide in Rwanda

•Precolonial Tutsi monarchy  
and the legacy of statehood

•Colonialism and the Hamitic hypothesis
•Hutu political mobilization in the 1950s
•Hutu Revolution in 1961
•Independence in 1962



The path to the genocide in Rwanda

•Tutsi displacement in the 1970s
•RPF invasion in  

1990
•1994 assassination
•Interahamwe



Causes of the genocide in Rwanda

•Straus:
•Underlying conditions:

•Power (and security) vacuum +  
political competition

•Strong state
•Easily mobilizable ethnic cleavage + 

•Tipping point —>
•Genocide

• Straus, Scott. 2008. The order of genocide:  
race, power, and war in Rwanda. Ithaca:  
Cornell University Press.



Variation



Recent trends according to Straus

•Decline in the frequency and intensity of political violence in 
Africa since the 1990s



Recent trends according to Straus

•Contemporary conflicts:
•Typically small-scale
•Involve factionalized insurgents  

typically unable to hold significant  
territory or capture state capitals

•Fought on state peripheries  
and sometimes across multiple states

•Increased electoral violence and  
violence over livelihood resources



Tigray war

•TPLF’s ouster and Abiy  
Ahmed’s ascension in 2018

•Eritrean and (federal) Ethiopian 
invasion of the TPLF-controlled  
Tigray Region, November 2020

•Quick capture of Mekelle  
but continuing TPLF resistance

•Humanitarian catastrophe  
and reports of mass killings



Takeaways

•Preoccupation with—and misrepresentation—of rare extreme 
events such as the Rwandan genocide

•Large-scale armed conflict on a downward trajectory,  
the concerning case of war in Tigray notwithstanding


