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This book embarks on an ambitious mission to provide new insights into the origins and logic of the 1994 Rwandan genocide. There are many books on this topic, and many more are likely to follow. But the added value of this book is considerable. A first merit lies in its adoption of a longer-term historical perspective by analysing the Rwandan development model from the mid-1970s onwards, and pointing to structural shortcomings that eventually contributed to the horrific events in 1994. The analysis blends theoretical perspectives from economics, political science, and agrarian studies, and applies them to the pre-1994 reality, which is a second merit of the volume. 
After an introductory chapter, the book introduces the underlying logic of the Habyarimana ideology by drawing on an unconventional source of information: a discourse analysis of Habyarimana’s official speeches. Verwimp sketches the image of a president who glorified the peasantry. But the next chapters convincingly illustrate how this pro-peasant rhetoric did not translate into pro-peasant developmental policies. The third chapter unveils how – despite an initial economic growth path in the 1970s – the Rwandan economy was confronted with structural shortcomings: huge demographic pressure, rising inequality and regional disparities, a tax policy unfavourable to poorer (peasant) sections of the population, an unequal distribution of public goods, and the overreliance of government income upon coffee exports. Chapter 4 analyses how the coffee economy was an important tax base, but more importantly, an instrument of political control to ensure the loyalty and exploit peasants’ dependency (through a system of controlled producer prices). When coffee prices on the world market collapsed by the end of the 1980s, the regime chose to consolidate power through repression and ethic mobilization. Blaming Tutsi became an important instrument to sustain loyalty from the Hutu majority and hide the regime’s own failures. The fifth chapter lays its finger on another painful episode of agricultural policy failure: the 1989 Ruriganiza famine in southern Rwanda. A malfunctioning food marketing system and complete lack of response to acute food shortages when production fell short in 1989 led to a prolonged agricultural crisis in the southern region that was deliberately kept off the national and international radar.
The following chapters shed light on the rationale of perpetrators during the 1990-1992 massacres and 1994 genocide. The sixth and maybe most controversial chapter frames the 1990-1992 massacres as the regime’s deliberate strategy to reorganize agricultural space through the strategy of ethnic cleansing. By highlighting the agrarian problems underlying these massacres, Verwimp sheds new light on the rationale behind violence on the eve of the 1994 genocide, although in my opinion, this element is somewhat overemphasized. The next chapter – while skirting the hot issue of who shot down Habyarimana’s plane – offers an interesting dissection of the diverse rationales within the Rwandan elite, and the way in which in April 1994 these rationales blended into a joint mission of exterminating Tutsi and Hutu opponents. Chapter 8 highlights the way in which Rwanda’s only abundant factor, cheap labour, was efficiently mobilized in the execution of this awful mission. Verwimp dismisses Uvin’s theory of frustration and scapegoating, and Lemarchand’s theory of fear, as the main driving factors leading to genocide participation. Instead, he sees strong bonding social capital as the most important mobilizing factor that pushed many farmers over the edge into participation in the killings. These bonding ties were manipulated and radicalized through ‘politicization stemming’ by state agents, embedded within and controlled through a strong state apparatus. Overall, the book is particularly strong in meticulously dissecting the ideology and rationale of the Habyariamana regime and its key political actors. However, it goes somewhat too far in consequently framing elites’ strategies within a rational choice theory. Also unfortunate is the absence of a deconstruction of ‘the peasantry’ into socio-economic interest groups, and how this differentiation shaped peasants’ actions and strategies during the 1994 genocide. It is a pity that Verwimp’s earlier work on peasant perpetrators’ socio-economic profiles (included in his PhD) did not make it into the book. These could have added a valuable nuance to the analysis of the complexities in the relationship between the state and the peasantry.
Overall, the book has the merit of building upon – but also going beyond – the analyses of other authors. The political economy focus of the volume is a real plus as it reveals underacknowledged aspects of our understanding of the 1994 genocide. It makes us understand how the economic and agrarian logics of the Habyarimana regime’s ideology played a crucial role in the 1990-1994 cycle of violence. In this respect, it is surprising that the author has avoided drawing any parallels with Rwanda’s present-day situation. This book could and should, both for international and Rwandan policy-makers, provide important lessons to learn from past realities that – at some point in the past – seemed to be part of a developmental success story.
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