
My classes at Davidson are constantly interweaving with each other in terms of content 

and issues that are discussed in class. During this year in Humanities, we have covered a wide 

range of units, some of which I have been able to connect with my knowledge in other classes. I 

was particularly drawn to one of these connections which I made between Unit 3 which focused 

on the Rwandan Genocide and my Psychology 101 course.  

The Rwandan Genocide occurred in 1994 spanning from April to June, during which 

mass slaughter of Rwandan people occurred. Rwanda has a long history of violence between two 

ethnic groups: Hutus and Tutsi. Leading up to 1994, Rwanda had become a “culture of terror” as 

Hutus began to justify violence towards the Tutsis.  Conflict began when the colonial power, 1

Belgium, expressed that the Tutsi were superior to the Hutu, and made the Tutsis in charge of 

Rwanda. However, when colonial rule ended, the Hutus were given more power. As the Hutus 

gained more power, this led to them pushing Tutsis out of Rwanda, lowering the population of 

this ethnic group. Rwanda gained independence from Belgium in 1962, however, tension still 

remained between Tutsis and Hutu group. In the 1990s, Tutsis were blamed by Hutus for many 

of the countries political, social and economic problems. These tensions escalated when the 

plane that President Habyarimana, a Hutu, was traveling on crashed, Hutu extremists quickly 

assumed that it was the Tutsis who shot it down.  In response, Hutus set out to destroy the entire 2
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Tutsi population to gain revenge and have more power. This resulted in the mass murder of the 

Tutsi population by the Hutus. 

Before Professor Tamura’s unit on the Rwandan Genocide, I had limited exposure to this 

topic. This may be because it is a relatively recent event compared to other widespread killings 

of certain religions or ethnic groups such as WWII. However, the Rwandan Genocide occurred 

in 1994, but I still lacked exposure and understanding of this event. My first introduction to this 

genocide occurred years after the event and I was shocked at the large scale of these killings 

because I had never been exposed to this topic. My understanding of the severity of this genocide 

began with the first page of We Wish To Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed With Our 

Families, an account of the Rwandan Genocide written by Philip Gourevitch. In the Rwandan 

Genocide “at least eight hundred thousand people were killed in just a hundred days…the dead 

of Rwanda accumulated at nearly three times the rate of Jewish dead during the Holocaust.” The 

amount killed makes it “the most efficient mass killing since the autonomic bombings of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki.”  After reading this quote I had to read it several more times because I 3

could not understand how this genocide had occurred on such a large scale but I had not known 

about it. This quote further shocked me because Gourevitch compares the scale of this genocide 

to events that I had learned about such as the Holocaust and atomic bombings, yet this genocide 

led to more deaths. The most disturbing part of this quotation is Gourevitch describes the 

Rwandan Genocide as “the most efficient mass killing.” This forced me to understand that this 

genocide, similar to the Holocaust and atomic bombs, was very intentional. The terror and 

violence and mass killing in the Rwandan Genocide are clearly seen, which led to me wondering 

3 Pg 3 



why can this information about this wide-scale killing be given to me and I immediately believe 

it. Why is it the case that society has become so used to hearing about violence on such large 

scales that to the point which many people have never even heard of these genocides? After this 

unit, I was concerned that if I had never learned about this genocide, where an estimated 500,000 

to 1,000,000 people were killed, what other historical events had I never learned about. This led 

me to think about how these genocides or wars have occurred so many times that it is seemingly 

impossible to know about everything because this mass violence remains as a prevalent part of 

the past. In psychology 101, there were two experiments which focused on violence due to 

conformity. The Rwandan Genocide arguable occurred due to the mass conformity of the Hutus 

because leaders spread word to slaughter the Tutsis. The mass murder of people due to different 

believes or ethnic groups is seen throughout history leading to unawareness of all the genocides 

and wars.  

In We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our Families, 

Gourevitch talks to Rwandans who survived during the Rwandan Genocide as well as Hutus who 

were part of the killings. One of the survivors Gourevitch talks to is a man named Nkurunziza, 

who explains how he escaped death by moving around the country and hiding in different places. 

Nkurunziza mentions “conformity is very deep, very developed here. In Rwandan history 

everyone obeys authority. People revere power, and there isn’t enough education.” As described, 

the people of a poorer socio economic class would look yo to people of influence or big finances 

who “are often the big men in the genocide” . When reading Gourevitch, I was shocked at the 4

conformity and the obedience of the people told to kill and I was able related this to what I was 
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taught in psychology. In psychology, I learned about social influence which include social 

variables that control our social behavior, specifically conformity and obedience. Conformity, as 

expressed by Nkurunziza, was shown in the Rwandans during the genocide. Conformity occurs 

when people yield to group pressure and occurs when our motivation to do something comes 

from outside of the individual. In an experiment by Solomon Asch, the likelihood of conformity 

was shown through a line experiment. In the experiment there were 6 participants, 5 of whom 

were confederates and knew the objective of the experiment. In the experiment, the participants 

were asked to look at four lines and identify which one was the longest. Each of the confederates 

would have the same but obviously wrong answer and then the real participant would be asked 

which line was the longest. The results were 37% of participants conformed to what others were 

saying and said the obviously wrong answer.  The line experiment reminded me of the mass 5

conformity of the Hutus because they would do what others around them were doing so that the 

would not stand out. The Rwandan Genocide is an extreme version of obedience and conformity 

and the mass murder by Hutus can try to be understood through the line experiment which 

demonstrates that those in power had a large influence over the killing and led to many 

conforming to killing. 

During the Rwandan genocide the mass killing was only possible because of the obedience of the 

poorer rwandans. Obedience occurs whenever we follow the commands of an authority figure. It 

was found that humans will follow any figure that seems to be in a position of authority, which 

explains why people of a low socio-economic status would listen to the big finances. In an 

experiment by Stanley Milgram, 40 men were collected after answering a newspaper ad. These 
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men were introduced to Stanley Milgram, a man of obvious authority alluded to by his lab coat 

and through his manner. The men were then introduced to a likable middle age accountant who 

was secretly a confederate. The men were told that the middle age accountant was another 

subject and both were given roles. The accountant was given the role of the student each time 

while the man was given the role of the teacher. The participant watched as the “student” was 

strapped into an electric chair and Milligram told both subjects that the shocks would be painful. 

The “teacher” was told that he would ask the student questions and for every wrong answer, he 

should give the student an electric shock. The shock generator included 30 switches, with 

warnings underneath each one such as DANGER and went up to 450 volts under which was 

labeled XXX. In the experiment, the teacher went into a different room so they could not see the 

student, who was a confederate and not harmed in the experiment. The student purposefully 

answered the questions wrong and continued to be shocked by the teacher. When the shocks 

reached 300 volts the student started banging on the wall and telling the teacher to stop 

administering the shocks. The teacher would look at Milgram because he was authority figure 

but Milgram would tell the participants to continue with the experiment. By the time the teacher 

reached 450 volts the student had stopped responding but 65% of the participants administered 

every single shock to the student.  This experiment showed that an individual will go to extreme 6

lengths to obey an authority figure and would even physically harm someone else. 

While learning about the Rwandan Genocide, these two psychology experiments remained on 

my mind because of the sense of conformity there was that led the Hutus to kill the Tutsis. I was 

not able to understand how many members of one ethnic group would participate in murdering 
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neighbors or friends. I do not think that the mass killing that occurred in the genocide will make 

sense to me but I was through applying what I had learned in my psychology class to this unit 

which has furthered my understanding. As demonstrated in the experiments, people tend to 

conform if there are many other people doing something. Also people will continue to do 

something if someone of higher power instructs them to do so, including hurting or potentially 

killing a person. After learning about the Rwandan Genocide, I realized that I may have never 

learned about it before because this mass conformity has been seen in WWII and other wars 

which tend to be taught more often in schools. There is the same conformity and obedience that 

has led to the murder of millions and this is a part of history seen over and over so it almost 

seems desensitized. There is no solution to ensure that people will be able to know about these 

genocides but it is important because as proved by the psychology experiments, there moments 

of history are easily repeatable because of human nature.  as stated by Sergeant Francis, the 

killing “was a process” but despite the expirations of the genocide “the idiocity, the waste, the 

sheer wrongness— remains uncircumscribable” .   7
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