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The role of genocide in the development of libraries and Librarianship in Rwanda 
�
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For a long time, Rwandans had existed harmoniously (Repubulika Y’U Rwanda Perezidansi ya 

Repubulika, 1999). It was during the colonial era under the Belgian rule that conflict between the Tutsi 

and Hutu started to escalate due to clamor for political power and control over the masses. This led to 

conflict in 1959, 1964 and 1973. All these conflicts seem not to have been given much attention by the 

international community which tended to view them as common African tribal barbaric acts that are 

characteristic of African countries (Newbury, 1998).  

Long held grudges, in addition to poor leadership, culminated in the most horrendous acts of violence in 

1994 that left approximately one million people massacred and several millions displaced either 

internally or forced into exile (Republique Rwandaise, Ministere de l'interieur et du Developpement 

Communal et Ministere du Travail et des Affaires Sociales, 1994).  It has  also been shown that this 

genocide did happen in part because a of conducive 
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Being located in a university town, it took a bit of time before people started being massacred at 

Université Nationale du Rwanda and when the massacre started, university employees became the first 

targets. Several library staff members were killed in 1994. National university of Rwanda had three 

campuses then and, by 1994, it had 30 library staff members on the main campus. Four of them from 

the main campus at Butare were massacred, three from the Ruhengeri campus, and about three others 

from Mburabuturo campus were also massacred. This means that approximately a third of the qualified 

library workforce in this University was killed. Apart from those who were killed, other were imprisoned 

for having participated or accused of having participated in the genocide. Two library employees from 

Butare campus and another one from Ruhengeri campus were imprisoned. Some of those who survived 

ran into exile and have never come back to Rwanda. Most of them ran to seek asylum in Belgium and 

France, and they are still there. In spite of their training in Library and Information Science, they do not 

work in libraries. Unfortunately, they were some of the most educated library staff members. 

  

In a 1972 census carried out by a Belgian librarian, it was found that all the libraries in Rwanda had a 

total of 125,000 books (D'Orleans, 1973). Université Nationale du Rwanda had 72,000 book volumes and 

was projecting to have 112,000 by 1981 (Bousso, 1980).   However, as many as 8,000 books got stolen 

around 1972/1973 because there was only one librarian (D'Orleans, 1973). The stealing might have also 

been a result of the ethnic conflict that took place at that time when 220 of the 500 students in the 

university at that time got chased away. In times of conflict, libraries also tend to bear the brunt of 

conflict. By 1989, the main campus Library had 120, 000 volumes while the Ruhengeri Campus had 

56,000 volumes (Niyonsenga & Bizimana, 1996). The number of titles was lower as most of them were in 

multiple volumes. This is evident that the collection was growing but at a slow pace. 

 

In 1994, libraries in Rwanda got looted and some books destroyed. Approximately two thirds of the 

library collection was looted/stolen or destroyed at the National University of Rwanda’s Ruhengeri 

campus library which was then called Université Nyakinama while about a sixth of the collection at the 

Butare campus was either looted or destroyed. As late as 2005, some of the looted books were finding 

their way into the local second-hand/used book vendors. Librarians occasionally visited these vendors’ 

stalls and whenever they found books with library stamps, they confiscated them and returned them to 

the respective libraries. 

 

Between 1974 and 1976, statistics show that there w
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destroyed, due to being bombed, there was neither l
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suburb of Kigali. For a long time, apart from lack of space and poor location such as in the precincts of 

Amahoro stadium, this institution has been plagued by perennial lack of qualified human resources. 

Most archival records are still being held by institutions that created them. This is because there is no 

policy or law that has been put in place to preserve them. There are lots of records that have been 

destroyed as a result of the wishes of the person who heads the institution in which the records were 

created. However, some government departments still have intact archival records dating back to 

1960’s. By 2006, the former Préfecture de Byumba had their archival records from 1960’s still intact and 

they were never destroyed during the genocide. A sizeable number of Kigali city archives are stashed 

away in several trailer containers and most employees of the City are not aware of the existence of 

those records in those containers. 

Before and immediately after the 1994 genocide, most of the archival material particularly in 

government tended to be locked in a dark room and were rarely used because they were non-current. 

However, most of these materials survived the genocide because members of the regime at that time 

had to run away from Kigali and prefecture headquarters in a hurry because the Rwanda Patriotic Front 

was closing in very fast. It is this hurry to run away that made members of the regime not to have the 

time to destroy most of the government archival documents (Verwimp, 2003). By 1999, archives in 

Ministère des Finances et de la Planification (MINIPLAN) and those in Ministère d'Agriculture were 

available though disorganized and dusty.  Verwimp, (2003) was able to retrieve original questionnaires 

of a survey he was looking for that had been carried out between 1989 and 1992. This disorganization is 

attributed to the fact that there was no archival policy and neither did the ministries have sufficient 

qualified staff who could effectively manage the archives. 

However, there are records of some government departments that got destroyed during the genocide 

and among them are archival records of Commission Nationale de Recensement, Service Nationale de 

Recensement which was part of Ministére du de la planification (Gatera, 2006). Rwanda had been a 

closed society and many nations never took notice of the impending catastrophe. However, after the 

genocide in 1994, many people around the world wanted to know more about pre-genocide Rwanda 

and this has led to increased interest in archival records in Rwanda. This interest, both by the 

government and individuals, is helping to create an awareness of the need to organize the records. 

Rwanda National Museum (Museé National Du Rwanda) maintained a small archival collection. All these 

documents were either destroyed or looted in 1994. Not only were the documents destroyed by some 

of the staff members who used to work in the museum, but also by the general public (Janzen, 1995). A 

total of 420 cassettes that they had recorded what was happening in Rwanda between 1990 up to 1994 

got destroyed and almost half of them were destroyed by staff members who used to work in the 

Museum. The mission was to try and destroy records so that people could not later on have 

documentation of what was happening in the country at that time. 
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By 1983, there were 53 libraries in Rwanda that were viewed to be well established, and they had a total 

of 108 personnel (Rözsa, 1983).  At that time, only sixteen had at least some training in Library and 

Information Science. Majority of the staff had no education in Library and Information Science. They 

tended to be people who had only completed secondary school education and most of them learnt on 

the job through apprenticeship. A few had undertaken “formation” which are short training and 

workshops. 

Most of the libraries were a one-man run library (Rözsa, 1983). Whenever the person was not there, it 

meant that the library had to be closed. Users thus tended to be inconvenienced and access to 

information was left at the whims of the person working in the library. The reason why there are very 

few people with education in Library and Information Science is due to the fact that there was no library 

school in Rwanda. 

It unfortunate that most of the experts who came to study the state of libraries in Rwanda, ended up  

recommending that librarians should be educated out of Rwanda and especially in developed nations 

such as France, Belgium, or Canada. This greatly contributed to the perennial lack of staff in libraries and 

archives because it made administrators believe that library staff can only be best educated out of 

Rwanda. A few librarians were therefore able to study in Canada courtesy of scholarships provided by 

the Canadian government. The USSR also provided a handful of cultural exchange scholarships in early 

1990’s and only a handful were allocated to those s
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in place regarding short term training of government staff (Rwanda Institute of Management, 2008). 

Even after becoming active, training of librarians did not take place at this center because a Library and 

Information Science program had been put in place at Kigali institute of Education. 
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After the genocide, many libraries were not only looted or destroyed. Some staff members were killed; 

others went into exile and never came back. Most of those who went into exile were the most qualified. 

The few who had at least a Bachelors degree from Russia ended taking up administrative jobs in 

government and those jobs were not related to library and information science work. There was one 

who even became Rwanda’s ambassador. This greatly hampered the development of human resources.  

However, due to the high cost of educating librarians out of the country, very few could undertake 

formal education in Library and Information Science.  Most students studying Library and Information 

Science went to study at Ecole de Bibliothécaire, Archivistes et Documentalistes (EBAD) at L’université 

Cheikh Anta Diop in Senegal. Due to limited sponsorship, most of the students from Rwanda undertook 

the two-year Diploma program at EBAD which had three specializations, namely: Diplôme d'Aptitude aux 

Fonction d'Archivistes (DAFA); Diplôme d'Aptitude aux Fonction de Bibliothécaires (DAFB); Diplôme 

d'Aptitude aux Fonction de Documentalistes (DAFD). From its inception in 1962  upto 1994, only 31 

students from Rwanda had been educated in this Library school in Senegal yet it was meant to educate 

librarians and archivists in Francophone Africa. Of the 31 students, 9 had specialized in DAFA, 18 in DAFB 

and 4 in DAFD (Olaka, 2008). There seem to have been no Rwandan student who graduated in EBAD 

after 1992 apart from the nine students who were sponsored by Francophonie in 2008 to complete their 

third and fourth year so that they could earn a Bachelors degree in Library and information science. 

Number of Rwandans who graduated with a 2-year Diploma at EBAD between 1962 and 2008 
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between 1960 to 1994. The following number of Students have graduated from the Library and 

Information Science program. 
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2004 19 

2005 32 

2006 32 

2007 27 

2008 46 

2009 47* 
                 *Likely number to graduate. 

In order to give each person an equal chance to pursue an education, and in order not to discriminate 

people by language, the government put in place a bilingual policy in higher education. After the 

genocide, many Rwandans returned from diaspora and came from both Francophone and Anglophone 

countries. This policy was also meant to eliminate prejudices that could creep in society and divide 

them. All students were required to learn in both French and English and were required to master the 

two languages.   

Although implementing a bilingual policy can be a daunting task, library schools all over the world ought 

to give it some consideration. This is because the world is becoming more diversified and second 

language skills have always been handy when dealing with users who have low language proficiency in 

the language predominantly used in the library.  The reason for trying to have both Anglophones and 

Francophones learn in the same classroom was to cut down on the cost of the program, help the 

government implement its bilingualism policy in order to foster reconciliation, and to give the graduates 





Page �� of �� 

 

����������	�����

The greatest weakness in the information sector in Rwanda is a weak publishing sector. There have been 

many printing shops but there was no publishing house. This meant that  books had to be imported.  

However, the situation started to change when Bakame Editions was established in 1995 so as to publish 
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involved in digitizing records related to development and was to specifically focus on how the various 

sectors in Rwanda are implementing the millennium development goals. It was very active at inception 

but has since not been as vibrant as it used to be. 

/	�����	��

Since the colonial era, growth of effective and efficient libraries, archives and education of Library and 

Information Science staff in Rwanda had been very slow. The same situation continued even after 

independence in 1962. However, the genocide of 1994 proved to be a turning point. There has been a 

mushrooming of libraries in Rwanda as a result of newly established institutions which are geared to 
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