Rwanda and World War II: A comparative study of origins, characteristics and outcomes of conflict

Contemporary conflicts show that warfare is evolving. Studying contemporary conflicts allows us to see how they are evolving. Throughout this study I will compare two conflicts, from their origins (How each conflict started) to their characteristics (How/why the war continued) right up to their outcomes (what ensued in the aftermath). For outcomes I will discuss the immediate outcomes and any prolonged outcomes that occurred due to the conflict. 
Comparing World War II, as a global conflict, with the 1994 Rwandan Genocide and civil war allows us to develop a deeper understanding of how factors whether political, social or technological shaped violence throughout modern history.
Though the conflicts are a half century apart and occur on widely different scales, the two have some similarities including identity-based violence failure of international diplomacy and even leaving legacies within international law. It is important to note, however, that the differences are as stark as similarities. World War II represents the ‘old war’ theory well, a term coined by Mary Kaldor. It was driven by state control, territorialism and industrialized violence whereas Rwanda reflects ‘new war’. A conflict rooted in ethnic cleansing, civilian centred violence and broken-down institutions.[footnoteRef:28876] [28876:  Mary Kaldor, New and Old Wars: Organised Violence in a Global Era, 3rd edn (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), p. 5.] 

[bookmark: _Int_EJtRLh80]The origins of World War II lie in the economic and political instability that occurred as a direct result of the first word war. The treaty of Versailles imposed heavy territorial loss and heavy reparations onto the country of Germany. This increased a deep resentment that the German people had for other countries. Adolf Hitler recognized the state Germany was in and utilized that to help fuel his rise to the top. His ideological approach to running the country appealed to desperate people. His belief in a racial hierarchy is relatively ignored due to his ultranationalism and plans for territorial expansion. The latter two becoming popular ideals due to the current fiscal situation most people found themselves in. Meanwhile a global depression in the 1930s had caused democratic institutions to become underfunded and encouraged militant authoritarianism in countries such as Italy or Japan. Expansionism was further emboldened by the League of Nations failure to decisively act when countries acted aggressively for example, Japan's occupation of Manchuria.[footnoteRef:983] In September 1939 war was formally started when the Germans invaded Poland. As a result of the invasion Britain and France officially declared war under the reasoning of defense of polish sovereignty. [983:  Gerhard L. Weinberg, A World at Arms: A Global History of World War II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 45–48.] 


However, the Rwandan conflict had a very contrasted origin story. Ethnic and political dynamics were the primary reasons for war starting in Rwanda, complicated further by its historically colonial rule. Under Belgian rule the population was divided into “Hutus” and “Tutsis”. Each group having slightly different politics with Tutsis being favoured in administration roles. [footnoteRef:32660] When Rwanda gained independence in 1962, and the Tutsi’s replaced as the ethnic majority by the Hutus, ethnic violence and reprisal allowed for the country to be transformed politically. The Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) launched the Civil War on 1 October 1990, signified by their 90KM advance in the Northwest region of Rwanda. This led to up an uprising that eventually led to the assassination of the Rwandan President Habyarimana. This assassination was a catalyst for the Rwandan genocide. Within hours, militias formed and began systematically killing Tutsis and any moderate Hutus that stood in the way. [32660:  Mahmood Mamdani, When Victims Become Killers: Colonialism, Nativism, and the Genocide in Rwanda (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), p. 52.] 

The origins of each conflict are vastly different. World War Two emerging from global economic breakdown and international power struggled and the Rwandan conflict originating from colonial division and internal ethnic tensions. However, they do share a common factor within their origins. Both conflicts became more volatile due to the extremist ideologies involved. They prove that political polarity is one of the most dangerous facets of politics as it can be the lynchpin between peaceful progress and violent turbulence.
How does each war hold up to Mary Kaldor’s New war theory? World War Two fulfills the characteristics of a traditional war or as Kaldor would theorize an ‘old war’. It was a conflict between nation-states completed by formal armies, with clear front lines and fought with industrial technology. The war spanned several continents and even over oceans and the skies; it pulled dozens of countries into its orbit through the Allied and Axis alliances. The conflict saw unprecedented levels of mobilization with factories being used to create ammunition and weaponry on a massive scale with some towns gaining notoriety due to their industrial output. Innovative technology shaped combat in a new way. The invention of radar, rockets, and atomic bombs meant the war advanced in both pace and brutality. Civilians suffered through bombings but also through systematic genocide. The Holocaust accounted for six million Jewish deaths and many more from other minority backgrounds and represented how political extremism can lead to mass extermination.
In contrast to World War Two, the Rwandan genocide occurred completely within a single state. Its main reason for beginning was identity-based polarization rather than territorial ambition. Civilians were the main targets of violence in contrast to WWII’s soldiers. The killers of the civilians could have been anyone including neighbors, paramilitaries, and local militias. Weapons were incredibly low-tech, often machetes clubs and small armaments. This showed that the war was rooted in social mobilization and not in industrial mobilization. The intensity of the killings was still extreme, but the speed at which they occurred added an extra level of intensity. Approximately 800,000 were brutally murdered in just 100 days. The civil war between the RPF and the Rwandan government forces continued simultaneous to the genocide creating a dual-layered conflict.

Mary Kaldor’s new war theory provides us with a valuable framework when it comes to comparing conflicts. It helps to demonstrate not only how contrasting the conflicts are but also the similarities that occur between them both. Kaldor argues that in the late twentieth century warfare shifted away from the traditional model of nation-state led conflict that was caused by territorialism and toward decentralized identity-based violence that included not just state actors but militias and informal networks.
These ‘new wars’ as Kaldor referred to them blurred the boundaries between politics, crime and war. They relied on populations being controlled through propaganda, displacement , and even ethnic cleansing rather than completing victory on a battlefield. 
The Rwandan conflict fits the ‘new war’ label fairly well. Whilst the state army was involved in the genocide it was mostly informal militias, local officials and even some civilians that led the charge, often propelled to do so via political discourse and propaganda. 
Identity has become a huge factor in organizing principles of violence. Control over communities and individuals was more important than controlling territory. 
The economic breakdown helped escalate and continue the violence with looting being used to motivate undecided individuals. These reasons illustrate that fragmentation and societal conflict occur when political authority is contested by multiple actors.
WWII, on the other hand remains a textbook example of what Kaldor calls ‘Old wars’. Driven by state military institutions often backed by territorial ambition and upheld industrial power and technology. The war had formal declarations, strategic objectives, and defined fronts. Although civilians suffered on huge scale, they were not primary targets in the way that the Tutsi’s were in Rwanda. In addition, the major powers directed their economic agenda towards supporting the war and creating a mass military mobilization funding military research, weapons and more; a marker for old wars. Thus, comparing the Rwandan conflict and WWII within the lens of the new war theory highlights that in just fifty years there has been a huge upheaval in the nature of conflict. 
We can also compare international involvement between the two conflicts. World War Two was, as the name suggests, a global conflict. The major global powers of the last 100 years were directly involved. The allies led by Britain, the Soviet Union and eventually the United States fought against the Axis alliance of Germany, Italy, and Japan. Global empires intertwined with alliances with many states and colonial troops becoming involved in Africa and Asia, leading to one of the largest scale levels of international cooperation. The Allies shared military strategies, supplies and resources, and even transport and technology. The warfare was nothing short of a complex international response.
In a stark contrast to this lies the Rwandan conflict. Global powers widely chose not to intervene, even though there were obvious signs of mass violence, and there were many clear indications that the situation was becoming volatile. The United Nations Assistance mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR) had limited scope and a weak mandate and was further reduced at the beginning of the genocide.[footnoteRef:27139]  [27139: United Nations, Report of the Independent Inquiry into the Actions of the United Nations during the 1994 Genocide in Rwanda (New York: UN, 1999), pp. 9–14.] 

After escalating the Somalian conflict by intervening the US, Britain and France were reticent to get involved. Worried that another scandalous intervention would undermine their global standing. 

Comparing international involvement in the two conflicts is an easy task as they demonstrate that there was a crucial difference between the two, Rwanda revealed that international institutions were limited in their plight especially if global superpowers refused to intervene in domestic conflict. The response that occurred, specifically the difference between the responses, highlights how international politics shapes the way a humanitarian crisis occurs. Slow action can cause conflict to rapidly deteriorate. 

Finally, we will look at the outcomes of the two conflicts and how they shaped the conflicts into Kaldor’s theory. 
[bookmark: _Int_ouH3UoQN]World War Two’s consequences were monumental; Hitler and the Axis allies were an insurmountable force but in September of 1945 war was finally over. But the repercussions and consequences were just beginning. The defeat of fascist regimes reshaped global politics forever. Germany became divided, Japan underwent democratic reforms on an unbelievable constitutional level, and the US and the Soviet Union emerged as the leading global powers. Establishing the United Nations in 1945 would have far-reaching consequences, aimed at preventing any future global threat through collective security. The Holocaust was directly responsible for the creation of the Genocide Convention and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Creating legislation that was co-opted by countries around the globe within the spirit of avoiding future global catastrophes. The war led to the final remnants of British Hegemony losing its dominance. Whilst many chose to be involved with Britain after the war through the Commonwealth, many overthrew the direct colonial power it once had. 
Rwanda’s conflict ended in a very different way and its consequences were less prominent on a global scale. In July 1944 the RPF took control of the country and ended the genocide. They removed the ethnical constrictions that the Tutsis had to deal with and instead promoted unity between the two ethnic makeups. Whilst the genocide had ended, millions were displaced and many others had lost family and were grieving on a monumental scale. The international Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) prosecuted the major perpetrators of the genocide which did contribute to international criminal law[footnoteRef:12210]. Politically speaking, the RPF rebuilt the country and caused significant economic development. [12210:  Alison Des Forges, Leave None to Tell the Story: Genocide in Rwanda (New York: Human Rights Watch, 1999), pp. 728–30.] 

Comparing the two and the consequences for each show how WW2 reshaped the global political order. It created political institutions that still regulate international politics now.

Overall, the two conflicts were starkly different, but they beautifully illustrate that conflict has transformed across the twentieth century. The fact that two conflicts occurred within fifty years and yet were so different highlights that Kaldor’s theory had credence. World War 2 demonstrates the apex of state-led industrial war characterized by global alliances and shared military objectives whereas Rwanda exemplifies the ‘new war’ driven by fragmented authority, identity politics and upheld via civilian violence.
However, it is important to note that both conflicts occurred due to deep-seated political, economic, and ideological tensions, and both had an impact on global politics. 
Through the lens of the new war theory, it is comprehensible that while some of the root causes for war have stayed the same, the way a war is waged, the people responsible and the targets of violence have shifted significantly. Understanding the similarities and differences between new and old wars allows us to analyze how war occurs and attempt to prevent future conflicts from taking place on such a large and infernal scale.
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