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1. Introduction 

Over 20 years after the genocide, the question of social cohesion remains central on the Rwandan 
government’s policy agenda. It equally ranks high among civil society organisations such as the 
genocide prevention, non-governmental organisation Aegis Trust, UK, which has its largest country 
office in Rwanda. Broadly, Aegis’ aim is to develop resilient, cohesive communities through their 
work on reconciliation within the society. Its current flagship activity is a peace-building education 
programme “that will promote social cohesion, positive values - including pluralism and personal 
responsibility – empathy, critical thinking and action in order to build a more peaceful society” (Aegis 
Rwanda, mission statement). 

Yet, social cohesion as a key element of this programme remains a highly unspecific, difficult-to-grasp 
concept, as the international academic debate, which is summarised in section one, illustrates. The 
meaning of the term is similarly elusive in the specific country context - as section two, which 
examines the official discourse on social cohesion within in Rwanda, concludes. The lack of a clear 
working definition nevertheless impedes Aegis’ work in the education field.  

Hence, aim of this paper is to provide a succinct summary of the various meanings social cohesion 
can take within the academic debate. The paper also provides a brief summary of the term’s 
conceptual linkages to education policy, which is relevant for Aegis’ work. In the second part, the 
brief delves into government reports and qualitative data collected in Rwanda in summer 2014. The 
analysis draws on the international sociological literature on social cohesion and relevant Rwandan 
policy documents. It also comprises new empirical material: eight exploratory, unstructured 
interviews with Rwandan experts and Aegis staff, in addition to three focus groups with Rwandan 
high school and university students, i.e. (a) from Muhanga Province secondary schools, (b) Kigali’s 
universities, (c) from the Aegis Youth Programme. On the basis of this reflection, the policy brief’s 
conclusion proposes a working definition of social cohesion for Aegis’ education programme. I argue 
that social cohesion within Rwanda today is conceptualised to narrowly in terms of reconciliation. 
The paper calls for a broader vision, acknowledging and encompassing socio-economic and 
educational inequalities as important sources of societal conflict. 

2. The quest for clarity - social cohesion in the international academic debate 

Social cohesion is a relatively ambiguous sociological concept. Broadly, it seeks to define what “keeps 
societies together”, since first being raised a concept by the sociologist Emile Durkheim (Reeskens 
2008). Scholars tend to perceive social cohesion as a precondition for a stable, peaceful society (Chan 
et. al. 2006). The term often carries a normative undertone of common values (Shuayb 2012). Social 
cohesion is often used as synonym for integration, with the latter been understood here in terms of 
reconciliation of cultural differences and the creation of fluid, multiple, not culturally exclusive 
identities (Friedman and Berthoin Antal 2005).  

Approaches vary by scientific subfield. The literature can be sub-divided into (a) social psychological, 
(b) solidaristic, (iii) a combination of social psychological and solidaristic definitions. The social 
psychological stream focusses on the social bonds between individuals which are members of a 
group, and their associational behaviour. Key elements of social cohesion according to this school are 
commonly shared goals, norms and values, as well as shared historic myths or a common language, 
which create an affective bond, a shared sense of belonging (Berger-Schmitt 2002; Council of Europe 
2004; For Dura-Bellat et. al.  2013; Dubet 2013, Green and Janmaat 2011). Interaction on the basis of 
communalities, as an “imagined community”, is assumed to create socially cohesive entities, because 
behaviour of the “other” becomes more predictable (Anderson 2002, Carron and Brawley 2012; 



3 

 

Keating and Benton 2013). Yet, such an approach bears the risk of creating strong insider-outsider 
dynamics. For this reason, a second set of solidaristic definitions has elected the analysis equality-
creating elements as its focus (Suayb 2012). Here, the redistribution of goods within a community, on 
the basis of fundamental human rights (e.g. non-discrimination, right to substance, tolerance), 
becomes key for achieving a socially cohesive society. Accordingly, scholars examine social policies 
such as poverty relief programmes, education or health policy with regard to their potential to 
reduce horizontal and vertical disparities between individuals. Common institutions, including the 
welfare state, are meant to create solidarities between the members of such a community (ERICarts 
2008; Lahlou 2010; Kiwan 2012; Novy et.al. 2012; Reeskens 2008; Rudiger and Spencer 2003; UN 
2008). This assumes citizens’ trust in political and legal institutions, so that the latter are perceived as 
legitimate and representative of citizens’ needs and interests.  A number of authors (Berkman and 
Kawachi 2000; Maxmell 1996, quoted by Green and Janmaat 2011; Stanley 2003) seek to combine 
both social psychological and egalitarian definitions. In a more comprehensive approach, they define 
social cohesion as the two broader intertwined features of a society of both, the absence of latent 
conflict around socio-economic, racial or any other kind of inequality, and the presence of strong 
social bonds based on mutual trust. The concept hence encompasses objective components of actual 
participation chances and cooperation within a society (i.e. in- or exclusion and participation- 
passivity dynamics), as well as subjective elements of perceived common norms and belonging (i.e. 
affiliation-isolation and acceptance-rejection dynamics) (Chan 2006; Dickes and Valentova 2012; 
Stanley 2003).  

The academic sub-disciplines of social policy and attitudinal research delve into the processes of how 
social cohesion can be instilled into a society (Friedkin 2004; Rudiger and Spencer 2003; Tokman 
2007). These streams of research analyse the potential of redistributive policies in influencing 
interpersonal attitudes. Various authors, such as Di Paola and Moullet (2013), Healy (2013), Lahlou 
(2010) or Tawil and Akkari (2010), dedicate their work to the role of an inclusive school environment 
as a vehicle of social cohesion. Education indeed has the potential to instil a set of commonly shared 
values and norms into students and to provide a safe space for children from diverse backgrounds to 
meet and exchange. Thereby, schools can decrease potential life-long inequalities between 
individuals (UNESCO 2006). Yet, education policy only unfolds its cohesion-creative potential if 
equality of participation in education for all social groups is granted, and quality of teaching and an 
appropriate school curricula content (e.g. framing ethno-cultural diversity as positive) is assured 
(Lahlou 2010; Ruggeri et. al. 2011; Smith 2006). If education reduces intergroup prejudice and 
conflict, or fuels it, depends on how policies are designed and implemented, i.e. how access is 
structured and what is taught (Ostby and Urdal 2011). Curricula may suppress certain languages, 
traditions, art forms, values or religious practices. In that way, they can potentially be (mis)used and 
instrumentalised politically by the majority group of a society (Bush and Saltarelli 2000; Ruggeri et. al. 
2011b). Depending on the way in which the curriculum frames difference, attitudes of superiority 
and inferiority are created (Smith 2006). Rwandan educational policy pre-genocide well illustrates 
the problematic role schools can have in fuelling social tensions (Tawil and Harley 2004): favouritism 
of a Tutsi elite under the Belgian colonial administration during the 19th century, and access 
restriction for Tutsi after a Hutu elite took power in 1950 (Mc Lean Hilker 2011; Smith 2006) are such 
examples. The Rwandan school curriculum was revised during the time of field research in order to 
include a new history curriculum addressing the 1994 genocide, a mainstreaming of value-based 
peace education into teaching, and an anchoring of participatory teaching methodologies and critical 
thinking into daily schooling (interview, Aegis representative). The hope is to “encourage people to 
think, to be open-minded, to give people the capacity to think [for] themselves” (focus group 
respondents). According to young Rwandan activists, such a newly designed curriculum can open up 
the space for a critical reflection on historical events and memory, as “a controversial version of 
history is better than none” (discussion at Goethe-Institute Kigali 2014). 
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However, the link between social cohesion and education is not straightforward: even though 
educational policy is a crucial instrument, social cohesion is influenced by the broader socio-
economic conditions a society is structured by, such as income distribution and labour market 
conditions. A study by Duru-Bellat et. al. (2013) illustrates how 67 per cent of variance in social 
cohesion within a society are explained by macro-economic factors, while the education system can 
only account for 25 per cent of the variance. This shows the potential but also the limitations of an 
education programme such as the one run by Aegis in fostering social cohesion. Government 
representatives, including an interviewee from CNLG, might overestimate the catalytic role education 
can play in achieving social cohesion, as he stated: school “is the most important place for creating 
social cohesion”. But before detailing Aegis’ possible impact in the field, the brief aims at illuminating 
the debate on the meaning of social cohesion in the specific country context of Rwanda. This is done 
through an analysis of the national discourse as outlined by official documents and advocated for by 
representatives of the government, as well as a structured examination of the collected empirical 
material. 

3. The meaning of social cohesion within the Rwandan context  

Within the official political discourse of the Rwandan government, the idea of social cohesion 
occupies a central place; it forms part of the set of national objectives of the Republic. Rwanda’s 
National Unity and Reconciliation Commission (NURC) defines social cohesion in terms of belonging, 
interpersonal trust and common values which are the “glue that bonds society together” (NURC 
2008: 1). Similarly, a representative of the National Commission for the Fight against Genocide 
(CNLG) described social cohesion in terms of “bringing back what did not exist any longer after 
genocide and about the capacity of Rwandans to redevelop unity” (interview). Official discourse 
hence draws on social psychological definitions (see IRDP 2010, 2012; NURC 2013).  

Aegis relies on a similar normatively infused definition of social cohesion: the Aegis Rwanda Youth 
Department coordinator summarised its meaning as an “understanding, [an] opening up to another 
person, what they have been through, and what they feel at the moment, like pain”, and the moral 
rules of ‘do’s and ‘don’t’s of a society. He equally drew on an empathy-based and normative value-
based approach. The Director of Aegis Rwanda also described social cohesion’s value as “bringing 
two broken entities back together”, by teaching skills on “how to live together”, and how to foster a 
common understanding of “how the memory of the past informs the present and supports change in 
the future” (interview). This is understandable in the specific context of a post-conflict setting. As 
Sentama stresses, peacebuilding relies on the positive transformation or restoration of broken 
relationships between the people in conflict, “where divides are bridged and other negative 
relational attitudes and behaviours are broken in favour of positive ones” (2009: 28).  

At no surprise, many ordinary citizens have internalised this type of social psychological definition of 
social cohesion. Secondary student from Muhanga believe that social cohesion, means “mutual 
respect, living in peace, having harmonious relationships in the community and families, helping and 
loving each other, having security and being co-dependent” (focus group). Kigali university students 
equally refer to “good relationships and trust between members of a community, getting along with 
others, living together, united and in harmony, and working together to build the country […] to work 
together and to achieve common goals despite the genocide history” (focus group). Aegis Youth 
Programme participants emphasise the specificity of the post-conflict context where one needs to 
look “beyond the past” in order to rebuild society: “We are more than our past, our tribe. We are just 
people at the end of the day, there is more than our background […]an environment [that] 
everybody feels part of [and] feels they belong…and which is peaceful, [a society] that views people 
as people, that embraces difference. A society [in which] people feel accepted” (focus group).  
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Readers might be reminded of the concept of reconciliation, as the dividing line between both terms 
is in this context of the post-genocide environment is a fine one; both terms are often treated as 
synonymous. As the Executive Secretary of the National Unity and Reconciliation Commission, 
Habyarimana, emphasizes “Rwandans have to be united in order to have a cohesive and peaceful 
society” (translation, Dr. Habyarimana 2012). Yet, reconciliation more narrowly focusses on the 
cultural and communal process of restoration of peace and harmonious relations between previously 
conflicting, antagonistic groups. It includes an element of restorative justice, emotional reparation 
and release on both sides (Amstutz 2006; de Bari 2012; Kriesberg 2007; Zorbas 2004). According to 
the Rwandan government, reconciliation entails “the formation or restoration of genuine peaceful 
relationships between societies that have been involved in intractable conflict, after its formal 
resolution is achieved” (Republic of Rwanda 2010: 10). The specifically for this purpose established 
government commission NURC (2007: 6) defines reconciliation as “a consensus practice of citizens 
who have a common nationality, who share the same culture and have equal rights; citizens 
characterized by trust, tolerance, mutual respect, equality, complementary roles/interdependence, 
truth, and healing of one another’s wounds inflicted by our history, with the objectives of laying a 
foundation for sustainable development”.  

Reconciliation certainly forms part of what is needed for creating socially cohesive Rwandan society, 
as this quote from the focus group discussions nicely illustrates: “people can mend their relationships 
when they have a discord, which is why reconciliation is required to have social cohesion […] 
removing the bad elements, the negative parts in order to achieve a better society”. Following the 
Aegis Rwanda Peace Education Programme Managing Director, good inter-ethnic relations are 
difficult to achieve without reconciliation (interview). Accordingly, the attempt to create a space for 
critical engagement with the past might be one of the strengths of the Aegis Education, as up to date 
frustrations might fuel beyond the surface: “a lot of discussion is shallow [and] issues are not 
addressed. Genocide was the climax of that conflict around ethnicity. Some mind-sets are still the 
same as in 1994. A lot of people still feel [their identities as] Hutus, Tutsis and Twa. [This] does not 
fade away, so there is still a risk of conflict…it is written in people’s minds” (Aegis Youth Programme 
participants, focus group). 

However, while being a constitutive element in this process, I argue that reconciliation is 
nevertheless insufficient in order to build a cohesive society. In line with the literature summarized in 
part one, policies mediating socio-economic inequalities are equally important. This link between 
socio-economic conditions and social cohesioin has been hinted at, but not explicated in Rwandan 
government policy: a Senate Report considers “social cohesion the strongest, when a majority of 
members of a society consider themselves to be stakeholders, and that all groups are benefiting from 
the way society is organised” (2014: 11). The report acknowledges that social cohesion “enables 
individuals to improve their economic situation and [to] contribute to economic growth more 
generally” (2014: v). Some Aegis‘ focus group respondents also demonstrated a diffuse awareness 
the interconnectdness of social cohesion and social inequality, recurring to ideas of intergroup 
solidarity, by supporting others’ in “difficult times” and argueing for inclusive institutions which take 
into account the needs of all parts of society independent of their (ethno-social) background. 

3. Summative reflection 

While a number of international scholars on Rwanda, such as Clark (2010), or Samset (2011), clearly 
pinpoint socio-economic equality as a constitutive element of social cohesion, government and civil 
society actors active in the field do not make this link explicit enough in their work. I argue that a 
higher awareness for the grievances caused by unequal access to public services and disadvantage on 
the labour market and land ownership in past and present is needed. I believe that a critical and 
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open engagement with the determinants of such structural (dis)advantage is needed to in order to 
achieve a sustainably cohesive society. Very broadly speaking, a more comprehensive definition of 
social cohesion in Rwanda needs to take into account: 

 The subjective dimensions of belonging (such as individuals’ own in-group and out-
groups attitudes, identification/loyalty with a group, or a shared identity/sense of 
belonging, or willingness to cooperate or support with fellow members of the society 
financially or materially, to join mixed church congregations, associations and 
cooperatives or to run a business or work with fellows across ethnic lines)  

 the objective dimensions of associated behaviour (such as interethnic friendships or 
intermarriages, the intensity of associational life in sporting, musical, religious, artistic, 
cultural environmental organisations, declared membership in political parties or 
professional organisations) 

 as well as supplementary indicators of (in)equality, such as poverty rates, levels of 
qualification, (un)employment rates, access to housing, land education, health services, 
and social protection, disaggregated by population groups or socio-economic 
classfications (but not necessarily by ethnicity), including their political dimension of 
perceived discrimination and political representation. 

Socio-economic (in)equality needs to be thought as a cross-cutting priority through different policy 
fields, including reconciliation. For instance, policy programmes such as ‘ubudehe’, which aims at 
assisting vulnerable population groups, are currently treated as independent from reconciliation 
efforts, even though I believe they could be seen as an integral part of the latter.  

This might also be one of the weak points of Aegis’ current education programme. While it seeks to 
address to support the regular school system in teaching Rwandan history, it does not raise 
awareness and understanding for socio-economic grievances caused by the country’s history, such as 
the link between power and social status and the memories of being structurally disadvantaged. 
Interestingly, a very small number of focus group respondents nevertheless raised the potential of 
the Aegis’ peace education programmes for critically engaging with past and present inequalities by 
the simple means of providing a forum for discussion of such issues (Kigali university students, focus 
group). Only then Aegis’ ambitious aim of “mak[ing] everybody feel part of and valued within that 
society”, as “people living together in a society regardless their ethnic background, putting it aside 
and living in harmony” can be fulfilled.  

What does this mean for Aegis? First of all, I recommended Aegis to acknowledge the two-sidedness 
of social cohesion more strongly in its work: social cohesion not only necessitates strong common 
bonds, for instance through a shared history, but also equal socio-economic life chances, of which 
education is a crucail one. Aegis could more actively engage in advocacy and lobby work for changes 
in the education curricula concerning socio-economic history and a more general socialogical 
understanding of (in)equality linked to social status, income, education, or (land) ownership. I could 
also imagine a module covering such contents within the Aegis peace education programme, thereby 
creating an additional forum for discussion. The organisation could also support the government in 
developing a comprehensive monitoring and evaluation process of educational policy, based on 
indicators such as enrolment, completion and quality of education. Within the scope of Aegis‘ 
Research, Policy and Higher Education Programme, Aegis could support local researchers in their 
work on the linkages between ethno-cultural difference (politics of belonging) and socio-economic 
inequality (politics of class) before and during the genocide in order to develop and diffuse 
knowledge on this subject matter more widely. Aegis thereby would stimulate an important societal 
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debate around the notion of (in)equality between and within communities in Rwanda by offering a 
more sound analytical, empirical grounding of this discussion. 
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