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Abstract 

The central role of media in the Rwandan genocide of 1994 has led to restrictive 

precautions from the government. Restrictive legislation due to the genocide has 

for long limited media freedoms and been target for domestic and international 

critique. 

   In light of the new media reform adopted in 2013 this essay seek to examine the 

experienced impact of the reform on the journalistic role as watchdog, setting the 

agenda, nation builder, agent of empowerment and government partner. The 

empirical material is based on qualitative interviews performed in Rwanda with 

journalists, bloggers, reform implementers and international collaborators. 

   The analysis constitutes a discussion regarding to what extent the new reform 

seems to reinforce these roles. Here I will use my theoretical framework, namely 

Development Journalism, and the answers from the respondents in order to 

understand and examine this particular problem. 

   The final part of the essay deals with my specific case, which is Rwanda’s 

media landscape after the newly adopted media reform. Here I will analyze the 

experienced change introduced by the new media reform. My essay finds that an 

official narrative, which is enforced by the Rwandan constitution, restricts the 

impact of the reform on the role of media. 
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    1. Introduction 

There are few examples in the world where the acts of categorizing and counting 

people have resulted in such violent acts as in Rwanda. There are also relatively 

few countries where social constructivist expectations regarding identity and 

category seem to be so well verified as well as confirmed by the people 

themselves (Kertzer et. al.2007:148).  

   In 1994, during three horrible months approximately 800.000 people became 

victims of genocide in Rwanda. Teachers would kill students, neighbors slaughter 

neighbors as local officials helped organize the killings (Thompson, 2007:2). As 

the killings intensified, the volume of news media coverage decreased.  And while 

western media mostly turned away, hate media organs in Rwanda (such as the 

RTLM) through their journalists, broadcasters and media executives would play 

an instrumental role in the groundwork for the genocide to happen (Thompson, 

2007:6).  

   In the light of medias role in the genocide in Rwanda 1994 this study serves to 

examine the impact of the new media reform adopted in 2013 on the role of media 

in Rwanda. By doing so I hope to clarify whether the reform has contributed to 

any change regarding Rwandan media landscape and the role of journalists. 

If a political goal is to strengthen democracy through institutional tools, such as 

modern legislation (the new media reform), then an evaluation regarding how 

efficient current institutional mechanisms are in the country is needed. With that 

in mind, this study brings to the fore the importance of media in the strengthening 

of democracy in Rwanda. Furthermore, this study will attempt to clarify if policy 

makers, implementing parties and media actors themselves (after the approval of 

the newly passed media laws) experience increased capacity to strengthen 

democracy as independent actors.  

   This study also relates directly to areas which are of importance for Swedish aid 

programs, primarily because the Swedish International Development Cooperation 

Agency (SIDA) amongst other international actors recognize weak freedom of 

press, civil and political institutions as essential reasons behind many of the 
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democratic shortcomings in Rwanda (Human Rights Watch, 2013, Amnesty 

international, 2014/15) 

1.1 Some Delimitation 

When studying if the new legislative framework further strengthens Rwandan 

media in their mission to perform qualitative journalism, it becomes a natural step 

to establish the role media have had historically before and what role they have 

today. 

   Due to the comprehensiveness and complexity of the debate regarding the 

psychological aspect of experienced freedom and independency I will restrict this 

essay to one main theoretical approach as framework in my argument, namely 

Development Journalism. I believe my theoretical approach combined with the 

chosen method (namely in-depth interviews) will constitute sufficient material in 

order to generate a fruitful analysis. 

1.2 Purpose of Essay 

The objective of this essay is to examine the experienced impact of the new 

Rwandan media reform (2013) on the journalistic roles as political watchdog, 

setting the agenda, nation builder, agent of empowerment and government 

partner. 

    In order to understand and be able to operationalize the impact of the reform on 

these roles, a theoretical framework becomes essential. Since the research 

problem will be anchored in the theoretical discussion, the specific research 

question will be presented at the end of the theory section. 

 

1.3     Definitions 

 

Media freedom- Weaver (1977:1) distinguished three components of press 

freedom: the relative absence of government restraints on the media, the relative 
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absence of non-governmental restraints, and the existence of conditions to insure 

the dissemination of diverse ideas and opinions to large audiences. 
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2. Background 

 
In order to understand more comprehensively the role of media, the generating 

factors of the genocide and to recognize the structures underpinning the repugnant 

deeds of 1994 in Rwanda a historical retrospective is essential. A certain historical 

limitation will be needed provided the limited space available for this essay.  

   The historical aspect of Rwandan history remains controversial. Aware of the 

existence of several different narratives regarding the country´s past and focusing 

on the role of media, I will attempt to describe the very disputable and complex 

history.  

 

2.1 Historical Summary of Rwanda 

 
At the heart of the conflicts lies the deliberate choice of elites to deepen the divide 

between the country´s two ethnic groups: Hutu and Tutsi (a third group called 

Twa constitutes one percent of the population).  

   Traditionally in the so called Mwamis kingdom and in pre-colonial Rwanda the 

division between the Hutu and the Tutsi was based on occupation and the amount 

of owned cattle. If one possessed more than ten cows you became categorized as 

Tutsi while Hutu was seen to be the lower cast and associated with peasantry 

(Interpeace, 2006:70-73).  

   In Rwanda during the colonial era the cleavage between the two ethnic groups 

became institutionalized and old precolonial hierarchical structures (set by 

Mwamis) were made more rigid. Under German rule and later under the Belgian 

suppressors racist theories of the nineteenth-century Europe would thrive. Bizarre 

ideology based on racial rankings were further established and recognized the 

Tutsi minority (15% of the population) as the superior and declared innate 

inferiority of the Bantu (Hutu) majority (Thompson, 2007:20).  

   In 1962 Belgians granted Rwanda independence. The country continued using 

the identity of Hutu, Tutsi and Twa but now the Tutsi minority were discriminated 
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against. One oppressive Hutu regime was replaced by another and massive 

killings were carried out against the Tutsi and around 300.000 fled the country. 

 

2.2 Road to Genocide 

 
   Several Hutu massacres of the Tutsi took place in October 1990 and March-

February 1994. Hutu organizers learned that they could not only massacre large 

numbers quickly and efficiently but they could also get away with it as the 

international community passively observed the escalating situation (Thompson, 

2007:24). 

    As the terror was being built up there were some contrary forces at work. 

Pressure for democratization from both actors within and outside the country 

forced the sitting president Habyarimana to accept multi party politics. With great 

reluctance Habyarimana accepted a coalition government and would finally lead 

up to negotiations with the RPF in Arusha, Tanzania 1993. Agreement was 

reached in theory, but was never implemented; instead Arusha would backfire. 

   The UN peace mission, UNAMIR witnessed the preparation for violence and 

requested more troops and permission to interfere and seize illegal arms but was 

given orders to not act by the UN Secretariat (with its leading figure Kofia Annan 

(Melvern, 2004:247)  

   RPF incursions and continuing violent anti-Tutsi incidents escalated and would 

lead to the shooting down of president Habyarimanas plane, which in turn 

triggered what today in Rwanda is referred to as “1994 genocide against the 

Tutsi” (notice the formulation which is consistently used as the government 

narrative and will be problematized later on) (Thompson, 2007:23). 

 

2.3 The Role of Media  

People (mostly Tutsi) that had sought refuge in neighboring countries returned 

mobilized as the rebel group called Rwanda Patriotic Front (RPF) and have been 

in control of power in Rwanda since 1994.  

   The role of media in Rwanda is often associated with propaganda and hate 

media. Infamous media channels such as Radio Television Libre des Milles 
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Collines (RTLM) and newspapers like Kangura became strategic tools in killing 

the opposition.  

   In times where the majority of the political areas rested with Habyarimanas 

Hutu regime national and international dissatisfaction led to public 

demonstrations. The outspoken protests from Hutu and Tutsi opposition resulted 

in the establishment of 60 new magazines and newspapers between 1988 and 

1990. According to the historian Jean-Pierre Chrétien, the newspapers founded 

during this time were generally moderate and some of them promoted a 

democratic development. Others developed into representatives for extremist 

Hutu political forces such as the news-paper Kangura (Bonde et al 2015: 3). 

Despite the fact that a constitution was in place allowing multi-party elections and 

freedom of expression and A Press Law, which guaranteed every person the right 

to establish and operate a radio or television station had been passed the political 

reality for media actors was a bit more complex (ibid) 

   Media came to serve the narrow interest of its owner´s political agenda. The 

message delivered was the regular Hutus´s message consisting of fear of 

dispossession, violence and displacement. The media became the key instrument 

to define whom the enemy was and later on what was to be done with the enemy 

(Thompson, 2007:111). 

   The Hutu-biased media actors won ground and broadcasted inflammatory 

reporting against the Tutsi. RTLM amongst others started to openly encourage 

and incite genocide. With little resistance and the president supporting the hatred 

while referring to freedom of speech Tutsi journalist[s] and managers were 

imprisoned, forced to flee or killed by Hutu radicals (Bonde et al 2015:4). 

   By the end of the war in 1994, the media landscape laid in ruins. The few 

remaining media stations acted under heavy government control in order to reduce 

the risk of inciting violence and genocide. 

 

2.4 Media and the Aftermath 

 
It is important to acknowledge that media was the tool and not the source of 

ethnic divisionism. A language of ethnic divisionism was already established to 

which newspapers and radio channels became “speakers” (Thompson, 2007:110). 
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In the aftermath of the genocide the role of media has become a logical subject of 

study and still is. The political landscape, design of the constitution and legislative 

framework in Rwanda is largely based on the issues around the conflict and its 

roots in ethnicity. One prominent example of this is the fact that the sitting 

president Paul Kagame and today’s ruling party is born out of a failed peace 

accord and a bloody conflict between the two dominate tribes, Hutu and Tutsi 

(BBC, 2014) 

   But alongside with time, Rwanda has made a remarkable recovery and is one of 

Africa's most progressive countries in terms of political, social and economic 

development (Sida 2014:2). Political development in Rwanda has significantly 

changed the role, nature and value of media. And in domestic politics media is 

portrayed as one of the forces that have shaped and contributed to the progress 

(Implementation plan for reform of media in Rwanda, 2012).  

   Therefore, talking about media freedoms in Rwanda requires the 

acknowledgement that the genocide was in part caused by and definitely 

facilitated by media actors. Additionally, much of the legal framework and 

legislation in the country has thus been shaped in order to diminish incitement of 

genocide and severely punish all form of public offense and defamation.  In the 

strive for social cohesion a non-compromising-iron-hand-ruling has long been the 

way used to regulate media content. As part of the media reform in the new media 

law of 2013 a self-regulatory system was put into place to substitute the criminal 

liability as key tool of content regulation (Bonde et al 2015:4).  

2.5 Media Landscape in Rwanda 

Rwanda´s constitution adopted after a 2003 referendum grants both freedom of 

expression, assembly and freedom of the press at the same time has in practice 

proven to be rather restrictive.  The constitution prohibits all form of 

“divisionism”. The legislation against divisionism includes prohibition against 

ethnic, regional and racist discrimination. Additionally, all form of propaganda 

that serves to separate, segregate and divide the population of Rwanda is strongly 

prohibited. According to Freedom House the “discrimination-sensitive” 

legislation in Rwanda is often used as a political tool in order to limit freedom of 

expression and press freedoms (UNDP, 2014:30) 
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   Nevertheless, today´s media landscape in Rwanda enjoys a growing number of 

media actors. Despite the diversity of the newspapers, many of which are 

privately owned, almost all of them can be viewed as government friendly. The 

country has approximately 48 local privately owned newspapers and 25 radio 

stations operating side by side the state-owned broadcasting and newspaper 

outlets (Implementation plan, 2012:4). Debates and listeners contribution is more 

common than ever- even though topics that could be interpreted as government 

critical or viewed as sensitive are usually avoided (Adekunle, 2007:55). Critics 

still accuse the Rwandan government of remaining relatively restricted when it 

comes to handing over the public and organized debate to media platforms. 

   Prominent international actors and radio channels such as the BBC, Deutsche 

Welle and Voice of America have broadcasted in the national language 

Kinyarwanda for many years until recently (2014). The BBC was banned and 

accused of reporting on the genocide in a manner that was contributing to ethnic 

division and fueling conflicts. 

   The liberal ideal of democracy has resulted in an addition of private media 

actors and diversity within the media sector. New private media actors provides 

the opportunity for individuals and groups who have for a long time been silenced 

by state-owned media to be heard and share their views (Tettey, 2001:9).  

 

2.6 Self-Censorship 

 
Even though development reflected in the institution of laws aimed at curbing 

state control of the media promoting the functioning of a private and independent 

media are in motion self censorship remains a problem. 

   While scholars in large part agree on medias contribution to the democratization 

of the Rwandan society several problems remain and are acknowledged. The 

problem with press freedom in Rwanda has not been the absence of a body of 

laws and constitutional provisions guaranteeing that freedom (even though laws 

that deny a truly free press are still in place due to the historical context). The 

problem is the arbitrary actions and extra-legal measurements and instrument[s] of 

violence that have been used by the state in attempt to curb the right of free 
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expression. Several fundamental apparatus remain in order to restrict and combat 

differing opinions and criticism from the media (Tettey, 2001:15). 
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3. The Reform 
 
 

Law N°02/2013 on regulating media (known as the Media law) was adopted on 

11 March 2013, and brought about plenty of media reforms. Media freedom 

existed before the reform protected in Rwanda’s constitution. In Articles 33 and 

34, “Freedom of the press and freedom of information are recognized and 

guaranteed by the State.” (The Constitution of The Republic of Rwanda. Article 

33 and 34) However, the recent legal reforms taking place in Rwanda are meant to 

reinforce media freedoms and explore the potential of a responsible and free 

media in Rwanda. 

   In the implementation plan for the adopted media reform authored by the Prime 

Minister's office and the Ministry in Charge of Cabinet Affairs responsible for 

Media Affairs (2012) it is written: 

 

“The Government of Rwanda believes that the media has a vital role to play 

at this stage in the country’s development… The sector needs fundamental 

change. The government believes that a reformed media sector will support 

good governance and socio-economic development aims: increasing the 

range and diversity of outlets, enabling journalists to work more effectively, 

thereby increasing public awareness, promoting accountability and 

underpinning public democratic institutions” 

 

Seen in the statement above the reform can be viewed as a part of a bigger 

strategy whose aim is to obtain a transformation of the media sector in Rwanda. 

An explicit belief from the government of Rwanda that media pluralism, editorial 

independence, access to information, competition and a community of journalists 

who act in the public interest are all components that will help to ensure that 

Rwanda continues on its path of positive growth and development.   

 

The outspoken policy objective with an implemented reform is as follows: 

 

1. Promote greater freedom and responsibility amongst media practitioners 
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2. Promote improved public access to information 

3. Contribute to greater accountability 

4. Increase diversity and competition  

5. Recognize that media is an essential part of development and good governance 

and essential to democratic progress 

6. Support the effort to make Rwanda an IT and media hub for East Africa 

7. Establish RBA, the new public broadcaster to replace ORINFOR, operating at 

arms length from government and to be regulated by its own Board 

8. Introduce self-regulation both for the written press and RBA which will have their 

own body to monitor and respond to complaints and maintain standards 

9. Pass responsibility for regulating media from the Media High Council to RURA 

10. Change The Media High Council’s remit to focus on supporting the development 

of media development  

11. Finally, government institutions will ensure that they deal promptly with Access 

to Information requests and engage with media in a timely and responsive way 

(Implementation Plan, 2012:5). 

 

One of the changes introduced in the media reform that is considered especially 

important is the change of regulatory regime to self-regulation.  Expressed in the 

new law, Law N°02/2013 of 08/02/2013 this change has been acknowledged as a 

cornerstone of the media reform process 2013 (UN, 2012:10), The state of media 

freedom in Rwanda) On paper this passage would serve to decrease state-led 

control, as the primary regulatory framework for media houses and journalists, as 

well as a number of steps to present the media as both a professional and inclusive 

entity (Williams, 2014) These are essential steps forward to both enable and 

strengthen the media’s capacity to hold the state to account.  

   The initiatives, which make it easier for new media actors to be established, are 

also recognized to be essential to hinder the scenario where one media actor 

possesses the power to autocratically influence the whole population's opinion 

(like in -94). In other words, diversity within the media sector could therefore be 

seen as a precautionary action, decreasing the risk of media being used as a tool 

for political or tribal-based propaganda (a problem and subject which will be 

reserved for another study). 
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   Prime ministers office states that professional standards and quality have been 

progressing too slowly. In addition, low levels of reading culture and media 

literacy, poor professional standards, inadequate competition, limited access to 

information, a skeptical national mind set and bitter memories of the role played 

by hate media in the 1994 Genocide all impact the development of a professional 

and responsible media (Implementation plan 2012:4) 

 

3.1 Shortcomings of the New Media Law 
 

   However, according to human rights advocates the law fails to meet 

international standards on a variety of issues.  

   The state retains control of the media. Through the use of a series of 

authorization requirements, approval to launch a new media outlet must be 

granted by a state body. Additionally, journalists are required to obtain 

accreditation in order to practice their work. Even though the Media Self 

Regulatory Body rather than a state body provides this accreditation this is seen 

by human rights advocates as an unjustified restriction of freedom of expression 

as there is no need for general certification. 

   Furthermore the state has defined legal duties required of a journalist. As the 

law was adopted journalistic responsibilities include to inform, to educate the 

population and promote leisure activities; to defend freedom of information and 

analyze and comment on information have become legal obligations. This 

existence of legal obligations creates legal responsibility for failure to fulfill these 

obligations. The expressed concern is that the authorities may use these 

obligations to harass journalists since there is a lack of clarity in the law about 

exactly who will enforce these obligations and how they will do that. 

   Additionally the media law is not clear about what will constitute a legal 

restriction on the right to freedom of expression. The law does not provide a clear 

explanation of when it will be necessary to restrict media reporting. 

   The confidentiality of journalistic sources is not adequately protected. 

According to the law, courts can require journalists to reveal their sources in any 

legal proceedings, rather than in only the most serious of criminal cases. At the 
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same time the state maintains control of the Internet. This could be said to 

threaten media pluralism and the free flow of information. 

   While some claim obscurity to characterize the new reform  “divisionism” and 

“genocide ideology” which include vague and overly broad provisions, and have 

been used to restrict freedom of expression, including freedom of the media, in 

Rwanda remains a big challenge for journalists (Article 19, 2013).  

   The association of journalists has already drafted a code of ethics and is now 

undertaking the work on internal rules and regulations. Critics mean that 

legislation doesn’t matter it is the underlying ideology that will prevail anyway.  

Furthermore, while the country’s journalism law could be seen as an indicator of 

how the relationship between its political and socio cultural stand towards press 

freedom . Becker and Tudor Vlad (2010:4) claim that states that guarantee 

communication freedom in their legal documents do not necessarily provide for 

more freedom (4.0 The press in Rwanda- Ethics and Professionalism) 

   Press freedom and media pluralism have been a feature of democratic transitions 

in many African countries including Rwanda (Nyamnjoh 2005:66). Whether 

ambition is followed by effective implementation is another question. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

 

         



 

 14 

4. Development Journalism 
 
The expressed objectives by the Rwandan government media reform such as 

media pluralism, editorial independence, access to information, a community of 

journalists who act in the public interest, for positive growth and development are 

all components summarized by the development journalism theory.  

 

4.1 The history of Development Journalism 

 
Development journalism has its origin in 1960s Asia. It started with Filipino 

journalists Alan Chalkley and Juan Mercad who were concerned with the 

superficial way media was covering socio-economic development. The notion of 

development journalism (even if the concept is being interpreted in multiple 

ways) refers to the fact that more effort should be put into the analysis and 

evaluation of development processes. In short: development journalism can be 

seen as “mass medias contribution to social, economical, and political change and 

development” (J. Kayode,2013) 

   The concept of development journalism in Africa has in large part been caught 

up in the historical evolution of the theory of development communication. In 

times of modernization, development communication (therefore development 

journalism) held media actors as a driving actor of change from the traditional to 

the modern society. Media was seen as an institution constituting a link between 

institutions in society and modernization practices. Additionally, this period of 

time provided the notion that media should function as teachers of change (ibid. 

2013). 

   In times of independence in many African countries it became a natural result to 

ideologically distance themselves from Western modernization. A desire for 

economic, political and cultural self-determination evolved. During the colonial 

period a majority of media channels were privately owned. Independence resulted 

in more government controlled media in many countries. Thereafter development 

journalism became associated with independent journalism and a form of 
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journalism providing constructive criticism of government, informing citizens 

about how the development process was effecting them (ibid. 2013). 

   Later on media would play the role of advocating active democratization and 

participation on all levels (ibid. 2013). 

 

4.2 Previous Research 
 

Aside from what I have described in the above, a review of the previous discourse 

on media freedoms in Rwanda shows that plenty has been done regarding media´s 

contribution and role in the genocide followed by its role in the democratization 

and reconstruction process. Little has been done regarding the establishment of 

development journalism in Rwanda and especially regarding the explicit roles of 

journalists set forth in this theory and the impact of the new reform on these roles.      

    The demand for economic development and nation building in Africa resulted 

in a fertile environment for development journalism. Tragically, research shows 

that the elite class has been favored by development journalism since 

governments often used and still use it as a tool to affirm authorization. Even if 

research has found support for media to play an important role in educating and 

informing the population, it has also been a great tool for oppression (Wahl and 

Harnitzcsh 2008:352).  

    Since the theory of development originated in Asia plenty of research has been 

done on Asian countries. Many examples can be found regarding how it has been 

perceived as a model of journalism and implemented in practice.  

    An Ethiopian draft was presented in 2008 to make development journalism the 

official style of reporting.  The policy prescribes media to play an active role in 

the development processes of the country. Research highlights the controversy of 

when contribution to development becomes the precondition for journalists to 

enjoy press freedoms. Nevertheless have studies on Ethiopia proven that the 

policy and the model as a professional framework has been received positively by 

local journalists. However, the study emphasizes the problem of adopting the 

theoretical framework in practice. Development journalism is seen to some extent 

as ambiguous. The roles of journalists and their freedoms are conditioned and the 
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practice has been blamed for promoting political agendas instead of people’s 

interest. (2011:58,59).  

   Just as development journalism has been criticized to be ‘government ’say so’ 

journalism, critics looking at Asian countries also complain that the roles of 

journalists have been manipulated by governments who exaggerates the 

importance of respect for leaders and peace in order to muzzle journalists and 

deny basic rights and civil liberties 

4.3 The Journalistic Responsibility  

 Mc Quail cited in Romano (2005:57ff) claims that it is highly difficult to find an 

all-embracing definition when talking about development media theory because of 

the various conditions in developing countries (Romano et al, 2005:2).  

   However it is somewhat clear that development journalism as a theoretical 

perspective deals with the role and responsibilities of the media and journalism in 

society. Development journalism emphasizes the importance of journalism that 

looks beyond organizations official narrative and promotes a form of journalism 

that cuts through the clichéd picture of third world issues (Anand, 2013:224).  

   The western-world consensus regarding responsibilities cannot only be found 

among scholars but is also explicitly supported by the media branch of industry:  

 

"A good journalist must not only describe, but delve, debunk and decode… 

and explore the interplay of diverse realms such as health, education, 

environment, governance, local and national economics, and culture," 

Elisabeth Ribbans (The Guardian, 2009).  

 

According  to researcher Angela Romano there are five major interpretations of 

what roles journalists have. Through clarifying these roles, I will be able to closer 

examine which of these roles my respondents experience to be reinforced by the 

reform (Romano, 2014:3). 

Journalists as watch-dogs. A main justification for press freedom is that free 

media will act as a watchdog over the government. Human rights non-

governmental organizations have argued that a free media will help to increase 



 

 17 

government respect for human rights (Whitten-Woodring, 2009:595) 

Furthermore, scholars claim that one main justification for freedom of the news 

media is that lack of censorship will enable media to act as an watchdog over the 

government and thereby make a government more responsible (Whitten-

Woodring, 2009:595). The relationship between government and media(as 

watchdog) is often brought up when discussing the functionality of democracies. 

Medias role as watchdog has also been used as an indicator when measuring 

governments respect for human rights (Ibid. 595) 

 

The role as watchdog entails journalists to report on problems and shortcomings 

in governance, furthermore [to] ensure that people in power are held accountable 

to the public. Watchdogs can be seen as guardians of transparency. Supporters of 

this approach argue that restriction regarding freedom of press and speech and 

other civil liberties will undermine good governance (ibid 4). 

 

The agenda-setting role. This role concerns medias capacity to influence what is 

brought up on the public agenda. Results from research regarding media and 

agenda-setting shows that media has a substantial ability to influence people and 

what they consider to be important issues in society (Nord och Strömbäck, 2004, 

p. 104). 

Therefore this role of journalists emphasizes the responsibility to report on long-

term trends, unfold issues, processes and problems occurring in national 

development. Complex issues needs to be explained in simple terms, enabling 

communities to understand and respond (ibid 4) 

 

Journalists as agents of empowerment.  This role emphasizes the fact that the 

deliberate development journalism starts with exploring the concerns of the 

people outside the centers of business, mainstream and political power and giving 

a voice to the voiceless. She defines the voiceless as the marginalized, the under 

privileged and minorities (Romano , 2014:7). Rather than a top-down 

communication flow this kind of journalism seeks a bottom up flow, the main 

goal being a horizontal flow where citizens share information with fellow citizens. 

In short this role of journalists highlights the importance of media being a tool 
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empowering the ordinary people and not the elite. This entails capacity building 

among citizens whom in turn become the key drivers for change (ibid 4).   

The role as nation builders. The role as nation builder emphasizes medias 

responsibility to promote modernization. In the light of this media is designated 

an important role to help the public to understand the development process and 

support the developmental agenda. This requires a solution oriented reporting on 

social problems and issues within society.  Journalists should perform a type of 

journalism that promotes harmony between communities and strengthens 

consensus between diverse groups.  According to research journalists become 

nation builders but according to scholars also enter the borderline of becoming 

government partners. Therefore supporters of this approach tend to hold 

restriction of expression as a necessity for the sake of prosperity (Romano, 

2014:4) 

 
“We all know that the media plays a critical role in shaping national, regional and global 

politics, economics and diplomacy.” (President Paul Kagame, 2012, State of media draft 

report) 

 

Journalism-as- government partner is the notion claiming that news reporting 

and press freedom should be exercised within the national and social interests of 

governments, economic and political development priorities. With ”constitutional 

liberalism” as an ideal this approach promotes journalism which aligns the 

governments strategy as well as supporting the legal framework of the country 

(Romano, 2014:5). This particular stance of ”say-so-journalism” has been 

considered a problem for many developing countries and totalitarian states by 

many researchers within the area. Scientific findings regarding media as 

government partner shows that political leaders and their bureaucracies are 

protected from intensive scrutiny. Actors within the media sector such as press-

clubs provides the political, economical and intellectual elite with the means to 

filter news and information and socially construct the world view held by the 

public (Huang, 2000:200). Since a realization of this stance would make 

independent and objective journalism impossible, it can be considered a counter-

normative view of the role of media, 
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“In this endeavor, the media will be an invaluable partner in 

communicating our agenda, advancing our interests and being among the 

key narrators of our story. In addition, by holding both our governments 

and citizens to account, a responsible media will promote our core values, 

good governance and democracy on which a successful integration can best 

be built” (Paul Kagame, 2012, State of media draft report).  

 

4.4 Problematization 
 

While many scholars hold development journalism as a key to good government 

the fact remains that the theory and its underlined roles constitutes a normative 

standpoint (Anand, 2013:211). In the establishing of normative ideals one has to 

acknowledge the complexity of reality and take into account the impact of 

different contexts. Therefore the acknowledgement has to be made that normative 

statements about how something should be always carry the controversy of not 

considering different contexts.  

   Another valuable acknowledgement is made by Jeniffer Whitten-Woodring 

(2009:603) a political scientist at the University of Southern California. She 

argues that a free press can only reduce human rights violations such as political 

imprisonment, murder, disappearance, and torture if citizens have the means of 

holding their leaders accountable (functioning institutional mechanisms for checks 

and balances). Where leaders rule with impunity, critical media coverage has the 

opposite effect regimes crack down on journalists and political activists.  

   However, since the adopted legislative framework just recently came into place 

and is in its initial phase of implementation research regarding the media 

landscape post-reform is rather thin. With an area relatively uncultivated, a 

method and strategic choice of interviewees (policy makers, journalists and 

implementing parties) I believe this essay to become an appreciated analytical and 

descriptive contribution within the field.  

   Theoretical assumption regarding developments journalisms importance and 

normative assumptions regarding the roles of journalists ultimately requires 

empirical research in different contexts such as Rwanda. 
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4.5 Mission and Research Question 

 
Development journalism constitutes a normative standpoint regarding what the 

responsibilities are for journalists in order to serve the purpose of political, 

cultural and socioeconomic development. 
Based on the provided background and theoretical approach I will in the following 

passages examine the experienced impact of the reform on the roles put fourth in 

the theory. 

   The research problem is put fourth in the following research question: 

How has the media reform (2013) in Rwanda affected the possibility for Rwandan 

media actors to become: Agents of empowerment, Watch-dogs, an Agenda setting 

actor and Nation builders. 
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       5. Method 

 
This chapter presents the executed fieldwork and the chosen method on which the 

study´s "empirical evidence" or "empirical research" are based on.  

 

5.1Research Design 

 
In this field study I will strive to answer the research question by assembling 

information based on in-depth interviews and thereafter interpret and analyze the 

gathered information by applying the theory of development journalism.  

   Furthermore, the study will be descriptive in trying to answer if/how the new 

media legislation in Rwanda has reinforced the role of media as, agenda-setting, 

agents of empowerment, watch-dogs and nation builders. The study is explorative 

when it comes to presenting reasons to why the new reform´s impact functions the 

way it does. In other words the result from the in-depth interviews are meant to 

strengthen the explorative power of the study. It is important to clarify that I do 

not "take for granted" that the new reform has resulted in any significant impact in 

terms of changed media approach or routines.  

   According to Voltmer (2013) the fall of an authoritarian rule and the rise of 

democracy media plays significant role not only to spread the images of change to 

the global community but also by becoming a force of change in their own right.  

Rwanda, acknowledged to be a post-conflict country has decided to take the route 

of controlled media liberalization. It is a route characterized by the precautionary 

prohibition of so called genocide ideology from the public discourse. According 

to this ruling any references to ethnic stereotypes are prohibited to prevent further 

ethnic-related conflicts (Voltmer 2013:1970).  

   In the light of this Rwanda can be seen as an interesting research object when 

studying what affect a media reform have in reality considering the climate where 

restrictions on free speech in the name of interethnic peace can serve as alibi for 

endemic censorship.  

5.2 Interviews 
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As mentioned in earlier passages the chosen method of this study is in-depth 

interviews or more precisely semi-structured interviews with an open "format". 

The method is based on what Annika Lantz (1993:18,21) claims to be a suitable 

method in order to increase one's knowledge about the connection between key 

concepts. By using this type of interview and having the respondents answer the 

same questions the data will be both exhaustive and comparable. The questions 

will be constituted by broad topics for discussion where the respondents are 

allowed to develop their notions. Additionally, Essaiasson(2012) mentions that 

rather than using a quantitative method as a questionnaire or survey this method 

allows the examiner to problematize and understand the complexity of a 

phenomenon on a deeper level (Essiasson et al. 2012 s.229).  

   The delimitation of this essay will be made through establishing the theoretical 

arena which in turn will actualize key concepts without having to explicitly ask 

about them. The interviewees will subjectively chose what to emphasize within 

the established arena of discussion (Esaiasson et al. 2012:21,54).  

   Since the overall objective is to obtain knowledge regarding the experienced 

impact of the reform on the roles of journalists in Rwanda my aspiration has been 

to minimize the gap between theory and reality. In order to do so I have tried to 

minimize the distance between theory, key concepts and operationalization. 

Therefore my questions were constructed with an open character, by using 

questions with open character the interviewer reduces the risk of interfering with 

the respondents line of thought. Therefore the respondents will be able to 

highlight which role they think of as most important within the given theoretical 

context (Lantz, 1993:18,21). A semi-structured interview combined an aspiration 

to achieve data which is contextually determined is essential in order to 

understand a persons placement of a phenomenon in relation to the surrounding 

context. The interviewee determines which context is to be considered as 

important (Lantz, 1993:18) (Essiasson et al. 2012:252).  

   When it comes to using interviews as [a] method one has to consider what Peter 

Essiasson (2012) describes as ”interview effects”. Interview effects could be seen 

as a form of distortion within the interview process, something that could have an 

adverse effect on the outcome. Interview effects could be the result of ambiguity, 
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different reactions, the social style or personality of the interviewer that affects the 

answers of the interviewee. These effects can be the product of conscious as well 

[as] of unconscious processes of the interviewer. To prevent this from having a 

significant impact on the result one has to be aware of the possibility of interview 

effects and be proactive through comprehensive preparation. 

5.3 Sample and Material 
 

The majority of this study´s research was carried out during five months spent out 

in Rwanda. The research questions could not have been answered without 

information from the people involved in or affected by the media reform.  

   The respondents constitute a strategic choice of eight individuals involved in the 

shaping and implementation of the reform, media experts and journalists, bloggers 

and also international collaborators. The selection of these individuals was made 

based on my research question. It was essential that the group consisted of people 

within the media sector equipped with experience from prior and post reform, in 

order to express if noticeable change has occurred regarding the media landscape.  

   It was I, Noah From, who conducted the interviews whereof the shortest took an 

hour and the longest took one hour and a half. 

   Although one cannot draw any general conclusions from the result of this 

examination, the result will have a value to future research due to the strategic 

choice of interviewees: 

Implementors- People responsible for the process of making the legislative 

ambition become functional in practice. They will provide insight regarding the 

actual progress of implementation of the reform.  

Media experts- Individuals equipped with the broader understanding about 

Rwandan media landscape. They will provide an overview of the media landscape 

pre- and post reform. 

Journalists- Will be able to provide (subjective) information about how the new 

media reform is perceived and has influenced their freedoms and role as 

journalists so far. 

Bloggers- Represents a growing source of information and could be used as a 
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thermostat indicating the government's attitude towards the expanding media 

reality in Rwanda.  

International collaborators- This group is constituted by Swedish and UN 

partners. Sweden is recognized to be the world's biggest supporter of the media 

sector in Rwanda, financially and practically. Both of these parties have played an 

essential role in advocating, structuring and implementing the current the reform. 

However, respondents were chosen not only because they provide relatively 

accessible information, but especially because of the valuable contribution of first 

hand information. Political scientist Peter Esaisasson (2012) and colleagues 

confirm this in a discussion in which they advocate interviews with respondents 

who have a strong experience of the subject being studied.  

   It is possible that a more comprehensive and nuanced description regarding the 

impact of the reform on media landscape in Rwanda could have been provided if 

any participants representing the Rwandan government would have been included 

in the sample of my respondents. Due to the investigative character of my 

questions and security reasons I chose not to approach any government officials to 

participate in this study.  

   Taking into account the delicate nature of the political environment in Rwanda 

and that the majority of the interviewees expressed concern regarding their safety, 

the decision was made to grant the respondents anonymity. Each respondent will 

instead be labeled by profession or by institution/department they are 

representing.  

5.4 Material Analysis 
 

Since focus in this study has not been concerned with the style of linguistics of the 

respondents the choice has been made to not present any pauses, overlaps or 

intonations in the transcripts. The analysis will follow what Kvale and Brinkmann 

(2009) described as “meaning condensation” which aims to compress the 

responses without compromising the meaning of the interviewee’s response. This 

will be done in order to provide a clearer picture regarding reoccurring notions 

concepts, themes and differences, which in turn will make it easier to analyze 

using my theory (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009:221)  
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In the light of this the empirical material will be centered and divided in the 

following categories found in the theory of Development Journalism. 

• Journalists as watch-dogs 

• Journalists as agenda setting 

• Journalists as nation builders 

• Journalists as agents of empowerment. 

• Journalists as government partners. 

 

5.5 Presentation of the Empirical Material 
    

Each and every question will be processed in alignment with the categories 

mentioned above (5.4). Using the different categories will enable me to examine if 

the respondent direct or indirectly responds or uses words that are used in the 

theory. This is the methodological strategy in the aspiration to say something 

about ”how the media reform (2013) in Rwanda has affected the possibility for 

Rwandan media actors to become: Agents of empowerment, Watch-dogs, Agenda 

setting actors and Nation-builders”.  

   When it comes to quoting the respondents the choice has been made to make 

use of guidelines provided by Kvale and Brinkmann(2009) one of them being the 

quotations need to be interpreted. Furthermore, it is not the task of the readers to 

guess why the given quote is represented in the study or what writers find 

interesting about that particular quote.  The researchers are hereby obligated to 

provide readers with perspective regarding the chosen quotes (Kvale & 

Brinkmann 2009:300), which will done by commenting on why the chosen 

answer is relevant and how they are connected to the theory.  

   Kvale and Brinkmann continues by writing ”use the best quote”. If two answers 

highlights the same issue in a similar manner they claim it to be unnecessary to 

present both quotes, but the most explicit and exhaustive quote should be 

presented. Despite this, one should always (for the sake of documentation) 

mention how many of the respondents highlight the same issue. If a question 

results in various answers several quotes should be presented to show the range of 

problematization amongst the interviewees (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009:301). In 



 

 26 

short, the amount of quotes under each question will vary depending on the 

variety of respondents approach and the variety of received answers.  

   In accordance with the guidelines of (MKV) the whole of the conducted 

transcripts will not be published in any appendix) 

5.6 Delimitations 
 

I am aware of the fact that this survey is not comprehensive enough to result in 

any conclusion that can be said to be true concerning the immediate effect of the 

new media reform on Rwandan media landscape. Instead I have chosen to limit 

this study and any conclusions to a strategic choice of interviews whom I believe 

can describe the experienced affect of the reform on the role of media. With this 

in mind the survey cannot ensure any external validity and that has never been the 

ambition. Therefore the acknowledgement is made that internal validity is all that 

can be obtained (Lantz, 1993:17)  

   While my theory includes different predictions of what one can expect to find 

after the implemented reform the answers from my in-depth interviews will 

provide more explorative information about what media reality in Rwanda really 

looks like. This will allow me to achieve both depth and width concerning the 

data.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 27 

6. Result 

 

     6.1 Presentation of Interviews  

In the following section, all questions and answers will be presented in order to 

understand the most primary roles (5,2) which media is associated with in 

Rwanda after the reform. 

6.2 Journalists as Watch-Dogs 

Questions regarding what power media holds in today´s Rwanda was important in 

order to illuminate if journalists are able to act as watch-dogs and fulfill the 

function of holding the government accountable. 

The majority of respondents used concepts which are synonymous with concepts 

derived from what Romano writes about the Watch-dog role. Concepts such as 

”checks and balances”, ”ability to hold the government accountable” and ”3rd/4th 

estate” were used to problematize medias capacity or lack of it to hold 

accountable the government, politicians and officials.  

   All respondents emphasized the problem of self-censorship. The fear of being 

too controversial indicates that there exists limited space for journalists to act as 

watch-dog. The commonly held view among the interviewees was that media lost 

a large part of their legitimacy due to its role in genocide which has led to a lack 

of trust in the media lingering in many dimensions of society- not the least from 

government. 

”Media is not powerful due to self-censorship and can therefore not peform 

investigative journalism. Laws are too restrictive for journalist[s] to 

perform free and qualitative reporting”. (Swedish Embassy Representative, 

2015.05.27) 

Many of the respondents underline that the new reform does not hide the fact that 

the media sector is in an intial phase of maturity. Many of the interviewees 
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emphasizes the fact that it is and will continue to be a time demanding process.  

”Media cannot be seen as a counter power to the first and second estate 

since it is such a newly established industry.” (Institute for War and peace 

reporting representative 2015.05.28) 

The absence of a watch-dog function in a society can according to 

Romano(2014:4ff) tell you something about the functionality of the democracy 

itself and is used when measuring government's respect for human rights such as 

freedom of speech. 

A relatively divergent answer is given by one of the Swedish partners who in 

collaboration with the Rwandan government and the Swedish radio has performed 

capacity training of local journalists in Rwanda.   

 “Mayors, policemen and politicians now know that journalists have a 

supportive framework of law. It has proven to help in the transition from 

only ceremonial coverage to more substantial news content”. (Swedish 

partner, 2015.05.18) 

6.3 The Role of Agenda Setting 

All the interviewees were asked to describe the media landscape after the adopted 

reform. The intention with such a broad question came with the intention to 

understand each respondents placement of media in relation to the surrounding 

context and their power to set the news agenda. The commonly held view 

regarding agenda-setting is that Rwandan media supports the government agenda. 

However, some interviewees imparted that there exists an uncertainty among 

journalists concerning the proper balance between positive and critical aspects of 

government initiatives and development news. It becomes clear from the answers 

received that there exists a culture where reporters often rather want to be on the 

”safe side” when covering such issues.   

   Media is often mentioned to be used as a tool to cover and naturally 

problematize  

 “ Media hands the microphone to the government representatives, not to 

the civil society or the opposition. It all about understands the significance 
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of a free and independent media. ” (RMC-representative 2015.05.13). 

All respondents agreed that Rwanda´s dark past has shaped today's political line 

and core message. The majority of the respondents claim that the core message of 

“a common nationality” pervades not only the structure of society but also the 

news content. All the respondents accept two, claim that the vulnerable situation 

of journalists in Rwanda has affected the courage to set the agenda. 

 

“Media is enforcing the government narrative in order to earn trust and 

credibility which in turn secures income and safety.” (Controversial 

journalist 2015.05.25) 

 

Yet again the context brings the understanding that informal forces like self-

censorship are not only driven by the fear of arbitrary reprimands but also driven 

by basic needs such as income and a secure livelihood. These factors in turn 

shapes what content is highlighted on the agenda. The vulnerable situation of 

journalists consists of: either you support the official narrative or you don’t. 

Where the primary grants you the vital privilege of income and safety and the 

latter total freedom.  

   The reform has succeeded to the extent that it has led to an increase regarding 

diversity and competition among media actors which according to some of the 

respondents has led to a more varied content within the entertainment branch. The 

acknowledgement is also made that new digital platforms and the access to online 

resources of information has a big impact on what is brought up on the public 

agenda (with the reservation that the majority of the beneficiaries of this are the 

ones more well off). 

 

6.4 Journalists as Nation Builders 
 

When journalists take the role of nation builders their responsibility becomes to 

promote harmony between communities and strengthen consensus between 

diverse groups even at the expense of other freedoms. Questions such as Is there a 

reason to limit media? were constructed in order to clarify what the respondents 

thought should be the prioritized role of journalists.  
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   Five out of eight interviewees answered that there could be reasons to limit 

media. Those respondents obviously highlighted the enhanced risk of media being 

manipulated by divisive forces and used for ethnic purposes. 

 

 “The first article in the Rwandan constitution deals with the prohibition 

against genocide ideology and divisionism. It is not until article 16 freedom 

of expression is brought up. 90% of the advocates for freedom of expression 

argue on the basis of western world constitutions without considering the 

context. Here we hold unity and avoiding a new genocide the highest.” 

(Blogger, 2015.05.26) 

 

The Rwandan law and articles in the constitution dealing with hate speech or 

genocide ideology is under all circumstances higher valued than any other law 

provided in the new reforms. Similarly to the government's approach, restriction 

of expression is sometimes seen as a necessity for the sake of prosperity (Romano, 

2014:4), an opinion shared by some of the respondents.  Returning arguments 

occur, underlining that journalists have to refine the already given responsibility. 

Furthermore that development and change within the media sector has to be done 

at a Rwandan pace.  

   Among the interviewees there were three people that did not see any reason to 

limit media. 

 

The shocking thing is that media is restricted in the first place. During the -

94 genocide media did not kill anyone, government did. Since the army and 

police were involved should they never be allowed to carry weapons again? 

Should we say to all judicial institutions who also participated in the 

genocide that they are no longer credible enough to ever to keep law and 

order? The involvement of media in the genocide is based on the fact that 

media was controlled”. (Controversial journalist 2015.05.25) 

 

 

Both sides of respondents and their differing opinions of whether it is justified or 

not to restrict media derive from the objective to prevent the past from happen 
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again. Yet there are two clear standpoints: A necessary restriction versus a 

complete liberation.  

   The Rwandan case underlines some of the problems in the development 

journalist approach. Media has a important role to play but stability and nation-

building is put before other values, such as press freedom and open expression of 

opinions in the public sphere (Voltmer 2013:1971).  If the reform's main objective 

is to increase media freedoms and empower the journalistic role the government's 

idea of nation -building has become a hinderance towards achieving such an 

objective to the full.  

 

6.5 Agents of Empowerment 
 

When talking about the biggest impact of the reform on media landscape in 

Rwanda lots of answers captured how the reform has influenced medias ability to 

become a platform for the people and in that way empower the ”ordinary ” 

people.  

   Many of the answers recieved highlighted that the adoption of the reform should 

be seen as an achievement in and of itself. Even though there are obvious 

challenges regarding the implementation of the reform, a proper framework is in 

place. Seeds are officially planted, now they need time to grow.  

 

”The reform has contributed to the establishing of several new media 

actors. It has resulted in several local and national media-programs that 

promotes innovation, youth participation. The reform has initiated valuable 

movement in order to reach the target to create a young critical mass that 

are politically aware”. (UN- program specialist, 2015.05.08) 

 

The reform has apparently been a catalyst for capacity building. Respondents also 

point out that ”access to information” as part of the reform has increased the 

journalistic capacity to put pressure on political superiors and produce more 

substantial news-reporting. Access to information enables journalists to create 

awareness that citizens need in order to become the key drivers for change. 
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 ”The reform has become an important lesson for government officials who 

no longer can control information. Either you decide to share the 

information or journalists and citizens will find it through other sources”. 

(Swedish partner, 2015.05.18) 

While the adoption of the reform is seen as a progressive step towards a further 

liberated media the majority of the respondents makes the remark that the reform 

is great in theory but will be a challenge when it comes to implementation. 

Furthermore, even though it seems inevitable to see the reform as a success some 

are more skeptical about its importance. 

 

”The reform is important, now we have the fundaments of self regulation. 

But politicians want a immature society which they can manipulate. The 

literacy rate in Rwanda is very low and very few people have internet. The 

new media channels reaches people who are already informed. Look at the 

petition for the third term, those signing it do not understand what it 

means”. (Controversial journalist 2015.05.25) 

 

The over stated quote brings into the light the upcoming presidential election [in] 

2017 where the sitting president is said to go against the constitution and run for a 

third term. Petitions have been created and have received much critique and 

outspoken concern form civil society and the international community.  Such 

initiatives are problematized to a very little extent by Rwandan press, the 

interviewed journalist belongs to the exception.  

   To empower people you as a journalist have to be empowered. The underlying 

problem returning during the performed interviews is the lack of independence. 

So you are not powerful other than as a powerful tool at the governments disposal.  

   Another event mentioned by all interviewees is the event where the chairperson 

of the newly instituted self regulatory body, Rwanda Media Commission(RMC-

which the reform grants the responsibility to regulate media content) had to flee 

the country after expressing a differing opinion. 

 

”The biggest achievement when it comes to the reform is that journalists 

believe in it. The fact that Fred had to flee just means that journalists could 
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elect a good and independent journalist into RMC board. Government told 

them to elect another but they didn´t. This shows defiance to political 

pressure.”  (Blogger, 2015.05.26) 

 

6.6 Government Partners 

Throughout the interviews it became clear that justified reasons for restriction are 

anchored in the past. The country's constitution, legal framework and government 

policy are all shaped in order to eliminate all forms of hate speech, genocide 

ideology and divisionism. In the light of the legislative context the journalistic 

role has also been shaped in accordance with the aspiration of one common 

nationality. In an uncompromising strive for cohesion journalists and media-

houses have according to the interviewees become closely integrated with the 

ruling government. In the process of establishing the new reform statements such 

as the following shows the government's expectations on media. 

“In this endeavor,, the media will be an invaluable partner in 

communicating our agenda, advancing our interests and being among the 

key narrators of our story. (Paul Kagame, 2012, State of media draft 

report).  

Since ethnicity has been used by politicians and people in power and therefore can 

be viewed as an influencing factor shaping the Rwandan political landscape as 

well as the media landscape questions regarding medias impact on ethnicity were 

essential. 

”Western media has tried to influence ethnicity by advocating for a open 

discussion concerning ethninicity. Rwandan media on the other hand is a 

channel for government communication. Therefore media can be viewed as 

having a positive impact on ethnicity by not promoting it. Media have 

instead joined the government in the work for social cohesion.” (Blogger, 

2015.05.26). 

While new media laws promote greater freedom and responsibility amongst 

journalists in the expressed desire to achieve greater accountability, media is seen 

as an essential part of development and the reconciliation process. Medias role 
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can therefore become rather ambiguous. While shouldering the responsibility to 

report objectively and true(within the restrictive laws) they ought to play an active 

role in the construction of society using the core values of government.  

   Several of the key indicators used by Romano (2014:3) to describe a situation 

where media has become a government partner can be found in the conducted 

interviews.  

 

 “Media will influence identity because there is a policy to do so” (UN 

program specialist, 2015.05.08). 

 

All respondents point out the controversial relationship between media and 

government. Huang (2000:199) claims that such a relationship between journalists 

and government makes independent and objective journalism relatively 

impossible and qualitative scrutiny almost unfeasible. The journalistic relationship 

as a partner can therefore be considered a counter-normative view of what the role 

of media should be.  

 

All of the eight respondents claim that media in Rwanda is not independent 

whereof five hold the restriction of media justifiable to the extent that -94 does not 

happen again.  
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       7. Discussion 

 
Despite the fact that a new reform, which according to all interviewed is great in 

theory and carries plenty of promising content, it seems that media freedom 

remains a target yet not a priority. Media as watchdog, agenda setting, nation 

builder and actor of empowerment and media independence are restricted to an 

official narrative enforced by the constitution. In the words of the interviewed 

journalist “ this situation does not seem to be solved by any legal reform, it all 

comes down to the political agenda” (Controversial journalist 2015.05.25) 

   The journalist's remark is enforced by Huang (2000:199) who states that the 

roles of journalists depend on which political regime is in power. Media becomes 

agents of stability in corporatist regimes, agents of restraint in democratic regimes 

and agents of change in transitional regimes.  

   The media situation after the reform is controversial to say the least. 

Socioeconomic development in Rwanda has made the country a target for much 

praise. Despite progress in many areas of civil society, human rights watchdogs 

and actors from the international community are critical of the media situation and 

the limitation when it comes to freedom of expression in the country. While 

western world professionalism in new media is associated with values such as 

objectivity, independence and the responsibility to serve the audience the fact 

remains that during the 19th century the majority of western newspapers were tied 

to political parties (Whitten-Woodring, 2009:598). The West's critical views about 

what media should be like in Rwanda tend to take ethnocentric dimensions, where 

one judges another's culture by the standards and the values established in their 

own culture. 

   Even though there is a relatively clear ideal of what media aspires to be (both 

expressed from Rwandan government and the international community), the fact 

that Rwanda is one of the poorest countries in the world remains true. According 

to Schramm, (1964:99) the overarching key to media development is economic 

development. Countries that have achieved a well functioning mass 

communication mechanism have often achieved a high level of productivity, life 

expectancy, industrialization, income and the like. A question raised by Schramm 
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(1964) is not whether media will ultimately come into wide use in developing 

countries as an institution of empowerment and nation building, but rather if their 

introduction should be hurried so that they are forced to do more than they are 

doing at present to contribute to national development (Schramm1964:98).  

 

“There you have it – reforms on unprepared ground, and copied from 

foreign     institutions as well – nothing but harm!” Dostoyevsky, the 

brothers Karamazov. 

 
Nevertheless, even though Rwanda is said to be moving towards a more liberated 

media the fact remains that controlled media is what contributed to the magnitude 

of killing during the 1994 genocide (which could serve as an incentive for further 

liberation to continue). What could happen if media supports a government’s 

official narrative and helps to build a political legitimacy and a national identity 

by preaching government´s good intentions while other underlying processes are 

going on below the surface? With relatively limited access and without qualitative 

investigative journalism of political processes nobody except government officials 

can know what forces truly are at play. Media could be delivering one message 

while government could be planning for something else.  

   A phenomenon worth noticing is a controversial change in the government 

narrative regarding the genocide. The genocide in media has for a long time been 

labeled as “ The 1994 genocide against the Tutsi and moderate Hutu”. “Moderate 

Hutu´s” has for a long time been included to describe the comprehensive nature of 

the genocide where Tutsi were not the only targets of hatred but oppositional Hutu 

as well. In Rwanda today, the newspapers and radio stations are using a simplified 

version to refer to the genocide namely “1994 genocide against the Tutsi”.  This is 

a notable change deriving from the government itself. 

   It is also important to consider how practice shapes the media landscape. Even if 

media would be free from overt- and self-censorship from the government it could 

be said that media is under government control because of the reliance on 

government sources (Whitten-Woodring, 2009:599). That could mean that any 

differences in the press just describes the differences between these official 

sources.  
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   However, privatized media and a growing number of media actor’s does not 

necessarily denote a correlation between that and a weakening of government 

control of media operations. Nor necessarily is there a correlation between 

diversity regarding media ownership and democratization in terms of 

representative and objective content (Huang, 2000:199)  

   Talking from a development journalism perspective media has an important part 

to play on several different levels. According to five of the interviewees the role 

of nation-builders for example could make restriction of media freedoms 

sometimes a necessary evil (Romano, 2014:4). Several of the respondent’s claim 

that this is due to the explicit official narrative holding cohesion above everything 

else. 

   The first regime in place after independence did not realize how important an 

open debate was and therefore no realistic strategies towards a long lasting 

solution were implemented. Without organizing a debate or a consultation, the 

second regime adopted the policy of ethnic quotas, which was a better option for 

exclusion. Exclusion was perceived as a plan to suppress others; it was given 

much emphasis and generated a monster known as the genocide. Drawn from this 

some of the interviewees impart that media might have lost its legitimacy in terms 

of being a forum for controversial debate. Additionally, the role as agents of 

empowerment remains a challenge due to lost trust from the people (Interpeace, 

2010:36).  

   On my mission to examine the experienced impact of the reform on the 

journalistic role (put fourth in the theory) the conclusion can be made that 

journalist’s independence is more of an aspiration rather than a priority. 

 

“You become a journalist only after you see yourself as Rwanda. Otherwise 

you will never be able to perform qualitative journalism” (Swedish Embassy 

Representative, 2015.05.27). 

 

The statement above reflects the current political climate in which Rwandan 

media operates. Irrespective of any adopted media reform media seem to shoulder 

the responsibility of rapid national change where cohesion and national identity is 

held as priority. Whereas media freedom such as self-regulation and access to 

information is explicitly uttered in the new media laws the main focus continues 
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to be on the securing of a strong, democratic administration. The result of such a 

focus becomes a positive promotion of development efforts rather than promoting 

journalists roles as watchdogs, agenda setting, agents of empowerment. (Skjerdal 

2011:66). It seems that critical, investigative and controversial problematization 

by media can only be performed as long as it is in line with what is approved. 
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       8. Suggestion for Future Research 

 
In order to obtain a more solid result and a more holistic understanding regarding 

the true impact of the reform on the roles of journalists in Rwanda it would have 

been interesting to complement with a statistical analysis. This could have been 

done through the use of a quantitative method. By measuring the amount of 

critical and controversial publications since the adoption and examine whether 

reporting of the more investigative type have increased or not, one could come 

closer to determine the actual impact of the reform. Obviously, this would require 

a discourse analysis as well to determine what critical and controversial means 

within the Rwandan context. 

    With a statistical foundation accompanied with a discourse analysis combined 

with in-depth interviews would increase the probability to achieve a more valid 

result. 
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