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Abstract 

This article examines the French National Assembly's reaction to the genocide of the Tutsi in Rwanda, before, during, and after 

the massacre, and how this dramatic event reveals the nature of the institutions of the Fifth Republic, "a presidentialized 

parliamentary regime," as well as their dysfunctions. The cooperation agreements signed between France and Rwanda in the 

1960s, 1970s, and 1980s generated little parliamentary debate. French deputies did, however, question ministers both orally and 

in writing in the early 1990s, as France became militarily involved. But they encountered obstacles related to the Constitution of 

the Fifth Republic and presidential practices. The head of the executive branch has enjoyed autonomy of action in military and 

diplomatic matters since General de Gaulle. Seemingly powerless, they nevertheless acted in the face of the genocide of the Tutsi 

(April-July 1994). They addressed written and oral questions to the ministers. Most sessions in the National Assembly provide 

an opportunity for members of both the majority and the opposition to question ministers about the situation in Rwanda during 

the question period in Parliament. Following the genocide, parliamentarians exercised multifaceted oversight of France, utilizing 

the full range of powers granted to them by the Constitution. They submitted written and oral questions to the government on 

various post-genocide issues up until the fifteenth legislature. In 1998, members of parliament employed a new approach that 

renewed their oversight role: the fact-finding mission on Rwanda. Finally, the issue of the genocide against the Tutsi was 

addressed through hearings, a standard method for gathering information for the legislative branch. Political figures and experts 

can be heard by parliamentary committees that deem their testimony valuable. Ultimately, French members of parliament acted 

within the framework defined by the Constitution of the Fifth Republic, without being able to influence the policies of the Élysée 

Palace before or after 1994. The limitations of their actions reflect the dysfunctions of the French presidential parliamentary 

system. This is the conclusion reached by the 1998 fact-finding mission and the Duclert report presented in 2021. This explains 

the new directions given to parliamentary oversight in the 21st century. 
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1. Introduction 

Between April and July 1994, between 800,000 and one 

million Tutsi were exterminated by Hutus in Rwanda. The Du-

clert report questions the role of the institutions of the Fifth 

Republic and the means by which the National Assembly can 

oversee the executive branch. Given the "reserved domain" of 

the President of the Republic, members of parliament were 

absent from the cooperation agreements signed by France with 

Rwanda between the 1960s and 1980s. They frequently ques-

tioned the executive branch in the early 1990s without being 

able to influence its policies. They were active but ultimately 

powerless during the genocide against the Tutsi. After 1994, 

they undertook a multifaceted approach and utilized the full 

range of oversight mechanisms granted by the Constitution. 

They questioned officials, conducted an information-gather-

ing mission, and held hearings. They acted within the limits 

authorized by the Constitution without having the power to 

influence the policies of the Élysée Palace. These constitu-

tional constraints illustrate the dysfunctions of the "presiden-

tialized" parliamentary system, but also the establishment of a 

"republican monarchy" in line with the evolution of Western 

democracies. 

The exterminated Tutsi represented approximately 15% of 

Rwanda's population [1]. Three-quarters of the Tutsi popula-

tion perished. The genocide, long planned, began on the very 

day of the assassination of Rwandan President Juvénal 

Habyarimana, a Hutu, on April 6, 1994. It lasted approxi-

mately 100 days and was interrupted by the advance of the 

Rwandan Patriotic Front, which seized control of the country 

in mid-July 1994. France and then the UN eventually inter-

vened (Operation Turquoise and UNAMIR II), but too late. 

Tutsi continued to be persecuted and killed sporadically until 

1996 and were victims of attacks in refugee camps in Zaire 

(now the Democratic Republic of Congo). But the logic of 

genocide is part of a broader temporality. 

Rwanda, a small, rural, and mountainous country in East 

Africa with a population of seven million, was then plunged 

into a civil war that, since 1990, had pitted the Rwandan Pat-

riotic Front (RPF), founded by Tutsi exiles in the late 1980s, 

against the Rwandan Armed Forces (FAR), responsible for the 

genocide. A former Belgian colony, the country had lived in a 

state of perpetual conflict since its independence in 1960. The 

Hutu, previously relegated to subordinate positions by the 

Belgian colonizers, seized power and sought revenge against 

the Tutsi, who had been favored by the colonial power. The 

Rwandan army, serving the Hutu regime, contributed to indoc-

trinating the population with hatred against the Tutsi and dis-

seminating racist rhetoric against them [2]. 

The genocide against the Tutsi was a mass massacre that 

appeared to be largely improvised in its methods. It was a 

“genocide in the village” [3]. It involved a large number of 

actors, from those within the state (government, local admin-

istrations, army, gendarmes) and political parties to the civil-

ian population (militias, neighbors, families). It was also char-

acterized by extreme violence and cruelty inflicted on the vic-

tims before and during their execution. 

France's actions, beginning with the signing of a "Friend-

ship and Cooperation Agreement" with newly independent 

Rwanda on October 20, 1962, have become the subject of an 

intense "war of memory." On one side, former military per-

sonnel and close associates of President François Mitterrand 

seek to defend France's honor and its role in Rwanda. On the 

other, journalists, activists, and former military personnel de-

nounce "Françafrique" (France's neocolonial influence in Af-

rica) and attempt to shed light on the realities of French in-

volvement. According to Florent Piton, "this war of memories, 

waged in editorials and the media, has also spilled onto the 

political stage." 

In 2019, while declining to participate in the ceremonies 

commemorating the twenty-fifth anniversary of the genocide 

in Kigali, French President Emmanuel Macron appointed a 

fifteen-member commission, chaired by Vincent Duclert and 

composed of historians, legal experts, and other prominent 

figures, to access French state archives relating to Rwanda and 

the genocide against the Tutsi. This constituted "significant 

privileges" [4] under the French Heritage Code, the 2008 law 

on access periods, and the classification procedure. The com-

mission submitted an interim report to the French president in 

April 2020, detailing its methodology and resources [5]. She 

submitted her final report on March 26, 2021, concluding that 

there was "a series of serious and overwhelming responsibili-

ties" [6] within the French state, but did not find complicity in 

genocide. She questioned the role of the institutions of the 

Fifth Republic: the executive branch (the Presidency of the 

Republic, the General Secretariat of the Élysée Palace, the Pri-

vate Military Staff, the Africa Unit, the Prime Minister, and 

the ministries) and the legislative branch (the National Assem-

bly and the Senate), whose "abuses" she denounced [7]. Her 

report was based on nearly 8,000 documents, including hand-

written notes, diplomatic cables, analyses by advisors, and 

summaries of restricted defense councils, which have now 

been declassified and made available to researchers and the 

general public by a ministerial decree published in the Official 

Journal on April 7, 2021. According to historian Stéphane Au-

doin-Rouzeau, this work does not offer new perspectives, but 

its harsh tone toward the French authorities opens a breach in 

this French cover-up [8]. This report allows historians to ac-

cess new sources which, when cross-referenced with parlia-

mentary websites, press articles and the work of specialists, 

enable the study of a long-neglected subject: the attitude of 

French political leaders toward the genocide of the Tutsi in 

Rwanda. We will examine more specifically how the French 

Parliament responded to the genocide of the Tutsi in Rwanda 

before, during, and after the massacre. To what extent did the 

actions of French deputies fall within the constraints of the 
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Constitution of the Fifth Republic, a "presidentialized parlia-

mentary system" that prevented them from exercising an ef-

fective counterweight to the executive branch? 

Analysis of the Duclerc report, consultation of previously 

inaccessible archives, combined with the work of members of 

parliament available on the National Assembly website, has 

allowed us to observe that French Members of Parliament 

were not inactive in the face of the dramatic events unfolding 

in Rwanda from the early 1990s, during the genocide and af-

terward. Members of both the majority and the opposition fre-

quently questioned the executive branch, both orally and in 

writing, conducted hearings, and established an information 

commission. Despite this activity, they never succeeded in in-

fluencing the course of French policy in Rwanda. Their unde-

niable actions remained within the bounds of the Constitution 

of the Fifth Republic and did not allow them to exert any real 

counterweight to the government. 

2. Main Contents 

2.1. Members of Parliament Absent from 

Cooperation Agreements in the 1960s, 

1970s and 1980s 

Rwanda's independence on July 1, 1962, provided France 

with an opportunity to sign "limited-scope agreements" [7] 

under the impetus of successive Presidents of the Republic. 

The presidency of General de Gaulle (1958-1969) saw the 

signing of a document declaring the two countries united "by 

the bonds of constant friendship, respecting their respective 

sovereignty and independence" [9]. This led to the implemen-

tation of civilian cooperation, beginning on December 4 of the 

same year, in the economic, cultural, and broadcasting sectors. 

Another stage occurred during Valéry Giscard d’Estaing’s 

seven-year term (1974-1981) and manifested itself in the im-

plementation of military cooperation between Rwanda and 

France. The relations established between the French presi-

dent and his Rwandan counterpart, Juvénal Habyarimana, 

who had come to power following a coup d’état in July 1973, 

led to the formalization, on July 18, 1975, of a military assis-

tance agreement limited to the training and instruction of the 

Rwandan gendarmerie. Article 1 reads as follows: “The Gov-

ernment of the French Republic shall make available to the 

government the French military personnel whose assistance is 

necessary for the organization and training of the Rwandan 

gendarmerie.” Articles 2 and 3 define the terms of employ-

ment for French military personnel placed at the disposal of 

the Rwandan government. French military advisors must not 

                                                        
1  Jean Proveux (Indre-et-Loire), Claude Miqueu (Hautes-Pyrénées), Jacques 

Floch (Loire-Atlantique), Pierre Brana (Gironde), and Philippe Bassinet (Hauts-

de-Seine) are members of the Socialist Party and the parliamentary majority. Dan-

iel Colliard (Seine-Maritime), Théo Vial-Massat (Loire), Jean-Pierre Brard (Seine-

Saint-Denis), and André Duromea (Seine-Maritime) sit with the Communist Party 

intervene in Rwanda's internal political and military affairs ex-

cept in the context of external aggression. However, contrary 

to usual practice, the text was not published in the Official 

Journal and falls under the prerogatives of the Head of State. 

Parliament is therefore not involved. 

The presidency of François Mitterrand (1981-1995) 

strengthened this military cooperation. Changes were made to 

the 1975 agreement. Article 3 was amended to allow French 

personnel to "serve in Rwandan uniform, with their existing 

rank or, where applicable, its equivalent within the Rwandan 

armed forces." A second change authorized the participation 

of French aid workers "in any preparation or execution of a 

military operation, or in maintaining or restoring order or le-

gality" according to Vincent Duclerc. The close "President-to-

President" relationship between François Mitterrand and Ju-

vénal Habyarimana was the primary factor in this and pre-

cluded any interference from the legislative branch. As under 

his predecessors, French Members of Parliament are not con-

ducting any parliamentary work on these cooperation agree-

ments with Rwanda. However, the French military interven-

tion in the early 1990s did prompt action from the national 

representatives. 

2.2. Members of Parliament Questioning the 

Executive Branch in the Early 1990s 

The early 1990s were marked by the Rwandan Patriotic 

Front's attack from neighboring Uganda, which led to France's 

military intervention in October 1990 alongside the Rwandan 

government as part of Operation Noroît. Officially intended to 

protect French nationals, this operation was launched despite 

the recurring violence perpetrated against the Tutsi. Faced 

with this succession of Rwandan crises, parliamentarians were 

"in action" [9]. 

Sixteen members of parliament submitted written questions, 

a practice permitted since the beginning of the 20th century, 

to the Minister of Foreign Affairs regarding the situation in 

Rwanda and the French military presence there1. On Novem-

ber 25, 1991, for example, the socialist Philippe Bassinet 

wrote to Roland Dumas, Minister of Foreign Affairs since 

May 1988, asking him whether "the intervention of French 

troops since October 1, 1990" and whether "French aid in gen-

eral is accompanied by conditions of democratic openness." 

On March 9, 1992, a ministerial response was sent to him, pre-

senting an encouraging assessment of the French presence be-

cause, “since October 1, 1990, France has spared no effort to 

encourage the Rwandan authorities to pursue a policy of dia-

logue and to persevere along the path of democratic opening 

and respect for human rights” [10] and because the first results, 

such as the establishment of a multi-party system, were 

group. The others belong to the right-wing opposition, such as the Union of the 

Centre like Jean-Paul Fuchs (Haut-Rhin), the Union for French Democracy like 

Yann Piat (Var), Gilles de Robien (Somme) or the Rally for the Republic like 

Étienne Pinte (Yvelines), Léonard Gérard (Meurthe-et-Moselle), Christian Estrosi 

(Alpes-Maritimes), Alain Cousin (Manche). 
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emerging. The minister’s explanations sent to the members of 

parliament who questioned him were generally “identical and 

sometimes soothing” [7]. 

Members of Parliament committed to the issue, such as the 

Socialist Alain Vivien (Seine-et-Marne), can send letters to 

ministers. Some compile dossiers to accompany their letters. 

This is the approach chosen by Socialist MPs André Borel 

(Vaucluse), Jean-Michel Belorgey (Allier), chairman of the 

National Assembly's Committee on Cultural, Family, and So-

cial Affairs, and Jean Auroux (Loire), group leader, as well as 

RPR MP Roland Nungesser (Val-de-Marne) and UDF MP 

Georges Colombier (Isère). On November 27, 1991, Jean-

Michel Belorgey wrote to Roland Dumas. He relies on the 

written appeal sent by the Banyarwanda association on Janu-

ary 26, 1991, which asks him to "do everything in [his] power 

to avoid the massacre of thousands of [their] innocent compat-

riots" and fears "that, by the prolonged presence of French le-

gionnaires in Kigali, the name of France risks being associated 

with the atrocities committed by the increasingly repressive 

regime of President Juvénal Habyarimana" [11]. He also re-

lays the letter, dated February 1, 1991, addressed to him by the 

Rwandan Community of France. This letter criticizes the 

French military presence in Kigali, which it considers "objec-

tive support for the regime in power, while the latter continues 

to blatantly violate human rights," denounces "the racism and 

hate speech against the Tutsi ethnic group" published in the 

pro-government bi-monthly Kangura, and calls on the French 

government to "take urgent action in the form of a written 

question, inviting it to clarify its position" [11]. Several notes 

and articles supplement the dossier. Roland Dumas's response 

in February 1992 is similar to the one addressed to Philippe 

Bassinet [12] and "evades the substantive questions raised by 

MP Belorgey", according to the Duclert Commission report. 

François Mitterrand can invoke Article 15 of the Constitu-

tion, according to which the President of the Republic is the 

head of the armed forces and decides on the deployment of 

French forces in military operations. He enjoys autonomy of 

action in military and diplomatic matters, in accordance with 

the practice established by General de Gaulle under the Fifth 

Republic and the "autocratic drift" [13] of the republican mon-

arch legitimized by universal suffrage. Although they question 

the government in accordance with the powers conferred upon 

them by the Constitution of the Fifth Republic, French depu-

ties do not have the means to influence the policy carried out 

at the highest level of the State. Their powerlessness is evident 

during the genocide. 

2.3. Powerless but Active Members of 

Parliament in the Face of the Genocide 

Against the Tutsi (April-July 1994) 

In the face of the genocide against the Tutsi, the Duclert 

report notes that “discreet parliamentarians do not seem to 

grasp the gravity of what is happening in Rwanda”. Few writ-

ten questions were addressed to the cohabitation government 

between April and July 1994. Only two members of parlia-

ment were active. On April 28, 1994, Hubert Falco (Var), a 

member of the UDF and the center, expressed concern about 

“human rights violations perpetrated in the fifteen countries 

[including Rwanda] cited in a recent Amnesty International 

document” and “asked what measures and actions the govern-

ment could take to improve respect for human rights in these 

states” [14]. At the end of May, Gilles de Robien questioned 

Alain Juppé, Minister of Foreign Affairs since March 1993, 

about "the daily tragedy experienced by the Rwandan people," 

about "a horrifying reality that translates (...) into hundreds of 

thousands of deaths and refugees and into fighting of unprec-

edented violence," about "the shame" that taints a powerless 

international community, and about the initiatives of France, 

which "has fortunately distanced itself from this collective ab-

dication." The ministerial response condemned the ongoing 

genocide, explained the deployment of soldiers as part of Op-

eration Turquoise despite divisions within the majority on this 

issue [15], called for the intervention of the international com-

munity, and advocated for the implementation of a diplomatic 

process [16]. 

Although it represents only one topic among many, the fate 

of Rwanda is addressed during certain parliamentary sessions 

through oral questions posed to the Balladur government. 

Originating under the July Monarchy, this practice was en-

shrined in the 1958 Constitution and governed by the rules of 

procedure of the assemblies. Article 48 of the Constitution 

stipulates that "at least one session per week (...) is reserved 

as a priority for questions from members of Parliament and 

answers from the Government." Since 1974, parliamentarians 

have been able to ask topical questions that are not published 

in advance, while answers must not exceed four to six minutes 

in both the National Assembly and the Senate, thus hindering 

substantive debate. During the first sitting on April 28, 1994, 

Marc Le Fur (Côtes-d’Armor), a member of the RPR, the 

party that had held a majority in the National Assembly since 

the March 1993 legislative elections, spoke on the security of 

orphanages in Rwanda during the oral question period without 

debate. The Speaker of the National Assembly read aloud 

question number 319 posed by the deputy on this subject. The 

deputy then took the floor to explain his request and address 

more generally the events unfolding in Rwanda, the role of the 

international community, and the role of France. Alain Juppé 

responded to Marc Le Fur and reassured him about the fate of 

the Nyundo orphanage and the children residing there. He was 

less optimistic about the situation in the country, which was 

gripped by extreme violence, but he did not yet use the term 

genocide. He encouraged international intervention to compel 

the warring parties to reach an agreement and expressed sup-

port for France's involvement in humanitarian aid [17]. 

Most sessions at the National Assembly provide an oppor-

tunity for members of both the majority and the opposition to 

question ministers about the situation in Rwanda during the 
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questions posed by each parliamentary group to the govern-

ment2. On April 13, 1994, Jean-Claude Lenoir, observing that 

"Rwanda is ablaze and the dead number in the thousands" de-

spite the intervention of French paratroopers, and deploring 

"this new African tragedy," addressed the ministers to ap-

plause from the benches of the UDF and Centre groups: "What 

does the government intend to do to awaken the conscience of 

the major powers, particularly those of the United Nations Se-

curity Council?" The Minister of Cooperation, Michel Rous-

sin, responded, justifying France's actions in Rwanda and 

within the international community while offering an ethnic 

interpretation of the ongoing conflict [18]. His remarks elic-

ited enthusiastic approval from the benches of the parliamen-

tary majority. 

On May 18, 1994, following a question posed by Charles 

Millon, Alain Juppé again sought to explain the action taken 

by France and described, for the first time in the chamber, the 

massacres perpetrated in Rwanda as "genocide" while wishing 

for a resumption of the "Arusha process" [19]. 

On June 22, 1994, Prime Minister Édouard Balladur took 

advantage of a question from Pierre-André Wiltzer regarding 

Operation Turquoise to detail the four principles governing the 

French intervention in Rwanda. The end of his speech ad-

dressed the criticism this military operation might provoke 

among some members of parliament but elicited demonstra-

tions of support from the parliamentary majority [20]. In the 

context of cohabitation, Édouard Balladur, who had been at 

the head of the government since March 29, 1993, intended to 

assert himself in military and diplomatic matters, which in 

practice were reserved for the President of the Republic, and 

to obtain a sharing of authority. He relied on Article 20 of the 

Constitution, which stipulates that "the government deter-

mines and conducts the policy of the Nation" and "has at its 

disposal the Administration and the armed forces," and Article 

35, according to which "the Government informs Parliament 

of its decision to deploy armed forces abroad, no later than 

three days after the start of the intervention." A week later, on 

June 29, Jacques Brunhes, a communist member of the parlia-

mentary opposition, described Operation Turquoise as a "seri-

ous act," deploring the lack of parliamentary debate and the 

fact that Parliament was being "excluded from a pluralistic de-

bate, in keeping with republican tradition, on a major current 

issue." He denounced this situation all the more strongly as he 

expressed reservations about the French intervention and 

hoped that "France would urgently take initiatives to ensure 

that increased humanitarian action by the OAU and the UN 

replaces that of France as quickly as possible." He observed a 

"crisis within the parliamentary institution" and the deteriora-

tion of its image in the public eye. Supported by the com-

munist group and some socialists, he requested "a statement 

to the Assembly on this subject, followed by a debate." The 

                                                        
2 Jean-Claude Lenoir (Orne), elected without a label, and Éric Deligné (Loiret), a 

member of the RPR, did so on April 13, 1994, the socialist Julien Dray (Essonne) 

on May 4, the president of the UDF group Charles Millon (Ain) and the non-affil-

iated Jacques Le Nay (Morbihan) on May 18, the socialist Michel Fromet (Loir-et-

Minister Delegate for European Affairs, Alain Lamassoure, 

responded to him. He recalled the clarification made by the 

Prime Minister on June 22nd and the government's desire to 

"better involve the Assembly in monitoring this operation" [21] 

before reiterating the four principles that guided it. Once again, 

the parliamentary majority expressed its assent at the end of 

his speech. Despite the questions they raised, French MPs had 

no influence on the decisions made by the executive branch or 

on the tragic events in Rwanda. After the genocide, however, 

their activity became more significant. 

2.4. Attempts at Multifaceted Control of 

Members of Parliament After July 1994 

After July 1994, Parliament addressed the issue of the gen-

ocide committed against the Tutsi and its consequences in var-

ious ways. It used the range of powers granted to it by the 

Constitution to attempt to conduct parliamentary oversight. 

2.4.1. Questions 

Numerous parliamentary questions are put to the govern-

ment during the successive legislative sessions up to 2022. 

Two members of parliament, Philippe Bonnecarrère (Tarn), a 

member of the RPR party and part of the parliamentary ma-

jority, and Michel Fromet, who sat in the opposition, submit-

ted written questions to the government. In early August 1994, 

Bonnecarrère expressed concern about accusations leveled 

against France by NGOs regarding the military intervention in 

Rwanda. He described these "recent statements" as "hurtful," 

"especially in light of the efforts made to address humanitarian 

concerns" [22]. A month later, Fromet took the opportunity to 

echo the same criticisms, seeking to understand the purpose of 

French military assistance that he alleged had enabled the 

training of militias responsible for massacres. The Minister of 

Defence responded in November to reiterate the terms of the 

military assistance agreement signed in 1975 and to refute the 

accusations [23]. 

Until the end of the tenth legislature in 1997, thirty-two 

members of parliament submitted written questions to the 

government on the various challenges of the post-genocide pe-

riod. On February 6, 1995, Michel Fromet expressed concern 

about Rwandans obtaining visas to join family members or 

friends who had taken refuge in France [24]. In April 1995, 

Jacques Pélissard (Jura), a member of the RPR party, “drew 

the attention of the Minister of Foreign Affairs to the ex-

tremely worrying human rights situation in Rwanda” [25]. On 

July 10, 1995, the Socialist Serge Janquin (Pas-de-Calais) 

raised concerns about the possible collusion between the 

French army and the Rwandan armed forces responsible for 

the genocide against the Tutsi. Based on investigations broad-

cast on British television, he fears “unacceptable support from 

Cher) on June 1, Pierre-André Wiltzer (Essonne), a member of the UDF, and Henri 

de Richemont (Charente), who sits in the RPR group, on June 22 and the com-

munist Jacques Brunhes (Hauts-de-Seine) on June 29. 

 

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/history


History Research http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/history 

 

11 

[France] for the forces responsible for the genocide” or “un-

controlled initiatives by some French military personnel,” 

“which would be almost as serious.” He therefore calls for “a 

thorough investigation to shed light on this highly sensitive 

matter.” In early August, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs criti-

cized the Human Rights Watch report, on which Serge Janquin 

relies, claiming it contains “inaccurate information” [26] and 

denied the accusations of arms deliveries and training activi-

ties for Rwandan Hutu refugees in Zaire. 

Other colleagues, members of both the parliamentary ma-

jority and minority, expressed their concern between May and 

October 1995 regarding the incarceration of minors and indi-

viduals arrested in Rwanda and held in detention without trial 

due to the decay of the Rwandan judicial system. The Socialist 

Paul Quilès (Tarn) questioned the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

"on the problem of respect for human rights and international 

standards of justice in Rwanda," while regretting that "many 

people are currently imprisoned and are being kept in the dark 

about the reasons for their arrest" [27]. Between the autumn 

of 1995 and mid-1996, many expressed in their questions their 

desire for the establishment of an effective International Crim-

inal Tribunal for Rwanda with sufficient financial resources. 

For example, in early 1996, Jean Urbaniak (Pas-de-Calais), 

who belongs to the République et Liberté group, intended to 

raise awareness among the government "about adapting 

French legislation to the provisions of United Nations Security 

Council resolution 955 establishing an International Tribunal 

for Rwanda" in order to properly align the definitions of war 

crime and genocide, thus allowing the prosecution of "the pre-

sumed guilty" [28] without difficulty. 

Twelve members of parliament included Rwanda in their 

questions to the cohabitation government during the eleventh 

legislature (1997-2002). In mid-September 1997, the com-

munist André Aschieri (Seine-Saint-Denis) sought to ascertain 

France's commitment to prosecuting the perpetrators of the 

genocide within the framework of the International Criminal 

Tribunal for Rwanda and the adoption of a bill adapting 

French legislation on May 15, 1996. The Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs reassured the parliamentarian about the implementa-

tion of "close cooperation with the tribunal" [29], which in-

cluded aid for the country's reconstruction. In December, So-

cialist MP Kofi Yamgnane (Finistère) expressed concern 

about accusations made by Paul Kagame, then Vice-President 

and Minister of Defense of Rwanda, in the November 22, 

1997 edition of Le Figaro, regarding the close ties allegedly 

maintained between French diplomacy and the Hutu and 

France's "prior involvement" in the genocide. Faced with the 

MP's requests for "clarification" [30], the Ministry reiterated 

the official position: support for the Arusha Accords and the 

deployment of UNAMIR peacekeepers, as well as the sending 

of French soldiers as part of Operation Turquoise. It reaf-

firmed its support for the International Criminal Tribunal for 

                                                        
3 These are the members of the UMP parliamentary majority Yanick Paternotte 

(Val-d’Oise) in June 2010 and Jacques Myard (Yvelines) in September 2010, those 

of the socialist opposition Olivier Dussopt (Ardèche) in April 2011, Pascal Terrasse 

Rwanda. On December 14, 1998, two Socialists, Bernard 

Derosier (Nord) and Martine Lignières-Cassou (Pyrénées-At-

lantiques), both members of the majority, questioned the gov-

ernment about human rights abuses in Rwanda. The first de-

mands an explanation of France's attitude. The second wishes 

that a letter be sent to the Rwandan president on this subject 

[31]. At the very end of the legislative session, mid-March 

2002, André Aschieri (Alpes-Maritimes), a member of the 

Radical, Citizen and Green group, expressed concern about 

the fate of the 120,000 Rwandans imprisoned, awaiting indict-

ment and trial, and who are subjected to "often degrading sit-

uations" and "inhuman treatment" [32]. 

During the twelfth legislature (2002-2007), the number of 

written questions submitted by members of parliament to the 

government regarding Rwanda remained high. A total of 39 

questions were recorded, submitted by 34 members of parlia-

ment from both the UMP majority and the left-wing opposi-

tion, including independents. Many expressed concern about 

France's conduct during the genocide against the Tutsi. Others 

raised concerns about the treatment of Rwandan refugees who 

had fled their country to settle in neighboring territories, 

where they faced precarious living conditions. The socialist 

Jacques Floch (Loire-Atlantique) therefore asks the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs "to kindly inform him of the measures that 

France, the donor country, intends to take to, on the one hand, 

encourage the Rwandan government to do everything possible 

to ensure that measures aimed at reducing human rights viola-

tions are taken and, on the other hand, to seek solutions to the 

problems of the refugees of the Great Lakes" [33]. 

During the thirteenth legislature (2007-2012), only six 

members of parliament questioned the government primarily 

on the legal proceedings initiated in France against perpetra-

tors of the genocide and on the responsibilities of France and 

its army in the 1994 genocide3 . Yanick Paternotte took ad-

vantage of the question period to “find out (…) how France 

intends, in the future, to prosecute perpetrators of the genocide 

on its territory.” Rwandans and, more generally, perpetrators 

of war crimes or crimes against humanity,” in a context where 

he had just organized the arrest of Eugène Rwamucyo in his 

stronghold, Sannois. The Minister of Foreign and European 

Affairs, Bernard Kouchner, reassured him, stating that “the 

fight against impunity is a priority of [the government’s] pol-

icy,” in accordance with the commitments made by the Presi-

dent of the Republic during his visit to Kigali on February 24, 

2010. He also mentioned “the creation of an international law 

unit” [34]. 

Six members of parliament again questioned the executive 

branch on issues related to Rwanda during the fourteenth leg-

islature (2012-2017). Their questions focused almost exclu-

sively on France's stance regarding the genocide against the 

Tutsi during the twentieth anniversary commemorations. On 

April 16, 2014, Marie Récalde (Gironde), a Socialist member 

(Ardèche) in early May 2011 and Michel Destot (Isère) in July 2011 and the former 

communist Patrick Braouezec (Seine-Saint-Denis) on May 3, 2011. 
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of the parliamentary majority and also president of the France-

Rwanda friendship group, expressed alarm about the future of 

Franco-Rwandan relations following statements by President 

Kagame that "directly target the 2,500 French soldiers de-

ployed as part of Operation Turquoise" and which she deemed 

"unacceptable." Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius responded 

by emphasizing the need to "pay tribute to the memory of the 

victims" before referring to the conclusions of the 1998 par-

liamentary inquiry: "While France may not have fully appre-

ciated the political drift of the Rwandan regime, it was the 

most active country in preventing the tragedy of 1994." He 

acknowledged the unacceptable nature of the remarks made 

by the Rwandan president while expressing his hope that co-

operation between the two countries would continue: "This 

does not mean that the future is closed." [35] A year later, the 

environmentalist Noël Mamère (Gironde) adopted a more crit-

ical stance towards the successive governments. He deplored 

the exclusion of parliamentarians and doubted the govern-

ment's willingness "to pursue the truth." Laurent Fabius, 

tasked with responding to him, sought to reassure the speaker: 

"Mr. Mamère, the answer is yes! Of course we are prepared to 

tell the whole truth!" He again relied on the conclusions of the 

1998 report and gave a brief summary of the ongoing legal 

proceedings, which demonstrated the French authorities' de-

termination to prosecute the perpetrators of the genocide: 

"Here again, I would like to reiterate the truth of the figures: 

one conviction last year, two referrals to the Assize Court this 

year, and more than twenty cases under investigation, which 

will therefore be tried." He finally recalls the initiatives of 

French diplomacy "which proposes that the five permanent 

members of the Security Council voluntarily renounce their 

right of veto in the event of mass atrocities" [36]. 

Rwanda intervened in questions to the government posed 

by eight members of parliament during the following legisla-

tive term (2017-2022). In June 2018, independent members 

Bruno Bilde (Pas-de-Calais) and José Evrard (Pas-de-Calais), 

and the left-wing parliamentarian Jean-Luc Mélenchon 

(Bouches-du-Rhône) wanted to express their incomprehen-

sion at the presidential support given to the candidacy of 

Louise Mushikiwabo, Rwandan Minister of Foreign Affairs 

and close to Paul Kagame, for the position of Secretary Gen-

eral of the Francophonie, "who has not ceased to insult France 

and its army" and is "responsible, directly or indirectly, for the 

mass killings that took place in neighboring Congo Kinshasa 

and Rwanda from April 6, 1994 onwards" [37]. Jean-Luc Mé-

lenchon observes that this candidacy “is completely out of 

step with the values of the OIF (International Organisation of 

the Francophonie) given the political situation in Rwanda” 

[38], particularly the lack of respect for the opposition. Con-

versely, Hubert Julien-Laferrière (Rhône), a member of La 

République en Marche and the new parliamentary majority, 

takes the opportunity of his question to the Minister of the 

Armed Forces, Florence Parly, to welcome Louise Mushiki-

wabo’s candidacy and the rapprochement between France and 

Rwanda through Paul Kagame’s recent state visit to the Élysée 

Palace, “the first since 2011.” He also inquires about the con-

tinuation of the “process of opening the archives” desired by 

the two presidents during this meeting. Florence Parly’s re-

sponse is in agreement [39]. 

Meanwhile, on June 19, 2018, in response to severe criti-

cism of France's role in the Rwandan genocide by Paul Ka-

game and journalist Patrick de Saint-Exupéry, Clémentine Au-

tain, a member of parliament from the La France Insoumise 

party (Seine-Saint-Denis), called for "these extremely serious 

accusations not to go unanswered" and for "the responsibili-

ties to be investigated" [40] by declassifying all the archives 

of the Élysée Palace. The Ministry for Europe and Foreign Af-

fairs confirmed the remarks made a few days earlier by her 

colleague, the Minister of the Armed Forces. Fabien Di Fil-

ippo, a member of the right-wing opposition party The Repub-

licans, called in mid-February 2020 for recognition of the 

French soldiers who participated in Operation Noroît, but his 

request was met with a ministerial refusal. Meanwhile, Jean-

Louis Touraine (Rhône), a member of parliament from the 

LREM majority, proposed making April 7th a "national day of 

tribute to the victims of the 1994 genocide against the Tutsi" 

[41] in his question posed on April 21, 2020, and received the 

government's approval. Questions put to the government are 

not the only means of control for members of parliament after 

1994. 

2.4.2. The Fact-finding Mission 

In 1998, the National Assembly also used a technique re-

vived in 1990, which renewed its oversight function: the fact-

finding mission on Rwanda. “Clearly, two events spurred the 

members of parliament: the work of the Belgian Senate on the 

1994 events in Rwanda, which in 1997 led to individual in-

dictments of Belgian officials, and a series of articles, includ-

ing those by journalist Patrick de Saint-Exupéry published in 

Le Figaro in early 1998, which forcefully raised questions he 

had already posed during Operation Turquoise in 1994.” [42]. 

The mission was composed of twenty members chosen pro-

portionally from the political groups represented in the Na-

tional Assembly during the eleventh legislature, who belonged 

to the National Defense and Armed Forces Committee or the 

Foreign Affairs Committee. Its chairman, the Socialist Paul 

Quilès, did not have investigative powers comparable to those 

of commissions of inquiry [43] but emphasized the "duty to 

the truth" [44]. The two rapporteurs, Pierre Brana and Bernard 

Cazeneuve, were both members of the majority Socialist Party. 

The 88 hearings took place between March 24 and July 9, 

1998, and involved academics, politicians, political advisors, 

senior civil servants, ambassadors, representatives of associa-

tions, witnesses, and military personnel. Some of these hear-

ings were held behind closed doors, primarily when military 

personnel were questioned. Pierre Brana traveled to Uganda, 

Burundi, the ICTR in Arusha, and, accompanied by Bernard 

Cazeneuve, to Rwanda and the United States to gather infor-

mation. Nearly 2,000 documents, including 1,500 classified 

ones, particularly diplomatic cables, were made available [45]. 
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For the first time under the Fifth Republic, members of parlia-

ment examined matters that fall under the exclusive purview 

of the President of the Republic. From Charles de Gaulle to 

François Mitterrand, the head of state could unilaterally de-

cide to intervene in Africa. 

An 1800 page report [46] was submitted on December 15th 

and concluded in its "analysis of responsibilities" that France 

had made "errors of judgment" due to "overly committed mil-

itary cooperation," "an underestimation of the authoritarian, 

ethnic, and racist nature of the Rwandan regime," and "insti-

tutional dysfunctions." However, France was not complicit in 

the genocide because of its "lack of ties with the militias." The 

mission pointed to the "responsibility of the international 

community," particularly a "powerless" UN, the "obstruction 

of the United States," and the trauma experienced by Belgium. 

Finally, it makes six recommendations: “increase the transpar-

ency and coherence of international crisis management mech-

anisms,” “improve parliamentary control over military opera-

tions conducted outside national territory,” “deepen the reform 

of cooperation with African countries,” “contribute effectively 

to African security,” “improve the effectiveness of UN peace-

keeping and peace enforcement interventions,” and “establish 

an international criminal jurisdiction.” 

The mission's work was met with mixed reactions. While 

members of parliament from the Socialist Party (PS), the 

French Communist Party (PCF), and the Greens voted in favor 

of approving the report, the minority members of the RPR and 

UDF parties opposed it, denouncing a "tendency to place the 

blame for the events leading to the genocide on France" and 

expressing reservations about the "appropriateness" and "con-

tent" of the proposals put forward. The mission's Communist 

vice-president, Jean-Claude Lefort, abstained [47]. Its content 

can be considered ambiguous [48]. While dysfunctions were 

highlighted, France was exonerated of any involvement in the 

genocide. Criticism was voiced in Belgium and Rwanda. Bel-

gian Senator Alain Destexhe, a key figure in the Belgian com-

mission of inquiry, laments that "responsibilities have not 

been cleared" at the Élysée Palace, Matignon, or the Quai 

d'Orsay, despite the criticisms being voiced. Modeste Ruta-

bayiru, the Rwandan chargé d'affaires in Paris, condemns 

France's "ambiguity" in allowing the massacres to occur be-

cause of its "privileged ties" [49] with the Rwandan leaders of 

the time. 

2.4.3. Hearings 

Finally, the issue of the genocide against the Tutsi was ad-

dressed by members of parliament through hearings, a stand-

ard method of gathering information. Political figures and ex-

perts can be heard by parliamentary committees that deem 

their testimonies useful. On December 22, 2009, the Minister 

of Foreign and European Affairs, Bernard Kouchner, was 

questioned by the Foreign Affairs Committee, chaired by 

UMP majority party MP Axel Poniatowski (Val-d’Oise), on 

current national affairs, particularly the restoration of diplo-

matic relations between France and Rwanda, which he sup-

ported: “There is no point in dwelling on the past. It is better 

to talk about the future - about the relations that can be re-

established with Rwanda and the role that this country will 

play in an unstable region that threatens, if not to explode, at 

least to remind us of its existence in a very painful way.” [50]. 

In mid-April 2014, Hubert Védrine, former Secretary Gen-

eral of the Élysée Palace (1991-1995), responded to "a dis-

tressing controversy surrounding the commemoration of the 

Rwandan genocide" and "the unjust accusations leveled 

against the French armed forces, both by the Rwandan regime 

and by certain Parisian commentators" during a session of the 

National Defense and Armed Forces Committee chaired by 

Socialist MP Patricia Adam (Finistère). He rejected the attacks 

against France, which he called "false," even while acknowl-

edging "possible mistakes made." He criticized the terms used 

by Rwandan President Paul Kagame, who referred to France's 

"direct participation" in the genocide. He reiterates his argu-

ments justifying the policy carried out in the 1990s in Rwanda, 

namely "the efforts (...) to stop the civil war", "the success of 

the Arusha Accords" [51] and the support for an interim gov-

ernment open to opponents of President Habyarimana. 

A few weeks after the official submission of the Duclert 

Commission report on May 11, 2021, the parliamentary com-

mittees on Defense and the Armed Forces and Foreign Affairs 

held a hearing with its chairman. The session proceeded in a 

standard manner. After introductory remarks, first by Françoise 

Dumas, on behalf of the Defense and Armed Forces Committee, 

and then by Jean-Louis Bourlanges, for the Foreign Affairs 

Committee - both members of the presidential and parliamen-

tary majority since 2017 - Vincent Duclert spoke at length, ad-

dressing the framework within which he and his colleagues con-

ducted their research, the knowledge highlighted, and the rec-

ommendations formulated. He observed that the French author-

ities “chose a consistent alignment with a racist, corrupt, and 

violent regime (…) and granted everything to this regime, that 

of President Habyarimana, without demanding anything firmly.” 

He deplores a biased interpretation of the Rwandan situation, 

"ideological frameworks, unrelated to reality itself, particularly 

the obsession with the Anglo-American presence and influ-

ence," as well as the "sacrifice of the opposition, the opposition 

to Habyarimana's regime," and the endangerment of Rwandan 

Tutsi and democratic Hutus, once the RPF became an enemy, 

and an ethnicized one at that. He observes the preeminence of 

the "presidential bloc" over everything concerning the French 

presence in Rwanda and the disregard for warnings issued by 

clear-sighted officials on the ground. The historian offers three 

recommendations: "strengthening the study of genocides," re-

flecting on "crisis management by officials and political lead-

ers," and drafting "a new comprehensive law on archives." He 

then answered questions from representatives of the various 

parliamentary groups: Hervé Berville (Côtes d’Armor) for 

LREM, Charles de La Verpillière (Ain) for The Republicans, 

Maud Gatel (Paris) for the Democratic Movement, Alain David 

(Gironde) for the PS, Aina Kuric (Marne) for Agir ensemble, 
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Yannick Favennec-Bécot (Mayenne) for the Union of Demo-

crats and Independents, Jean-Paul Le Coq (Seine-Maritime) for 

the Democratic and Republican Left, Frédérique Dumas 

(Hauts-de-Seine) for the Liberties and Territories group. In line 

with the speech that Emmanuel Macron would deliver ten days 

later in Kigali, the historian took the opportunity to recall that 

"France was not complicit in the genocide of the Tutsi insofar 

as it did not intentionally associate itself with the extermination 

enterprise" and that it proved incapable of "thinking about this 

genocidal process" [52]. The last part of the hearing allowed 

LREM deputies Amélia Lakrafi (French citizens living abroad), 

Jacques Marilossian (Hauts-de-Seine), Jean-François Mbaye 

(Val-de-Marne) and Mireille Clapot (Drôme), their LR col-

league Laurence Trastour-Isnart (Alpes-Maritimes), and the in-

dependent Hubert Julien-Laferrière (Rhône) to question Vin-

cent Duclert individually. 

3. Conclusion 

France's policy in Rwanda, a country scarred by the 1994 

genocide against the Tutsi, is a sensitive issue that has long 

been overlooked. The Duclerc report, which concludes by ac-

knowledging French responsibility, allows us to revisit the 

topic and examine the role of political actors in France, includ-

ing those in the executive branch as well as those who have 

held legislative power, particularly French members of parlia-

ment. Our article shows that these members were not entirely 

blind to the situation and that they attempted to exercise over-

sight through questions, fact-finding missions, and hearings. 

However, this work is hampered by the difficulty of imple-

menting the National Assembly's oversight mechanisms with 

respect to the executive branch. 

The actions of French members of parliament in response 

to the genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda illustrate the dif-

ficulties in implementing the National Assembly's oversight 

mechanisms with respect to the executive branch. Members of 

parliament were absent from the cooperation agreements 

signed by France with Rwanda in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. 

However, they frequently questioned the government in the 

early 1990s without being able to influence the policies pur-

sued by the executive branch. While they were active during 

the genocide against the Tutsi, they were powerless in the face 

of the events. After the tragedy, they utilized the full range of 

oversight mechanisms granted by the Constitution, including 

questioning, conducting an information-gathering mission, 

and holding hearings. 

Table 1. Number of written questions asked by French MPs concerning Rwanda between the early 1990s and 2022 

Number of written questions concerning Rwanda Period 

16 Early 1990s under the ninth legislature (1988-1993) 
2 During the genocide (April-July 1994) during the tenth legislature (1993-1997) 

34 After the genocide during the tenth legislature (1993-1997) 

12 During the eleventh legislature (1997-2002) 
39 During the twelfth legislature (2002-2007) 
6 During the thirteenth legislature (2007-2012) 
6 During the fourteenth legislature (2012-2017) 
8 During the fifteenth legislature (2017-2022) 

 

They also legislated twice to adopt laws allowing the pros-

ecution of genocidaires at the international and national levels 

in 1996 and 2004. The first adapted French legislation to the 

creation of an international tribunal “to try persons presumed 

responsible for acts of genocide or other serious violations of 

international humanitarian law committed in 1994 on the ter-

ritory of Rwanda and, with regard to Rwandan citizens, on the 

territory of neighboring states” [53]. The second authorized 

“the approval of the agreement between the government of the 

French Republic and the United Nations concerning the exe-

cution of sentences pronounced by the International Criminal 

Tribunal for Rwanda” [54]. 

French members of parliament thus acted within the scope 

defined by the institutions of the Fifth Republic, without 

having the power to influence the policies of the Élysée Pal-

ace or prevent the massacres. The limits of their control re-

flect the dysfunctions of France's "presidentialized" parlia-

mentary system, as denounced by the 1998 fact-finding mis-

sion and the 2021 Duclert report. Political scientist Maurice 

Duverger observed in 1974 the existence of "the republican 

monarchy" [55] but considered this institutional evolution a 

lasting and widespread phenomenon across all Western de-

mocracies, particularly in the United States and Great Britain, 
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because the head of the executive branch is elected by uni-

versal suffrage, stable parliamentary majorities are formed, 

and a bipolarization of political life takes hold. Nevertheless, 

French MPs contributed to ensuring that the genocide of the 

Tutsi did not fall into oblivion after 1994 despite constitu-

tional obstacles. 
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