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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1.0 Introduction 

In the aftermath of the 1994 genocide, Rwandese identity needed to be 

reformulated to include a diverse and disassociated group of individuals still 

affected by memories ofthe genocides. In Rwanda, the problematic nature of 

individual and collective identity, and its relation to public discourse, is illuminated 

as distinctions between "Other" and "Us" are actively shifted into obscurity. Today, 

public discourse in Rwanda centers on reconciliation, modernity, and economic 

development. Rwandan President Paul Kagame has focused on instilling an 

ideology of "One Rwanda" with individuals self-identifying as "Rwandan," rather 

than "Tutsi," "Hutu" or "Twa." Rwanda's government now prohibits the invocation 

of ethnic classifications both publicly f officially (i.e. national identity cards) and 

privately. The public discourse stresses that "Rwanda is You and Me" (in this case, 

summed up by a ubiquitous bumper sticker from Kobil gas), but what does this 

mean for Rwandese? How does a Rwandese navigate the change from identifying as 

one of three ethnic groups to suddenly being one, united people, particularly given 

the history of strife between these groups? 

Given Rwanda's tragic past, how does the process of forging a new identity 

function? As individuals explore newfound Rwandan identification, is there a 
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distinction between how individual identity is expressed at the local level versus 

how is it is expressed at a cross-cultural level via the Internet? In the summer of 

2010, I completed ethnographic research to uncover how public discourse relates to 

identify formation at the local and translocallevel. The local level refers to events 

taking place at an immediate and spatial present in Rwandan society. The translocal 

refers to expressions of identity taking place on a global platform, in this case, on the 

Internet. These two venues are distinct in that the local is typically an immediate 

expression, potentially reaffirming the public discourse as it is adopted and 

practiced by the surrounding community. At the local level, individuals might be 

less likely to express opinions that depart from the public discourse due to fear of 

censure from the community. On the other hand, the translocal sphere represents a 

space separate from the local, fueled by expressions that are more deliberate. 

Internet expressions are created for global consumption and are therefore 

potentially less likely to be affected by censuring from ones neighbors. This study 

set out to uncover if the local is an arena more tethered to public discourse, while 

the trans local functions as a space for the formulation and expression of opinions 

that depart from the public discourse, or, if the Internet functions as an extension of 

dissemination of local experience. 

Preliminary findings from this research indicate that conformity to a public 

discourse espousing the dissolution of ethnic groups, reconciliation, economic 

development, and modernity is openly adopted. Nonetheless, a tenuous 

relationship exists between the actions of the past and the progress of the present. 



Interestingly, findings at the local and the translocallevel were highly 

correspondent, thus contributing to current debates asserting that the Internet is a 

valid frontier for the creation and exploration of identity (Miller and Slater 2001, 

Wilson and Peterson 2002, Reed 2005; Boellstorff 2008). 

1.1 Theoretical Implications 

3 

The theoretical implications of this study are two-fold. Research of this type 

can contribute to an understanding of how a collective community is constructed in 

post-conflict locales and therefore carries important implications for a myriad of 

locations across time and space. Additionally, a study that attempts to construct 

how processes of identification function at both local and translocallevels is a new 

and extremely vital means of exploring identity formation. As the world becomes 

increasingly connected through the Internet and other processes of cross-cultural 

communication, how the Internet is viewed and used by individuals in different 

locales becomes significant. Unfortunately, the Internet is typically viewed as "less 

valid" than other arenas for anthropological fieldwork (Gupta and Ferguson 1997). 

However, as this study shows, the Internet is an extremely important tool for 

anthropologists to utilize since it has the potential to both conform to and transcend 

the local (i.e. traditional locales for ethnographic research). The Internet has 

become an important conduit for individuals engaging in debates and protests with 

their governments. For example, websites like Twitter and Facebook functioned as 
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important means for global dissemination of information during the 2009 protests 

in Iran and during the 2011 Egyptian uprisings. Since social medias allow 

individuals to reach an audience of millions somewhat anonymously and are highly 

challenging for governments to control, the Internet is becoming a highly important 

method of knowledge formulation and dissemination. Therefore, it is imperative 

that researchers attempt to incorporate the translocallevel into studies that would 

have in the past been confined to the local. 

1.2 History 

Since this study of Rwandan processes of identification takes place within the 

prism of Rwanda as a post-conflict locale, it is important to briefly describe the 1994 

Rwandan genocide. Rwanda's history, like all histories, is contested. The winner 

controls the historical narrative, leading to inclusions and omissions that might not 

represent the "truth" of the situation. Therefore, this section will attempt to outline 

a history with the most supporting evidence and the least amount of controversy. 

However, it is important to keep in mind that Rwanda's history, particularly as it 

pertains to the genocide, is disputed. Unless stated otherwise, all factual content in 

the following section comes from Gerard Prunier's seminal work The Rwanda Crisis: 

History of a Genocide (1995). 

The Rwandan genocide that took place in 1994 has its roots in Belgian 

colonial rule (from 1923 to 1962) and the ensuing ethnic conflict exacerbated by the 
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preferential treatment ofTutsi over Hutu. Due in large part to the Hamitic myth 

(positing that Tutsi were superior to Hutu because their "European" phenotypes 

equated them with Egyptian ancestry) and eugenics, the Tutsi were given a 

disproportionate amount of power and prestige relative to the Hutu under colonial 

rule. The Hamitic myth asserts that achievements within the African continent have 

largely been the result of sub-Caucasian (not indigenous African) technological 

innovations. Today, most individuals recognize the Hamitic myth as a medium of 

European/Western ethnocentrism. Interestingly, the Hamitic concept that these 

"Caucasian Africans" were the catalyst for advancement in Africa probably took root 

in Rwanda due to a historic distinction that labeled pastoralists as Hutus and 

agriculturalists as Tutsis. The suggestion that Tutsi are descendants of a Caucasian 

subgroup eventually led to their categorization as outsiders usurping power in a 

land that is emphatically not their home. 

In 195 7, Parmehutu, or Hutu Emancipation Movement, published and 

distributed the Hutu Manifesto. The Hutu Manifesto called for Hutu solidarity, and 

the disenfranchisement of Tutsi who were considered the enemy of Hutu. The Hutu 

eventually overthrew the Tutsi monarchy during the rebellion of 1959-1962. The 

Hutu Manifesto is considered one of the chief catalysts for the genocides in Rwanda 

and its sentiments were widely employed to instill fervor amongst Hutu during the 

1994 genocide. In 1959, Tutsis attempted to assassinate Gregoire Kayibanda, a 

Hutu, leading to the killings of tens ofthousands ofTutsis. As a result, many Tutsis 

fled Rwanda. In 1960, Belgium permitted democratic elections in Rwanda, ushering 



in an era of Hutu political control. In 1961, due in large part to anti-Tutsi and anti

colonial sentiments, Belgium granted Rwanda its freedom, but not before 

establishing a Tutsi monarchy. In 1962, Hutu overthrew the Tutsi monarchy that 

had been put in place by the previous colonial rulers, and established the Republic 

of Rwanda with Kayibanda as its President. Kayibanda adopted the Hamitic myth 

and used it to portray Tutsi as interlopers who needed to be removed. Many Tutsi 

fled to Uganda and other neighboring countries during Kayibanda's regime due to 

increasing persecution and restrictions of freedoms, particularly against educated 

Tutsi and/or those who held power under colonial rule. In 1973, General Juv{mal 

Habyarimana, a Hutu, staged a coup, killing and overthrowing Kayibanda. 

Habyarimana promised progress and preached Hutu power. Anti-Tutsi sentiment 

was strengthened by events in neighboring Burundi, often considered Rwanda's 

twin, where mass killings of Hutu by the Tutsi-controlled military took place. The 

mass killings of Hutu by Tutsi furthered resentment among Rwandan Hutus. 

6 

In the late 1980's, many Tutsi that fled to Uganda during previous pogroms 

joined the National Resistance Movement (NRM), later to become the Rwandan 

Patriotic Front (RPF). Nearly 6 thousand members of the NRM invaded Rwanda in 

an attempt to regain power and overthrow the Hutu-led government. In 1993, the 

Arusha accords between the rebel NRM and the government of Rwanda were signed 

in Tanzania. A transitional government was implemented with plans to hold open 

elections accessible to all political parties, including the RPF. However, Hutu 

Coalition for the Defence of the Republic, an organization with strong ties to 



Habyarimana, opposed power sharing with the Tutsi RPF and refused to sign the 

Arusha accords. Eventually, the Coalition for the Defense of the Republic agreed to 

the terms, only to have the RPF refuse to sign. Since the civil war in Rwanda 

remained unresolved amidst mounting tensions, the United Nations (UN) deployed 

peacekeepers. 

Between 1990 and 1993, the state-owned Hutu journal Kangura incited 

further antagonism against the Tutsi. Its founder and editor, Hassan Ngeze, 

published the Hutu Ten Commandments, which effectively utilized religious 

overtones in an exceedingly Christian country to condone genocide. The Hutu Ten 

Commandments state that: 

1. "Every Hutu must know that the Tutsi woman, wherever she may be, is working 
for the Tutsi ethnic cause. In consequence, any Hutu is a traitor who: acquires a 
Tutsi wife, acquires a Tutsi concubine, or acquires a Tutsi secretary or protegee." 

2. "Every Hutu must know that our Hutu daughters are more worthy and more 
conscientious as women, as wives and as mothers. Aren't they lovely, excellent 
secretaries, and more honest!" 

3. "Hutu women, be vigilant and make sure that your husbands, brothers and sons 
see reason." 
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4. "All Hutus must know that all Tutsis are dishonest in business. Their only goal is 
ethnic superiority. We have learned this by experience from experience. In 
consequence, any Hutu is a traitor who: forms a business alliance with a Tutsi, 
invests his own funds or public funds in a Tutsi enterprise, borrows money from or 
loans money to a Tutsi, or grants favors to Tutsis (imports licenses, bank loans, land 
for construction, public markets, etc.)." 

5. "Strategic positions such as politics, administration, economics, the military and 
security must be restricted to the Hutu." 

6. "A Hutu majority must prevail throughout the educational system (pupils, 



scholars, teachers)." 

7. ''The Rwandan Army must be exclusively Hutu. The war of October 1990 has 
taught us that. No soldier may many a Tutsi woman." 

8. "Hutu must stop taking pity on the Tutsi." 
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9. "Hutu wherever they be must stand united, in solidarity, and concerned with the 
fate of their Hutu brothers. Hutu within and without Rwanda must constantly search 
for friends and allies to the Hutu Cause, beginning with their Bantu brothers. Hutu 
must constantly counter Tutsi propaganda. Hutu must stand firm and vigilant 
against their common enemy: the Tutsi." 

10. ''The Social Revolution of 1959, the Referendum of 1961 and the Hutu Ideology 
must be taught to Hutu of every age. Every Hutu must spread the word wherever he 
goes. Any Hutu who persecutes his brother Hutu for spreading and teaching this 
ideology is a traitor (Gourevitch 1998:104-106)." 

The Hutu Ten Commandments, rather than expressing disdain for Tutsi on 

the basis of economic and political differences, instead appealed to ethnic 

differences, thus creating an environment that conceived ofTutsi as inherently 

dissimilar from Hutu. These distinctions, based on fleeting conditions of power vis-

a-vis the political/economic sphere and characteristics of intrinsic disparities are 

particularly important in that they recast the Tutsi as having an identity completely 

separate from and at odds with Hutu conceptions of selthood and identity. The 

widening of the chasm between "us" and "them" created a system conducive to the 

obliteration of a group of people that became "othered" via the public discourse. 

The public discourse in Rwanda before and during the 1994 genocide also facilitated 

the "othering" of Tutsi due to radio broadcasts and publications that referred to 

Tutsi as inyenzi, the Kinyarwanda word for cockroach. The implications of referring 
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to Tutsi as cockroaches are manifest; the categorization conjures images ofTutsi 

sneaking around at night with calculating and malicious intent and also casts Tutsis 

as insects that need to be exterminated. Clearly, the events leading up to the 1994 

genocide were fraught with loaded linguistic labels, aggression, tension, and fear. 

On April 6, 1994 a plane carrying carrying Habyarimana was shot down over 

Kigali. This event is widely recognized as the commencement of the genocide. Some 

purport that the RPF, which had by this time largely retreated to Uganda, shot down 

the plane, while others assert that Habyarimana's government planned the 

assassination as both the catalyst and justification for the resulting genocide. Prime 

Minister Agathe Uwilingiyimana, who would have had legal authority of the country 

under the Arusha Accords, was placed under UN peacekeeper protection from both 

the Rwandan Armed Forces (RAF) and Colonel Theoneste Bagosora, who openly 

challenged her authority. On April 7th, the Presidential Guard entered the building 

where the Prime Minister was being held. They assassinated the Prime Minister and 

ten Belgian UN peacekeepers along with other moderate officials who supported the 

Arusha Accords. This bloodshed begot large-scale and far-reaching slaughter. 

In the following weeks, roughly 800 thousand Tutsis were systematically 

murdered. The Rwandan military, local militias (the most notable of which was the 

lnterahamwe), and civilian Hutus were the perpetrators of these killings. Radio 

broadcasts incited Hutu civilians to participate in the killings, often by referring to 

Tutsis (and Tutsi sympathizers) as outsiders and usurpers who needed to be 

exterminated. The genocide spread quickly throughout Rwanda; neighbors killing 
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neighbors, pastors killing members of their flocks, and Hutu husbands killing their 

Tutsi wives. Many massacres occurred in churches and schools where Tutsis sought 

refuge, wrongly expecting the security once offered within these locations. 

International news outlets reported on the violence and the majority of foreigners 

were evacuated. Lieutenant-General Dallaire, of The United Nations Assistance 

Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR), urged the UN to take action to stop the systematic 

and ethnically motivated killings. However, the UN did not send additional troops. 

Instead, the UN Security Council reduced the number of troops in Rwanda and the 

international community declined to define these mass killings as acts of genocide. 

Although the international community largely ignored the genocide, France has 

been accused of supporting the Hutu-led government, while the US has been 

accused of supporting the Tutsi RFP under current President Paul Kagame. 

As the genocide was occurring, a war was also being fought between the RAF 

and the RPF. A small group of RPF was already in Kigali as dictated by the Arusha 

Accords. At the outset of the genocide they joined with another group of RPF 

soldiers in the north and began to sweep through Rwanda in an attempt to take 

control of the country. Addressing the difficulties of "winning over" the Hutu 

majority, Kagame has stated: 

It's one thing to fight a war purely militarily. You can have overwhelming 
force and defeat the attackers. But here there is a huge component that is 
political .... When it comes to the hearts and minds of people you have to 
win over to be part of your campaign, that's where the tricky part comes. So 
it was serious, especially because we had not even had time to sensitize and 
mobilize the people of this country. They still had fresh wounds, either 
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way-those associated with those who committed genocide and those 
insurgents who had their relatives here, who are telling them, "We are trying 
to fight people who tomorrow are going to hold you responsible for 
genocide." You are really supposed to feel sympathetic. So to try to drive a 
wedge in between these forces, the insurgents, and their people on the 
ground was a very, very hard task. (as quoted in Kinzer 2008:215). 

This quote illustrates the difficulties of unification as it pertains to recent disunity 

and distrust within the populace. Kagame recognizes that he must "win over" 

individuals, while being aware that trust must be placed with those who are 

potentially unlikely to trust his government because of fear of reprisals. 

Beginning in July of 1994, the RPF took control of Kigali and many Hutu 

(particularly perpetrators, though some non-participants) fled to Zaire (now the 

Congo) and other neighboring countries. The end of the genocide and the new, 

largely Tutsi, government gave rise to the return of nearly 600 thousand Tutsis, who 

had fled during previous pogroms, back to Rwanda. The RPF held control over 

Rwanda and chose Pasteur Bizimungu, a Hutu, as President. At the time Kagame 

was the Vice President and the Minister of Defence. In 2000, Bizimungu was ousted 

as President for criticizing the widely acknowledged Kagame-led government and 

Kagame became President of the Republic of Rwanda. The most recent democratic 

Presidential elections were held in August of 2010. Kagame won with 

approximately 93 percent ofthe vote. 
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1.3 Overview of Thesis 

This thesis will discuss recent research regarding ethnicity as a broad 

concept and its relation to Rwandan national identity (i.e. if ethnicity is a productive 

tool for understanding processes of identification in Rwanda), examine specific 

studies in post-conflict Rwanda, discuss the methodology employed during 

research, assess Rwanda's public discourse, and review the findings of research 

phases taking place at both the local and translocallevel. It concludes with a 

summary of the findings and their implications, and provides directions for future 

research. A central theme of this research is the existence of several binary 

oppositions in Rwandan culture. These binaries include the tension regarding 

memory and commemoration of the genocide, tension between maintaining and 

abandoning ethnic categories as important markers of identity, and a fundamental 

tension between forgiveness and reconciliation in the aftermath of the genocide. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

2.0 Introduction 

Ethnic classifications in Rwanda, which originally denoted whether one was 

a herder (Tutsi), agriculturalist (Hutu), or pygmy (Twa), led to hostilities when the 

Belgian colonial rulers initially gave Tutsis (who represented 15% of the 

population) disproportionate political and economic power. Beginning in the 

1950's a number of violent skirmishes between Tutsi and Hutu occurred, with the 

latest and bloodiest episode in this saga occurring in 1994 when at least 800 

thousand Tutsis were killed. This thesis addresses how Rwandan identity is 

understood and articulated given Rwanda's tumultuous and recent history. More 

specifically, this study addresses a gap in research in that it investigates how 

identification functions at a translocallevel and how this sphere of identification 

compares or contrasts with the local level. Although anthropologists have 

researched how ethnicity is constituted via the Internet (Fair 2000, Clark 2001, 

Luchev 2006, Nakiene 2007, Lewis et al. 2008), this study is unique in that it 

analyzes data collected at both the local and translocallevel. Anthropologists with 

interests in ethnicity, but not necessarily Rwanda, will also find this study useful in 

that it situates ethnicity within a global schema. Additionally, how a society and 
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individuals attempt to actively reconfigure notions of ethnicity, and how individuals 

react to these efforts at reformulation, carries important implications for 

anthropologists working in diverse locales. 

2.1 What is Ethnicity? 

Is ethnicity a productive tool for understanding what is going on in post

genocide Rwanda? Yes and no. Ethnicity is a rather nebulous concept that will be 

explored in greater depth in the following section, but essentially it exists because 

creating unifiers and divisions are an important means for social and political 

organization. Since Rwanda has outlawed the discussion of ethnic categorizations, it 

is important to understand what has been vanquished and what vacuum currently 

exists and consequently needs to be filled. Since ethnic categorizations were salient 

enough to lead to bloodshed, these categorizations must have functioned as 

important means of identification, suggesting a fundamental tension between the 

shifts from previous ethnic categories to a contemporary Rwandan identity largely 

based on a shared nationality. In addition to the tension between how identification 

currently functions in Rwanda, there is also tension between remembrance or 

forgiveness of genocide and its related acts, which will be discussed in greater depth 

in subsequent chapters. 

How does anthropological literature regarding ethnicity influence 

interpretations of the situation in Rwanda? Eller (1999) suggests: "the process by 
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which 'culture' or 'tradition' -remembered, interpreted, or invented-is 

transformed into ethnicity, that is, into an ethnic identity and argument, and then 

that ethnicity is transformed into conflict" (Eller:xii). Eller asserts that ethnic 

tension is often used to conceal political conflict and that the apparent differences 

between groups are not as important as what these differences signify and how are 

they invoked fC?r political purposes. Eller's model reflects how ethnicity functioned 

in Rwanda in that Hutu and Tutsi were distinctions that were employed largely for 

political purposes, while the transition to "Rwandan" reflects an attempt to detach 

from a system that resulted in genocide. Under Eller's model, ethnicity therefore 

becomes a series of arbitrary symbols employed to construct a cultural identity that 

can be employed for divisive ends. Eller's work expands on Weber's (1922) findings 

that ethnicity is based on perceived commonalities, which becomes a form of status 

and Barth's (1969) assertion that ethnic boundaries and identities are 

fundamentally unstable because they are constructed (and even manipulated) as an 

important facet of social organization. Interestingly, the category of "Rwandan" 

appears to break from Rwanda's previous configuration of ethnicity and rather 

attempts to create a nationalistic identity based on commonalities, and therefore 

reflects Barth's model. Jenkins (1997) expands on these traditional views of 

ethnicity as a social construction by pointing out that although ethnic distinctions 

are based on arbitrary attributes, the consequences of those ethnic distinctions can 

be considerable. By suggesting that the arbitrariness of ethnic distinctions does not 

denote irrelevance, Jenkins challenges the traditional view that ethnic differences 
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are insignificant. The historical and contemporary situation in Rwanda confirms 

Jenkins findings by revealing that identity and ethnicity are social constructs that 

nonetheless have important and far-reaching consequences. 

2.2 Ethnicity, Race, and Nationhood 

Contemporary scholars have "generated a new field of study that is 

comparative, global, cross-disciplinary, and multi-paradigmatic, and that construes 

ethnicity, race, and nationhood as a single integrated family of forms of cultural 

understanding, social organization, and political contestation." (Brubaker 2009:31). 

Scholars of ethnicity posit that the field is comparative as shown by the work of 

Geertz (1963), Schermerhorn (1970), Degler (1971), Van den Bergh (1978 [1967]), 

Fredrickson (1981), Banton (1983), Horowitz (1985), and Hroch (1985) along with 

many others. Comparisons occur at the country level as exemplified by Brubaker 

(1992), Greenfield (1992), Lustick (1993), Vujacic (1996), Laitin (1998), Marx 

(1998), Yashar (1999), Centeno (2002), Wimmer (2002), Ron (2003), Joppke 

(2005), Kalyvas and Kocher (2007), Posner (2007), Ozkirimli and Sofos (2008), and 

Wacquant (2008). Comparisons also occur at the level of empires, world regions, 

and civilizations (i.e. Armstrong 1982 and Breuilly 1993); regions, provinces, or 

states as federal polities (Beissinger 2002, Chandra 2004, Wilkinson 2004); cities 

(Friedland and Hecht 1998, Varshney 2002); ethnoracial, ethnoreligious, and 

ethnolinguistic groups (Horowitz 2001, chapter 5; Alba and Nee 2003); and as 
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historical epochs (Smith 1986, Anderson 1991, and Brubaker 1996). The field of 

ethnicity studies has also evolved in that ethnicity, nationalism, political spheres of 

influence, and social organization are viewed as the result of structural and cultural 

shifts that are typically global in their scope. Of particular importance with regard 

to the topic of this thesis is the works of Geertz (1963) and Wimmer and Min 

(2006), which trace the development of post-colonial empires. 

Some scholars maintain that recent transformations in ethnic studies suggest 

a future that is postnational (Soysal1994; Appadurai 1996, chapter 8), postethnic 

(Hollinger 1995), or postracial (Gilroy 2000, Foster and Sharp 2004). However, 

others suggest that concepts of ethnicity and nationalism are merely transforming 

into trans border forms of nationhood and nationalism (Anderson 1998, chapter 3; 

Glick Schiller 2005; Joppke 2005). By analyzing ethnicity and identity in a translocal 

context, this thesis asserts that ethnicity and nationalism are indeed a transborder 

phenomenon in that they exist in spaces beyond the local and because populations 

are not tethered to one locale (i.e. that Tutsi refugees in Uganda also self-identified 

as Rwandan). Scholars have also asserted multicultural forms of nationalism and 

national self-understanding (Brown 2005); diasporic forms of ethnicity, race, and 

nationhood (Clifford 1994, TolOlyan 1996, Brubaker 2005); and the "genetic 

reinscription of race" (El-Haj 2007). Of particular note is that scholars working 

within the field of ethnic studies recognize the highly diverse means by which 

ethnicity is experienced by the world's people. For example, heterogeneity is an 

important facet in terms of the processes, mechanisms, and dynamics that are often 
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erroneously applied to the category of ethnic violence and topics related to 

ethnicity. In a general sense, these processes should not be subsumed into one 

monolithic viewpoint on how ethnicity functions (Brubaker and Laitin 1998, 

Brubaker 2004). For the most part, the field of ethnicity is constructed broadly 

(Geertz 1963, Wallman 1978, Rothschild 1981, Horowitz 1985, Horowitz 1985, 

Anthias 1992, Eriksen 1993, Jenkins 1997, Wade 1997, Cornell and Hartmann 1998, 

Loveman 1999, Miles and Brown 2003, Brubaker 2004, Wimmer 2008). Although 

some scholars point out a distinction between ethnicity and race (Jenkins 1997, 

Cornell and Hartmann 1998, Miles and Brown 2003), they emphasize that race and 

ethnicity often overlap to create distinctions that are imprecise and tenuous. 

There are many instances where the criteria outlined above are challenged 

by how race and ethnicity functions in the real world (Jenkins 1997, Cornell and 

Hartmann 1998, Brubaker 2009). "The difficulty of distinguishing sharply between 

race and ethnicity does not mean that one should treat race, ethnicity, and 

nationalism as an undifferentiated domain. Distinctions can be drawn on a number 

of dimensions, but these do not map neatly onto conventional distinctions between 

race, ethnicity, and nation" (Brubaker 2009:26). There are several important 

criteria with regards to variations in schema of ethnicity, race, and nationalism that 

are important for this thesis. Is identification externally imposed or the result of 

self-identification (Jenkins 1997)? To what degree are members of a group 

identifiable and how fluidly can individuals change their categorization (Brubaker 

2009)? What is the degree of stigmatization or subordination associated with the 
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group (Brubaker 2006)? How is categorization acquired (Brubaker 2009)? How 

salient is the group identification (Cornell and Hartmann 1998)? To what degree 

are members of the group concentrated or dispersed either globally or locally 

(Brubaker 2009)? Is there a presence or absence of economic, social, or political 

stratification on the basis of ethnicity (Brubaker 2009)? Are there specific 

institutions associated with classification (Van den Berghe 1978, Breton 1964)? 

What is the degree to which members identify with their polity (Brubaker 2009)? 

Do members have restricted access to material or ideal goods like civil or political 

rights and to what degree (Weber 1998, Rothschild 1981, Brubaker 1992, Wimmer 

2002)? To what degree are members organized for collective action (Brubaker 

2009)? Lastly, what political claims to resources, rights, recognition, or autonomy 

are (or can be) made by the category (Brubaker 2009)? Ethnicity in Rwanda can be 

analyzed from all of the above-mentioned criteria. In terms of this thesis however, 

the most important criteria are whether or not identification is externally or self-

imposed, degree of identifiability or fluidity associated with these categories, and 

the salience of the group identification. 

2.3 Recent Trends in Ethnicity Studies 

Recent trends explore how social, political, and cultural life is influenced by 

ethnicity, race, and nationalism without treating these groups as significant units of 

analysis (Brubaker 2004a). Essentially, ethnic groups and races are the result of 
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historical circumstances and are at least marginally mutable. Although this suggests 

that constructivism is the main school of thought regarding studies of ethnicity, 

Brubaker (1998, 2004a) suggests an alternate hypothesis of groupism. Groupism 

refers to the tendency for groups to be viewed as internally homogenous, externally 

bounded, and united collective actors with a common goal. Groupism corresponds 

to Eller and Jenkins' theory of conflict since racial categories are considered basic 

components of social life specifically in that they are viewed as the main instigator 

of social conflict and are an important unit of social analysis. The field of groupism 

has withstood assaults from feminism, post-structuralism, and post-modernism and 

remains a vital theory with regards to ethnic, racial, and national studies. However, 

many scholars study ethnicity in ways that do not revolve around bonded groups. 

For example, some scholars depart from traditional questions about what 

constitutes an ethnic group to instead ask how ethnicity, race, and nationalism 

function (Moerman 1965, Barth 1969, Vincent 197 4, Cohen 1978, Verdery 1993, 

Omi and Winant 1994, Sanjek 1996, Calhoun 1997, Jenkins 1997, Wacquant 1997, 

American Anthropological Association 1998, Boxill 2001, Brubaker 2004a, Brubaker 

2004b, Malesevic 2006, Wimmer 2008). Basically, ethnic distinctions emerge from 

the creation of an us-them binary that is upheld through the selection of specific, 

though arbitrary, criteria that become ethnic or cultural traits. Therefore, "a focus 

on bonded groups ... can impede a more fully dynamic and processual 

understanding of ethnicity" (Brubaker 2009:29). 
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Ethnicity functions "in and through categories, schemas, commonsense 

knowledge, symbols, elite and vernacular discourse, institutional forms, 

organizational routines, public ceremonies, and private actions" (Brubaker 

2009:30). The variable nature of ethnic, racial, and national identifications has 

become a chief arena for study, specifically how processes and dynamics of violence 

function in relation to these concepts (Tambiah 1996, chapter 10 and 11; Brubaker 

and Laitin 1998; Horowitz 2001). Research also reveals how group-making is an 

intentional act that emphasizes the discursive, rhetorical, and cultural aspects 

inherent in group formation (Brubaker and Laitin 1998, Loveman 1999b, Fearon 

and Laitin 2000, Brubaker 2004a). Ethnicity, race, and nationhood are worldviews 

that "include systems of classification, categorization, and identification" (Brubaker 

2009:32) and are often influenced by political organization. Essentially, 

government and political institutions often play a major role in constructing and 

constituting groups, not merely describing them (Petersen 1987, 1997; Starr 1987; 

Nagel1995; Loveman 2001; Kertzer and Arel 2002; Brubaker et al. 2006). This 

concept is particularly important when tangible benefits are expressly related to the 

political institution's classifications of people (Hacking 1986, Goldberg 1997). 

Fussel (2001) and Longman (2001) assert that official ethnic identities, as 

evidenced via identification cards, were at least partially response for the genocides 

in Rwanda. In the past 20 years, the field of ethnicity, racial, and nationhood studies 

has therefore become a significantly more comparative, global, interdisciplinary, 

and multiparadigmatic field of inquiry. 
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Ethnicity is a nebulous concept that exists in and between numerous 

paradigms, discourses, and schemas. Scholars working in the field of ethnicity 

studies point out numerous criteria by which to understand how ethnicity is 

produced, but what is most important with regards to a discussion of how ethnicity, 

historically and currently, functions in Rwanda is to understand that ethnicity is a 

construction whereby those in power (i.e. those with the power to create and 

enforce these classifications) can invoke numerous criterion with which to create 

unifiers or dividers within (or across) a society. Historical (i.e. pre-genocide) 

ethnicity in Rwanda can largely be viewed as a political tool that devolved into 

conflict. Although the categorizations employed to construct whether a Rwandan 

was a Hutu or Tutsi were based on arbitrary, and therefore highly contestable, 

classifications, they nonetheless carry important ramifications and thus are not 

insignificant. 

2.4 Anthropology and the Internet 

Within much of Asia and the Western world, many of the tasks of one's day

to-day life can be executed without leaving the confines of one's home, provided a 

computer and an Internet connection are available. Although the Internet has 

certainly impacted this portion of the world's population, it is wrong to assume that 

only individuals within these privileged spheres are influenced by the presence of 

the Internet. Within Rwanda, roughly 17 percent of the population utilizes the 
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Internet (world statistics). Although this figure might seem trivial, Rwanda is 

actively cultivating an Internet-based culture by installing Internet in every school 

and throughout the country via high-speed fiber optic cables 

(http:/ jwww.csmonitor.com/2007 /1017 jp01s02-woaf.html). I spent several days 

during my fieldwork driving through Rwanda's countryside and saw hundreds of 

workers digging channels alongside the roads in anticipation of these fiber optic 

cables. If Kagame's goal of development continues unabated, it is only a matter of 

time before the Internet takes on a monolithic presence in Rwanda. 

Since the Internet's conception, anthropologists have ruminated on its role in 

modern society and how it will (or should) change the nature of anthropological 

fieldwork. The Internet has been posited as a space that will turn the local, the 

cultural, and the community into denationalized, even non-existent spaces (Gupta 

and Ferguson 1992) and as an integral reflection and component of modern life in 

that individuals shape it and are in turn shaped by it (Miller and Slater 2001). Due 

in large part to its ubiquity, the Internet is increasingly becoming an arena worthy of 

anthropological research. However, despite the extreme transformations heralded 

by its inception, the Internet has often functioned to constitute and confirm existing 

social practices and power hierarchies (Wilson and Peterson 2002). This fact 

suggests that the Internet is not transforming societies, but rather functioning to 

reproduce pre-existing cultural practices, thus reinforcing its importance for 

anthropologists as a meaningful research site. The Internet can also be viewed as a 

valid site for fieldwork since Internet-users are engaging in text reproduction and 

if 



24 

thus revealing identities and relations between individuals (Reed 2005) and 

because Internet content is essentially a cultural product (Wilson and Peterson 

2002, Boellstorff 2008). Although the Internet is not currently widely used within 

Rwanda, how contemporary Rwandese employ the Internet carries important 

ramifications for how identity and ethnicity are reproduced or reconfigured and will 

likely act as a template for future Internet-use within Rwanda. 

2.5 Anthropological Research on Rwandan Identity 

Numerous anthropologists have explored the role of history, collective 

memory, and identification in relation to public discourse in Rwanda. Jefremovas 

(1997) elucidates how central interpretations of Rwandan history are to 

conceptions of identity. The transparent manipulation of various fictions by the 

Rwandese government relates to Eller's argument that ethnicity often becomes a foil 

for political struggle. De Swaan (1997) also echoes Eller's assertion by pointing out 

that the genocide "had been prepared long before in an orchestrated campaign 

which closely followed the fault-lines of pre-existing and widely spread patterns of 

identification and disidentification" (de Swaan: 117) thus challenging the assertion 

that ethnic warfare was the real basis for the genocide. De Swaan suggests that the 

apparent physical distinctions between the Tutsi, Hutu, and Twa were produced via 

socioeconomic status (i.e. better nurture explains why in the mythico-history Tutsi 

were equated with height), thus furthering the argument that ethnic distinctions are 
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often predicated on political, rather than strictly genetic, rationales. Malkki (1995) 

illustrates that the Tutsi were often viewed as "tricksters" due to their economic 

power vis-a-vis their historical role as cattle-owning pastoralists who lent cows and 

other resources to Hutu agriculturists. Malkki's work illustrates that while the Tutsi 

were maligned based on a rationale of being "outsiders," in reality their "other" 

designation was created and maintained due to their socioeconomic status, not 

because of the Hamitic myth conferring European ancestry to the Tutsis. 

In the aftermath of the genocides, history has become a unifier for Rwandese 

as a quasi-ritual status is given to a collective history that blames the colonial 

practices of the Belgians for the genocides (Vansina 2004, de Lame 2005). Buckley

Zistel's (2006) research points out that co-existence between survivors and 

perpetrators is predicated on remembering the genocide, but not the events and 

ethnic tensions that led up to it. The past is therefore remembered as a time of 

accord, which assists with living in a space populated by either "traitors" or "killers." 

Nora (1993) points out that remembrance has a coercive force, for it creates identity 

and a sense of belonging. Today, the Rwandese government is actively forging a 

collective, united Rwandan history and identity based on portraying a harmonious 

pre-colonial past and ignoring highly significant social complexities (Pottier 2002, 

Buckley-Zistel 2006). Reyntjens' (2004) more skeptical interpretation is that 

Rwanda's current government, which is largely Tutsi, actively glosses over ethnic 

distinctions due to a current Tutsi monopoly on military and political power. 



---------------------------------.··:,· '!:l 
1 
,j 

26 

2.6 Language Use in Post-Conflict Rwanda 

Today, Rwanda is actively striving toward, and in many ways achieving, 

reconciliation and development. One of the chief means by which they are creating 

reconciliation is by focusing on unification through a shared nationalistic identity of 

"Rwandaness" and through efforts at building Rwanda's economy locally and 

globally. Language illustrates how conflict and reconciliation functions in Rwanda 

through narratives and language shift. Narratives and language shift emphasize 

some of the roadblocks to unity in post-conflict Rwanda and give researchers a 

broader understanding of the nuances involved in creating and maintaining 

meaningful reconciliation. In terms of narratives, this section will assess myths and 

roadblocks relating to unity, how perpetrator's discourse functions from a post-

modernist perspective, the role of gacaca Uustice on the grass) as a vehicle of 

reconciliation and resentment, and how Christian missionaries influenced truth-

telling. With regards to language shift, this section will examine the problem of 

abnormality as it pertains to linguistic repertoire, Kiswahili as a potential (though 

also problematic) medium of unity, how educational language policies relate to 

underlying power dynamics, how language reveals identities and attitudes, and how 

advertisements reflect language shift. 

One of the chief means by which Rwanda will extricate itself from the scars of 

genocide is through creating a sense of unity for its citizenry. Although crafting 

unity in a country where ethnic fault lines resulted in large-scale massacres is a 
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definitively difficult procedure, the means by which that unity is constructed carries 

important ramifications in terms of revealing and reaffirming current power 

hierarchies. Unity in Rwanda is being crafted by replacing "ethnicity and other 

potentially 'divisive' sub-state loyalties with an undifferentiating Rwandaness based 

on shared (reinterpreted) past, culture, and language, rather than on shared 

participation in state-building and state-sharing" (Purdekova 2008:503-504). 

However, the government's claim that unity has been a feature of Rwanda's 

historical landscape is a falsehood. Before colonialism, belonging and loyalty hinged 

on kingdoms and family communities (Vansina 2001) and clan, class and client 

networks (Newbury 2001). The unifying concept of "Rwandan" only came about via 

the colonial period and the matrix of shared experiences that it imparted on people 

(Vansina 2001). Although the colonial period is largely, though indirectly, 

responsible for the genocide through the privileging of a select minority over the 

majority, "they [the colonists] have neither invented nor instituted 'ethnic division' 

within Rwanda" (Purdekova 2008:507-508). Interestingly, Rwanda's government is 

currently relying on rhetoric that comes from colonialism to appeal to a fabricated 

myth of unity that they claim was disrupted by the Belgian colonists. Purdekova 

also discusses how ingando, or re-education camps, instill a sense of "Rwandaness" 

in a potentially damaging manner. University students, returnees, demobilized 

rebels, former soldiers, provisionally released prisoners, sex workers, tea growers, 

teachers, youth groups, and civil servants are all required to participate in ingandos 

that provide collective scripts for central truths relating to love, unity, and 
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reconciliation. However, there is no critical self-reflection that accompanies these 

scripts. Therefore, individuals are memorizing tropes of unity, without necessarily 

internalizing these values. Rwanda is in many ways a "unity-generating machine" 

(Thompson 2007) where dissent is squashed through various means and the 

processes of nation-building are reserved for policy makers (Purdekova 2008). The 

exclusive nature of nation-building in Rwanda relegates individuals to the 

proverbial backseat in crafting a unified story that could also be created "through 

the process of their [the narrative's] writing and contestation; and more generally, 

through the particular culture that arises from the shared enaction of a particular 

political project (Purdekova 2008:516). 

The topic of crafting stories is also explored through a dissection of 

perpetrator discourse and narrative form. The war reporter Jean Hatzfeld 

published an account of transcribed interviews with genocidaires in his book, Une 

Saisson de machettes (2003). Hatzfeld describes his book as an unbiased and "true" 

account from the perpetrators' perspective. However, the intrinsically polyphonic 

nature of this type of discourse contradicts with Hatzfeld's assertion of a consonant 

translation (Spiessens 2010). Spiessens points out that perpetrators' stories, since 

they breach moral taboos, must be mediated by a writer in order to dilute their 

extremity. In his work Hatzfeld uses form (i.e. alternating chapters between the 

perpetrator's accounts and his own reflections and titling chapters with names that 

belie a value judgment), and language (i.e. the perpetrators' "voices" are in poetic 

Rwandan French while his is in rhetorical and academic hexagonal French) to 
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distinguish between the perpetrator-narrator and the author-narrator. Hatzfeld 

(and to some extent the Kinyarwanda translator) is present in the text through 

various other discourse strategies that contextualize, comment, and correct the 

narratives while effectively distancing himself from the content of the perpetrator's 

narratives. Through these various methods Hatzfeld is framing the perpetrator's 

discourse while also providing a counter discourse, revealing how the perpetrators' 

narratives become embedded in a larger schema of perpetrator discourse. 

Perpetrators' narratives take on a different value as they pertain to gacaca. 

Gacaca, which translates roughly to "justice on the grass," (Retting 2008) is a 

traditional form of dispute resolution that was institutionalized by the Rwandan 

government to expeditiously address the large number of Rwandans accused of 

genocide-related crimes. Gacaca emphasizes reparations and community 

restoration. Genocidaire confessions are typically rewarded with a reduced prison 

term and half the sentence can be served through volunteer work in the community. 

Five judges preside over these community trials and at least 100 members of the 

community must be present to corroborate, challenge, or refute testimony. Retting 

set out to uncover if gacaca has contributed to reconciliation and to determine 

whether or not gacaca is a model for other post-conflict locales. Research 

determined that gacaca exposes and potentially deepens social resentment based on 

ethnic ties and affiliations (Retting 2008). Ninety nine percent of responders stated 

that they "wish gacaca would finish soon so that the community could move on" 

(Retting 2008:13). Due to a fear of reprisals, the fact that the majority of Rwandans 
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are nonsurvivors, and the fact that perpetrators, survivors and returnees are bound 

together by socioeconomic and political realities, gacaca is potentially deepening 

resentment rather than forging reconciliation. Additionally, a system that relies on 

confessions and community corroboration (or lack thereof) must be accompanied 

by a strong sense of community trust, which is lacking within Rwandan society 

(Retting 2008). 

The concept of community trust relates to how Christian missionaries 

influenced Rwandan truth-telling through oaths. Research shows that because of 

Christian missionaries, Rwandan speakers' commitment to truth-telling in everyday 

interactions is no longer uniform (Masagara 2001). Traditional Rwandan truth

telling typically involves a specific referent based on social factors and a pledge to a 

cow or another socioeconomically important element. Christian missionaries on the 

other hand introduced non-traditional oath-taking based on the Judeo-Christian God 

(i.e. "I swear to God I did not steal the cassava") which are typically viewed as 

negotiable or ambiguous by listeners since they lack a specific oral signature or 

referent, illustrating that the effectiveness of an oath is embedded in the symbolic 

values associated with the referent employed in that oath. Younger generations 

typically utilize non-traditional oaths, suggesting that truth-telling has an 

ambiguous and potentially precarious role in Rwandan society. The haphazard 

nature of truth-telling in Rwandan society might potentially have a negative impact 

on the practice of gacaca. 
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The ambiguous nature of language is also revealed through linguistic 

repertoire and its relation to national identification procedures. The predicament of 

asylum seekers illustrates that modern frames are often applied to post-modern 

problems (Blommaert 2009). Essentially, asylum seekers are part of a global 

framework, and yet they are conceived of on a static, national scale. Blommaert 

uses the example of a Rwandan asylum seeker in the UK being ascribed Ugandan 

nationality due an "abnormal" linguistic repertoire. The boy, Joseph, spoke 

KinyankolejRunyankole (a language spoken mainly in Uganda), not Kinyarwanda 

(the language of Rwanda), which the UK government took as evidence of his 

Ugandan nationality. However, the government overlooked the fact that the 

histories of Rwanda and Uganda (and many other East African nations) are 

intricately tied together and the fact that countries in conflict are inherently 

unstable, often necessitating the movements of populations between borders. 

Blommaert's research reveals that speech communities are overlooked and 

preference is given to a national (i.e. monolingual) ideal of language, even though 

the concept of sociolinguistic normalcy is a conceit of modernism and nationalist 

rhetoric. The "real world" is typified by linguistic hybridity, specifically for 

individuals who live in a denationalized or transnationalized context (Blommaert 

2009). 

Kiswahili also relates to debates centering on linguistic heterogeneity or 

linguistic homogeneity. Kiswahili developed as a trade language in the 18th century 

and resembles other Bantu languages (Kishe 2003) and according to Kishe should 
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be adopted as the lingua franca of East Africa because of its historical validity and 

the ease of learning for its potential speakers. Kishe asserts that Kiswahili would 

cut across ethnic ties and create unity and lead to the development of ideas, greater 

regional participation, the actualization of economic goals, and a shared cultural 

identity amongst nations in East Africa. Additionally, Kiswahili is not associated 

with any do_minant or powerful group and is therefore a neutral language. Despite 

all these positive attributes, Rwandan university students view Kiswahili negatively 

and believe that it has low functionality (Mbori 2008), potentially thwarting its 

ability to be adopted as a lingua franca in East Africa. 

One of the main reasons Kishe supports the adoption of Kiswahili as the 

lingua franca of East Africa is that it is not associated with a dominant group and 

thus does not confirm pre-existing power structures between groups. In 2008, 

Rwanda implemented a policy mandating that English become the only language of 

instruction for post-primary school students. Unsurprisingly, the privileging of 

English over local languages and the promotion of English-based curricula is a 

growing trend world-wide (Brock-Utne et al. 2005; Brocke-Utne 2002; Hornberger 

2008). This policy carries important ramifications since "the language one speaks is 

construed as an indicator of group affiliations and identity" (Samuelson 2010:192) 

within Rwandan society. The Rwandan government claims that development 

(which a mastery of English will facilitate) will promote reconciliation and greater 

stability, but language is tied to identity and ideology in important ways. According 

to the government, Kinyarwanda is a fundamental component of Rwandaness 



33 

(which echoes how governments view nationality in a modern frame as outlined in 

Blommaert's article) and in fact 99.4 percent of Rwandans speak Kinyarwanda 

(Rosendal 2009) and 90 percent of Rwandans only speak Kinyarwanda (LeClerc 

2008; Munyankesha 2004). Since the vast majority of Rwandans only speak 

Kinyarwanda, the usage of French and English acts as an important marker of 

identity. Although "English and French may appear 'neutral' in contrast to 

indigenous languages, they are indeed ideologically positioned to serve local class 

interest. In other words, social and socio-economic difference together with 

multiethnicity is the divisive force in society" (Omoniyi 2003:147). In Rwanda, 

French is largely seen as a Hutu language while English is the language of the Tutsi 

victors (since the conquering RPF came from Anglophone Uganda). There is general 

agreement that these relatively small groups of English and French speakers are 

members of two small rival elites (Hintjens 2008). Since open discussion of 

ethnicity is suppressed within Rwanda, and mainly discussed only outside of 

Rwanda's borders (Eltringham 2004), language becomes the de facto substitute for 

ascertaining ones identity or group affiliation (Samuelson 2010). Although English

only education is indeed an important means of development because it is a world 

language, since "it is also the language of the elite in Rwanda [it is potentially] a 

means for the elite to tighten its hold on privilege and power" (Samuelson 

2010:2011). This policy serves the interests of the elite in terms of reinforcing its 

privilege, but the policy does not improve the long-term prospects of Rwanda or the 

majority of its citizens (Samuelson 2010). Put more explicitly, "The current policy of 
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abruptly switching from French to English in 1 or 2 years ensures that all but the 

most privileged or talented of the non-Anglophone students will fail to finish 

secondary school" (Samuelson 2010:209). 

Language can be a means of division within a society while also imparting 

identity and attitude. A survey of Rwandan university students showed that 

languages in Rwanda have varying ranges of applicability and are impacted by 

preconceived attitudes toward perceived linguistic groupings (Mbori 2008). The 

results show that English is seen as the language of wider communication 

(specifically in print or newspapers). Students hold negative attitudes toward 

Kinyarwanda newspapers, but Kinyarwanda is seen as the language with the highest 

functionality in terms of crafting national unity, dissemination of AIDS messages, 

governance, quality of life, labor productivity, opportunities for Rwandans, 

enhancement of human capital, and global participation. French ranked highest in 

regional participation (surprisingly, Kiswahili ranked lowest) and English ranked 

highest in training and diversifying Rwanda's economy. Bartlett (2007) shows how 

language use reflects speakers' ideologies in terms of reinforcing or modifying 

knowledge and revealing face relations and suggests that power establishes 

legitimate forms of communication and defines boundaries between individuals. 

Bartlett utilizes discourse analysis to propose that discourse intervention could 

have been applied to suppress the Rwandan media's promotion of actions that 

resulted in the 1994 genocide since "discourse analysis allows researchers to 

understand discursive shifts and provide alternative storylines to draw on and 

:I 

·l 
l 
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authority, to allow for their adoption by the community" (Bartlett 2007:269). 
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Since the media played such a crucial role in the genocide, understanding 

how the media currently utilizes language is of particular importance. For example, 

contemporary advertisements illustrate how language functions in Rwanda. Due to 

fluctuations in its population (i.e. Rwandans fleeing to Uganda, etc.) the linguistic 

characteristiCs of Rwanda have changed drastically, leading to competition between 

the languages of Kinyarwanda, French, and English (Rosendal 2009). Rosendal 

looked at which language was used most often in a government-owned newspaper 

and discovered that French was used more often than both Kinyarwanda and 

English. However, French and English are utilized equally on billboards. 

Interestingly, French is used for tenders and vacancy advertisements by the 

government and other public authorities, whereas Kinyarwanda is used for 

advertisements containing public notices issued by the government or public 

authorities and on billboards presenting messages relating to social issues. 

Therefore, it is not simply legal disposition influencing language choice in Rwanda. 

Rosendal goes on to state that understanding whether or not language choice is the 

result of "tradition, the languages that civil servants know, the values attached to 

languages, symbolic associations, the audiences targeted by advertisements, 

maximum outreach with a message or other variables, was not within the scope of' 

(Rosendal 2009:36) the research, thus representing a direction for future research. 
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Language use plays an important role in post-conflict Rwanda as it is the 

means by which reconciliation is either attained or abandoned. Research of 

language use in terms of narratives and language shift reveal that many hurdles to 

reconciliation exist. Directions for future research include longitudinal studies of 

language use at the post-primary educational level, in-depth studies of various 

means of social participation as either compulsory or elective, how traditional or 

non-traditional oaths are invoked during gacaca trials, which languages are used at 

various strata in Rwanda now and in the future and why, how language choice (i.e. 

Kinyarwanda, French, English, or Kiswahili) influences the creation, dissemination, 

or reception of genocide narratives, and how narratives and language use function 

at the translocal (i.e. Internet-based) level. 

My research builds on the idea that despite the Rwandan government's 

attempts at portraying the nation as historically, socially and culturally unified, 

great trepidation remains in terms of categorizations of unity, collective memory, 

reconfigurations of history, and language-use in post-conflict Rwanda. Although the 

ethnic distinctions between Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa have been utilized for various 

political ends and are (at least somewhat) arbitrarily constructed, these distinctions 

and the consequences of these distinctions carry important meanings for 

contemporary Rwanda. In addition to contributing to debates about how ethnicity, 

identity, and forgiveness function in Rwanda, this study fills a gap in current 

research by exploring how identity formation functions at the local and translocal 

level. 
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Chapter3 

Methodology 

To uncover how identity functions at the local level (i.e. ethnographic data 

collected in Rwanda and potentially reflecting more immediate iterations of public 

discourse) and the translocallevel (i.e. ethnographic data collected from the 

Internet and thus reflecting views potentially more separate from the public 

discourse), a two,prong approach was utilized. At the local level, ethnographic data 

was collected from various social gatherings in Kigali and interviews were 

conducted with individuals between the ages of 18-30 who speak at least 

conversant English. This population was chosen since this age-range, coupled with 

their command of English, should be an indicator of their likeliness to engage in 

identity formation at the translocal (i.e. Internet-based) level since English is 

increasingly an international language, especially with regards to Internet-based 

cross-cultural communication. Since this study attempts to draw parallels between 

how identity is conceived of at both the local and translocallevel, it is important to 

choose a population at the local level that is somewhat analogous to the population 

creating content at the translocallevel. However, it is important to note that 

individuals in these age ranges would have been either young children or young 

adolescents at the time of the genocide. Therefore, although it is somewhat unlikely 

that they would have actively participated in the genocide, this population is 

nonetheless heavily impacted by memories of the genocide in that the events of 
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1994 represent a large part of Rwanda's collective memory. This population is also 

likely to be impacted by the genocide through specific shared experiences such as 

losing parents or other caretakers at a critical point in their development and 

education. At the translocallevel, online content was analyzed from two websites 

allowing individuals to express Rwandese identity to a global audience. Via this 

I 
i dual-level approach, this research study attempts to assess if (and to what extent) 

identity dissemination at the translocallevel is free of the constraints and censuring 

that accompanies actions and speech acts that take place at the local level. 

Alternatively, does communication that takes place at the translocallevel function 

as a platform for individuals to broadcast a Rwandese personhood that conforms to 

the public discourse? In this way, this thesis attempts to explore how individuals 

interact with the Internet. Simply put, how do Internet-based forms of identification 

compare or contrast with events and emotions that transpire at the local level? 

In order to better determine the extent to which identity dissemination 

either corresponds or departs from the public discourse, I chose two sites with 

radically different aims. One site, the United Nations Visions of Rwanda Project 

(UNVRP) would potentially be more likely to exist as a platform encouraging 

participants to conform to the public discourse as it represents an official and 

prominent international organization allowing Rwandan individuals the 

opportunity to express themselves to a largely Western audience. The other site, 

Current.com and its accompanying television network, Current TV (for simplicity's 

sake, this paper will refer to the site and network interchangeably as Current, 
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though all videos analyzed were taken from Current.com and may or may not have 

been aired on Current TV), is a self-declared independent San Francisco-based 

websites espousing its position as a fringe provider of news stories often created by 

the very individuals being represented. Current, established in 2005, seeks to give a 

voice to the otherwise voiceless and allows anyone to upload a video or news piece 

about a topic of their choice. Current's target demographic is 18 to 34-year-olds. 

Although there are an endless number of sites that allow individuals to create 

content and share them with a global audience, Current has attained a level of 

validity since it is affiliated with US politician AI Gore, won an Emmy in 2007 for 

Best Interactive Television Service, and its in-house news team, Current's Vanguard, 

won a Peabody Award in 2010. As an independently minded site providing 

individuals with ownership over how they are portrayed, content uploaded to 

Current by Rwandese might deviate from the public discourse. 

Due to the abbreviated nature of my fieldwork in Kigali, I supplemented my 

ethnographic findings with information gathered by journalists and published in 

books geared toward a mainstream audience. I believe that my research has been 

greatly augmented by including quotes and findings from viewpoints outside of 

academia since my research seeks to uncover and decipher the role of public 

discourse, which is often embedded in how a culture portrays itself to others. 

Journalist Stephen Kinzer's book, A Thousand Hills: Rwanda's Rebirth and the Man 

Who Dreamed It (2008), has been particularly useful as a supplementary source of 

data since it includes eyewitness accounts of the social, political, and economic 
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fabric of Rwandese life, gleaned from interviews with ordinary Rwandans, and most 

importantly, interviews with Rwandan President Paul Kagame. Kagame is widely 

credited with transforming contemporary Rwandese life in the wake of the 1994 

genocide and is an incredibly influential and somewhat controversial figure (as will 

be discussed in subsequent sections). Given Kagame's prominent position as both 

the leader of a rapidly improving Rwanda and as the architect of its success, he is 

one of the principal sources of public discourse in contemporary Rwanda. Written 

by a prominent American journalist and published for a Western audience that 

includes direct quotes from interviews with Kagame, the book is a particularly rich 

source of information regarding the dissemination of Rwandan social, political, and 

economic life to an outside audience. Kinzer's book therefore functions as a 

reflection and dissemination of public discourse as it is distributed to both 

Rwandese and non-Rwandese. Additional data concerning the nature of Rwandan 

public discourse comes from speeches and essays by Kagame, government 

publications, news articles, interviews with consultants, and various other sources 

compiled during my ethnographic research in Kigali. 

' ,, 
;I 
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Chapter4 

Public Discourse 

4.0 Rwandese Public Discourse 

This paper conceives of public discourse as the interplay between the official 

story of identification as it is disseminated by the government and consequently 

understood, experienced, accepted, or challenged by the Rwandan public (and to a 

lesser extent, relayed to a global audience). I began my fieldwork immediately 

following the 2010 Rwandan Presidential elections. As an anthropologist 

embarking on ethnographic fieldwork to uncover how concepts of identity function 

in Rwanda, claims that open discussion of ethnicity are prohibited by laws 

preventing individuals from conversing about ethnicity, coupled with a 

controversial Presidential election, threatened to mar my research efforts. 

Numerous international news outlets covering the Rwandan Presidential Elections 

pointed out that incumbent President, Paul Kagame, was likely to win the election 

due largely to the stifling of dissent. Kagame, considered a Tutsi under previous 

classifications, is widely credited with transforming Rwanda in the wake of 

genocide, though the means by which he has reunited the country have been 

questioned. Following the genocide, Kagame's government enacted a series oflaws 

restricting free speech. For example, denying the 1994 genocide is punishable by up 
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to 20 years in prison. Additionally, the act of "divisionism," defined as "any speech, 

written statement or action that causes conflict or that causes an uprising that may 

degenerate into strife among people" (Purdekova 2008:510) can be cause for 

incarceration. 

Western media outlets criticized Rwanda's government for preventing 

opposition candidates like Victoire Ingabire from entering the election. Ingabire 

was held under extended house arrest and charged with "divisionism," "association 

with terrorist groups," and "genocide ideology". Her American attorney, C. Peter 

Erlinder, was arrested for engaging in "conspiracy theories and denial surrounding 

the circumstances of the genocide" (Rosen 2010). Additionally, the assassinations of 
I, 
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the vice-president of the Democratic Green Party, Andre Kagwa Rwisereka, and 

journalist Jean-Leonard Rugambage resulted in a U.N. demand for an investigation. 

The BBC described the Presidential elections as "marred by violence and 

intimidation against opposition politicians" (Rosen 2010). In the months leading up 

to the election, U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs I ohnnie Carson 

stated that the political situation in Rwanda was, "riddled with a series of worrying 

actions" (Rosen 2010). Carson went on to state that, "We appreciate, in the context 

of the most tragic event in recent history-the genocide-the need for security, 

stability and reconciliation is critical, but long-term stability is best promoted by 

democratic governance and respect for human rights" (Rosen 2010). With regards 

to creating security, a Kagame admirer living in the US stated: 



This is not a democracy. You're not supposed to criticize the president or 
the executive branch. There's no real free press or multiparty system. The 
ministry of defense is certainly the strongest institution in the country. 
That's in part because of very real security concerns and in part because a 
beneficent dictatorship is what's going to get Rwanda through the post
genocide period and development. (Kinzer 2008:241). 

A U.N. report claims that the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) killed up to 45 

thousand people between the start of the genocide in April of 1994 and its 
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conclusion in September of 1994. However, these alleged actions are not a part of 

the official history of events surrounding the genocide. Erlinder, Ingabire's 

attorney and lead defense counsel for genocide suspects at the U.N. International 

Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, claims that Kagame gave the order to shoot down 

Habyarimana's plane, thus inciting the 1994 genocide. After the genocide, many 

genocidaires (those accused of genocide related crimes) fled to eastern Congo. The 

RPF's 1996 invasion of eastern Congo to pursue those responsible for genocide acts 

has, according to Erlinder, resulted in roughly six million deaths and is one of the 

leading causes for continued humanitarian crises in that part of the world. The 

government has also suspended the publication of two Rwandese newspapers on 

charges of "reckless innuendo." One newspaper, Umuseso, printed the following, 

"The queue of those who want change in the governance of this country (and not a 

peaceful one since all avenues for peaceful revolution can no longer work) is 

growing day by day. This is leading Rwanda into total darkness." Ingabire is quoted 

as saying, "The government says that by talking about Hutus and Tutsis you create a 

problem ... But if we don't talk about this problem it will not be resolved. We 
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cannot always use the genocide as a reason why people cannot be free in their own 

country" (Rosen 2010). 

Despite the alleged lack of democratic ideals like freedom of speech in 

Rwanda, Rwandese are somewhat willing to discuss the political, social, and ethnic 

situation in Rwanda. Interestingly, although my consultants were willing to discuss 

how ethnicitY exists in present-day Rwanda, none agreed to sign my informed 

consent form, perhaps out of fear that having a written record attesting to the fact 

that they discussed prohibited topics with an anthropologist could potentially 

jeopardize their safety. These findings must be situated as occurring within the 

milieu of an election season colored by claims that oppositional viewpoints are 

heavily monitored and controlled. One must wonder how the pervading public 

discourse of reconciliation might influence consultants' opinions of ethnicity, 

identity, and reconciliation, particularly given that Kagame won the election with 

approximately 93 percent of the vote. 

In Rwanda, Kagame holds, at least publicly, a persona not unlike that of Mao 

Zedong. Kagame is credited with transforming the country and instilling somewhat 

of a cult of personality. While walking the streets of Kigali and the dusty roads of 

outlying villages, many Rwandese wear shirts emblazoned with Kagame's face and 

the words Tora Kagame, (Vote Kagame). Since Kagame is, at least publicly, 

embraced as the orchestrator of Rwanda's success, his statements promulgating 

Rwanda's need to relinquish the invocation of ethnic classifications and focus on 

reconciliation and economic development are of great import with regards to a 
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study of how public discourse influences identity formation. Kinzer's book about 

Rwanda's meteoric economic rise and the man who engineered it consists largely of 

interviews with Kagame and Kinzer's own experiences as processed through the 

lens of his journalism background. Although the book is highly informative with 

regards to Rwanda's history and current success, the book paints a relatively 

admiring portrait of Kagame and Rwanda. As a result, Kinzer's book functions as a 

useful reflection of Rwanda's public discourse in that it is largely an outlet for 

Kagame to disseminate his views of Rwanda's progress to a Western readership; it 

thus portrays a Platonic concept of Rwandan identification. However, I would not 

go so far as to describe the book as pro-Kagame propaganda since Kinzer includes 

his own, not always positive, findings on life in Rwanda while investigating and 

evaluating claims made by Kagame. 

Kinzer states that when he asked Rwandese what most contributes to 

Rwanda's stability, modernity, and growth, the majority asserted, "In the end, it's all 

about leadership." (Kinzer 2008:3). Kinzer notes an axiom of Rwandan society 

regarding ethnic tension within society at all echelons: 

There are taboos in today's Rwanda. The strongest of them prohibits 
appealing to ethnic identity. Even using the words "Hutu" and "Tutsi" is 
frowned upon. It is permissible to assert that the government oppresses 
people, but not that it oppresses Hutu. To complain that political power is 
concentrated in the hands of an elite is acceptable; to say that it is 
concentrated in the hands of a Tutsi elite is not. This prevents the public 
spread of ethnic anger that might one day lead to a second genocide. It also 
chills discussion on a topic of urgent national importance. (Kinzer 2008:240) 
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Rwanda is actively severing ties to ethnic classifications via social pressures and the 

penal system, but how freedom of speech functions within Rwanda at formal and 

informal strata is nonetheless complex. In 2007 a newspaper column asserting that 

"those who killed Hutu are free," that there are "corrupt officials and criminals in the 

RPF," that "Rwandans who disagree with the government's version of past events 

face big problems," and "those who talk about what happened are hunted down" 

was printed. The columnist was charged with divisionism, found guilty, and 

sentenced to one year in prison (Kinzer 2008:241). However, headlines like "RPF 

Hijacked by Clique," "Let's Face It, No Political Space in Rwanda," "Habyarimana's 

Son Accuses Kagame of Murder," "Plundering of National Resources Compromises 

Vision 2020," and "Kagame Consolidates Dictatorship in the Name of Democracy: 

Absolute Power Has Corrupted Kagame to the Extent of Believing He Is a Semi-God 

in a Semi-Paradise" (Kinzer 2008:241) were printed with no apparent consequences 

for the newspapers publishing these articles or for the journalists who wrote them. 

On the one hand, freedom of speech in Rwanda does seem to be limited, specifically 

with regards to broaching topics related to ethnicity. However, there are still 

opportunities for nonconformist viewpoints in the public sphere. The tension 

between a seemingly monolithic public discourse and the public fractures 

challenging this fa~ade of unity are important avenues for research, but what exactly 

is the public discourse regarding identity in Rwanda? By reviewing interviews with 

Kagame and articles and speeches written and delivered by Kagame, one can 

assemble an effective portrait of how public discourse attempts to shape Rwandan 
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identification since Kagame (and his doctrines) largely represent a modern, post-

genocide Rwanda. 

Paul Kagame "preaches a doctrine of security, guided reconciliation, honest 

governance, and, above all, self-reliance" (Kinzer 2008:3) but how exactly is this 

accomplished? Reconciliation has become the fountainhead of creating a modern 

and prosperous Rwanda, but creating meaningful reconciliation post genocide is an 

incredibly daunting task. Kagame states: 

We had to try to make the survivors, the victims, live together with the 
perpetrators in such a confused way, even before you [were] able to identify 
who was responsible for what-who is a victim, who is not, to what extent, 
who is responsible for what happened, to what extent-and really finding 
you had nowhere to start from. You had to create it ... " (Kinzer 2008:187) 

By crafting a public discourse focusing on reconciliation and unity, Kagame has 

created some measure of stability within Rwanda. One of the principal ways 

Rwanda has been able to unite Tutsi and Hutu is by appealing to their shared history 

and culture. In addition, drawing attention to the divisions between Rwanda and 

other nations could function as a useful substitute for long-held ethnic divisions. 

Therefore, the "us" vs. "them" binary becomes "Rwanda" vs. "Other Countries," 

rather than "Hutu" vs. "Tutsi." During an interview with Kinzer, Kagame states: 

We are descendants of people with integrity, people who were hardworking, 
people who stood up and fought for their rights. We have been put in a 
position of being despised, of being held in contempt. We don't deserve that, 
and we have within ourselves what we need to stand up to these challenges 
(Kinzer 208:104). 
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This quote illustrates the belief that Rwandese are united by a shared lineage that is 

marked by integrity. Interestingly, by pointing out that Rwanda has become 

somewhat maligned by its history, Kagame is effectively crafting an ideal of unity via 

the dichotomy between "us" and "them." By referencing that those who are not 

Rwandan "despise" Rwanda, Kagame is attempting to ally Rwandese together. 

Kagame also reinforces the binary between Rwanda and Western countries that 

decry supposed human rights violations within post-genocide Rwanda by claiming 

autonomy for Rwanda. Additional claims of "us" vs. "them" are evidenced 

throughout Kinzer's interviews with Kagame. For example: 

Some people keep making stupid and unfair noises about us. They don't 
know what we prevented from happening. That it did not happen is what 
they should really be trying to tell people. That's why I'm really full of 
contempt, in some cases, for some of these people who try to put themselves 
in roles where they know better than others about observance of human 
rights, democracy, and good governance. I don't know what they are 
thinking about. I have contempt for them. I really have a lot of it. (Kagame as 
quoted in Kinzer 2008:328). 

In this example, Kagame refutes claims that Rwanda does not practice "good 

governance" largely on the grounds that Rwanda's situation cannot be fully 

processed by outsiders and therefore that Rwanda cannot be held to Western 

standards of "human rights, democracy, and good governance." Interestingly, this is 

also a potential reference to the fact that the international community willingly 

ignored both the mounting threat of continued genocide within Rwanda and largely 

turned their backs on Rwanda during the genocide. Kagame is suggesting that since 



49 

the RPF largely acted independently to stop the 1994 genocide, Kagame and his 

government should be granted the autonomy to decide how best to preside over 

contemporary Rwanda. However, this raises questions in light of the fact that 

Rwanda receives a not inconsiderable amount of foreign aid. Kagame's use of the 

word "contempt" is also interesting since it potentially functions as a means of 

displacing ethnic hatred onto transnational relations. However, this potential 

displacement of one target of derision onto another should not be overexploited 

since Rwanda currently relies on foreign aid (though it is actively working toward 

establishing a future that is economically independent). 

Overcoming the scars of the genocide and effectively forging meaningful 

reconciliation is an exceedingly difficult, though integral, process. How does the 

public discourse assist Rwandese in the reconciliation process? In an interview 

with Kinzer, Kagame states: 

What is the future? Do we become prisoners of the past and live like that? It 
happened. We can't undo it, unfortunately. If we could undo it, that would 
be ideal, but life isn't like that. It's a change you have to make. Otherwise you 
suffer twice. You suffer in the present and you continue to suffer in the 
future (Kagame as quoted in Kinzer 2008:252). 

Kagame is expressing the tacit need to move beyond the memories of the genocide. 

He acknowledges that the genocide is still an agonizing part of life for many 

Rwandese who "suffer in the present." However, Kagame implores Rwandese to 

move beyond the pain of the past and the present to actualize a harmonious and 

productive future. Kagame acknowledges that the genocide happened and cannot 
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be forgotten or overlooked, but he does not question the ability of Rwandese to 

overcome the wounds of the past when he states, "It's a change you have to make" 

(emphasis a9ded). Ultimately, this is a statement of hope. The genocide happened, 

but individuals must move beyond the pain if a peaceful future is ever to be 

obtained. Despite a public discourse emphasizing the need to move forward, Kinzer 

notes that, "Citizens are required to repeat platitudes about reconciliation, but 

hatred festers in many hearts" (Kinzer 2008:4). Kagame acknowledges the 

difficulties inherent in reconciliation when he states: 

The extent of this is quite big, and its effects are very long term. People, even 
with all their smiles and everything, live painfully inside-quite many of 
them. It's a seriously wounded society that we're managing. That 
complicates the work we have to do, and I expect that to be the case for a 
long time. This is what people from the outside miss. They expect things to 
heal all of a sudden. The moment the genocide was over, people started 
treating Rwanda as if it was just another country. Very few people took this 
into consideration, yet it is the reality of our situation. We are trying to think 
of how this tragic situation and its effects can be turned into something of 
value. It's a big challenge (Kagame as quoted in Kinzer 2008:254). 

This quote illustrates that Kagame recognizes the disparity between the interior 

world of living "painfully" and the outside world of "smiles." Potentially, this quote 

illustrates the binary between the public discourse of reconciliation and the private 

presence of trauma. However, rather than revel in the challenges posed by this 

situation, Kagame alludes again to the binary between "us" and "them" by stating, 

"they [wrongly] expect things to heal all of a sudden." He suggests that Rwanda's 

situation poses idiosyncratic problems that need unique solutions, implying that 

Rwanda should be held to distinctive standards and norms. 

I 
l 
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Government publications and platforms also assert a public discourse of 

unity. Two government agencies specifically function to promote reconciliation: 

The National Gacaca Commission and the National Commission for Unity and 

Reconciliation. Rwanda's goals for future progress, as outlined in Rwanda's Vision 

2020 plan, asks in its introduction, "How can they [Rwandans] construct a united 

and inclusive Rwandan identity? What are the transformations needed to emerge 

from a deeply unsatisfactory social and economic situation?" (Vision 3). Essentially, 

Vision 2020 sets out to create macroeconomic stability in Rwanda while the country 

continues to distance itself from foreign aid. The transformation of the economy 

from agrarian to knowledge-based will create a middle class and encourage 

entrepreneurship. Vision 2020's focus on creating a knowledge-based economy and 

fostering entrepreneurship have become important markers within contemporary 

Rwandese society. However, economic development and growth creates and 

reinforces distinctions between the haves and have-nots, which has the potential to 

revive previous social distinctions, particularly ethnic ones. The majority of my 

consultants are either entrepreneurs or working toward degrees in hospitality, 

computer science, or business, reflecting the pervasiveness of Vision 2020's goals. 

During the course of my interviews, each consultant suggested a potential business 

collaboration with me, implying that the public discourse regarding economic 

development via foreign investment in entrepreneurial efforts has been widely 

adopted. However, it also suggests the widely accepted idea that consultants rarely 
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enter into their informant role without hoping to gain in some way from the 

experience. 

In Kigali, there are many reminders of Rwanda as a country that is 

transforming itself via economic development and educational attainment. Upon 

landing in Kigali International Airport and entering the customs line, visitors are 

greeted with a sign printed in English asserting Rwanda's position as a growing 

economy primed for foreign investment. Rwanda has one of the fastest growing 

economies in Africa and signs like these showcased in areas populated by foreigners 

reflects the focus on continued economic development. This viewpoint is shared by 

many Rwandese as illustrated by the following quote from Rwandese entrepreneur 

Gerard Sina: 

Our goal as a country is to escape from underdevelopment by 2020 .... I think 
we will succeed in doing this. The big advantage we have is good leadership. 
That energizes people and encourages them to work. Bad leadership 
destroys countries. It takes a rich potential and destroys it. That is the story 
of Africa. Here, the opposite is happening. People see that if they work hard, 
they can improve their lives. Every country was underdeveloped at one time. 
Here in Rwanda, our problem is that we are underdeveloped not just 
economically, but also in our minds. We have to change this. Education is 
the way, because when people are educated they become filled with ideas 
that can pull a country up. I have dreams. I like President Kagame because 
he encourages me to realize them. (as quoted in Kinzer 2008:321). 

Sina references Vision 2020, exhibiting its presence in the public discourse. 

Interestingly, Sina also references a binary between Rwanda and the rest of Africa 

by stating that Rwanda, unlike the rest of Africa, has excellent leadership that will 

inspire and nurture Rwandese. Embedded within the goal of economic progress is 

the desire to highlight the contrast between Rwanda and Africa. Too often, African 
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countries are reduced to platitudes that do not reflect the diverse nature of 

experiences within Africa. Countries in Africa are typically considered by outsiders 

to be synonymous and inseparable entities, despite the fact that Africa is a large 

continent marked by highly heterogeneous cultures, histories, and economic 

realities. These binaries between "us" and "them" have important ramifications for 

attempts to craft identity in contemporary Rwandan society. 

Rwar:tda's focus on creating business opportunities has resulted in the need 

to monitor and control instances of governmental corruption due to the fact that the 

Rwandan government under Habyarimana is largely credited with instigating and 

encouraging the 1994 genocide (Gourevitch 1998). Therefore, publications that 

attempt to curtail corruption within the government can also be viewed as 

monitoring and potentially preventing future acts of violence and bloodshed and 

can therefore function as important sources for data. The Rwandan Publication, The 

Transparent, attempts to shed a light on instances of corruption within the 

Rwandese government and also elucidates additional concepts related to the public 

discourse. For example, one volume includes the following statement: 

Indeed, the Obama story fits very well into the political vision of ancient 
Rwanda. Immigrant families were so quickly integrated in the Rwandan 
society that they could be allowed topmost political appointments even at the 
first generation. There are clans whose very name indicates the name of 
their nation of origin such as Bahinda, Baruni and Baha. As for families, the 
most significant cases are those of the two previous heads of state, Kayibanda 
and Habyarimana, sons of immigrants. Nobody denies their Rwandan 
nationality and the right they had to preside over the destiny of the country; 
doing so would indeed be wrong by the standards of the political ideology 
that created and consolidated the Rwandan nation. However, it was the duty 
of patriots to challenge their political project 'of an ethnic republic.' This 



54 

project was neither in the traditions of Rwandans as regards sociopolitical 
relationships, nor in the electoral concept of rotating democratic majority. 
Unfortunately, people got used to the terrible 'ethnic republic,' and the 
inevitable frightful consequences soon materialized: the unity of Rwandans 
was nearly destroyed (The TransparentV3:l2009). 

This section alludes to Rwanda's historical unity. However, this unity stands in 

opposition to the colonial power's practice of using differential sociopolitical 

standing and subsistence strategies to pit Hutu against Tutsi. Therefore, we are 

seeing an example of inclusion within Rwandan society based on the trope of a 

peaceful shared history. Additionally, the invocation of Obama does more than 

simply ally Rwanda and the United States; it also functions as a reminder of 

Rwanda's welcoming of outsiders into the upper echelons of society and power. The 

publication points out that Habyarimana was an outsider, and suggests that despite 

his own outsider status, ethnic divisions were employed for political purposes. 

Interestingly, this passage, by pointing out both Habyarimana and Kayibanda's 

outsider status, also alludes to Kagame's binary role as outsider-insider within the 

Rwandan system. As previously noted, Kagame was raised in Uganda and even 

though he always conceived of himself as Rwandan (as do most Rwandese who left 

during pogroms) some within Rwanda might potentially view him as a less 

legitimate ruler. Therefore, this passage confirms Kagame's presidential validity 

and effectively illustrates Rwanda's history of unification. 

The Transparent also alludes to the public discourse of identity and 

reconciliation in its publications. In one passage they state, "The Transparent calls 
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its readers to recall the situation that prevailed in the period when Rwanda nearly 

lost forever her centuries old identity. This is to inform people about an aspect of 

corruption" (The Transparent V2:14 2009). This passage appeals to reconciliation 

by referencing Rwanda's historical unity, therefore portraying unity as a return to 

tradition and the genocide as a temporary aberration. Interestingly, the "centuries 

old identity',. is a Rwandan identity separate from ethnic classifications and 

therefore is the same identity currently being promulgated in contemporary 

Rwanda. Additionally: 

Now that the country is taking stock of its achievements in terms of 
reconciliation, corruption ought to be clearly noted as the biggest obstacle to 
unity. The country would not be in a situation that calls for reconciliation 
now, if there had been no abuse of power in the interests of privileged groups 
and to the detriment of national unity (The Transparent V2:15 2009). 

By referencing governmental corruption as the chief roadblock to reconciliation, 

this passage diminishes individual agency with regards to the genocide. Therefore, 

it is not individual actors who are responsible for the genocide, but rather, it is the 

abstraction of the government who abused their power. This statement is 

important because it aids the reconciliation process by providing Rwandese with a 

monolithic and imprecise scapegoat for the genocide. 

Gacaca is another realm with important implications for a study of public 

discourse in Rwanda. Gacaca is a traditional form of justice that was intended to 

resolve disputes at the village level. Kagame states that: 

The backdrop was that the whole population should be involved and seen to 
be buying into the processes of justice and reconciliation. Historically, gacaca 
meant people sitting on the grass to discuss and resolve problems. It's a part 
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of Rwandan culture. We took this concept and developed it because it would 
reach people, and they would see themselves in it. It's the way our culture 
traditionally resolved problems. We have picked it and developed it to deal 
with present-day problems .... Conventional systems have not provided a 
solution for us. They do not come close to giving us a solution. Gacaca, with 
all its weaknesses-and there are not so many, fewer than in a conventional 
system if you're dealing with our problems-opens up opportunities for us 
(as quoted in Kinzer 2008:257). 

Within the gacaca system, genocidaires confess to crimes and ask for forgiveness 

from their neighbors. Gacaca trials are conducted in public in the community, 

providing witnesses with the opportunity to speak out and either confirm or deny 

the testimony of defendants. The gacaca system relies on judges, but there are no 

lawyers. The aim of gacaca is twofold: to promote reconciliation and healing and 

also to expedite the processing of genocide related crimes. The need to accelerate 

the Rwandese justice system in the wake of the genocide is integral since hundreds 

of thousands of Rwandese were accused of genocide-related crimes. Without an 

expedited means for prosecution, the Rwandese justice system would be 

overloaded, further exacerbating the problem of granting justice and slowing the 

reconciliation process. Additionally, more formal means of prosecution tend to have 

longer proceedings and lengthier incarceration periods, which would potentially 

have an adverse influence on Rwanda's economy. In addition to expediting the legal 

process, gacaca relates to the construction of reconciliation. Since gacaca is a 

community means of justice, it is considered a catalyst for forgiveness since 

defendants who confess to crimes are given leniency. The conflict inherent in such a 
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system is that victims are expected to forgive while defendants are expected to 

confess and subsequently be rewarded with community forgiveness. 

Gacaca therefore highlights an important contradiction that strikes at the 

heart of Rwanda's efforts at reconstruction and reconciliation. Within gacaca, 

surface-level reconciliation is achieved via expectation and societal pressure, but the 

authenticity of this forgiveness is potentially suspect. Confessing to a crime is not 

necessarily equivalent to atonement, nor is public clemency the same as private 

forgiveness. Although a public system of forgiveness has been actualized, it is highly 

unlikely that these public acts of atonement and reconciliation translate to the 

private sphere. For the genocidaire, atonement promises a reduced prison 

sentence. For the victim, forgiveness equals adherence to the public discourse and 

therefore suggests that these acts of absolution will eventually lead to the promises 

outlined by Kagame and his government. The gacaca system therefore highlights an 

important paradox: forgiveness is posited as a central expectation within 

contemporary Rwanda, and yet since forgiveness is exclusive and externally 

imposed by the public discourse (Purdekova 2008), the veracity of these acts of 

atonement and forgiveness can be called into question and undoubtedly influence 

how acts of reconciliation are understood and interpreted by Rwandese. Gacaca is 

potentially the best option for Rwanda's reconstruction, however, it could also lead 

to antipathy by those who do not feel that genocidaires have been properly 

punished for their crimes. Retting's (2008) research, as previously discussed in 

Chapter 2, illustrates that gacaca is deepening social resentment perhaps in part 
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because of this tension between public and private forgiveness. In a country where 

neighbors were turned into enemies and those same enemies must be transformed 

back to neighbors, the process of reconciliation is fraught with peril. 

4.1 Linguistic Analysis of Cultural Values 

In addition to the public discourse espoused via the government, there are 

additional methods by which to understand how Rwandese conceive of the world 

and their place in it. While walking through Nakumatt, a Kenyan supermarket chain 

located in downtown Kigali, I was struck by the names adorning the various 

perfumes and colognes for sale. The branding of a cologne or perfume typically 

coincides with an aspirational value, therefore, the name given to a perfume or 

cologne often reflects cultural values. In America, the names of our beauty products 

often relate to wealth, prestige, physical attractiveness, and the foreign (i.e. Estee 

Lauder's Beauty, Ralph Lauren Polo Sport, Giorgio Armani's Acqua Di Gio, etc). Many 

of these same themes are present when one evaluates the names of colognes and 

perfumes sold in Rwanda. For example, the following colognes or perfumes 

represent physical attractiveness, beauty, or sexuality: Encounter, Bliss, Intimacy, 

Pursue, Pose, Someone, and Expose. The following suggest the lure of the foreign: 

Shirley May, Russian Pink, Samba, Cuba, AI Bakhoor, Karina, Aroosa (a Southeast 

Asian female name), Quattro, and L'Orientale. The following products represent 

wealth, status, or refinement: Symphony #5, Prestige, and Brocade. Interestingly, 
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one of the themes revealed by a qualitative analysis of perfumes and colognes was 

the theme of modernity, specifically as it pertains to technology. For example, XCEL, 

F-1,/nternet, Y2K6, Flash, and Genes. Additional themes include Africa (Cobra and 

Africa), anger or instability (Rage, Krazy, and Demon), positivity (Nice Feelings), and 

honesty (Disclosure). 

TypiCally, colognes and perfumes are worn (presumably) to lure a potential 

mate, therefore, it is not surprising that a qualitative analysis reveals an emphasis 

on attractiveness and status, nor is it surprising that foreign, and therefore exotic, 

names are employed since escapism is one facet of the fantasy world created by the 

perfume industry. However, the focus on technology is fascinating in that it 

correlates directly with Kagame's efforts to modernize Rwanda and revive the 

economy. It would be easy to suggest that the scents associated with anger relate in 

some way to unresolved angst relating to the genocide and the uncertainty of the 

future, but perhaps these names are more indicative of tropes relating to ideals of 

masculinity in Rwandan society. Additionally, it would be rash to suggest that Nice 

Feelings and Disclosure relate to a public discourse that emphasizes forgiveness and 

reconciliation through gacaca and the public discourse. However, the aspirational 

qualities suggested by the above mentioned varieties of perfume and cologne do 

carry important meanings for Rwandan society's idealized views of itself. 
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Chapter 5 

Field Research: The Local 

5.0 Rwandan Identity at the Local Level 

I completed thesis research in two distinct phases over the summer of 2010. 

One phase took place in Kigali, Rwanda and the other took place online. While 

completing my fieldwork in Kigali, I was struck by Rwanda's success at distancing 

itself from the stigma of genocide. Nonetheless, the scars of the massacres still exist 

in both the psyches of the people and in the physical world. When speaking casually 

to Rwandese, they almost always referenced Rwanda's recent economic success and 

its remarkable transformation, while my consultants were at least somewhat willing 

to discuss some facets of the genocide with minimal prompting. Although my 

interviews functioned as important means for understanding the interplay between 

identity formation and public discourse, my ethnographic research utilized 

additional means to interpret how Rwandese remember and interpret the genocide, 

specifically with regards to preserving memories of the genocide. 

5.1 Rwandan Genocide Memorials 

The existence of genocide memorials throughout Rwanda represents an 

interesting binary within Rwandese society. Although the government's goal is to 
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create a unified Rwanda, the genocide memorials function to remind individuals of a 

recent past fueled by ethnic divisions. Therefore, genocide memorials largely serve 

a dual and somewhat contradictory position within any given society. By preserving 

a history of strife and bloodshed, genocide memorials occupy a space that is 

cautionary and reminds people of a history that should not be revisited. 

Interestingly, it is only through the preservation of this shared history that the 

cautionary aspects regarding the past can be created and maintained. If a society 

and the individuals that comprise that history choose to forget their painful and 

divisive past, there is always the chance for the repetition of history since the 

sentiments that created traumatic circumstances are difficult to eradicate within a 

society. On the other hand, there is always the potential that memorials centering 

on genocide function to preserve hatred by reminding victims and perpetrators of 

their respective losses. For the victims it is the loss of lives and for the perpetrators 

it is political and social loss. In this regard, genocide memorials can breed 

resentment and bitter antipathy. Genocide memorials in Rwanda reflect this binary 

in a number of respects, which will be discussed in greater detail below. 

The Kigali Genocide Memorial is a fairly traditional, and Western-oriented, 

tribute to those who perished during the genocide. The memorial is built over the 

mass graves of over 250 thousand victims and includes gardens and a museum. The 

museum includes photographs with accompanying text, videos, and glass-encased 

artifacts like machetes and chains using during the genocide. Additionally, 

photographs of victims, along with their bones and various articles of clothing are 
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encased in glass displays. Attempts at community building via a shared history and 

the invocation of an "Other" with regards to the perpetration of the genocide are 

evidenced through text like, "We are one people. We speak one language. We have 

one history" and a video recording of a survivor stating, "It was the government who 

killed us." This attempts to blame the genocide on the rather vague referent of "the 

government," thereby distancing genocide actions by specific actors to abstractions. 

Although The Kigali Genocide Memorial is extremely moving and informative, it is 

also somewhat removed emotionally in its treatment of the genocide in comparison 

to how other Rwandan genocide memorials memorialize the genocide due in large 

part to the fact that it feels curated and mediated. For example, the memorial's 

layout and cases are similar to those used by museums and memorials around the 

world to present artifacts and information (i.e. the memorial includes a lot of text to 

explain the genocide, artifacts are in glass cases, the renting of audiocassette tours is 

compulsory for visitors and visitors therefore experience the exhibits in a 

predetermined order). 

The genocide memorials at Nyamata and Ntarama on the other hand provide 

a very tangible and shocking representation of the genocide. Nyamata and Ntarama 

are both churches that appear unchanged from the gruesome events of 1994. Each 

church displays bloodied clothes draped over pews or hung from ceilings, while 

skulls and femurs are laid out inches from walkways without a barrier of glass, 

blood splatters adorn brick walls, and visitors tread over the bone fragments and 

teeth of those who perished as they walk through the memorials. At one point, my 
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translator reached into an open display case to read an identity card and feel the 

sleekness of a victim's pearl necklace. Initially, I was surprised by his apparent 

audacity, but soon realized that these memorial sites are preserved in such a way 

that Rwandans will always have a tangible method for engaging with their shared 

history of conflict and bloodshed. There appears to be a fundamental tension in 

Rwanda between remembering a history so as to avoid its repetition and 

abandoning a troubling history so as to proceed unencumbered by the psychic 

wounds of the past. The majority of nations experience some kind of trauma 

whether it is related to ethnic tensions, extended warfare, or terrorism. This trauma 

is especially potent since most nations (or more accurately, populations) are 

composed of both victims and perpetrators. Reconciliation in post-conflict locales 

should therefore be explored as a function of how the public discourse proscribes 

how the activities of "moving on" will occur. How nations, and the individuals that 

constitute these nations, traverse the treacherous terrain of remembering and 

forgiving is of the utmost import since it carries both theoretical and highly 

immediate ramifications. Within Rwanda, the past and the present become 

subsumed into the same category and thus threatens the establishment of a peaceful 

future since the collective memory of an event as traumatic as the genocide 

necessarily influences both the present and the future. It would appear that 

individuals try to reconcile the past with the present by creating distinct arenas for 

the preservation of the genocide (i.e. memorials), while nonetheless attempting to 

divorce (at least publicly) everyday life from the encumbering memories ofthe 



genocide. This dichotomy between the past and present is unavoidable; how it 

functions for Rwandese in terms of public discourse and identity formation and 

dissemination is a significant field for anthropological inquiry. 

5.2 Local Fieldwork 
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During my three weeks in Kigali, I interviewed Rwandese and completed 

ethnographic research at cafes and other social gatherings. Part of my research goal 

was to understand how identity is constructed and disseminated as a result of both 

public discourses within Rwanda and via a global platform. Therefore, I chose 

informants who speak at least conversant English (i.e. can interact easily within a 

globalized, English-speaking framework) and were in their early-twenties to mid

thirties. I chose informants in this age-range because they are potentially more 

likely to interface with translocal communities via the Internet and because the 

majority of the population in Rwanda is young due to both deaths and incarceration 

stemming from the 1994 genocide (Gourevitch 1998). It is important to keep in 

mind that Rwandese in this age-range would have been witnesses to the genocide, 

but are unlikely to have participated directly. Additionally, Rwandese in this age

range are likely to have lost parents during the genocide and might therefore be the 

de facto head of their household. It should also be noted that my expanded, open

ended interviews were all with male consultants. If my fieldwork in Rwanda lasted 

longer than three weeks I have no doubt that I would have found willing female 
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consultants, but due to a lack of funding, my fieldwork was somewhat more 

abbreviated than I would have liked. Despite the apparent male bias in my research, 

I have included quotes from female Rwandese collected by Kinzer and included in 

his book. I believe that these quotes assist in alleviating claims that my research is 

wholly androcentric and therefore invalid. The decision to interview males was not 

intentional, but does reflect the fact that although there is a high degree of gender 

equality in Rwanda, the majority of females in Rwanda, at least in my experience, 

are less willing to converse with outsiders on a personal basis. 

In 2008, Rwanda's parliament was 56% female (worldfocus), which is partly 

attributable to the fact that many males had been killed during the genocide or were 

incarcerated post-genocide. As a consequence of this, females do enjoy a level of 

equality within Rwandan society. Additionally, although the majority of employees 

at my hotel and in cafes and restaurants were male, female employees were also 

present. However, female Rwandese seemed more introverted than their male 

counterparts. I asked other Western females living in or visiting Rwanda if this 

mirrored their experience and the majority of their experiences regarding female 

Rwandese were similar to my own. When I asked a female American teacher at an 

international school in Kigali if she knew of any female Rwandese who might be 

interested in speaking with me, she said, "I don't really know any female Rwandese. 

I've talked about this with other [American/Western] teachers at my school, and 

none of us really know any [Rwandan] girls." Since I did not interview any females, I 

cannot fairly suggest any reasons why females are less likely than males to explore 
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regarding outsiders that is, for whatever reason, more conspicuous in female 

behavior. 
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The large number of muzungus (a Kinyarwanda term that literally refers to 

white, Westerner visitors in Rwanda, but is often generally and generically applied 

to any white or non-African visitors) in Rwanda potentially exaggerates Rwandans' 

unease with foreigners. As previously stated, post-genocide Rwanda saw a large 

increase in the number of foreigners (specifically Westerners) working and 

volunteering in Rwanda in both a governmental and non-governmental capacity. 

Since the UN and many foreign governments were aware of the strife and warfare 

taking place in Rwanda in 1994, but chose to ignore or down play the severity of the 

situation, guilt is one explanation for the monetary and human capital that has been 

(and is) being invested in Rwanda. It is highly likely that Rwandans are aware ofthe 

West's "role" in the genocide, especially because of the wide accessibility of Internet 

in Rwanda. Therefore, it stands to reason that Rwandans are less likely to forge 

personal relationships with muzungus due to a level of distrust regarding their 

motives and Westerners' generalized accountability for the events of 1994. 

Additionally, since the colonial era was the catalyst for Rwanda's ethnic divisions, a 

distrust of outsiders is understandable, if not predictable. I cannot adequately 

suggest why females would be more likely than males to fit into this paradigm. 

However, this would be an interesting research topic for anthropologists conducting 

research in Rwanda in the future. 
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5.3 Language 

As previously discussed in Chapter 2, Rwanda has traditionally been a 

Francophone country. However, in the fall of 2010, English, not French or 

Kinyarwanda, became the official language of instruction in Rwanda's public 

schools. This move from Francophone to Anglophone represents Rwanda's efforts 

to move into modernity as English is currently considered an international 

language, while French is not. Additionally, the shift from French to English carries 

important connotations in terms of ethnic classifications. Uganda, where many 

Tutsis fled during pogroms, is an Anglophone country while Rwanda has 

traditionally been a Francophone country. Many Tutsis are therefore Anglophones, 

while many Hutus are Francophones. Since my interviews were conducted in 

English, so as to pinpoint consultants who were more likely to participate in 

translocal communities, it is possible that the majority of my consultants would be 

considered Tutsis under previous classification systems. However, this is difficult to 

determine since I did not feel comfortable asking individuals to self-identity to a 

potentially perilous ethnic affiliation since the government has outlawed discussion 

of ethnic identities. Additionally, since English is a global language it would be na'ive 

to assume that only Tutsis speak English. Furthermore, since the public discourse 

propagates the need to identify as Rwandan, it is likely that there has been (at least 

publicly) a convergence between these ethnic groups. Therefore, although it is 

somewhat likely that my consultants were all Tutsi, it is highly unlikely that any 



consultant would have self-identified as either Hutu or Tutsi, making attempts to 

note ethnic distinctions highly controversial within Rwanda's current ethnic 

paradigm. 

5.4 Ethnographic Observations: Local Level 
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The initial question posed to each consultant was, "What does it mean to be 

Rwandan?" Initially, the answers to questions relating to Rwandan identity were 

highly homogenized. The informants almost always stated that language and a 

shared history I culture were the component parts of "Rwandaness." The fact that 

these responses were similar was not particularly surprising as nationalism often 

hinges on a nation's ability to galvanize individuals into accepting shared attributes, 

even if these notions of likeness are largely a societal construction. What is 

fascinating is that these shared attributes are rather platitudinous and function to 

include all individuals who claim ancestry in Rwanda and speak Kinyarwanda. 

Therefore, since this identity is highly inclusive, it relates to public discourse's 

attempt to create an inclusive and comprehensive community identity that has in 

turn been, at least publicly, adopted by the Rwandese community. However, when 

speaking to Rwandese at length about identity, Rwandan history, and Rwanda's 

future, the responses become much more complex and revealing as to the 

contradictions of life in contemporary Rwanda. 
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One interview took place with two male consultants in their mid-twenties. I 

met these consultants at a coffee shop/Internet cafe where they were meeting to 

discuss their graphic design start-up. These consultants are very connected to the 

translocal community via websites such as: CNN, BBC, Al-Jazeera, Locals (a 

Rwandan social networking site), Facebook, Yahoo, Hi Five (another Rwandan social 

networking site), and Twitter. These consultants each grew up and attended 

university in Uganda, leading me to conclude that these consultants would most 

likely be classified as Tutsi under previous Rwandan regimes since many Tutsis fled 

to Uganda during previous genocides. When asked to discuss what progress means 

in Rwanda, they expressed the "need to go global," thus conforming to the public 

discourse's emphasis on transformation via the economy. Their adherence to the 

importance of contributing to the growth of Rwanda's economy is illustrated further 

by the fact that they founded a graphic design firm. With regards to remembering 

Rwanda's history of genocide, they stated that, "the genocide has to be there." 

Although they admit that Rwandese cannot divorce themselves from the memories 

of the genocide and its current effects on Rwanda, they stated that it is equally 

important not to dwell on the genocide. They stated, "Rwandans don't think about 

the genocide" and stressed the importance of "being positive." Interestingly, these 

comments underscore the perilous binary between the dual need to preserve and 

disregard. How can an individual or a society adequately learn from the lessons of 

the past without becoming overwhelmed by the simultaneous need to remember a 

trauma so as to avoid its repetition? Although these consultants stressed the 
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discourse of reconciliation, they also stumbled upon the contradictory, though 

essential, nature of remembering. 
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Surprisingly, these consultants noted that Rwanda's unity is what 

differentiates Rwanda from other African nations. When asked what distinguishes 

Rwandese identity from how persons in East Africa or in Africa more generally 

identify, they stated, "There's too many tribes in ... Kenya," and "In the Congo they 

don't know what they are." By pointing out that Kenya has too many tribes and that 

the violence in the Congo is a result of a lack of common identification, they might be 

emphasizing the importance of having a common bond and reinforcing the 

importance of tribal identifications and identity. However, by stating that a lack of 

common identification and the presence of numerous tribes can be problematic, 

there is a subtle allusion to the Rwandan genocide since political motivations 

resulted in the exaggeration of tribal differentiation, thus engendering the chasm 

between these historically peaceful tribes. Interestingly, by stating that there are 

"too many tribes" in Kenya, these consultants are suggesting that Rwanda is unified 

by the explicit absence of differentiation, thus challenging, and subtly amending, 

recent historical chasms that led to the 1994 genocide and its precursors. On the 

other hand, this statement might not suggest that ethnic and tribal identities are 

inherently without utility since those ethnic distinctions that previously 

characterized Rwandan society might still be viewed as acceptable in the mind of 

these consultants. Since these consultants were raised mainly in Uganda, I asked 
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them if they could name traits that might distinguish a Rwandan from a Ugandan. 

They both stated that this was not really possible. I mentioned that Kagame was 

raised in Uganda but has publicly stated that he always identified as a Rwandan and 

each consultant could identify with this statement. Malkki's (1995) research with 

Burundian Hutu refugees living in Tanzania correlates to these statements in that 

the data illustrates that the Burundian refugees living together in a refugee camp 

maintained a strong identification with their "Hutu-ness," whereas, those refugees 

who lived in a heterogeneous city largely abandoned their Burundian Hutu 

identifications so as to better integrate into their newly adopted society. Since these 

consultants did not note a distinction between Rwandan and Ugandan, it is 

potentially an indication that Rwandan refugees attempted to integrate into 

Ugandan society. However, this is also somewhat at odds with their ability to relate 

to Kagame's statement that he always viewed himself as a Rwandan. Perhaps this is 

an indication that Rwandan identity is somewhat ill defined and therefore 

intrinsically more flexible and inclusive. 

My third consultant was a male in his late twenties. He is a university 

student studying Politics and Government and he volunteers for an American NGO 

in Rwanda. He uses Face book, Yahoo, and Google to communicate with translocal 

communities. He defined progress in Rwanda with a Kagame quote, stating, "My 

tribe is modernity" thus showcasing his conformity to public discourse. With 

regards to Rwandan identification he stated, "your country is very important as an 

identity." He went on to say that language, tradition, and culture were the 



72 

constituent parts of Rwandan identity. He defined progress in Rwanda with the 

following terms: "future," "developed," "hopeful," "peaceful," "investment," 

"tourism," "growth," "sustainable," "economy," and "stable government." His focus 

on economic transformation closely aligns with Kagame's public discourse. 

Eve~tually, our conversation veered toward how Rwandese conceive of the 

future and how hopes for the future are related to memories of the genocide. The 

consultant noted that, "the history never changes," but people "still have wounds," 

[there is] blood in their hands," and "people still have hatred in their hearts" in the 

aftermath of the genocide. It is worth noting the strong language used by this 

consultant since Rwandan public discourse has focused largely on the need to (at 

least publicly) create distance from the genocide by focusing on economic progress 

and reconciliation. However, by referencing, "wounds," "blood," and "hatred," this 

consultant exposes a personal relationship to the genocide that is somewhat more 

immediate and surprisingly graphic since it evokes images of the genocide. His 

word choice suggests a level of anger and resentment that was not present in 

interviews with other consultants. Although he acknowledged the trauma of the 

past, he noted the importance of positivity, but did state that, "people don't talk 

about it," because "we have to live together." He stated that, "[the] memory [of the 

genocide] helps to build a future free of the past." This comment is somewhat 

confusing and suggests that the role of remembering the genocide in crafting a 

reconciled Rwanda is perplexing and rife with contradictions and complexities. 

These quotes once again underscore the difficult nature inherent in advancing and 
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tension within the fabric of Rwanda's social life. 
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At one point, this consultant broached the topic of ethnic distinctions 

between Tutsi and Hutu. I asked him if Rwandans could discern a difference 

between these ethnic categories. After I posed this question, the consultant 

conspicuously scanned the crowd at the restaurant (which is popular with travelers 

and local Rwandese) where the interview was being conducted. During the course 

of our conversation, the restaurant had become increasingly crowded and the 

consultant's scanning seemed to serve the purpose of ascertaining who might 

potentially overhear our conversation. I asked the consultant if he would be more 

comfortable moving to a less crowded area of the restaurant. He quickly agreed. 

We changed tables and the consultant responded that ethnic differences are 

identifiable through debate, but that "if you tried to debate, people would think you 

were crazy." This quotation illustrates yet another binary governing ethnicity. If 

ethnicity does exist, but only through intense debate, this suggests the fabricated or 

contrived nature of ethnicity as it existed in Rwanda. However, since the public 

discourse (via the legal system and through public censuring) mandates that 

debates concerning ethnic categorizations cannot take place, there are clearly very 

real and consequential impacts related to these fabricated ethnic categorizations. 
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5.5 Female Experience 

In order to better situate females within debates of Rwandan identity and the 

goal of reconciliation, I have included the following quotations that have been culled 

from intervi_ews conducted by Kinzer and included in his book. Anastase Shyaka, 

the director of the Center for Reconciliation Studies, a think tank based at the 

National University of Butare, states: 

Most Rwandans understand that if we want to have a peaceful future and 
develop our country, this reconciliation process is absolutely necessary. But 
when they look inside themselves, inside their own hearts, they may find 
very different feelings ... It doesn't work simply to tell them that their old 
idea of identity is meaningless. What does work is to show them that 
embracing the new idea is important for economic development, which 
everyone agrees is the key to our future as a nation (in Kinzer 2008:242). 

Shyaka's quote is an excellent reflection of the contradiction of reconciliation. On a 

rational level, the need for reconciliation is paramount (particularly as it relates to 

economic development), but on an emotional level, forgiving crimes perpetrated by 

some members of a community against other members of that same community is 

exceedingly challenging. The distinctions between what the mind perceives 

rationally and what is experienced emotionally does not exist simply as fodder for 

philosophic ruminations, rather, there are important real world implications and 

Rwanda's position as a post-conflict locale illustrates this dichotomy. Essentially, 

this tension cannot be overlooked and reduced to a platitude. In terms of 
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actualizing a peaceful and meaningful future, Rwandese must recognize the 

importance of reconciliation and make meaningful strides toward forgiveness. 

Drocella, another of Kinzer's interviewees, fled to Germany during an earlier 

pogrom against Tutsis. She returned to Rwanda after the 1994 genocide. Her first 

reaction upon her return was: 

I couldn't understand what had happened .... I was asking myself, 'Who are 
we? Is Rwanda a nation of murderers? Do I have anything to do with these 
people?' I was deeply shocked. People I knew and helped were killing each 
other. How can a person kill a child? What was inside these people? I had 
always seen my country as a paradise, and suddenly it had been destroyed by 
something so evil. I would tell people I'm Rwandan, and they would recoil in 
horror. I was asking myself so many questions. Then I thought: No, never 
again. I have to do something to make that 'never again' become real (in 
Kinzer 2008:315). 

This passage illustrates how the genocide has potentially compromised Rwandese 

identity with regards to both conceptions of "self' vs. "us" and how outsiders view 

Rwandese. The genocide compelled Drocella to question both the behavior of her 

countrymen and how her Rwandan identity relates to the genocide. Interestingly, 

the idea that she could be a "murderer" because she is Rwandan is an interesting 

statement in that it implies that Drocella views identity as deriving largely from 

one's nationality, which is circumscribed by the actions of the majority. Despite her 

initial shock at the actions of her countrymen, she began a morality center to fight 

"against the mentality that created this war" (Kinzer 2008:316). She goes on to 

state that, "we're trying to teach them that each person is an individual with an 

independent free will" (Kinzer 2008:316). In referring to free will, Drocella is both 

referring to the culpability of genocidaires and to the blamelessness of those 
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Rwandese who did not participate in the genocide, thus refuting her initial question 

as to whether or not all Rwandans are murderers. 

The poet Eugenie Musayidire was also living outside of Rwanda at the time of 

the genocide. She states: 

When I first came back to my village, I looked at every person and wondered: 
Was it this one? That one? Finally I found out who it was. He never 
admitted that he did anything wrong. He just said, 'It was the government.' I 
have a huge problem helping people like him, people who committed 
genocide. I see them working in my house and I say, 'These are the great 
murderers, the great criminals!' And all they say is, 'It wasn't my fault.' It's 
terrible. It's awful. But thinking of our country and our future, reconciliation 
is the only solution I can imagine" (in Kinzer 2008:317). 

This quotation is one of the more stark references to the problems of reconciliation 

in Rwanda. Since these individuals work in her home, they must have been through 

the gacaca process and granted clemency. Despite Musayidire's belief that these 

individuals are "great criminals," she nonetheless recognizes that reconciliation is 

the only path that will lead to progress in Rwanda. Additionally, Musayidire 

references the problematic nature of individual responsibility with regards to the 

genocide since many Rwandans transfer responsibility to the abstraction of the 

government. Three scenarios explain the usage of this abstraction. Do Rwandans 

really believe that the government is ultimately responsible for the genocide? Or is 

this just the official stance that they have to adopt when they are in public (i.e. when 

they are talking to a journalist or researcher)? Or is this an example of a coping 

strategy that allows Rwandese to deal with the trauma of the past? My research at 

the local and translocallevels support the assertion that the amorphous 
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"government" is largely charged with culpability. However, more research is 

needed to discern which of the three scenarios better explains the invocation of this 

abstraction. 

Despite the many instances of adherence to public discourse, Rwandese 

actively discuss the psychic trauma of the genocide and how ethnic divisions 

function in eon temporary Rwandan society. Beneath the faf;ade of stability is an 

undercurrent of trepidation and the understanding that the stability is tenuous. I 

met an American journalist who had spent the last year and a half living in Kigali. 

He stated that most of the Tutsis he knows have an escape plan if violence and 

instability begin to occur. He also stated that the next President after Kagame will 

most likely be a Hutu figurehead, thus underscoring the level of control, and 

possibly repression, present in Rwanda. Although I did not explicitly ask my 

consultants to discuss their ethnic status or their experiences vis-a-vis the genocide, 

they were remarkably candid with regards to discussing the genocide. Their 

willingness to discuss ethnicity with me, especially in light of the short amount of 

time I spent conducting fieldwork (which should have an adverse effect on building 

trust with consultants) suggests that Rwandan identification is problematic enough 

to compel its debate, despite potential punitive repercussions. 
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5.6 The Question of Perception 

This study includes Internet-based data regarding how Rwandese believe 

their nation is perceived by outsiders. The majority ofRwandese are aware of the 

stigma associated with Rwanda as a result of the genocide. Therefore, many 

individuals were interested in how Westerners perceive of Rwanda. During the 

course of my fieldwork, many Rwandese asked questions addressing if 

Americans/Western Europeans knew anything about Rwanda other than the 

genocide. I always responded that most Westerners know about the genocide, but 

that many also know that Rwanda is a country that is embarking on a 

transformation and that it has come a long way in terms of distancing itself from the 

genocide. The two graphic designer consultants stated that, "People think Africa is 

dark," that it is a place with "a dark heart." They went on to say that "Africa is a 

religion," potentially suggesting that being African is of supreme importance. They 

stated that when most Westerners think of Rwanda they probably envision villages 

and grass huts, not modern cities and urban, modern life. To remedy this, they 

expressed an interest in creating an online photojournalism project that would 

showcase the diversity of life in contemporary Rwanda. My other consultant stated 

that with regards to how Rwanda is perceived, "there is a difference between reality 

and what media presents." My consultants all acknowledge the intersection 

between the local and translocal and its role in perception, particularly as the local 

is more tethered to reality while the translocal encompasses the media and its 
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potential distortions of reality and reliance on platitudes. An interest in perception, 

particularly as it pertains to media and popular or general opinion, seems to exist 

for many Rwandese. 

The Western view of Rwanda was an important theme of my ethnographic 

research as .this question was posed by many of the Rwandese I met. Rwandese 

working in the tourism industry and those I got to know on a more intimate, 

friendlier level would often ask how I found their country (granted, this is a very 

stock question to ask foreigners visiting any country). This might suggest that 

translocal identity formation and dissemination would conform to a public 

discourse that preaches reconciliation and economic transformation in an effort to 

portray Rwanda in a positive light that is not tethered to the genocide. However, 

this interest in perception is not unique to Rwandese with access to translocal 

communities. 

Over the course of my fieldwork I visited The Narrow Roads Youth Ministry, 

an all boys orphanage with a video featured on Current.com and analyzed in the 

following section. There are many orphanages in Rwanda since the genocide 

claimed the lives of many adults both directly (i.e. death) and indirectly (i.e. 

incarceration). During my visit to the orphanage, one of the boys, a 19-year-old 

named Sebahive asked, "How did you hear about us?" With the help of my 

translator, I explained that there is a video about them posted on the Internet. The 

boys all seemed very surprised and amused to discover that individuals from 

around the world potentially know about them, particularly since the majority of the 
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boys had never used the Internet before. After describing how I heard about their 

orphanage, Sebahive nervously asked, "How do you find us?" On the one hand, this 

question could simply suggest surprise that a Westerner would visit the orphanage. 

On the other hand, Sebahive's apparent uneasiness might suggest knowledge that 

outsiders view Rwanda as inextricable from the genocide. This suggests an 

awareness of the Internet's vast influence over processes of identification. 

Several important thematic elements emerge with regard to ethnic and 

national identity at the local level. My analysis suggests that Rwandese are 

attempting to conform to new norms in public discourse, but that there are many 

hurdles to achieving complete recovery. For example, there is an active interest in 

economic recovery via entrepreneurial efforts, inclusive and somewhat truncated 

markers of Rwandan identity have been adopted, and there is an expressed need for 

forgiveness and reconciliation within society. However, despite the apparent 

openness to a public discourse that promulgates resolution and compromise, there 

is also evidence that friction, though not necessarily opposition, exists between the 

goals espoused by the public discourse and the public adoption of these goals. 

The fact that individuals were willing to discuss ethnicity and the deeply 

personal and emotional impacts of the genocide with minimal prompting suggests a 

departure from a public discourse that stresses an urgent need for reconciliation 

and transcendence from the genocide. Consultants' willingness to discuss painful 

and traumatic topics with a researcher suggests that the wounds of the genocide are 

very prominent features of the topography of day-to-day life for many Rwandans. 
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The actualization of forgiveness in face-to-face social relations, particularly since it 

is often reduced to platitudes in the public discourse, will be difficult to achieve. My 

interviews, Kinzer's excerpts, and the statement from the journalist stating that 

many prominent Tutsis have an escape plan in the event of renewed warfare 

suggests that significant tension still exists for individuals in terms of forgiving 

perpetrators. This potentially could stall Rwanda's goals of modernity and 

reconciliation. 

Genocide memorials also stand in opposition to many of the central tenets of 

a public discourse espousing reconciliation as the central element of Rwanda's 

transformation. The cliche, history is doomed to repeat itself, explains why these 

memorials have been preserved, so as to showcase the violence and tragedy of the 

genocide and prevent its repetition. However, these genocide memorials also serve 

as painful reminders of trauma, potentially leading to resentment on both the 

winning and losing sides. Therefore, they stand in opposition to the public 

discourse in some respects in that they could potentially impede meaningful 

reconciliation. 

Research at the local level also suggests that many Rwandese are aware of 

the stigma that surrounds Rwanda, despite its recent and ongoing efforts at 

transformation under Kagame's regime. Therefore, the role of the Internet is 

centrally important in terms of Rwanda's present and future as a refutation of the 

past. The majority of my consultants were connected to trans local communities via 

the Internet, suggesting that the Internet could allow many Rwandese to portray 
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their society and conceptions of identity in new and meaningful ways to a global 

audience. The data indicates that there is an awareness of the global stigmatization 

of Rwanda as a result of the genocide. This awareness, coupled with Rwandans' 

utilization of the Internet, suggests that the Internet might be an important avenue 

for individuals to disseminate more sympathetic, contemporary, and 

"representative" depictions of life in modern Rwanda. However, the Internet might 

also function as a forum for individuals to refute a public discourse that focuses on 

platitudinous representations of unification. Data collected at the local level 

indicates that Rwandese are attempting to embrace conceptions of identification 

that are highly inclusive. They emphasize exceedingly broad, general characteristics 

that include anyone who can claim Rwandan ancestry and speak Kinyarwanda. 

However, how might Rwandese utilize the Internet to either confirm or challenge 

the public discourse's ideal of Rwandan identity? The following chapter will explore 

two divergent websites that allow for the dissemination of Rwandese views on 

identification, reconciliation, and progress. 
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Chapter6 

Field Research: The Translocal 

6.0 Rwandan Identity at the Translocal Level 

Since Africa has largely been disregarded in discussions of globalization 

(Ferguson 2006), I wanted to explore how Rwandan conceptions of identity are 

propagated via the Internet and whether it functions as a forum for expressing a 

public or private identity. Specifically, how does the creation of an identity geared 

toward reaching a global audience differ from more local and mundane expressions 

of identity? Kagame has focused on expanding Rwanda's technological 

infrastructure, including bringing reliable Internet and Internet-enabled computers 

to individuals throughout Rwanda. I analyzed user created videos from Current and 

photographs and accompanying text from the United Nation's Visions of Rwanda 

project. These websites were chosen since each provides the creators of the content 

with a global platform for exploring and presenting contemporary Rwandese 

identity. However, they differ in that Current is a populist website that focuses on 

democratizing the media by encouraging viewers to upload personal videos (or 

pods) to its website and thus tell their own story. Current seeks to create a 

community of innovation, collaboration, and mobilization through a co-creation 

........ 
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platform that provides an arena for individual authenticity by connecting millions of 

people to one person's story. 

6.1 Visions of Rwanda 

The Visions of Rwanda project on the other hand is affiliated with the United 

Nations, an influential international organization that aims to create and maintain 

cooperation between nations. Due to this affiliation, the individuals chosen for the 

Visions of Rwanda project would presumably want to portray Rwanda in a way that 

aligns with the public discourse of reconciliation, modernity, and progress. Their 

participation in the project makes them ambassadors for the United Nations and its 

aims. The photos from the Visions of Rwanda project focused on reconciliation and 

normality; the photos also include stark images of the reality of living with the 

repercussions of the genocide. Although each participant included photographs 

conveying the mundane aspects of life in modern Rwanda, the majority of them also 

included stark reminders that the ramifications of the genocide are still heavily felt. 

The Visions of Rwanda project included viewpoints from survivors, genocidaires, 

individuals living outside of Rwanda at the time of the genocide, and individuals 

whose specific role in the genocide is not defined. My analysis of the major themes 

presented by each photographer is included below. I recognize that some of my 

description is interpretive, and comes from my own subjective position, and is 

therefore both speculative and reflective of my subjectivity, albeit an 
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anthropological one. Therefore, my analysis of these photographs might not 

necessarily represent the intention of the photographers, but nonetheless, audience 

reception forms a central component in the creation of meaning. 

The first set of photographs were taken by Alphonsine Uwamariya. 

Alphonsine is a victim of the genocide. During the genocide she was raped and 

became infected with HIV I AIDS and lost both of her parents. Alphonsine's 

photographs represent the memories of the past as they encroach on the present 

and also suggest a hope for the post-genocide future. Photographs that represent 

the scars ofthe past include a photograph of St. Famille Church (a massacre site), a 

photograph of rape survivors, photographs and signs for genocide victim 

centers/females living with HIV, photographs of detainees, and photographs of 

young boys pretending to be soldiers. These photographs illustrate how the 

genocide and its aftermath still influence contemporary life in Rwanda. 

Photographs of the detainees using machetes while performing community service 

is a reminder of the genocide not only in that these men are accused of genocide

related acts, but because the machete was a weapon commonly used during the 

genocide. Today, while walking through horticultural areas in Rwanda it is not 

uncommon to see individuals returning from agricultural work carrying machetes. 

A photograph of a dog is also a reminder of the genocide because most dogs were 

killed following the genocide so as to prevent them from scavenging the bodies of 

victims. Although photographs of boys "playing soldier," could represent normality 

or perhaps the boys' interests in becoming future members of Rwanda's military, it 
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could also indicate the past or suggest an innate violence that exists not within the 

borders of Rwanda, but within human nature itself. Despite these sobering images, 

there is also hope in Alphonsine's photographs. There is a rape survivor feeding 

birds and resuming an enjoyable part of everyday life and counseling centers 

helping sufferers to move beyond the effects of the genocide (interestingly, the 

majority of counseling centers in Rwanda center on females, leading one to ask how 

males can receive systematized support in Rwanda). There are also photos of 

Alphonsine resuming normal life by visiting a salon, a soldier and an adolescent 

male monitoring the detainees implying that future generations will recognize and 

move beyond the mistakes of the previous generation, and photographs of young 

children. 

The second set of photographs are by Annociata Nyirahategekimana. 

Annociata is a survivor of the genocide. Her father was killed by Jean-Marie Vianney 

Hitimana, another participant in the Visions of Rwanda project. Jean-Marie 

destroyed Annociata's father's home and went to jail for three years. Upon his 

release, he paid her back for her loss. At the time these photographs were 

published, Annociata and Jean-Marie were neighbors. Annociata's photographs 

largely represent the balancing act between moving forward and leading a normal 

life. Photographs of events put on by the Sevota Association (an organization that 

counsels and assists genocide widows, orphans, and rape victims) represent the 

hopes and efforts of moving forward and transcending memories of the past. 

Images of survivors bearing the physical scars of the genocide indicate that the 
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actions that took place in 1994 cannot be forgotten. A photograph of a bridge is a 

reminder of the death of Annociata's father since being thrown from a bridge killed 

him. Photographs of individuals waiting to hear the outcome of gacaca trials are 

particularly important since they are in black and white, perhaps representing a 

past that will be reconfigured via the gacaca trials and thus no longer engender 

strife in the present and future. Photographs of children represent a continuing 

trend of hope for Rwanda's future. 

The third set of photographs are from Betty Uwizeye. Betty was living in the 

Democratic Republic of Congo in 1994 and lost her father as a result of the genocide. 

Betty's photographs largely represent the invasive nature of the genocide for 

contemporary Rwandese, coupled with images of hope. Photographs of buildings 

destroyed during the genocide, posters offering help to women with HIV (many of 

whom probably contracted the virus as a result of being raped during the genocide 

(Gourevitch 1998)), and a cemetery for victims are indications of the visual 

memories that continue to populate the Rwandan landscape. However, there are 

also images of Betty and her son, individuals playing and laughing, and a man 

reading his bible that all remark on the path of progress in Rwanda. 

The fourth participant is Gisimba Damas Mutezintare. Gisimba is widely 

regarded as a hero for hiding more than four hundred people at his orphanage 

during the genocide. Gisimba's photographs represent a break from the wounds of 

the past and a focus on the future. His images portray a stable family and the 

orphans who now have hopes for a secure future. His images depart from the public 
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but rather focus entirely on progress. 
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The fifth participant is Godelieve Mukasarasi. Godelieve is a trauma 

counselor who runs Sevota Association. Godelieve's husband and two daughters 

were killed during the genocide. Godelieve's images largely portray a return to 

normalcy. ~lthough there are images of a detainee, a genocide memorial, a girl 

discussing the genocide, and rubble from a home destroyed during the genocide, the 

majority of the images are of individuals actively moving forward. These images 

also capture the chasm between the traditional and the modern. There are women 

carrying their children as they walk along an unpaved road as a car passes and a 

photograph of fifteen cell phones plugged into one generator because although most 

Rwandese own cell phones, few have electricity. An image of a girl speaking into a 

recorder about surviving the genocide could represent how technology can preserve 

the memory of the genocide. 

The sixth participant is Guy Christian Mokombe. Guy is a secondary school 

student studying Information Technology. His relationship to the genocide is not 

defined. Guy's photographs are somewhat divorced from the genocide. Aside from 

an image of a cemetery representing victims of the genocide, his images depict a 

Rwanda that is at a crossroads between modernity (photographs of mansions and 

new construction) and tradition (a photograph of a young female washing dishes in 

a bucket). These photographs are emblematic of the position of progress in 

Rwandan society. Progress is not a monolithic force that can transform a society 



overnight. Rather, it occurs sporadically and is not experienced evenly across a 

population. A gulf exists between those who are direct recipients of progress and 

those who are currently not benefiting on a direct individual level. 
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The seventh participant is Jean-Marie Vianney Hitimana. Jean-Marie was a 

participant in the genocide and spent thirteen years in Gitarama prison. He was 

Annociatata's neighbor at the time these photographs were published. Jean-Marie's 

photographs represent normality. His images do not reference the genocide in any 

explicit manner, which is a possible reflection of his own efforts to detach from the 

genocide due to his role in those events. Although his images mainly focus on the 

mundane aspects of life in Rwanda (photographs of work and recreation), images of 

bridges and bodies of water might be a subtle allusion to the fact that being thrown 

over bridges into rivers killed many during the genocide. Additionally, photographs 

of adolescent males peering into the house could imply an insider-outsider status. 

These adolescents are too young to have participated in the genocide and therefore 

are free from culpability but not from the stigma of genocide. The insider-outsider 

status might also refer to the chasm that exists in Rwanda between victims and 

perpetrators or to the dilemma of progress as discussed in the analysis of Guy's 

photographs. 

The eighth participant is Joseph Furaha. Joseph is a genocide survivor whose 

parents were both killed during the genocide. As a result of his parents' deaths, he 

is now responsible for his younger siblings. Joseph's photographs reveal the 

complicated process involved in moving forward. He includes many images of the 
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burying of his mother's recently recovered remains, which may represent a 

reminder of the past as an aspect inherent in moving forward. In the photographs, 

his mother's bones are recovered, cleansed, and given a proper burial. The new 

beginning is also evidenced via photographs of children, a wedding, and new 

construction projects in Rwanda. However, Joseph's shadow in a photograph of a 

new development could be a subtle assertion of self and a reminder that despite the 

progress in Rwanda, the human element of Rwandan society cannot be overlooked. 

The ninth participant is Leopold Mujyambere. Leopold is a gacaca judge 

whose daughter was killed during genocide. Leopold's photographs allude to 

normality and the value of productivity. Other than a photograph of the house that 

was destroyed during the genocide and a cemetery for victims, his images largely 

focus on individuals participating in work or scholastic endeavors. An image of two 

men weaving baskets is particularly interesting in that weaving is typically female 

work, implying that work should not be restricted to gender norms. Therefore, his 

images align with a public discourse that stresses the need to remember the 

genocide, while referencing the role industry will play in Rwanda's future. 

The tenth participant is Pascal Nizeyimana. Pascal is a student at the 

Adventist University of Central studying Information Technology. Pascal's 

photographs mainly reference normality (photographs of his university, a wedding, 

children and family, recreation, etc.). However, photographs of Amahoro stadium 

subtly reference the genocide since Amahoro was a UN Protected Site where 

thousands of Rwandese congregated for protection. Photographs of Pascal's 

--
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university and his classmate allude to the value of education as it is promulgated via 

the public discourse. 

The eleventh participant is Thaden Kalinda. Thaden was a participant in the 

genocide. He killed Xaverina Niragire's (a participant in the Visions of Rwanda 

project) son. Thaden voluntarily confessed to the murder after being found 

innocent of another accusation of murder. Since his confession to Xaverina, they 

have formed a strong bond. Thaden's photographs largely represent normality 

(photographs of adolescents and adults engaged in a wide variety of activities, etc.) 

Although no pictures directly reference the genocide, an image of a lake is important 

because it is the same lake where Xaverina attempted suicide after the deaths of her 

husband and three sons. His images also capture some of the harsher realities of 

contemporary life in Rwanda since the majority of the adolescents in his 

photographs are from villages and therefore are prevented from experiencing the 

modernity experienced by Rwandans who live near large metropolitan cities like 

Kigali and Butare. An image of a paraffin lamp, as an alternative to electricity, also 

captures the chasm between a public discourse centered on progress and the 

realities of those who live without the spoils of modernity. This in some ways 

departs from the public discourse by pointing out that many Rwandese do not have 

the opportunity to experience Kagame's goals of economic achievement, but these 

photographs might also have been chosen to reveal these realities to a Western 

audience potentially interested in providing aid. 
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The twelfth participant is Xaverina Niragire. Xaverina is a genocide survivor. 

Xaverina lost her husband and three sons as a result of the genocide. After the 

genocide, she attempted to drown herself in a lake. After Thaden confessed to the 

murder of her son, she forgave him and all the men who killed her family. 

Xaverina's photographs align very closely with the public discourse of reconciliation 

(photographs of perpetrators) and forward progress (photographs of individuals 

engaging in work activities). Photographs of funerary proceedings are potentially 

an allusion to both the lives lost during the genocide and also to the reality of death 

as a constant threat to all living creatures. Although many of the participants' 

photographs have short explanatory text, long explanatory descriptions often 

accompanied Xaverina's photographs. These captions are particularly fascinating in 

that they function to reinforce a discourse of reconciliation. For example, a portrait 

ofXaverina and Thaden includes the following caption, "Xaverina thinks ofThacien 

as her son and he thinks of her as a mother. Her power to forgive Thaden enabled 

him to forgive himself." A photograph of Xaverina embracing another genocide 

perpetrator is accompanied by the following caption, "Xaverina shows her 

forgiveness to one of the men that killed her family by giving him the peace offering 

of a hug. During Christams Eve, Xaverina held a forgiveness dinner for all the men 

that killed her family." A photograph of a tree has the following caption, "Xaverina 

took this photograph of two different trees growing out of one as she felt it was an 

extraordinary example of cohabitation and of unity and reconciliation." A 

photograph of trees about to be planted has the following description, "These trees 
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represent a new beginning, a renewal." A photograph of an adolescent female 

standing outside Xaverina's home is accompanied by the following caption, "There 

are always many children around her home. Xaverina is greatly respected in her 

community and is known as a loving woman that always opens her home and heart 

to many people." The photograph of Xaverina reading from a bible at the malaria 

victim's funeral is accompanied by the following description, "Many people see 

Xaverina as a leader in their community and she was asked to perform this burial." 

These captions affirm the public discourse regarding the transformative power of 

forgiveness and reconciliation. Through reconciliation, Xaverina has found the will 

to continue living; she has become a pillar in her community. Although it would be 

highly cynical to discount or question the sincerity of these captions, it would also 

be naive to simply accept them at face value and not even entertain the notion that 

Xaverina's story is being used as an exemplar for ideal post-genocide behavior. 

The photographs submitted by participants in The Visions of Rwanda project 

both accept and challenge the public discourse. The photographs conform to the 

public discourse in that images of economic and educational progress, normality, 

and reconciliation are presented. On the other hand, images of the scars (both 

literal and figurative) from the genocide are also present. The photographs of 

children playing soldier, the lack of electricity, detainees rebuilding, and a burial of a 

genocide victim reflect, not surprisingly, that the genocide is a persistent presence 

in people's lives. These images reflect Rwandans' identities and how they choose to 

disseminate that identity to others. Although the public discourse, as evidenced 
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through Kagame's statements, recognizes that forgiveness will be difficult to 

achieve, it nonetheless emphasizes economic progress, an inclusive sense of 

"Rwandaness," and the relative ease of reconciliation as it relates to efforts at 

moving forward. The photographs from The Visions of Rwanda project underscore 

the tensions between the private sphere and the public discourse. 

6.2 Current Content 

I analyzed eleven films (or pods) discussing Rwanda and posted to Current. 

These were the only pods about Rwanda posted to the websites since Current's 

inception in 2005 to July of 2010. I did not include pods created by professional 

news organizations (including Current) in an effort to analyze more individualized 

views of Rwanda, nor did I include pods that discussed Rwanda's famous gorillas. 

Four pods were made by Western organizations completing charity work in 

Rwanda, two pods were from Rwandese who are working to rebuild their nation via 

the creation of orphanages and other social programs, one pod explored the role of 

gacaca, one pod discussed how difficult it is for refugees to find employment in 

Rwanda, and two pods expressed personal reflections from Rwandese who lived 

through the genocide. 

The majority of these pods represented non-profits or other organizations 

potentially seeking foreign economic aid. The pod, "Ride for Rwanda" (posted 

February 3rd, 2008), outlines how a group of middle school students in Santa 
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Barbara, California are raising money and awareness for Rwandan coffee farmers 

via a nine-mile bike ride. The students are raising awareness for an organization 

affiliated with Oregon-based Stumptown Coffee to send cargo bikes to Rwanda to 

assist with the transportation of coffee beans. The pod states that the cargo bikes 

work within the existing infrastructure and provide an avenue out of poverty for 

Rwandese and also stresses that consumers are being connected to the source. The 

pod, "Kageno-Celebrating Five Years" (posted August 315t, 2009) discusses Kageno's 

projects in Kenya and Rwanda. Kageno is primarily concerned with breaking the 

cycle of poverty and disease through micro-loans, education, and healthcare. 

Kageno is entirely volunteer-run and works with community partners to craft 

sustainable solutions to structural problems. The video features a soundtrack of 

upbeat Rwandan folk music and includes interviews with the American actress 

Meryl Streep and the American fashion designer Donna Karan. 

The pod, "Lighting Up Rwanda" (posted May 17, 2009) is for an organization 

called the Free Play Foundation that provides clean and safe LED lighting, called 

Lifelights, to households in Rwanda. The pod points out that as a result of the 

genocide, many households are run by teenagers and adolescents and that few 

households have electricity, resulting in students using dangerous kerosene 

lanterns as a source of light. Life lights therefore allow Rwandan students to study at 

night and thus contributes to educational achievement. The pod, "American Teens, 

Rwandan Truths," (posted May 5, 2008) explores the cross-cultural hurdles and 

resulting epiphanies of American high school students traveling to Rwanda. The 
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students discuss the disparities between wealthy Western tourists and the average 

Rwandan and how the reality of life in Rwanda or Africa in general cannot be 

reduced to the platitudes disseminated in the media. One student says, "They're just 

like us, they want to have fun, they play basketball, they do the same things we do." 

The students brought soccer balls to grateful Rwandan adolescents orphaned by 

AIDs, leading several students to remark that even seemingly insignificant acts of 

charity can. have an astoundingly positive impact on others. 

These pods each discuss how the Western world is contributing to the 

success of life in Rwanda. Interestingly, a resounding theme of these videos is that it 

is small acts of charity that have the power to transform Rwandese society. 

Although Rwanda currently relies on foreign aid, the viewpoints espoused in these 

videos is at odds with the Rwandan public discourse that emphasizes the need to 

distance itself from foreign aid. Another unifying factor of these videos is their 

relative positivity; they do not dwell on discussions of the genocide, but rather focus 

on the economic situation in Rwanda and how these organizations are helping. How 

do videos about Western aid organizations differ from pods about Rwandan-run aid 

organizations? 

Two pods were from Rwandans actively working to rebuild and improve 

their nation. The pod, "Rebuilding Rwanda," (posted March 6, 2007) centers on the 

Rwandan musician Ezra Kwizera's organization, Narrow Road Productions. Narrow 

Road Productions provides funding for an orphanage in Kigali, The Narrow Roads 

Youth Ministry, and teaches marketable skills, including arts and crafts, to 
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impoverished youth throughout Africa. This pod states that over half the population 

in Rwanda is under the age of 25 as a result of the genocide and discusses how many 

orphans turn to drug use (specifically sniffing glue) or prostitution because, 

according to Ezra, "they can't find themselves." The concept that prostitution and 

drug use are a result of a lack of personal identity relates to the public discourse's 

attempts to create a Rwandan identity that has the power to instigate reconciliation 

and unity. The pod, "Solange of Rwanda," (posted October 2, 2006) describes an 

organization founded by Solange, a Rwandan. It assists Rwandese children who 

were orphaned as a result of the genocide in getting adopted by Italian families. 

Solange describes how these orphans must scavenge for food in dumpsters because 

their parents were either killed during the genocide or have been imprisoned for 

genocide-related crimes. Solange states, "If you have been loved, it will be easier for 

you to spread and share love because you can't give something you don't have. I feel 

like there are so many, many, many other kids in Rwanda who are still longing for 

somebody who really cares." These pods depart from videos created by Western aid 

organizations because they examine the devastating consequences of the genocide 

(i.e. drug use, prostitution, scavenging for food, etc.). Additionally, they focus on 

direct methods of assistance (i.e. adoption), rather than more structural methods 

(i.e. microloans, lights, etc.). 

Two additional pods also discuss the devastating effects of the genocide. The 

pod "Rwanda on Trial" (posted September 2008) was created in collaboration with 

several Western journalists and news outlets. This pod describes how "genocide 
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dominates the national psyche" in that it has pitted neighbor against neighbor. The 

pod raises the question as to whether or not the government is trying to deflect 

proof of ethnic tension via a myopic focus on the gacaca's apparent success at 

instigating reconciliation. This pod is a radical departure from Rwanda's public 

discourse in that is openly questions and criticizes the public discourse; not 

surprisingly, it was created by non-Rwandese. Another pod that portrays less 

optimistic views of life in contemporary Rwanda is "A Refugee Workforce" (posted 

July 17th, 2009). It shows how Rwandese refugees living in European countries 

(specifically the U.K.) typically cannot find work and often live in very cramped 

quarters as a result of their lack of economic success. This pod is therefore 

expressing a negative consequence of the genocide that is not tethered to the local 

situation and is not typically given much attention. 

Of the two videos presenting an individual narrative of the genocide and its 

effects, one portrays the story of a young man named JB Rutagarama who fled 

Rwanda before the 1994 genocide; he returned to Rwanda after discovering that 

some of his family members had survived the genocide. Before returning to Rwanda 

he expressed trepidation as evidenced by the quote, "I was afraid. I wasn't ready. I 

wasn't ready to face it." However, upon returning to Rwanda he finds a changed 

nation. He states that after the genocide there is forgiveness and acceptance in 

Rwanda, thus conforming to the public discourse. He considers gacaca a "psychic 

cleansing." JB's story has been made into an award-winning film called "Back 

Home." The website for this film begins with the banner, "How could a movie about 
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transformative power of reconciliation. 
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The other personal narrative video from Current documents the life of a male 

Rwandese refugee named Joe living in England. This video initially focused on 

reconciliation as typified by the statement, "I thought I should take revenge against 

the government, against them people who ... who hurt my feelings man, like who 

killed my people, but then I think ... it's not worth it." However, Joe becomes less 

tethered to public discourse toward the end ofthe video when he states, "You know, 

but once I know, when I grow up in the future, I'll bring them to justice. If my 

president is hearing this now, is watching this program, just let him know I'm 

coming ... I want the whole world to know my story." Interestingly, while JB's pod 

has received several comments from viewers with statements like, "I think this is 

amazing! JB and the Rwandan people show amazing courage in helping their 

country to heal", no one had commented (as of July 2010) on the pod about Joe. The 

lack of attention given to I oe' s pod is unexpected since the director of this pod 

suggested that viewers watch Joe's story in the accompanying comments section of 

other pods about Rwanda (including JB's pod and the Narrow Roads Youth Ministry 

pod). The trans local community's avoidance of the pod about Joe indicates that Joe's 

tenuous relationship to the public discourse is a dispreferred narrative for cross

cultural identity dissemination. 

Identity formation at the translocallevel aligns closely with how identity and 

various conceptions of self are disseminated at the local level. In this sense, the 
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Internet is a valid forum for research in that it is a reflection of the local. In other 

words, the Internet is not a forum marked by distortion that is unrelated to the 

more respected "real world." Data from The Visions of Rwanda project and Current 

suggest that life for Rwandans exists at the intersection between the ideal of 

forgiveness and the reality of resentment; the desire for progress and the nostalgia 

for tradition; and the troubling matter of creating an identity that necessarily 

associates, ·and in some measure equalizes, murderers and victims. Interestingly, 

the relative lack of attention given to Joe's video suggests that although the 

viewpoints expressed in this pod are somewhat normative for Rwandans (though 

expressed in a greater magnitude), there is a relative failure of this message to sway 

the translocal community. This indicates that these communities can pick and 

choose which messages receive precedence. This concept is illustrated by 

Anderson's (2006) concept of the long tail, which asserts that the Internet has 

provided seemingly endless options and avenues for consumers. In this instance, 

consumers are consuming narratives of humanity and choosing to focus only on 

those stories that provide an uplifting end to a troubling tale. Although this is not 

altogether surprising given that most individuals prefer to ignore or avoid the 

unsettlingly, it does hearken back to the world's active disregard of the 1994 

genocide. 
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion 

Rwanda is a country that is growing at a phenomenal pace and it has made 

excellent strides toward distancing itself from the stigma of genocide, but tension 

and trepidation still remain. Claims lobbed by journalists throughout the 

international community that Rwanda's current achievements are the result of 

Kagame's authoritarian tendencies illustrate one reason why tension exists between 

the expression of identities at the local and translocallevel. Research findings 

indicate that Kagame has been incredibly successful at implementing an ideology of 

modernity and reconciliation in Rwanda. Nonetheless, there is evidence of a 

dichotomy between the public and the private that is potentially at odds with 

Rwanda's current appearance of stability. Tension between the private and the 

public pertains particularly to the creation and dissemination of authentic 

expressions of atonement and forgiveness since public offering of atonement and 

accompanying absolution are proffered as the path to reconciliation within the 

public discourse. However, the authenticity of these expressions has been revealed 

as highly dubious in nature. This tension can also be witnessed through the 

preservation of the genocide via memorials that might preclude Rwandans from 

forgetting the genocide and thus inhibit the creation of a future free from painful 

memories. However, forgetting the genocide is not an adequate or credible option 
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for Rwanda's efforts at rebuilding since erasing a history, no matter how painful, is 

not possible or ultimately helpful, as it would only lead to repression. Therefore, the 

task becomes how to preserve a history so as to prevent its repetition without 

creating unnecessary and undue reminders of a history that would ultimately 

hinder rebuilding efforts. 

Identity formation at the local and translocallevel has been remarkably 

consonant in terms of chiefly complying with the public discourse. Data at the local 

and translocallevels indicate that Rwandese largely conform to the public 

discourse. Essentially, Rwandese are attempting to adopt the public discourse of 

reconciliation, modernity, and economic development. The widespread acceptance 

of the public discourse has been validated through interviews with consultants and 

through websites where congruent viewpoints are expressed by Rwandese. 

However, it is important to note that this is not all that surprising given that the 

viewpoints analyzed for this thesis are public in nature. The Rwandese viewpoints 

created for the translocal community are intrinsically public, while the viewpoints 

expressed by consultants at the local level were proffered to a foreign researcher, 

and thus can also be viewed as public in nature. Had I had more time to complete 

my research, perhaps I would have been able to gain more trust with my consultants 

and thus gained access to potentially more private viewpoints regarding life in post

conflict Rwanda. 

Despite the congruence between the local and the translocal, these spheres 

also exist as spaces for the exploration of viewpoints that conflict with the official 
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public discourse. Not surprisingly, in trying to ascertain how identity and 

reconciliation function in contemporary Rwandan society, many binary oppositions 

are unearthed. The central binary expressed via the research is how a nation (and 

individuals within a nation) can adequately preserve the past while effectively 

crafting meaningful forgiveness and reconciliation. This binary is evident through 

statements by consultants (i.e. "Rwandans don't think about the genocide" and yet, 

"The genoGide has to be there."); through the presence of gacaca, which dictates that 

confessions, which ultimately function as painful reminders of the genocide, must be 

met with public forgiveness that might be at odds with private sentiments; through 

photographs that attempt to reconcile the attainment of normality when memories 

of the genocide inform the present; and through genocide memorials, which 

contradictorily preserve a history in the hopes of preventing its repetition. The 

central binary of how to preserve a past in a way that can ultimately culminate in 

meaningful forgiveness and reconciliation alludes to a secondary binary between 

embracing and rejecting the public discourse of unity and reconciliation. Given the 

trauma of the genocide, which is still very immediate for many Rwandans, how can 

individuals transcend a painful and collective set of memories that exists in both the 

mental and physical realms? The public discourse must set a standard prescribing 

reconciliation as not only necessary, but also achievable. However, the process of 

actually attaining reconciliation functions haphazardly since the public discourse 

provides an idealistic framework for the activities of moving on. Due to the 
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unattainable standards for transcending the past set by the public discourse, tension 

is present between accepting and rejecting these reconciliation narratives. 

In addition to the binary between memory and reconciliation and the 

corresponding tension between reality and the idealism of the public discourse, 

several other binaries are also revealed. The notion of ethnicity hinges on the 

fundamental binary between factual and fabrication. Ethnicity in Rwanda must be 

accepted as a fabrication based on the consultant's statement that ethnicity can only 

be ascertained through debate, and yet, the fabricated nature of ethnicity does not 

mitigate the very real social implications of these ethnic categories. A binary 

between "us" and "them" is evidenced on several levels. For example, there is a 

binary between insiders and outsiders as demonstrated by the refugees who fled to 

Uganda, yet always identified as Rwandan. This underscores the malleable nature of 

Rwandan identification. Additionally, the binary between "us" and "them" is used as 

a coping strategy as demonstrated by statements that blame the genocide on the 

abstraction of the government (i.e. "It was the government who killed us"). This 

binary is also invoked through quotations questioning whether or not Rwanda is "a 

nation of murderers." The question of how individual actions correlate to collective 

labeling relates to how Rwanda exists and is perceived within a global framework. 

It therefore carries important significance for this study's attempts to understand 

Rwandan identification as existing within a framework that is both local and global. 

Research at the translocallevel yielded important insights with regards to 

how the Internet functions in a post-conflict milieu. Interestingly, audience 
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avoidance of the Current pod illustrating how Joe, the Rwandan refugee living in the 

UK, comprehends the Rwandan President's culpability, illustrates that although the 

Internet does exist as a space for authentic expression (as evidenced by the pod's 

resemblance to other non-normative views expressed at the local level), it is granted 

little precedence by a translocal community. The translocal discourse favors 

narratives centering on redemption and positivity. Since content on the Internet is 

somewhat boundless, it is consumer choice, not the creator's, which is given 

preference. There exists an apparent translocal predilection for narratives that 

minimize the trauma of the genocide and focus on positive transformation at 

numerous levels, which in turn influences which narratives gain recognition, leading 

to the replication of these types of narratives. 

Only time will tell how successful Rwanda will be at dissociating itself from 

the scars of the past and crafting an effective national identity. However, 

consultants' willingness to discuss topics relating to ethnicity indicates that tension 

is prevalent and could potentially inhibit attempts at forging meaningful 

reconciliation. Research of this type not only illustrates how the processes of 

identity formation and ethnicity function in Rwanda, but can also be applied toward 

efforts to construct community cohesion in post-conflict locales across the world. 

Since research at both the local and the translocallevels were of Rwandese 

presenting themselves and their country to the outside world (i.e. through the 

Internet at the translocallevel and to a foreign researcher at the local level), it is not 

surprising that the findings at both levels were consonant. Therefore, researchers 
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interested in how identity functions at the local and translocallevels might direct 

future research efforts toward understanding how Rwandan identification functions 

in private, in other translocal settings (i.e. other websites ), and how audience 

reception or consumption of these efforts at dissemination influence identity 

formation. Linguistic anthropologists might utilize a CDA approach to analyze the 

pro-Hutu broadcasts and publications used before and during the 1994 genocide. 

Additionally, researchers might choose to focus on how Rwandese deviate from the 

official public discourse in terms of actions or attitudes. Research for this thesis was 

undertaken in an exceedingly limited time frame (three weeks) and with minimal 

outside funding. If ample funding and the luxury of additional time in the field had 

accompanied my research efforts, I would have conducted additional participant 

observation at gacaca hearings and community meetings, conducted interviews in 

Kinyarwanda so as to (potentially) include Hutus and Tutsis, and possibly formed 

relationships with consultants that would have facilitated the creation of trust 

necessary to more openly discuss and reveal the complicated nature of ethnicity 

within post-conflict Rwanda. 
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