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This paper sets out the methodology employed during a period of fieldwork in 

Southwestern Rwanda from April to October 2006.1  The research seeks to understand and 

explain how ordinary Rwandans2 understand and navigate their role in the post-genocide 

political and social order of national unity and reconciliation.  The research is an analysis of 

both the structural and discursive elements of the programme of national unity and 

reconciliation and of its disciplining effects in the daily lives of Rwandans.  My ambition is to 

provide an empirical description of the logic of the programme of national unity and 

reconciliation as a form of state power from the perspective of the ordinary Rwandan.  The 

broader purpose is to allow ordinary Rwandans to express themselves as individuals, in their 

own words, as they seek to re-establish livelihoods, re-constitute social and economic 

networks, and reconcile with neighbours, friends and, in some cases, family since the 1994 

genocide.  The focus is on ordinary Rwandans as active subjects, rather than as powerless 

passive ones.

In order to understand and explain the post-genocide perspectives of ordinary 

Rwandans, a methodology that emphasises how individuals make sense of their own life 

world before, during and after the genocide is used.  The research is inspired by feminist 

poststructuralist insights on how knowledge about “social phenomena”  is acquired. A multi-
                                                          
1 The research is also informed by an extended period of residence in Rwanda from April 1996 to 
January 2001 when I worked first as a human rights investigator with the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights Mission for Rwanda (HRFOR) in Gitarama and Kibuye 
préfectures; and then as the Resident Coordinator of the USAID/National University of Rwanda 
Anglophone Law Project, based in Butare town.

2 By “ordinary Rwandans”, I do not mean those individuals who hold formal political power as a 
member of the political élite, nor those individuals engaged as agents of the state (police officers, civil 
servants, military personnel, local authorities, etc.).  Instead, I conceptualise “ordinary Rwandans” as 
the non-élite and largely peasant citizenry.  This corresponds to the Kinyarwanda term “rubanda 
rugufi”, which translates as “ordinary people”.  In Kinyarwanda, the term is used to mean the 
“poorest of the poor”, “those who have not studied” (meaning, little or no education), and “those 
who come from poor families” (statements from interviews conducted in 2006). Scott Straus also 
uses “rubanda rugufi” in his 2006 study, The Order of Genocide: Race, Power and War in Rwanda.
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layered methodology that considers the local and situated practices of ordinary Rwandans, as 

well as the structural and discursive elements of the programme of national unity and 

reconciliation are central to the research design.  The research draws on three overlapping 

dimensions -- empirical, interpretative and critical – and is grounded in Foucauldian 

genealogy and discourse analysis, life-history interviews, participant observation, as well as 

unscheduled and unstructured “conversations” with ordinary Rwandans and state agents at 

the local and state level alike.  I employ these approaches as a way to contextualise data 

(empirical) with the meanings given to them by different actors (interpretative) and then 

locate these in various historical structures of power, knowledge, ethnicity, class, gender, etc. 

(critical).  

Before I outline the methodology, I first situate the programme of national unity and 

reconciliation as the basis of post-genocide reconstruction and reconciliation.  Then, in the 

second section, I provide an overview of the theoretical and conceptual framework that 

guides the research, as the multiple approaches that constitute the research methodology are 

based on the process I undertook before going into the field; that of conceiving the research 

project, framing my questions and justifying my approach to both my thesis committee and 

the ethics review board of my home university. In the third section, I overview the multiple 

layers of analysis required to generate a person-centred and contextualised analysis of the 

post-genocide lives of ordinary Rwandans under the programme of national unity and 

reconciliation. The focus is on the life history interview method, and the opportunities and 

challenges it presented as the central element of my methodology.   In the final section,  I 

give the reader an opportunity to evaluate the research in quoting, at length, a cross-section 

of individual experiences in performing acts of forgiveness and truth-telling through the 

gacacaneo-traditional courts.
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I. Situating Post-Genocide Rwanda

Between April and July 1994, Rwanda was engulfed by genocide.  Among the first

targeted were Hutu politicians who were willing to share political power with the Rwandan 

Patriotic Front (RPF), a Tutsi-led rebel group that had invaded Rwanda in 1990.  

Community leaders, journalists, and civil rights activists -- Tutsi and Hutu alike -- were also 

targeted.  Ordinary members of the Tutsi-ethnic group were singled out for death.  Most of 

the killing was perpetrated by ordinary Hutu peasants, who were often goaded by 

government soldiers or members of the interahamwe militia into killing their Tutsi relatives, 

neighbours or friends, threatened with the loss of their own life or that of loved ones if 

unwilling to participate in the killing.  Not all Hutu participated, and not all participated to 

the same degree.  Some killed enthusiastically, others killed a few (Prunier, 1998: 242-250).3

The RPF committed widespread reprisal killings of Hutu (DesForges, 1999).  At least 

500,000 Tutsi were killed (DesForges 1999: 16).4  Between 10,000 and 50,000 Hutu perished 

(DesForges, 1999: 16); other sources suggest that “hundreds of thousands of Hutu died at 

the hands of other Hutu and the RPF” (Reyntjens, 2004: 178).  At least 250,000 women –

mostly Tutsi and some Hutu -- were raped (Human Rights Watch, 2004: 2); some men also 

admit to being raped.5 Countless others, male and female, young and old, were tortured or 

maimed before being left for dead. 

                                                          
3 Estimates of the number of perpetrators vary widely.  The Government of Rwanda estimates three 
million perpetrators.  DesForges suggests that “hundreds of thousands” participated (1999: 2). Straus 
(2004) finds both numbers implausible and suggests between 175,000 and 210,000 participated.  

4 The United Nations estimates between 800,000 and “close to” 1 million Tutsi perished (UNDP, 
2004: 6) while the Government of Rwanda revealed in a 2002 consensus that 1, 074,017 Rwandans 
died, of which 94% were Tutsi (MINALOC, 2002). This number is considered an exaggeration as 
Tutsi numbered under 1 million in 1994, and more than 200,000 Tutsi survived the genocide. 

5 Interview. Desk Officer. African Rights. Kigali. 19 June 2006.
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When the RPF took power on 19 July 1994, it quickly moved to consolidate its hero 

status for stopping the genocide.  The international community, red-faced with guilt, lined 

up to support the newly-installed government of Rwanda in rebuilding a country that had 

been “torn asunder” (USAID: 2001, 6).  The failure of the international community to stop 

the genocide allowed the RPF to appoint itself both saviour and guardian of the post-

genocide order.   Any criticism of the post-genocide reconstruction policies of the RPF were 

deflected with blunt reminders of the failure of the international community to save Tutsi 

lives and of the pressing need to assure political stability as the basis of state security.    By 

the end of 1996, the RPF had established control over both state and society, and was the 

darling of the international donor community as a result.6      

On the surface, much has been accomplished: Institutional reconstruction has been 

achieved, and relatively good bureaucratic governance has taken root.  By 1999, democratic 

elections had been held at the local level; the population was consulted on the re-drafting of 

a new and socially inclusive constitution.  Presidential elections were held in 2003, with 

incumbent Paul Kagame receiving 95% of the vote. Peace and state security prevail.   The 

“re-education” the Rwandan population about the causes of the genocide and what needed 

to be done to reconcile enmity between Hutu and Tutsi is on-going.  The government’s 

commitment to national unity as the basis of peace and security was confirmed in 1999 when 

the National Unity and Reconciliation Commission (NURC) was created “with the aim of 

eradicating the devastating consequences of the policies of discrimination and exclusion 

which had characterised the successive repressive regimes of Rwanda” (NURC, 2001: 6).  It 

was established “to monitor the adherence of the population” to the policies of national 

                                                          
6 “This government isn’t perfect. But then no government is.  It is doing the best it can with the 
resources it has.  [We] support this government because we believe in its moral vision (of national 
unity).” Interview. Political Officer of a European consulate. Kigali, 15 September 2006. 
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unity, and to undertake research on “the real causes of the genocide” (my emphasis) and on 

appropriate “exit strategies so that the scourge of genocide never again happens in Rwanda” 

(NURC, 2004: 19-20). 

Underneath this rosy picture of events are the machinations of a government 

determined to maintain total physical and psychological control over the political and social 

landscape. Access to power, wealth and knowledge is reserved for RPF-party loyalists, who 

tend to be English-speaking Tutsi returnees7 at the elite level, and ethnic Tutsi throughout 

the machinery of government.  The occasional Hutu is thrown into the mix to give a 

semblance of national unity to a government that stresses the absence of ethnic identities as 

a means to mask the “tutisification” of the state (Reyntjens, 2004: 187-190).  A veil of silence 

has fallen; any group or individual who criticises an aspect of government policy is quickly 

denounced as a “revisionist” or “negationist”, even where the speaker condemns the 1994 

genocide.8  A climate of fear and intimidation prevails. The hold of the RPF on the 

instruments of local, provincial and national government, as well as its control of the 

institutions of the state – parliament, senate, and the judiciary – is absolute.  Any group or 

individual that questions the “wisdom” or “logic” of the RPF in “re-engineering a society for 

all Rwandans” is silenced through allegations of fostering ethnic “divisionism” or of 

promoting “an ideology of genocide” (NURC, 2004: 1-4).

                                                          
7 Returnees are those Tutsi who exiled abroad during the massacres of 1959, 1962 and 1973.  They, 
and/or their children born in exiled returned following the genocide.  The RPF is largely made up of 
returnees who exiled in Uganda.

8 A review of the political section of Rwanda’s Anglophone newspaper reveals this contradiction.  
See, http://www.newtimes.co.rw.  See also, http://www.allafrica.com.
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“We have liberated Rwanda from oppressive rulers”

The status quo on the genocide as a state-organised and orchestrated campaign of 

killing that served the interests of the Hutu elite, and drew on essentialist ethnic categories of 

Hutu and Tutsi.9  The focus on state power and the role of elites in causing the genocide 

matters most at a practical level.  The RPF has based its national unity and reconciliation 

policy on a specific version of events, and a selective understanding of how ethnic identities 

hardened to the point that made genocide possible.  This selectivity allows the RPF to 

represent the genocide to Rwandans in terms that suit their version of the facts, and in ways 

that both simplify and mystify the genocide.  This has the effect of presenting the genocide 

as something horrific, something unimaginable, and something which happened to Rwanda 

not to individual Rwandans.  As such, the RPF maintains a version of events that does not 

necessarily resonate with the individual lived experiences of most Rwandans who survived 

the genocide and who are expected to reconcile with one another in its aftermath.  This logic 

allows the RPF to protect the sanctity of the state – a state it handily controls --  at the 

expense of individual well-being.  

The policy of national unity is based on the following assumptions: 1) the ethnic 

division of Rwandans is a legacy of the white coloniser;  2)  the quiet but constant hatred of 

all Hutu against all Tutsi.  Conspicuous in its absence is any explanation of how genocide 

could have occurred between people “that lived side-by-side, who inter-married, and who 

speak the same language” (NURC, 2004: 21).  The RPF offers the only plausible answer: the 

1994 genocide was the result of a seething, but not-yet-enacted enmity between Hutu and 

Tutsi that was introduced during the colonial period (1890-1962) and hardened to the point 

                                                          
9 The academic literature does not dispute this point, which may in part explain why the “genocide 
guilt” card remains effective, despite cracks in the veneer of legitimacy that RPF enjoys vis-à-vis the 
international community.
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of individual action in the postcolonial period (1962-1994). The RPF version of events, as 

embodied in the discourse of national unity, is based on the ideal that Rwandan society was 

unified before colonialisation, and since Rwandans were peacefully co-existing before the 

arrival of the Germans, then the Belgians, that unity is once again possible.  The narrative of 

national unity both trivialises and exploits the perceived unity of pre-colonial times, where 

relations between Hutu and Tutsi were hierarchical, with the cattle-owning Tutsi holding the 

political power, controlling the sources of wealth, and exploiting the agriculturalist Hutu 

through a variety of social and political mechanisms (Newbury, 1988; Vansina, 2004).  It is 

also silent on the ways in which the Tutsi manipulated new controls on the material and 

coercive resources of the state introduced under colonial rule.  It does not mention how 

being Tutsi meant access to the spoils of the colonial state; nor does it explicitly mention 

that urban Tutsi continued to enjoy some privilege under the first and second Republics of 

the postcolonial state. 

The policy of national unity also decontextualises the partial responsibility of the 

RPF in creating the necessary conditions for the 1994 genocide.  Instead, it “blames the 

ruling Hutu elite – the Akazu– for the persecution of Tutsi” (Office of the President, 1999: 

13). To restore Rwanda to the “peaceful harmony of pre-colonial days” (NURC, 2004: 21), 

Rwandans simply need to be “re-educated on what it means to be a Rwandan and how we 

used to live before seeds of division were thrown down by the Belgians” (Office of the 

President, 1999: 76).  This interpretation paints an image of Tutsi as innocent victims, 

passively waiting for the enmity of Hutu to be enacted, which has allowed the RPF to 

capitalise on its ability to liberate Rwanda from an oppressive and genocidal political 

leadership. This take on things has three effects: First, its assures the hero status of the RPF  

in liberating Rwandans from “oppressive rulers” (NURC, 2004: 9).  Second, it provided the 
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RPF with a virtual carte blanche with which it can reconstruct Rwanda and reconcile Rwandan 

according to its own “vision of how things should be done” (GoR, Vision 20/20: 12); and 

third, it allows the RPF to continue to elide the specificity of their role in the genocide.

The genocide was a retaliation by the Hutu Power regime of Juvénal Habyarimana to 

a violent challenge from the RPF rebels in 1990, who fought with the intention of taking 

state power.  The alleged purpose of the invasion was to allow Tutsi refugees from Uganda 

to return home to Rwanda, and to share power with the Habyarimana government, but 

Kuperman (2004) shows that this was mere pretext.  The RPF expected their challenge to 

state power to provoke genocidal retaliation.10  Previous massacres and genocides 

corresponded in time to threats to the state:  In 1959,  the newly-installed Hutu government 

targeted former Tutsi officials, which resulted in massacres as well as the flight of about 

200,000 Tutsi to neighbouring countries (Prunier, 1998).11  In 1973, Tutsi were scapegoated 

by the failing regime of Rwanda’s first President Kayibanda, which was lost in a coup to 

Habyarimana.  In 1990, when the RPF first invaded, massacres against Tutsi civilians were 

expected as a response to the rebel offensive.  As the civil war progressed, Human Rights 

Watch observed that anti-Tutsi attacks were launched “in reaction to challenges that 

threatened Habyarimana’s control” (Human Rights Watch, 1999, quoted in Kuperman). 

Ordinary Rwandans – Hutu and Tutsi -- resented the RPF for fomenting violence and 

provoking retaliation on their homes and communities.12   This brief explanation of the link 

between the attacks of the RPF and the violent retaliation of the Hutu Power elites is to 

                                                          
10 His article draws on interviews with former senior Tutsi rebels. 

11 Kuperman (2004) notes that between 1959 and 1967, “some 20,000 Tutsi were killed and another 
200,000  … were driven from the country as refugees” (p. 63). 

12 Composite of statements made in interviews with ordinary Rwandans in Southern Rwanda 
between April and October 2006.
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show that the genocide did not exist in a vacuum.  The RPF had strategically calculated what 

civilian losses it could expect, and continued to put pressure on Habyarimana to share power 

on its terms and condition.  It continued to play hardball, replete in the knowledge that the 

possibility “of massive retaliatory violence against Tutsi civilians” was the likely outcome.13

The civil war alone did not cause the genocide.  But it did put an increasingly weak 

Hutu Power state on the defensive.  The RPF rebels did not negotiate in good faith at the 

Arusha Accords, opting instead to pursue state power for itself.  The war did however 

provide the necessary context: Tutsi had become enemies of the state, and stopped being 

spouses, neighbours, and friends and became a single, politicised category: The enemy that 

must be exterminated (Straus, 2006).  The climate of fear and uncertainty that had been 

cultivated after the RPF invaded in 1990 along with the intimate and coercive nature of 

social power combined to create the foundation for genocide. Underneath this mechanism 

of ethnic categorisation where all Tutsi were alike and therefore must be killed are the social 

relations between ordinary Rwandans and their powerful and coercive state in mobilising 

some of them to kill.  The genocide then has its basis in what Newbury (1988) calls “the 

cohesion of oppression”.  

Rwandan society is characterised by structural forms of domination -- that is 

institutional arrangements that allowed the political elite to appropriate labour, goods and 

services from a subordination population, both Tutsi and Hutu.  Social domination was also 

used by the political elite to maintain authoritarian-like control on Rwandan society.  

Ordinary Rwandans, the 90% of the population that lives a subsistence existence, 

understood that elite members of state institutions and organisations held power, and they 

both accepted and accepted that politics was the domain of the elite.  The idea of mobility, 
                                                          
13  Kuperman also shows that the RPF were surprised by the extent of the violence.
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that is moving up to the ranks of the powerful, or as one of my research participants put it, 

of “becoming an important person” was virtually nil.  This high power divide exists where 

hierarchy is the societal standard, inequality is anticipated (and in some cases even desired), 

less powerful people expect to be dependent on more powerful people, centralisation of 

state institutions is popular and unquestioned, subordinates envision being told what to do, 

and privileges and social status are expected for elite members of society.  Ordinary 

Rwandans, of low social status, had a sense of security of knowing their place in society, and 

these characteristics allowed the idea of genocide – of neighbour killing neighbour, or friend, 

or spouse -- to germinate.    The cohesion of oppression also allowed mid-level 

functionaries, well-aware of the political woes of their patrons, to form alliances and make 

deals with ordinary Rwandans to do the dirty work of killing.  

II. Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

The research is a study of politics and power in post-genocide Rwanda.  It draws on 

the theoretical, conceptual and methodological insights of feminist poststructuralism14 and is 

squarely qualitative in outlook.   As such, it is a “systematic analysis of socially meaningful 

action through the direct, detailed observation of people in natural settings in order to arrive 

at understanding and interpretations of how people create and maintain their social world 

(Neuman and Kruger, 2003: 78).   Poststructuralism is far from a unified or coherent body 

of knowledge15, but holds merit as a research approach as it seeks to understand “reality” 

                                                          
14 I acknowledge that this brief discussion of the relationship between feminism and 
poststructuralism overlooks the diversity within these two traditions. I discuss intersection of, and 
tensions within,  these theoretical approaches in chapter 1 of my thesis. 

15 Poststructuralism names a group of theories that concern the relationship between human beings, 
the world and the practice of making and reproducing meanings.  On the one hand, poststructuralists 
affirm, consciousness is not the origin of the language we speak and the images we recognise, so 
much as the product of meanings we learn and reproduce.  On the other hand, communication 
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from the perspective of those who have lived it. Poststructuralists advocate for an 

understanding of the social world that is contextual, historical and produced by, rather than 

reflected in, language.  It also allows for the “surfacing of subjugated knowledges” and is a 

powerful tool for revealing how ordinary people create meaning in the course of their 

everyday interactions (Mills, 1997: 65).  Reality is grounded in experience; it is not something 

“out there” than can be captured and re-produced.  Poststructuralism abandons the quest 

for universal knowledge of the mainstream; instead it seeks to voice the silenced and 

powerless, and their relation to knowledge, locality and context in their everyday social 

interactions.

The research draws on Foucauldian interpretations of relational power (1977, 1978), 

and is further inspired by the work of feminist scholar Judith Butler, who in her critique of 

Foucault seeks to understand how “…the subject of feminism is produced and restrained by 

the very structures of power through which emancipation is sought” (1990: 2).  In the same 

vein, my research seeks to understand how the Rwandan individual is produced and 

restrained by the structures of state power through which actual, lived experiences of unity 

and reconciliation are sought by ordinary Rwandans in their everyday lives.  Power is 

understood as something that is circulated and dispersed throughout society rather than 

being held exclusively or primarily by certain groups.   Power is instead “a form of action or 

reaction between people which is negotiated in each interaction and is never fixed and 

stable” (Mills, 1997: 39).   Thus, power is exercised and relational rather than merely 

oppressive or repressive.  The ordinary individual is not acted upon by power, but is 

positioned in power.  

                                                                                                                                                                            
changes all the time, with or without intervention from us, and we can choose to intervene with a 
view to altering the meanings -- which is to say the norms and values -- culture takes for granted.  
The question is: who is to be in control of the production of meaning(s)?
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The ordinary individual is further conceptualised as “powerless”, meaning someone 

who is unable to regularly participate in the formal decisions of the state that affect their 

everyday life.  But, “powerless” does not mean without agency.  Individuals are 

conceptualised as subjects produced by the structural and discursive practices that shape the 

range of options available to them insofar as they understand and engage a range of 

circumscribed choices.  I conceputalise the range of circumscribed choices as an act which 

individuals perform as part of the “public transcript” while the capacity and choice to resist, 

engage, subvert or avoid the structural and/or discursive elements of state power is the 

“hidden transcript” (Scott, 1990).  

“Individual lived experience”16 is defined as those everyday, and sometimes 

mundane, experiences which individuals render as meaningful by virtue of being lived 

through, that is to say the individual experience emerges from both the reflexive immediacy 

of the lived moment and of later self-reflection where meaning is recovered and re-enacted 

by the individual.  Thus, individual lived experience is what individuals self-assign as 

meaningful and recollectable/memorable to their own life; lived experience then is a self-

constituting process that is best rendered through the voice of the individual him/herself.  

“Voice” is conceptualised as the relating of one’s own experience in one’s own words.  

Understood as speech and/or silence, voice is methodologically, theoretically and practically 

a tool employed to understand what unfolds and endures from life by virtue of life itself; 

voice is how life experiences are rendered knowable (Bondi, 2002; Malkki, 1995).  

                                                          
16 Gadamer notes that the expression “lived experience” does not derive from English vernacular but 
rather enters via philosophical German.  In outlining the etymology of “lived experience”, he notes 
that Kant and Hegel both used the German word erfahrung to express “assigned technical meanings” 
in their philosophical work (1975: 55). To express the everyday, mundane sense of experience as 
“something someone lives through personally”, the Germans introduced the noun erlebnis (from the 
verb erleben, meaning “to live to see”).  In this sense, according to Gadamer, erlebnis connoted what 
personally and immediately “what one experiences for oneself” (1975: 56).
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Agents of the state are divided into two broad categories, the first being state elites, 

meaning those high-level individuals who make the policy and political decisions at the 

centre that are then carried out by the second category, the local-level agents of the state.17  I 

refer to local-level state elites as “powerbrokers”, who are individuals that have ties to the 

central state authorities as well as to the local communities in which they live and/or work.  

An analysis of the actions and speech of local state agents, as well as their relationships with 

business and religious elites, matters as the nature of those relationships determine how the 

circulation of power affects both local elites, and ordinary individuals in their everyday life.18  

Indeed, how local elites conceive of and actually exercise their power is an important aspect 

of the study of state power that is overlooked by mainstream political science theories of 

power,19 but is a theme that has been re-articulated by feminists social theorists who focus 

their efforts to centre the so-called “powerless” individual as a means to understand and 

explain the dynamics of power relations between and among a variety of state and non-state 

actors.20

State power is conceptualised as a form of domination, meaning power is a thing 

possessed for the purpose of achieving one’s will over another.  The practical, everyday 

effects of state power are determined by the relationship of domination and resistance 
                                                          
17 Quotes attributed to “senior government officials” were made by representatives of the state class, 
while quotes made by “local officials” are those made by local-level agents of the state.

18 The literature on the role of local elites focuses on two broad themes: relationships between local 
elites and the central state; and the surveillance strategies of the Rwandan bureaucracy in controlling 
ordinary Rwandans.  See, for example: Codere, 1973, 1993; Gravel, 1967, 1968; Longman, 1995; 
Newbury 1980, 1988; Reyntjens, 1987; Wagner, 1998.

19 Contemporary debates on power began in the 1950s in critiques of American democracy. See, 
Mills, 1951; Hunter, 1953; Dahl, 1961. See the critical responses of Bachrach & Baratz, 1962; Lukes, 
1974.  

20 See, for example, Carroll, 1972; Edkins, 2000; French, 1985; hooks, 1984; Janeway, 1980; Scott, 
1991.
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between the powerful (the state and its agents) and the so-called powerless (ordinary 

Rwandans).  From this perspective, state power is not an attribute of the apparatus of the 

state, but rather a product of the relations between (and resultant power distribution 

amongst) the state’s ruling elites and all of its citizens.  This allows for an analysis that looks 

beyond who has power (i.e., state and local elites), to focus on the question of what kind of 

power is seen to be exercised, and how this power is known (or understood) and by whom 

(Foucault, 1980).  The state influences the structure of power insofar as it is influential in 

dictating the social and political distribution of knowledge, something the state in Rwanda 

does very well.  Such an approach to analysing power means that political and social change 

relies on more than the programmes, practices and strategies of the state elite, but also of the 

nature of the social and political relations between individuals and the state, and between 

individuals in their everyday lives (Foucault, 1997.  See Bayart 1993; Ferguson 1994 for 

application to Africa). 

Foucault’s work brings to the fore the insidious strategies of state power and the way 

in which state institutions structure everyday life, including the variety of available 

“surveillance” techniques and the exercise of “strategies”, “technologies”, and 

“programmes” of power.  Programmes of power define the realm of social relations that is 

to be turned into an object of knowledge, intervened in and made functional.  Technologies 

of power are techniques and practices for the disciplining, surveillance, administration and 

shaping of individuals as subjects.  Programmes define forms of knowledge and discourses 

about objects of knowledge.  Strategies of power are what state agencies and agents do in 

practice when exercising state power.  Strategies also include the acts of resistance that 

individuals employ when confronted with power (Foucault, 1977).
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In the case of post-genocide Rwanda, the programme is the promotion of national 

unity in the name of reconciliation and peace.  We have already discussed some of the 

techniques of national unity: (1) the exploitation of the perceived unity of pre-colonial 

Rwanda; (2) government surveillance of information, including the manipulation of the role 

of the RPF in stopping the genocide and of the levels of peace and reconciliation among 

ordinary Rwandans; (3) the constitutional illegality of public references to ethnic divisionism 

or trivialising the genocide; (4) the perceived powerlessness of ordinary Rwandans as “simple 

peasant people” by the government; (5) the maintenance of a climate of fear and 

intimidation through the deployment of security personnel at all levels of the administrative 

structure;21 (6) incentives for security personnel to remain vigilant against “criminal elements, 

those who hold genocidal ideologies, or anyone who fails to promote unity”;22  and (7) the 

maintenance of established  structures of hierarchy and power through institutional practices 

of unity such as umuganda (community work), ubedehe (cell level participatory development) 

and ubusabane (community festivals/gatherings).

The Rwandan government employs a number of strategies of power in the exercise 

of the maintenance of the façade of national unity and reconciliation. (I will only list the 

various strategies as an indication of the extent to which the government seeks to control the 

social and political sphere; see the footnotes for some context): (1) the symbolic 

                                                          
21 To wit, “you (members of the local defense forces) need to maintain a high level of discipline in 
order to exercise your duties. … Any member who does not exercise his duties will be punished as 
stipulated by the law that established local defenses” (Namurinda, 2006).

22 The distribution of wealth from the centre to members of the lower levels of the administration 
corresponds to pre-colonials practices of providing wealth to favoured members of a clan lineage as 
an expression of power (deLame, 2005; Newbury, 1988).  Livestock (cattle, goats and rabbits) is 
given for incentives for controlling the population. Those who fail to control those within their 
jurisdiction are subject to a variety of sanctions, including dismissal, imprisonment, as well as naming 
and shaming for “poor work ethic”, “corruption”, “sexual immorality” or “having HIV/AIDS” 
(Interviews. 2006).
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representations of survivor trauma during mourning week23; (2)  the “re-education” of 

certain segments of the population through ingando solidarity camps;24  (3) the requirement of 

participation at gacaca trials, whether as a survivor (to verify or corroborate testimony), as a 

génocidaire (to tell the truth of what they did) or as a member of the community, particularly 

if the individual has additional knowledge about specific events;25 (4) the control of 

information flows as well as the monitoring of dissent from government policy through a 

highly devolved administrative structure;26 and, (5) the control of civil society organisations 

                                                          
23 The image of the lonely, wounded survivor has come to represent the horrors of Rwanda’s 
genocide and is often invoked to silence criticism.  Particularly powerful is the image of the wailing 
survivor, usually a woman, head in hands, and in a spasm of trauma that has come to represent 
Rwanda’s mourning week, which is dedicated to remembering and memorialising Tutsi lives lost.  
The genocide is memorialised from 6 to 13 April every year.  All Rwandans are required to attend 
mourning week events, including re-burial of mass graves and speeches made by government officials 
reminding the population of the need to “never again” allow genocide in Rwanda.  

24 Ingando camps vary from 2 weeks to 4 months in length. Initially intended to re-educate returning 
refugees and demobilized soldiers in 1996, the camps have since been extended to various categories 
of the Rwandan population, to include incoming university students, released prisoners, and 
incoming civil servants.  The purpose is to let them “through discussion and open debates, grasp first 
hand the unity and reconciliation process, its challenges and numerous opportunities” (NURC, 2004: 
54).  

25  Gacaca (lit. justice on the grass) trials have been re-introduced to try the backlog of over 100,000 
genocide suspects and to establish a truthful record of what happened during the genocide as a 
means to promote the unity and reconciliation of Rwandans.  There are over 11,000 gacaca 
jurisdictions, meaning one at each celle and secteur (the two lowest administrative levels).  The purpose 
is to bring local communities together to witness, identify, corroborate and prosecute perpetrators.  
Perpetrators are to “tell their truth” while survivors are, once the truth has been established, to 
forgive. Participation in gacaca is mandatory in most cases, and individuals are sometimes fined 
and/or imprisoned for failure to participate.

26 The lowest unit in the Rwandan administrative structure, according to the Government of Rwanda, 
is the family, while the highest is the central government (NURC, 2002; 14; NURC, 2004a: 9).  Most 
decisions are made at the lower levels of government, with committee structures (abunzi dispute 
mediators and abakagurambaga peace volunteers) in place to oversee the individual and group activities 
of Rwandans.  The low level bureaucrats report the activities of individuals in their sector to the 
immediate superior at the next level of government, who then decides if the information warrants 
transmission to the next level up, and so on.  
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and other forms of associational life, including what development issues they can work on, 

who is able to join and how the rules and conditions of participation are set.27

An analysis of relational power among ordinary Rwandans in the post-genocide 

period provides useful and important glimpses into the lived experiences of subordination 

under systems of domination.  The programme of national unity masks more than societal 

peace and harmony; it also masks the lived experiences of individuals in the process of unity 

to reveal that unity is often violent, with varying degrees of intensity for different categories 

of individuals according to their location or position in society as well as in their ability to 

position themselves .  In analysing how power plays outs in the lives of ordinary people, we 

can begin to form a picture about how policies of national unity forces individuals to

reconcile on the basis of their group relations and identities.  Rwanda provides a useful case 

in this regard because of the scope and magnitude of the 1994 genocide in tearing the social 

fabric.  

III. A Multi-Layered Methodology

In opting for a study that seeks to restore the individuality of ordinary Rwandans as 

active subjects under the structural and discursive constraints of the programme of national 

unity and reconciliation, the research methodology brings in many perspectives from a 

variety of sources, both written and oral.   It also requires a methodology that allows for 

inquiry into the nature of the past, present and future of ordinary Rwandans.  My task is not 
                                                          
27 Civil society organisations are highly surveilled by the government.  Most organisations, particularly 
those in Kigali, are dedicated to servicing survivor issues, including support to widows and orphans 
of the genocide, psycho-social trauma counselling, HIV/AIDS support, and the provision of micro-
credit.  Membership in civil society organisations is open to these individuals and many Hutu women 
do marginally benefit from their membership in organisations that support survivors, although 
specific privileges such as access to subsidised health care and the waiver of school fees for children 
is available only to Tutsi women in their status as survivors. Survivor and Hutu women who re-marry 
lose access to these privileges; not on the basis of their ethnicity but rather on the fact that they have 
been able to reconstitute their families.  
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prediction but rather to render knowable the lived realities of ordinary Rwandans and to 

situate current realities within a broader historical, cultural and institutional context.  At issue 

is how state practices and techniques of national unity and reconciliation affect people’s 

worldview, including their relation with self, other people and the state.  The research does 

not seek to establish a knowable ‘truth’ but instead to show how what counts as truth (state-

based claims to national unity and reconciliation at the level of the ordinary individual), who 

or what evokes it, how it circulates, and who gains and loses by particular nominations of 

what is true, real and significant. 

The “tools” required to undertake this nuanced analysis have multiple footings.  The 

first is deconstruction of the discourse of national unity and reconciliation as a means to 

establish and understand the acceptable limits of action and speech of ordinary Rwandans in 

performing the required acts of national unity and reconciliation.  To this end, a broad range 

of linguistic and non-linguistic material are employed – reports, speeches, web-sites, 

newspaper articles, policies, and laws as well as symbolic practices such as art, poems, songs, 

proverbs as well as theatre and cultural performances in the name of unity and 

reconciliation.  The second tool is Foucauldian genealogy, which was used to understand the 

historical basis of national unity in Rwanda and the politicisation of ethnicity in Rwanda.  

Genealogy is an important tool in showing how historical structures play out in the present 

lives of ordinary Rwandans in dissecting the meaning they attach to the programme of 

national unity and reconciliation as well as to their own history (or lived experiences).28  

These “tools” are used to contextualise how the policy of national unity and reconciliation 

structures the lives reality of ordinary Rwandans and to assess the knowledge gap between 

                                                          
28 This is discussed in chapter two of the thesis.
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the constructed reality of national unity, and the lived experiences of unity and reconciliation 

of ordinary Rwandans.

At the heart of the research is oral testimony, which is essential for investigating the 

dynamics of political processes at the local level, particularly where ordinary Rwandans 

interact with institutional or formal aspects of state power (such as the gacaca traditional 

courts).  Ethnographic methods opened up the ability to observe and understand the 

informal aspects of power relations in post-genocide Rwanda, viz,. the ways in which 

ordinary Rwandans understand their social and political contexts, their location within this 

context, and the challenges and opportunities available to them. Participant observation,29

unstructured conversations and chance-encounters with Rwandans in the course of their 

everyday lives, and life history interviews were employed to render visible the politics and 

power relations of the everyday lived realities of ordinary Rwandans.  Each of these tools 

spoke to my epistemological commitment to voicing ordinary Rwandans as sources of 

knowledge, as individuals who have lived part of their lives in conflict, and as a result 

possessed knowledge that is the direct result of their lived experiences.30  The focus for the 

remainder of this section is on the gathering and interpretation of oral testimony generated 

through the life history method.

I chose the life history method with the aim of, following Newbury and Newbury

(2000), bringing ordinary Rwandans “back in”, to centre their life experiences in the 

research, and bring their voices into knowledge.  The goal of the method is to provide “an 

                                                          
29 Participant observation is "the process of learning through exposure to or involvement in the day-
to-day or routine activities of participants in the researcher setting" (Schensul et al.,1999: 91).

30 The epistemological and ontological underpinnings of my research are discussed in chapter 1 of my 
thesis.  I also discuss the relationship between poststructuralism as a theoretical framework that deals 
with the past and the life history interview as a method that deals with what has happened.  Briefly 
stated, I situate the life history method as a history of the present.



21

analysis of the social, historical, political and economic contexts of a life story” (Hatch and 

Wisniewski, 1995: 125).   It is the task of the researcher to turn the life story into a life 

history in situating the individual narrative in broader context.  I therefore opted to gather 

the testimonies of ordinary Rwandans about their lives before, during and after the genocide 

to contextualise and situate their lived experiences of national unity and reconciliation after 

the genocide.  In many ways, the life history interview allows for a history of the present; it 

also centres the individual in his or her own narrative as the researcher becomes an 

instrument to voice the told story.  The goal was not to elicit specific information, but rather 

to allow ordinary Rwandans to speak to the topics and issues that were important to them at 

their own pace and in accordance to their comfort level.31  The purpose of testimony 

gathered through the life history interview format then is social change, with the “truth” 

being created through the telling of one’s lived experience of, for example, genocide, 

displacement, imprisonment, intimidation and the struggle to reconstitute lives and 

livelihoods following the genocide.

My “formal” sample consisted of thirty-seven individuals, being two Twa people, 

twenty-one Hutu people, and fourteen Tutsi people, the majority of whom are survivors of 

the genocide. I averaged seven meetings with each individual, resulting in an average of 9.4 

hours of recorded interview data per participant, for a total of 348 hours of recorded

material.  Of the Hutu individuals I interviewed, eight had been through the gacaca process 

while another six individuals – three who had confessed their crimes and three who had not 

-- were in prison on charges of genocide. Only one Tutsi individual was a “returnee”, 

meaning an individual who returned to live in Rwanda after the genocide. Sixteen women 

participated in the research.  Seven participants were under the age of sixteen; two were 

                                                          
31 The list of interview topics is appended.
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children born of the genocide.  The average age was 38 years for women and 44 years for 

men; three participants were over 70, one was over ninety. Two participants had finished 

primary school; the average length of schooling was five years.  Three had salaried jobs; the 

remainder are peasants, day labourers or unemployed.  Most are rural residents; six lived in 

government-sponsored communities, two lived in Kigali, the capital city. Two considered 

themselves mayibobo (homeless).   Six individuals spoke and wrote a language other than 

Kinyarwanda.32 All considered themselves Christian. The life history interview method 

allowed for sufficient contact over time to gain sufficient knowledge of the individual’s life 

experiences, as well as of important themes that are reflective of their interactions with both 

the state, local authorities as well as with others.  

With the life history interview method, I rarely had to directly ask questions about 

the experiences of an individual during the genocide; this was almost always the first thing 

that would be revealed.  Information about childhood, education, work and family life would 

eventually emerge as would stories about life during and after the genocide. The life history 

method was an important tool in identifying the ethnic identity of each participant as 

individuals usually revealed their identity to me in the course of the interview period. Rather 

than limit myself to the study of a specific community or communities, I instead chose to 

follow individuals through their social and political networks as a great deal of political 

activity goes on outside the boundaries of a given community.  Much like the footpaths that 

indicate the linkages between villages, I choose to follow paths between individuals as study 

of social and political networks would reveal the constraints and opportunities of a given 

                                                          

32 Some participants understood a second language, usually French but in one case English.  I use the 
benchmark of the ability to speak and write a foreign language as an indicator of social mobility.  In 
Rwanda, without the means to communicate officially (i.e., in writing), an individual is considered 
illiterate. 
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individual.  I was based in Butare -- Rwanda’s second largest town -- in the south of the 

country but the research took me across the country as the linkages between individuals 

were revealed.  For example, the first participant in the research was based in Butare, and her 

genocide experiences were in and around Butare.   As she shared her story with me, I made, 

with her permission, notes about the individuals she referred to.  She spoke of family, 

friends, neighbours as well as his interactions with government officials before and after the 

genocide.  Some of the experiences with the people were positive, others negative.  

Regardless of the quality or nature of the relationship, I tried to follow up with each of the 

named individuals.  In this way, I was able to trace the private and public relations of the 

thirty-seven individuals who agreed to participate in the research.33  In addition to the thirty 

seven individuals who agreed to share their life history with me, I spoke to or observed 

approximately four hundred Rwandans in the course of their everyday life.34  Formal 

interviews with state agents authorities resulted in seventy-nine hours of recorded material.  

Fieldnotes of observations and informal conversations were prepared every evening.

Ties and linkages that I had forged during my 1996-2001 residency period in Rwanda 

were critical to the research design.  The five-and-a-half years I spent in country working 

first as human rights monitor for the United Nations, then as the Resident Coordinator for 

the USAID-funded Anglophone Law Project at the National University of Rwanda, 

provided an entry point into the countryside where ordinary Rwandans spent most of their 

time.  I had acquired a basic knowledge of Kinyarwanda, and was aware of the cultural 

norms and codes that would frame my presence in the homes of ordinary Rwandans.  It also 

                                                          
33 This method provided one-hundred-and-sixty-seven names. I contacted about ninety-five
individuals of which thirty-seven agreed to participate.

34 Formal interviews were conducted in Kinyarwanda and I relied on one of three research assistants 
to translate into English.  All interviews were digitally recorded and later translated and transcribed in 
English.
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provided unparalleled day-to-day access to ordinary Rwandans.  I had gained a level of trust 

among the ordinary Rwandans in my network during my residency period, and many became 

friends who were comfortable sharing their life history with me.  The nature of social and 

political networks in Rwanda provided a sort of calling card that allowed me to meet 

additional participants through existing contacts.  The interview process was mixed, with no 

two interviews unfolding in the same way.  Some interviews lasted for hours, and included 

sharing a drink or a meal with the participant and his/her family while others lasted less than 

an hour.  Only one individual did not complete the life history interview, saying that it was 

“too hard to relive it all”.   I started each interview with the question, “how did you grow 

up?” and each participant responded with a long narrative about the genocide; where they 

were, who they were with, what they saw, what they heard, and how “everything” changed 

after “that” (meaning the genocide). Others spoke about their trauma; others about the 

experience of living with HIV/AIDS; some spoke at length about how they killed; most 

complained about increasing poverty and of living in constant fear of the future; all spoke 

about a loss of personal safety and increased insecurity in their home communities since the 

genocide.       

There was an element of caution early in the interview relationship.  The usual 

cultural wariness about an outsider was somewhat mitigated by my experience of living in 

Rwanda.  But, ultimately, my ability to conduct research was dependent on the various 

permission letters that constituted my official authorisation, which implies a tie with the 

government.  That I had official permission was of no surprise to anyone.  It was assumed 

and expected.  I expected that ordinary Rwandans would be reluctant to speak to me in such 

detail because of my obvious ties to the government, and the frequent visits to the offices of 
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my local partners to report on what was being said and by whom.35  Instead, my willingness 

to come to the homes of individuals, to be sit with them and listen to their stories was an 

obvious benefit once the initial breaking-of-the-ice had been completed.  Indeed, I was 

required to record my presence in a community with the required visit to the local authority 

office, and to pay a courtesy visit to the local office of my local research partners, IBUKA 

and AVEGA.36  Once this had been done, and it was recorded that I had come to speak to 

“peasants” or “unimportant people”, I was given free range by the authorities.  There was 

indeed an element of discreet surveillance, and one might expect that to generate some 

malaise in the research relationship, but the local authorities left me alone as the assumption 

seemed to be that ordinary people had nothing to say that was of any interest.  My encounter 

with the local authority would inevitably become a topic of conversation, and a point of 

shared experience as individuals would recount their own experiences in navigating their 

relationship with local officials before and after the genocide.

Buoying the insights gained through my negotiation of my entry into the private 

social spaces of ordinary Rwandans (their homes, favourite bars, kiosks, etc), the research 

gained in considerable status among participants when it was learned that I risked my own 

safety in an encounter with a prison official.  Part of the research design was to interview 

prisoners accused of genocide.  I received the appropriate permissions from the Ministry of 

the Interior and began interviewing prisoners in early August 2006.  My work with the 

United Nations also played a role here; I knew that the Director of Prisons for the local 

prison I was visiting would ask the head of prisoners (male and female) to identify 

                                                          
35 I expected to complete twenty life history interviews.  My ethics approval letter from my home 
university cautioned that I should not be surprised if I am only able “to muster five” life stories.   

36 Both survivor organisations, with head offices in Kigali and local offices scattered throughout
Rwanda.
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individuals for me to interview.  There was no question of informed consent in the prisons 

because of the power relationship between the prison administration, and the prisoners 

themselves.  I was supposed to submit a list of names of individuals that I wanted to 

interview.  Instead, I asked for six individuals, three women and three men, who has 

confessed to their crimes and had already gone through thegacaca process, as well and six 

individuals who had not confessed their crimes and were awaiting trial.  As expected, the 

head of prisoners were brought to me and they identified several individuals who were 

willing to speak to me.37  About three weeks into the process of meeting unnamed prisoners, 

the Director called me into his office to ask for a list of the names of the individuals who 

had “agreed” to speak to me.  I did not record anything except the necessary demographic 

details for each participant as a safety precaution; the focus was on recording the narrative.  I 

suspect that the Director knew the names of each prisoner, but his insistence, and my 

inability to share the names resulted in a summons from the Ministry of Local Government 

asking me to come to Kigali “to discuss my research project”.

I sat outside the office of the individual who requested to see me for three days 

before I was called in to explain what I was doing interviewing “Hutus about their 

experiences of genocide.  We know what they did, and we don’t need that kind of research”.  

I showed my research permit, as well as the research summary and list of interview topics 

that supported my application for a research permit to show that I was well within the 

boundaries of what I was allowed to do.  The official suggested at this point that perhaps my 

research project “be shut down” as it was clearly “divisionist and was not promoting national 

unity”. It eventually emerged that the research looked too favourably among the experiences 

                                                          
37 The life history interview allowed prisoners to speak in their own voice about the conditions of 
their detention.  The information gathered was qualitatively different than that gathered outside as 
the interview setting was more sterile, and was certainly surveilled as we sat in a dark corner in the 
room outside the Director’s office.  
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of prisoners, and that “what I needed was to stop talking to ordinary people who were filling 

my head with negative ideas”.  My interviews were halted and it was agreed that I would 

undergo “re-education”.  I was allowed to continue my interviews with survivors, but all 

other interviews were stopped. I was given a list of government officials in Kigali to see, and 

was escorted to five ingando (citizenship re-education) sessions and attended seven gacaca

court sessions.  Ultimately, because of the embedded nature of the life history interview 

method, where I had spent considerable time over several months getting to know people, 

listening to the life stories and sharing everyday experiences with them, word spread quickly 

that I was no longer allowed to work.  This was not met with great surprise by any of my 

research participants, many of whom would pass by my home on the weekend to pay a visit, 

as is the norm in Rwanda.  The insights and knowledge gained during my “re-education” not 

only allowed me to understand more deeply the experience of state surveillance and 

repression, it also provided a source of solidarity between some of my research participants 

and me.  

Another element of the research design was critical to building rapport and maintain 

trust.  I tried to live, as much as possible as a white foreigner could, as ordinary Rwandans 

lived, albeit in Butare town.  I had no hot water, no telephone or any of the “conveniences” 

of town life as a matter of choice.  I walked everywhere, and only took public transportation 

when I had to go any extended distance.  Some of the most revealing conversations were in 

the hills the surrounding the valley I called home, where I walked every evening and met a 

broad-cross section of ordinary Rwandans, some of whom were participating in the life 

history aspect of the research.  I did not pay any of my participants for the time spent 

interviewing, although I did provide sodas and tea and sometimes we would share a meal if 

appropriate.  I was often asked for money for school fees, or for dowry, or to buy livestock, 
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but I always respectfully declined, stating that I had to save my resources to raise my own 

two kids.  Eventually, people began to see that I was “the one with the notebook” and, 

although a white and female foreigner, all I had to offer was my time and some hospitality 

when visitors came to my door.  Mutual trust and confidence was built over time, and came 

more readily with some than with others, but I was mindful to treat everyone the same: with 

humility and respect.  

Informed consent, as was required by my ethics board approval, often proved tricky.  

Most of the “formal” life history participants, and the ordinary people I would meet and talk 

with in the street or in the hills, were illiterate and, I assumed, unable to understand the 

concepts associated with informed consent.  I had two ways of dealing with this.  First, I 

always explained my presence as a Canadian researcher and my interest in voicing the lived 

experiences of ordinary people before, during and after the genocide.  I also explained that I 

was particularly interested in how national unity and reconciliation processes were 

progressing for specific individuals.  This approach invariably resulted in anecdotal evidence 

about the friend, relative or associate of the person I was speaking to – the genocide touched 

everyone in Rwanda, even those who returned after 1994 and particularly those who had 

been in country during the genocide but who were not considered “survivors” by the 

government.  Even the most nonchalant beginnings to conversation, “it is really hot today”, 

would often end in a story of someone who had to deal with the local authorities in pursuit 

of unity and reconciliation as individuals wanted to know what I was doing in Rwanda and 

why.  Second, with the life history participants, I tried to make it clear that their voices (in 

the form of text) would be quoted at length and verbatim and that it was my job as the 

researcher/writer to contextualise their stories within broader social and political trends in 
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Rwanda.  Consent, or perhaps more appropriately, the conditions of use, were always under 

review.  

Early in the research, I worked with my four research assistants (two men and two 

women, two Tutsi and two Hutu) to make available recordings of what was captured by 

voice recorder before translating the material to English.  Depending on the demographic of 

the individual (e.g., female Tutsi survivors were interviewed with a female Tutsi 

interpreter/translator; prisoners with a Hutu, etc).  The material that was recorded in the 

interview was transcribed by the interpreter who attended the meeting, and this was spoken, 

in Kinyarwanda, by another member of the research team, into a voice recorder.  The 

research participant was then able to listen to what he or she had said before it was 

transcribed into English and encrypted to a password protected .pdf file.  Most participants 

to the research listened to themselves early in the research, many enjoying hearing 

themselves for the first time, and most made corrections, or refined comments they had 

made at our previous meeting.  While most participants did not listen to what was they had 

said as previous meetings as we moved away from topics dealing with the genocide and the 

post-genocide government, I continued this process throughout the research, relying on six 

voice recorders and a carefully monitored process of translating and transcribing the 

interview material.  When I was asked to undergo “re-education” in August 2006, the two 

Tutsi members of my research team resigned, well aware, I think, of the political necessity to 

distance themselves from the research.  I was unable, as planned, to go back to pay a 

courtesy visit to each of my research participants, but given the surveillance I was under, and 

the increased interest of the government in the research, I decided not to ask one last time if 

any of my participants had changed their mind about anything that they had said or had 

decided not to participate in the research. When participants came to home to visit after my 
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“re-education” began, we did not speak of the research, both parties seeming to know it was 

best left unspoken.  I interpreted their willingness to visit, knowing the circumstances, as a 

sign of continued confidence in the research and their participation in it.

The close relationships that developed were a reaction to my interest in peoples’ 

understanding of and feelings about events and changes, in their lives, particularly since the 

genocide.  The words of one elderly respondent are emblematic: 

“Madumu, I am so happy that you have come into my life. Never before 
have I been able to speak with such openness, and to a young stranger like 
you.  There is no hope for me, I am an old [removed gender] and the future 
is for youth. But maybe the work you are doing will help other young ones 
avoid storms like the genocide again. I am proud that you ask my stories and 
even more proud that you will write them down for others to see.” (19 July 
2006).38

Multiple meetings with the same participants made it possible not only to revisit 

events, but also for both parties to the research relationship – researcher and 

researched – to relax.  Photographs, usually from local newspapers, were sometimes 

used as a prompt.  In many ways however the research was open-ended, with few 

closed questions posed, except to clarify matters.  I was mindful to avoid leading 

questions, and worked to ask questions designed to elicit meaning, rather than to 

gather statements on a particular event.  The key concepts driving the meaning 

questions were the perceptions and experiences of individuals.  Significant time and 

energy before arriving in Rwanda was spent on translation of key concepts, and to 

strengthen my understanding of the nuanced meaning of such concepts in 

Kinyarwanda.  Interestingly, some ordinary people, because of their low social status, 

were surprised the first time I asked them if “they felt that had a choice?”  For 

example, the word “choice” was translated as a command, rather than as an option, 
                                                          
38 Many of my participants spoke of being “proud” about a variety of topics. I eventually came to 
interpret the various uses of “proud” to equate with the English word “glad”.
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and my research team and I had long conversations about the meaning of such 

words in Kinyarwanda, which were refined and redeployed over the course of the 

research

All this gathering of the feelings and perceptions of ordinary Rwandans about their 

lives before, during and after the genocide leaves me with the very real problem of 

translating the “raw” material into a workable and academic document that is clearly 

intended for audiences far removed from the everyday lives of my participants.  Moreover, 

individual lived experiences are embedded in social and cultural forces that seek to constrain 

some and enable others. What standard of “truth” and validity can possibly be attributed to 

information generated by the life history interview method, and triangulated with participant 

observation, genealogy and discourse analysis?  Ultimately, the determiner of veracity will be 

the reader, not the text, which is why the decision is made to quote the narratives of ordinary 

Rwandans at length.  Given my commitment to voicing ordinary Rwandans as active 

subjects, it should come as no surprise that I embrace the contradictions, exaggerations, and 

perhaps outright fabrications that the life history method offers.  Seeing Rwandans as 

political beings means situating them within the complex and ambiguous complex that 

makes up political and cultural relations in post-genocide Rwanda.  My task is to piece 

together and to make coherent sense of the multiple and often contradictory presentations 

of self that constitute the life worlds of thirty-seven ordinary Rwandans. 

I have not tried to verify the narratives that were generated through the life history 

method, except to ascertain the commitment of the individual speaker to his or her own life 

story.  I acknowledge that the individual narratives are shaped by each person’s selective 

memory, and further acknowledge that hearsay is a big part of the Rwandan imagination

(deLame, 2005). Some elements of what was narrated to me is likely something that happed 
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to a friend or relative of the speaker; I do not try to distinguish what is actual lived 

experience and what is lived-through-someone-else experience.  For example, among 

survivor women, it was common to learn early in our relationship that the sister or 

neighbour had been raped during the genocide.  Sometimes, later on, the individual who 

report that she had been raped during the war and it was important to her that I know it was 

her, and not her sister (or neighbour).  Instead, I seek to ascertain and understand the 

interconnections between who sees what as important, when and how.  My role as the 

author is critical, and a core assumption driving my use of the life history method is that the 

material gathered is mutually constituted.  Together, the researcher and researched bring the 

life history stories to life; the text, is co-produced.  

Central to this co-production is the idea that memory is important and the idea the 

individuals living in the present sometimes develop a historical amnesia, particularly in a 

country like Rwanda where a plurality of histories exists, each with its own political agenda.  

History in this sense is hidden from memory, although it can be recaptured through the life 

history method, with its ability to frame, construct and define what is seen and/or obscured 

by individuals in the course of their everyday lives.  In this way, life history is an entryway, 

through which both researcher/author and reader may begin to understand a political system 

other than their own.  In this sense, the life history method is a form of vicarious learning 

which is grounded in comparing and contrasting the ordinary individuals’ memories and 

lived through experiences with the Rwanda literature.39  The purpose is to contextualise and 

situate the lived experiences and memories of individuals within the literature, to add a 

nuanced layer of knowledge rather than to correct or revise the existing material; instead 

literature is a tool for fieldwork.   The life history narrative exists somewhere between history 
                                                          
39 DeLame (2005) uses a similar approach in her anthropological study of life on a Rwandan hillside 
at the end of the Second Republic.
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and memory, as it is spoken interaction that creates memory from the perspective of the 

present; the life history is, after all, that which is made real through being spoken about.  As 

Feldman notes: “The event is not what happens. The event is that which can be narrated” 

(1991: 14; quoted in Ross, 2003: 77).  

Memories are recalled for reasons that are important to the individual, which perhaps 

explains in part why each of my participants started our research relationship with their own 

experience of the genocide.  It is still an event from which individuals are emerging, and 

which continues to shape the range of options available to them and ways in which they 

choose, or not, to engage those options.  In many cases, particularly around processes of 

national unity and reconciliation and often with one another, ordinary Rwandans are 

circumspect (performing the public transcript?) in their engagement with state power.  Yet, 

through the material gathered through the life history method, individuals reveal sites of 

political and social struggle about what is “real” to them and its meanings.  The life history 

method also reveals that personal interpretations of the past are founded on their 

experiences of the present, and the two are often in “deep and ambiguous conflict with the 

official interpretative devices of a culture” (Steedman, 1986: 6).  The goal of the life history 

method then is not to determine the truth of an individual narrative but instead to situate it 

within broader societal narratives and to present alternate visions of the present while 

challenging dominant narratives about how things appear with multiple versions of how 

things may be.

IV. Situating Gacaca
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In post-genocide Rwanda, individuals are constantly reminded of the need to 

reconcile to consolidate present peace and future security.40  Survivors of the genocide are 

expected to forgive perpetrators, while perpetrators in turn must tell the truth about what 

they did to whom and how during the genocide.  The gacaca process resolves the case 

officially at the level of the individual while at the same time re-inforces the image of the 

post-genocide state as one that at least tries to treat its citizens fairly in the pursuit of 

national unity and reconciliation.  Long after the decision has been rendered however, 

ordinary Rwandans are left with the everyday, lived realities of “unity” and “reconciliation” 

in a social context that remains for most participants one of fear and insecurity.  Individuals 

are forced to participate41 and are cast into the following pre-scripted roles: 1) citizen 

spectators; 2) judges; 3) witnesses: 4) prisoners who have confessed to acts of genocide; 5) 

prisoners who have not confessed; and 6) survivors (NURC, 2003: 8).  Individuals who do 

not perform according to the assigned script fall afoul of the state and are subject to 

sanction.  For example, survivors can lose their membership in civil society organisations 

                                                          
40 For example, in all government communication with the population via radio addresses, speeches 
to the population on the need to reconcile, as well as in the messages of local officials during national 
unity and reconciliation activities such as umuganda (community work), ingando (citizenship re-
education), and in government approved public school curricula.  Radio soap operas transmit the 
message of unity and reconciliation, as do signboards on the side of main road, posters at businesses, 
and signs attached to most government offices and public schools, as well as at all memorial sites.  
Signboards “advertise” the gacaca courts with an image of a group of survivors, citizen spectators and 
witnesses sitting in front of the panel of judges with the text, Ukuri. Ubutabera. Ubwiyunge. (Truth.  
Justice. Reconciliation.)  The genocide memorial at Rulindo, one of hundreds across the country with 
similar messages, offers the following: “In memory of genocide. Let’s participate actively in Gacaca
courts and dare to tell the truth as well as endure the consequences of genocide. (Twibuke Jenocide 
Twitabiha Inkiko Gacaca Kandi Tugira Ubutwari Bwo Kuvugisha Ukuri no Gahangana Nikgaruka Zayo).  A 
sign at a bar in Ruhengeri states: That criminals are many doesn’t make them innocent. Justice must 
do its job. (Ubwinshi Bw’abanyabyaha Ntibukuraho Uburemere Bw’icyaha Ubutabera Nibukore Akazi Kabwo.)  
Four shop owners reported that they were required by law to hang pictures of President Paul 
Kagame and posters and messages provided by government on the theme of national unity.  

41 Article 29 of “Organic law n. o. 16/2004 of June 19, 2004 establishing the organization, competence and 
functioning of Gacaca Courts” states that: “Every Rwandan citizen has the duty to participate in the 
gacaca courts’ activities”.
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that provide free health care or subsidised school fees.  Prisoners who confessed in hopes of 

receiving a reduced sentence in exchange find themselves with sentences of life in prison.  

Community spectators and witnesses can run into trouble with government officials if they 

speak out of turn, or off topic. Judges must oversee and implement the gacaca process in 

accordance with government standards; those who do not can be imprisoned and/or 

denounced, which often means a loss of social and economic status.  

Official government documents contend that “the autocratically divisive political 

structures that once denied minorities a political voice have been replaced, for instance with 

the implementation of cellular councils that involve local communities in important 

decisions at grassroots level” (ORTPN, 2004: 4).42  What the government fails to mention is 

the extent to which gacaca represents yet another “state space” where individual Rwandans 

are observed and monitored for their compliance to the script of national unity (Scott, 1998). 

The gacaca law was passed by the Rwandan National Assembly in January 2001 with the 

double purpose of eradicating the culture of impunity that the government believes was a 

root cause of the 1994 genocide, and to speed up the pace of justice and reconciliation.43  

Sensitisation campaigns target rural populations to encourage the people to 

participate out of self-interest and in the interests of national unity and reconciliation.  Mass 

participation is key to the image of the Rwandan state in generating the image of national 

unity and reconciliation:  Perpetrators (génocidaires) must provide truthful information about 

                                                          
42 The gacaca courts are but one of the new state spaces dedicated to the maintenance of a veil of 
national unity and reconciliation  through grassroots practices such as, for example, umuganda
(community work), ubedehe (cell level participatory development) and ubusabane(community 
festivals/gatherings).

43 The law has been modified twice, once in 2004 and again in 2007.  Both modifications relate in 
part to the election and training of inyangamugayo (judges).  A judicial instruction was adopted in 2005 
to inform judges of the standard of conduct “required from observers, researchers  and journalists in 
the gacaca court process.  See, National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions (2005).  



36

what they and their accomplices did during the genocide.  Before any truth telling takes 

place, a panel of 9 judges (inyangamugayo) has already amassed a dossier of evidence against 

which the truth is to be judged.44  Witnesses corroborate, revise or reject the evidence 

presented by the inyangamugayo or the testimony of survivors and/or génocidaires. Citizen 

spectators observe the goings-on and their en masse presence adds an air of credibility and 

legitimacy to the proceedings.  Survivors are critical to the spectacle, acting both as accusers 

and, once the truth has been established, as magnanimous individuals who are able to 

forgive.   

In practice, however, gacaca courts are a contested and conflicted state space and are 

characterised by discord and tension between the various actors.  Citizen spectators spoke of 

the ways in which local authorities, usually one or more of the nyumbakumi, the cell or sector 

coordinators – urged individual attendance, often accompanied with the threat of official 

sanction.  Witness this from a Hutu woman with children:

“He came [the cell coordinator] and he asked me why I didn’t attend the gacaca. He 
came on a motorcycle so everyone [in the community] knew.  I told him because my 
son is sick and I stayed home with him.  He wrote something in his book and said, 
‘Next time you have to come. I don’t care the reason’. So I got scared because my 
son wasn’t sick at all! It was that I had no money to spare for transport but I didn’t 
tell him [the coordinator] because I know that is no excuse.45  The radio says we have 
a responsibility to participate. Last time we had a meeting [at the office of the cell 
coordinator] the official said that there was no excuse for not participating…[Sighs, 
trembles; head in hands. Long pause]. But I didn’t see anything so what can I say.  I 
heard people getting killed but I was in hiding.  I mean, I hid when they [the killers] 
came.  Who didn’t? We all hid in those days [during the genocide].  I don’t know 
who saw what but I say that I saw nothing.  I heard the official tell someone whose 
name I know to kill but I didn’t see it.  If he killed, I don’t know. So why go if I have 

                                                          
44 Dossiers are collated and approved by the state prosecutor’s office at the Ministry of Justice before 
a the judgement stage of gacaca begins.

45 The average household income among my participants was 5,000Frw./month (roughly $CDN 10).  
Transport from some outlying communities to the cell or sector office costs on average 400frw. each 
way.  As gacaca is a weekly event, that virtually wipes out the household income for the participation 
of one individual.  Most individuals would wake well before dawn to allow sufficient time to walk to 
gacaca. 



37

nothing to say and if I have no money. How do I get money to go? I am not a 
survivor so I am not a member of an association; school fees are now due.  Now I 
have a big headache because he knows I did not go and gacaca is again next week. 
Next week! And now my neighbours know he [the cell coordinator] has come so I 
have to go. I have to but I don’t know how that will be possible.  I also fear because 
if my neighbours find out that I said my son was sick they might use that 
information to denounce me [to the cell coordinator].  What will I do then?” 
(Interview, 17 August 2006).

I have quoted this individual at length as her words are representative of the stresses 

and strains that those who, in the eyes of the government, are peripheral to the success of 

gacaca as a tool to generate unity and reconciliation.  In addition to the strain of meeting the 

official requirements of gacaca, the participant makes reference to the knowledge that her 

neighbours may hold about her reason for not attending the gacaca session.  Official state-

based sanctions (fines, imprisonment) for non-participation matter but so does the watchful 

eye of friends, neighbours, and in some instances, family in assuring the full participation of 

the population at gacaca. This represents a dramatic shift in the personal lives of many 

ordinary Rwandans since the genocide.  Before 1994, there was a level of solidarity – social, 

economic and ethnic – among communities.  Individuals worked together to engage formal 

power in strategic ways.  There was, broadly speaking, unity of purpose.  The actions and 

speech of individual were monitored for conformity to the collective interests of the 

community (which were often set by local business, religious and political elites).  Rarely, if 

ever, did the tools of formal power – military force, economic power or tactics of 

intimidation – appear at the community level let alone at the level of the individual.46  

Rwandans were self-monitoring in the sense that individuals worked together to ensure a 

                                                          
46 An obvious exception to the presence of formal power in the lives of individual before the 
genocide was during the massacres and pogroms of 1959, 1962 and the early 1970s.  These acts 
however only affected selected communties. 
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common front in the face of local elites.  The relationship between local elites and ordinary 

people was far more constraining for individuals than was the formal power of the state:

“We knew about this business between Tutsi and Hutu but it did not affect us too 
much.  That was Kigali business.  Of course we knew about who was who [who was 
a Tutsi or Hutu] but we used that to get things from the [appropriate official].  If the 
[official] was a Tutsi, we always sent one of our Tutsi brothers.  This helped get 
things done. After the RPF invaded [in 1990], when we had to send someone to 
Kigali, we always sent our best Hutu to make the request.  We used to work together 
but now we keep an eye on everyone. I no longer know who my people are….  The 
contacts that someone had were important.  Reputation meant something [in the 
community].  Now it doesn’t matter who you know or who your people are; it 
matters what you did during the genocide” (Interview. 29 May 2006).

Key actors in assuring the smooth operation of the gacaca courts are the judges, the 

inyangamugayo. Judges are officially ‘elected’ by members of the communities they are to serve 

under the watchful eye of local authorities.47   Judges are constantly balancing his/her 

privileged role as an elected (although volunteer) official with the requirements of living as a 

member of the community s/he is to serve.   Judges have have little room to manoeuvre. 

Any confusion about the scope of the gacaca law or the relevant procedures is decided upon 

by a National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions official in Kigali.  Judges are simply to conduct 

the gacaca trial in a fair and impartial way.  In theory, ‘fair and impartial’ means that in the 

course of assessing evidence, weighing individual testimony from survivors or génocidaires, 

and assuring the procedural integrity of the trial, judges can draw on their own personal 

experiences and insights to the gacaca process.  In practice, it means that judges are under 

constant surveillance by both local government authorities, as well as by community 

members, both of whom can report any wrongdoing, real or perceived, to state authorities.  

                                                          
47 Inyangamugayo are elected at the cell level with community members queuing up behind the 
individual judge.  The public nature of the voting makes it critical for individuals to know and 
understand who the local authorities want to see elected.  ‘Elections’ are held in the compound of the 
local government building.
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The gacaca law itself is also a constraint as judges are duty-bound to respects its rules and 

regulations at all time, even though training and support in how to do so is minimal.  Judges, 

because of the important role they play in facilitating the smooth operation of the gacaca

courts, are expected to spur génocidaires to tell the truth, and also to ensure survivors are able 

to provide an act of forgiveness. Because of this power, judges are often reminded by the 

state of their duty to ensure the active participation of the population at gacaca. 

Ensuring the active participation of the population is not without its attendant risks.  

The lament of one male judge is emblematic:

“It is most difficult thing to be a judge.  And no one understands. There is no one I 
can share my difficulties with.  I am survivor like the other survivors but even they 
look at me differently.  I feel isolated since I became a judge.  [Nervous; fiddles with 
fingers. Long pause.] And because I have a family, I have responsibilities to them.  
My wife even asked how I could let my family starve when it was time to harvest.  
But I couldn’t do that work because it [being a judge] takes at least two days a week, 
sometimes more. […] If I don’t undertake my duties as a judge, I can get into serious 
problems with [he names the local government official that he reports to].  And I 
can also get into serious problems with other survivors.  Last year, we acquitted a 
Hutu who was accused.  We didn’t have enough evidence or information to do 
anything but let him go.  So we did.  I truly before God did not think he was guilty.  
And no one spoke up about his role.  It didn’t sound like he did anything.  And he 
was sorry. He fell on the ground [in front of his accuser] and said ‘I’m sorry, I’m 
sorry, I’m sorry’.  The survivor accepted and we all felt happy about the power of 
gacaca at that moment. I was proud to be a judge; you know, really proud.  Then, the 
day after, the IBUKA48 lady requested to see all of us judges.  I was in my fields 
trying to feed my family the few beans we had left. She said that the survivors 
around me [in his community] were so angry with us.  The she raged against me and 
I felt like I did the best I could in deciding how the accused was telling his truth.  I 
said I was sorry but I don’t think it [the evidence against the accused] was enough. I 
fear now that I am going to be denounced because I was told [by the other judges] 
that she [the IBUKA representative] is very powerful with many connections in 
Kigali…. [Stops; titters].  What if something happens to me?  Who will take care of 
my family…?” (Interview, 31 July 2006).

                                                          
48 IBUKA (Kinyarwanda, ‘to remember’ )is the umbrella organisation of survivor groups.  Each 
sector has their own representative.  
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I quote from length from this individual because his narrative is reflective of the 

challenges that individuals face in the performance of gacaca; judges face additional 

imperatives as individuals who uphold the rituals of gacaca trials while ensuring that their 

behaviour does not compromise the ability of others to participate.  The unity of purpose in 

the face of state power that characterised community life before the genocide has all but 

disappeared; instead ordinary Rwandans work covertly to disguise their actions and speech 

both in private with other Rwandans and within the formal requirements of the practices of 

national unity and reconciliation.  The penalties of falling afoul of the post-genocide order 

are too high.  The most marginal seek to avoid contact with government and others.  A 

Twa49 woman said, 

“During the genocide I witnessed all kinds of acts, killings and even a rape.  I saw a 
kid get drowned in a place like that [points to a pit latrine].  So I saw a lot and I 
wanted to tell my truth.  Because I felt like I had to. I had to let the truth be known 
about those souls. I also wanted my neighbours to know that I am a Rwandan too.  
We [Twa] get ignored for everything.  But I suffered. […]. How I suffered. I am now 
an old woman so it is not so serious for me but I suffered.  When we were asked 
[during the fact finding stage of gacaca], I told them everything that I saw.  I thought 
I would be welcomed like a hero! Instead, someone tried to denounce me as Twa! 
Now I thought the devil has finally inhabited this space [uses a finger to make a 
circle in the soil in reference to her community].  I am still a Twa despite all this talk 
about being Rwandan.  And they [the government] want us to get unified.  I am 
disgusted by those men that called me a Twa. So I stopped telling the truth. I just go 
to gacaca now because I have to go.  And they [the local authorities] know me so if I 
don’t go, they will know and I might get other problems.  […] And I see the Hutu 
that raped that girl, and he is free.  I could have put him in prison but he walks 
around free.  [Cackles] This is the new Rwanda...” (Interview. 16 June 2006). 

For génocidaires, the challenges and constraints of participating in gacacaare multiple.  

There are Hutu men married to Tutsi women who have testified against them.  There are 

Hutu who admit to killing in a context of duress by the authorities of the previous regime, 

including one participant in my research who said, 

                                                          
49 The Twa make up less than one percent of Rwanda’s population.
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“Yes, I killed but I killed because I had no choice.  Really! There were no other 
choices for me. I remember looking up to ask God for guidance and He was silent.  
So the Tutsi I killed were my neighbours and it was difficult because just before [a 
few days before] we were hiding together. Everyone knew that Tutsi were the target.  
Some even said that Tutsi were the problem.  Maybe in Kigali but for me any Tutsi I 
knew were my friends. We even shared drinks.50  And my [Tutsi] friend said, ‘if you 
have to kill me, please do it quickly so I don’t suffer too much.’ Before I killed 
[…names the individual he killed], […the local official at the time of the genocide] 
said. ‘when we win [the war], you will be a hero’. Instead, the RPF won and I am 
now in jail with a life sentence…” (Interview, Butare Prison, 28 July 2006).

There are Hutu who claim innocence despite sometimes overwhelming evidence that they 

actively and knowingly participated in the genocide.  Hutu who voice concern about the 

impartiality and fairness of gacaca can be imprisoned for providing false testimony.51  Hutu 

who question why RPF reprisal killings during and after the genocide are not being tried in 

the gacaca courts also run the risk of life in prison, or worse fates including forced exile, 

disappearance or death.  That Tutsi might be guilty of serious crimes against Hutu is rarely 

discussed.  One Hutu male participant looked at me wide-eyed when asked if he thought the 

RPF or any other Tutsi had committed any crimes in 1994.  He hushed me and said, “Susan! 

I thought you understood this country. You better just stop talking with questions like 

that…”.52 A common theme in the narrative of Hutu adults, men and women, was the idea 

that gacaca was a pretext to persecute Hutu for the genocide of Tutsi.  Many individuals 

invoked the historical oppression of Hutu by Tutsi and scoffed at the idea that there could 

                                                          
50 Sharing a drink is a cultural ritual in which marriages, births, business deals and other personal 
celebrations are sealed with an open drink.  

51 An offence punishable by the 2004 gacaca law.

52 I saw the same individual about three weeks later when I was walking home from the bank.  We 
agreed to go for a walk in the hills, away from the glare of other people as well as from the hustle and 
bustle of town.  He told me that he admired my “bravery” in trying to speak for Hutu and thanked 
me for asking the question about RPF/Tutsi culpability.  He continued, “…be careful with this 
government; their [sic] spies are everywhere” (conversation, 9 June 2006). 
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be national unity and reconciliation delivered by such a skewed practice as gacaca.  As one 

young man said, 

“You know, I don’t think there is an adult Hutu inside this country that doesn’t fear 
the gacaca.  I don’t fear it because I was only four years old at the time of genocide, 
but my uncles fear it and so does my older brother.  And I fear for them because if 
something happens to them, what will happen to me? I haven’t even finished school 
yet.  How will I make my living?  I wouldn’t be surprised if something happened to 
one of them though….  That is how things work around here.  My people don’t 
know anyone important so who will stand up for us if something goes wrong at 
gacaca. One of my uncle’s friends was denounced [for acts of genocide] but he knows 
people in Kigali and his wife’s brother is important in our local church [a priest]. He 
knows people, you know.  That and he is already important to the community 
because his brother [the priest] will protect him.  Not because he is religious but 
because he also knows people.  Right after our return [in 1996 in the mass 
repatriation of Hutu refugees from Zaire by the RPF], he denounced many of us 
[‘us’ meaning Hutu]. We don’t know anyone important.  For me, gacaca is just a way 
for the government to put us Hutu in prison, and to make sure we don’t make more 
genocide for them.  It [genocide] could happen because Hutu are no longer welcome 
here. My uncle says that he thinks even there could be a genocide but the RPF won’t 
allow it!53 (Interview, 3 August 2006). 

Several participants spoke at length about the onerous requirements on all Hutu for 

those individuals who stand accused before the gacaca courts.  A Hutu man who was called to 

act as a witness but soon found himself in prison accused of acts of genocide said,

“…and then I got denounced. I mean I am telling the truth and I get denounced 
from someone in the audience.  He said that all Hutu are killers and challenged my 
version [of events]. I was truly amazed. Really amazed, you know.  No one, not the 
judge, not the survivor, no one said anything. Someone said that Hutu are all in it 
together.  I didn’t even know what that person means when he said that.   […]  I am 
innocent but am in prison now.  I have no way out…” (Interview, Butare prison, 1 
August 2006).

Survivors are just as, if not more so, constrained in their action and speech as are 

génocidaires. The position of survivors is complex as the government claims, at least to 

international donor partners that the care and treatment of survivors in the aftermath of the 

                                                          
53 Several Hutu individuals made reference to the idea that another genocide could occur but that the 
RPF is too powerful to allow it to happen.  A senior church official was more clear, “ there will be 
genocide here again.  Violence is part of the Rwandan mind.  Once [President] Kagame goes, there 
will be at least civil war.  His beating heart is what keeps peace in Rwanda.” (interview, 17 July 2006). 
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genocide is a priority.  It is “the ability of survivors to forgive everything despite their deep 

suffering” that makes Rwanda’s “future ever brighter” (ORTPN, 2004: 6).  The role of 

survivors in the gacaca process is critical to the promotion of national unity and 

reconciliation.  The deep well of hope and resilience that survivors, particularly female 

survivors, display on a daily basis is “an inspiration to all Rwandans and evidence that unity 

is within reach” (Interview, NURC official, 19 June 2006)

Despite an apparent ability to spontaneously “forgive”, a common thread in the 

narrative of survivors when speaking about gacaca was the constant sense of insecurity they 

felt.  Feelings of insecurity were widespread, particularly with regard to the act of testifying 

against the accused at a gacaca session and in their daily lives as they came into contact with 

family, friends and neighbours of the accused.  Witness this statement from a female 

survivor who was required to testify against the individual accused of killing her entire 

family, 

“I had a visit from [the nyumbakumi] who told me that [the accused] had made a 
statement that he killed my family.  I was amazed. It was like God struck me down.  
How could this be?  I was very nervous but also very excited. I wanted to know what 
happened to my family but not really. I mean I am alone now. I was raped and I 
know that I will not remarry. I am too old.  And by this time even barren.  Who 
would marry me?! So I know that I am alone and I try my best to stay silent so that I 
can live the rest of my days in peace. I just want peace.  I am a member of [a 
prominent survivor’s organization] and they give me some small money and I still 
have my land.  So I was as happy as I could be after genocide.  Then! Then! Then! I 
am told they found the man who did this to my people.  I was horrified.  Now I 
have to re-live all of that bad memory. I know how my people were killed. I was 
there! I was younger then and was able to run away you know. I just ran into the 
[banana] grove.  Other women talk about how they made efforts to protect their 
children. Me? I just ran.  I guess that means I didn’t love my children as much as 
those other women.  I just didn’t want to confront the man.  I really couldn’t 
remember what he did. I would like to have the remains of my people buried at 
home but I would rather stay out of the way of gacaca if I could.  Of course, I could 
not say no because it is my duty to forgive.  So he [the accused] stood up and I 
recognised him as the husband of my sister! It was not the man I thought it was at 
all. No! I just broke down then.  I just stopped moving and I don’t think I have 
moved since.  This is why I am not afraid to speak to you because my life is over. I 
don’t know why they call us ‘survivors’.   How can I get peace like this? (Interview, 
17 August 2006).
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Equally, other non-Tutsi women thought of themselves as survivors but were unable

to be recognized as such.  For example, Hutu women bristle at the thought that they are not 

also considered survivors.  To wit, 

“I was married to a Tutsi man. He died trying to save me and the children.  
We all survived but one.  I was targeted because my kids are Tutsi because 
their father is Tutsi.  I mean how can I not be considered a ‘survivor’.  The 
authorities say it is because I am a Hutu.  But my people [male members of 
her family] are gone; who cares for me?  And I have these kids to feed, to 
send to school?” (Interview, 11 June 2006).  

Adult male survivors felt unwilling to forgive in any sincere way as many reported 

feeling culturally bound to re-constitute their family life as husband and head-of-household 

as quickly as possible.  Participation in gacaca had the possible effect of upending the relative 

stability and peace they had been able to capture in their private lives.  The words of this 

participant are representative, 

“I re-married as soon as she [the new wife] said yes.  She is also a survivor but is 
deeply traumatised.  She needs a lot of support.  So I care for her and our home.  We 
have no children because she is unable to carry any since she was damaged [by rape].  
But I don’t care.  Together, we are a family.  I fear gacaca because what if someone 
says something to trigger her trauma?  What if someone accuses me of being an 
accomplice? I am a man who survived the genocide.  For some people, that means I 
am an accomplice of the génocidaires! If I was a ‘real’ Tutsi, I would be dead right now! 
The people who say that are Hutu but they are powerful.  One of them even drives a 
taxi.  How can I stand before such people if they were to ask me to…?” (Interview, 
6 August 2006).

This broad, yet selective, cross-section of individual voices from ordinary people is 

representative of the lack of unity and reconciliation in the daily lives of Rwandans.  It also 

begins to paint a picture about life in post-genocide Rwanda, one that the government of 

Rwanda contends is characterised by national unity and reconciliation among the population.  

Far from being a population at peace, the analysis shows that unity is often repressive and 

has the effective of producing insecurity and fear among ordinary Rwandans.  In analysing 

how national unity and reconciliation plays out in the lives ordinary people, we can begin to 
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sketch out how policies of national unity force individuals to reconcile within the confines of 

their social and political networks. It also show that programmes of national unity and 

reconciliation buoy and protect the power of the state; far from being displays of actual, or 

even perceived, unity and reconciliation, much of the interaction between and among 

ordinary Rwandans constitute ways of coping, rather than co-existing.  

V. Conclusion

I have sought to contextualise and situate the life stories of a cross-section of 

ordinary Rwandans to add a much-need layer of nuance and analysis to the post-genocide 

political and social order of national unity and reconciliation.  A multi-layered methodology 

was discussed, with a focus on the challenges and opportunities of using the life history 

interview method as a means to understand and contextualised the lives of ordinary 

Rwandans before, during and after the 1994 genocide.  The lived experiences of a selection 

of ordinary Rwandans with the gacaca process are introduced to show the gap between the 

constructed reality of national unity and the lived experiences of unity and reconciliation of 

ordinary Rwandans.  What emerges are the experiences of fear and insecurity that reveal 

gacaca as a site of insecurity and fear, with varying degrees of intensity for different categories 

of individuals.  
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Appendix: Life history interview topics

1. Family Life 
a) Family background: grandparents, elderly relations, extended family, and their influence; 

did the family separate for political, economic or social reasons; when? how was/is 
communication maintained in periods of family separation; does family still have land 
on the hill of origin; what does your hill of origin mean to you; do you ever go there; 
why or why not;

b) Parents: where they come from, their occupations and roles in the family, their 
personalities, and the individual's relationship with them;

c) Brothers, sisters and childhood friends: children's responsibilities, games and leisure activities, 
childhood journeys; what happened to siblings and childhood friends in later life;

d) Everyday life: the home environment; who does/did the domestic work, cooking etc; 
food and mealtimes, how many meals in a day; alcohol intake, what kind, how much; 
purchasing items for the house – who does/did it?  do you live in an imidugudu? 

e) Gender relations:  what was/is the role of women in Rwanda; of men; what role do/did 
children play in society; have things changed in relations between women, men and kids 
since the genocide; what new social problems (e.g., AIDS, orphans, child-headed 
households, etc) have come up since the genocide; what do these ‘problems’ mean to 
you; do you have new or different social problems since the genocide; 

f) Language/Communication:  how was/is information shared between the family, with 
friends, colleagues, etc; how was/is family communication initiated; were/are you able 
to speak for yourself; taboos/silences; were/are some topics off-limits; did/do you 
discuss politics, social events; what about rumours and gossip; were/are people fearful 
of being denounced; what about since the 1994 genocide; do you like to read books; 
what kind of books do you read; where do you get books, magazines, newspapers?  
what about radio? television? ; did you have to learn a new language; what problems (if 
any) did this pose?  did this change anything for you in your daily life; do you think it is 
better to speak some languages instead of others; what language did/do you speak at 
home, with friends, colleagues, government officials;  can you write? do you know what 
a computer is? do you know how to use one? would you like to (if not)?

g) Education:  did you go to school as a child (as an adult); did you want to; if not, why did 
your parents not send you; how long did you study; did you like your teachers; did you 
have friends at school; were you eligible to attend university or technical school; did you 
train for a job that you wanted; did you learn about ethnicity in school?  what did you 
learn?  

h) Special occasions: weddings, funerals, festivals and initiations; folksongs, poems, and lore; 
what does the week of mourning mean to you; do you attend some/all of the events; do 
you get upset; do you feel proud to be a Rwandan when you participate in special 
occasions?  are there any special events that have come to your community since the 
genocide?  

i) Local geography: the community, village or town; communal areas, land rights and 
ownership; markets, meeting places and other significant places; neighbours, important 
people and interesting characters; changes in these spaces since the 1994 genocide; 
differences in personal relationships with neighbours, etc since the genocide; does the 
place name of where you come from mean anything to you; does the place name of 
where you live now mean anything to you; 
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j) Social and cultural life: religion and politics; education and instruction at home, school or 
work; important friendships, influences and ambitions; herbalists and traditional healers; 
other types of tradition with cultural groups; perceptions of other cultural/social 
groups; social, cultural and political norms, codes and values (such as those proposed 
under the policy of national unity). Key words: culture of impunity, rule of law, justice, 
ingando, gacaca, umuganda, never again, national unity, reconciliation, “Rwandan-ness”, 
“un-Rwandan”, honesty, integrity, peace, genocide ideology, divisionism

k) Government:is Rwanda is more peaceful since the Government of National Unity/RPF 
government came in July 1994;  do you think democracy is a good idea in Rwanda; what 
does the word democracy mean to you; do you think democracy will help prevent 
another genocide; will it prevent poverty; what about the king; can he return to Rwanda; 
did you vote; what was your experience of voting; did you participate in the 
constitutional referendum in 2001; what do you think about national unity; what does it 
mean to you; what does Vision 20/20 mean to you, your family; does the government 
do anything to help you in your daily life; what about your family and friends; do they 
help you; do you feel that you have special needs as a … (survivor, returnee, accused, 
etc);  does the government respond to these special needs;  do you think that some 
Rwandans get more help from the government than others;  do some get less help; and 
if so, which ones and why? 

l) Genocide: where were you during the genocide; what did you do during the genocide; 
what do you tell others (family, friends, colleagues, internationals) about the genocide; 
do you try to forget the genocide; what coping tools do you use to deal with the hurt 
you feel about the genocide; how did you know it was a genocide instead of just “war”, 
how many of your people died; where are your people buried

m) Reconciliation: what should be done with those accused of committing acts of genocide;  
are those convicted/accused of genocide getting proper punishment; what does proper 
punishment mean to you; is the government doing the best it can to punish those; what 
about the ICTR; what do the gacaca courts mean to you; do you think reconciliation is 
possible in Rwanda; why or why not; how do you feel about those accused of genocide, 
survivors of genocide, those who did nothing to stop it, or those who hid people to 
save them from genocide; what is the role of youth in reconciling Rwanda; of your 
elders; of all Rwandans; do you think gacaca is providing justice to survivors of the 
genocide; do you think it is possible forgive those who committed acts of genocide; 
what does it mean to you to forgive someone who participated in genocide;  is it 
possible;  how can it best be done;  role of ingando, umuganda, etc in reconciliation; role 
of gacaca judges; what about compensation; does money help?

n) Memory:  what do you remember about the genocide; why or why not; have you been to 
any of the genocide memorial sites; do you think they are a good way to remember 
what happened in Rwanda in 1994; how do you remember the genocide and the people 
you lost (if any?); what does it mean to remember the genocide; would you rather 
forget; can you forget; does it affect you that the government likes everyone participate 
in public mourning every April; would you mourn differently than how the government 
says you should;

o) Optimism:  what was it like to grow up in Rwanda; were you happy; how did different 
social (ethnic) groups get along, or not; were you surprised by the genocide; are you 
happy now; how do you feel about the future; you feel happy; do you feel safe in your 
life; do you feel loved/unloved; do you feel nervous; anxious; what  worries or concerns 
do you have about the future; do you sometime cry or feel unhappy when you think 
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about the genocide; are you proud and happy to be a Rwandan; what does it mean to be 
a Rwandan since the genocide; is it different than what it meant before the genocide; do 
you think Rwanda is a peaceful country; what does peace mean to you; do you have a 
sense that justice will be done when a crime is committed since 1994; is life difficult;  
what do you do to make life better for you and the people around you;

2. Working life 
a) Occupation(s) inside and outside the home: domestic, agricultural, vocational, professional, 

formal, informal, paid and unpaid; how the skills were learnt; the work environment; 
what the work involves and who with; any formal or informal training or 
apprenticeship; any changes of occupation and why; successes and failures in working 
life; other income-generating opportunities, eg crafts, brewing, petty trading; has the 
environment at work changed since the genocide (assuming individual has same 
occupation); are there different opportunities for different individuals; do you ever feel 
discrimination; if so, why do you think you are discriminated against?

b) A typical working day: seasonal variations; transport to and from work; autonomy at work 
if employed; job security; pensions, school fees, medical, and other benefits; 
opportunity/ability to make choices; opportunity/ability to speak for oneself;

c) Economic life: do you work for money; do you work for yourself or for someone else; do 
you own land; is that land productive; who works it; do you go to market to sell items 
you’ve grown on your land or made through your job training; how do you earn your 
livelihood; do you consider yourself money poor; do you rent or own your home;

d) Important influences at work: mentors, colleagues, friends, enemies; 
e) Work-related organisations: cooperatives, informal groups, professional organisations, 

unions; how important are they for you; any social life connected with work;
f) Wider changes affecting work: environmental, industrial, political or social.
3. Adult Life
a) Central relationships: single, married, separated, divorced or widowed; monogamous or

polygamous; the meeting of partner(s), their background and occupation; any wedding; 
setting up or joining a household, who controls money and assets, the division of work 
and decision-making; expectations and ideals of marriage, the family home, children; 
childbirth, family planning, childcare, ideals of parenting, affection and discipline; hopes 
and ambitions for children; the deaths of partners and family members. If single or 
childless: by choice or circumstance; attitude of others to this; 

b) Religion: church/religious leaders; is the opinion of your spiritual guide important to you; 
do you seek guidance from this person; what do you talk about with him/her; did it 
affect your religious beliefs? if Catholic, did it change the way you feel about the 
church?;

b) Leisure activities: adult leisure and hobbies; friends and relationships; music, dance, 
drama, story-telling; entertaining, local groups or clubs; church/religion; the 
community, the neighbours; closest friends; content of these relationships; importance 
of friendships; support groups; activities with friends; shared community activities with 
family or friends, market activities/childcare/agricultural tasks; new 
friendships/relationships since the genocide; breaking down of taboos about other 
cultural/social groups with the changes in society since the genocide; 

c) Old age: becoming grandparents and/or other rights, responsibilities, privileges or 
difficulties which come with age.
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