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Rwanda After Genocide

In the 1994 Rwanda genocide, around one million people were brutally

murdered in just thirteen weeks. This book offers an in-depth study of

post-traumatic growth in the testimonies of men and women who sur-

vived, highlighting the ways in which they were able to build a new, and

often enhanced, way of life. In so doing, Caroline Williamson Sinalo

advocates a new reading of trauma: one that recognises not just the nega-

tive, but also the positive responses to traumatic experiences. Through an

analysis of testimonies recorded in Kinyarwanda by the Genocide

Archive of Rwanda, the book focuses particularly on the relationship

between post-traumatic growth and gender and examines it within the

wider frames of colonialism and traditional cultural practices. Offering a

striking alternative to dominant paradigms on trauma, the book reveals

that, notwithstanding the countless tales of horror, pain and loss in

Rwanda, there are also stories of strength, recovery and growth.
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Preface

Before the arrival of Europeans, conflict rarely took place between the

Tutsi and Hutu in Rwanda. Wars generally pitted the Banyarwanda as

a group against outsiders and, with the same language, religion and

cultural practices, the terms Hutu and Tutsi did not refer to distinct

ethnic groups, as such, but to political status and occupation.1 The

racialisation of these groups came with the arrival of German, and

later Belgian, colonists who believed the Tutsi to be racially superior

to the Hutu. Such divisions were further reinforced by the colonial pol-

icy of introducing identity cards in the 1930s which explicitly stated

the individual’s ethnic group. Alongside these reforms, the Belgians

established Tutsi supremacy by reserving educational opportunities for

Tutsi and replacing all Hutu in power with pro-European, Tutsi chiefs.

In the 1950s, a sense of injustice and inferiority among the Hutu,

in combination with their numerical predominance, began to draw

sympathy from Flemish missionaries and a Hutu counter-elite began

to emerge. Anti-Tutsi rhetoric grew in intensity and the Belgian

authorities began switching their allegiances to the Hutu majority,

replacing Tutsi chiefs with Hutu ones. Following the 1959–61 revolu-

tion, the Parmehutu Party was elected to power with Grégoire

Kayibanda as president.2 Parmehutu propagated a pro-Hutu racist

ideology, claiming that Hutu held the racial right to rule Rwanda.

Despite a growing number of killings and human-rights violations,

this government was perceived by Belgium – and later France – as

1 The Hutu majority make up about 85 per cent of the population and are
traditionally land-working famers. The Tutsi make up around 14 per cent of
the population and are traditionally pastoralists. The third ethnic group of
Rwanda, the Twa, represents just 1 per cent of the population and are
traditionally hunter-gatherers and potters.

2 Parmehutu, or Parti du Mouvement pour l’Emancipation Hutu, was the
political party established by Grégoire Kayibanda to counter Tutsi supremacy.
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democratic because the notion of ethnic majority was equated with

democratic majority. Over the next few decades, the government

reversed the ethnic hierarchy that had been established during the

colonial period and corruption concentrated access to resources,

opportunities and power into the hands of a tiny Hutu elite. Several

outbursts of anti-Tutsi violence in the 1960s resulted in bloodshed

and many Tutsi were driven into exile in surrounding countries.

During his presidency, Kayibanda relied heavily on people from his

southern home town of Gitarama where, in return, he concentrated

economic resources. In the face of increasing poverty, Hutu from the

north of the country began to criticise the regime. Kayibanda lost

control in a northern coup d’état on 5 July 1973 which placed

Juvénal Habyarimana in power. At the time, the coup was immensely

popular as it reduced ethnic violence and government corruption.

In the early days, the regime also saw an improvement in Hutu–Tutsi

ethnic relations and intermarriage became more common. However,

in the late 1980s, Habyarimana faced a similar economic crisis to

Kayibanda in 1973. Then, in 1990, the Rwandan Patriotic Front

(RPF) – consisting mostly of Tutsi refugees from Uganda – invaded

northern Rwanda and sparked a civil war. Seeing this as a propaganda

opportunity to abate the growing discontent, Habyarimana deflected

criticism of his regime onto all Tutsi. In an attempt to retain power, the

government fostered policies of ethnic hatred and fear of the RPF and

all Tutsi. Habyarimana used racist propaganda and incited hatred

through radio broadcasts, popular magazines, newspapers, songs and

even school textbooks. Tutsi were portrayed as inherently evil; foreign

conquerors who wanted to enslave the Hutu people. Under intense

international pressure, a ceasefire was called and the Hutu government

signed a power-sharing agreement with the RPF as part of the Arusha

Accords. However, by the time Habyarimana’s plane was shot down on

6 April 1994, plans for the genocide of the Tutsi were already in place.

Hutu extremists blamed the RPF for the plane crash and a killing

campaign ensued. Hundreds of thousands of ordinary people partici-

pated in the genocide and victims were frequently raped, tortured and

slaughtered by their neighbours. As soon as the killings began, the

RPF rekindled the civil war and won within three months, establish-

ing a new government. But, by the time the RPF won the civil war, as

many as three-quarters of the Tutsi population had perished, as well

as thousands of moderate Hutu.
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Over the thirteen-week period of genocide, the death toll reached

around one million people, most of whom were brutally murdered

using machetes and other farm tools. In the immediate aftermath,

a further two million Hutu – perpetrators and others – fled to neigh-

bouring Zaire in fear of retribution and around 600,000 Tutsi refu-

gees returned from neighbouring Uganda, Tanzania and Burundi.

While the influx of Tutsi refugees created an increase in criminality at

home, the outflow of Hutu refugees led to a security threat as mem-

bers of the former regime began retraining their army and threatened

to launch a full-scale invasion. Meanwhile, the people that made up

the rest of the Rwandan population were psychologically trauma-

tised. There were Tutsi and Hutu survivors who had lost their

families, friends and property; thousands of children who had lost

their parents; perpetrators of the genocide who had blindly followed

orders and now lived in fear of being arrested or killed; and killers

who had believed in the genocidal ideology. To make matters worse,

the country’s economy was non-existent. In short, the genocide left

Rwanda and Rwandans devastated.

This book offers an in-depth analysis of post-traumatic growth in

the testimonies of men and women who survived. Post-traumatic

growth describes the ways in which survivors of trauma are able to

build a new way of life that they experience as superior to the life they

had before in significant ways – a phenomenon that has been recog-

nised throughout history and across cultures. However, scholars in

both the humanities and the psychological sciences have placed much

emphasis on the negative cognitive, behavioural and emotional reac-

tions to traumatic events which have been interpreted as pathological.

In this book, I argue that Western concepts such as Post-Traumatic

Stress Disorder (PTSD), belatedness, unknowability and unrepresent-

ability may have limited useful application in a post-colonial, post-

genocide context such as Rwanda and may even exacerbate, rather

than remedy, the problems of trauma survivors. In addition, because

of their exclusive focus on negative outcomes following trauma, both

the medical model and trauma theory could be regarded as incomplete.

This book advocates a new reading of trauma; one that recognises not

just the negative, but also the positive, responses to traumatic experi-

ences. Taking testimonies recorded in Kinyarwanda by the Genocide

Archive of Rwanda as its corpus, the book focuses particularly on the

relationship between post-traumatic growth and gender.
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The trauma of experiencing genocide can have devastating social

and psychological effects. Research has shown that depression and

anxiety as well as emotional problems of guilt, shame, anger, sub-

stance abuse and conflicts within relationships are all common conse-

quences of trauma. However, research also shows that, in the

struggle to rebuild lives, there is often the possibility of positive

changes for individuals and their communities. It may seem paradoxi-

cal to suggest that the genocide could have resulted in such positive

transformations, but research in other contexts suggests it is a real

possibility. Through a discursive analysis of survivors’ testimonies,

this book reveals that, although there are countless tales of horror,

pain and loss in Rwanda, there are also many stories about strength,

recovery and growth. It identifies how growth is manifested, how

gender affects processes of post-traumatic growth and how growth

might be facilitated in the socio-cultural context of Rwanda.

Through its focus on the voices of individual Rwandans who have

given their testimonies to the Genocide Archive of Rwanda, this book

differs from other books on the Rwanda genocide. Many Africanists

working on post-genocide Rwanda rely on historical or political doc-

umentation produced by government or other elite institutions.

Others base their research on interview material. The testimonies on

which this book is based offer a new perspective on the genocide

because the interviews are carried out by fellow survivors rather than

by Western researchers and by providing an environment in which

survivors feel comfortable speaking freely, these testimonies challenge

many of our received understandings of Rwandans. For example,

Rwanda is often portrayed as a place where a culture of silence pre-

vails. Contrary to this popular perception, however, I show that

Rwandan men and women are willing to speak out and actively

shape public discourse on such issues as the government, ethnicity,

pre-genocide history, the genocide and the role of the international

community.
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