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Preface

Performing this study has been an intense and enriching journey. Before this project, my
knowledge of Rwanda was limited. Yet during my stay, | became deeply impressed by
the country’s complexity, resilience and beauty. The impact of the 1994 Genocide
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Rwanda, | also hope it challenges readers to approach this history with humility,
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this study, and | am grateful for the skills and insights gained. | am positive that these
will be useful in my future research.

Over the course of three months living in Rwanda, | was welcomed with open arms.
While enjoying life in Kigali, travelling around the country during the weekends have
been an amazing opportunity to explore this beautiful country. | had little idea what to
expect, but the warmth and generosity | encountered here made me feel at home
immediately. Especially Norbert and Aline made my stay in Rwanda so welcoming, as
they provided me a home and showed me around in their daily life. | am truly grateful for
meeting you and staying with you these three months.

| owe immense gratitude to Assumpta, director of IRIBA Center. Your support made this
research possible. You not only gave me access to the field, but also guided me with
knowledge, critical insight and deep care. | learned so much from you about Rwanda’s
culture, history and remarkable hospitality. Thank you so much.

| would like to thank my supervisor, Dr. Joris Schapendonk, for your guidance
throughout this project. Your thoughtful feedback and understanding of Rwanda’s

complexity helped me find direction when | needed it most.

Finally, | would like to thank my friends and family, and especially David. Thank you for
your encouragement, patience and support throughout this project.

Rwanda, we will definitely meet again. Murakoze Cyane!

Sophie Delfgaauw



Abstract

There is a growing scientific literature on the memorialization of the 1994 Genocide
against the Tutsi in Rwanda, with a focus on the sexual violence narratives. This thesis
analyses both official genocide memorials and community-based memorial practices
and their in- or exclusion of sexual violence. Additionally, this thesis examines the
emotional and reflective spaces that the memorials create for visitors. Through
qualitative research methods including interviews, participant observations and artistic
and literary analysis, this thesis reveals a discrepancy between feminist goals of
transparency of sexual violence and the cultural boundaries of Rwandan society.
Survivors of the Genocide against the Tutsi highlight an incomplete portrayal of the
experience of women, but argue that a more detailed narrative would not benefit the
Rwandan society, as is expected by international scholars and memorial visitors.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

The 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda has an immense impact on the
Rwandan society. During a period of 100 days, between April and July 1994 more than 1
million people were killed (Republic of Rwanda, 2025). The genocide started on the 7™ of
April, after the assimilation of the Hutu president Habyarimana, when Hutu extremists,
the Interahamwe, started the hunt on Tutsis (Banyanga, et al., 2017). During this period,
an estimated of 350.000 women and girls were sexually abused by the Interahamwe,
police officers and individual men (Bijleveld, Morssinkhof & Smeulers, 2009). Around 90%
of the women and girls that survived the genocide had been a victim or witnessed sexual
violence and rape, often more than once (Denov, 2024; African Rights, 1995). In many
instances, the rape was followed by the murder of the victim. During the genocide, rape
and sexual violence was a strategic weapon in order to humiliate and destroy the
complete Tutsi community (Amnesty International, 2004; Burnet, 2015). Even more than
two decades later, many women endure significant challenges, such as physical
violence, psychological distress and limited economic opportunities. Further comprising
the physical health and economic opportunities of the survivors is the high AIDS-HIV
prevalence, with 66,7% of female victims testing positive, as a result of rape (Nharaunda-
Makawa & Kurebwa, 2021).

Genocide triggers collective and cultural trauma, shaping the collective memory
of the society in profound ways. Collective memory is defined as “things that a group of
people or a community know or remember, often passed from parents to children”
(Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries, n.d.). Memorial sites are pivotal tools in the construction
of this memory, as they shape how people tell the past (Mitchell, 2003; Jinks, 2014; de
Yeaza and Fox, 2013). These sites not only promote healing by recognizing past violence
and addressingthe collective and cultural trauma (Fox, 2019) but also provide individuals
the opportunity to share trauma and work on mourning collectively with others (Koh,
2021). While memorials may aid in overcoming trauma, they also play a centralrole in the
construction and reinforcement of identities (Mitchell, 2003). Collective memory is
influenced by the cultural and social positioning of groups, which determines whose
voices are heard or marginalized (Mitchell, 2003; Zerubavel, 2003). Memorial sites, as
physical embodiments of collective memory, should include all narratives to provide a

comprehensive and meaningful representation of the past (Jinks, 2014; Mitchell, 2003).



Historical narratives have often failed to include the full spectrum of experiences
(MacDonald, 2016). Who is remembered, how, and by whom, are all questions that reveal
underlying power dynamics. It is therefore crucial to examine the construction of
memorial spaces, because this not only influences how the pastis remembered, but also
how communities relate to it in the present. Gendered experiences, particularly those of
sexualviolence, is one of the narratives that remains absentin many memorial practices
in post-conflict settings like Rwanda (Fox, 2019). The exclusion of sexual violence
narratives in memorial sites stems from a range of culturaltaboos, shame amongvictims,
and societal discomfort with portraying such atrocities in nation-building projects (De
Yeaza & Fox, 2013; Féron, 2023). The gendered-based memorials perpetuate a
fragmented and incomplete collective memory, which silences survivors and neglects
how sexual violence was strategically used during the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi.

Moreover, memorial sites are dynamic spaces that interact with visitors, evoking
emotional and reflective responses (Young, 1993; Mitchell, 2003). These responses vary
across people, social positions and generations. The emotional and reflective spaces
play a critical role in helping visitors engage with the narratives presented, fostering
empathy, understanding, and critical reflection. The inclusion of sexual violence
narratives in memorials is crucial not only for providing survivors with recognition but also
for enabling visitors to process and contextualize the trauma of the genocide (Fox, 2019).
Studying these emotional and reflective spaces offers valuable insights in how memorials
impact visitors in the context of Rwanda.

This thesis builds on to the work of Fox (2019), who critically examines how
narratives of sexual violence are absent in Rwandan memorial sites. While Fox (2019)
focuses primarily on the silencing of these narratives in official memorial sites, this study
also analyzes community-based memorial practices to evaluate the opportunity for
counter narratives and the emotional and reflective spaces that they both create for
visitors. By incorporating my own positionality and affective responses, alongside those
of international visitors and local visitors, this study offers a nuanced perspective on how
memory is shaped through interaction, presence and silences. This contributes to a
broader understanding of how gendered violence is remembered in post-genocide
Rwanda. The praxis implications of this study lie in the design of memorial sites that not

only supports healing for those affected by the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi, but also



serves as educational tools for other visitors and promote broader recognition for this

part of Rwanda’s history.

1.1 Societal Relevance

The 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda was marked not only by mass killings but
also by the widespread use of sexual violence affecting an estimated 354,440 women and
girls (Bijleveld, et al., 2009). This number can still be expected to be an underestimate, as
‘rape was the rule, and the absence the exception’ (Bijleveld, et al., 2009). Despite
Rwanda’s progress in post-conflict reconciliation including gender equality in political
positions and the recognition of rape as a crime of genocide by the International Criminal
Tribunal for Rwanda (Longman, 2006; Russell-Brown, 2003; Bijleveld, et al., 2009; de
Brouwer & Ka Hon Chu, 2011), the inclusion of sexual violence narratives in memorials
remains limited (Fox, 2019).

Memorial sites are influenced by the narratives of those in power, the Rwandan
Patriotic Front (RPF) in the case of Rwanda, leading to the marginalization of certain
voices (Lemarchand, 2006; Mwambari, 2021). The narratives of Hutu, Twa and those with
a mixed background, or the victims of the civilian war in 1990 in Rwanda are often not a
part of the official history (Mwambari, 2021). Furthermore, narratives of gendered
violence, like sexual violence and rape are also excluded from many memorials in
Rwanda (Fox, 2019). This exclusion of sexual violence narratives silences survivors and
reinforces societal discomfort with addressing this sensitive topic. Additionally, this
exclusion influences the understanding of the genocide for international visitors, as
Rwanda has become a prominent site for “genocide tourism” (Sharpley & Friedrich,
2016).

However, beyond official memorials, community-based memorial practices and
spaces have emerged as alternative spaces of memory. Oppositional genres and
storytelling practices can challenge dominant narratives and offer room for silenced
narratives to be heard (Norridge, 2011). These efforts of survivors and local communities
play a crucial role in preserving memory, facilitating mourning and promoting inclusive
forms of remembrance. Community-based memory practices create opportunities for
healing and reconciliation from the bottom up, while voicing silences within the official

memorials.



The emotional and reflective spaces that are created within memorials give
visitors the opportunity to engage with the narratives presented, while fostering empathy,
understanding and critical reflection. They provide spaces for processing and
contextualizing trauma (Mitchell, 2003; Jinks, 2014). Stigmas around sexual violence
make that these spaces for emotions and reflections are vital for reconciliation and
healing (Fox, 2019). Fox (2019) highlights that memorials serve as platforms for survivor’s
voices to be heard and visitors to understand the complexities of historical violence. By
examining the spaces within official memorials and community-based memorialization
practices, valuable insights can be gained on how visitors engage with the narratives
presented in Rwanda.

This thesis not only examines the inclusion of sexual violence narratives from
official genocide memorials and community-based memorial practices but also
considers the emotional and reflective responses of visitors who engage with these
silences. By analyzing both official and community-based practices it uncovers how
survivors and citizens challenge official narratives and forge alternative paths to healing

and remembrance.

1.2 Scientific Relevance

This study contributes to the growing body of literature on genocide memorialization,
gender-specific narratives, and visitor engagement with memorial sites (Jacobs, 2017;
Féron, 2023; Lentin, 1999; Stone, 2025; Lundy, 2011). Work by de Yeaza and Fox (2013)
and Fox (2019) addresses how narratives of sexual violence have been absent within
Rwanda’s memorial landscape. According to them, these omissions are not merely
oversights, but influenced by cultural taboos, institutional silences and political uses of
memory. However, memorials are rarely stagnant. They evolve in response to shifting
political climates, public testimonies, and generational change (Young, 1993). Memorials
are also influenced by the global memorial landscape, often following established
paradigms, like the Holocaust, in their design and presentation of narratives (Jinks, 2014).
While feminist approaches aim for more inclusion of voices of sexual violence, these
efforts can be met with resistance from the local community due to cultural sensitives
(Féron, 2023). Nevertheless, community-based memorial practices often do offer

counter narratives to the official state-regulated memorials (Norridge, 2011). Building
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upon these insights, this study examines both national and community-based memorial
practices in Rwanda. It thereby offers a more comprehensive understanding of how
gendered violence is remembered while also addressing the emotional and reflective
spaces they create.

This thesis examines the gendered framing of memorialization through a critical
engagement with memory politics, particularly in contexts shaped by mass violence and
collective trauma. Drawing from feminist approaches, it interrogates how memorials
often reproduce normative gender roles, portraying women as passive victims or
excluding narratives of sexual violence (Marschall, 2010; Stevens, et al., 2024; Féron,
2023). By situating the Rwandan case within broader debates on gendered memory
politics, this research traces how gendered narratives are negotiated in official and
community-based memorial practices. It engages with memory as a contested terrain
where representation is always partial and politically charged (Hirsch, 2012; Zerubavel,
2003). In doing so, the study contributes to a dialogue between feminist memory studies
and critical genocide commemoration research.

The strategic use of sexual violence in genocide is seen in conflicts all over the
world, as in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Rwanda, and the Holocaust (Seifert, 1996; Reid-
Cunningham, 2008; Young, 1989; Askin, 1997; Burnet, 2015). Even with this known
prevalence of sexual violence, these narratives remain under presented in official
memorial narratives (Stone, 2025). By situating Rwandan memorials within this wider
framework, this study contributes to ongoing discussions about gendered silences and
the politics of collective remembrance (Burnet, 2015). This single case study on
Rwanda’s memorialization landscape also indirectly contributes to the call of Jinks
(2014) for more comparative research between countries that experienced high rates of
conflict-related sexual violence. This detailed case study can be used in future
comparative research.

Additionally, this study advances research on affect theory by focusing on the
emotional and reflective spaces created in memorials (Young, 1993; Koh, 2021; Jinks,
2014). It treats memorials not only as sites of narratives, but also as affective spaces.
These are environments that trigger complex and emotional responses (Viebach, 2020).
Affect theory allows this study to trace how memory is also felt. Through participant

observation and interviews with visitors, this study provides insights into how visitors



emotionally engage with memorials and how these experiences shape their perceptions
of historical violence.

Moreover, this study examines the politics of memory, particularly how state
narratives shape which histories are remembered or erased, and how community-based
memorial practices can provide counter narratives (Mitchell, 2003; Lemarchand, 2006;
Mwambari, 2021; Norridge, 2011). These community-based memorial practices don’t
always have to function as oppositional but can function in addition to the state regulated
memorials. This study therefore investigates how these community-based memorial

practices offer the opportunity for alternative commemorations.

1.3 Research Objective & Research Questions

This thesis provides insight into the representation of sexual violence during the 1994
Genocide against the Tutsi in both official and community-based memorial practices,
and into the emotional and reflective spaces these practices create for visitors, in order
to contribute to a deeperunderstanding of how gender-based violence is commemorated
and how such memorial practices can support social recognition, healing, and inclusive
reconciliation. By integrating theories of memory politics, gendered conflict, and affect
this thesis seeks to answer the following research question: "How do official memorials
and community-based memorial practices, address sexual violence during the 1994
Genocide against the Tutsiin Rwanda, and what kinds of emotional and reflective spaces
do they create for visitors?"

Official memorials include the memorials that are under state protection. The
memorials included in this study are classified as ‘a national memorial site for the
Genocide against the Tutsi’ (Kagame & the Parliament, 2016). Community-based
memorial practices are commemoration events that are an initiative of survivors or local
communities, or products, like books and documentaries, which are focused on the 1994
Genocide against the Tutsi.

This study uses four sub-questions to be able to analyze the data and answer the
research question. The following sub-questions are used:

(1) What narratives and symbols are used in memorial sites and practices that

represent or exclude sexual violence?
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(2) In what ways do official and community-based memorials and memorialization
practices differ in their representation of sexual violence and the voices they
include?

(3) How do physical, spatial, symbolic and temporal elements within and around
memorial sites facilitate emotional and reflective experiences for visitors and
participants?

(4) How do visitors engage emotionally and reflectively with the narratives and
silences around sexual violence in genocide memorials?

This thesis employs qualitative research methods, such as interviews and participant

observation at the memorials and commemoration events, to analyze the narratives that
are included in the memorial sites and how these create emotional and reflective spaces

for the visitors.

1.4 Reading Guide

This thesis first draws the theoretical framework that it leans on. These are separated into
three sections: politics of memory, gender and memorialization, and affect theory. The
next chapter focuses on the methodology, which explains how this research is
conducted, and the ethical concerns of this subject. Chapter 4 introduces the findings of
the appearance of sexual violence in memorials and in community-based memorial
practices. This part will answer the first two sub-questions. Chapter 5 focuses on the
emotional and reflective spaces that memorials create for visitors. This chapter is mainly
derived from the interviews and answers the last two sub-questions. This thesis closes
with a conclusion that also involve discussion points related to this research. The
Appendix at the end includes an overview of the used memorials, participant

observations, interview consent forms, interview guides and interview details.
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Chapter 2 - Theoretical framework

2.1 Politics of memory

Memorials are crucial in shaping collective memory, serving as physical and symbolic
spaces for communities to process historical events (Mitchell, 2003; Jinks, 2014). They
not only commemorate the past but also influence how societies interpret and transmit
historical narratives. In the context of genocide, memorials play a dual role: they function
as tools for reconciliation and healing while also shaping national identities (Fox, 2019).
However, the narratives included in memorials are not neutral; they often reflect the
political, cultural, and social dynamics of those in power, leading to the marginalization
of certain voices (Lemarchand, 2006; Mwambari, 2021; Féron, 2023; Stroud & Henson,
2019). Official memorials show visitors what should be remembered and who the victims
are, therefore influencing the collective memory (Mitchell, 2003; Jinks, 2014). The politics
of memory includes the deliberate use of remembrance for political authority, define
nationalidentity and control how history is understood and transmitted (Zerubavel, 20083;
Lemarchand, 2006).

What memorials show and include affects the nature of post-conflict peace in a
society. When memorials are inclusive and show diverse narratives, they can promote a
‘just peace’. This form of reconciliation entails that it addresses all victims and therefore
avoids reproducing hierarchies of violence (Mannergren, et al., 2024a). When memorials
show a single narrative, they risk creating social divisions (Mannergren, et al., 2024a).
Memorials also embody the tension between public and private memory. Governments
may prioritize unity and stability, while community-based memorial practices can
present a counter narrative, as they can prioritize survivor testimonies (Viebach, 2014).

Post-conflict memorialization does not only occur in a vacuum. Itis influenced by
global memory culture and transnational political dynamics. In the recent decades, the
Holocaust has become a global example in memory politics, shaping how genocide and
mass violence are memorialized (Jinks, 2014). This example made other states adopt the
style, creating similar aesthetics and narratives within the memorials (Bjorkdahl &
Kappler, 2019). In Rwanda, the Holocaust served as a model in the memorial landscape.
Rwandan officials visited several Holocaust memorials before working with the UK-based
Aegis Trust to develop Kigali Genocide Memorial (Jinks, 2014). This global memory culture

has its limits, while it promotes empathy and awareness, it also has the risk of
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marginalizing local narratives and understandings of violence. This global memory
culture can prioritize international recognition over local relevance (Dwyer & Alderman,

2008).

2.2 Gender and memorialization

Memorials are not only political spaces, but they are also gendered. Gender plays
afundamentalrole in how memorials are imagined, who is commemorated and how, and
what kind of violence is made visible (Heath-Kelly, 2020). Public memorials often
reproduce gendered hierarchies by foregrounding male heroism and state-centered
narratives, while portraying women as victims or having roles of moral guardianship
(Marschall, 2010). They can picture men as protectors or perpetrators, while picturing
women as mourners. This distinction does not only shape how victims are remembered
but also decide what forms of violence are portrayed. When women are included in
memorials, they are often portrayed around traditional gender roles (Marschall, 2010).
They are not remembered as political actors or complex individuals, but as emotional or
reproductive extensions of the nation. This gendered framing would influence the
inclusion of narratives of sexual violence. Rape is frequently seen as shameful, private
and unspeakable (Fox, 2019). Its inclusion in public memorials requires not only political
will, but also a cultural shiftin how gendered violence is understood and narrated (Féron,
2023; Fox, 2019; Marschall, 2010; Stevens, et al., 2024).

Gendered violence remains widely underrepresented in global memory practices,
even though conflict-related sexual violence is already highlighted by many different
scholars (Nordas & Cohen, 2021; Féron, 2023). The gendered violence in memorials is
often abstracted into sanitized language or buried within broader narratives of war
(Stevens, et al., 2024). This abstraction erases the embodied, sexualized nature of harm
and limits public recognition of survivors. Public memorials often avoid direct references
to sexual violence due to its perceived incompatibility with state-driven goals of
reconciliation, dignity or national unity (Féron, 2023). This creates a paradox for survivors,
as their experiences are politically powerful yet narratively inconvenient. However, some
memorials and community practices attempt to resist this erasure. Survivor
organizations and alternative commemoration efforts often strive to restore narrative

agency to women affected by sexual violence (Fox, 2019).
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2.3 Affect theory

Affect theory provides a useful lens for understanding how visitors engage with
memorials emotionally. Memorials do more than present facts. They evoke moods,
provoke sensations, and invite reflection. These responses are not accidental, but
shaped through spatial design, symbolic content, and the narrative structure of the
memorials itself (Young, 1993; Friedrich, 2016). The spatial design of memorials, like
silence rooms or gardens, carry emotional weight, while materials, like personal
belongings, or human remains, evoke loss and vulnerability (Young, 1993). These
different elements create a space for a connection between the visitor and the people or
history that is being remembered (Viebach, 2020).

Ahmed (2013) argues that emotions do not reside in objects or subjects but are
produced with encounters between them. Emotions are triggered by bodies, spaces and
symbols, while shaping how individuals orient themselves toward others and the past.
This is crucial in memorial sites, where displays like clothes, human remains and
testimonies not only symbolize suffering but are also affectively charged and provoke
emotional engagement of the visitor. These objects thus invite visitors into a relational
experience of memory, connecting the trauma of the past with the present reflection
(Ahmed, 2013; Viebach, 2020). Many memorials include quiet zones or benches to
support reflection among the visitors. These elements invite them to pause, look inward
and absorb the weight of what they have just encountered in the memorial. These
moments can be described as ‘affective thresholds’, where the memorial creates the
space for the reflection instead of solely observation (Koh, 2021).

The narratives presented within memorials also play a crucial role in shaping
emotional engagements. When a memorial solely presents the political narrative, they
foster a sense of national identity or unity. However, this can lead to an exclusion of the
experiences of those that do not fit into this narrative (Mitchell, 2003; Stroud & Henson,
2019). In contrast, when memorials incorporate a broader range of victim stories, they
often elicit more complex emotional and ethnical reactions and create a shift towards
critical engagement from visitors (Friedrich, 2016). Furthermore, do inclusive memorials
foster a more nuanced understanding of history and aid in healing divided societies

(Demirel, 2023).
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Among these diverse narratives, those involving sexual violence create emotional
and ethical challenges. These stories can evoke intimate and unsettling responses. This
is not only due to the nature of violence, but also to the silence that has historically and
culturally surrounded them. While using affect theory, the narratives of sexual violence
can create affective tension with the memorial space (Ahmed, 2013). That tension may
be painful, but also creates an opportunity of recognition, accountability and expanded

forms of empathy, in particular with relation to the survivors.

Together, these frameworks provide a conceptual foundation to analyze how
sexual violence is in- or excluded into memorials, and what sorts of emotional and
reflective spaces that creates for the visitors. Memorials are political, gendered, sensitive
and emotional spaces. They are evolving spaces that display different materials and

different narratives, while evoking different responses and reflections.
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Chapter 3 - Methodology, Methods & Techniques

This study examines various official genocide memorials alongside community-based
memorial practices in Rwanda to analyze how they address sexual violence. The subject
of genocide memorialization is extremely sensitive and therefore asks for a good
methodology. Itis important to keep in mind the risk of retraumatizing the survivors of the
1994 Genocide against the Tutsis while performing this study. Working in the context of
Rwanda also limits the methodological framework, as the authoritarian context
inevitable influences the possibilities for research. These limitations are important when
drawing a methodology, which will be explained in this chapter. First, this chapter will
discuss the spaces of memorial that are included in this study. Secondly, it moves on to
the research methods. This section includes the research design, the data collection, the
time frame and the reflexivity of the researcher. Afterwards, the chapter discusses the
data analysis that is used to perform this study. To close off the chapter, it discusses the

ethical concerns and limitations of this study.

3.1 Memorials and spaces of memories

The official genocide memorials in Rwanda are state-sanctioned and regulated by
the Ministry of National Unity & Civic Engagement (MINUBUMWE) (Ministry of National
Unity and Civic Engagement, 2023). The selected official memorials for this study include
the Kigali Genocide Memorial (KGM) (also locally known as Gisozi Memorial), Nyanza
Genocide Memorial, Nyamata Genocide Memorial, Rebero Genocide Memorial and
Murambi Genocide Memorial. These sites were chosen based on their historical
significance, design elements, visitor demographics and accessibility. The details are
provided in Appendix 1. The five official memorials all differ in their purpose and the
moment that they were created. While Nyanza Genocide Memorial, Murambi Genocide
Memorial and Nyamata Genocide Memorial were original killing sites, KGM and Rebero
Genocide Memorial are mass graves that were created later to remember the victims of
nearby surroundings. While KGM and Murambi Genocide Memorial also include
exhibitions that focus on educating visitors about the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi,
the other memorials do not focus on this primarily. Given the role of these memorials in
shaping collective memory, they serve as key locations to examine how gendered

violence is incorporated into Rwanda’s memorial landscape and how they create
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emotional and reflective spaces for their visitors. The official memorials are all under
legislation and are classified under the category ‘a national memorial site for the
Genocide against the Tutsi’ (Kagame & the Parliament, 2016). All the memorials have the
necessary staff that is responsible for its maintenance and tasked to thoroughly explain
the history of the Genocide against the Tutsi (Kagame & the Parliament, 2016).

In addition to the official sites, semi-official and community-based memorial
practices will be included in the study to contrast institutionalized narratives with
grassroots memorialization efforts. Community spaces such as /RIBA Center for
Multimedia Heritage provide alternative forms of memory representation through artistic
and literary works. Other community-based works like the books The Men Who Killed Me,
Tested to the Limit and Surviving the Unthinkable, or documentaries like Beyond the
Genocide, The Silence of Words and Reclaiming History, also have the opportunity to
challenge dominant narratives. The included artistic and literature works are provided in
Appendix 2. The chosen memorial practices can be scaled under community-based
practices as they are made by Rwandans themselves, or while working closely with
Rwandan survivors. It is always important to ask questions about this collaboration
between Rwandans and non-Rwandans as foreign collaboration can influence the
outcome of the memorial practice. While it is not possible to include all forms of
community-based practices, this study aims to represent a diverse range, including

books, documentaries, testimonies and community-based commemoration events.

3.2 Research methods

3.2.1 Design

This study adopts a qualitative research design, as the complexity and sensitivity of the
subjectin a post-conflict society ask for anin-depth, flexible and reflexive approach. Data
is gathered through participant observation, interviews and literary analysis allowing for
direct engagement with the memorial landscape in Rwanda and the local narratives. The
study follows a phenomenological approach, emphasizing the lived experiences of
visitors and the ways in which memorials create emotional and reflective spaces (Byrne,
2001). Additionally, this study integrates literary and artistic analysis to examine how
alternative forms of memory representation challenge dominant narratives in Rwanda’s

memorials (Norridge, 2011). This includes analyzing how state-regulated narratives at
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memorials differ from personal narratives found in literature, oral histories and artistic
representations within community-based commemoration spaces. These methods are
applied through a systematic strategy, which will be explained in the next section data
collection.

This study utilizes a constructivist qualitative approach, recognizing that
knowledge is shaped by individual background, culture and experiences (Dovetail
Editorial Team, 2023). This aligns with the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA), a method suited for exploring subjective experiences, such as visitors’ emotional
engagement with memorials (Eatough & Smith, 2017). IPA acknowledges the
researcher’s role in interpretation, as personal perspectives influence how feelings and
emotions are understood. The study follows an inductive reasoning, with existing
literature providing the initial framework. The researcher remains open to emerging
themes and unexpected perspectives during the fieldwork. Identifying patterns and
variations across different memorials will strengthen the comparative aspect of the
study.

A research diary has been maintained throughout the study to document
experiences, dilemmas, feelings, and methodological decisions of the researcher. This
diary served as both a tool for reflexivity and a source of additional data, as it captures
the evolving understanding of memorialization in Rwanda for the researcher. Reflexivity
is important when ensuring transparency, as the positionality of the researcher
influences both the research process and the interpretation of the findings (Finlay, 2002;
Band-Winterstein, Doron & Naim, 2013; Manohar, et al., 2019). Performing qualitative
research is always subjective, and different researchers can derive different conclusions
from the same results. Reflexivity is therefore the way to require attention to this
phenomenon, and to achieve trustworthy results (Band-Winterstein, Doron & Naim,
2013). The entries in the research diary will include observations on memorial sites and
interview dynamics, personal reflections on unexpected findings and documentations of
emotional responses to memorial visits. In cases where immediate note-taking may
disrupt an interaction, diary entries have been recorded as soon as possible after the

conversations.
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3.2.2 Data Collection

As mentioned earlier, this study uses three different methods to derive data. The first, and
most important method was interviews with visitors of memorials and artists of
community-based memorial practices. Secondly, participant observation focuses on
spatial design, visitor interactions and emotional responses within the memorial
practices. Lastly, literary and artistic analysis made it possible to identify themes related
to sexualviolence through close reading and visual analysis.

Semi-structured interviews and a focus group are held to derive data directly from
visitors of the memorials. The used interview guides are provided in Appendix 3. Visitors
and other participants are interviewed to explore their emotional and reflective
experiences of the memorial. During the annual commemoration period, the visit of the
memorials could be driven by emotional traumas and be highly emotionally intense.
Therefore, interviews could be conducted in the days after the visit, to create emotional
space for the interviewees. Interviews with writers, artists, or local storytellers involved
in memory work would provide additional perspectives on how narratives of opposition
emerge outside formal memorial sites. In addition to the interviews, a focus group is
organized to create the opportunity to talk to Rwandan visitors of a memorial. It can be
hard to talk to Rwandan visitors, as they are often highly emotional during their visit to a
memorial site. The focus group entailed an organized visit to KGM with ten Rwandese,
after which the visit was discussed as a group. Interviews followed this discussion to
deepen the questions asked to the participants, without emotionally harming them. Most
interviews were conducted in English, when the participant had a sufficient level of
English. If the participant was more comfortable in Kinyarwanda, the interview took place
with a translator. There have been two interviews (#8 and #9) and one focus group that
were in Kinyarwanda. This translator was someone who speaks a sufficient level of
Kinyarwanda and understands the terms and expressions that are connected to the
Genocide against the Tutsi. As language is an important element of expression in
Rwandan culture, this translator is of importance (Mugiraneza, 2018). Who the translator
is, is also of importance during this research. In sensitive interviews, the translator is not
a neutral presence, but someone who’s positionality, background, interpretation and
level of translating skills will influence how participants share their experiences (Fujii,
2013; MacKenzie, 2016). It is therefore crucial that the translator and the researcher are

able to foster trust and avoid causing distress or traumatization for the participant. If
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emotional topics arise, participants will determine the level of discussion they feel
comfortable engaging in. For instance, during the focus group, participants mentioned
that the questions were too hard and that they were too tired to continue the
conversation. They all wanted to continue the conversation another day. Only one
participant answered the last question to close off the focus group. This showed that the
questions and the visit to the memorial were emotionally challenging for the participants,
and that this should be taken into account when talking to the participants. The location
of the interview was always suggested by the participant, so that they felt comfortable
during the interview. Most of them took place in a café somewhere in Kigali, while three
of them took place at IRIBA Center. For this study, it is also of interest what participants
do not bring up, rather than only what they do bring up. With sensitive topics like genocide
memorialization and sexual violence, silences can often portray what remains
unspeakable or cultural taboo in a society (Mannergren Selimovic, 2020). During
interviews it is therefore also noted what participants do not mention.

To maintain ethnical integrity, all participants will be informed of their right to
withdraw at any time. They signed the informed consent provided in Appendix 4 before
participating in the interview. The interviews will focus on impressions and experiences
of the memorials, rather than personal trauma of the interviewees. They will be recruited
with the help of IRIBA Center, and direct site contacts. Visitor sampling was
opportunistic, with a focus on diversity in backgrounds. Furthermore, this study is aiming
on a balanced representation in terms of gender, age, and local or international visitors.
Details of the interviews and focus group are provided in Appendix 5.

Participant observation at memorial sites consisted of different elements. The
participant observation served to collect photographs and fieldnotes, while
simultaneously educating the researcher on the Genocide against the Tutsi. The data
gathered consists of elements that are directly linked to sexual violence within the
memorial sites. The photographs of displays, the fieldnotes, and guided tours made it
possible to derive data on the inclusion of sexual violence in the memorials. Furthermore,
are the researchers’ personal reflections recorded in the research diary, to enrich the
data. During the participant observation, the researcher looked at artistic or literary
elements that convey narratives of sexual violence. This also included analyzing if the

memorials incorporate literary or visual storytelling methods, or if they solely rely on
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factual and historical presentations. Additional information on the participant
observation is provided in Appendix 6.

The artistic and literary analysis consists of the community-based memorial
practices like books and documentaries. Six different books and documentaries have
been analyzed with close reading orvisual analysis. It took note to mentions or references
to sexualviolence. This analysis also included participation in panel discussions afterthe
viewing of the documentaries Beyond the Genocide and Reclaiming histories. These
panel discussions made it possible to gain knowledge about the perspectives of other

viewers, as well as connecting with new interviewees.

3.2.3 Time frame

The data collection will take place between March and June 2025, a period that includes
the annual Kwibuka commemoration (April 7 - July 4). This timeframe allows for in-depth
engagement with both memorial sites and commemoration practices. The fieldwork will
therefore be structured in three key phases: (1) pre-commemoration phase (March—early
April 2025), which includes initial visits to official and community-based memorial sites
to familiarize with the space and document site layouts, establishing contacts with
visitors, survivors, and local stakeholders, and conducting first interviews and participant
observations. (2) Commemoration week (April 7-13, 2025), including attending and
documenting official Kwibuka memorial events, observing memorial ceremonies,
survivor testimonies, and visitor reactions. (3) Post-commemoration phase (mid-April -
June 2025), including interviews with visitors, artists, and writers, engaging with
community-based memory spaces and analyzing artistic and literary commemorative

works and participant observations at official memorial sites.

3.2.4 Reflexivity

Reflexivity is crucial in qualitative research, especially in contexts marked by trauma,
contested memory and ongoing political sensitives (Hadziomerovic, 2023; Taylor et al.,
2015). Hadziomerovic (2023) argues that researchers working with genocide survivors
navigate complex ethical and methodological dilemmas, particularly concerning their
role in shaping survivor testimonies. As a European female researcher studying the

memorialization of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi, my position as an outsider
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inevitably shapes my interactions, the narratives | access, and the interpretations |
develop (Canales, 2000). My status means that | do not share the lived experiences of
Rwandans, and my interpretation of their stories is mediated by my own background,
training and cultural lens (Manohar, et al., 2019). Furthermore, is itimportant to note that
the European background influences the perception of Rwandans towards me because
of the involvement of European actors in the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi (Karabacak,
2018). Several challenges can rise, such as that survivors and Rwandan visitors may
perceive my research as an external interpretation of their history, which could limit my
access to certain narratives. My own perceptions about my presence can also influence

how | interpret the event that | am attending as visible in the research diary entry below.

“The thing with this commemoration event was the fear that | would be
intruding this moment. | was relieved to see that the two French
journalists were also attending, as well as an American. This made me
not the only bazungu attending. The group really accepted my presence,
but | did feel a little bit uncomfortable. | tried to only say things if people
asked me, and | did not disturb neighbors with questions.”

(Research Diary Entry, Commemoration IRIBA Center, p.10)

As visible in the research diary entry, | felt that the group accepted my presence. During
the commemoration event, my presence was acknowledged by the person leading the
commemoration. It was explained why | was part of the commemoration. As this round
of introducing everyone happened in every event at IRIBA Center, this was not surprising
to me. | do feel that this introducing builds a relationship of trust with the other
participants. During the commemoration event, several other participants took me by my
arm to let me participate in the lighting of the candles. | was also included in rounds of
questions to let me know that | was allowed to participate.

In terms of reflexivity, it is important to adopt a participatory and self-reflexive
approach. To do this | engage in continuous self-questioning during the research
(Hadziomerovic, 2023): what biases do | bring into this research, how might my position
as a European academic shape the questions | ask, the answers | receive and the
conclusion |l draw. The research diary helps to document these reflections and adjust my
approach accordingly (Band-Winterstein, Doron & Naim, 2014). The attendance of the

translator also influences the interviews. During one of the interviews, he also helped me

22



perform the interview, as he helped me handling the emotions of the interviewees during
the interview. The participants were much older and a lot more emotional during the
interview. As | had not initially expected this difference compared to previous interviews,
| performed it like | had done before. The translator helped me adjust the interview to the
needs of the participants, as well as making sure that | would receive the data that | hoped

for.

“Furthermore, was this interview a lot more emotional. The interviewees
cried and took longer to be able to answer the question. They had to think
about their answers more and were also more cautious in answering. In
the beginning of the interview, | felt uncomfortable if there fell a silence
during the interview, and | wanted to move on to the next question, but
the translator mentioned that | should wait a little bit before asking a new
question. This appeared to be useful because | received more answers if
| waited for a little bit”

(Research Diary Entry, interview #9, p.20)

As the field of study has a dynamic character, it is important to realize the
importance of the timeframe. Researching during the commemoration period leads to
different outcomes, compared to researching outside of the commemoration period. The
commemoration period is present and visible everywhere in the Rwandan society. The
traumas of survivors can intensify during this period, which influences their perceptions
on the memorialization and participation in this study. This dynamic character also
explains that the results of this study are a snapshot in time. Furthermore, does Thaler
(2021) highlight how a researchers’ understanding will also evolve during research. The
Rwandan memorial sites and survivor testimonies undoubtedly reshaped my views on
genocide memory, gendered violence and visitor engagement. Recognizing this evolution
is key to maintaining intellectual humility.

The status as an outsider can create the limitation of trust. Therefore, | prioritized
collaborative research by working closely with Rwandan scholars, local people and
others relevant in the field. While conducting the fieldwork, | will encounter many people
who unofficially want to talk to me or tell me their stories. These conversations will be
used to further develop the researcher’s understanding of the 1994 Genocide against the
Tutsi. | will also maintain ethical listening practices, as outlined by Taylor et al. (2015),

ensuring that survivors set the terms of engagement rather than feeling pressured to
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disclose their stories. Lastly, being aware of the political environment is important, as
Rwandan memorials are controlled by MINUBUMWE. Therefore, the interpretation of

silences within the memorial landscape could be different.

3.3 Data analysis

Data will be analyzed through thematic analysis, identifying patterns, recurring themes
and variations across participant responses and site observations. This analytical
approach ensures that findings remain grounded in participants’ experiences, while also
allowing for theoretical engagement in memory studies, trauma studies and genocide
commemoration.

The interviews have been transcribed using the help of Happy Scribe, after which
they have been manually checked by the researcher. This method allowed the researcher
to already get a second look at the transcript, while ensuring that all information was
included and correct. The interviews in Kinyarwanda are partly transcribed (only the
English part) but checked by the translator after the interviews to ensure that all
information was included and available to the researcher.

The transcripts were coded using the program, Atlas.ti. After creating important
and relevant themes, a method of open coding allowed the researcher to analyze data
within these themes. The following code groups identified different themes; (1) motives
of visit, (2) emotional responses, (3) reflective responses, (4) missing narratives, (5)
expectations of visit, (6) most prominent at memorial, and (7) gendered-based violence.
Within these code groups, relevant information was coded using several themes. These
made it possible to analyze the data from the interviews. The interviews are controlled
multiple times to ensure that codes included all relevant data, while also being useful for
the research.

While conducting the fieldwork, it was important to gain trust among participants.
Attending community-based commemoration events already created a relationship of
trust between and other participants who later agreed to participate in the focus group.
Most participants observations therefore had a dual goal; gaining data, while establishing
a relation of trust between the researcher and future participants. The internship
organization was also really valuable in connecting the researcher to local participants

who were willing to participate. Especially the focus group was made possible in
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collaboration with the internship organization. The director personally invited the
participants and explained the purpose of the visit. Her attendance during the
conversation also created more trust between me and the participants, as visible in the

following research diary entry:

“IName director IRIBA] opened the floor and started welcoming
everyone. She created a safe space for people to talk. | got involved in
the conversation, and she told the group why | am in Rwanda. [...] [Name
director IRIBA] also made sure that the group was well prepared. She
asked everyone to be emotionally open to what they are going to see. She
asked to move as a group through the memorial and so make them
vulnerable.

[...]

When the conversation started, [name director IRIBA] made sure to
make her approval of me clear. She knew my questions; she knew my
research. She told the group that if | was going to ask ‘stupid questions’
she would not let me talk to them. She even said to the group that | was
dressed properly, which showed that | realized what the day was about.
These elements of the conversation made sure that the group felt safe. |
think it is important to understand the impact of these small elements
on the openness of the participants towards me.”

(Research Diary Entry, visit to KGM + focus group, p.15-17)

This research diary entry shows that the director of IRIBA was personally attending the
opening of the visit to KGM and the conversation afterwards. Her approval of me showed
that the participants could trust me and my research, and that their participation is
important. This build a relationship of trust between me and the participants, which

would have been harder without the internship organization.

3.4 Ethical concerns and study limitations

3.4.1 Outsiderness

As a non-Rwandan female researcher, my presence and intentions influenced the
participants’ responses during the interviews. Trust-building was prioritized, with
sensitivity to power dynamics and local perceptions. Rather than assuming access or
openness, time was invested in informal conversations prior to interviews. Participants
were given space to define the terms of engagement, including choosing the interview

location, the language and whether the conversation would be recorded or not.
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Transparency about the research goals and purpose before the participation was
established. While my status as an outsider introduced distance, it also allowed some
participants to speak more freely, as | was perceived to be detached from local social or
political networks. This dual positioning was approached reflexively throughout the

fieldwork.

3.4.2 Privacy

Protecting the privacy of the participants isimportant due to the authoritarian context and
the sensitivity of the subject. All participants in this research will stay anonymous, and
personal data will be removed. The data that can identify the participants, like the
recordings, are not shared with other actors and only available by the researcher. This
data will also be deleted after the research to protect the participants.

In the context of fieldwork data, is it important to ensure the privacy of other
visitors. They will therefore never be photographed during or after their visit without their
explicit consent. Photographs taken for this research will focus on museum displays,
signage or spatial arrangements, and only where photographs are permitted by the
institution.

Prior to the interviews, the participants will be informed about the research, their
rights to always stop the interview and to not answer a question. The participant has to
give consent to the interview being recorded. The informed consent that includes this
information will be available in the language that the participant is most comfortable in,

either English, Kinyarwanda or French, and is available in Appendix 4.

3.4.3 Limitations
This study acknowledges some limitations in gathering the data. Given the sensitive
nature of the research topic, challenges such as language barriers, accessibility to
participants, ethical considerations, and the emotional toll for the participant and the
researcher must be carefully navigated.

The language barrier between the researcher and local participants is a significant
limitation. While interviews will be conducted in English whenever possible, survivors,
local visitors and community members preferred to speak in Kinyarwanda or French.

Using a translator introduces potential loss of nuance, particularly in discussions about

26



trauma and memory, where specific wording carries deep emotional and historical
significance. Expressions and metaphors unique to Kinyarwanda may not have direct
translations, potentially altering the depth of responses. Mugiraneza (2018) highlights the
importance of language in the Rwandan expressions, especially in connection to the
1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. Moreover, it is important to recognize that a translator
is never neutral and will shape the research encounter. The interpreter is an active
influence on the flow and the interpretation through their choice in phrasing and
emphasis (Fujii, 2013). Also, their cultural familiarity, language skill and social
background influences a translator’s interpretation of the content of the interview
(MacKenzie, 2016). Lastly, as Caretta (2015) highlights, the societal positioning and
emotional presence of the translator in the interview influences the openness of the
participant, especially when discussing sensitive subjects such as genocide. To address
these limitations, translators will be experienced in this subject, while also being familiar
with the participants and has sufficient skill in Kinyarwanda and French according to
researchers involved. Additionally, attention to non-verbal communication, interruptions
and moments of hesitation have been taken into account during the analysis of the
interviews. The translator’s role and influence have also been acknowledged and
reflected on throughout the research process.

Limited access to participants is due to the highly sensitive and traumatizing
material, as they may be reluctantto participate. Talking about these subjects may create
emotional distress, limiting the openness for respondents to participate. Additionally,
Rwanda’s authoritarian governance context may create limit access to critical
perspectives, especially regarding alternative memorialization efforts and contested
historical narratives. Approaches through trusted intermediaries ensured ethical and
sensitive engagement, as well as offering participants full autonomy in choosing what
they share. Lastly, providing anonymity to participants protected them from any potential

political implications.

This chapter outlined the methodological framework used to examine how both official
and community-based memorial practices address sexual violence. A qualitative,
phenomenological design enabled direct close engagement with memorials and the lived
experiences of visitors, artists and survivors. Through semi-structured interviews,

participant observations and artistic and literary analysis, this study aimed to examine
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the inclusion of sexual violence and the emotional and reflective spaces that memorials
create for visitors. Particular attention has been given to the reflexivity of the researcher,
the ethical concerns and trust-building. These subjects are importantin a highly sensitive

field of research.
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Chapter 4 - Sexual Violence in Memorialization.

This first results chapter focuses on the memorialization of sexual violence in the context
of Rwanda. It analyzes official memorials and memorial practices, as well as community-
based memorial practices during Kwibuka31 and books or documentaries. This analysis
includes available text on site, testimonies, images, or the interviews with visitors or
artists. The first section will focus on the official memorial sites and practices, before
moving on to the community-based memorialization practices. Both parts aim to answer
the following sub-question: “What narratives and symbols are used in memorial sites and
practices that represent or exclude sexual violence?” During this analysis, the memorial
practices are categorized into four categories within their inclusion of sexual violence:
silencing, packaging, acknowledgement and confronting. These categories show in what
way the official memorials and memorial practices include or exclude sexual violence.
Following these sections, the chapter concludes with the mechanisms of silence, in
which the information presented will be analyzed more in depth. This part aims to answer
the following sub-question: “In what ways do official and community-based memorials
and memorialization practices differ in their representation of sexual violence and the

voices they include?”

Sexual violence has played a prevalent role during the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi
(Human Rights Watch, 1996). Even before the Genocide against the Tutsi, there was
already an ideology around Tutsi women that led to the violence that they experienced
during these 100 days in 1994 (Gallimore, 2008). Language has played a significant role
in creating the genocide ideology, as it has an important, multi-layered role in the
expression of the Rwandans lived experiences (Mugiraneza, 2018). Specific terms were
created to refer to a group, as for example Tutsi women. In the pre-genocide period Tutsi
women were referred to as ‘ikizungerezi’, meaning ‘dizziness’. To have ‘ikizungerezi’ is to
be dizzy, while referring to a ‘ikizungerezi’ woman is to indicate a woman who can make
a man lose his mind through the art of seduction (Gallimore, 2008). This ideology would
make the Tutsi women become an object of desire and envy, portraying them as the
forbidden object and desire for Hutu men (Gallimore, 2008). The targeting of Tutsi women
and girls was therefore spurred in part by anti-Tutsi propaganda preceding the genocide,

like the ‘Hutu Ten Commandments’, which alleged that Tutsi women were a threat to the
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Hutu majority (de Brouwer, Ka Hon Chu & Muscati, 2009). They were portrayed as sexual
weapons that would destroy Hutu men. This led to three different forms of sexualviolence
against Tutsi women during the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi: opportunistic rape,
sexual enslavement and genocidal rape (Mullins, 2009). As Fox (2019) highlights, sexual
violence during the Rwandan genocide was used as a weapon of war. Rape was
systematically used to humiliate and destroy the Tutsi community (Fox, 2019; Burnet,
2015). As sexual violence played such a prevalent part in the 1994 Genocide against the
Tutsi, it’s inclusion in the memorial landscape of Rwanda would contribute to portraying
the complete history. However, several scholars found that sexual violence and rape is
notyetincluded in their full stories in the memorials (Fox, 2019; De Yeaza and Fox, 2013;

Burnet, 2015).

4.1 Official Memorials

The first visitto a memorialin this research was the Kigali Genocide Memorial (KGM). This
memorial is one of the six official memorials in Rwanda. KGM has three different
exhibitions; one about the history of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi; one on the lost
children of the genocide; and one on comparative genocides around the world (Kigali
Genocide Memorial, 2025; Gahongayire & Nyiracumi, 2014). Two of the objectives of this
memorial are education and prevention, teaching the visitors about genocide (Kigali
Genocide Memorial, 2025). KGM is known for their many international visitors, as Aegis
Trust counted more than 40.000 foreigners that visited this memorial site in 2012
(Gahongayire & Nyiracumi, 2014), and it has become ‘a must see’ for tourist in Rwanda
(Gahigana & Sharpley, 2014). Keeping in mind these objectives of the KGM, it seems like
the first step to visit this memorial site for the first participant observation (Po1). Upon
entering the memorial, you start with a short 9-minute film about the importance of the
memorial for local Rwandans. Several survivors talk about the last time they saw their
family, share their feelings and motives for visiting the mass graves at KGM (field notes
Po1). Thevisitis continued through the different exhibitions as described earlier. Here the
information is displayed with texts and pictures, with additional films and an optional
audio tour for more extensive explanations. During Po1, the audio tour was followed. The
visit to KGM ends with a visit to the mass graves of more than 250.000 victims and the

wall of names (Kigali Genocide Memorial, 2025; field notes Po1).
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With education as one of the objectives for this memorial, the inclusion of sexual
violence would be important to teach visitors about the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi,
and all of its aspects. In my observation, sexual violence was noted to be addressed in
three distinct ways, although each remains brief and lacks the personal or emotional
dimensions of these experiences. The first mention of sexual violence is included in the
main, and first, exhibition on the Genocide against the Tutsi. The mention is a reference
to the Nyamata church in the Bugesera district. The information states that “women were
raped and abused in the church during the killing” (field notes Po1). This highlights that
the Nyamata church was a site that experienced a high(er) rate of sexual violence, as it
was mentioned explicitly. They did notinclude any other disclosure of this sexual violence
for other areas. A second inclusion is a dedicated section to the experience of women
and children, where it highlights that they were often raped, mutilated or were murdered,
and in some cases forced to witness their family getting raped, tortured and killed (field
notes Po1). While these statements are mentioned in one breath, itis important that they
are added into this exhibition, as it shows that women had a different experience
compared to their male peers. This section also references to post-genocide HIV-AIDS
rates, indicating a sharp rise due to the widespread rape. This is in line with the findings
in a report by Amnesty International (2004) and similarly neglected in articles by Fox
(2019) and De Yeaza and Fox (2013) for instance. HIV-AIDS infected Hutu man would
intentionally infect Tutsi women to make them suffer (Rejoice & Jeffery, 2021; Amnesty
International, 2004). The last mention of sexual violence is in the section on the legacy of
the genocide. This time, the narrative also includes Hutu victims who were raped
because of their relation to Tutsi men (field notes Po1). This information creates the
inclusion of female Hutu victims that also suffered of cases of sexual violence during the
Genocide against the Tutsi (Rejoice & Jeffery, 2021).

While KGM acknowledges sexual violence, visitors and survivors often describe
this representation as brief and insufficient (interview #8). They highlight that the rape is
mentioned but that they do not cover the full story of the experience of women (interview
#9, Focus group). Therefore, while KGM acknowledges the sexual violence that women
endured, it remains descriptive and distanced, lacking the individual experience of
survivors. The memorials emphasis on education may explain the prioritization of
historical information over emotion engagement, focusing on statistics rather than

personal experiences (Kigali Genocide Memorial, 2025). While the interviewees argued
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that the experience of women is insufficiently portrayed, they had different reasons on
why that is. Several interviewees argue that it is hard to translate the sensitive
experiences into statistics that cover everyone’s story, and that the government did a
great attempt (Focus group, interview #8). Other survivors argued that these experiences
are “unspeakable”, or too cruel to be captured in the memorials, as visible in the

following quote from the focus group:

“But also, she mentioned that the specific act of raping women she feels like
most of the time [...] like it happened like in a very secretive space where that
not everyone is seeing that awoman is being raped. But the fact that most of
the women were raped in front of their husband, their children, in front of the
community, everyone, when everyone was watching their kids, it feels like
it's something that is way beyond explanation. And it [is] really hard for the
memorial to be able to explain what really happened in detail.” (translated

person E in focus group)

Survivors also mentioned that these stories do not have to be included more, because in
the Rwandan culture you are supposed to keep the experiences to yourself. Displaying
these private, sensitive experiences, “is not like Rwandan norms, it's not Rwandan
culture” (Translated Person A in interview #9). Furthermore, several survivors argue that
if you portray these experiences more in detail, you are affecting the family of the survivor,
as itis hard for them to understand these experiences and women often get rejected by
their husband or family-in-law because of these testimonies, highlighting the shame and
social stigma that these survivors experience (interview #8 and #9; Fox, 2019). During one
of the interviews, the survivors also argued that the testimonies used during the Gacaca
courts could form as the basis in memorials. If women do want their stories to be
displayed in detail, it should be a choice of every survivor themselves (interview #9). The
differences in the ‘perfect representation’ therefore explain the personalimpactit has on
survivors. It illustrates the tension between recognizing the suffering of women, while
also navigating through personal boundaries, social stigma and potential for renew harm
(Féron, 2023). The reflections of these visitors therefore show that while the

acknowledgement of sexual violence is not sufficient in the KGM, survivors do not really
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vote for more inclusion. Cultural boundaries and personal traumas withhold survivors

from more inclusion in the memorials.

As the KGM mentions the sexual violence that happened in the Nyamata church, it would
make sense that the Nyamata Genocide Memorial site, transformed from the church,
acknowledges the sexual violence narratives too. Before the Genocide against the Tutsi,
the church was a place that was shielded and protected the Tutsis who fled for previous
anti-Tutsi attacks. During the Genocide against the Tutsi, these churches, including the
Nyamata church, were not a safe spot anymore (Longman, 2001). Many Tutsis hid in the
church to lay off the attack of the Hutu extremists. On the 14" and 16" of April in 1994,
the extremists attacked the church with guns and grenades, following with traditional
weapons to kill of those who survived. On these days, there are 5.000 Tutsis killed in this
church (Aegis Trust, 2025a).

At this memorial, the church is preserved in the damaged state, to showcase the
violence that the killers used. The doors are broken open, the floor and roof have holes
due to bullets and grenades. Inside the church, the clothes of victims are laying across
the church (field notes Po4). During the tour, the experience of children specifically is
explained by the tour guide. In the church itself, there is a basement created, that hosts
human remains like bones and skulls. There is one coffin down here, with roses on top.
The tour guide explains that this coffin is of a woman who died because of sexual abuse.
The killers abused her, and afterwards they put a stick in her private parts all the way up
to her shoulders, which killed her. The memorial has created this specific location for her
to restto remember her story and to highlight the experience of this women. Itis therefore
a powerful move in confronting the visitor with sexual violence (field notes Po16). The
Nyamata Genocide Memorial does not have any permanent information about sexual
violence around the memorial, but the inclusion and separation of this coffin is an
important acknowledgement of the experience of women. While only seeing the coffin, it
is not clear what the purpose is, but the explanation of a tour guide would provide more
depth to this. It is important to note here that this explanation of the tour guide was
different from the first participant observation at this memorial. During Po4, | wasn’t
allowed to go into the basement, due to preparations for the Kwibuka week. The tour
guide then told the story, but vague and fast, referencing to some experiences of rape. |

did not understand the full story and there was no opportunity to ask (field notes Po4).
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The experience of Po4 was in line with one of the interviewees. When visiting the Nyamata
Genocide Memorial, the international visitor had a different tour guide than me, but when
following the tour, she mentioned that the sexual violence was vaguely mentioned, as

visible in the following quote:

“Yeah, but that's the sentences we didn't really understood when we went on
the room down. You have a grave on the ground. And she said something
about... | think it's a woman in there that they raped, and they did something,
but we couldn't understand if they put a stick in her or something like that. She
just spoke very fast. But | think also if she told us that and the... [...]. The coffin,
yeah. If they put this coffin here alone and she told us this, even though we
couldn't understand very clearly, | think it's to highlight the fact that maybe

about the rape and all the thing with the HIV.” (interview #5).

This experience therefore differs from Po16, in which a significant time was spent on
explaining the story of this coffin. These observations therefore highlight that the content
relies on the discretion of the memorial worker, influencing the inclusion of sexual
violence. De Yeaza and Fox (2013) argue that these type of memorials in Rwanda are not
well suited for commemorating sexual violence, as the story is in some cases dependent
on the explanation of memorial workers. Viebach (2020) also argues that memorial
workers have an important role in shaping the visitor’s experience. They act as mediators
between the past and present, included narratives therefore depending on their personal
choices and personal levels of comfort. These trained memorial workers are put to
locations and replaced local survivors who worked at the memorial previously. This
change was to ensure that there is a national narrative at every memorial, rather than a
narrative shaped mainly by the individual and personal stories of the survivors
(Mannergren, etal., 2024b; Viebach, 2014). Two memorial workers also mentioned during
the participant observations that they had been working on other memorial sites earlier,

suggesting that the workers are rotated among the memorials (field notes Po3 and Po16).
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Independent on the explanation by

memorial workers, is the text displayed on the After the church | escaped
to the marshes with my baby -
daughter whose twin had been
killed in the church. | had
wounds everywhere. One day

information boards at the Nyamata Genocide

Memorial. These information boards talk about the

events that happened at this church and in the : the killers caught me. They
wanted to know where others
Bugesera area, with additional related testimonies were hidden. | told them, “/ don't
. ' . know anything” but they
of survivors. One quote from a survivor mentions assaulted me and cut me many
) , ) times and then left me. Later, m
that a perpetrator “assaulted and cut me”, which * husband, who was with myothe):/'

children, found me. He made a
deep bed for me and covered me
(field notes Po4). Scholars have observed that with banana leaves.

is a reference to sexual violence (see image 1)

survivors of sexual violence often use After the Inkbtanyi came |
I was taken on a stretcher to a
place where | could be treated.
cut’ and _ ~ Chantal Uwanyiligira

metaphorical language in referring to the act (Zraly

€

& Nyirazinyoye, 2010). The terms

‘assault’, can therefore reflect a directness of | Image 1:Information board Nyamata Genocide
Memorial. Source: Author, 2025

naming the brutality showing how this memorial

confronts the visitors with sexual violence.

The Murambi Genocide Memorial was one of the memorials that was visited at last. The
motive for the visit was personal enrichment, but the memorial appeared important upon
arrival, allowing to be introduced in the research. Murambi Genocide Memorial is located
in a former technical school and is one of the most visually and emotionally intense
memorials in Rwanda. The location consists of numerous buildings, many of which
display preserved dead bodies of the genocide victims (a total of 848 dead bodies). These
dead bodies are laying on tables inside the classrooms at Murambi, in the ways they were
killed and retrieved from the mass graves around the property, many showing the
violence that killed them. The bodies are laying entangled with each other, and the rooms
smell intensively of lime to preserve these bodies (field notes Po14). In other rooms,
traditional weapons used during the attacks around Murambi are on display. The
exhibition space inside the reception building includes textual information about the
Genocide against the Tutsi, with specific attention to the Murambi region and the French
military during Operation Turquoise (field notes Po14; Aegis Trust, 2025b). There was a
mass attack on the 21°* of April 1994 on this specific location, in which almost 50.000

Tutsis sought refuge, where it is believed that only 34 survived the attack. A day later,
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leaders and French soldiers came with bulldozers to dig mass graves. The French soldiers
leading Operation Turquoise established their headquarters at the Murambi technical

school.

During the visit to Murambi

In April 1994, by order of Prefect Lay
& | 7th»e Tutsi of Gi'kongbro were th

L Genocide Memorial you first
rent Bucyibaruta,

Bhdetamia Sdtheidd anl,frérnHi- 1 encounter a building with a

text plague before it. This

Tutsis were Scree i
; ned & A
before being killeg. -, c9andregistered M plague already refers to

In this building,

sexualviolence (see image 2).

This building shows the arrival

hall in which the arriving

Image 2: Ir;foration board Murambi Genocide Memorial. Source: Author, 2025 . . .
Tutsis were registered. During

this process, Tutsi women
and girls were already taken separately to be raped in their dormitories. Toward the end
of the property, a specific building is dedicated to the sexual violence committed at
Murambi. These rooms, the guide explained, were used by French soldiers to abuse girls
and young women. The fact that this site has made space to recognize these experiences
distinguished itfrom other memorials. Murambi Genocide Memorial structurally includes
the sexual violence as it is visualized in the information displays around the memorial.
This inclusion of sexual violence is therefore not solely dependent on the tour guide who
provides the information. Furthermore, during the participant observation (Po14), the
guide acknowledged the sexual violence in detail and located it in the broader structure

of the memorial. However, such clarity was not reported by all visitors.

The inconsistency of inclusion of sexualviolence pervisit, as noted by Nyamata Genocide
Memorial is echoed by the experience of an international visitor in interview #5, who had
also visited Murambi Genocide Memorial. On the question if she had seen information

about the experience of women in the memorials she had visited, she answered:

“For example, Murambi, | remember, but there is all the history also of the
rape of the French soldiers. | don't think in the memorial, they spoke about it

a lot, but it's much more all the history around the memorial” (interview #5).
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This demonstrates a difference with the visit of Po14, as the tour guide explicitly included

the story of the dormitories of the girls and women.

The last two memorials that have been included in this research are Nyanza Genocide
Memorial, and Rebero Genocide Memorial. The Nyanza Genocide Memorial marks a
specific location where a mass Kkilling took place during the 1994 Genocide against the
Tutsi. The Ecole Technique Officielle (ETO), a school in which many Tutsis sought refuge,
located around three kilometers from the Nyanza site, was under United Nations
protection until the soldiers got pulled back. After the UN soldiers left, the Interahamwe
came to pick up the Tutsis to move them to the Nyanza site. Here all the gathered Tutsis
were killed. At exactly 7pm the killers left to go home, because their ‘workday’ ended
(field notes Po2). Unlike the KGM and Murambi Genocide Memorial, Nyanza Genocide
Memorial has no exhibitions, educational materials or visual displays. Visitors rely
entirely on the guide’s narration to understand the significance of the site. During my visit,
the guide explained the general history of the massacre but made no mention of sexual
violence (field notes Po2). According to my observations, there were also no visual or
symbolic references to this aspect of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi on site. None
of the other visitors that participated in this research mentioned any inclusion of sexual
violence atthe Nyanza Genocide Memorial, therefore motioning for them silencing sexual
violence.

Rebero Genocide Memorial did also not include narratives of sexual violence at
the memorial. This memorial site also does not include historical artifacts or displays,
and consists primarily of mass graves, a wall of names commemorating the victims and
a separate area dedicated to politicians who were killed during the genocide, including
those whose bodies have not been found yet (field notes Po3). As there are no historical
artifacts or displays, the information visitors receive is shaped entirely by the memorial
worker who provides the tour. During my visit, the narrative focused on the political
history and structural elements of the site. There was no mention of sexual violence, nor
any specific reference to the gendered experiences of women during the genocide (field
notes Po3). For this issue, it is interesting to see that sexual violence is not included at
both Nyanza Genocide Memorial and Rebero Genocide Memorial. The observation that

sexual violence narratives have not been included does not immediately mean that there
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wasn’t any occurrence of sexual violence on the location of the memorial but can also

portray institutional choices of not explicitly discussing experiences of sexual violence.

At most memorials, the representation of sexual violence remains limited, vague or
silenced. While the arguments of survivors and the inclusion of the experiences of women
at KGM has already been discussed, international visitors have portrayed a different
perspective on this (interview #2, #3, #5 and #6). One of the international visitors
remarked that the memorials fail to adequately recognize the targeted violence against

women:

“It's in every conflict, you have the feminicide and everything. Also, you can
see it's imprint of all the ideology; all the things of giving AIDS to women and
raping them. It's much more than justkilling them. [...]. I think it's much deeper
than that. So, | think it could be better to speak more about that.” (Interview

#5).

This interviewee emphasized that rape during the genocide was not random but
ideologically driven. It was an intentional strategy that involved intentionally spreading a
HIV-infection and the dehumanization of Tutsi women through targeted propaganda, a
weapon of war (Burnet, 2015; Amnesty International, 2004). This note aligns with
Gallimore (2008) who argues that genocidal ideology weaponized both gender and
disease, transforming the female body into a battlefield. Yet, as the visitor noted, such
narratives were not explained in the current official memorials in Rwanda.

For this issue, it is therefore interesting to see that the arguments of international
visitors differ from those of Rwandan visitors. While Rwandans argue that the cases of
sexualviolence are too sensitive and cruel to discuss openly in memorials, internationals
talk about the exclusion of sexual violence narratives. This shows that Rwandans do not
always agree with the feminist perspective that talking about sexual violence would help
the survivors. Fox (2019) also highlighted why sexual violence was not included in
Rwandan memorials but forgets to discuss the opinion of Rwandan locals on this subject.
While memorials therefore do not deny that sexual violence occurred, their limited
inclusion of such stories often renders them abstract, generic or depersonalized, which

is not per se an issue according to Rwandan visitors.
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4.2 Community-based Memorial Practices

Alongside the official memorials, it is important to look at memorial practices from the
bottom up, and theirinclusion in sexualviolence. These practices are therefore organized
by communities. They consist of Kwibuka commemoration events, books and

documentaries.

The first important community-based space for memorialization is the /IRIBA Center for
Multimedia Heritage. During the first day of Kwibuka31 IRIBA created an open space for
commemoration. Several people, including youth, survivors, journalists and
internationals, were invited to gather and honor the victims of the 1994 Genocide against
the Tutsis. Through testimonies an intergenerational dialogue was created, which was
one of the objectives of this day (field notes Po5). The testimonies consisted of survivors
recalling their experiences and younger participants expressing what they had learned
about the genocide and the significance of commemoration. Among the testimonies,
several women spoke about their suffering during this period, but only one subtly referred

to sexual violence:

“[She] survived the genocide but was injured really bad in her sensitive
places. She was almost paralyzed, but she still survived. She had been
unconscious for three days.”

(Field notes, Po5 IRIBA commemoration event, p.7)

This testimony, although phrased cautiously and possibly influenced by translation, is
crucial as it marks an attempt to address sexual violence. To the researchers notice, this
was the only form of sexual violence that was addressed on this day of commemorating.
During this day, there was not an official, trained translator on site to help me translate
the testimonies and other speeches, which likely influenced the information that was
received. The IRIBA commemoration event created a space for survivors to voice their

pain, youth to learn, and where sexual violence found partial recognition.
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There are many books that talk about the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. The
books included in this study are made with genocide survivors and therefore function as
community-based memorial practices.

Thefirstbookis a survivor’s testimony in Surviving the Unthinkable, A Story of Hope
and Resilience (Murangwayire, 2025), that provides personal insights into the
experiences of survivors. In this book the author discusses her experience during the
1994 Genocide against the Tutsi, while including the story of her (lost) family.
Interestingly, despite the graphic descriptions of the physical violence that was
experienced by the author, sexual violence appears only once in the book, and notably
against a man: “l saw a naked man leaning on a wall, moaning very faintly. | saw that they
had cut off his sexual organ and left him there.” (Murangwayire, 2025, p. 48). This quote
is derived from experiences in the Nyamata Church, providing a new experience that was
not included at both the KGM and the Nyamata Genocide Memorial. This book therefore
addresses a form of sexual violence that the official memorials do not include.
Furthermore, the lack of mentioning of sexual violence against women is interesting. The

following reflection in the research diary mentions this:

“Reading this, it made me wonder if the author did experience sexual
violence during the genocide period, or if this part was too hard to talk
about, evenin this book. | don’t think that thatis the case, as she explicitly
talks about terrifying other experiences.”

(Research Diary Entry, Surviving the Unthinkable, p.7)

During an interview with the author of Surviving the Unthinkable some experiences were
too hard to discuss for the respondent. When discussing existing taboos, the respondent
almost started to cry because even thinking about certain memories is too hard.
Therefore, several experiences are intentionally not included in the book. Additionally,
the respondent highlighted that there are also simply too many memories to all include
in a book. It is therefore interesting to note that there are almost no stories about sexual

violence, questioning if these are deliberately silenced by the author or not.

The book The Men Who Killed Me contains seventeen testimonies - sixteen female and
one male - of survivors of sexual violence (de Brouwer, Ka Hon Chu & Muscati, 2009) and

is created together with the survivor organization Solace Ministeries. As this book is
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centered on this topic, each testimony includes accounts of sexual violence and is
therefore added as an important community-based form of memorialization. This book
strongly confronts the reader with the sexual violence that happened during the 1994
Genocide against the Tutsi. One of the editors of the book explained how the book was

made, highlighting the motivation of the survivors to participate in the book:

“When speaking to the women, they indicated themselves that they actually
felt like our stories are not really being told and that they actually wanted to do
it. They wanted to tell their stories. And that was actually quite new because
at the time, | mean, it was only 2007 that we started hearing this. There was
not a lot of attention to this testimonial. [...] But that survivor-centered
approach or that survivors were willing actually to talk was not yet really much
prevalent in the 2007, 2008, around that time. So that was really courageous,
| think, of the women and man to come forward. We only wanted to provide

them a platform.” (Interview #6).

According to the authors the books are therefore motivated by local communities, who
wanted to speak up about their experiences. Non-Rwandans provided these survivors
with a platform in which sexual violence was explicit mentioned, with graphic details of
the violence thatthey experienced. The survivors that shared their testimoniesin the book
have approved their statements and even participated in a second edition of the book And
I Live On (De Brouwer, et al., 2019). Only one of the survivors withdrew their participation
after reading their testimony. The books are used in commemoration events in the
Netherlands at the Rwandan embassy (interview #6). Furthermore, the books are often
displayed in the official memorials and other bookshops, indicating that the literary works
can be used as an expansion of the official memorials (interview #6).

The testimonies in the book can be related to different reasons on why and how
Tutsi women experienced sexual violence during the Genocide against the Tutsi. The
sexuality of Tutsiwomen was a focus in the ‘Hutu Ten Commandments’ and Tutsi women
were portrayed as tools of the Tutsi community and as sexual weapons (de Brouwer, Ka
Hon Chu & Muscati, 2009). They were seen as beautiful, manipulative, highly sexual and
determined to humiliate Hutu men and furthering Tutsi dominance (Green, 2001). These

stereotypes are recognizable in the testimonies in the book The Men Who Killed Me. One
41



survivor told in her testimony that the perpetrators “wondered what a Tutsi woman
looked like”, before raping her (de Brouwer, Ka Hon Chu & Muscati, 2009, p.89). Tutsi
women were seen as something unavailable to Hutu men, which they would turn around
by using the women just how they wanted it (de Brouwer, Ka Hon Chu & Muscati, 2009,
p.68). Other testimonies were filled with revenge on these Tutsiwomen, while at the same
time dehumanizing them by calling them snakes or cockroaches. An example is this

testimony of one of the survivors:

“l remember that, outside the gates of the ISAR centre, in a nearby forest, one
of the Interahamwe said he wanted to “see what a Tutsi woman tastes like.”
Then the Interahamwe started raping us. Some Interahamwe held me down
and took turns raping me, while others shouted insults at us, saying we were
nothing more than snakes and cockroaches. They shouted, “Remember the
past months when you were proud of yourselves and didn’t look at us because
you felt we were lower than you? Now that will never happen again.”” (de

Brouwer, Ka Hon Chu & Muscati, 2009, p.113-114).

According to one of the survivors, sexual violence also happened because they had
previously rejected the Hutu man. This man would take revenge against the Tutsi woman
now that the Genocide against the Tutsi had started (de Brouwer, Ka Hon Chu & Muscati,
2009, p.68). Several of the survivors were held as sex slaves. The perpetrators would
come and retrieve them whenever they felt necessary (de Brouwer, Ka Hon Chu &
Muscati, 2009, p.32). Soldiers would also retrieve women from refugee camps, while
French soldiers did nothing (de Brouwer, Ka Hon Chu & Muscati, 2009, p.121), or the
French soldiers were among the perpetrators (de Brouwer, Ka Hon Chu & Muscati, 2009,
p.47). These narratives reflect what Baaz and Stern (2009) identify as ‘expressive’
violence. The rape used to enact humiliation, dominance and ideological revenge. The
forms of sexual violence that comes forward in the testimonies in The Men Who Killed Me

aligns with the forms of sexual violence that was noticed by Mullens (2009).

The last book also confronts the reader with the sexual violence that the author
experienced. In Tested To The Limit: A Genocide Survivor’s Story of Pain, Resilience and

Hope Consolee Nishimwe recalls her experience of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi.
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Already in one of the first chapters she mentions the rape that she experienced, and the
consequences of living with HIV which she contracted during the Genocide against the
Tutsi (Nishimwe, 2012). This book therefore also confronts the reader with the sexual
violence that happened during the Genocide against the Tutsi. Through the survivor’s

testimony, the prevalence of sexual violence is acknowledged.

Besides books there is another form of art that can function as memorial spaces:
documentaries. Community-driven documentaries further diversify the memorial
landscape. Reclaiming History: Colonial Roots of the Rwandan Genocide (Ishimwe & DW,
2024) focuses primarily on historical colonial dynamics and the construction of ethnic
divisions. While its historical lens is valuable, the film does not talk about gendered
dimensions of violence. The absence was noted not only in the field notes (Po6), but also
by several viewers of the documentary (interview #2 and #3). The focus of this
documentary is also not on the gendered experiences, but merely on the colonial

influences that had led to the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi.

In contrast, Beyond the Genocide (A Zion Film Company, 2024) includes significant,

though carefully framed, testimonies of sexual violence.

“One of the women talked about her experience inside a refugee camp. She
saw four sisters get bombed while they were making dinner. The mom of
the girls got taken away from the camp. She mentions that they did not see
the mother that good, but they saw that she was surrounded by several
soldiers. The mother got pushed a sharpened three inside her private part.”

(Field notes, Po10 Beyond the Genocide, p.12)

This documentary, developed through extensive collaboration with survivor
organizations, aims to balance historical accuracy with sensitivity to ongoing trauma,
especially sexual violence. During the interview, the filmmaker of Beyond the Genocide

explains this:

“The reason beingis even though Rwanda today is great and looks good on the
outside, it is still healing as a country. [...] when you remind people why they

gotraped, how they got raped, itis something big to a woman. So, we tried not
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to puttoo much of it or even talk about it that much for us to continue to build

on the healing that is happening today” (Interview #4).

This quote shows that within the Rwandan society there is no need to explicitly talk
about sexual violence or the experience of women. If there is no need, or it is even
harmful, why should these experiences be included in memorial practices as
argued by de Yeaza and Fox (2013)?

Beyond the Genocide does highlight another form of sexual violence that
was not yet discussed. Within the documentary one of the perpetrators mentions
that threats of sexual violence were used against the former perpetrators in post-
genocide setting. Refugees reported in the documentary that they were informed
that men would have their testicles cut off, and women would have their breasts cut
off, if they would return to Rwanda. These untruthful threats were provided by other
refugees, rather than the people still living in Rwanda (field notes Po10). Thus,
Beyond the Genocide consciously packages descriptions of sexual violence,
respecting survivors’ ongoing healing process while ensuring that these atrocities

are not entirely omitted.

Image 3: Po10, Beyond the Genocide. Source: Author,
2025

In the documentary The Silence of Words (Sztanke & Faye, 2022) the sexual violence is
even more prevalent. In the documentary three Rwandan women are telling their
experience of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi, including their time spend in Zone
Turquoise under French regulation and Camp Murambi. The women describe in detail
how they experienced sexual violence, and how young girls were targeted specifically

(field notes The Silence of Words). A highlight of this documentary is the involvement of
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French soldiers in the sexual violence committed against Tutsi women. The Silence of
Words, therefore, really offers a different perspective compared to the two previous
documentaries and the official memorials of Rwanda. The makers of this documentary
are French Rwandan, and French. While Faye is half Rwandese, he grew up in Burundi.
The makers are therefore both not fully Rwandese and did not spend their time in Rwanda
during the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. This is therefore another documentary thatis

not solely of Rwandan roots.

4.3 Mechanisms of Silence

The comparison between official memorials and community-based memorial practices
lies in the politics of memory. While official, state regulated memorials sometimes
acknowledge sexual violence, community-based memorial practices provide more
opportunity to confront the visitors and readers with the sexual violence that happened
during the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda. The official memorials that do
include sexual violence, often use packaging, as for example at KGM, where the
experience of women is provided in the form of statistics, rather than personal
testimonies (field notes Po1). At both Murambi Genocide Memorial and Nyamata
Genocide Memorial the inclusion of sexual violence was partly dependent on the tour
guide providing the explanation. Both memorials created a space where the experience
of sexual violence was highlighted, but the story of the tour guides was important in the
explanation of the sexual violence that occurred. This is in line with the findings of
Viebach (2020), who argues that memorial workers are mediators at the memorials,
whose comfort and discretion shape what is shared.

The inconsistency and vagueness of words in official memorials point to
mechanisms of silence. Both Fox (2019) and de Yeaza and Fox (2013) argue that the
exclusion of sexual violence is not always a deliberate choice, but can be shaped by
survivor shame, institutional discomfort and cultural taboos, which was supported by
survivors participating in this research (interview #8 and #9). Outsiders that have been
included in this study, argued that the inclusion of experiences of women would create a
more open space for survivors to talk about their experiences, tackling the downsides of
including sexual violence in the memorials (interview #5 and #6). While survivors of

sexual violence were often more focused on the cultural and social harm that the
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inclusion of sexual violence would do to them (interview #8 and #9). This shows that there
is adiscrepancy between the ideas of outsiders and survivors of the Genocide againstthe
Tutsi, arguing that more inclusion of sexual violence would not promptly help the
survivors and Rwandan society.

In contrast, the community-based memorial practices, such as The Men Who
Killed Me and The Silence of Words create the opportunity for survivors of sexualviolence
to give their personal testimonies. These memorial practices often reflect agency of
survivors, and recognition of the limits of official memorials, as the artist of The Men Who
Killed Me noted. These books and documentaries are made upon request by survivors,
who wanted to tell their stories, but were still created with the help of outsiders (interview
#6). Sexual violence is not always explicitly addressed in community-based memorial
practices. For instance, Reclaiming History does not mention a gendered difference in

experience during the Genocide against the Tutsi.

This chapter analyzed both official state-regulated memorial sites and community-based
memorial practices in Rwanda, with a focus on how they engage with narratives of sexual
violence. While some of the official memorial sites do spend attention to sexual violence,
others do not. The community-based memorial practices tend to engage more explicitly
with such narratives. However, this often occurs through collaborations with
international actors. Across both artistic practices and interview data, it became evident
that outsider participants were generally more inclined towards a more explicitinclusion
of sexualviolence in memorialization. In contrast, many Rwandan participants expressed
reluctance to address this topic in detail, arguing it as culturally inappropriate or
potentially retraumatizing for survivors and their families. This divergence underscores a

tension between local norms for silence and international calls for visibility.
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Chapter 5 - Emotional and Reflective Spaces of Memorialization

Rwanda’s memorials are not only educational and commemorative institutions, but also
emotional landscapes. Visitors of memorials do not only come to learn about the
Genocide against the Tutsi, but also to honor the victims, to mourn lost family members
and to process their own experience.

This chapter focuses on the second part of the research question; the emotional
and reflective spaces of memorialization in Rwanda. First, there will be an analysis of the
physical or temporal spaces that create the opportunity for reflections for the visitors.
However, the spaces of reflection are also created through memorialization practices,
such as commemoration events, screenings of documentaries, or coming together to
talk with other survivors. This section aims to answer the following sub-question: “How
do physical, spatial, symbolic and temporal elements within and around memorial sites
facilitate emotional and reflective experiences for visitors and participants?” The second
section focuses on the emotions and reflections of the visitors after their visit to the
memorial. This section answers the following sub-question: “How do visitors engage
emotionally and reflectively with the narratives and silences around sexual violence in
genocide memorials and with the memorials overall?” This chapter therefore highlights
how memorials function as emotional and reflective terrains for those who encounter

them.

5.1 Spaces of Memory in Rwanda

Visiting a memorial is often a personal experience, shaped not only by the stories
presented, but also by the environment in which these stories unfold. The material
content and the spatial organization of memorials both contribute to how individuals
encounter and process memory. In the Rwandan context, where the material of the
memorial is a recent and devastating history, the design of these spaces plays a crucial
role in facilitating moments of pause, reflection and emotional response.

Within the spatial design of a memorial, elements such as quiet rooms, benches
and gardens are effective tools in facilitating these moments of intentional pause for
visitors (Viebach, 2020; Koh, 2021). Some memorials, like KGM, offer carefully curated
environments for individual reflection. For instance, benches are placed individually

rather than in clusters along the gardens, prompting reflective silence rather than shared
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discussion (field notes Po1). This shaped the visitor’s engagement, guiding them toward
internal processing. Similarly, the gardens and the silence room at KGM offer visitors
moments to slow down and mentally absorb the weight of the material they have just
encountered (field notes Po1; Koh, 2021).

Another form of affecting design includes the availability of counseling spaces or
support services. These are seen in sites such as Murambi Genocide Memorial or KGM,
where access to mental health support reinforces the understanding that encountering
memory can be overwhelming (field notes Po1, Po14). This emotional spatiality was also
noted by other visitors. One of the international visitors recalled: “l think they had the
room [at KGM] for psychosocial support or something. | don't know. | remember | could
hear people really crying super loud, but | could not see them” (interview #3). This quote
shows that these non-exhibition areas offer the opportunity for private emotional
expression. The presence of such services aligns with Ahmed’s (2013) arguments that
emotions are relational and spatially distributed. They are shaped by connections to
people, things and atmospheres. During the visits to sites that offer the counseling
service, the tour guide would also mention these services. Additionally, he mentions that
these services are used more often during the Kwibuka period, as visiting the memorials
can be emotionally intense for family members (field notes Po15).

However, not all the memorials offer such opportunities. The absence of spatial
supports for reflection raises questions about the reflective opportunities for the visitors.
Without benches and silence rooms, a memorial can become a place forinformation and
commemoration, without a specific focus on emotional processing for visitors. In
contrast, the inclusion of even simple benches, as found at Nyamata Genocide Memorial
and Nyanza Genocide Memorial, can symbolically acknowledge the emotional intensity

of the place and create these opportunities (see images 4 and 5, field notes Po2, Po4).
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Image 4: Bench at Nyanza Genocide

1

Image 5: Beh at Nya
Memorial. Source: Author, 2025 Memorial. Source: Author, 2025
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These physical and spatial elements are critical because genocide memorials are

not emotionally neutral spaces. Visitors often encounter confronting representations of

violence, such as human remains, children’s clothing and bullet-destroyed walls. Such

affective materials are designed to provoke emotional response and thus require

architectural responses to support that emotional burden (Viebach, 2020).

Not only spatial designs create the opportunity for
reflection and processing emotions for visitors.
Rwanda’s annual Kwibuka period, every year from
April to July, is a national period that focusses on
remembering the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi.
Kwibuka means ‘remember’ in Kinyarwanda
(Kwibuka, n.d., see image 6). The first week of
Kwibuka (April 7 — 13) is particularly charged,
marked by official speeches, testimonial events,
moments of silence, and symbolic acts such as
candle lighting and song (field notes Po5, Po8).
Every memorial organizes an event on the date that
is connected to the specific site. These events turn

memorials into emotionally heightened spaces.
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Image 6: Kwibuka31 banners around the city.
Source: Author, 2025
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At IRIBA’s community-based commemoration event, for instance, survivors and
youth joined in a shared ritual of remembrance that included personal testimony,
intergenerational dialogue and music. These acts transformed the room into a temporary
space of exposure and healing, creating a space for memory. As participants lit candles
shaped in the number 31 to mark the 31 years since 1994, they each spoke aloud the
people they were remembering (see image 7). The shared ritual fostered not just
reflection, butemotionalintimacy, especially when the oldest and youngest participants,
of both ethnicities, stood together as a symbol of bridging generations through

commemoration (field notes Po5).

/

Some interviewees described the Kwibuka period as emotionally difficult but
essential. During the first week, Rwandans can decide themselves if they want to be
working. The emotions are intense, so people are free to do what they want (research
diary, p.6). Others mentioned that there is a social pressure to attend the
commemoration events for Rwandans. For some, these are too intense, but they are
looked upon if they do not show up to the commemorations (research diary, p.6). Other
survivors mentioned the importance of attending the events, and even the relief that the
government gives them an opportunity to stand still by those they lost (interview #7). As
mentioned, this period opens space for mourning but also includes emotional

unpredictability. Visitors fainted at some events (field notes Po8), while others carried the
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emotional intensity long after the ceremonies ended (interview #2). This period is also
used to focus on the youth generation, to teach them about the 1994 Genocide against
the Tutsi (field notes Po7). This particular form of teaching during the Kwibuka period is
also visible among individuals included for instance in the book ‘And I Live On’ by de

Brouwer et al. (2019):

“Although I have not shared my story with my children, | do not hide from them
the realities of Rwanda’s history. During the genocide commemoration period
from April to June, | always take my oldest children with me to the memorial
site. They hear testimonials from genocide survivors there, and they become
curious and wish to know more about the genocide. They hear the names of
our murdered family members, and they always ask me about it.” (de

Brouwer, et al., 2019, p.132)

Unlike permanent exhibitions at memorials, the commemorative gatherings unfold
through rituals and presence. Songs, moments of silence, candles and tears emerge
throughout these events, showing that emotion was not simply elicited by the exhibitions,
but also by ritual, memory, and community. In this sense, Kwibuka creates a period that
intensifies the emotional spaces within the memorials, but also in other places. It
transforms spaces of memory from places of passive witnessing into sites of active,

embodied remembrance.

Survivors also create their own spaces of commemoration and emotional processing,
often outside formal institutions. These spaces could be revisiting specific locations that
hold personal or familial trauma, for instance. In interview #2, the respondent described
bringing his mother back to the place they had been traumatized during the Genocide
against the Tutsi, their own apartment. They also visited the village in which the
respondents’ grandparents lived and were killed. Revisiting these locations together
allowed his mother to open up about her past for the first time, showing how their shared
returning to the space can serve as a reflective space in which opportunity for talking and
remembering is created. Going back to this place was described as “deeply healing” by
the respondent (interview #2). The memory of places can therefore be powerful. It

explains how personal and collective memories become anchored to specific material
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location (Truc, 2011). This localization of memory through space can reanimate the past
in emotional ways, offering survivors not just a site for recollection but a medium through
which memory is reconstructed and shared, as visible in the example in interview #2.
Moreover, the process of participating in this study also became a space for
reflective and emotional expression. The same respondent in interview #2 emphasized
several times that speaking to the researcher was in itself a form of healing. He framed
the conversation not merely as data collection, but as a therapeutic exchange, affirming
the role of testimony in memory work. This can be connected to the transfiguration of
places through memory, as this research setting itself became a space of reflective
commemoration (Truc, 2011). Similarly, in the post-visit discussion at the KGM, it was
underlined that it is important to talk about a visit to a genocide memorial, as a way of
coping with emotional responses. For some of the participants, this visit also marked the
first time they could emotionally process their visit to KGM (focus group). While analyzing
the spaces of memory in Rwanda, this study also created spaces for memory and

commemoration for the participants.

5.2 Visitor Emotions and Reflections

Visiting a memorial is rarely a passive experience. The emotional weight of what is seen,
heard, and remembered often has a lasting impression on visitors. While the spatial
design of memorials may guide visitors towards moments of reflections or quiet, what
unfolds in those moments varies among visitors. Emotions surface in different ways.
Some visitors start to cry after encountering confronting elements within memorials,
others become silent or want to discuss it with other visitors.

Memorials cannot fully predict how visitors will respond, and what emotions will be
charged. Several scholars have already examined the reflections and emotions of visitors
aftertheirvisit to genocide memorials in Rwanda (Mannergren, et al., 2024b; Gahongayire
& Nyiracumi, 2014; King, 2010). King (2010) and Mannergren et al. (2024b) found that
many survivors of the Genocide against the Tutsi are dissatisfied with the space that is
made available for them for remembering. This particular concern did not occur in this
study. One survivor expressed relief at having a dedicated space and time to remember
her lost family members, explaining that they had been unable to mourn at the time of

loss:
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“During the genocide the ones who are dead, we did not have the time to
mourn for them because we were fighting for ourselves. After we didn’t have
time to think about it. We didn’t have the bodies to bury our lost ones. [...] To
me it is important to have this small time to remember our lost. It helps us to
think of our honored. It helps that the governmentis organizing to have time to

heal.” (interview #7)

Other scholars point out that the visitors’ responses are not universal. Gahigana &
Sharpley (2014) acknowledge that reactions differ across background, identity and
purpose of visit. Some Rwandan visitors in this study reflected on their visit to a memorial
as a healing experience (interview #2 and #7), while other survivors found their visit to be
destabilizing and emotionally hard (focus group). Survivors can also feel unprepared for
the intensity of the memorials (Gahigana & Sharpley, 2014). Friedrich (2016) further
complicates this by showing how memorials are also places that many Rwandans avoid
altogether, raising important questions about whose emotions these places are trying to
hold. One of the Rwandans that participated in this study also mentioned that she
avoided visiting a memorial after her first, and very traumatic experience: “After her first
visit she was shaking so badly and ‘in shock for 6 months’ which made her decide to not
go there again. Until today.” (research diary, p.15).

During the interviews, visitors shared a range of reflections after their visit to spaces
of memory. For some, these sites opened a space for them to reconnect with personal or
family histories. One Rwandan interviewee described how revisiting a place where he had
once hidden as a child allowed him to reconnect these traumatic experiences with his

present self:

“And when | touched the stairs of the building, my whole body was shaking.
[...] So my body actually remembered when | just put into that. | think so... |
was shaking and | almost fainted. [...] When | opened the door of that
apartment, | started to have flashes. | started to have flashes. Then my mother
[...] explained to me that actually all those flashes between her explanation
and my flashes that | had, | remember that we were living in the apartment.”

(interview #2)
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For this survivor, going back to the specific space of memory made him able to reconnect
with his own memories of this period. Several other survivors also highlighted that their
memories came back during their visit to the memorial (focus group).

On the other hand, were the visits for international visitors mostly focused on
learning new perspectives about the Genocide against the Tutsi (interview #1, #3 and #5).
Several interviewees highlighted that their visit to the memorial contributed to their
understanding of the Genocide against the Tutsi, particularly regarding the colonial
legacies. For instance, one visitor explained that the exhibitions clarified the role of
colonialismin creating ethnical divisions, changing how she had previous understood the
Genocide against the Tutsi (interview #3). For others, their visit was motivated by learning
about this period, highlighting that they wanted to change their limited knowledge
beforehand (interview #1). The memorials also raised more questions for the visitors in
some cases. One of the international visitors mentioned the following after his visit to
Nyanza Genocide Memorial: “| feel like | needed to hear more and more. | had more
questions than answered. Some of them were answered. Some of them are still
processing” (interview #1).

One reflective response that was noted across many interviews was discussing
the visit to a space of memory (interview #1, #2, #2, #5 and focus group). It is interesting
to note that participating in these interviews already involved discussing the visit and
reflecting on what the participants saw. However, almost all the participated also
discussed it with close family or friends. This discussing with others is important, as
memory spaces become socially meaningful when memory is shared and negotiated

with others during or after the visit (Truc, 2011).

Several interviewees reflected on not only what was included in these spaces, but also
what was absent. For instance, two international visitors noted that the memorial
focused predominantly on the victims and lacked perspectives of perpetrators (interview
#1 and #3). Others reflected on the silence around gendered violence. A Rwandan
participant expressed that the experience of women was underrepresented in the

memorials, especially in relation to sexual violence.
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“Yes, this is definitely something that haven't been... | know that, of course,
this happened, but you know how Rwandans are? [...] we don't really talk
about a lot of things. Like emotional expression. [...] So yeah, a lot of these
things has happened, but | didn't have the opportunity to sit down with
somebody. Except from books that | read and everything, and to talk about it,
yet. [...] So, | don't have any personal experience with it or through somebody
close to me that | know and who I'm sure they have been through something,

but no, we don't talk about it.” (interview #2)

Within this quote the same revelation came forward as discussed in the previous chapter.
Sexual violence is not mentioned in the memorials, but this is similar to everyday life.
Rwandans do not really want to discuss sexual violence or other personal experiences,
which is mirrored in the memorial sites.

For some of the participants the interviews were the first moment that they reflected
on the information that they encountered at the memorial. In a conversation with the
translator that helped during this study, he told me that many participants did never think
about the questions that we asked. He highlighted that they had never thought about the
inclusion of women’s experience and how they could feel about this (research diary,
p.21). This highlights that the reflection does not always happen on individual level but

can be triggered by questions of others.

The emotional weight that a visit has on the visitor various among people. In this study,
visitors of the memorials frequently described the visit to the memorials as emotionally
intense. Across the interviews, responses such as ‘crying’ (coded in 8 cases), feeling
‘horrified’ (7 cases), ‘shocked’ (6 cases) or ‘overwhelmed’ (5 cases) were frequently
mentioned. In many cases, these reactions occurred not through passive viewing, but
through affective thresholds (Koh, 2021). These are moment when the emotional impact
of the memorial space demands not just attention but a bodily response. During interview

#2 the following quote recalled a specific moment of triggering of these intense emotions:

“When we were walking, we saw those memorial stones, you know, where we
have the names of the people. Then when we arrived, actually at the memorial
stones... | was walking in front and then | saw my mother... My mother was

walking in the back of me. Then | felt that she was shaken. Then when | turned
55



around, she collapsed in tears. [...]. She's like, | can count on half of my hand
the number of times I've seen her crying. That was one of them. When she saw

the names on those stones, she collapsed in tears.” (interview #2)

The depth of the mother’s reaction suggests an affective experience of even greater
intensity. This is not simply an emotional response, but more a moment where the body
can’t contain or regulate the emotion it encounters. In this case, the memorial did not
only trigger memory but also reactivated a grief that was overwhelming and
uncontrollable.

To me, specific elements in the memorials also triggered emotions. One of the
most affective spaces that | encountered during the participant observations was the
section of the KGM displaying the photos of the victims and the exhibition on children.

The following entry was recorded in the research diary after my visit to KGM:

“When encountering this part of the exhibition, this overwhelmed me for
a moment. | sat down at the benches that faced the many photos and
sat there in silence. All of these people who are missed by loved ones
and died because of this cruel period.

The exhibition on the children of the genocide also intensified this
feeling. The smiling faces among the children in this exhibition, their
favorite activity and food. Which were paired with the devastating text
about how they were murdered and their last words. | just can'timagen
that you would throw a 2-year-old against a wall, or that you can stab a
6-year-old in her eyes. The horrible acts are unimaginable to me.”

(Research Diary Entry, Kigali Genocide Memoirial, p.4)

This research diary entry shows that the exhibition on children is what Viebach (2020)
calls ‘an emotional landscape’. They do not just visualize memory, but trigger emotions.
The innocence and the familiarity of the children is standing in a direct tension with the
brutality of their death. By not only displaying statistics, but using emotionally saturated
details, this memorial actively engages with how history is felt.

For some visitors the tension between encountering the history of the Genocide
against the Tutsi and the beauty of Rwanda in everyday life now is what made their visit to
the memorials emotionally challenging. One of the international visitors argued the

following after her visit to Murambi Genocide Memorial:
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“First, for just going in the rooms, you see the corpse | don't know. | felt okay
because | was like, Okay, it's not bodies, but some of them had still hairs.
That shocked me a bit because there you can feel still some humanity
because you see their hairs. And that was a bit shocking. And also, just to
imagine that if all of this haven't happened, it could have been a very nice
campus. Students will be there. That's the strange thing, | think, with Rwanda
is that it's [such a] beautiful country. We went on a sunny day. And so, when
you go out of the rooms, you see all the green ground around the sun, and
you're like, Oh, my God. It could have been such an amazing place. Also, you
canseeverywellthe hills on allthe sides. It'savery small hill, | feel, Murambi.
You can also just... It | can imagine how people said that when they escape
and they were justin front. | felt for those two things; it was a bit emotionally

intense.” (interview #5).

In this quote the discrepancy between the imagination of the brutality which made the
Genocide against the Tutsi possible, and the beauty of the Rwandan landscape today
shows emotional discomfort for the international visitor. While Rwandan survivors
acknowledge their own memories and flashbacks more, international visitors talk about

their imagination in what it could have been like.

Visitors that participated in this study experienced various emotions and reflections after
their visit to spaces of memory. While the visit for Rwandans was marked more often by
emotionally challenging feelings, and flashbacks of their experiences, were the visits for
internationals more focused on learning new perspectives and imagine what happened
during the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. This difference in experiences and motives
can also contribute to the different voices about the future inclusion of sexual violence in
the memorials. For international visitors, this could be seen as an addition to the
memorials to learn about the complete history, while for Rwandans this could only

intensify their visit even more.
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Chapter 6 - Conclusion

The aim of this study was answering the following research question: "How do official
memorials and community-based memorial practices, address sexual violence during
the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda, and what kinds of emotional and
reflective spaces do they create for visitors?” Through participant observation,
interviews, focus group, literary and artistic analysis, this study examined how narratives
of sexual violence are in- or excluded within the official and community-based memorial
practices in Rwanda. With more than 250 memorial sites along the country, and an
annual 100-day commemoration period, remembering this period is an important aspect
of the Rwandan culture. While being in Rwanda, everywhere you look you recognize the
history of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. Rwandans are immensely affected by this
period and still live with the visible consequences every day.

While the official state-regulated memorial sites sometimes confront the visitor
with the stories of sexual violence, as at Murambi Genocide Memorial and Nyamata
Genocide Memorial, most of them only acknowledge it, or do not talk about this subject
at all. Within the memorials that do spend attention to sexual violence, the tour guide is
often responsible for the additional explanation, as also noted by Viebach (2020). In
contrast, community-based memorial practices often confront the reader more with
sexual violence, such as the book The Men Who Killed Me, and the documentary The
Silence of Words. However, not all the community-based memorial practices include the
stories of sexual violence, which can be evaluated through the collaboration of foreign
artists. The community-based memorial practices that were just mentioned are made in
collaboration with Rwandan survivors, who are given platform by foreign artists. This
could influence the explicit or implicit mention of narratives of sexual violence. It is
therefore not a given that community-based memorial practices automatically include
narratives of sexual violence, while they do offer the opportunity to present counter
narratives compared to the official memorial sites.

The interviewees did not agree with each other about the future inclusion of sexual
violence inthe memorials. While mostinternationalvisitors think thatthe inclusion would
create the opportunity for other survivors to open up about their experience, Rwandan
visitors and survivors, often had a different perspective. Some of them argued that it is
not Rwandan culture to discuss these private traumas with others, and that they should

keep these stories for themselves. Furthermore, argued these women that including
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these stories of sexual violence creates social tensions for them, as family members find
it hard to understand, and in some cases even leave the woman. As Féron (2023) also
highlighted, is this social stigma what refrains Rwandan survivors about speaking up
about their experiences of sexual violence.

However, this study shows that the inclusion of sexual violence in memorials is
not a simple yes or no question. Itis not only a question of what is lacking, missing or is
ignored in the public realm. This study should therefore be connected to post-colonial
literature that discusses the right to opacity and the right to not reveal related to
Glissant’s work (Simek, 2015). The transparency thatis seen as a social and political good
by severalfeministworks, canriskignoring cultural boundaries of societies (Féron, 2023).
As a foreign researcher, there is the risk of oversimplifying the answers to questions like
these. Colpitts and Crosby (2022) highlight this risk of the perceived position of the
researcher as a ‘savior’ of the ‘community’. Within this research |, as a European female
researcher, was influenced by the culture in which | was trained. Even when trying to
reflect on this position as much as possible, this still influenced the questions that |
asked and the findings that | interpreted.

The results of this study highlight the discrepancy between Rwandans and non-
Rwandans and how the experience of women should be discussed in the memorial
landscape of Rwanda. Within the Rwandan culture, talking about personal and sensitive
experiences is not customary, and particularly the experiences of sexual violence. While
this is portrayed in this study as ‘Rwandan characteristics’ one of the participants of this
study letthe researcher evaluate this too. Eveninthe Netherlands, a social stigma around
sexual violence still persists (Kennedy & Prock, 2018). After interview #9 the survivor
asked me how | would want to include sexual violence in memorials if this would have
happened to my country. This question made me evaluate the questions that | was
asking, and how the tables would have turned if it was my country that was studied.

This study also showed that memorials do not only work as political institutions,
but also as emotional and reflective spaces. While the spatial design within memorials
differs, they all create an opportunity to commemorate the 1994 Genocide against the
Tutsi. Other spaces of memory, like discussions, screenings of documentaries and get-
togethers, seemed to be important within the Rwandan culture. For internationalvisitors,
including this researcher, these moments are mainly used to learn about this history and

how the Rwandans now reconcile and unite with each other. Rwandans use these
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opportunities to commemorate, to honor those lost, and to give space to their traumas.
Visitors described these visits as emotionally overwhelming, intense and sometimes
even healing.

Ethical considerations were central throughout the study. The emotional toll on

both the participants and the researcherwere high, relating to the sensitive topic in which
we worked. A strong methodological framework was necessary to guide through these
considerations. Also, the collaboration with IRIBA Center for Multimedia Heritage made
it possible to navigate through this highly sensitive environment, while maintaining
ethical approval. During the interviews, the participants were in full control on what they
wanted to share, and the emotional heaviness of these discussions were considered. The
use of translators for the interviews in Kinyarwanda was both necessary and imperfect.
Interviews in Kinyarwanda could create more depth but also carried the risk of wrong
interpretation and data loss. The presence of the translator also influences the openness
of the participant, and the questions that were asked.
Another important limit of this study is that it failed to include the perspective of Hutus.
As Rwanda has an authoritarian context, in which the president was the leader of the RPF,
the memorialization is focused on the victim side (Mwambari, 2021). As acknowledge by
some visitors, the perspective of perpetrators is also missing within the memorial
landscape. While this limits this study, it is done out of an aspect of respecting
boundaries. These perspectives can still be too painful, and the researcher is not trained
enough to address this. Future research should take these limits into account.

This study showed that memorialization in Rwanda is not a simple question of
inclusion or exclusion, but a dynamic construct in which politics of memory, cultural
taboos, social stigma and traumas interact with each other. Future research should
connect the case study of Rwanda’s memorialization to post-colonialist literature on the
right to opacity and the right to not reveal for survivors. While most academic work on the
memorialization of the Genocide against the Tutsi argues for more openness about
sexual violence and the experiences of women (Fox, 2019; de Yeaza & Fox, 2013), this

creates a tension with the opinion of Rwandan survivors and the Rwandan culture.
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Appendix 1

Memorial overview

Memorial Location
Kigali Gisozi -
Genocide districtin
Memorial  Kigali
Nyanza Kicukiro —
Genocide asuburb
Memorial southeast
of Kigali
City.
Nyamata Bugesera
Genocide Region,
memorial 30 KM
from
Kigali
Mount Central,
Rebero Kigali City
Genocide
memorial
Murambi  Karaba
Genocide
Memorial

Biography and site design

Includes three permanent exhibitions on the Genocide
against Tutsi, Children’s memorial and history of
genocidal violence around the world. Hosts an archive
of testimonies

5 objectives; education, commemoration, prevention,
documentation and survivor support.

Mass grave of 250.000 who were killed around Kigali.
Mass grave of around 105.000 victims. Most of them
were Tutsis who were under protection of Belgian
Peacekeepers (UNIMIR) but were left and killed at the
Nyanza site.

Includes: wall of names of victims, mass graves and
IBUKA’s headquarter No exhibits or artifacts at play.
Church with the remains of 5.000 victims. Clothing,
coffins and human remains.

45.000 people inside the mass graves.

Cemetery of 14.000 victims, including 12 politicians
who stood up against the genocide. List with names of
victims

Murambi school under construction that was a place
for mass killings and was part of Zone Turquoise of the
French Soldiers.

Includes museum, laboratory, mass graves (50.000
people), wall of names and bodies of victims and
clothes.

Particularity

Not an preserved killing site, but
created to remember the victims
around Kigali.

Entrance is free, audio-tour is $20.
No photos allowed inside the
memorial.

An actual preserved killing site. No
exhibits or artifacts but
information provided by IBUKA
workers.

A place that is known for intense
violence against Tutsis. Guide
present

Exhibition known for the
politicians. Guide present

An actual preserved killing site.
Guide present

Date of
creation
First mass
graves in
2001,
memorial
openedin
2004.

1994

Desacralized
in April 1997.

April 1995

April 1995

Site instigator

MINUBUMWE,
Aegis Trust and
the City of Kigali.

MINUBUMWE,
IBUKA and the
District.

MINUBUMWE,
Aegis Trust

MINUBUMWE

MINUBUMWE,
UNESCO and the
District



Appendix 2

Literature/art overview

Title

The Men Who
Killed Me

&

| Live On

Surviving the
Unthinkable. A
Story of Hope and
Resilience.
Reclaiming
History: Colonial
roots of the
genocide in
Rwanda

Beyond the
Benocide

Rwanda: The
Silence of Words.

Tested to the limit:

A Genocide
Survivor’s Story of
Pain, Resilience
and Hope

Product

Survivor
Testimonies /
Book

Book/testimony

Documentary

Documentary

Documentary

Book/testimony

Biography

Book including 17 testimonies of the suffering
they endured in cases of sexual violence and

living with HIV.

The second edition includes stories on
resilience of the same victims after the

genocide.

Book about the experiences of the author
regarding the genocide against the Tutsi. She
talks about her family, the horrors she endures
and how her life is after the genocide.
Documentary that dives into the influence of
Germany and Belgium on the genocide of

Rwanda

Documentary that voices the experience of
Rwandans during and after the genocide

against the Tutsi.

Three Rwandan women break the silence:
bruised by the genocide perpetrated against
the Tutsis in April 1994, which decimated part
of their family, they were then refugees in
camps run by the French soldiers of Operation
Turquoise, some of whom they accuse of

raping them.

Survivors testimony of genocide, rape and
torture during the 1994 Genocide against the

Tutsis

Author/maker

Edited by Anne-Marie de
Brouwer & Sandra Ka Hon
Chu (and Eefje de Volder),
Photographs by Samer
Muscati.

Liliane Murangwayire

Samuel Ishimwe & DW

A Zion Films Company

Michaél Sztanke & Gaél Faye

Consolee Nishimwe

Date of
creation
2009 & 2018

March 2025

April 2025

December
2024

2022

June 2012

Audience

Globally

Globally and
Rwanda

Germany and
Rwanda

Globally,
through Ibuka
offices
Globally

Globally
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https://www.amazon.com/Consolee-Nishimwe/e/B008O2EDPY/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1

Appendix 3

Interview guides
The following interview guides have been adjusted for specific participants based on
their background or the memorials that they visited or created.

Rwandan visitors

Start of interview
- Explain purpose of research, the voluntary nature of participating, and confidentiality of
responses.
- Explainrights of participants as mentioned in informed consent.
- Signinformed consent.
- Askfor permission to record.

Background and motivations
- Would you like to tell me something about yourself? For example, where you grew up and how
you got here today?
- What was for you the reason to visit [the memorial]?
- Was this the first time you visited a memorial or commemoration event in Rwanda?
- Didyou visit official memorial sites in the past few months?
o Which ones?

Reflective reactions
Specific memorial
- Did the memorial change or reinforce your understanding of the genocide?
o Howso?
- What aspects of the memorial made you reflect the most?
- Was there a space during the exhibit where you could stand still by experiences that are close to
you?
- After your visit to the memorial did you discuss it with other persons?
o What elements did you discuss?
o  With whom did you discuss?
Memorials
- Inthe other memorials that you have visited, how did they let you reflect on what happened in
Rwanda?
- Did specific elements within these memorials made you think about your own experiences?
- After seeing these memorials did you discuss it with other persons?
o What elements did you discuss?
o With whom did you discuss?
Other
- Doyou feel seenin the way that Rwanda commemorates today?
- Whatis, according to you the most important objective of the Kwibuka week?

Emotional reactions
Specific memorial
- Howdid you feel while going through the exhibits?
- Where there any specific elements that got your attention?
- Did the memorial help you to process certain feelings or emotions?
- Are there any emotions or memories that you remembered that you want to discuss with me? |
would like to remind you that you do not have to if you don’t want.
Memorials
- Howdid it feel to walk through the memorials you visited?
- During your visit of the other memorials, were there certain emotions that shaped the way you
experienced the site?



Other
- Howdid you experience the Kwibuka week this year?

Perceptions of representation
Specific memorial
- What themes or historical aspects did you find most prominent in the memorial?
- Was there something you expected to see or hear, but didn’t?
Memorial
- Doyou think that there are stories or narratives missing in memorials in Rwanda?
- There are scholars who found that experiences of sexual violence are often missing in official
memorials. Do you think that the inclusion of sexual violence is important in the healing of
survivors?

End of interview
- Isthere anything else you want to say to me regarding the memorials or the commemoration
period?
- Thankfor participation
- Ensure the anonymity of participants

International visitors

Start of interview
- Explain purpose of research, the voluntary nature of participating, and confidentiality of
responses.
- Explainrights of participants as mentioned in informed consent.
- Signinformed consent.
- Askfor permission to record.

Background and motivation

- Where are you from?

- What brought you to Rwanda?

- What made you decide to visit this memorial in particular?

- Was this your first visit to a genocide memorial in Rwanda?

- Wasyour visit connected to the commemoration period?

- Had you heard about Kwibuka or the genocide before coming to Rwanda?
o Whatdid you know?

- What did you expect before your visit?
o Were those expectations met?

Reflective reactions
- Did visiting this memorial change or reinforce your understanding of the genocide?
o Howso?
- Was there space - physically or emotionally — for personal reflection?
o Rooms, or silences, or opportunity for questions?
- What aspects of the memorial made you reflect most?
- Did the memorial connect with experiences or knowledge you already had?
- Afteryour visit to the memorial did you discuss it with other persons? / Are you going to discuss
your visit to the memorial with others?
o What elements did you discuss?
o With whom did you discuss?
- Doyou have the feeling that you understand the Genocide Against the Tutsis better, after your
visit?
- Ifapplicable: did you have the feeling that you could ask all your questions to the tour guide?

Emotional reactions
- Howdid you feel while walking through the memorial?
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Were there any parts that particularly touched or overwhelmed you?
What is the overhand emotion that you would connect to your visit to the memorial?
Are there emotions or memories you’d like to share with me?
o Reminder that they’re not required to do so.
Were there other memorials that felt particular intense when visiting?

Perceptions of representation

Do you think that there is a specific perspective that is built in this memorial?
Which stories or themes stood out most to you in this memorial?
Were there perspectives that you expected to see but did not?
Did you notice content about the experiences of women, children or sexual violence?
o How about other memorials you visited?
Some scholars say sexual violence is underrepresented in official memorials. Do you believe that
including these stories is important for historical understanding or healing.

End of interview

Is there anything else you want to say to me regarding the memorials or the commemoration
period?

Thank for participation

Ensure the anonymity of participants

Makers of community commemoration practices

Start of interview

Explain purpose of research, the voluntary nature of participating, and confidentiality of
responses.

Explain rights of participants as mentioned in informed consent.

Sign informed consent.

Ask for permission to record.

Background and motivation

How did you become involved in making the [fill in commemoration thing in question]?
When did you make this?
What motivated you to make this?
And what motivated you to choose these specific forms of [fill in]?
What were for you the most important considerations in the selection of the stories?
What is according to you, the strength of personal testimonies within post-genocide memory?
What is the audience for your product?
o If mostly globally; why so?

Sexual violence

Do you think official memorials adequately represent all victims of the genocide?
Are there narratives missing in official memorials?

o Like what?
Other scholars found that sexual violence narratives are often missing from official memorials.
How do you feel the role of your product in the acknowledging these narratives?
Did you experience resistance by either institutional or community organizations in publishing
these stories?

Alternative memory spaces

What role do you think that literature, music or oral storytelling play in remembrance?

How do artistic/literary works fill gaps by left by official memorials?

Do you think there is a difference in impact between official memorial sites and alternative forms
like books in Rwanda?
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- Inyour knowledge, do community-led efforts face challenges in being recognized or
acknowledged?
- Doyou know about other community-led efforts to commemorate sexual violence victims?

Impact and healing
- What kind of responses did you get from survivors after publishing the books?
- Didthese responses differ from international readers of the books?
- Are the books used as part of official commemoration practices, like Kwibuka or official
memorial sites?
- Arethere aspects in memorialization that could be improved to support survivors better?
According to you, what is the additional worth of your books for the international audience?

End of interview
- Isthere anything else you want to say to me regarding the memorials or the commemoration
period?
- Thank for participation
- Ensure the anonymity of participants

Focus group

Start
- How are you feeling after the visit today?
- Was there anything that stood out to you at the memorial?

Feelings
- Whatdid you feel at the mass grave?
- Howdid you feel while going through the exhibitions?

Reflection
- Does the story you see in the memorial reflect your own story?
- Did anything during the visit make you stop and think about your life today or your families
history?

Gendered experiences
- Doyouthink that the experience of women is given enough space in this memorial?
- Thereis a special space for the children in the memorial. Do you think that there should be such
space for women as well?

Closing
- Isthere anything important that was not asked, but you would like to say?

Follow-up interview focus group

- Lasttime, when we were with the group, some topics were too heavy to talk about. How are you
feeling about it now, having had some time to rest?

- When we talked about how the memorial shows the experiences of women, what were your
thoughts, even if you didn’t feel like saying them at the time?

- Doyou feel that the experiences of women during this period, are being seen or remembered
properly in Rwanda today?

- Doyou feel that speaking about what you have been through has changed something? For you,
for the people around you or for how other understand what happened to women?

- Doyou think that it would be easier for women to talk about what they went through, if memorials
showed more of these experiences?
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There are different perspectives on the inclusion of women’s stories into the memorials. Some
people say thatitis important to share more stories of women. Others say it may be too painful to

put into words for the survivors, or other victims to read about. What are your thoughts about
this?
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Appendix 4

Consent document - English
Date:

When signing this document, | declare to participate in this research, and | am aware of
my rights.

- You have the opportunity to stop the interview at any time. Or you have the right
to don’t answer a question.

- Only the researcher and the translator, can see what you said during the
interview. The participant will have full anonymity after the interview.

Participant
“When signing this document, | declare that | understand the aim of the research and
my rights. | accept my participation in this research”.

Name Signature

Researcher
“The researcher declares to protect the anonymity of the participant, to guarantee the
rights of the participant, and to explain any questions of the participant”.

Name Signature

Document de consentement - Francais
Date :

En signant ce document, je déclare participer a cette recherche et je suis conscient de
mes droits.

- Vous avez la possibilité d'interrompre l'entretien a tout moment. Vous avez
également le droit de ne pas répondre a une question.

- Seulle chercheur et le traducteur peuvent voir ce que vous avez dit pendant
l'entretien. Le participant conservera l'anonymat total aprés l'entretien.

Le participant
“En signant ce document, je déclare comprendre l'objectif de la recherche et mes
droits. J'accepte de participer a cette recherche”.
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Nom Signature

Chercheur
“Le chercheur déclare protéger l'anonymat du participant, garantir ses droits et
répondre a ses questions”.

Nom Signature

Gutanga uruhushya k’umushakashatsi - Kinyarwanda
Itariki :

Sophie Delfgaauw, yansabye kumuganirira, bikamumurikira mu nyigo yifuza gukora.
Nshyize umukono umukono kuri iyi nyandiko, bimuha uruhushya rwo kumbaza no
gukoresha mu nyigo ye ibyo tuganira. Mbikoze nta gahato, nzi neza ko mfite
uburenganzira bwo :

- Kuba nahagarika ikiganiro igihe cyose nakumva mbangamiwe. Nshobora
kudasubiza ikibazo nsimbuka ntasubije.

- Umushakashatsi n'umusemuzi ni bo bonyine bashobora kubona ibyo navuze mu
gihe cy'ikiganiro.

- Uwatanze iki kiganiro, ntabwo atangazwa uko yakabaye, agirirwa ibanga.

Utanga ikiganiro :
«Mu gihe nshyira umukono kuri iyi nyandiko, ndemeza ko nasobanuriwe intego y'inyigo
n'uburenganzira mfite. Nemera uruhare rwanjye muri iyi ngigo» .

Izina Umukono

Umushakashatsi
« Umushakashatsi aremeza ko yishingiye ibanga k’uwo baganira, ko yubahiriza
uburenganzira bwe. Yemeye gusubiza ibibazo abazwa n’uwo baganira ».

Izina Umukono
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Appendix 5

Interview details

Interview  Interviewee Nationality Gender* Date Length (in Language** Recorded
number minutes)

1 Visitor Kenyan M March 26, 2025 15.25 English Yes
2 Visitor Rwandese M April 10, 2025 48.00 English Yes
3 Visitor Portuguese F April 17, 2025 20.20 English Yes
4 Artist Rwandese M April 17, 2025 29.07 English Yes
5 Visitor French F April 22, 2025 37.56 English Yes
Focus Visitors Rwandese 2M,8F April 30, 2025 1.39.42 Kinyarwanda Yes
group

6 Artist Dutch F May 6, 2025 45.56 English Yes
7 Artist Rwandese F May 6, 2025 - English No
8 Visitors Rwandese 2F May 12, 2025 1.13.44 Kinyarwanda Yes
9 Visitors Rwandese 2F May 13, 2025 56.01 Kinyarwanda Yes

*Note: M stands for Male, F stands for Female.

**Note: interviews done in Kinyarwanda included a translator



Appendix 6

Participant observation table

Participant
observation
number

Po1

Po2

Po3

Po4

Po5

Po6

Po7

Po8
Po9

Po10

Po11

Po12

Po13
Po14
Po15

Po16

Location

Kigali Genocide
Memorial

Nyanza Genocide
Memorial

Mount Rebero
Genocide Memorial
Nyamata Genocide
Memorial

IRIBA Center for
Multimedia
Heritage
Goethe-Institut
Kigali

Nyanza Genocide
Memorial

Nyanza Genocide
Memorial

Rebero Genocide
Memorial
Goethe-Institut
Kigali

Kigali Genocide
Memorial

IRIBA Center for
Multimedia
Heritage

Solace Ministries

Murambi Genocide
Memorial
Bisesero Genocide
Memorial
Nyamata Genocide
Memorial

Activity

Audio-guided tour

In-person guided tour
In-person guided tour
In-person guided tour

Attending commemoration
event

Watching Documentary
‘Reclaiming History; Colonial
Roots of the Genocide in
Rwanda’ + audience
discussion

Attending Our Past Initiative
commemoration event
focused on youth
commemoration

Attending commemoration
event

Attending commemoration
event

Watching Documentary
‘Beyond the Genocide’ + panel
discussion

Organizing visit to the KGM,
focus group afterwards
focusing on evaluating the visit
Youth commemoration event

Attending group counselling
sessions
In-person guided tour

In-person guided tour

In-person guided tour

Date

March 24, 2025
March 26, 2025
March 27, 2025
April 3, 2025

April 7, 2025

April 8, 2025

April 9, 2025

April 11, 2025
April 13, 2025

April 15, 2025

April 30, 2025

April 30, 2025

May 14, 2025
May 18, 2025
May 22, 2025

May 25, 2025
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