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Abstract

Based on 16 consecutive months of fieldwork with children, their families and communities,
this thesis explores the lives, experiences and perspectives of children, young people and their
families who live in northwestern Rwanda and have experienced many hardships. In the context of
war, genocide, migration and flight, it examines children and young people’s experiences of, as well
as the social dynamics pertaining to, parental death or absence.

The analysis addresses a key underlying question that remains little examined: how does a
dominant global development category, such as that of orphan, become meaningful in the daily lives,
subjectivities and identities of children and young people who become associated with such a
category when it meets locally available identity and status constructions? What emerges is a messy,
complex cultural reality that often seems contradictory in nature. Orphanhood appears simultaneously
as a desirable status and a stigmatised and embodied identity; as a means to much-needed social and
material resources, such as patrons or inclusion in NGO projects, or as an existential reality.

The central argument is that children, young people and their families make diverse and
sometimes contradictory claims to orphanhood for a variety of moral, political, social, economic and
existential reasons, the primary aim of which is to achieve a more dignified life. Orphanhood is a
condition of inherent existential insecurity that children want to overcome. In order to do so they
sometimes first have to officially cast themselves as orphans. They have to become orphans to
unbecome orphans. But whether they are successful in doing so depends on one key factor that is
only sometimes visible to children themselves: post-genocide political-ethnic categories heavily
influence children’s experiences of orphanhood by determining their access to charitable and
communal support. These in turn are affected by the particular topography of remembering and

forgetting that shapes post-genocide Rwanda.
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Explanatory Notes

Language

The fieldwork for this thesis was conducted in multiple languages and is therefore a result of
a collaboration with a local research assistant conversant in all these language. The three dominant
languages were Kinyarwanda, French and English. | have translated all quotes into English for ease
of reading but where terms or expressions are of importance, | have added the original Kinyarwanda
terms or expressions in brackets or as a footnote. Some conversations took place in Kiswabhili or
Lingala as well as another Congolese language. As | do not have any proficiency in these languages,
I relied entirely on my research assistant in these conversations and am not able to provide relevant
original quotes. For Kinyarwanda/English translations I have relied on Zembach’s 2009 dictionary,
which includes English, French and Kinyarwanda. | have also relied on the official online dictionary,
www.kinyarwanda.net. Northern Rwanda has a slightly different dialect and spelling for some words,
which may explain deviations in some of the quotes provided. All quotes are emphasised with “ *,
while terms adopted from other scholars are emphasised in © © and quoted appropriately. Quotes from
research participants are emphasised in italics while quotes from literature are quoted in normal font.

Confidentiality and Safety Measures

Rwanda continues to experience political tensions that require particular attention to the safety
of research participants. Precautions taken are discussed in Chapter 2 but a few comments are
necessary here. All personal, geographical and organisational names have been changed. | have
confined the area specification to ‘northwestern’ Rwanda and will not provide any further details on
the exact location. | have deliberately kept descriptions vague enough that the area is not identifiable.
Socio-demographic descriptors are thus ’rural’, *urban’, close to a town (unnamed) or road. Only one
organisation is mentioned by name, Care International. This organisation works across Rwanda and
across villages and can thus not be used for identification of people or areas. The project referred to
ceased prior to commencement of fieldwork. Where statistics and precise figures are referred to these
have been modified to remain true to the meaning but so as to obscure, which area may be referred
to. [ have included children’s drawings and worksheets but have anonymised them and covered where
they have written names of areas or people. | have not included any photographs. Finally, I have
consulted with an expert on data archiving and anonymisation to ensure that | have done my utmost
to protect the safety and integrity of my participants in this and all my publications.
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Introduction

Theoretical Underpinnings for Understanding a New Category of Childhood Suffering

in Post-Genocide Rwanda

Claims to Orphanhood

Paul is a 20-year old Rwandan youth (ubusore) who lives with his father in Kigali and often
talks of visiting his mother in the far southwest whom he hasn’t seen in eight years. I initially became
friends with Paul as he taught me Kinyarwanda, but in our many lazy afternoons, perched over an
African tea or fruit juice in one of Kigali’s cafés, he usually wanted to talk about my research. As he
always said, his own life was so relevant to research on orphans that he wanted me to “know his
orphanhood”. Paul’s family survived the 1994 genocide against Tutsi but his parents divorced shortly
after and Paul’s father brought him along with him to Kigali. Badly injured as a soldier in the war,
the father has been drinking heavily since. To support his unemployed father, Paul teaches during the
day and works as a night guard. In order to save up for university, he is also taking a course in tourism,
hoping to get a job as a tour guide to help with university fees. In his spare time in-between teaching,
guarding, studying, cooking and meeting me, he is trying to develop a film project with a close friend
and spends long days in the friend’s music shop. When he feels he needs support, he nurtures personal
relationships with westerners working for the huge NGO industry or as missionaries. Paul is generally
cheerful and full of innovative ideas and plans for his future. There are also days when his mood is
solemn and he feels downbeat. He worries about looking poor,

“When people see me they look at my body, my clothes, my phone and they see
that | belong to the category of poor people and they do not want to know me”.

Paul is frustrated he does not have the same chances in life as his peers. He is saddened by his
father’s lack of attention, conflicts within his family and various authorities’ lack of recognition of

him as an orphan and of his mother as a genocide survivor, because she has since married a Hutu. In
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frustration, he used to shake his head and say “but this is Rwanda, we do not love each other!”. This
is what he wanted me to know of his orphanhood.

Paul’s claim to orphanhood is to be understood within a context where such claims are many
and diverse and are often both person- and context-dependent. Mama Seraphine in one context
labelled her children orphans when she came to “to register her orphans for support”, assuming | was
an NGO worker, while in another context she became offended when | asked a question about her
children’s orphanhood. Her daughters identified as orphans but denied that life was consequently
difficult; yet some people spoke of one daughter as problematic because she had had a child with a
sugar daddy while still in secondary school, which they perceived as a negative implication of the
lack of her father. Ten-year old Husina had lost both her parents to AIDS and lived with her paternal
aunt. Most community members highlighted Husina as the quintessential suffering orphan but not as
expected as an AIDS orphan. In spite of Husina’s young age, she was to most people imfubyi ya
jenoside (genocide orphan). Yet Husina on several occasions refuted such claims — “I have my
mother, 1 am not an orphan” (“mfite mama wanje, sindi imfubyi”). On another occasion, she
wondered if she might be an orphan. What such claims to orphanhood suggest is an ambiguous
pendulum motion between a desired orphan status associated with a pitied suffering child who
receives support, care and positive attention, and a stigmatised, often deviant, outcast who

experiences exclusion.

The Question

In sub-Saharan Africa today, as in other developing regions, there is an astonishing number
of children who are thought to grow up as ‘refugees’, ‘street children’, ‘child soldiers’, ‘children
affected by war’, ‘orphans’, or ‘heads of household’. These are just some of the most well-known and
reported upon categories of ‘vulnerable’ childhoods that have come to the attention of scholars and
humanitarian organisations over the last few decades. Many of such children’s lives are often
subsumed under the dominant development category ‘OVC’, orphans and vulnerable children. This
thesis attempts to understand the social dynamics of one such category, orphans, through an
ethnographic investigation of the lives of Rwandan boys and girls who either self-identify or are

labelled as imfubyi. The analysis aims to address a key underlying question that remains little

1 See Veale (2000:236) for a brief discussion of this sentiment.
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analysed: how do development categories, imported into local settings through non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) and national policies, influence how children experience their lives as a
particular kind of child, and a particular kind of suffering child, within their social worlds? In what
ways, if any, does association with the term imfubyi make a child different from other children? I
trace this through emerging, entangled understandings of childhood, family and suffering that are
characterised by the context of a developmentalist, post-genocide state.

From 2010 to 2011, I conducted 16 months of ethnographic fieldwork with children and young
people with and without parents, in diverse situations and geographical locations — Kigali and two
villages in northwestern Rwanda, semi-urban Kaganza and rural Mwiza. Working with a local
research assistant, | combined a range of ethnographic and child-specific methods (detailed in Chapter
2). Through theatre plays, drawing sessions, worksheets designed together with children, and through
leisurely days of spontaneous music and dance contests, I elicited children’s views on and experiences
on the variety of categories, modes of identification and social encounters that pertain to their self-
understandings as particular kinds of children. The research comes from a long-standing interest in
children’s lives within contexts that are challenging and cause children substantial hardships. My
interest in Rwandan children’s lives arises from a perplexity emerging from the abundant AIDS
orphan literature that dominates scholarship on African childhoods. | started to wonder what it was
like for orphans whose orphanhood was not caused by AIDS. | turned to Rwanda and discovered the
same intense focus on only one category of children — genocide orphans. Thus with both ‘types’ of
orphans, Rwanda seemed a particularly interesting case study to explore potential influences of the
apparent quintessentialising of some kinds of children over others and how this may influence
children’s perceptions of being children.

Participating in children’s everyday lives, talking to their families, joining them in school and
at various NGO programmes and activities, it soon became apparent that references and claims to
orphanhood were often so inconsistent as to make the term orphan appear obsolete. Of course, it is
not. Through a comparative approach, it slowly became evident that orphan claims expressed a series
of moral, social and political concerns specific to the post-genocide context. Thus, | start from
Leach’s position that foregrounding and analysing apparent inconsistencies can lead to an
understanding of social change (Leach 1954, quoted in Hutchinson 2006:12). In doing so, | provide
an ethnographic account of the emergence of a dynamic social category that has developed from an

explosive encounter between local and global categories.
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The growing body of literature on adverse childhoods in sub-Saharan Africa warns of the
dangers in employing universalist categories such as the child, the suffering orphan or the rights-
bearing child through uniquely northern cultural understandings of children’s rights, capabilities and
status (Boyden 1997, Chin 2003). Many such categories sit uneasily with local perceptions of
childhood (Boydon 1997; Bray 2003; Henderson 2006; Meintjes and Giese 2006) and entail ideals
that are expensive and difficult to achieve for most children in developing countries (Chin 2003:309;
see also Dawes and Donald 1994; Hart 2009; Moeller 2002:45). Nonetheless, the reality is that a
multitude of northern-derived categories, concepts and ideas are exported to the south and become
reality for children and families through their encounters with NGOs, state bodies, religious
authorities, representatives of popular culture and other transmitters of global ideas. An ideal
childhood is imposed, which children must “contend with, measure up to, subvert [and] manipulate”
as part of their own identity (Wedel et al 2005:37-8). In the words of Tsing (2005), they become
‘engaged universals’ with unique local meanings. Such meanings often emerge from what Meinert
(2009) has conceptualised as ‘hopes in friction’, drawing on Tsing’s argument that globalisation leads
to the ignition of unpredictable sparks when the global and the local meet (Tsing 2005).

Several scholars have suggested that many African languages do not have a word for “orphan”
but have local terms to denote a destitute child with no social moorings, kin or other network to offer
support (Henderson 2006:307; Hutchinson 2006), not dissimilar to language used about the poor and
destitute (lliffe 1987). Kinyarwanda is an example of an African language that has a native term for
orphan, in fact two, umwana udafite ababyeyi, (a child who does not have parents), and imfubyi. In
the literature, imfubyi appear as children who, upon the loss of parents, fail to integrate within a
household in the extended family and thereby end up day-labouring and offering assistance in other
people’s homes (De Lame 2005:185-193; see also Codere 1973:74-75). This original meaning of
imfubyi persists today but only in a complex web of contradictory, always changing claims to different
kinds of orphanhood. On the one hand, the original life associated with biological orphanhood is not
the kind of life Paul, who opened this thesis, has. Although Paul feels neglected, he is immersed in
an extended kin network and has local and western friends who are dedicated to helping him achieve
a good life. On the other hand, there are parallels. Paul does not wander widely for day labour,
however, he travels daily and nightly across Kigali to combine enough resources to sustain himself
and his disabled, drunken father, with insufficient support from his conflict-rife family.

Paul is making particular claims to a suffering that he labels orphanhood, and which he

grounds in a particular reading of Rwanda (“we do not love each other”), where families’ affective
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economies and ethics of care are considered in decline and where exclusionary political-ethnic
categories (Tutsi survivor) and socio-economic classifications (poor) inhibit wider social
responsibility. His claims thus hold within them important intergenerational and political debates
which at first sight may not appear related but which upon closer inspection are intrinsically
intertwined. The central argument proposed is that these political and intergenerational debates
converge: orphanhood has become an important domain through which post-genocide identity
politics and associated access to resources are actively played out and consecrated in the most intimate
aspects of people’s lives: their ability to care for their own children. Entangled in such contestations
and debates over post-genocide structures, orphanhood holds within it instrumental value but also the
power to moralise, control and condemn, and thus to ostracise. This tension is at the core of the
polyvalence of Rwandan orphan understandings and experiences. The diverse meanings and
evocations of imfubyi suggests a shift from orphanhood as exclusively a kinship category of children
who grow up without their biological parents to orphanhood as an available interpretative framework
for understanding hardships and suffering that is not obviously related to the fact of parental death.
As such, this thesis departs from existing work on orphanhood, which has not examined the ways in
which the orphan category is productively instrumentalised to make very specific claims about
sociality, kinship, family and communal politics — and indeed to make claims on the state that

oversees all such institutions.

Theorising Orphanhood

Literature on orphanhood has been dominated by a widespread preoccupation with ‘saving
children’, perceived to be harmed by their local contexts (Hart 2006; D.M. Hoffman 2011). A
considerable amount of humanitarian-focused scholarship emphasises the fast-rising numbers of
‘AIDS orphans’ in sub-Saharan Africa (Barnett and Whiteside 2002; Hunter 1990; UNAIDS et al
2004) and predicts unprecedented changes to children’s lives, such as radical transformations in the
“family institution” (Nyambedha 2007) and a series of social problems (Guest 2001; Henderson
2006). Philanthropic agencies highlight orphans’ vulnerability in attempts to raise funds for them,
what Judith Ennew terms a donor-media complex (quoted in Abebe 2009:71). Reflecting a wider
trend of using children to headline conflict news stories (Moeller 2002), emotive and evocative
images are distributed on television, the internet, public posters and in publications all over the world,
with written captures encouraging people to save a child (Hutchinson 2006; Panter-Brick 2002; Wells

2008, 2013), leading Klouda to suggest that development is not a logical but an emotional business
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(2007). Waters refers to this as publicising righteousness, which arises from a need to generate
emotion on a large “bureaucratiSed” scale in order to command humanitarian interest and therefore
donations (2001:2,13). Development agencies “make the maximum use of categories and labels that
they think will attract the greatest funding” (Klouda 2007:98-99), often through the use of
melodramatic modes deployed to elicit a visceral emotional reaction (Wells 2013). Bray has termed
this a trend of apocalyptic predictions (2003:39) mirroring views of Africa as the “tragedy” of the
world (Ferguson 2006; Scheidtweiler 2004). This has prompted Hart to raise concerns over the
“representational practices of child-focused humanitarianism on the grounds not only of the influence
they wield over popular understanding of children’s lives, but also of the political uses to which such
representations may be put” (Hart 2006:6; see also Wells 2008).

Academic literature provides more evidence that orphanhood sometimes and in some places
presents children with different vulnerabilities not commonly faced by non-orphans, including poor
schooling and health outcomes (de Walque 2009; Johnson et al 2010; MacLellan 2010; Oleke et al
2007; Siaens et al 2003; Thomas 2010), early sexual initiation and risk of HIV-infection (Kang et al
2008; Nyambedha 2007:287), increased poverty (Andrews et al 2006) and psychological distress
(Atwine et al 2005; Cluver and Gardner 2006; Howard et al 2006; Webb 2005:236). While each
individual study has made particular conclusions, the overall picture that emerges is inconsistent and
inconclusive. Reasons for this include that studies often compare orphan statistics across many sub-
Saharan African countries (e.g. Case et al 2004; Goldberg and Short 2016; Schenk 2009) and
sometimes have methodologically gaps (Abebe 2009:74). Consequently, cultural nuances are missed
that may explain the inconsistency of outcome assessments. Another reason, | suggest, is that
children’s views are often neglected on what may make orphanhood a difficult or different
experience. Thus, the evidence may be representative of the statistical reality but the over-emphasis
on the negatives without an equal estimation of people’s, communities’ and states’ resilience give a
dire image that is less representative (ibid.). Thus, in a systematic review of the meaning of ‘AIDS
orphan’, Sherr et al also found that “although some studies report some negative effects, there are
often no differences and some evidence of protective effects from quality of subsequent care and
economic assistance” for AIDS orphans (2008:527).

In response to the harrowing apocalyptic predictions and the general casting of African
children as inherent victims, a larger and more critical body of scholarship has sought to move beyond
stereotypical representations (Evers, Notermans and Ommering 2011). Such scholars highlight the
resilience and agency of children (Boyden and Cooper 2007; Cook and du Toit 2005; Henderson
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2012) and critique the focus on ‘categories’ (Panter-Brick 2002). Becoming a ‘street child’, ‘child
soldier’ or ‘AIDS orphan’ in this view means neither the doom of society, or inevitable delinquency
or stigma of the individual child (see Hart 2006). The resilience scholars show children’s strengths
and assets as well as coping mechanisms that create new useful strategies for navigating daily life
(Eloff et al 2007). Children’s lives rarely match the disastrous predictions (Bray 2003; Henderson
2006). Thus, Ziehl (2002) critically investigates South African orphan rhetoric and statistics in her
sarcastically titled article “Baby headed households”. Nonetheless, Dyregrov et al warn that “the
notion of resiliency in children could easily become a new form of denial of trauma among children,
whereby political systems evade responsibility for helping war-traumatised children” (2000:14).
Taking a resilience approach equally inhibits encompassing and accurate representations of diverse
kinds of experiences and does not provide “the field with improved analytical precision” (Boyden
and Cooper 2007:ii).

Recently, there have been attempts to move beyond the dichotomous debate of vulnerability
and resilience, although these remain important considerations, when a number of scholars have
started to investigate the dynamics of the orphan category itself. In Malawi, emphasising the many
divergent meanings and uses associated with the term orphan, Hutchinson (2006) describes
differential private and public understandings of orphanhood. In private, it is something families try
to hide from children and protect them from; in public, orphanhood has gained significant political
value as politicians canvas votes through promises of improving orphans’ lives. In Botswana, Dahl
(2014) writes of ‘fat orphans’ who have gained materially from their orphanhood to such an extent
that, in contrast to the normal skinniness of starved orphans, children who receive support from NGOs
and government schemes due to their orphanhood have become ‘fat’, with well-nourished bodies
dressed in the latest fashion. Cheney in a similar vein has spoken of an ‘orphan addiction’ through
which American missionary organisations especially provide such substantial orphan support —
primarily through orphanages — that children or their families begin to desire the orphan label in order
to access much-desired and needed resources (Cheney 2014), a point also made by Hutchinson of
orphan villages (2006:190-205). Of relevance here, Utas (2005) suggests that children and young
people often rely on a strategy of ‘victimcy’: in particular contexts and at different times self-
identifying as particular categories of somehow suffering children and youth to assert some form of
choice or agency. Victimcy, thus, is different from passive victimhood and is a means to respond to

a difficult situation, within challenging political or socio-economic contexts.
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These studies raise a crucial question: What does it mean for a child to have to navigate
through childhood with a new range of categories that are externally defined and underwritten (by
national and development agendas) with which he or she is forced at one point or another to engage
with? Paul’s and others’ claims to orphanhood suggest that it is a context-dependent experience. This
resonates with Mann’s interpretation of Congolese refugee children’s experiences as a process of
being, becoming and unbecoming a refugee (2011). The feeling of having choices prevents
identification with the category ‘refugee’ but once those choices disappear, children begin to feel like
refugees. Children can unbecome refugees by acting in unrefugeelike ways. Refugeeness is thus
enacted or performed, a way of thinking and feeling in the present. This momentary or transient nature
challenges common definitions, grounded in past experiences of fleeing from war, which cast them
as always ‘being’ refugees. A similar argument can be made of conceptualisations of orphanhood.
NGOs typically define orphans as “a child under the age of 18 who has lost at least one parent to
death or permanent absence” (Veale 2001:xii). Much literature, concurrently, focuses on the impact
of death, mourning and the status as parentless, in other words past ‘traumas’ (Eyber and Ager
2004:204; Henderson 2006; Mann 2011). This same literature assumes that orphanhood is a
‘condition’ that follows children until adulthood. Orphanhood is essentialised. However, as Paul’s
story illustrates, orphanhood appears as a condition of particular vulnerabilities (Veale et al 2001),
the “challenges, privations and indignities of daily life” (Mann 2011:21), in which parental death does
not always have an obvious role. Paul has both his parents yet the term orphan helps him to make
sense of a life he finds intolerably difficult. In light hereof, | seek to address the underexplored
question of whether, and if so, how orphanhood, as a consequence of the support provided to orphans
by NGOs and the state, takes on new meanings and effects changes in local understandings of kinship,
community care, suffering and state-community-family relations — as grounded in present

experiences rather than memories of pasts gone.

Making Claims to Orphanhood

Orphanhood can beneficially be conceptualised as a culture of claims-making, as an
instrument for a diverse range of moral, political, social, economic and instrumental claims.
Orphanhood is normally a stigmatised identity that children and families seek to ‘forget’ or ‘hide’.
At the same time many young people and adults looking after imfubyi make repeated attempts to
register on a bureaucratic list of orphans and vulnerable children, known locally as the “orphan list”.
Like Paul who on gloomy days desires an official status and recognition as orphan, these young
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people and orphan carers desire the official status of orphan because of the hope of resources and
support that come with it. It becomes a never-ending ‘desiring’ machine (de Vries 2007). Dahl (2014)
writes of an orphan industry in order to capture this desirability and economic implication of NGO
support for orphans. Yet desires to be registered as orphans go beyond material hopes. The desirability
of orphanhood is equally part of new kinship ethics and wider social negotiations around the
recognition of hardships, suffering and dignified claims to support. What emerges is children’s
instrumental use of the orphan category as a strategy for generating hopeful agency and as a language
for asserting a new (emotional) morality of kinship that deems many parents as insufficient in
fulfilling the most basic of children’s needs. No-one ‘desires’ to be without family or to be associated
with a bad life inherent in orphanhood but in certain contexts and situations making a claim to
orphanhood is the most meaningful strategy or response for a child or young person. Thus, Meinert’s
(2009) notion of hopes in friction is analytically productive. Not all claims to orphanhood represent
‘hope’, yet the complexity and social force of the term imfubyi has arisen through a new association
of imfubyi with hopes of better lives. Through access to communal sympathy and, ideally, resources
these hopes collude and collide, cause friction and tension, when they meet more traditional notions
of parentless, often deviant, children that challenge people’s ideals of social cohesion and unity.
Orphan claims are also part of a larger desire to be recognised as a particular kind of person:
the orphaned child who can draw on a recognised suffering and enter culturally appropriate relations
of dependence with important adults in order to become respected persons by achieving agaciro
(dignity/integrity/self-respect). Cheney (2012) has observed that Ugandan children and their families
approach local NGOs and projects, casting the children as orphans in a joint family strategy to access
much needed resources and thus appropriating ‘tropes of vulnerability’. In her critique, Cheney argues
that this appropriation renders people passive subjects rather than rights-bearing and enacting
(empowered) citizens (ibid.). Here | recast ‘tropes of vulnerability’ as agentive ‘declarations of
dependence’ (Ferguson 2013) within a socio-historical landscape that Scherz (2014) has described as
an ethics of interdependence. Rwanda has a long history of clientelism in various forms, which
continue to influence sociality. Children, young people and adults do not make claims to orphanhood
as passive subjects but in an attempt to establish meaningful relationships of dependence, as clients
to patrons, beneficiaries to benefactors, or indeed as children to new sets of parents. Such declarations
can be made on people as well as bureaucratic lists and grants, whether through NGOs or local
authorities. Thus while ‘tropes of vulnerability’ may be a form of agency that ‘seeks its own

submission’ (Ferguson 2013:237), it is nonetheless a form of agency.
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At the same time, other evocations of orphanhood denote notions of stigma and abuse and
thus an undesirable status. We thus need to distinguish between orphanhood as a way of making
particular claims about one’s own life, on the one hand, and as a status that arises through other
people’s claims about one’s life, on the other; that is as a self-ascribed and enacted category of
suffering or as an externally ascribed status and identity. Similar to Paul’s concern with how his peers
perceived him, in Mwiza, children and young people spoke of not liking to walk in the streets because
they felt other people “knew” their orphanhood simply by looking at them, by seeing their ragged
clothes and grey skin. They also felt that no authorities would write them on the orphan list because
they had no parents to speak up for them and protect them. For Mwiza orphans, orphanhood is an
essentialised status that they wanted to overcome (kwirenga) but could not easily shed because of the
obstacles created by their orphanhood. While I describe their elaborate daily ‘significant routines’
(Gren 2005) of washing their clothes and bodies to appear normal to others, and while they made
claims to ‘instrumental’ orphanhood as Paul above, none of the girls for whom this was so important,
ever felt they succeeded in eradicating orphanhood’s stigmatising signs. Overcoming orphanhood
was a desirable possibility but structurally unavailable. Paul only felt like an orphan in particular
circumstances but Mwiza orphans felt it as a stigmatised status imprinted on their bodies and near-
impossible to disembody. This suggests that orphanhood must be understood as claims that run along
a continuum from a momentary, or transient, feeling or status to an increasingly embodied,
essentialised ‘identity’, as ascribed and felt, and thus an existential condition. How people ascribe
orphanhood to children affects where on the continuum a child’s experiences of orphanhood fall. New
kin moralities contain strong neoliberal trends of state rhetoric that restructures the nexus of parental,
community and state responsibilities towards children. Because of this state influence, orphanhood is
in many ways deeply political and age-old notions of the deserving and undeserving poor have a

structuring effect herein.

A Continuum of Orphanhood

The term orphan was for Paul a reference to a particular feeling of disadvantage that was
momentary, arising in encounters with peers and in situations of particular hardship, even if such
moments could drag on for substantial periods of time. Feelings of being an orphan thus appear as
something that is felt in the present moment and come and go depending on how children feel in a
particular context. This implies that it is transient and can be overcome. For Paul, his feelings of

orphanhood disappeared when an American friend offered to pay half of his university fees. The near-
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realisation of his hopes facilitated him to “unbecome” an orphan. Yet Mwiza orphans’ experiences
suggest that this ability to ‘unbecome’ an orphan is not available to all orphans.

Paul suggests that the continuum of orphanhood is structured by current post-genocide identity
politics, as does a comparison of the two communities, Mwiza and Kaganza. 20-year old Jeanine
from Kaganza poignantly described, “orphans are orphans but they are different.” The difference
arises from their proximal relation to the genocide. According to the literature on Rwandan
orphanhood, children’s wellbeing within their families and communities depend on whether their
parents died from genocide, AIDS, malaria or in a traffic accident (Caserta et al 2016; Thurman et al
2008) and whether their parents were genocidaires, repatriated refugees or survivors of the genocide
(HRW 2003; Whitman 2005:102). Death is thereby not crucial to the experience of orphanhood in
the way that we may expect and in the way that many scholars assume, by causing children
unalleviated grief and continuous psychological distress (Atwine et al 2005; Cluver and Gardner
2006; Howard et al 2006; Webb 2005:236). The cause of parents’ deaths, however, appears crucial.
One particular cause has a unique structuring effect on notions of orphans’ suffering — the genocide.

When | first arrived in Rwanda, warned of widespread research fatigue, | was surprised by the
positive reaction | received from people when I introduced my research as focusing on children with
bad lives (abana n 'ubuzima bubi):

“Oh you are studying orphans! That is very good, we have so many of them here because of the
genocide.”

“Ah it is very good to study all these children without parents because we have a real problem
today... you must know our bad history of the genocide.”

“Yes it is very important to understand children’s lives because they have seen many bad things
because of our history of genocide.”

“Children with bad lives” was immediately interpreted as relating to orphanhood and to the
country’s traumatic event of the genocide. The genocide took place sixteen years prior to my arrival,
yet it was this event that instantly came to people’s minds when I told them about my research with
children. Legally, umwana (child) refers to a person under the age of 18 but people primarily use the
term to refer to pre-adolescence. Children who are old enough to have bad lives from the genocide
are in their late teens, at least, a generational category increasingly referred to as abasore (youth).
The dominance of such a strong genocide-orphanhood association is thus ethnographically
interesting. Of the many difficult experiences children could encounter, such as extreme poverty,

HIV/AIDS, war, a life on the street, flight and forced migration, orphanhood was considered the
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dominant difficulty for children. Of the many reasons children could be orphaned, genocide was the
predominant, even though child orphans can no longer technically be orphans of genocide.

The link between orphanhood and genocide also implicitly emerges in the literature on
Rwandan orphanhood. Firstly, most studies on Rwandan orphanhood are concerned with genocide
orphanhood (Doné 2001; Kaplan 2013; Schaal and Elbert 2006), although references to AIDS
orphans are also found (Caserta et al 2016; Minki et al 2005; Thurman et al 2006). This is expected
as the genocide created high numbers of street children, orphans and traumatised children (Schaal
and Elbert 2006; Veale and Dona 2003). Secondly, according to a study on fostering, the genocide
seems to have had some influence on the meaning of the term imfubyi. The study suggests that prior
to the genocide, imfubyi had a positive association of “children without parents to whom one must
offer affection and care” (Veale and Dona 2002:55). Since the genocide, this understanding,
according to the study, has been replaced by connotations of a difficult life and experiences of
differential treatment for the worse. Other studies suggest that the large numbers of orphans created
in a short space of time by the genocide have led to different dynamics surrounding orphan care;
people are less able to look after orphans and the genocide is thought to cause such trauma in orphans
that orphan care must involve new priorities of emotional support (Dona 2001:12).

Such references to the genocide as an instigator of change in the term, imfubyi, suggest that
orphanhood has become a different kind of experience and situation, for the worse, because of the
genocide. Thus, it seems that the genocide has been considered to Rwandan orphans as what the HIV
epidemic has been considered to “African orphans™: an all-defining event that has contributed to the
exceptionality of a particular kind of child’s unique suffering. Pertinent here is that a recent study
found AIDS orphans to suffer more from stigma, marginalisation and poor mental health than
genocide orphans, and that while genocide orphans are more likely to live in orphanages or with foster
families, AIDS orphans are more likely to live in child-headed households (Caserta et al 2016:736-
739). This finding I significant in light of evidence that Rwandan orphans have better mental health
when living in orphanages rather than communities (ibid.; Dyregrov et al 2000). Available research
therefore suggests that life as an AIDS orphan may be more difficult than life as a genocide orphan.
The genocide thus appears as a “critical event’:

“periods in time when large-scale transformations occur in space by which peoples’ lives are
propelled into new and unpredicted terrains. After such events, new modes of action come into
being which redefine traditional categories.” (Das 1995, quoted in Meinert 2009:3)
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An examination of orphanhood in post-genocide Rwanda thus requires a particular focus on
the relationship between the country’s critical event(s), consequent political-ethnic structures and
current orphan understandings, albeit recognising that these ‘events’ were as much processes as time-
confined events (Fujii 2009).

Critical Events: War, Genocide and Meta-Conflicts

Three major historical events are crucial to people’s lives: the “1959 Hutu Revolution”,
“intambara” and “jenoside”. These events are interrelated and cannot be understood without
reference to each other and the overarching theme of racialised ethnic and political identities
(Mamdani 2001:19-25). Although often described in ethnic terms, Rwanda’s history cannot easily be
described through ‘ethnicity’. Regional diversities, ecological transformations, political priorities and
complex patterns of internal cultural variation were much more important to Rwandan socio-political
history, than corporate entities with clearly, distinct and internally homogenous racial categories
normally associated with identity (Newbury 2001:266,275-280). Prior to colonisation the labels Hutu,
Tutsi and Twa referred to broad collective identities, contextually defined and based on concepts of
descent, occupation, class and personal characteristics in different combinations, and often
overlapped with class identities (d’Hertfelt 1971 quoted in Eltringham 2001:18; Newbury 2001:271-
5). The terms used to denote corporate groups with internal integrity were umuryango or inzu,
commonly used to refer to major and minor lineages and kinship units (ibid.), rather than ubwoko,
used to denote a category or ‘ethnic group’ and which prior to colonial rule was only applicable to
the broad classification of items (herds of cattle, plants or species) (Eltringham 2004:18). In
particular, a north-south division has strongly influenced ordinary Rwandans’ access to political
power and economic prosperity (Fujii 2009; Pottier 2002:33).

In order to understand the complexity of identities that have informed Rwandan history,
Mamdani’s distinction between political, market-based and cultural identities is useful (2001:19-25).
In Mamdani’s conceptualisation, Hutu, Tutsi and Twa as identities had by the time of the genocide
become political rather than market-based or cultural. Prior to colonisation Hutu, Tutsi and Twa
referred to rather loose cultural and market-based identities where occupation roles (cattle herding,
cultivation, pottery) were rich in cultural aesthetics and strongly influenced people’s self-
understandings (Taylor 1999). Embedded in patron-client relations, blood pacts, kinship and
friendships, these self-understandings were fluid in nature. Colonisation strengthened these loose

modes of identifications and turned them into racialized political identities (Mamdani 2001:19-25).
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Drawing on the Hamitic hypothesis, the minority Tutsi who constituted only 10% of the total
population were upheld as a superior, nonindigenous race, more socio-politically similar to the ‘white
man’ than Hutu and Twa who became suppressed through a divide-and-rule policy (Taylor 1999:55-
97). Hutu, Tutsi and Twa became legal and political identities through which rights to land and
education amongst others were granted (Mamdani 2001:19-25).

When the struggle for independence swept through Africa, the imposed political identities
continued to assert immense influence. In the 1950s, the Belgian colonial government came under
increasing pressure to ensure majority political representation and switched to support Hutu instead.
The struggle for independence thus became a ‘Hutu Revolution’ in 1959 to overturn the Tutsi elite,
which erupted in massacres of wealthy Tutsi throughout the country (Prunier 2001), particularly
horrific in northern Rwanda (Uvin 1998:15). For the next five years, thousands of Tutsi fled the
country, in particular to the Kivu regions in Congo where they still lived at the time of the genocide
(Eltringham 2004:41). 1959 has since been reframed by the current government as the “1959
genocide®” (Eltringham 2004:33). The 1959 revolution instigated an ongoing regional ‘crisis of
citizenship’ that continues to plague the region (Mamdani 2001; Prunier 2009) and influence the
categories and modes of identification within which Rwandans situate themselves.

Despite the consecration of Hutu, Tutsi and Twa as political identities spurred by the colonial
powers, people’s cultural identities continued to be loosely defined in the post-independence years
and social structures continued as a complex web of social cleavages (Tiemesen 2005:7). Amongst
the general population, the divide between the wealthy elite and the poor majority was greater than
that between the political groups Hutu and Tutsi (Prunier 2001; Uvin 1999). These cleavages were
actively manipulated into racial differences by powerholders in order to strengthen political power
during times of crisis (Fujii 2004, 2009; Uvin 1999). When the RPF who had formed in southern
Uganda of Tutsi who fled the violence in the late 1950s and early 1960s invaded the country in 1990
and fought a hard civil war, the social cleavages were strengthened through an intense propaganda
campaign instilling popular fear of the invading Tutsi ‘cockroaches’. It was amidst such social
disintegration that the 1994 genocide could be deliberately planned and promoted as a mass

responsibility and thus become a “deliberate choice of modern elites to foster hatred and fear to keep

2 When people in northwestern Rwanda referred to this period, they simply referred to it as 1959.
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itself in power” (HRW and FIDH 1999, quoted in Eltringham 2004:xii) through a well-rehearsed
“fiction” or “myth” of ethnicity (Jefremovas 1997; Lemarchand 1999).

In April 1994, the President’s plane was shut down as he returned from peace talks in Arusha
to end the civil war, Kkilling everyone on board. Within hours, roadblocks had been erected across
Kigali and massacres of Tutsi were quickly underway. Evolving was one of the most brutal and
‘effective’ genocides recorded, minutely planned and prepared by fractions of the political elite
surrounding President Habyarimana (IPEP/OAU 2002:138; Pottier 2002:30-32). In the hundred days
the genocide lasted, nearly a million people were killed, including 300,000 children (Veale and Dona
2002), with grenades, guns, machetes and nail-studded clubs in churches, schools, sports stadiums
and their own homes. Victims became killers (Mamdani 2001) when neighbours killed neighbours
and family members killed other family members (Fujii 2009), often forced to do so, and children
were recruited and forced to Kill their own families (HRW 2003; Veale and Dona 2002). This mass
participation is one of the genocide’s most troubling aspects (Fujii 2009; Mamdani 2001). Estimates
vary but it is probable that a few hundred thousand participated in the killings (Eltringham 2004:69;
Mamdani 2001). Nearly two million people fled to neighbouring countries, 1.2 million alone to the
Kivu region of the Democratic Republic of Congo (then Zaire) (IPEP/OAU 2000:212; Eltringham
2004:21). Only 10% of the Tutsi population residing in Rwanda at the time survived while around
50.000 Hutu were killed (Fujii 2009:56). Tutsi women were specifically targeted due to their
historical aesthetic value, thus attracting Hutu men (Baines 2003:483; Taylor 1999:150-179), and
“subverting the clear racial boundary between Hutu and Tutsi” (Eltringham 2004:24).

As the genocide unfolded, the international community stood silently by, refusing to confirm
that the massacres constituted a deliberate genocide of the Tutsi population (Eltringham 2004;
Melvern 2000). When the UN finally confirmed it as genocide, over half a million people had already
been killed (ibid.:2-3). The guilt of not interfering® has since led western powers to pour massive
investments into Rwanda (Pottier 2002:154; Reyntjens 2004:198-9) and has been used extensively
by the Rwandan government as a trump card* for asserting more than usual control over aid money
(Hayman 2011; Hasselskog and Schierenbeck 2015). The “genocide card” has also been used by the

government to justify many of its military actions in neighbouring countries (Curtis 2015; Hasselskog

31t has been clearly demonstrated that the internationally community could have relatively easily stopped the
genocide, which the African Union has termed “the preventable genocide” (2000; see also Melvern 2000).
4 Reyntjens calls it ‘the genocide credit’ (2004).
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and Schierenbeck 2015). Up until the early 2010s, there were only limited sanctions against Rwanda
despite well-documented evidence of massacres against Hutu residing in refugee camps in Congo
after the genocide, for which the RPA has not been held accountable, contributing to a damaging
“culture of impunity” (Eltringham 2004:144; Zorbas 2004:41).

The final “intambara” (war) occurred in direct response to what unfolded in the Congolese
refugee camps, which were criticised for allowing genocidaires to reorganise (IPEP/OAU 2000:211-
212,217), and which became the instigator of Africa’s ‘world war’ (ibid.; Prunier 2009). Over
200.000 people, including many sick, women and children, were killed and many more injured and
sexually violated (Umugwaneza and Fuglsang 2008), leading some (including a UN fact-finding
body®) to speak of a double-genocide (ibid.:275; IPEP/OAU 2000:257). Many northwestern
Rwandans had fled to the camps but returned to Rwanda once the shooting and massacres started,
although many also repatriated themselves voluntarily. In early 1997, the camps were closed (African
Rights 1998; Jackson 2004:19) and former genocidaires launched a rebel attack on northwestern
Rwanda in an attempt to overturn the new Tutsi dominated government (ibid.; IPEP/OAU 2000:217).

A rebel insurgency war, locally termed the infiltration war (abacengezi: infiltrators) (Jackson
2004:19), ensued and destroyed much of the region, where “support for the insurgents’ agenda [was]
probably stronger than anywhere else within Rwanda” (ibid.:20), before it slowly fizzled out in 2000
(Reyntjens 2004:196). Whether sympathetic or not, many were forced to join the rebels or participate
in the killings (Reyntjens 2004:195), caught between rebels who raided the villages to recruit more
soldiers through a campaign of fear (amongst others targeting schools — African Rights 1998; Jackson
2004:21) and systematic attacks by government troops fighting the rebels (IPEP/OAU 2000:266;
Reyntjens 2004:195; Roessler 2016:259), often brutal and ruthless in who they killed, assuming all
villagers to be linked to the rebels (Jackson 2004). In a 1998 African Rights account of the war, the
number of civilian deaths is estimated only in the thousands but as the war continued for another two
years the number is likely to be considerably higher (Reyntjens 2004:195). More than 650,000 were
displaced (HRW 2001; IRIN 1999). While, the motivations of the rebels resembled genocide more
than regaining power (2004:23°; see also IPEP/OAU 2000:218), the majority of victims were Hutu

5 Stating however that there was insufficient evidence to confirm this (IPEP/OAU 2000:257; Eltringham 2004:137).
6 Apart from references to the account by African Rights (1998), it is unclear from what basis Jackson (2004) makes his
arguments.
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(Newbury 2011:231). The government has silenced its responsibility in the civilian killings (African
Rights 1998) and it has become something in particular northern Hutu fear talking about. In contrast
to the still burgeoning literature on the genocide, it is nearly impossible to find any detailed
descriptions of the infiltration war other than the African Rights account’. The research’s location in
the northwest is central to the findings it produced.

Current understandings of the genocide have complicated the already complex mesh of ethnic
and political categories and identifications of the pre-genocide years. The government strongly
encourages a united identity of Banyarwanda and has in the reshaping of collective identity outlawed
the use of Hutu, Tutsi and Twa as political identities (Buckley-Zistel 2006a; Eltringham 2011:273,;
Pottier 2002:12). Instead, the state has adopted a “genocide framework™ for categorising the
population politically (Mamdani 2001:201-202). The 1994 genocide is “singled out as an event
producing the only politically correct categories for identification and guidelines” for state policy
(van Hoyweghen quoted in Mamdani 2001:201-202). These categories are returnees, refugees,
victims, survivors and perpetrators but they implicitly map onto the former political identities of Hutu
and Tutsi (the Twa have been rather forgotten). Hintjens (2008) has argued that the new Rwanda is
founded on a particular national narrative or ‘myth’, based upon ‘corporate ethnicity’, that officially
denies the existence of ethnicity (as political rather than ethnic groups, following Mamdani), but
which is strongly guided by a generalised reading of the past in which Tutsi have been victimised
throughout decades by Hutu, collectively cast as perpetrators (see also Eltringham 2004; Zorbas
2004:45). In this ‘re-imagining’ of Rwanda (Pottier 2002), through the “RPF healing truth” (Zorbas
2007, quoted in Eltringham 2011:269), the RPF have become the “new guardians of Rwanda’s culture
and destiny” (Pottier 2002:109). Politically, only Tutsi are considered real ‘survivors’ of genocide
(Guglielmo 2015) because Hutu do not belong to the group targeted in the genocide (Eltringham
2004:70). Due to a new ‘bureaucracy of trauma’ that structures access to resources and land
entitlements, this has implications for access to resources (Guglielmo 2015; Thomson 2009).
Returnees are differentiated between old and new ‘caseload’ repatriates. While old case load returnees
make up a mix of Hutu and Tutsi, although predominantly Tutsi, new caseload refer to people who
fled post-genocide, by-and-large Hutu who fled the RPF. New caseload returnees are often thus

believed to be guilty of genocide on the grounds that they would not have had anything to fear if they

7 Reyntjens (2004), African Union (IPEP/OAU 2000) and Roessler (2016) each contribute only ¥%-2 pages to the war.
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had not participated in the genocide. Being an old caseload returnee on the other hand means access
to land entitlements, but again primarily for Tutsi.

Thus, while the national myth operates on a simple Hutu=perpetrator / Tutsi=victim logic, the
new hierarchy of political identities is more complicated: Tutsi returned from exile in Uganda
dominate the powerholding elite (Ansoms 2009:295) with other Tutsi (form Congo, Tanzania and
elsewhere) only occasionally able to carve out places for themselves in the higher ranks. Survivors
hold an ambiguous place within this hierarchy. Some argue that they feel marginalised and neglected
by government and international development support (Blewitt 2006, 2010; Schimmel 2010), and
accused of being accomplices in the genocide due to doubts of how they survived when other Tutsi
were killed, thus being accused of working with the (Hutu) enemy (IPEP/OAU 2000:163; Prunier
2001:359). Others argue that survivors are favoured in aid provision and are protected from certain
policy measures (Guglielmo 2015; Hilhorst and van Leeuwen 1999:35). Although there are signs that
social relationships may be improving (ibid.; Ingelaere 2009:39), communities are through a national
villagisation policy (RoR 2009) increasingly ‘ethnicised” (Hilhorst and van Leeuwen 1999:44;
Prunier 1997:365) according to the new post-genocide political constructs, leading to concerns of a
‘Tutsicracy’ (Prunier 1997:369). Thus, the term ‘post-genocide’ is not a mere temporal reference but

a highly appropriate descriptor of the nature of current political trends in present-day Rwanda.

From the Politics of Identity to Modes of Identification

In this socio-political complexity, it is important to attend to the nature of concepts such as
identity and categories. Here it is noteworthy to point to Handler’s (1994) critique of ‘identity’ as a
cross-cultural concept, as a “reifying imposition of a Western concept of identity on others” (Sokefeld
2001:542). According to Handler, scholarship has relied on a use of ‘identity’ according to the
following definition: “the identity of a person or group is what it really is, uniquely, in and of itself,
in its inner being and without reference to externals” (1994:26). This kind of ‘identity’ is absent in
many cultures (ibid.; Comaroff and Comaroff 2010). Not only is ‘identity’ not a useful ‘cross-
cultural’ concept, it lacks analytical value (Brubaker and Cooper 2000). Being either too strong or
too vague, Brubaker and Cooper (2000) instead suggest that we employ the terms of relational and
categorical identification, self-understanding and commonality, connectedness and ‘groupness’ that
are not dissimilar to Mamdani’s distinction between different kinds of collective identities such as

political or cultural, even if Mamdani continues to use the word ‘identity’.
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Similar to the critique of identity as an analytical concept, Fujii and Eltringham critique the
focus on fixed categories when understanding the Rwandan genocide and history of ethnicity.
Eltringham suggests that the focus on Rwandan ‘ethnicity’ as a category of identity has tended to
‘misplace concreteness’ (Eltringham 2004:8) and has thus failed to appreciate that categories (of any
kind) are only ‘contingent approximations’ of reality (ibid.). In Rwanda, this reality is that Rwandan
‘identity’ history has been one of sanctioned ethnic-political categories (Eltringham 2004:8) while
modes of identification have primarily been relational in nature and revolved around lineages, patron-
client relationships and ‘blood pacts’ between close friends, as well as regional and occupational
‘identities’ (Fujii 2004; De Lame 2005). Fujii writes:

“The problem with this system of categorising is that it ‘fixes people in a way that is not borne
out by the realities of genocide. Membership in categories is assumed to be exclusive and stable
such that a perpetrator cannot also be a rescuer and once a perpetrator always a perpetrator. In
dynamic settings, contexts and conditions change, sometimes in an instant. These changes, in
turn, can shift actors’ relations, perspectives, motives and identities. Static categories cannot
capture these shifts. Another problem with standard categories is that they smooth over tensions
that exist both within and between categories. Actors do not confine their activities to one
category; rather they often move back and forth between categories or straddle multiple
categories at the same time.” (2009:8)

Within the Rwandan context, it becomes crucial to tend to the dynamic intertwining of
category ascriptions and identification, and in particular to the relationship between personal
experience and political stance (Bernstein 2005). In this thesis, it becomes evident that people face
an abundance of categories of identification with which they are constantly forced to engage. Some
of these categories are the explicit ‘Banyarwanda’ to which all Rwandans are meant to ascribe and
the more implicit ‘perpetrator Hutu’ or ‘victim Tutsi’, which are rarely spoken or labelled but which
heavily influence access to power and political-economic capital. Other categories are orphans,
widows, orphan carers, entrepreneurs amongst others. One of the central tenets in this thesis is that
such categories are intensely contested in many different ways and contexts and thus influence
people’s self-understandings to various degrees and through complex processes. Like the orphan
category, political categories are not easily incorporated into people’s self-understandings. During
the infiltration war, African Rights (1998) reported an instance of violence deliberately committed
against a school to “kill the seeds of hope”. As infiltrators entered the school, they divided the pupils
into Hutu and Tutsi. The pupils however “showed solidarity and refused”. Most were killed. The
children’s rejection of the ethnic-political ideology caused considerable anger amongst the infiltrators

but was also, according to African Rights, the one positive factor, which emerged from the tragedy:
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a new generation of united Rwandans (ibid.). Not enough is known about the massacred children to
establish why they may have refused the imposed ideology, nor do we know how children in other
contexts may incorporate elements of ‘Hutu’ and ‘Tutsi’ understandings, yet the incident requires us
to point attention to processes of appropriation and rejection of certain categories.

Most people in Kaganza do not identify with a simple term of Tutsi but rather locate
themselves through their regional and linguistic histories, shared ties with other villagers, experiences
of war and genocide and in some instances religion. Through a ‘logic of contagion’ (Fujii 2009:101-
102), people who had lived in exile had incorporated much of their host cultures, whose associated
categories (Ugandan, Burundian, Congolese) were often used to label people. Nonetheless exile
affiliations merged in different ways with a strong notion of being ‘Rwandan’ and wanting to return
to their ‘Rwandan family’ (a term interestingly only used by Tutsi who had lived in exile). People
who had lived in exile might describe themselves as having lived in Congo and as Lingala-speakers
but they would never call themselves ‘Congolese’. They seamlessly switched between languages
according to which relations of ‘commonality’ they wished to be part of in any given context — as
dissenters of the penetrating culture of remembering the genocide, as a former soldier fighting in
Congo or as part of a new ‘Rwandan’ community. This reflects Mamdani’s argument that while
within Rwanda dominant political categories were those of Hutu and Tutsi, across Rwanda’s borders,
the dominant category was ethnic because it referred to “a cultural community [that] signifies a
common past and historical inheritance” (2001:22). These ethnic categories were however not Hutu
or Tutsi but Banywarwanda because Hutu and Tutsi prior to the genocide had not taken on political
characteristics in exile (ibid.). Upon mass repatriation, this mix of political and ethnic/cultural
categories makes not only for complex identity politics, but for an ambiguous web of identifications
and self-perceptions. Being a ‘person’ with particular self-understandings and representations is not
simple and continues in some contexts to be a question of life or death (whether social or actual).
Thus, while ‘survivor’, ‘returnee’ and other categories have been politically constructed, they also
involve cultural identifications. As Grant suggests, differences between people are now experiential
and embodied: “The fact of having lived through the genocide — be it as a survivor, perpetrator,
bystander, witness, or any other combination therein — engenders very particular kinds of social,
moral, and political knowledge and praxis.” (2014:16).

In Mwiza, similarly, where the majority of residents come under the imposed political
category of Hutu, indeed ‘perpetrator Hutu’, Hutu was not a particularly meaningful category, except

when used to explain the region’s marginalisation in the current political landscape, but even then it
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was expressed in regional terms more so than ‘ethnic’ — the difference between Mwiza and Kaganza
was expressed through hano and hariya (here, there). In people’s everyday lives, what situated them
locally were kin ties and conflicts, positions of prestige or authority, being a catechist, a soldier, or a
‘loose woman’ infected with HIV. Conflicts were expressed in land entitlements, church affiliation
(youth often ‘rebelled’ against parents by converting from the parents’ denomination), marital
disagreements or arguments over appropriate care and obligation-fulfilment. Ethnic categories
surfaced only as other-identifications, such as when | asked two boys where | might locate the
grandfather of two orphan girls and they told me he had gone for a walk with “the Tutsi man”
(gutembera na muhuntu muTutsi) or when a group of Twa women passed me on the path and my
research assistant and a young woman we were walking with immediately asked me in a whispering,
condemning voice if | had ever seen Twa before and if | had noticed their bare feet®.

The complexity of such category constructions and concurrent ascriptions to selves and others
surface throughout this thesis and intertwine with the contestations and instrumentalisations of the
orphan category in interesting, and at times frightening, ways. Adults’ modes of identifications and
subjectivities are intricately intertwined with that of children, as are political categories and those
imported through the development ‘industry’. Following Tim Williams (2016), these can only be
properly understood by attending to the data from three ‘vantage points’: 1) subjective-experiential,
2) intersubjective, and 3) macro-historical. |1 have not structured my thesis according to these
perspectives because as we will see these are not easily discerned as distinct in children’s and their
families’ lives. While all three vantage points are included, it would not be reflective of people’s
experiences to separate them out for imposed academic and intellectual structure.

Throughout this thesis when | refer to Hutu or Tutsi, it is only to indicate — where such
indication is relevant or necessary — that they belong to the group of people who have historically
been denoted by this label. In most contexts, | instead refer to Kaganzans or Mwizans. These labels
are not locally existent categories of belonging but are merely used as a shorthand for referring to
people who live in one or the other village with all its implications of political and ethnic categories,
access to political, social and economic capital and the ‘bureaucracy of trauma’. When I wish to
denote the particular post-genocide political constructions of survivor, perpetrator etc. | use the term

‘political-ethnic’ when ‘political’ alone is too vague.

81tisillegal to walk barefoot in public.
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Never Again another Genocide: Saving the Country through its Orphans

The post-genocide government has framed itself as the “Government of National Unity”
(IPEP/OAU 2000:179). Its ultimate goal is “never again another genocide” (Hintjens 2008:6), which
it hopes to achieve through rapid economic development and education of the population. In the post-
genocide chaos, the government sought to re-engineer the political machinery and to change the
‘mentality’ of the Rwandan population through a variety of policies involving penetrating social
reforms. The logic was that ethnic hatred could be overcome if everyone had access to the same
resources and were ‘taught’ the right way to live together. The most important and defining policy
paper in post-genocide Rwanda, and the best known to people, is Vision2020 (GoR 2000), which is
aligned with the UN’s Millennium Development Goals (The Rwanda Research Group 2009:288) and
is a highly ambitious 20-year plan for moving the country from one devastated by war and genocide
to a prosperous and fast developing nation in which people are encouraged and empowered to work
hard for their country and their own development (GoR 2000:9-11). This requires an equally
ambitious social reform (Ansoms 2009; Thomson 2011:331). Together these policies have created a
new understanding of the Rwandan person (Munyarwanda), the socially responsible citizen who is
an “agent of [his] own change” (Agaciro Development Fund 2012), with responsibility to become
educated and support the development of the country as well as to make peace with neighbours. While
laudable for its ambition and advancements (Hron 2009), the government has been criticised for being
anti-rural (Ansoms 2009) and overly authoritarian (Reyntjens 2004; Thomson 2013) and for forcing
modernity into existence (Reyntjens 2008:1). Despite impressive economic growth, poverty reduction
has been slow, with rising inequalities and more than 55% of the population living below the poverty
line (Ansoms 2009:290).

In an acute repeat of history, the genocide and international development have intertwined in
the post-genocide political context (Curtis 2015) and have given rise to new types of (closely
interrelated) claims to authority and suffering. The government partly gains its legitimacy from the
vast international aid it has brought to the country (Pottier 2002), resulting in favourable policies for
those previously marginalised socially and economically, such as orphans, widows and other
‘vulnerable’ categories. Thus, Kuehr writes:

“Orphans play a particularly symbolic role in Rwanda’s national vision because they represent
the legacy of genocide, as Prime Minister Pierre Habumuremyi explains in a speech: ‘Orphans
were not part of Rwandan culture’ before genocide but turned into a reminder of the past.”
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(2015:1)
As a consequence of the genocide, substantial changes have taken place in relation to the

conditions and interpretations of childhood. Historically, although Rwanda has seen several periods
of mass violence, children remained relatively protected from such violence (IPEP/OAU 2000:159).
Their protected status was lost in the genocide when women and children became deliberately
targeted in the attempt to completely eradicate the Tutsi population (IPEP/OAU 2000:159; HRW
2003:8; see also Eltringham 2004:24)°. Rwanda therefore now has one of the world’s largest orphan
populations, with approximately 810,000 orphans and nearly 100,000 children living in child and
youth headed households (Unicef and The African Child Policy Forum 2006:15). The genocide
initially accounted for many of these orphans but the infiltration war, HIV/AIDS and malaria have
all contributed significantly in later years (Caserta et al 2016; HRW 2003; Thurman et al 2006). In
addition, a large number of children witnessed and survived the genocide and more than 100,000
children were separated from their families'! (IPEP/OAU 2000:170). Sample surveys conducted by
psychologists suggest that the majority of children who lived through the genocide were exposed to
trauma (Dyregrov et al 2000:14, see also IPEP/OAU 2000:171). Around 5000 children were used as
child soldiers (kadogo) during the genocide and infiltration war (IPEP/OAU 2000:173-4; HRW
2003:13-14)'2. Due to widespread sexual violence during the wars, thousands of children have also
been born of rape, who now face into particularly stigmatised lives and intense ‘identity” struggles
(Torgovnik 2009; Weitsman 2008). Finally, impoverished young men played a significant role in the
genocide, manning road blocks, participating in killings and committing sexual violence (IPEP/OAU
2000; Maclean-Hilker 2014), reflecting trends in contemporary Africa where a “crisis of youth”
(Peters 2011) and generational conflicts affect heavy youth involvement in violence and war
(Hoffman 2003, 2011; Wells 2008:238-239).

Consequently, the government has focused on improving children’s lives through a multitude
of political initiatives, especially focusing on education and ‘sensitisation’ campaigns on children’s
rights and families’ responsibilities (Dona 2001; Kuehr 2015; Pells 2012). Children quickly became

seen as a ‘window of hope’ for the possibility of eradicating ‘genocide ideology’ (Kuehr 2015).

% This partly reflects the “new wars”, emerging after the Cold War, which are distinguished from other conflicts by
deliberately drawing civilians into conflict (Kaldor 2011, quoted in Wells 2008).

10 Estimated at 300,000 in 1998 (Ntete 2000, quoted in Schaal and Elbert 2006:96).

11 The highest number of separated children registered by UNICEF since its foundation in 1946 (Hick 2001:112)

2 |n neighbouring Uganda, Hick makes a link between orphanhood and children’s motivation to join the rebel army in
the North, attracted by the guarantee of regular meals, clothing and medical attention (2001:115).
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Adoption of the United National Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) became strongly linked
to the post-conflict recovery plan. Thus, while Rwanda was an early signatory of the Convention,
having ratified it already in 1990 (Veale 1999:108), the CRC became an explicit government priority
in the aftermath of the genocide and was incorporated into law in 2001 and into the country’s
constitution in 2003 (Pells 2012:429). Rwanda also signed the African Charter in 1991 but again did
not ratify it until 2001 when the current government had come into power (ACHPR 2016). In 2005,
the government adopted a Strategic Plan for Street Children (RoR 2005), in 2007 a Strategic Plan for
Orphans and Vulnerable Children (RoR 2007), and in 2011 the Integrated Child Rights Policy (2011).
Rwanda has been complimented for a parallel implementation of the CRC, prioritising participation
rights on equal footing with provision and protection rights, unlike many other countries where
participation rights lag behind (Murray 2010). Finally, the large proportion of female politicians in
Rwanda has been positively linked to the advancement of children’s rights (Powley 2008; Unicef
2006). Nonetheless, despite the strong legislative focus and progress on ensuring children’s rights
and welfare, there is significant evidence of continuous use of child soldiers by RPF troops in Congo
and other substantial children’s rights abuses (HRW 2006). Importantly, research suggests that
children continue to feel that they do not have rights (Pells 2012).

As part of implementing stronger rights for children, the government has through a variety of
campaigns tried to encourage the population to carry part, indeed most, of the responsibility for
supporting vulnerable children (see for example RoR 2011), with a focus on community-based
approaches (RoR 2007). On big billboard posters and at community meetings held by local
authorities, adults are asked to foster children without parents (see also UNDP 2000:8), to “take every
child like [their] own”. In the immediate wake of the genocide, the large number of orphans from
war, genocide, flight and disease had to be cared for in ‘emergency’ orphanages, set up by
organisations such as the Red Cross and a variety of local organisations (IPEP/OAU 2000:170-1).
Due to the vast evidence of the negative impacts on children of growing up in institutional care®®,
during the course of research the government implemented a policy of de-institutionalisation,
requiring orphanages and similar institutions to close and reunify resident children with their families
or communities (ICRP 2011). According to Kuehr, the rationale and rhetoric is that Rwanda cannot

fully return to a stable and balanced social order until all children are reunited with their families

13 For an overview see Morantz and Heymann 2010 and Sherr et al 2008; see also Christiansen (2005) for a critique of
these negative attitudes — based on the positive role of boarding schools.
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(2015:2). Other campaigns include Singurisha! (1 am not for sale!) where sugar daddies (and mamas)
are condemned for exploiting children and young people (Isugi 2012). Adults are warned against
passing HIV onto children and youth through breastfeeding and sexual relations, while parents are
strongly reminded to do what they can to prevent their children from getting malaria and other
preventable diseases (see also Mukombozi 2008). Perhaps most importantly, parents are strongly
encouraged to facilitate their children to focus on school and complete at least 12 years of education*.
Finally, many schools display posters promoting children’s rights in pictures. These campaigns are
visible in the work of local authorities who at community meetings always emphasise that everyone
has responsibility (inshingano y’abantu bwose) to facilitate the care, shelter and protection of
homeless children, children in extremely poor households and orphans without much support. It is
emphasised that monthly public works days (umuganda®®) should, when necessary, be dedicated to
building houses for homeless families or to work in the fields of orphans who struggle with
cultivation. People are also strongly encouraged to report on neighbours physically harming children.

The new ideals of childhood promoted by the government have been argued to be at odds with
Rwandan cultural ideals that emphasise children’s obedience to parents and reciprocal relations that
require the fulfilment of tasks and duties by children in exchange for parental care (Veale 1999:108).
Historically children’s identity was formed and expressed through the collective rather than inherent
in the individual (Veale & Doné 2002:57). In such a context, tensions can be expected when children
are given an individual legal identity (André and Godin 2014a, 2014b) that gives them rights in the
face of perceivably failing parents and communities where individual rights must be negotiated
alongside group and family rights (Panter-Brick 2002:155). Moreover, enshrining children’s rights in
legislation facilitates a change in understandings of appropriate childhoods (Henderson 2006:304)
and makes available to children and young people a new language for describing and evaluating social
relationships important in childhood. Children’s rights campaigns promote not only the “legal child”
but the “responsible parent”, which endows local understandings of parenthood with new meanings.
Such neo-liberal normative discourses (André and Godin 2014a:2) can have immense influence on

how people interpret their local moral and social worlds.

14 The length of mandatory, universal education was extended from 9 to 12 years in early 2012.

15 One Saturday morning every month, every able person in Rwanda is expected to participate in communal works to
improve their community. Work can include anything from making the village look neat, cultivating orphans’ fields,
building a house for a widow or orphans, or help in local rubbish dumps, amongst others.
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The government’s emphasis on community-based care is part of a more general trend in
responding to the ‘orphan crisis’ (Donahue 2006; Foster 2005; Foster and Germann 2002) where a
caregiving gap is starting to emerge (Rose 2005:913). As localised extended Kkin structures have
historically absorbed orphans, child-rearing and the care of vulnerable children have been a joint
community responsibility —albeit less so than idealised by scholars (Kuehr 2015; Varnis 2001). Under
the disintegrating and fragmenting effect of the HIV epidemic, rising urbanisation, war and migration,
communities are experiencing increasing strain in their care of children (Dahl 2009; Lloyd 2008;
Thurman et al 2006, 2008). A key effort in orphan care interventions have consequently been
community interventions that seek to rebuild communities’ capacity (Donahue 2006; Schenk 2009;
Varnis 2001). In Rwanda, communal capacity to care for children were greatly diminished by the
genocide as few communities continued to exist as communities (Veale 2000) and few people were
available and had the resources to provide for orphans. The immense distrust following the genocide
weakened whatever community was left (ibid.). As responsibility for orphan care traditionally has
been with the patriline and as men, in particular, were either killed or imprisoned, the structural
conditions of orphan care had all but ceased (Dona 2001; Veale and Dona 2003). It is however notable
that in late 1995 over 300,000 children had been taken in by other families (IPEP/OAU 2000:170).

A number of authors warn of overestimating the transformative role of events. Thurman et al
emphasise that communal orphan care practices were already showing limitations pre-genocide as
people declined to offer care to AIDS orphans (Keogh et al 1994, quoted in Thurman et al 2008:1558).
Scholars on Rwanda have shown that the current politics of history, the distribution of power and
rewriting of ethnic categories are but reinventions of past trends (Jefremovas 1997; Zorbas 2004),
including the prevalent influence of international development (Uvin 1998). Grant (2014) shows how
a significant section of the population, most predominantly urban youth, artists and religious leaders,
seek to reposition Rwanda as a country not solely defined by genocide and its post-genocide context
but as a united nation of love (urukundu) and respect (agaciro) (see also Uwamahoro 2015). In a
similar vein, Pells (2009) quotes her child informants: “We’ve got used to the genocide, it’s daily life
that’s the problem”. The children and young people who informed my research would certainly agree.
They did not spend their days thinking or talking about the genocide. At the same time, however, they
were constantly met by references to it and learned to interpret their country’s past through this lens.
Thus, the genocide has asserted an influence as a ‘critical event’ on Rwandan discursive landscapes,
sociality and social structures in ways that other events have not and the genocide and subsequent

infiltration war have fundamentally changed the premise of orphan care.
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Critical Events, Orphanhood and Access to Hope

Hutchinson suggests that the private and public meanings of orphanhood are mediated through
children’s community (2006:160-175). The comparative approach that guided my fieldwork indicates
that different critical events affect the two communities and by implication effect differential
mediation of the ‘private and public meanings’ of orphanhood. Mwiza and Kaganza are made up of
profoundly different categories of Rwandans with equally different experiences of the country’s
‘critical’ event(s). Their belonging to these categories defined their community’s access to state
resources and by extension their communal, social capital (Bourdieu 1997). It quickly became
obvious that the kind of community in which one grew up and the kind of child one was, had a
significant influence on children’s experiences. In Kaganza, children were deemed deserving due to
genocide. In Mwiza, children and young people were orphans of the infiltration war and were cast as
burdens to their communities. Just like genocide exceptionality and victimhood structure current
political hierarchies, so orphanhood is structured by a notion of the quintessential deserving genocide
orphan so strong in nature that it could entirely hide from vision other kinds of suffering. By
implication, orphans such as infiltration war orphans, come to inhabit their communities’ nationally
stigmatised identities. The process of how this happens is the focus of this thesis. Locally, quiet and
louder debates constantly take place as to the extent to which the genocide should continue to exert
influence over politics, hierarchies, sociality and understandings/recognitions of suffering. Due to the
legal ban on discussing ethnicity, many such debates are played out in apparently “non-political”
terms, such as claims to orphanhood. In a political context of citizenship based on genocide suffering,
orphanhood has become a way to negotiate new socio-political hierarchies and practices of inclusion
and exclusion. As post-genocide recovery properly came underway in the late 1990s, new
development categories also became increasingly visible, especially that of OVC and AIDS orphans,
the current-most dominant development category (Green 2011). Such internationally derived

categories only become meaningful through their local contexts.

Thesis Overview
The thesis starts by examining the two communities in which the majority of the research was
conducted (Chapter 1). It follows with a description and discussion of the methodological and ethical

challenges of research with children in difficult circumstances and in a politically sensitive context
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(Chapter 2). It then delves into an analysis of the existential foundations of childhood and the role of
parents herein (Chapter 3), before it turns to the investigation of the process of ‘orphaning’ in
Rwanda: for children and young people to self-identity or being ascribed a status of orphanhood.
First, it looks at the instrumental use of the orphan label as children seek to bureaucratically register
their names on local ‘orphan lists” (Chapter 4). These lists suggest an intrinsic ethnic structuring of
orphans’ access to state and NGO support ( Chapter 5) as well as in lay understandings of orphans’
lives, status and conditions (Chapter 6: Kaganza and Chapter 8: Mwiza). | also explore children’s
own understandings of orphanhood and the ways in which they incorporate, or not, orphan claims
and evocations in their own subjectivities and social identities (Chapter 7: Kaganza and Chapter 9:
Mwiza). To conclude, I consider the wider implications of the political structuring of orphanhood

within the post-genocide context.
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Chapter 1

Vision, Village, Hill and History

Hope, Nostalgia and Local Lives in Post-Genocide Rwanda

When preparing for my research, a key question — practical as well as epistemological — raised
by academic literature was how to position myself as a researcher in a different cultural setting
(Bourdieu 1980; Collin 1999; Geertz 1973; Hastrup 2004; Lorimer 2004), in particular with respect
to children, who seem inherently different due to their biological age and social-psychological
immaturity (Barker and Smith 2001; Punch 2002:321). Questions of empathy, of cultural and moral
relativism, and of understanding the existential scruples and dilemmas of people inherently different
from ourselves as researchers were not foreign to me when | first settled into northwestern Rwanda.
Yet, my research was never shaped as much by the intercultural differences between me and my
Rwandan participants (I was very quickly described as nkaBanyarwanda, ‘like Rwandan’) as by
intracultural divergences, contradictions and oppositions that research entailed in neighbouring
Kaganza and Mwiza. In particular, the process of learning to relate to children in the two communities
provided an important insight into how significantly different child-adult relationships and age
categories can develop, even within the (seemingly) same socio-cultural setting. This influenced not
only the methods appropriate and possible to employ, but the very conceptions of childhood from
which ‘child-friendly’ research necessarily had to start. This is significant in light of evidence that
communities are key determinants of orphan marginalisation and mental wellbeing (Bray 2003;
Deacon and Stephney 2008), an observation recently also evidenced in Rwanda (Casera et al 2016).

Thus, in this chapter, I describe and compare some of Mwiza and Kaganza’s relevant social features.

Northwest Rwanda
The northwest of Rwanda has a different history to the rest of Rwanda (Fujii 2009:27). Prior

to colonisation, the north had its own Hutu kingdoms with strong agricultural and commercial cultures
but without formal state organisation or permanent army posts from the central state (Lemarchand
1966:605; Newbury 2001:299). These kingdoms were highly independent and few Tutsi settled in
the area (de Lame 2005:45). Where western Rwanda consisted of small polities based on concepts of
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ritual power and eastern Rwanda of clearly articulated and hierarchical dynastic traditions (based on
political use of force), the north was structured around kinship, which served as “connecting tissue of
political discussion” (Newbury 2001:281). Important lineages controlled land. Political identities
combined umuryango (lineage) and ishanja (subclan) (ibid.). Northern Rwanda was only fully
incorporated into the central Rwandan state with military force during colonisation (Pottier 2002). It
remained predominantly Hutu as most of the few Tutsi settlers were forcibly removed to the south
(Hilhorst and van Leeuwen 1999:12). The Tutsi who remained lived in small pockets, rather than
side-by-side with Hutu as elsewhere in the country, and “psychological assimilation” never took place
(de Lame 2005:45; Tiemessen 2005), in that the categories Hutu and Tutsi remained rather rigid with
less mixing, intermarriage and fluidity than the rest of Rwanda (Tiemessen 2005). Thus, when the
genocide happened, Tutsi were easily identified in their confined localities and Killed, with little
impact on non-Tutsi communities. To most northern Hutu, it is therefore not the genocide but the
surrounding wars that stand out in memory.

In the post-independence decades, Rwanda was ruled by President Kayibanda from the south
who politically excluded northern Rwanda. When Habyarimana ousted him in 1973, he reversed the
trend and his own northwest region prospered on expense of the south (Taylor 1999:47). Like the rest
of the country, communities in the northwest are affected by a national village resettlement scheme?®,
which in the immediate post-genocide years was the government’s most highly prioritised policy
(Hilhorst & Leeuwen 1999:14) of turning scattered habitation into structured villages. The term
village was a rather new invention as traditionally settlements spread across hillsides (DeLame
2005:27; Gravel 1965:324; Hilhorst and van Leeuwen 1999:17). Each hill provided the locus of a
loosely-defined community in which people were as closely linked to the next hill’s population as to
others within the same community (DeLame 2005:27-28). Similar schemes elsewhere in Africa,
including Tanzania, Mozambique and Ethiopia, have had relatively disastrous consequences (Scott
1998:3). Nonetheless, it was considered the most appropriate response to the refugee crisis that
instigated the 1990-1994 civil war and formed an important part of the 1993 Arusha Peace Accords
(Pottier 2002), as well as to the housing crisis following the genocide (RoR 2001:9). The goal was to
settle displaced people in constructed villages on infertile land, providing more fertile land for

cultivation at some distance from the village (Hilhorst and van Leeuwen 1999:27). Shortly into the

16 Often referred to as villagisation.
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life of the policy, it was expanded to include the entire rural population, thereby becoming a long-
term development policy and an important strategy towards the overriding goal of reconciliation
(Leeuwen 2001:641). Despite controversy, the policy has been well-resourced by organisations such
as UNHCR, the World Bank and WHO (ibid.; RoR 2001:9).

A strong criticism of the policy has been its unequal implementation, with some villages
receiving considerably less services, infrastructure and resources than others (Hilhorst and van
Leeuwen 1999:30,42-3; Newbury 2011:235; RISD 1999). These differences run along political-
cthnic lines (Pottier 2002:185), leading Prunier to speak of ‘ethnicised communities’ (1997:369).
Many of the constructed villages (imidugudu), centring around a market and with newly constructed
houses, are built for genocide survivors and repatriated Tutsi while Hutu continue to live in war-
damaged pre-genocide habitation sites (Ingelaere 2009:35). Villages also tend to attract people of the
same background, creating villages known as “village of survivors”, “village of Tanzanians” etc.,
instigating concerns about jealousy and a potential undermining of reconciliation efforts.

There are mixed views on the success of the villagisation policy, primarily due to lack of
infrastructure in many of the villages and a decline in agricultural productivity as well as doubts of
its voluntary nature (Leeuwen 2001:633-4; RoR 2001:11-12). Rwandans themselves have varied in
their reactions, yet many who have moved to the villages have, over time, become satisfied with their
lives there (Isaksson 2013). The policy became particularly controversial in the northwest where it
was rolled out to address security and housing needs during the infiltration war (RoR 2001:12,17)
and was thus hastily implemented with little provision of external resources so people largely had to
build their own houses (Newbury 2011:231-232). Infrastructure by implication is poor. By 1999,
620,000 northwestern Rwandans had been resettled in 351 villages (IRIN 1999). Views from here are
therefore particularly mixed. One study suggests that people in the northern villages are more satisfied
than their southern and eastern counterparts due to the security the villages offer (African Rights
1999; RoR 2001:12,17) but others suggest experiences in the northwest have been negative (Jackson
1999). Nonetheless, the policy has not been considered as disastrous as elsewhere due to
improvements over time (Hilhorst and van Leeuwen 1999:31). Under the policy, Kaganza was created

anew and has become ‘semi-urban’ whilst Mwiza constitutes a more ‘traditional’ rural village!’ that

17| use traditional to refer to the non-constructed nature of the village’s origins: it has emerged ‘naturally’ as the
population has expanded and developed (and retracted) in line with national development.
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has seen only some restructuring as a consequence of the policy. Their different constitutions affect

the two villages’ access to political, economic and social capital.

Kaganza: A Village of Survivors, Widows and Orphans

Kaganza is a Cell'8 of five small village units (pl. imidugudu) standing so close together that
they give the impression of one big, closely knit village sprawling along the main road. Built in 1997,
it was not until the early 2000s, when the infiltration war ended, that the village started to develop
into what it has become today. Initially, villagers say it was “still a village'®, like a forest” with no
modern features. Today, it is “like town” (nk 'umuji) with its association of development. Kaganza
Cell has a population of 4500 people, of whom 55% are women. Children and young people make up
60% of the total population, with nearly 300 infants born in 2010, indicating a young, fertile and
growing population. Each individual umudugudu (sg. of imidugudu) consists of about 200-250
households (approximately 1000 people), which vary in size from very small households of a lone
widow or widower or a parent or grandmother with one or two children, to very large households of
two parents with up to twelve children, or three generations living together. | knew and visited people
in all the imidugudu but knew best the two at Kaganza’s physical centre where I lived. These stand
out from the neighbouring units and surrounding villages (including Mwiza) with their structure,
coherence and orderliness (see also Hilhorst and van Leeuwen 1999:20,22). That Kaganza can be
walked through and around in less than half an hour is a testament to the extremely high population
density in this area: 770 people/km? compared to the national average of 4172 people/km?, making it
the most densely populated area of Africa’s most densely populated country?! (André and Platteau
1998; RoR 2001:21). The new units, along with parts of some of the other units, were built as long,

straight rows of houses by the government and NGOs under the resettlement scheme. The other

8 The Cell (Fr. cellule, Kinyarwanda akagari) is a rather insignificant administrative level in-between the individual
village unit (umudugudu) and the Sector Office. The main decision-making power is held by the head of the Sector
Office, and appointed by the central administration rather than the population (Ansoms 2009:307).

19 Despite its imported, constructed history, the term village is often used to denote a poor, underdeveloped rural
area without basic amenities. Mwiza was often described as a “pure village”, an expression people described by
pointing to the poor state of people’s houses and clothes, and their perceived lack of regard for “development” and
cultural “progress” such as accepting that women can wear trousers and be leaders, and children regardless of gender
should be in school.

20 Dye to the rapid population growth, from just over 10 million in 2010 to just over 2012 million in 2016, population
density is now nearly at 500 km?. http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/rwanda-population/

2! The dense population of northern Rwanda has been given as one of the reasons for why this region remained
independent for so long (D. Newbury 2001:626).
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village units in Kaganza existed prior to the scheme and developed more naturally around people’s
fields. Houses therefore lie more scattered and are of poorer quality, built with materials people could
afford, or find, rather than those prescribed by government (iron roofs and adobe bricks; cf. Sommers
2012). This gives a sense of Kaganza being split into an old and a new part, as inhabitants also
experience it and geographically locate themselves.

Kaganza has become a ‘model’ village, which unlike other villages (Hilhorst and van
Leeuwen 1999), has excellent infrastructure. All facilities are within easy walking distance, buses
and taxis run into town every 10-15 minutes and the village is completely flat. This is in contrast to
most ‘traditional’ villages scattered across valleys and along mountain ridges, so even the village’s
many partly-immobile elderly can access communal facilities??. Kaganza also has a big commercial
farm employing several people from the village, mainly young people and women. Beyond it lies a
big village centre where several women run tea and grocery shops selling everything from
toothbrushes and toilet paper to sweets, tinned fish, children’s outfits and school materials. Behind
the shops lies a food market that is open every morning and sells meat and fish (from the local lake)
once a week. Several cabarets (local bars) are also to be found, offering locally brewed sorghum beer
and bottles of Primus?3 beer; some have a television for important soccer games and the popular music
competition Primus GumaGuma Superstar. The centre also includes barber and tailor shops, mobile
phone charging stations and a cultural centre with a small cinema. On the other side of Kaganza’s
two new parts, away from the road, a modern World Bank-funded health centre was built ten years
after the village’s construction, around which much of the village’s activity has since become centred.
Behind it lie the fields attached to the village although most of these have been consumed by a
guesthouse overlooking the volcanoes and frequented by wealthy people from town who come to
drink and listen to the latest international and Rwandan pop music or to watch soccer. Locals cannot
afford to come here except as day labourers to maintain the perfectly manicured gardens. In 2011, a
big warehouse for food crops was built on many of the remaining fields as part of a national famine-

prevention scheme.

22 A goal of the village resettlement scheme is to move people from hilltops and remote valleys to more accessible
areas with paved roads.
23 Bottled Primus beer is a sign of status for rural Rwandans who often cannot afford bottled beer (de Lame 2005:235).
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The village has a number of international and local development organisations present,
including the World Bank and the US-based Global Fund. Several of the rows of houses were built
by the Global Fund and FARG, the National Fund for Survivors of the Genocide. FARG had a local
representative, the village leader, Samira and the organisation was also strongly visible through
promotional material, which hung on the wall of many survivor homes. Ibuka®*, an umbrella
association coordinating survivor projects on a national level, was also present in the village through
a local representative, Papa Charlotte (the local security officer). Other charities included Care
International, which had supported some of the village’s children through their nkundabana project,
COSMO, until March 2010. Various international, religious organisations also supported some of the
village’s children through child sponsorships and a local NGO assisting HIV-infected women (with
Samira as the vice-president), also supported some families. In late 2011, Haguruka — a national free

legal aid centre for women and children — opened a large office in the village centre.

Figure 2 Two boys' drawings of 'My Village'. When asked to draw Kaganza, one of the boys immediately asked for a ruler to make
straight lines, denoting the very linear and structured outlay of the village. Note the different colours in the drawing on the right, used
by the child to denote the ‘border’ between the two new units.

2 |buka means ‘to remember’.
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Social Structure

According to Hilhorst and van Leeuwen, the success of constructed villages has depended on
local authorities. Where they have taken a direct role, the villages have been better constructed and
accepted by local populations (1999:44). In Kaganza, the village leader of one of the new units was
in many ways crucial to the opportunities and dynamics of the community. Each umudugudu in
Rwanda is headed by a village leader (umutware). As part of decentralising state power and
empowering local communities, a policy launched in 2000 and revised in 2012 (Hasselskog and
Schierenbeck 2015:951; RoR 2002:62-3), village leaders were given increasing powers in order to
ensure local representation in political decision-making®. The village leader represents the village
council, the lowest level of political authority and is accountable to the Cell Leader and Sector Chief
Executive (see also Hasselskog and Schierenbeck 2015:952). One of the new unit’s village leader,
Samira, provides an ample example of the dynamics that govern life in Kaganza, a place that is
characterised by strong personalities, progressive figures and a rather unique life compared to more
‘traditional’ villages such as Mwiza. Half way through 2011, Samira was elected into her third term.
Samira strongly identifies herself as both Muslim?® and as a Tutsi genocide survivor from the
northwest. She is in her mid-40s and lives with her husband and seven children in the middle of the
umudugudu she leads. Beaming with energy, authority and ambition, Samira is a charismatic but
controversial figure, simultaneously feared and respected. Despite people’s assertion that Samira is
“corrupt” (kwakire ruswa: to receive bribes), many villagers still appreciated her and felt that her
strong personality was necessary to ensure peace, stability and progress in a village that is home to
different groups of people with clashing histories and experiences. Her implementation of national
policies locally had immense influence on the social structure.

The new parts of the village are strikingly similar to the refugee camps in neighbouring
countries (Malkki 1994; Turner 2010). Each row is built for a particular category of people so that
NGO and government categories define its physical structure. The first two rows were built by the

Global Fund for ‘poor people’ (abakene), locally interpreted as widows (sg. umupfakazi) and Tutsi

25 |n 2011, the government started to introduce minimum requirements for the education of the village leaders to
third degree level.

26 Muslims in Rwanda were not typically incorporated into local ethnic categories but have occupied a neutral position
as locally esteemed foreigners, historically Indian traders who integrated relatively easily. Islam has thereby come to
represent healing and unification for both Hutu and Tutsi and has thus been growing exponentially since the genocide
as a ‘peaceful’ religion (Tiemessen 2005). How Samira’s family came to be both Tutsi and Muslim is not known to me.
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returnees from Congo. Both descriptions seemed accurate. Except for one family (a widow “from the
area” looking after four orphans), residents here were Tutsi repatriated from exile in Congo, many of
them widows of varying ages looking after children and/or grandchildren (often both), thus reflecting
some of the key categories set out in the resettlement policy itself: “a category of households which
are homeless, often poor and vulnerable (widows, orphans, persons with disability...)” (RoR 2009:5,
see also Hilhorst and van Leeuwen 1999:28-9,37). The next two rows were built by FARG for
‘genocide survivors’. The last two rows were built by “private people”, who could afford to build
their own houses as prescribed by the government (cf. Newbury 2011:231). Two families from the
area rent a house here but the rest are inhabited by Tutsi returned from Congo, Uganda and Burundi.
Behind the last row, next to the health centre, was recently added a ‘square’ of 25 small houses with
no real gardens or compound walls, built by an Anglican bishop for orphans?’. Some of these houses
have been sold on and are now mainly occupied by Tutsi returnees.

The physical structure of the two new units has strong undertones of the new politico-ethnic
constructs of survivor and returnee, thus reflecting many of the constructed villages (IRIN 1999). It
was important to many of the residents at a point early in our relationships, and often out of (obvious)
context, to establish exactly where they lived and/or to which ‘category’ they belonged. People
emphasised both their status as for example widow or poor and political-ethnic self-identifications,
including “pure Rwandans” (Umunyarwanda kavukire, people who had never left Rwanda, a term
used by survivors); “survivors” (abacikacumu); “from Congo”; “not on the side of the killers”; “from
the region”; or “new to the village”. “From Congo” referred to Tutsi who had fled Rwanda during the
1959-1964 massacres and returned in 19962, commonly denoted as Banyamulenge (Eltringham
2004:22; Lemarchand 1999:15; Prunier 2002:11). People never used ‘Banyamulenge’ to describe
themselves and rather used ‘from Congo’ but many people from the area (those historically identified
as northern Hutu) believed Banyamulenge feel strongly about their ‘culture’ (umuco) and thus to not
‘mix well” with others (for example through endogamy). Some ‘Banyamulenge’ felt they were
perceived more as Hutu (nkaBahutu) than Tutsi. “New to the village” referred to the lack of invitation
to move to the village when it was built and to the lack of social moorings with other residents (many

27 This may have been funded as part of an initiative under Imidugudu to build ‘orphan villages’ (van Leeuwen 2001).
28 Jackson suggests that most refugees returned to northwest Rwanda in April 1997 (2004:27) although he may here
be referring to primarily Hutu refugees.
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of the Congolese Tutsi knew each other from the village-like camps in Congo). This expression was
only used by Hutu.

These politico-ethnic categories reflect those described in the introduction and convey some
sense of a victim-perpetrator structuring of the social landscape. Even very young children knew and
usually referred to each street as “the line of...” (umurongo wa...) and then naming the particular
politico-ethnic group. This was particularly clear when | asked some of the children to show me
around the village and they described to me the exact history of people inhabiting each row. When a
woman saw us pass and came out to talk to us, with a bag of sweets, the children in whispering voices
immediately introduced her as a widow from Congo who “loves children” (evidenced by the bag of
sweets!). Due to a logic of ethnic contagion (Fujii 2009:100-102), returnees were believed to have
incorporated their host cultures into their personality. A secondary school teacher known as ‘Prof” or
‘teacher’ was commonly described as a womaniser due to his “Ugandan culture”, my landlord was
considered ‘mad’ and difficult because of her Burundian background and a local pastor was
considered untrustworthy due to his Congoleseness?® and was often referred to as the “Congolese
pastor” rather than being known by his denomination (which never actually became apparent). These
descriptions of people have not replaced pre-genocide modes of identification, which include
religious affiliation, kin relations, occupation, and cattle ownership amongst others (Newbury 2001)
but nonetheless appeared discursively more articulated and powerful. Residents often commented
upon the variety of different regional histories and diverse war experiences.

As one moves down through Kaganza, the increasing size and quality of houses is notable.
Abakene have the smallest houses, survivors slightly bigger and “private people” the largest. During
fieldwork, however, many survivors’ houses grew markedly in size and quality while many ‘private
people’ and most abakene’s houses slowly deteriorated in the unusually heavy rains of 2011. The
disproportionate improvement of survivors’ homes was one of several indicators of the dominance of
survivors within the community. In Kaganza, survivors had a strong presence, not simply in numbers
but in social status and power, including taking up at least half of the positions on the village council.

The physical split between the new and the olds parts reflect the wider trend in the resettlement
scheme of politically ethnicising communities. The older parts are predominantly inhabited by Hutu

who originate from the region, whilst the new parts are inhabited by the different groups of Tutsi

29 Reflecting Rubbers (2009) “We, the Congolese, we cannot trust each other.”
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referred to above. The old parts were not referred to by political categories or terms of vulnerability
but rather by their geographical location: “by the traditional doctor’s house” (hafi y inzu y ‘umuvuzi)
or “near the forest” (hafi y 'ishyambi) because a patch of trees had been left standing. These references
have connotations of being uncivilised and lacking development®°. Their references thus imply a
lesser status of the areas’ inhabitants within a developmentalist state where citizenship is based on
one’s ability to contribute to national development. However, although much of the activity in
Kaganza is centred within the new parts where the infrastructure is, the old and new parts are not
socially as separated as the physical structure may suggest. Kaganza has come to act as a trading
centre for the local area. Economic activity, including markets, albeit small, have become an
important source of bringing people and cash to the village, as was one of the intentions of the policy
(Isaksson 2013). Kaganza’s facilities cater for a much larger area than the cell itself, creating a
constant flow of people from the old parts and beyond who come to sell produce from their fields,
buy non-food items at the shops or for medical needs that traditional doctors are unable to address.
Economic necessity also binds the two village parts together. With poor access to fields, Kaganza
residents rely on neighbouring communities for crops for which they pay with cash earned through
paid employment. In the old part of the village, on the other hand, people have much better access to

fields but need access to cash for school materials, clothes and goods.

Community Dynamics

The stark political-ethnic organisation of Kaganza raises questions of inter- and intra-
communal relationships. While community dynamics are amicable and considered a success in terms
of reconciliation, officially and locally, certain tensions persist. Relationships in communities of
forced migration, such as refugee camps, are often intensely politicised (Malkki 1995, Turner 2010).
As many Kaganzans had spent large parts of their lives in refugee camps and camp style villages in
neighbouring countries, they were used to a categorical structuring of their environment and never
questioned the tendency to situate each other in terms of these categories. The artificial nature of the
village also meant that people did not live primarily amongst kin but rather shared particular political
and regional histories. As such, people’s place in the village was defined not by how they were related

to others (except for a few families) but by their past experiences. Hilhorst and van Leeuwen have

30 Traditional medicine is juxtaposed to modern medicine and many Ugandan Rwandans who considered themselves
more modern than other Rwandans actively distanced themselves from traditional doctors.
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observed that while ethnic tensions can be expected when the villagisation scheme has become so
ethnically tainted, these have tended to be directed at officials rather than expressed between people
(1999:44; see also Zorbas 2007, quoted in Eltringham 2011:279). Similarly, in Kaganza
differentiation was attributed to Samira who was instrumental in the advantaged position of survivors.

Towards the end of Samira’s second term, people’s dissatisfaction started to outweigh
appreciation of her as village leader. When elections were held in 2011 most villagers complained
that she had gained insufficient votes to be elected and that many of those who voted did so out of
fear. Several people wrote a joint letter of complaint to the Sector authorities but Samira was officially
approved as the village leader, reflecting a common perception that village leaders are corrupt and
difficult to remove from power (Hasselskog and Schierenbeck 2015:960). What is significant for
Samira was Kaganzans’ belief that her survivor status was used to justify her strong and continuous
hold on power. Thus, Mama Chadarake thought Samira was protected by the government, while
Mama Joseph thought her survivor status protected her and another villager thought her access to
NGO and state resources kept her in power. As a survivor, Samira was believed to be harsh on non-
survivors. This sentiment was strengthened when a widespread sickness required all banana trees to
be felled!. This angered people everywhere | went. In town, an older man hung himself when the
authorities came to cut down his trees. Before he died, he yelled that the trees were so important to
his culture and life, that without them he might as well be dead. Many shared his thoughts, without
however killing themselves. One morning | passed an angry Mama Joseph just as she had cut down
her trees. As she looked across the street, she whisperingly commented on the injustice that survivors’
trees were left standing, as they continued to be six months later. It thus seemed apparent to non-
survivors that survivors were a protected population to whom normal rules did not apply. In daily
life, in contrast, several significant relationships existed between survivors and non-survivors, Hutu
and Tutsi. Despite Mama Joseph’s dissatisfaction with the favouring of survivors, it did not prevent
close relationships between her and people identified as survivors. Mama Joseph was often away
visiting family in Congo or engaging in business in town. During such times her granddaughter Claire
stayed with Shangaze, a survivor. When Shangaze in turn “fell sick with trauma” (aratweye
guhahamuka) or had to travel from the village, her son and foster daughter, Husina, stayed with Mama

Joseph. Such relationships also existed between people from the old and new imidugudu.

31 This was not a new problem (Huggins 2009:299-300).

50



In addition to the historical fluidity of cultural ethnicity, several important social activities
facilitate close inter-ethnic relationships. Sharing a drink in the cabaret®? and visiting each other
(gusura) are often used as symbols of the success of reconciliation in post-genocide Rwanda (Hilhorst
and van Leeuwen 1999:12). Sharing beer “seals” trust and reciprocal relations (deLame 2005:318).
My neighbour, Papa Joiyeux who had grown up in the region, ran a cabaret that was visited by people
of all backgrounds. Similarly, being visited and being able to visit others (gusura) were important for
people’s sense of social integration and wellbeing (deLame 2005:306-9; Gravel 1965:324), and is
associated with a social necessity of ‘being seen’ that is implicit in a social structure dominated by
clientelism (ibid.; see also Ferguson 2013). This emphasis on gusura also made it easy for me to fit
into social relations and activities. Such visits were often a result of having gone for a walk or stroll
(gutembera), which could bring people far and wide and get talking to people in other villages and
areas. Gutembera was a highly valued activity by especially older people, often to escape the
loneliness of their home, and as a term has interesting and culturally significant roots. Gutembera in
its literal sense means to circulate and comes from the verb gutemba, which means to flow. As Taylor
has especially shown, Rwandan notions of health in all its understandings are expressed in flows and
blockages so that a healthy body is one where fluids can flow easily, while sickness arises from
blockages to such flows (1992, 1999). To circulate as a social activity thus denotes social integration
that is of existential value. The act of gusura (visiting) brings the social activity of gutembera, as a
public encounter and relationship, into the private realm behind closed doors, and thus transforms a
previously potentially lonesome space into an esteemed social activity where intimate and ‘secret’
conversations and relationships can be established. Sharing secrets is central to friendships and give
prestige — those who have secrets with others are powerful people with whom it is worth having
secrets (de Lame 2005:14-15).

Finally, people’s religious affiliations, as elsewhere in Rwanda, cut across political-ethnic
lines (Fujii 2009) despite a historically ambiguous relationship between the church and those in power
(de Lame 2005:54-55; Mbanda and Wamberg 1997). Grant brings attention to the mono-ethnic nature
of many churches, in particular ADEPR (Grant 2014). Similarly Cantrell writes of a specifically post-
genocide church hierarchy that supports the image of Tutsi returnees as suffering refugees and shows

the Anglican Church, specifically PEER, to be an essentially Tutsi organisation, clearly associated

32 A small local bar, often in people’s private homes or in an annex to their house.
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with the RPF (2007:337). However, churches attended by Mwizan and Kaganzan populations seemed
to have mixed congregations, especially those by main roads and closer to town. | did not gather
statistical data on people’s denominations but there seemed to be a relatively equal number of
Catholics and Adventists in the two villages, with a smaller number of Anglican. A significant number
of people also attended one of the several Pentecostal churches in the area although the patronage of
a number of these seemed in constant ‘flux’. Kaganza had several Muslims, of whom some were
survivors and some of historical backgrounds that never became evident. The mix of religious
affiliations in the villages meant that there was lively religious activity much of the week and people
mixed with each other as they walked to and from church together and established a number of
important social relationships through church. It was not uncommon for people within the same
immediate family to attend different denominations or different churches within the same
denomination. Religious conversions were also a normal part of everyday life. Religious identity was
therefore rarely fixed and facilitated dynamic social relationships across borders and boundaries.

Nonetheless, despite economic interdependence and important relationships across historical
backgrounds, there is more activity, friendship and interaction within rather than across the imidugudu
and within each of the rows. Both children’s and adults’ peer networks suggest that many, albeit not
all, relationships are localised and thus in some form political-ethnic. Few children cross the ‘border’
into the old parts to play and many stay in their own and immediate rows. Claire and Husina are part
of a particularly close group of friends that also includes Cindy and Giselle. The four girls are all ten
years of age, attend the same class in school and live in the row of survivors, except Claire who lives
in the row of abakene and goes to the other village school. Giselle spent most of her time with Husina,
at whose house she normally studied due to lack of electricity in her own house. Other peer groups
existed that were similarly structured within a confined locality. While boys are generally freer to
move about, their peer networks did not expand much further than those of girls. When 1 asked
children to draw a spiderweb (Appendix 1) of people they considered most significant in their lives,
the majority of these lived in the same or adjacent row of houses as the children themselves.

Apart from the friendship between Samira and the traditional doctor, adult community
members who established close relationships with people from the old parts, were primarily people
who felt poorly integrated within the umudugudu, including Giselle’s grandmother. Albeit a genocide
survivor, she was often in conflict with Samira and felt marginalised from other survivors, amongst
whom she considered there to be a strong relationship. Disabled in the genocide and thus often

housebound, she depended on visits from other people, which diminished her network and sense of

52



worth. Amongst her friends were the grandmothers and aunts of Husina, Cindy and Claire, as well as
a woman “from the area”. Her limited network was transposed to Giselle who rarely spent time with
children other than Husina, Cindy and Claire. Friendships thereby suggest that while relationships
certainly exist across politico-ethnic categories, people seem to favour their own ‘category’ for closer
friendships. Friendships are not only grounded in the sharing of secrets but the sharing of experiences
and resources (such as children sharing clothes or neighbours sharing food). As people within the
same rows often had similar pasts (as refugees, survivors etc.) and socio-economic status, it is logical
that they became closer friends. My research assistant however believed that trust also played an
important part. While he recognised that people have again learned to live together and share beer in
the cabaret, he personally felt that it was still difficult to trust each other fully, so that close inter-
ethnic relationships such as marriage and enduring friendships are difficult and full of tensions. He
also believed that in any encounter with strangers trust could not be established until each person’s
background had been established. Kaganzans’ ready narration of their backgrounds and reasons for
arriving in the village would suggest that they felt likewise.

An Aspiring, Future-Oriented Population

Despite some tensions, the village’s construction by the government seemed to facilitate, in
most residents, a culture of appreciation of the government and its policies. People in Kaganza
ambitiously sought to implement many of the government campaigns of taking responsibility for their
own and their children’s welfare as well as their community’s development. Examples include higher
than normal education enrolment rates of children of all ages (especially girls in secondary school
and teenage mothers), as well as the immediate implementation of new legislation such as the
requirement to wear shoes, remove weeds from front gardens and remove high walls from compounds
(cf. Ingelaere 2011:74). “Giving voice” to women and children was one of the most appreciated
government initiatives, a focus that was strengthened when Haguruka opened their office, as well as
bringing development to remote villages. President Kagame was often spoken of reverently as a man
who “loves all people” (gukunda abantu bwose). Due to people’s histories, the appreciation of
government policies and initiatives was often deeply emotional and of significant existential
importance. As I sat down for milk with the village’s security officer, a previous soldier and genocide
survivor who lost every family member known to him in the genocide, he spoke of his pride in being
facilitated to live in such a privileged village where the government loved and respected people and

helped them develop. As he spoke of the village’s history, he visibly struggled to keep back tears. He
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composed himself by focusing his attention on all the plans and hopes, he had for his children and
the village’s youths more generally. The focus on children and youths’ welfare is notable. The
security officer was instrumental in starting a youth club, which became immensely popular with
children and young people for whom it became a symbol not only of their community’s aspirations
on their behalf, and thus of their protection and welfare within the village, but also of their future
aspirations. The official launch of the club drew in not only most Kaganzans, young and old, but
many of the Cell and Sector authorities and surrounding village inhabitants. It was a proud and
aspiring day that was talked about for months.

Despite being divisive at times, it was in particular Samira who was instrumental in the
positive and beneficial relationship between Kaganza and the central state. Samira is a woman who
wants to have a stake in everything. She has a great mind for business and is always looking for new
opportunities, not just for herself but for her community, friends and family. She is a strong advocate
for bringing new businesses and initiatives to the village, including electricity. She is close friends
with the Sector Chief. In addition to representing FARG, she is also involved with numerous NGOs
and cooperatives, including the NGO supporting HIV-infected woman and a soap-producing
cooperative that also supports women. It is Samira’s role to provide various documents and signatures
for survivors’ applications to FARG®. There is no doubt that the strong local presence of NGOs is
partly due to her extensive work.

Samira’s powerful position despite her status as divorced is representative of many women in
Kaganza who have successfully managed the process of ‘stigma exploitation’ (Galinsky et al 2013;
Gramling and Forsyth 1987), whereby characteristics normally associated with social undesirability
become more desirable. Samira was not the only of her kind, she was simply the most powerful and
dominant. Of Kaganza’s five village leaders, four were women and three were either divorced or
widowed (one of whom was an HIV-positive woman from the area). Widows historically depended
on the goodwill of their natal family or adult sons (IPEP/OAU 2000:161). Kaganza, including the old
parts, had a large number of divorced women, unmarried mothers and widows. Many of these women,

including the traditional doctor and the village leaders, held high social status and had access to a

3 It never became clear to me whether it was her position as village leader or local representative for FARG that
accounted for this role but it was extremely powerful as it could determine someone’s official status as survivor and
thus access to funds in the intricate bureaucracy of survivorhood (Gugliemo 2015).
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variety of economic opportunities. At village meetings, several widows were active participants and
debated village developments with the same authority and influence as men. It is likely that the large
number of women without husbands removed the stigma associated with widowhood. Another
contributing factor may be people’s lack of land. This not only frees up women’s time3* to pursue
other activities but leaves them less dependent on traditional kin structures (through which land is
accessed). However a couple of widows had access to land and were often busy combining work in
their fields with paid employment and engagement in village politics or initiatives, such as the youth
club, and cooperatives. It was my sense that considerably more women than men held paid
employment, at the commercial farm and warchouse, as teachers or labouring in people’s fields.
What Samira and other women like her in particular represent is that normally stigmatised
fates could be converted to powerful personas with important roles in the life and development of
their community. Samira also represents the need for combining creative strategies for survival and
social upward mobility in a context where the traditional land and kinship networks are greatly
diminished, if not altogether non-existent. All she had left of family after the genocide was an aunt
in the village and a sister in the neighbouring village. Even people who had not endured the genocide
first-hand but had lived in exile had little more family than Samira. Most drew on a hybrid network
of relatives and acquaintances spread across the globe and had to draw their support from
cooperatives, new alliances as well as involvement in councils or as aid beneficiaries. The high
number of progressive figures such as Samira meant that the national developmentalist values of
productive, ‘modern’ citizens who are self-sufficient, entrepreneurial and future-oriented were
strongly represented in Kaganza and led to a dominant sense of inclusion in the nationalist project. A

rather different story emerges from Mwiza.

Mwiza: A Climb to the Forest

Like Kaganza, Mwiza is a cell of five imidugudu. Its population is slightly bigger than
Kaganza’s with 5000 inhabitants but with a similar male/female ratio and similar proportion of
children and young people. However, despite the larger population and a greater proportion of
females in their reproductive years, less than 50 infants were born in 2010, a sixth of infants born in

Kaganza. The low birth rate reflects Rwanda’s virilocal tradition, which was much less prominent in

34 Women spend considerably more time working in the fields than do men whose activities are focused on cattle.
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Kaganza where young women wanted to stay close to their families. In Mwiza, young people in
general were keen to leave and rarely spoke about their community in any positive terms. Most youth
who found employment or spouses tended to move closer to town, even if they secured jobs in the
local schools or hospital. Due to its physical outlay and my different access to the village, | worked
across the cell and did not focus on a particular umudugudu within it.

People in Kaganza often turned suspicious when they heard that I also conducted research in
Mwiza. When Mama Chadarake once saw me heading there with my research assistant, she asked in
a whispering voice why I wanted to visit “people there [who] cannot teach anything about life in the
real Rwanda”. The condemnation was clear. Her disapproval was accompanied by fear. Mwiza was
severely affected by the infiltration war of which it is dangerous to speak. The hushed voices and
whispering tone became a normal feature of my research here. Conversation immediately died when
men in uniform passed in the street or neighbours came within earshot. This sense of paranoia was
pervasive and constituted embodied knowledge; | had not visited Mwiza for long before I too looked
over my shoulder before speaking or lowered my voice if saying the word intambara (war). Such
paranoia exists everywhere in Rwanda (Thomson 2009) but it was significantly more intense in
Mwiza than in Kaganza or Kigali where people sometimes openly discussed matters of ethnicity.
Williamson (2014) suggests that within the ‘culture of silence’ dominating public spaces, Survivors
have found an important medium in the national genocide archives through which to voice criticisms
of many kinds. Grant (2014) emphasises popular culture as another medium through which critical
voices are aired. As Tutsi dominate such media (ibid.) it would appear that people of Tutsi
backgrounds primarily have access to ‘mediums of contestation’. In his examination of the infiltration
war, Jackson writes of a legacy of bitterness and narrative of grievance amongst Hutu (2004:22) that
remains especially strong for northwestern Hutu who have remained more critical of the government
(IPEP/OAU 2000:266) and feel unequally treated (RoR 2001:16). Here, however, I refute Jackson’s
claim that this is based on a ‘false consciousness’ (2004:22). Hutus’ ‘narratives of grievances’ are not
based on a false perception of disfavouring but are grounded in their substantially poorer access to
economic, social and political capital, enacted through instruments such as the villagisation policy
(HRW 2001:235; Newbury 2011:235).

Pertinent to Mwiza is the observation that Rwandans historically did not live in structured
villages but scattered across hillsides. Steep and washed out paths meander in all directions, loop
around and cross over each other like a never-ending labyrinth with contours that change with the

passing seasons and give a charming, attractive secrecy to each part of the area. Small huts crop up
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in-between fields, visible from a distance only after the harvest season. During the wet season, when
maize, sorghum and beans stand high one cannot see far. Only occasionally do narrow paths open up
to wider, cleared spaces where some bigger houses stand and a clear view over the mountainside
emerges. It is amidst this continuous stream of settlements that Mwiza is located. Where it begins or
finishes is neither obvious nor socio-politically significant. Mwiza was not constructed under the
village resettlement scheme although it has seen some restructuring of its physical outlay, including
the creation of village centres that lie scattered across the hillside and where several shops opened
during the time of my research. Umuganda activities have been used to turn forest patches into
clusters of small huts. Yet these areas are not like Kaganza’s clearly structured rows but are rather
long and narrow dirt paths with hundreds of tiny huts made from sticks and leaves, insulated with
mud and surrounded by small gardens and intermittent fences. Politically there has been much less
focus on ‘recovery’ from the infiltration war compared to the genocide. Consequently, much fewer
resources have gone into reconstructing people’s homes. To a large extent, people were themselves
responsible for repairing or rebuilding their homes (cf. Newbury 2011).

Mwiza spans a much wider geographical area than Kaganza, making one big village centre
impractical. Smaller village centres are scattered throughout the cell, most of them a 45-60 minute
walk steeply uphill from the main road, on disintegrating ground; the shops are therefore not always
open due to lack of stock so people have to go to the bigger village centres. Well-stocked markets are
a similar walk away, increasing people’s dependence on their own fields and somewhat reducing their
access to a diverse range of income-generating activities®® (see also Isaksson 2013). In the biggest of
the centres, which lies at the very top of the hill, is a health centre. The village also has a primary
school and a lower secondary school. Every morning and evening teachers and nurses are seen
travelling on the back of bicycle taxis to reach work; most are coming from town or from villages
nearer to town. In Mwiza itself, employment rates are low while access to temporary cash jobs and
cooperatives are becoming increasingly important for survival yet harder to access. Many people
struggle to make ends meet and live off land that has been passed down through generations and has
been subdivided to such an extent that they can no longer sustain even very small households (Pottier
2002:20,184; RoR 2001:21-22; Rose 2005). Despite the naturally fertile volcanic soil, Mwiza is a

35 While in the African context an hour’s walk does not seem much, the steep climbs with heavy bags of crops do deter
people from making frequent trips to markets. According to De Lame, anything more than an hour’s walk is ‘far away’
(quoted in Fujii 2009). For elderly widows and widowers and young orphans, the heavy walk is prohibiting.
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community where people never feel far from the food insecurities and Malthusian trap that many have
warned of (André and Platteau 1998; Huggins 2009, 2011). People who depend on their fields earn
much-needed cash by selling crops but as these are often insufficient, people have to enter the labour
market. The local need for labour cannot always satisfy these demands, leading to relatively severe
poverty and a sense of insurmountable problems. Ikibaso ¢y ‘amafaranga (it is a problem of money)

is a common conclusion to people’s narratives and experiences of living in Mwiza.

Social structure

The physical dispersion, ‘scatteredness’, is reflected in a scattered social structure (de Lame
2005:111) that is experienced as loose and at times unsettling by Mwizans. Unlike Kaganza, each
umudugudu does not vary in political-ethnic composition. The population is historically local to the
area and thus predominantly Hutu with only a handful of Tutsi and Twa. As nearly all residents in
Mwiza are of the same background and hold similar experiences of infiltration war, short periods of
flight and exile and rapid return to Rwanda, historical experiences do not inform social power nor
have relationships become ‘politicised’. People do not refer to each other as living in ‘the line of
survivors’ or ‘poor people’ but rather use physical markers in the environment to provide directions
to people’s homes. Prominent members of the community are ‘the catechist’, the shop owner or
indeed a new category, nkundabana (orphan mentor). All of Mwiza’s leaders are men in their late
thirties to early fifties. This group of men also provides most of the shop owners and other prominent
village figures, such as Vincent, a shop owner and nkundabana in the local orphan project, CYP.
According to Hasselskog and Schierenbeck (2015:961), most village leaders have not taken on a
particularly strong role in encouraging local decision-making or influencing their local community.
Powerful leaders are the exception rather than the rule. Thus, where Kaganza had a number of highly
visible, dynamic and authoritative village leaders with significant social and political power, Mwiza’s
leaders were not widely known (often entirely unknown by children and youth). People who did know
their leader felt restricted in their access to them, perceiving them to be too busy to care for their
particular concerns. Thus, the leaders’ influence seemed to extend little beyond mediation in family
and land conflicts. Here their judgements were often recounted with great disappointment.

The near-invisible role of village leaders has led me to portray Mwiza through Vincent who
is not a village leader. Vincent is a cheerful and kind man in his early forties. He lives with his wife
and five children not far from one of Mwiza’s village centres and is the owner of the first shop as one

enters Mwiza; his shop is poorly stocked but he sells beans and potatoes as well as non-food items
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such as school materials, soap and matches. From the shop, he also runs a cabaret. Since the shop
opened, it has become a place for people to spend some leisurely time and for children to come for
sweets. Vincent is a visibly popular man who is always busily engaged in conversation with people.
When Vincent is not in his shop or attending meetings or activities related to his role as nkundabana,
he cultivates either with his wife or together with other nkundabanas in fields that they purchased
through a loan from the NGO. Vincent is unusual for his positive attitude towards government
policies and has great ambition for his community; he would like to see other villagers start up other
types of shops and engaging in different entrepreneurial activities. Unlike Samira, whose success
arose from the ready availability of NGOs supporting her personal cause of genocide survivorhood
and that of the village, what characterises Vincent’s attempt at implementing a variety of government
policies in his private life and in his community, are the obstacles and setbacks that he meets on a

daily basis.

Community dynamics

Mwiza closely reflects pre-genocide structures where people were situated within a wider
regional network of kin relations, marriage alliance and patron-client relationships, with no clear
distinction between internal and external structures (deLame 2005; Gravel 1965). The most
significant local structure was the inzu (Gravel 1965), which literally means house but was used to
refer to a minor lineage® (Eltringham 2004:18). Two significant differences from pre-genocide
structures are the decline in relationships within families, affected by land conflicts and arguments
over care of sick or orphaned relatives amongst others, and a decline in external relationships through
marriage alliances, as fewer people can afford to marry (Sommers 2012). Inzu now has come to mean
people’s actual houses; ‘clan segments’ constitute no more than people’s immediate families (siblings
and parents), usually referred to as umuryango. It was notable that when I conducted kinship diagrams
with people in Mwiza and used the word umuryango, previously referring to lineage, people only
counted their parents and siblings. | had to specifically ask about grandparents and other family
relationships to communicate any sense of an extended family. My research assistant especially was
perplexed at the difficulty in conveying the meaning of ‘extended family’ or ‘lineage’ in light of its

regional significance historically (de Lame 2005:45). When | asked whether people were still in touch

36 Gravel translates inzu as manor.
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with their families on other hills most said that the distance was too far and they very rarely went to
visit nor received any visits in return. People often felt they could not visit each other freely because
visiting involves bringing a small ‘gift’ (Gravel 1965:324), which few felt they had the means to do.
Life in Mwiza therefore seemed defined by a structure experienced as loose and lacking in guidance.
Veale observes that, “instead of addressing potential conflict directly, conflict in communities appears
to be directed through a formal, authoritative and hierarchical form of social relations” through the
village leader who intervenes in the most intimate aspects of people’s lives (Veale 2000:237). While
this provides a ‘safe’ way to deal with conflict, it reduces communities’ abilities to collectively solve
a problem or mobilise spontaneously (ibid.). Evidence from Mwiza suggests that village leaders are
not taking on this role although their populations expect them to. In such situations, people like
Vincent are starting to take on an increasing role.

Mwiza’s social dynamics are influenced not by issues of ‘reconciliation’ but by the dilemmas
and tensions within close kin and family relationships: intergenerational conflict, disagreements over
land ownership, crop theft, worries of poisoning and witchcraft, rumours of infidelity, HIV/AIDS and
misbehaving youth. While such worries obviously surfaced in Kaganza, in Mwiza they seemed to
define a large number of everyday experiences and social interactions that felt deeply disturbing.
When a young soldier died, rumours immediately spread of poisoning due to jealousy (of his salary).
The incidence created a deep existential fear amongst the man’s friends, family and neighbours,
another sign that their community was falling apart. In contrast, when a Kaganzan man of similar age
and socio-economic standing died, accusations of poisoning centred on his status as survivor resulting
in the police being called in to conduct a criminal investigation to establish if it was a ‘genocide
crime’. This incident incurred no existential fear but was simply seen as yet another incidence of
survivors’ protection with limited impact on lived relationships.

An important difference between Mwiza and Kaganza concerns the status of widows. Widows
in Mwiza faced considerable socio-economic marginalisation. Mama Mutabasi lost her husband in
the infiltration war. Since then her family-in-law have treated her poorly and have continuously tried
to reclaim her husband’s, their son’s, land. Mama Mutabasi, however, is an intelligent, hardworking
and assertive woman who does not give up. She needed her husband’s land to feed her own daughter
as well as Evelyne, a girl she took in when she found her by a roadside during flight to Congo. Mama
Mutabasi has managed to hold on to her land but is consequently on such bad terms with her family-
in-law that they do not support her daughters, even though this is a patrilineal responsibility. Like

many other widows in Mwiza, she relies primarily on her own land and whatever support she can get
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from her natal family. In this regard, Mama Mutabasi is lucky as they live only close by. Other women
who faced similar problems had families much further away and thus relied upon much narrower
support networks. Mama Mutabasi has also benefited from her determined personality; she has
cultivated her land with such success that she was able to build a sturdy, beautifully designed brick
house, toilet and kitchen hut and purchase a cow, unavailable to most people in Mwiza. As in Kaganza
there are avenues for widows to improve their economic opportunities but in Mwiza this is associated
with tense family relationships and an ambiguous social position. For Mama Mutabasi, her own tense
relations with her family transpired to a difficult and sometimes violent relationship with her adopted
daughter Evelyne. Yet the fact that women such as Vincent’s wife are successful entrepreneurs and
that about half of the Child and Youth Project’s nkundabana are women, indicate that women are
gaining some social status and economic opportunities.

Another stark difference is land conflicts, which in turn intrinsically implicate family tensions,
as “to speak of kinship is to speak of land” (de Lame 2005:392). Such conflicts have been one of the
implications of decades of flight and exile, war and genocide (Huggins 2011) and land scarcity was
considered a predominant cause of the genocide, especially in the northwest (ICARDD 2006; André
and Platteau 1998:8). As refugees have returned home in several waves and occupied abandoned
property, or those who never left took over the fields of those who did, access to and ownership of
land has caused significant problems (Huggins 2011; Ingelaere 2009; Pottier 2002).

A Struggling Population

Vincent’s enthusiasm and determined attempts at inclusion in the national development
project distinguishes him from many of his neighbours who displayed considerable scepticism
towards government policies and felt excluded from “development”. Thus, young Dusabimana’s
grandmother complained about the introduction of children’s rights as she felt it made youth too
demanding and neglectful of their responsibilities. A grandfather, Mukantagara, was angry about the
intense focus on education and the need to have completed secondary school in order to access most
jobs because so many children and youth in their community were not helped to access education. A
policy of forced crop rotation met with similar frustration. The Sector and higher bureaucratic
authorities in turn believe that people here have no desire to develop (see also Ansoms 2009).
However, as Vincent frequently pointed out, the government is pushing through development at a
rate people cannot keep up with due to a combination of lack of skills and material resources.

According to him, the government is not doing enough to help residents in taking a role in their
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community’s development and there are not enough ‘projects’®’ being established in the area. Young
people in particular showed the willingness for development referred to by Vincent but felt unable to
“develop themselves” and felt greatly impeded by their lack of status within the community (see also
Sommers 2012). The community for example had no youth club like the one launched in Kaganza.
When people in Kaganza felt trapped by poverty, they often spoke of encouraging their
grandchildren to work hard in school so they could achieve good grades and access scholarships for
university to ensure future employment. This symbol of hope that education provided in Kaganza
was unavailable to many people in Mwiza, such as for the large number of grandparents, aunts and
uncles looking after children and youth who lost their parents in the infiltration war (see also Sommers
2012). In the case of the grandfather, Mukantagara, when his son died in the infiltration war, his
grandchildren had had to leave school to earn money for the family and run the household and the
youngest girl was unable to follow mainstream education because she lost most of her hearing in a
grenade attack during the war. Widows and widowers can usually rely on adult children to assist them
with resources; the infiltration war led to the death of most of the grandfather’s sons and brothers and
thus greatly diminished his kin network. Mukantagara’s one remaining brother was contesting his
access to the family land and their relationship had broken down with the ensuing conflict.
Dusabimana’s grandmother at a younger age was still physically able to work, had several fields, a
bigger house and access to an extensive kin network with several sons and daughters living close-by.
Yet she shared the grandfather’s sense of being faced with more problems than she felt able to handle.
Younger generations held more hope; they were able to work, they could see opportunities
and they had younger children for whose futures they could hold out hope. Yet Mukantagara’s sense
of an ever-increasing restriction in his strategies to improve or even maintain his and his family’s
conditions in life, the feeling of the insurmountability of problems, was shared by many villagers.
Vincent, who was still young and could employ several strategies to improve his family’s situation,
was also often overcome by a feeling of overwhelming restrictions. Vincent is still struggling to make
ends meet despite running a shop, being married to an entrepreneurial wife, being associated with an
NGO and friendly with the local authorities, despite being able to take a leading role in umuganda
activities and being engaged in projects with his church. On gloomy days, when | walked into his

shop, cheerful as | always was when seeing him, uplifted by his usually happy spirit, he would sigh

37 The term people usually used to refer to the work of NGOs.

62



heavily while we all shared a bread roll, asking me again and again if | could find a project or
benefactor for him or the village, so life would not be quite as difficult.

For many people there was a strong sense that they simply had to work too hard to survive
and desperately needed support from an external source that seemed rather distant to them. The
grandfather, like other people, contributed the inappropriateness or lack of implementation of policies
to the fact that “this area is not considered” by the government, a reference in part to the lack of
resource contribution to improving the village. In moments of ‘insurmountability’, people who
remembered the time of President Habyarimana’s rule longed with nostalgia for a time when they not
only had had access to ample resources, but had felt respected within their communities and by their
country, when people had not had to work so hard simply to survive. lin contrast to Kaganza’s
enthusiastic and passionate strive for a better future, many people in Mwiza longed for a past with
such a level of nostalgia that they felt detached from and unable to participate in the present nationalist

project of development.

Between History and Vision Lies the Muddled Present
According to Hage, society acts as a mechanism for the distribution of hope. He writes:

“The kind of affective attachment (worrying or caring) that a society creates among its citizens
is intimately connected to its capacity to distribute hope” (2007:3).
To be marginalised is to be denied a share of hope by society; to be newly marginalised is to

not know how to create new forms of hope and thus to live in a state of denial (ibid.:21). This
conceptualisation provides an apt analytical lens through which to understand the importance of the
communities’ sociological differences in children’s lives. Children’s status is often intrinsically
related to particular statist projects and narratives of desired futures where children become the
investment for a better country, or as symbol of a different life (Cheney 2007; Hoffman 2012; Kuehr
2015; Meinert 2009). Kaganza and Mwiza’s incorporation of the ‘future’, through hope, within their
present discourses and priorities may thus significantly influence the ways in which children and
young people are perceived within their communities. The power relationship between the two
communities and the government “determine how competing collective hopes play out in action”
(Courville and Piper 2004:39). Following Hage, the nature of the current government and state-
building initiatives unequally distributes hope for a peaceful and developed future Rwanda amongst
the communities’ inhabitants. This is happening along significantly political-ethnic and micro-

geopolitical lines (Jackson 1999). The Rwandan government distribute considerably more hope to
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communities like Kaganza through instruments such as the villagisation policy. Hope has become an
important ‘technology of governance’ (Shearing and Kempa 2004), and has in the words of Courville
and Piper been ‘hijacked’ (2004:39) by the current Tutsi elite government.

Kiefer sees hope as a psychological skill and trait but also something that communities share.
According to Kiefer, one of the functions of a community is to ensure everyone has what they need
to survive, which in addition to basic needs must provide meaning and hope (Kiefer 2007:180; see
also Jackson 2011). When people lose hope they lose their humanity and it is the responsibility and
task of people’s communities to give hope back to them:

“There are situations where many people within a human community seem to lose hope. These
communities can often be recognised by a sense of anger, mistrust, and shame that is widely
shared, and expressed in the inability of neighbours to work effectively together to make the life
of the community pleasing and safe. When people lose hope, they seem to lose important skills
we think of as basic for collective wellbeing”. (Kiefer 2007:180)

Kiefer writes of anomie and hopelessness. | do not wish to portray Mwiza as in a state of
anomie or communal, generic hopelessness. It is not. However, by including Kiefer’s description and
explication of hopelessness | do wish to bring attention to the process of losing hope at an individual
and communal level and what this signifies and implies in terms of community dynamics. Mwiza is
not experiencing a severe social breakdown but it does epitomise a large number of Rwandan
communities that are struggling to recreate meaning, hope and a sense of community in the aftermath
of genocide and war and thus feel increasingly disenfranchised. This is not far removed from what
Kiefer calls a hopeless society and Jahoda an exhausted community (1991, quoted in Gingrich 1997).

Development is necessarily future-oriented. Consequently, the communities’ differential
access to the post-genocide developmentalist state project affect their orientations in time and history.
The villages” immediate histories are the catalyst for this divergence. More specifically each of their
different ‘critical events’ (Das 1994) has substantively altered the socio-political conditions for life
within the communities. In Kaganza, people derive prestigious social capital from their genocide-
induced suffering and experiences. Kaganza’s classification as vulnerable and deserving of external
support has channelled a host of resources into the village and has given people significant hope for
better lives, individually, communally and nationally. Their disadvantages (widowhood, genocide
survivorhood, past exile) have empowered them to become “responsible citizens” advocated by the
government and to become “agents of their own change” (Agaciro Development Fund 2012). People

in Kaganza experienced the lack of land and family as regretful and often spoke with nostalgia of
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their better access to property and family networks in exile Yet it was their lack of such support that
gave them a second chance with Kaganza’s construction to address such shortcomings.

As Kaganzans became ever more hopeful, many, albeit not all, Mwiza residents experienced
the opposite. As disenfranchisement grew, so hope declined. People continue to depend on their land
and their families for survival; as neither is presently sufficient, many people expressed a sense of
insurmountable problems and few avenues for improvement or hope. In Mwiza, the infiltration war
is hereby experienced as an event that fully consecrated a new national hierarchy from which they
feel excluded. When people wanted to express such frustrations they immediately pointed to Kaganza,
saying “it is not like there”. In other words, they felt they were perceived as less deserving and thus
less worthy of inclusion as citizens in the nation-state. The lack of female leaders, the poor status of
widows in Mwiza and the high level of land conflicts and consequential breakdown of family
relationships are of direct importance for children’s lives. As many widows look after orphans the
low status of this large group of women is likely to have significant influence on children’s lives.
Finally, literature from Rwanda, Uganda and elsewhere on the continent show how land conflicts and
land grabbing affect orphans extensively (Rose 2005; Roys 1995). It will become clear throughout
this thesis that hopes for the future, and people’s share in these hopes — or the lack thereof — affect
the communities’ approaches to and discourses on orphan care. Such hopes, by implication, affect

children’s experiences of life within the community.
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Chapter 2

Researching the Politics of Childhood Adversity

Methodological and Ethical Challenges

My knowledge of Rwandan children’s lives is a result of ethnographic research undertaken in
Kaganza and Mwiza from September 2010 to December 2011. | conducted participant observation
with children, young people and their families as well as community members and key figures in
children and their families’ lives. I interviewed local authorities, religious leaders, NGO staff and
community elders from relevant local and national organisations. In the northwest, | participated in
two local projects. The first is the Child and Youth Project (CYP), run by a local business man,
Joseph, for youth-headed households. The second project is an international religious charity that runs
several centres for street children as well as orphanages. In Kigali, | also participated as a career
mentor for eight mentees in a project run by AERG, the student body of FARG, for genocide orphans
transitioning from third level education to employment. These youth became close friends and key
informants on the experiences of genocide orphanhood. Hundreds of Rwandans have therefore

contributed to this research, as have several European and American NGO staff.

Finding One Hill among Many

I was lucky to gain access to Kaganza shortly after I arrived in Rwanda. Through a contact in
the NGO supporting HIV-infected women, I was introduced to the NGO’s chairperson, Samira,
Kaganza’s village leader. Due to my interest in living in a rural village, she immediately invited me
to live in Kaganza, suggesting this would be a good place to understand the lives of children living
in difficult circumstances. As she explained, her village was one of many ‘orphans and widows’
(imfubyi n’'umupfukazi). | moved to Kaganza in early October and soon became enmeshed in an
extensive network of fictive kin relations, reciprocal relations of exchange and close friendships with
many of the village’s children and young people. I had, however, not lived in the village for long
when | realised the uniqueness of its foundation and dynamics. To fully appreciate the significance
of this uniqueness, I had to include a more ‘traditional’ or ordinary village in the region. This proved
much more difficult than my first easy access to and integration within Kaganza. The local authorities

were reluctant to let me conduct research in the more rural villages, which they told me would not be
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safe. This decision was undoubtedly politically motivated. In contrast to Kaganza, a model village,
Mwiza remained a scar on the national pride, extremely poor and inhabited by disenfranchised and
dissatisfied Hutu who remained critical of the government. After some negotiation, the local
authorities finally agreed to let me visit the rural villages, but only in daylight and if | had a local
escort with me. It took another while before | gained any point of contact. It was harder to get in touch
with the NGOs that worked there and it took longer before they agreed to bring me to some of their
beneficiaries. Thus, it was not until December that I first visited Mwiza.

In Kaganza, | spent the first couple of months in the guesthouse at the edge of the village until
Samira felt that residents understood and respected my presence (so she could vouch for my safety).
I then moved into an empty house in the middle of the village. To live with a family was inappropriate;
no family had a spare room and would have to move their children into the parents’ bedroom in order
to allow room for me, which went against new government guidelines of parents and children not
sharing a room. When it was considered that I could live with one of the village’s many widows,
sentiments of jealousy immediately arose and | decided in agreement with Samira that it would be
better to live in my own house. Yet living alone is highly undesired by Rwandans who fear solitude
and loneliness (due to its association with weakness — de Lame 2005:128) and my neighbours worried
for me, living alone so far away from my family. They therefore sought to include me as far as
possible in their households. We shared meals and visited each other, exchanged crops from our
gardens and walked to places together. All my neighbours had children whom they frequently sent to
visit me in the evenings, which was of great benefit to us all. As | had electricity, the children could
do their homework after dark without their families having to spend their little income on expensive
electricity and | had a lot of time with the children. These evenings were my greatest source of
learning Kinyarwanda and becoming familiar and intimate with many of the village’s children. At
other times, I visited children in their homes. I joined them as they swept their houses, prepared dinner
or simply stayed home to look after a sick relative or young siblings. The sharing of such tasks is a
fundamental feature of children’s friendships and, thus, spending time with children in this way
helped me to consecrate meaningful and trustful relationships.

In Mwiza, the nature of my engagement differed because | could not live in the village and
thus had no locally valid and meaningful role within village dynamics and structures. My participation
in daily life thereby became more artificial and challenged my ability to shed my ‘foreignness’.
Initially, this had its obvious disadvantages. It was difficult to establish trust and to observe what life

involved for people in their daily lives. To overcome this, | visited Mwiza once or twice most weeks
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and during each visit always informed people when they could expect to see me again. As | could not
visit everyone in one day, | either spent two days in the village or alternated each week who I visited.
Some people were much more likely to be at home than others. It was rare to find at home children
and young people who either attended school or were good at securing short term employment. |
therefore came to know best the experience of the most disadvantaged children and young people,
those who neither attended school, NGO training programs nor were successful in securing work.
Once this became evident to me, | sought to overcome this inherent bias by increasing my visits to
the village and seeking out as many members of a family as possible and visiting the same household
at different times of the day and different days of the week. Each visit to Mwiza usually involved
visiting two to three families, lasting for anything from thirty minutes to half the day, depending on
people’s commitments. Sometimes I met people in the street on their way to somewhere and | walked
with them for as long as appropriate and possible. Similarly, after a visit, most participants would
often walk me out and these ‘walks’ often took up as much time as the actual visit because people
felt more at ease and therefore opened up to me in ways they did not in their own homes. A lot of
time in Mwiza was therefore spent walking the meandering paths up and down the mountain with

people from the village and a lot less sharing tasks and meals.

Introducing the Research

When introducing my research, despite my interest in the lives of orphans, I did not want to
present my research in such terms. As a westerner, | risked being associated with the many NGOs
working to support ‘vulnerable children’ in Rwanda. I did not want people to accept to participate in
my research in the hope of gaining access to resources that | had no power over. | also did not want
to cause any undue attention to children in situations that are known to be associated with great
stigma. There were also epistemological reasons for not promoting my research as focusing on
orphanhood, but rather on children’s experiences in general. If I wanted to understand what
orphanhood meant for children it was important for me to see how orphanhood surfaced impromptu
in different social situations, such as when it might come up in conversations, when it would be used
to explain something in a child’s life, by the child him- or herself or by adults, and how its use as an
explanation for children’s experiences compared to other difficult situations. To understand the
significance of orphanhood, | had to first of all understand what experiences children defined as
difficult, and what constituted good childhoods. At the same time, | also did not want to deceive

people and pretend to be researching something other than what | was. | therefore explained to adults
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and children that [ wanted to understand children’s experiences in present-day Rwanda. Nonetheless,
my research became interpreted in the exact terms | was trying to avoid. In the first weeks in Kaganza,
parents came to my house with their children to ‘present’ them to me as orphans. Some parents hoped
that | was opening a nursery for free while others thought | worked for an NGO. Mothers brought
their young children and explained that they were orphans because their fathers had died or had left
the household. A couple of widowed fathers did the same. Initial concerns about my status in the
village proved unwarranted. Except for Elise, a 15-year old Hutu boy, none of the children came to
‘present’ themselves as orphans but instead enthusiastically told me about their houses, their family,
and where they went to school and church. These initial experiences illuminated particular linguistic
and social understandings of orphanhood and childhood adversity: adults seemed to associate me with
an NGO, which meant being interested in orphans, and they were willing to present their biological
children as such in the hope of accessing resources. Children, on the other hand, were less interested
in me as an NGO worker and instead associated me with a resourceful person able to help them
achieve one of their biggest ambitions, education. As | did not only spend time with orphans, | did

not live up to the image of an orphan-focused NGO worker.

Sample

In villages with over 200 households it was not possible to include all children in the research.
In Kaganza, | decided only to work with children who voluntarily came to my house or whom | met
when visiting some of the children’s families. Some children came often and those who did numbered
around 20, yet | knew many more as other children also came occasionally | also spent time with
some of the village’s youth whom I met in the street or met through their younger siblings. My
interaction with the young people happened primarily through visits to younger siblings frequenting
my house, and when 1 joined them hanging out on street corners in the village. The young people
whom | worked with numbered around ten but again | knew many more. In Mwiza, | worked with a
more focused group due to my different relationship to the village. In total, |1 knew 18 children and
young people well, aged 12-24, along with some of their family members. | occasionally met other
children, young people and adults. In addition, | often talked to and spent time with the nkundabana
enrolled in CYP. Through various contacts, | also became friendly with several families in town and
villages similar to Mwiza, whom | visited whenever time and circumstances allowed. Celebrations
such as baptisms and weddings also became regular events in my research and introduced me to a

multiplicity of families in different circumstances and from a variety of socio-economic backgrounds.
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Consent

Getting consent that is informed and meaningful can be challenging, especially when working
with children (Cowell 2011; Gallagher et al 2010: Mayne et al 2016; Parsons et al 2016; Ruiz-Casares
and Thompson 2016) and populations vulnerable from illiteracy, poverty or trauma (Foster et al
2013). | did not bring along written consent forms, as these are not always appropriate with
populations with widespread illiteracy (Foster et al 2013), or written explanations of my research as
this gave it an air of officialdom with which I did not want it to be associated. People had to feel that
they participated completely voluntarily and should not feel pressured to do so by my research
appearing as something official and potentially required by the local authorities. Instead, Francois
gave a detailed introduction of my research to every villager we met and visited. The majority of
people were happy to participate but a few did decline. Consent, however, needs to be an ongoing
process and negotiation. In Mwiza, a foster mother initially declined to take part but allowed me to
visit her foster daughter, 20-year old Evelyne, as Evelyne herself was very keen to participate and
was instrumental in introducing me to all the other orphans I got to know in Mwiza. When well-into
my research | had become very intimate with Evelyne, the foster mother invited me to church. |
arrived with a big bag of cabbage from my garden to thank her for the invitation and after having
spent eight hours at an outdoor mass in the burning sun, she said that we were now friends and she
would like to be part of my research. An orphaned girl who had initially consented to take part
appeared so uncomfortable during my first few visits that | instead focused my research on her brother
who like Evelyne was a very keen participant. If only the sister was home when | came to visit, |
engaged in the normal greetings and exchanges but did not stay and instead said | would return when
her brother was home, with which she always seemed relieved.

Depending on their age, children may have difficulties understanding what consent means or
they may not feel empowered to say no to participation (Mayne et al 2016). The question also arises
of who needs to give consent in the case of children. As legal minors, parents’ consent is important
(ibid.:676). A girl in Kaganza, Marie, frequently asked me if | would come to visit her family. When
I came to visit her, only she and a domestic helper, a girl of her own age, were at home. | had brought
colouring pens and paper and the two girls drew whatever they wanted as we talked about the family
and household. She explained that she had come to live with the elderly couple to help Marie’s mother
when her father had died. Marie was obviously proud to have me visit her and we had an enjoyable
afternoon together. Her ‘mother’ then came home and the girls went into the kitchen hut to prepare

dinner. Once my research assistant had ensured that the mother understood my presence, she told us
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the story of why Marie was staying with them and seemed happy to do so. Yet when we left the house,
the mother asked us not to come back to visit because she did not want Marie discovering her father’s
death. Marie had just told us of his death yet the ‘mother’ did not know that she held this information
and did not want her finding out, therefore barring her participation in the research. In this case, | had
to negotiate the generational politics of knowledge (Barnes 1979, quoted in Caplan 2003:7) and
“strike a balance between respecting the rights of parents and protecting the interests of youngsters”
(Stanley and Sieber 1991:3), by respecting their divergent, secret and concealed knowledge (Barber
2003; Bluebond-Langer 1978; Nordstrom 1997:80). Marie’s was not an uncommon occurrence as
several carers wanted to hide orphanhood from children. Usually it did not lead carers to exclude their
children from the research; they simply asked that I did not share the ‘secret’ with the children. Yet
as with Marie, children sometimes knew anyway and told me their story when | asked simple
questions about who they lived with or who was in their family, common subjects for drawing. In
such situations, I respected the carers’ demand for secrecy by not asking children specific questions
about their families unless they volunteered this information. In turn, I respected children’s access to
‘secret knowledge’ by never discussing my conversations or drawings with the children’s carers or
anyone else. Bound by the prevailing silences (Cheney 2015:39), | approached such divergent
knowledge through an understanding of silence “as a presence rather than an absence” (Rogers
1999:80, quoted in Cheney 2015:39), as ‘meta-data’ (Fujii 2010), by attending to the kinds of
meanings they contained. Listening speaks (Barthes 1985, quoted in Nordstrom 1997:87) and by
attending to such silences as contained in the facilitation of informed and meaningful consent, I turned

potential data problems into data points (King 2009).

Conducting Safe Research in Post-Genocide Rwanda

Undertaking research in a post-conflict society that remains highly politicised and controlled
by the government is challenging and involves ethical dilemmas and security concerns (Begley 2009;
Jessee 2012; Thomson 2010). Researchers and research participants alike face the lack of freedom of
speech, the intolerance of the government towards criticism of its approach and policies, everyday
forms of violence and repression as well as a general sense of fear amongst the population towards
the government and its associates (Begley 2009; Thomson 2009:2). It is the responsibility of the
researcher to ensure that participants are not put at an increased risk. Researchers working in Rwanda
have experienced being followed or shadowed by government agents and have had to take
considerable measures to ensure the safety of their research participants (ibid.). In light of this, I took
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precautions to ensure the safety of anyone | met or spoke to. | never took notes during conversations.
In the evenings, | wrote up notes from the day while it was still fresh in my mind but never used
people’s names or descriptors that would make them easily identifiable to others. These notes I
password-secured and | always kept my computer locked in a safe place or on me when that was
safer. | was also extremely cognisant of not discussing political aspects of my findings.

The paranoia of government intelligence experienced by other researchers and many
Rwandans was dominant amongst many of the northwestern Hutu whom I met and knew. However,
my own research elicited little political interest. | encountered no limitations to my research and
within a month of arriving in Kigali received my research permission and a letter of access to any
child-related institution in my proposed locality. Staff from the local and regional authorities, rather
than trying to steer my research, wanted to receive updates so they could improve social projects in
their area. This may of course have been a cover for wanting to keep control of me and | never
discussed sensitive topics with them, yet their interest seemed genuine. The Sector Chief Executive
provided me with documents on local populations, except for a ‘list of people who behaved badly’,
and invited me to meetings to advise on projects they were currently planning or implementing,
including assisting the area’s many street children or helping out-of-school children to return to
school. While it could jeopardise my trust with the local population to be seen to work too closely
with the authorities, it would have been ethically wrong not to assist the authorities in projects that
sought to alleviate some of the difficulties experienced by children and their families. I remained
careful, however, in restricting my engagement with local authorities. At the same time, several
researchers note that Rwandans have been grateful to get the opportunity to tell their opinions on
politically sensitive topics (Thomsen; Begley 2009:5). My role in advising various authorities was
often received positively by my informants. Many felt they could not have their concerns heard by
the authorities and while they knew | could not speak for each of them or get them resources, many
voiced hope that | could at least highlight some of the problems | found through my research.

When preparing for fieldwork | had hoped to become sufficiently conversant in Kinyarwanda
that | could undertake research without a translator. Nonetheless, I quickly came to rely on a research
assistant who also acted as interpreter. In the initial period of creating the necessary contacts and ties
to undertake research, | relied on a Rwandan NGO staff member, Francgois, a psychologist who had
extensive experience in working with vulnerable children in the area. With his extensive network of
contacts, acquaintances and friendships, he became an invaluable source of assistance. Required by

the authorities to have an escort and cognisant of the potential risks to participants of engaging in the
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research, it was to my advantage that | established a productive relationship with a research assistant,
whom | had myself chosen and who understood the political implications of his own presence. I could
thereby make the local authorities’ ‘safety measures’ ethnographically and analytically productive. It
soon became apparent that not only would parts of my research have been impossible without a local
assistant, the preliminary findings and thus emerging questions took my research in unexpected
directions for which | would have been ill-placed without an interpreter.

Political questions proved integral to the experience of childhood for many children and young
people. | therefore soon faced the question of how to address such political questions in my work
with children. | approached this topic extremely carefully. | joined children in their social studies
class in school and read their textbooks in order to know what they learned about Rwandan history
and politics. | participated in village meetings, took note of which children showed up (they were not
expected to participate) and whose family members contributed to discussions. | never asked children
about the genocide or the government, but several village events gave me the opportunity to explore
such topics. Finally, children’s personal experiences of political questions were indirectly approached
through methods such as time lines (Appendix 2.6). In these exercises, children sometimes drew,
wrote or described a particular memory of fleeing to Congo, hiding in the forest or losing a family
member in a particular war or other such memories associated with Rwanda’s history. Thus, without
ever bringing up the topic of politics I gained many important insights into children’s understanding
of this topic. | made sure never to pursue these conversations if they took place in an environment
that was not entirely safe (i.e. where no one else could listen in), or where my research assistant was
not present and could ensure that children did not voice opinions, which could pose a risk. In Mwiza,
Francois, several times interrupted a conversation he felt was getting unsafe, such as completely
stopping a conversation when he saw two soldiers passing and had noticed a young guy he had not
met before staying close to us. The girls we were visiting said he was a good friend and ‘safe’ but
Francgois was not assured and changed the topic of conversation. It was exactly for dealing with such

situations that | was particularly grateful to have a research assistant.

Communicating Across Barriers

In anthropology, interpreters are commonly perceived as brokers through which information,
knowledge and learning becomes screened and interpreted in ways that reduce the significance of
what is learned because it is no longer ‘raw’ or unfiltered (Bradby 2002: Evans-Pritchard 1951).

Translators are “co-creators” of meaning (Walton et al 2015). However, the benefits of using an

73



interpreter can be extensive if done appropriately and with sufficient reflection (Borchgrevink 2003),
where the translator becomes a co-researcher (Walton et al 2015) — at least to some extent. It can, in
such cases, provide a deeper insight into the specificities and dynamics of language and its relation
to socio-cultural categories, terms, relationships and ideas. Yet using an interpreter in ethnographic
research has to be part of a highly reflective methodology where the quality, accuracy and social
implications of the interpreter and his/her interpretations have to be constantly monitored (Brady
2002; Invarsdotter et al 2012). In this regard, it is useful to distinguish between reliance and use of
an interpreter. The unease of using interpreters in ethnographic research forced me to critically engage
with the process of interpretation and translation and worked hard to learn Kinyarwanda. In Kigali, |
had a private teacher whom | met with for hours daily for the first month and continued to meet for
lessons when returning to Kigali throughout my research and | acquired a significant level of
comprehension. While 1 could not hold complicated conversations without the assistance of Francois,
I could normally follow a conversation quite closely and communicate with people in everyday
situations. I could talk to children about their everyday lives and do simpler focused work with them,
such as thematic drawing and worksheets. But for more detailed discussions with children and young
people Francgois was invaluable. Thus, while | used an interpreter, | did not uncritically rely on him.,
The political underpinnings and implications of my data would not have fully emerged
without Francois’ presence. Rwanda has become a complicated and dynamic linguistic space where
not only multilingualism, but diglossia, dominate the communicative landscape (Walton et al 2015),
where language and political economy are intricately linked (cf. Gal 1989). Rwanda has three official
languages, Kinyarwanda, which is spoken by all Rwandans, as well as English and French®, People’s
second language depends on their histories. People who lived in Rwanda during the genocide or in
exile in Congo or Burundi are Francophone while the new elites who grew up in Uganda are
Anglophone. These exile backgrounds and associated languages have become important in Rwanda’s
post-genocide social stratification. In Kaganza, social relationships often mapped onto exile
experiences and networks and, thus, language preference was both context- and relationship-
dependent. As linguistic codes have historically been used to keep outsiders at a distance (de Lame
2005:14), so language choice is to multilingual Rwandans a useful tool in negotiating complex social

relationships and an important marker of status and personal history (Brady 2002). Within a single

38 The official second language changed from French to English in 2008.
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day of my fieldwork | could therefore encounter a multitude of different languages and language
uses®®: Kinyarwanda, Kiswahili, Lingala, Luganda, Kirundi, French and English. Failing to respect
and understand the implications of such code switching would have entirely prevented some
conversations and significantly obscured others. Lingala and Swahili for example became useful tools
when discussing sensitive political topics as these were considered ‘safer’ languages because fewer
people understood them.

To provide an example, 6-year old Widu frequently visited me at my house where we played
with dolls or coloured. Reflecting her marginal status amongst children in Kaganza, unlike other
children, Widu preferred to come to my house when there were no other children. Upon her request,
| started to visit her home where | brought along Francois to ensure her family understood my
research. When there was a lull in the conversation and | was distracted by Widu who had just
excitedly come through the door, Frangois initiated a conversation of his own with Widu’s father
about his time before coming to Kaganza. From this conversation it emerged that the two men had
been in Congo at the same time and both spoke Lingala and Kiswahili. For the rest of the conversation,
they switched to Lingala, upon which Widu’s father became more at ease and spoke to Francois at
length of his time working as a soldier in Congo and the process of re-integration into Rwanda,
something which he had never discussed in Kinyarwanda. From then on an intimacy had been
established between the father and Francois, and me by extension, and several conversations followed
later in Lingala which also explored political topics that the father otherwise did not discuss. This
switch to a different language greatly benefitted not just the initial meeting and thus consent to
participate but what | later learned of his perceptions of life in the village, which in turn helped me to
understand Widu’s marginal position. The accumulation of these disparate political, but silenced,

views over time offered a crucial contextualisation of the politicisation of orphanhood.

Talking Ethnicity

The use of only one interpreter in a politically mixed population where political ethnicity has
been the cause and object of violence is not without its complications. Francois is from the northwest
but spent considerable time in Congo, studying or in exile from war and conflict. Some Tutsi may

have been uncomfortable opening up to a Hutu. Indeed, some of my closest informants confided at

39 That is, code switching between the different languages (Brady 2002:847; Rubel and Rosman 2003).
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the end of my research that they had been somewhat uncomfortable at the beginning with Frangois’s
Hutu identity but had soon realised that it was unproblematic. Concerns that Frangois’ status as a
northwestern Hutu might negatively influence my status within Kaganza’s predominantly Tutsi
population were unwarranted. The process of being accepted locally and learning about the role and
nature of ethnicity, political and cultural, was largely attributable to his presence. Indeed, many
people in Kaganza came to see him as ‘one of ours’ or as ‘umuzungu’ (western) because of his lifestyle
choices and opinions. Again reflecting the ‘logic of contagion’ (Fujii 2009), people often commented
that Francois and | had changed ‘identities’: | had become Rwandan and he had become umuzungu,
which in itself provided important insights into local perceptions of how identities are formed.
Finally, many comments such as describing Hutu as on the side of the killers or speaking negatively
of Hutu more generally, suggest that people may not necessarily have altered what they expressed
due to the presence of a Hutu.

I had made it a point of principle that I would not enquire about people’s past experiences or
ethnic categories. | did not want to risk making people uncomfortable or bringing up difficult
memories. As it turned out, people often volunteered such information, suggesting that the post-
genocide political-ethnic constructs was a hugely important marker of status and social relationships.
Nonetheless, broader questions of ethnicity were difficult to discu