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PREFACE


«Are we still together, my little ones?»


When Jean-Marie Vianney Rurangwa gave me the friendship and honour of asking me to write a preface for his book, I was particularly touched. How could I, a researcher, Western, French, add to his words? His words were born in such a particular context, when he, Koulsy Lamko and I were in Kigali for the twenty-fifth commemoration of the genocide of the Tutsis of Rwanda, and a young woman in the audience where the «Café Littéraire» to which we had been invited was held, asked how to explain the genocide of the Tutsis to the young people of Rwanda. Working on the genocide, of course, is always about why. And the factors are numerous, well documented by historians and sociologists, and whose conclusions Jean-Marie Vianney Rurangwa preciously takes up here. But even within the factors and their discovery, an abyss is opening up. “How do people manage to exterminate, without shivering, children, women, old people completely unarmed? How do people manage to kill even within their own families?”, Alice asks to her father, in this imagined dialogue between a father and his four children. Will we be able to explain everything? Will we be able to explain everything about this fundamentally «senseless»2 crime of genocide? Certainly, there will always be a part that reasoning will not be able to say. Certainly, answering this type of question involves our vision of the world, of man, even of God, without ever allowing us a definitive formula.


However, it is to these questions that Jean-Marie Vianney Rurangwa addresses himself through the figure of Jean de Dieu Namahire, a loving and beloved father, striving to answer with patience (over several months) and obstinacy (leaving no etymology to chance) the questions of his four children. The device imagined is in itself a form of response to the children’s pressing questions. If all cannot be said, at least we can try to understand what is at stake for a successful transmission. Benevolent and encouraging, the father initiates dialogue, provokes it, and sets it up in the course of time, with questions that mature. For if the question of the transmission of the genocide is so acutely raised, it is, let there be no doubt, to prepare for the future, a future that we hope will be better, for our children, for all children. However, the only moralizing injunctions to remember have little effect on hearts; they even run the risk sometimes of paralysing thought, of short –circuiting reflection. The educationalists have mourned a certain counterproductive pedagogy of horror. The father thus proceeds by concepts, abstract formulas, which he tries to make concrete in the eyes of his young listeners without ever leaving the choice of words imprecise. Jean-Marie Vianney Rurangwa’s effort to convey his message in this work is real, based on accessible terms, a resolutely didactic ambition, a work of documentation and of purity that reflects his sincere, deeply human commitment.


What struck me in particular when reading this text is that in the first part, one of the very first things that Jean de Dieu Namahire wants to teach his four children, when he intends to answer their questions about the genocide, is autonomy, an irreducible form of self awareness and self-affirmation. Indeed, when answering his children’s questions, Jean de Dieu Namahire teaches them that the King of the Belgians Leopold II considered the Independent State of Congo, and its inhabitants, as his personal thing, he also reminds his offspring that they belong to no one, not even to him, their father. «You belong to no one». And it is no small thing to say this, to remind them of this. In a globalized context in which the dominations born of colonization continue, in a globalized context in which the most deadly ideologies are perpetuated and proliferate, erecting barriers between peoples between humans, to remember the genocide, since the phrase of Jean de Dieu Namahire appears in this context, is not to abjure his strength as a thinking subject. It is, profoundly disalienating oneself, to say it like Fanon, in other words, ceasing to think of oneself as someone else’s other, ceasing to think of oneself within the limits of an identity assigned by another, because, as Jean-Marie Vianney Rurangwa reminds us, quoting Christian Delacampagne, racism begins with «hatred of the other as such». Genocide is born of the assignment of identity, of the identity placed on another whom I imagine as such. Genocide stems from a disease of identity. To become aware of this in our societies, which are quick to proclaim their national pride, to compete with memory and victimize in the name of communities that are largely excluded and fantasized, is already a step towards the path of transmission, the path of the future and the invention of a «we». By establishing this loving figure of a father at the heart of the story, of a resolutely encouraging educator, constantly making sure that he is understood, Jean-Marie Vianney Rurangwa proposes the figure of an alter ego who does not imagine what speaking to children would be like, but who simply speaks to them, without projecting what the beings before him might be. It is this remarkable simplicity of the report, this unprejudiced approach that seems to me to set us on the path to this world of us. «We are always together, my little ones? «Namahire asks, as if to hold hands with us readers as well. Everything is said in this purely phatic statement, testifying to a certain faith in the capacity for exchange an dialogue. Restoring and bringing about human beings through the weaving of voices, whoever we are, wherever we are, is one of the primary challenges of transmission, beyond even what words will ever exhaust.


Paris, December 7th 2019


Virginie Brinker, PhD


Writer and actress


Lecturer / Teacher-Researcher


University of Bourgogne-Franche-Comté, France.





2 « sans raison » in Catherine Coquio, Le Mal de vérité ou l’Utopie de la mémoire, Armand Colin, «Le Temps des idées», 2015, p. 12.









THE DUTY TO REMEMBER


In April 2019, Rwanda commemorated for the twenty-fifth time the genocide perpetrated against the Tutsis in 1994. Among the various activities planned for this occasion was the International Conference on Genocide which was organized from April 4th to April 5th by the CNLG (Commssion Nationale de Lutte contre le Génocide: National Commission for the Fight against Genocide) and of which the «Café Littéraire», honoured by the presence of the First Lady, Mrs. Jeannette Kagame and other high dignitaries of the country, was an integral part. In this regard, the CNLG invited three writers to talk about the role of writers in transmitting the memory of the genocide committed against the Tutsis of Rwanda. The aim was to say what has been done in the framework of the transmission of the memory of this genocide since the project “ Rwanda: Ecrire par devoir de mémoire (19982000)”: (Rwanda: Writing as a duty to remember 1998-2000), initiated by the Chadian writer-journalist, Nocky Djedanoum and director of «Fest’Africa», a festival of African literature, and his Ivorian colleague, Maïmouna Coulibaly, the Secretary-General of the Festival. The project brought together ten African writers, including myself, to produce literary and artistic works on the genocide of the Tutsis of Rwanda in order to perpetuate its memory.


Thus in 2000, the works produced within the framework of this project were presented to the public of Rwanda and France, namely Murambi ou le Livre des ossements( Murambi or the book of the Bones) by the Senegalese Boubacar Boris Diop, L’aîné des orphelins( The eldest of the orphans) by the Guinean Tierno Monenembo, Moisson de crânes ( Harvest of skulls ) by the Djiboutian Abdourahmane Waberi , La phalène des Collines (The moth of the hills ) by the Chadian Koulsy Lamko , Murekatete by the Burkinabe Monique Ilboudo , Nyamirambo by the Chadian Nocky Djedanoum , L’ombre d’Imana (The shadow of Imana ) by the French-Ivorian Véronique Tadjo , France-Rwanda :Les coulisses du génocide( France Rwanda:Behind the scenes of the genocide) by the Rwandan Vénuste Kayimahe and Le génocide des Tutsi expliqué à un étranger ( The genocide of the Tutsis explained to a foreigner ) written by myself.


And it is still within the framework of transmitting the memory of the genocide of the Tutsis of Rwanda through literature that twenty-one years after the Project «Rwanda:Ecrire par devoir de mémoire»( Writing for a duty to remember) , my colleague and friend from Chad, Koulsy Lamko and I have been invited to this «Café littéraire». Also invited were Nocky Djedanoum, who unfortunately was prevented at the last minute, and the French writer, researcher and actress Virginie Brinker, because she, too, transmits the memory of the genocide of the Tutsis of Rwanda through her work and teaching in her classes. After answering questions of moderator Ariane Inkesha, we responded as much as possible to questions from the audience, which was composed mostly of young people. Nelly Umulisa Rurangwa, a young girl studying clinical psychology at the University of Rwanda, asked me the following question: «How do you explain to young people a subject as serious and delicate as the genocide of the Tutsis of Rwanda?


While acknowledging the difficulties involved in such an undertaking, I replied that this was nevertheless possible provided that simple language was used. A language that is accessible to them. This is the purpose of this book. And I hope that it will be a satisfactory answer to the relevant question of Nelly Umulisa Rurangwa. I also hope that this book will somehow help not only the teachers confronted with this theme but also the parents who have had and still have difficulty in answering their children’s incessant and pressing questions about the genocide of the Tutsis of Rwanda, that is to say, questions relating to its genesis, its execution and its memory.


In order to make the task that I have assigned to myself easier and the text less tiring to read, I have created characters who will interact and I have lent them words. Question words and answer words. Jean de Dieu Namahire is a professor of social psychology at the University of Rwanda. His wife Sylvie is a paediatrician at the University Hospital Centre in Kigali. Both of them survived the genocide of the Tutsis in Rwanda in 1994. The other members of their respective families were massacred in Nyamata, where they both originate. They have four children: Yannick, Alice, Yvan and Diane respectively aged seventeen, fifteen, fourteen and twelve years old and all four studying at the Belgian School of Kigali.


On the last Saturday of each month, Jean de Dieu Namahire and his wife go to the Nyamata Genocide Memorial where their respective family members are laid to rest in the form of bones. But on the last Saturday of March 2017, on his way back to Kigali, he decided that henceforth he would also take his children there. Moreover, he promised himself that in addition to the Nyamata Genocide Memorial, he would take them to visit three other Genocide Memorials in the country, namely the Genocide Memorial of Kigali, the Genocide Memorial of Murambi, and the Genocide Memorial of Bisesero. And to a Belgian colleague who asked him if it was not painful for these children to have to see the material evidence of the atrocities committed against the Tutsis, including members of their own family, Jean de Dieu Namahire replied: «It is very painful, it is true, for our children to see all these bones and to hear the account of these atrocities, but it is necessary. The memory of the genocide is very painful and very heavy to bear, I am well aware of that, but they must bear it, assume it, tame it so that the «never again» that we always chant during our commemorative activities is not an empty slogan.» Returning to the Nyamata Memorial, I would like to draw the reader’s attention to the fact that this Catholic church, which had been built in 1980, was transformed by the killers, militiamen, soldiers and Hutu civilians alike, armed with rifles, spear grenades, machetes, studded clubs and knives, in the space of a single day, into a mass grave of more than forty-eight thousand innocent victims.


Let us also recall that quite a few inhabitants of Nyamata were deportees and/or descendants of deportees from the former Bufundu region, which became Gikongoro from 1959 to 2006, in the south of Rwanda, where militants of President Gregoire Kayibanda’s party had carried out anti-Tutsi pogroms around the 1960s. On this subject, Vatican Radio in February 1964 described these pogroms as «the most terrible systematic genocide since the genocide of the Jews». In the same vein, the British philosopher Bertrand Russell considered these murders to be «the most horrible and systematic massacre they had witnessed since the extermination of the Jews by the Nazis». For the first time, in Rwanda, people were being seen slaughtering indiscriminately their fellow countrymen for what they were: Tutsis. As if it was a fatality, from the pogroms perpetrated against these Tutsis in their region of origin, the Bufundu, in the 1960s, to the 1994 genocide which was perpetrated against those who had survived and/or their offspring in their place of deportation, Nyamata, the sword of the Hutu extremists had never ceased to strike fear into them, like the sword of Damocles!









PART ONE :


RETURNING FROM THE NYAMATA


GENOCIDE MEMORIAL


[image: ]


The last Saturday of April 2017, Jean de Dieu Namahire was on his way back from the Nyamata Genocide Memorial with his four children but this time without his wife Sylvie, when he stopped at the «Nyabarongo River Bar», a bar located a few meters from the eponymous river on the left side of the Bugesera-Kigali road, to buy them lemonades and have a beer himself. Previously, this bar was called «Bar Chez Yaburunga», named after its owner Jean-Marc Yaburunga, a Tutsi merchant from the region. Since the war of liberation unleashed on October 1, 1990 by the RPF3, the local leader of the MRND4, Epimaque Ndimubanzi, an extremist Hutu from the former province of Ruhengeri, forced him to change the name of the bar and to call it from now on – ironically – «Bar de la Concorde»5. During the genocide, when they were tired of their horrible work, the killers who in the meantime had taken over the bar, would come to drink free of charge, its legitimate owner Jean-Marc Yaburunga having left, a week before the genocide, to Bujumbura in Burundi where he had a prosperous business and many bank accounts. Everyone thought he was killed, the day after the attack on the presidential plane on April 6th 1994, in Kigali where he also had a business that was doing very well. After the victory of the RPF over the Genocidal Forces, Jean-Marc Yaburunga returned to Rwanda and went home. He first found that what was once his large and beautiful house was now a pile of rubble. He then learned from his surviving neighbours that all his belongings had been looted and that all his family members had been ignobly massacred before being thrown into the Nyabarongo River by unrepentant MRND and CDR6 militiamen and other ordinary Hutu citizens indoctrinated all day long with hateful words by extremist RTLM7 journalists and encouraged by the inflammatory speeches of the local authorities. Jean-Marc Yaburunga rebuilt and enlarged the bar that the rabid militiamen had meanwhile destroyed before fleeing to Zaïre8, defeated by RPF forces. He called it «Nyabarongo River Bar» in memory of all the members of his family and the people of his region massacred and then thrown into the Nyabarongo River. Usually, on their way back from the Nyamata Genocide Memorial, all the surviving visitors who had just collected in front of the bones of their loved ones in the Nyamata or Ntarama memorial churches would stop at the «Nyabarongo River Bar» to exchange bitter memories of the terrible year over a glass of beer. And sometimes, Jean-Marc Yaburunga, who absolutely wanted to listen to the story of their tragic experiences, joined them and kindly offered them the second round. The «Nyabarongo River Bar» thus became almost every weekend a place of collective catharsis! Sitting on a bench in front of his children in the shade of one of the many straw huts that Jean-Marc Yaburunga had built around the central building of the bar, Jean de Dieu Namahire told his children that he could answer the questions that he had not wanted to answer at home on the last Saturday of the previous month. That Saturday, in fact, in the living room of his sumptuous villa in the Kacyiru district of Kigali, Jean de Dieu Namahire had not been in the mood to say anything. The visit to the memorial church of Nyamata had brought back to his mind all the horrors committed by the assassins in his native Bugesera. After one of the young waitresses at the Nyabarongo River Bar brought them a beer, doughnuts and lemonade, Diane, his youngest daughter, asked her father the first question.


DIANE: Daddy, what’s a memorial?


NAMAHIRE: Before I answer your question, I would like someone to tell me another word that the word «memorial» reminds me of.


YANNICK: Memory!


NAMAHIRE :Okay. And what is memory, Yannick?


YANNICK: It’s being able to remember what you’ve seen and never forget it.


NAMAHIRE: Very good. And the ability or the faculty of remembering what we saw is called «visual memory. »


ALICE: But memory is also being able to remember what you heard, isn’t it, Dad?


NAMAHIRE: Exactly, my daughter! You are absolutely right. And the ability to remember, to keep in your mind what you have heard is called auditory memory. And the human being needs both those memories to remember what has seen or heard. But these two memories are not equal in all individuals. There are people who have more developed visual memory than auditory memory and vice versa. I noticed, for example, that Yvan describes with great precision all the places we have visited while he does not retain some of the things I told you about them. Alice, on the other hand, does not describe with precision all the places we visited, even though she never forgets all the things I’ve told you about them. Yvan is more visual than auditory, while Alice is more auditory than visual. Now I come back to Diane’s question. A memorial can mean three things. The first is a written record of things you want to remember. For example, if I write a book in which I recount everything my parents told me when they were still alive, everything they did for me, everything I did, said and heard as a family, everything my brothers, sisters and I liked to do or say as a family and that I remember vividly, I would call it a “family memorial book”.
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