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Please be advised that this presentation 
contains disturbing material. 
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Rwanda’s population
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Rwanda’s 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi

• Hutu majority government turned on Tutsi 
minority.

• April 6-July 4, 1994: over 800,000 murdered

• Rwandan Patriotic Front, lead by Kagame, 
ended genocide, established Government of 
National Unity

• Over 200,000 refugees fled to IDP camps in 
nearby  countries
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Field research

• 2008: Never Again Rwanda (NAR)

• 2009: 

– TTU Institutional Review Board (IRB)

– NAR: Julius Kwizera, research assistant

– ARCT-Ruhuka: Ariane Karame, trauma counselor
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Trauma writing workshop

• Ten women, ages 21-27

• Five-day retreat

• Rwandan trauma counselor present

• 5-6 prompted, individually paced writing 
sessions, 1-2 hours each

• Confidentiality of narratives

• Social activities to offer balance to emotional 
pain of grieving 
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The most painful memory for me is to lose my 
mother, my father and eight brother and sister in 
few days. When Genocide started I was not in my 
own family, I was with my grandmother and I 
wanted to go to look for my sister who had just 
born…. I saw killers and I asked to my cousin who 
were supposed to be killed and she told “Umututsi” 
but I didn’t even know my ethnic, I asked to my 
cousin “Whom is Umututsi?” She told me that 
Umututsi has a long nose. I remembered that my 
grandfather had a long nose so I though that he 
were going to die but my father’s nose was not long 
as my grandfather’s nose so I thought my father 
should not die. When Genocide started my 
grandfather, grandmother, uncles, aunts all were 
been killed…. (KN2)
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Research questions

1. What do the Kibuye narratives say?

2. How do they say what they say?

3. How do these narratives compare to similar 
writings?

4. What do the Kibuye narratives mean?
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Psychological trauma

• “To study psychological trauma is to come 
face to face both with human vulnerability in 
the natural world and with the capacity for 
evil in human nature.” (Herman, 1997)

• Brain’s natural response to experiences that 
overwhelm the brain’s mechanisms of 
understanding

• terror, powerlessness, wordlessness
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Embodied knowledge

• Non-dissociated

• Situated, personal, contextual epistemologies

• Holistic in its individuality

• Validity claims regarding truth

• Implications for voice
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Expressive writing

• Writing from experience

• Writing emotionally or personally
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Rhetoric used for healing

• Pre-Classical Greeks cast out illness

• Breuer, Freud, Janet: the “talking cure” 
helped patients talk through illness

• TR Johnson: “Language-rich environments” 
promote intellectual growth 

• Pathography: first-person illness narratives
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Narrative

• “Stories [are] meant to give order to human 
experience and to induce others to dwell in 
them in order to establish ways of living in 
common…” (Fisher, 1987, p. 63).

• Narratives emerge from situated, embodied 
knowledge.

• Trauma narratives tell the story of traumatic 
experience.
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Expressive Writing (EW) Paradigm

• Developed and used by psychologists

• People write about painful experiences over a 
number of writing sessions

• Improves writers’ mental and physical health

• Effective across varying demographics and 
cultures
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Writing groups

• Writer-centered

• Ad hoc groups designed to meet writers’ 
needs, e.g.

– PEN American’s Prison Writing Program (PWP)

– National Writing Project (NWP)

• Tradition of working with marginalized people
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Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count
(LIWC)

• Language use “provides windows into [our] 
emotional and cognitive worlds” (Pennebaker et 
al)

• Counts 80 categories of words (style & content)

• Benefits

– Provides consistent analysis of difficult texts

– Counts word “stems” (non-standard English is OK)

– Provides comparison to an Emotional Writing 
database
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LIWC data sample
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Narrative analysis

• Holistic structure

• Rhetorical figures

• Close examination of psychologically 
important categories
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Findings

• Kibuye Narratives are similar to LIWC 
Emotional Writing database.

– Exceptions: total word count, punctuation & 
sentence length

• Narrative analysis illuminates texts in ways 
that LIWC cannot.
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Linguistic processes: 
First-person plural pronouns

WE ARE AGAINST THOSE WHO SAYS THAT THERE 

ARE TWO GENOCIDE OR WHO SAID THAT IT DID 

NOT HAPPEN. The executioner kills two times, the 

first it is death, the second it is to forget. That is why 

we still remember even after 15 year after and we will 

still remember until we die. Not to remember in 

order to judge and to locked in feeling of hate but to 

remember in order to reconstruct a world a better 

world that we’ll see, a better world for the new 

generation. (KN2)
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Psychological processes: Humans

What I can say to the world is that 
atrociousness like genocides, wars, crimes are 
done by humans, not animals and the worst is 
that humans pretend to be more intelligent 
than animals, for me, considering what I’ve 
lived  I don’t think humans are more 
intelligent than animals, we make a mistake 
when we think like that. (KN9)
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Personal concerns: Death
At that time, it was about 10 a.m., the Hutus had surrounded 
the church with the petrol and they begun to burn the church, 
remember that we were inside, some of us were already died 
of grenades, other of hunger, others of sadness…. The adult 
persons decided at that moment that we were going to go 
out in running, the grown up in front of and the children 
behind. What I remember is that I run as faster as I could and I 
stopped when I was very, very, tired, I avoided to pass by 
streets, but I passed by bushes. In bushes when I was crying in 
dark night (it was also raining) I met a boy who have survived 
from the fight of the morning at the church, he was older 
than me and he told me that he heard about my grandfather 
and my grandmother: they have been killed with machetes 
and they’ve never been buried. They have been eaten by 
dogs. (KN9)
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Transcending narrative form: 
Rhetorical apostrophe

Aunt, I remember you with your white dress, 
I’m sorry you haven’t get the chance to live 
longer. Where I was hidden, I was lay down 
like someone died so that they couldn’t pay 
attention to me but I saw everything 
happened that day. Aunt, wherever you are, 
know that you will always be on my mind and 
God bless you. (KN8)
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Transcending narrative form: Virtual witness

I really miss him, realize that I didn’t bury him, I 
don’t even know how he was killed:
– Did they bury him alive?
– Did they oblige him to die drowning?
– Did they oblige him to take off his clothes before they 

kill him?
– What kind of and how many insults did he undergo 

before he breathed the last breath?
– What were his last words?

You don’t know how it hurts me when I’m asking 
myself those kinds of questions which will never 
be answered. (KN9)
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What do the Kibuye Narratives say?

• Horrors of genocide: death, torture, 
mutilation, privation, being hunted

• Resiliency: courage, luck, skill, persistence

• Ranges of emotion including anger, 
bewilderment, outrage, sorrow, despair, 
hope, pride
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How do the Kibuye Narratives say 
what they say?

• Embodied voice

– Similar syntactic structure  to writing that has 
been shown to improve mental and physical 
health

• Narrative structure provided scaffolding to 
change kairos
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How do the Kibuye Narratives 
compare to other emotional writing?

• No statistically significant differences in any 
meaningful categories
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What do the Kibuye Narratives mean?

• Despite unimaginable but real terror, humans 
can survive, can embody those experiences 
and can embrace life. 

• There is reason to hope, despite evidence to 
the contrary: the knowledge that humans are 
capable of perpetrating the most degrading 
and violent acts. 
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The Kibuye Model

• Shows promise for helping people who have 
suffered trauma to grieve for their losses 

– Supportive writing environment

– Structured writing tasks

– Mental health expert in attendance 

– Social activities that offer balance to emotional 
pain
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“Healing processes in trauma 
narratives”

• Emotional catharsis

• Creation of linguistic 
representation

• Habituating anxiety 
through exposure

• Empathic witnessing of 
injustice

• Developing an 
explanatory account

• Identification of value 
or purpose in adversity
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Continued potential research

 How can this research serve Rwandans?

 Conversations with Rwandans and Rwandan 
organizations to discuss how they would like 
to use this research

 Conduct additional trauma writing workshops

 Longitudinal study of future participants

 Develop LIWC Kinyarwanda dictionary

 Learn Kinyarwanda
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Writing as Human Rights Work

• Interdisciplinary research can be 
complementary 

• Expanded role for writing experts & scholars 
of rhetoric
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Thank you

 Questions

 For more information, please contact me at

jen.osborne@ttu.edu 

or 

jen_osborne@yahoo.com 
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Extra slides 
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Light map of Rwanda, pre- and post-genocide
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Helsinki Accord (1975)

 Research paradigm [researcher benefit
knowledge-making  participant direct
benefit
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