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REMEMBERING “RWANDA” 

 

 

 

‘[T]here must be no more Rwandas’1 

 

 

 

The 1994 Rwandan genocide now occupies a special place in global and historical 

memory. It is widely known as the genocide that could have been prevented, the 

genocide that was ignored. “Rwanda”, as this event has become known in short-hand, 

is understood as an experience of international failure, a moment in which nation 

states and international institutions across the world failed to respond to the genocide 

of the Tutsis. Subsequently, in its wake, the experience of “Rwanda” is called upon to 

inspire a sense of global solidarity and rally for a more robust commitment to 

cosmopolitan interventionism. Commentators caution against a situation becoming 

the ‘next Rwanda’,2 in a context where – as articulated by Evans and Sahnoun – there 

is a sentiment that there should be ‘no more Rwandas’. “Rwanda”, as an event of 

international failure and an argument for global interconnectedness, thus transcends 

both the borders of the Rwandan nation and the history of its people. Instead, it 
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circulates, exists and signifies in the narrating and making of international social, 

legal and political history. 

 

At a time when “Rwanda”, as a concept and construct, enjoys such an iconic status in 

public, political and academic discourse, this article critically reflects on its nature 

and existence. It both highlights the emergence of “Rwanda” as a distinct cultural 

complex, and provides a sketch of its contours and content. Methodologically, I 

extend the existing work of Mamdani and others3 by examining in more detail how 

“Rwanda” has been imagined across the plethora of post-hoc responses to the 

Rwandan genocide (the academic books, governmental and non-governmental 

reports, fiction and non-fiction films and political speeches released or delivered in its 

wake), as well as considering how such understandings have been taken up and 

revised at the Rwandan national level. I demonstrate that there is now dominant 

discourse about the global meaning and significance of the Rwandan genocide, and 

the international failure to halt it, that is used to conceptualize international 

responsibility for violence and atrocity throughout the world. 

 

My aim is to consider the limits and possibilities both of “Rwanda” (as a frame for 

non-Rwandans to relate to the Rwandan genocide and subsequent events of suffering) 

and of such global memory constructs more generally. In relation to “Rwanda” 

specifically, I argue that existing productions of “Rwanda” provide a culturally 

particular and restrictive mode of understanding global responsibility and 

interconnectedness. Concerned with the failure of the West in 1994, “Rwanda” is 

understood as primarily a Western event: a moment of Western indifference and 

inaction that is drawn upon to underscore the importance of Western intervention in 
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African conflicts in a time of postcoloniality. In part reflective of the cultural 

dynamics of global knowledge production,4 “Rwanda” is a Western complex. Thus, 

whilst it can foster a sense of proximity between non-Rwandans and both the 

Rwandan genocide and other African violence, it is nevertheless a particular 

conceptual framework, which has limits, exclusions, biases and absences. More 

generally, the article then uses the case study of “Rwanda” to consider how the 

distinctly global character and orientation of constructs such as “Rwanda” shapes 

their meaning and function. As there are increasing calls for certain events to be seen 

as global issues or matters of international concern, I illustrate how the emergence of 

such globally oriented complexes can – in practice – be a sign of the appropriation of 

particular historical occurrences to serve global social and political ends.  

 

Structurally, the article begins by examining the cultural aftermath of the 1994 

genocide, and the emergence of the figure of “Rwanda”. It then provides an account 

of the nature and content of “Rwanda”, before highlighting the particularity of this 

discursive framework and noting how it has been utilized and revised by the Rwandan 

government. Ultimately, without downplaying the international significance of the 

suffering of the Rwandan Tutsis, this article nevertheless underscores the partial and 

political nature of contemporary understandings of “Rwanda”, as well as drawing 

attention to the ethical issues posed by global memory constructs per se. 
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A I “RWANDA”: THE PRODUCTION OF A GLOBAL EVENT 

 

B  1 THE CULTURAL AFTERMATH OF THE RWANDAN GENOCIDE 

 

It is now well established that during the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, national and 

international actors failed to intervene effectively to stop the violence. Despite 

increasingly dire information about what was happening in Rwanda, both before and 

during the genocide, and the presence of a United Nations (UN) peacekeeping force 

in Rwanda during the genocide, nation states and international bodies remained 

reluctant to respond militarily, legally or diplomatically to the genocidal violence. The 

French government did send a French dominated, so-called “multi-lateral” force to 

Rwanda near the end of the genocide called Opération Turquoise. However, it is 

generally accepted that this Opération was not primarily designed to end the genocide 

and that while it managed to protect some Tutsi, it also provided protection to some of 

the perpetrators of the violence. Ultimately, the genocidal killings in Rwanda were 

only officially halted in mid-July, when the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), an army 

of Tutsi refugees, managed to militarily defeat the genocidal authorities and 

subsequently assert political control over the Rwandan nation. 

 

In striking contrast, however, to the international disinterest in the Rwandan genocide 

at the time that it was occurring, since 1994, the genocide and the international failure 

to halt it have become popular subjects of discussion and objects of inquiry. In its 

aftermath, the genocide, and the response that it received, have been depicted, 

discussed and denounced across public, academic, popular cultural and political 

spheres. In the public arena, a plethora of non-fiction texts – non-government reports, 
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newspaper articles, pieces of investigative journalism and documentary films – have 

emerged that have sought to document the genocide and expose the “truth” behind 

governmental and institutional inaction regarding it.5 Purporting to tell ‘the full story 

of perhaps the darkest and most brutal tragedy of our time’,6 these texts endeavor to 

reveal what they regard as ‘one of the greatest scandals of the twentieth century’.7 

Collectively, they have provided a vivid picture of the extent of governmental and 

institutional knowledge of the genocide during 1994, which is damningly contrasted 

with the minimal and minimalist international efforts to halt the genocide of the 

Tutsis.  Their central revelation is thus that certain countries (predominantly the 

United States of America, the United Kingdom, France and Belgium) and institutions 

(the United Nations) knew about the genocide whilst it was occurring and yet still 

failed to intervene to protect the Rwandan Tutsis. As Samantha Power argues, in her 

award-winning book “A Problem from Hell”: American and the Age of Genocide, 

‘[t]he real reason the United States did not do what it could and should have done to 

stop genocide was not a lack of knowledge or influence but a lack of will. Simply put, 

American leaders did not act because they did not want to’.8  

 

In the academic sphere, the genocide and the international failure have become the 

focus of a significant body of literature. Whilst previous academic engagement with 

Rwanda was primarily authored by Rwandan or African specialists, following the 

genocide, scholars from a variety of disciplinary and geographical locations turned 

their attention to Rwanda.9 There is now a substantial field of academic work that 

focuses, firstly, on the genocide, its history and dynamics and, secondly, on the 

international response that it received (in fact, it is now rare to find a piece of 

academic research regarding the Rwandan genocide that does not include a section or 
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more on the international failure to stop it).10 In this scholarship, the international 

failure to halt the genocide has been framed as a problem to be explained and 

understood. The failure has been problematized as an unjustifiably “indifferent” and 

“passive” reaction to the crime of genocide,11 and academics have sought to 

interrogate ‘why the early warnings of an emerging genocide were not translated into 

early preventative action’.12 In line with the public texts discussed above, 

international inaction and indifference is attributed to a lack of political will, given the 

strategic, political and economic unimportance of the Rwandan nation and people on 

the global stage. As Barnett explains, ‘Rwanda did not magically become important’ 

when the genocide began, rather it remained a country of little strategic, economic 

and political significance to “world powers”.13  

 

Such understandings of the international failure are also taken up in a range of 

popular cultural texts that have also emerged since 2004 in particular. These films,14 

novels15 and first-person accounts16 provide a more personal perspective on the lived 

experience of the genocide and failure; unlike other representations, they account for 

the ‘sounds, smells, depredations, the scenes of inhuman acts’ that constituted these 

events.17 As such, they are oriented towards a more affective mode of engagement, 

providing an opportunity for their viewers and readers to not only know about, but 

also feel about, these historical events. Initially authored primarily by non-Rwandans 

exposed to the genocide, but increasingly written by Rwandans themselves,18 these 

texts “bear witness” to the genocide and enable their consumers to do the same.19 

Importantly, complementing the public and academic works, these popular cultural 

texts also “bear witness” to the Rwandan genocide as a moment of international 

indifference and inaction. Many of the feature films, for example, contain scenes 
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depicting the evacuations of expatriates from Rwanda in the first few days of the 

genocide that have become symbolic of the international abandonment of the 

Rwandan people.20 International indifference is also referenced more directly at 

times, with one of the best known scenes in the Hollywood blockbuster Hotel Rwanda 

involving a Western reporter, Jack Daglish, explaining to the Rwandan protagonist, 

Paul Rusesabagina, and the film’s audience, that the footage of the killings he has 

filmed will not spark any substantial reaction from Western viewers: ‘they’ll say, “Oh 

my God, that’s horrible,” and then go on eating their dinners’.21  

 

Meanwhile, in the political sphere, there has been a global outpouring of remorse and 

regret regarding the international response to the genocide. Since 1994, governmental 

and institutional officials have visited Rwanda, touring the various memorial sites in 

the country and offering their apologies and condolences for the genocide and the 

international failure to halt it. The former American President Bill Clinton has 

repeatedly confessed that “Rwanda” constitutes one of his ‘greatest regrets’,22 and in 

1998 he travelled to Rwanda and admitted that the international community should 

have done more to stop the killings.23 The former Secretary-General of the UN Kofi 

Annan has echoed these sentiments, asserting that ‘[t]he international community 

failed Rwanda, and that must leave us always with a sense of bitter regret and abiding 

sorrow’.24 In offering such statements, both leaders have also framed the international 

failure as a more personalized error or sin, which has informed their subsequent 

global actions. Such personalized expressions of remorse have also been offered by 

other political leaders, the former President of the World Bank Paul Wolfowitz,25 the 

former Prime Minister of Belgium Guy Verhofstadt26 and the former President of 
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South Africa Thabo Mbeki27 (to name a prominent few), whilst France remains the 

only country that Rwanda has called upon to apologize who has not done so.28  

 

A selection of governments and institutions have also conducted commissions of 

inquiry into their response to the 1994 genocide. In 1997, the Belgian Senate initiated 

the first national inquiry, followed by the French National Assembly in 1998.29 Two 

institutional commissions of inquiry were also subsequently undertaken by 

independent panels charged with the responsibility of examining the respective 

responses of the UN and the then Organization of African Unity to the 1994 

killings.30 Designed to determine “what went wrong” in 1994, these reports have 

focused on identifying and articulating the range of ‘errors’,31 ‘deficiencies’32 and 

‘failures’33 that allegedly culminated in the international failure. In doing so, they 

present the international failure as a discrete mistake that can be now be understood 

and hence avoided in the future. Conducted in the wake of growing public criticism of 

the international failure, these inquiries therefore constituted a way for governments 

and institutions to acknowledge and regain control of societal debates and provide 

their own, authoritative account of “what really happened”.34 To that end, the French 

inquiry, in particular, has been regarded in some quarters as a ‘whitewash’ more 

focused on deflecting criticism from the French state than examining the nature and 

impact of its interventions.35 Accordingly, partially in order to contest the veracity of 

the findings of the French government’s inquiry, the Rwandan government also 

launched its own inquiry into the role of France in Rwanda before, during and after 

the genocide, which found the French government was complicit with the 

genocidaires, both before the genocide and during its occurrence.36  
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In recent times, both the genocide and the international failure to halt it have also 

increasingly been remembered through various memorials and commemorative 

practices situated at the national and international levels.37 From 1995, the 

anniversary of the genocide has been commemorated in Rwanda, usually on April 7 

each year, a date that marks the beginning of a national week of mourning. On the 

tenth anniversary of the genocide in 2004, the Kigali Genocide Memorial Centre was 

also opened in Rwanda’s capital city and is now accompanied by memorials in each 

district of Rwanda and by exhibitions regarding the genocide across the world.38 In 

2004, commemorations of the genocide also assumed a distinctly international 

character. The Canadian-based volunteer organization, Remembering Rwanda, 

expended time and resources on drawing attention to the tenth anniversary of the 

killings, underscoring the importance of commemorating a genocide that they claimed 

was already (or still) being forgotten by the rest of the world.39 That same year, the 

UN named April 7, 2004 as the International Day of Reflection on the 1994 Genocide 

in Rwanda40 and, across the world, both the genocide and the international failure to 

prevent it were remembered. Such international involvement in the commemoration 

of the genocide has continued since then with the launch of the UN’s Outreach 

Programme on the Rwanda Genocide and the United Nations, focusing on genocide 

prevention through the memory and remembrance of the Rwandan genocide.41 In 

such fora, the international failure to halt the Rwandan genocide is again 

foregrounded as a central feature of this historical event, which is said to have 

‘underscored the international community’s failure to make the prevention of 

genocide a reality’.42  
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Thus, somewhat paradoxically, while the Rwandan genocide was treated as 

unimportant whilst it was occurring, both the genocide and the international failure to 

stop it are currently understood to be extremely important – or as Howard-Hassmann 

claims they have ‘induced much Western soul-searching’.43 Both the genocide and 

the international failure to prevent it now enjoy a privileged place in global 

memory.44  

 

B 2 FROM THE “HOLOCAUST” TO “RWANDA” 

 

Writing of the ‘archetypal’ event of genocide, the Holocaust, Alexander observes that: 

‘In the beginning, in April 1945, the Holocaust was not the ‘Holocaust’’.45 His 

assertion has been echoed by other scholars, such as Novick and Schaffer and Smith, 

who have pointed to the belated nature of the construction of the Holocaust as a 

globally and historically significant event.46 Collectively, these scholars demonstrate 

how the events that constitute what is now known as the Holocaust, were originally 

conceptualized as simply one example of the more generalized horror of World War 

II. In this earlier time, the events of the Holocaust were invoked to underscore and 

establish the inhumanity of the war and the Nazi state, but they were not marked and 

demarcated as an internationally important event in their own right. Rather, it was not 

until decades later, that the term “Holocaust” became instantiated as the proper name 

for these events, which – in turn – came to be understood in a particular way, namely 

as an ultimate, and generalizable, inhumanity, representative of ‘the limits of 

unimaginable and unspeakable trauma’.47 
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Similarly, in the aftermath of the Rwandan genocide, “Rwanda” too has emerged as a 

distinct discursive construct.48 “Rwanda” is no longer a term that just refers to the 

Rwandan nation, its culture and its people – rather it is now a short-hand term for 

current global understandings of the genocide and, particularly, the international 

failure to stop it. As is succinctly captured in the title of the 2000 Organization of 

African Unity report, the 1994 Rwandan genocide is now commonly known as the 

‘preventable genocide’.49 “Rwanda” is now inscribed not just as the site of the 

extermination of the Rwandan Tutsis, but also a moment of international failure.50 

Within this mode of thinking, the Rwandan genocide did not just occur: it was 

permitted to occur. The international failure to stop the genocide is conceptualized as 

its condition of possibility, a necessary precondition to its occurrence. As such, the 

international failure to halt the genocide is now seen as both an integral element of 

this historical occurrence and an important event in its own right. The Rwandan 

genocide is conceptualized as a product of a failure, a failure not just of the Rwandan 

people, but of those non-Rwandan countries, institutions and individuals that did not 

stop or prevent it.  

 

Since 1994, the international failure to halt the Rwandan genocide has been coded as 

distinctly shameful and “Rwanda” has gradually consolidated as a matter of (Western 

and international) shame. “Rwanda” is shameful in the sense that it is understood to 

constitute a failure on behalf of Western countries and international institutions to live 

up to national societal expectations of their global role.51 Rather than acting as the 

human rights defenders that they had claimed or were expected to be, actors such as 

the United States of America, Britain, Belgium and the UN failed to militarily 

intervene to stop the genocide, despite their ability to do so. This understanding of 
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“Rwanda” can be seen in various public sphere texts – such as documentary films and 

investigative journalism works – which juxtapose the failures of certain countries and 

institutions with their constituency’s expectations of them. In her widely read work, 

investigative journalist Linda Melvern, for example, explains how ‘[t]here was a time 

when the sight of a single blue helmet at a checkpoint flying the UN flag was a 

symbol of peace … The peacekeeper’s weapon was not the rifle slung over the 

shoulder but his credibility’, but that ‘[a]fter Rwanda that symbol may have been 

irreparably tarnished’.52 In turn, the UN, in its inquiry into the genocide has affirmed 

such sentiments, describing its own inaction in the presence of the genocide as 

“terrible and humiliating”.53 

 

That is, whilst governmental and institutional actors have sought to respond to both 

the international failure and the subsequent controversy regarding it, through 

expressions of remorse and commissions of inquiry, they have nevertheless taken a 

similar approach to this event to those that have criticised them. They have admitted 

that the international failure was a regrettable occurrence and endorsed public 

expectations that there should have been a more interventionist Western and 

international response to the genocide. In the aftermath of the genocide, Clinton has 

publicly stated that there should have been an American military action in 1994, as it 

would have saved many lives.54 Whilst Annan has affirmed that ‘[i]f the international 

community had acted promptly and with determination, it could have stopped most of 

the killing’.55 There is, therefore, now a dominant discourse about the international 

failure to halt the Rwandan genocide, its meaning and significance. Across public, 

political and academic spheres, a relatively cohesive way of understanding the 

meaning and significance of the Rwandan genocide has emerged: the Rwandan 
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genocide is now understood as a genocide that should have been prevented, whilst the 

international response to it has been problematized as a regrettable and shameful 

reaction to a crime that required a more interventionist response.56   

 

This framing of the Rwandan genocide has also been endorsed to some extent in 

official and mainstream Rwandan discourse. In his speeches at the annual national 

commemoration ceremonies, President Kagame frequently refers to the international 

failure to halt the genocide (for more detail, see discussion below),57 reflecting 

broader understandings of the centrality of the international failure to the historical 

experience of the genocide. Meanwhile, the importance of the international failure is 

also referenced at prominent memorial sites, such as the exhibition at the Kigali 

Genocide Memorial Centre, which has a section on the ‘International Response’ that 

depicts how ‘[t]he world withdrew … and watched as a million people were 

slaughtered’.58 Rwandan civil society too has been receptive to the conceptualization 

of the Rwandan genocide as the ‘preventable genocide’ in calling for those external 

national and international actors implicated in the genocide and international failure to 

provide reparations and compensation to survivors.59   

 

Notably, the Rwandan government, in particular, has both drawn upon such modes of 

conceptualizing the Rwandan genocide to pursue its own political goals.60 

Understandings of the Rwandan genocide as a moment of Western inaction have lent 

legitimacy to the existing government, which is comprised of many former RPF 

soldiers, who ultimately ended the genocide.61 Meanwhile, the status of the Rwandan 

genocide as the ‘preventable genocide’ has also been invoked by Rwandan political 

actors in their international relations. Thus, for example, in response to external 
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criticism of legal restrictions on freedom of speech in post-genocide Rwanda, the 

Rwandan government has asserted that it cannot adopt the same stance as 

international actors did during the genocide.62 In this rebuttal, the government is 

referring specifically to the international failure in 1994 to disable the RTLM radio 

station (which was broadcasting hate speech and instructions regarding the genocide) 

and, in particular, to the American justification for not doing so (namely that it would 

contravene American commitments to free speech). Meanwhile, there is a cynical 

view expressed in academic and political commentary that not only is international 

aid for post-genocide Rwanda shaped by Western guilt regarding the international 

failure,63 but that this guilt has been skillfully exploited by the Rwandan government 

in the post-genocide era.64 

 

“Rwanda” has therefore assumed a distinct identity in the wake of the 1994 genocide. 

“Rwanda” is, for example, a name for international inaction in the face of suffering – 

as in the call from Evans and Sahnoun that ‘there must be no more Rwandas’.65 In 

their injunction, Evans and Sahnoun are not referring to the geographical territory also 

named “Rwanda”, but to the genocide that occurred in Rwanda in 1994 and the 

international failure to prevent it. Similarly, as media commentators warn against 

contemporary atrocities becoming the ‘the next’ or ‘another Rwanda’,66 the term 

“Rwanda” has come to signify international indifference to genocide, as much as it 

refers to a particular country, culture and people. The point is that “Rwanda” – as with 

the “Holocaust” – now signifies an entity, a discursive construct, which did not exist 

prior to 1994. It is now the label for something new: a distinct cultural complex, or 

discourse, that has emerged in the wake of the international failure to prevent the 
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genocide, a regulated and productive way of thinking about this event that traverses 

multiple cultural sites.67 

 

 

 

Moreover, as with the “Holocaust”, “Rwanda” has become a ‘metaphor for other 

traumatic histories’.68  As alluded to above, “Rwanda” is increasingly invoked as a 

frame through which to conceptualize the international implications of subsequent 

events of suffering throughout the world. It has been reported that it was the memory 

of “Rwanda” that motivated certain leaders to support an international intervention in 

Libya in early 2011.69 In an American context, President Barack Obama’s support for 

the intervention has been attributed to the fact that he ‘doesn’t want another Rwanda 

on his watch’.70 This account of the Libyan intervention references both former 

President Bill Clinton’s inaction regarding the Rwandan genocide and former 

President George W. Bush’s reaction to it and the subsequent Darfur conflict. That is, 

it is now well known that when President Bush received a summary of one of 

Samantha Power’s influential investigative journalism articles on the international 

failure to halt the Rwandan genocide, President Bush wrote on the document: ‘NOT 

ON MY WATCH’.71 This phrase is thus reiterated in 2011 to show that just as 

President Bush’s approach to Darfur was shaped by the experience of “Rwanda”, so 

too is President Obama’s more recent reaction to the Libyan atrocities and civil war. 

 

Indeed, as many commentators have noted, it is perhaps in relation to the ongoing 

violence in Darfur that the invocation of the memory of “Rwanda” has perhaps been 

most pronounced.72 Mamdani, for example, notes how the American-based, yet 
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globally oriented, ‘Save Darfur’ movement developed from the commemorations of 

the tenth anniversary of the 1994 Rwandan genocide and involved the popular 

portrayal of the Darfur violence as the ‘next Rwanda’.73 In turn, using “Rwanda” as a 

frame to relate to the conflict in Darfur has shaped and influenced how external 

parties conceptualized this suffering and conceived of responding to it.74 Thus, in the 

light of the Clinton administration’s reluctance to officially recognize the 1994 

Rwandan killings as a genocide at the time that they occurred, with respect to Darfur, 

much political and public emphasis was placed on recognizing the genocidal nature of 

this subsequent global violence.75 

 

As Tuathail demonstrates in his analysis of American reactions to ethnic cleansing in 

Bosnia, geopolitical and affective relations to the suffering of others are ‘socially 

produced’; the way in which an event is imagined and remembered actively 

determines the sense of ‘proximity’ or ‘distance’ that external spectators may feel to 

it.76 He examines the way in which “Bosnia”, as an event, was conceptualized from 

two competing perspectives: firstly, as Europe’s next Holocaust and, secondly, as 

America’s next Vietnam.77 Whilst understanding the Bosnian atrocities through the 

frame of the Holocaust promoted a sense of proximity between Americans and 

Bosnians, reducing the cultural separation Americans might otherwise feel, thinking 

about the violence through the lens of Vietnam instead facilitated a sense of desired 

distance and promoted a policy of American non-interventionism. From this 

perspective, it is possible to appreciate how existing global memories of “Rwanda” 

foster a sense of proximity between non-Rwandans and the genocide in Rwanda. 

Understood as a moment of Western and international failure, “Rwanda” is 

transformed from a potentially geographically and culturally remote event for 
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Western audiences to one that directly implicates them and their leaders. Moreover, 

the more recent use of “Rwanda” as a framework to conceptualize subsequent events 

of suffering on the African continent provides a means for non-Africans to understand 

such future violence as their concern, enabling ‘new lines of sight’ and facilitating 

new possibilities for global engagement with suffering across the world.78 

 

In this way, “Rwanda” is also an affective cultural complex.79 For non-Rwandans, 

“Rwanda” has become the name for not just an event that is now known, but an 

interpersonal experience that is belatedly seen, felt, and appreciated.80 “Rwanda” 

concerns the present remorse, shame and regret caused by past indifference, the 

contemporary commitments to ending human suffering that are seen to spring from 

the memory of past injustice (only now grasped).81 As such, “Rwanda” is a site of 

mourning, prompting sorrow and solemn remembrance; a means of redemption, 

enabling catharsis through the confession of remorse and regret about the past; and, a 

source of inspiration, motivating commitments to international responsibility for 

African suffering. The resonance and meaning of “Rwanda” on the global stage is 

traceable to the fact that “Rwanda” moves people, facilitating relations to the 

Rwandan genocide – and indeed future instances of human suffering – that are not 

just cognitive, but also affective in nature.82 It is through understandings of “Rwanda” 

that non-Rwandans are enabled to feel and relate to the Rwandan genocide, and the 

atrocities in Libya and Sudan, to experience a form of relation to these events and to 

experience them as historical occurrences that implicate and affect them as well. 

 

However, the affective capacity of “Rwanda” should not obscure its cultural and 

political character.83 Although “Rwanda” facilitates a post-hoc connection between 



 18 

non-Rwandans and the 1994 Rwandan genocide, this relationship is politically, 

historically and culturally conditioned. The particular nature of the affective relations 

produced in and through the construct of “Rwanda” shape and structure the 

possibilities of engagement between non-Rwandans and both the Rwandan genocide 

and subsequent events of atrocity throughout the world.84 As such, the next section 

turns to reflect on the particularities and peculiarities, limits and possibilities, of 

existing productions of what this event has come to mean for and about the world. 

 

A II REFLECTING ON “RWANDA” 

 

Writing of the post-hoc construction of the now global memory of the “Holocaust”, 

Alexander argues that cultural understandings of this event have assumed the form of 

a tragedy narrative.85 Within this framework of understanding, those exposed to the 

Holocaust are asked to bear witness to this event as extreme suffering that can neither 

be remedied nor coherently conceptualized. He shows that the cultural traction of this 

rendering of the Holocaust has, in turn, led to various stories and experiences 

connected to this history being highlighted or downplayed. In particular, Alexander 

demonstrates how the production of the Holocaust as tragedy, in practice, has led to 

stories of Jewish agency, activism and resistance being obscured in the internationally 

renowned exhibition of the genocide at the United States Holocaust Memorial 

Museum.86 Similarly, contemporary understandings of “Rwanda” provide a socially, 

culturally and historically distinct mode of coming to terms with the 1994 Rwandan 

genocide and the international failure to halt it, which emphasizes certain aspects of 

these events and makes it difficult to appreciate others.  
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Firstly, although the international response to the Rwandan genocide is deserving of 

analysis and attention, the current conceptualization of the international failure as the 

condition of possibility of the genocide can have undesirable implications. A focus on 

the centrality of the international response to the genocide can create the illusion that 

the genocide itself was somehow inevitable. Within this framework, the deaths of the 

Rwandan Tutsis become referred to as their “fate”87 and the genocide is said to have 

“unfolded”.88 Through such descriptions, the genocide is transformed from a planned, 

deliberate and potentially preventable occurrence into a pre-determined one. Against a 

backdrop of historical, and contemporary, depictions of Africa as a site of war, 

violence and anarchy,89 the genocide itself is seen as one more instance of violence on 

the continent. 

 

In turn, the capacity of external countries and international institutions to prevent, or 

stop, the genocide is figured as the only tenable way of ensuring that the genocide of 

the Tutsis did not eventuate. As Barnett explains, in relation to academic texts on the 

international failure, many studies are directed towards imagining ‘a counterfactual 

world in which a possible action is logically connected to a chain of events that would 

have caused the perpetrators to abandon their crusade’.90 The purpose of such 

hypothetical endeavors is to show ‘that this genocide could have been prevented’,91 

but only and always already by the external Western spectator. The agency of the 

Rwandan people – perpetrators and victims – is downplayed through such a focus on 

the power of the bystander to genocide.92 The stories of Rwandan resistance to the 

genocide at Bisesero, Bugasera and Murambi93 and the emphasis on the responsibility 

of Rwandan perpetrators found at the Rwandan national level, have no significant 
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place in this dominant global remembering of the genocide and the international 

failure.94 

 

Secondly, whilst current understandings of “Rwanda” appropriately highlight the 

implication of external parties in the 1994 violence, they do so in a highly selective 

and particular manner. Conceptualized as the ‘preventable genocide’, “Rwanda” is 

understood as a site of failure and omission, a moment in which certain nation states 

and international institutions across the world failed to take action to halt the genocide 

of the Tutsis. Thus, in the wake of the genocide, the focus has been on the failures and 

omissions of countries and institutions: the failure of countries such as the United 

States of America to officially name the killings as a “genocide” (preferring instead 

the phrase ‘acts of genocide’); the withdrawal of the Belgian contingent from Rwanda 

in the early days of the genocide after ten of its peacekeepers were killed; the 

reluctance of national and international parties to exert pressure on the Rwandan 

authorities to stop the violence; and, perhaps most of all, the failure of the UN and its 

members to authorize a wider mandate and reinforcements for the peacekeeping force 

already inside Rwanda.95 

 

Occluded from view in this account of “Rwanda” are the actions of non-Rwandans, 

both during and before the genocide, which arguably contributed to its occurrence. In 

terms of active involvement during the genocide, as discussed below, the Rwandan 

government has consistently sought to draw attention to the potentially criminal 

nature of the French intervention during the genocide. Meanwhile, in his book 

considering the role of France in the Rwandan genocide, Wallis argues that ‘[t]he 

point gets overlooked that genocide often occurs because of too much, not too little, 
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Western interference’.96 With respect to external involvement in Rwanda before the 

genocide, departing from mainstream academic discourse, scholars such as Uvin, as 

well as Newbury, Mamdani, Melvern and Orford, have sought to emphasize that it 

was the very involvement of outside countries and international institutions in 

Rwanda that contributed to the social, economic and political conditions in which the 

genocide occurred.97 Uvin emphasizes, for example, how the practice and policy of 

development aid contributed to the environment in which the genocide occurred.98 

Further, academic literature on the genocide has also drawn attention to the ongoing 

legacy of colonialism on Rwandan society.99 From this perspective, the problem of 

“Rwanda” becomes not one of inaction, but of action; whilst the role of countries and 

international institutions is no longer one of externality, as such actors were already 

‘present’ in Rwanda in certain ways.100 

 

For its part, the Rwandan government has taken a more nuanced approach to the 

question of international responsibility for the genocide. At the 15th commemoration 

of the genocide, President Kagame stated that external parties bore two types of guilt, 

or two types of responsibility.101 Firstly, like some academic commentators, the 

Rwandan government has emphasized the ongoing impact of colonial and neo-

colonial Western intervention in Rwanda, described as ‘a history going back many 

decades’ that created the necessary conditions for genocide to occur.102 It is in this 

sense that Belgium’s exacerbation of Rwandan societal divisions through their style 

of colonial rule and their introduction of identity cards demarcating Hutus and Tutsis 

is emphasized.103 Secondly, within Kagame’s two-part framework, official 

government materials and speeches (as noted earlier) also highlight the responsibility 

of non-Rwandan actors for their failures regarding the 1994 genocide, proclaiming 
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that the world ‘watched as a million people were slaughtered’.104 Thirdly, though, in 

addition to these two types of guilt, the Rwandan government has also drawn 

attention to a third type of external responsibility in relation to France: French 

complicity and participation in the genocide. This was clearly a focus of the Rwandan 

government’s commission of inquiry into the role of France before, during and after 

the genocide, as well as the 13th commemoration of the genocide which was 

deliberately held at a site where French troops were stationed during the killings.105 

The dominant Rwandan approach thus accounts for both the inactions and actions of 

non-Rwandan parties with respect to the 1994 violence, as well as placing such 

responsibility in a longer historical trajectory leading to differing forms of culpability. 

 

Thirdly, and finally, in terms of its limits and biases, “Rwanda” in many ways 

constitutes a self-focused and racially structured Western construct. At a basic level, it 

largely concerns the actions and inactions of certain, Western countries (United States 

of America, France, Britain and Belgium) and it is constructed in and through visual, 

written and verbal texts primarily produced in Western contexts by Western 

academics, speakers, journalists and film-makers.106 More substantively, though, 

“Rwanda” names a way of thinking in which the West occupies the position of 

subject – it is their actions and inactions that are condemned, their shame and remorse 

that is confessed and their lessons that are learned. Conceptualized as a moment of 

Western and international failure, “Rwanda” constitutes a mode of coming to terms 

with the genocide that foregrounds the actions, experience and emotions of the 

Western and international bystander to genocide. 
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In one respect, the Western nature of global memories of “Rwanda” could be 

explained as a simple function of the cultural dynamics of global knowledge 

production, a sign of the ongoing hegemony of the West in the international sphere.107 

Yet, it is also reflective of the current role of the figure of “Rwanda” on the global 

stage – namely, as has been argued by Dawes, Mamdani and others, as a site for the 

West to imagine and visualize itself as the moral, global savior it failed to be. For 

Dawes, this is why the international failure has ‘become a more potent and vivid story 

in the West than the genocide itself ever could be. We are culpable, and it feels good 

to be culpable. It assures us that we are good people, because we are the kind of 

people who feel bad about these sorts of things’.108 Meanwhile, Mamdani extends 

Dawes’ insight to the contemporary invocation of “Rwanda” as a frame for relating to 

subsequent events of suffering. Mamdani demonstrates how – through the lens of 

“Rwanda” – Darfur thus becomes a geopolitical location at which Western publics 

and governments can perform themselves as ‘good’ and ‘moral’ global subjects in the 

aftermath of the 1994 genocide and the second Iraq War.109 “Rwanda” – as it is 

applied to both the 1994 genocide in Rwanda and the more recent conflict in Sudan – 

constitutes a self-focused Western mode of understanding, concerned with how the 

West responds to events of suffering throughout the world. It is in this vein, that – in 

relation to Darfur – actor George Clooney warns contemporary international leaders: 

‘[h]ow you deal with it will be your legacy, your Rwanda’.110  

 

“Rwanda” is also a racially structured discursive construct. The spectre of “Rwanda” 

is not necessarily invoked indiscriminately. Rather, it appears as though “Rwanda” 

has predominantly, if not solely, been drawn upon as a means of understanding the 

significance and implications of violence on the African continent. “Rwanda” is 
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overwhelmingly conjured as a conceptual framework to relate to human rights abuses 

in countries such as Sudan, Libya, Côte D’Ivoire, Zimbabwe and Somalia.111 Thus, 

whilst the memory of the “Holocaust” is characterized by its “generalizability” (the 

‘generalization’ of its ‘victims’, ‘perpetrators’ and ‘significance’),112 the construct of 

“Rwanda” is less widely applicable, or is – at least – generalizable in a different way. 

Concerned with the problem of Western non-interventionism and predominantly 

invoked as a frame to understand the global import of African conflicts, “Rwanda” is 

a discourse premised on the relation between the West (a potential global hero) and 

Africa (a potential population in need of assistance). 

 

Reflective of a more generalized historical tendency for dominant (read Western) 

productions of Africa to function as a means for the West to trace its own contours 

and justify its own actions,113 “Rwanda” thus represents the appropriation of the 

experience of the 1994 genocide to affirm a distinct Western subjectivity (potential 

and desirable global hero) and Western actions (Western military interventionism in a 

postcolonial world).114 Once again, as highlighted by Mbembe, ‘narrative about 

Africa is always a pretext for a comment about something else, some other place, 

some other people’.115 The story of “Rwanda” is one that concerns the renewed 

importance of Western emotional engagement and practical intervention in African 

contexts in the postcolonial era. “Rwanda” is invoked in contemporary times to 

remind a Western “us” that – unlike 1994 – “we” should care about and actively 

respond to suffering and violence on the African continent, regardless of any gaps in 

knowledge or understanding of the conflict and the best way to resolve it.116  
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As such, although the contemporary international attention to the 1994 genocide, and 

the international failure to halt it, is appropriate and desirable, it is still important to 

remain aware of the grounds upon which “Rwanda” has risen to such global 

prominence in recent times. The contours and content, and limits and biases, of this 

discursive framework shape and constrain what forms of global connection it 

promotes, hinders and renders invisible. Current ways of understanding “Rwanda” 

offer a limited, self-focused and culturally structured mode through which non-

Rwandans can relate to the 1994 genocide and subsequent events of violence through 

their past indifference, present remorse and future determination to react more 

forcefully to future suffering. The nature and function of “Rwanda” is also shaped and 

constrained by its distinctly global nature and orientation – it such considerations that 

are explored in the following and final section. 

 

A III FROM THE LOCAL TO THE GLOBAL: REFLECTING ON 

THE GLOBAL NATURE OF “RWANDA” 

 

The incremental globalization of crime and justice since World War II is often 

celebrated as a positive and progressive historical development. The prohibition of 

certain acts as distinctly international crimes and the establishment of international 

criminal tribunals to address them have been framed as important recognitions of their 

universal implications and significance.117 From this view, international crimes are 

viewed as inherently international acts that offend ‘against fundamental values of the 

whole international community’118 and should be ‘rightly prosecuted at an 

international level’.119 Outside the legal arena, there is also a sense that certain events 

and harms should be seen as matters of global concern that demand an international 
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response. From the Kony 2012 campaign, which sought to draw global attention to 

the crimes of Joseph Kony and facilitate his arrest,120 to the Stop Rape Now 

campaign, which seeks to specifically highlight rape in war as an internationally 

significant offence that requires global opposition,121 to the Save Darfur Campaign, 

that highlighted the atrocities in Darfur as the world’s next genocide,122 there are 

common calls for certain occurrences to be perceived as international issues that 

require ‘our’ global attention, action and condemnation. 

 

The emergence of “Rwanda” can be situated in this broader context. “Rwanda”, that 

is, is a distinctly global discursive construct. Produced in and through internationally 

prominent texts and discourses,123 this mode of understanding circulates beyond the 

Rwandan national context from which it borrows its name.124 Moreover, “Rwanda” 

concerns the meaning and import of the Rwandan genocide on the global stage. It is a 

way of coming to terms with the genocide that locates it as an event in international 

social, legal and political history. As such, the emergence and circulation of 

“Rwanda” also affords an opportunity to reflect more generally on the contemporary 

globalization of crime, to consider what happens when certain events are taken up as 

international events of significance to ‘us’ all. To that end, this final section considers 

the global character of discursive constructs such as “Rwanda” (and the “Holocaust”), 

sometimes also referred to as global memories.125 Through a discussion of how and 

why these constructs might be categorized as distinctly global and why this might be 

significant, I demonstrate how their global character and orientation shapes their 

nature and operation. 
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That is, as a global construct, “Rwanda” is not simply the Rwandan genocide and 

international failure finally acknowledged, or remembered, on the global stage. The 

emergence and ascendancy of “Rwanda” does not merely signify that (although 

belatedly) the Rwandan genocide has assumed its ‘rightful place in international 

memory’.126 Rather, global complexes, such as “Rwanda”, have a unique nature and 

operation. As Santos notes, scale is productive and subjects and objects appear 

differently at different scalar levels.127 Memory constructs that exist and circulate at 

the global scale, such as “Rwanda” and the “Holocaust”, signify and are made to 

signify in particular ways. More specifically, as will be discussed in this section, such 

global memory constructs: concern the global or international significance of certain 

events, are addressed to purportedly global constituencies and ultimately serve global 

social and political projects and ends.128 The question of scale is thus a question of 

both meaning and subjectivity. It determines both how a particular cultural complex is 

constructed and made to mean and who it is understood to mean for.  

 

In his book After Evil: A Politics of Human Rights, Meister writes of the social and 

political role of global memories of the “Holocaust”. He discusses the way in which 

“Auschwitz” emerged as a seminal moment in global affairs; belatedly configured as 

a ‘moment of revealed truth’ which ‘changed everything’.129 In this discourse, 

“Auschwitz” symbolizes what is understood to constitute ‘radical evil’, namely 

human suffering, which was met with indifference in the past and thus must lead to 

commitments to the prevention of such suffering in the future.130 Configured in this 

manner, “Auschwitz” is produced as the authorizing event for a human rights 

discourse (as highlighted by Levy and Sznaider and others, see below). Yet, Meister 

is critical of this human rights discourse, which – he argues – is problematic to the 
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extent that it valorizes ethical compassion, as opposed to political engagement, as the 

appropriate response to suffering throughout the world.131 Aside from its meaning to 

those who may have more directly experienced or been affected by the events known 

as the “Holocaust”, on the global stage, the experience of “Auschwitz” therefore 

comes to establish certain general principles (the ethical import of human suffering 

per se) and serve certain broader purposes (justifying a depoliticized approach to 

suffering through which international intervention becomes imperative to stop it at all 

costs).132 In this global context, “Rwanda” is “Auschwitz” repeated: human suffering 

met with international indifference leading to the renewal of the pledge of ‘never 

again’.133 Although racialized as a matter of distinctly Western indifference to 

African suffering, “Rwanda” has functioned as a chance to renew “our” faith to the 

elimination of human suffering through the triumph of human rights and humanitarian 

intervention. Moreover, it ensures the extension of the sentiment of “Auschwitz” to 

the prevention of suffering in African, not only European, contexts.  

 

As global discursive constructs circulating at the international level, both “Rwanda” 

and the “Holocaust” concern the broader international import of these events, their 

meaning for and about the world. “Rwanda” and the “Holocaust” are thus inserted 

into more general international narratives and meaning structures that concern the 

significance of these events in global legal and political history.134 Indeed, it is 

through their emplacement within distinctly global frameworks of meaning that such 

figures come to possess such productive and positive possibilities. It is as episodes in 

international history that “Rwanda” and “Auschwitz” are transformed into crucial 

moments, lessons learned, in a broader ‘progressive narrative’ towards a more just 

world, free of suffering.135 As moments in international legal history in particular, 
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“Rwanda” and “Auschwitz” become ‘[t]he darkest chapters of recent human history 

[that] have motivated the world to move toward ending impunity for unspeakable 

crimes’.136  

 

Accordingly, as noted above, the issue of scale is also a matter of subjectivity: 

inscribed into global legal and political history, global memory constructs concern not 

only the international significance of certain events, but the significance of these 

events for an imagined internationalized constituency, whether conceptualized as an 

international community, a broader humanity or otherwise. It is external bystanders or 

secondary witnesses to genocide, often generalized as the “international community” 

or “humanity”, that are positioned as the subject and addressee of such international 

discourses. It is for this community that “Rwanda” or “Auschwitz” may remembered 

and thus be prevented “next time”. Unlike for the victims and survivors of the 

Rwandan genocide, the Holocaust and other atrocities – for whom the ‘genocide was 

a singular event – being murdered could happen to them only once; they could never 

experience it as happening again’137 – it is for external parties that “Rwanda” can not 

only happen again but can be stopped from happening again through legal and 

military intervention.  

 

As globally oriented discursive constructs – that primarily concern the global 

significance of certain events for an internationalized audience – such global 

complexes can also be defined by the fact that, in practice, they are drawn upon and 

utilized to achieve global social, legal and political goals. In this way, the emergence 

of global memory constructs can appear as a positive and ethical trend, fostering an 

enhanced sense of global interconnectedness and international responsibility. It is in 
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this vein that Levy and Sznaider (amongst others) praise the humanitarian legacy of 

the memory of the Holocaust, which is understood to have provided the grounds and 

impetus for human rights doctrine and its global acceptance and ascendancy.138 From 

this view, global memories bring “us” together as well as demonstrating “our” 

interrelation and thereby can contribute towards the gradual consolidation of an 

international legal and social sphere.  

 

In this sense, whilst the “Holocaust” is understood to have sparked the emergence of a 

system of international human rights, “Rwanda” is also said to have inspired much 

political and legal progress in the international arena, leading to the establishment of 

the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda and the development of the 

“Responsibility to Protect” doctrine.139 According to the authors of the 

“Responsibility to Protect” doctrine, it was past events such as the Rwandan genocide 

that underscore the importance of international intervention when a state neglects to 

protect its citizens from harm.140 Welsh thus writes of the ‘Rwanda effect’ which, she 

argues, enabled the rearticulation of state sovereignty as compatible with human 

rights, which is the central tenet of the “Responsibility to Protect” doctrine.141  

 

However, what is important to note is that the legal and political initiatives associated 

with the global discourses concerning the “Holocaust” or “Rwanda” serve distinctly 

international ends, as much as or more than addressing local or national post-genocide 

needs. For example, despite being often justified in the name of “Rwanda”, the 

establishment of the “Responsibility to Protect” does not translate into material 

consequences for the victims and survivors of the Rwandan genocide. Instead it 

ensures that future events of atrocity, directed at other peoples and communities, 
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might receive a more multi-faceted and interventionist international response. 

Moreover, even the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, which is more 

ostensibly directed towards serving the interests of the national Rwandan population, 

has been criticized for its lack of local relevance and significance.142 Located outside 

the Rwandan nation, initially without any outreach service, the Tribunal is said to 

appear as ‘distant’ and ‘alien’ to the Rwandan people, leading ‘many victims feel that 

the entire process has little to do with them and their suffering’.143 Yet, somewhat 

tellingly, evaluations of the contribution of the Tribunal to international criminal legal 

doctrine and practice have been much more positive, with attention being drawn to 

the various legal achievements of the Tribunal (which, for example, facilitated the 

first application of the 1948 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the 

Crime of Genocide, established that rape could represent an act of genocide, 

highlighted the role of the media and journalists in genocidal conflict and witnessed 

the first guilty plea to the crime of genocide, to name a few of its legal 

accomplishments).144 Motivated by the global memory of “Rwanda”, allegedly 

established as a means for the international community ‘to assuage its conscience’,145 

the Tribunal indeed is understood to serve important global ends and goals, even if 

evaluations of its national impact are more circumspect.  

 

Due to their distinct nature and orientation, it can therefore be argued that global 

memory constructs – such as “Rwanda” and the “Holocaust” – have the capacity to be 

inherently appropriative. They involve the borrowing, or appropriation, of the name 

and occurrence of historically and geographically specific events – that were endured 

by particular people in particular places at particular times – as global experiences 

that can be put to various social and political uses.146 Thus, at a basic level, the 
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constitution of “Rwanda” entails the appropriation of the proper name of the 

Rwandan nation as the label for a global discourse about the shamefulness of Western 

indifference to African suffering. Meanwhile, at a more substantive level, “Rwanda” 

also represents the appropriation of the event and experience of the suffering and 

persecution of the Rwandan Tutsis in 1994 as a site at which to condemn international 

inaction to genocidal suffering and affirm the need for a more interventionist response 

to future crimes on the African continent. As such, as discussed earlier, “Rwanda” is a 

self-focused way of understanding that concerns the implications of the 1994 

Rwandan genocide for the non-Rwandans that did not directly experience it. This why 

the suffering of the Rwandan Tutsis remains the missing referent in global discourses 

about “Rwanda”, which focus predominantly on the actions, experiences and 

emotions of the Western bystander to genocide.  

 

More generally, global discursive constructs, by their nature, entail the appropriation 

of specific historical events to produce global narratives about the significance of 

these occurrences for those who did not directly endure them. They may be memories 

of the event of genocide, but they are memories that serve particular global needs and 

purposes. They do not necessarily reflect or represent the experiences, wishes and 

suffering of the direct victims of the atrocities of which they speak, nor should acting 

in the name of these memories be confused with acting in the name of these victims 

and survivors. To the contrary, the existence and circulation of global memory 

constructs, such as “Rwanda”, bring to the fore questions of ownership.147 To whom 

does, can and should the experience of the Rwandan genocide belong; its direct 

victims and survivors, its bystanders or witnesses, the broader international 

community or humanity that it is said to have offended against? These questions also 
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plague the international legal and justice measures with which these memories are 

associated, which have a tendency to regard – rightly, Arendt would argue – certain 

offences as ‘first of all a crime against mankind’ rather than just its specific 

victims.148  

 

The question of scale – of the trend towards global discourses and practices of 

international crime and justice – is thus of central, rather than secondary, importance. 

As Santos highlights, shifts in scale are movements of power – they are expressions of 

power and have powerful effects.149 The construction of “Rwanda” as an international 

event enables the 1994 Rwandan genocide to be seen and appreciated as a globally 

significant occurrence, but only on certain grounds with certain effects. The writing of 

“Rwanda” as an event on the global stage involves a narration of this occurrence as a 

seminal event in global legal, social and political history, which implicates a non-

Rwandan international community and acts as a justification for various 

internationalized legal, social and political projects. “Rwanda” is thus not only 

problematic at the specific level – as a political and culturally particular way for non-

Rwandans to relate to the Rwandan genocide as a moment of “their” indifference and 

hence a motivation for “their” interventionist military action towards other African 

violence. The emergence, circulation and contemporary popularity of “Rwanda” also 

has more general implications, acting as a caution to remain reflexive about the ethics 

of global discursive constructs, such as the “Holocaust” and “Rwanda”, and the global 

legal and justice endeavors with which they are associated.  
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