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December, 2010: Cloudcroft, New Mexico
It took me over ten hours to drive here, and I got on the road late after turning
in semester grades at the college where I teach. It is past midnight when I arrive at my
rental house. It‘s cold here, though there‘s no snow yet. I quickly unload the car—a
box of kitchen supplies, two boxes of books and research materials, my laptop, a
printer, clothes, yoga mat. Every aspect of this writing retreat has been planned for
efficiency: I have to be home in ten days to celebrate the winter holidays with my
family. Worn out, I fall into bed.
After I awake the next morning, I carry my cup of coffee outside to the sunny
deck and realize why I had to come here to Cloudcroft, why the ten-hour drive was
necessary for me to write the first draft of this dissertation: I listen to the wind blow
through the towering pine trees and breathe in the fragrance from the warming pine
needle litter. If I close my eyes, I could be in Kibuye again.
Kibuye curls around part of the shores of Lake Kivu in Rwanda‘s Western
Province. In July 2009, I spent five days in Kibuye with my research assistant, Julius
Kwizera; Ariane Karame, a trauma counselor; and ten women who agreed to
participate in my trauma writing workshop that is the heart of this dissertation. The ten
women had been children in 1994 and had, against overwhelming odds, survived the
Genocide against the Tutsi that claimed almost a million lives in less than 100 days.
The week that we spent together grieving deeply through the act of writing was the
most amazing week of my life. Their strength motivated me throughout this process of
dissertation writing and continues to inspire me and fuel my passion for trauma
writing research.
I have so many questions about suffering and about how humans cope with the
incomprehensible pain of trauma. Of course, I‘m not the only one: These types of
questions have led others to create beautiful art, because in this kind of pain, the mind
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is not enough; the heart and whole body engage. In her Dreaming from the Labyrinth
CD, native San Antonion Tish Hinojosa sings
…My own mind is searching for
an answer from the eyes that look right back.
I want to know about the outer reaches,
everything that heartbreak teaches,
questions of survival that in every soul exist.
What about the endless sky?
A child wants to know just why
the world spins round and people die
and does it hurt?
Well, baby, so do I…. (1996)
It seems to me that, like the questions of this child, we turn to others for help in our
search for answers. In other words, we survive through relationship. Other artists paint
a more solitary picture, where suffering is an unknowable emotional landscape. A part
of Mary Oliver‘s poem, ―In Blackwater Woods‖ reads
…Every year
everything
I have ever learned

in my lifetime
leads back to this: the fires
and the black river of loss
whose other side

is salvation,
whose meaning
none of us will ever know.… (1994)
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But some of us want—need—to know the meaning of that black river of loss,
because we find ourselves there on its banks again and again, desolate, alone, and
hurting. If we find ourselves there often, we might begin to wonder about it and
perhaps begin to see that there are others there by that river, in the dark as we are,
alone, and in pain. In time, we might come to see that despite the pain, that place of
loss becomes a place where we come undone and can come together again.
As a new researcher, this scholar‘s nightmare is not being able to live in and
live with the difficulties that life provides for us. My nightmare is not engaging with
that which is painful, being unable—for whatever reason—to dwell in such dark
places, unable to bring in light and air.
The Kibuye writers and the Rwandans I have spent time with during my few
months in Rwanda have taught me that despite seemingly bottomless pain, humans
can find joy and reasons to hope. I feel humbled by their trust and by their willingness
to call out to each other when they find themselves at that river of loss.
Relationships make this kind of inquiry possible, and I am grateful for a
complex web of supportive personal, social, and intellectual connections that have
made this research possible.
I thank my fellow students in the online Technical Communication & Rhetoric
program for being bright, creative, funny, generous, and caring. My online cohort, the
Third Degreez, has been particularly supportive: Craig McKenney, Anne Papworth,
Janie Santoy, DJ Weatherford, Becky Johnston, Tisha Harding, and Ritu Raju, PhD; I
am especially grateful to Konstanze Alex-Brown who has been a very dear friend. I
also thank Emil Towner, PhD, whose research on Rwandan reconciliation continues to
motivate me.
The faculty of the Technical Communication & Rhetoric program has also
provided essential support. I am grateful to Brian Still, PhD, was an early catalyst for
this line of research, when in May 2007, he urged me and my fellow Usability students
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to pursue research that others might consider non-traditional. I also thank Rich Rice,
PhD, who helped me navigate the technological issues for my dissertation defense.
I am deeply indebted to my dissertation committee of Drs. Amy Koerber, Sean
Zdenek, and to its chair, Ken Baake.
Dr. Koerber‘s Health Communication course in Fall 2007 provided me early
opportunities to begin studying trauma from a rhetorical perspective. This course also
ignited my passion for the study of quality in qualitative research, which continues to
strongly influence my approach to research. She has also been an inspiration for
engaging in feminist, non-traditional research.
Dr. Zdenek challenged me throughout my studies to clarify my perspectives,
opinions, motivations, and my writing. My first class in this program was with Dr.
Zdenek, and throughout this long process, whenever I felt lost among ideas, I retraced
my learning back to Fall 2006 and pulled out the readings and my writing for that
class, Foundations of Technical Communication, and that material would again
ground me so that I could move forward. Near the end of my studies, his Rhetorical
Methods course provided traction to examine texts from multiple perspectives and
theories. I am especially grateful for Dr. Zdenek‘s straightforward reactions to my
experimental writing early in the dissertation process which helped to shape the
communication of this research in fundamental ways.
I enrolled in four courses with the chair of my dissertation committee, Dr.
Baake; three of those courses focused on research: Technical Reports, Research
Methods, Field Research Methods, and an independent field research study during my
first trip to Rwanda. Dr. Baake generously guided me through the traumatic losses and
incredibly painful experiences of my personal life that coincided with and threatened
my completion of this doctoral study. His advice stemming from his years in Africa
has been indispensible and he has been an unflinching supporter of my research. His
questions and advice lifted this dissertation as well as my comprehension of its
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implications. I thank him especially for his insistence on the presence of my voice in
this dissertation.
I also am very grateful to Dr. Rosemary Cogan, Professor of Psychology, who
served as the Graduate Dean‘s representative at my dissertation defense. Dr. Cogan
also provided me supportive guidance in the process of submitting this research for
approval by Tech‘s Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects.
Dr. Cogan also generously assisted me with the statistical explanations for my
research data.
I also am grateful for my family‘s support during my doctoral study. My
younger brother Jeff didn‘t live long enough to see me finish the degree, but he was so
proud of my research. Our emails and phone calls during my first trip to Rwanda
enabled us to reconnect in the months prior to his death, and my profound sense of
losing him so suddenly, so unexpectedly, allowed me a small glimpse into the type of
pain that helps me empathize more deeply with others whose family members whose
lives have ended all too early.
Not only did I lose a younger brother during these last few years, but I also lost
the greatest champion of all my endeavors, my mother. I wish so much that she could
have seen me finish this degree and finally earn those three letters after my name. My
accomplishment reflects back onto her, even though she is not here to acknowledge it.
I thank my niece Carly Osborne who often looked after my sons and my house
while I was in Lubbock and in Rwanda. I‘m also grateful for the unwavering care
from my constructed family in Friends Meeting of San Antonio.
I also thank my dad, Jack Osborne, whose love and emotional support continue
to motivate me to try my best. He has held me accountable for getting the writing
done, and has cared for my sons to give me more time to focus on writing and
research. In other words, he‘s been exactly the dad I‘ve needed him to be.
My sons William and Thomas have blossomed into wonderful young men
during my five years of doctoral study. Their independence, patience, and ability to
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cook for themselves (and sometimes even for their mom) has allowed me the
selfishness that I often needed to complete this degree. Thanks, guys.
I also owe a debt of gratitude to Rwandan friends Michael Tusiime and Alex
Mugisha whose advice I have always been able to depend on.
Thanks also to my colleagues at St. Philip‘s College, particularly the Chair of
Communication & Learning, Sean Nighbert, and Audrey Mosley, Ph.D.
There are many whose specific support enabled the Kibuye writing workshop
to come into existence. I thank the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board
for the Protection of Human Subjects who approved and provided encouragement for
this research. I am also grateful to Donald McCann, PhD, who graciously agreed to be
available to me by email or phone during my facilitation of the trauma writing
workshop in Kibuye.
This research would have been impossible without the collaboration of my
Rwandan hosting organization, Never Again Rwanda, and its chairman, Dr. Joseph
Nkurunziza and another of its founders, Albert Nzamukwereka. Dr. Nkurunziza and
Mr. Nzamukwereka provided mentorship, dialogue, debate, laughter, contacts, and
innumerable opportunities for learning in Rwanda. I look forward to many more years
of collaboration with these tireless champions of human rights.
I am also grateful to ARCT-Ruhuka, the national association of trauma
counselors in Rwanda for their cooperation in this research. One of their trauma
counselors, Ariane Karame, was completely the right person to work with during the
Kibuye workshop. Her support for this research and for its participants allowed us the
emotional security to plunge into and explore unimaginably painful subjects. She
unfailingly demonstrated a high level of expertise in working with the young women
who participated in the workshop. In addition, her tireless and calm energy helped all
of us come together and create a loving environment for each other.
The Kibuye workshop was successful in large part because of the person who
managed all its practical aspects, Julius Kwizera, my research assistant. Julius was
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instrumental in the budgeting and financial management of the field research, as well
as the recruiting of research participants. During the workshop, he coordinated the
entertainment that was a last-minute necessity, and Julius knows how to throw a really
good party.
In closing, this dissertation is dedicated to my ten Rwandan ―daughters‖ who
shared their trust in me and opened their hearts in order to share their stories. I would
not have been able to write this particular dissertation without their generosity of
spirit, emotional strength, and resilience. I am grateful for their lives, their stories, and
their friendship.

Figure 1: Research participants look out over Lake Kivu. Photo by author.
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ABSTRACT
This dissertation proposes a structured model for a trauma writing workshop
that provides opportunities for individuals to grieve and write about their traumatic
experiences. The Kibuye Model offers comprehensive support for writers during this
difficult but beneficial work. The model was found to be promising through narrative
analysis of ten trauma narratives written by survivors of Rwanda‘s 1994 Genocide
against the Tutsi. Using a software textual analysis program called Linguistic Inquiry
and Word Count (LIWC), the narratives were found to be typical in style and form
compared to other samples of emotional writing. The content of the trauma narratives
focuses more on topics related to mass trauma and genocide, and several texts were
found to transcend narrative structure through writers‘ use of rhetorical figures.
Findings and implications of this analysis can be used for further trauma writing
workshop development and implementation, for writing groups who focus on painful
experiences, and by mental health experts who employ the expressive writing
paradigm. Please note that this study includes graphic descriptions of genocidal
violence and psychological trauma.

Key words: Trauma; Trauma Narrative; Genocide; Rwanda; Rhetoric; Expressive
Writing; Writing Groups; LIWC; Human Rights
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PREFACE
This is a study of Rwandan narratives. In particular, this is a study of ten
Rwandans‘ stories about the systematic, interpersonal violence of the 1994 Genocide
against the Tutsi, a genocide that was spurred on, in part, by systematic,
institutionalized, powerful stories in Rwandan history, corrupting narratives that gave
cause for neighbors to kill neighbors, friends to kill friends. The ten individual
narratives, written in Kibuye, Rwanda, in July 2009, relate the writers‘ survival of this
genocide. These narratives can provoke strong, sometimes bodily, reactions; the
shock, revulsion, incredulity, grief, and anger a reader may experience when
examining even excerpts of the stories can evoke parallel reactions in readers‘ bodies:
tears, muscle tension, numbness, nausea. It is possible that seeing genocidal violence
through the act of reading this study might also have some of the same effects because
―trauma,‖ according to Judith Herman, ―is contagious‖ (1997, p. 140). However, we
read and study these stories not as voyeurs but as witnesses who acknowledge that
unthinkable violence was not only conceptualized but perpetrated—and sometimes,
survived. These powerful stories force us to see the worst of human capacity and, at
the same time, allow us to see that surviving trauma and exponential loss can evoke
resiliency, grace, and strength of spirit. We also study these stories as human rights
activists working toward a human condition that refuses to dissolve into chaos, hatred,
and genocide.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION: “I CANNOT FORGET THE DAY”
I walk around the large, rectangular room, setting things up to write again after
last night‘s dancing. On one of the long sides of the room, the curtains are gently
billowing from the breezes off Lake Kivu. I breathe in the cool, Rwandan air and
smell pine trees, the lake, and the warming pine litter out in the hills. It‘s the middle of
July, but the temperatures won‘t rise today above 90. Through the curtains, I see
glimpses of the clear, cold lake: the morning mist has cleared and the night fishermen
have long come home. I pull wooden tables into a wide U pattern that echoes the
dimensions of the room. I tuck in two chairs at each of the tables, and then dress the
tables with deep red tablecloths followed by white lace cloths on top. Next, I pull the
participants‘ name tents out of my bag. I fold the large sheets of paper in half and then
reopen them so that they stand up, and then place them on the table at each of the
participants‘ seats. Then I put a new bottle of water at each place. Last, I reach deeply
into my bag of supplies so I can put a handful of candies beside each name.
Twarangige, I think to myself: done.
The room is still empty except for me, though I hear some of the research
participants chatting and laughing in the distance. They must be still in the dining
room, below the wide balcony outside our conference room. I glance out the windows
to see if I can greet any of them, but I can‘t see through the huge green leaves growing
up the circular staircase connecting the two spaces.
I take a deep, relaxed breath. No hurry, I think to myself. Plenty of time.
I take a look into the comfort room, a small room that adjoins our salle de
conférence. The bed is neat; the desk has tissues and pens. Ariane Karame, a Rwandan
trauma counselor, eases into the doorway behind me. ―Everything ready?‖ I ask.
She smiles and looks around the room. ―Ya, I think so.‖
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―It‘s going to be a beautiful day for our trip to Amahoro Island this afternoon,‖
I say, and Ariane nods her head. We confer on the details and timing.
―It will be very good for the girls1—and all of us—to get away from
everything today,‖ Ariane says. We are smiling and laughing, but we both know
today, the third day of the trauma writing workshop, will be a difficult day.
The participants, ten women who survived Rwanda‘s 1994 Genocide against
the Tutsi, make their way into the conference room. Some float in through the
balcony‘s French doors after taking photos of each other and themselves, a popular
side activity during the workshop. A few come in through the front door carrying their
blue workshop bags and French-English translation dictionaries. Soon all are seated,
still chatting and joking in English, French, and Kinyarwanda.
I spot Julius Kwizera, my research assistant, on the balcony. His stern face
indicates he is on a business call. I wait for him to finish and ask him to enter. He and
I present the schedule for the day and he reiterates to the young women that we need
to finish lunch and be ready for our boat to leave for Amahoro Island promptly at 2
p.m.
I ask the participants, ―Do you have any other questions for Julius?‖ There are
none, so I say to him, ―Thanks. We‘ll see you at lunch then.‖ I rely on Julius to
manage all the practical matters of the workshop and retreat here in Kibuye so that I
can focus all my energies on my research: providing opportunity to survivors of the
1994 Genocide against the Tutsi to write about the trauma they endured. Their stories
along with the workshop experience provide the data for this study. In consenting to
participate in this study, the women negotiated with me strong confidentiality and
privacy protections and so the workshop itself is off-limits to everyone other than me,
Ariane, and the participants due to their longstanding sense of vulnerability.

1

Rwandan age labels differ from American age labels; the term ‗girl‘ here represents an unmarried
woman in her 20s. It is also a term of affection in Rwanda, synonymous with ‗daughter.‘
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After Julius leaves, one of the participants who I‘ll call Gemma, stands and
begins singing. The other women join in her slow Kinyarwandan song. Although I
don‘t know the words, I assume they are singing about the genocide, and singing it
seems a form of prayer, for them a source of strength for the day‘s emotional work
ahead. When the last note drops away, the young women take out their blue notebooks
containing the narratives they‘ve crafted over the preceding two days. They have
written all they can remember about one traumatic event that stands out in their
memory, one that calls to them to write about it. Today, our task is to revisit that
previous writing, re-enter the memory and try to describe it in specific, concrete detail.
Some continue their work from yesterday, and as they are ready, I pass out a sheet of
paper that offers advice about deepening and embodying their story: ―Can you add
names—or in this case, pseudonyms? Can you add specific place names, dates,
times?‖ And then comes the hard advice: ―What do you remember feeling? What did
you see? Hear? Taste? Smell? Touch?‖
Each of the writers proceeds through this revision at a different pace. As they
take individual breaks, I check in with them, read over whatever they want me to see,
and offer feedback. As the morning lengthens, some move to the comfort room or the
sunny balcony to write. Others walk down the spiral staircase for tea or soda. Ariane
moves among them, listening intently and providing whatever mental health support
the writers need.
Around midmorning, Gemma beckons me over to her writing desk. I sit to her
right, our chairs almost touching. She sits forward in the seat, and I wrap my left arm
around the back of her chair.
―How are you doing?‖ I ask. I speak quietly, intimately, guarding her privacy.
She smiles a thousand silent words. On her face, in that smile, I read so many
emotions. Sometimes, I can see flashes of real age in these young women‘s faces, as
though they are elderly, and I see this now in Gemma. Is this what bottomless grief
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looks like? Maybe she‘s fatigued, as we all are becoming. Softly, she says, ―I‘m
okay.‖
I smile back gently, gently, trying to fulfill the role the participants have
assigned to me: the symbolic mother, the nurturer, the loving and trusted one. My right
hand, fingers spread wide, moves to cover the pages of writing she has completed and
I slowly and softly tell her, ―You‘re doing amazing work.‖ Her eyes focus on the
notebook under my hand. I sense her eyes welling and she takes a slow, deep breath. I
focus my gaze on her face. ―I‘m so proud of you.‖ I lean just a bit down to my right to
see her face more fully. I see her eyes relax and her smile widens just a bit. I catch her
eyes and tell her, ―You are very brave.‖ I watch her soak up my words, and see her
breathe more evenly. The closeness, the connection, feels so comfortable. I bend my
right arm and rest my head on it, looking straight up at Gemma. ―Do you feel like
continuing?‖ I ask.
―Yes,‖ she replies with some confidence.
We begin reading her story together. My finger moves smoothly under each of
her written lines as I quietly mouth what my eyes are taking in: after a short
introduction, Gemma‘s story describes a pattern of escalating intimidation at school,
threats of violence toward her entire family, and the imprisonment on false charges
and then death of her uncle. Then she writes about the genocide. I am pulled into the
text, reading through her eyes. I read with horror as one of her older sisters is hacked
to death, then her husband for refusing to kill his wife. And then their children.
We pause from our reading, as Gemma asks the English name for the piece of
furniture under which she hid to escape the violence and to witness it. As my mind
searches for the various names of cabinets, I simultaneously calm my own breathing
and disconnect from the text. I feel Gemma sitting next to me, and again feel a
connection to another human, one who has survived what seem to be indescribable
events and who is now committing them to pen and paper. The name for the massive
furniture that concealed and protected Gemma? ―Hm. How about ‗china cabinet?‘‖ I
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offer. Gemma looks at me blankly; this name doesn‘t register. I try again:
―‘Wardrobe?‘‖
―Ah,‖ she breathes, her eyes narrowing. This is a term she is familiar with.
―This is what you call it?‖ she questions.
―I think so. That‘s the closest thing I can think of.‖ I try to picture the child
Gemma‘s body squeezing under these Rwandan living room cabinets that hold
everything from dry goods to cooking utensils. ―How did you fit?‖ I finally ask,
incredulously. ―I don‘t know,‖ she answered. ―But there was no other place.‖ She adds
the word wardrobe to the narrative and we re-enter the text.
As I read, I breathe a temporary sigh of relief as I watch Gemma escape to find
her parents still alive.
Her narrative slows here by marking the next series of events with a specific
dates beginning on April 12, 1994; she picks up the action at ten o‘clock in the
morning, when the Hutu townspeople have been called together by their local leaders
to begin an extensive campaign of killing all the area‘s Tutsis. The murder of
Gemma‘s grandfather and uncles speeds by in one sentence, but I am already
immersed in the story, reading quickly now for what happens to this young girl. A
painful decision is made to split up her family; Gemma, her sisters, and their mother
flee to their mother village, their mother‘s home. They arrive there to find all the
houses burned.
In the ensuing three days, their exhausted group is separated during their
almost-constant flight from their pursuers, the Interahamwe—gangs of Rwandan teens
and young men trained as militias or killing squads. At one point, Gemma is together
with only an older sister. The two girls decide to try to get to one of Rwanda‘s
thousand hills, where Tutsis are amassing and trying to fight back against the
génocidaires. Gemma calls this ―Death‘s Mountain.‖ On their way, Gemma is beaten
badly with a club and loses consciousness, while her older sister who is about twenty
years old is taken away to be raped. Gemma writes that her sister told her after the
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genocide that she was able to pay her potential rapist the equivalent of almost one
hundred dollars to stop the attack.
Back in the conference room, I am still, inside and out. We have broached
what may be the most verboten subject in Rwandan culture and in accounts of the
genocide. I keep my eyes on the text, hands in my lap. Gemma is still as well, and I
sense her reticence. I want to ask her many questions: Where did the money come
from? Where did she have it hidden? Why didn’t she use it to escape earlier? Do you
believe your sister? What do you think really happened? Why did your sister tell you
this? I realize the probable answer to the last question, and I feel the weight of my
respect for that kind of protection pull me away from my questions. This is a gap in
the story I will not pursue. We continue reading.
Gemma and her sister flee to the countryside, hoping that nature will provide
better protection. They hide under a huge, dense bush as night falls. In the darkness,
they hear voices of those trying to kill them, and they cannot move. They are without
food and water and Gemma says, ―Life in that bush was so difficult.‖ Her summary
sentence lures me into a short-lived sense of relief.
I take a deep breath and pause to include the young woman within the gaze of
my periphery vision. Our heads are almost touching as we read her story, feeling the
wide yaw of her life open. We use the bond we both feel to tether to each other, to
these chairs, to this time and place, as we read. I am conscious of Gemma watching
me read, reading my reactions.
Her next line reads, ―I can‘t forget the day of 15th April 1994.‖ So this is it, I
think to myself; here it comes. The narrative has been building, the writer‘s sense of
horror crescendoing. I steady my breath. Gemma writes about being under that bush
later that night, and hearing dogs sent in to kill where génocidaires couldn‘t. She
thinks this is the end, but the bush is so dense she doesn‘t realize a man is hiding in the
bush behind her, and the dog finds him instead.
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I break away from reading and place my hand, palm down, on the text. I want
to contain the violence, grab up the hatred, push away the idiocy. I force myself to
breathe past the lump in my throat, down into the raw knot that has become my
stomach. I look at Gemma; her eyes mirror mine. Part of me wants to run out of the
room to the balcony and scream a thousand times Why? But my job here is not to look
away but instead to see head-on two things: what has happened to these young women
and that they have put their lives back together.
I blink hard, turning back to the text. I quietly say to Gemma, ―I can see you
there. I can imagine the sounds. You were so young,‖ and she nods slowly. ―I‘m so
sorry,‖ I whisper.
I continue reading, nearing the end of the story. Gemma and her sister make it
to the mountain, where they are reunited with their mother and brothers. I am
surprised by Gemma‘s foreshadowing of a new climax (or nadir): she introduces the
event and writes that she will always remember it as her ―death day.‖ I brace myself
emotionally as this unexpected wave of violence in the story pulls me in. Gemma‘s
story narrates one of the many epic battles between the Rwandan Presidential Guard
and Interahamwe against Tutsi civilians: the former had guns and grenades; the latter,
rocks and bows and arrows. In this battle, Gemma is shot and collapses unconscious.
When she awakes, she finds herself surrounded by countless dead bodies, including
her mother‘s. Gemma‘s older brother is wandering among the bodies, looking for any
survivors; Gemma calls to him. He has been wounded as well.
As we reach this point in the text, Gemma sits up quickly. I see her eyes lift.
She inhales sharply and gazes into the distance and for a moment, her mind is far
away. Her hand quickly covers her mouth and she begins to cry quietly. ―Gemma?‖ I
ask.
―I remember something.‖
I lean closer, with as much love as I would my own child.
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―When I waked up, my older sister was at her last minutes of life, and when
she opened her eyes, she saw me near her and she asked me, ‗Give me water to drink.‘
But I had no force. I couldn‘t….‖ Gemma has trouble saying these last words. She
cries quietly, calmly. She eventually whispers, ―She died in my arms.‖
I try to find words for how badly I feel for her. I gently remind her, ―You
couldn‘t do anything.‖ There is a long pause as we mourn her loss together.
Eventually I lean to her and say softly, ―I‘m so sorry, so sorry.‖ I sit quietly with her,
connected but wordless. My eyes scan the room for Ariane, who is chatting with
another writer even as she observes Gemma. I make eye contact with Ariane to make
sure she sees us. I turn back to Gemma. ―Do you want to talk to Ariane?‖ I ask softly.
Gemma shakes her head no.
―Are you sure?‖ I ask, leaning to get a better view of her face.
She is still crying softly, but her face is full of purpose now. Gemma uses her
pen to point to her narrative again and again. She leans over the blue notebook, gently
waves me away and pulls out a fresh tissue. And then she starts to write again.
I move to one set of French doors, leaning on the jamb in the sunshine. I keep
Gemma in my peripheral vision. Some of the other participants are taking a break,
snacking on roasted peanuts and laughing with each other. While we chat, I gaze on
the scene: once-terrified children, pursued like animals and hunted because of their
group identity, who escaped death through coincidence, luck, and their own will to
survive, these young women have demonstrated resiliency that has redefined strength
for me. And through this workshop—a surprising, interesting mix of laughter and
tears—they have an additional tool at their disposal: trauma writing. I think about the
symbolism of blank books, gifts I will give them on the final day of the workshop.
After awhile, Gemma emerges into the sunshine, smiling, her fist (with pen in hand)
high overhead.
Despite the emotional pain Gemma and all the rest of the Kibuye participants
endured while writing about her experiences in the genocide, every participant said
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that they benefitted from the workshop and would recommend this type of workshop
to others. The Kibuye participants reported feeling a strong sense of joy in creating
bonds with other survivors and, for the first time, feeling like themselves and not
worrying what others think about them. They hoped that this social acceptance within
the group would continue after the workshop ended because, in their words, ―Ubuzima
bugira icyanga aruko bufite icyizere‖ or ―Life has taste when there is hope.‖
Overview
The Kibuye writing workshop and retreat were the highlight of the field
research I conducted in July 2009 in order to develop, implement, and assess a
proposed trauma narrative writing workshop curriculum and to study the workshop
and retreat experience as well as the texts that emerged from those five amazing days.
Ten Rwandan women agreed to participate in the research study and to share their
experiences and stories with me for analyses. In broad terms, this field research was
designed to address the problem of human suffering: mental health research has
demonstrated that writing about traumatic events improves emotional and physical
wellbeing. In ―Forming a Story: The Health Benefits of Narrative,‖ psychologists
James Pennebaker and Janel Seagal have noted that ―Extensive research has revealed
that when people put their emotional upheavals into words, their physical and mental
health improves markedly (1999, p. 1244). Further, in a meta-analysis of
psychological research focusing on trauma narratives, ―Healing Processes in Trauma
Narratives: A Review,‖ Debra Kaminer has stated, ―The need for trauma survivors to
re-tell or reconstruct their trauma story in order to recover from post-trauma
psychological sequelae2 is a principle that is common to most trauma intervention
models (Eagle, 2000; Herman 1992; Schwartz and Prout, 1991 quoted in Kaminer
(2006, p. 481).
I am not a mental health expert, but the transformative qualities of writing have
been explored in the field of English as well. Compositionist T.R. Johnson has
2

Sequelae, defined in Merriam-Webster‘s Online Medical Dictionary, are ―negative afteraffects‖
(―Sequelae,‖ 2011).
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attributed language‘s healing aspects to its ability to ―enable one to experience one‘s
self as transformative, as an open-ended socially engaged process that is always
available for revision‖ (2000, p. 87). Johnson has explored the concept of
transformation more deeply, writing that it ―assumes a certain flexibility in one‘s
identity,‖ and an ability ―to transgress the limits of one‘s previous identity, to change,
to adopt/adapt a partially new identity [that]…loosens us from trauma and its
consequences and creates in turn a reason to hope‖ (Johnson, 2000, pp. 94, 109). In
other words, the application of language to experience, especially difficult or painful
experience, can help a writer label the events and people in her life, thereby gaining
control. Language allows humans to continually re-create our lives and selves in
powerful, significant ways.
As a writing teacher, I have experience helping people write about their pain
and have, as most writing teachers do, witnessed students‘ abilities to use writing to
transform how they feel about themselves and their lives. Therefore, if I could design
and facilitate a trauma writing workshop in collaboration with a Rwandan trauma
counselor, and if such a workshop would benefit survivors of the 1994 Genocide
against the Tutsi, then I could, in a small way, help a few people use writing in order
to suffer less. The question for me then—as now—is how could I not conduct such
workshops?
However, problems emerge in the practical aspects of such an endeavor. Some
type of writing engagement would have to be designed that would provide
opportunities for writing about traumatic experience and grieving those losses. Mental
health support for the writers would be necessary. The types of facilitation and writing
advice that a writing facilitator provides would affect the texts that could be written.
Ideally, scholars would be able to examine the texts produced during this type of
writing facilitation to refine prompts and the writing process, but there are no such
similar texts from survivors of Rwanda‘s 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. It became
necessary, then, to design and conduct a trauma writing workshop, collect texts, and
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examine them for strategies that best evoke what mental health experts consider the
healing characteristics of trauma narratives.
As a result of such research, this dissertation specifically focuses on textual
analysis using narrative theory and text analysis software that focuses on the ten
trauma narrative texts written in the Kibuye writing workshop in July 2009. This study
shows that the Kibuye narratives are similar in stylistic construction compared to more
than 2900 writing samples about strong emotions (using a database within a text
analysis software program called Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count, or LIWC), and
in these ways, the Kibuye narratives are typical examples of trauma writing. However,
as expected, the content of these narratives focuses more strongly on issues relating to
genocide: death, family, and home. Further, some of the texts deviate from narrative
structure (i.e., plotline) using rhetorical figures. These choices to break away from
narrative structure allow the writer to use her text to communicate in surprising,
sophisticated ways. These elements within some of the Kibuye texts mark
extraordinary moments of narrative transcendence.
Although the trauma narratives represent a limited number of a specific
population and my findings are therefore specific and narrow, the narratives,
workshop assessments, and participants‘ reflections indicated that the workshop
design was successful: The Kibuye texts helped illuminate significant aspects of
trauma narratives written by a previously unstudied population, and the research
participants reported that they found the workshop experience valuable (see
Appendices A and B). Writing and mental health professionals will be able to use
these findings to deepen their work with traumatized people; in time, the Kibuye
model of trauma writing workshop has the potential to be adapted to additional human
rights contexts for use with other specific traumatized populations who are in the
grieving stage of recovery from traumatic loss.
This research study is contextualized within three topics: a particular Rwandan
public narrative, research about psychological trauma, and the study and practice of
writing. I address this context here in the first chapter, followed by a review of
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relevant scholarship and literature in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 addresses the methodology
of narrative theory as well as the text analysis program, LIWC, that I use to examine
the Kibuye texts. My analysis of the Kibuye narratives appears in Chapter 4. In the
fifth and final chapter, I discuss what these results mean, how they can be used and by
whom, and potential next steps within this research trajectory.

Rwandan context
As an American researcher studying events within a culture very different from
my own, attempting to understand others‘ perspectives is crucial to this study. The
concepts of multiple perspectives opposed to correct perspective, stories opposed to
history, and truths opposed to the truth, figure strongly into my research perspective.
In rhetoric, ―Truth‖ is always contingent, contextual, and socially and culturally
constructed. Professor of Rhetoric and Public Culture John Lucaites and Speech
Professor Celeste Condit refer to this concept as ―meaning-in-use‖ (2005, p. 481).
Such ―meaning-in-use‖ refers not only to the ideas of what something means but also
who attributes that meaning, in what context, and for what purpose. I therefore needed
to determine the contexts that shaped meanings and perspectives held by those I would
work with in Rwanda.
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Figure 2: Map of Rwanda in relation to Africa (US Department of Health and Human
Services/National Institutes of Health, 2010)

The dominant story of Rwanda and its 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi is
represented consistently in Western literature about that country that I studied before I
travelled there in July of 2008 and again in 2009. The Rwandans with whom I
developed working relationships throughout this research reiterated these
representations of Rwandan history. These stories about Rwanda are a type of shared
narrative, a public narrative, and they are the social construction of historical context
in which I, as an outsider, respectfully work within.
Rwandan public narrative

A public narrative is a type of story constructed by any cohesive group—
family, institution, culture—or by a leader or leadership team. These narratives
construct identities and non-identities (in other words, who is a member of the group
and who is not), and an explanatory paradigm that encompasses the group‘s purposes,
values, and why events happen (Ganz, 2008). Sociologist Margaret Somers has
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implicated the role of social or public narratives into every aspect of social
construction, including social epistemology, or whose ideas are accepted within a
group, and social ontology, or what the group says the world is (1992, p. 600). In this
study, Rwandan public narratives are more relevant than the concept of Rwandan
history because, as Somers has noted, ―…the accurate representation of history was
the essence of the historian‘s craft…‖ (1992, p. 600) and this study focuses on
individual‘s memories and narratives of events filtered through lenses of their
experience. Rwanda‘s various public narratives constitute an interesting, separate
potential area of rhetorical analysis.
Although the terms history and public narrative share many attributes, the
concept of history implies an established, broadly accepted version of the past. The
authority of who establishes a history is especially difficult in post-colonial contexts as
former colonies struggle against former colonial powers to achieve the right to create
and sustain their perspectives. As a result, the concept of public narrative is more
relevant to my research. This reframing of events in Rwanda allows me to focus on
my hosting organization and research participants‘ enunciation of the versions of
historical events and characterizations of actors within them. In other words, debating
which version of history is beyond the scope of this study. However, the second
chapter of this dissertation addresses some of the debates regarding Rwanda‘s past.
Public narrative‘s ability to form and sustain identity as continual construction
is central to its purpose. This shared identity aspect of public narratives ―can counter
feelings of isolation with the experience of belovedness or solidarity‖ (Ganz, 2008).
By inscribing who a group is, these powerful narratives also marginalize people by
defining who does not belong to the group. These inclusionary and exclusionary
aspects of Rwandan public narratives have had tragic consequences in the past and
illuminate the major resistance against colonial Rwandan public narratives.
The explanatory paradigm or social ontology is another power aspect of public
narratives. Shared social values are imbued through both implicit and explicit morals
in stories and in the causation explanations that stories provide. The drama—crises,
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attacks, challenges—and the outcomes in narratives provide a way for the group to
make sense of the unknown and to make decisions or to act (Ganz, 2008; Somers,
1992). Leaders construct public narratives not only to inspire future actions, but also to
reclaim older stories or aspects of older stories.
Rwandan public narratives affect this study in indirect but important ways. As
a field researcher studying within a different culture, observing and respecting the
social narratives of those with whom I work are critical to a number of important
values: establishing credibility and building trust with Rwandans I collaborate with,
and respecting a people‘s right to construct their own narrative, especially people who
are two or three generations free from colonial rule. So as an American researcher in
Rwanda, knowing and being fluent in the dominant Rwandan public narrative helped
me build the relationships necessary for studying the highly charged individual
narratives of genocide survival and understanding the social frameworks of the
individual Kibuye narratives. As an outsider, I can never fully comprehend what it
means to be Rwandan or to have survived the horrors of genocide, but knowing the
public story allowed me to get a sense of how Rwandans define their identity, what
they value, and what they are striving for nationally.
Rwanda’s public narrative: Pre-colonial Rwanda, the genocide, and reconciliation

Pre-colonial Rwanda was peaceful. A hereditary Mwami (king) ruled over the
Banyarwanda, people who speak Kinyarwanda, in the territory called Rwanda-Urundi
in Central Africa to the east of Lake Kivu. The Mwami‘s hierarchy was decentralized
across chiefs over fourteen to nineteen clans. The descriptors Tutsi and Hutu were
fluid economic labels: if a farmer gained cattle, perhaps through a dowry for his
daughter, he became Tutsi; however, if he then lost the cattle to, say, a lightning strike,
he then became Hutu. The process of gaining wealth was Tutsification; loss of wealth
was Hutufication (Shyaka, 2005). Outside of these two groups were Twa, pygmy
forest-dwellers, who for the most part separated themselves from the main population.
The unity of Rwandans and peacefulness of the country was evident in the fact slave
traders were not successful in penetrating the culture, although areas surrounding the
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country such as the Congo were active in slave trade as early as the 1700s (Rusagara,
2009, p. 50).
In 1858, a Western explorer searching for the source of the Nile entered
Rwanda, the first white person to be allowed entry into the territory (Reader, 1999, p.
308). In the West‘s partition of Africa, Rwanda became a colonial territory of
Germany; Burundi to the southeast was partitioned into its own nation (Reader, 1999).
Soon, the White Fathers—Catholic priests—poured into the Rwanda. After World
War I, Germany‘s colonies were divided up among other European nations and
Belgium became the colonial ruler of Rwanda. Both of these colonial powers kept
intact the basic power structures within Rwanda. Some historians assert that the power
imbalance between the rulers and the ruled were intensified during these years: chiefs
and their leadership, for example, were forced to flog workers whereas this violence
had not been present in the culture before (Shyaka, 2005).
These colonial years were critical in the construction of Rwandan identity.
Most importantly, identification cards were distributed; these documents ossified
Hutu/Tutsi status; in other words, the adjectives (descriptions) become nouns
(identities). Identification was made based on wealth: if a Rwandan owned ten or more
cows, he and his wife and children were classified Tutsi. If a man owned fewer than
ten cows, he and his wife and children was classified Hutu (Rwanda Development
Gateway, 2005). A Rwandan friend pointed out that these random classifications
divided extended families: there might be several brothers in an extended family who
were classified as Tutsi, while other brothers might be labeled Hutu. This division
created two classes: Tutsi (about 10% of the population) and Hutu (about 88%)
(Mamdani, 2002; Reader, 1999). The Twa population remained unchanged (about
2%). Census lists gathered these classifications in government offices that became
more and more centralized, paralleling a European model of government.
At this same time, Belgian colonialists began to create myths for the
differences between those who had traditionally led Rwanda and those whom they led.
In order to bolster the Belgian support of the Mwami and chiefs‘ assumed natural
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leadership, Belgians now narrated a new history of Tutsis: they were the lost tribe of
Hamite and thus were closer to a Jewish (European and Belgian) identity than an
African identity. Myths were created about stature: Tutsi were taller and had leaner
noses, more European-like. Hutus were darker, shorter, more African. These European
myths also morphed economic differences into ethnic identities. This is referred in
contemporary Rwandan policy as ―identity cleavage‖ (Shyaka, 2005).
However, the wave of nationalism that swept through Europe in the 1930s
influenced the Western colonial powers within Rwanda, especially within the Catholic
colonial presence. In the years leading up to Rwanda‘s independence in 1961, Belgian
affinities switched to the Hutus because those identified as such were the majority of
the population, and the concept of majority rule became the accepted standard of
governance; however, the same Belgian favoritism that had kept Hutus from power
had also kept them out of formal education, especially higher education. And when
Hutu extremists wrote and published ―The Hutu Ten Commandments,‖ urging
oppressed Hutus to rise up against the Tutsi monarchy, radical nationalists responded
violently (J. Berry & C. P. Berry, 1999). There were pogroms against Tutsis in these
years, and in 1959, many Tutsi left Rwanda and began dispersing in neighboring
countries where they became even more marginalized. When the refugees attempted to
return, the national government said that Rwanda was too small and overcrowded to
accommodate them. Despite several waves of violence spurred by the Tutsi diaspora
to reclaim their lives in Rwanda, radical Hutu political parties remained in power for
the next four decades (Mamdani, 2002).
In the early 1990s, under international pressure on the Rwandan government to
share power with the now-organized Tutsi diaspora, Rwandan president Juvénal
Habyarimana reluctantly signed a power-sharing agreement known as the Arusha
Accords with the Rwandan Patriotic Army (RPA). However, on April 6, 1994, on his
return from the Arusha conference, Habyarimana‘s plane was hit with two rocketpropelled grenades as it neared the landing strip in the Rwandan capital, Kigali. All of
the plane‘s passengers were killed as the plane crashed. A report conducted by
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military experts at Cranfield University Defense Academy in the UK implicates
Habyarimana‘s own inner political circle in the assassination, which these extremists
then used as the excuse to initiate the carefully planned genocide (2009). And within
hours after the crash, these radical Hutus within the government seized power from the
prime minister, killed her, and began what they called retaliatory killings of Tutsis.
Census lists of those identified as Tutsi became lists of those to be killed. Within
hours, roadblocks were already in place within Kigali. These obstructions corralled
people into concentrated zones, and genocide ensued.
The murders were systematically perpetrated by Interahamwe, trained gangs of
young men and teens, as well as by the national Rwandan Army and the elite
Presidential Guard. They also pressed ordinary Hutu men into killing. The goal of the
genocide was the total annihilation of all Tutsis (Hatzfeld, 2006a).
In response to the mass murder, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) that had
formed in Uganda began sweeping into Rwanda from the northeast, battling the
génocidaires and Rwandan Army. The Tutsi diaspora flowed back into the country
behind the battle lines and established new villages. On July 4, the RPF captured
Kigali and the Genocide against the Tutsi ended. Over 800,000 Tutsi and moderate
Hutus had been killed (Kinzer, 2008).
However, Rwandans who now feared reprisal violence and continuing chaos
fled into neighboring countries, especially to the west and the Democratic Republic of
the Congo (DRC); the Rwandan humanitarian crisis then entered a new stage. The
fleeing refugees took with them everything of value: buses, the contents of the
National Bank, medical supplies, cattle, and the tin roofs of houses, for example
(Hatzfeld, 2006a). When violence and cholera broke out in refugee camps in
neighboring East African countries, over 200,000 Rwandan expatriates died. This sad
phase of Rwandan history—just a few months—stole one third of Rwanda‘s
population (―Rwanda | Data | The World Bank,‖ 2010).
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In the ensuing 16 years, the political arm of the RPF has maintained power in
the country and pursued a national policy of unity and reconciliation, a bold social and
governmental experiment not only to unify the Rwandan people but also to mete out
justice and to meet the economic, educational, and physical needs of all Rwandan
citizens.
Under the National Government of Unity and Reconciliation, the country
passed a new constitution in 2003, based on United Nations principles of human
rights. In Rwanda‘s Parliament, more women now serve as a percentage of the
national population than in any other country in the world, 56% (McCrummen, 2008).
Rwanda‘s growing economy is one of the more robust in Africa; the 2008 Gross
Domestic Product was $3.4 billion (US State Department Bureau of African Affairs,
2009). Universal, free education is available through the US equivalent of grade 9; the
numbers of Rwandans attending secondary school and university are increasing every
year (―Fee-free Education,‖ 2008). Violence since 1994 has been limited and isolated.
Every year, from the evening of April 6 through the end of April 13, Rwanda
observes a national period of mourning known as Commemoration to honor the
country‘s incalculable losses. There are genocide memorials in each of six provinces,
with the numbers of local memorials increasing as citizens initiate and fund them.
Reconciliation has been a primary focus in post-genocide Rwanda. In order to
deal with the extent of criminal activity during the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi, a
traditional Rwandan form of restorative justice was employed to mete out justice and
begin to restore community trust (Towner, 2010). Rwanda‘s National Unity and
Reconciliation Commission (NURC) has also been instrumental in the country‘s
progress in the last 16 years. The NURC plans and administers many initiatives to
promote peace and reconciliation. One of these is umuganda, which dictates that all
Rwandans must work in their communities on the last Saturday morning of every
month. Village-level (umudugudu) meetings are also held during this time; citizens
make decisions about governmental allocations during this time and governmental
initiatives are communicated to individual Rwandans also. NURC also conducts
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ingando, a socialization process in which teenage and young adult Rwandans
converge in groups to learn Rwandan history, strengthen their physical training, and
where Rwandan social values are reiterated. Convicted génocidaires also go through
ingando upon their release from prison.
This Rwandan public narrative is reiterated by the government, nongovernmental organizations, and individual Rwandans. In other words, the narrative is
consistent and pervasive. The story appears at length in a 2005 report by Anastase
Shyaka for the NURC. This narrative also appears on the Government of Rwanda‘s
official web site under the History tab (―History - Official Website of the Government
of Rwanda,‖ 2008). Gacaca documentation about contemporary use of historic
Rwandan community courts of reconciliation also contains essential elements of this
public narrative (National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, n d). Rwanda‘s national
strategic plan, Vision 2020, also reiterates this public narrative (Government of
Rwanda, 2000, pp. 5-6). In addition, this narrative is reinforced in the main museum
exhibit at the national genocide memorial, the Kigali Memorial Centre, known locally
as Gisozi (―Kigali Genocide Memorial Centre,‖ n d).
Primary to this public narrative and these goals of unity and reconciliation is
the definition of what it means to be Rwandan: all Banyarwanda are Rwandans. This
definition is codified in Article 7 of the Rwandan Constitution (―Constitution of the
Republic of Rwanda: Ministry of Defence-Republic of Rwanda,‖ 2003). National
policy has reconstructed identity labels as well: Hutu and Tutsi are no longer
acceptable public classifications (Shyaka, 2005); public rhetoric that uses these
identity labels is not allowed or tolerated. This redefinition of identity casts the
aspirations of the public narrative: that all Rwandans will work together for peace and
the well-being of the country. The narrative implicitly defines Rwandans as resilient.
It is striking to note that Rwanda‘s public narrative does not characterize the country
as victimized by either colonial rule or by genocidal rule of early leadership regimes.
Its public narrative instead casts the Rwandan people as open, ready for change, and
forward-looking. The narrative balances the acknowledgement of trauma with

20

Texas Tech University, Jen Osborne, May 2011
assignment of cause and blame. These allow Rwanda to rise above its tragic history
instead of casting itself and its citizens as perennial victims of bad governance or
ethnic violence.
My travels in Rwanda indicate that the Rwandan government‘s public
narrative is richly intertwined with Rwandan individuals‘ lives: when I discussed
Rwandan history and the 1994 genocide with individuals there, they consistently
related a close version of this public narrative. However, some Rwandan expatriates as
well as their supporters in the West tell a different public narrative that is beyond the
scope of this study. Public narratives are dependent on context and social construction.
Acceptance of any public narrative is dependent on trust. Rwandans‘ strong
acceptance and repetition of the public narrative may be due to whom they trust:
Rwandans trust each other relatively little. According to an NURC report on Social
Cohesion in Rwanda, interpersonal distrust was measured at 58% of the surveyed
population. However, Rwandans do seem to trust their national institutions: 97% of
respondents in the same study indicated they trust the Rwandan government (2007).
Perhaps Rwandans have more faith in the narrative of a trusted entity rather than a
distrusted individual.
A close examination of the interaction and interdependency of public and
individual narrative is beyond the scope of this study; however, examining individual
narratives within the context of the public narrative may lead to greater insight into
individual writers‘ choices. And at some point, individual narratives influence public
narratives. Nytagodien and Neal have explained that, after mass trauma such as the
1994 Genocide against the Tutsi, each succeeding generation must reconstruct its own
public narrative in order to create a type of mass healing: ―The stories must be told
and retold until traumatic memories are integrated into the moral fiber of the
communal life of the nation‖ (2004, p. 468).
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Psychological trauma
This research trajectory and this particular study of individual narratives about
surviving genocide would be impossible without a basic understanding of what
psychological trauma is, how to connect with traumatized people, and how humans
can recover from unimaginable horrors. My expertise does not lie in this domain,
however: I am not trained in psychology or neurobiology. Therefore it was essential
that a Rwandan trauma counselor attend the Kibuye workshop to monitor and address
the research participants‘ mental health needs. However, the overall research, as well
as an analysis of the Kibuye narratives, depends on a basic familiarity and
understanding of the phenomena of psychological trauma and recovery.
Historically, psychological trauma has been studied from the perspectives of
psychology and psychiatry; now, however, medical technology has enabled
neurobiologists to study how trauma manifests in and affects memory processing in
the brain. These two approaches provide fundamental information about aspects of
trauma relevant to this study. In addition, psychological literature focusing on trauma
establishes the ethical foundation of my research. Judith Herman MD, Clinical
Professor of Psychiatry at Harvard‘s Cambridge Hospital and author of Trauma and
Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence—from Domestic Abuse to Political Terror, has
described this ethical imperative:
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. To study psychological trauma means bearing witness to horrible
events. When the events are natural disasters or ―acts of God,‖ those who bear
witness sympathize readily with the victim. But when the traumatic events are
of human design, those who bear witness are caught in the conflict between
victim and perpetrator. It is morally impossible to remain neutral in this
conflict. The bystander is forced to take sides.
…All the perpetrator asks is that the bystander do nothing. He appeals
to the universal desire to see, hear, and speak no evil. The victim, on the
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contrary, asks the bystander to share the burden of pain. The victim demands
action, engagement, and remembering. (Herman, 1997, pp. 7-8)
Addressing human suffering by helping writers remember trauma and commit those
memories to paper is the primary goal of my long-term research activities. This
writing of traumatic memory can be a critical part of survivors‘ long-term recovery
process from traumatic experience. For those who shape opportunities for such
writing, the process is also a means of ethical witness of survivors‘ experiences.
However, because the assessment of mental health indicators resides within the
domains of psychology and psychiatry, this study makes no direct claims regarding
mental health outcomes for research participants..
In order to better understand the impact of trauma on a person, it‘s helpful to
briefly address the function of ordinary experience in a person‘s life and in the brain.
According to psychologists Eldra Solomon and Kathleen Heide in ―The Biology of
Trauma: Implications for Treatment,‖ ordinary life experiences flow into the brain and
are channeled to different areas of the brain for processing. New experiences go first
into the limbic system, located in the brain‘s right hemisphere where they are
processed by short-term memory functions. The experience of time passing and our
place in a chronologic order are stored in Episodic memory. The cognitive aspect, or
what the experience means, is processed in the hippocampus. The emotional content
of the experience is processed in the amygdala, a walnut-sized, more primitive region
near the brain stem.
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Figure 3: Brain sites and functions (―Marijuana As Medicine?: The Science Beyond
the Controversy,‖ n. d.)

Sensory information of the experience is quickly transmitted to different
regions of the brain depending on which physical sense the experience contains (2005,
p. 53). In a metaphorical analogy, experiences come into the brain as a type of yarn
and are unraveled by different brain processes. Some or all of these experiences can
completely disappear from short-term memory, resulting in forgetting the experience.
Most of these types of experiences are mundane life experiences: eating, walking,
observing, sensing. Some short-term experiences, however, are abstracted and moved
to long-term memory, located in the left neocortex, which is part of the more
developed forebrain (Solomon & Heide, 2005, p. 53), where we can recall them. Some
long-term memories are eventually dropped for various reasons. But for those
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experiences our brains deem useful, a core thread of each of the strands of yarn
weaves itself into the tapestry of long-term memory, where we can recall it later.
Solomon and Heide have explained that experiences that are ―mildly
disturbing‖ spend more time than ordinary experiences do in the early brain processes
of the right limbic system (2005, p. 54) as the brain works on unknotting tangled
yarns; as a result, we dream about the experience, think about it during waking hours
as the brain works to maintain homeostasis or biological balance.
Traumatic experience is quite different (Solomon & Heide, 2005).
Psychological trauma is a human‘s natural reaction to a situation that is
incommensurate with any existing form of understanding the situation (Herman,
1997). Trauma is instigated by terror, and the perception of terror is idiosyncratic
because each of us has different patterns of understanding the world and our
experiences in it. As a result, each individual has different mechanisms for processing
experience. When terror overwhelms our ways of making sense of the world, the
shock is experienced as helplessness. Herman has described trauma as ―an affliction of
the powerless‖ and has explained that ―Traumatic events overwhelm the ordinary
systems of care that give people a sense of control, connection, and meaning‖ (1997,
p. 33). This experience of helplessness in response to experiences beyond our control
feels like terror—intense, powerful fear. Herman has explained the cascading
reactions of trauma: ―Traumatic reactions occur when action is of no avail. When
neither resistance nor escape is possible, the human system of self-defense becomes
overwhelmed and disorganized‖ (1997, p. 34).
At the heart of traumatic experience is breakage: bonds with other human
beings are broken, and in the case of the brain‘s inability to process the traumatic
experience, part of the self breaks off from the whole as the brain unsuccessfully
attempts to reconcile a traumatic experience with ordinary life experience and
dissociates the experience from all others (O. van der Hart, Bolt, & B. van der Kolk,
2005; Herman, 1997; Eldra P. Solomon & Heide, 2005). Despite the idiosyncratic
nature of the perception of terror, the human biology of traumatic experience is
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universal: Sensory, emotional, and illogical information flood the brain, and a
fight/flight/freeze reflex is automatically provoked by the amygdala in an attempt to
protect the survival of the self. This self-preservation instinct flows through the body,
triggering changes in hormones, heart rate, blood pressure, digestion, and muscle
readiness (Eldra P. Solomon & Heide, 2005, pp. 52-3). The intense, visceral reaction
strongly disrupts the body‘s natural balance.
To extend the metaphor, instead of yarn, traumatic experience flows into the
brain like chain, banging around, the links locked together, refusing to release.
Solomon and Heide have explained that traumatic experience can stay in the right
limbic system indefinitely as the brain attempts many cycles of integrating the
experience. These attempts at integration can be experienced as ―flashbacks‖ as the
brain relives the experience, something like starting with the original experience again
because of unsuccessful attempts to untangle and process each of the experiential
threads. The flashbacks themselves often induce fear, intensifying the initial terror of
feeling overwhelmed by the initial traumatic experience. Flashbacks are intrusive as
they interrupt ordinary life without regard. When the brain struggles over time to
integrate traumatic experience, the disruptions can manifest themselves in PostTraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (E. P. Solomon & Heide, 2005).
However, mental health experts have asserted that it is possible for the brain to
recover from PTSD and to process traumatic memories, even ones that have remained
unresolved over a long period of time (Dietrich et al., 2000; Herman, 1997; Hopper,
van der Kolk, Freyd, & DePrince, 2001; Hughes, Uhlmann, & Pennebaker, 1994;
Kaminer, 2006; van der Kolk, Hopper, & Osterman, 2000; Maxfield, 1999;
Pennebaker, 2000; Tuval-Mashiach et al., 2004). Herman has divided the recovery
process into three iterative phases: safety, mourning, and reconnection. The
prerequisite stage is safety: an individual must feel out of danger before the brain can
process traumatic memory. In the brain, if the amygdala continues to fire and the
hippocampus is still signaling the body to flood with adrenaline because it is in
imminent danger, an already-isolated traumatic memory cannot be processed. When a
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person feels safe and her amygdala relaxes its survival response, then the brain can
begin its work of integrating the traumatic memory into its corpus.
In the mourning stage of recovery, the brain begins to consider the isolated
memory. In the safety of relationship, in connection with an empathic individual, the
person can begin remembering the traumatic memory and processing the emotions
associated with it. Herman has described the initial stages of this phase: the memories
of what came before the traumatic experience are told in narrative form. This
linguistic connection to the frontal lobes establishes the possible context for
connecting the traumatic experience to ordinary memory. Then the person uses words
to describe all the aspects of the traumatic experience—sights, sounds, smells,
emotion, bodily sensations. This application of language relocates the sensory
memories into the frontal cortex and into the narrative part of the brain (E. P. Solomon
& Heide, 2005). The emotions associated with the traumatic memory are called into
words as well, and the person grieves for the losses not only of the original terror but
also for the disruption manifested in the traumatic experiences that the terror caused.
The story of the traumatic experience then moves eventually to long-term memory. In
other words, over time and with psychological healing, the chain links of traumatic
experience slow their banging around, come apart, and are transformed into metallic
threads that weave themselves into the tapestry of one‘s life story.
Within the fields of mental health, the use of written story to heal trauma is
called the Expressive writing paradigm (C. K. Chung & J. W. Pennebaker, 2008).
Researchers now believe that ―translating distress into language ultimately allows us
to forget or, perhaps a better phrase, move beyond the experience‖ (J. W. Pennebaker
& Seagal, 1999, p. 1251). More importantly, healing by writing about painful
experiences reflects human capacity, rather than individual capacity:
Successful writing studies have been reported across multiple countries,
language, and ethnicities. Our belief is that people dealing with strong
emotional and cognitive reactions to important events, likely to be a universal
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condition, can benefit from translating the experience into narrative language.
(Smyth & J. W. Pennebaker, 2008, pp. 3-4)
This ability of traumatized people to benefit from writing is exciting: it opens the door
for writing professionals to step outside the classroom and relate to writers in ways
that academic relationships between teacher and student preclude.

Expressive writing and writing groups
Expressive writing is at the core of this research. Broadly construed as personal
essay, this type of writing has an established tradition in literature in the form of
―autobiography, memoir, and personal commentary‖ (MacCurdy, 2000, p. 191).
Jeanette Harris has described expressive writing as a way of composing, rather than a
type of writing. The distinguishing feature of expressive writing is its reliance on
experience rather than information (1990, pp. 53-55).
Arguments about whether this method of writing or this type of essay is
appropriate to American higher education are not relevant to this research; the type of
writing curriculum I developed for the Kibuye workshop falls into the tradition of
writing groups or writing workshops. These are different from college composition
classes in a number of important ways: first, participants‘ writing is not graded in a
workshop. Second, writers are there voluntarily to write as a primary focus, rather than
learn grammar, for example. Third, the writing workshop facilitator provides feedback
and responds as little or as much as participants desire. The role of writing facilitator
is different from teacher as well. Whereas teachers must ultimately evaluate writing
and assign credit for learning, writing facilitators typically operate in a more
egalitarian role as a reader and more experienced writer who can provide feedback
from his or her individual perspective.
Writing groups have existed for three centuries in the US and have often been
formed by marginalized groups as a way to access more power within society (Gere,
1987). The PEN American Center‘s Prison Writing Program illustrates how
contemporary writing groups organize and function. The Prison Writing Program is
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conducted in prisons throughout the US; there is an organizer‘s handbook as well as a
writing handbook for participants (―PEN American Center - Prison Writing,‖ n.d.).
The National Writing Project, an American non-profit organization that promotes
writing at all levels, also organizes writing groups throughout the US. Previous
workshops have been designed for parents of school children in socio-economically
depressed communities, returning service veterans, and other marginalized
populations (―About NWP - National Writing Project,‖ n.d.).
Writing groups can function for innumerable purposes: to socialize, to share
writing skills and texts, to publish. The functional group aspect of the Kibuye
workshop evolved into social and linguistic support. By the second writing day, for
example, if a participant noticed a colleague was having a difficult time, she might call
out, ―I love you,‖ in Kinyarwanda. They joked to me at the conclusion of the
workshop that their group should be named the I Love You group. In addition to
interpersonal encouragement, the Kibuye writers also looked to each other for help
with language. At times, a writer might have asked for a translation of a word or
phrase from Kinyarwanda or French to English; at other times, the group struggled
with the various ways to word the types of killing they witnessed.
This dissertation examines these types of language choices made by the
Kibuye research participants as well as the rhetorical structures they used within their
narratives. This focus on rhetoric rather than aesthetics of expressive writing
emphasizes the communication implications of textual choices that writers make
rather than the quality of the writing, the veracity of the memory, or other aspects of
narrative. The results of such analysis can be used to improve important aspects of
future trauma writing workshops, including the development of effective writing
prompts and flow of the writing process.

Trauma narratives
Trauma narratives are a form of expressive writing; they are an in-depth
narration of a particular traumatic memory (or memories) that describes the painful
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experiences of the writer. The goal of a trauma narrative is to remember and write as
fully as possible the sensory and emotional details of the event (Herman, 1997, p.
177). These are difficult to write; in addition to re-experiencing the emotions felt
during the traumatic experience, finding words for the experience is difficult because
of the trauma‘s influence on memory processing in the brain (Kaminer, 2006). Trauma
narratives differ from testimonies, which are more common in Rwanda than trauma
narratives. This definition of testimony differs from legal or religious testimony; rather
this type of testimony, in either speech or writing, is typically a fact-based narrative
that recounts the names, dates, and places of each traumatic loss. Testimony is
intended to describe the scope of one‘s traumatic experience. It may or may not
include emotional impact of the traumatic experience on the narrator (but sometimes
some at the end to explain how the losses have affected the teller). The goal of
testimony is a complete record. In written testimonies I have read in Rwanda (but have
not been allowed to retain), the murders of family members speed by in one sentence
each, and the emotional toll on the writer is not accounted for in the text.
Because of the short duration of the Kibuye trauma writing workshop, the
Kibuye narratives focus on one traumatic memory of the writer‘s choice rather than a
book-length account of their experiences. In the Kibuye narratives, the telling of the
one central memory brought on more experiences, resulting in narratives with multiple
memories. If our knowledge of brain physiology as I reviewed it above is correct, we
can speculate that most of the memories written in trauma narratives dwell on the
writer‘s physical and emotional memories and representations of her traumatic
experiences.
Research objective and questions
The goal of this study was to design, implement, and assess a model for trauma
writing workshops. It emerges from the desire to learn about others‘ experiences and
help them express deep emotions in order to find a measure of peace, where research
becomes a type of service or human rights response. This study focuses on the mass
trauma of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi, but because of the biological nature of
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trauma, this writing workshop model could adapt to other contexts and writing
populations. The Kibuye model, named so because of the location of the original
workshop, provides writers with extended opportunities for narrative writing, revising,
having the narrative read by a careful reader, mental health support, social support,
and camaraderie. The Kibuye model offers writers opportunities to grieve their losses
in a supportive environment and to generate a narrative that they retain control of.
Writers learn composition techniques that they can use after the workshop to continue
on their writing journey.
This dissertation, more specifically, analyzes the ten Kibuye narratives using
narrative theory (a form of rhetorical analysis) and a text analysis software program
called Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC). This analysis addresses four main
questions:

Research questions
The research questions that drive this dissertation are fundamentally questions
that a rhetorician asks:
What do the Kibuye narratives say? What topics do they focus on? What
does their content reflect?
How do they Kibuye narratives say what they say? How were they written?
How are the Kibuye narratives products of social construction? How do
the Kibuye narratives reflect typical narrative structure? How are the
narratives structured syntactically?
How do the Kibuye narratives compare to similar texts? In what ways are
they similar and different from other samples of emotional writing?
What do the Kibuye narratives mean? What questions does the analysis of
these texts generate?
These research questions help to illuminate the Kibuye narratives, which are from an
extremely small sample of an understudied population. The questions help point to

31

Texas Tech University, Jen Osborne, May 2011
future steps in my own research as well as for the study of trauma narratives in
general. The overarching goal of looking closely at these texts is to gain insights into
how to best organize such trauma writing workshops to promote healing.
Structure of this dissertation
This dissertation is presented in five chapters, including this introduction. Each
chapter begins with introductory remarks and ends with concluding ideas. The major
areas of each chapter are bulleted below.

Chapter 2 Roots of the study: A review of relevant literature
This study relies on the knowledge and research of several academic
disciplines addressed in this chapter. Relevant literature focuses on


Rwanda



Knowledge, language, and meaning
▫ Embodiment
▫ Personal voice
▫ Expressive writing
▫ Psychology‘s Expressive Writing Paradigm
▫ Rhetoric for the purpose of healing
▫ Writing groups



Narrative theory



Trauma narratives and Rwandan first-person accounts of genocide

Chapter 3: Methodology: How the research was conducted
This section of the research explains how I conducted this research as well as
how I analyzed and interpreted findings. Major areas are
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Qualitative research issues
▫ Philosophical grounding
▫ Foreign field research
▫ Research of sensitive topics
▫ Trustworthiness
▫ Conduct in Rwanda



Kibuye workshop design
▫ Infrastructure
▫ Participant demographics
▫ Partnership with Never Again Rwanda
▫ Workshop site
▫ Mental health support for participants: Partnership with ARCT-Ruhuka
▫ Social support for writing facilitator/researcher
▫ Psycho-social activities



Writing curriculum
▫ Prompted vs. unprompted writing
▫ Number and duration of writing sessions
▫ Writing prompts



Collection of texts



Use of texts



Textual analysis methodology
▫ Narrative analysis
▫ Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC)

Chapter 4: Reading the Kibuye texts
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The findings of this research, Chapter 4, describe the results of the analysis.
Major areas addressed are:


Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC)



LIWC and the Kibuye narratives
▫ Structure and style
▫ Function words and personal voice
▫ Personal pronouns/immersion in an experience
▫ Second person pronouns/addressing the reader
▫ Verb tense



Embodiment and perceptual processes



A brief foray into grammar: Question marks



Personal concerns



Identity

▫ Defining groups of belonging: Who are we?
▫ Defining groups of outsiders: Who are they?


Reflections on human nature



Breaking away from plot: transcendence

Chapter 5: A Proposed Model for Continued Work
Chapter 5 places the findings in a broader context and discusses how the
results of this study can be used. Major categories within the chapter are:
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Research questions, addressed



Healing aspect of trauma narratives
▫ Emotional catharsis
▫ Creation of linguistic representation
▫ Habituating anxiety through exposure
▫ Empathic witnessing of injustice
▫ Developing an explanatory account
▫ Identification of purpose or value in adversity



Trauma writing in other contexts and cultures: ―Pragmatic usefulness‖



Trauma narratives and what it means to be human



Recommendations



Plans for future research

Conclusion
This study focuses on textual analysis of ten trauma narratives written by
Rwandans who survived as children the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. The texts
were written during a five-day writing workshop and retreat in Kibuye, Rwanda, in
2009. The research was coordinated with the Rwandan human rights organization
Never Again Rwanda and with ARCT-Ruhuka, a Rwandan trauma counseling
organization. This qualitative research is situated in a context of psychology, Rwanda,
rhetoric, and expressive writing. Those interdependent aspects of this study‘s
foundations are discussed in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER II
ROOTS OF THE STUDY: REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE
In this dissertation, I communicate the findings of a textual analysis of trauma
narratives written by ten survivors of Rwanda‘s 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. The
writing workshop in which the narratives were written was designed and conducted in
Kibuye, Rwanda, by me in 2009. This field research was hosted by the Rwandan
human rights non-governmental organization, Never Again Rwanda (NAR). The
findings of this analysis illustrate the potential of trauma writing workshops and will
be of use to other writing facilitators who work with writers in pain within writing
groups outside of academia.
Introduction
This study‘s intellectual foundations lie in multiple subject areas: reporting and
research about Rwanda‘s 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi, the study and use of
rhetoric, expressive writing used by writing groups, concepts of narrative,
psychological trauma and the expressive writing paradigm used in mental health
settings, and finally, trauma narratives and first-person accounts of the 1994 Genocide
against the Tutsi. The Venn diagram below (Fig. 4) illustrates the intersections of
these subject areas and how this research is situated within and related to them.
This first section of this chapter examines some complexities regarding
Rwanda and the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi that influenced the methodology I
engaged in during this research, which is the focus of the third chapter. The second
section of this chapter weaves together several issues about language that provide the
intellectual structure of this research: first, the feminist concept of embodied
knowledge; second, its expression in natural, personal voice; third, concepts of
expressive communication; fourth, traditions of rhetoric as healing agent, and last,
writing group history. A review of narrative theory follows this language section, and
the chapter concludes with a look at Rwandan, first-person accounts of the 1994
Genocide against the Tutsi.
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Figure 4: Situating this study within multiple contexts

Rwanda
The events of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi and its aftermath have been
the subject of extensive international reporting and research. This research study is
based on English-language accounts only. Many researchers from various academic
areas have focused on this tragedy, including but not limited to journalism, history,
nursing, mental health, human rights, fine arts, and religion.
The Rwandan public narrative that appears in Chapter 1 reflects the dominant
view of Rwandan history in published English-language, Western accounts of the
1994 Genocide against the Tutsi as communicated through Government of Rwanda
web sites, reports, Rwandan histories, as well as researched accounts written by
Westerners. The public narrative, though dominant, does not reflect some of the
complexities of perspectives regarding the country and the major events of 1994.
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Issues of naming
The act of naming categorizes, defines, and limits ideas. Expectations and
assumptions are built into names, so they matter, and when the name of an idea is
debated, the expectations and assumptions—rather than a piece of language—come to
the forefront. This is the case in naming several Rwandan aspects of this study.
Naming the violence of Rwanda‘s past is one example of the debates that fuel
the literature and scholarship about that country. The events of 1994 have been labeled
variously. There is no word for genocide in Kinyarwanda, the native language of
Rwandans; according to Evariste Ntakirutimana, a Rwandan linguist, the closest
Kinyarwandan word is itsimba which means killing; exponential killing is represented
by repetition of the words: itsemba itsemba (2008). For the most part, however,
Rwandans, including those who participated in this study, have adopted the English
genocide or a transliteration of its French equivalent, jénocide.
The complexity of naming the violence of 1994 is even more complex,
however. Some names for the violence are perceived to minimize the intention of
radical organizers of the genocide: ethnic conflict (Mackintosh, 1997), war (Straus,
2006) and civil war (Burkhalter, 1994, p. 47; Neuffer, 2001, p. 348), or to inscribe the
same levels of intention of violence onto both the Habyarimana regime and the
Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF): double genocide (Reyntjens, 1999; Verwimp, 2003),
massacre or double massacre (Hatzfeld, 2006a; R. Krueger & K. T. Krueger, 2007;
Umutesi, 2004). US President Bill Clinton‘s administration used the label genocidal
violence to limit US response to Rwandan violence (Power, 2003). The generic term
genocide is used most often in Western accounts of the events of 1994 (Barnett, 2003;
J. Berry & C. P. Berry, 1999; Dallaire, 2005; Gourevitch, 1998; Hatzfeld, 2006b;
2009; Keane, 1996; Kinzer, 2008; Mamdani, 1996; 2002; Melvern, 2000; 2006), but
the specific name, 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi (Midlarsky, 2000; Pham, Vinck,
Kinkodi, & Weinstein, 2010; ―ZIMBABWE: Activists Re-arrested then Bailed,‖
2009), is used by the human rights organizations I collaborated with in Rwanda, and
this dissertation employs that specific name out of respect for those collaborations.
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Each of these names carries implications that flow through competing
perspectives, each seeming to battle for creating its own version of the truth about
Rwanda. Whose voice possesses more authenticity is widely debated. For example,
the name 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi is a result of debates about Rwanda‘s
history and public narrative. According to Rwandans working within Never Again
Rwanda, naming the events of April 6 through July 4, 1994 indicates who was
targeted in the genocide, because the Rwandan Patriotic Front had been accused by a
French judge of genocidal acts (―Rwanda fury at Kagame trial call,‖ 2006), and these
―genocide deniers‖ claim that there were either two genocides or no genocide. While
group identity has been recast in current Rwandan public narratives, identity labels
that reflect past historical labels are still used. I discuss some of these complexities in
the following paragraphs.

Perspective and authenticity
Multiple perspectives regarding Rwanda‘s past and present compete against
each other for opportunities to shape Rwanda‘s future. One of the ways these
perspectives are communicated seems to be based on authenticity; in other words,
whose experience counts as (most) real. Because ethnic labels are not used on the
present tense and are constitutionally defined as divisive (―Constitution of the
Republic of Rwanda: Ministry of Defence-Republic of Rwanda,‖ 2003), survivor and
perpetrator are used most commonly to talk abstractly about who was involved in the
genocide; however, in the flesh, as it were, individuals refer to themselves as
survivors, but not perpetrators. The label survivor, a heroic term, is used by Rwandans
in the present tense (―I am a survivor‖) and seems likely to last over a person‘s
lifetime. The label perpetrator, conversely, is used as a generic label by survivors to
talk about who acted violently during the genocide; perpetrator is used as a short-term
identifier and usually in the past tense (Gashumba, 2007; Hatzfeld, 2006a; 2006b;
2009; Whitworth, 2006).
Debate continues about the Rwandan public narrative, especially the narrative
of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. Versions of events, causes, and culpability that
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differ from the dominant public narrative are propagated mainly by Rwandan
expatriates and others outside of Rwanda. The content of these debates is beyond the
scope of this dissertation; this study is limited to a very specific demographic—
women living in Rwanda who were children in Rwanda at the time of the 1994
Genocide against the Tutsi. All self-identified as survivors, and all consistently related
the dominant public narrative.
A more relevant epistemological debate focuses on outsiders, especially
Westerners, and our capabilities to create knowledge about the Rwanda‘s 1994
Genocide against the Tutsi. Mahmood Mamdani‘s work, particularly Citizen and
Subject: Contemporary Africa and the Legacy of Late Colonialism (1996) and When
Victims Become Killers: Colonialism, Nativism, and the Genocide in Rwanda (2002)
has connected Rwanda‘s public narrative with issues that affect this research: When
does Western presence become neocolonialism, the promulgation of Western
perspectives and values over those held by native peoples? Mamdani has stressed the
threat of potential neo-colonialism and thus has challenged Western researchers to be
transparent about their motivations, their interactions within African communities, and
their interpretation and use of results. These concerns shaped my general approach to
this international research, which is explained and described in the following chapter
regarding the methods of the study.
Knowledge, language, and meaning
My research focuses on writing processes that support people who choose to
use words in narrative form to represent their traumatic experiences. Such narratives
can be an instrumental step in survivors‘ recovery from trauma. Language research
that influences this inquiry has been conducted within many academic fields, and
although each discipline uses different labels to explore these ideas, their theories and
approaches overlap in some areas. This review of language theories focuses on
feminist concepts of embodied epistemologies, natural language and syntax,
expressive writing, rhetoric used for healing, and the traditions of writing groups.
These connections begin with biologist and feminist Donna Haraway‘s theories of
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embodied ways of forming and communicating knowledge. This type of
communication results in a more personal voice than the traditional academic way of
communicating knowledge. This personal voice uses syntax that employs more natural
language patterns, what psychologists Cindy Chung and James Pennebaker have
called a ―natural voice‖ (2007). This type of voice is commonly used in expressive
writing, whether writing about personal experience or writing about impersonal
information in a personal way. Expressive writing that seeks to promote healing is one
of the functions of rhetoric. Finally, writing groups employ many of these concepts.
Each of these concepts is discussed below.

Embodiment
Embodiment refers to knowledge claims that are directly and explicitly
connected with the knower‘s body. Familiar, abstract concepts such as perspective are
taken quite literally in this feminist view of how people know what they know:
connections are situated in what our eyes see and, equally important, what they don‘t
because natural limitations. What we know and how we know is gendered, classed,
aged, national, and personal. Haraway has called this aspect of embodiment ―situated,‖
(1988, p. 581) because of this voice‘s individuation at a particular moment in time and
space. Haraway has asserted that such situated knowledge has many benefits and is
more useful than supposedly objective knowledge claims:
We seek those ruled by partial sight and limited voice—not partiality for its
own sake but, rather, for the sake of the connections and unexpected openings
situated knowledges make possible. Situated knowledges are about
communities, not about isolated individuals. The only way to find a larger
vision is to be somewhere in particular. (1988, p. 590)
Haraway‘s theory of embodied knowledge values a very high level of contingency that
responds to knowledge claims about objective truth and the ways that framing such
knowledge as objective closes off inquiry and dialogue into the validity of those
claims. Instead, embodied knowledge, in its uniqueness, opens and demands dialogue
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and critical inquiry about the validity of its knowledge claims. In other words, if I
claim that I know something based on my experience, then natural and necessary
questions that follow are What was that experience? How did I come to know through
that experience? How did that feel? How is this different or similar to others‘
experience and knowledge? Through this discursive questioning process, knowledge
claims are held accountable to others‘ claims. Such fragmented knowledge claims
reflect the type of world in which, as philosophers David Hall and Roger Ames have
written, ―we find ourselves moving away from sterile clarity, away from coherent
understanding, into an increasingly richer muddle‖ (1995, p. 168) wherein
ambiguities, paradoxes, and questions enrich discourse.
The concept and value of embodied knowledge influences many academic
fields. For example, psychiatrist Judith Herman‘s research about recovery from
traumatic terror has also emphasized embodied knowledge and communication when
trauma survivors grieve their losses and narrate who they were before the experience
of terror, what they lost, and how that loss felt within their bodies. Herman has
intimated that the embodied depth of narration reflects more authentic knowledge,
writing that ―a narrative that does not include traumatic imagery and bodily sensations
is barren and incomplete‖ (1997, p. 177).
Embodiment has also been important to other natural and social sciences:
health communication, including medicine and nursing (Ellingson, 2006), sociology
(Ignatow, 2007), social work (Tangenberg & Kemp, 2002) and art, where embodied
knowledge is taught through apprenticeships (O‘Connor, 2005). This type of corporal
knowledge and how to communicate it has been the focus of rhetorician Beverley
Sauer‘s research into the ways that the communication of miners‘ embodied
knowledge of safe practices within mines can be used to increase miners‘ safety. One
of her goals has been to transmit the contingencies of miners‘ situated knowledges to
other contexts such as other mines, the training experience, and to technical
documentation (Sauer, 1998; 2002).
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Principles of embodied knowledge value the individual, the person, and when
this type of knowledge is communicated, it is accomplished through a different voice,
the personal.

The natural, everyday, personal voice
Psychologists Cindy Chung and James Pennebaker have referred to the type of
language patterns that people use informally in conversation, personal writing, and
writing about emotional experiences as natural language use or voice (2007, p. 350).
It is what composition scholars refer to as the personal voice. One way to describe this
type of voice is to examine its ―linguistic style—how people put their words together
to create a message‖ (C. Chung & J. Pennebaker, 2007, p. 345). Pennebaker and his
research teams have examined the natural voice through many studies, and the
personal voice is distinguishable from all others in its use of function words: the
―junk‖ or filler words of conjunctions, pronouns, articles, prepositions, and noncontent words. Of the more than 100,000 words in a person‘s vocabulary, only 400 or
so are function words. However, this very small number of words comprises more
than half of the words we use on a daily basis (C. Chung & J. Pennebaker, 2007, p.
347). However, depending on one‘s purpose for communicating, the percentage of
function words changes. For example, in categories of communication considered
personal—emotional writing, personal writing, and spoken conversation—
approximately 47% of all words are function words. Less personal types of writing—
description, internet, and published writing—use a smaller percentage of function
words (39%, 34% and 34%, respectively) (C. Chung & J. Pennebaker, 2007, pp. 347348). Personal writing is stylistically different from less personal writing. In other
words, when we use a more personal tone, we construct communication differently
regardless of the content of whatever we are trying to communicate.
The personal, everyday voice sets a particular tone in writing, one that attempts
a high level of ethos or connection between the writer and audience; the personal
voice is intimate. In trauma narratives, this intimacy between the writer and reader
factors into the readers‘ role as witness. Intimacy reflects the writer‘s trust that the
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reader will not judge or blame, but instead will reflect and validate the writer‘s
experience. This ethos is the basis for empathic witness, one who takes a ―committed
stance that openly and sympathetically acknowledges the moral injuries and injustices
that the survivor has suffered‖ (Kaminer, 2006, p. 488). In other words, bearing
witness is the act of offering personal validation of another‘s experiences, emotions,
and embodied knowledge.
Communicating in a natural or personal style has been an important concept
within the domain of expressive writing.

Expressive writing
Embodied knowledge expressed through a personal voice is often used in what
composition scholars refer to as expressive writing. Composition researchers and
professionals have various names for and definitions of expressive writing, including
expressionism, meaning any student-centered approach to the teaching of writing
(Fulkerson, 1990); writing with the primary goal of personal growth (Stotsky, 1995);
and writing about feelings and experiences, with an emphasis on freewriting and selfdiscovery, where the end product was intended to communicate an ―authentic self‖
(Macrorie, Kelly, Coles, Stewart, Murray, Elbow, quoted in Harris, 1990, p. 27).
In composition pedagogy, D. Gordon Rohman, Ken Moffett, and S. I.
Hayakawa ―viewed [expressive] writing not as a rhetorical act or a practical means of
communication but as a way of helping students become emotionally and
psychologically healthier and happier, more fulfilled and self-actualized‖ (Harris,
1990, p. 28). These emotional and psychological outcomes, however, are difficult to
assess in the English classroom and fall into the domain of psychology and mental
health. Despite limitations on assessment, however, writing scholars continue to study
how to create the types of situations from which students can strongly benefit,
experiences that result in authentic learning and personal development. Such research
includes longitudinal studies of students‘ self evaluations of their learning during
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university (Haswell, 1993) as well as students‘ self reports of creative writing courses
in which the expressed aim is healing (Anderson, 2000; MacCurdy, 2000).
Expressive writing can refer to both the content of writing and to the ways a
writer approaches a subject. ―Kinneavy uses the term ‗expressive discourse‘ in the
sense that it was used by the German psychologist Karl Buhler, who argues that there
is an expressive function of language fundamentally oriented to the speaker‖ (Harris,
1990, p. 31). In other words, when writers use explicit language that connects them to
the content of their writing, then that writing can be described as expressive; when
they write about their own experience or use first-person perspective, they would,
according to this definition, be using expressive writing.
Despite the debates and tensions within the field of composition, studies like
my dissertation research align with the teaching and research of some within the field
of English who focus on the healing aspects of writing. For example, sometimes
students write about traumatic memories in creative writing courses (MacCurdy,
2007). This tradition is not a dominant aspect of English studies, but a number of
scholars focus their work on the affect of the patient‘s voice in diagnosis and treatment
of illness, a form known as pathography (Hawkins, 2000), writing about trauma such
as rape, domestic violence, and suicide (Berman & Schiff, 2000; MacCurdy, 2000;
Payne, 2000) writing about HIV/AIDS (Nye, 2000), and even teaching emotional
literacy through writing in the English classroom (Bump, 2000). English teachers have
training and expertise in the practice of writing and teaching writing, so it is likely that
English teachers focus on these painful topics through the craft of writing.
In discussing how a text is written, James Britton has echoed Chung and
Pennebaker‘s concept of natural voice or personal voice. Quoted in T. R. Johnson,
Britton wrote,
So I want to define expressive language as language close to the self; language
that is called upon to go very far from the speaker…. I believe [expressivism]
has a very important function. Its function in one sense is to be with. To be
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with people. To explore the relationship. To extend the togetherness of
situations. It‘s the language of all ordinary, face-to-face speech. (Johnson,
2000, pp. 96-97)
Despite writing scholars‘ enthusiasm for expressivism, it remains an
ambivalent aspect of curriculum and research. However, this is not the case in other
fields.

Trauma and psychology’s expressive writing paradigm
Mental health fields have found great utility in expressive writing, even
developing what it calls the Expressive writing paradigm commonly shortened to EW.
In contrast to its use in the field of composition and English, the concept of EW is
clearly defined within mental health applications: individual write for a number of
minutes, usually over a number of sessions, about their experiences, usually painful or
traumatic ones. The length of the writing sessions varies, as do the number of writing
sessions, but writing for as short as two minutes on two consecutive days has shown to
improve physical and mental health (C. K. Chung & J. W. Pennebaker, 2008; Hughes,
Uhlmann, & J. W. Pennebaker, 1994a; J. W. Pennebaker, 2004; J. W. Pennebaker,
1997; 2000; J. W. Pennebaker & Memon, 1996; Shortt & J. W. Pennebaker, 1992).
The audience for the writing can be anonymous, the writer himself, or his therapist.
Likewise, the writing can be used for ongoing treatment (if analyzed by a therapist) or
the text itself can be erased or disregarded, basing the therapy on the writing process
rather than the writing product (Smyth & J. W. Pennebaker, 2008).
The central concept of the expressive writing paradigm is the assumption that
writing about one‘s life experiences helps to process them and thereby improves the
life, physical and mental, of an individual. EW is regarded as highly effective, though
the reasons why are debated (Hughes, Uhlmann, & J. W. Pennebaker, 1994b; Marx,
2005; Ramírez-Esparza & J. W. Pennebaker, 2006; Slatcher & J. W. Pennebaker,
2006). Most mental health experts have traced the causative agents within EW to the
ways that the brain processes overwhelming emotion and difficult experiences. In
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―Exploring the Boundary Conditions of Expressive Writing: In Search of the Right
Recipe,‖ Smyth and Pennebaker (2008) have described potential causes of EW‘s
effectiveness:
Multiple interacting factors are likely driving the effectiveness of expressive
writing. There is surely a cascade of dimensions to writing that must be
appreciated. For example, writing forces people to label and acknowledge an
emotional experience, which results in a more complex cognitive
representation of the event and surrounding emotions, which, in-turn, may
affect working memory. There are undoubtedly emotional changes going on as
well; abundant evidence shows processes consistent with habituation. Writing
may also affect sleep and produce a host of brain changes (e.g. De Moor et al.,
2002; Harvey & Farrel, 2003). (2008, p. 3)
South African psychologist Debra Kaminer‘s meta-analysis of studies focusing on the
use of the expressive writing paradigm to construct trauma narratives has identified
the effective aspects of these trauma narratives: ―emotional catharsis, creation of
linguistic representation, habituating anxiety through exposure, empathic witness of
injustice, developing an explanatory account, and identification of value or purpose in
adversity‖ (2006, pp. 483-4). Psychiatry professor Bessel van der Kolk‘s research has
indicated that because traumatic memory is stored in a portion of the brain that
regulates sensory memory, the narrative part of the brain—where language is
located—is separate. What writing trauma narratives do, then, is build synaptic
connections between the traumatic, sensory memories and language (2000, 2001). Or
as Judith Herman has put it, trauma narratives let people ―speak about unspeakable
things‖ (1997, p. 237).
Psychology‘s expressive writing paradigm makes use of individuals‘
experiences communicated in a personal point of view in order to create meaning and
represent embodied knowledge. This process has shown to promote health in people
who are suffering from traumatic experiences. Using language to foster healing also
has implications for the field of rhetoric.
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Rhetoric for the purpose of healing
Rhetoric is an essential aspect of this research; it is this study of language,
word choice, phrasing, framing, storytelling, points of view, persuasion, and
communication that crosses disciplinary boundaries and allows the scholarship from
one academic area to be applicable to others. Rhetoric shapes communication from the
overall shaping of a message and means of communication through the sequencing of
ideas through to the word choices a rhetor uses. In order to represent knowledge and
experience, we must make choices from multiple options within our language, say, for
example, to use a natural voice or a more formal one. The intentions and decisions that
underlie those word choices are the basis of rhetoric. In other words, rhetorical
decisions underlie verb choices such as invoke rather than say and inscribe rather than
write.
Rhetoric is chameleon-like: it is variously defined although what most
definitions have in common is that rhetoric is language employed for a specific
purpose. In this study, the purpose of rhetoric is to heal: putting experience into
language is part of a process that can lead to the assimilation and integration of
traumatic memory and in this way, language and word choice are parts of the long
process of healing, one of many steps individuals go through to grow and learn.
T.R. Johnson, Writing Program Director at Tulane, has linked this use of
rhetoric to the empowerment the individual exercises over his or her experience, in
other words, in the construction of embodied experience:
…writing that heals is often writing in which the writer names, describes, and
takes control of experiences in which the writer‘s powers of naming and
controlling have been explicitly annihilated. To call this writing ‗creative‘ in
the traditional sense of the word is to risk undermining or trivializing its
extraordinary ‗real-life,‘ nonfiction relevance, the truth it seeks to generate.
(2000, p. 86)
Johnson has traced the history of this purpose of rhetoric back to pre-Classical
Western culture, where the proper words said by a properly trained person could cast
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out illness. During pre-Classical Greece, 600-500 BCE, physicians and other healers
recited incantations or other verbalizations in order to persuade the illness to leave the
body of the sick person. During this time, illness was thought to be vulnerable to
strong persuasive language. Interestingly, I also came across this idea in Rwanda. I
have college-educated friends there who have ―cured‖ their family members from
what are called ―charms‖ or a type of ―Devil‘s spell.‖ The cure perhaps more closely
resembled a type of exorcism, but it was driven by language and, in the case of this
friend, Christian faith. These approaches to attending to suffering emphasize the
linguistic choices of the healer; the one who is suffering has little or no rhetorical
agency with which to change his or her health.
Throughout the centuries that followed, the field of medicine focused more on
a scientific approach to the body, illness, and healing, and the power of rhetoric that
attended to suffering receded until the 1890s when Sigmund Freud, Pierre Janet, and
Joseph Breuer began listening to their patients, which signaled a fundamental shift of
power from the physician to the patient. One of Breuer‘s patients named this approach
the ―talking cure‖ (Herman, 1997, p. 12). This shift that addressed psychological
suffering relocated the shaping of narrative, the power of language to heal, and the
agency of voice; in the talking cure, the individual who was suffering became the
rhetor. Later psychologists Jung and Bruner continued developing this approach to
patients‘ use of language and narration of their experience—healing rhetoric—which
continues today in modern psychotherapy (Herman, 1997).
In the contemporary field of rhetoric, few communication scholars have
focused on healing rhetoric and language use that shapes healing experiences. T. R.
Johnson‘s research has raised awareness of this aspect of communication in the fields
of English and communication, focusing on the potential for students‘ intellectual
growth. According to Johnson, the implications of healing rhetoric for writing teachers
or facilitators hearken back to clear language use: writers need rich learning
environments in which they can experiment with language to represent their
experiences, their emotions, and what they know. When students participant in such
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rich, language-shaping environments, ―they undergo sudden intellectual growth spurts
in which they ‗know what they know,‘ and these spurts register as richest pleasure‖
(Bruner‘s ―Instruction,‖ 27 quoted in Johnson 103). These opportunities for writers
provide ―…a vitality that renders a sense of ourselves as processes, as changeful. Such
as sense loosens us from trauma and its consequences and creates in turn a reason to
hope.‖ (Johnson 109). In other words, an individual‘s ways of inscribing her
experience invoke others to see a form of reality through her eyes, her life, her ideas.
In this sense, she has embodied her knowledge and situated it within her identity and
life story.
Language has an important role in constructing knowledge, especially when
that knowledge is constructed socially; in other words, we come to know through our
linguistic interactions with others. This has strong implications for individuals whose
epistemologies are filtered through traumatic experience. Traumatic experiences, as
neurobiologists have established, are stored in sensory areas of the brain, rather than
through the parts of the brain that use language to process and integrate memories. The
process of assigning language—words and grammars—to traumatic, sensory images
can be transformative. Words flow into sentences, and these sentences have narrative
qualities. In the brain, the experience exits the hippocampus loop and enters the prefrontal cortex where the language/narrative can be integrated into long-tem memory.
From a rhetorical perspective, the act of assigning language to experience represents
an act of management of or even control over that experience. In other words,
language gives us the upper hand on our experiences. Language allows us to shape the
experience; language provides nuance and choices; language inscribes meaning.
For example, in Gemma‘s story that opens this dissertation, she and I discussed
possible names for the large cabinet under which she hid to escape an attack on her
family that left several dead. There are many possible names for this type of furniture:
cabinet, china cabinet, armoire. As she was thinking through these possible name
choices, she looked into the distance, which I took to be looking within for the best fit
with her experience of hiding under the furniture. When I mentioned an additional
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possibility, the word ‗wardrobe,‘ Gemma broke her inward gaze and looked at me for
a moment. I said to her that the word was French, and she decided on that word rather
than my suggestion for the function of that piece of furniture, ‗china cabinet.‘
However, further research after the workshop revealed that the word is, in fact,
not French, although the root of ‗wardrobe‘ is the French warder, to protect (Harper,
2010a). It is small wonder that Gemma chose this word that invoked that moment of
her experience. This small example of word choice illustrates both the social aspects
of writing and creating meaning, as well as the possible significance of that meaning
to the writer. Though it is impossible to see this interior process within the writer, it‘s
not implausible to imagine the sensory and body memories of Gemma squeezing her
tiny body under that furniture while she hears and sees her family members brutally
murdered. It‘s not implausible to envision the immense mass and weight of the
furniture and its small opening through which a terrified child could find refuge. It‘s
not implausible for this furniture to be more than a wooden cabinet; it became her
protector in ways that her parents could not, and in that instance, the wardrobe saved
her life. The naming of the furniture thus uplifts the object and recasts it with higher
value. And at that moment, Gemma is not abandoned, but is protected by something
solid and massive.
Word choice, in these instances of the social construction of meaning and
representation of experience, and the construction of narrative reflect the writer‘s inner
experience more so than fact. According to Johnson, ―…what motivates the
narrative—the purpose it serves—is vastly more complex than mere representational
accuracy. Such war stories, fictional creations rooted in actual experience of war,
serve instead a healing purpose‖ (Johnson, 2000, p. 86).
The healing aspects of this rhetorical situation do not end, however, with the
composition of the text. Psychological research has indicated that healing rhetoric is
discursive. Again, this rhetorical situation requires witness. Psychologist and feminist
Carol Gilligan‘s research has indicated that invoking experience, feelings, and
knowledge is not sufficient. A writer without audience cannot fully benefit from
51

Texas Tech University, Jen Osborne, May 2011
shaping language around her experience: ―Without voice there is no relationship;
without resonance, voice recedes into silence‖ (2002, p. 232). In this research in
particular, writing about the internal, wordless experience and sensations of trauma
requires a sort of discourse, a relationship. Even when not debating word choice or
reading texts together, the certainty that the narrative will be read, will be heard, is a
more indirect kind of discourse, but one that is absolutely necessary. The embodied
knowledge is ripened within relationship. This discursive relationship has been
described by Gilligan as ―the pleasure of being in a soul in a body living in connection
with others‖ (2002, p. 10). The intimacy of writing workshops such as the 2009
Kibuye trauma writing workshop develops in those close, discursive relationships that
provide opportunities for bearing witness to traumatized individuals. Finding words to
represent traumatic imagery, communicating them to another, and having the narrative
reflected back provides a valuable opportunity for resonance and potential healing.
Writing groups
Writing groups can embody many of the above characteristics that influence
writing: an emphasis on individual experience and embodied knowledge, the
expression of that embodied knowledge, emphasis on personal voice, and resonant
audience. These aspects, along with specific motivation to write essays that promote
healing, provided the structure and context of the Kibuye trauma writing workshop.
The craft of writing is learned and practiced individually and socially, both in
and out of formal educational experiences. When writing is practiced socially—in
other words, when two or more people come together to write—a writing group is
formed. This social aspect of writing has been called various names, including
the partner method, helping circles, collaborative writing, response groups,
team writing, writing laboratories, teacherless writing classes, group inquiry
technique, the round table, class criticism, editing sessions, writing teams,
workshops, peer tutoring, the socialized method, mutual improvement
sessions, [and] intensive peer review. (Gere, 1987, p. 1)
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As evidenced by their names, the interactions among writers differ from group to
group. In other words, writing groups can have countless purposes, but are defined by
their social aspect: writers come together to get writing work done.
This study utilizes and focuses on writing groups outside of formal educational
institutions. The Kibuye workshop was a voluntary, ad hoc group who came together
to write about individual experiences within their shared experience of the 1994
Genocide against the Tutsi. These types of groups can be based on the common
ground of shared experience, a shared form of writing (i.e. poetry), or shared
demographic. The groups can meet over a long-term period, but are more commonly
short-term, as was the Kibuye workshop.
Writing groups have been documented in the US since the late 1700s (Gere,
1987). Motivating forces for group formation often centered on the need to learn and
practice writing skills where that need was not fulfilled in traditional institutions of
learning. For example, the number of women‘s self-help writing groups blossomed in
the 1800s because they were often denied access to college and universities (Gere,
1987). That aspect of addressing the needs of marginalized populations continues
today in PEN American Center‘s Prison Writing Project.
The PEN American Center is the American branch of a global organization,
PEN International, a ―writer-centered‖ human rights advocate that seeks to ―oppose
censorship and defend writers‖ throughout the world (―PEN American Center - PEN
at a Glance,‖ n d). Among its work, PEN supports the Prison Writing Program, in
which inmates within the American penitentiary system can form writing groups with
volunteer facilitators. PEN publishes two guides for these writing groups, one for
writers and one for facilitators. PEN America also conducts a writing contest for this
program, ―one of the few outlets of free expression for the country‘s incarcerated‖
(―PEN American Center - Prison Writing,‖ n d). The 40-year-old Prison Writing
Program is atypical in its use of published handbooks and formalized writing contest;
an anthology of selections from the first 25 years of writers‘ works is also available.
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The facilitator‘s handbook, ―Words Over Walls,‖ provides practical advice
about the prison context, such as what not to wear, what not to bring, and how
prisoners‘ daily lives are scheduled. This information comprises most of the
handbook. In terms of writing facilitation guidance, the handbook urges facilitators
always to write with the participants, to bring samples of published writing to share,
and, in terms of writing prompts, never to have participants write about the crime they
were convicted of that lead to their prison sentence. Participants in these PEN
workshops write in a variety of genres. Doing time: Twenty-five Years of Prison
Writing, an anthology of works generated through the PEN Prison Writing Program,
contains short story and creative non-fiction, poetry, and literature responses. As one
would expect, topics within this collection reflect difficult experiences of the inmates.
The National Writing Project (NWP) is another structure for writing groups.
The NWP focuses on teachers and other educators who use writing to improve student
learning (―About NWP - National Writing Project,‖ n d). NWP is a meta-group, a
national consortium of groups focusing on writing skills; its infrastructure operates
through colleges and universities to reach educators. NWP local projects vary
according to need (―About NWP - National Writing Project,‖ n d).
Writing groups provide opportunities for socially negotiated, writer-centered
processes that are often as important as the texts they produce, as in this study. Writing
researchers can examine both the writing processes and texts to gain valuable insights.
Studies of these texts can examine writers‘ choices and uses of rhetoric for assigning
words to experience, which can then serve to help writing researchers like me design
increasingly effective means of helping other writers employ rhetorical choices to
create and represent embodied knowledge as they engage with their own painful
experiences. Analyzing the rhetoric of trauma narratives depends on the structure of
narrative, which ―through its plot lines, metaphors, and other rhetorical devices can
supply coherence and meaningfulness to the suffering‖ (McKay & Bonner, 2002, p.
54). Narrative and narrative analysis supply a useful, systematic way of examining the
Kibuye narratives.
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Narrative and narrative analysis
In this study, the textual products—the embodied knowledge, the personal
voice, the expressive communication of traumatic imagery written in the synergy of a
writing group—narrate memories about the writers‘ experiences during the 1994
Genocide against the Tutsi. Narratives enmesh life experience so that coherence,
order, and meaning are constructed. Stories are one of the basic ways that human
make sense out of life. In ―Human Communication as Narration: Toward a Philosophy
of Reason, Value, and Action,‖ communication scholar Walter Fisher has explained
this fundamental characteristic of what it means to be human in his description of what
he calls the ―narrative paradigm‖:
The idea of human beings as storytellers posits the generic form of all symbol
composition. It holds that symbols are created and communicated ultimately as
stories meant to give order to human experience and to induce others to dwell
in them in order to establish ways of living in common, in intellectual and
spiritual communities in which there is confirmation for the story that
constitutes one's life. One's life is, as suggested by Burke, a story that
participates in the stories of those who have lived, who live now, and who will
live in the future. (1987, p. 63)
How narratives negotiate meaning, however, is debated in the literature about
this methodology. Professor of Discourse Analysis and Sociolinguistics Alexandra
Georgakopoulou (2006) has summarized the scope of this rhetorical theory:
…narrative remains an elusive, contested and indeterminate concept, variously
used as an epistemology, a methodological perspective, and antidote to
positivist research, a communication mode, a supra-genre, a text-type. (2006,
p. 122)
Despite its amorphous qualities, the concept of narrative is the most appropriate and
useful construction for not only the textual artifacts examined in this study, but also
for the workshop design in which those texts were created.
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In this study, narrative refers to a text-type, and my narrative analysis examines
these text-types. However, the findings are not written in narrative form (except for
the ethnographic impressions that begin and end the dissertation), although some
narrative researchers construct their entire analysis in this form.

Moral assumptions embedded within narrative analysis
The underlying assumptions upon which narrative scholars base their approach
to story are broad and deep: Human thinking is fundamentally and primarily based
upon the narratives we use to interpret experience. Scholars further assume that a
person‘s ability to develop continually is habituated through story. For example, Brett
Smith, Lecturer at Exeter‘s School of Sport and Health Sciences and Andrew Sparkes,
Professor of Sport & Body Pedagogy in Exeter‘s School of Education (both narrative
scholars), have written
…human life is itself storied, and…narrative is both a method of knowing and
an ontological condition of social life…. For narrative psychologists, the
stories that people tell and hear from others form the warp and weft of who
they are and what they do…. Stories shape identity, guide action, and
constitute our mode of being.‖ (2006, pp. 169-70)
German psychologist Christian Roesler has also described this fundamental role of
narrative: ―All these aspects of identity, continuity, coherence and meaning, are
created by putting one‘s experiences in life into a life story, a narrative‖ (2006, p.
575).
Nursing professor Cheryl Tatano Beck has gone on to say that narratives help
explain all human action and in the ―complicated and messy nature of human
interactions,‖ narrative helps to order that chaos (2006, p. 456). Nursing educators
Linda Pellico and Peggy Chinn have expanded on this ordering function of narrative.
They have written that ―storytelling and story writing‖ offer ―an individual the
opportunity to improve function, develop insight, and foster growth‖ (2007, p. 58).
Story and narrative help construct not only individual identity but group identity as
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well. Greek psychologist Evrinomy Avdi and American psychologist Eugenie
Georgaca have described these assumptions: ―narrative is considered a core
psychological and social process as well as a concept that can help to investigate the
links between experience, meaning, social structures and culture‖ (2007, pp. 407-8).
Further, psychologist Donald Polkinghorne has argued that ―Narrative research issues
claims about the meaning life events hold for people. It makes claims about how
people understand situations, others, and themselves‖ (2007, p. 476). These social
functions of narrative have implications for constructing collective memory and public
narratives. However, due to privacy restrictions, analyzing the social impact of the
Kibuye narratives is beyond the scope of this study.

What counts as story
Narrative constitutes representation rather than fact; a story emerges from an
individual‘s point of view at a particular point in time within a specific context; in
other words, narratives emerge from embodied, situated knowledge. Polkinghorne has
emphasized narrative‘s subjective approach to truth: ―Storied texts serve as evidence
for personal meaning, not for the factual occurrence of the events reported in the
stories‖ (2007, p. 479).
Although the concept of story might seem simple and straightforward—
characters in a setting interact through a plot—narrative has been defined in various
ways, all of which have implications for this study. Most theorists agree on the
premise that chronology provides the structural basis for the definition of narrative.
Minimalists such as Israeli political scientist Shaul Shenhav have advocated a
definition of narrative as ―characterized by a clear time sequence‖ (2005, p. 78). In the
same article, professor of linguistics William Labov has defined a ‗minimal narrative‘
as ―Two clauses which are temporally ordered…‖ (Labov, 1999, cited in (Shenhav,
2005, p. 80). Isreali linguistics scholar Shoshana Blum-Kulka has defined narrative as
the telling of one singular past event (Blum-Kulka, 1997, cited in (Shenhav, 2005, p.
80).
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Other narrative theorists expanded the text-story-narrative elements of story to
require causality and cohesion. This issue of cohesion is particularly salient. Cohesion
can be structured as beginning-middle-end, but in narratives that represent ongoing
action or those that do not resolve, the construction of when-then-then type of flow or
trajectory might be more appropriate. Randomness is also important in the issue of
cohesion: when seemingly random elements appear in narrative, are they flaws? Postmodern writers would take issue with this characterization, and for narratives that
intend to represent memory, such as the trauma narratives analyzed in this study,
seemingly random elements might accurately reflect the complexities of memory,
especially those that are fragmented by the ways that trauma is processed in the brain.
Sociologist Maria Tamboukou, however, has resisted the traditional ―triangle
of sequence-meaning-representation‖ as too linear and thus too restrictive. She instead
has argued for a postmodern conceptualization of ―time‖ as process. She wrote,
―Process as an organizing plane in narrative analytics derives from a conception of
time as simultaneity and duration, an immeasureable concept of time where past,
present and future co-exist‖ (2008, p. 284). This philosophical stance changes the
definition of what narrative is: rather than a coherent whole on a clear, linear
trajectory, narratives ―express only a limited set of lines of thought interwoven around
moments of being temporarily crystallized into narrative forms‖ (2008, p. 284). The
gaps or silences or sidetracks that are present in narratives then become as important,
as present, as inherent in a text as that which is said.

Marginalized narratives
Other issues within narrative analysis involve what narrative researchers call
non-canonical narratives, or stories that do not fit the typical archetypes: a reflective
life-story or a recounting of a major event. Shenhav has argued that formally defining
narrative as ―well-constructed‖ discounts informal, ordinary narratives (2005, p. 86).
Researchers call these non-canonical narratives small stories. Small stories have
fragmented information and an interactional quality (i.e., they are conscious of being
co-constructed with and by the listener-reader-interviewer-facilitator. Georgakopoulou
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has called for more research into these less conventional and more marginalized
narratives, citing a privilege toward those narratives that align with researchers‘
expectations in terms of aesthetics, especially ―tellability‖ or voice quality, ―moral
stance,‖ and ―linearity‖ (2006, p. 237).
This tension within narrative research points to interesting questions: Where do
unconventional narratives come from? What is appropriate to study? What kinds of
tools are best used to analyze these unconventional stories? If tellability or voice
quality is linked with aesthetics, rather than technos, or use or communicative ability,
there are significant implications for the types of narratives I study. Trauma narratives
have profound use for both the writer and the reader, so the aesthetic qualities of
narrative might not be as useful. Can trauma narratives be aesthetically pleasing?
Pellico and Chinn have helped to resolve the aesthetics issues by defining this
aesthetic quality broadly. They have written that there are
three guiding principles for affirming aesthetic knowledge. The first is
observers agree that the aesthetic product is grounded in the human experience.
The second is that the aesthetic product expands the dimensions of meaning,
that is, the audience learned from the study. Finally, that future possibilities are
illuminated as a result of the creative expression.‖ (2007, p. 63)
Writers of narrative as well as readers of narrative co-create the meaning of not only
individual stories but numbers of stories, particularly those about similar experiences.
This construction of collective memory provides a meta-story of what it means to be
human. Narrative analysis helps to identify patterns and trends in others‘ experiences
and provides unique opportunities to share in others‘ representations of their lives.
Although the Kibuye narratives are private and their contributions to any meta-story
are beyond the scope of this research study, my hope is that future trauma writing
workshops in Rwanda result in texts that writers are comfortable sharing, and that
those texts help construct the collective Rwandan memory and Rwandan public
narrative of the genocide. Those social processes would offer interesting research
possibilities.
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Rwandan first-person accounts of genocide
There are only several English-language sources of first-person accounts of the
1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. There are more in French, but they have not been
translated to English, and I have not read them. Additionally, in Rwanda, there might
be untranslated first-person narratives written in Kinyarwanda, according to a
Rwandan friend. Published first-person narratives are few, however.
Immaculee Ilibagiza has written two book-length accounts of her experiences
of surviving the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi, Led by Faith: Rising from the Ashes
of the Rwandan Genocide (2008), and Left to Tell: Discovering God Amidst the
Rwandan Holocaust (2006). Both are written with an English-language writer, Steve
Erwin. Frida Gashumba also has written a book, although it is primarily available in
Rwanda: Frida: Chosen to Die, Destined to Lie: A Miraculous Escape From the
Rwandan Genocide (2007). This book is also written with an English writer, Sandy
Waldron. Because these are books, their narrative structure addresses more than just
the genocide, but both are fascinating representations of the writers‘ experiences.
There is also a collection of first-person accounts published in We Survived:
Genocide in Rwanda, mainly available in the UK and Rwanda through the Kigali
National Genocide Memorial, one of the publishers (Whitworth, 2006). This collection
is an anthology of first-person accounts of Rwandans who lived in the country during
the genocide. The accounts, or testimonies, as they are commonly called, are tragic but
interesting, and serve to illuminate the strength of the human spirit. The narratives
published in We Survived are products of many hands. According to the book‘s
―Acknowledgements,‖ Isaac Mugabe conducted interviews with many survivors. This
was likely done in Kinyarwandan. These were apparently video or voice recorded, and
transcriptions were made by a team of nine Rwandans. These transcribed artifacts
were then translated by another team of fourteen Rwandans. The project included one
coordinator, one cameraman, and two photographers. A Rwandan whose story appears
in the collection ―selected and compiled‖ the stories, which were then ―shaped and
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edited‖ by Wendy Whitworth. Another Briton, Glen Powell, ―designed the final
volume‖ (Whitworth, 2006, p. xiii).
The stories in the anthology are those of Rwandans who survived the 1994
Genocide against the Tutsi. I met two of the storytellers during my travels and
research in Rwanda, and know that this collection uses real names, first and last. There
is no other additional biographic or demographic information about these survivors in
the book, however, although there is a photograph of each survivor next to his or her
story as well as photo collages of them on the front and back covers of the book. From
the ease of identifying the storytellers, it can be inferred that the project was not part
of a research study.
The stories appear in standard British English. Although the tone of the stories
differs, the voice quality is consistent, which could be a result of the editing process of
a single editor. No explicit information is given regarding the process of how the
narratives came into being. The narratives generally follow the same structure
evidenced by their headings. This is likely the result of consistent interview questions.
All the stories begin with a section called ―Before the genocide.‖ These vary in length
from two very short paragraphs (two to three sentences each) to long multi-header
sections. Every story‘s second section called ―The genocide.‖ For every narrative, this
is the longest section, varying from eight short paragraphs (two to five sentences) to
multiple pages. All but one narrative have at least one additional section, generally
with the heading ―After the genocide.‖ Many of the stories have an additional section,
and occasionally more. These are most commonly called variations of ―Today,‖ ―The
Future,‖ or a combination of both. Four stories include explicit headings about
forgiveness or reconciliation. One story includes a section headed ―Trauma‖ and
explicitly deals with how the storyteller is working through his psychological trauma.
Every story concludes by looking forward, even the narrative without a third heading.
Some storytellers are cautiously optimistic about the notion of the future while others
are angry or pessimistic.
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One of the survivors whose story is included in We Survived shared with me
confidentially and informally that his/her story in its final form doesn‘t accurately
reflect what he/she intended it to communicate. Although the context of this collection
(a published book intended to reach a large audience) likely required standardization
of language, it is unfortunate that narratives might have been changed in ways the
survivors might not have wanted.
For this dissertation research, several problems become evident: first, there are
few trauma narratives or first-person accounts of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi.
Second, while narratives are social constructions, published Rwandan trauma
narratives do not sufficiently reveal the ways that the writing was produced. These
published accounts could address the content-related questions that narrative analysis
focuses on—what is said in the narrative—but because analysts can‘t discern the
processes by which the writing was produced, they are insufficient for this type of
study. Moreover, a third important problem exists: because writing trauma narratives
can benefit writers, Rwandans should have the opportunity to ameliorate their pain and
communicate their stories if they choose to commit their experiences to paper. This
gap in particular serves a human rights need rather than a research need.
Conclusion
Existing research from the Rwandan genocide, language issues such as
embodied knowledge, personal voice, expressive writing, rhetoric used as a means of
healing, and writing groups, as well as narrative theory laid the groundwork for the
Kibuye trauma writing workshop and the subsequent textual analysis of the resulting
trauma narratives examined in this dissertation. This study addresses gaps in the
number and type of Rwandan trauma narratives available for analysis. This research
also addresses the human right of expression, the right to articulate one‘s life
experiences.
The field work for a study to address these needs began in July 2008 with an
initial trip to Rwanda where I developed research relationships with a Rwandan non-
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governmental organization focused on human rights, Never Again Rwanda. Work
continued in the ensuing twelve months, including the approval of the trauma writing
workshop by the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection
of Human Subjects. In July 2009, I conducted a trauma writing workshop in Kibuye
for survivors of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. That field work and subsequent
analysis of that research are explained in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY: HOW THIS RESEARCH WAS CONDUCTED
This research study focuses on 10 trauma narratives that were written in a
writing workshop I facilitated in Kibuye, Rwanda, in July 2009. The Kibuye texts
were written by ten women research participants who were between the ages of 21 and
27 during the workshop and so had been ages 6 to 11 during the 1994 Genocide
against the Tutsi. While the study benefitted the participants, the findings may be used
by other writing facilitators and human rights researchers who use expressive writing
outside academia to work with people who have experienced deep pain or trauma.
Such settings might include writing workshops for interned people, returning soldiers
reacclimating to civilian life, those who have experience natural or human-made
disasters, and victims of domestic violence.
Introduction
This type of study necessitates field research. Furthermore, this study was
conducted in another culture, one with a colonial past, so I include a description here
of my research perspective to address potential perceptions of neocolonialism. This
chapter explains the methods I used to conduct the writing workshop and to analyze
and interpret the findings I gained.
Qualitative research issues
Western intellectuals have a rich tradition of foreign field research. The
resulting academic literature focusing on defining quality in qualitative research
identifies and describes many aspects of methodological approaches, epistemological
concerns, criteria for assessing quality, and guidelines for techniques (Charmaz, 2004;
Cheek, 2007; Gunzenhauser, 2006; Koch & Harrington, 1998; Rolfe, 2006; TillmannHealy, 2003). While this literature is clearly written and clear in its abstract form, the
process of designing and carrying out qualitative research, especially field research
conducted by a foreigner in a different culture, is not so clear. In fact, the literature
focusing on standards of qualitative research complicates issues of quality and often

64

Texas Tech University, Jen Osborne, May 2011
creates more questions than it answers. However, this ambiguity is beneficial, a
realistic reflection of the complexity of high-quality qualitative field research.
The foremost problem in my research is the ability of a Western researcher to
do high-quality research in Rwanda; trustworthiness as an outsider affects all aspects
of the project (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Trustworthiness is a two-pronged issue: In
order to conduct research with other individuals, they need to have some assurance
that I am being honest, that I mean what I say, and that after their participation has
concluded, I will maintain the integrity of the relationship. Second, readers and
evaluators of my research also need assurance that I am honest in descriptions,
explanations, and findings.
In order to address the issue of the credibility of this field research and my
findings, as well as to prepare to seek the trust of research participants, I conducted
secondary research about qualitative research issues, Rwanda, genocide, writing, and
trauma. I also travelled to Rwanda in 2008, a year before conducting the Kibuye
workshop, in order to get to know the country and to develop the relationships
necessary for successful field research.
Philosophical grounding
My approach to this type of research is grounded in a branch of philosophy
known as meliorism, defined as ―philosophical hopefulness‖ (Koopman, 2006). The
etymological root of the word, melior, also gives us ameliorate (Harper, 2010b) which
means ―to make better or more tolerable‖ (―Ameliorate,‖ 2011). This type of
philosophy builds upon two other concepts: pluralism, which posits that reality is
subjective and thus multiple; and humanism, which posits that humans construct these
realities. Those in the social sciences and humanities recognize these tenets as social
constructivism. Meliorism brings together these two concepts in the theory that,
because of our ability to construct realities, humans have an obligation to create better
worlds. In meliorism, hope gives us the energy to build and rebuild. My research, as a
result, strives to collaborate with others who are seeking to improve the lives of others.
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My philosophical approach to research also aligns with feminist theories and
practices, particularly those of Carol Gilligan, whose version of feminism values nonobjectifying relationships built on trust among people (2002). In my research, this
means not seeing a research participant as just a survivor of genocide, but as the
individual she is and who she allows me to see: a vibrant young woman, for example,
struggling to manage the lives of four younger siblings and her mother‘s, who is so
severely traumatized she cannot function in daily life; a writer whose eyes fill with
overwhelming fear as she thinks about the details of her own traumatic memory, but
also dances and laughs freely; a writer who recoils when I touch her arm but revels in
bundling up in my shawl when I notice she feels cold. This approach to feminism
drives my approach throughout this research project to strive to get to know each
individual participant as well as I can and for her to know me as well as she would
like, even though the duration of the Kibuye workshop was just short of a week. The
connection is not like that of friend, though friendships certainly developed; rather, it
is a type of intimacy that develops out of shared purpose. In positivist research
paradigms, such emotional connections would be seen to poison the data, but are
encouraged, even necessary, in feminist research (Tillmann-Healy, 2003).
Foreign field research
My approach to field research was strongly shaped by sociologist Janet Hinson
Shope‘s article titled ―‘You Can‘t Cross a River without Getting Wet:‘ A Feminist
Standpoint on the Dilemmas of Cross-Cultural Research‖ (2006). In her description of
her field research in South Africa, Shope has thoroughly explained the necessity for
the researcher‘s immersion into and openness to a different culture as well as the need
for researchers to write explicitly about the multiple differences among themselves
and research participants.
I have also partnered with a Rwandan non-governmental organization that
focuses on human rights, Never Again Rwanda (NAR). This organization lends its
credibility to researchers when it hosts their research and so as a steward of its
reputation, I have both more trustworthiness and more responsibility for representing
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myself, NAR, Texas Tech University, and my employer, St. Philip‘s College, with
integrity.
Research of sensitive topics
Trauma in general and trauma narratives in particular are both sensitive areas.
Research in which the human potential for inhumanity is in full view can make people
uncomfortable and question why the worst in people has to be examined (Wolgemuth
& Donohue, 2006). Trauma calls into question what it means to be human. However,
the aftermath of trauma can demonstrate aspects of humanity that call us to our highest
potential. This is especially true for researchers, who often bring with them
institutional and intellectual power. This powerful focus should seek to improve
others‘ lives, to ―take sides‖ with the traumatized against inhumane acts. Trauma
research is not neutral; ―…the study of psychological trauma is an inherently political
enterprise because it calls attention to the experience of oppressed people (Herman,
1997, p. 237).
Because of the sensitive nature of this research, it was approved by the full
board of the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of
Human Subjects (see IRB approval in Appendix C).
Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness (both of myself as a researcher and of the results of my
research) is a critical factor in claims of quality (Charmaz, 2004; Rolfe, 2006;
Sandelowski & Barroso, 2002). The issue of a non-Rwandan doing research in
Rwanda is compounded by the level of trust needed for research participants to open
their lives and memories to me for the five days they would be writing in the Kibuye
trauma writing workshop.
In my secondary research about Rwanda, I chose to focus on the perspectives
on Rwandan history espoused by those who currently live there. That history, their
public narrative, was recounted in Chapter 1. Although I am familiar with the
perceptions of some in the Rwandan diaspora and some American academics who
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characterize the events of April 6 through July 4, 1994 as either a double genocide or
not a genocide at all (Kinzer, 2008; Seay, n d), I must be transparent about my
acceptance of historical accounts such as Rwanda‘s National Unity and Reconciliation
Commission‘s (NURC) report on the root causes of the 1994 Genocide against the
Tutsi (Shyaka, 2007). This story of history is accepted as truthful by the Rwandans
I‘ve developed relationships with who are living in the country, and because I am
working with them, they become true for me as well: their truth for me is contingent
on my relationships with these Rwandans. In other words, I acknowledge the reality of
those with whom I collaborate as their constructions of that reality.
Conduct in Rwanda
This dissertation research is an adaptation of naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). While I immersed myself in Rwandan culture for the weeks I was there,
such a short immersion time can‘t be considered ethnography, though my reflective
research journal is the same type described in Writing Ethnographic Field Notes
(Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). ―Fieldnote tales‖ such as the narrative that opened
Chapter 1 of this dissertation, primarily focus on the researcher‘s experiences while
documenting and constructing a research document. John Van Maanen has referred to
these types of ethnographic narratives as ―impressionist‖ tales (1988). This type of
documentation of field research attempts to represent both the outward experiences,
relationships, and observations of the researcher while also representing the inner
questions, difficulties, and thought processes. This transparency of motives and
processes is essential for communicating trustworthy results of this research. The
impressionist tales that open and close this dissertation also provide a sense of
moments in the life of a trauma writing workshop and how it feels to do this work with
the research participants.
My goal isn‘t to try to become Rwandan, but rather to observe closely and
respectfully so that I can try to understand as well as I can the aspects of the culture
that have implications for my research. I have no delusions about saving people;
rather, I am curious about how human beings recover from traumatic events. I design
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my research so that the participants, the trauma counselor, and I benefit from the
writing workshop.
I visited Rwanda and spent some time there before I believed I could do
trauma writing research in that country. During my first visit in 2008, I discussed
Rwandan history and national policies with staff at NAR, the non-governmental
organization that hosted my research, and I believe they were convinced that I had
done sufficient research about the country to be credible enough for the organization
to host my trauma writing research in 2009. But this convincing took some time; NAR
has at times experienced difficulties with Western researchers who try to impose
American values on Rwandan culture. As a foreigner in Rwanda, I knew that I would
make many mistakes when I was there, but having ongoing dialogue with Rwandan
colleagues there continues to help me learn. Luckily, a sense of humor helps as well.
When I‘m in Rwanda, I am first identified as a muzungu, a White person. This
seems to connote power, wealth, and status to Rwandans. This means that young
children crowd around me as if I were a celebrity, touching my hair if I squat down to
be at their height. If I am standing, they stealthily look up my sleeves as if to see
whether my skin is white all the way up my arm. To older children and some adults,
my foreign whiteness opens me to requests for amafaranga (money), for my water
bottle, for help with American scholarships or travel documents. Although I
sometimes get serious requests, most of the exchanges on the streets feel like a
scripted game: youngsters laughingly hit up muzungus, and so I, seeing the game for
what it is, laugh, shake my head and say oya (no), which elicits more laughs. This
transpires while neither of us stops or changes direction, almost like a systematic
greeting.
As a muzungu, I allow myself to be the butt of good-hearted jokes, the most
memorable of which entailed a running commentary at a day-long wedding
celebration and involved me supposedly disrespecting the bride‘s father when I
greeted him in English. All day long, the men laughed and shook their finger at me,
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and I laughed back, shrugged my shoulders, and lifted my hands as if to communicate
―What can I say….‖
Being a muzungu also has financial implications. If I am shopping by myself, I
know my price will be higher than a Rwandan‘s, and because I am not comfortable
haggling, I pay the higher price. If I am shopping with Rwandans, even if they are
conducting the business transaction, my presence alone raises the price. It is often
easier if I don‘t do the actual shopping, even if I am paying for the groceries for that
week or whatever is needed.
Secondary to being a muzungu, I am perceived as an old woman, an elder, in
Rwanda. I am often referred to as a ―mother‖ or ―aunt.‖ This can cause some
problems. For example, during my first trip to Rwanda in 2008, a member of the NAR
staff kept agreeing with me, no matter what I asked. I can‘t remember exactly what I
was asking him, but it was something like, ―Would it be better for me to go about
doing this activity this way or that way?‖ and he kept saying something to the effect of
―whatever you would like.‖ My frustration mounted and I asked this 30-something
year old man why he was being deferential and he replied, ―You are my mother.‖ I
was 43 then, and shocked; even though I knew he was using the term ‗mother‘
metaphorically, I laughed and told him, ―I‘m not your mother. I need information; I‘m
trying to learn, so let‘s be equals here, okay?‖ We then haltingly conducted a more
useful discussion.
The privilege of age, however, has some advantages. I believe I am afforded
some measures of trust more quickly and easily because of this perception of me as a
mother-type figure. Some of the research participants in the Kibuye workshop, for
example, started referring to me as a ―mother‖ on about the second day of the
workshop. I reciprocated by referring to them as my daughters. Even though we all
knew these were symbolic gestures, the labels afforded us increased trust and
intimacy. At the conclusion of the workshop, the participants surprised me with a gift
of a beautiful, traditional Rwandan wooden milk container which they had all signed.
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When they gave it to me, the participant who spoke on their behalf said, ―Good
mothers give milk, and you have given us so much milk this week.‖
Although some of these labels can feel strange to me, they are realities of the
degree to which I am an outsider in Rwanda. And because I will always be an
outsider, I diligently try to observe and respect Rwandan culture.
Outward appearance seems to signify much for Rwandans. In Rwanda, if I am
in Western clothes, I dress appropriately: longish skirts or loose pants, covered arms,
low sandals, and no makeup. I try to wear Rwandan clothes as much as possible,
depending on the situation, though never a kitenge, which is what rural village women
wear and if a muzungu wears this style, it is perceived as mocking, most likely because
poor women wear it. This appearance is important to those with whom I collaborate at
NAR. Dr. Nkurunziza, the Chairperson (director) of NAR has commented to me that I
look like a ―proper Rwandan woman.‖ I jokingly responded that my skin needed a
darker tan, and he laughed back, and told me to stay in Rwanda a little while longer. If
I attend a formal event such as a wedding, I wear umushanana, Rwandan formal attire
that resembles an Indian sari. Instead of renting this dress, I spent considerable money
buying one. The first time I wore it, I didn‘t tie the skirt correctly, and none of my
male Rwandan friends noticed. When I was among Rwandan women who didn‘t know
me, they helped me fix it a little, but didn‘t have me re-tie it from the beginning of the
process, perhaps because they thought it would embarrass me.
So I never will blend in within Rwandan society, nor would I want to: Lincoln
and Guba have pointed out the dangers inherent in researchers who ―go native‖ and
forget their identity as an outsider and researcher (1985, pp. 303-4). This perceived
dissolution of boundaries colors the researcher‘s observations and clouds judgment
and should be avoided. However, in the type of research I conduct, some overstepping
of traditional boundaries is likely, as in the Kibuye participants calling me ‗mother.‘ In
―Blurring Boundaries in Qualitative Health Research on Sensitive Topics‖ (DicksonSwift, James, Kippen, & Liamputtong, 2006), the authors have described the
inevitable grey areas of behavior that researchers and participants experience when
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they explore together sensitive areas of life. In order to build rapport and trust, some
measure of researcher self-disclosure is necessary, and research relationships can
develop into friendships, among other issues. The authors indicate that being mindful
of these issues is one step in avoiding problems, and researchers should have a plan in
place to deal with these intrinsic difficulties.
I am also an outsider to genocide; such pervasive mass trauma is beyond my
experience. Despite being an outsider, research about Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD) has indicated that because it changes the way the brain processes information,
it is a human condition. While symptoms may manifest or be perceived differently in
different cultures, the amygdala firing in the human brain is a biological event (B. A.
van der Kolk, Hopper, & Osterman, 2000; Nixon, Bryant, Moulds, Felmingham, &
Mastrodomenico, 2005). And even though I am not trained in psychology, I have
experienced trauma and PTSD and share these experiences with participants as much
as they want; I am not an outsider to trauma or to the trauma writing experience.
Being an outsider can have benefits. I can be perceived as a neutral party:
because I don‘t have a history of personal connections within the country, I have no
culpability in the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. One participant in the Kibuye
workshop mentioned to me that she could not have written her narrative for another
Rwandan.
However, there are distinct disadvantages of being an outsider; the most
important is that of language. Although English is one of the official languages of
Rwanda, not everyone speaks it and my French is both rudimentary and rusty. The few
words and phrases I know in Kinyarwanda indicate to me that it is a very metaphorical
language where one word can translate to five or six words in English. A
Kinyarwanda-English dictionary has just been published in Rwanda, but I have yet to
be able to gain access to it. Because I plan to continue to conduct this type of research
in Rwanda, I am trying to learn Kinyarwanda so that Rwandans can write in their most
natural language.
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Kibuye workshop’s design

Infrastructure
The Kibuye trauma writing workshop was carefully designed over the course
of a year in cooperation with NAR, who coordinated many of the practical aspects of
the project. Those practical aspects as well as the research aspects are explained
below. It is important to note that in the design and planning of the Kibuye workshop,
I had not yet decided how to analyze the resulting narratives. I had purchased the
Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count software program before I left for Rwanda in 2009
and knew that the software analysis might yield interesting results, but I was not
familiar with how it worked, its categories, or the meaning of the numerical data it
generated. Likewise, I did not know there was a database of emotional writing with
which I could compare the Kibuye narratives.
Demographics of participants

The participants in this research were ten Rwandan women who were older
than 18 at the time of the Kibuye trauma writing workshop, who spoke and wrote
English, and who had participated in organized trauma healing workshops sponsored
by the Rwandan government, NAR, or any other entity that promotes peace and
reconciliation in Rwanda. These women were not in active psychological trauma,
described by psychiatrist Mardi Horowitz as recurring flashbacks and high anxiety
(1993). My Rwandan partnering organization, NAR, conducted the recruiting of the
research participants.
The number of participants was limited due to my research budget and to the
number of individuals I thought I could best attend to. The single gender demographic
allowed for room sharing of participants (to increase social support and decrease
potential feelings of isolation, on the recommendation of NAR staff). Because of the
potential for strong emotion during the workshop, I wanted to work with women only
so that they could freely express what would likely be very emotional memories.
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Partnership with Never Again Rwanda (NAR)

Never Again Rwanda (NAR) hosted my research for this dissertation. Through
a Memo of Understanding (MOU), we agreed that I would have mentorship from the
staff and leadership of NAR who helped me with practical details ranging from where
to stay to cultural and professional advice, including valuable personal contacts. NAR
also advocated within Rwandan communities on behalf of my research. I hired one of
the NAR staff, Julius Kwizera, as my research assistant; he was responsible for
scouting possible sites for the workshop, recruiting the Kibuye participants and
facilitating pre-workshop communication with them, coordinating the hiring of a
Rwandan trauma counselor, managing the entire research budget and daily business,
and planning and coordinating the recreational activities of the workshop. He also
managed the myriad daily responsibilities of the workshop, including menu planning
and errand-running. His extreme competence and professionalism enabled me to focus
solely on the research participants and the writing process during in Kibuye. His work
certainly contributed to the success of this research study.

Workshop site
During my visit to Rwanda in July 2008, Mr. Kwizera and I scouted possible
locations for the trauma writing workshop. My criteria focused on a quiet, non-urban
setting, an easily accessible location we could travel easily to and from Kigali, the
capital, and on a hotel that could affordably offer comfortable rooms and a conference
room.
We decided to locate the workshop at the Centre Béthanie resort in Kibuye.
Kibuye is in the Western Province of Rwanda and is mostly rural with small villages.
It also borders one end of Lake Kivu. The Béthanie sits on the lake shore, with rooms
spanning both sides of a very steep hill. The area is wooded with pines and other
evergreens. Lush greenery grows up stairway walls and railings. It is idyllic.
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Figure 5: A photo of the view from the balcony outside the Salle de Conférence at
Centre Béthanie. Photo by author.

The Salle de Conférence, the large meeting room we used for the writing
workshop, was set apart from the rest of the buildings but adjoined the dining room by
circular staircase. The area was very private, and during the week, we had only one
group of hotel guests walk up to the balcony.

Figure 6: A photo of a view of the Salle de Conference (second floor of building).
Photo by author.
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We had the hotel provide three buffet meals a day, with snacks available midmorning and mid-afternoon. Each of the participants shared a room with another
participant, and Mr. Kwizera, the trauma counselor, and I had private rooms.
This site in its entirety offered a retreat from the responsibilities of
participants‘ daily life, an important aspect of working with traumatized people. Judith
Herman, Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at Harvard Medical School, has written that
this kind of work ―is ambitious…and requires some slackening of ordinary life
demands‖ (1997, p. 176). Kibuye and the Béthanie offered this type of setting.

Figure 7: A photo of inside the Salle de Conférence at Centre Béthanie, set up for
writing. Photo by author.

Mental health support for participants/partnership with ARCT-Ruhuka

People who write about traumatic events risk experiencing psychological pain.
James Pennebaker has stated that ―…writing about upsetting experiences, although
painful in the days of writing, produces long-term improvements in mood and
indicators of well-being…‖ (1997). The primary means of addressing the research
participants‘ mental health needs was the service of a Rwandan trauma counselor who
attended the writing workshop. Ariane Karame, a trauma counselor with ARCT-
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Ruhuka, was the workshop‘s trauma counselor. ARCT-Ruhuka is a Rwandan nongovernmental organization whose sole purpose is to provide trauma counseling. Ms.
Karame travelled with the participants, Mr. Kwizera, and me to Kibuye for the
workshop. A room adjoining the main conference room that we used for writing was
available for her use in speaking with participants.
Several participants used this room, either to write privately because they did
not want to cry in front of other participants, or because they were speaking with Ms.
Karame. This room was equipped with a writing table, two chairs, and a mattress,
which is the typical set-up for trauma care rooms at ARCT-Ruhuka.
Ms. Karame maintained participants‘ confidentiality at all times. After the
workshop, we met so that she could give her professional opinions regarding the
effectiveness of the workshop, and her comments are included in Appendix B.
During the writing workshop, one participant experienced traumatic
flashbacks, ihahamuka, which means experiencing the past traumatic event in the
present, according to Ms. Karame. Ms. Karame was able to effectively address this
young woman‘s needs and the participant was able to re-enter her daily life at the
conclusion of the workshop. She also provided information about trauma counseling
services to all participants at the close of the workshop should they need mental health
services.
Ms. Karame was also responsible for conducting a reflection session on the last
day of the workshop to ensure that the participants could make a smooth transition to
their daily lives. Ms. Karame‘s skill and professionalism strongly contributed to the
success of this research study.
Social support for writing facilitator/researcher

Individuals who undertake research involving trauma also risk vicarious
traumatization if they are not sufficiently supported. To mitigate the potential isolation
of immersing myself in trauma narratives, I could call or text a supportive group of
friends if I was overwhelmed during the Kibuye workshop. Additionally, a
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psychologist in San Antonio had agreed to be available by phone or email if I needed
psychological support during the research. Although the Kibuye workshop was
emotionally challenging, I did not need to use either of these forms of support, but I
am grateful they were available had I needed to use them.
Psycho-social activities
During their free time at the trauma writing workshop, participants viewed
movies in the Béthanie‘s small media room, swam or took swimming lessons in Lake
Kivu, or viewed the hundreds of photographs that participants took of each other
during the workshop. They also kept in contact with their family and friends via
mobile phone.
After conferring with Ms. Karame and Mr. Kwizera, and in order to balance
the difficult emotional work of the workshop, several activities were added during the
evenings of the workshop. Everybody involved in the workshop voluntarily took part
in these activities.
After dinner on the Tuesday night of the workshop, a disc-jockey set up his
gear in the Salle de Conférence and played American and African dancing music for
hours. The thirteen of us danced all together or in small groups, drinking soda and
taking photographs. After the first hour, I noticed hotel staff watching us through the
jalousie windows on the balcony, and when I asked participants if they minded our
audience, they said no and invited them in to join the dancing. Some hotel guests also
joined us, bringing in their toddler and older child who entertained us with their dance
moves.
On Wednesday afternoon after lunch, we hired a narrow boat to carry us to
Amahoro (Peace) Island. This small, kidney bean-shaped island was designed for
entertainment, and we were the only guests for almost the entire time we were there.
Participants, along with Mr. Kwizera and Ms. Karame, played volleyball and swam.
There was also a monkey tied high in a tree and a few goats clambering around who
entertained us. We took turns pushing each other on a wide swing and posed for many,
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many photographs before we donned our life vests and climbed back into our boat for
passage back to the Béthanie.
On Thursday afternoon, we all took a leisurely stroll along the shore of Lake
Kivu, through the village of Kibuye, and over to another hotel where Mr. Kwizera had
arranged a fancy meal befitting the close of our work in Kibuye.
These activities allowed all of us to relax and have social time with one
another. Strong group cohesion resulted, and at the conclusion of the workshop,
participants vowed that they would stay friends with each other.
Writing curriculum
The writing curriculum for the Kibuye workshop was outlined in my approved
proposal to the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of
Human Subjects, which NAR used as the recruiting material for the research
participants. The Rwandan writers, therefore, were familiar with the outline of the
curriculum before they agreed to participate. The curriculum (included in full in
Appendices D-K), although planned in advance, was flexible so that it could provide
what writers needed when they needed it.

Prompted vs. unprompted writing
The Kibuye workshop curriculum is very similar to PEN American Center‘s
Prison Writing Program (PWP) curriculum guidelines, which are typical of many
writing group methods. Because of the informal and non-academic nature of writing
groups, the methods that inform the curriculum design are not often formally
published. PEN‘s Prison Writing Program, however, has published handbooks for
both writing facilitators and writing participants. To be clear, the participants of the
PEN Prison Writing Program and those of the Kibuye trauma writing workshop are
not similar. PEN‘s handbook for writing facilitators, however, provides valuable
structure for a multi-session writing workshop. This structure includes


writing sessions that last 2-3 hours;
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simple, relevant writing prompts; and



revision strategies.

The most significant difference between the PWP workshop design and the
Kibuye workshop design is that I did not write along with the participants; instead, I
addressed their questions individually, and was available to check in with them to
offer a break, snack, or other assistance.
Number and duration of writing sessions

PEN‘s handbook for writing facilitators has suggested that five or six separate
writing sessions are sufficient for participants to start and finish a piece of writing
(Jones & Vega, 1999, pp. 17-8). The Kibuye workshop lasted Monday through Friday,
with the participants and staff travelling to the workshop site on Sunday afternoon. We
returned to Kigali, the capital, on Friday afternoon. Three-hour writing sessions were
scheduled for Monday afternoon (after a workshop orientation), Tuesday morning and
afternoon, Wednesday morning and afternoon, and Thursday morning and afternoon.
Some of these sessions were cancelled or shortened in order to allow the participants
to relax: Tuesday afternoon‘s session, for example, lasted about an hour and a half;
Wednesday afternoon was cancelled for a boat trip to Amahoro (Peace) Island.
Kibuye participants were also encouraged to take individual and group breaks
as needed, so the total writing time for each participant varied. If a participant said she
was done, I did not ask her to write more.
Writing prompts

PEN‘s handbook for writing facilitators suggests the use of simple, relevant
writing prompts: poetry, quotation, or similar material. For the Kibuye workshop, I
used a variety of material to get writers started with each new writing task. The full
Kibuye workshop curriculum appears in Appendices D-K; excerpts are indicated here
with a left rule.
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Writing prompt 1

To begin, I provided them a Lucille Clifton poem, ―won‘t you celebrate with
me,‖ that rejoices in the power of survival.
won't you celebrate with me
what i have shaped into
a kind of life? i had no model.
born in babylon
both nonwhite and woman
what did i see to be except myself?
i made it up
here on this bridge between
starshine and clay,
my one hand; come celebrate
with me that everyday
something has tried to kill me
and has failed. (Clifton, 1992, p. 25)
After we read the poem, I used the following prompt with the writers:
Clifton is most likely not in physical danger; she is writing poetically. Even
though Clifton is not a survivor of genocide nor of war, does she write about
any familiar feelings for you? Let‘s write for awhile about what that
―something‖ might be for you.
Writing prompt 2

When writers expressed being done with the first writing task, I provided the
second prompt, Anne Lamott‘s concept of the ―one-inch picture frame‖ (1995, pp. 1720) . This prompt was physical: I handed each of them a paper version of an actual
one-inch picture frame. I also provided the following information:
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From the writing you did earlier, is there one memory that jumps out to
you, that speaks to you more loudly, that wants you to write about it more than
the others? This might be the most distressing memory you have.
That‘s the one you‘ll want to focus on for the rest of this week.
Let‘s briefly write down in a few words what the essence of that
memory is. This will be a helpful reminder if other memories want to crowd
this one out.
We‘re going to start with the middle of that memory, then, and tell the
story of the main event. Try to tell, rather than describe. Remember that we‘re
going to come back later and write the beginning and the ending of the
memory, but right now, we‘re focusing on your ―big day.‖
Often, writers start this part by writing something like
It was about ten in the morning on Saturday, on 30 January 1996,
when…
Let‘s write for awhile, then, telling the story of this one memory.
This prompt encouraged writers to get the bulk of their story onto the page. When they
felt that this part was complete, I provided the next prompt.
Writing prompt 3: focusing on details

This prompt asked writers to re-enter their texts to add specific detail to their
narrative:
Part of what makes traumatic memories challenging to write is that
sometimes we can‘t remember everything. Sometimes people talk
about the need to remember and the urge to forget, although others say
the experience is more like the urge to remember and the need to
forget. What writing gives us, though, are opportunities to remember at
our own pace.
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Let‘s turn to your writing now and see if there are details that you can
include at this point. We‘ll go through three types of details that you
can change in or add to your writing. It usually helps to focus on one
type at a time.
1. Imagery, or the writer‘s ability to show what she is thinking rather
than just telling it, helps readers picture your experience in their
mind as they are reading. These kinds of details might include


names (and if you use pseudonyms, say that you have changed the
name)



anything that can be represented in number form



color

2. Another important part of communicating your experience is to
describe how your body felt. Sometimes these are called ―body
memories.‖ In your memory, how do things sound, smell, look like,
feel like, or even taste?

3. You also want to make sure you write about your emotions you felt
during the event. Naming these emotions as precisely as we can
helps readers get a better understanding of your experience. For
example, anger is less intense than rage and joy is more intense than
happiness.
Details sometimes come to mind when you are not expecting them.
You can write these down to add them at a more convenient time.
Specific, detailed examples and embodied memory are important to trauma
narrative; Judith Herman has explained that these aspects of a survivor‘s story are
essential, and that, ―At each point in the narrative, therefore, the [writer] must
reconstruct not only what happened but also what she felt. The description of
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emotional states must be as painstakingly detailed as the description of facts‖ (1997, p.
177). Writers almost always include a few specific details, but the importance of detail
in trauma narrative necessitates specific prompting.
During the workshop, I read over drafts if the participants wanted me to, and at
this point, helped them identify places in the text where they might be more specific.
For example, if they used reported or indirect speech, I asked if they could remember
more exact wording or when they used the verb to see, I asked them to describe the
scene with more specific imagery.
Writing prompt 4: Providing context

When writers felt that they had added enough specific detail, I asked them to
go back to the beginning of their story to add background material that would
contextualize their story. Most writers had already included this material, but for those
who hadn‘t, I used the following prompt:
Now that the main event is written, let‘s turn to what will come before
it: the background. This part of the essay gets readers ready to read the main
event. The background puts them in the same frame of mind, even the same
mood, as the writer. It is the first connection the writer and the reader have.
The background will probably have a different feel than the writing
you‘ve done so far. It will feel a little more like a summary, or like you are
looking through a much larger picture frame.
Starting on a separate piece of paper, write about what you think is
important for your reader to know about what lead up to the main event? What
was your life like before the event you have been writing about?
Writing prompt 5: Writing the end

Because most writers had already included background at the beginning of the
writing process, we proceeded directly to this reflection prompt:
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Let‘s turn now to the end of your writing. This part of the story brings
the writing into the present. It gives readers a chance to understand how you
think your main event today.
Like the background, the ending of the writing will also feel large, like
you‘re looking through a very big picture frame.
―Ujya gukira indwara arayirata.‖ A loose translation of this saying is
something like, ―If you want to be healed from your sickness, you must tell the
world about it again and again.‖
For the last few days, you have been writing about your memory, your
experience, your pain. Starting on a separate piece of paper, what do you want
to say to the world about all this? What do you want the world to know?
This prompt was well-received by the writers, who used it in subsequent
conversations. Participants reached this prompt on Thursday, and when they
completed the reflection material, they felt completely done with their narratives.
Revision strategies

PEN‘s ―Handbook for Writers in Prison,‖ the companion to the facilitator‘s
―Words over Walls‖ handbook, has suggested a number of revision strategies, ranging
from re-reading for new material that needs to be added to proofreading and
copyediting. The Kibuye curriculum included various revision strategies to clarify
point of view, pronoun use, and other writing issues. However, we ran out of time in
Kibuye for these sorts of writing tasks.
Collection of texts
The writers in Kibuye hand-wrote their narratives on notebook paper contained
in blue, three-prong paper notebooks. On the Thursday afternoon of the workshop,
when they individually said they were done with their narrative, I removed the
notebook paper from their notebook and scanned it into .pdf format under a
pseudonym. I then reassembled the notebook and returned it to the writer with thanks.
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Use of texts
Before the Kibuye workshop took place, one of their primary concerns of the
potential participants surrounded the use of their stories. They were concerned enough
about this issue that my research assistant and I scheduled a meeting with potential
participants soon after I arrived in Kigali, about two weeks before the workshop was
to take place.
The potential participants‘ concerns derived from a widely-circulated story:
According to the participants, my research assistant, and the director of another
Rwandan human rights organization, a journalist from Belgium had come to Rwanda
to interview survivors about their experiences in the genocide. A woman was
interviewed at length and in great detail. Her story later appeared in a Belgian
newspaper, and the story made its way back to Rwanda and to the perpetrators whom
she had named in her story. These perpetrators threatened the woman; consequently,
the potential Kibuye workshop participants were afraid that something similar might
happen to them if they did not retain sole use of their stories. As a result, participants
agreed to let me electronically scan their stories for textual analysis and to let me
quote only short passages as examples in my research. In no way, shape, or form am I
allowed to use their narratives in any other way. The trust I gained from this
negotiation was valuable; if I had not agreed to their control over the texts, they would
not have agreed to participate. This limitation, however, affects the methods by which
I can effectively analyze the narratives.
Textual analysis methodology
After data was collected in the form of the Kibuye narratives, those stories
were the focus of examination using narrative analysis.

Narrative analysis
Because the Kibuye narratives are, in fact, narratives, this form of rhetorical
analysis is most useful to address four research questions: What do the Kibuye texts
say? How do they say what they say? How do they compare to similar samples of
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emotional writing? And what do the Kibuye narratives mean? Narrative analysis is
used by both rhetoricians and mental health experts: the first examines the
communicative aspects of a narrative; the second analyzes a narrative to assess a
person‘s psychological status. Because this method is used broadly, it is useful to
review a few fundamental concepts within this approach.
Epistemology of narrative analysis

Narrative analysis makes claims for what is ‗real‘ for story-makers. When we
study stories, we need to differentiate between our own perceptions of reality and
those of the writer-rhetor. By entension, though, scholars using this methods of
analysis generalize about what is real for people in general. Again, however, the
representations of reality pertain to writer-rhetors‘ characaterizations, rather than
objectified ‗truth.‘ These limitations have significant implications for the concepts of
validity and reliability, two aspects of qualitative research that are continually being
revised by scholars.
Methods of analysis

Narrative research carries broad expectations for making and communicating
the meaning(s) of human experience. The methods through which this analysis occurs
are varied and dependent on the researcher‘s ontological and epistemological stance.
In general, however, most narrative scholars lean toward methods that result in
complexity and plausible interpretations, as does Beck (2006), in her advice that
narrative analysis should strive to identify ambiguities rather than ―solving‖ ambiguity
within story. Beck has gone on to say that the narratives themselves suggest the type
of analysis to use. I would add that the conditions in which the narrative is created also
point to specific lines of inquiry or methods.
Narrative analysis methods depend on two main types of inquiry. One
examines the structure of a narrative and what that form means; the second examines
how the narrative was constructed. Though both are eventually situated in the text
itself, the first is primarily product-oriented while the second methodology includes
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the study of the process of narrative construction. Sports physiologist and narrative
scholars Brett Smith and Andrew Sparkes (2006) have sharply delineated the
researcher‘s relation to the story as an outsider concerned with what the story says
versus approaching the narrative as an insider and focusing on how the story creates
meaning. They regard only the second approach as moral or ethical, as bearing witness
to the story and author.
Narrative researchers, however, sometimes have little or no knowledge about
how a text is created. Published accounts such as the essays in the anthology We
Survived: Genocide in Rwanda and the book-length memoirs by Rwandans Frida
Gashumba and Immaculee Ilibagiza present edited texts that do not reveal the textual
negotiations by which those polished accounts came to be written. It is unknown if
historical or personal contexts are sufficient for helping to discover the exegesis of
narratives, in this case, general knowledge of Rwandan history and culture as well as
trauma narratives.
Political scientist Shaul Shenhav (2005) has negotiated these two approaches
in method by invoking metaphoric descriptions: thick and thin, noting that a thorough,
balanced analysis should include both. Thin analysis examines structural components
of narratives, especially organization. Thick analysis focuses on narration strategies
and how they affect the structural components (p. 87). Nursing professors Linda
Pellico and Peggy Chinn (2007) have combined these two lines of examination by first
analyzing the structure of the story or stories and then studying rhetorical aspects
within them such as ―figures of speech and archetypal forms.‖ They have also
included the story‘s or writer‘s ―technical, ethical, political, and personal perspectives‖
(p. 60).
Smith and Sparkes (2006) approached this duality of methods and categorized
the lines of inquiry into questions about ‗what‘ and those about ‗how.‘ The ‗what‘
questions focus on substance and organization; the ‗how‘ questions focus on how the
story and social reality is constructed (p. 184). Here are examples of ‗what‘ questions:
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What does the story tell us about X?‖
What does X mean to a certain individual or group?
What meanings are attached to X?
What is going on and under what conditions or circumstances?
What is happening in the story?
What are people doing?
What type of narrative is being told?
What is constructed in the telling of the story? (p. 184)
Examples of ‗how‘ questions include:
How is X constructed in the telling?
How do persons accomplish a self and social order?
How is this happening?
How are the narratives produced?
How are the realities of everyday life produced?
How are the realities of everyday life accomplished? (p. 184)
Validity in narrative analysis

Psychologist Donald Polkinghorne has argued that the validity of knowledge
claims within qualitative research is a rhetorical activity (2007, p. 476): The researcher
must persuade the audience that his or her claims of knowledge resulting from his or
her research are based on reasonable, plausible evidence in the argument‘s warrants.
In this approach, validity is a continuum rather than a fixed ideal; that is, there are
degrees of validity that readers/audience will decide on, rather than a ―correct‖ yes or
no identification of validity. There should be sufficient evidence within the narrative
to support an interpretation and readers should be able to follow the argument and be
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able to come to their own conclusions (p. 476). In addressing the validity of the
narrative analysis, Polkinghorne has gone on to advise that ―Narrative researchers
need to argue for the acceptance of the validity of the collected evidence and the
validity of the offered interpretation‖ (p. 478) and has identified four potential
limitations to the interpretation of narratives (p. 480): the first is due to the nature of
language to adequately capture experience. In other words, sometimes words are
insufficient to describe a person‘s view of reality.
The second limitation refers to others‘ ability to perceive what is outside of our
own awareness when we interpret narrative. The third issue is the writer-rhetor‘s
ability to consciously or unconsciously choose not to reveal all the complexities of his
or her own experience. The final limitation pertains to situations like my writing
workshop in Rwanda this summer, in which the texts are ―co-creations‖ of the writerrhetor and another. In my case, the writing prompts I used to instigate the writing and
my dialogue with the writers unavoidably shape the narratives and thus my
interpretation of the narratives. These limitations do not negate the use of narrative
analysis, but should be addressed within the analysis.
Reliability

Within research methods, especially those in the quantitative or positivist
traditions, reliability of research results is demonstrated in the ability for the same
results to be obtained by others under similar conditions. This definition of reliability,
however, has been refuted by qualitative researchers. Pellico and Chinn (2007) have
described rigor in narrative analysis this way: ―The truth value of the work is
established not in the replicability or generalizability of the interpretations but rather
in the plausibility of the connoisseur‘s interpretations, or the extent to which the
interpretations resonate as plausible meanings of human experience‖ (p. 63). For this
rigor to be attained, the researchers have offered four possible criteria. The first is
purely rhetorical in nature: Are the analysis and interpretation persuasive? Are the
claims from individual story to general human meaning plausible? The second
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criterion involves what ethnographers call ―member-checking:‖ Does the
interpretation check out with the writer?
Coherence of analysis is the third criterion. Pellico and Chinn have described
this as ―interpretations that are rich and related‖ (p. 63). In other words, narrative
analyses should be complex and seek to describe not only meaning for that story but
for a type of ‗meta-meaning‘ of what it means to be human. The final aspect of
reliability involves what Pellico and Chinn have called ―pragmatic usefulness,‖ which
is established over time if the analysis is used by other scholars in other settings. In
other words, narrative analysis is reliable if it makes a contribution to the field of
narrative research. Nursing professor Cheryl Beck (2006) has used a less formal
standard for reliability of narrative research, advising that if an analysis promoted
better understanding, opening and ―facilitating alternative perspectives,‖ it had
attained acceptable levels of rigor (p. 456).
In order to examine the Kibuye texts and represent the analysis in full, I use a
textual analysis software program (LIWC, described below) and present the data
numerically. These numerical findings are then interpreted in the following chapter
and where relevant, exemplified with short excerpts from the Kibuye narratives.
This choice of analysis tool enables me to compare the Kibuye narratives to a
database of emotional writing, to share the analysis data publically and to maintain the
privacy of the research participants‘ texts. It also provides a method of consistent,
accurate analysis of texts that if analyzed word by word, would create very strong
emotional reactions in researchers and readers that might affect analysis. This software
program is also able to analyze non-standard forms of English. To balance the
qualities of software programs that parse narratives into word units, I will illustrate in
the following chapter the numerical data with examples from the Kibuye narratives
that reflect those texts‘ rhythms.
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Linguistic and Inquiry Word Count (LIWC)
A software content analysis program called ―Linguistic Inquiry and Word
Count‖ (LIWC, pronounced ―Luke‖) has been my method of narrative analysis to
examine what the Kibuye narratives say and how they say it, as well as to provide
comparisons to other samples of emotional writing. In determining the meaning of the
texts, I use the LIWC data to indicate uses of language in the texts that bear further
examination. I then locate these places in various texts and look at what is going on in
the context of the narrative.
LIWC offers several important advantages: first, this software program allows
me to share data about the narratives without compromising the privacy of the writers.
The data table generated by the program (see Appendix L) reveals no personal
information about the writers or their stories. I can also discuss the narratives as a
group or individually, and most importantly, I can compare the Kibuye narratives to
LIWC‘s database of other samples of emotional writing.
Further, because the LIWC is composed of roots of words, non-standard usage
of language poses no problems. The trauma writing workshop I facilitated in Kibuye
was conducted in English, the third or fourth language of the research participants.
English is one of the national languages of Rwanda, and participants were mostly
fluent in spoken and written English. At the time of the workshop, 2009, half of the
university classes that the participants were or had been enrolled in were conducted in
English, the other half in French. The Kibuye texts are written in African English and
do not follow all the conventions of standard American English such as spelling,
punctuation, and mechanics. Some of the writers wrote sections of their narrative in
either Kinyarwanda or French and then translated the text to English; most of the texts
read as though written by non-native speakers.
Another important advantage is that LIWC also decreases the analyst‘s
immersion in the trauma narrative, although the limitations of the program necessitate
a close reading of the texts in order to point out interesting features that the LIWC data
do not highlight. LIWC, for example, does not account for ―context, irony, sarcasm,
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and idiom‖ (Tausczik & J. W. Pennebaker, 2010, p. 30). Although the Kibuye
narratives contain no irony or sarcasm, the context and idiom are important. LIWC
analysis is accompanied by textual examples from the Kibuye narratives. Please note
that all examples from the Kibuye narratives presented in the next chapter preserve the
integrity of Rwandan writers‘ voices and are therefore unedited for standard American
English usage. So while they do not follow standard punctuation and verb tense, for
example, they are still readable and understandable. Where blank lines appear in the
quotes (_____), identifying information has been redacted.
LIWC is part of a group of computer software programs that analyzes language
use to determine meaning. In their article ―The Psychological Meaning of Words:
LIWC and Computerized Text Analysis Methods,‖ psychologists Yla Tausczik and
James Pennebaker have traced the history of programs like LIWC: The earliest
language analysis software, called ―General Inquirer,‖ was developed for use on a
mainframe computer in 1966. In the 1980s, rhetorician Roderick Hart developed
DICTION, followed by Walter Weintraub, a physician, and later, Mergenthaler‘s
TAS/C program. It is interesting to note that mental health experts used the
rhetorician‘s program (DICTION) to assess people‘s psychological health because
language use reflects so much about our mental and emotional states (Tausczik & J.
W. Pennebaker, 2010).
LIWC was created as a simple (word-counting) program that categorized
words into groups that reflect significant aspects of meaning in the texts. LIWC can
also analyze multiple texts and can do so very quickly, in less than one second. It has
two main functions: first, to analyze the style of a text, or the way it is written, and
second, to examine the content of the text, or what it says. The program is limited in
that it does not examine the context of language use or idiom, nor does it identify
sarcasm or irony. But it is possible to examine these aspects of a text based on LIWC
data. In other words, LIWC data indicates areas of potential interest.
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How LIWC functions
According to the LIWC manual for the 2007 update I use in this study, the
program ―reads‖ a text word by word and applies a count to categories within its
dictionary. Single words can be counted in multiple categories (which I discuss later).
At the end of a text, LIWC counts the total number of words and calculates each
category‘s percentage of the total word count. These numbers aren‘t useful until they
are compared to one of six LIWC databases; because the texts I examine in this
dissertation are trauma narratives, I use LIWC‘s ―Emotional writing‖ database for
comparison. This LIWC database is also discussed later in this chapter.
LIWC contains multiple types of categories: the first, called ―Linguistic
Processes,‖ counts ―function‖ words: pronouns, articles, the number of words over six
letters long, verbs, auxiliary verbs, adverbs, prepositions, and conjunctions, for
example. These types of words are not normally considered important; however, they
communicate a great deal about how a writer is thinking and communicating. Hart‘s
work with these types of ―filler‖ words has indicated that writers use these words in
distinctive patterns he calls ―individual lexicon,‖ and those patterns can identify layers
of meaning in a text (R. Hart, 2005, pp. 160-172). Pennebaker et al have also used
these function words to analyze a writer‘s psychological status. This dissertation,
however, uses the function words in LIWC differently. First, the function group in
LIWC allows for a stylistic comparison of the Kibuye texts to those in the LIWC
database of emotional writing. In other words, comparing these features helps
determine the degree to which the Kibuye narratives are typical or atypical, and in
what ways. The function word categories also allow for an examination of pronoun
usage that reflects point of view within the Kibuye narratives.
The second type of LIWC category, called ―Psychological Processes,‖ reflects
the content of a text. It counts words and categorizes them into five sub-categories:
Social Processes, Affective Processes, Cognitive Processes, Perceptual Processes, and
Biological Processes. These groupings were developed to reflect psychological aspects
of people, but they also pertain to those writing about difficult experiences such as
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genocide. Again, these categories provide points of comparison between the Kibuye
narratives and those in the LIWC database.
A third relevant category within LIWC is called ―Personal Concerns,‖ and it
assesses the subjects on which the writer expresses the highest level of attention. The
concerns counted in the database are Work, Achievement, Leisure, Home, Money,
Religion, and Death. As in the previous categories, LIWC provides comparable data to
the Kibuye narratives.

LIWC’s internal reliability
The LIWC program has been evaluated for internal reliability, meaning that
when the software counts a word into a certain category, it counts related words as
well. For example, there are 327 words within the group ―Work‖ within the Personal
Concerns category. If a writer is truly focused on this idea, then when one of the
―Work‖ words appears in a text, other ―Work‖ words would as well. In other words,
those 327 words should all refer to the same concept. Pennebaker et al have tested
whether this was the case, and the results are measured in two ways, both of which are
provided for analysts with the software. LIWC‘s internal reliability is sufficiently high
to provide useful results in this study.

LIWC’s external validity
LIWC‘s developers also evaluated the software to determine if and how well it
measures what it purports to measure, or in other words, to what degree it has external
validity. Pennebaker et al have described this study and its results:
Using LIWC output and judges‘ ratings, Pearson correlational analyses were
performed to test LIWC‘s external validity. Results… reveal that the LIWC
scales and judges‘ ratings are highly correlated. These findings suggest that
LIWC successfully measures positive and negative emotions, a number of
cognitive strategies, several types of thematic content, and various language
composition elements. The level of agreement between judges‘ ratings and
LIWC‘s objective word count strategy provides support for LIWC‘s external

95

Texas Tech University, Jen Osborne, May 2011
validity. (J. W. Pennebaker, C. K. Chung, Ireland, Gonzales, & Booth, 2007, p.
9)

LIWC’s advantages
LIWC provides a significant advantage over other forms of analysis in that its
categories are ways of examining whole texts without compromising the privacy of
the writers. It also allows for analysis of groups of texts. Other advantages include the
software‘s systematic nature: it only counts and categorizes words. In addition,
because LIWC‘s dictionary counts the roots of words, non-standard American English
usage is not an issue. Another significant advantage of using LIWC for this study is
that is eases the emotional burden somewhat for the researcher. As Tausczik and
Pennebaker have found, readers ―tend to get depressed when reading depressing
stories‖ (2010, p. 26). As a writing researcher and trauma writing facilitator, I had
complete access to the Kibuye narratives every day of the writing workshop plus one
electronic copy of each narrative so that I could study them in depth after the field
research was completed. This access to and familiarity of the narratives was essential
in interpreting the LIWC findings. This combination of software analysis and
rhetorical textual analysis provides deeper insight than using either method alone. The
systematic consistency and emotional remove of a computer program allow for
accurate analysis of these deeply emotional texts. My access to these narratives allows
me to read the texts closely for potential areas of interest indicated by the computergenerated data. This synergy of methods opens up opportunities for writing
researchers to contribute to the analysis of texts by mental health experts, which I will
discuss in the final chapter.
LIWC’s database of emotional writing

LIWC‘s database of comparable emotional writing is constructed of over 2,900
samples of writing where people of varying ages were asked ―to write about their
emotions and thoughts about personally relevant topics‖ (J. W. Pennebaker et al.,
2007, p. 10). The writing was collected in the US, Canada, and New Zealand and
contains almost 3 million words. There are additional databases for comparison as
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well: a control group, scholarly articles published in the journal ―Science,‖ blogs,
novels, and talking. The database of emotional writing provides a context with which
to compare the Kibuye narratives.

LIWC’s limitations
LIWC‘s main limitation derives from its strength: in its counting of words, it
does not take into account the word‘s context. However, the data yielded by LIWC
analysis indicates word usage within a text that can be more closely examined, as I do
in this study. Both the LIWC data and the closer examination are the focus of the
following chapter.
Conclusion
The context of this study is complex; the care with which the writing workshop
was designed and with which the stories were written and collected contributes to the
overall degree of quality of this research. The analysis of the ten Kibuye narratives,
however, is rather straightforward: they are processed through a text analysis software
program; data is generated, and the researcher examines the numerical findings to
interpret. The LIWC analysis and the interpretations of that data appear in the
following chapter.
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CHAPTER IV
READING THE KIBUYE NARRATIVES
The ten trauma narratives of this study that were written by survivors of
Rwanda‘s 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi represent extraordinary experiences of
courage, luck, survival, and extreme loss. They also demonstrate the sense of hope of
the writers and their concerns for the future. The narratives were written in Kibuye,
Rwanda, in July 2009 in a writing workshop retreat with the support of a Rwandan
trauma counselor. This mental health support was necessary for attending to the needs
of the women writers. Excerpts from the texts appear in this chapter in order to
exemplify the interpretation of my analysis. Many excerpts are startlingly painful to
read.
Introduction
Trauma narratives are difficult to write, to read, and to analyze. Writers can
experience strong emotions while writing these types of texts; readers can experience
vicarious traumatization if they are not adequately prepared for receiving others‘
memories of terror (Goldenberg, 2002; Herman, 1997; Keats, 2005; Shortt & J. W.
Pennebaker, 1992). Further, analysts who pore through numerous trauma narratives
for meaning risk depression (Tausczik & J. W. Pennebaker, 2010, p. 26).
The Kibuye narratives, however, offer an important opportunity to examine
individuals‘ representations of their experiences during the 1994 Genocide against the
Tutsi. Despite an increasing number of book-length, first-person memoirs about
surviving the genocide and its aftermath, there can never be too many first-person
accounts of events on the magnitude of genocide. Every person‘s experience—and
thus, story—is different and valuable. Analysis of these narratives offers insight into
the texts‘ characteristics that are both usual and extraordinary. In turn, these findings
point to possible implications for further potential meanings and future research.
The Kibuye texts were written individually, but they also reflect aspects of
social construction; in other words, the texts are products of numerous social
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interactions. Most directly, the texts were shaped by my writing prompts throughout
the writing process. The full curriculum of the Kibuye workshop appears in
Appendices D-K. In sum, the writers were asked to first write in general about several
memories that they might possibly choose as a main focus for the narrative. Then they
were asked to choose one memory and write it as fully and completely as possible.
Next, they were prompted to deepen the memory with specific, concrete details. When
they were done with that, I asked them to write background material to place in the
beginning of the narrative, then a reflection on genocide. A revision task was included
in the curriculum but we lacked sufficient time to use it. As a result, the Kibuye
narratives have some degree of background or context followed by a series of
memories and they end with thoughts about genocide and human nature.
Another social aspect of the stories‘ construction is a result of discussions
about words or phrasing, sometimes regarding translation, and sometimes trying to
find words for difficult ideas. During the workshop, participants consulted the
numerous copies of French-English translation dictionaries they had brought with
them. When the writers couldn‘t think of a word, they asked the group, the trauma
counselor or me. Where this aspect of shared construction might affect my analysis, I
have indicated that in the findings.
At the time of the Kibuye workshop, I had not decided how to analyze the
resulting narratives, mostly because I did not know what the narrative artifacts might
look like or what other types of qualitative information I might use in any future
analysis. Although I had purchased LIWC before the Kibuye workshop and knew that
it might yield interesting results, I was not familiar with how it works, its categories,
or the meaning of the numerical data it generates. Likewise, I did not know LIWC
contains a database of emotional writing data with which I could compare the Kibuye
narratives. Only after the field research was complete and I was able to ponder the
narratives at length, could I then look at possible methods of analysis and determine
which would yield the most useful results given the limits of this study.
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As described in the previous chapter‘s explanation of my choice of methods,
the textual analysis of the Kibuye narratives was strongly shaped by participants‘
privacy concerns and sense of ownership of their stories. Despite assurances of
pseudonyms and removal of all identifying information, all ten research participants
were sufficiently concerned about potential reproduction of their stories and agreed to
participate in the trauma writing workshop only if I agreed not to use their stories in
whole; I can therefore quote only short passages. However, if my analysis depended
only on my reading of each story, then the transparency of my findings could be
obscured by my inability to produce the complete texts for other researchers to
examine my claims. Textual analysis via software, specifically the program called
―Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count‖ (LIWC) addresses many of the difficulties in
analyzing these and other trauma narratives and provides several advantages.
Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC)
The use of LIWC is systematic because it ―reads‖ every word and counts it in
predetermined categories. As described in the previous chapter, the program has been
assessed for validity and reliability and is well-respected in the field of mental health.
And the software is fast: computational analysis of all ten Kibuye narratives is
complete in less than one second. The resulting data table can be shared and examined
by other researchers without violating the privacy of the participants or their texts.
This data is located in Appendix L.
Further, because the LIWC dictionary is composed of roots of words, nonstandard usage of language poses no problems. The trauma writing workshop I
facilitated in Kibuye was conducted in English, the third or fourth language of the
research participants. English is one of the national languages of Rwanda, and
participants were mostly fluent in spoken and written English. At the time of the
workshop, 2009, half of the university classes that the participants were or had been
enrolled in were conducted in English, the other half in French. The texts were written
in African English and do not follow all the conventions of standard American English
such as spelling, punctuation, and mechanics. Some of the writers wrote sections of
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their narrative in either Kinyarwanda or French and then translated the text to English;
most of the texts read as though written by non-native speakers.
LIWC also decreases the analyst‘s immersion in the trauma narrative, although
the limitations of the program necessitate a close reading of the texts in order to point
out interesting features that the software does not highlight. I was, of course,
intimately familiar with each of the Kibuye narratives because of the writing
facilitation practices I employed throughout the workshop in which the narratives were
written. Continued subsequent immersion in the texts for analysis was challenging,
and LIWC allowed a clear way into the analysis of those texts. LIWC does have
limitations, one of which is its inability to account for ―context, irony, sarcasm, and
idiom‖ (Tausczik & J. W. Pennebaker, 2010, p. 30). Although the Kibuye narratives
contain no irony or sarcasm, the context and idiom are important. LIWC analysis is
therefore accompanied by textual examples from the Kibuye narratives.
Please note that all examples from the Kibuye narratives preserve the integrity
of Rwandan writers‘ voices and are therefore unedited for standard American English
usage. I do not call attention to their non-standard usage with ―(sic).‖ While they often
do not follow standard punctuation and verb tense, for example, they are still readable
and understandable. Where blank lines appear in the quotes (_____), identifying
information has been redacted.
Most importantly, LIWC provides a database of statistical means for emotional
writing that offers interesting comparisons to the data provided by Kibuye narratives
individually and as a group. LIWC examines texts for what they say and how they say
it. The ―how‖ or stylistic processes are indicated by ―function‖ words, basically the
filler words such as articles, propositions, and pronouns that contextualize and
establish relationships among the content words and main ideas. LIWC‘s normed
database of emotional writing (hereafter referred to as LIWC database) contains
writing samples from Pennebaker‘s experimental research, prompted by instructions
such as these:
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What I would like to have you write about for the next four days is the most
traumatic, upsetting experience of your entire life. In your writing, I want you
to really let go and explore your very deepest emotions and thoughts. …it is
critical that you really delve into your deepest emotions and thoughts. (1994, p.
3)
Overall, the Kibuye narratives are very similar to the LIWC database. In other words,
the Kibuye narratives are typical of other writing samples focusing on traumatic,
difficult and painful experiences. Some of LIWC‘s measures will be explored in depth
in this chapter. There are interesting stylistic similarities between the Kibuye
narratives and the LIWC database; furthermore, some of the LIWC content measures
provide opportunities for closer rhetorical analysis of themes within the Kibuye
narratives.
The research questions motivating this analysis ask what the Kibuye narratives
say, how they say it, what they mean, and how they compare to other similar writings.
In this chapter, I organize the responses to these lines of inquiry according to relevant
LIWC analysis categories and themes within the Kibuye narratives. Further discussion
and exemplification from close reading follows. This added analysis addresses the
limitations of LIWC and places the findings in context, illustrating themes, comparing
the Kibuye narratives with each other, and examining rhetorical structures that are
beyond the scope of LIWC analysis. In other words, the quantitative data provided by
LIWC is useful for comparing the Kibuye narratives to other similar writing; LIWC
also addresses categories that provide opportunities for rhetorical analysis.
LIWC and the Kibuye narratives
In order to LIWC to perform its data analysis, I had to convert the handwritten
Kibuye texts from their .pdf format into a text format that LIWC could read (.docx,
.doc, .txt). I then typed each narrative into Word™ format and spellchecked the
document. I did not make any substantive changes to the narratives. Once I had
completed this task with all the narratives, I established generic file names for each
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narrative file and put them as a group through LIWC‘s ―Process text‖ function. In less
than a second, LIWC generated a data table with the results of its analysis. I saved that
table into Excel™ and then entered the LIWC database norms for emotional writing to
the spreadsheet to use as a comparison for the Kibuye narratives. For the Kibuye
narrative data, I used an Excel formula to compute the standard deviation for the set of
ten texts. For the LIWC database, I input the mean standard deviations that are
provided in the LIWC2007 Language Manual. These LIWC mean standard deviations
reflect the mean for the standard deviations of all LIWC databases, including control
writing, articles published in the journal ―Science,‖ blogs, novels, and talking.
Standard deviations for only the database of Emotional writing were not published.
The full data table appears in Appendix L.
Other than word count, which reflects the total number of words of the
document, LIWC generates percentages that reflect the number of counted words in a
category divided by the total number of words in that text. As a result, the percentages
in each category do not add up to 100%. The LIWC data and rhetorical analysis of the
Kibuye narratives appear below. My analysis focuses first on structure and style, then
on themes.

Structure and style
Although all of the Kibuye narratives are longer than those in the LIWC
database, on average about four times as many words, the trauma narratives are very
similar linguistically and stylistically to those in LIWC. The mean word count in the
LIWC database is 443; however, the Kibuye narratives range in number of words from
1038 to 3779. The longer length of the Kibuye narratives is likely a result of the longer
duration of writing sessions over the multiple days of the Kibuye trauma writing
workshop: participants wrote for two to three hours on Monday, the first day of the
workshop, approximately two hours during the morning and afternoon on Tuesday,
two to three hours on Wednesday, and two to three hours on Thursday for a total of 10
to 13 hours of total writing time. LIWC samples were derived from writing periods of
15 to 20 minutes in each of two to three writing sessions. It is surprising, therefore,
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that the Kibuye narratives and the LIWC samples are similar in other aspects. For
example, the percentage of words over six letters, an indication of educational level
and/or social class, is virtually identical: in both the Kibuye narratives and the LIWC
database, 13.5% and 13.3% respectively of the words within the narratives are longer
than six letters. This indicates that despite language differences, the texts read just as
sophisticated as those in the LIWC database.
LIWC‘s dictionary captured a slightly smaller percentage of words in the
Kibuye narratives than in its database, 90.8% versus 93.4%. The unaccounted words
in the LIWC dictionary from the Kibuye texts are proper nouns and phrases in
Kinyarwanda or French. For example, one Rwandan writer includes a saying in
Kinyarwanda and includes an English translation:
We were survivor, and we feel all sort of feeling pain because of our people
lost, fear of this happen again, traumatized by all those events. And proud of
being what we are Survivor of Genocide, because they want to exterminate us
but we are still there, because we pass through all sort of thing but still living
with our hope like when we cut a big tree afterward it come from the remain
other young tree that are the same quality (igiti batenyi yiri Inturusu ni yo
gishibutse kika ari isherusu). (KN2)
The Kinyarwanda phrase at the end of this passage is not included in LIWC‘s
dictionary, but the English words, despite their non-standard usage, are counted within
the software. Likewise, proper Rwandan names are not included in LIWC‘s
dictionary. These foreign language issues account for the difference in percentage of
words that match the LIWC dictionary.
While at first glance the similarities in word count, percentage of words over
six letters, and percentage of words captured in the LIWC dictionary might seem
inconsequential, they establish common ground for important similarities between the
Kibuye narratives and the writing samples within the LIWC database. In other words,
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the two groups of writings are sufficiently similar for LIWC analysis to yield
important findings.
Function words and personal voice

Another of the ways that LIWC analyzes writers‘ style is through what it calls
―function‖ words which include pronouns, articles, verbs, auxiliary verbs, verb tense,
adverbs, conjunctions, negations, quantifiers, numbers, and swear words. These words
surround writers‘ main ideas or nouns—content words—within their sentences.
Tausczik and Pennebaker have explained that ―Although we tend to have almost
100,000 English words in our vocabulary, only about 500 (or 0.05%) are style words,‖
but these inconsequential words comprise approximately 55% of words used in all
forms of communication (2010, p. 29). How we weave these connective words
through our ideas constitutes our linguistic style. Other communication computer
programs such as Roderick Hart‘s DICTION software measure similar rhetorical
aspects of communication (Hart, 2005, pp. 165-173). According to the research I
reviewed in Chapter 2, when people write about difficult experiences, they use a
natural voice—what writing experts would call personal voice—that results in a
particular style of writing. That style is characterized primarily by a higher percentage
of function word use than in any other style of writing. In other words, emotional
writing looks quantitatively different from all other styles of writing, and LIWC
measures these stylistic attributes. Personal or natural voice is also qualitatively
different from other types of writing; in other words, this type of writing reads
differently than, say, academic writing or fiction.
In the ways that LIWC analyses the style of a text, the Kibuye narratives are
very similar to the writing within the LIWC database. The percentage of function
words to total words used by the research participants and by those in the LIWC
database is very similar: 61.1% of the total words the Rwandan writers employed were
function words, versus 63.9% in the LIWC database. Again, despite non-standard
language use in the Kibuye narratives, their increased length, the fact that they are the
results of social constructions, and other dissimilar factors, the Kibuye narratives are
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stylistically very much like those in the LIWC database of emotional writing. This
stylistic similarity will have important implications for this research and will be
discussed later in the dissertation.
Personal pronouns/immersion in an experience

Another area of interest is personal pronoun usage. According to Tausczik and
Pennebaker, when people write about painful experiences, they use more first person
pronouns because they are paying attention to themselves. The Kibuye narratives
employ a similar percentage of personal pronouns as the samples within LIWC. This
similarity between the Kibuye narratives and LIWC points to the immersion of the
Rwandan writers in the experiences they were writing about. The experiences the
Rwandan writers focused on were of their own choice. When I met with potential
participants and at the beginning of the writing workshop, I asked writers to focus on a
particular memory as a starting point for their writing. Their texts indicate that writers
had already chosen an event to focus on; there were few generative texts in general,
and those writers who did some pre-writing or outlining were already focused on the
memory of their choice. My specific writing prompt in the Kibuye curriculum derived
from Anne Lamott‘s concept of the ―one-inch picture frame‖ (1995, pp. 17-18). The
idea was to focus on and write about one thing at a time, an isolated image or memory
as seen through a tiny opening, so that the contextualizing material and memories
don‘t overwhelm the writer. To illustrate this point during the workshop, I provided
each participant with a paper version of this miniature picture frame. Interestingly, the
trauma counselor who attended the Kibuye workshop adopted and used the symbol
and the paper version of the one-inch picture frame in her trauma therapy work with
the participants.
The central memories that the Rwandan writers focused on were most
commonly the death of a significant loved one: a father, mother, aunt, or other family
member. In writing this memory, other memories seemed to tumble into the writing as
was the case in Gemma‘s narrative that opens the first chapter of this dissertation.
Some of the participants pointed out to me that they had not told this story before,
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neither in writing nor in conversation. In the reflection session that ended the
workshop, some of the participants shared their memories in the form of verbal
testimony.
Overall, the immersion of the Kibuye writers in their experiences was designed
into the workshop: in meetings with potential participants (and reiterated throughout
the workshop), I emphasized that the week-long retreat was for them to be able to
focus on themselves; their rooms, meals, and recreational activities were paid for, and
they had few daily responsibilities to burden them. This immersion is not surprisingly
reflected in similar personal pronoun percentages compared to LIWC.
Second person pronouns/addressing the reader

The issue of second person pronouns (you), both singular and plural, is
interesting. The percentage of second person pronouns used within the Kibuye
narratives and the writing in the LIWC database is very similar: 0.6% of total words in
the Kibuye narratives versus 0.4% of total words in the writing in the LIWC database.
While this finding further bolsters the stylistic similarities of the two groups of
writing, LIWC does not illuminate some of the interesting and sophisticated ways that
the Kibuye writers used second person pronouns; for a deeper examination, rhetorical
analysis is necessary. When a writer employs the second person, he or she can be
addressing the reader specifically or expressing generalities about people (―You can‘t
buy love,‖ for example). The readers or audience for the Kibuye narratives is a bit
different than those of the LIWC database. The writers whose samples are included in
LIWC‘s emotional writing database were prompted to write for 15 to 20 minutes about
a painful or stressful experience and then to turn their writing in anonymously into an
unmarked box. In other words, the audience for LIWC samples is not stated. When the
issue of audience came up during the Kibuye workshop, participants knew that I
would be reading their texts but not sharing them. So for some of the writers, I was the
primary audience, although I encouraged them to write beyond me personally: I asked
them to imagine ―someone like me‖ if they asked who they should write for. One
participant chose another audience, however: she imagined writing the trauma
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narrative for her yet-to-be-conceived children. She wanted them to know what had
happened to their grandparents, what kind of people they had been, and some of the
experiences that shaped their mother‘s life.
Another writer used you in powerful rhetorical apostrophe, that is, directly
addressing a person who may or may not be the reader (or even alive) for emotional
effect, thereby reeling in her audience:
What I‘m going to tell you now is very strong to me. Please listen: You don‘t
know what it is to miss someone you loved. Ok, I agree that you can loose him
for example in accident, or with illness but not when he has been murdered
with any sin it hurts more. I think Dad was a good man. I forgot to tell you his
name: he was named ___________ and I like that name. (KN9)
This use of the second person attempts to explicitly earn the empathy of the reader; the
connection becomes personal, even conversational. The effect is an elevated intimacy
between the writer and the reader.
Another of the Rwandan writers also used you in rhetorical apostrophe, but in
this case, she did not turn to her reader. After this writer described witnessing the
incredibly gruesome murder of her aunt and her unborn child, the writer said,
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)
In this passage, the writer uses her narrative as an opportunity to speak to her late aunt,
as if the narrative transcends death.
This same writer employed apostrophe again later in her narrative, this time
addressing her mother who still suffers greatly from trauma she suffered during the
genocide and who has difficulty functioning in her daily life:
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I love mum and I always pray for you, don‘t worry God will make you get well
the genocide won‘t happen again, I am faithful about my existence, I hope I
will live longer and I‘ll do my best to make you happy mum, I love you Mum.
(KN8)
In these passages, the writer used her narrative to reassure her mother who might
otherwise not be able to take in her daughter‘s message. The writer also seemed to
reassure herself and clarify her strong, hopeful position. The narrative, in this case,
seemed to wrap around both the writer and her mother, blanketing both in strength and
love. These sophisticated aspects of the narratives will be discussed later in this
chapter.
Verb tense

Another aspect of style focuses on verb tense. LIWC captures verb tense (past,
present, future) in order to assess what time frame(s) a writer focused on. The LIWC
emotional database writing samples reflect writing that is mostly focused on the
present (9.2% of total words), with moderate attention to the past (5.8% of total
words), and some orientation to the future (1.1% of total words). This pattern is
slightly different in the Kibuye narratives, which are more strongly oriented toward
the past (8.2% of total words) than to the present (7.0% of total words), and very little
to the future (0.5% of total words). Because the Kibuye curriculum writing prompts
focused writers specifically on the past, the extent to which they focused on the
present is pleasantly surprising. This ―living in the here and now‖ (Tausczik & J. W.
Pennebaker, 2010, p. 40) might indicate that, while the writers were immersed in their
past trauma, they were also solidly in the present, writing about their current selves
and lives.
The fundamental similarity in style between the Kibuye narratives and the
emotional writing in the LIWC database indicated by function word use, pronouns,
and verb tense, and other linguistic features, establishes a basis for potential health
benefits to the Kibuye writers. These potential benefits are discussed later in this
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dissertation. And although the LIWC data provides a basis for comparison and initial
inquiry into the Kibuye narratives, further rhetorical analysis illuminates attributes of
those texts that provide a deeper understanding of how those narratives reflect
personal experience of traumatic loss and of surviving the mass trauma of genocide.
Embodiment and perceptual processes
Trauma narratives are predicated on the recollection of body memories and the
application of language to those previously wordless memories. If the Kibuye
narratives are true trauma narratives, then they would express these types of
memories, also known as embodiment. One way of looking at the degree to which the
Kibuye narratives reflect embodied perspectives is through LIWC data‘s perceptual
processes, a major category within the software. This category contains 273 words
relating to physical sensation such as ―observing, heard, feeling‖ (Tausczik & J. W.
Pennebaker, 2010, p. 42). This category is subdivided into three subgroups: See, Hear,
Feel.
The importance of embodied memory, that is, the memory of what a writer‘s
body felt like during the experience she is writing about, is a critical feature of trauma
narratives, according to Judith Herman. She has written, ―The completed narrative
must include a full and vivid description of the traumatic imagery…. A narrative that
does not include the traumatic imagery and bodily sensations is barren and
incomplete‖ (1997, p. 177). The percentage of words captured in the major category of
Perception is virtually identical between the Kibuye texts and the LIWC database; the
Kibuye narratives have a slightly different percentage of words within the three
subcategories, but the difference is not significant. This similar percentage is likely
due to the social construction of the Kibuye narratives: I prompted them to spend at
least one entire writing session on revising details of their narratives, specifically
asking them to include embodied memories (see Appendices D-K for the Kibuye
curriculum). One example from a Kibuye narrative that demonstrated physical
perceptions of the writers followed a gruesome description of a killing in progress:
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And this was really awful to see and my mum saw that they were busy and
took my hand we go away in the opposite side, and when we met other
Interahamwe they asked us how we are still alive, I did not remember what
mum answered but we keep going and reach other people, we saw our
neighbors who used to hide us and stay with him. (KN2)
Another Rwandan writer included this embodied memory in her narrative:
I waked up at 9:00 p.m. and I found the all mountain was covered by the died
bodies and me I was in the hot blood and I tried to stand up but I didn‘t have
no force. So I remained here. (KN7)
To the reader, these vivid details of perception and other embodied memories
reinforce the terror of genocide, and that genocidal violence is perpetrated on human
bodies rather than on abstract identity groups.
A brief foray into grammar: Question marks
LIWC counts question marks (as well as other punctuation) within writing
samples, and those in its database used few question marks (0.3%). The Rwandan
writers used even fewer question marks (0.2%), usually to represent dialogue within
the narrative. At first glance, this information seems inconsequential. However,
narrative analysis reveals meaningful ways that several writers used questions. These
queries reflected the writer‘s current questions rather than past questions that occurred
within the experiences they wrote about.
One writer used questions to organize her generative writing, asking rhetorical
questions:
How can we reconcile with those people without accept what they
did?
How can we give us back our country of before? (KN1)
Another writer used rhetorical questions within her narrative as a way of
attempting to visualize being at her father‘s side as he was murdered:
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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)
This writer used a series of rhetorical questions (pysma) in a meaningful way: her use
of unanswerable (and thus rhetorical) questions enabled her and her audience to
imagine seeing and hearing her father‘s murder. In other words, through her questions,
both she and her reader could, in a virtual way, witness her father‘s death: he would
not have been alone with the perpetrators, but with someone who cares—his
daughter—and someone who has been persuaded to care—her reader. This writer‘s
use of insistent, interrogative, imagined visualization allows both her and the reader to
transcend reality—time, space, and death. Her questions indicate that while she could
not prevent his murder, she could imagine bearing witness to the horrors he
undoubtedly suffered.
Personal concerns
The LIWC category called Personal Concerns does not count anything on its
own but rather is a collection of groups that count words indicating areas of life on
which a narrative focuses. The groups include Work, Achievement, Leisure, Home,
Money, Religion, and Death. In the LIWC database, writers focus on Work-related
ideas more than any other subcategory (2.1% of total words). The Kibuye narratives,
however, focus most often on Death (2.4% of total words) and Home (1.3% of total
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words). LIWC samples focus on these concerns at a much lower rate, 0.2% and 0.6%
of total words respectively. These small differences between the Kibuye narratives and
the LIWC database reflect the context of the writing workshop and the experiences
that the Rwandan writers chose to focus on. These differences make sense in the
context of the trauma writing workshop for survivors of genocide. As expected, when
the research participants dwelled on death, their descriptions were gruesome. This is a
typical example:
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)
Even the expectation of violent death might not adequately prepare the reader for the
levels of violence experienced by these research participants who had been children in
1994, and the trauma narratives were shocking. However, the writing sessions in the
Kibuye workshop began with Anne Lamott‘s first rule: ―Good writing is about telling
the truth‖ (1995, p. 3). The workshop‘s implicit allowance for brutal, unvarnished
representation of experience allowed for those horrors to emerge in the language of
their texts as well.
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Identity
Identity is one of the most complicated aspects of the 1994 Genocide against
the Tutsi and of Rwandan reconciliation in the post-genocide era. As indicated in the
literature reviewed in Chapter 2, Rwandan identity has been constructed and
reconstructed throughout the country‘s history. In review, Belgian colonizers ossified
Tutsi and Hutu identities through national identification cards. The distinction between
the two groups, however, was made on the arbitrary measure of the number of cows a
man owned. In post-genocide Rwanda, reconciliation has been founded on the
reconstruction of a unified national identity: no matter what designation applied to a
family during the colonial and post-colonial eras, all Rwandans are Rwandan. The
powerful history of the country and Rwandans‘ desire to prevent further violence can
create potential dissonance. The Kibuye narratives provide a look at how individual
Rwandans navigate individual and family identity as well as the unified national
identity. For this line of inquiry, some of the LIWC categories provide useful
information. This data alone, however, does not provide sufficient insight; for that,
narrative analysis is necessary.

Defining groups of belonging: Who are we?
The Kibuye participants were recruited for this research study based on their
identity as survivors of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. All were women of
similar age, between 21 and 27 years old at the time of the trauma writing workshop.
Throughout the writing retreat, they constructed a strong, small group identity among
themselves, the trauma counselor who participated, and me. Their texts, the Kibuye
narratives, represent different groups to which the participants belong: families,
survivors, Tutsis, and Rwandans. These groups are expressed through third person
pronouns: we, us, our. Self-identity is represented by first person singular pronouns: I,
me, and my.
LIWC provides an initial look at the extent to which the Kibuye writers use
third person singular pronouns to represent a group identity to which the writer
belongs. This program aggregates all personal pronouns and then separates first person
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singular and plural pronouns (I and we). According to Tausczik and Pennebaker, the
distinction between the singular and plural pronouns can indicate high group cohesion
if the texts use a higher than average percentage of first person plural pronouns (2010,
pp. 34-5). This is the case with the Kibuye narratives, which use fewer first person
singular pronouns and more first person plural pronouns than the LIWC database. In
general, when a Rwandan writer used I fewer times, she made up for the difference in
we. This difference reflects the group experience of trauma within the Kibuye
narratives: although the writers experienced their trauma individually, they were
persecuted, hunted down, and attacked because they were part of a group, the Tutsi.
What was happening to the writers as children was happening to their siblings,
parents, and extended families. Another possible reason for increased usage of firstperson plural pronouns is that the Kibuye writers were children during the 1994
Genocide against the Tutsi and some of their narratives reflect that the youngest ones
were never left alone during those terrible months. A look at the texts illuminates how
these pronouns are used by the writers.
This excerpt from a Kibuye narrative demonstrates typical usage of first person
pronouns. The writer provides background information early in her narrative that
contextualizes her memory:
From my youngest age, I didn‘t see the love from any other person because I
saw different people who come at home and take my parents and brothers and
put them in prison. I remember it. It was in December 1990, and I had about
______ years old, but I don‘t remember the exact date. It had been a surprise
for me, because it was the 1st time to see my father angry and my mother
crying. (KN7)
These first person perspectives sometimes offer examples of embodied knowledge in
their retelling of the writer‘s experience. For example, one participant wrote:
At one point, I thought that I was died too, I have that horrible pain. I was
hungry, thirsty and I askd mum if I was died, she answered me that I wasn‘t
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died, I was very afraid and wherever I was I was trembling, I didn‘t want to
die. I used to ask myself ―What have I done to God, why couldn‘t he come and
help us?‖ (KN8)
This vivid example demonstrates the narrative‘s power to pull the reader into the
writer‘s perspective as she expresses bodily sensations, emotions, and talks to herself
simultaneously.
The Kibuye writers also identified with several groups. Family group identity
ran strongly through the Kibuye narratives. In this excerpt, the family is clearly
represented in the writer‘s third person plural point of view:
…in the evening, those who had carried cows came quickly, breathing quickly
and told my grandfather that the president had died and we must go away, if
not, we will all die. My Grandfather and grandmother didn‘t want to leave the
home and cows, they used to say that ―We can‘t leave our cows, our lands, our
proprieties, we‘re born here and we‘ll die here.‖(KN9)
The extended family of grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins and their heritage and
place in Rwanda echoes in the elders‘ laments about leaving: we means all of this
family.
After describing in graphic detail her mother‘s current condition, this writer
uses understatement in this excerpt in expressing both first person singular and plural
points of view:
My mum think a lot of what happen and she doesn‘t bear it. And this has
consequence on us, and I pray a lot for my healing so we can live normally...
(KN8)
This writer moves between her own perspective (―I pray a lot for my healing‖) and the
family‘s perspective (―so we can live normally‖). This seems to indicate that even
though the writer identifies with her family, she also has a strong, separate identity as
well.
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Another writer seems to conflate her individual identity with that of the adults
she was with during the genocide, expressing her own emotion as theirs: ―All this time
we were dead of fear and we think that we were candidate to death at any time so we
were walking as zombie (cadaver)‖ and ―…we arrived there and we frightened, we
quite knew that we would get [out] of there safe although almost the time the death
touched us‖ (KN2). Of course, it is likely that all those she was with were also ―dead
of fear‖ and ―frightened.‖ Interestingly, this particular writer used very little first
person perspective: her retelling of her experience was that of her group.
This particular writer also expressed group identity in other ways. Her
narrative reflects some of the complexities of pre-Genocide identity labels that, to
some extent, seem to shape some Rwandans‘ current perspectives. The first excerpt
reflects a pre-Genocide view of Tutsis: ―I am a girl born in a Tutsi family both my
parents were Tutsi that make them suffer from all sort of discrimination.‖ This view of
Tutsi identity as a liability is consistent with literature reviewed in Chapter 2 about life
in Rwanda prior to 1995. However, this research participant revisits Tutsi group
identity later in her narrative from the perspective of life after the genocide. She wrote:
We were survivor, and we feel all sort of feeling pain because of our people
lost, fear of this happen again, traumatized by all those events. And proud of
being what we are Survivor of Genocide, because they want to exterminate us
but we are still there. (KN2)
This passage reflects obvious pride of group identity that is also consistent with
Rwandan first person account of surviving the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi.
Several other Kibuye writers used individual and ambiguous group
perspectives within their narratives. In the following excerpt, one of the Kibuye
writers shifts between I and we in her questions and emphatic statements that appear in
her generative writing:
I need to know who are those killers?
I know that ones of them are not Convicted.
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How can we reconciliate with those people without accept what they did?
Even, government try to establish the means of getting peace!
(reconciliation)
Even, we, survivor, we already gave pardon or—forgot them!
How can we give us back our country of before? (KN1)
This writer characterizes a number of identities in this excerpt: her individual identity
is expressed in her first two statements in the first person singular point of view. She
then shifts to first person plural, a group, point of view in the third and fifth
statements; this group she identifies as the survivor group. In her final question, her
use of we is more ambiguous: her use of we could indicate just survivors, but just as
likely could include a unified, national Rwandan identity.
Other writers‘ use of first person plural point of view is also ambiguous. Some
wrote on behalf of other survivors, as in this example:
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)
The point of view expressed in the beginning of this excerpt aligns with survivor
perspectives that parallel Rwanda‘s public narrative of a genocide against the Tutsi.
When she writes that ―we will still remember until we die,‖ she is likely writing from
a survivor perspective. In the next sentence, however, she qualifies the reason for
remembering: ―to reconstruct a better world that we‘ll see.‖ This perspective seems to
be more inclusive; a better world implies that life is better for all, rather than a better
life for survivors. Many of the Kibuye writers used this group voice to end their
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essays, perhaps to bolster their shared experience and offer an implicit validation of
their individual experience.
Another of the Kibuye narratives also expresses dual group identities: survivor
and unified Rwandan. She ends her narrative with this reflection:
As we need a peace, we have to forget all! but if or when you try to imagine
what happened, it‘s unforgettable (impardonnable)!
So, as we are looking for peace, every one must have a part (must
contribute.
First for the killer have to accept what they did, and tell us where they
put our dead bodies of our families because it is another mourn of heart that we
have! they dinied to tell us anything!
For the world I give them an advise of understanding us and lissen to us
about judgement. Because they seem like doing torment to us!
We need peace for our country! (KN1)
This writer flows between a survivor and unified Rwandan identity in this excerpt.
Reconciliation-era Rwandans are certainly ―looking for peace,‖ but who must ―forget
all‖? Survivors need to know the locations of their family‘s remains and some
survivors have not yet obtained this information. The emphatic ―We need peace for
our country,‖ however, most likely reflects a national point of view that aligns with
the unified identity of all Rwandans.
While some of the Kibuye writers did not specifically address national identity,
others did. Their representation of national identity reflects a range of opinions. For
example, one writer used the hopeful phrase ―children of Rwanda‖ but then qualified
her characterization to specify the Tutsi expatriate communities that formed the
Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) that stopped the 1994 genocide. In her narrative, she
refers to the RPF by their Kinyarwanda name, which translates to something like
heroic warriors: ―Now, we are some how in the peace but not from outside that peace
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is from the children of Rwanda. I want to mean INKOTANYI‖ (KN1). Another of the
Kibuye writers navigated the dual identities of survivor/perpetrator and unified
Rwandan, acknowledging that while the Tutsi were persecuted, the genocide
negatively affected all those in the country. Near the end of her narrative, she wrote,
What I can say here is that I was imagine that Hutus are lions, even if genocide
are stopped. As a conclusion, I can say that nothing good of genocide, because
as you know the consequences are not belong only to survivors, but to all
Rwandese people.‖ (KB3)
The most inclusive characterization of Rwandan identity is reflected in another of the
Kibuye narratives. This writer‘s views demonstrated an emotional basis for a more
unified national identity and a desire for a lasting peace:
I want to build my country without discrimination and I think that our Rwanda
will have and have the peace. I do not to revenge the killer‘s children because
usually we study together, we sleep together because the sin of parents are not
for children so the children are innocent like us before genocide we didn‘t
know anything.‖ (KN6)
This writer‘s optimistic view seems predicated on subsequent generations‘ shared
identity.
The identification of the groups to which an individual belongs necessitates
another type of group: those that do not belong; the others.

Defining groups of outsiders: Who are they?
Just as the Kibuye narratives characterize groups of belonging, they also
characterize the groups to which they do not belong. The concepts of us and them
were central in Rwanda‘s pre-Genocide era; the divisions among Rwandan identity
fostered the conditions for power-hungry government officials to persuade the country
to turn in on itself in 1994.
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In this research, LIWC provides a means of examining the other. This
characterization is captured primarily in third person pronouns. Third person
pronouns, specifically they, are analyzed by LIWC because use of this pronoun can
indicate what Tausczik and Pennebaker have called ―outgroup awareness‖ (2010, p.
39). In other words, just as first person plural pronouns (we) reflect group identity of
the writer, third person plural pronouns (they) reflect a group that the writer does not
belong to. In the case of the Rwandan writers, the higher percentage of they indicates a
strong or clear identity of groups in opposition to the Tutsi: depending on the context,
they could mean the Hutu, génocidaires (perpetrators), or Interahamwe (militias of
ordinary men who organized for killing during the genocide).
Many of the Kibuye narratives employed an ambiguous and ominous they: ―On
21st April 1994 at 9:00 a.m.: they make me an orphan‖ (KN6); ―…they said that it
was inyenzi [RPF] invade the country that they have a lot of spies inside the country,
they walk into houses searching people. My uncle who used to live at home took there,
they beat him and locked him (KN2);‖ ―So when they come to take my father and
brothers, they said they are Tutsi, so I remembered this word (KN7);‖ and finally,
―…they beat my father and mum and they say you‘re ―inyenzi‖ means surname who
gave the tutsi say you are inyangarwanda and that means the tutsi hate Rwanda they
don‘t like Rwanda so they must die all am sorry to say this they left my mother
without dress it was bad‖ (KN10).
It is possible that the children experiencing these horrors did not know a more
precise identity of the perpetrators of these brutal acts, and thus they used the
ambiguous pronoun. It is also possible that the different groups of perpetrators were
lumped into a single category represented by them.
The writers of the Kibuye narratives characterize identity in complex ways.
Group identity seems to be fluid; some of the Kibuye writers identify with their prereconciliation identity (Tutsi or survivor). And while some express pride in this
identity, primarily in strength or persistence of survival, this identity is primarily
associated with pain or negative emotions, including bewilderment (being taken by
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surprise as children about an unknown negative label), shame, fear of persecution,
outrage at discriminatory practices, etc. However, when the Kibuye writers express
hope about the future, they do so from the perspective of the reconciliatory, unified
national Rwandan identity.
These differences might be the result of the Rwandan public narrative‘s
saturation throughout that culture; however the converse may be true. This optimistic
characterization of Rwanda‘s future might be the kernel of hopefulness within that
public narrative. In either case, the expression of optimism, hopefulness, unity,
reconciliation may signal a much brighter future for the next generations of Rwandans.
Reflections on human nature
Mass trauma perpetrated by humans on each other calls into question what it
means to be human. The brutality of Rwanda‘s 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi is no
exception. Although the Kibuye trauma writing curriculum did not specifically ask
writers to consider this issue, many of their narratives reflect their perspectives on
human nature.
As in other areas of this analysis, LIWC provides a way of starting to examine
this aspect. There are 61 words in the LIWC category called Human, all nouns that
represent people, which may indicate focus on the human condition and possibly the
development of empathy (Tausczik & J. W. Pennebaker, 2010, p. 40). Writing within
the LIWC database indicates that this is not a strong concern for writers; the LIWC
texts use words in this category rarely (0.8% of total words). Rwandan writers,
however, used words in the Human grouping more (1.2% of total words). This aspect
of the Kibuye narratives can likely be attributed to the final writing prompt for the
endings of their narratives. I used a Kinyarwanda phrase, ―Ujya gukira indwara
arayirata,‖ (Friends Peace House-Rwanda, 2007, p. 27) which a Rwandan contact
loosely translated as, ―If you want to be healed from your sickness, you must tell the
world about it again and again.‖ The prompt went on to ask what writers wanted the
world to know. Rwandan writers used this philosophical point of view, usually as a
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framing device for contextualizing their narrative or ending it. One writer, near the
beginning of her narrative, wrote about her view of the human condition using the
symmetrical syntax of anaphora (repetition of the same word at the beginning of
successive clauses) to strengthen her optimism:
The human being differ from other life being by their brain, they are the only
creature that are able to think, understand, make plans, and concretize it. To
know where we come from in order to continue well, to know our weakness our
fault in order to correct it to know our pain buried inside our heart in order to
heal it. (KN2, italics added)
This writer continued this perspective throughout her narrative, writing. ―Life is a gift,
a gift that we didn‘t ask for, or merit it but a gift that we accept like it is and we
manage it, in order to conduct it well, in this case concern human being.‖ Near the end
of her narrative, she concluded
Because we know how it hurt to be persecuted and to lost someone The feeling
inside of us. We will fight that this never happen again, as the air we breathe it
is vital to tell our story in the memory of those who dead and to prevent it
happen again in the world.
A man has 2 side a good and a bad, he is the one who manage it so he
must have inside him good part and think a lot about it in order not to do harm.
Like the traffic light he must think good to maintain him in the right way.
(KN2)
Another writer expressed more caution about human nature, creating a sober tone at
the end of her narrative:
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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This writer is not alone in her dim view of humanity. Another participant reflected
near the end of her narrative a similar view: ―As conclusion, Genocide is the worst
event, it has negative consequences to the survivors and also to the persons who
prepare it and execute and the future generations will pay for it many years‖ (KN5). A
similar cautionary note ends another narrative:
Genocide has been prepared and it had done when all the world was watching,
it is very painful, what I can told all the world is that the genocide is not good
it has many consequences negative.
Genocide did not has any important so there is to reason to do that. The
same country which had done it, the people must be remember it every day
while it can happen again. (KN6)
This writer‘s chiding offers a method of prevention: remembrance. Other participants
also included advice about how to make the world safer from genocidal violence.
Another look at a passage previously examined in for identity reveals a complex view
of what humanity must now do in order to prevent future genocide. This survivor
wrote:
As we need a peace, we have to forget all! but if or when you try to imagine
what happened, it‘s unforgettable (impardonnable)!
So, as we are looking for peace, every one must have a part (must
contribute.
First for the killer have to accept what they did, and tell us where they
put our dead bodies of our families because it is another mourn of heart that we
have! they dinied to tell us anything!
For the world I give them an advise of understanding us and lissen to us
about judgement. Because they seem like doing torment to us!
We need peace for our country!
For God, I ask God to be patient! because it is understandable! (KN1)
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This narrative seems to reflect a pragmatic view of human nature: the past is done;
here‘s what we need to do to move forward. Many of the Kibuye writers concluded
their narratives with a strong desire to prevent future genocide. One wrote:
The Genocide of Tutsi in Rwanda has been passed and the word was watching
as it was the film but now it is his time to be against the Genocide and is
ideology because it is so painful to lose friends, parents, even your personality
without no sin.‖ This should be NEVER AGAIN in the World.
Please listen to me the world! Help us to conduct good jurisdiction for
these all people (killers) who are scattered around the world because it is
painful to see so some one who was done that savagery without no jurisdiction
because this cause the loss of hope for our country and it sometimes
traumatized the Genocide survivors. (KN7)
Another writer acknowledged the depth of trauma through her entire nation as she
pleaded for the world to come to Rwanda‘s aid:
I ask for some one else who has a present from God as Valentine to come join
hands with Rwanda‘s counselor because the trauma problem are already exist
in our country not only to the survivors but also to those who had killed
(Interahamwe killers). (KN8)
These complicated views of human nature reflect perspectives that seem mature
beyond the writers‘ years. These points of view help, in part, to make sense of how
Rwandans maintain a peaceful country. In general, these texts reflect a sense of
grieving for the past but not getting swallowed whole by it. This delicate balance
aligns with my observations of everyday Rwandan life. The Kibuye narratives
implicitly demonstrate resiliency, not only in strategies they had to use to survive the
genocide, but also of building a life afterward.
Breaking away from plot: Transcendence
Concepts of narrative turn on plotline: the plot maintains order through
temporality of events, connecting ideas through a continuum of time. However, some
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of the Kibuye narratives employed rhetorical figures to break clearly from plot and
events in their story in order to use the narrative for another purpose. In two specific
narratives, KN8 and KN9, the writers shift the kairos (time, place, or setting, i.e.
context) of their narrative: the writers inscribe their experiences in new ways, for
another audience and for a purpose that goes well beyond the Kibuye workshop. And
at these moments, their narratives transcend their form in ways that enhance the
narrative rather than detract from it. Trauma narratives rely on embodied knowledge,
and that embodiment is inextricably linked to a perspective, which was consistent
throughout KN8 and KN9. However, places in these texts reflect a shift in perspective;
it is as if the traumatic memory has been structured so strongly that it now enables the
writer to use it as a platform for seeing and saying new things. KN8, as described
above, broke away from her past memories to address her aunt and later, her mother.
KN9, also described above, shifted from memory to imagination as she attempted
solidarity and reconnection with her father as he was killed.
These are clear examples of sociologist Maria Tamboukou‘s conceptualization
of narrative time ―where past, present and future co-exist‖ (2008, p. 284). Why would
a writer merge past, present, and future? And to what end? Narrative analysts Linda
Pellico and Peggy Chinn regard these innovative moments in narrative as examples of
individuals using narrative ―to improve function, develop insight, and foster growth‖
(2007, p. 58). These aspects of writers‘ rhetorical choices need broader
contextualization to determine the degree to which they help writers in these ways.
These transcendent occurences in the two texts, KN8 and KN9, bear further
inquiry because of the type of textual moments they created. As a writing facilitator, I
observed several interesting coincidences regarding the writers of KN8 and KN9. Both
spent more time in the comfort room than other participants, and both spent more time
with the Rwandan trauma counselor than did other writers. I do not hypothesize that
Ms. Ariane Karame suggested that the writers use the techniques they chose; however,
I assume that their openness and willingness to use psychological services indicated
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that they were perhaps more open to representing deep emotional experiences, more so
than other participants.
The writer of KN9 who I‘ll call Kya also seemed ―primed‖ for the trauma
writing experience. Kya was not among the potential participants I met with during the
weeks before the workshop, and we sat together on the bus to Kibuye. She appeared
somewhat isolated, and as she gazed out the window for long periods, I could
occasionally see that her eyes brimmed with tears. In other words, she looked sad.
During the workshop orientation, Kya excused herself to the comfort room and spent
time with Ms. Karame. Her isolation from other participants continued into the
afternoon, alarming some of the other writers. They indicated to me that they thought
the workshop might be too emotionally difficult for Kya, but during a break, I checked
in with Ariane to see if Kya wanted to continue participating and whether her needs
were being met. Ariane said that Kya was fine, but that she had not wanted to cry in
front of the other participants. I assured her peers that Kya was fine and just felt more
comfortable in the small room.
When it came time for the participants to introduce themselves to each other,
all participated until there was no one left unintroduced except for Kya. But she
emerged from the room, smiling, and introduced herself to the others, and at the end of
her introduction, one of the participants played a popular song from her phone, and
Kya broke into her signature dance, to the great applause and cheering from the rest of
us. Kya eventually felt sufficiently at ease among the others and wrote in the large
writing room for long periods of time. As an observer, it appeared to me that Kya
appeared ready to write her narrative, even ripe for the occasion. She seemed very
open to grief and did not seem to fight against feeling painful emotions, as did some of
the other participants.
One, for example, the writer of KN3 who I‘ll call Jira, while not in active
trauma, was still struggling mightily with supporting her mother and younger siblings.
When she conversed with me about how she must care for them because of her
mother‘s illness, I asked her who took care of her. This participant‘s face filled with
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great intensity of emotion as she replied, ―No one,‖ but she would not allow herself to
cry. She seemed to swallow her tears and, after a moment, added, ―God takes care of
me.‖ Perhaps this is the reason her text is the shortest of the ten. Its recollections are
almost terse in their recitation of grisly detail. Jira‘s narrative ends with a cautionary
―May God help us‖ (KN3). Jira spent little time, if any, with the trauma counselor.
In contrast, Kya constructed throughout her narrative a close relationship with
her reader, an emotional intimacy, as she invoked the reader in the second person with
intentional conversational phrases such as ―Don‘t you see,‖ ―Please listen to me,‖ and
―It‘s nice of you to read me and I think you are asking yourself why I don‘t do….‖
Kya also used first person plural pronouns to invoke shared experience in the text with
phrases such as ―Let‘s come back to my father.‖
The writer of KN8, a participant I‘ll call Aminah, also spent time with the
trauma counselor because she began to experience flashbacks during the writing
process about midway through the workshop. As explained earlier, these flashbacks
were attended to effectively by Ms. Karame. Because Aminah wanted to continue
participating in the workshop, I solicited Ms. Karame‘s professional opinion about
whether Aminah should continue, and Ms. Karame approved Aminah‘s continued
participation. The rhetorical turn toward her aunt occurs near the end of her text; the
turn toward her mother, very near the end. These were most likely written after the
flashbacks. Just as in Kya‘s text, Aminah shifted the kairotic moment in these
rhetorical figures. Perhaps the intensity of her flashbacks brought her a feeling of
immediacy with those she lost in the genocide, and it felt natural to talk to them
through the text. This shift made for a powerful reading experience. Again, it was as if
the narrative structure—the traumatic memory—was so strong that it could provide a
new vantage point from which the writer could gain a new perspective.
The feminist theories of voice and agency advocated by feminists such as
psychologist Carol Gilligan, indicate that Kya and Aminah both perceived in the
Kibuye writing experience a form of resonance, of being heard—not only of being
heard by the writing facilitator and trauma counselor, but also perhaps by those whom
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they had lost. Perhaps these two writers felt sufficiently safe and cared for to feel and
delve into deep mourning and intense grief, the type of safety that psychiatrist Judith
Herman has described as fundamental for any psychological healing of trauma (1997,
pp. 159-174). This type of safety might provide a means of not only atributing
language to traumatic memories but also invoking a deeper meaning for the
opportunities that such a supportive environment allowed: beyond writing their
memories, they could address loved ones and re-imagine connections that had been
annihilated by genocide.
Conclusion
All ten narratives examined in this study tell about the writers‘ experiences
before, during, and after the 1994 Rwandan Genocide against the Tutsi from the
perspective of survival: each was targeted for death, and all writers lost multiple
family members in the genocide. Every story provided a degree of background that
contextualized the main events in the text. Likewise, all ended with a reflection about
genocide. All the narratives described multiple traumatic events. Characteristic of
trauma narratives, they told of physical, social, and emotional horrors that no child
should ever experience.
The Kibuye narratives are typical writing samples of trauma narratives, similar
to thousands of other writings about painful experiences. But the Kibuye narratives are
also much more than typical writing samples: Most writers used the writing
opportunity to remember some of their past memories more fully and to grieve deeply
for their losses. Some of the Rwandan writers used these narratives to preserve their
personal and family history for their future children. Others used their narrative to
transcend reality, to speak to those who cannot hear their message any other way, and
to imagine scenes that honor relationships and memorialize their loved ones lost to
genocide.
The findings and observations in this chapter indicate that the design of the
Kibuye trauma writing workshop offers a promising opportunity for victims of
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personal or mass trauma to locate and choose language for traumatic memories,
releasing them from sensory image in the brain and allowing them to be integrated
into long-term memory. Language provides a more coherent embodiment of
knowledge, an escape from the terrifying loop of traumatic imagery. This model of
workshop provides the mental health and social support that offers opportunities for
participants to grieve deeply as they take a reprieve from daily life. The LIWC
findings from the texts of the Kibuye workshop indicate that these narratives are
typical of those that have been found to improve writers‘ mental and physical health,
not only in participants‘ reports of their percieved health, but also in their number of
visits to health practitioners after such writing experiences (Brown & Heimberg, 2001;
J. W. Pennebaker, 2004; J. Pennebaker, 1994; 1997; J. W. Pennebaker, 2000; J. W.
Pennebaker & Graybeal, 2001; J. W. Pennebaker & Seagal, 1999; Ramírez-Esparza &
J. W. Pennebaker, 2006; Slatcher & J. W. Pennebaker, 2006). Therefore, it is plausible
that the design of the Kibuye workshop provided similar benefits to young women
who participated in this study. As a researcher and caring human being, I hope this is
the case.
These findings indicate some success in my purpose for this research: to use a
writing process to help people who suffer from traumatic experiences. However, this
research isn‘t about just one writing workshop. The findings here point in useful
directions for further research. The implications of these findings are explored in the
following chapter.
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CHAPTER V
A PROPOSED MODEL FOR CONTINUED WORK
This research study analyzes ten trauma narratives written in July 2009 in
Kibuye, Rwanda by survivors of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. The narrative
analysis was facilitated by a text analysis software program, Linguistic Inquiry and
Word Count (LIWC). The LIWC data allowed for comparison of the Kibuye
narratives with over 2900 writing samples in the LIWC database of emotional writing,
and the Rwandan narratives were found to be typical of writing that represents painful
emotional memories. Close examination of the Kibuye narratives demonstrated the
ways that the Kibuye narratives reflect the characteristics of LIWC categories. Further,
several Kibuye narratives were found to transcend narrative structure in audience and
purpose. These findings demonstrate that the writing workshop through which the
Kibuye texts were composed might have potential benefits for its participants and for
other writing researchers or facilitators who seek to address human suffering.
The workshop model developed for and used in Kibuye provides a useful,
effective structure for future trauma writing workshops. This model provides many
types of opportunities for people who have suffered from personal or mass trauma.
One type of opportunity focuses on support for writing painful memories and finding
and selecting language choices that can inscribe painful memories with new meaning.
Writers can also make use of mental health expertise from a trained trauma therapist.
Finally, writers get the chance to decrease the isolation that is one of trauma‘s
hallmarks; writers instead can connect deeply not only with others who have had
traumatic experiences but also with a neutral facilitator who fulfills the role of
empathic witness.
Introduction
In this chapter, I discuss the findings of this research study within a broader
context and assess the overall success of the project. This research has implications for
both narrative research and for human rights work that seeks to improve the lives of
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people who have suffered trauma. First, I address the research questions that shaped
this study. Then I examine this study using research-based criteria of trauma narratives
that promote healing. Subsequently, I broaden this discussion by assessing this study‘s
―pragmatic usefulness‖ and what trauma narratives offer in discussions about what it
means to be human. I then offer some recommendations to others who might consider
facilitating this type of trauma narrative workshop, followed by my own plans for
future research. Please note that this chapter contains traumatic imagery.
Research questions
This study was motivated by general questions about how to address writers‘
pain resulting from traumatic experiences. After studying research findings from many
academic disciplines and from diverse scholars, I designed and conducted field
research in order to address more specific research questions regarding a proposed
model of trauma writing workshop in Kibuye, Rwanda. The specific evidence that
addresses these questions is examined in the previous chapter. Below, however, I
discuss each of the research questions and provide holistic responses that are
extensions of the previous chapter‘s findings.
What do the Kibuye narratives say? What topics do they focus on? What does their
content reflect?
The Kibuye narratives are coherent, flowing essays that related a series of
traumatic events before, during, and after Rwanda‘s 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi.
Like Gemma‘s narrative in the introduction, the texts vividly told about increasingly
painful and difficult events that threatened the lives of their writers. Each of the
narratives described multiple scenarios when the writer could easily have been killed.
All mourned the traumatic loss of family members. All the narratives re-told
observations of treachery, chaos, torture, and homicidal violence. If, within this
research, I had been permitted to share these narratives with readers, the numbers and
types of horrors experienced by the Kibuye writers would shock.
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However, to focus on the horrors captured within the narratives belies another
type of content present in the Kibuye narratives, the resiliency that resides more
quietly within them. While the Kibuye writers didn‘t explicitly address all their means
of psychological survival, all their coping skills, the narratives implicitly demonstrated
psychological perseverance. Some of the narratives expressed a dramatic sense of
having survived, while others were quieter about their having lived through the terror.
While some of the Kibuye narratives expressed hope about the future and pride
in their identities, not all were triumphant. Many of the narratives implicitly expressed
that genocide could occur again, and so the fight against genocide must not wane. By
and large, these narratives were not angry; instead, the deepest sadness pervaded these
remembrances. These are texts that mourned.
These texts also reflected the brave acts of parents or other adults who
sacrificed their own lives for their young children who, 16 years later, spent five days
together in Kibuye honoring these sacrifices. As described in the Kibuye narratives, in
many cases, small acts of even-tempered calm allowed life to go on for another day. In
other instances, survival came serendipitously.
How do they Kibuye narratives say what they say? How were they written? How
are the Kibuye narratives products of social construction? How do the Kibuye
narratives reflect typical narrative structure? How are the narratives structured
syntactically?
The Kibuye narratives employed traditional construction: background, rising
actions, climaxes, and falling action. Some ended with reflective writing. Although the
writing curriculum for the workshop was designed to have writers compose these
narrative parts separately and out of sequence and then reassembled into expected
order, most of the participants began their writing process with background
descriptions. As the writers focused on a particular memory that was to be the main
event of the narrative, they chose to relate other memories as well, and these were
written and revised with specific, concrete, detailed descriptions that included
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embodied memories. The imagery was successful in that, as their reader, I could
picture in my mind their experiences. They successfully created scenes that drew me
in, and as a reader, I was simultaneously transfixed by their vividness and horrified by
the visualization.
The personal voice in each of the narratives reflected the personality of each of
the participants. They reported to me during the workshop that they liked writing in
this style. I am unable to determine the extent to which the narratives‘ voices were a
product of what they thought I wanted to hear, but this is a possibility. However, each
of the narratives has an individual tone and rhythm that seemed to be authentic.
The Kibuye narratives are products of a writing group, even though each writer
maintained her text individually. In other words, even though word choices and
phrasing were sometimes discussed and debated (and thus socially constructed), the
writers did not share their texts with the other participants during workshop hours.
The syntactic construction of the Kibuye narratives is described in the LIWC
findings, which reflect their typicality. Although this finding may not seem important,
it has strong implications for what these texts mean.
How do the Kibuye narratives compare to similar texts? In what ways are they
similar and different from other samples of emotional writing?
The Kibuye narratives employed similar stylistic construction of syntax
compared with the LIWC database of over 2900 samples of emotional writing. These
LIWC texts include writings that are produced when writers are asked to describe
traumatic events in their lives, and James Pennebaker, the developer of LIWC, has
described these texts as shocking and depressing because of the horrors that his
participants write about (1994, p. 7). The Kibuye narratives are typical examples of
emotional writing. While this ―ordinariness‖ may not seem notable, it signals an
important finding of this research: Even though the Kibuye trauma writing workshop
was conducted differently from the writing situations for the writing collected in
LIWC‘s database of emotional writing, the written artifacts are strikingly parallel. This
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similarity or typicality also points the way toward a logical assumption: if the writings
within the LIWC database of emotional writing were found to benefit those writers‘
physical and mental health, and the Kibuye narratives essentially similar, then it is
plausible that the Kibuye narrative writing process was beneficial for the research
participants in this study. In other words, I can surmise that the Kibuye research
participants‘ experience of writing their narratives might likely improve their overall
health and wellbeing.
What do the Kibuye narratives mean? What questions does the analysis of these
texts generate?
If, in the words of Walter Fisher quoted in Chapter 2, narratives are ―stories
meant to give order to human experience,‖ then these Kibuye narratives rather directly
assert that humans are capable of creating horrific experiences for each other. Our way
is a violent one—mindless at times, unrelenting in its delivery of suffering to our
fellow beings. One cannot dismiss this observation from any account of genocide or
even of individual atrocities that make up our daily lives. Yet the telling of these
stories in Kibuye speaks more hopefully of the human condition and capacity to heal
through reflection and love. To me, this possibility of transcending our violent human
potential is the greater ―meaning‖ of these narratives.
Taken as a group of texts, the Kibuye narratives demonstrate that the trauma
writing workshop curriculum and practices of social construction and ethical witness
hold strong promise for helping traumatized individuals in their recovery process. In
other words, the Kibuye workshop could offer a promising model for additional
trauma writing workshops in additional contexts.
Further, the Kibuye narratives as a whole mean that despite unimaginable but
very real terror, humans can survive and find some way both to embody those
experiences and to live life. In other words, they indicate that 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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There are also unresolved questions about the Kibuye narratives. Primarily, I
have questions about the long-term effects that this writing experience has on the
participants. The findings indicate that it is plausible that, in general, this experience
was beneficial for them, but I would like to be able to know, for each individual, if and
how the writing experience shifted their understandings of their identities, their pasts,
or their futures.
I also have questions regarding how to protect the privacy of the participants
but also being able to share their texts holistically. In light of the Kibuye participants‘
strong demand for the privacy of their narratives, it might seem paradoxical that at the
conclusion of the Kibuye workshop, the written texts seemed like quaint artifacts
whose purpose had expired. But such was the case; the pages had served their purpose:
they were the repositories of extreme grief, rage, pain, and survival, and the markings
on those pages enabled the writers the space that contained and protected the intensity
of their experiences. Those extremes were safely captured on those pages and when
writers marked their final periods to conclude their stories, the textual product seemed
to seal like a drawstring pulled tight. The process of writing those experiences, of
invoking memory—literally voicing language onto sights, sounds, feelings—seemed
to be exponentially more valuable to the writers than the texts themselves. Yet they
adamantly guarded the texts. If the texts were shareable, then there might be additional
methods available to analyze them, and this analysis could illuminate the texts in ways
that LIWC‘s refraction of them cannot.
Despite these questions, I am confident that the Kibuye workshop was
successful, both because of the participants‘ construction of texts and because of their
reports about the experience as a whole. The texts and/or workshop experience met
most of the criteria used to describe successful trauma narratives. These criteria are
discussed below.
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Healing aspects of trauma narratives
One way of ascertaining the effectiveness of this research is to compare the
Kibuye workshop and my analyses of the resulting texts against criteria for successful
trauma narratives. These criteria were not known to me prior to the workshop, and
they emerged from South African psychologist Debra Kaminer‘s meta-analysis of
studies in mental health journals that focus on the ―psychotherapeutic interventions
that centralise the role of trauma narrative in the recovery process‖ (2006, p. 481). In
this article, Kaminer has identified six aspects of trauma narratives that promote
increased mental and emotional well-being for people who are traumatized: emotional
catharsis, creation of linguistic representation, habituating anxiety through exposure,
empathic witnessing of injustice, developing an explanatory account, and the
identification of purpose or value in adversity. It is useful to examine the Kibuye
workshop and narratives in terms of these six aspects in order to determine holistically
if these trauma narratives and the Kibuye trauma writing experience were beneficial
and worthwhile.

Emotional catharsis
Kaminer has explained that ―The concept of catharsis suggests that the
remembering and detailed re-telling of a traumatic experience may facilitate emotional
release and, consequently, symptom reduction‖ (2006, p. 484). While my research
does not measure mental health in any way, Ariane Karame, the Rwandan trauma
counselor who attended the Kibuye workshop, provided feedback about the emotional
quality of the workshop experience. According to Karame, the main emotions that
emerged from the participants during the workshop were:
1. Joy (in connecting with others, of shared experiences)
2. Surprise (that the work was so difficult; that they would be so
supported in the work)
3. Fear (associated with past events)
4. Sadness/grief (associated with past events and present difficulties)
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5. Disgust (associated with past events)
6. Anger (associated with past events) (Karame, 2009)
Further, some of the Kibuye participants reported in their anonymous
workshop assessments that they felt better after writing their narratives. In their
written comments on the workshop assessment (see Appendix A), participants
commented, ―I‘ve been able to get my emotions out of me and I felt very nice‖ and ―It
is my first time to be open in my life.‖
This feedback from participants and the trauma counselor suggest that writing
a trauma narrative about their experiences during the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi
provided opportunities for the survivors to unload emotionally. During the workshop,
I also observed release of strong emotion (described below), what T. R. Johnson refers
to as ―loosening from trauma‖ (2000). In the Kibuye model, both the writing process
as well as the emotionally supportive environment seemed to create opportunities for
cathartic release.

Creation of linguistic representation
Kaminer‘s meta-analysis has referenced the ―fragmented and non-linguistic
qualities of patients‘ trauma memories‖ identified in neurobiology and has stated that
―the development of a coherent verbal trauma narrative that names and organizes the
affects, cognitions, behaviours and sensory experiences associated with the trauma is
the central process of recovery for trauma survivors‖ (2006, p. 485). The findings of
the textual analysis within Chapter 4 of this dissertation reflect the degree to which the
Kibuye narratives describe emotions, thoughts, actions, and embodied memories. The
amount of these types of content varies from text to text and, in future workshops, it
may be more beneficial to use writing prompts that specifically ask writers to address
these within their narratives.
The transcendent shifts in a few of the Kibuye narratives are accomplished
using rhetorical figures, a kind of linguistic representation that differs from narration
and close description. They signal a shift in audience and of purpose, and in some
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cases, the occasion and place of the writing. Although these shifts in kairos are
extremely interesting in the texts, they open many questions regarding future research
and workshop design. Primarily, I am unsure about the mental health implications of
these karirotic shifts for these writers. For example, I have no method of ascertaining
whether these shifts represent healthy or unhealthy perspectives, so this particular
finding indicates that continued research is needed and that this type of study should
be undertaken in close collaboration with mental health experts who can determine the
psychological meanings of these types of writing techniques.
The issue of language will also affect future work of this sort. Although the
Kibuye workshop was successful despite its use of English as the main language, I
assume that the writing process would flow more smoothly in the writers‘ most
comfortable language. In Kibuye, the writing prompt that the participants referred to
again and again was in Kinyarwanda. For future writing workshops in Rwanda, the
entire workshop should most likely be accomplished in Kinyarwanda. For my part, I
plan on studying the language so that I can facilitate future workshops and so that I
can read the texts directly. If LIWC continues to provide useful analysis, a
Kinyarwanda dictionary must be developed for the software. There are already several
other LIWC language dictionaries, so such an undertaking is possible.

Habituating anxiety through exposure
Kaminer has explained that in this aspect of healing, ―Re-tellings of the trauma
narrative, in the context of a safe and trustworthy therapeutic relationship, serve the
function of exposing the trauma survivor to the feared memories in a controlled
manner, gradually habituating the survivor to trauma-related anxiety‖ (2006, p. 487).
Not all Kibuye participants made use of Ariane Karame‘s services during the
workshop. However, those who did reported that they benefitted from her care. For
example, the participant who experienced ihahamuka (traumatic flashbacks) was able
to work through those fearful flashbacks through her work with Karame. The inclusion
and ready availability of a Rwandan trauma therapist within the workshop ensured that
the participants who needed assistance with their anxiety were able to receive it.
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Empathic witnessing of injustice
Kaminer‘s meta-analysis also has addressed the immediate audience for a
person who is constructing her trauma narrative. She has written,
The presence of an empathic witness is essential to recovery from trauma
because ‗trauma disrupts the link between self and empathic other…‘ [Laub,
1993, p. 287]. An empathic witness can therefore help the survivor to reestablish trust in the benevolence of others. However, an empathic witness may
also be vital to developing the survivor‘s sense of trust in the validity of his or
her own experiences: ‗the absence of an empathic listener…an other who can
hear the anguish of one‘s memories and thus affirm and recognize their
realness, annihilates the story.‘(Laub, 1992, p. 68; quoted in (Kaminer, 2006,
p. 488).
Kaminer‘s research has indicated that this witness need not be a mental health
expert, but can be a ―listener‖ who ―will maintain an attitude of respect towards the
survivor, and will experience compassion and understanding for the survivor‘s painful
feelings‖ (Shay, 1994; quoted in (Kaminer, 2006, p. 488). During the Kibuye
workshop, my role was to be this empathic witness; I read their narratives-in-progress
and responded to both their stories and their pain. Feedback from the participants in
their workshop assessments indicated I met this need; one participant wrote ―The
facilitator was so kind and very human she understood me in every thing. In this
occasion I thank her.‖ Ariane Karame‘s feedback also indicated that participants liked
―care from the facilitator‖ and that ―they thought the workshop would be businesslike: just write a story and get money for it, but they were surprised that the facilitator
was ‗human‘‖ (Karame, 2009). Participants also noted ―peaceful environment and
respect‖ as aspects they liked about the workshop.
The Kibuye workshop also provided a retreat from the pressures of daily life.
The workshop was designed to meet many personal, social, physical, emotional, and
mental needs of the participants. This small world of care was felt by participants, one
of whom commented in the workshop assessment, ―Life stopped for awhile; time
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stopped; the workshop provided a break: ‗Mbayeho neza uburyo budakanewe,‘‖
literally, ―I am living beyond my needs and wants,‖ meaning ―I had everything I
needed and wanted.‖ This care is an extension of the witnessing process of the design
of the study.
It is also possible that the facilitator‘s role of empathic witness extended to
rhetorical witness through the reading of the Kibuye narratives during the workshop.
In the case of the author of KN9, whose use of rhetorical questions imagined her
father‘s murder, the writer is not alone in witnessing that act. Instead, she is joined by
the reader who the writer bound intimately to her by using second-person pronouns
throughout her narrative. The opportunity to envision such a scene might have been
safer to write when the survivor stood in solidarity with a witness.
Future facilitators of trauma writing workshops should also provide empathic
witnessing for the workshop to be of value to survivors. It should be noted that while
the role of empathic witness can be fulfilling—as it was for me– it is also difficult in
many ways. James Pennebaker, who has been researching the psychological effects of
writing about painful events for more than 20 years, warns other researchers that
―Running these studies is extremely wearing on me and my other experimenters. You
will be shocked and depressed by the horrors that your subjects will reveal‖ (1994, p.
7). This was also true for me as well. The ethnographic narratives I‘ve included in this
dissertation reflect some of my personal experience during this research study. I hope
to illustrate the kind of cognitive processing that occurred within my mind as I
experienced the shock and revulsion of the traumas that these young women observed
and endured, as well as the calm, caring reflection that I offered in return to these
writers. During the workshop, it was essential for me to have time alone to grieve for
these writers and their tremendous losses. I mourned during the ―off‖ hours of the
workshop, after our planned social activities, after dinner, after the girls and I had
downloaded and viewed the hundreds of photos they took of themselves that day, and
before and during the time I spent writing field notes.
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If I had felt overwhelmed and unable to fully function, I would have sought the
support of a mental health expert in the US who had agreed before the study to be
available by email or phone should I need psychological support. This was also a
condition for approval of this research through the Texas Tech University Institutional
Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects. Although I did not need a high
degree of support, researchers and facilitators in any future workshops should always
have mental health support during this difficult work.
The process of writing field notes during the nights of the Kibuye workshop
provided me opportunities to express a full range of emotion. I followed many of the
precepts of trauma writing and tried to capture the physical sensations, dialogue,
emotions and questions that arose during the day. These ethnographic stories might
eventually evolve into a book-length account of my experiences in Rwanda.

Developing an explanatory account
Kaminer‘s meta-analysis has reflected the necessity of social construction in
the survivor‘s trauma narrative. She has explained that the survivor and the empathic
other must collaborate to develop a ―cognitively meaningful trauma narrative‖ (2006,
p. 489). Kaminer has pointed to the necessity of adding explanatory elements to
trauma narratives that explicitly address the question of why the events in the story
happened, as well as larger questions about causality. The curriculum I designed for
the Kibuye workshop did not specifically ask writers to think about or address within
their narratives. The participants did not bring up this type of issue in either their
narratives or in their conversations with me.
The question of Why? is at the heart of trauma, and I was hesitant as a writing
facilitator to prompt this line of thinking. I worry about hasty, oversimplified reasons
rushed into otherwise thoughtful narratives. I also worry about the potential of
hopelessness if the writer cannot develop such reasons during the trauma writing
process. Judith Herman has alluded to the difficulties of this question in Trauma and
Recovery. She has stated, ―Survivors of atrocity of every age and every culture come
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to a point in their testimony where all questions are reduced to one, spoken more in
bewilderment than in outrage: Why? The answer is beyond human understanding‖
(1997, p. 178). In addition, Kaminer has emphasized that this causality is socially
constructed and that the witness-facilitator takes an active role in that construction.
But it comes down to the fact that I don‘t have any way of explaining why the ten
women in Kibuye were made to suffer so. I don‘t understand how humans could be so
cruel. I would not know what to offer if a genocide survivor asked my opinion about
why these events occur. If that were to happen, all I would be able to answer is, ―I
don‘t know.‖
Kaminer‘s finding regarding a cognitively meaningful aspect is important,
without a doubt. However, I do not believe that a five-day trauma writing workshop
can address this issue of the narrative. Perhaps a follow-up writing session could assist
writers with this valuable and necessary element.

Identification of purpose or value in adversity
Kaminer has written that ―cognitive meaning making after trauma may also
involve a consideration of the trauma as a source of personal strength and as an
impetus for growth‖ (2006, p. 491). The reflective endings of the Kibuye narratives
analyzed in Chapter 4 sometimes indicated group or individual strength and pride in
survival. Furthermore, participants‘ comments to Ariane Karame about what they
liked about the workshop also reflected their sense of new-found pride:


New friends and building strong relationships



Can‘t believe others are just like them



They experienced how to live as themselves, not worried about what
others would think of them; thinking positively of others, not assuming
people think badly; acting as oneself



Strong group purpose: they were not alone in their work and pain
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They would like to create a team to share with others and spread
instruction on trauma: Ubuzima bugira icyanga aruko bufite icyizere or
―Life has taste when there is hope.‖ (See Appendix B)

Not only did participants indicate that they would continue writing about their
experiences because they felt that the writing process was healing, but they also found
common purpose in the expression of their pain. These aspects of the Kibuye
workshop were successful and should most definitely be included in future trauma
writing workshops.
Another criterion of effective research focuses on the findings‘ usefulness, that
is, what lasting value inheres in the Kibuye workshop and my subsequent analysis of
the texts it produced. Clearly the experience was valuable for those who participated,
but it is fair to ask what value it offers the countless other trauma victims worldwide
who did not participate and what knowledge it imparts to writing scholars. I take up
this ―usefulness‖ question in the next section.
Trauma writing in other contexts and cultures: “Pragmatic usefulness”
Narrative researchers and nursing scholars Linda Pellico and Peggy Chinn
have advocated for research that can be used by others in additional contexts and
cultures or has ―pragmatic usefulness‖ (2007, p. 63). The concept of usefulness
encompasses benefits not only to researchers and academics but also to direct benefits
for research participants as well. The Kibuye workshop shows promise as a potential
model for future trauma writing workshops in Rwanda and in other contexts.
Trauma is part of universal human experience. Writing expressively about
painful experiences has been shown to benefit traumatized individuals. The textual
analysis in this study indicates that if a trauma writing workshop asks participants to
write about their painful experiences and supports writers in that process in the same
ways that generated the Kibuye narratives, those workshops could also be effective in
other contexts and cultures.
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Ridwan Nytagodien and Arthur Neal, two human rights researchers, have
indicated that traumatized individuals‘ stories need not only to be told but to be retold
so that they are thoroughly ingrained in the social consciousness of a people. When
these painful stories are communicated, the potential for healing, recovery, and
reconciliation increases (2004). It is reasonable to assume, then, that if more
Rwandans tell their stories, then there is hope for Rwanda‘s future and the diminishing
possibilities for genocidal violence in that country. It is also reasonable to assume that
the type of trauma writing workshop that this study focuses on would be beneficial in
other places with other traumatized people as well.
Writing and mental health professionals may be able to use the findings within
this research to deepen their work with traumatized people; in time, the Kibuye model
of trauma writing workshop has the potential to be adapted to additional human rights
contexts for use with other specific traumatized populations who are in the grieving
stage of recovery from traumatic loss.
Potential participants who might benefit from this type of trauma writing
workshops might include incarcerated people, returning war veterans, people who
have suffered from natural disasters, and victims of mass or interpersonal violence.
According to Pennebaker and other psychologists, this type of writing has potential for
improving both physical and mental health.
The challenges inherent in this research also affect the writing facilitator. And
while the facilitation can be painful, I found that helping writers through the process of
locating language for their memories to be exquisitely rewarding. The participants‘
capacity and expression not only of pain but also of joy and community created the
kind of facilitation experience that challenged me not only as a writing teaching and
researcher, but also as a human being.

Trauma narratives and what it means to be human
As described in Chapter 3, Linda Pellico and Peggy Chinn have advocated for
complex narrative analyses that seek to describe not only meaning for individual
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stories but also for what it means to be human. This research study reflects many
aspects of human nature: hideous violence perpetrated against innocent children and
their families; deep grief; joy in strong social and interpersonal connections, and hope
for a safer, brighter future.
Trauma narratives are an important tool for individuals to make sense of
terrible experiences that are incommensurate with the brain‘s processing abilities. But
in larger context, trauma narratives are texts that help others understand trauma
survivors‘ experiences and respect the tremendous capacity that humans have to heal.
If an individual, writing professional or not, wanted to facilitate a trauma
writing workshop or to help traumatized individuals write about their painful
experiences, I strongly recommend doing so in collaboration with a mental health
expert. This is particularly true for writing teachers who might be approached by
students who have or are experiencing trauma. The role of the trauma writing
facilitator (what Kaminer has referred to as an ―empathic witness‖) is different from
professor (a judge of academic progress and final arbiter of student grades). Those
roles are in conflict with one another and should therefore be kept separate. A trauma
writing facilitator‘s role is to react to the writer‘s pain with respect and empathy; the
writer‘s emotional well-being is highest priority; within a classroom, the writer‘s
academic progress is highest priority. Furthermore, if an individual wants to work with
traumatized writers in this context, that individual should prepare in advance for such
an opportunity. He or she should study mental health‘s Expressive Writing Paradigm
and should prepare his or her own emotional and psychological self to withstand
others‘ trauma. The ―contagious‖ nature of trauma that Herman has referred to
describes the capacity for others‘ pain to disrupt our coping mechanisms. Trauma
writing facilitators should have pre-planned strategies for addressing the possibility of
vicarious traumatization or overwhelming pain, fear, or other similarly upsetting
emotion.
That is not to say that trauma writing facilitation is not without rewards. While
I experienced significant painful and disturbing emotions not only in the Kibuye
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workshop but also in reading and analyzing the Rwandan narratives, I believe the
Kibuye workshop was one of the most important and emotionally fulfilling
experiences of my life. And I look forward to the next time I can work with Rwandan
writers in this way. I feel honored to have earned the trust of traumatized writers in
Rwanda and here in the US.
The powerful effects of the Kibuye workshop—on the participants, on me, and
on the trauma counselor—were on full display as our time together winded down. The
most effective method of demonstrating these effects is to revisit my field notes and
my blog, which has served as a site of reflection during this research:
Kibuye, Rwanda: July 23, 2009
Thursday afternoon, and the Kibuye writers are finishing their narratives. I
move one of the extra writing desks to the low platform against the windows where
two nights ago I had held the hands of a four-year-old Rwandan girl, spinning and
spinning with her to music, until we were both dizzy and laughing. This afternoon, the
warming breeze flows through the opened windows, billowing the ivory curtains. I
unpack my small scanner, untangle various cords, and plug in my laptop.
As the young women finish their narratives, they bring over their blue folders.
We bend the notebook brads straight and pull out the papers, and I clarify the
sequencing of each girls‘ pages. Then, one by one, I pass the narratives through the
sheet feeder into Adobe .pdf format. Some of the girls marvel at the technological setup, at their writing as it appears on my screen. I have had to use notebook paper from
Rwanda, which is proportioned differently from the US standard 8.5 by 11-inch paper,
so we adjust the margins on the scanned documents to ensure all the lines are
captured.
Some of the girls stay to watch the entire scanning process, but many deposit
their notebooks on my desk and gather out on the balcony to soak in the sunshine and
each other. I hear music, probably from their mobile phones. The songs are in
Kinyarwanda. Ariane tells me later they are songs about the genocide, likely some of
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the same songs the girls sang as we made our way to Kibuye in a small bus on the
previous Sunday afternoon.
I thought back to that drive to Kibuye. The ten young women, Julius, Ariane,
and I—along with cases of bottled water, a couple of boxes of workshop materials—
handouts, notebooks, pens, flash drives, candy—and all our luggage were crammed in
to the bus, and there were only two additional riders not in our party. One man sat in
the front passenger seat across from the driver; the other squeezed into a small seat
near the sliding door in the first row of seats. Throughout the drive, the bus glowed
with girl energy as the participants laughed, shared food, and mobile phone SIM cards
with free minutes. Multiple, simultaneous conversations swirled as the girls began to
get to know each other.
In the second hour of the bus ride, one of them began playing a song saved on
her phone, and a few of the girls danced in their seats. The gentleman sitting near the
door chuckled and squeezed into an even smaller space to give one of the girls room
for her outstretched arms. The man riding shotgun sat with rigid spine, looking straight
ahead, not moving. After awhile, the music stopped but the girls sang on. Their voices
filled the bus and poured through the opened windows.
I sat in my seat, watching Rwandans outside watch us as the bus looped
through tiny villages passing women in richly-colored kitenge skirts tied around their
waists and babies tied into slings on their backs, children herding goats or younger
children, men carrying bananas and other produce from market. As our bus neared
them, they stood and straightened. Their faces seemed open, emotionless, wide-eyed
as they took in our spectacle. Their eyes followed the bus as the singing faded from
their hearing range. As we neared Kibuye, glimpses of Lake Kivu elicited excited
pointing from the girls, and their singing faded away.
The songs I was hearing on the balcony Thursday afternoon were more
pensive, but just as intense. As each of the girls finished writing, they stacked their
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folder on my desk and joined their comrades in the sunshine. Soon, I had all ten
narratives.
Maya sat with me as I scanned her story. ―Did you get enough for your
research?‖ she asked me, her face lined with worry. ―Yes, absolutely,‖ I told her again
and again. They‘d taught me what I wanted—needed—to know—and so much more, I
wanted to tell her.
Summer came in from the balcony, flying into the comfort room. Ariane was
two seconds behind her. ―Summer is crying,‖ Maya tells me. ―Yes,‖ I respond. This
seemingly obvious observation revealed so much more: Throughout the past four
days, Summer had been quite controlled, keeping herself together, even as emotion
roiled over her face, visible to everyone in the room. She had not been able to find
release until now, sobbing loudly for many minutes. Soon, the comfort room was
quiet, and within 30 minutes and to my utter surprise, Summer and Ariane emerged
with joyful smiles on their faces. Summer joined her friends on the balcony.
I continued scanning, taking apart and re-assembling notebooks. After awhile,
Teresa began wailing. I was startled by the deep pain in her voice. Ariane came to her
and two other girls opened the door to the comfort room.
As I sat at that desk, surrounded both by pages of pain and strength and by
survivors‘ songs, I was pulled back to a memory from the year before, from my first
visit to Rwanda‘s national genocide memorial at Gisozi: In the hours I spent
immersing myself in the immediacy of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi, I held
myself together fairly well, dabbing away tears discreetly, until I came to the last room
in the memorial, the children‘s room. There on the walls were larger-than-life photos
of children who had been murdered in those terrible months. Their names were
displayed above the photo. Below were a few facts about that child‘s life:


Age (15 months to 15 years)



Favorite food, drink, toy (chips with mayonnaise, meat, chocolate;
mother‘s milk, Fanta, tea; doll, truck)
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Best friend (sister, friend‘s name, father, auntie)



Personality (liked to talk to her older brother; liked to play with his
friends; good in school; a small, weak baby who cried a lot)



Last words (―UNAMIR will come for us‖; ―Mum, where can I run?‖
and ―Pray‖) or last sight (his mother dying)



And the last fact is how the child died (gunshot to the head, machete,
torture, grenade thrown into the child‘s bathroom, machete in his
mother‘s arms, crushed against a tree)

That year before the Kibuye workshop, I had felt my own kind of opening as I
leaned against a corner in this golden-colored room in Gisozi, crying hard as I thought
about all of those who were murdered, especially the children and babies. Back at my
desk in Kibuye, I was surrounded by ten miracles, ten vibrant young women who had
managed, somehow, to survive. Their narratives reflected, on average, more than ten
attempts each on their lives and many direct observations of heinous acts. Any one of
their faces could have been pictured in Gisozi, but because of quick-witted adults,
parents who sacrificed themselves in order to save their children, and sometimes by
sheer luck, the Kibuye writers lived through the genocide and had now told some of
their stories.
Teresa‘s wailing brought me back to Gisozi, when I heard this type of heartand gut-wrenching wail for the first time. As I was leaving the building, a few steps
after the end of the children‘s exhibit, I heard a piercing, discordant keening
emanating from the first floor. I hadn‘t known Rwandan schoolchildren were on a tour
there, and I had fled outside the building as quickly and quietly as I could, down the
stairs. I sought escape to the terraces of silent mass graves. As I was descending, I had
questioned myself about whether I could do this trauma writing research, this
witnessing of survivors‘ stories.
The emotional pain had engulfed me and I felt like I was opening, being pulled
in half, and that I would break apart. I wandered through the Gisozi gardens and
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sought solace in the plant life and ponds intermingling with the mass graves. I sat
amidst the paradox of great natural beauty and the detritus of unnatural inhumanity
and concentrated on that pain—the abominable loss of those children and their
families, the fear that I might be unable to do the trauma writing facilitation, the shame
of potential cowardice and inadequacy. I let myself cry freely, quietly releasing
everything that seemed pent-up inside. At some point, I started to notice that even
though I felt like I would burst into a million tiny pieces, something was holding
strong. It took awhile to feel like even though the parts seemed to want to fly apart,
they held together at the base.
Slowly, slowly, this feeling seemed to me to be like a flower, the base of which
held not only two halves, but also many petals in an electrifying red that burned
through me, flamed up, then sat smoldering. After more time and more tears, I slowly
noticed that this flower didn‘t have just a base; it was attached to a strong stem; then a
branch came into focus, and eventually, to my amazement, a tree with an enormous,
broad, reassuring trunk. When I could gaze into the distance of this emotion, I could
see that I was in the middle of many other trees, some also blossoming with enormous,
bright flowers.
I kept this visualization throughout the next few hours as I walked the grounds
and thought about how to prepare myself to help survivors write their stories, knowing
that if I prepared carefully, I would be able to conduct this work that I feel drawn to so
strongly.
After contemplating longer in the Gisozi gardens, I heard more schoolchildren
wailing, and instead of avoiding them, I walked into the lobby of the memorial
building, stood quietly against one of the far walls, and waited for them to come out,
supported by friends or staff. One young girl was sobbing, calling for her mother and
father; one boy was sniffling but I could see he needed to cry. There was nothing I
could do, except be calm, dig way down with my toes into the roots of the tree.
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I thought about the possibility—inevitability—of deep emotion of participants
in trauma writing workshops. Even for those who are not in active trauma, for those
who have developed coping skills, sometimes the intense grief feels like the opening,
the breaking apart. It‘s all too easy to forget the tree, the roots, to lose the forest of
other trees. When this connection is lost, it seems to help to have someone near who is
calm, who is capable of blossoming, but who is living at the roots.
Rooted at my desk in Kibuye, I breathed deeply as I listened to Teresa‘s wail
eventually quiet. Several minutes later, she emerged with sunglasses on. She strode
directly over to my table. ―Have you scanned my story yet?‖ she asked. I looked
through the notebooks in the stack awaiting scanning and located hers. ―No, not yet,‖ I
replied gently and smiled, handing her notebook back to her. She sat again at her desk,
writing fluently. I continued capturing narratives, and after about fifteen minutes,
Teresa walked back to me and handed me her folder. ―Now, I‘m done!‖ she said
emphatically, firmly placing the notebook on the desk. And then she joined her friends
outside, smiling.
February 2011
I am still pleased with how well the workshop went and how much I learned.
However, I never intended this type of trauma writing workshop to be a one-time
occurrence. Now that the Kibuye Model has been piloted once, I can move forward
with the assessment data to adjust the design and conduct more workshops. There is
still much work to do.

Recommendations
After successful implementation of the Kibuye model of trauma writing
workshop, I offer these recommendations to other who might pursue this type of
activity.
The setting of these workshops should always be in informal, small groups of
people who choose to participate. They should always be facilitated by a person who
is willing and able to bear witness to writers, can attend to the potential for vicarious
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traumatization, and who has a supportive network of care. Likewise, mental health
personnel who have expertise in trauma should always be present during such trauma
writing workshops to address writers‘ needs.
The importance of the social and recreational (i.e. non-writing) activities of the
Kibuye model cannot be underestimated. The Kibuye participants made clear their
need to balance the intensity of their painful memories written during the day with
intensely fun activities after the writing day was done. Psychologist Carol Gilligan has
discussed this balance in The Birth of Pleasure:
It is not possible to talk about pleasure without talking about trauma, the shock
that drains the capacity for joy; just as it is not possible to talk about trauma
with talking about pleasure, the way life returns even in the face of the most
terrible adversity. (2002, p. 196)
The Kibuye participants needed more than just talk; they needed vigorous
physical activities and opportunities to bond with each other, the trauma counselor,
and the writing facilitator. Seeking and expressing joy became one of the goals of each
day during the workshop.
Another essential component that should transfer to other trauma writing
workshops is the research assistant. Because of confidentiality, the research assistant
in Kibuye, Julius Kwizera, was not allowed into the writing workshop, but coordinated
all of the innumerable practical details of the retreat. This detailed management
allowed the facilitator and trauma counselor to focus on their roles in supporting the
research participants.
Plans for future research
My subsequent research will follow the same trajectory as in this dissertation,
but will focus on improving the workshop experience and text analyses, always
seeking to improve the methods by which writing can address some of the pain of
trauma.
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Key research problems that shape my ongoing research include how to engage
writers in the most productive ways. What type of writing prompts create the
conditions whereby the most effective trauma narratives are written, considering
Kaminer‘s research? Should the writing facilitator prompt for an explicit explanation
about why the trauma occurred and who was responsible? Can transcendence be
prompted, in other words, should writing facilitators ask participants to write to others
within their narrative? Would letters to others constitute a better form of narrative?
Should facilitators prompt writers to specifically address those to whom that are
otherwise unable to speak? How would the narratives differ if they were written in
Kinyarwanda? Should LIWC develop a Kinyarwanda dictionary? Would a large-scale
writing project initiative promote healing in Rwanda better than existing processes? If
so, what would such an initiative look like? If post-genocide narratives were open to
readers, how would they construct collective memory of the 1994 Genocide against
the Tutsi? I hope to address these issues in the next phases of my research agenda.
I hope to travel to Rwanda during July 2011 to discuss these issues with
Rwandan organizations who are potential partners in such initiatives. I also strive to
work with mental health organizations or institutions in the US who can contribute
mental health expertise to broad initiatives. I plan to continue trauma narrative
research and to continue to design and facilitate trauma writing workshops in Rwanda
and in the US. In addition, I hope to conduct longitudinal studies with mental health
researchers who can track the long-term mental health outcomes of trauma writing
workshops modeled on the one in this study. I would also like to train other human
rights workers to facilitate trauma writing workshops.
While I am in Rwanda, I hope to present this research and gather information
about how it can be used there. It is important that Rwandan individuals and
organizational entities get what they need from this line of research, and that I allow
their needs to shape my research trajectory.
I also plan to continue research collaborations with Never Again Rwanda or
other non-governmental organizations there that focus on human rights work. In
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particular, I would like to work with additional population demographics. To enhance
my analyses of Rwandan narratives, I plan on studying the Kinyarwandan language so
that participants can write in their native tongue.
In the meantime, I plan to write about this research study in additional ways,
such as an impressionist narrative about doing this type of research in Rwanda with
more facilitator stories about the Kibuye workshop.
Conclusion
This dissertation puts forth an effective, structured model for a writing
workshop that provides opportunities for traumatized individuals to process, grieve,
and write about their painful and difficult experiences. The Kibuye Model supports the
construction of traumatic narratives in an environment that validates writers‘
experiences and value as human beings, lessening the inherent shame of traumatized
victimization. The resulting texts, which are extraordinarily painful to read and
analyze, vividly illuminate catastrophic events. They serve as powerful motivation for
continuing to address human rights violations as well as interpersonal and systemic
violence wherever it is perpetrated.
This study offers a form of writing research that can improve the lives of those
who have suffered. The act of supporting a traumatized individual through her writing
is an act of upholding human rights: every person has right to say what has happened
in his or her life and to embody her experience and knowledge; every individual has
the right to tell his or her own story, to speak one‘s truth.
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