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COMICS IN THE CONTEXT OF NATIONAL UNITY AND RECONCILIATION

IN POST-GENOCIDE RWANDA

In Rwanda there is a national directive to behold the genocide, move beyond it and reconcile. It is a mandate to get along and a precondition to enduring peace, without which there can be no economic development or social progress. To this end, the parliament enacted the Law of Gacaca. Gacaca is a sweeping program designed to develop a public memoir of the genocide in the service of expediting justice and fostering national unity and reconciliation. Every Rwandese citizen is duty bound to participate. Although understandable, avoidance is not an option.

Implementation of Gacaca is proving to be arduous and slow because many are unable to comprehend the process and fear public testimony. These exigencies require a concerted effort to educate the citizenry about, and to encourage voluntary participation in, Gacaca. 

Education is essential to reconciliation. Rwanda has made enormous strides in addressing the problems of widespread illiteracy, but challenges remain. The illiteracy rate is still around 40%.

Significantly, the Rwandan constitution recognizes one national language, Kinyrwanda, the mother tongue and three official languages, Kinyarwanda, French and English. Communication breaks down because many, if not most, speak only one language. Fluency in all three languages is rare. Fiscal deficits dictate a scarcity of printing resources; the need for 3 versions of official documents exacerbates the shortage.

For these reasons, imagery may be a very fast, effective way to communicate and educate in Rwanda. Educational comics are a logical choice of media. Comics should be considered for school curriculum and to communicate important messages to the population in written media such as newspapers and billboards, particularly on the subject of genocide.

Comics are an amalgam of imagery and written words, the purpose of which is to tell a story.  Comics may be best described as graphic narratives because the stories are conveyed in their entirety or primarily through pictures. The value of comics is that they are readily understandable by the masses; on average comics take less brainpower to decipher than prose.  

Historically, comics have been dismissed as frivolous, “mindless pap” but educators are beginning to appreciate their pedagogical value.  The very justification for denigrating the genre, that they are amusing and simplistic, may be the reason for their current appeal. Visual information presented in story form can be easily absorbed. Reading comics doesn’t feel like work.  

Comics are particularly well suited to deal with the evils of the genocide. They can convey highly charged emotions​​​ in a non-threatening manner.  Narration through comics de-personalizes the realities yet admits discussion of very deep matters. Comics do not have to be funny but those that are have palliative powers. Humor operates through incongruity and irony. To find something humorous is to find something incongruent about it. It is the incongruity that ​​​​​​​sets off the laughter. Negative emotions are re-directed and lighthearted disengagement results, if only for a moment.   

Comics have their limitations. Comics may not be the right venue for communicating complex ideas or sophisticated analysis. Moreover, the simplistic form of comics could be perceived as trivialization. In the context of the genocide, comics could run afoul of the constitution, which expressly prohibits trivialization of the genocide. Although promising free speech, the constitution actually limits it in the context of the genocide. 

