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Karangwa Emmanuel & Ndahiro Jean Marie Vianney 

Story Number:  SFH0089 

 

Blurb:  

‘Do you know where the food you eat comes from?’   

Vianney sneaked out of Rwanda to Burundi by crawling through forest surrounded by 

an army. He had a plan to join the forces that were fighting the genocide. When he got 

to Burundi, he forgot this plan and spent his time enjoying the food that had been 

donated to the refugee camp where he lived. He got his wakeup call when he was 

visited by a man he would never forget. The legacy he hopes to leave with his brother 

is that of a nation that rebuilds its cultural institutions and relies on its youth to think 

like heroes. 

Tags: Nyamata, Genocide, Marriage,  Culture, Exile, Gender  

 

Emmanuel:  Thank you my names are Karangwa Emmanuel 

Vianney: And I am Ndahiro Jean Marie Vianney and today we are here in Nyamata for 

social therapy. 

Emmanuel: Today I deemed it necessary to come together under this forum to share 

my story with my young brother named Ndahiro Jean Marie Vianney. As you know, you 

are younger than me. My story is in two parts.  The first part of my story is about the 

way I found Rwandans living together, their culture. I will share with you the way 

Rwandans lived together in harmony, got married and gave cows to each other. I will 

tell you about dating and courtship in the Rwandan culture. This was not done by the 

couples but was usually a result of close ties between families. When two families really 
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liked, admired and trusted each other, they galvanized their ties by creating a union of 

their male and female children through marriage. In the past it was the family who had 

the responsibility to ensure that a young male who was of age to get married got a 

fiancé. There has been a shift in the process and responsibility of courtship from the 

family to the young couples. This aspect of our culture has been phased out by current 

problems, frustrations and difficult times for instance, the war in 1994.   

 You were a young boy in 1994 but you managed to see some of what happened. War 

broke out and unlike what happened in the past where you would have wars in 

different parts of the country like Bugesera and the North, this time the war swept the 

whole country and I was present to witness it. I was a strong adult male at the time am 

sure you remember what I looked like.  

This brings me to the second part of my story. There many effects of the 1994 war 

which continue to manifest themselves today. Families and youth like you are still trying 

to heal from the war up to this day.   

You don’t have any aunts and uncles left which means youth, male and female, in your 

age group don’t have the support of these people to help you find marriage partners. 

This was all caused by the war which erupted into genocide and led the entire Rwandan 

society to decay. Now that the war is over and the dead cannot rise, I wish to share 

this message with you and your fellow youth who are still alive. We need to come 

together and share this information and show you how we lived in the past in order to 

rebuild our family institutions,. 

In addition, another thing I wish to share with you is that in the past respect for elders 

was very important. We had group of men in the community who were known as 

‘Ibikwerere’, these were strong middle aged men, we also had the ‘abasaaza’, who were 

the elders of the society and the ‘abajigija’ and ‘abangavu’ who were much younger 

than the ‘ibikwerere’ . We had a socio-cultural hierarchy and everyone in each category 

was accorded the due respect they deserved. After the war this (hierarchy) was eroded. 

It is like we had to recreate everything but no one will recreate our culture, we have to 

rebuild it ourselves. 

As you can see am an ageing man, I am married with four children, I think you know 

that. By now, you should also have a group of people younger than yourself with whom 

you should be sharing cultural knowledge. Am sure there are youth in your age group 

who are interested and I assure that doing this helped our generation to develop 

respect and it will do the same for yours.  
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Vianney:  Thank you for the advice you have given me. You have taught me that 

Rwandans from the past were united by intermarriages and sharing cows. We don’t see 

that happen nowadays, because of our recent history. What can the youths do to 

rebuild our cultural institutions and our unity? 

Emmanuel:  Thank you for bringing up such a question.  I had the intention to discuss 

it. The lack of unity that came as a result of war and phasing out of cultural hierarchy 

was unfortunate for this country. There are things we can do now to rebuild our cultural 

institutions but the youth need to get active and some positive signs are already being 

seen. When you look back to the time in war there was a lot of mistrust in the country 

but this can be phased out. Today, youth are studying together and interacting 

positively, I am confident that you can rebuild our culture 

Vianney: You make a good point; are right, we as the youth are the future of this 

country. We have a government that supports us and helps us to help ourselves. You 

are right we need to rise up and work for the future, to create hope for ourselves 

instead of waiting for hope to bring itself upon us.  

Emmanuel: Moving on, as I have shared with you the cultural hierarchy that 

separated men, I wish to bring to light the unique traits that defined women in the 

past. Women led private lives; they did not expose themselves like they do today. You 

could never find a woman in a bar, getting drunk and bringing shame upon herself. As 

was the case among males, even females were divided in hierarchy. We had strong 

traditional taboos and that prevented youth from engaging in bad behavior.  

Among women we had apprenticeships. When a woman got married she was given 

mentors who told her everything she needed to know about raising a family or home. 

Compared to today, a lot has changed. We have discussed the past and how our 

cultural institutions were eroded by the war; now I would like to take you back to how 

this war started and how it came to an end because I witnessed it all. I am one of the 

people who worked to end the war. 

In 1994, the Rwandan society changed. Rumors started going around that the ‘inyenzi’ 

(cockroaches) had attacked the country. Unity was disrupted, trust was lost and ethnic 

violence tore the nation apart. Families that shared brides and cows peacefully started 

fighting each other and widespread persecution of Tutsi became rampant. The 

Rwandan society decayed. This became the root cause of many of the problems that 

exist today, for instance, not having relatives and cultural erosion.  
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Earlier on in 1990, the persecution had started with some people being accused of 

being spies for the rebel group. We did not understand who these spies were and who 

they were spying for at the time. Some students were segregated from schools and 

there was a lot of income inequality. When I witnessed this persecution against one 

ethnic group, I decided to go to war. At the time, this was hard because borders were 

closed and there were many roadblocks. I sneaked out at night and went through the 

forest in Gako. I went against extreme odds to make it through the forest that was 

fortified by a military barracks late at night. But I did what I had to do, crawling and 

taking cover whenever I heard any sounds. I finally made it out of the forest to 

Burundi.  

In Burundi, I felt very safe and happy. In fact I was so relieved to get to Burundi that I 

started to question my original plan to go to war. I started to doubt whether it was 

necessary to go back to face war and possibly death. Life in the refugee camp was not 

so bad, people used to live peacefully, trade and get free food.  

During this time, I was visited by a man who I will never forget to this day. He asked 

me a question; Do you know where the food you eat comes from? Do you know why 

you are hear? He made me understand that I was a refugee. I was reminded of a 

Rwandan proverb that says, ‘Ushinze impu, y’ibagirwa uwamwirukanaga’. (which 

denotes, ‘ he who creates a fort, forgets those who were running after him) 

I listened to this man’s advice and he sparked ideals of sacrifice and heroism in me and 

I woke up to the reality that my journey had not ended but was about to start. 

I packed my belongings and went to war. Eventually, the war ended but I never forgot 

that even though I later made the heroic decision to go to war, at a certain point in 

time, I had neglected (my responsibility). I am thankful to the man who reminded me.  

And now, I wish to give you my final piece of advice, the legacy that I wish to leave 

behind for you is that you should always remember to think heroically and make 

sacrifices to prevent anything that divides Rwandans because the effects of this will 

affect everyone.  

Everything I have shared with you can be divided into two parts, the first part which is 

heroism and the second which is culture; culture that promotes unity and development. 

These two aspects of this discussion will help you to avert challenges and to promote 

unity during times when there are reasons for people to be disunited.  
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Vianney:  Thank you very much for this advice. When one tries to comprehend the 

way you travelled in the dark of the night through a fortified forest; the heroism is 

obvious. Many Rwandans refused to go through such great lengths and some even died 

in Rwanda when they were physically able to do everything you did. For that reason, I 

have taken note of all that you have said. I respect your achievements and I will take 

your advice because you are a well accomplished man with a good life, wife and 

children.  

Moderator: You mentioned that Rwandans lived in harmony for many years before the 

war. I am curious about your source of inspiration. What inspired you to flee the 

country against such odds, what motivated you to go to war and after the war, you 

have been able to rebuild your life and create a new home and family.  

Emmanuel: I got my inspiration from the problems that existed at the time. There are 

many who fled with me to Burundi but when they got there, they did not join the 

struggle. I think heroism is something that lives in all of us and comes out when we are 

faced with extreme challenges. I saw the way we had lived before from my elders and 

when changes started happening for the worse, so I asked myself, ‘How would I get my 

hope back?’ 

I think that for me the most important thing was hope. It is in this quest for hope that I might 

have encountered heroism.  

Vianney: And the patriotism to rebuild our cultural institutions? 

Emmanuel: Yes this was one of my main struggles. This was the foundation of my struggle. I 

wanted to reclaim my own human dignity and  in seeking to regain it, I saw that it was not just 

me, but my whole society that needed to salvage what was left of its pride.  

Moderator: Thank you very much for the very insightful discussion.  


