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ABSTRACT
Every year in Rwanda, a week of national mourning commemorates the Genocide of
Tutsi, a brutal episode that began on April the 7th 1994 and resulted in the murder of
up to one million people in 100 days. The genocide was returned to the global stage
in 2014 when world leaders joined Rwandans in marking the twentieth anniversary of
this event. In Kigali, the capital city, two decades of political elites witnessed highly
emotive and politically charged performances of the causes and events of the
genocide that placed responsibility for this tragedy at the feet of the international
community. By positioning themselves within the frame of this nationally and globally
televised event, many world leaders acknowledged both a great human tragedy and
the failure of their respective nations and organisations to recognise and stop the
genocide. This collective international act of apology was the culmination of a decade
of individual actual or implicit ‘apologies’ by political leaders such as Tony Blair,
Nicholas Sarkozy, George Bush Jnr, and Ban Ki Moon. This paper explores the
performative use of the Kigali Genocide Memorial by national and political actors
engaged in diplomatic acts that aim to generate national post-conflict development
and international cultural capital.
KEYWORDS: Genocide, memorialisation, Rwanda, heritage, performance, international
diplomacy.

Introduction
This paper describes the performance of international diplomacy at Rwanda’s
most prominent genocide memorial, the Kigali Memorial Centre (KMC). It argues that
the KMC, as the centre of national genocide memorialisation in Rwanda, has been
used by international political figures as a theatre for the performance of reflection
and remembrance in order to further diplomatic relations between the countries or
organisations they represent and Rwanda. Furthermore, this performance, it is
argued, has been undertaken as an explicit or implicit requirement of their hosts, the
Rwandan government, as a precursor to other diplomatic conversations. In so doing,
this paper brings together two critical issues in Rwanda that have remained central to
post-genocide governance, international diplomacy and memorialisation.
Since the genocide, the Rwandan government has engaged intensively in
international diplomacy to legitimise the current political regime, to generate postconflict development through investment, and to obtain the repatriation for trial of
alleged génocidaires (a term used for all those who committed the genocide) and fled
the country. In addition, many of the world’s governments have in turn sought to
invest in, and associate themselves with Rwanda’s much celebrated post-genocide
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recovery. This association has been deemed necessary in a climate where the
international community have been found culpable in the genocide through failure to
act effectively to prevent the genocide or to stop it once it had begun (Uvin 2001;
Bergamaschi et al. 2014). Concurrently, since the end of the genocide, the Rwandan
government has created an annual week of national mourning and a network of
memorials across the country (Brandstetter 2010; Meirheinrich 2013; Frederich and
Johnston 2013). The aim is to memorialise the genocide, provide repositories for
those murdered, be places of mourning, remembrance and reflection for the
survivors, places of education for visitors, and, it is frequently alleged, to promote the
government’s legitimacy to rule by silencing political dissent through the control of
public memory (Cook 2006; Caplan 2007; Guyer 2009; Brandsetter 2010; Eltringham
2014, 2015).
Over the past decade, Rwanda’s genocide memorials and memorialisation
events have received increasing academic attention (Cook 2006; Caplan 2007; Guyer
2009; Robb 2009; Brandsetter 2010; Ibreck 2010, 2013; King 2010; Tadjo 2010;
Sodaro 2011; Bolin 2012; McKinney 2012; Jessee 2012, 2017a, 2017b; Giblin 2013a,
Forthcoming; Meirheinrich 2013; Eltringham 2014, 2015; Jinks 2014; Major 2015).
However, the linked performance of memorialisation and international diplomacy at
the KMC has not been explored academically, despite clear examples of international
diplomacy taking place at the KMC (see McKinney 2012). Indeed, the relationship
between international diplomacy and memorialisation was recently put under the
media spotlight during the 20th anniversary of the genocide in 2014 when world
leaders joined Rwandans at the KMC and other locations in the city to return the
genocide to the global stage. At these events, political elites from the past two
decades of international politics witnessed highly emotive and politically charged
speeches and performances of the causes and events of the genocide, which, in part,
placed responsibility for this tragedy at the feet of the international community. For
example, President Paul Kagame, in a speech before the main commemorations,
cited Belgian colonial rule and French activities during the genocide as direct causes
of the violence (Cowell 2014). By positioning themselves within the frame of this
nationally and globally televised event, world leaders explicitly acknowledged a great
human tragedy and implicitly apologised for the failure of the international
community to recognise and stop the genocide. Indeed, some went further and made
more explicit apologies, such as, then Secretary General to the United Nations, Ban Ki
Moon, who stated, ‘We could have done much more. We should have done much
more’ (Clover 2014).
However, as discussed in this paper, this collective international act of
apology was not a spontaneous and new acknowledgement of guilt through
memorial attendance but was the culmination of a decade of individual actual or
implicit apologies by political leaders such as Tony Blair, Nicholas Sarkozy, George
Bush Jnr, Kofi Anan and Ban Ki Moon. In the absence of the media appeal of a 20th
anniversary, these leaders visited the KMC individually to acknowledge the events of
the genocide and apologise for the international failure to intervene. Indeed, since
it’s opening in 2004 to commemorate the 10th anniversary of the genocide, the KMC
has been a key media focal point for all major diplomatic visits.
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Background and Limitations
The observations presented here are based on three months of research in
Rwanda during 2011 at the national genocide memorial centres and an online review
of diplomatic visits to the memorials since the genocide. The memorial research was
undertaken as part of a larger project that considered the role of heritage in postconflict development in western Great Lakes Africa, specifically Rwanda and Uganda.
In Rwanda, the research was carried out with the permission of the Institute of
National Museums of Rwanda (INMR) and the National Commission for the Fight
Against Genocide (CNLG), government organisations that have historically managed
the memorials in collaboration with survivor groups (Giblin 2013a; Ibreck 2010,
2013). To understand the post-conflict heritage effects of the memorials, the
research employed participant observation, interviews with visitors and staff, and
photographic recording and analysis of all available visitor books, amassing records of
thousands of entries made over the past decade (Giblin 2013a). This methodology
was employed at all of the national genocide memorial centres, including the KMC,
Murambi, Nyarubuye, Ntarama, Bisesero, Nyanza, and Nyamata, with a focus on KMC
and Murambi because these are the most developed and visited. However, although
information regarding the political use of memorials was collected, international
diplomacy was not the research focus. Thus, this paper has been enhanced by a
review of newspaper and other online reports that detail the visits of the people
identified in the visitor books. Consequently, in acknowledging the secondary nature
of the source material, without further research and access to the politicians
involved, despite identifying a performance pattern, the diplomatic scenarios
presented and the intentionality behind them remain speculative and conjectural
based as they are on anecdotal associations.
Performance
As articulated by Smith (2006), heritage may be considered an intangible
subjective act that people do, rather than a material thing with inherent objective
heritage values. The identification of heritage as something that is consciously
undertaken by people has led to its framing as a form of performance. Heritage
performances may be considered representational acts because they often follow
pre-formed rules understood by the performer and the audience. This is comparable
to a Butlerian (1993, 1997) understanding of identity and performance in which
gendered identities are performed according to pre-existing notions of what it is to
be one gender or another. However, following more recent thinking in critical
heritage studies, and elsewhere in cultural studies, heritage performances may also
be non-representational and pre-cognitive (Waterton and Watson 2014). This is
because not all aspects of heritage performances are based on pre-existing and
widely shared rules but instead may be specific to individuals, relating to their
personal past and present experiences, and therefore might be entirely surprising
reactions for both the performer and audience. Consequently, many heritage
performances will involve both representational aspects as well as those that are
more personal, non-representational and pre-cognitive (Haldrup and Boerenholdt
2016).
As described by Haldrup and Boerenholdt (2016: 55), the relationship
between heritage and performance has been understood in three main ways: the
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performance of heritage as historical re-enactments or traditional celebrations, the
performance of visitors and other consumers of heritage, and finally extraordinary
reactions to heritage (see also, Edensor 1998; Kershaw 2002; Bagnall 2003; Bruner
2005; Crouch 2010; Staiff et al. 2012; Winter 2013). In terms of re-enactments and
traditional performances, these are overtly representational because they are based
on rules and are rehearsed. However, the nuances of performance and the emotions
felt by the performers may be personal to each individual and thus have nonrepresentational and pre-cognitive aspects as well. Similarly, audiences undertake
heritage performances themselves, both to expected norms, for example at a
genocide memorial this may include a performance of solemnity, and to ones that
are deeply personal and surprising, such as unexpected emotional responses to
particular parts of a memorial.
These ideas are returned to in the discussion at the end of this paper but to
develop this framework further they can be usefully compared to the events at the
20th anniversary of the Rwandan genocide, which involved heritage re-enactments,
audience consumption, and extreme emotional performances. For example, at the
Amohoro Stadium, the main stage for the public activities, performers re-enacted the
events of the genocide in a way that conformed to the official historical narrative
promoted by the current government of Rwanda, rules which would have been
known by the performers. Furthermore, international diplomats, such as Ban Ki
Moon, performed explicit or implicit apologies that conformed to the rules of
genocide representation. However, both the dramatic and diplomatic performances
may have been felt and expressed in subtly different ways by each performer that
was non-representational. In addition, those performances were consumed live by
Rwandan audiences at the stadium and by those that watched on television. These
audiences, whether they agreed with the rules of the performance or not, would
have been familiar with the narrative performed and thus understood the official
rules of genocide representation. However, many also reacted to the enactments in
what where apparently unexpected ways, with some experiencing extreme
emotional trauma which led to some in the audience being carried from the stadium
in various states of distress. If allegations of staged trauma performances are ruled
out, then this can be considered an example of a pre-cognitive aspect of the heritage
performance on display (Associated Press, 7 April 2014).
International Diplomacy
Bjola and Kornprobst (2013: 4) define international diplomacy as, ‘the
institutionalised communication among internationally recognised representatives of
internationally recognised entities through which these representatives produce,
manage and distribute public goods.’ Importantly for the subject of this paper, in
their exploration of this definition, they go beyond Watson’s (1982) assertion that
diplomacy is solely about peaceful dialogue between states to include a more holistic
and potentially less innocent understanding of the motivations and means of
communication (Bjola and Kornprobst 2013: 4). Furthermore, their focus on
international diplomacy as something that takes place among internationally
recognised entities, allows for the existence of international diplomacy beyond states
and collections of states, such as the United Nations (UN), to include the UN
Secretariat, for example, or International Non-Governmental Organisations (iNGOs),
such as Greenpeace or Amnesty International (Bjola and Kornprobst 2013: 4). In
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terms of generating and controlling public goods, amongst these they include
security, economic welfare, development, environmental protection, health and
safety, and migration control (Bjola and Kornprobst 2013: 5).
This paper argues that the activities of diplomats at the KMC, including prime
ministers and presidents, the leaders of multi-state organisations, such as the UN,
and those that also act on their behalf, can be understood as a form of international
diplomacy. Through their largely representational memorial performances, these
diplomatic actors publicly communicate for the benefit of their respective
institutions, and the benefit of the Rwandan government, implicit or explicit
statements of acknowledgement, apology, and apparent authorisation of the official
historical narrative. In terms of public goods, in very general terms, these acts help to
facilitate post-genocide development for Rwanda by growing bonds between these
different institutions. However, it is argued, there are also less innocent aims for
these diplomatic performances, including contributing toward the maintenance of
legitimacy for the current government through acknowledgement of the official
narrative of the genocide, which is traded for the generation of political, ethical,
moral-capital on the part of the international leaders that take part.
Memorialisation in Rwanda
To understand the importance of the KMC it is necessary to locate it within
Rwanda’s extensive memorial landscape, which includes an informal memory-scape
that stretches over every hill and through every valley in Rwanda, alongside a more
formal landscape of local, regional and national memorials constructed, sponsored
and controlled by the Rwandan government, amongst other agencies (Meierhenrich
2011). In terms of the informal memory-scape, this refers to the way in which the
genocide and related violence was not confined to individual locales but took place
across the country and thus may be associated with almost every road, river, and hill.
However, the informal memory-scape does not typically feature in official diplomatic
memorial visits. By contrast, the KMC sits at the top of what may be considered a
four-tiered Rwandan hierarchy of formal memorial sites, comprising those with local,
regional, national, and international prominence, in terms of visitors including
diplomatic ones.
Local and Regional
At the lowest tier are hundreds of local memorials found across the country,
often at rural administration centres, consisting of standardised sunken mass-graves
with concrete covers. The second tier includes a smaller number of regional
memorials, which have larger covered mass graves in the same style and occasional
surface storage for displaying human remains (Brandstetter 2010; Meierhenrich
2011). Both the local and regional tiers typically only receive Rwandan visitors.
National
More prominently, at the third tier, are the better-known six national
memorial centres located where some of the worst genocide massacres occurred.
These include three churches, Ntarama, Nyamata, and Nyarubuye, where it has been
reported approximately 5000, 2500, and 1500 people were killed respectively;
Nyamata School where approximately 2000 people were reportedly killed; Bisesero
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hillside where approximately 30,000 were reportedly killed; and Murambi Technical
College where approximately 40,000 people were killed (KMC website,
http://www.kigaligenocidememorial.org/, Accessed 27 July 2015). The emphasis on
‘reportedly’ and ‘approximately’ here is in recognition of the difficulty of assessing
which, and how many, people were killed and subsequently buried or hidden during
the genocide and is not a suggestion of doubt regarding the location and relative size
of the massacres (Lemarchand 2013). The national memorials typically contain mass
graves, alongside displays of human remains and victims’ clothes, memorial walls,
and reflection areas. However, although some of these sites are on the tourist trail,
they receive relatively few non-Rwandan visitors, typically no more than a few people
per week, as our research at the sites, including surveys of the visitor books,
revealed.
International
Finally, at the top of the hierarchy sits the KMC, the focus of this paper, which
today includes a garden, an education and documentation centre, café, gift shop and
an indoor exhibition, where the official narrative of the genocide is displayed
alongside select victim and perpetrator testimonies, human remains and weapons
(KMC 2004). The KMC is designated international here, and thus separated from the
other national memorials, because it stands apart from the rest of the formal
memorial landscape. For example, in terms of its construction, the KMC’s location
was not a site of massacre but was chosen to house the remains of over 200,000
Rwandans who were killed during the genocide and whose remains were found in the
Kigali area. Furthermore, with regards to its internationality, unlike the other national
sites it receives a relatively high number of international visitors (c. 40,000 in 2012),
including international diplomats, and was established in collaboration with the Aegis
Trust, a UK based holocaust memorialisation organisation (Gahongayire and
Nyiracumi 2014).
By emphasising the international aspects of the KMC, the intention is not to
deny its importance for Rwandan grieving and other memorialisation processes,
which remain a central and dominant aspect of its use. Instead, it emphasises the
difference between the KMC’s apparent international visibility and visit-ability
compared to that of the other memorials, which it is suggested, has contributed
toward its role in international diplomacy and its ability to communicate, and latterly,
symbolise political legitimacy through association. Indeed, alongside the mass graves,
a focus of memorialisation at the KMC is the interpretation centre, which powerfully
communicates an official blame-narrative for visitors. In summary, the blamenarrative presents the events of the genocide committed by Hutu génocidaires within
a wider context of international culpability, including historical contributions to the
creation of a genocide ideology through the colonial ethno-racialisation of Rwandan
society, foreign support of the génocidaires prior to and during the genocide, and the
general failure of the international community to prevent the genocide (KMC 2004;
for a comparable version of the official narrative see NURC 2006). For example, the
blame-narrative clearly identifies: the victims (i.e. Tutsi that were murdered); the
heroes (i.e. the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) and its supporters who stopped the
genocide); the survivors (i.e. Tutsi who survived the genocide either within Rwanda
or as part of the diaspora); and the perpetrators (i.e. Hutu génocidaires who
committed the genocide, European colonials who divided society by ethnicising
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Rwanda, the French government who allegedly armed the right wing Hutu
government before the genocide began, and protected them during the genocide,
and the remaining international community who failed to intervene militarily to stop
the genocide) (Giblin 2013b; Jessee 2017b). Thus, the memorial not only
communicates a blame-narrative for and about Rwandans, but also a blame narrative
for and about international agencies. In so doing, this narrative reinforces that the
RPF, as the heroes of the conflict, are the only legitimate rulers of Rwanda, which, it
is argued here, is a key aspect of this international diplomacy memorial performance.
Rwanda Genocide Memorial Research
Within heritage, museum, and memory studies research, the genocide
memorials have received increasing academic attention for the past decade. Whilst
some have approached the wider landscape of memorialisation in Rwanda
(Brandstetter 2010; Meirheinrich 2011), more typically the national genocide
memorial centres have been the focus because of the mass display of human remains
at these sites. Early interest centred on the supposedly macabre and political
presentation of the content of the national memorials, including the mass-display of
human remains, and the control of an official narrative through strict interpretation
as at the KMC and Murambi, or its control through the absence of any interpretation
at the others. These published accounts are typically anecdotal and recount author
experiences of visiting the memorials and their reflections on the politics of the pasts
encountered (Vidal 2001; Cook 2006; Caplan 2007; Guyer 2009; Tadjo 2010). These
considerations include whether the memorials serve their ostensible aims, to provide
emotional healing for victims and to enable other visitors to get closer to and learn
about the causes, affects, and effects of genocide, or whether they are voyeuristic,
and serve government aims to preserve their legitimacy and prevent critical debate
about the causes of and events during and since the genocide. Most of these
accounts conclude the latter and not the former.
Anecdotal papers continue to be published today (Eltringham 2014), but these
have been joined by a variety of other investigations into different aspects of national
memorial processes that have gone beyond moralising about the display of human
remains. These include papers on: the contribution of Rwandese survivor groups to
memorial management (Ibreck 2010; Jessee 2017b); the influence of non-Rwandan
developmental organisations (Ibreck 2013); the politics, affects, and effects of the
ongoing exhumation, identification, internment, rearrangement, and cleaning of the
human remains at the memorials (Jessee 2012; Major 2015); the role of the
memorials in communicating a single authorised narrative (Jessee 2017a); the role of
the memorials in peacebuilding, including the contrast between memorial narratives
and civilian memories (King 2010); the location of the memorials within an
international post-conflict heritage-healing complex (Giblin 2013a); and the
investigation of the memorials as a form of dark, difficult, or uncomfortable tourism
(Robb 2009; Mckinney 2012; Friedrich and Johnston 2013), including the effect of the
memorials on tourists as analysed through online tourist photographs of human
remains at the sites (Bolin 2012). In terms of memorial performativity, Bolin’s (2012)
study is of interest. In that work, she used Edensor’s (1998) ideas of tourist spaces as
‘stages’, on which audience communities follow prescribed rules that shape their
activities, to understand the online activities of visitors to the genocide memorials
including their posting of photographs. Bolin (2012) framed the pattern of actions she
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identified as a performance of morality directed by widely understood rules relating
to what it is to be a properly moral person in a ‘morally ambiguous setting’ (Bolin
2012: 199). In so doing, Bolin (2012) referred to a representational form of heritage
performance. Similarly, in the examples presented here, the actors also undertake a
representational performance prescribed by widely understood rules as a
performance of diplomacy.
Although many publications include the KMC within wider discussions of the
politics of genocide memorialisation in Rwanda, relatively few have focused on the
KMC in detail. Frederich and Johnston (2013) assessed the KMC as a thanotourism
site, interviewing staff, tourists, tourist providers, and other stakeholders to consider
issues of authenticity, the success of the KMC in fulfilling its stated aims to provide a
place of mourning and education, and the ethics of presenting genocide memorials as
a commodity for thanotourism. In addition, to the site as a form of thanotourism, it
has received the more typical anecdotal treatment, including Tadjo’s (2010) brief
account of her visit to the site. However, two publications stand out that provide a
more in depth analysis of the KMC of relevance here, both of which concern the
internationalisation of the KMC. Sodaro’s (2011: 73-74) investigation located the KMC
within a growing international landscape of memorialisation, in which nations felt
compelled to ‘face the past’ and found that in contrast to its stated aims of ‘fostering
tolerance and reconciliation and working to prevent genocide’, it is ‘often politicized
by the current regime to legitimate its anti-democratic policies and advance its
political agenda, often at the expense of the victims and survivors.’ Similarly, in her
analysis of the International Constructions of National Memories: The Aims and
effects of Foreign Donors’ Support for genocide Remembrance in Rwanda, Ibreck
(2015) provided a historical account of the events, actors and agencies that led to the
construction of the KMC. In addition, through a critique of the exhibition content, she
considered the way in which the KMC symbolically reconstructed Rwanda in a postgenocide era, including the nation and its relationship with the international
community. In terms of nation, Ibreck (2015: 160-162) found it recounted the official
narrative of a once unified kingdom separated into divisive ethno-racial categories,
Hutu, Tutsi and Twa, by European colonialism, which caused violence in the 20th
century, but today has been unified again by the RPF; a selective remembering that is
silent on alleged RPF atrocities and other events that complicate the historical blamenarrative. In terms of the international community, Ibreck (2015: 162-163) found that
the exhibition continued the international blame-narrative as it condemned the
international response to the genocide and the failure to intervene, but at the same
time promotes international humanitarianism to prevent future genocides. In so
doing, it is argued here, the KMC provides a symbolically powerful theatre for the
performance of international diplomacy, including implicit or explicit apologies on
behalf of the international community and the promise of support to prevent
genocide happening again, which in turn provides legitimacy for the ruling RPF’s
official narrative.
Genocide Diplomacy
Although the diplomatic heritage performance at the KMC has not been
explored previously, the suggestion that Rwandan memorials have a diplomatic
function has been made before in reference to Camp Kigali Memorial, the site where
ten Belgian soldiers who were serving as part of the United Nations Assistance
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Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR) were killed at the start of the genocide (Mckinney
2012). As recounted by Mckinney, at the dedication of the memorial the Belgian
prime minister claimed that the soldiers would not die in vain because Belgium would
support development in Rwanda, including a donation of 1.5 million US dollars to the
10th anniversary event in 2004 (Mckinney 2012). Following this announcement, the
Belgian prime minister visited the KMC to pay his respects to the Rwandans killed and
in so doing, Mckinney suggests, highlighted their mutual suffering and thus created a
developmental pact between Rwanda and Belgium. However, the Belgian prime
minister is not the only leader to have visited the KMC, nor is Belgium alone in
committing significant funds to Rwandan memorialisation and development.
Furthermore, the other countries and organisations that have entered this memorial
space, and have committed developmental funds to Rwanda, do not have such a
clear shared loss. To offer an explanation for this anomaly this paper considers four
key agencies, the United Nations (UN), and the governments of the United Kingdom
(UK), the United States of America (USA), and France, and their relationship with
memorial diplomacy at KMC. Through these four examples, this paper tentatively
outlines a performance that visiting dignitaries knowingly undertake in exchange for
the political capital that it provides, which, it is suggested, is a performance that the
Rwandan authorities support to gain internal and international legitimacy. In
summary, the basic stages of the performance include, in this order (1) arrival at the
memorial soon after entry to the country, (2) laying of wreaths at the mass graves, (3)
viewing of the government’s official genocide narrative in the museum, and (4) the
writing of an entry into the visitor book, which, in contrast to other memorials in
Rwanda, is an activity reserved for VIPs. Each stage of the performance may be filmed
and photographed by national and international media before diplomats leave to
continue less emotive diplomatic duties.
The United Nations
Past UN Secretary Generals’ motivations for visiting the KMC may be
compared to the Belgians’ at Camp Kigali because the Belgian soldiers killed were
part of a UN mission (Dallaire 2004). However, the sense of shared suffering may also
be combined with the failure to prevent the genocide, as indicated by then Secretary
General, Ban Ki Moon, in his speech at the 20th anniversary of the genocide (see
above). Indeed, the genocide may be one of the UN’s greatest failures in recent times
because it had a force in Rwanda and the violence was not technologically advanced
but was mostly carried out with agricultural tools and thus might have been
prevented by better-equipped armed forces. Instead, as reported by the UN’s mission
commander in Rwanda, General Dallaire, the UN dithered and was obstructed by
temporary Hutu representatives on the UN Security Council who were linked to the
genocide (Dallaire 2004). Consequently, the UN lost some of its legitimacy in Africa,
which it has since sought to gain back by building a strong relationship with the
Rwandan post-genocide project, an aspect of which includes the performance of
memorial diplomacy as undertaken by both Kofi Annan and Ban Ki Moon.
Furthermore, Ban Ki Moon has now undertaken the performance three times, the
most recent of which was in 2014 for the 20th anniversary. In addition, this is one
aspect of his job that his successor, António Guterres, may have to undertake again
as Rwanda is currently the fourth largest supplier of personnel to UN peacekeeping in
terms of troops, police, and military experts (6149) (UN website,
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http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/resources/statistics/contributors.shtml)
and
since the end of the genocide they have consistently provided high numbers of
peacekeeping personnel to the UN. In terms of Rwanda’s gains, it is a powerful
statement internationally and internally to have the secretary-general directly
apologise for the genocide whilst being photographed in front of the government’s
narrative, thus implicitly lending support to that version of events (Genocide Archive
of Rwanda website, http://www.genocidearchiverwanda.org.rw/).
UK
Regarding the UK, Tony Blair was one of the first major national leaders to
visit the memorial in 2006, when he too engaged in the standard memorial
performance and since that visit he has made much of his developmental relationship
with Rwanda, a relationship that he has continued to strengthen since leaving his
post as UK prime-minister (Kennedy 2015). In addition, David Cameroon, the previous
UK prime-minister, has also visited the memorial, albeit shortly before he took office
(BBC 2007). Indeed, as recorded in the visitor books, successive Labour and
Conservative delegations have sought out Rwanda for their developmental programs
and in so doing have undertaken the same memorial performance. Once again, the
most recent of these visits occurred during the twentieth anniversary of the genocide
when Tony Blair and the then Conservative foreign secretary, William Hague, were
guests of honour. Incidentally, like Blair, this was Hague’s second memorial
performance having also visited in 2013 with Angelina Jolie in her role as a Special
Envoy for UNHCR (UK Government 2013). However, by contrast with the UN’s and
Belgium’s performances, there is no directly shared loss because the UK did not have
troops in Rwanda during the genocide. Thus, it is necessary to question what the UK
and Rwanda gain by maintaining such a close memorial relationship. In response, it is
suggested, that these visits, which were highly promoted throughout the media,
served as an implicit apology for the international failure to intervene in the genocide
and an acceptance of the Rwandan government’s version of events by a key aid
partner (UK Government 2013). In addition, successive UK governments have
attempted to gain political capital by being associated with Rwanda’s post-genocide
recovery and by generating economic opportunities in the region for UK development
and
trade
sectors
(UK
Government
website,
https://www.gov.uk/government/world/rwanda,).
Furthermore,
the
strong
relationship between the UK and Rwanda, has contributed to Rwanda joining the
Commonwealth in 2009, only the second country to do so, following Mozambique,
which has never had a constitutional link to the UK or another Commonwealth
member (Banjeri 2010).
USA
A similar pattern of diplomatic performance regarding the KMC has also been
repeated by sitting and ex-American presidents. For example, in 2005, Bill Clinton,
whose foundation helped fund the KMC, was the first major ex-presidential figure to
visit the memorial, when he offered a direct apology for not doing more to stop the
genocide when he was president:
I express regret for my personal failure. (LA Times 2005)
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Furthermore, USA presidential performances continued at the KMC in 2008 when
George Bush Jnr, who was not in power during the genocide and thus was not
directly responsible, also visited the memorial and undertook the standard memorial
performance including laying a wreath, visiting the museum, and writing in the visitor
book (CNN 2008). By contrast, it is notable that recent president, Barak Obama, did
not visit the memorial, or Rwanda, and that only a relatively low-level delegation,
headed by the American ambassador to Rwanda, was sent to the 20th anniversary of
the genocide (Raghaven 2014). Thus, it is pertinent to question why, in contrast to
the UN and the UK, the USA have not persisted with the same level of memorial
performance in recent years. In response, it is suggested that the very different
personal and political contexts, related in part to the potential to gain political
capital, affected these different decisions. For example, Clinton’s performance
appears to have been based on a personal and political relationship because he was
president during the genocide and because his foundation contributed toward the
construction of the KMC, whilst Bush’s performance came at a time when Rwanda
was one of the world’s ‘donor darlings’, and thus there was moral and political capital
to be gained at both times (Reyntjens 2011). However, in recent years the USA has
been outspoken in its criticism of Rwanda’s alleged military involvement in eastern
DRC and thus it may have been less attractive for Obama to enter the memorial
performance or to send a high-level delegation from his administration (Raghaven
2014). Consequently, it may be suggested, Rwanda gained much internally and
externally by having two USA presidents explicitly and implicitly apologise at the KMC
for the genocide and in so doing implicitly support the Rwandan government’s
version of events through their memorial performance. This is, however, a
performance that Obama and his recent administration were unwilling to enter
because of changing political perceptions despite maintaining previous levels of aid
support (USAID 2017).
France
By contrast France is a special case in this story of memorial diplomacy
because the RPF have accused the French government of providing material support
for the génocidaires before the genocide and protection for the génocidaires during
and after the genocide, accusations that are repeated in the narrative at the KMC
(KMC 2004). Indeed, over the past ten years the President of Rwanda, Paul Kagame,
has made numerous calls for the French to apologise for the genocide, whilst the
French have indicted Kagame for his alleged part in the genocide, an accusation that
led Kagame to ban all French activity in Rwanda in 2006 (Flanz 2014). Thus, it is
perhaps unsurprising that French presidents were slow to visit the memorial. It was
highly significant, therefore, when in 2010 the then President of France, Nicholas
Sarkozy, agreed to visit Rwanda and to undertake the diplomatic memorial
performance, that is, to lay a wreath, to be photographed in front of the
government’s narrative, and then to write in the visitor book. Indeed, although
Sarkozy did not offer an explicit apology, the tone of his entry in the visitor book
suggests that he was aware of the apologetic implication of his visit for Rwandans:
On behalf of the French people I bow before the victims of the
genocide of the Tutsis. Humanity will never forget the memory of the
innocent and their martyrdom (KMC Visitor Book, signed Nicholas
Sarkozy, 25 February 2010, translated from French by author).
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Thus, whilst an implicit apology from the French government is clearly an important
moment for the Rwandan government, it is pertinent to question why Sarkozy agreed
to undertake such a performance. Although it may be a coincidence, it is of interest
that Sarkozy’s visit occurred shortly after Rwanda had rejected the French language
in favour of English in 2008 and had joined the Commonwealth in 2009 (Banjeri
2010). Furthermore, at that time, French involvement elsewhere in Africa was also
receiving criticism (Melly and Darracq 2013). Thus, it may be speculated that Sarkozy
had political capital to be gained by reopening relations with Rwanda and stepping
back from allegations regarding genocide crimes, a process that implicitly required, or
at least was made more effective by, a memorial performance, and in turn allegations
of French complicity by the Rwandan authorities reduced in voracity (Flanz 2014).
However, the diplomatic progress made as a result of Sarkozy’s visit was undone
before the 20th anniversary of the genocide when France was banned from entering
the memorial space and was thus prevented from diplomatically benefitting from
participation in the memorial performance. In this scenario, French officials were
initially invited by Rwanda to attend the 20th anniversary of the genocide, but instead
of sending a president or prime minister as other countries had done, the French
government proposed sending the French Justice Minister. Apparently insulted by
this refusal to perform sufficiently high-level memorial diplomacy, Kagame again
publicly accused France of genocide complicity. In response, France withdrew their
Justice Minister and sent the ambassador in his place, a move which led Rwanda to
exclude France from the memorial events entirely (Flanz 2014). In this example, it
may be speculated that, a new French leadership did not consider sufficient political
capital would be gained by sending the president to undertake the memorial
performance and to trade in high-level implicit apologies and legitimizations.
Consequently, the diplomatic trade offered may not have been of sufficient benefit
to the Rwandan authorities, who in response rearticulated their accusations against
the French, resulting in a further lowering of French involvement and political capital,
and finally the banning of the French.
Discussion
Four brief examples presented here have outlined the diplomatic memorial
performance undertaken by the respective prime ministers, presidents, and secretary
generals of the UK, USA, France and the United Nations, and their hosts, the
Rwandan government. The performance includes: a visit to the KMC shortly after
arriving in the country, the laying of a wreath on the mass graves in front of the
memorial wall, the touring of the exhibition inside the memorial-museum, the signing
of the guest book, a speech in which an explicit or implicit apology is made for the
failure to stop the genocide, and photographing by the media throughout the visit,
especially the laying of the wreath and the viewing of the memorial exhibition. This
performance is not the same as that of other visitors but instead is only undertaken
by VIPs. Non-VIPs will see the mass graves and the exhibition. However, they will
rarely lay a wreath, be photographed by the media, be asked to make a speech or to
sign the visitor book. Indeed, in contrast to the other national genocide memorial
centres where all visitors are encouraged to write in the visitor books as part of their
heritage performance, at the KMC only VIPs are asked to do so. Furthermore, the
memorial performance is distinct in terms of it being almost compulsory for every
diplomatic visit of this level. Would the UN Secretary General, for example, be
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expected to attend Auschwitz on every visit to Poland, Robben Island on every visit to
South Africa, or the World Trade Centre site in New York on every visit to the USA?
Although this paper takes the position that all high-level visits to memorial
sites such as these have political purpose, in the case of the KMC the requirement to
undertake the diplomatic performance is pronounced and thus deserves attention.
The paper argues that the high-level memorial performance at the KMC, whilst based
on a performance of morality comparable to that discussed by Bolin (2012) for online
memorial activities, goes beyond normal memorial activities and enters the realms of
international diplomacy. Taking first the issue of heritage and performance, this
paper has highlighted the visits as representational heritage performances because
they adhere to a format that is understood by all actors and audiences in Rwanda.
This includes both the highly public parts of the performance in terms of the
symbolically important photographs in front of the memorial wall and the exhibition,
implicitly lending the government support for their official account of the events of
the genocide, and the more private events, including the writing in the visitor book,
the content of which is not made public. As with all heritage performances, there will
likely have been idiosyncratic elements to each of these visits that were precognitive, but these were not reported and are not the focus of this discussion.
In terms of Bjola and Kornprobst’s (2013: 4) definition of international
diplomacy, these representational heritage performances are ‘institutionalised
communications’ undertaken by ‘representatives of internationally recognised
entities’ through which public goods are produced, managed and distributed, as well
as less innocent aims are achieved. The public goods that are produced, managed
and distributed include security and development for Rwanda and the other
institutions. For example, by demonstrating support for the Rwandan government’s
official narrative, political stability and thus security is enhanced, which is of benefit
for each country’s development agencies. In addition, this diplomatic heritage
performance permits an ongoing flow of development goods and services into the
country, which is again of benefit for Rwanda and the development sector of the
donor countries. In terms of less innocent aims, by undertaking all this ‘good work’
with a ‘donor darling’ such as Rwanda, including the diplomatic public heritage
performance at the KMC, there was political capital to be gained by both Rwandan
and non-Rwandan diplomatic actors. However, as speculated in the USA and French
examples, this is a negotiated performance that both sides must agree upon based on
perceived levels of benefits. For example, France’s reluctance to send a significant
delegation to the 20th anniversary of the genocide, and to thus acknowledge guilt
and, implicitly or explicitly, apologise on the biggest memorial stage, may have led to
the observed tit-for-tat de-escalation of involvement for both sides until France was
eventually banned. In addition, Obama’s decision not to undertake the KMC heritage
performance or to send a high-level delegation to the 20th anniversary of the
genocide may be related to that administration’s vocal concern about alleged human
rights by the Rwandan government. In these latter examples, the absences are part
of the heritage performance of diplomacy. Both the former and latter are examples
of a breakdown in diplomatic relations, but the latter may also be a diplomatic
strategy to influence the Rwandan government’s actions in the region and thus,
following Bjola and Kornprobst’s (2013: 4) definition of international diplomacy, has
an aim to produce, manage, and distribute a public good, i.e. security.
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Conclusion
This paper argues that over the past decade a distinct heritage performance
has taken place at the KMC that operates as a form of international diplomacy, in
which visiting world leaders have taken part with representatives of the government
of Rwanda. The paper has offered an overarching international context for this
performance and has also speculated on national motivations. With a couple of
minor exceptions, the paper does not explore personal motivations but instead
focuses on the repetitive structure of these visits and the apparent compulsory
nature for all visiting world leaders. In addition, where the memorial performance
has broken down in recent years, including France and the USA, the paper has
speculated on the reasons behind this as ongoing negotiations of political capital
between each institution and the Rwandan government.
In so doing, the paper attempts to problematize what has otherwise been
normalised in the world’s press; that presidents, prime ministers, and secretary
generals just happen to visit memorials. Instead, this paper has asked what the
function of these visits is for the visitor and the visited, beyond the ostensible paying
of respects. Although the heritage performance at the KMC is pronounced, this is an
approach that could be applied to any visits by world leaders to heritage sites.
Heritage sites are frequently used as public stages for the visits of political leaders
and thus we should ask, what is the cultural, political, and economic work at play, and
what are the intended and unintended consequences of such visits? Often tours of
heritage sites, especially memorials, are presented as the natural consequence of a
visit by a world leader, a necessary photo opportunity, or moment to pay one’s
respects. However, these are richly symbolical sites that are especially chosen
through a process of negotiation between the host and the hosted, and thus the
assumptions underpinning these choices are of interest and will provide a further
level of understanding regarding the political role of heritage and the dynamic
potency of individual heritage sites. For example, in the coming years, it is
questionable whether Rwanda and the KMC will remain potent theatres at which
world leaders will continue to want to perform international diplomacy; or whether
the passage of time since the genocide and changing perspectives regarding
Rwanda’s ‘donor darling’ status, related to allegations of human rights abuses, will
reduce its diplomatic value to the point that the heritage performances identified
here cease entirely or are reserved for major anniversaries.
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