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A “politics of consensus” privileges collective deliberation and 

agreement as the ideal or normative goal of political encounters. 

Framing politics in this way decenters conflict to focus on how 

norms, principles, and forms of rule are negotiated and established 

as common interest. When considered along with spaces, contem-

porary literature raises questions regarding the nature of the “public 

sphere,” how the built environment represents the legitimacy of 

authorities and the erosion of citizen endorsement, the scales of 

association and governance needed for accord, and relationships 

between universal and particular rights. The essays in this section 

enter this discourse to identify how political spaces bring individu-

als together and activate dis/agreements on ethics and power. 

In Rwanda’s rural hills, Delia Duong Ba Wendel (p. 119) locates 

reconciliation strategies that co-develop from fictional stories of 

peace and actual experiences of genocide, to envision a shared 

future that could take place. 

Fallon Samuels Aidoo (p. 153) identifies train stations as critical 

sites for diverse suburban commuters, who collectively mobilized to 

preserve this common space and the right to work in 1960s 

Philadelphia. 

Writing from a view high above Nicaragua’s capital city, Ryne 

Clos (p. 185) traces a history of monuments that simulate the con-

sent of the governed in authoritarian regimes obsessed with symbols 

of power. 

The varied spaces of these case studies enact a politics of con-

sensus to represent ideology and aspiration, and to establish grounds 

(both real and imagined) for collective action. Altogether, they 

reveal that discerning the common good is an imperfect and itera-

tive process.   —dw
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Imagining Spaces of Peace 
and Conflict in the Rwandan 
Radio Drama Musekeweya

Delia Duong Ba Wendel

On May 26, 2004, fictional stories from Musekeweya 

[moo-say-kay-wayuh] first entered the homes of Radio 

Rwanda listeners. The timing of the first broadcast was 

purposeful, as the radio drama debuted during the 10th 

anniversary of the genocide to address the recurrent chal-

lenges that violence posed for cohabitation in the coun-

try. To confront this difficult past in a manifold present, 

writers created a liminal reality that strategically omitted 

references to ethnic groups and specific locations in the 

country. In place of actually existing conditions, Museke-
weya’s fictional narratives conjure an alternative world in 

Rwanda’s rural countryside, where space, subjectivity, 

peace, and conflict intimately intertwine. The poetics of 

Musekeweya operate transitively at the intersection of the 

Figure 1 “Like those people living there, we live together 
in our homes and districts; sometimes there is peace and 
other times sorrowful crying.” Excerpt from Musekeweya, 
Episode 1, aired May 26, 2004. Source: Delia Duong Ba 
Wendel, Rwanda, 2013. 
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hill communities, conflicts develop from land-based rela-

tions, and peace is ritualized in spatial practices. Spaces 

constitute a representational system at once relational, 

semiotic, individual, and physical. They exist as situa-

tions and locations but also conceptually extend to iden-

tify historical experiences, present-day political encoun-

ters, and future hopes and concerns. Through processes 

of displacement and emplacement, listeners and charac-

ters alike build worlds that constantly shift in their con-

stellation of references to fictive and real contexts. 

Exploring the spaces of Musekeweya through episode 

recordings and scripts reveals how an imagined geogra-

phy orders the signifying world of the radio drama to 

structure narratives, define conflict, and imagine condi-

tions and norms for peace.3

Musekeweya is an educational entertainment program 

for Rwandans that works to legitimate its peacebuilding 

strategies and achieve consensus on the means to coexist. 

The program’s status as fiction is clearly identified in 

every broadcast; the series creator (the organization La 

Benevolencija) and episode’s writer are mentioned by 

imaginary and the actual, shifting between different 

scales and contexts, individuals and communities, every-

day life and national peacebuilding objectives. At each of 

these junctures, listeners relate to the lives broadcast over 

the airwaves through exchanges with their own. 

Musekeweya’s imagined spaces join lived worlds 

through a “metonymic peacebuilding process.”1 

Metonymy is a literary trope that emphasizes exchange 

or interaction by developing a relation of similarity 

between this and that.2 Metonymy bridges gaps in 

domains of signification. As a type of analogy, it is close 

in definition to metaphor. However, metaphor recodifies 

meaning, substituting that for this, whereas metonymy 

co-constitutes both conceptual domains by referring to 

associated contexts and reciprocal significations. In the 

case of Musekeweya, metonymy forms a bridge between 

actually existing Rwandan society and an analogous 

imagined society through conceptual exchanges in the 

minds of listeners. A world of peaceful coexistence is co-

constituted by both imagined and actual semantic 

worlds—that is, by the radio drama and the diverse lived 

experiences of Rwandans. At these intersections, peace 

does not exist a priori. It is instead approximated by met-

onymic exchanges that require both displacement (trans-

ference of the radio drama narratives to reality) and 

emplacement (seeing oneself in the lives of imagined 

others). 

Spaces structure these exchanges. In the fictional nar-

ratives, archetypal characters are associated with specific 

1 This is my own conceptu-
alization of Musekeweya’s 
effects. All observations and 
analyses are mine and are not 
necessarily shared by the 
show’s organizers. A longer 
version of this essay appears 
in my PhD dissertation, and 
includes additional sections 
on the writers and actors, the 
educational strategies of the 
organizers, and other spatial 
tropes (home, the wild, 
bridges, the rural domain) 
featured in the radio drama. 
My research in Rwanda was 
supported by a ssrc Interna-
tional Dissertation Research 
Fellowship and Harvard 
Sheldon Fellowship, and 
facilitated by generous access 
to the radio drama by Radio 
La Benevolencija. 

2 For Roman Jakobson and 
Jacques Lacan, metonymy 
referred to one of many 
processes in which language 
and psychology co-produce 
representational systems for 
making sense of phenomena 
not fully formed. For Jakob-
son, metonymy helped to 
describe the neuro-psycho-
logical conditions of aphasia 
and the types of connections 
the aphasic makes between 
her own vocabulary and 
accepted significations. For 
Lacan, drawing from earlier 
definitions by Jakobson and 
Sigmund Freud, metonymy 
forms part of the linguistic 
structure of the unconscious, 
or how one represents and 
situates oneself in the world. 
Roman Jakobson, Fundamen-
tals of Language (The Hague: 
Mouton & Co, 1956), 55–82; 
and Jacques Lacan, Ecrits: 
The First Complete Edition in 
English, ed. Bruce Fink, 
trans. Bruce Fink with 
Héloïse Fink and Russell 
Grigg (1957; New York: 
W. W. Norton & Co, 2006), 
412–41.

3 All episode (audio and 
script) translations from 
Kinyarwanda are my own.

Figure 2 Child performing 
as a Musekeweya listener. 
Source: Delia Duong Ba 
Wendel, Rwanda, 2012.
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Bumanzi. Every week, the imagined geography that sep-

arates the two villages is collapsed as the lives of the vil-

lage families intertwine in tales of love, friendship, jeal-

ousy, conspiracy, and ultimately, conflict over land. The 

two hills have distinct land types: Muhumuro’s soils are 

less nutrient-rich than Bumanzi’s, and the agricultural 

capabilities of these hills naturalize differences in their 

communities’ prosperity and morality. The valley is the 

most valued space in the serial drama, charged with 

potential by the presence of water and consistent agricul-

tural production. In Musekeweya, land is the means for 

subsistence, the measure of inequality, and that which 

was originally shared but presently disputed. At the inter-

section of the imagined and the actual, Musekeweya nar-

rates life worlds so familiar that they might be anywhere 

in Rwanda. And yet, ethnicity is noticeably absent from 

these conflict narratives. 

Musekeweya’s fictions respond to the real challenges 

of living together after the 1994 genocide in Rwanda. 

Contrary to most news media representations, the 

name. Musekeweya is written and acted by Rwandans, 

who bring life to educational messages they co-develop 

with a consulting team of professional psychologists. 

New episodes air weekly in the local language, Kinyar-

wanda, and are highly popular throughout the country: a 

recent survey estimated 84 percent of residents living in 

28 of Rwanda’s 30 districts listen to the show regularly.4 

These findings resonate with the content of fan letters 

and my interviews with more than 600 listeners in 36 vil-

lages throughout the country, to illustrate the ways in 

which listeners engage with and transpose Musekeweya’s 

narratives. The nature of this reception is paramount to 

fully appreciating the intentions and effects of 

Musekeweya’s metonymic peacebuilding strategy. 

Previous studies of Musekeweya have under-empha-

sized the effects of the writing, local language, and 

space—in short, the construction of the fictions as a 

whole—on listeners.5 Shifting to a spatial epistemology of 

the radio drama underscores the critical importance of a 

spatial imagination, spatial practices, and spatial tropes 

to the narratives and to how listeners view the organizers’ 

objectives. Reflecting on this spatial knowledge reveals 

how a grounded imagination helps to build peace.

an imagined geography

Musekeweya is set in two hilltop villages that frame a fer-

tile valley that lies below, dividing them. These Rwandan 

villages are known by the names Muhumuro and 

5 Suzanne Fisher, “Tuning 
into Different Wavelengths: 
Listener Clubs for Effective 
Rwandan Reconciliation 
Radio Programmes” (paper 
presented at the Fourth 
International Conference on 
Entertainment-Education 
and Social Change, Cape 
Town, South Africa, Sep-
tember 26–30 2004); Bert 
Ingelaere, Jean-Bosco 
Havugimana, and Sylvestre 
Ndushabandi, “La Benevo-
lencija Rwanda Grassroots 
Project Evaluation” Radio La 
Benevolencija Report, 
August 10 2009, unpub-
lished; Elizabeth Levy 
Paluck, “Reducing Inter-
group Prejudice and Conflict 
with the Mass Media: A Field 
Experiment in Rwanda” 
(PhD diss., Yale University, 
2007); Ervin Staub and 
Laurie A. Pearlman, “Reduc-
ing Intergroup Prejudice and 
Conflict: A Commentary,” 
Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology 96, no. 3 
(2009): 588–93. 

4 Nora Wegner, “Musekew-
eya 2013 Popularity Survey,” 
Radio La Benevolencija 
Report, June 2013, unpub-
lished. 

Figure 3 Sectional repre-
sentation of Musekeweya’s 
imagined geography. Source: 
Delia Duong Ba Wendel, 
2013.
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strategy. The naturalization of ethnic difference that had 

so violently divided Rwanda during the genocide is here 

formed from a different nature: topography. The radio 

drama registers the specificity of Rwanda’s geography 

even as it subsumes the history of the genocide under an 

alternative realism of land conflicts. The centrality of 

land to conflict narratives is highly relevant in Rwanda, 

the most densely populated country in Africa, where an 

average of 400 people live together within one square 

kilometer. Topography immediately disturbs the assumed 

flatness of this abstracted areal unit, providing Rwanda 

with both a popular reference as the “land of a thousand 

hills” and a source of critical land scarcity. The common 

experience of topographic difference—of hills and val-

leys—lends further credibility to the drama’s historical 

omission. The omission in turn provides some fictive 

freedom for Musekeweya, allowing topography politics to 

form the basis for an alternative, spatialized, discourse 

for peace and conflict.

To introduce this alternative discourse, which dis-

places the preexisting through a foundational metonymic 

exchange, Musekeweya aired its first episode with the fol-

lowing narrator’s introduction:

This evening, I will start to inform you of the story 

from the hills of Muhumuro and Bumanzi. Like 

those people living there, we live together in our 

homes and districts; sometimes there is peace and 

other times sorrowful crying. It is a long and happy 

story. Let me start the stories for you all to hear!8 

 genocide was not the result of some intrinsic ethnic dif-

ference. Rather, it was a struggle for power initiated by 

political elites, who organized mass violence by redeploy-

ing a narrative of ethnic disparity. Radio played some role 

as a popular medium that broadcasted hate propaganda 

and distributed kill orders before and during the geno-

cide.6 April 6 to July 14, 1994 was one of many periods of  

targeted killings that essentialized a Hutu-Tutsi differ-

ence through violence, fixing the fluid identities of indi-

viduals who commonly identified across ethnic lines 

through affinities to work, kin, community, region, or 

class. The estimated 800,000 people that died amounted 

to more than three-quarters of the Tutsi population in 

residence and included thousands of Hutu who refused to 

participate as perpetrators of the genocide.7 Hundreds of 

thousands more were raped, wounded, fled their homes 

in terror, and suffered unspeakable trauma. The killings 

were local and personal: they occurred in everyday and 

civic spaces, such as homes, hospitals, government 

offices, schools, universities, and churches, on a massive 

scale throughout the country. Musekeweya developed in 

response to these acts. It sought to disassociate conflict 

from ethnicity and radio from massacres. It operates 

through the registers of intimacy and large-scale distribu-

tion that were characteristics of the genocide and that 

bring added challenges to peacebuilding strategies which 

continue in Rwanda today.

Musekeweya’s transposition of ethnic conflicts to land 

disputes is central to its post-genocide peacebuilding 

6 The extent to which 
radio broadcasts caused 
violence is debated. See 
Scott Straus, “What Is the 
Relationship between Hate 
Radio and Violence? 
Rethinking Rwanda’s ‘Radio 
Machete,’” Politics & Society 
35, no. 4 (2007): 609–37; 
Allan Thomson, ed., The 
Media and the Rwanda Geno-
cide (London: Pluto Press, 
2007); David Yanagizawa-
Drott, “Propaganda and 
Conflict: Evidence from the 
Rwandan Genocide,” Quar-
terly Journal of Economics 
129, no. 4 (2014): 1947–94.

7 Alison Des Forges, 
“Leave None to Tell the 
Story”: Genocide in Rwanda, 
Human Rights Watch New 
York, vol. 3169 (1999): 6.

8 Radio La Benevolencija, 
Musekeweya, Episode 1, 
introduction, aired May 26, 
2004. Trans. from Kinyar-
wanda by Delia Wendel 
[d.w.]
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translates as “he was in Mbyo,” but here Mbyo is both a 

specific place in Rwanda and a toponym for wilderness, 

such that if he were in Mbyo he was nowhere, or in the 

bush and alone. Similarly, ndi ku gasozi translates as “I am 

on the small hill” but connotes emplacement in unfavor-

able situations such as poverty, despair, or misfortune. 

These are widely used idioms that employ spatial figures 

(Mbyo/wild place and agasozi/small hill) as spatial refer-

ents for subjectivity. Although the former may constitute 

metonymy and the latter, metaphor (indeed, various spa-

tial figures referenced in the radio drama form from dif-

ferent tropes), the second-order function of these spatial 

figures is to construct metonymic exchanges between fic-

tion and reality. Spatial figures are constructed from 

(actual and conceptual) spaces and (vernacular and fic-

tive) narratives to establish relationships between indi-

viduals, landscapes, and domains of signification. 

In Episode 2, we learn that Muhumuro and Bumanzi 

were originally one community. Through women’s gossip 

and a father’s bedtime story, we are told that ill-informed 

government representatives intervened to separate them 

into two administrative areas in 1920. We are not told 

why the authorities did this, only that the government 

claimed ownership of the valley and gave exclusive farm-

ing rights to Bumanzi residents. Though colonialism  

is never explicitly named, 1920 effectively associates the 

event to a period when Belgium consolidated its control 

over Rwanda and Burundi (1919–1924). At the beginning  

of the episode, two central female characters try to 

Metonymic exchanges rely on contiguity: the semiotic, 

spatial and/or temporal associations needed to relate con-

cepts. Episode 1 begins with a declaration of psycho-spa-

tial contiguity between the drama’s imagined narratives 

and the lived spaces of Rwandan listeners. The narrator 

notes the emotional and domestic analogies between 

these two places (theirs and ours) to establish the stories’ 

relevance to listeners: like those people living there, we 

[also] live together in our homes with peace and sorrow. 

The displacement (they are like us) and emplacement (we 

are like them) evident in the manner in which the hills 

are introduced is supplemented in subsequent episodes 

by narratives that focus on the planning and aftermath of 

attacks from one hill to the other, as well as stories on life 

and love. Narratives of related emotions and experiences 

produce the content through which peacebuilding and 

conflict mediation tools, signs of trauma, and motives for 

violence are conveyed and understood. Critically, the 

lack of a visual register in the radio drama requires listen-

ers to fill a significant gap in the construction of the alter-

native narrative’s relevance.

“Spatial figures”—spatial tropes and imagined spaces 

that signify beyond the literal—bridge these gaps to form 

powerful metonymic exchanges. The term “spatial fig-

ure” here specifies a category of spatial motifs that work 

as figures of speech in the drama. Spatial figures require 

narratives for their meaning. Colloquialisms such as “yari 
mu Mbyo” and “ndi ku gasozi” exemplify everyday uses of 

spatial figures in Rwanda. Briefly, yari mu Mbyo literally 
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When this distancing strategy is considered in 

 relation to the actual history of conflicts in Rwanda, it 

raises important questions as to the possibility and 
 efficacy of associating blame to structural conditions 

alone. For the radio drama organizers, the transposition 

of  ethnicity to land conflicts and the incorporation of his-

torical distance in the conflict narrative is critical to 

opening up a future space-time, even while it problemati-

cally leaves the past behind. Contextualized thus, 

Musekeweya characters cannot be fully blamed for their 

actions. For listeners, this is a subject position that is 

both empathetic and transferable. It is a site of transposi-

tion that attempts to reconcile perpetrators and survi-

vors. With blame squarely on those outside the commu-

nity (in both time and place) and therefore out of the 

control of residents, the radio drama does not dwell on 

this etiology. Instead, it relies on distance to seal the 

 correlative power of the metonymy between imagined 

and real. The land conflicts that result continue with a 

life of their own. 

 ascertain who else knows this origin story, which is 

clearly not common knowledge: the origins of the vil-

lages’ conflicts have long been eclipsed by entrenched 

feelings of inequity and anger. The episode concludes 

with the questions of a petulant child trying to make 

sense of why his neighbors fight. The boy is lulled to sleep 

by his patient father, who recalls the history of the com-

munities’ conflicts. The scenes’ intimacy amplifies the 

importance of this information with emotion, while con-

veying the spiraling nature of the hills’ conflicts. No lon-

ger referential to their origin, fighting between the hills is 

fueled by an accumulated history of injury and righteous 

recourse to violence. These scenes allow us to identify 

distance as a spatial figure. In the sonic spaces of the 

radio drama, an elastic distance governs intimacy and 

rumor transmission. Political distance marks government 

decisions as out-of-place and out-of-touch with rural 

localities, and a temporal distance sequesters the origins 

of the communities’ conflicts to a particular time and 

place to relinquish residents of full blame for the drama 

that arises thereafter. The collapse of emotional distance 

in the scenes draws listeners in to intensely experience 

the grief of the characters in the aftermath of the con-

flicts. The characters’ temporal distance from the actions 

of authoritative others provides listeners with a believable 

scapegoat for the communities’ conflicts. The sources of 

unequal and unfair conditions are historical and external 

to the communities, and the result of a mismatch 

between local dynamics and governmental policies. 

Figure 4 The valley as 
resource and source of con-
flict in Rwanda. Source: 
M. Ibarra, 1995.
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valley plots in the past. But oftentimes these leaseholds 

were unfairly allocated, as they were in Musekeweya, or 

provided to agribusiness conglomerates. The legal disrup-

tion of valley farming rights in Musekeweya thus had 

more similarity to the 2004 Draft Land Law than to 

1920s Belgian colonial policies. Though this anachronism 

was not an explicit form of resistance on the part of the 

radio drama’s writers, it effectively creates colonialists as 

analogs for contemporary authorities. The substantial 

changes to land tenure, territorial administration, and 

livelihoods experienced by Musekeweya characters were 

similar to what listeners throughout Rwanda experienced 

when the episodes first aired in 2004. Through these 

associations, the radio drama sidesteps direct confronta-

tions with contemporary government policies, while 

maintaining the relevance of the conflicts for listeners. 

Represented as legal entities, valleys are introduced as 

realist, governed spaces of dispute that are metonymi-

cally correlated to listeners’ own experiences with land 

conflicts and insecure tenure. 

Hills, by contrast, are not represented as legal entities. 

Hills represent primordial culture: ur-sites of settlement 

and interaction that are essentially Rwandan. Prior to the 

genocide, houses were mostly dispersed, and the hill was 

a primary social and geographical unit with which people 

identified.9 In Musekeweya, the term umudugudu (village) 

is never mentioned. Muhumuro and Bumanzi are called 

imisozi (hills) rather than imidugudu (villages). This omis-

sion presents a subtle but strategic provocation in relation 

In Musekeweya’s imagined geography, the valley 

between Muhumuro and Bumanzi is a spatial figure that 

signifies a peaceful past and a present unevenness. Before 

1920, the two hill communities had shared and farmed 

this fertile lowland together. After government interven-

tion, the valley was solely possessed by Bumanzi hill resi-

dents. It not only forms the source of the communities’ 

conflicts but also the primary threat to Muhumuro resi-

dents’ survival. Embedded in this fictive history are a 

series of anachronisms. Colonial administrators paid little 

attention to valleys, choosing instead to restructure the 

chiefly administration of hills. It was only after Rwanda’s 

independence that governments controlled valley farm-

ing to counteract famines (1980s), protected valley 

marshes and wetlands from residential occupation 

(2004), and designated valley lands as state owned 

(2004). Beginning with the 2004 Draft Land Law, valley 

farming rights were distributed in the form of new, long-

term leaseholds. Farming leaseholds were sometimes 

given to residents who self-identified as having farmed 

Figure 5 The hill as a 
 symbol of primordial culture 
in Rwanda. Source: Delia 
Duong Ba Wendel, 2013.

9 Louis de Lacger, Ruanda 
(Kabgayi, Rwanda: A. Per-
raudin, 1940), 73; Jacques 
Maquet, The Premise of 
Inequality in Rwanda: A Study 
of Political Relations in a 
Central African Kingdom 
(London: Oxford University 
Press, 1961), 21; Danielle de 
Lame, A Hill among a Thou-
sand: Transformations and 
Ruptures in Rural Rwanda, 
trans. Helen Arnold (Madi-
son: University of Wisconsin 
Press, [1996] 2005), 13; Pierre 
Sirven, “La Sous-Urbanisa-
tion et les Villes du Rwanda 
et du Burundi” (PhD diss., 
Universite de Bordeaux iii, 
1984), 3.
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residents of Bumanzi are prosperous and content, while 

many Muhumuro residents are mired in jealousy and 

poverty. This causes some Muhumuro residents to launch 

an attack on Bumanzi (Episode 36). In Season 2, the pri-

mary instigator of the attack is freed from prison by 

authorities who ascertain that no concrete evidence iden-

tifies him as a perpetrator. Anger in Bumanzi builds and 

provides cause for a reprisal attack from this hill to the 

other (Episode 125). The attacks themselves are only min-

imally narrated: most happen under cover of night, and 

our primary understanding of what occurs comes from 

the directionality of the attacks and the victims’ grief and 

anguish as they tell of their experiences afterward. This 

privileges the space of the aftermath rather than the 

space of violence, which would have been psychologically 

jarring to many listeners. A sectional representation of 

the dynamics between the two hills supplants a more 

minute description of the violent acts to help soften the 

psychological effects of their narration. 

This architectural representation of space also traces 

the potential for conflict recurrence, or what the radio 

drama’s academic consultant refers to as the “continuum 

of destruction,” to emphasize the historical, reciprocal 

progression of violent acts.10 A planimetric or perspectival 

representation of these spaces would have emphasized 

different relationships. The writers could have repre-

sented this valley as a lowland that snakes between many 

hills, forming a foundation—both topographic and agri-

cultural—for the lived worlds situated above. They could 

to contemporary policies. After 1996 living in villages 

became the only form of legal residence in Rwanda, and 

after the 2000 decentralization policy was put in place, 

the village became the smallest governing unit in the 

country. Thus, Musekeweya reorients listeners to an 

archetypal mode of dwelling in a lived world not associ-

ated with contemporary administration and relocation. 

When the two female neighbors converse in Episode 2, 

we have the sense that the geographical limits of hills are 

not coextensive with their social environments: “a long 

time ago Muhumuro and Bumanzi were one hill.” 

Physically, the two settlements have always occupied two 

different hill crests, but the radio drama’s representation 

of the hills establishes them as social units of belonging 

and identity, rather than strictly geographical contexts or 

even as planned village forms. Representing the commu-

nities as hills preserves the possibility of a return to a pri-

mordial socio-geographical unity. Therefore the origin 

story contains a spatial definition for peace, if it could 

ever be realized again.

When the hills are set in relation, a hill-valley-hill 

cross-section provides a diagram for social, economic, 

and political divisions. Musekeweya’s first seasons rely on 

the discursive equivalent of a sectional drawing to pro-

vide a simple, positional relationship of differences (two 

hills separated by a lowland). This sine curve supports 

the Musekeweya definition of conflict as relational, not 

situational; recurring, rather than exceptional. As the 

narratives in Season 1 unfold, it becomes clear that the 

10 Ervin Staub, The Roots 
of Evil: The Origins of Geno-
cide and Other Group Vio-
lence (Cambridge, uk: Cam-
bridge University Press, 
1989), 79–90.
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 partnership despite their hills and families. Both charac-

ter pairs appear throughout the drama as prospects of 

love, mutual cooperation, generosity, and conviviality. 

These topographic relationships provide a schema for an 

alternative discourse on conflicts, and the familiarity of 

the hills creates a quotidian context for new peacebuild-

ing rituals that can travel with ease to everyday contexts 

in other spaces. 

Spatial figures develop at these intersections of the 

imagined and actual, and transform narrow, simplistic 

narratives of conflict into more complex narratives of 

peaceful coexistence. This effectively creates a ritualized 

have narrated daily walks from one crest into the valley, 

to farm or gather water, and up to the next hill; or to 

trace experiences on narrow paths that carve into steep 

slopes to move from one home to another. But the radio 

drama’s scenes are for the most part static: characters 

conspire, socialize, and help one another process the 

trauma of the conflicts within domestic enclosures while 

referencing the conflict-ridden dynamics outside, 

between hills. In this sectional representation of conflict, 

a topographic essentialism binds fictional and actual con-

flict narratives. A spatial schema metonymically forms to 

reorient Rwanda’s conflict and peace narratives.11 

These spatial figures achieve several objectives: they 

locate these spaces in Rwanda, they define the basic con-

tours of the conflicts, they seed a return to a space of 

peace, and they remind listeners that these conditions 

are transferable—not only between the hills but also 

between fiction and reality. Thus, the pedogenic differ-

ences between the hills are not necessarily fixed: these 

psychological, social, and economic conditions can be 

displaced. Musekeweya’s narratives extend this notion by 

deploying the hill-valley-hill spatial figure as a recurring 

motif. The “continuum” of conflict is represented by the 

attacks and counter-attacks, wherein characters on  

both hills are seen to be equally prone to violence.  

A “continuum” of peaceful coexistence is represented by 

the close friendship of two old men who grew up on 

 separate hills, and two forbidden lovers who come from 

opposing hills but develop a deep friendship and 
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Figure 6 Topographic map 
of Rwanda with village 
research sites. Circles note 
the experiential extent of 
village life: residents’ average 
walking distance from house 
to farming field. Source: 
Delia Duong Ba Wendel, 
2013.

11 I first sketched a sec-
tional representation of the 
hills in an interview with a 
Musekeweya writer to illus-
trate his description of the 
drama. Seeing it, he affirmed 
that the drawing accurately 
represented their imagined 
space. All subsequent identi-
fications and analyses of 
spatial figures are my own 
and developed from my 
translations and analyses of 
episode audio recordings and 
scripts.
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 villages, residents identified themselves as living through 

the actual conditions of conflict and peace narrated in 

the radio drama’s fictions. To explore these views, I spent 

several days visiting with individuals living in 34 home-

steads on two facing hills that self-identified as 

“Muhumuro” and “Bumanzi.” 

In this cultural landscape, a long valley with sorghum 

fields, ficus trees, and banana and mango groves is 

framed by two crests. The two opposing hillsides are 

populated with sloped farming plots and homesteads 
constructed on leveled clearings. It is the hot, dry harvest 

season when I visit the communities, and residents on 

both hills see me from their farming fields and travel up 

to the clearings outside their homes to exchange greet-

ings. Most individuals in the area are around 40 years of 

age and were born in these hills; others are newly arrived, 

younger couples or elderly women whose family members 

had been killed in 1994 or imprisoned thereafter. On one 

hill, residents often point to houses around them to note 

where their brothers, uncles, and fathers had built homes. 

On the other crest, individuals are less forthcoming with 

their hill’s genealogical map. One woman clarifies why 

when she points across the valley, telling me that “the 

houses that were attacked belong to people who are no 

longer there.”13 In most homes, children are present: duti-

fully returning from school, from neighbors’ houses with 

embers for the cooking fire, or from the valley where they 

collect water from a well that the communities share. On 

one of its short sides, the valley opens up to snake around 

space through which listeners and characters can under-

stand why people fight and how they might start to heal 

and reconcile. And it is to the listeners that we turn to, 

next.

a cultural geography

Musekeweya’s ritualized space is constructed by spatial 

figures and activated by individuals at their own liminal 

thresholds between the imagined and the actual. The 

radio drama’s fans represent this metonymic exchange in 

their letters to the show creators.12 They write with 

poems inspired by the drama, suggestions for issues to 

emphasize, and praise for the ways the drama has helped 

them identify and resolve conflicts in their own commu-

nities. Some are more specific, requesting visits with 

characters in their homes to offer advice on the troubles 

that have befallen them. The announcement of the wed-

ding between the forbidden lovers garnered an increase 

in fan mail: listeners wrote to promise to help raise money 

for the dowry to ensure the wedding’s occurrence and 

asked where the wedding would take place so that they 

could attend. All dramatic productions have their most 

fervent supporters, and the majority of these missives 

represent the extremes of emplacement and displace-

ment. However, in the course of my interviews with rural 

residents in 2013, in approximately half of the 614 homes  

I visited in 36 villages throughout Rwanda, interviewees 

shared their own Musekeweya stories. In two of these 

12 Fan letters (2004–2011) 
and emails (2009–2013) to 
Radio La Benevolencija, 
Kigali, Rwanda, trans. by 
d.w.

13 In order to protect resi-
dents’ identities, this and 
other interviews are refer-
enced only by a number and 
letter code. 130711_blu_13–
37 (trans. b.u. and d.w.).



Delia Duong Ba WendelImagining Spaces of Peace and Conflict in the Rwandan Radio Drama Musekeweya 139138

 community that attacked them. The day before, another 

man told me that before the genocide, the hills were dis-

proportionately settled by different ethnic groups: Giheta 

was majority Hutu, with only a few Tutsi families, and 

Ruseke was majority Tutsi. Both men were clear about 

the direction of the genocide fighting: once Giheta resi-

dents had “finished destroying the houses and eating the 

cows of those [Tutsi] here, they went across there [to 

Ruseke].”15 

The violence that residents endured at the hands of 

their neighbors is unimaginable. I am not privy to resi-

dents’ narratives of their genocide experiences. Indi vid-

uals that mention the attacks summarize them in terms 

of their contextual effects and rarely narrate the attacks 

in the first person.16 The more open statement from the 

man living downhill on Giheta, who noted that “people 

died there, killed by people from here,” served to mark 

his own involvement in the attacks while masking full 

admission of culpability. Earlier in our conversation, he 

had self-identified as someone who had “confessed his 

crimes,” but here he subsumed his own identity under the 

group identity of the hill.17 He was born on this hill, was 

in his late teens in 1994, and returned to the hill to start a 

family eight years later. For years after the genocide, resi-

dents did not use the paths between the two hills 

because they were afraid of repeat and reprisal attacks. 

Other quotidian practices would renew fears during the 

first years as well: the sight of Giheta residents picking up 

hoes to farm in the valley would alarm Ruseke residents 

both peaks; on the other, a third crest physically con-

nects the hills with a road that leads outward from the 

villages, along which new shops and dwellings were con-

structed around 2009. Shoulder-width and wider foot-

paths connect the hills at various heights throughout the 

valley. 

On one of the hills, I visit a man and ask if he listens 

to Musekeweya. He answers: 

Sometimes when I go to listen to Musekeweya’s 

objectives and the things that it points to, I realize 

that Giheta A and Giheta B are the same. Giheta 

B across there, before it was exactly the same: peo-

ple worked together. Actually you see, we studied 

together there in Cyambwe. Students from across 

would pass here on the path and we would go 

together. But it was sad that, we came to see this 

hill attack that one across there during the fighting 

in 1994. People died there, killed by people from 

here. So I really think that it’s the same. Now if I 

compare this and that period, you see that now it’s 

like unity has come back somehow, they recon-

ciled. Giheta was like Muhumuro and Ruseke was 

like Bumanzi.14

As our conversation unfolds, it became clear that we are 

seated on Giheta hill, which had been shortened from its 

previous name Giheta A. Before 1994, the opposite hill 

was called Giheta B. Both hills were located in the same 

administrative sector. After 1994, Giheta B was renamed 

Ruseke and redistricted to distinguish it from the 

14 130712_ber_12–23 
(trans. b.u. and d.w.).

15 130711_ber_15–29 (trans. 
b.u.).

16 130712_blu_10–23; 
130712_ber_15–03; 130712_
ber_12–23 (trans. b.u. and 
d.w.).

17 In Kinyarwanda, umweye 
w’icyaha (confessor of crime) 
is a term used to refer to 
those who admitted a role in 
genocide crimes, and embed-
ded within its use is a sense 
of readmittance to a com-
munity in return for confes-
sion or imprisonment. 
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and how people killed others because of their ethnicity.”20 

In one sense these hill identities refer to the ethnic 

groups that the radio drama omitted. They stand in for 

official collective identities, such as “perpetrator” and 

“survivor,” that the government employs to reference 

genocide-related subjectivities. These terms replace eth-

nicity in public discourse, but they fail to articulate the 

range of actions and the complexities of the genocide. To 

illustrate this, one “confessor of crime” ended our inter-

view with a request for clarification as regards official 

identity labels. He asked me, as an authoritative outsider, 

whether a person who was hunted during the genocide 

because he was a Tutsi, but lucky because he was married 

to a Hutu, yet targeted by the current government as a 

genocide accomplice, considered a survivor?21 Muhumuro 

and Bumanzi open subjectivity beyond official categories 

such as “perpetrator” and “survivor” by locating instiga-

tors of violence and peacemakers on both hills. As one 

Ruseke resident put it, “Muhumuro and Bumanzi are 

here, but we are not all alike in these things in the whole 

village, it’s just that not all people are good.”22 

When conflicts are narrated in Musekeweya, fictional 

characters and spatial contexts intertwine as archetypal 

metonyms for subjectivities. Again, these subjectivities 

are co-constructed from hills (as social spaces and as 

 distinct places) and characters to construct larger 

domains of signification. While fictive characters prevail 

as signifiers of violent and peaceful behaviors, they are 

also associated with places that form criteria for group 

because the tool had been used in the killings. Here, hills 

and homes metonymically refer to that which is more 

painful, and everyday practices such as walking and 

farming remain overly charged with violent effects and 

intents. 

In place of detailed attack narratives, residents 

emplace their hills within the radio drama to represent 

their conflicts in schematic form. For the first man that I 

spoke with, these conflicts and metonymic associations 

are in the past: “Giheta was like Muhumuro and Ruseke 

was like Bumanzi.” For another male living on the hill 

that was attacked, these relationships are historically 

continuous: “Ruseke and Giheta have always been the 

same as Bumanzi and Muhumuro.”18 Alternatively, a 

female resident suggested that Giheta and Ruseke 

inspired the fictions, noting that “the writers relate 

Muhumuro and Bumanzi to what happened here; some-

times they are talking about us.”19 In these metonymic 

exchanges, the dialectical co-constitution of histories 

and futures is evident, for the fiction is based on reality as 

much as reality develops from the fiction.

Muhumuro and Bumanzi signify more than hills 

immersed in the challenges of peaceful coexistence. 

Residents emphasize that the hills are not merely places 

for living and farming; they are subjectivities. 

Accordingly, a female Giheta resident claimed that 

Musekeweya could only be located in Rwanda, elaborat-

ing that: “it is alone because of Muhumuro and Bumanzi, 

and the many things in the play related to the genocide 

20 130712_ber_10–19 
(trans. b.u.).

21 130711_ber_13–35 (trans. 
b.u. and d.w.). 

18 130711_blu_11–19 (trans. 
d.w.).

19 130711_ber_14–37 
(trans. b.u.).

22 130711_blk_12–00 
(trans. d.w.).
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means to escape their reality or obfuscate their histories: 

rather, residents displaced the transformative potential of 

these characters from Musekeweya homes to theirs to 

recuperate possibility—to situate an alternative discourse 

of peace in their everyday interactions and spaces. 

While metonymic exchanges between Musekeweya 

and real life worlds were often referenced by interviewees 

throughout Rwanda, in Giheta and Ruseke the frequency 

of this congruence was exceptional.24 This was due to 

two community leaders, Claude and Protogene, who 

transposed Musekeweya onto this cultural landscape. A 

few years after 1994, both men returned to their respec-

tive hills to find residents immersed in rampant distrust, 

anger, and grief. Claude started listening to Musekeweya 

when it first aired in 2004, and as he put it, “first, I fol-

lowed Musekeweya a lot, and I tried to do what they 

do … teaching people, giving testimonies … things that 

could make people reconcile and become one.”25 He had 

the idea that Giheta should reach out to Ruseke to ask for 

forgiveness, but he knew that their very presence would 

make the others fearful. So Claude contacted his child-

hood friend, Protogene. I gathered that their collabora-

tion was not guaranteed when Protogene described the 

circumstances in which he agreed to work with Claude:

If Claude’s older brother came and killed the par-

ents who brought me into the world, knowing that 

Claude is Claude, I know that Claude didn’t play 

any role in that. Even that one who did, he has 

admitted it. That is the humanity that I’m talking 

membership. Spaces thus represent the importance of 

groups to both mass violence and communal living. 

One resident introduced this collapse of subjectivity 

and space when he identified similarities between fiction 

and reality:

You see, those characters are like those people in 

our homes [in Giheta] and those homes in Ruseke. 

It’s like when they talk about Rutaganira—and the 

way that he used to sow segregation but now he is 

reformed—others like him confessed their crimes 

and apologized.... I also see Batamuriza’s home. 

They are there.23 

In the radio drama, Rutaganira and Batamuriza are char-

acters defined by their relationships. Rutaganira is the 

instigator of violence from Muhumuro. He is jailed, later 

released, and eventually redeems himself by confessing 

his wrongs to help forge peaceful cooperation between 

the hills. Batamuriza is the young female protagonist in 

love with a boy from Bumanzi (the forbidden lovers) who 

is trapped by her mother Zaninka, another prominent 

character from Muhumuro who hates the other hill. Over 

the course of several seasons, both characters overcome 

the restrictions and burdens of their hill and homes, 

which signify places particularly prone to feelings of 

inequity and violence. Thus, the characters and their 

spaces hold transformative potential for residents, and 

this is referenced in the metonymic exchanges between 

Muhumuro/Giheta and Bumanzi/Ruseke. In our discus-

sions residents did not call upon the characters as a 

24 Among the 34 residents 
interviewed on these hills, 
only three did not listen to 
Musekeweya, and the 
remaining 31 interviewed 
residents listened with vary-
ing frequency. But all had 
stories that referenced 
places, characters, and issues 
from the radio drama.

25 130712_ber_15–03 
(trans. b.u.).

23 130712_ber_15–03 
(trans. b.u. and d.w.).
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leaders initiated this displacement: “they said: ‘these ones 

are like Muhumuro, and these are like Bumanzi people’—

like that. They looked for something that would bring 

them together again. As a result, if they named them like 

this [as Muhumuro] they would need to go there and 

farm for those they wronged.”30 Because she was a new 

arrival, the young woman felt disconnected from the hill 

group with which she was identified, and yet she 

accepted the relevance of the metonymy to some extent, 

clarifying: “Giheta was the one that attacked Ruseke, so 

you understand that some people there were like 

Muhumuro.” In this way, the metonymy is neither perfect 

nor accurate. Claude and Protogene approximated 

peacebuilding by transforming the exceptional nature of 

the genocide into habitual and geographic relationships 

between hill residents and between imagined and actual 

life-worlds. In Giheta a man who self-identified as a “res-

cuer” described the first acts:

after gacaca had left, our village leader took the 

first step and went to apologize across there…. 

Hundreds of citizens, around a thousand, went on 

a sunny day over there to apologize to the whole 

country. They farmed for them, they sowed crops, 

farmed cassava, sweet potatoes, they gave a work 

day—around two thousand scattered in the fields. 

They asked for forgiveness and [the others] agreed 

to give us forgiveness.31

Although the numbers were likely inflated by the respon-

dent’s enthusiasm, another woman added that children, 

about… It isn’t possessed by many people, but 

Claude cannot be punished for his older brother’s 

crimes.26

Protogene here disentangles Claude from the culpable 

group, even as they both confirm their membership on 

each hill. The leaders clarify why they transferred the 

Musekeweya hill subjectivities to Giheta and Ruseke: the 

fictional hills do not identify guilty parties; they identify 

which actually existing hill should make amends and 

which hill should forgive. The fictive hill subjectivities are 

not condemnations, nor wholly fixed identities. This is 

why both men look at each other knowingly and chuckle 

in response to my question, “do you know of any villages 

that are like the ones in Musekeweya?” Claude laughed 

and said, “ours is Muhumuro, the other is Bumanzi!”27 

Before the gacaca community trials took place here in 

2007, both men began speaking with their hill communi-

ties and ascertained that, in addition to the upcoming 

confessions that Ruseke residents expected of their 

neighbors, there was a desire for reparations and atone-

ment. The property damage to Ruseke residents’ houses, 

farming yields, and livestock alone was estimated at 40 

million in local currency.28 Repayment was beyond the 

capabilities of all area residents, and so the leaders turned 

to Musekeweya’s origin story—“one hill, long ago, that 

farmed together”—for inspiration.29 

In 2008 the leaders initiated acts of forgiveness farm-

ing in the valley that separates Giheta and Ruseke. One 

woman who moved to Giheta that year recalled how the 

28 130712_ber_12–23 
(trans. b.u.).

29 The hills’ origin story 
forms the subject of the 
drama’s theme song, which 
repeats at the beginning and 
end of every episode.

30 130711_ber_8–52 (trans. 
b.u.).

26 130712_ber_15–03 
(trans. b.u.). Protogene likely 
used “if” as a gentler intro-
duction to his view, because 
Claude was next to him in 
our group discussion.

27 130712_ber_15–03 
(trans. b.u.).

31 130711_ber_15–29 (trans. 
b.u.).
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Forgiveness farming brought contact between the 

hills, re-signifying everyday spatial practices as pragmatic 

coexistence. Today, the paths between the hills have 

opened back up to foot traffic. Every day, younger resi-

dents travel to the valley to stand in line and collect jerry 

cans of water. Some Giheta residents continue to farm 

fields for widows on Ruseke. As a result Protogene is cer-

tain that 100 percent reconciliation has been achieved. 

Other residents were decidedly more cautious, suggest-

ing that the level of mutual trust and forgiveness among 

hill residents was lower. There is some sense that these 

spatial practices are linked to reconciliation, but they 

may also represent a return to historical communal liv-

ing; a practical mode of survival when one has limited 

means. Although this may be the case, these spatial prac-

tices were unlikely without the ritualization of farming as 

forgiveness. 

Protogene elaborated on his and Claude’s pragmatist 

approach to peacebuilding by projecting intense emo-

tions onto daily practices of walking and meeting: 

Never in my life would I have thought that I could 

pass on the same path with the person who made 

me an orphan or whatever, and killed my siblings, 

killed my relatives, killed my parents, who killed 

my family. I never thought I would talk to him 

again. But, as days go by, life cannot stop because 

others’ have gone. You cannot achieve anything by 

yourself, you cannot get anywhere by living by 

yourself.34

who had no part in the genocide violence, went with 

their parents and neighbors “to ask forgiveness there.”32 

The children’s involvement indicates the extent of the 

hill subjectivities’ associational power, which resulted in 

unfair and totalizing categorizations. The apologies were 

both spoken and ritualized in spatial practices like plant-

ing, sowing, weeding, and harvesting; and for some, 

these acts were later recalled as myth. 

The distinction between a spatial imagination and 

spatial practice is not abrupt, particularly in the context 

of a micropolitics that seeks to overturn intractable con-

flict. This is a claim derived from Michel de Certeau, 

who insisted that spatial practices are types of counter 

narratives—formed against alienation and reification in 

his case, or against intrinsic difference and historical 

inevitability in the Rwandan case—that individuals 

engage in everyday life as a mode of political produc-

tion.33 For example, through the spatial practice of walk-

ing one can choose a route, pace, blockages, and circum-

ventions and thus produce a succession of minute 

symbolic significations with syntactic structure and 

meaning. Walking becomes a form of narrative construc-

tion. This renders spatial practices as a type of everyday 

historiography, or a means for dreaming and acting out 

alternative narratives. And as we’ve seen, Musekeweya’s 

spatial imagination is not unidirectional: through spatial 

practices, Giheta and Ruseke residents have also written 

their own hills into the radio drama’s narratives. 

33 Michel de Certeau, 
“Practices of Space,” On 
Signs, ed. Marshal Blonsky 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1985), 
122–45. 

32 130712_ber_10–19 
(trans. b.u.).

34 130712_ber_15–03 
(trans. b.u. and d.w.).
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It is not entirely clear whether full reconciliation can ever 

be achieved, or indeed if that is even an expectation 

among the residents of “Muhumuro” and “Bumanzi.” 

Certainly, Claude’s and Protogene’s efforts in placing 

their hills in the radio drama have helped to situate the 

conflicts between the communities within an other spa-

tial narrative and incorporated the possibility of transfor-

mation in the subjectivities of the hills. The spatial fig-

ures of Muhumuro and Bumanzi are displaced onto 

Giheta and Ruseke as essentialist identities for the pur-

pose of peacebuilding, not adjudication. As such, 

Musekeweya is oriented to future relationships, not to the 

fictive or real past, and this biases a limiting view of the 

role of history in peacebuilding practice. The effect of 

the metonymic exchange is a spatiotemporal slippage: 

because both hills in Musekeweya’s imagined geography 

are associated with conflicts and reconciliation, the top-

onyms achieve the admission of past wrongs and the pos-

sibility of future peace in one reference. In this schema 

the hills cannot exist without the other. They are bound 

by relations of conflict and peace that are voiced and 

enacted in familiar, quotidian spaces. In turn, hill resi-

dents are emplaced back into the homes of Musekeweya 
characters by the leaders’ proclamations of the hills’ 

similitude and organized reenactments of the radio 

 drama’s peacebuilding practices.

liminal spaces for metonymic peacebuilding

In Rwanda, peacebuilding takes several forms. It is the 

cessation of violence, the attempt to reconcile, the pro-

cess of adjudication, and an iterative stability. 

Musekeweya stabilizes by imagining new perspectives on 

the present and future to form, embody, and recast rela-

tionships between self and community. Foundational to 

these processes is a spatial imagination that develops 

from significant spatial figures. The spatial imagination 

intervenes in sociopolitical processes, negotiates the con-

ditions of these processes at different scales, and both ref-

erences and transcends particular historical times. 

Musekeweya’s spaces are thus liminal: they operate at the 

threshold of the imagined and the actual, with neither 

providing a full understanding of ideology, conflict, or 

peace. The imagined is incomplete because it needs the 

consensus of actual individuals to legitimize its relevance. 

It also needs listeners to fill in gaps between what is and 

is not represented. The actual is incomplete because of 

the lingering effects of the genocide and the challenges 

that exist to peaceful coexistence. This very incomplete-

ness—this mode of approximating and relating—charac-

terizes the metonymic peacebuilding strategy activated 

by the radio drama. 

In these Rwandan hills, the metonymic exchanges 

between fiction and reality co-produce narratives that 

remain only hypothetical or organizational until they are 

instantiated in space as ritualized, spatial practices. 

Figure 7 Topography poli-
tics in Rwanda, the “land of a 
thousand hills.” Source: 
Delia Duong Ba Wendel, 
2013.
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Peace is an ideal that does not fully exist in either imag-

ined or actual worlds. Though it is powerful as a con-

struct, Musekeweya’s spatial imagination ultimately 

needs both the consensus of listeners and their spatial 

practices to approximate conditions for peace. Spatial 

practices invest everyday, pragmatic activities with 

peacebuilding purpose. They become ritualized through 

their repetition and reference to ideals. In this way, every-

day acts by individuals in Giheta and Ruseke were reval-

ued by the radio drama. These acts in this place created a 

ritualized space that propels residents downhill from 

their homes and into the valley. In imagined and actual 

“Muhumuro,” “Bumanzi,” and the valley between, the 

performative and the spatial intertwine to develop alter-

native worldviews. These processes are metonymic, not 

mimetic; associational and based on exchanges, rather 

than didactic or doctrinal. The ritualized space that 

develops from the metonymic exchanges challenges pre-

determined subjectivities and forms a critical foundation 

for sustained coexistence.




