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SEVERAL YEARS AGO, a senior history major requested my 
assistance with a project for her political science class.  Students 
had to pick a topic or issue they had discussed in class and provide 
a service learning opportunity for outside of class.  Her group chose 
to focus on genocide in the twentieth century.  They asked me to 
provide an overview presentation for an estimated audience of 75-
100 students, no doubt many of them there lured by the promise of 
extra credit.  I prepared the requisite PowerPoint, covering genocides 
in Turkey, the Third Reich, Cambodia, Rwanda, Yugoslavia, and, 
finally, Darfur.  After my presentation and a short Q&A session, the 
aforementioned student thanked the audience for coming and then 
rattled off a toll-free phone number that they could call if they ever 
saw or suspected genocide, a genocide hotline if you will.  Upon 
further investigation, the phone number belonged to the Genocide 
Intervention Network, and it was a lobbying initiative to pressure 
members of the U.S. Congress to take action concerning Darfur, 
which connected with the service learning project.

This ending struck me as odd, and I pondered why the student 
organizers chose this note on which to end.  They had provided 
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information, raised awareness, and now they wished to encourage 
other students to become advocates.1  This reminded me of another 
classroom experience a few years earlier in my course on the 
Holocaust.  One student wondered aloud what impact social media 
might have had on bringing more attention to the persecution of 
Jews in Germany before the war.  A naïve student confidently stated 
that starting a Facebook group would have raised awareness and 
probably would have stopped the Holocaust from occurring at all.  
I relate this story not to induce eye rolling, but as a reminder that 
as we teach our students content and skills, we also relate how to 
process the information.  We expect students to synthesize materials 
to construct a larger narrative that integrates multiple points of 
view.  We encourage students to make sense of the information, 
particularly in terms of integrating it into their pre-existing 
knowledge.  In the progression of learning, one natural outcome is 
how student thinking and behavior may change, including whether 
the student will act upon it.  Samuel Totten refers to this as raising 
both historical and moral consciousness.2

In her exploration of what The New York Times knew and printed 
about the Holocaust in the 1940s, Laurel Leff modified Yehuda 
Bauer’s stages of knowing to help assess the role of journalists during 
the Holocaust.  Leff explains that humans receive information and 
assess whether or not it is believable.  Based upon this evaluation, 
people then determine its importance, and finally rely upon the 
information in order to formulate and take action.3  When a student 
internalizes an issue as something (a) that could not happen today 
or (b) that humans would easily stop by taking action, they have 
not fully understood the material, particularly the critical ways in 
which bystanders enabled persecution and killings and why so few 
took steps to work against the process of genocide.  In both these 
instances, the students’ desire to do something drove their responses, 
but the urge to react without rooting said response in the reality of the 
subject matter is window dressing, avoiding hard, critical thinking.4  
A myriad of literature addresses the lessons that educators can or 
should impart when teaching genocide.  However, this article seeks to 
shift the rationale of teaching genocide from communicating general 
lessons about tolerance, racism, human rights, and democracy to 
teaching not only what occurred before and during the genocide, 
but also how societies and individuals responded to it afterward.  Its 
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starting point is that teaching the Holocaust and other genocides must 
be rooted in the rich and complex historical scholarship that exists.5

The aim of this article is to examine the frameworks that educators 
use, especially how we conclude our teaching and learning about 
genocide, and to suggest readings and other sources for use.  The 
narrative arc that educators establish by choosing where to begin and 
where to end is a powerful indicator of their course goals and teaching 
rationales.  When selected deliberately and thoughtfully, these shape 
student perception of the events under discussion, often in subtle 
yet influential ways.  While, certainly, each genocide has multiple 
common starting points (the rise to power of a dictator, the influence 
of decolonization, the increased tension between ethnic groups), the 
choice of where to end discussions or courses is seldom discussed.6  
How do educators and students define the “end” of a genocide?  
What are the implications of ending a course on the Holocaust 
with the liberation of camps such as Dachau or Buchenwald?  How 
much do educators cover what happens after the genocide is over, 
when the widespread violence and persecution has ceased?  What 
were the key elements involved in contemporaries processing and 
negotiating the aftermath—for example, the long process of return for 
the internally displaced and/or refugee populations from Rwanda or 
the extended time in displaced persons camps in central Europe for 
Jews following the Holocaust?  How did people at that time grapple 
with, define, and describe the events that occurred?  How have these 
definitions and descriptions shifted since then?  By posing thoughtful 
questions such as these, educators can encourage students to push 
beyond the oversimplified assertions of “never again” and/or that 
we would take action to stop it from occurring.  As Totten states, 
“a strong closing can encourage students to synthesize the various 
aspects of their study, connect this history to the world they live in 
today, and encourage them to continue to examine this history.”7  It is 
important to probe how the affected communities and the wider world 
remembered, memorialized, attempted reconciliation, and reflected 
on these events and their aftermath.  In so doing, teachers can help 
their students extract deeper comprehension of these events, reinforce 
the importance of understanding their long-term impact (including 
how they continue to resonate in our world today), and encourage 
contemplation of how individuals, families, and communities cope 
with tragedy, whether it hits close to home or seems to occur from afar.
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Teaching the Aftermath

At the time of writing, I had taught my semester-length course on 
the Holocaust for sixteen years.  Each year, the part of the syllabus and 
readings that I wrestled with the most was the ending.  Some years, 
I focused on the legacy of the Holocaust in a moral, ethical, and/or 
philosophical sense, especially Primo Levi’s conception of the “gray 
zone,” challenging the oversimplified division of individuals into 
good and evil.  This encourages students to re-think the perpetrator-
victim-bystander paradigm.  It also asks students to expand their 
focus from what people did do to what they did not do, and to root 
behavior and experiences within their proper context.  Other years, I 
made the immediate aftermath the focal point of the last week, using 
memoirs such as Lucille Eichengreen’s From Ashes to Life (1994) to 
delve into the building of life anew in displaced persons camps and 
Jewish attempts to immigrate.  This opens up questions of how people 
readjusted to a civilian, yet war-ravaged world, especially when the 
world seemed ready to move on even if they were not.  One year, I 
focused on the issues of restitution and the restoration of possessions 
and property taken through plunder and force, especially regarding 
the work of the Claims Conference and the roles played by Swiss 
banks.  Another year, I highlighted the resurgence of antisemitism and 
Holocaust denial, especially via the Internet, using Deborah Lipstadt’s 
Denying the Holocaust: The Growing Assault on Truth and Memory 
(1993) as a starting point for discussion.8  In short, the question that I 
grapple with during each pre-semester course prep is one that I have 
pondered for some time.  My conclusion is that with courses such as 
this one, the end really matters.  If we conclude such courses with 
the liberation of the camps, we do a disservice to our students, not 
only given the horrific images, film, and personal stories that this 
includes, but also in terms of the message this sends—that an end to 
the persecution equals an end to the story.  We need to directly address 
the questions of what happened next, in their historical context, to 
impart the ways in which people and communities handled the loss 
of life on such a massive scale.

In today’s world, rocked by incidents of violence on a regular 
basis, these tools have become ever more pressing and necessary.  As 
Kjell Anderson explains, when we teach our students that genocide is 
rooted in human relations in a particular place, time, and circumstance, 
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rather than some primitive evil,9 we equip them with the capacity to 
comprehend violence through a critical lens, thereby reducing their 
sense of helplessness and empowering them to be more thoughtful.  
We need to move them from an exclusively emotional response to the 
material to be able to approach it as another historical event, albeit 
one that requires deeper and more nuanced levels of comprehension.10  
This is not solely an attribute of the pedagogy of genocide; rather, it 
is a critical element of the purpose of studying history.  One of the six 
core elements of the American Historical Association’s Tuning Project 
is to “practice historical empathy.”  Embedded in this is the goal of 
having students “contextualize the past on its own terms” rather than 
approaching the topic with pre-conceived knowledge and ideas.11  
Although applicable to all historical topics and themes, it is particularly 
important when teaching about genocides and their aftermath.

Students need to grapple with the immediate and long-term 
aftermath, so they understand that life continued and people came to 
terms with the past in multiple ways.  That being said, it often takes 
historians decades until they process and write about events.  As a 
scholar whose work focuses on the displaced persons (DPs) within 
Germany from 1945-1952, I am cognizant that scholarly writing 
on the DP experience has exploded in depth and breadth only since 
the 1980s—four decades after the Second World War ended.  The 
stories of peoples’ lives in the DP camps serving as temporary way 
stations as they awaited immigration opportunities, along with the 
macro level of interactions among DPs (of different national groups), 
occupation authorities, and the local German population demonstrates 
the difficulty of coping with the immediate aftermath of genocide.  
Rwanda, in its struggle to rebuild from the events of 1994 and their 
longer ethnic context, reminds historians and students of Germany and 
the parallels with Jewish DPs.  Between 1945 and 1952, these Jews 
(usually Eastern Europeans) lived in close proximity with Germans, 
usually in separate camps, in the western occupation zones.  However, 
in Rwanda, the issue of killers living next to and interacting with their 
victims daily is even starker and, given the tiny number of Jews who 
remained in Germany and Eastern Europe after 1952, is on a different 
scale.  Journalist Jean Hatzfeld’s The Antelope’s Strategy (translated 
in 2009) is extremely useful in this regard.  In this work, Hatzfeld 
builds upon two earlier volumes (Machete Season: The Killers in 
Rwanda Speak and Life Laid Bare: The Survivors in Rwanda Speak) 
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and delves into the difficult co-existence of victims and perpetrators 
living together in forced reconciliation, where avoidance became 
the norm and people seldom achieved true reconciliation.12  The 
pall of state-sponsored murder hangs over both landscapes and their 
inhabitants, but it also pushes students to grapple with the reality 
that life continued after these horrific events, and for many of the 
survivors, they continued to live, work, attend school, worship, and/
or co-exist with perpetrators and bystanders daily.

Asking students to learn about the process of naming these events 
helps them to grasp their enormity and their place within human 
comprehension.  The Polish-Jewish lawyer Raphael Lemkin introduced 
the word “genocide” in the early 1940s while writing his book, Axis 
Rule in Occupied Europe, to describe the targeting killing of Jews by 
Germans and their collaborators.  At its roots, “genocide” comes from 
the Greek word genos (meaning race or ethnic group) and the Latin 
ending cide (kill).  However, there are multiple other nouns to describe 
these particular events.  History texts may discuss “The Holocaust.”  
The Nazis referred to it as “The Final Solution.”  Connoting calamity 
or destruction, the Hebrew name is “The Shoah.”  Within Rwanda, no 
word exists in the Kinyarwanda language equivalent to “genocide”; 
therefore, many used the word initially created by Lemkin instead.  
Among Rwandans, some initially referred to “the events of 1994,” a 
description that acknowledged both the Hutu genocide against Tutsis 
and moderate Hutu, as well as the violence perpetrated by the Rwandan 
Patriotic Front (RPF) against Hutus.13  However, following the early 
post-genocide years, where reluctance to assign specific reference to 
any one ethnic group led to “the adoption of identity-neutral phrases,” 
the official phrase since 2009 is the “genocide perpetrated against the 
Tutsis.”14  This masks experiences of the moderate Hutu victims who 
were also murdered, minimizes the remembrance of the violence that 
the RPF committed, and draws stark ethnic divisions at a time when the 
official government policy is to promote unity.  Often, the government 
describes non-Tutsi victims as those killed in massacres, but not as 
genocide.15  Indeed, the process by which institutions and governments 
recognize someone as a “survivor” is itself politicized.  The process 
of labeling is an essential element of comprehending the aftermath.

In terms of immediate aftermaths in Europe in 1945 and Rwanda 
in 1994, students need to realize the enormous demographical shifts 
and creation of refugee flows that occurred, as this is often one of 
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the chief consequences of genocide.  Within the western occupation 
zones of Germany alone, millions of people remained outside their 
countries of origin in May 1945.  While most of them returned home 
or accepted occupation authorities’ assistance to repatriate, more than 
one million DPs, including more than 200,000 Jewish DPs, remained 
on the ground in 1946.  Many of these DPs refused to return to their 
country of origin, and some of whom (chiefly Eastern European 
Jews) continued to stream into Germany in 1946 and 1947 seeking 
safe haven from ongoing antisemitism in their countries of origin or 
immigration locations overseas.  After an initial period of chaos and 
uncertainty, the Jewish DP population in postwar Europe received the 
support of the United Nations (UN) through the United Nations Relief 
and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) and dozens of voluntary 
agencies, whom the military authorities allowed to operate within their 
respective zones of occupation.  Among many excellent recent books, 
William Hitchcock’s The Bitter Road to Freedom (2008) explains 
the local, national, and international restrictions on the displaced in 
the aftermath of the Holocaust, as well their resilience in rebuilding 
their lives.16  For educators who wish to incorporate visual evidence 
of life in DP camps, photographs by Ephraim Robinson provide an 
introduction to the Jewish DPs’ living, eating, and working conditions, 
political activity (including Zionism), vocational and educational 
training, leisure activities (sports, theater, music), and the explosion in 
the birthrate within the camps.17  Introducing students to these images 
allows them to ponder how survivors sought to build their lives anew, 
and while many of the activities may seem mundane, placing the 
images in their larger context, of temporary existence, often within 
barrack-style housing and communal existence, hammers home the 
larger point.  Post-genocide, life continues; however, it is forever 
marked by the violence and loss.

Similarly, international aid flooded in to assist the refugees and 
internally displaced due to the genocide in Rwanda.  The killing frenzy 
occurred over a period of about three and a half months in 1994 (from 
early April to mid-July).  It caused massive and rapid population shifts.  
In the late spring and early summer of 1994, between 1.3 to 2 million 
citizens, mainly Hutus, spilled over the borders, and the genocide 
displaced between 1.3 to 1.8 million Rwandans internally.18  In a 
nation of approximately seven million people, the magnitude of the 
demographic pressures was enormous.  As part of her exploration of 



278 Laura J. Hilton

how the United States has responded to genocide during the twentieth 
century, Samantha Power provides an overview of the immediate 
responses to the genocide, including discussions at the international 
level about whether to intervene and, if so, how.19  Students need to use 
Power and other overviews of the historical context of this genocide 
and its immediate causes20 in order to possess a strong framework 
into which they can integrate individual stories.  An essential element 
to cover within the aftermath of this genocide is the withdrawal of 
assistance by multiple major international aid agencies, given the 
politicization and militarization of the refugee camps by the Rwandan 
Armed Forces (FAR).  To teach the immediate aftermath of genocide 
in Rwanda, Philip Gourevitch’s collection of interviews conducted 
between 1995 and 1997 introduces students to the direct impact and 
includes discussions with both Hutus and Tutsis within Rwanda 
and in the aforementioned refugee camps that lined the borders 
with Tanzania, Burundi, and Zaire.21  With this collection and other 
similar stories, it is important to encourage students to understand 
human behavior on a spectrum—i.e., exploring Levi’s concept of the 
“gray zone.”  Introduce them to sources that capture the struggle of 
people who experienced and/or perpetrated the genocide to explain 
what occurred and why.  Include the viewpoints of multiple groups 
of internal and external bystanders to facilitate a more sophisticated 
understanding of the material.  Educating them about how individuals 
endeavored to rebuild their lives and how the international community 
attempted to assist them in this process is an important piece of the 
larger understanding, particularly of those memories, remembrances, 
and actions captured in the immediate aftermath.

Sites of Memorialization

The ways in which communities memorialize the events and their 
losses collectively are an important point of discussion for any course, 
or unit within a course, that discusses genocide.  This topic covers both 
how people immediately attempted to memorialize their losses and 
suffering and how this evolved over time.  Initial attempts to construct 
memorials often capture the rawness of the mourning. Within these 
explorations, identifying who created the memorials, an inherently 
politicized progression, is an integral element.  This helps to reinforce 
to students that neither history nor our memory of it are static and 
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fixed, and that the memorials are a foundational piece in contemporary 
understanding and explanation of what occurred.  Asking the students 
to reflect not just on what occurred, but also on how individuals 
and communities have described, defined, and displayed it since 
the end of the mass persecution, requires a deeper and more critical 
understanding of the information and its implications.

In order to prevent themselves from forgetting events, humans 
construct various ways to ensure remembrance.  Enormous amounts 
of thought, conversation, and debate go into these efforts, but once 
a memorial is “finished,” the process of active remembrance can 
lessen under the assumption of a permanent, ensured remembrance.  
As James Young remarks in his highly influential work, The Texture 
of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (1993), “there is 
‘an inverse proportion between the memorialization of the past and 
its contemplation and study…In shouldering the memory-work, 
monuments may relieve viewers of their memory burden’.”22  This 
creation of a memoryscape, which reinforces one dominant narrative of 
the past, provides an opportunity for discussion with students about the 
roles played by memorials.  They can consider how history is sanitized 
for public viewing by a wide variety of ages, how differences and 
scholarly debates are glossed over or missing from these explanations, 
and whose explanations have become dominant and why.23

For Rwanda, the sites of mass killings often became the initial 
sites of remembrance.  The earliest memorial emerged in November 
of 1994, when the new government oversaw the mass burial of more 
than 4,000 victims in Muyumbu, which lies outside of Kigali.24  In 
October 1995, the government created the Memorial Commission 
on Genocide and Massacres in Rwanda, which undertook the task 
of finding and documenting the timelines and sites of massacres, 
as well as estimating the number of victims.25  Of the six official 
national memorial sites that emerged from this process, the church at 
Nyamata is one of the most powerful, given its sacred nature and the 
horrific massacre that occurred within its sanctuary.26  By April 11, 
1994, more than 10,000 Tutsi had sought safety around the church, 
including more than 2,000 who locked themselves inside of it.  The 
Interahamwe, a militia of extremist Hutus, blew open the locked 
door with grenades, entered the hallowed space, and proceeded to 
shoot victims, regardless of age and/or gender.  The local population 
joined in the massacre, often killing victims brutally with clubs or 
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machetes.  Through a 360-degree virtual tour, students can view the 
clothing of the victims, in piles, strewn across the pews, attesting 
to the magnitude of the frenzied killing.  On the altar are weapons 
wielded by murderers during the massacre, with rosary beads draped 
over them—reinforcing the violation of sacred space.  In a small 
underground room is a tiered glass case containing more than 200 
skulls, evidence of the variety of ways in which murder had occurred, 
with cuts, holes, and fractures marking the form of killing.  Mass 
graves are located behind the church.27  Processing this site is hard, 
but important. Developing historical perspectives as opposed to a 
superficial voyeuristic view, I encourage my students to contemplate 
the extent of what was actually lost, along with the omnipresence 
of such sites across Rwanda.  Often, students connect the heaps of 
discarded clothing with the chaotic and overwhelming pile of more 
than 4,000 shoes in the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum’s 
permanent exhibit, speaking of the power of the imagery through its 
mundane nature.  We all wear clothes.  We all wear shoes.

Within war-torn Europe, Jewish DPs established makeshift 
memorials within their temporary camps.  As Zeev Mankowitz 
explains, they wrestled with the enormity of their loss, struggling to 
figure out ways to mourn individually and collectively.  In May 1946, 
they organized dozens of memorial assemblies, which held several 
common themes and elements, blending the process of remembering 
those murdered and giving thanks for those who survived, with 
speeches, prayer, singing, and discussions of their obligations for 
the future.  At several sites (including Regensburg and Landsberg), 
attention focused on establishing monuments marking the areas of 
mass graves and ensuring proper and respectful burials for victims—
similar to the mass reburials that occurred at Muyumbu.  Zionism 
was central to these gatherings, as participants stated strongly that 
only their own homeland could afford protection for the Jewish 
people.28  In addition to construction of physical memorials and 
commemorative events, the targeted collection of information, 
including survivor testimony, was an early means of remembering 
and preserving the past.  Survivors in fourteen European countries 
established historical commissions, collected documents, and 
formed projects early in the postwar period to “document, witness, 
and testify.”29  These means of memorialization, envisioned and 
carried out by the survivors of genocide themselves, are important 
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for students to understand, especially in terms of how they provide 
a unique source base from which historians can draw and because 
they evidence how the population who emerged from the tragedy 
understood and coped with it in its immediacy.

To encourage deeper understanding of the process of 
memorialization and its reshaping over time, I introduce students to 
two main institutions: the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
(USHMM), which opened in April 1993, and the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial, open since April 2004.  The Kigali Genocide Memorial, 
built under the leadership of a British organization (the Aegis Trust), 
took as its inspiration both Yad Vashem in Israel and the Beth Shalom 
Holocaust Center in the United Kingdom—an important reminder 
of how the Holocaust and attempts to explain it have influenced the 
process of remembering and memorializing other genocides.30  Both 
memorials educate visitors by taking on two inter-related tasks: 
preserving the story of what occurred through a wide variety of 
primary sources (visual, material culture, written, oral history) and 
striving to collect additional evidence of what occurred, how, and 
why.  Each task has as its goal the prevention of future genocides, as 
part of the memorialization process, by influencing the development 
of policies and politics, including strengthening democracy.

Since its opening in the mid-1990s, the USHMM has become a 
dominant force in shaping American understanding of the Holocaust, 
although many other cities also have museums, memorials, and 
centers of learning.  The Kigali Genocide Memorial performs a 
similar function within Rwanda.  While my students can only visit 
Kigali virtually, they can examine its many elements, which include 
a small documentary library; a museum with a permanent exhibition; 
a memorial garden where visitors can quietly contemplate; and, most 
strikingly, a mass grave that holds the remains of more than 250,000 
genocide victims.  Students can go on virtual tours, watch interviews 
with the survivors, and critically examine how these sites display 
and explain the events.31  While the Permanent Exhibition at the 
USHMM is not available virtually, many of their smaller exhibits are, 
including “Some Were Neighbors: Collaboration & Complicity in the 
Holocaust,” which provides access to video testimony, photographs, 
documents, and material culture on this theme.32  An advantage to 
students exploring on their own is that the students can set their own 
pace, decide what to discover, and create their own understanding of 
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the aftermath.  They are training to engage with historical materials 
and participate in active remembering, rather than let information 
wash over them passively.  With the aforementioned USHMM 
exhibit, the ways in which people describe their own involvement 
assists students in understanding the many roles that people played 
on the continuum of human behavior during the Holocaust.

National sites of memorialization like the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Centre and the USHMM stand as focal points for attention.  
However, there are also other, more localized initiatives that add to 
students’ understandings of the events and their aftermath, especially 
to help them navigate the fact that there are narratives, intertwined 
yet also divergent, that make up a collective story.  The countryside 
of Rwanda is dotted with smaller, less well-funded sites of mourning, 
often locally rooted, often focused on the graves of those murdered, 
and often in stark and somber places.  These local sites, typically 
constructed and cared for by local residents, were initially sites of 
mourning, and in this, they differ from the major memorial sites that 
have emerged.33  Jens Meierhenrich has photographed more than one 
hundred of these locations, as sites of memory, noting that they have 
become controversial in two respects: how they memorialize the dead 
and what the function or purpose of doing so is.  In Rwanda, there 
is no consensus on how to respectfully display human remains.34  
Some see the act of creating a memorial as an act of closure; others 
push back against the government’s desire to centralize (and thereby 
control) the acts of memorialization by establishing one official site 
within each of the six regions.35

Another localized effort is that of the German artist Gunter Demnig.  
Since the late 1990s, Demnig has installed Stolpersteine, or stumbling 
stones, in more than 100 German cities, towns, and villages.  These 
small stones jut four inches above the pavement at the last known 
address of choice of Jewish victims.  They contain names, dates of 
birth, and descriptions of what happened to victims, if known.  The 
project has extended into twenty other European countries, and the 
stones now number over 69,000.  While some have criticized these 
as insulting (Munich instead has begun to install Shoah remembrance 
plaques), these daily, inescapable reminders of the persecution that 
occurred along local streets are powerful.  They are memorials, and 
yet their presence, where people lived and continue to live, provokes a 
remembrance different from a monolithic structure that one chooses to 
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encounter.  I ask my students to contemplate what kinds of stumbling 
stones they would install in their communities and across the nation, 
and this exercise forces students to explore their own sense of what 
needs to be memorialized and how it may differ from their peers.

Another excellent jumping-off point for discussion of how the 
past is contested and reshaped is the debate within Germany36 that 
led to the construction of the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of 
Europe.37  This memorial, inaugurated on the 60th anniversary of the 
end of the Second World War in Europe, engendered serious and 
lengthy conversations about how the German government could and 
should recognize the genocide perpetrated by the Third Reich and its 
collaborators.  To introduce students to the site, I play a video lasting 
about three minutes, which I filmed while on a research trip to Berlin 
in 2014.  In addition to giving an overview of the more than 2,700 
stone blocks and the purposefully discordant perceptions that they 
cause, I also filmed how people interacted with the exhibit and how 
life continued on, with the thrum of the surrounding major metropolis.  
This, too, prompts lively discussion, not just about why it took sixty 
years to build and why architect Peter Eisenman designed it how he 
did, but also about how these sites of memory interact with the present.

Meierhenrich’s photographs and his journey across the landscape of 
Rwanda echo the recent work of Father Patrick Desbois, traversing the 
Ukraine and other Eastern European lands in an attempt to discover 
atrocities, long buried, but not forgotten.38  In his travels, Desbois 
uncovered numerous mass graves using metal detectors and following 
limited documentation, bolstered by interviews with nearby villagers, 
some of whom saw the murderous events unfold.  In case after case, 
those who lived in close proximity provided crucial information, 
and while these sites appeared on no official commemorations of 
the Holocaust, they were there nonetheless.  This effort reflects the 
initial impulse to document the crimes that occurred and to bury 
the victims with respect and reverence.  In addition, it illustrates to 
students the dynamic nature of history and our understanding of the 
past.  Desbois’s interviews provoke soul-searching discussion among 
my students.  How could these people continue to live there?  Why 
had they not done anything (back then or since)?  How do they live 
with the memories of such horrific events?  Another important source 
of reflection on what occurred, as seen through those who were in 
Rwanda, is the PBS Frontline documentary, Ghosts of Rwanda 
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(2004), especially the segments of interviews where the speakers 
reflect on how their lack of action haunts them.39

The personal stories help students connect with the material in 
a different manner compared to what traditional monographs can 
typically inspire.  When I ask students to explore the stories of those 
who survived the Holocaust and the genocides in Rwanda, I introduce 
them to a variety of interviews, oral histories, and video testimonies 
gathered over an extended period.  These then prompt probing into 
the ways in which remembering and re-remembering the past shapes 
present understanding.  Often, the storytellers captivate the students, 
and yet the historical grounding in the material and a carefully 
crafted assignment pushes students beyond the affective response 
and encourages them to be educated listeners.  Samuel Totten and 
Rafiki Ubaldo’s We Cannot Forget (2012) is an excellent resource, 
containing twenty-five interviews that Totten and interpreter Ubaldo 
conducted in Rwanda in 2008.  Through an interview with a survivor, 
Kwibuka, students learn that the divisions between Hutu and Tutsi 
had become a common experience in the early 1990s, as teachers 
made students stand in front of the class and identify themselves as 
Hutu, Tutsi, or Twa, and as their peers excluded them from playing 
and participating in sports.40  This coincided with the rise of slogans 
such as “Hutu Power” and “Hutu Nation” connected to the Rwandan 
Patriotic Front (RPF) attack in 1990.41  These interviews allow the 
survivors and perpetrators to explain what occurred from an individual 
standpoint, which makes it easier for students to understand what 
happened and why.  At the same time, as Totten and Ubaldo explain, 
telling their stories “provides survivors with a sense that others care 
about their fate,” as well as relating how they live with their past.42

These testimonies explain: “This I have seen.  This I have endured.”  
The USC Shoah Foundation Visual History Archive (VHA) has a 
voluminous number of survivor testimonies from the Holocaust, with 
more than 50,000 in thirty-two languages from fifty-six countries; 
of these, more than 1,800 are open access.43  Many of these contain 
a segment, usually toward the end, when the interviewer asks a 
question akin to “What do you want to say to people learning about 
this topic?”  It is striking that even with interviews of survivors, the 
last segment of testimony has a focus on lessons for the future.  In his 
interview, survivor Michael Abend stresses that we must “treat your 
next individual as equal without prejudices and that there should not 
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be a repetition of this kind of calamity…Always be aware that it could 
happen.  There is a part in every human being that could turn…There 
are forces which are working against the better part of the human 
being.”44  Renee Firestone states the most important lesson she learned 
from the Holocaust: “I will never judge people collectively.  That I 
learned that each individual human being has to be judged by his own 
merit, who he is, what he does, how he acts.”45  If educators wish to 
use the teaching of genocide to impart lessons, encouraging students 
to examine their interactions and responses to others is a starting 
point, and one that students can incorporate into their daily lives.  It 
is also important to ask students to examine this impulse critically, 
to ask those who have endured what others should learn from them.

Questions of Reconciliation, Reparations, and Justice

Art can provide another means for introducing students to the 
attempts by survivors (and others) to grapple with the enormity of 
loss and suffering that genocide leaves in its wake.  John Roth has 
used the painting, The Number, by Jewish artist Samuel Bak as a 
jumping-off point for attempting reconciliation.46  Bak painted The 
Number in 1991, and its title and central placement of the number 
six on a large stone tablet is a reference to number six of the Ten 
Commandments, “Thou shalt not kill.”  The tablet is on the verge 
of spilling over into an abyss, symbolic of the place of humanity 
in the aftermath of genocide—as Bak terms, “a world that cries out 
for repair.”47  This powerful work of art provides a starting point for 
conversation on how different faiths and traditions may interpret 
this.  Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Levinas argues that the sixth 
commandment is also a call to larger action, that “you shall defend 
the life of the other.”48  Within the Rwandan context, I link these 
discussions to the ongoing debate about the Responsibility to Protect 
Movement (known as R2P), which emerged in the wake of the 
Rwandan genocide and the mass murders and persecutions in the 
Balkans in the 1990s.  The R2P movement considers the questions 
of how and when the international community should intervene in 
cases of serious violations of human rights, given the prioritization 
of national sovereignty in these debates.  These questions tie the 
students back to one of the starting points of this article: what are 
individuals, communities, and nations willing to do to recognize and 
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prevent genocide, and when they are unwilling to intervene, what 
are the implications of this inaction?49

The process of reparations is another useful means for students 
to probe how societies respond to genocide in the aftermath.  This 
process of placing a value on the suffering of the victims has many 
layers to explore and discuss.  How does it reinforce efforts at restoring 
democracy?  How can the restoration of stolen property meet calls for 
justice?  How do reparations seek to “restore to victims their sense 
of dignity and moral worth and eliminate the social disparagement 
and economic marginalization that accompanied their targeting, with 
the goal of returning their status as citizens”?50  Calls for the German 
state and Germans to return what it had stolen from Jews were almost 
immediate.  As Mankowitz explains, in July of 1945 at the initial 
meeting of the Central Conference of Liberated Jews (CCLJ), the 
leadership demanded compensation for what the Germans had stolen 
deliberately and what individual Jews had lost; their property within 
Germany alone valued more than £800,000,000.51  However, given 
the destruction wrought on entire communities, this also entailed 
the question of compensation on a larger scale.  Beginning in 1953, 
the Federal Republic of Germany paid approximately three billion 
Deutsche Marks to the state of Israel for a myriad of crimes linked 
to the Holocaust, including persecution and use of Jews as slave 
labor, and as compensation for stolen and/or confiscated property 
and possessions.  This process, run by the Conference on Jewish 
Material Claims Against Germany,52 also rested on the premise 
that Germany was responsible for the costs of the resettlement and 
rehabilitation of Holocaust survivors within Israel.  In Rwanda, 
the government created the Genocide Survivor Funds, “financed 
by international donors…to assist genocide survivors, in particular 
orphans of the genocide, with education expenses.”53  In order to 
qualify for the funds, “a person must be officially recognized as a 
genocide survivor…requir[ing] an individual to secure signatures 
from local representatives of a genocide survivors’ organization 
and at least two personal witnesses.”54  Analysis of disbursements 
illustrates that Tutsi victims have received the vast majority of the 
funds.  Individuals of mixed Hutu-Tutsi heritage and Hutu victims 
experience considerable difficulty qualifying for assistance.55

In terms of seeking justice, scholars, activists, and politicians 
debate the role of the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda 
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(ICTR), created in November 1994 by the United Nations Security 
Council Resolution 955, and the National Unity and Reconciliation 
Commission (NURC), founded in March 1999 by the Rwandan 
government.  They question whether these organizations have been 
effective at bringing about a measure of justice and whether these 
organizations can have a deterrent effect.  Given the centrality of 
the International Military Tribunal (IMT) to these efforts, again, 
the Holocaust and its aftermath are often a foundational starting 
point.  A common rejoinder queries whether the absence of striving 
for justice would embolden perpetrators to contemplate similar 
actions, sometimes citing Adolf Hitler’s January 1939 speech in 
which he asked whether anyone remembered the genocide of the 
Armenians.  In neither case was it possible to hold all of those who 
killed responsible for their crimes.  In both cases, the question of 
the sliding continuum of passive observers and their role in the 
process is an additional important aspect to consider.  Roger Bromley 
discusses multiple film documentary attempts to explain the process 
of reconciliation in Rwanda, each of which provides background on 
the key points of contestation within the process, as well as evidence 
of the gulf that exists between state-level goals and local realities.56

With two and a half decades having passed since the genocide 
in Rwanda, historians and other scholars have examined closely 
and critically the transition in government, particularly its non-
democratic elements; the ways in which those in power have 
used and, at times, abused memories of genocide; the long-term 
consequences of internally displaced persons and refugees; and the 
meanings of justice within Rwanda.  As part of the post-genocide 
rebuilding within Rwanda, the government under Paul Kagame has 
carefully and deliberately constructed a narrative that Rwanda is 
a “post-ethnic” society, one in which such a conflict could never 
again occur.57  The concept that “we are all Rwandans now” has 
become a major element of the dominant storyline.  While it is not 
possible to delve at length into each of these aspects either here or 
in class, it is critically important to ensure that students understand 
that rebuilding from such devastation is difficult, often fractious, 
and seldom unproblematic.58  While they may wish for a “happily-
ever-after ending,” introducing the main struggles of aftermath 
is essential in disabusing students of this facile impression.  The 
Germans have attempted to master their unmasterable past,59 and 



288 Laura J. Hilton

the Rwandans likewise still struggle with theirs.  Jean Baptiste 
Kayigamba questions whether the attempts to reach reconciliation 
and build a sense of unity, which included plea-bargaining and 
the government’s mass commutation of prisoners’ sentences in 
January of 2003, have actually subverted the cause of justice.  
He also criticizes the pressure that the government and outside 
observers have placed on the victims to forgive the perpetrators in 
the name of reconciliation.60  René Lemarchand reminds us that 
“Reconciliation, assuming it can ever be achieved, required that the 
past be confronted, not obliterated.”61  Many Rwandans, especially 
at the local level, see their daily existence as “pretending peace,” the 
maintenance of social harmony on the surface, engaging in “chosen 
amnesia.”62  Returning to the Eichengreen memoir, she recounts the 
story of her return to Hamburg for a memorial ceremony, and the 
disengagement of most of the Germans she encountered in wanting 
to discuss any sense of responsibility.  Embedded in the discussion 
regarding justice and the difficulty in reaching it is the theory of 
the “double genocide,” which Gérard Prunier calls a “gambit…a 
well-known piece of historical sophistry.”63  In such cases, there 
are attempts to minimize the genocide by equating the suffering of 
the perpetrators with that of the victims.  In the case of the Hutus, 
this focuses on explanations of Hutu persecution at the hands of the 
Tutsi, especially the RPF.  For the Germans, this often incorporates 
stories of German suffering from Allied aerial bombardment or 
starvation in the postwar period.

In both the Rwandan and the German cases, the sheer number 
of accused necessitated the outsourcing of justice to local levels.  
Mahmood Mamdani initially estimated perpetrators in the hundreds 
of thousands, while current assessments regularly speak of millions 
of perpetrators.64  The ICTR’s indictments of ninety-three individuals 
whom it judged responsible for violating international humanitarian 
law established important precedents, including the consideration 
of the “role of rape in perpetrating genocide” and holding the media 
responsible for their role in encouraging genocide to occur.65  Within 
Rwanda, the Gacaca court system, a traditional, community-based 
system of courts, began hearing testimony in March 2005.  More 
than 250,000 elected local officials ran these local courts, reaching 
over 8,000 in number.  The Gacaca courts had three main functions: 
collecting evidence regarding the genocide, categorizing people 
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accused of direct or indirect involvement in the genocide, and 
trying cases.  By their disbandment in 2012, the Gacaca courts 
heard evidence of more than 1.9 million offenses and convicted 
approximately two-thirds of defendants.66  However, Rwandans and 
international observers both doubt their effectiveness at bringing 
about actual reconciliation, and some raise questions about whether 
they prolonged high ethnic tensions.67  The denazification process 
in Germany raised many of the same questions, especially in terms 
of its ability to alter people’s belief systems.  In March of 1946, 
the Allies gave responsibility for the process to review boards that 
were organized and staffed by Germans.  While many criticized the 
boards as too lenient, other Germans railed against their severity.  
Given the sheer number of people under investigation, occupation 
officials in the U.S. Zone in 1946 gave amnesty to all Germans born 
after 1919 and to nominal Nazis with lower annual incomes.68  In 
both of these cases, striving for justice through courts of law failed 
to provide the closure that survivors sought.

Conclusion

In the end, when students finish our classes, one of the most 
important things that they can take with them is “the desire to learn 
more, to know more, to study more.”69  Carol Rittner, John K. 
Roth, and James E. Waller refer to the importance of providing “an 
education for humanity,” where the common humanness of “the 
other” is at its core, buttressed by teaching and modeling compassion, 
caring, and responsibility.70  Linking back to the call of the American 
Historical Association for the use of the historical discipline to 
teach empathy, teaching genocide—including its aftermath—can 
help educators achieve this goal.  As Michael Marrus states, “we 
have a different sense of human capacities than we did before.”71  
As students walk away, their heads full of individual stories, maps, 
data, images, and more, they know that one of the key factors to 
one’s ability to survive was how humans responded to others’ peril 
and suffering.  The aftermath of genocide teaches them to engage in 
tikkun olam, to heed Bak’s call for mending or healing the world.72  
Students also leave knowing that genocide continues in our world 
today, and that the process of understanding and grappling with the 
past is a never-ending part of being human.
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