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ABSTRACT 

Apologies have the potential to heal victims and help end cycles of human 

rights violations. Nowhere are those elements at work more than in Rwanda, where 

genocide perpetrators are required to repent and apologize as part of the gacaca court 

system. Unfortunately, scholarly research on apologies relating to Rwanda has been 

limited to statements of contrition issued by nations and international organizations 

outside of Rwanda. This results in a lack of research into the rhetoric and impact of 

apologies issued by actual perpetrators, and it perpetuates a European/American-based 

understanding of apologetic rhetoric and reconciliation. 

In this dissertation, I address these gaps through a sociocultural approach to 

generic rhetorical criticism that brings together multiple methods—such as Fantasy 

Theme Analysis, Afrocentric rhetoric, and collective memory—to analyze apologetic 

exchanges in gacaca trials. The result is a broad analysis that examines not only the 

common characteristics of gacaca trial apologies, but also how those apologies place 

the 1994 genocide on the public record as well as shape reconciliation, identity, and 

membership in post-genocide Rwanda. In the end, I argue that contextual factors such 

as politics, cultural expectations and documentation shape the apologetic exchanges, 

which can in turn reshape identity and membership in communities once torn apart by 

hatred, genocide, and human rights violations. 
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CHAPTER I 

OVERVIEW AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS DISSERTATION 

Apologies comprise negotiations of values, guilt, and responsibility that make 

up and hold together societies. They restore victims and offenders as members of a 

group or community. And in areas torn apart by genocide and human rights violations, 

they help alleviate the fear that hatred still lurks beneath the surface. In that sense, 

apologies can be progressive agents of change (Schwartz & Heinrich, 2006) that lead 

to a “more viable national identity and sense of moral community” (Nytagodien & 

Neal, 2004, p. 474).  

By studying apologies, scholars gain a deeper understanding of a group’s 

values and identity at a specific moment in time. They also discover lasting means for 

repairing broken relationships, healing victims, and ending cycles of injustice and 

human rights violations. Nowhere are those elements at work more than in Rwanda. 

Rwanda: Genocide and reconciliation 

On the evening of April 6, 1994, the airplane carrying Rwandan President 

Habyarimana and Burundi President Ntaryamira was shot down as it prepared to land 

in Kigali, the capital city of Rwanda (Bonner, 1994 November 12). Although 

responsibility for the attack is heavily disputed, the downing of the plane is 

overwhelmingly acknowledged as the beginning of civil unrest and genocide that 

consumed the Rwandan countryside for the next four months.  
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Almost immediately, radio propaganda spread the news of the crash and called 

for retribution against Tutsis as well as any Hutus who were believed to be 

sympathetic to the Tutsis. The organizers of the genocide included military officials, 

politicians and businessmen, but ordinary citizens were encouraged to take part and 

soon joined in the terrifying slaughter. Most of the victims were brutally 

dismembered, bludgeoned, and left to die by mobs of their neighbors wielding 

machetes and clubs. Willing participants in the slaughter were often promised 

incentives, such as food, money, and even the land of the Tutsis they killed. In other 

cases, Hutu civilians were forced to participate in the merciless killings under the 

ultimatum that those who refused to kill would be deemed Tutsi-sympathizers and 

killed themselves (Bonner, 1994 August 14). 

Abandoned by the international community, the murderous environment was 

allowed to continue until the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) fought the Hutu militias 

and captured the capital city of Kigali in mid-July (Gray, 1994). In the wake of the 

genocide, nearly one million Rwandans (mostly Tutsis) were slaughtered, and another 

two million were displaced into neighboring countries (Lyons, 1994). 

Rwandan reconciliation and apologetic rhetoric 

Although the massacres are over, the legacy of the genocide continues and the 

process of healing can be slow and frustrating. To help overcome the deep-rooted 

distrust and even hatred that dates back to colonial times, the current Rwandan 
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government has emphasized not only a search for justice, but also a call for national 

reconciliation of ethnic and tribal divides.  

Moreover, the government has placed apologies at the center of its 

reconciliation efforts. It has called for apologies from nations and international 

organizations complicit in the genocide. More importantly, it has required Rwandans 

who took part in the genocide to repent and apologize as part of the gacaca 

(pronounced as ga-CHA-cha) court system, which was established to handle the 

overwhelming number of genocide-related trials. According to this system, criminals 

involved in genocide-related violence and destruction of property can receive the 

alternative punishment of community service rather than an extended prison sentence, 

if they offer a truthful confession of their criminal actions, followed by repentance and 

an apology (National Service of Gacaca, n.d.). The underlying importance of such a 

system seems to be a public acknowledgement of wrongdoing and an honest 

admittance of sorrow for the pain and suffering that was caused. These elements are so 

important to the process of reconciliation in Rwanda that a survey conducted in 2003 

found that 80 percent of Rwandans would be willing to forgive perpetrators if they, 

first, confess their crime(s) and, second, ask for forgiveness (Republic of Rwanda, 

2003).  

The power of such acknowledgements and apologies has been emphasized and 

explored in academic writing. In Mea Culpa: A Sociology of Apology and 

Reconciliation, Nicholas Tavuchis (1991) described the miraculous qualities of 

forgiveness and reconciliation that enable a society to move beyond a transgression. 
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He notes that inherent in the apology process is “the power to rehabilitate the 

individual and restore social harmony” (p. 9). 

Although apologies can be thought of merely as statements offered by 

offenders, the act is more accurately represented and analyzed as a process or 

negotiation in which the offender and the offended function as co-creators of the 

apology (Yamazaki, 2004). Each participant approaches the exchange with many 

goals that must be woven together. For example, for apologies to heal, the offended 

party often seeks one or more of the following—a restored sense of dignity and safety, 

assurance that the harmful act was not their fault, reparations, a meaningful discussion 

about the act and the pain that resulted from it, the chance to see the offender suffer, 

and reassurances that the offender shares the same values as the offended (Lazare, 

2004). Offenders, on the other hand, typically seek either to expunge guilt and shame 

or to avoid punishment and damage to their reputation (Lazare, 2004).  

The psychological needs of these two positions have lead scholars to examine 

apologetic rhetoric from two diverging concepts about how and why offenders attempt 

to expunge guilt. This divergence has helped fuel overarching discussions not only 

about the terms used to define and analyze public apologetic exchanges, but also about 

the goals of apologetic rhetoric.  

Analyzing apologetic rhetoric in Rwanda 

As I discuss in Chapter 2, a large gap unfortunately exists in scholarly 

understanding of apologetic exchanges in gacaca trials. Academic attention devoted to 
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the gacaca system has focused on legal standards and fairness. Similarly, scholars of 

apologetic rhetoric have focused mainly on the apologies offered by nations and 

organizations outside of Rwanda, rather than those offered by actual perpetrators. This 

situation creates three major problems. First, it positions the value of the gacaca court 

system as merely a legal proceeding rather than a complex system of restorative 

justice that is shaped by—and, in turn, shapes—Rwandan culture and society. 

Second, it limits the scope of apologetic research to apologies from groups 

outside of Rwanda. The problem is that those groups are essentially guilty of not 

intervening to stop the genocide. As such, the apologies they offer can only hope to 

achieve working relationships between governments—rather than reconciliation 

between actual perpetrators and survivors. In other words, focusing on apologies 

offered by outside organizations and nations fails to provide an understanding of how 

apologetic exchanges within the country work to reconcile perpetrators and victims, 

reshape the moral identity of post-genocide communities, and help stop the cycle of 

hatred and human rights violations.   

The third problem relates to a European/American bias in the research of 

apologetic exchanges and reconciliation. By focusing on the apologies offered by 

nations such as the United States, Belgium, and France, the intricacies of African 

apologies and culture continue to be minimized and overshadowed. In fact, in a survey 

I conducted of 91 scholarly articles published over the last 40 years, only two articles 

analyzed apologies issued by African speakers (see Chapter 2 for more details). If few 

studies have analyzed African apologies, even fewer have sought to actually interview 
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African people in order to understand their views on apologetic exchanges. The 

underlying problem with such a lack of divergence and cultural understanding is that it 

implicitly positions the meanings and uses of apologies as universal—a concept that is 

“unwarranted given the lack of available data” (Renteln, 2008, p. 73). 

In this dissertation, I argue that the current European/American-based theories 

of apologia may not be adequate for fully understanding apologetic discourse in 

diverse cultures and settings, nor appropriate for deductively analyzing and evaluating 

their rhetorical effectiveness. What are needed, I suggest, are more studies that explore 

not only the strategies, but also the rhetorical implications of the apologetic and 

reconciliation rhetoric of non-European/American rhetors and artifacts. Otherwise, 

scholars may fall into the trap of evaluating discourse that they don’t yet understand 

and applying standards that stakeholders in various parts of the world may never have 

intended to address.  

As I stated above, apologies can be thought of not only as acts of contrition 

but, more importantly, as value-laden negotiations of shame and guilt, of 

responsibility and liability, of social standing and hierarchy, and of membership in a 

group, community, nation, or humankind. By studying these complex rhetorical 

negotiations in my dissertation, I hope to offer a deeper understanding of Rwandan 

values, social reality, and identity at a specific moment in time (Villadsen, 2008). 

Throughout this process, I ask such fundamental questions as: When do the current 

strategies apply, and when do they breakdown? Are the current European/American 
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theories even applicable in diverse cultures and global settings? And, what other 

strategies and perspectives exist that are not yet identified? 

Research questions  

Before explaining the specific steps in my methodology, I want to reflect on 

the research questions or goals of this dissertation. In general, my research is aimed at 

understanding four main questions regarding the rhetoric and documentation of 

apologetic exchanges in gacaca trials. 

What common characteristics or strategies are evident in the apologetic 

rhetoric of gacaca trials? 

As I describe in my literature review (Chapter 2), current academic theories of 

apologetic rhetoric typically analyze apologetic discourse through one of two lenses: 

(1) an image restoration approach that focuses on the face-saving desires of rhetors 

and positions the discourse in terms of justification, denial, or strategies that repair the 

perpetrator’s image/standing in the community, and (2) a reconciliation approach that 

focuses on the needs of the victims and views the ultimate goal of the apologetic 

exchange as forgiveness and restoration of social harmony. Regardless of which 

approach is employed, my analysis (in Chapter 2) of 91 articles published in academic 

journals over the last 40 years supports the claim that a significant gap exists in the 

rhetors that current academic theories are based upon. In fact, 75 of the 91 articles 

analyzed European/American artifacts. Only two of the articles in the survey 

examined African apologetic rhetoric at all—Jason Edwards (2008) analyzed Kofi 
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Annan’s “failed” apology for the United Nation’s unwillingness to intervene in 

Rwanda’s 1994 genocide, and Trudy Govier and Wilhelm Verwoerd (2002) analyzed 

former South African President F.W. De Klerk’s apology before the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission. In other words, the vast majority of current academic 

articles on apologetic rhetoric focus specifically on the discourse of 

European/American rhetors. 

Based on these findings, I argue that the current European/American-based 

theories of apologetic rhetoric may not be adequate for fully understanding apologetic 

discourse in non-European/American settings, nor appropriate for deductively 

analyzing and evaluating their rhetorical effectiveness. What are needed, I suggest, are 

more studies that explore not only the strategies, but also the rhetorical implications of 

the apologetic and reconciliation rhetoric of non-European/American rhetors and 

artifacts. That is, in order for scholars to truly understand apologetic discourse in 

diverse communities, they must gain access to and learn from apologetic exchanges in 

a wide variety of locations and cultures.  

Therefore, in this dissertation, I apply neither an image restoration approach 

nor a reconciliatory approach. Rather, I conduct an inductive generic analysis that 

brings together different theories as well as incorporates Rwandan cultural 

expectations regarding apologies. In doing so, I seek answers to such questions as: 

What elements do Rwandans view as important in apologetic rhetoric? How do the 

elements/strategies in gacaca trial apologetic exchanges reflect those cultural 

expectations? When do current European/American-based strategies apply, and when 
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do they breakdown? And, are European/American-based theories even applicable in 

such a culturally different setting—or are new, more inclusive models needed that 

build from rather than subordinate the cultural expectations of Rwandans?  

How do gacaca trial apologies place genocide on the public record and create 

a shared interpretation of history? 

Apologies function not only as acts of contrition, but also as negotiations of 

shame and guilt as well as responsibility and liability. In that sense, apologetic 

exchanges ultimately result in shared interpretations of history regarding what wrongs 

were committed, why they were wrong, and who bears responsibility for those 

wrongs. As historian Robert Weyeneth (2001) stated: 

Apologies can provide more than symbolic restitution; they can also ignite 
vigorous debate about history. Apologizing offers a vehicle by which societies 
as a whole can think about the relevance of the past, particularly about events 
that remain controversial…. In stimulating debate about history and its 
significance, acknowledgment of wrong-doing puts the issue on record, 
formally and publicly. In this way, the apology becomes a part of the story…. 
As public statements about history, apologies offer a perch for viewing the 
past, and that perspective becomes part of the historical record for subsequent 
generations. (pp. 32-33) 
 
Therefore, one of the questions addressed in this dissertation involves how 

apologetic rhetoric in gacaca trials works to place the 1994 genocide on the public 

record and create a shared interpretation of that atrocity.  
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How are apologies documented in the gacaca trial system and what role does 

that documentation play in the process of reconciliation in Rwanda? 

In the literature review of this dissertation (Chapter 2), I argue that 

documentation represents a burgeoning area of communication scholarship with the 

potential to reshape what is known about public apologetic exchanges and, therefore, 

deserves more focused research by scholars of apologetic rhetoric. 

To be fair, a few scholars have written essays that discuss apologetic rhetoric 

and the field of technical communication. One example is Michael Moran’s (2003) 

analysis of a commercial report written in 1586. The report was written by Ralph Lane 

in response to criticisms upon his return to England after leading a failed colony. 

Moran’s (2003) analysis helps establish the value of apologia theory as a lens for 

analyzing technical and business communication. Similarly, Carol Siri Johnson (2006) 

described how studying an apologia artifact may help scholars gain insight into 

technical processes. In her examination of the iron industry in early America, Johnson 

analyzed how Peter Hasenclever described the iron industry in a letter he wrote to 

justify his expenditures in 1773—thus, shedding light on the technical process of 

building ironworks and “the way knowledge traveled” before the use of printed 

technical manuals and reference books (p. 175). Finally, Dale Sullivan and Michael 

Martin (2001) described how apologia and account theory can help technical 

communicators better understand and evaluate their justifications for their actions. 

According to their theory, technical communicators who are faced with an ethical 
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dilemma should ask themselves what accusations could result from their decisions and 

“what story will I tell about it when called to give an account” (p. 269).  

While these scholars have demonstrated the usefulness of apologetic rhetoric 

theories in studying technical communication, only Moran’s (2003) study actually 

analyzed a business or technical document using apologetic rhetoric as a method of 

analysis. In fact, in my analysis of 91 academic articles published over the last 40 

years (discussed in more detail in Chapter 2), only three studies were identified as 

analyzing a business and technical document. That means, in addition to Moran’s 

(2003) study of Lane’s report, only two other studies over the last 40 years have 

focused on the use of apologetic rhetoric in business or technical documents—and 

both of those (Coombs, 2004; Huxman & Bruce, 1995) analyzed corporate position 

statements and news releases, rather than technical reports or documents.  

The work by these scholars has helped establish how business and technical 

communication can be examined using apologetic rhetoric as a lens; however, a large 

gap still exists in understanding how reports and documents negotiate blame and 

responsibility as well as record acts of wrongdoing on the public record and shape the 

reconciliation process. My research in this dissertation extends the focus on apologetic 

rhetoric and documentation by analyzing how apologies are documented in the gacaca 

trial system and what role that documentation plays in the process of reconciliation. 
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How do apologetic exchanges in gacaca trials shape identity and membership 

in post-genocide society in Rwanda? 

As I discuss in Chapter 2, some scholars have recently focused on the power of 

apologetic rhetoric to shape not only social values and interpretations of history, but—

as a result—to also shape identity and membership in a society. For example, Melissa 

Nobles (2008) described how reconciliatory apologies move beyond the reacceptance 

of values called for in apologia to a redefinition of values that establishes a new social 

identity. In describing her membership theory of apologies, she argued that official 

government apologies actually “help change the terms and meanings of national 

membership” by supporting “certain views of national membership and history while 

displacing others” (pp. 2–3). Similarly, Michael Marrus (2007) argued that official 

apologies restore victims (not just the offenders) as members in the community. The 

crux of such arguments is that apologies comprise negotiations of who counts (and is 

valued) as a member of the society. The result is a new internal social order for the 

society in question as well as a new identity and way of relating to groups that were 

once considered nonmembers or even adversaries (Barkan & Karn, 2006; Edwards, 

2005; Hatch 2006b). Apologies, then, can be progressive agents of change (Schwartz 

& Heinrich, 2006) that lead to a “more viable national identity and sense of moral 

community” (Nytagodien & Neal, 2004, p. 474). 

Based on these theories, this dissertation considers how apologetic exchanges 

in gacaca trials shape the identity of post-genocide Rwanda and, as a result, influence 

who counts or is valued as a member of that society. 
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Artifacts and insight included in this dissertation 

To answer the questions above, I include insight and artifacts from four 

different areas: (1) cultural expectations; (2) actual apologetic exchanges; (3) official 

gacaca reports and documents; and (4) secondary research on Rwanda and the gacaca 

trial system.  

The first area—cultural expectations—refers to how Rwandans apologize, why 

they seek and offer apologies, and the role of families and community members in 

Rwandan apologies. The insight for this area is derived from the field research and 

findings discussed in detail in Chapter 3.  

The second area—apologetic exchanges—refers to the actual accusations 

(kategoria) issued by survivors and witnesses as well as the apologies (apologia) 

offered by perpetrators. To analyze these exchanges, I collected 11 trial transcripts 

(totaling 371 pages of text) from the second “trial” phase of the gacaca system. These 

transcripts record the testimony of witnesses, victims, and perpetrators as well as 

questions and comments made by the judges during the trials.  

The third area—official reports and documents—includes insight gained from 

official documents produced by the National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions. The 

document set includes reports (including “Gacaca Jurisdictions: Genesis, 

Organization, Functioning, Achievements and Future prospects” and the “Sentences 

Applicable to GACACA Courts”), legal mandates (including “Organic Law No. 

08/96” and “Organic Law No. 16/2004”), a manual used to train judges on the 
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collection and documentation of information during gacaca trials (i.e., the Process of 

Collecting Information Required in Gacaca Courts manual); and the official “Record 

of Confession, Guilty Plea, Repentance and Apology” document used by gacaca trial 

judges to record perpetrator repentance. I argue that the analysis of these documents is, 

in many ways, similar to past technical communication research on memos and 

reports. For example, Beverly Sauer (2003) examined the process of documenting 

mine safety. An important part of that study was Sauer’s examination of non-

organizational “embodied experience” in documenting mining risks and accidents. In 

another well-known example, Steven Katz (1992) used a Nazi memo from World War 

II as a case study for analyzing how technical communication and deliberative rhetoric 

are often constructed with expediency at their heart of their design. The ultimate goal 

of my dissertation research is to uncover which elements are evident in apologetic 

exchanges and documentation of gacaca trials as well as how reconciliation, social 

values, collective memory of genocide, and social identities in Rwanda are shaped by 

the apologetic rhetoric in gacaca trials.  

The fourth area—secondary research—includes published articles and books 

that provide insight on the gacaca trial system as well as Rwandan history, politics, 

and reconciliation. 

By including resources from these four areas, I offer a broad analysis and new 

insights on the negotiations of blame and responsibility that are evident in this 

important, yet controversial model of justice and reconciliation.  
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Method(s) of analysis 

The artifacts and insights above are analyzed in this dissertation using an 

inductive method of generic rhetorical criticism, which brings together various 

rhetorical theories—such as current theories of apologetic rhetoric as well as field 

research methods and Fantasy Theme Analysis—under the umbrella method of 

generic criticism. One reason I chose generic criticism as the umbrella method is 

because apologetic rhetoric has a long history of generic (or genre) criticism, dating 

back to Rosenfield’s (1968), Butler’s (1972), and Ware and Linkugel’s (1973) 

resurrection of the ancient rhetorical genre of apologia. However, the vast majority of 

studies in the last 40 years have taken a more deductive or evaluative approach to 

generic criticism of apologetic discourse. Conversely, my dissertation research and 

analysis employs a more inductive or emic approach—to use Edwin Black’s (1980) 

terminology. That is, I seek not to “evaluate” based on current apologetic rhetoric 

theory and typologies, but to uncover and understand from the ground-up using 

Michael Kent’s (1997) principles of generic criticism, which include research into 

unique societal and cultural parameters. In the paragraphs below, I provide a brief 

discussion of generic criticism principles, followed by an overview of Kent’s 

principles. 

Generic rhetorical criticism  

To paraphrase Charles Bazerman (2004), in any communicative situation, a 

variety of texts (in the broad sense of the word) are produced, circulated, and used by 
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an organization or group. Generic criticism is based on the belief that texts generated 

under similar conditions and constraints—such as in similar professions or 

situations—will produce similar recognizable texts or communication forms known as 

genres (Bazerman, 2004, p. 316).  

While the characteristics of such genres may become easily recognized and 

categorized, the importance of studying a genre goes beyond creating a taxonomy of 

strategies (Campbell & Jamieson, 1978). Rather, the heart of generic criticism is 

aimed at uncovering and understanding the “action [a genre] is used to accomplish” 

(Miller, 1984, p. 151). As Bazerman (2004) explained, the events of a profession or 

social group eventually lead to the production of numerous related texts; however, 

more significant than the mere production of texts are the “many social facts” that are 

created within the documents “that affect the actions, rights, and obligations of others” 

(p. 310). Bazerman (2004) went on to say that “[g]enres typify many things beyond 

textual form. They are part of the way that humans give shape to social activity” (p. 

317). Therefore, generic critics aim to understand more than the characteristics of a 

genre. To paraphrase Black (1965/1978), they aim to understand humankind itself (p. 

9).  

Despite the established importance of social actions in generic criticism, some 

scholars have raised objections regarding the overemphasis of characteristics or the 

reduction of generic criticism into taxonomies (Conley, 1979; Patton, 1976; Bostdorff, 

1987). One reason for such objections may come from the way in which critics 

approach the steps of this method. For example, in a chapter on generic criticism and 
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how to conduct it, William Benoit (2005) explained that there are two approaches to 

generic criticism: inductive and deductive. In the inductive approach, a critic describes 

a genre by identifying the genre and then “examining numerous past instances of this 

genre to develop a description or generalization of its characteristics” (Benoit, 2005, p. 

87). Conversely, in the deductive approach, the critic applies previous characteristics 

or taxonomies of a genre to analyze and evaluate a text “against the standards” of the 

genre (Benoit, 2005, p. 95). In either case, the characteristics and taxonomies play the 

primary role in the steps that Benoit described.  

Perhaps the best approach for avoiding the pitfall of merely describing or 

applying taxonomies is to focus on the goal of generic criticism as a way of clarifying 

rather than classifying strategies (Bostdorff, 1987). This approach is similar to a 

sociocultural view, in which “generic inquiry is not directed at describing generic 

categories, testing to see whether a particular text fits the description” but rather 

“strives to uncover the multiple ways in which genres, as ‘activity structures,’ function 

in human communicative practice” (Jasinski, 2001, p. 275). Such a sociocultural view 

of generic inquiry is in line with George Kamberelis’s (1995) position that generic 

criticism should:  

[R]edirect our attention away from textual forms and toward the people, 
institutions, purposes, thematic content, rhetorical situations, social contexts 
specific text-making practices and historical trajectories that together constitute 
genres and are, in turn, constituted by genres. (p. 119) 

 
Similarly, Michael Kent (1997) explained that generic criticism should “help 

explain the rhetorical strategies employed and the goals and intentions of the rhetors” 
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(p. 165). Based on these insights, I am employing Kent’s (1997) method of generic 

criticism, which is a more sociocultural, inductive approach that “considers previous 

research, interview data, and a critique of representative examples of discourse from 

the alleged genre under consideration” (Kent, 1997, p. 161). 

Kent’s principles of generic criticism 

Kent’s (1997) method of generic criticism is ideally suited for investigating the 

communication practices in nations and cultures outside of the typical 

European/American lens. As Michael Kent and Maureen Taylor (2007) described in 

their use of this method to analyze public relations practices in Bosnia:  

“[T]he more that one understands country/region specific communication 
imperatives, motivational issues, cultural events, hero/villains, etc., the more 
robust and thorough will be the understanding of a nation's public relations 
practices.” (p. 18) 
  
In essence, Kent and Taylor (2007) argued that Kent’s approach to generic 

criticism provided a method of analysis focused on the macro, cultural issues that 

influence and shape messages, rather than merely observing if a nation’s rhetorical 

practice conforms to preconceived theories or models of communication (p. 13).  

At its core, Kent’s approach “is about triangulation, and bringing together 

information, knowledge, scholarship, etc. from many areas” (Kent & Taylor, 2007, 

p.14). According to Kent (1997), there are seven aspects that must be considered when 

conducting this form of generic criticism: (1) the situation, (2) the intended effects on 

audience, (3) patterns of organization or structure, (4) motivation or reasons why the 

rhetors say what they say and in the way they say it, (5) symbolic issues in the 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

19 

discourse, (6) strategies or elements of the genre, and (7) additional rhetorical or 

critical theories that help shed light on the genre. I will discuss these aspects in more 

detail in the overview of chapters below. For now, however, it’s important to note that 

only the first six should actually be considered “steps” or “critique areas” in the 

analysis. The seventh principle—discussing additional rhetorical, critical, or political 

theories that help shed light on the genre—should be woven into the other principles 

and the overall analysis as appropriate. Therefore, true to Kent’s seventh principle, this 

dissertation includes field research methods such as interviews and focus groups 

(Chapter 3). Additionally, I draw on applicable rhetorical theory—such as Afrocentric 

rhetoric (Chapter 3), Fantasy Theme Analysis (Chapter 4), and collective memory 

(Chapter 4). 

Summary of method 

By employing this sociocultural, inductive method of generic criticism in my 

dissertation, and by combining related theories such as field research methods and 

Fantasy Theme Analysis, I provide more than a generalized typology of apologetic 

rhetoric strategies or conventions in Rwanda’s gacaca trials and reconciliation process. 

Instead, I focus attention on the social and ideological aspects of the rhetoric and, in 

turn, uncover why apologies are important in the gacaca process, how the apologetic 

rhetoric shapes the collective memory of the genocide, and what implication that has 

on identity of and membership in post-genocide Rwanda. 
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Significance of this research 

Apologetic rhetoric 

This study aims to help remedy some of the gaps identified above by exploring 

an important example of non-European/American apologetic and reconciliation 

rhetoric. Specifically, my research focuses on the apologetic exchanges in Rwanda’s 

gacaca trials as the nation’s citizens and government officials work to reconcile 

relationships between the Tutsis and Hutus after the genocide of 1994.  

The gacaca system was implemented by the Rwandan government to process 

the overwhelming number of genocide-related cases awaiting trial. Gacaca is a 

traditional model for resolving disputes in Rwanda. Translated as “judgment of the 

grass,” gacaca trials in pre-colonial times consisted of community members arguing 

their disputes over land, cattle, marriage, loans, and property to a panel of judges made 

up of community elders (Tiemessen, p. 61). As a way to work through the hundreds of 

thousands of crimes that arose from the genocide of 1994, the government of Rwanda 

has re-instituted the community-based trial system of gacacas. According to the 

system today, criminals involved in genocide-related violence and destruction of 

property can receive the alternative punishment of community service rather than an 

extended prison sentence if they offer a truthful confession of their criminal actions, 

followed by repentance and an apology (National Service of Gacaca, n.d.).  

The insight gained from researching this important rhetorical exchange adds to 

the current understanding of how apologies aid reconciliation by negotiating blame 
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and responsibility, shaping collective memory of atrocities and genocides, and 

reconstructing social identity. While the results must be tempered with the 

idiosyncrasies of different cultures and situations, they may provide a foundation for 

understanding how apologetic and reconciliation rhetoric may help ease tensions in 

conflict-torn areas, such as Darfur, Iraq, and Israel/Palestine. 

Technical communication 

In the research questions above, I stated that one focus of this dissertation is to 

understand how apologies are documented in gacaca trials and what role that 

documentation plays in the process of reconciliation in Rwanda. Additionally, I argued 

above that my analysis is, in many ways, similar to past technical communication 

research on memos and reports, such as Sauer’s (2003) examination of mining 

documentation practices and Katz’s (1992) analysis of a Nazi memo to discuss how 

technical communication and deliberative rhetoric are often constructed with 

expediency at the heart of their design.  

Although citing the work of these scholars helps establish a connection 

between my dissertation and prior studies in technical communication, it does not go 

far enough in situating my area of study within the goals, research, or trends of the 

field at large. Instead, doing so requires a discussion of how my work fits within or 

overlaps with definitions of technical communication. Most definitions of technical 

communication come down to two aspects: (1) writing that communicates work or is 

associated with the workplace and (2) a focus on technology or a technical subject 
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matter (Allen, 2004; Durack, 2004). In the sections below, I examine each of these 

aspects and discuss how my research connects with these characteristics or goals of 

technical communication. 

Writing for/in the workplace. In terms of the first aspect—writing for or in 

the workplace—the term “workplace” is often narrowly defined to emphasize 

organizational communication (e.g., see Harrison & Katz, 1997; Markel, 2004). In 

contrast, however, a number of technical communication scholars have argued for a 

broader view of the workplace. Katherine Durack (2004) stated that technical 

communication extends beyond the confines of government and industry workplaces. 

In so doing, she argued that the concept of technical communication workplaces 

should be extended to include “intersections between private and public spheres” such 

as household kitchens (p. 41). Similarly, Miles Kimball (2006) recently examined 

technical communication that takes place in a public, non-organizational workplace. 

Ultimately, Kimball (2006) concluded that examining documentation produced 

outside the organizational setting “can help us understand not only our own field, but 

also the relationship between technology, discourse, and people’s lives” (p. 84).  

Similarly, by analyzing gacaca trial documentation in this dissertation, I 

provide insight into the ways in which apologetic exchanges are recorded in gacaca 

trials as well as how that documentation shapes reconciliation in Rwanda. Although 

the gacaca trials system was implemented by the Rwandan national government, it is 

carried out at a grassroots level with average citizens serving as judges who lead trials, 

document information, and forward reports from their community to the National 
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Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions. As I stated above, the documentation of these trials 

includes an official “Record of Confession, Guilty Plea, Repentance and Apology” 

which is used to record perpetrator repentance. I submit that this document as well as 

the gacaca reports and the training manual that I include in my analysis constitute 

writing both for and in the workplace of the gacaca trial system as well as the larger 

system of restorative justice. In this dissertation (Chapter 4) I not only include these 

documentation artifacts in my analysis, but I also offer a brief discussion of the goals 

and processes of documentation in the gacaca trial system. In doing so, I argue that 

this dissertation continues the trend of broadening technical communication 

workplaces to include the communal, indigenous, restorative justice settings. 

Technology in technical communication. While the first part of the definition 

focuses on writing in the workplace, the second part considers whether that writing 

relates to technology or technical information. Like the first aspect, however, this 

second part of the equation is often overly narrowed. For example, scholars and 

practitioners of technical communication often “conflate the term [technology] with 

computer technology” (Durack, 2004, p. 41). However, as Durack (2004) argued, the 

term technology should instead be understood to include knowledge, actions, and 

tools—such as “the knowledge of when and how to irrigate fields, and the entire set of 

human actions that comprise this method of farming” (p. 41). This argument is similar 

to David Dobrin’s (2004) discussion of the term technology:  

“Technology” is more than an array of tools and procedures. It extends to the 
way human beings deploy themselves in the use and production of material 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

24 

goods and services. One may speak profitably of an economic strategy or an 
administrative formation as technology.  
The idea that by technology we mean a way that people, machines, concepts, 
and relationships are organized is crucial to the definition, but at first glance it 
seems strange. (pp. 118-119) 

 
In this sense, the positions held by Durack (2004) and Dobrin (2004) are 

similar to Jo Allen’s (2004) stance that technical communication scholars shouldn’t 

exclude one form of communication simply because it falls outside a strict category 

(such as “computer technology”). Instead, technical communication should be 

understood more broadly and inclusively as the communication of knowledge and 

actions relating to tools, processes, and procedures that occur within and outside of 

organizations. Perhaps this is the broader definition of technology that Michel 

Foucault had in mind when he referred to confessions—which are closely related to 

apologetic rhetoric—as “technologies of the self” (as cited in Jasinski, 2001, p. 101). 

This broader understanding of what constitutes the content or subject matter of 

technical communication has implications on how my dissertation research fits within 

the field. That is, the content or subject matter of my research should not be 

understood merely as an analysis of apologies in Rwandan gacaca trials, but more 

importantly as an investigation into the role of apologies—and the documentation of 

those apologies—in the process of restorative justice and reconciliation in areas torn 

apart by genocide, human rights violations, and ethnic strife.  

Restorative justice can be defined as “a process whereby all the parties with a 

stake in a particular offence come together to resolve collectively how to deal with the 

aftermath of the offence and its implications for the future” (Marshall, 1996, p. 37). 
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Other definitions focus more explicitly on the intended goal of repairing the harm. For 

example, Gordon Bazemore and Lode Walgrave (1999) viewed restorative justice as 

“every action that is primarily oriented towards doing justice by repairing the harm 

that has been caused by crime” (p. 48). Finally, restorative justice can be understood 

by examining how a process (such as a truth and reconciliation commission) fits 

within three major aspects of restorative justice: victim reparation, offender 

responsibility, and reconciliation of communities (McCold, 2000, p. 401).  

In each of these definitions, characteristics of apologies—such as a display of 

shame and remorse, an appropriate explanation, acceptance of responsibility, and 

reparations of the part of the offender as well as articulations of suffering and 

ultimately acceptance of the apology on the part of the victim (Lazare, 2004, p. 205)—

play a large role in the process of restorative justice and reconciliation. As Barkan and 

Karn (2006) stated, “A sincere expression of contrition, offered at the right pitch and 

tenor, can pave the way for atonement and reconciliation” (p. 7). Despite this strong 

connection, research is still needed to understand how apologies fit into the process of 

restorative justice as well as to uncover what “rhetorical work” apologetic rhetoric 

accomplishes within the context of reconciliation (Edwards, 2005, pp. 331-332).  

For example, one area of rhetorical work that has received little attention is the 

role of apologies in shaping a society’s identity and its collective memory of the 

transgression. As Wiseman Chirwa (2000) explained, “Truth commissions, 

compensation tribunals and war-crimes tribunals are… state strategies for creating 

collective memories” (p. 110). By documenting and preserving the negotiations of 
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blame, of responsibility, and of a shared interpretation of history, such tribunals 

become “actively involved” in evoking shared emotions and consciousness that 

become “part of the process of healing, reconciliation, and reconstruction at both the 

individual and communal levels” (Chirwa, 2000, p. 111). By analyzing the apologetic 

rhetoric in gacaca trial documentation, scholars can begin to understand how social 

values, collective memory of genocide, and social identities are shaped by the gacaca 

process. To this end, gacaca trials and the documentation of apologies in those trials 

are essentially tools in the larger process of restorative justice and reconciliation. As 

such, this dissertation can ultimately be considered an analysis of the technical 

procedures and processes of restorative justice, with emphasis on understanding the 

role and documentation of apologies within that process. Additionally, it is worth 

noting that my inclusion of legal mandates in my discussion and analysis (Chapter 4) 

aligns with recent research on the overlap of technical communication and legal 

studies—including articles on the role of technical communicators in preserving 

intellectual property rights (Diaz, 2007), the value of technical communication skills 

for lawyers (Todd, 2008), and the production of “negative letters” in the insurance 

industry (Schryer, 2000). 

Despite these connections with technical communication theory and research, I 

acknowledge that there may be those who would argue that my dissertation research 

“is” or “isn’t” technical communication (to paraphrase Allen, 2004). In the discussion 

above, however, I argue that analyzing the apologetic rhetoric in the gacaca process is 

in line (or at least overlaps) with the view of technical communication that emphasizes 
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knowledge and actions as well as tools, processes, and procedures. In the specific case 

of my research, the knowledge, actions, and processes relate to the negotiation and 

documentation of blame and responsibility and the impact they have on the social 

values, collective memory and social identity of a community torn apart by genocide 

and ethnic strife. Therefore, I submit that the points described above (and proposed in 

my dissertation) lead to a set of important questions that are not only in line with the 

goals and characteristics of the field, but are perhaps ideally suited to be examined by 

technical communication scholars with expertise in analyzing the documentation, 

processes, and transfer of knowledge in such rhetorical interactions.  

Overview of chapters 

With these goals and methods in mind, I want to conclude this introduction 

with a brief overview how these theories and methods are integrated into the chapters 

of this dissertation. 

Chapter 2 

In Chapter 2, I provide an in-depth literature review of apologetic rhetoric. On 

the surface, it’s tempting to view public apologies as cut-and-dried statements of 

closure for offensive acts, faux pas, and even brutal atrocities. On deeper rhetorical 

and sociological levels, however, apologies function as value-laden negotiations of 

shame and guilt, responsibility and liability, and social standing. While a large number 

of articles and books have been published relating to public apologies, I argue that 

potential gaps have silently developed in the tendencies of researchers to examine 
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certain types of exchanges and rhetors instead of others. These gaps limit not only 

what is currently understood about apologetic rhetoric, but also how broadly and 

appropriately those current theories can be applied.   

To bring these issues to the forefront, this chapter focuses on two pressing 

issues facing scholars of apologetic rhetoric today: what we talk about and what we do 

not talk about. In discussing what we talk about, I provide an overview of apologetic 

rhetoric, including two diverging approaches to studying apologetic discourse: (1) 

apologia theory as a means of image repair and (2) apologies as part of reconciliation 

and healing. In the second part, I explore what we do not talk about—that is, the gaps 

and limitations of current theories of apologetic rhetoric. In doing so, I argue that there 

is a lack of research focused on female and non-European/American apologists as well 

as delivery methods such as new media and business or technical documents. Finally, I 

offer suggestions for future studies of apologia, image repair strategies, and 

reconciliatory apologies.   

Chapter 3 

In the third chapter, I expand knowledge of apologetic rhetoric through semi-

structured interviews (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006) and focus groups (Morgan, 

1988; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990; MacNealy, 1999) that I conducted during my 

field research in Rwanda during January 2009. These methods are ideal for 

“generating rich, in-depth data that illuminate our understanding of complex social, 

behavioural [sic] and educational issues” (Reeves, Lewis, & Zwarenstein, 2006, p. 
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291). In addition, they help provide opportunities for democratizing my research 

(Salmon, 2007). The interview participants included government officials, NGO staff, 

and other prominent and public citizens who are involved in reconciliation work in 

Rwanda. These interviews focused on apologies in Rwandan society as well as 

questions about the inclusion of apologies as a requirement in gacaca trials. The focus 

groups, on the other hand, consisted of average citizens of Rwanda in two focus 

groups—one comprising 9 men and another comprising 9 women. All interviews and 

focus groups were audio recorded for future transcription and analysis. From these 

recordings and analysis, I draw insights on apologies in Rwandan society—including 

the roles of guilt, harmony, and membership in Rwanda apologetic rhetoric; the 

elements of successful apologies; and the vital role of audiences or third parties in the 

apology process. These findings are also discussed in terms of current 

European/American-based theories to determine how they are similar and what can be 

learned from Rwanda’s approach to apologies and reconciliation. 

Chapter 4  

After establishing a foundational understanding of apologies in Rwandan 

culture, I conduct the heart of the generic criticism in Chapter 4. I begin with a brief 

overview of the gacaca process and the documents reviewed as part of this analysis. 

The overview of gacaca process highlights the history of this system, and how 

information is collected in it. The brief discussion of the gacaca documents includes 

descriptions of what the documents record, what stage of the gacaca process they 

reflect, and who and what is recorded in the documents.  
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After that initial introduction, I provide a short overview of the principles in 

Kent’s theory, followed by an analysis of each principle. Once again, Kent’s theory 

involves seven principles that should be addressed: (1) situation, (2) intended audience 

effects, (3) organization or structure, (4) motivation, (5) symbolic issues, (6) strategies 

of the genre, and (7) additional rhetorical or critical theories. In the following 

paragraphs, I discuss how I address each principle in my analysis. 

The first principle involves identifying the situation of the genre as well as any 

cultural issues that may impact the discourse (Kent, 1997, p. 162). This principle is 

addressed briefly using the data from the interviews and focus group research 

discussed in Chapter 3 as well as secondary research on Rwandan history and culture 

and the gacaca system. 

Similarly, the second principle involves explaining “what the discourse is 

intended to do” by identifying audience effects, features of the genre, and what rhetors 

believe their roles to be (Kent, 1997, p. 162). This aspect is also addressed using data 

from the interviews and focus group research discussed in Chapter 3 as well as 

information about gacacas and analysis of gacaca documents. 

The third principle involves conducting “a textual analysis of the discourse 

under investigation to answer questions about its structure and intent” to determine if 

the genre “exhibits regular patterns related to occasion, effect, timing, location” (Kent, 

1997, p. 163). To address this stage, I analyze and discuss the timing, occasion, and 

forensic structure of the apologetic exchanges in gacaca trials. 
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The fourth principle focuses on understanding why the accused perpetrators 

apologize in gacaca trials—that is, why they say what they said, in the way they said 

it, and at that moment in time. To address this principle, I combine my understanding 

from the document analysis with the insight gained from my field research regarding 

“why and how” Rwandans apologize. Additionally, I bring in aspects from current 

academic theories of apologetic rhetoric and Afrocentric rhetoric as applicable to 

better explore and understand the beliefs and motives of the rhetors in gacaca trials. 

Kent’s (1997) fifth principle calls for a careful examination of “the discourse 

and genre under consideration to account for particular symbolic patterns, how the 

genre functions, and what social ends the genre might serve” (p. 164). To address this 

aspect, I use Fantasy Theme Analysis to analyze the actual apologetic exchanges of 

the gacaca trials and the competing visions they construct. 

The sixth principle aims at identifying the strategies, characteristics, or 

practices that “future critics, theorists, or rhetors, might effectively judge/evaluate 

instances of its enactment” (Kent, 1997, p. 164). To address the questions in this stage, 

I conduct an inductive rhetorical analysis of the discourse. 

As I noted above, the seventh principle—i.e., discussing additional rhetorical, 

critical, or political theories to “help explain the rhetorical strategies employed and the 

goals and intentions of the rhetors” (Kent, 1997, p. 165)—should be woven into the 

other principles and the overall analysis. Therefore, I address this principle throughout 

this dissertation. For example, in my discussion of how and why Rwandans apologize 

(Chapter 3), I refer to theories of Afrocentric rhetoric. Additionally, in my inductive 
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rhetorical criticism (Chapter 4), I employ Fantasy Theme Analysis to uncover the 

rhetorical visions constructed in the accusations and apologies of gacaca trials.  

Chapter 5 

After the generic analysis in Chapter 4, the dissertation concludes with a 

summary of findings and implications in Chapter 5. This chapter is divided into three 

main areas—(1) findings from the main stages of the dissertation research, (2) answers 

to the dissertation’s research questions, and (3) implications and future research in 

terms of field research, apologetic rhetoric, and technical communication.  

The end result of these chapters is a dissertation that helps remedy some of the 

gaps identified above by exploring an important example of non-European/American 

apologetic and reconciliation rhetoric. Additionally, it uncovers how the apologetic 

rhetoric in the gacaca trial process and documentation shapes the collective memory of 

the genocide and social identity as Rwanda works to reconcile itself. 
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CHAPTER II 

APOLOGIA, IMAGE REPAIR, AND RECONCILIATION: THE APPLICATION, 

LIMITATIONS, AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS OF APOLOGETIC RHETORIC  

The rhetorical and sociological importance of apologetic 

discourse 

Apologies are so pervasive in human interaction that people experience them 

almost daily—from seemingly simple apologetic waves when one person accidentally 

cuts off another during rush-hour traffic to public apologies for corporate 

wrongdoing.1 On the surface, it may be tempting to view these apologies as cut-and-

dried statements of closure for offensive acts, faux pas, and even brutal atrocities. On 

deeper rhetorical and sociological levels, however, apologies contain critical elements 

that hold together the fabric of a society; they presuppose a set of social values and an 

underlying ideology that an offender is charged with fracturing. In this sense, 

apologies can be thought of not only as acts of contrition but, more importantly, as 

value-laden negotiations of shame and guilt, of responsibility and liability, of social 

standing and hierarchy, and of membership in a group, community, nation, or 

humankind. By studying these complex rhetorical negotiations, scholars gain a deeper 

understanding of a group’s values and identity at a specific moment in time 

(Villadsen, 2008). We also discover lasting means for repairing broken relationships, 
                                                 
1 A version of this chapter was published in the peer-reviewed book Communication yearbook 33 in 2009 by the International 

Communication Association and edited by Christina S. Beck. 
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overcoming contention between cultures and communities, and healing victims, in 

accordance with those societal values. 

While a large number of articles and books have been published relating to 

apologetic rhetoric, I argue that this area of research has reached a point at which 

scholars of apologetic rhetoric must reflect on the diverging concepts and the 

representative examples that make up that body of knowledge. Since the early 2000s, 

the field of apologetic rhetoric has branched out in new and important ways. Scholars 

from a variety of fields within communication studies and other disciplines have 

focused more attention on apologetic exchanges in health care communication, 

international relations, cultural studies, and race relations. This growth has helped fuel 

over-arching discussions not only about the terms used to define and analyze 

apologetic exchanges, but also about the goals of apologetic exchanges. Despite the 

growth in the subject matter, I argue that potential gaps have silently developed in the 

tendencies of researchers to examine certain types of exchanges and rhetors instead of 

others. These gaps limit not only what scholarly understanding of apologetic rhetoric, 

but also how broadly and appropriately the current theories can be applied. 

Chapter overview 

To bring these issues to the forefront, I have structured the chapter to focus on 

two pressing issues facing scholars of apologetic rhetoric today: what we talk about 

and what we do not talk about. First, in discussing what we talk about, I provide an 

overview of the deeper negotiations of value and membership that lie beneath the 
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surface of these studies. From there, I discuss two diverging approaches to studying 

apologetic discourse—apologia theory as a means of image repair and apologies as 

part of reconciliation and healing. For each approach, I provide a discussion of the 

major philosophical assumptions, an overview of the theories of analysis and 

evaluation, and a brief review of studies that demonstrate those theories in action. 

In the second part, I explore what we do not talk about—the gaps in knowledge 

or potential limitations in the application of that knowledge. Specifically, I discuss my 

survey of 91 articles that have been published in academic journals over the last 40 

years. By analyzing the genders/types of rhetors, geographic regions, and media 

analyzed in these articles, I demonstrate the lack of research that has focused on 

female and non-European/American apologists as well as various delivery methods 

such as new media and business or technical documents. In the conclusion, I discuss 

the implications of what we talk about and what we do not talk about as well as offer 

suggestions for future studies of apologia, image repair strategies, and reconciliatory 

apologies. 

Additional areas of interest to readers 

Before beginning, however, I should clarify that I have limited the scope to 

focus specifically on the theories and analyses of public apologies and public 

responses to accusations of wrongdoing. However, readers who are interested in 

apologies, in general, can find relevant material under the subject area of interpersonal 

apologies, including recent articles such as Bachman and Guerrero (2006), Hawk 
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(2007), and Tucker, Turner, Barling, Reid, and Elving (2006). In addition, an excellent 

source for studies on politeness theory in interpersonal apologies can be found in the 

2007 special issue of the Journal of Politeness Research, which includes articles by 

Davies, Merrison, and Goddard (2007), Kampf and Blum-Kulka (2007), and 

Koutsantoni (2007). Along with these studies of interpersonal apologies, readers may 

also want to examine the closely related area of account giving, in which a person 

provides an explanation or justification for his or her actions. While account giving 

and apologia share a similar focus, researchers often examine them from differing 

perspectives. Specifically, account theory has developed as more of a sociological area 

of interest, while apologia has generally been a topic of rhetorical studies (Sullivan & 

Martin, 2001; for a foundational introduction into account-giving theory, see Goffman, 

1971; Scott & Lyman, 1968; Sykes & Matza, 1957). 

Finally, I should mention the overlapping work of crisis communication. In 

broad terms, crisis management and communication involves several aspects of crisis 

prevention, leadership, information dissemination, organization, risk assessment, and 

communication strategies. Among those many aspects involved is the need to 

sometimes publicly apologize for or to justify a corporation’s actions in the face of 

allegations of wrongdoing. To demonstrate the influence and usefulness of crisis 

communication studies on theories of apologetic rhetoric, I include Coombs’s (1999) 

book, Ongoing Crisis Communication, and Keith Michael Hearit’s (2006) book, Crisis 

Management by Apology, in the discussion below. However, readers may find many 

more tangential theories and applicable discussions in other crisis communication 
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sources, including Ulmer, Sellnow, and Seeger (2007), Effective Crisis 

Communication, Gerald Lewis (2006), Organizational Crisis Management, and 

Kathleen Fearn-Banks (2007), Crisis Communications. Although the various resources 

and perspectives above provide unique perspectives from which critics can analyze 

and understand apologetic exchanges, in this chapter, I focus on the social values that 

a person, corporation, or nation-state is accused of fracturing. 

Negotiations of guilt, responsibility, and social values 

As Lazare (2004) described, each apology encompasses a unique and complex 

negotiation of responsibility that involves shame and remorse on the part of the 

offender, articulations of suffering on the part of the offended, appropriate 

explanations, acceptance of responsibilities, and, ultimately, acceptance of an apology 

as an indication that the offended party’s needs have been met (p. 205). Nicholas 

Tavuchis (1991) referred to such a negotiation as the “middle term in a moral 

syllogism” or speech act that consists of an accusation, an apology, and acceptance or 

rejection (p. 20). That idea echoes Ryan’s (1982) argument that an apology should be 

discussed as a response to a specific accusation. Drawing on terms from classical 

rhetoric, he called for analysis to focus on the speech act of kategoria (or accusation) 

and apologia (or speech in defense). Recently, Kevin Stein (2008) added a third 

element—antapologia—to the speech act. According to Stein’s description, an 

offended party issues an accusation (kategoria), and the offender responds with an 

account or defensive response (apologia). However, if the offended party has an issue 
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with that account or response, he or she initiates a counter-accusation (an antapologia) 

specifically addressing the content or delivery of the apologia itself. Thus, according 

to Stein, the antapologia differs from the kategoria in that “the former is designed to 

be a response to the apologetic discourse and the latter is designed to be a response to 

the initial harmful act perpetrated by the accused” (pp. 19–20). 

With the addition (or acknowledgment) of this third element, the process is 

more accurately represented and analyzed as a negotiation in which the offender and 

the offended function as co-creators of the apology (Yamazaki, 2004). Each 

participant approaches the exchange with many goals that must be woven together. 

For example, for apologies to heal, the offended party often seeks one or more of the 

following—a restored sense of dignity and safety, assurance that the harmful act was 

not their fault, reparations, a meaningful discussion about the act and the pain that 

resulted from it, the chance to see the offender suffer, and reassurances that the 

offender shares the same values as the offended (Lazare, 2004, p. 44). As Lazare 

explained, offenders, on the other hand, typically seek either to expunge guilt and 

shame or to avoid punishment and damage to their reputation. 

The psychological needs of both the offended and the offender underscore the 

roles of social values, guilt, and redemption in apologetic discourse. In other words, a 

central underlying figure in accusations and apologies is the social contract (Lazare, 

2004) or hierarchy of values (Burke, 1969) that, at least implicitly, defines acceptable 

behaviors and obligations for members of the community. The breaking of those 

values leads to a sense of guilt (Brummett, 1981). According to Lazare, guilt entails 
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“the capacity to apply standards of right and wrong to our behavior toward others and 

to punish ourselves emotionally when we hurt others” (p. 135). As Brummett clarified, 

for individuals, this guilt leads to a feeling of being incomplete or imperfect. While 

corporations may not be able to truly feel guilt (Tavuchis, 1991), they do, nonetheless, 

experience “considerable constraints on their actions” (Hearit, 1997, p. 219). Lazare 

noted that shame is another closely related emotion—a sense of failure and self-

judgment that people experience when they fail to live up to the standards or image 

they have set for themselves. The emotions of guilt and shame can be further 

heightened when a sender directs a kategoria at the offender, calling his or her 

character or actions into question (Hearit, 2006). To alleviate these negative emotions, 

the offender must expunge the guilt through a ritualistic process shaped by religious 

worldviews and principles. 

The role and influence of religion 

Religion plays two important roles in understanding apologetic rhetoric. First, 

much of the psychology and terminology of apologetic rhetoric—such as redemption, 

mortification, atonement, absolution, and forgiveness—comes either directly from 

religious principles or, at the very least, carries strong religious overtones. In other 

words, religion provides generic norms and concepts that function as lenses for 

understanding and analyzing apologetic discourse. For example, Kenneth Burke 

(1969) ties apologies to the religious aspects of guilt and redemption—which, 

ultimately, help re-establish social order. For Burke, members construct and maintain 
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social order through a set of values and principles that he labeled as hierarchies. 

Brummett (1981) explained: 

Hierarchies control the terrors of mystery, which is the perception of 
difference, strangeness, and alienation. Insofar as everyone is somewhat 
different from everyone else, mystery is inescapable. And insofar as groups of 
people have values, commitments, and lifestyles that are markedly different 
from those of other groups, the mystery is threatening. Hierarchies do not 
eliminate mystery; rather, they provide an order for controlling it. (p. 255) 
 
In other words, hierarchies provide a sense of social order through similar 

values and obligations. Acceptance of those values maintains the social order of a 

given group and serves as terms and conditions for membership within the group. 

When someone violates one of these values, she or he upsets the natural order of the 

society, resulting in mystery for the group as well as a sense of guilt and a loss of 

membership for the individual. To mitigate mystery and achieve reinstatement in the 

group, the offender must expunge the guilt. According to Burke (1970), two major 

ways exist to efface guilt and achieve redemption: mortification and scapegoating. 

Mortification consists of the offender confessing his or her sins and receiving some 

form of punishment, while scapegoating (or victimage) consists of transferring the 

guilt to another person who represents the sin (Brummett, 1981). However, Burke 

(1969, 1970) also described a third non-redemptive way to deal with guilt, which he 

called transcendence. According to Brummett, unlike mortification and scapegoating 

which seek redemption, transcendence is not a strategy of redemption because it 

denies that guilt exists and therefore removes the need for redemption. Hearit (1997) 

offered a deeper understanding of transcendence by arguing that it involves two major 
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elements—redefinition and an appeal to higher order values. The first aspect, 

redefinition, consists of what Perelman (1982) termed dissociation, or an attempt to 

separate a single concept or unit into two or more distinct elements (p. 49). According 

to Hearit, transcendence strategies may involve three forms of dissociation—a 

separation of opinion and knowledge, a separation of business interests and societal 

interests, and separation of current or short-term considerations from future or long-

term issues. Hearit noted that, in the second element of transcendence—an appeal to 

higher values—the accused attempts to define his or her act in terms of an abstract 

value that negates the specific or short-term consequences of the act. In short, the 

rhetorical force of transcendence is that the higher-order, abstract value links and 

legitimizes the act. By analyzing the use of transcendence, mortification, and 

scapegoating in apologetic rhetoric, rhetorical analysts better understand the role of 

guilt, social order, and redemption in negotiations of group membership. 

In addition to Burke’s (1969, 1970) discussions of guilt, redemption, 

purification, and mortification, a number of scholars have also founded their theories 

of apologetic rhetoric on religious concepts. For example, John B. Hatch (2006b) 

described how religious rituals influence apologies and how religious traditions offer 

useful examples of genuine reconciliation. Drawing on Rothenbuhler (1998), Hearit 

(2006) also argued that apologies compose a sacred ritual in which the offender 

voluntarily enters the public confessional, seeking absolution and restoration into the 

community. Moreover, both Hearit (2006) and Tavuchis (1991) likened this ritual of 

absolution to that of a confession, as described by Michel Foucault (1980): 
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The confession is a ritual of discourse…that unfolds within a power 
relationship, for one does not confess without the presence (or virtual 
presence) of a partner who is not simply the interlocutor but the authority who 
requires the confession, prescribes and appreciates it, and intervenes in order to 
judge, punish, forgive, console, and reconcile; a ritual in which the truth is 
corroborated by the obstacles and resistances it has had to surmount in order to 
be formulated; and finally, a ritual in which the expression alone, 
independently of its external consequences, produces intrinsic modifications in 
the person who articulates it: it exonerates, redeems, and purifies him; it 
unburdens him of his wrongs, liberates him and promises him salvation. (pp. 
61–62) 
 
Koesten and Rowland (2004) also based their theory of apologetic rhetoric on 

religious principles—specifically, on the elements of the Jewish prayer Unetanneh 

Tokef. According to their theory, the rhetoric of atonement functions as a sub-genre of 

apologia and consists of a person purging guilt and seeking redemption when the 

strategies of denial, deflection or justification do not work because the person is 

actually guilty. Similarly, Thomas Burkholder (1990) argued that martyrdom speeches 

function as a sub-genre of apologia in the sense that the people delivering these 

speeches symbolically sacrifice themselves and, thus, seek salvation in the same way 

that Christ did—through death. 

Religion also impacts our understanding through the examples of apologetic 

rhetoric that are delivered by religious leaders. These examples provide scholars with 

case studies for applying norms and analytical lenses. For example, academic studies 

have analyzed the apologetic rhetoric of Martin Luther (Ryan, 1982), Pope John Paul 

II (Lazare, 2004; Marrus, 2008), Jerry Falwell (Brown, 1990), televangelist John 

Ankerberg (Armstrong, Hallmark, & Williamson, 2005), evangelical thinker Francis 

Schaeffer (Sullivan, 1998), Father James Tunstead Burthchaell (Blaney, 2001), and 
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Jesus (Blaney & Benoit, 1997). In addition, Miller (2002) devoted an entire book to 

analyzing the apologia of religious figures, including the Apostle Paul, Jimmy 

Swaggart, and others. He concluded that apologia theory constitutes a useful lens for 

analyzing the rhetoric of faith and religion. 

In addition to religious aspects of contrition and absolution, many scholars of 

apologetic rhetoric note that the offender’s words, actions, and deeds must 

acknowledge and reaccept a society’s rules and values (Goffman, 1971; Hearit, 2006). 

According to Hearit, through such a commitment, the offender seeks not only to shed 

guilt but also to be restored back into the community. Other scholars believe that, 

while apologies presuppose a set of values, their true power is not a restoration of the 

offender’s image. Instead, they affirm that the virtue of an apology is that it serves as a 

confession that ultimately leads to a relationship steeped in justice (Hatch, 2006a). In 

other words, sincere apologies that acknowledge responsibility and express regret 

offer “a form of moral restitution” that enables a group or community to move forward 

together (Weyeneth, 2001, p. 35). 

The influence of religion on apologetic rhetoric is important to keep in mind 

when considering the applicability of current theories of apologetic rhetoric in diverse 

regions and cultures. For example, in cultures where religious beliefs coincide with the 

religious concepts of guilt and absolution, the current theories of apologetic rhetoric 

may be more applicable than in areas where a completely different religious beliefs are 

prominent. Therefore, religious affiliations and beliefs may be one area to consider in 

examining the cultural and contextual influences on apologies.  
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The expanding rhetoric of apologia for image repair 

The term apologia has been traced back to the ancient Greek root word 

apologos, meaning “a story” (Partridge, 1977, p. 347). Tavuchis (1991) explained that 

it first appears in the Oxford English Dictionary as apoloyia—apo, meaning “away,” 

and loyia, meaning “speaking”—and is defined as a speech in defense or as a 

vindication of a person (p. 15). In ancient Greece, citizens regarded such a defense as 

an important genre of rhetoric. Plato, Isocrates, and Aristotle characterized apologia as 

a specific genre in which an orator defends himself or his actions against an accusation 

(Ryan, 1982). 

Drawing on this ancient genre of rhetoric, communication scholars in the late 

1960s and 1970s began to analyze the characteristics and meanings of apologia in the 

mass-mediated climate of the 20th century. In one of the first attempts to identify 

specific characteristics of apologia, Rosenfield (1968) analyzed what he described as 

the mass-media apologia. In his analysis of speeches by ex-President Harry Truman 

and vice presidential candidate Richard Nixon, Rosenfield argued that, where 

similarities exist between these two examples of nationally broadcast apologetic 

rhetoric, “we have grounds for attributing those qualities to the situation or the genre” 

(p. 435). To that end, Rosenfield described four initial characteristics of mass-media 

apologia: (1) they tend to be concise, decisive clashes; (2) the remarks are not limited 

to defensive messages; (3) mass-media apologia include a preponderance of data in 

the middle of the speech, and (4) previously used arguments appear to be reused and 

combined into one cohesive message. A few years later, Sherry Butler (1972) 
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analyzed Edward Kennedy’s apologetic rhetoric using Rosenfield’s four 

characteristics. She concluded that the nature of apologetic rhetoric lends itself to 

Rosenfield’s structure; however, she disagreed that future nationally broadcast 

apologia would provide decisive conclusions to major controversies. 

Philosophical assumptions 

In 1973, Ware and Linkugel defined the genre of apologia as a “public speech 

of self-defense” issued in response to an attack on one’s character or worth” (p. 274). 

Similarly, Kruse (1977) explained apologia as a defense of one’s character in response 

to public criticism. Later, Kruse (1981b) also expanded the definition to include a 

wide variety of mediums or methods of delivery in addition to public speeches—

including materials such as novels, press releases, plays, and poems. Ryan (1982) also 

broadened the definition to encompass defenses of one’s policies as well as one’s 

character. In addition to broadening the definition, scholars have worked to more 

specifically define what apologia is not. For example, Hearit (1994) specified that 

apologia is not the same as apology. Although an apologia may ultimately consist of 

an apology, he argued that an apologia, first and foremost, entails “a defense that seeks 

to present a compelling counter description…to situate alleged organizational 

wrongdoing in a more favorable context” (p. 115). Finally, in discussing his theory of 

image restoration—later termed image repair (Benoit, 2000)—Benoit (1995a) 

explicitly centered the study of apologetic rhetoric around how people and 

organizations “reduce, redress, or avoid damage to their reputation (or face or image) 

from perceived wrong-doing” (p. vii). According to this perspective, when offenders 
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offer apologia, they are not seeking to earn forgiveness (Hearit, 2006), but rather “to 

avoid punishment and damage to their reputation” (Lazare, 2004, p. 134). 

By situating analysis and evaluations around these aspects of apologia rather 

than apologies, scholars of apologetic rhetoric focus not merely on instances in which 

organizations offer an admission of guilt, but, instead, more broadly on all situations 

in which an individual or organization has been accused of wrong-doing and offers 

some form of defense or justification in response (Kruse 1981a). 

Theories of analysis and evaluation 

In one of the earliest and most notable examinations of apologetic strategies, 

Erving Goffman (1971) detailed the remedial work of accounts, apologies, and 

requests. According to Goffman, an account may include denying that the act occurred 

or admitting it occurred but arguing that the accused isn’t responsible for or couldn’t 

foresee the negative outcome. The second remedial strategy consists of an apology, in 

which the accused essentially splits himself or herself into two parts: the guilty side 

and the side that “stands back and sympathizes with the blame giving, and, by 

implication, is worthy of being brought back into the fold” (p. 113). Finally, the 

accused can defend his or her actions by noting that the victim granted a request prior 

to the act and, therefore, is partly, if not solely, responsible for the outcome. 

Regardless of whether a person uses an account, apology, or request, Goffman argued 

that two distinct processes occur in remedial work. One is restitutive, in which the 

victim receives some form of compensation; the other is ritualistic, in which the 
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offender relates his or her actions to the values that appear to have been broken. This 

ritualistic aspect serves a critical function because it establishes the remedial work as a 

public ritual in which both parties reaccept the society’s values. 

A couple of years after Goffman (1971), Ware and Linkugel (1973) set out to 

identify the characteristics of apologia and to describe the forms that these public 

defenses take. Drawing on Abelson’s (1959) theory of belief-dilemma resolution, they 

described four factors that apologists use when caught in a wrong: denial, bolstering, 

differentiation, and transcendence. According to Ware and Linkugel, the first two 

factors—denial and bolstering—should be treated as reformative in the sense that the 

speaker does not “totally invent the identification” nor attempt to completely “change 

the audience’s meaning” of the issue being discussed, but rather the speaker strives to 

revise or amend the audience’s perceptions of it (pp. 275–277). Conversely, the 

second two factors—differentiation and transcendence—are transformative in the 

sense that communicators employ them to construct new realities and change 

meanings for the audience. 

According to Ware and Linkugel (1973), a denial of an allegation or fact 

functions as a useful strategy (as long as the truth is not distorted) because it allows 

the apologist to respond to charges in a way that does not conflict with the values and 

beliefs of the audience. In contrast to denial, Ware and Linkugel asserted that 

bolstering takes place when an apologist “attempts to identify himself with something 

viewed favorably by the audience” (p. 277). While denial and bolstering are 

reformative, the third and fourth factors—differentiation and transcendence—are 
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transformative. Differentiation comprises a discussion of the specific, detailed aspects 

of a broader action or accusation; in doing so, speakers attempt to redefine situations 

or cast their actions in a new, more detailed, and positive light. In contrast to 

differentiation, the fourth factor, transcendence, shifts the focus away from the 

particulars of a situation to the larger, conceptual ideals that the audience views 

favorably. Ware and Linkugel (1973) also identified four rhetorical postures or 

subgenres of apologia that each consist of a transformative and a reformative factor: 

absolution (consisting of denial and differentiation), which seeks acquittal; vindication 

(denial and transcendence), which pursues the preservation of the offender’s 

reputation or worth; explanation (bolstering and differentiation), which attempts to 

mitigate condemnation through clarification of motives; and justification (bolstering 

and transcendence), which targets understanding and approval from the audience. 

These rhetorical postures get to the heart of image repair theory; that is, they 

highlight the end goals of apologists as well as how they achieve those goals. Notably, 

because Ware and Linkugel (1973) specifically examined apologia or “defensive” 

strategies, they did not identify postures that aimed at reconciling relationships or 

healing victims, but instead focused only on the goals of the speaker. This defensive 

perspective would be further developed in a series of articles and a book by Benoit, in 

which he examines how discourse can restore reputation and public image. 

Based on the work of Goffman, Ware and Linkugel, Burke, and a number of 

account theory scholars (e.g., Schonbach, 1980; Scott & Lyman, 1968; Sykes & 

Matza, 1957; Tedeschi & Reiss, 1981), Benoit (1995a) offered perhaps the most 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

49 

comprehensive discussion of apologetic rhetoric and strategies. His image restoration 

theory encompasses five major strategies used by speakers: denial, evading 

responsibility, reducing offensiveness, corrective action, and mortification. In 

addition, Benoit advanced subcategories for each. The first strategy, denial, consists of 

two forms—(1) simple denial, in which the speaker denies the act or, at least, 

disavows taking part in it, and (2) shifting the blame, also known as scapegoating. The 

second strategy, evasion of responsibility, comprises (1) provocation, suggesting that 

the accused responded after being provoked; (2) defeasibility, suggesting that a lack of 

either information or control is actually to blame; (3) accidents, suggesting it was an 

accident; and (4) good intentions, suggesting that the accused performed the act with 

good intentions, despite the negative outcome. The third strategy details how 

apologists attempt to reduce the offensiveness of their wrongful acts by using (1) 

bolstering, such as describing the positive attributes and qualities of a person; (2) 

minimization, attempting to decrease the audience’s negative view of the situation; (3) 

differentiation, focusing on how a particular situation differs from similar, yet much 

worse acts; (4) transcendence, discussing the act in terms of abstract values and group 

loyalties; (5) attacking the accuser to undermine his or her credibility; and (6) offering 

compensation to the victims. The fourth strategy, corrective action, refers to how 

apologists offer to repair damages caused by their actions as well as take steps to 

prevent the event from happening again. The fifth and final strategy, mortification, 

extends from Burke’s discussion of mortification in which the accused “admits 
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wrongful behavior, asks for forgiveness, and apologizes” (Brinson & Benoit, 1999, p. 

488). 

Thus, scholars have identified a variety of strategies that people and 

corporations use when facing allegations of wrongdoing (see also Kelley & Waldron, 

2006, for related literature review on forgiveness, and Meisenbach & McMillan 

(2006), for review of literature on organizational rhetoric). Although these diverse lists 

of strategies contain some similarities, the different terms and perspectives make 

understanding and applying those practices challenging. To help alleviate the 

confusion, Coombs (1999) outlined a concise method for evaluating situations and 

selecting appropriate responses. In his book, Ongoing Crisis Communication, Coombs 

specified the seven most common crisis communication strategies—attack the accuser, 

denial, excuse, justification, ingratiation, corrective action, and full apology. More 

importantly, he arranged these strategies on a continuum that moved from a strong 

defensive position (i.e., attack the accuser) to the most accommodative approach (i.e., 

full apology). Finally, Coombs positioned this continuum over another one that listed 

the level of responsibility that audiences perceive the organization to possess—

ranging from weak (rumors) to strong (corporate misdeeds). The result of these 

overlapped continuums entails a visual representation that aligns the appropriate 

response with the perceived level of responsibility. For example, on the left side of the 

continuum, Coombs lists rumors above attack the accuser—indicating that the level of 

responsibility is low since rumors constitute unfounded statements or gossip. Based on 
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the continuum, then, the appropriate response would be to attack the accuser, calling 

his or her information and motives into question. 

In addition to the strategies and continuum, two important aspects of Coombs’s 

work deserve to be pointed out more explicitly. First, Coombs’s (1999) formula was 

intended to help crisis managers analyze situations and select appropriate responses. In 

that sense, Coombs offered a prescriptive approach that differed greatly from the 

descriptive methods of Ware and Linkugel (1973), Benoit (1995a), and others. In 

2004, Koesten and Rowland also posed their theory of atonement as a prescriptive 

method for determining how to effectively respond to allegations of wrongdoing. 

Angela Jerome (2008, p. 132) affirmed the usefulness of their method as a 

“preliminary prescriptive framework.” Finally, Smudde and Courtright (2008) made a 

similar case for a prospective approach to image repair theory and application, as 

opposed to the retrospective approaches that dominate this area of research. 

In a second important aspect of his theory, Coombs (1999) explicitly referred 

to situations in which the communicators emphasize the victims rather than the 

apologist. Whereas Benoit (1995a) described apologies as part of the mortification 

strategy employed by a “rhetor who desires to restore an image” (p. 79), Coombs 

situated full apologies as “helping the victims, even if it hurts the organization’s 

reputation or financial status” (p. 122). Coombs’s theory, then, represents a shift in 

perspectives that accounts for the needs of the victims in apologetic exchanges. This 

approach to balancing the needs of victims as well as the apologist would later become 

the main focus on Hearit’s (2006) book, Crisis Management by Apology. 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

52 

In an examination of corporate responses to accusations of wrongdoing, Hearit 

(2006) laid out a method for ethically judging the apologetic decisions of individuals 

and organizations alike. This method focuses on two aspects of apologetic discourse—

the manner and the content of the apologia. In terms of the manner, Hearit asserted 

that, ideally, an ethical apologia is truthful, sincere, timely, and voluntary. Such a 

message also addresses all stakeholders, and communicators perform it in an 

appropriate context. In terms of the content, an ethical apologia should acknowledge 

wrongdoing, accept responsibility, express regret, identify with the victims, ask for 

forgiveness, seek reconciliation, disclose relevant information, provide an explanation 

that addresses the victims’ questions and concerns, and offer corrective actions and 

compensation. 

According to Hearit (2006), apologia involves complex decisions that impact a 

variety of stakeholders, including victims, stockholders, and employees. Based on 

these often competing moral obligations, it may not always be prudent to include each 

aspect in a public acknowledgment of wrongdoing. Consequently, the characteristics 

should serve more as a guide for the ideal or paradigm case of an ethical apologia. As 

such, an apologia that fails to meet one or several criteria, based on Hearit’s model, is 

not necessarily unethical. Rather, it may be less ethical than the ideal but still judged 

ethically acceptable. Moreover, for Hearit, at least five circumstances “…could justify 

departures from the paradigm case while still retaining the essential ethical character 

of an apologia,” such as catastrophic financial losses, grave liability issues, a “moral 

learning curve,” questions over full disclosure, and even situations where 
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confidentiality or discretion are expected (p. 74). Overall, this method facilitates 

understanding of the ethical decisions involved in corporate apologia and enables 

critics to evaluate moral obligations to multiple stakeholders. 

Inherent in the apologia and image repair theories above is the idea that 

apologetic exchanges involve more than a mere accusation of wrongdoing followed by 

a response or defense. Instead, they constitute ritualistic performances in which an 

individual or corporation seeks redemption back into a community or the repair of 

one’s image after fracturing the values that bind a society together. According to this 

view of apologetic rhetoric, such redemption and reparation may be achieved by 

publicly acknowledging the offense, apologizing for it, and reaccepting the societal 

values. However, apologia and image repair theories also allow for the possibility that 

offenders may successfully restore their images without ever acknowledging the 

offense or apologizing but, instead, by merely aligning themselves or their actions 

with other important and favorable societal values. 

Studies of apologia for image repair 

I have noted the philosophical assumptions and theories of image repair at 

work in the numerous studies of apologia. Among the earliest and most analyzed areas 

is political rhetoric. Dating back to the resurgence of apologetic exchanges as a genre 

of rhetoric in the late 1960s and 1970s, communication scholars focused on how 

public officials and political leaders responded to criticisms of the character and 

policies. Not surprisingly, many of these early studies focused on President Richard 
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Nixon (Benoit, 1982; Harrell, Ware, & Linkugel, 1975; Katula, 1975; King, 1985; 

Rosenfield, 1968; Vartabedian, 1985a, 1985b). In the post-Watergate skeptical 

society, a number of presidents and presidential candidates have also garnered 

attention, due in large part to the controversies that have surrounded their presidencies 

or candidacies. For example, President Reagan’s responses to Irangate have come 

under scrutiny (Abadi, 1990; Benoit, Gullifor, & Panici, 1991; Brummett, 1981); 

President Clinton’s apologies for historic wrongs such as the Tuskegee Institute’s 

syphilis experiments on African Americans and his responses to the Monica Lewinsky 

scandal have provided fertile ground for analysis (Blaney & Benoit, 2001; Koesten & 

Rowland, 2004; Kramer & Olson, 2002; Liebersohn, Neuman, & Bekerman, 2004; 

Simons, 2000); and most recently, George W. Bush’s speeches and responses 

regarding Hurricane Katrina, Iraq, and the slowing economy have been analyzed as 

examples of presidential apologia (Benoit, 2006a, 2006b; Liu 2007). In addition, 

scholars have analyzed the apologetic discourse of various congressional 

representatives and senators (Kennedy & Benoit, 1997; Morello, 1979; Mueller, 2004; 

Short, 1987). Similarly, the remarks by Supreme Court Judge Clarence Thomas to the 

Senate Judiciary Committee regarding allegations of sexual harassment also garnered 

attention (Benoit & Nill, 1998b). As Abadi reflected, the attention on these individuals 

may be attributed to their prominence and the availability of artifacts as well as the 

greater likelihood of insincerity due to the nature and high stakes of the politics. 

Throughout the 1990s and into the present decade, communication scholars 

have also focused heavily on the role of apologetic rhetoric in crisis communication. 
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In fact, companies such as Union Carbide (Ice, 1991), Toshiba (Hearit, 1994; Hobbs, 

1995), General Motors and NBC (Hearit, 1996), Sears (Benoit, 1995b), USAir (Benoit 

& Czerwinski, 1997), Dow Chemical (Huxman & Bruce, 1995), AT&T (Benoit & 

Brinson, 1994); Dow Corning Corporation (Brinson & Benoit, 1996), Johnson 

Controls (Hearit, 1997), Intel (Hearit, 1999), and Texaco (Brinson & Benoit, 1999; 

Coombs & Schmidt, 2000) have all issued apologies that have been analyzed from a 

crisis communication perspective. 

While these studies examined corporate responses to crisis, the nature of their 

subject matter also impacted other areas of communication studies. For example, the 

Texaco crisis examined by Brinson and Benoit (1999) and Coombs and Schmidt 

(2000) dealt with rampant racism within the company. In addition, other studies of 

apologia and image repair have examined the ongoing debates about race relations in 

America. For example, Carcasson and Aune (2003) analyzed Supreme Court Justice 

Hugo Black’s 1937 radio address in which Black answered charges that he was a 

member of the Ku Klux Klan. Similarly, the analyses of Toshiba (Hearit, 1994; 

Hobbs, 1995) not only detailed how corporations respond to allegations of 

wrongdoing but also examined international relations. Essentially, Toshiba became the 

central figure in the trade relations between the United States and Japan as well as the 

military technology race between the United States and the Soviet Union. Taking the 

topic of international relations even further, other studies have focused on the role of 

apologetic rhetoric in the contentious relations between the United States and the 

former Soviet Union (Stein, 2008) as well as between the United States and Japan 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

56 

after the USS Greenville collided with the Japanese ship Ehime Maru (Drumheller & 

Benoit, 2004). 

Popular culture has also gained popularity in studies of apologia and image 

repair. Since Kruse (1981a) first focused on the apologies of sports figures, studies of 

popular culture figures have branched out to include analyses of Billie Jean King 

(Nelson, 1984), Tonya Harding (Benoit & Hanczor, 1994), Oliver Stone (Benoit & 

Nill, 1998a), Hugh Grant (Benoit, 1997a), NASCAR driver Tony Stewart (Jerome, 

2008), Queen Elizabeth after Princess Diana’s death (Benoit & Brinson, 1999), and 

even King Edward’s apologia after deciding to marry a commoner (Ryan, 1984). 

Perhaps one of the most unique and entertaining, however, was Benoit and Anderson’s 

(1997) study of the fictional television character named Murphy Brown and her 

response to accusations made by Vice President Dan Quayle.2 

Studies of apologia also have a long history within the field of mass 

communications, not only in terms of public relations and crisis communication but 

also advertising. For example, researchers have examined ads placed by Chrysler 

(Foss, 1984), Northwest Airlines (Cowden & Sellnow, 2002), Toshiba and Volvo 

(Hearit, 1994), and Exxon and Dominos (Hearit, 1995). In addition, Benoit and 

Brinson (1994) analyzed AT&T’s letter to the public that was placed as an 

advertisement. Similarly, Benoit (1995a) explored the attack and defense statements in 

advertisements and open letters run by Pepsi and Coke during the “Cola Wars” of the 

                                                 
2 The article examined not only apologia strategies but also the blurring of fantasy and reality in terms of a living person 

attacking a fictional television character’s life choices. 
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1980s. Other investigations of advertising include Benoit and Czerwinski’s (1997) 

consideration of USAir’s open letter ads and Benoit’s (1995b) analysis of Sears’s open 

letter ad. Advertising has been employed so heavily to deliver statements of apologetic 

rhetoric because it functions as an effective method for bypassing media gatekeepers 

and taking the message directly to the public (Hearit, 1994). Moreover, Veil (2005) 

also determined that this powerful method of delivery influences, at least to some 

extent, media coverage. 

The field of technical and scientific communication has also gained new 

insight through the study of apologia. For example, Michael Moran (2003) focused on 

a commercial report written in 1586. Ralph Lane wrote the report in response to 

criticisms upon his return to England after leading a failed colony. Moran’s project 

exemplifies the value of apologia theory as a lens for analyzing technical and business 

communications. Similarly, Johnson (2006) described how studying an apologia 

artifact may enable scholars to gain insight into technical processes. Johnson analyzed 

how Peter Hasenclever described the early American iron industry in a letter that he 

wrote to justify expenditures in 1773, thus shedding light on the technical process of 

building ironworks and “the way knowledge traveled” before the use of printed 

technical manuals and reference books (p. 175). Timothy Sellnow (1993) examined 

the use of scientific ethos in Exxon’s response to the Valdez oil spill, focusing 

specifically on the use of skepticism. Finally, Sullivan and Martin (2001) described 

how apologia and account theory can equip technical communicators to better 

understand and evaluate justifications for their actions. According to Sullivan and 
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Martin, technical communicators who are faced with an ethical dilemma should ask 

themselves what accusations could result from their decisions and “what story will I 

tell about it when called to give an account” (p. 269). This body of research 

exemplifies how business and technical communication can be examined using 

apologetic rhetoric as a lens; however, a large gap still exists in understanding how 

reports and documents negotiate blame and responsibility.  

As these examples demonstrate, apologetic rhetoric comprises a useful form of 

analysis in a wide range of fields within and related to communications studies. More 

importantly, the lines between these fields are not distinct; an analysis of one area may 

well inform another, as demonstrated by Brinson and Benoit’s (1996) analysis of Dow 

Corning, which dealt as much with crisis management as it did with health care 

communication and the issue of full disclosure. Similarly, this dissertation’s analysis 

of apologetic rhetoric in gacaca trials is as much about the collective memory and 

public record of genocide as it is about the ways in which perpetrators explain and 

perhaps even justify their actions. However, not all scholars of apologetic rhetoric 

favor the rhetor-centered lens that apologia theories provide. Instead, some scholars 

question whether the underlying image repair theory is adequate or even accurate in 

examining complex issues such as health care communication, race relations, and 

political rhetoric. 
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The emerging rhetoric of apology for reconciliation 

A number of scholars have moved away from analyzing apologia and image 

repair theories in favor of analyzing apologies as part of reconciliation (for more on 

the definition and rhetorical conception of reconciliation, see Doxtader, 2003). In 

doing so, they distinguish between apologies that focus on the needs of the victims 

and apologia that focus on the face-saving desire of the rhetor. This distinction has 

prompted some scholars to argue for sub-genres of apologia that make room for the 

reconciliatory goal of apologies. For example, Koesten and Rowland (2004) argued 

that the rhetoric of atonement should be considered a sub-genre of apologia—one that 

seeks “both forgiveness for a sinful act and restoration of the relationship once the sin 

has been expiated” (p. 69). Villadsen (2008) agreed that a need exists for a sub-genre 

such as rhetoric of atonement; however, she preferred the name official apology 

because it was a more religiously neutral, inclusive term. Edwards (2005) identified 

what he called community-focused apologia, which begins the healing process 

between communities. 

Finally, although Govier and Verwoerd (2002) did not mention apologia 

specifically, they did divide apologies into three forms: a defense, an excuse or 

account, and a moral apology, which contains an admission of wrongdoing without a 

justification or excuse (p. 67). A few years later, Govier (2006) expanded on that 

discussion by describing the eight characteristics of a moral apology: (1) 

acknowledging the wrongful act; (2) saying sorry for committing the act; (3) accepting 

moral responsibility for committing the act; (4) not justifying or excusing the act; (5) 
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inviting forgiveness from the victim; (6) explicitly or implicitly stating that the victim 

deserved better treatment; (7) reassuring the victim that the harmful act or a similar act 

will not happen again; and (8) offering amends. 

Other scholars have called for a more explicit, stronger separation of apology 

and apologia. For example, Hatch (2003) argued that apologies should not be 

considered through the cynical, self-interested lens of apologia at all. Instead, Hatch 

(2006b) stated that it should be explored in relation to forgiveness and reparations as 

“constituents of reconciliation” (p. 264). Nick Smith (2008) offered an even more 

extreme distinction—drawing a line between the ethically ideal categorical apology 

and other forms, including the purely instrumental apology (which he defined in a way 

that connotes apologia). 

Philosophical assumptions 

A critical element in this reconciliatory perspective involves the belief that the 

ultimate goal of the apologetic exchange constitutes forgiveness and restoration of 

social harmony (Tavuchis, 1991). This idea starkly contrasts with the image repair 

position that treats apologies as “a rhetoric of failure” in terms of their ability to repair 

social relationships (Hearit, 2006, p. 17). Much of the work that focuses on 

reconciliatory apologies, however, concentrates on rhetorical situations in which 

discourse must accomplish more than a reacceptance of values; it must pave the way 

for peaceful coexistence where hate and trauma once lived. Although the goal is lofty, 

Barkan and Karn (2006) explained how this healing power works: 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

61 

[T]he negotiation of apology works to promote dialogue, tolerance, and 
cooperation between groups knitted together uncomfortably (or ripped 
asunder) by some past injustice. A sincere expression of contrition, offered at 
the right pitch and tenor, can pave the way for atonement and reconciliation by 
promoting mutual understanding and by highlighting the possibilities for 
peaceful coexistence. (p. 7) 
 
Lazare (2004) took an even stronger position on the role of apologies in 

reconciliation, stating that in situations “where there are no apologies, reconciliation is 

unlikely” (p. 232). He explained that it is possible to forgive a person who does not 

apologize, but such forgiveness only functions to remove hatred over a past injustice, 

rather than reconcile people or groups. 

More recently, Melissa Nobles (2008) described how reconciliatory apologies 

move beyond the reacceptance of values called for in apologia to a redefinition of 

values that establishes a new social identity. In describing her membership theory of 

apologies, she argued that official government apologies actually “help change the 

terms and meanings of national membership” by supporting “certain views of national 

membership and history while displacing others” (pp. 2–3). Citing apologetic 

exchanges in the United States, Australia, and Canada relating to race relations, 

Nobles concluded that “political actors use apologies (or non-apologies) to express 

support for and advance the ideas and policies they favor…as platforms for 

announcing new policy directions and promoting societal reconciliation” (p. 111). 

Similarly, Michael Marrus (2007) argued that official apologies restore victims (not 

just the offenders) as members in the community. In addition, sincere apologies 

possess the potential to help alleviate the fear that a hate-filled ideology still lurks 
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beneath the surface and that the shameful acts of human injustice may be repeated 

(Brooks, 1999; for related reviews, see Grey, 2007; Lacy, 2008; Pörholä, Karhunen, & 

Rainivaara, 2006). The crux of such arguments is that official apologies comprise 

negotiations of guilt and responsibility as well as renegotiations of the society’s 

collective memory, its interpretation of history, and who counts (and is valued) as 

members of the society (see related arguments by Armada, 1998; Carlson & Hocking, 

1988; Dickinson, Ott, & Aoki, 2006; Hasian, 2005; Hasian & Carlson, 2000; Prosise, 

1998; Stormer, 2003). As such, sincere exchanges of acknowledgment, remembrance, 

and contrition hold the power to move beyond reaccepting values to restructuring 

identity. Thus, a new internal social order results for the society in question as well as 

a new identity and way of relating to groups that were once considered nonmembers 

or even adversaries (Barkan & Karn, 2006; Edwards, 2005; Hatch 2006b). Apologies, 

then, can be progressive agents of change (Schwartz & Heinrich, 2006) that lead to a 

“more viable national identity and sense of moral community” (Nytagodien & Neal, 

2004, p. 474). 

Theories of analysis and evaluation 

Like their counterparts who study apologia and image repair strategies, 

proponents of reconciliation describe typologies or characteristics of successful 

apologies. For example, Lazare (2004) argued that the apology process includes 

acknowledging the offense, offering an explanation, communicating remorse, and 

offering reparations. Similarly, Edwards (2005) stated that community-focused 

apologies should consist of remembrance (a reckoning or explanation of the wrongs), 
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reconciliation (identifying the victims and pledging to make amends), mortification 

(expressing remorse and asking for forgiveness), and atonement or some form of 

corrective action. Hatch (2006a) stated that reconciliation rhetoric consists of the 

offender confessing the truth and apologizing, the victims forgiving the offenders, and 

both the offender and victims engaging in discussions of reparations and restorative 

justice. 

Finally, Marrus (2007) and Negash (2006) focused on official apologies as a 

way toward reconciliation and justice for historical wrongs. According to Marrus, the 

apology must include an acknowledgment of wrongdoing, acceptance of 

responsibility, an expression of regret and remorse, and reparation and a commitment 

to not commit the wrong again. Similarly, Negash argued that successful apologies 

encompass acknowledgment, accountability, truth telling, and public remorse. 

However, Negash distinguished between two types or levels of apologies—those that 

are meant to mend relationships and those that are meant to heal relationships. 

Apologies that seek to mend a relationship prioritize repair so that it can function 

again. As such, apologies that mend need only meet the first two criteria—

acknowledgment and accountability—to be successful. Apologies with the purpose of 

healing relationships, however, aim at reconciling societies. As such, they require all 

four criteria to be successful. 
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Studies of apologies for reconciliation 

Over the past 20 years, scholars from a wide range of fields and disciplines 

have helped shed light on the healing and redemptive nature of apologetic exchanges. 

For example, Tavuchis (1991) examined the sociology of apologies and 

reconciliation—focusing on offenses as violations of values or morality that require 

acknowledgment of responsibility, expressions of sorrow and contrition, and 

corrective action to ensure the offense is not repeated in the future. In addition, he 

identified and described four types or configurations that apologies can take: apologies 

from one person to another (One to One), from one individual to a collective group 

(One to the Many), from a collective group to one individual (Many to One), and from 

a collective group to another collective group (Many to Many). In doing so, Tavuchis 

drew insights from disciplines such as philosophy, linguistics, anthropology, law, and 

religion to examine the meanings, functions, and cultural aspects of apologies. He 

concluded with a call for further research on the culture of apologies as well as the 

influence of parents, the media, and popular etiquette guides, such as The Amy 

Vanderbilt Complete Book of Etiquette (Vanderbilt, 1978), The New Emily Post’s 

Etiquette (Post, 1975), and Miss Manners’ Guide to Excruciatingly Correct Behavior 

(Martin, 1982). 

Lazare (2004) and Smith (2005, 2008) offered insight into apologetic 

exchanges through the lens of psychology. Lazare approached the subject from the 

perspective of the shame and guilt inherent in apologetic exchanges. He explained the 

psychology behind why some people apologize while others are hesitant as well as 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

65 

how apologies lead to healing. Smith (2005), on the other hand, examined the ethics of 

apologies and identified what he termed a categorical apology as the ideal example. 

According to Smith (2005), categorical apologies consist of nine elements that 

people seek in full apologies: a corroboration of the facts, acceptance of causal 

responsibility, identification of each moral wrong that underlies the harmful event, 

commitment to shared moral values, unequivocal regret, an actual expression or 

performance of the apology (rather than alluding to or symbolizing it), reform and 

reparations as well as the authority to issue an apology for the specific act, and finally 

the right intentions for offering the apology. Using the standards of the categorical 

apology as a benchmark, Smith (2008) analyzed collective apologies and described 

how they often fail to meet the standards and, as a result, obscure important issues 

such as blame. Scholars of other disciplines have also focused on apologetic rhetoric. 

For example, historian Robert Weyeneth (2001) examined the ways that societies 

apologize for historical wrongs. As part of his survey, he identified acts such as setting 

aside a day of remembrance, constructing memorials, renaming streets and parks, and 

issuing pardons as forms of apology. Law professor Roy Brooks (1999), on the other 

hand, edited a collection of essays and narratives that examined the legal and political 

issues surrounding reparations for human injustices that cannot be resolved through 

apologies alone. 

In addition, political apologies have been examined through a reconciliatory 

lens. In contrast to apologia scholars who view such apologies as instances of face-

saving or image repair, apology scholars such as Dodds (2003) argued that political 
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apologies are understudied, especially in their ability to promote healing in such areas 

as the Middle East, the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, and Burundi. In an effort to shed 

light on these important instances of apologetic rhetoric, Harris, Grainger, and 

Mullany (2006) asserted that political apologies involve more important aspects than 

protecting the reputation of the apologizer. In addition, they specified four 

characteristics of political apologies: (1) political apologies are offered in the public 

domain and receive prominent coverage in the media; (2) they are typically the result 

of high-profile controversies or demands for apologies; (3) they often must include 

explicit statements of responsibility in order to be viewed as valid; and (4) responses 

to political apologies rarely contain explicit statements of absolution. Along with these 

characteristics, Harris et al. identified three distinct types of political apology: social 

gaffes, serious past offenses, and current offenses that hold serious political 

implications. An important summative point of their study is that political apologies 

must not only focus on the needs and reputation of the apologizer but rather must 

include explicit statements of responsibility.  

Political scientists Negash (2006) and Nobles (2008) have each examined state 

apologies for past atrocities. Negash studied apologies offered from one nation to 

another and listed four necessary criteria for healing and reconciliation to take place: 

acknowledgment of the act, truth telling, accountability, and public remorse. 

Conversely, Nobles analyzed the politics involved when a nation delivers an official 

apology to oppressed people who live within its borders but who are not or have not 

been considered citizens or full members of that society (such as Native Americans 
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and African Americans in the United States and Aboriginal people in Australia). 

Danielle Celermajer (2006) also investigated the issue of political apologies in 

Australia for past wrongs against the Aboriginal people. As such, she contended that 

such apologies constitute gestures of responsibility that the collective community can 

and must bear. Similarly, Rebecca Tsosie (2006) discussed the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs’ (BIA’s) apology for the brutal acts against Native Americans. In doing so, she 

illuminated the role of collective memory in establishing collective responsibility for 

acts of atrocities (see also Schwartz & Heinrich, 2006, for more on public memory, 

individual responsibility, and apologies). Christopher Buck (2006) also explored the 

BIA’s apology, focusing on the legal ramifications and the legitimacy of it. According 

to Buck, the apology was an important isolated moment; however, it remains a semi-

official gesture due to the federal government’s failure to issue an official apology, 

followed by substantive actions to repair the harm done. 

In addition, Hatch (2003, 2006a, 2006b) examined the ongoing debate 

regarding the past injustices of slavery and the lack of an official apology that might 

help ease tensions and lead to reconciliation. Dexter Gordon and Carrie Crenshaw 

(2004) also examined racial apologies, focusing specifically on the role of such 

apologies in the antiracism movement. Ultimately, Gordon and Crenshaw (2004) 

argued that racial apologies hold little to no potential for promoting antiracism so long 

as they discuss racism only in terms of the past, without also acknowledging and 

addressing the ongoing existence of White privilege (see also related review by Lacy, 

2008). 
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Finally, an important area of research gaining momentum recently focuses on 

the role of apologetic rhetoric in health care communication—including questions of 

when or how a medical institution should issue an apology and disclose medical 

errors. For example, Leonard Berlin (2006) cited quantitative research that links 

partial apologies (that do not admit wrongdoing) to reduced malpractice suits. Lazare 

(2006), on the other hand, described the healing powers of apologies that convey guilt 

and asserted that “[a]s with other activities that have the power to heal, it is essential 

that physicians develop skills and ethical principles to use apologies effectively and 

honestly…with patients” (p. 1404). Similarly, Taft (2005) maintained that pseudo-

apologies that do not acknowledge responsibility actually cause additional harm to 

patients and disrupt the healing process of apologies that both patients and physicians 

seek. Harter, Stephens, and Japp (2000) alluded to this tension between 

acknowledging regret and responsibility versus offering pseudo-apologies that do not 

admit wrongdoing in their analysis of President Clinton’s apology for the Tuskegee 

Institute’s syphilis experiments on African Americans. According to their study, rather 

than offer a statement of acknowledgment and regret for the medical abuses that took 

place, Clinton minimized the medical abuses by positioning the experiments as a racial 

incident that merely darkens the past. Then, in an injurious twist, Clinton did not 

concentrate on the culpability of the medical industry for its role in the experiments 

but, instead, used his speech to highlight and praise the medical advancements and 

benefits of the U.S. health care system. 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

69 

Another prominent example to emerge from the discussion of medical 

apologetic rhetoric is the decision by the Veterans Affairs Medical Center (VAMC) in 

Lexington, Kentucky to admit medical mistakes and issue apologies. In analyzing 

these practices, Jonathan Cohen (2001) remarked that issuing apologies benefits the 

VAMC financially as well as entails the ethically responsible course of action after 

injuring another person. In addition, Heather Carmack (2008) conducted an in-depth 

analysis of the VAMC’s practices, focusing on the narrative expressions as well as the 

emotional redemptive journeys of physicians and staff. In doing so, she argued that the 

VAMC’s policy actually changes the way that stakeholders interact with patients by 

providing new narratives that shape the discourse surrounding medical mistakes. 

Potential gaps and limitations 

Taken as a whole, the theoretical framework and wide variety of studies 

discussed appear to offer a broad array of strategies and components with which to 

understand, analyze, and, in some cases, evaluate nearly every artifact of apologetic 

rhetoric that one might come across. The problem, however, may not be in the number 

of strategies available, but rather in the types of apologetic exchanges—in the 

artifacts, in the rhetors, in the delivery methods—that have been incorporated into 

those theories. In other words, has the majority of work focused on articulating subtle 

differences between mostly similar components, at the expense of branching out to 

understand different forms of apologia and reconciliation settings? That is, have we, as 

apologetic rhetoric scholars, increased the number of strategies identifiable within a 
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specific set of case studies (namely, examples of European/American apologies) 

without adequately broadening the knowledge base to consider and include apologies 

from diverse regions and cultures? Therefore, I argue that the field of rhetoric 

dedicated to analyzing apologetic exchanges warrants more critical analysis. 

Questions that deserve exploration include: What artifacts are the current theories 

based on (e.g., speeches, press releases, transcripts of group-to-group exchanges, and 

so on)? What media were predominantly used to originally deliver those artifacts? To 

what extent do those artifacts represent the apologetic rhetoric of non-

European/American communities, of women, or of minorities? In other words, how 

have scholars of apologetic rhetoric come to know what they claim to know, and what 

areas might have been overlooked?  

Therefore, the remainder of this chapter is dedicated to a survey of academic 

articles on apologetic rhetoric printed in academic journals of the last 40 years to 

uncover gaps in knowledge or limitations in the application of that knowledge. This 

study identifies and analyzes 91 articles (see Table 2.1) published over a period of 40 

years—beginning with the article published by Rosenfield (1968) and extending into 

2008.  

Data collection 

I collected articles using key-term searches (e.g., apologia, apology, image 

restoration, image repair, and reconciliation as well as strategies and typologies) of 

two academic databases—JSTOR and EBSCO Academic Search Premiere—as well as 
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Google Scholar. In addition, I conducted ascendancy and descendancy searches to 

identify additional articles. These searches resulted in 116 academic articles. After 

conducting these searches, I reviewed the findings to eliminate articles that did not fit 

the established characteristics of the study (described below). 

Article selection 

To be included in the study, articles (a) must have been published in an 

academic journal between 1968 and 20083; (b) must focus specifically on apologetic 

rhetoric as defined broadly; and (c) must offer a detailed analysis or evaluation of one 

or more case studies. Based on these qualifications, I did not include articles that 

exclusively discussed theory—but did not specifically focus on analysis or 

evaluation—in the study. Similarly, in order to focus on essays that reflected the field 

of apologetic rhetoric rather than the research interests of an author and editor, I 

excluded news articles, books, and book chapters and focused instead on essays that 

were rigorously evaluated by scholars of apologetic rhetoric and published in peer-

reviewed academic journals. The review of the 116 articles resulted in 25 articles not 

matching the qualifications. After removing the 25 unqualified articles, I focused on 

91 academic articles published between 1968 and 2008 that offered a detailed analysis 

of one or more apologetic exchanges. 

                                                 
3 The year 1968 was chosen as the starting point because it was the year that Rosenfield (1968) resurrected the ancient Greek 

concept of apologia with his analysis of mass-media apologia. The year 2008 was chosen as the ending date, since it was the last 

complete year at the time the study was conducted.  
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Analysis 

I systematically analyzed the 91 remaining articles using pre-defined units of 

analysis listed on coding sheets relating to the gender or type (organization or 

institution), geographic region, and medium or method of delivery. In each of the 91 

articles, the rhetor was analyzed based on these categories. For example, in Hatch’s 

(2006a) analysis of Representative Hall’s speech in Africa to a largely African 

audience, I categorized the article as a male from North America delivering a speech 

since those categories represent the rhetor that Hatch analyzed. When an article 

explored more than one instance of the same category (e.g., two different speeches), I 

still classified the article under the appropriate category (i.e., oration). However, if two 

different categories composed the subject of the article (e.g., one male and one female 

rhetor), I assigned the article to the category of multiple (i.e., multiple mediums). 

Finally, in the event that an article analyzed rhetoric designated as official 

communications of an organization or institution (e.g., press releases), I labeled the 

gender/type of rhetor as an organization or institution. However, if a high-profile 

person acted as the sole rhetor (despite defending the corporation or being employed 

by the corporation), I put that rhetor into the appropriate category of either male or 

female. I took every precaution to best identify and accurately categorize the 

background of the rhetor and the delivery method of the rhetoric that was analyzed in 

each of the 91 articles. In the event that an article explored more than one person or 

method of delivery, I did not make a judgment call as to which category the article 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

73 

belonged in more. Instead, I classified that aspect of the article as multiple to help 

ensure against misrepresentations in the survey data.4 

During the survey, I made no changes or additions to the categories. In 

addition, I included all categories (even those without any articles) in the tables and 

examination of the findings (see MacNealy, 1999). After I compiled and analyzed the 

statistical data from these coding sheets, I examined major themes and possible 

oversights in greater detail to provide deeper insight and answer the research questions 

above. 

Findings  

Based on this review of the literature, I uncovered four key gaps and 

limitations of research on this topic to date: (1) steady, yet disproportionate growth; 

(2) insufficient female representation; (3) overemphasis on oration and traditional 

media; and (4) lack of non-European/American voices. 

Steady yet disproportionate growth. The study of apologetic rhetoric has 

risen steadily since Rosenfield published his 1968 article on apologia (see Table 2.1). 

However, this growth does not necessarily mean that the field has expanded 

proportionately in the number of scholars who study and publish academic articles on 

apologies. To the contrary, in some breakdowns of the decades, a disproportionate 

number of studies can be attributed to two or three prolific scholars. For instance, 31 

articles appear in the 1990s column (see Table 2.1). Of those articles, Benoit wrote 22, 

                                                 
4 Since the method of analysis and the categories that were used minimized much of the subjectivity or need to make judgment 

calls, a second researcher was not used to verify the results.  
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either as a sole or coauthor, and Hearit wrote another five. In other words, of the 31 

articles listed under the 1990s column, the majority were partially or completely 

developed by just two scholars, accounting for some of the patterns or tendencies 

identified in this survey. 

Insufficient female representation. With the exception of two articles 

devoted exclusively to the apologetic rhetoric of women, authors almost exclusively 

cite male rhetors (see Table 2.2). Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, the first female 

rhetor to appear chronologically in this survey is Tonya Harding. Benoit and Hanczor 

(1994) analyzed Harding’s image restoration strategies that occurred in her television 

interview with Connie Chung. They concluded that Harding’s strategy was ineffective 

because it put forth an image that was inconsistent with audience perceptions. The 

only other article in this study that focused exclusively on the apologetic rhetoric of a 

female was Benoit and Brinson’s (1999) analysis of Queen Elizabeth’s use of image 

restoration strategies. After the death of Princess Diana, the Royal Family’s silence 

resulted in a tarnished image. Benoit and Brinson argued that the Queen’s use of 

denial and bolstering (as major strategies) along with defeasibility and transcendence 

(as minor strategies) were effective in restoring that image. 

In addition to the two articles that focused exclusively on female rhetors, one 

other article did focus partially on a female rhetor. Nelson (1984) analyzed the 

apologetic rhetoric of Billie Jean King; however, he also concentrated significantly on 

additional male peers and even the media (as third-party apologetic rhetors). I 
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Table 2.1 Articles by Decade 
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classified this article as an analysis of multiple rhetors; however, even if I included it 

in the female category for the sake of argument, only three articles focused on female 

rhetors out of a possible 91. 

Overemphasis on oration and traditional media. Third, I examined articles 

according to the type of medium that they analyzed (see Table 2.3). I divided the 

mediums into oration (such as speeches and other statements addressed to a present 

audience); traditional media (including rhetoric delivered through television 

interviews, statements broadcast only via television, print news services, books, and 

even letters to the public printed in newspapers); new media (which included 

electronic as well as alternative mediums of rhetoric, such as e-mail, chat rooms, Web 

sites, mobile text messages, and even comic books); business and technical documents 

(such as reports, internal letters and memos, product documentation, and corporate 

press kits); and multiple media (indicating that two or more methods of delivery were 

analyzed). 

Not surprisingly, the two methods most often used for delivery are public 

oration and traditional media. In fact, only three articles examined new and alternative 

media. Hearit (1999) analyzed Intel’s apologia that was posted on an electronic 

newsgroup, while Mueller (2004) explored House Speaker Dennis Hastert’s Web 

posting as a pre-emptive apologia regarding his decision to remove the Armenian 

Genocide resolution from the House schedule. Finally, Short (1987) examined 

Representative Hansen’s comic book apologia. He concluded that the comic book 

medium allowed for an overly polarized sense of logic. Similarly, only three articles 
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fell under the category of business or technical documents (Coombs, 2004; Huxman & 

Bruce, 1995; Moran, 2003).  

Lack of non-European/American voices. Finally, the vast majority of 

apologetic rhetoric articles feature the discourse of European/American rhetors (see 

Table 2.4). In fact, 75 of the 91 articles analyzed examples of European/American 

apologetic rhetoric, and all but six encompassed examples from North America. Four 

articles focused exclusively on the apologetic rhetoric in Asia (Edwards, 2005; Hobbs, 

1995; Suzuki & van Eemeren, 2004; Yamazaki, 2004), which is just two less than the 

number that focused specifically on the apologetic rhetoric of Europeans (Benoit & 

Brinson, 1999; Johnson, 2006; Moran, 2003; Ryan 1982; Sullivan, 1998; Villadsen, 

2008). Although two articles focused exclusively on the apologetic rhetoric of the 

Middle East (Blaney & Benoit, 1997; Zhang & Benoit, 2004), an additional two 

included Middle East rhetoric along with other geographic regions (Abadi, 1990; 

Liebersohn, Neuman, & Bekerman, 2004). Finally, only two articles examined African 

apologetic rhetoric in detail (Edwards, 2008; Govier & Verwoerd, 2002), with no 

articles describing the apologetic rhetoric of South America. 

Implications for the study of apologetic rhetoric 

In this chapter, I have argued that recent academic work on apologetic rhetoric 

has expanded this area of study to a wide array of important fields, including health 

care communication, race relations, cultural studies, and intercultural communication. 
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Table 2.2 Gender/Type of Rhetor/Apologist 
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Table 2.3 Medium/Method of Delivery 
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However, this growth has also fostered overarching discussions about terms to 

define and analyze apologetic exchanges. In addition, I contend that, despite the recent 

growth, gaps have silently developed, given the tendencies of researchers to examine 

certain types of exchanges and rhetors instead of others. Based on these conclusions, I 

offer two calls for future work in the area of apologetic rhetoric. 

Commingling of terms 

Recent studies of apologetic rhetoric inherently include discussions relating to 

how apologia, image repair strategies, and reconciliatory rhetoric are defined. While 

these definitions are helpful in analyzing apologetic stances, they may have the 

unintended consequence of segregating scholars who might otherwise learn from and 

support each other’s research. Already, ascendancy and descendancy searches of the 

articles in this review indicate that scholars from one perspective may unintentionally 

overlook the research of the others. 

In an attempt to bridge such divides, I have purposely focused on the wide 

range of perspectives—drawing insights from apologia, image repair strategies, and 

reconciliatory apologies. I have also tried to use the broader terms apologetic rhetoric 

and apologetic exchanges in instances when the use of a specific term (such as 

apologia) might inaccurately define the perspective or multiple perspectives under 

discussion. I have selected this term—apologetic rhetoric—because it bears strong 

connections to the defensive strategies of image repair (as conveyed in the term  
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Table 2.4 Geographic Regions 
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apologetics, or the theological defense of a religious belief) as well as to expressions 

of remorse and regret (as in, being apologetic). Therefore, I offer this chapter’s use of 

the term apologetic rhetoric as an example of how apologies and apologia can be 

discussed in such a way that they are combined, yet remain distinct. Future studies 

could benefit from using this terminology or a similar umbrella term that allows for 

connections to be made and for researchers to influence and shape the work of each 

other, regardless of which specific term they prefer to analyze. Moreover, Koesten and 

Rowland’s (2004) rhetoric of atonement, Edwards’s (2005) community-focused 

apologia, or Burkholder’s (1990) symbolic martyrdom might more accurately be 

labeled as sub-genres of apologetic rhetoric or apologetic discourse, rather than sub-

genres of apologia. 

Minding the gap 

This review indicates that the current theories of apologetic rhetoric are based 

upon studies that largely analyze similar examples of apologetic rhetoric—

specifically, the rhetoric of European/American males who deliver their apologies 

through oration or traditional media. As such, gaps clearly exist in the study of the 

apologetic rhetoric of women and individuals living in Asia, Africa, the Middle East, 

and South America. The lack of female representation is particularly disturbing in 

light of Lazare’s (2004) claim that women apologize more frequently than men and 

are now emerging as leaders of corporate, government, and professional organizations 
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(p. 16). Current theories of apologetic rhetoric still lack information about the ways in 

which female apologists impact apologetic exchanges—not in terms of stereotypes, 

but in terms of actual discursive practices. The current literature provides little to no 

understanding of whether women publicly apologize the same as men and whether the 

current theories of apologetic rhetoric even apply. A concerted effort is needed to seek 

out and examine the apologetic discourse of women—using the current theories as 

well as remaining open to discover new attributes of apologetic rhetoric. 

Similarly, scholars should explore non-European/American apologetic 

exchanges. Many of the communities most in need of healing and reconciliation exist 

in seldom visited areas with less formal documentation and distribution of discourse, 

such as the Middle East (Friedman, 2007), Rwanda (Onyango-Obbo, 2008), Burundi 

(Gettleman, 2008), the Congo (Polgreen, 2008), Darfur (Gettleman, 2006), and, most 

recently, Georgia (Tavernise & Siegel, 2008). However, I argue that the heavily 

European/American-based theories and understandings are not yet inclusive enough to 

be applied in these areas. The field of apologetic rhetoric has made strides in 

understanding Eastern apologetic situations and meanings  (e.g., Huang, Lin, & Su, 

2005; Yamazaki, 2005; Sugimoto, 1999). In addition, some cross-cultural studies of 

apologies have been undertaken (e.g., Renteln, 2008; Howard-Hassman & Lombardo, 

2008). However, as Renteln (2008) concluded, “[t]he dearth of empirical data on 

cross-cultural status of apologies leaves us in a sorry state” (p. 73). In order for 

scholars to truly understand apologetic discourse in diverse communities, they should 
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gain access to and learn from apologetic exchanges in a wide variety of locations and 

cultures.  

Finally, scholars should not ignore that little work has been done regarding the 

impact on new media rhetoric and business and technical documents. These fields 

represent burgeoning areas of communication scholarship with the potential to reshape 

what is known about public apologetic exchanges and, therefore, deserve more 

focused research by scholars of apologetic rhetoric. 

Further research on the apologetic exchanges and strategies of these 

underrepresented individuals and communities could enable scholars to answer 

questions such as: What do is known about apologetic exchanges of women, of non-

European/American rhetors? When do the current strategies apply, and when do they 

breakdown? Are the European/American-based theories even applicable in non-

European/American settings, or are new, more inclusive models needed that build 

from rather than subordinate non-European/American apologies? What other 

strategies and perspectives exist? Only by purposefully exploring these often 

overlooked aspects can scholars of apologetic rhetoric truly develop a broader, more 

all-encompassing foundation from which to analyze and evaluate the wide variety of 

apologetic exchanges produced in diverse communication and cultural contexts 

throughout the world. 
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CHAPTER III 

APOLOGETIC RHETORIC IN RWANDA 

For scholars of apologia and apologies, Rwanda offers one of the most unique 

and important case studies for understanding the role of apologetic discourse in 

reconciling communities torn apart by fear, hatred, violence, and even genocide.5 

Fifteen years ago, nearly one million Rwandans (mostly Tutsis) were slaughtered by 

machetes and other crude weapons in just 100 days, and another two million were 

displaced into neighboring countries (Lyons, 1994). To help overcome the deep-rooted 

hatred that led to the genocide, in 2001 the Rwandan government instituted the gacaca 

court system—a community-based model for resolving disputes in pre-colonial 

Rwanda that was re-established to handle the overwhelming number of genocide-

related trials. According to the system today, criminals involved in genocide-related 

violence and destruction of property can receive the alternative punishment of 

community service rather than an extended prison sentence if they offer a truthful 

confession of their criminal actions, followed by repentance and an apology (National 

Service of Gacaca, n.d.). An important element in that reconciliation process is the 

public acknowledgement of wrongdoing and honest admittance of sorrow. These 

elements are so crucial to the process of reconciliation in Rwanda that a survey 

conducted in 2003 found that 80 percent of Rwandans would be willing to forgive 

                                                 
5 A shortened version of this chapter was accepted for publication in the peer-reviewed journal Qualitative Research Reports in 

Communication and is scheduled for publication in the summer of 2010. 
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perpetrators if they, first, confess their crime(s) and, second, ask for forgiveness 

(Republic of Rwanda, 2003).  

Despite the numerous articles that have been published on apologetic rhetoric, 

little academic research exists that can serve as an approach for analyzing or 

understanding the apologetic rhetoric in gacaca trials. One reason is simply that the 

vast majority of academic articles and books have focused specifically on 

European/American apologetic rhetoric. In fact, in my analysis of academic articles 

published over 40 years (discussed in Chapter 2), 75 of 91 articles focused specifically 

on the apologetic discourse of European/American rhetors. Only two of the articles 

analyzed a public apology issued by an African rhetor—Trudy Govier and Wilhelm 

Verwoerd (2002) analyzed former South African President F.W. De Klerk’s apology 

before the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and Jason Edwards (2008) analyzed 

Kofi Annan’s “failed” apology for the United Nation’s unwillingness to intervene in 

Rwanda’s 1994 genocide. As a result, scholars of apologetic rhetoric cannot know 

whether the current European/American-based theories are adequate for analyzing and 

evaluating or even understanding apologetic discourse in different geographic regions 

and diverse cultures. 

In fairness, apologetic rhetoric scholars have made recent strides in 

understanding non-European/American apologies. Eastern apologetic situations and 

meanings, for examples, have gained more notoriety lately (e.g., Huang, Lin, & Su, 

2005; Yamazaki, 2005; Sugimoto, 1999). In addition, some cross-cultural studies of 

apologies have been undertaken recently (e.g., Renteln, 2008). In fact, some scholars 
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have gone so far as to say that, next to requests, “apologies are the next-best studied 

speech act in descriptive, cross-cultural, and interlanguage pragmatics” (Maeshiba, 

Yoshinaga, Kasper, & Ross, 1996, p. 158). While that may be the case, it should be 

tempered by the fact that many of those studies analyzed either linguistic issues or the 

frequency of apologies, rather than the meanings and societal significance of apologies 

(Renteln, 2008, p. 64). The underlying problem with such a lack of divergence and 

cultural understanding is that it implicitly positions the meanings and uses of 

apologies as universal—a concept that Alison Dundes Renteln (2008) argued is 

“unwarranted given the lack of available data” (p. 73).  

Therefore, rather than analyzing and evaluating the apologetic rhetoric in 

Rwandan gacaca trials through a European/American lens (and applying standards that 

Rwandans may never have intended to address), this chapter seeks to understand how 

and why Rwandans apologize by asking them about their opinions and perspectives as 

well as through a semi-ethnographic role-play interview approach (as discussed 

below). If few studies have been done on analyzing African examples of apologetic 

rhetoric, even fewer have sought to actually interview people from African nations in 

order to understand their views and perspectives on apologetic exchanges. The 

exception is Rhoda Howard-Hassmann and Anthony Lombardo’s (2008) research on 

whether and how Western powers should apologize to African nations for slavery and 

the slave trade of the past. As part of their research, they interviewed 75 African 

“Elites” (i.e., university educated) to understand how they view apologies, how 

apologies are issued in their societies, and what significance apologetic elements hold 
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in African societies. While the participants were not statistically representative of one 

particular society or of Africa as a whole, the study does shed light on “African” 

apologies in general, including the need for public acknowledgment of the offense to 

set the record straight as well as the offering of compensation (even symbolic 

compensation) as a sign of sincerity, rather than issuing an apology of empty words.  

The research described in this chapter of my dissertation differs from Howard-

Hassmann and Lombardo’s (2008) study in that it examines the significance and 

meanings of apologies in one African country: Rwanda. Like Howard-Hassmann’s 

and Lombardo’s (2008) study, the sample of participants for this chapter does not 

statistically represent a cross-section of the population. Instead, these findings 

investigate commonalities to generate “fresh insights and new hypotheses for later 

testing by more rigorous methods” (Bratton & Liatto-Katundu, 1994, p. 538). 

Methods 

This chapter expands knowledge of apologetic rhetoric in Rwanda through 

semi-structured interviews (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006) and focus groups 

(Morgan, 1988; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990; MacNealy, 1999) conducted in Kigali, 

Rwanda in January 2009. These methods were selected because they are ideal for 

“generating rich, in-depth data that illuminate our understanding of complex social, 

behavioural and educational issues” (Reeves, Lewis, & Zwarenstein, 2006, p. 291). 

Additionally, these methods provide opportunities for democratizing research 

(Salmon, 2007).  
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In total, 24 Rwandans participated in the interviews and focus groups. In order 

to help protect those participants (and their information) from any harmful effects, I 

followed Barbara DiCicco-Bloom and Benjamin Crabtree’s (2006) suggestions for 

ethically conducting interviews: (1) reduce the risk of any anticipated harm by 

discussing general perceptions rather than personal experiences, (2) protect 

interviewer information through anonymity, (3) inform participants about the specifics 

of the research and remind them that they have the right to leave the session at any 

time without experiencing any negative repercussions, and (4) reduce the risk of 

exploiting participants by acknowledging their voices and contributions as well as 

reimbursing them appropriately for their time and effort (p. 319).6 

In terms of conducting my field research using these principles, the interview 

and focus group questions focused on general discussions of apologies in Rwandan 

society—that is, the questions related only to public, not private, matters.7 

Additionally, participants were not asked if they were perpetrators or victims during 

the genocide of 1994, nor were they asked if they participated in or if they know 

someone who has participated in a gacaca trial.  

Regarding anonymity, I informed participants that their names and information 

would remain confidential. I also assured participants that I would refer to them as “a 

                                                 
6 I also worked with Texas Tech University’s Protection of Human Subjects Committee to receive Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) approval for the field research in Rwanda. See Appendix A for a copy of the IRB approval letter. 
7 During my field research, I purposely used the generic term “apology” in an effort to neither confuse the participants nor skew 

the research findings. In other words, rather than describe the perspectives of “apologia theory as a means of image repair” and 

“apologies as part of reconciliation and healing,” I chose to refer to apologetic rhetoric as “apologies” and let each participants 

interpret the meaning as he or she saw fit. I use that term again in this section in order to accurately reflect the language used in 

those interviews and focus groups. 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

90 

participant” or refer to them using a pseudonym when referencing their comments in 

my writing and presentations. Initially, I intended to quote the interviewees by their 

names and job titles, since all interviews participants were gacaca experts, government 

officials, or public figures involved in the reconciliation effort and since citing their 

names could add more credibility to the study. However, after further reflection on 

DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree’s (2006) suggestions, I decided that, based on the 

sensitive nature of the overall subject matter, the most ethical approach would be to 

refer to all interviewees by pseudonyms. By doing so, I hoped to create an atmosphere 

of comfort and trust, where interviewees felt free to discuss matters in complete 

confidence.  

To inform participants about the specifics of the research, all participants took 

part in a detailed discussion of the research before it was conducted, and they were 

also given a consent form to sign. To make sure their concerns were answered, they 

were given the opportunity to ask questions and remove themselves from the research 

if they did not feel comfortable participating. Ultimately, no participants opted to 

leave, but the offer was extended multiple times as a reminder during the sessions. 

Finally, all focus group participants received a small honorarium of 5,000 

Rwandan Francs (equal to approximately $10 US Dollars) to compensate them for 

their time. To make sure they felt comfortable participating, they were reassured 

multiple times that they could refrain from answering any question or could remove 

themselves from the research at any time, without fear of retribution or loss of their 

honorarium. 
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Interviews 

Six one-on-one semi-structured interviews were conducted in Kigali in January 

2009. The participants included government officials, NGO staff, and other prominent 

citizens who are involved in reconciliation work in Rwanda. Interview questions 

focused on apologies in Rwandan society as well as questions about the inclusion of 

apologies as a requirement in gacaca trials.8 Because all of the interview participants 

were fluent in English, the interviews were conducted in English. All interviews were 

audio recorded for later transcription and detailed notes were taken during the 

discussions. The data derived from these interviews were used not only to aid 

understanding of apologies in Rwanda, but also to help shape questions for the focus 

group sessions that followed. 

Focus groups 

The focus groups, on the other hand, consisted of average citizens of Rwanda. 

Two focus group sessions were conducted in January 2009.9 One group comprised 9 

men ranging from 22 to 43 years of age. The second group comprised 9 women 

ranging from 23 to 58 years of age. All participants lived in Rwanda and were 

recruited using convenience sampling procedures with the help of the organization 

Never Again Rwanda.10 

                                                 
8 See Appendix B for a list of interview research questions. 

9 See Appendix C for a list of focus group research questions. 
10 Never Again Rwanda was founded in 2001 at the symposium of The Institute for International Mediation and Conflict 

Resolution in The Hague to promote a constructive exchange of ideas to prevent violent conflict and remedy its effects. It is run 
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Although having 4 to 6 groups is commonly held as a guideline for conducting 

focus group research (Morgan, 1996), the actual number required depends on the type 

of study and the similarities of the participants as well as limitations of the research. 

Depending on the circumstances, some researchers claim that data are redundant after 

10 focus groups sessions (e.g., Millward, 1995), while others suggest as little as four 

(Nyamathi & Shuler, 1990) or even one focus group (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990) 

may be enough. In the end, many researchers argue that other factors—such as ease of 

access and resources—may ultimately dictate how many sessions are conducted 

(Steward & Shamdasani, 1990; McLafferty, 2004). For example, Howard et al. (1989) 

conducted only one focus group session due to scheduling difficulty. Similarly, 

Silvana Dushku (2000) described how difficulties such as scheduling, participation, 

and instability require interview-oriented research in developing countries to be 

flexible. For this chapter’s research, two focus groups were conducted due to access 

considerations. The time, translation, and cultural considerations related to conducting 

field research in developing countries such as Rwanda can be prohibitive. 

Additionally, in areas where the legacy and trauma of genocide still linger, recruitment 

of participants who are willing to be interviewed and audio recorded by a 

European/American researcher adds another level of complexity.  

Since many of the focus group participants were not fluent in English, the 

group sessions were conducted in Kinyarwandan, which is the primary native 

                                                                                                                                             
locally by volunteer staff members who generously donate their time to advance the goal for a peaceful society and world. For 

more information on Never Again Rwanda, visit the organization’s website at http://www.neveragainrwanda.org. 
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language of Rwanda. To help ensure the accuracy of translation, each focus group 

consisted of two translators. One translator provided verbal translation between the 

participants and me as an English-speaking researcher. This translation was captured 

through digital audio recording of the session. The second translator provided 

handwritten translation during the session for later review and accuracy checking. 

Although translating in real time is difficult (especially by hand), the translators were 

aided by three factors. First, participants often talked slower and in shorter sentences 

to allow the verbal translator to convey their comments. This gave the written 

translators shorter sections to work with as well as extra time to write the comments 

down while the verbal translation was taking place. Second, as is often the case with 

real-time transcription, the translators used some abbreviated words in their writing 

(such as “apol” for “apologize”). In most cases the longer meanings of these words 

were clear—and, in cases where the meanings weren’t immediately clear, a short 

conversation with the translator after the session clarified the meanings. Finally, in 

talking with the translators about the difficulty of real-time written translation, the 

translators informed me that they actually had learned to perfect this act during the 

university education. According to the translators and a representative of Never Again 

Rwanda that I talked to, it is common at Rwandan universities for professors to lecture 

in French, but for the students to be required to take notes in English. In other words, 

the students were required to translate by hand from French to English in real time. 

The reasons had to do with the tenured French-speaking professors, the new reliance 

on English textbooks, and the political climate in Rwanda as the government 
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transitions from French to English as the language officially taught in schools. In 

addition to the second translator, I also took detailed notes during the focus group 

sessions, noting the respondents’ comments as well as mannerisms. Finally, to help 

mitigate any gender/power factors in the culture, female translators were recruited for 

the female focus group, and male translators were recruited for the male focus group. 

Role-play interviews 

In addition to gaining an understanding of how Rwandans feel about apologies 

and discuss the apology process in their culture, I wanted to gain some insight into the 

language and patterns of Rwandan apologetic rhetoric when delivered contextually. 

Typically, the best method for drawing out that insight would be to ethnographically 

observe the speech act in its natural setting. However, as Andrew Cohen (1996) 

pointed out, for apologies “it may be extremely time-consuming and not very 

productive” to use ethnographic observation. Therefore, I selected to use a role-play 

interview approach, which is considered semi-ethnographic (Olshtain & Blum-Kulka, 

1985). This method consists of describing a situation that participants then offer a 

(verbal or physical) response to (Cohen, 1996). A benefit of role-play interviews is 

that it allows researchers to collect nonverbal and interaction information that would 

otherwise be missed through written methods, such as Discourse Completion Tests 

(DCT). However, the researcher must be careful to construct scenarios that are 

culturally appropriate and that are also viewed as infractions that require a response 

(Cohen & Olshtain, 1985). When these considerations are addressed, however, role-

plays have been shown to “have some advantages over other instruments insofar as 
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authenticity is concerned, and because they are probably the best method for eliciting 

the language that participants might actually use in the given situation” (Demeter, 

2007, p. 89). 

In terms of this research, three role-play interview questions were developed in 

cooperation with native Rwandans to help ensure the appropriateness. The scenarios 

ranged from minor (an inconsequential, unintentional offense of bumping into 

someone on the street and knocking a bag out of their hands) to slightly more serious 

(a major, yet unintentional offense of accidentally physically injuring someone while 

playing a sporting event such as soccer) to severe (a major, intentional offense of 

physically hurting someone or damaging someone’s property during a dispute). These 

scenarios were described verbally as part of the interviews and focus groups to help 

shed light on what Rwandans would say and/or do if they had committed such an 

offense and wanted to reconcile the relationship. The idea behind this aspect of the 

research was to better understand the elements of successful apologies in general as 

well as beliefs and situational factors that influence apologies in Rwanda. In terms of 

my dissertation, that information was then used to shed light on the apologetic element 

of gacaca trials, including cultural expectations of apologies as well as situational 

factors that determine the success of the apology and, as a result, of the perpetrator’s 

apology in a gacaca. 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

96 

Analysis 

To help to insure the credibility of the findings as well as give the participants 

a voice in the research, member checking was employed (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993). This checking took place throughout the 

interviews and focus groups as well as at the end of each session. It consisted of me 

summarizing my initial interpretations as a researcher and allowing participants to 

comment and correct those interpretations.  

The data collected during the interviews and focus groups were then analyzed 

using grounded theory principles (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

First, I transcribed and read all audio recordings. As part of this step, I also compared 

my own notes and the notes of the second translator of the focus groups with the audio 

transcription to check for consistency and accuracy between the two translations. 

Where minor differences were detected, follow-up questions were issued to translators 

and Rwandan research contacts for clarification. In the case of this research, only a 

handful of minor questions arose between the two versions, and those questions were 

easily answered in two short follow-up conversations with the translators as well as 

one email conversation with one of the staff members of Never Again Rwanda who 

helped set up the focus groups. Second, the data (audio transcriptions, my notes, and 

the second translator’s notes) were read closely for similarities and patterns. Third, 

these patterns were grouped into larger themes that shed light on apologetic discourse 

in Rwandan culture.  
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Findings 

The purpose of this research was to uncover how and why Rwandans 

apologize, in the general sense of the word. The participants’ comments uncovered a 

number of interesting characteristics of apologies in Rwandan culture. In the following 

section, I discuss these findings in terms of “why” and “how” Rwandans apologize. 

Additionally, for each aspect, I offer a brief discussion of the similarities and/or 

differences to current theories. 

Why Rwandans apologize 

Escaping further prosecution. First, I should note that any time a person is 

accused of a wrongdoing, there is a strong desire to simply remove oneself from that 

situation. Hearit (2006) noted this motivating factor by stating that the desire to 

remove “oneself from an unfavorable circumstance is one of the oldest compulsions of 

the human condition” (p. 2). To illustrate his point, he offered an example from the 

Bible in which Adam blames Eve—and Eve subsequently blames the serpent—after 

eating from the forbidden tree. In my field research with Rwandans regarding why 

people apologize in their culture, a number of participants indicated that the same is 

true in Rwanda. As one focus group participant stated: “Sometimes people apologize 

not from their heart. It’s just for pretending, not from your heart, so you won’t be 

charged for what you did.”11 Therefore, while it may not be the only reason or even 

                                                 
11 The quotes included in this chapter are direct quotes. In some instances, the phrasing may sound odd or slightly unclear to 

native English speakers. However, in order to preserve the integrity of those comments, no attempt was made to interpret or 

rephrase them. 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

98 

the main reason a person issues an apology, there is a powerful desire to simply 

remove oneself from the situation and avoid further prosecution. 

Expunging guilt. In the interview and focus group discussions many of the 

participants discussed this same expulsion of guilt, often framed in terms of “a bad 

feeling in your heart” that had to be cleansed by apologizing. One participant 

described this sense of guilt and the desire to expunge it by stating that when someone 

apologizes “you seem like you escaped the badness from your heart… you give all the 

badness away.” Current theories of apologetic rhetoric also include similar 

discussions, in which apologizers are typically described as attempting to expunge 

guilt and shame. This desire to alleviate guilt relates to the social contract (Lazare, 

2004) or hierarchy of values (Burke, 1969) that defines acceptable behaviors and 

obligations in a specific community. According to current theories, the breaking of 

those values leads to a sense of guilt that must be expunged through the ritualistic 

process of apologizing.  

Restoring harmony. The concepts of a strong sense of community and a need 

to restore harmony in that community were so prevalent that five of the six interview 

participants mentioned them at least briefly and both focus groups discussed them in 

some form. As one participant stated: 

When you do wrong to me… the crime you’ve committed is against our 
culture, so you’ve not committed a crime to me only, but to the whole 
community. So you say sorry to the whole community. 
 
Therefore, in addition to expunging the personal sense of guilt, an offender 

also seeks to heal the community, to restore the sense of peace and harmony that 
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existed before the offense. The research participants often highlighted this aspect of 

peace and harmony when discussing any aspect of apologizing or reconciliation, 

through statements such as: “To harmonize, you have to say I’m sorry…” and “We 

harmonize our case in a cultural way, in a family way… because we are all one 

family.” 

This concept has received some attention in current theories of apologetic 

rhetoric. For example, Tavuchis (1991) stated that the goal of an apology is the act of 

“restoring social harmony” (Tavuchis, 1991, p. 9). Since these ideas are only 

minimally discussed in current theories, however, a fruitful approach for future studies 

of harmony in Rwandan apologies may be the concept of Afrocentricity or Afrocentric 

rhetoric. Afrocentricity is the placing of African ideals at the center of any analysis 

that involves African culture and behavior. At issue for proponents of Afrocentricity is 

the idea that a theory of African cultural values is better suited for exploring African 

studies (including rhetoric or speech) than theories based solely on 

European/American cultural values. Afrocentric scholars trace many of the African 

interactions and beliefs to Maat (sometimes written as ma'at)—a spiritual philosophy 

in ancient Egypt (Obenga, 1995). This spiritual philosophy is discussed by Afrocentric 

scholars as a quality of order, justice, balance, and “rightness in the world” that 

permeates Africa and African culture (Karenga, 2003, p. 11).  

To be clear, I did not find any evidence that Rwandans were formally trained 

in speech or communication using the principles of Afrocentric rhetoric or Maat. 

However, as Theophile Obenga (1995) argued, the philosophy of Maat “can be found 
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everywhere in Black Africa. It is a key concept throughout the entirety of African 

culture” (p. 103). In other words, it was not confined within the borders of ancient 

Egypt, nor did it die out with that ancient civilization, but instead lives on today in 

African cultures around the globe. Therefore, I am suggesting that Afrocentricity may 

be one useful lens for analyzing and understanding Rwandan apologies—especially 

since the concepts of “building community and bringing good into the world” are 

crucial elements in Afrocentric rhetoric (Karenga, 2003, p. 10), and may help future 

researchers better understand the goal of restoring harmony through apologetic 

exchanges. 

Regaining membership. With such a strong sense of community and 

obligation to one’s neighbors, the act of apologizing not only works to restore peace 

and harmony but also to welcome an offender back into the community. As one 

participant stated, by breaking a cultural norm and refusing to apologize, an offender 

is viewed as a “foreigner” who is “not part of the community.” Another participant 

went so far as to say that the offender is seen as “immoral” and even “inhuman.” By 

apologizing, offenders demonstrate the values that reestablish them as members of the 

community. Additionally, a number of participants noted the restoration of the victim 

back into the community. As one participant explained, the offender was 

psychologically in a state of power over the victim by committing the crime, which 

can leave lasting feelings of inadequacy and a sense of not being whole. Through the 

apologetic process, however, there is a “reverse of power” where the victim is put in a 

position of power, of being able to accept or not accept the apology. The end result is 
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the restoration of both the victim and the offender as equal members in the society. In 

his words:   

During that particular moment, the victims become powerful, but it is just a 
symbolic and psychological power…. when the perpetrator is reintegrated back 
into the community both will start as a normal life… it is to make the situation 
normal. 
 
This concept of restoring members to a community is also evident in current 

theories of apologetic rhetoric. For example, Hearit (2006) described an apology as an 

act in which an offender seeks not only to shed guilt but also to be restored back into 

the community. Michael Marrus (2007) took the idea a step further (and in a similar 

direction to the idea expressed by the Rwandan interview and focus group 

participants) by arguing that official apologies also restore victims as members in the 

community. Apologies help alleviate the fear that a hate-filled ideology still lurks 

beneath the surface and that the shameful acts of human injustice may be repeated 

(Brooks, 1999). Finally, Melissa Nobles (2008) described how reconciliatory 

apologies move beyond the reacceptance of values called for in apologia to a 

redefinition of values that establishes a new social identity. In describing her 

membership theory of apologies, she argued that official government apologies 

actually “help change the terms and meanings of national membership” by supporting 

“certain views of national membership and history while displacing others” (pp. 2–3).  

Overall, the aspect of expunging guilt is evident in Rwandan culture as well as 

European/American-based theories of guilt and redemption in the apologetic process. 

Similarly, the aspects of restoring harmony and regaining membership that were 
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described by the research participants can also be found in current theories; however, 

they are often only briefly noted. Therefore, I argue that these two aspects require 

more investigation both in how they impact Rwandan apologies as well as how they 

may be influential in the apologetic rhetoric of other areas (perhaps even including 

European/American apologies). The goal of such research would be a better 

understanding not only of Rwandan apologies, but also of apologies in a variety of 

geographic regions and cultures—including, perhaps, Europe and America. 

How Rwandans apologize 

Based on the interview and focus group discussions as well as the answers 

participants gave to the role-play interview questions, four common characteristics of 

a successful apology became evident: a detailed narrative of the crime or offense, a 

statement of sorrow combined with a request for forgiveness, the demonstration of 

sincerity and heart-felt remorse, and reparations (either symbolic or real). These 

elements are similar to some of the current theories of successful apologies. For 

example, Lazare (2004) argued that the apology process includes acknowledging the 

offense, offering an explanation, communicating remorse, and offering reparations. 

Similarly, Edwards (2005) stated that community focused apologies should consist of 

remembrance (a reckoning or explanation of the wrongs), reconciliation (identifying 

the victims and pledging to make amends), mortification (expressing remorse and 

asking for forgiveness), and atonement or some form of corrective action. Finally, 

according to Marrus (2007), the apology must include an acknowledgment of 
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wrongdoing, acceptance of responsibility, an expression of regret and remorse, and 

reparation and a commitment to not commit the wrong again.  

Despite these similarities, the most distinct element of Rwandan apologetic 

rhetoric is the importance of a detailed narrative of the offense or crime. In addition, 

my field research uncovered a cultural expectation regarding the active participation of 

third parties in Rwandan apologies. I discuss both of these aspects in more detail in the 

sections below.  

Detailed narrative. According to the participants’ comments, rather than 

simply stating that an act was wrong, the apologist must explain in detail what 

happened, when it happened, and why it happened. As one focus group participant 

stated: 

In order to make an apology to someone you committed a problem to, you 
have to first agree what the problem is that you committed, you have to agree 
why you are apologizing to him. 

 
This detailed narrative may seem similar to an acknowledgement of 

wrongdoing (Lazare, 2004; Marrus, 2007; Tavuchis, 1991) or even mortification 

(Benoit, 1995a). However, the Rwandan narrative of the offensive act is more in line 

with reckoning of the wrong (Negash, 2002) or even a combination of Edwards’ 

(2005) remembrance (a reckoning or explanation of the wrongs) and reconciliation 

(identifying the victims and pledging to make amends) in which the emphasis is on 

coming to terms with—and agreement on—the intimate details of a wrong and how it 

impacted the victim(s). 
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Third-party (active) participation. In addition to a detailed narrative of the 

wrongful act, the interview and focus group research uncovered a strong reliance on 

third-party participation, which is often under-analyzed or even dismissed in current 

theories of apologetic rhetoric. In Rwandan culture, however, third-party participants 

are central to the apology process because any transgression between individuals can 

quickly expand to encompass relatives, friends, and even neighbors. As one 

participant explained:  

If you did something wrong to someone… you end up being an enemy of the 
whole family of that person or of the whole neighborhood, the neighbors, or 
just the people, his friends. So it’s so important if you apologize when there are 
lots of people because it will make you clean in front of everyone. 

 
In the following section, I describe the different ways that third parties are 

integral to apologetic exchanges in Rwanda, followed by a brief comparison to the 

treatment of third parties in current scholarship. 

Mediators. One of the ways that third parties become involved in the apology 

process in Rwanda is through the role of mediator. One participant explained why 

mediators are needed before the apology to help negotiate a time and place for the 

apology to occur: 

When it’s that case, where you did something intentionally, you will need 
someone like an inter-mediator. Because if you go alone on your own, that 
person will also maybe bring back the memories of what happened and they 
will just want revenge or react. So you just need to go and get someone who is 
a friend of the two of you and you tell that person what you feel and how 
everything happened. So the person will understand you and try to understand 
the side of [the other] person too. So they can get a common understanding for 
the two of you. 
 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

105 

Another focus group participant explained how family members and friends 

also act in a mediator role during the actual apologetic exchange: 

If you have your family, your friends, your neighbors, they’ll try to simplify 
things for you…. When the family is there, they will witness, they will try to 
make it easier and try to make everyone understand.  
 
Witnesses. Third parties also function as witnesses. This term, however, has a 

dual meaning. The first meaning is similar to that of a witness who gives testimony, as 

in a trial. In this role, third parties are encouraged by the apologist to add to or even 

dispute any details of the transgression. As one participant explained: 

If you forget anything, it shows that your apology is incomplete. So you ask 
the witnesses and victim to remind you if you’ve forgotten anything. 
 
The second witness role that third parties play is that of bearing witness to an 

event and acknowledging that it took place, as in a witness to a marriage ceremony. 

If you go on your own, no one will know if you’ve asked for forgiveness or if 
you’ve been forgiven. So it’s better come with the whole family and his 
family… 
 
In Rwandan apologetic exchanges, third parties (such as family members, 

neighbors, and friends) can serve both roles and, as such, are viewed as necessary 

participants (rather than bystanders) to the apology process. 

Judges. Friends and family members also take an active role in evaluating the 

truthfulness and sincerity of the apology. As stated above, any offense to an individual 

can quickly transfer to an entire family, neighborhood or group of friends. In that 

sense, the victim is no longer one individual, but instead is made up of the entire group 
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that feels wronged or injured. This sense of injury gives the entire group a stake in 

accepting or rejecting the apology as well as initiating any necessary punishment.  

You’re apologizing to that person and his family and the neighbors and the 
friends, so when you are being forgiven that means that the person would have 
to forgive you. And the family and the friends also decide or not. Like, they 
will say we forgive you. It’s not just up to the person who was offended. 
 
This means that apologists must address the entire group as well as the varied 

interests, questions, and needs of the entire group. This multi-audience can greatly 

complicate the rhetorical exchange. 

Offenders. Guilt by association is very much alive and part of everyday life in 

Rwanda. As one participant stated, if you commit an offense or crime against another 

person, “your whole family and you will be the enemy of that person.” Therefore, the 

family members and the friends of the perpetrator often attend the apologetic 

exchange to seek forgiveness: 

They also want to be there to be part and to know the whole thing about what 
you’re going to do because they also want, like, to feel like they’ve been 
forgiven, to feel like they belong to this place once again.  
 
This aspect of third-party participation echoes, to some extent, Howard-

Hassmann and Lombardo’s (2008) finding that apologies in African societies are often 

delivered publicly to acknowledge the crime or offense and to set the public record 

straight. In fact, one participant who was quoted by Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo 

stated that “if there were witnesses to his misdeed, he might apologize in front of 

them, in front of village elders, or in front of the entire community” (p. 222). Another 

participant described how an offense is brought before the community, where others 
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are asked to share their knowledge or understanding of the offense. The end result of 

such communal meetings is that offenders “acknowledge the wrongdoing of that 

person. And then publicly apologize” (Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo, 2008, p. 

222). Finally, another participant in their research was quoted as saying “In Africa you 

don’t live in isolation: everything you do, the community’s affected…. The 

community would want to know the chief actually apologizes, so… he will have to do 

it publicly” (Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo, 2008, p. 222).  

In the current European/American-based theories of apologetic exchanges, the 

concept of third-party participation is often overlooked; however, it has received some 

limited treatment. For example, Lazare (2004) pointed out the problems inherent in 

public apologies involving third parties—such as who should speak on behalf of a 

group and actually issue an apology (p. 211). Similarly, Villadsen (2008) examined 

the issue of rhetorical agency in official apologies that issued from one group to 

another. In examining a different perspective of third-party participation, Jeffrey 

Nelson (1984) called attention to the importance of understanding how the statements 

made by an apologist and those made by third parties may support or contradict each 

other. Keith Michael Hearit and Jeffrey Courtright (2003) discussed the question of 

which audience the perpetrator should direct an apology to when publicly apologizing. 

Richard Ice (1991) offered a multiple-public approach to understanding apologia 

strategies. Finally, Nicholas Tavuchis (1991) described apologetic interactions that 

included the public, such as apologies from the One to Many, Many to One, and Many 
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to Many. In so doing, he noted that third parties can function as bystanders, 

eyewitnesses, mediators, judges, advocates, and more.  

Despite these works, current theories often view third-party participation as a 

hindrance to the apology process. For example, even Tavuchis (1991), who briefly 

listed the roles of third-party participants and who described situations such as the 

Many to Many apology, ultimately argued that “it is precisely in such public 

confrontations that the negative implications of apology are likely to manifest 

themselves” (p. 122). In fact, Tavuchis (1991) went so far as to argue that third-party 

participation “typically militates against a mutually acceptable and morally satisfying 

resolution insofar as it interferes with the normal unfolding of the process or shifts the 

grounds of discourse so as to include other issues” (p. 51). While this may be the case 

in the one-to-one apologies that Tavuchis was discussing, these sentiments do not 

seem appropriate for analyzing or discussing apologetic situations like those in 

Rwanda where third-party participants are deemed crucial to a successful outcome. 

Therefore, when comparing Rwandan apology practices to the current theories, 

distinct differences are evident in the role that third parties are viewed as playing in 

apologetic exchanges and, as a result, in opinions about who should have a voice in 

this important form of discourse by which people and communities arrive at “a 

mutually acceptable and morally satisfying resolution” after a transgression or act of 

wrongdoing. 
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Implications 

Despite the importance of the Rwanda gacaca system as a case study for 

analyzing and understanding the role of apologies in reconciliation, little research 

exists that can serve as an approach to analyzing the rhetorical exchanges in gacaca 

trials as well as apologies in proceedings that may be similar to gacacas, such as Truth 

and Reconciliation Commissions. In the final section of this chapter, I review the 

conclusions and implications of my field research in Rwanda—beginning with a 

discussion of the logistical or research-related lessons and then ending with a 

discussion of the significant conclusions, their implications, and the next step of my 

research. These conclusions provide a foundation for understanding apologies in 

Rwandan society—a foundation that can then be used to inductively analyze apologies 

in gacaca trials (see Chapter 4). Additionally, the findings can serve as hypotheses that 

future scholars and researchers can test in more detail.  

Logistical, research lessons 

From the perspective of a field researcher, this study provided some interesting 

insights into the logistics of focus groups and translation. First, despite only 

conducting two focus groups of 9 participants each (for a total of 18 focus group 

participants), I found a high level of consistency between the comments from each 

group as well as the information collected in the one-on-one interviews. This 

consistency helped instill a level of confidence in the research findings, and was 

consistent with claims that fewer than four focus groups may be enough to generate 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

110 

useful information in some situations (Howard et al., 1989; Stewart & Shamdasani, 

1990; Dushku, 2000). 

From a translation perspective, the use of two translators (one verbally 

translating between me as the researcher and the participants, and the other translating 

directly from Kinyarwandan to paper) was beneficial in three ways. First, this process 

generated a draft of the transcript that could be reviewed immediately after the session 

for insights that would help the researcher conduct future sessions. Second, this 

written transcription helped provide another set of documentation that could be 

included in the process of analysis. Third—and most importantly—it provided a 

method for crosschecking the translation to help ensure accuracy. In instances where 

subtle differences are found between the verbal translation and direct-to-paper 

translation, the researcher can review the selection of the audio under question, then 

bring both translations along with the audio of the participant back to the translators or 

other resources for clarification. Additionally, in instances where few if any 

discrepancies are found (as was the case in the research described in this chapter), the 

dual-translation method serves as validation of the results.  

Apologetic rhetoric conclusions and next steps 

The interviews and focus groups in which 24 Rwandans participated revealed 

some similarities to current theories of apologetic rhetoric—such as guilt and 

membership. However, the research also uncovered an element of apologetic 

exchanges that is often overlooked or under-examined—most notably, third-party 
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active participation in the Rwandan apology process. To overcome this gap, scholars 

of apologetic rhetoric need to focus more research into the rhetorical implications of 

third-party participants not only in Rwandan apologies, but also in apologetic 

discourse in other areas torn apart by hatred, violence and even genocide. 

One area in particular worth examining is the broader impact that including or 

excluding third parties from rhetorical examination has on rhetorical views of 

audiences in apologetic rhetoric and reconciliation. For instance, an influential 

characteristic of European/American rhetorical theory is its underlying premise that 

audiences are “fixed targets” (Lee, 2005, p. 320) that contribute little to the 

construction of knowledge or reality—but, instead, function as passive absorbers of 

the rhetor’s argument. In fact, Lloyd Bitzer’s (1968) pragmatic depiction of the 

rhetorical situation is based on a pre-existing exigency—including a specific audience 

that must be addressed. Not all European/American rhetorical scholars agree with 

Bitzer’s notion of a pre-existing audience in a rhetorical situation. For example, in 

developing his ideographic method of rhetorical criticism, Michael McGee (1975) 

argued that an audience is actually created by a text or message, rather than pre-

existing it. Similarly, Richard Vatz (1973) stated that rhetors, not situations, shape 

arguments and create meaning by highlighting specific facts and examples. However, 

even in the theories by McGee and Vatz, the rhetor is viewed as hierarchically 

superior to the audience in a leader/follower relationship.  

These European/American approaches to the concept of audience not only 

position the rhetor as superior to the audience, but also the rhetor’s arguments, ideas, 
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and beliefs as superior. By doing so, Daniel Collins (2001) argued they create 

situations in which opposing points of view are often dismissed before they are truly 

considered because the “rhetorical success is dependent on the exclusion of the other 

viewpoints” (Collins, 2001, p. 187). However, in more inclusive theories, such as 

Afrocentric rhetoric, the audience is not separate or subordinate to the rhetor, but is 

viewed as an active, equal partner in the construction of the text. “Both rhetor and 

audience,” Collins (2001) stated, “offer valuable insights and perceptions worthy of 

consideration and further deliberation; neither is empty or passive” (p. 191). This 

understanding of rhetorical audiences is shared by other prominent Afrocentric 

scholars. For example, Adisa Alkebulan (2003) stated that the “listener or audience is 

as much a part of the orature as is the orator” (p. 36). Similarly, Thurmon Garner and 

Carolyn Calloway-Thomas (2003) argued that in the oral-based discourse of African 

Americans, “no distinction is made between the speaker and the audience” (p. 47). 

By limiting our understanding of apologetic discourse to a passive treatment of 

audience as well as a minimized view of third-party participation, I believe scholars of 

apologetic rhetoric are overlooking one of the most crucial aspects of the process—

that is, the negotiation of how wrongful acts from the past are perceived today as well 

as how that negotiation shapes the societal values and the shared interpretation of 

history for the society going forward. This aspect can be seen at work in Rwandan 

apologies when an apologizer not only offers a detailed narrative of the events 

surrounding the wrongful act, but also understands that victims and third parties need 

to provide additional information, ask questions, and clarify past events in an ongoing 
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give-and-take negotiation before a statement of sorrow can be offered. These 

rhetorical negotiations essentially create a shared interpretation of the events for the 

perpetrator, victim(s), and the larger community. Moreover, in the case of apologies 

issued in gacaca trials, they can also be thought of as negotiations and interpretations 

of history that are sanctioned by the society and passed on to future generations as part 

of the society’s collective memory. 

In that sense, the model of active third-party participation in Rwandan 

apologetic exchanges can broaden the current perspective of audiences in apologetic 

exchanges as well as help scholars rethink and research the role of apologies in 

reconciling communities that are torn apart by violence, hatred, and human rights 

violations. I explore these factors in greater detail through an inductive analysis of 

apologies in Rwandan gacaca trials (Chapter 4). 
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CHAPTER IV 

SOCIOCULTURAL GENERIC CRITICISM OF  

APOLOGETIC RHETORIC IN GACACA TRIALS 

As I stated at the beginning of this dissertation (Chapter 1), one of the most 

important elements in Rwanda’s reconciliation process is the delivery of apologies 

from the perpetrators to the victims and to the communities in which they live. In fact, 

apologies appear to be so important to the process of reconciliation in Rwanda that a 

survey conducted in 2003 found that 80 percent of Rwandans would be willing to 

forgive perpetrators if they, first, confess their crime(s) and, second, ask for 

forgiveness (Republic of Rwanda, 2003). This is most evident in the gacaca court 

system, which requires perpetrators to offer a truthful confession of their criminal 

actions, followed by repentance and an apology (National Service of Gacaca 

Jurisdictions, n.d.). 

Despite the numerous articles on apologetic rhetoric that have been published, 

little academic research exists that can serve as an approach for analyzing or 

understanding the apologetic rhetoric in gacaca trials. Therefore, in this chapter, I 

present an inductive generic analysis of the apologetic rhetoric in gacaca trials. 

I begin by providing a brief overview of the gacaca system as well as some of 

the concerns that have been voiced about this system. In addition, I offer a brief 

discussion of the gacaca transcripts and documents that are analyzed in this chapter, 
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including what information they reflect. After this introductory material, I turn my 

attention to the analysis of apologetic exchanges in the gacaca trials—beginning with 

a short overview of the principles from Kent’s (1997) theory of generic criticism, 

followed by an analysis of the gacaca documents using those principles. 

Gacaca: Community-based, participatory justice 

In 1996, the Rwandan government first established courts to “try genocide 

crimes and massacres or crimes against humanity” under Organic Law No. 08/96 

(National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, 2004a, p. 4). However, due to the 

overwhelming number of genocide-related cases awaiting trial, the Rwandan 

government later enacted Organic Law No. 40/2000 in January 2001. This new law 

formed the gacaca trial system and described in detail the “organization and 

prosecution of offences constituting the crime of genocide and massacres or other 

crimes against humanity, committed between October 1, 1990 and December 31, 

1994” through the Gacaca Jurisdiction (National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, 

2004a, p. 5).  

The gacaca system that was instituted was based on a traditional model for 

resolving disputes in Rwanda. Loosely translated as “judgment on the grass,” gacaca 

trials in pre-colonial times consisted of community members arguing their disputes 

over land, cattle, marriage, loans, and property to a panel of judges made up of 

community elders (Tiemessen, p. 61). In essence, these traditional courts used 

arbitration to achieve “a settlement that was accepted by both parties to the dispute” as 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

116 

well as to restore “tranquility within the community” (Le Mon, 2007, p. 16). Although 

today’s gacaca system is founded on the historical ideals of the traditional courts, its 

mandate and legitimacy are drastically different. Like the pre-colonial approach, the 

newly formed gacaca system includes community members as judges and witnesses, 

but it is sanctioned and legally mandated by the national government. Participation is 

not voluntary nor is it as informal as it was in the pre-colonial system. Instead, the 

Gacaca Jurisdiction that oversees the system has stated that it is the duty of every 

Rwandan to participate in the trials of their community (National Service of Gacaca 

Jurisdictions, 2004a). In fact, the organic law creating the gacaca system includes 

provisions to prosecute individuals who refuse to participate or give testimony (Ngesi 

& Villa-Vicencio, 2003). 

According to the system today, criminals involved in genocide-related violence 

and destruction of property can receive the alternative punishment of community 

service rather than an extended prison sentence if they offer a truthful confession of 

their criminal actions, followed by repentance and an apology (National Service of 

Gacaca Jurisdictions, n.d.). In that sense, the modern gacaca system mirrors its pre-

colonial predecessor’s emphasis on apologies as integral to the reconciliation process 

(Rwembeho, n.d.). 

The system, however, is not without its controversies. As George Packer 

(2002) stated, “There is something in gacaca for everyone to dislike” (p. 62). Even 

among proponents of the gacaca system there are questions regarding the goals and 

ultimate benefits of the system. In fact, a United Nations report found that the gacaca 
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court system "means different things to different people. Some see it as a way to ease 

overcrowding in the jails, some as a tool of reconciliation, some as a way of 

establishing the facts of genocide, and some as a way of punishing the guilty” (as cited 

in Sarkin, 2001, p. 159). 

Among detractors of the gacaca court system there is even more controversy. 

One of the most notable concerns relates to fairness—including the fear that gacacas 

may be used to settle rivalries or quarrels that aren’t related to the genocide of 1994 

(Ngesi & Villa-Vicencio, 2003, p. 22). For example, Amnesty International (2002) 

expressed concerns over arrests that it says are unwarranted and have been made based 

solely on “uninvestigated oral accusations” (p. 7). 

The broader concern, however, involves acceptance and the application of 

international standards of fairness in gacaca trials. Specifically, the gacaca system has 

been criticized for not conforming to international “rule of law initiatives” (Drumbl, 

2002, p. 13)—such as allowing defendants to have legal counsel present at their trials 

(Ngesi & Villa-Vicencio, 2003). Regarding this point, powerful international 

organizations such as Amnesty International have been vocal about the gacaca system 

being revamped to fully include international standards of fairness—arguing that 

“gacaca trials need to conform to international standards of fairness so that the 

government’s efforts to end impunity, and the trials themselves, are effective” 

(Amnesty International, 2002, p. 2).  

In response to such criticisms, the Rwandan government has argued that the 

gacaca system is needed in its current form to process the tens of thousands of cases in 
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a timely manner as well as achieve closure for Rwandan citizens (National Service of 

Gacaca Jurisdictions, 2004a). Additionally, others have argued that a 

European/American or international view of fairness and justice may not be an 

appropriate or reasonable point of view when the cultural and violent context of 

Rwanda is considered. For example, Peter Uvin argued that “the practice of Gacaca 

may well be able to respect key conditions of fair trial and due process, but in an 

original, locally appropriate form, and not in the usual western-style form” (as cited in 

Tiemessen, 2004, p. 65). In addition, Mark Drumbl (2002) asked: “What is the more 

important goal: conforming to ‘rule of law’ or, rather, developing institutions most 

likely to promote peace and justice in a manner compatible with local histories and 

values?” (p.13). 

In addition to questions of fairness, there have been some criticisms that the 

judges of the gacaca trials are untrained and, therefore, are unprepared to “distinguish 

between genuine and false testimonies” (Sarkin, 2001, p. 163) or deal with 

complicated issues and heavy legal sentences (Ngesi & Villa-Vicencio, 2003). 

Survivor groups have also expressed concerns that—by offering reduced sentences 

such as time served and community services—the gacaca system essentially “amounts 

to a form of disguised amnesty” (Ngesi & Villa-Vicencio, 2003, p. 22). Finally, others 

have gone so far as to say that today’s gacaca system is “a dangerous venue which 

refuels ethnic tensions” (Tiemessen, 2004, p. 64). 

Despite these controversies, the Rwandan government continued to move 

forward with the gacaca court system, focusing on five main goals: (1) to “reveal the 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

119 

truth on the genocide events,” (2) to try the overwhelming number of genocide crimes 

more quickly, (3) to “eradicate the culture of impunity,” (4) to help reconcile 

Rwandans and strengthen the unity of communities, and (5) to demonstrate that 

Rwanda is capable of solving its own problems without outside intervention or 

direction (National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, 2004a, p. 5). To achieve these 

goals, each Gacaca Jurisdiction must gather and document “how the Genocide was 

planned,” “how Genocide was perpetrated and its effects,” and finally “the role of 

perpetrators” (National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, 2004b, p. 5). 

To accomplish those goals, the process was divided into two phases. The first 

phase involved the collection of information about the genocide (National Service of 

Gacaca Jurisdictions, 2004a, p. 5). Essentially, this phase consisted of fact-finding 

projects throughout the country to document all of the crimes that were believed to 

have taken place leading up to and during the genocide—including identifying 

suspects and witnesses, recording the offenses and names of victims, and determining 

the appropriate category of each offense (Tiemessen, 2004, p. 61). The second phase 

of the Gacaca Jurisdictions’ activities consisted of trying the cases against the accused 

perpetrators (National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, 2004a, p. 6).  

According to the Gacaca Jurisdictions, a key element of this second phase is 

the documentation of each perpetrator’s confession and apology. Specifically, the 

National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions (2004b) states that “[g]athering this 

information requires…that whoever participated in genocide takes the initiative to 

confess, plead guilty, repent and apologise” (p. 5). These apologies are witnessed by 
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judges, survivors, and entire communities, and they are recorded on an official 

government document titled “Record of Confession, Guilty Plea, Repentance and 

Apology.” This document includes sections for recording the identity of the accused, 

the crimes that person confessed to (including the exact nature, weapons used, and 

time and place of the crimes), and the names of the victims as well as the names of any 

accomplices and witnesses. In addition, ample space is provided at the end of the 

document for a handwritten narrative explaining how each crime was committed and 

for two handwritten apologies—one to the community at large and one to the families 

of the victims. Finally, the last section of the document includes space for a written 

description explaining how the perpetrator is prepared “to face and live with the 

survivors of the victims’ families” (National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, 2004b, 

p. viii).  

Analyzing apologetic rhetoric in gacaca trials 

In the remainder of this chapter, I analyze the apologetic rhetoric in gacaca 

trials. Based on the method I use (described below), I analyze not only actual 

occurrences of this rhetoric, but I also include discussions of cultural and contextual 

aspects that shape the exchanges. To accomplish this goal, my analysis includes 

insight and artifacts from four different areas: (1) cultural expectations; (2) actual 

apologetic exchanges; (3) official gacaca reports and documents; and (4) secondary 

research on Rwanda and the gacaca trial system.  
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The first area—cultural expectations—refers to how Rwandans apologize, why 

they seek and offer apologies, and the role of families and community members in 

Rwandan apologies. The insight for this area is derived from the field research and 

findings discussed previously in Chapter 3, along with secondary research. 

The second area—apologetic exchanges—refers to the actual accusations 

(kategoria) issued by survivors and witnesses as well as the apologies (apologia) 

offered by perpetrators. To analyze these exchanges, I collected 11 trial transcripts 

(totaling 371 pages of text) from the second “trial” phase of the gacaca system. The set 

includes three complete gacaca trial transcripts. These transcripts record the testimony 

of witnesses, victims, and perpetrators as well as questions and comments made by the 

judges during the trials. In addition to the complete trial documents, I collected and 

analyzed eight transcripts of individual gacaca trial testimonies—five from victims 

and three from witnesses.  

The third area—official reports and documents—includes insight gained from 

official documents produced by the National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions. The 

document set includes reports (including “Gacaca Jurisdictions: Genesis, 

Organization, Functioning, Achievements and Future prospects” and “Sentences 

Applicable to GACACA Courts”), legal mandates (including “Organic Law No. 

08/96” and “Organic Law No. 16/2004”), a manual used to train judges on the 

collection and documentation of information during gacaca trials (i.e., the Process of 

Collecting Information Required in Gacaca Courts manual); and the official “Record 

of Confession, Guilty Plea, Repentance and Apology” document used by gacaca trial 
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judges to record perpetrator repentance. I argue that the analysis of these documents is, 

in many ways, similar to past technical communication research on memos and 

reports. For example, Beverly Sauer (2003) examined the process of documenting 

mine safety. An important part of that study was examining the use of non-

organizational “embodied experience” in documenting mining risks and accidents. In 

another well-known example, Steven Katz (1992) used a Nazi memo from World War 

II as a case study for analyzing how technical communication and deliberative rhetoric 

are often constructed with expediency at the heart of their design. The ultimate goal of 

my dissertation research is to uncover which elements are evident in apologetic 

exchanges and documentation of gacaca trials as well as how reconciliation, social 

values, collective memory of genocide, and social identities in Rwanda are shaped by 

the apologetic rhetoric in gacaca trials. 

The fourth area—secondary research—includes published articles and books 

that provide insight on the gacaca trial system as well as Rwandan history, politics, 

and reconciliation. 

By including resources from these four areas, I offer a broad analysis and new 

insights on the negotiations of blame and responsibility that are evident in this 

important, yet controversial, model of justice and reconciliation. With that goal in 

mind, I offer the following rhetorical analysis, beginning with an overview of my 

methodology. 
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Methodology: Inductive generic criticism 

Benoit (2005) explained that there are two approaches to generic criticism: 

inductive and deductive. In the inductive approach, a critic describes a genre by 

identifying the genre and then “examining numerous past instances of this genre to 

develop a description or generalization of its characteristics” (Benoit, 2005, p. 87). 

Conversely, in the deductive approach, the critic applies previous characteristics or 

taxonomies of a genre to analyze and evaluate a text “against the standards” of the 

genre (Benoit, 2005, p. 95). The analysis in this chapter falls into the category of 

inductive. However, rather than simply “develop a description or generalization of its 

characteristics” (Benoit, 2005, p. 87), the inductive approach I use features numerous 

steps that take into account and analyze multiple aspects of the genre. In that sense, 

my approach is similar to a sociocultural view, in which “generic inquiry is not 

directed at describing generic categories, testing to see whether a particular text fits 

the description” but rather “strives to uncover the multiple ways in which genres, as 

‘activity structures,’ function in human communicative practice” (Jasinski, 2001, p. 

275). Such a sociocultural view of generic inquiry aligns with Kamberelis’s (1995) 

position that generic criticism should:  

[R]edirect our attention away from textual forms and toward the people, 
institutions, purposes, thematic content, rhetorical situations, social contexts 
specific text-making practices and historical trajectories that together constitute 
genres and are, in turn, constituted by genres. (p. 119) 

 
Similarly, Kent (1997) explained that generic criticism should “help explain 

the rhetorical strategies employed and the goals and intentions of the rhetors” (p. 165). 
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Therefore, the analysis in this chapter is based on Kent’s (1997) method of generic 

criticism—which is a more sociocultural, inductive approach that “considers previous 

research, interview data, and a critique of representative examples of discourse from 

the alleged genre under consideration” (Kent, 1997, p. 161). 

Kent’s (1997) method of generic criticism is ideally suited for investigating the 

communication practices in nations and cultures outside of the typical 

European/American lens. As Kent and Taylor (2007) described in their use of this 

method to analyze public relations practices in Bosnia:  

[T]he more that one understands country/region specific communication 
imperatives, motivational issues, cultural events, hero/villains, etc., the more 
robust and thorough will be the understanding of a nation's public relations 
practices. (p. 18) 

  
In essence, Kent and Taylor (2007) argued that Kent’s approach to generic 

criticism provided a method of analysis that focused on the cultural issues that 

influence and shape messages, rather than merely observing if a nation’s rhetorical 

practice conforms to preconceived, European/American-based theories or models of 

communication (p. 13).  

At its core, Kent’s approach “is about triangulation, and bringing together 

information, knowledge, scholarship, etc. from many areas” (Kent & Taylor, 2007, 

p.14). It involves seven principles that should be addressed: (1) situation, (2) intended 

effects on audience, (3) patterns of organization or structure, (4) motivation or reasons 

why the rhetors say what they say and in the way they say it, (5) symbolic issues in the 

discourse, (6) strategies or specific elements of the genre, and (7) additional rhetorical 
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or critical theories that help shed light on the genre. To be clear, however, only the 

first six should actually be considered “steps” or “critique areas” in the analysis; the 

seventh principle—discussing additional rhetorical, critical, or political theories that 

help shed light on the genre—should be woven into the other principles and the 

overall analysis as appropriate.  

Based on the principles in Kent’s (1997) theory and the emphasis on 

triangulation, the following inductive analysis draws from a wide variety of data, 

theories, and resources. For instance, true to Kent’s seventh principle, I weave 

additional theories into the analysis below, such as symbolic convergence theory and 

Fantasy Theme Analysis to answer “Critique area five: Symbolic patterns and social 

ends.” In each step of the analysis below, I describe what data, resources, and theories 

I am using to uncover the ways in which apologetic rhetoric functions in gacaca trials 

and in the broader work of reconciliation in Rwanda.  

Before I begin the analysis, I should reiterate that Kent’s (1997) approach 

emphasizes triangulation of data and a broad analysis of the genre. Therefore, not all 

of the critique areas can be (nor should they be) addressed strictly through analysis of 

rhetorical artifacts—since some of those aspects simply are not evident in those 

artifacts. Instead, some areas must be addressed through secondary research, some 

must be addressed through interview and focus group data, and still others must be 

addressed through a combination of resources. In terms of my analysis in this chapter, 

many of the initial critique areas are addressed using secondary research and the 
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results of my field research in Rwanda (Chapter 3), while the latter critique areas are 

addressed through analysis of actual apologetic exchanges in gacaca trial transcripts. 

Analysis 

Critique area one: Identifying the situation 

The first principle of this analysis involves identifying the situation of the 

genre—the location where it takes place, the audience, and so on—as well as any 

cultural issues that may impact the discourse. To uncover the different issues involved 

in this area of the critique, I have divided the situation into seven settings in which 

gacaca trials can be said to take place: historical, physical, cultural, legal, political, 

documentational, and emotional. These settings introduce social, mental, and physical 

issues that affect audiences, rhetors, and the apologetic process. I analyze each setting 

below using a variety of secondary research sources ranging from books and articles to 

academic papers and organizational reports to shed light on the unique aspects, 

concerns, and influences of each setting.  

Historical setting. As I mentioned above, the gacaca system is based on a 

traditional model for resolving disputes in Rwanda. These traditional courts used 

arbitration to resolve disputes over land, cattle, marriage, property damage, and petty 

theft (Tiemessen, 2004, p. 61). Additionally, this traditional system was used by 

individuals who wanted to re-establish or reintegrate themselves as members of 

society. As Frank Rusagara (2005) stated, “one must not have committed any offence 

or shameful act in his past that had not been righted in the Gacaca” (p. 29). In other 
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words, for Rwandans in pre-colonial times, “the place to clear one's name was in the 

Gacaca” (Rusagara, 2005, p. 29). Rusagara (2005) goes on to say that “[i]t is this ideal 

that is today being replicated in reconciliation and conflict management…in a 

historical process we are today trying to resolve in the Gacaca process” (p. 29). 

When the gacaca system is viewed through this situational lens, I argue that 

today’s gacaca trials take place in the shadows of history. Rwandans who take part in 

these trials sit together and take turns providing narrative accounts of the wrongs that 

were committed. By participating, each person—whether judge, witness, victim or 

perpetrator—is essentially situated back into historic Rwanda, a pre-colonial society in 

which members of a community worked together to bring wrongs to light and restore 

“tranquility within the community” (Le Mon, 2007, p. 16). In that sense, today’s 

gacaca trials are infused with a sense of history that impacts not only the trials of 

today, but also the way in which Rwandans see themselves. First, the prominence of 

indigenous practices instills a sense of community as well as pride in Rwandan 

culture. This sense of pride in Rwandan culture is even more important when one 

considers that it reflects a pre-colonial time when there was “no trace…of systemic 

violence between Tutsi and Hutu” (Prunier, 1997, p. 39). In other words, not only are 

the gacaca trials steeped in indigenous culture, but the Rwandan identity depicted in 

that history also sends its own subtle message of unity and harmony. 

In addition to the prominence of Rwandan culture and identity, the historical 

element of gacaca trials fosters confidence in the gacaca system and in Rwanda’s 

ability to solve its own problems. As I described above, one of the main goals of the 
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Gacaca Jurisdictions is “to prove the Rwandan Society’s capacity to solve its own 

problems” without outside intervention or direction (National Service of Gacaca 

Jurisdictions, 2004a, p. 5). One way in which that capacity is demonstrated to the 

outside world and fostered in the minds of Rwandans is by building on the historical 

form of gacaca—a system that demonstrated the ability of pre-colonial Rwandans to 

resolve conflicts within their communities without outside intervention.  

Finally, from an apologetic rhetorical perspective, the emphasis on apologies 

as being a crucial element of reconciliation remains in today’s gacaca trials as it did in 

the indigenous form.  

The combination of these historical aspects shapes not only the situation and 

subtle social impact of gacaca trials, but also the rhetoric of remorse and reconciliation 

that is documented in them.  

Physical setting. Today, as in the past, gacacas are communal. These 

investigations of wrongdoing take place in the locations where the offense was 

committed, and they involve the members of that community who were impacted—

either as perpetrators, victims, or third parties who were impacted indirectly by the act. 

Specifically, each gacaca trial is conducted in the physical location where the crime 

was committed, usually in an open area or field just outside of the main part of the city 

or village. In this open area, the entire community gathers—including the accused and 

their families, victims and/or victim families and witnesses. In addition, all community 

members who are 18 years old or older and who live in the community are expected to 

participate as part of the audience (known as the General Assembly) and to help 
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pursue justice, even if they were not directly involved in carrying out or witnessing the 

crime (Brounéus, 2008, p. 57). 

During the trial, the accused perpetrator stands in the center of the open area, 

with the audience (victims, witnesses, etc) surrounding his or her sides and back. 

When witnesses—including victims or families of victims—give testimony, they are 

also asked to stand in the open area surrounded by the community. In front of the open 

area, nine locally elected judges (or “persons of integrity”) sit. To be a judge, a person 

must meet specific conditions, including: “not to have participated in genocide; to be 

free from the spirit of sectarianism; not to have been sentenced to a penalty of at least 

six (6) months of imprisonment; to be of high morals and conduct; to be truthful; to be 

honest; to be characterised by a spirit of speech sharing” (Organic Law No. 16/2004, 

2004). The judges sit in front of the accused—taking notes, listening, and asking 

questions for clarification or additional information. They are also accompanied by 

five deputies, who help direct the gacaca proceedings. As noted above, most judges 

lack legal training and many are even illiterate (Kirkby, 2006). This has led to 

criticisms that judges are unprepared to deal with such complicated issues and heavy 

legal sentences (Ngesi & Villa-Vicencio, 2003) and that there is a very real risk of 

corruption involving judges (Fierens, 2005). 

Based on these physical characteristics, the situation in a gacaca trial is 

drastically different from that of typical government or international trials, which are 

run by—and take place in front of—strangers to the community where the crimes were 
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committed. Therefore, the physical setting has two important influences on the trials 

as a whole and the apologetic rhetoric that is exchanged within them.  

First, the closeness to the community and crime scene provides a sense of 

involvement and collaboration of the community members in reaching the truth and 

reconciling the wrong in a way that they agree upon. The Gacaca Jurisdictions refer to 

this as participatory justice in which “decisions are taken by the population and 

accepted by all because they come from within themselves and help them to achieve 

reconciliation” (National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, 2004a, p. 11). This is in 

stark contrast to the far-off trials and sentences of international courts. Incidentally, 

the trial’s close proximity to the community helps explain why Rwandans have 

confidence in the gacaca system (Sarkin, 2001) as well as why the International 

Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) is “perceived as illegitimate (if known at all) by 

most ordinary Rwandans” (Kirkby, 2006, p. 98). In fact, one study found that 90.8% 

of Rwandans were supportive of gacaca trials, compared to only 42.1% who were 

supportive of the ICTR (Pham, Weinstrin & Longman, 2004).  

Second, allowing the confessions to be discussed and the apologies to be 

delivered immediately in front of the victims and community helps restore a sense of 

justice and finality, while assuaging fears that the offense will be committed again in 

the future or that victims will seek revenge (National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, 

2004a). These aspects may provide incentives for Rwandans to participate in gacaca 

trials and increase the level of detail they are willing to report during their testimonies. 
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Cultural expectations setting. Throughout this chapter, I consider a wide 

variety of complex cultural aspects that influence and shape apologetic rhetoric in 

gacaca trials. Often those elements are discussed under headings such as politics, 

history, documentation, power, audience influences, motivations, and so on. In this 

section, however, I specifically focus on cultural expectations in Rwanda regarding 

apologetic exchanges. 

Based on my field research in Rwanda, I identified and discussed four common 

characteristics of a successful apology (Chapter 3): a detailed narrative of the crime or 

offense, a statement of sorrow combined with a request for forgiveness, the 

demonstration of sincerity and heart-felt remorse, and reparations (either symbolic or 

real). One of the most distinct elements of Rwandan apologetic rhetoric is the 

importance of a detailed narrative of the offense or crime. According to the 

participants’ comments, rather than simply stating that an act was wrong, the apologist 

must explain in detail what happened, when it happened, and why it happened.  

In addition to a detailed narrative of the wrongful act, the interview and focus 

group research uncovered a strong reliance on third-party participation. This aspect of 

third-party participation echoes, to some extent, Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo’s 

(2008) finding that apologies are often delivered publicly in African societies to 

acknowledge the crime or offense and to set the public record straight. For example, 

one participant who was quoted by Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo (2008) stated 

that “if there were witnesses to his misdeed, he might apologize in front of them, in 

front of village elders, or in front of the entire community” (p. 222). 
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These cultural expectations shape the setting and apologetic rhetoric of gacaca 

trials. In addition, these elements are evident in the structure of gacaca trials as well as 

the documentation. For instance, the gacaca trials are designed for community 

members to come forward and participate as witnesses, victims, and judges who not 

only attend and listen but actively participate and shape the narrative and, ultimately, 

the apology that the perpetrator delivers. Additionally, as I discuss below, a detailed 

narrative of each crime is recorded in official court documents in the form of a lengthy 

written explanation of the “details of how each crime was committed.” In that sense, 

one should not analyze the documents or the apologetic rhetoric of gacaca trials 

without also considering the cultural setting and expectations from which they are 

derived.  

Legal setting. The legal setting of gacaca trials includes a number of elements 

that must be considered, including the legal formation and parameters of gacaca courts 

as well as the question of whether the system is based on a restorative or retributive 

form of justice. 

First and foremost, one must consider the formation of the gacaca court system 

and its parameters as part of the Rwandan government’s goal to address the 1994 

genocide and crimes against humanity within its legal system. As I described above, in 

2001, the government enacted an Organic Law mandating the organization of the 

gacaca trials. Specifically, this law established that the gacaca court system would try 

“the crime of genocide and massacres or other crimes against humanity, committed 

between October 1, 1990 and December 31, 1994” (National Service of Gacaca 
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Jurisdictions, 2004a, p. 5). In addition, the law divided genocide crimes and crimes 

against humanity into four categories or levels of severity. Category 1 included 

planners and leaders of genocide as well as anyone who committed rape. Category 2 

consisted of people accused of committing murder or attempting to commit murder. 

Category 3 included people accused of committing assault as well as people who were 

believed to have participated in deaths, but without the intent of murder. Finally, 

Category 4 focused on perpetrators of property crimes. An important delineation was 

also made, which placed the crimes of Categories 2, 3, and 4 within the parameters of 

the gacaca court system; Category 1 suspects would be tried within the ICTR system.  

A few years later, these categories were amended. Category 1 was still 

relegated to the ICTR system; however, it included torture and degradation of the 

victims’ bodies. Additionally, Categories 2 and 3 were combined into a single 

category that includes people accused of committing murder, whether they intended to 

or not. The end result was that there were only three categories—the first and most 

severe category was to be tried by the ICTR, while Category 2 (people who committed 

murder, but were not leaders of the genocide) and Category 3 (people who destroyed 

or seized property) were tried in the gacaca courts “with the possibility of more lenient 

punishment – including community service and credit for pretrial detention” (Le Mon, 

2007, p. 27). 

These categories, along with the time under consideration (i.e., October 1, 

1990 and December 31, 1994), determine the types of crimes that are addressed in the 

gacaca courts and, as a result, shape the apologetic rhetoric that is evident in 
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transcripts and official documents. (I discuss the impact of this time frame more in the 

political setting section below.) 

Another aspect that is part of the legal discussion is whether the gacaca court 

system is actually a form of restorative or retributive justice. In the opening chapter of 

this dissertation, I described my research broadly as an investigation into the role of 

apologies in the process of restorative justice and reconciliation in areas torn apart by 

genocide, human rights violations, and ethnic strife. In doing so, I positioned the 

gacaca court system as a form of restorative justice. That claim, however, requires 

some elaboration. As I said, restorative justice can be defined as “a process whereby 

all the parties with a stake in a particular offence come together to resolve collectively 

how to deal with the aftermath of the offence and its implications for the future” 

(Marshall, 1996, p. 37). Other definitions focus more explicitly on the goal of 

repairing the harm (Bazemore & Walgrave, 1999; Tiemessen, 2004), while others 

focus mainly on victim reparation, offender responsibility, and reconciliation of 

communities (McCold, 2000, p. 401).  

Despite the evident similarities between these definitions and the focus of the 

gacaca system, there is still some controversy about whether today’s gacaca system is 

reflective of restorative—or retributive—justice. For example, some scholars have 

argued that gacacas reflect a retributive model of justice that “threatens the 

community-based principles of restorative justice” (Tiemessen, 2004, p.64). In 

general, however, there is some consensus that the modern version of the gacaca 

system is at least founded on a restorative approach, even if it does not meet every 
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element of that model (Amnesty International, 2002). Ultimately, these restorative 

justice roots shape the legal setting in which gacacas take place—including such 

factors as bringing together perpetrators and victims, providing a forum for truth-

telling, and addressing the crimes in the communities and in front of the victims of the 

atrocities.  

Political setting. The gacaca system must also be acknowledged as a setting in 

which political leaders attempt to establish a more stable and secure government. As 

Jeremy Sarkin (2001) stated, the process of dealing with such injustices is a “crucial 

test for a new democratic order” (p. 144). He goes on to state that an important part of 

this process has to do with establishing an official account and collective 

acknowledgement of those past injustices so that they no longer haunt the society.  

The problem, however, with such an official account of past injustices is that it 

almost always becomes a political, complex, and controversial narrative of events. In 

the case of Rwanda, the gacaca trials are part of the official account or truth telling 

and, as a result, have become mired in criticisms of politicization and victor’s justice. 

In particular, three main aspects have come into question: concerns over political 

imprisonment, claims of victor’s justice, and fears that gacacas implicitly perpetuate 

the colonially established “ethnicities” of Hutu and Tutsi. 

One of the main fears about the gacaca system is that—since little evidence is 

needed to accuse someone of genocide—it provides the opportunity for Rwandans to 

charge and imprison their political enemies. Unfortunately, there is some evidence that 

this has taken place. In fact, in one report, the Organization of African Unity (2003) 
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stated that some authorities had been found wrongly imprisoning political enemies 

without cause or evidence. 

This fear of political reprisal stems from two legal aspects of the gacaca court 

system. The first aspect is the time period covered by the gacaca system. Since the 

gacaca courts are only mandated to address crimes of genocide and crimes against 

humanity that occurred between October 1990 and December 1994, it is implicitly 

directed at trying crimes committed by Hutus immediately preceding and during the 

1994 genocide. In other words, the gacaca system is, by nature of its mandate, a 

narrow view of history that “fail[s] to take into account the long history of human 

rights abuses in Rwanda in which both Hutus and Tutsis have been perpetrators and 

victims” (Sarkin, 2001, p. 161). Moreover, gacaca courts do not address war crimes 

committed by the Rwanda Patriotic Front against Hutus during the civil war leading 

up to—or in the fighting to end—the genocide. As such, the system has been viewed 

as political, if not vengeful, and as applying unequally against Hutus (Corey & 

Joireman, 2004; Le Mon, 2007; Tiemessen, 2004).  

Moreover, the fear of political imprisonment stems from the opinion that the 

gacaca system is actually an example of victor’s justice. An example of this can be 

seen in Mark Drumbl’s (1998) interviews with prisoners who “believe they are 

incarcerated simply because their side lost the war” and that their imprisonment “has 

nothing to do with any wrongdoing, but only with the vengeance of the new group 

which now holds the reins of power" (p. 547). These views are only heightened by 

opinions such as Michel Moussalli’s report that the RPF-led government “went for a 
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maximalist approach to justice, arresting not just the leaders, planners, instigators and 

main implementers, but everybody suspected of any participation in the genocide of 

Tutsis” (as cited in Sarkin, 2001, p. 149). 

The final political aspect deals with the perpetuation of the colonially labeled 

ethnicities: Tutsi and Hutu. Today, the Rwandan government has banned the use of the 

labels in attempts to forge a single identity for all Rwandans. While that ban has 

obvious implications on culture and social identities in Rwanda, it is also part of an 

important political discussion. For example, some critics have argued that the politics 

of today’s gacaca trials—and the government officials who instituted those trials—

continue to perpetuate the labels. In other words, such critics claim that the position a 

person takes in a gacaca trial relates to—and perpetuates—a specific ethnicity 

(Tiemessen, 2004). The terms victim and survivor essentially function as synonyms for 

Tutsi, while perpetrator almost exclusively connotes Hutu (Mamdani, 2001). As a 

result, the harmful colonial labels continue to divide the population and subvert 

reconciliation.  

These political aspects shape the setting of the gacaca trials in a very real way 

and raise concerns that the system is a demonstration of Tutsi power instituted under 

the guise of justice (Mamdani, 2001).  

Documentation setting. As I stated at the beginning of this chapter, the gacaca 

system is divided into two phases of documentation. The first phase—or fact-finding 

phase—comprised identifying and documenting a list of all the crimes that were 

believed to have taken place leading up to and during the genocide. This phase 
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included identifying and documenting suspects, witnesses, offenses, and names of 

victims as well as determining the appropriate category of each offense (Tiemessen, 

2004, p. 61). The second phase consisted of trying the cases against the accused 

perpetrators and documenting findings of each trial (National Service of Gacaca 

Jurisdictions, 2004a, p. 6).  

In other words, documentation is a major component of both phases—and, 

therefore, of each trial’s setting. Documentation is so crucial to the gacaca system that 

the Rwandan government produced an official training and reference manual for 

gacaca judges titled Process of Collecting Information Required in Gacaca Courts. 

The manual provided detailed instructions regarding what information was to be 

documented, how it was to be gathered, and the procedures for filling out and filing 33 

different gacaca trial documents—including documents such as “Death of Each 

Victim of Genocide,” “Distribution of Killing Weapons in the Cell,” “Road Blocks 

Erected in the Cell,” “Identity and Charges Against the Accused,” and “Notification of 

Verdict” (National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, 2004b). 

In terms of apologetic rhetoric, the National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions 

(2004b) stated that understanding how the genocide was perpetuated and its effects 

requires “that whoever participated in genocide takes the initiative to confess, plead 

guilty, repent and apologise” (p. 5). These apologies are witnessed by judges, 

survivors, and entire communities, and they are recorded on an official government 

document entitled “Record of Confession, Guilty Plea, Repentance and Apology.” 

This document includes sections for recording the identity of the accused, the crimes 
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that person confessed to (including the exact nature, weapons used, time and place of 

the crime), the names of the victims as well as the names of any accomplices and 

witnesses. In addition, ample space is provided at the end of the document for a 

detailed handwritten narrative explaining how each crime was committed as well as 

for two apologies to be written (one to “God the Almighty, The State of Rwanda and 

Rwandans” and the other to “Families of the victims”). Finally, the last section on that 

document includes space for a written description explaining how the perpetrator is 

prepared “to face and live with the survivors of the victims’ families” (National 

Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, 2004b, p. viii).  

While some people may be tempted to view such documents as merely 

recording and relaying information, it’s important to remember that documentation is 

in fact much more “complex, active, and creative” and “involves giving shape to 

information…for the practical interests and needs of specific audiences” (Dombrowski 

(2000, p. 3). One of the active ways in which documents give shape to information is 

focusing on the information that is valued or needed by a specific audience. For 

example, in the case of the documents and reports of the tobacco industry in the 1960s 

and 1970s, the tobacco industry’s “values strongly guided what technical information 

was reported and how it was presented” (Dombrowski, 2000, p. 170). 

The point I am getting at is that “documents both reflect and structure activity 

at all phases of the process” (Sauer, 2003, p. 331; emphasis added). That is, the 

evidence that a group deems valuable shapes not only what is documented but the 

entire process by which it is documented—including which individuals give 
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testimony; what questions are asked; and how that knowledge is quantified, measured, 

and ultimately recorded in official documents. Moreover, since the documents provide 

answers and insight by which a group comes to understand a problem or event, we can 

say that social values shape the process of data collection and the documents, which in 

turn “shape our understanding of the worlds we seek to understand” (Sauer, 2003, p. 

331). 

In analyzing the information recorded in the “Record of Confession, Guilty 

Plea, Repentance and Apology” document, I argue that gacaca trials are shaped by the 

search for and documentation of apologetic elements that Rwandans value. As I 

explained previously (Chapter 3), my field research in Rwanda in January 2009 

resulted in the identification of four common characteristics of a successful apology: a 

detailed narrative of the crime or offense, a statement of sorrow combined with a 

request for forgiveness, the demonstration of sincerity and heart-felt remorse, and 

reparations (either symbolic or real). Three of these elements are evident in the official 

gacaca trial documentation of apologies. 

In the “Record of Confession, Guilty Plea, Repentance and Apology” a 

detailed narrative of the crime is documented in Sections II, III, and IV of the 

document. Specifically, Section II provides a list of information for judges to collect 

regarding each perpetrator—including individual crimes and information regarding the 

time, place, and weapons used in each crime (Figure 4.1).  
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Figure 4.1 Section II of Record of Confession and Apology Document 

Section III also provides a list of information to be recorded by judges; 

however, this information focuses on documenting the human toll of the perpetrator’s 

actions, including the names of each victim (and any known nicknames), the names of 

their parents, and where each person’s body was placed after death (Figure 4.2).  
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Figure 4.2 Section III of Record of Confession and Apology Document 

Section VI (Figure 4.3) moves from quantified or objective data to a first-

person narrative of the crime. In addition, rather than being completed by a judge, this 

section is designed to be handwritten by the perpetrator (or, in cases where the 

perpetrator is illiterate, to be written by the judge using the words of the perpetrator). 

According to the document, this written narrative should explain the “details of how 

each crime was committed” (National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, 2004b, p. viii). 
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Figure 4.3 Section VI of Record of Confession and Apology Document 

Additionally, the statement of sorrow and request for forgiveness that 

Rwandans value are documented in the two sections designated for the two written 

apologies (Figure 4.4). The document also provides space for the perpetrator to record 

a “general” apology to “God the Almighty, The State of Rwanda and Rwandans” in 

Section VII and a “particular” apology directed to “Families of the victims” in Section 

VIII (National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, 2004b, p. viii). Finally, the Rwandan 

need for symbolic or real reparations is documented in Section IX. Once again, this 

section provides space for the perpetrator’s written explanation of how he or she is 

prepared to face and live with the victims’ families.  
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Figure 4.4 Sections VII-IX of Record of Confession and Apology Document 

The presence of these elements in the “Record of Confession, Guilty Plea, 

Repentance and Apology” has two significant impacts on the documentation setting. 

First, it demonstrates how Rwandan culture and values shape not only what is 
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documented but the entire process by which it is documented—including which 

individuals give testimony; what questions are asked; and how that knowledge is 

quantified, measured, and recorded. In other words, the presence of these elements in 

the official document shapes the apologetic exchanges that take place by narrowing 

the attention of judges and requiring perpetrators to offer specific information in order 

to fulfill the requirements of the document. Second, since this is the official document 

by which perpetrators place their admittance of guilt and repentance on the public 

record, the presence of these elements shapes more than just what is documented but 

also how the events of the 1994 genocide are discussed and remembered in the official 

government history. While this discussion has focused on the document itself, these 

aspects warrant further research once the official Gacaca Documentation Centre in 

Kigali is completed and the forms from each gacaca trial are made accessible to 

Rwandan citizens as well as outside researchers. 

Emotional setting. All trials that explore brutality and murder must operate in 

a setting of tremendous emotion. In the case of gacaca trials, however, that emotion is 

magnified even more by the residue left over from nearly 70 years of human rights 

atrocities and genocide-ideology. Although each gacaca trial (and each community for 

that matter) has its own unique set of circumstances, I have identified three general 

aspects of the emotional setting in gacaca trials: fear of impartiality and vigilante 

justice, fear of intimidation or harm, and re-traumatization as a result of participation. 

The first aspect—fear of impartiality and vigilante justice—derives largely 

from criticisms of gacaca judges. For example, there are concerns that the use of local 
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judges may result in impartial judges presiding over a person accused of harming a 

loved one (Corey & Joireman, 2004). Conversely, there are concerns that judges may 

have actually participated in the genocide. In fact, one report suggests that more than 

45,000 gacaca judges committed crimes during the 1994 genocide (“Gacaca Jails,” 

2006). Not only would that impact their impartiality, but it may also lead to a judge 

discouraging or influencing potential witness testimony (Le Mon, 2007). Finally, as 

discussed above, the lack of legal training and experience for judges has lead to fears 

that the sense of community empowerment that gacaca courts are meant to instill 

might actually result in vigilante justice (Daly, 2002). 

A second emotional aspect—fear of intimidation or harm—also grows out of 

the communal nature of gacacas. In this case, the fear relates to the physical setting in 

which witnesses are “surrounded by an audience consisting of former génocidaires or 

their families” creating a tense environment where “survivors feel threatened” 

(Brounéus, 2008, p. 72). Unfortunately, these fears appear to be very real, as numerous 

reports have cited examples of witnesses who were murdered or attacked in an effort 

to silence them (Corey & Joireman, 2004; Le Mon, 2007). In fact, one article 

described how at least 40 witnesses became victims of murder or attempted murder in 

just one six-month period (McVeigh, 2006). 

The third emotional aspect—retraumatization—focuses on the psychological 

impact of gacaca trial settings. Specifically, this aspect raises concerns over the 

requirement that witnesses, victims, and even perpetrators provide detailed accounts of 

the brutality experienced during the 1994 genocide. Many of the survivors of those 
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terrible atrocities are still struggling to cope with the trauma of such unspeakable 

events, and the act of recounting and reliving those experiences can increase or 

exacerbate that trauma (Corey & Joireman, 2004). As Karen Brounéus (2008) 

described, “[G]iving testimony involved intense psychological suffering….Several 

[women] re-experienced their traumas of the genocide so strongly that they felt as 

though it was happening again. They saw the machetes, heard the noises, smelled the 

smells” (p. 71). Although one might be tempted to view this emotional aspect as only 

affecting victims and witnesses, Judith Herman (2001) argued that perpetrators may 

suffer the same type of trauma as survivors. As a result, they, too, may be susceptible 

to retraumatization through gacaca trial testimony.  

Despite some beliefs that sharing accounts of atrocities may lead to recovery 

from trauma, it is worth noting that none of the women that Brounéus (2008) 

interviewed considered their gacaca testimony to be a healing experience. While 

critics may be tempted to view such studies as evidence that the gacaca system is not a 

restorative form of justice, the reality is restorative justice involves a number of 

outcomes—including reparations, offender responsibility, and reconciliation of 

communities. Therefore, rather than serving as evidence of the restorative or non-

restorative nature of gacaca trials, I argue that Brounéus’s (2008) study may hint at 

two underlying issues in the gacaca trial process. First, in the gacaca trial system, 

survivors and witnesses are required to give detailed testimonies regarding the 

atrocities they experienced. This makes it impossible for those survivors who are still 

emotionally distraught to remove themselves from the list of witnesses called to 
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testify. Second, a more important issue may be the lack of psychological and trauma 

services available to help Rwandans deal with the retraumatization that they may 

experience after testifying before a gacaca court (Tiemessen, 2004).  

Finally, in addition to the three emotional concerns discussed above, critics of 

gacaca trials must not forget that these trials serve as the official narratives of how real 

people (mothers, brothers, fathers, sons, daughters, neighbors) were brutally murdered. 

As such, the setting may take on a sacred emotional quality in which truth is laid to 

rest and justice is offered as a final eulogy for the victims of the genocide. 

In the end, these emotional aspects likely influence who is willing—and, in the 

case of retraumatization, to what level they are able—to participate in gacaca trials. As 

a result, the emotional setting of gacaca trials undoubtedly shapes the apologetic 

rhetoric in innumerable, yet undeterminable ways. 

Summary of critique area one. As I described in the paragraphs above, 

gacaca courts take place in a complex, multi-faceted situation consisting of historical, 

physical, cultural, legal, political, documentational, and emotional elements that shape 

the participation, outcomes, and the apologetic rhetoric of the community trials.  

Critique area two: Audience effects 

The second principle of this analysis involves explaining the intended audience 

effects. Kent (1997) noted that this step uncovers “what the discourse is intended to 

do” by identifying intended audience effects, features of the genre, and what rhetors 

believe their roles to be (p. 162). In my close reading of gacaca documents, my 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

149 

interviews and focus groups, and secondary research on gacacas, I have identified four 

main aspects that accused perpetrators attempt to negotiate and demonstrate through 

their apologetic rhetoric. The first two—truth and regret—deal with rhetorical 

delivery. In other words, audiences—including judges, survivors, family members of 

victims, and other community members—tend to evaluate a gacaca trial apology by, 

first, looking to see if perpetrators are disclosing the whole truth and, second, 

determining if perpetrators are sincere in their remorse and request for forgiveness. 

The next two—demonstrating that one is relinquishing power and is worthy of 

forgiveness—deal with the audience’s perceptions of the rhetor. I discuss each aspect 

in the sections below. 

Truth. In discussing restorative justice, Howard Zehr (2002) described the 

victims’ needs for information about what happened and why the crime occurred. In 

other words, a key element of restorative justice involves providing victims and 

survivors with information about what specifically happened to their friends and 

families—including how they died and where they are buried. This truth telling also 

has a number of broader implications. For instance, in terms of history, apologies 

effectively “set the public record straight” (Howard-Hassmann & Lombardo, 2008, p. 

219) and provide a sense of closure (Brophy, 2008). Moreover, the apology reinforces 

“the victims’ version of history” and function as important acts of remembrance 

(Gibbs, 2008, p. 163). In doing so, it shapes not only the past, but how the community 

sees itself today and in the future (Coicaud & Jönsson, 2008, p. 77).  
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The need for disclosing the whole truth is evident in the Gacaca Jurisdictions 

goal to “reveal the truth on the genocide events” (National Service of Gacaca 

Jurisdictions, 2004a, p. 5) as well as in the thoroughness of the gacaca documents, 

which record specific details about where and how victims were attacked, who 

participated, and what was done with the bodies. Moreover, the emphasis on truth 

telling is rooted in both Rwandan culture and in the gacaca process. As I stated in my 

analysis of my interview and focus group data (Chapter 3), an important element of 

apologies in Rwandan culture is a detailed narrative. Rather than simply stating that an 

act was wrong, the apologist must explain in detail what happened, when it happened, 

and why it happened. As one gacaca court judge noted in a trial transcript: “The 

accused confessing to their crimes must at first elaborate in detail the crime to which 

they are confessing and the person they trespassed against.” To help the gacaca trial 

arrive at the truth, the entire community—including survivors, witnesses, and fellow 

perpetrators—is asked to give testimony about the details and the judges ask 

perpetrators questions about inconsistencies. This dialogic narrative of details also has 

roots in the Rwandan cultural view of the apology process. As one interview 

participant explained: “If you forget anything, it shows that your apology is 

incomplete. So you ask the witnesses and victim to remind you if you’ve forgotten 

anything.” In short, that means being open to, accepting, and addressing audience 

questions and testimonies of the crime. 

Regret. The second aspect—demonstrating sincere regret—is also rooted in 

Rwanda culture and was discussed previously (Chapter 3) as one of four common 
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characteristics of a successful apology. This aspect, however, is abstract and, 

therefore, more challenging to quantify and document. As one focus group participant 

stated: “If someone is apologizing, you just look them in the face, you will know the 

way they are telling you and the details they are giving you that it’s from the heart.” In 

terms of recording sincerity, the “Record of Confession, Guilty Plea, Repentance and 

Apology” document that I analyzed above does include a section at the end of the 

document where the judges indicate whether they have accepted the confession and 

their reasons for doing so or not doing so. It is feasible—but unproven—that a lack of 

sincerity may result in a confession and apology being rejected. Therefore, this is an 

area that also deserves further study in the future when the Gacaca Documentation 

Centre in Kigali is completed and the forms from each trial are made accessible to 

Rwandans and outside researchers. 

Power. Injustices and acts of wrongdoing include an underlying element of the 

perpetrator disrespecting another person (Thompson, 2008). In the case of the violent 

atrocities of genocide and human rights violations that underlying element extends 

beyond disrespect into blatantly asserting physical and emotional power over a victim. 

Therefore, an important element of an apology is the re-balancing of that power. As 

Pablo de Greiff (2008) noted, an apology “puts the offender in a position of 

vulnerability, and therefore redraws the balance of power” (p. 129). This redrawing of 

power is “at the heart of the healing process” (Lazare, 1995, p. 42) and is evident in 

the apologies of the gacaca trials. As one person I interviewed in Rwanda explained, 

the offender was psychologically in a state of power over the victim by committing the 
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crime, which can leave lasting feelings of inadequacy and a sense of not being whole. 

Through the apologetic process, however, there is a “reverse of power” where the 

victim is temporarily in a position of power, of being able to accept or not accept the 

apology. The end result is the restoration of both the victim and the offender as equal 

members in the society. In his words:   

During that particular moment, the victims become powerful, but it is just a 
symbolic and psychological power….When the perpetrator is reintegrated back 
into the community, both will start as a normal life….It is to make the situation 
normal. 
 
In discussing restorative justice, Howard Zehr (2002) described the reason for 

such a reversal of power as addressing the victim’s need for empowerment, which 

allows them to regain control not only over their property and their bodies, but also 

their emotions. Therefore, one of the goals of a perpetrator in offering an apology is to 

demonstrate a relinquishing of power—through such aspects as his or her tone and 

acceptance of the victim (and the community) as being in a position to place judgment 

on the perpetrator and, in a sense, control his or her future. 

Membership. As I discussed previously (Chapter 2), apologies are ultimately 

negotiations of societal values and membership. The breaking of a society’s values 

positions the perpetrator as a person who lives outside the norms and hierarchy of that 

society. Through the ritual of an apology, perpetrators can reaccept and reiterate the 

values that were broken and, as a result, demonstrate to the audience that they are 

worthy of being welcomed back into the society. As one interview participant told me 

during my field research in Rwanda: “If you don’t say I’m sorry, it’s against our 
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cultural norms because it shows irresponsibility, or it shows the sign of immoral 

values. If you don’t do it, you are indicating that you are inhuman because what you 

are doing is immoral.” In other words, failure to acknowledge harm and ask for 

forgiveness not only positions you as an outsider, but also places you outside the 

bounds of human decency in the eyes of the community. Acknowledging wrongdoing 

and apologizing for it, on the other hand, ritualistically welcomes you back into that 

community as a redeemed member. 

In gacaca trials, however, demonstrating that you are worthy of reintegration 

back into society is more complex than merely stating it was wrong to commit murder 

or steal property during the genocide. While those may be the surface-level values that 

were broken, the more important value under investigation in post-genocide Rwanda 

is a non-genocide ideology. Through the acknowledgment of the genocide atrocities 

against Tutsis and the positioning of such atrocities as wrong or immoral acts, 

apologies in gacaca trials put forth an idea of the community as rightfully including all 

identities and, at the same time, willingly integrate the perpetrator into that 

community. As Alfred Brophy (2008) stated, “[a]n apology functions to define us, as 

well as to send messages to others. It tells us about our current identity” (p. 118).  

Critique area three: Structural classification 

The third principle involves analyzing “the discourse under investigation to 

answer questions about its structure and intent” to determine if the genre “exhibits 

regular patterns related to occasion, effect, timing, location” (Kent, 1997, p. 163). To 
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address this stage, I conducted a close reading of gacaca documents and combined that 

insight with information from my interviews and focus groups as well as secondary 

research on gacacas. Since I have already discussed the location of the genre in my 

analysis of the setting above, I focus here on the following characteristics: timing, 

occasion, and structure. 

Before I consider those aspects, however, I should reiterate that I am not 

merely looking at the end result of apologetic exchanges—i.e., the explicit statement 

of sorrow. Rather, I am examining the broader concept of apologetic rhetoric that 

encompasses the accusation as well as the negotiation that leads up to a statement of 

sorrow. As I stated in my literature review (Chapter 2), Ryan (1982) called for 

analysis of apologies to focus on the speech set of kategoria (or accusation) and 

apologia (or speech in defense). Recently, Kevin Stein (2008) added a third element—

antapologia—to the speech set. According to Stein’s description, an offended party 

issues an accusation (kategoria), and the offender responds with an account or 

defensive response (apologia). However, if the offended party has an issue with that 

account or response, he or she initiates a counter-accusation (an antapologia) 

specifically addressing the content or delivery of the apologia itself. Thus, antapologia 

differs from the kategoria in that “the former is designed to be a response to the 

apologetic discourse and the latter is designed to be a response to the initial harmful 

act perpetrated by the accused” (Stein, 2008, pp. 19–20). With the addition (or 

acknowledgment) of this third element, the process is more accurately represented and 

analyzed as a negotiation in which the offender and the offended function as co-
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creators of the apology (Yamazaki, 2004). It is precisely these co-created negotiations 

that are under investigation in this dissertation. With that said, I offer a brief 

discussion of the timing and occasion of these exchanges, followed by a discussion of 

the structure of apologetic rhetoric in gacaca trials.  

Timing. In terms of timing, there are three aspects that should be noted and 

considered. First, there is a timing constraint that must be acknowledged. According to 

the rules for collecting information in gacaca trials, comments (including accusations, 

explanations, and apologies) must be kept brief and precise in order to allow enough 

time for numerous witnesses, survivors, and community members to speak (National 

Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, 2004b). This constraint is evident in the actual trials 

transcripts as well. For example, during one testimony a judge was recorded opening a 

gacaca trial by reminding the community that each “speaker should be brief and give 

time to others.” This, however, does not mean that speakers should rush through 

statements. In fact, in one trial that I analyzed a judge had to interrupt a speaker and 

ask him “to go slowly so that we may take notes.” In other words, comments must be 

clear and concise, but not rushed in delivery—as one presiding judge stated: “What we 

are trying to tell you is to say the core idea of your statement in brief.” The emphasis 

on brevity obviously impacts the accusations as well as the perpetrator’s account and 

apology by limiting the development and expression of ideas. One witness summed up 

this criticism by telling the panel of judges:  

I am talking for the sake of all the audience in general. We witness—listen to 
what we tell you…. If you want to get the whole truth, it shouldn’t be done this 
way—but you could give us time to present our testimonies then after take 
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time out to analyze what is said and end up with decisions, as it is done in 
other courts. 

 
A second aspect of timing is the immediacy of a response that is required. The 

courts consist of real-time dialogue; therefore, when a question is asked, the speaker 

must respond immediately. Similarly, as the trials take place, judges write information 

into the official documents and, as the trial is ending, the perpetrator must write the 

detailed narrative of the crime as well as the apologies. Such immediacy limits the 

time that rhetors have to construct and (at least internally) revise their apologetic 

statements. 

Finally, in terms of timing, I must acknowledge that the apologetic rhetoric of 

gacaca trials comes 10 to 15 years after the actual atrocities were committed. In some 

cases, that length of time may be seen by community members as too little too late. In 

other situations, however, the time that has passed may allow survivors and 

communities to open their hearts and minds to reconciliation. Additionally, the length 

of time may make it difficult for perpetrators and witnesses to accurately recall the 

details of the genocide crimes. Since these aspects are not evident in the 

documentation, one can only speculate for now. However, this is certainly an area 

worthy of more investigation, including interviews that could help researchers 

understand the impact that a decade or more has had on different people’s views of the 

apologetic rhetoric of the gacaca trials. 

Occasion. In the discussions above, I have provided an overview of the gacaca 

court system as well as a description of its setting. In doing so, I have touched upon 
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numerous aspects that relate to the occasion. However, one important element is still 

worth noting—that is, the local versus national lens. Each gacaca trial is part of a local 

occasion and a national occasion. On the local level, a gacaca trial uncovers the 

specific details about a particular victim or victims within a specific community. In 

doing so, it provides the survivors and the community as a whole with the knowledge 

about where its community members were murdered, how they were murdered, where 

their bodies were buried or disposed of, and finally how the community can begin to 

move forward through the perpetrators’ statements of regret and reconciliation. On the 

national level, however, that same dialogue is part of a larger narrative to understand 

and record the horrific events of the 1994 genocide. After all, the official documents 

from each trial throughout the country are eventually shipped to and stored at the 

Gacaca Documentation Centre in Kigali. There, the documents—and the apologetic 

exchanges recorded in them—make up the official history of the genocide. In that 

sense, the apologies of gacaca trials can be said to take place in two different 

occasions simultaneously: (1) in a reconciliation occasion where people seek 

information and understanding at the local level, and (2) in a public record occasion 

that takes place at the national level as the documents are removed from the local 

contexts in which they were originally delivered.  

Forensic structure. Finally, the structure of the apologetic exchanges must be 

considered. The forensic nature of apologetic rhetoric dates back to Classical 

Rhetoric—such as, Aristotle’s (1984) divisions of oratory, in which he described 

forensic rhetoric as speech that “either attacks or defends” (p. 32). Ryan (1982) 
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discussed the forensic structure of apologetic exchanges when he argued they must be 

analyzed as a speech set that considers the apologia (the apology or defense) in light of 

the kategoria (the accusation). In doing so, Ryan (1982) applied Cicero’s stasis theory 

to the analysis. Since stasis theory essentially includes a list of special topics or 

questions that guide “forensic orators in defining the key questions in any case” 

(Bizzell & Herzberg, 2001, p. 32), the inclusion of such questions can be an important 

way to focus an analysis of apologia.  

Later, Charles Marsh (2006) clarified that these special topics should be 

viewed hierarchically—beginning with stasis of fact before moving to stasis of 

definition and then to stasis of quality. The fourth stasis relates to jurisdiction or 

procedure. The stasis of fact focuses on whether something happened and includes 

questions such as “What occurred?” and “When did it occur?” (Herrick, 2006, p. 99). 

The stasis of definition may include such questions as “Who was harmed? What was 

the extent of the harm?” (Corbett & Connors, 1999, p. 125) as well as “How shall we 

classify this act? Was this a case of murder?” (Herrick, 2006, p. 99). The stasis of 

quality must also be addressed, including questions regarding whether the crime was 

intentionally committed (Corbett & Connors, 1999) or if the crime was intentionally 

planned ahead of time (Herrick, 2006). Finally, the stasis of jurisdiction or procedure 

may be argued, which involves “who ought to bring the action or against whom, or in 

what manner or before what court or under what law” a crime should be tried (Ochs, 

1982, p. 117).  
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When looking at the gacaca trial transcripts, I found evidence of a structure 

similar to the hierarchy of stasis. For example, the rhetorical exchanges first focus on 

what happened and when it happened (stasis of fact), followed by exchanges that 

define the act as murder, rape, abuse, or theft (stasis of definition). One of the most 

important questions addressed in gacaca trials examines whether the perpetrator 

initiated and/or led the genocide (stasis of quality), which in turn is used to determine 

whether the perpetrator is eligible for leniency through the gacaca courts or must be 

referred to a national court (stasis of jurisdiction) for the more severe crime of leading 

the genocide.  

Although the term stasis is not used, these special topics and the hierarchy 

described above are evident in the structure of rhetorical exchanges—that is, the 

accusations (kategoria) and apologies (apologia)—in the gacaca trial transcripts.  

Critique area four: Motivation or common intent 

The fourth principle aims to understand why the accused perpetrators 

apologize in gacaca trials—that is, why they say what they said, in the way they said 

it, and at that moment in time. Although there is no evidence in the transcripts or 

documentation as to why perpetrators offer apologies, some insight regarding 

motivation can be drawn from my field research into why Rwandans apologize in 

general (Chapter 3). As I stated in that section, there are four general reasons why 

Rwandans apologize: expunging guilt, restoring harmony, regaining membership, and 

escaping further prosecution. 
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In the interviews and focus groups many of the participants discussed the 

expulsion of guilt, often framed in terms of “a bad feeling in your heart” that had to be 

cleansed by apologizing. One participant described this sense of guilt and the desire to 

expunge it by stating that when someone apologizes “you seem like you escaped the 

badness from your heart… you give all the badness away.”  

In addition to expunging the personal sense of guilt, an offender also seeks to 

heal the community and to restore the sense of peace and harmony that existed before 

the offense. The research participants often highlighted peace and harmony when 

discussing any aspect of apologizing or reconciliation, through statements such as: 

“To harmonize, you have to say I’m sorry…” and “We harmonize our case in a 

cultural way, in a family way… because we are all one family.” 

With such a strong sense of community and of obligation to one’s neighbors, 

the act of apologizing not only works to restore peace and harmony but also to 

welcome an offender back into the community. As one participant stated, by breaking 

a cultural norm and refusing to apologize, an offender is viewed as a “foreigner” who 

is “not part of the community.” Another participant went so far as to say that the 

offender is seen as “immoral” and even “inhuman.” As I discussed above, by 

apologizing, offenders demonstrate the values that reestablish them as members of the 

community.  

Finally, I must note that there is a strong desire for wrongdoers to simply 

escape further prosecution. As one focus group participant stated: “Sometimes people 
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apologize not from their heart. It’s just for pretending, not from your heart, so you 

won’t be charged for what you did.”  

Although each perpetrator has his or her own unique reasons for confessing 

and apologizing, these general motivations likely combine in some form to shape the 

situation and, as a result, the apologetic rhetoric that results from it. 

Critique area five: Symbolic patterns and social ends  

Kent’s (1997) fifth principle calls for a careful examination of “the discourse 

and genre under consideration to account for particular symbolic patterns, how the 

genre functions, and what social ends the genre might serve” (p. 164). I address this 

stage through a Fantasy Theme Analysis of the gacaca trial documents. This method 

of rhetorical analysis is based on Symbolic Convergence Theory, which assumes that 

social reality is created through the written and verbal exchanges of a group. Based on 

this theory, Bormann (1972) argued that scholars could examine the communication of 

a group to understand how a group and its corresponding views of reality formed.  

Fantasy Theme Analysis is an appropriate and useful method for examining the 

apologetic exchanges of gacaca trials in a number of ways. First, the use of Fantasy 

Theme Analysis in analyzing apologetic rhetoric has already been established by 

Alfred Mueller (2004) in his analysis of House Speaker Dennis Hastert’s preemptive 

apologia regarding the removal of the Armenian Genocide Resolution from the 

House’s schedule of items to debate. Second—and more relevant to this stage of my 

analysis—since the main analytical function of Fantasy Theme Analysis is to help 
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identify the symbolic common ground or symbolic reality of a group, this method is 

ideal for uncovering and examining the “particular symbolic patterns” (Kent, 1997, p. 

164) in gacaca trial apologetic exchanges. According to Symbolic Convergence 

Theory, symbolic reality is created and maintained through the dramatic stories and 

themes shared between members of a group. In terms of this dissertation, Fantasy 

Theme Analysis enables me to identify and analyze the recurring themes and 

rhetorical visions put forth in the kategoria and apologia of gacaca trials. In doing so, I 

uncover how the participants in gacaca trials describe the events of the 1994 genocide 

as well as what members of the post-genocide society value.  

To analyze the symbolic reality of a group, critics begin by examining an 

artifact for fantasy themes, which depict “characters engaged in action in a setting that 

accounts for and explains human experience’’ (Bormann, Cragan, & Shields, 2001, p. 

282). Specifically, fantasy themes depict dramatis personae (or characters), plotlines, 

and scenes as well as sanctioning agents that legitimize the perspective (Shields & 

Preston, 1985). These themes are not necessarily long narratives, but instead can be as 

short as a sentence, a joke, or a phrase that connotes a familiar narrative for members 

of the group (Cragan & Shields, 1995). According to Margaret Duffy (1997), fantasy 

themes can take one of three forms: script themes, which focus on the actions of the 

characters; scenic themes, which focus on the stage or setting in which the action 

occurred; or actor themes, which focus on the characters who perform the actions.  

Individual fantasy themes converge into more general fantasy types. Fantasy 

types, in turn, converge into an overall rhetorical vision, which function as a lens 
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through which members of the group view their world (Bormann, 1972). These 

rhetorical visions can be categorized in one of three competing master analogues of 

reality: pragmatic, which values expediency, utility, and efficiency; social, which 

values trust, caring, and relationships; or righteous, which differentiates between right 

and wrong, moral and immoral, and just and unjust (Cragan & Shields, 1992). By 

analyzing such rhetorical visions, the critic gains a “broader view of a culture’s or 

rhetorical community’s symbolic reality” (Shields & Preston, 1985, p. 106).  

To apply the method of Fantasy Theme Analysis to this stage of my analysis, I 

performed a close reading of the 11 gacaca trial transcripts—totaling 371 pages—that 

were described at the beginning of this chapter. I noted and coded themes that 

emerged from the exchanges and then combined the common recurring themes into 

rhetorical visions. In analyzing the speech set of kategoria (accusations) and apologia 

(apologetic rhetoric), I found evidence of two rhetorical visions that shed light on the 

symbolic realities constructed by Rwandans to explain the genocide of 1994. The first 

vision stresses the collective responsibility for the genocide and human rights 

violations that took place. In doing so, this vision emphasizes the responsibility of 

larger groups such as the government, the Interahamwe (or Hutu militia), and even the 

Rwanda Patriotic Front (that is, the Tutsi military group that fought the government in 

a civil war prior to the genocide and then swept through the country to end the 

atrocities). Conversely, a second rhetorical vision portrays the genocide and human 

rights violations as individual acts committed by specific members of the society. In 

essence, the two visions represent competing visions of responsibility: one providing a 
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macro, top-down vision of the national events and systemic roots of the genocide, 

while the other provides a micro, bottom-up vision of the crimes and the impact of 

genocide. Two important subjects of agreement between the visions, however, are that 

both acknowledge the atrocities of the genocide and portray the people/groups 

responsible for the genocide as villains. In that sense, both visions place the horrific 

crimes of the 1994 genocide on the public record and rebuke those events as immoral 

and unjust. 

I explore these aspects more in the sections below—including the 

characteristics, dramatis personae, plotlines, theme categories, master analogues, and 

values that differ between the visions. I conclude this stage of the analysis with a 

discussion of the broader implications of these visions. 

Macro and micro visions of genocide and responsibility. Despite the fact 

that each gacaca court tries only the genocide crimes and human rights violations 

committed in its local community, a strong macro vision of the genocide is evident in 

the trial exchanges. One of the major characteristics of this macro vision is that it 

focuses attention beyond the crimes committed in a particular local community and, in 

some cases, beyond the October 1, 1990 to December 31, 1994 timeframe that is under 

investigation by the gacaca system. For example, one perpetrator provided an account 

of his actions and the government’s actions dating back as far as 1959 and as late as 

2002. In doing so, such testimonies focus attention on the systemic, historical roots of 

ethnic tension and crimes against humanity in Rwanda. Moreover, by extending the 

timeline beyond 1994, such testimonies typically include recent acts of repatriation 
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that are in line with the values of harmony, acceptance of others, and even the defense 

of Rwanda against ongoing attacks by génocidaires outside Rwanda’s borders (for 

example, attacks by groups coming into Rwanda from the Congo). While this vision is 

not constructed exclusively by perpetrators on trial, the evidence suggests that the 

macro, top-down view is more commonly perpetuated by those individuals. 

The micro vision of the genocide differs from the macro vision in its emphasis 

on local crimes, perpetrators, victims, and implications of the genocide. For example, 

one witness testified against a perpetrator who was on trial, saying: “This very man 

ordered that the people be gathered in sectors and cells be taken away to be killed” 

(emphasis added). In another example, after a perpetrator testified that he was part of a 

group that hit an old man with a club and “left him there,” a member of the audience 

interrupted and stated “You ought to say ‘We killed him’” (emphasis added). Two 

gacaca judges then challenged the perpetrator—one asked “You killed him?” followed 

by another asking “Or you left him alive?” The perpetrator answered by saying “I 

couldn’t have that feeling or sense to check whether that person is dead or not. They 

hit him with clubs, we thought that he was dead.” These exchanges demonstrate the 

micro vision’s focus on specific details regarding specific actions, victims, and 

perpetrators. This is in stark contrast to the generalities of the macro vision, which 

focus on vaguely defined perpetrators and actions. 

Dramatis personae. Another characteristic that sets the macro vision apart 

from the micro are the differing dramatis personae in the two visions. The term 

dramatis personae refers to the heroic and villainous “characters that are given life 
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within the drama (vision)” (Shields & Preston, 1985, p. 106). The term dramatis 

personae is used instead of characters to distinguish the qualities that are attributed to 

a character in the vision from the actual “qualities that may or may not be possessed” 

by a real person (Shields & Preston, 1985, p. 107).  

I stated above that both visions focus on villains; however, I should point out 

that the villains in the macro vision consist of large groups that influenced national 

events—such as the Hutu-led government for instigating and sanctioning human rights 

violations of Tutsi dating back to the 1950s, the Interahamwe (or Hutu militia) for 

planning and conducting the genocide throughout the country, the Rwanda Patriotic 

Front for heightening tensions between Hutus and Tutsis by launching a civil war 

against the Hutu-led government prior to the genocide, vague villains such as the 

“enemies who shot down Habyarimana’s plane,” and even the foreign countries that 

refused to stop the genocide.  

Three points are important in analyzing the dramatis personae of the macro 

vision. First, they consist of large, abstract groups. In other words, they are 

recognizable names of groups, but they are vague or even unidentifiable in terms of 

individuals. For example, which members of the Hutu-led government instigated the 

attacks on Hutus? Who was a member of the Interahamwe? Who were the “enemies 

who shot down Habyarimana’s plane”? (To date, no conclusive evidence has been 

found to identify either the individuals or group that committed the act.) The second 

important point is that by emphasizing the villainous roles of large, nationally 

influential groups, the macro vision constructs a reality in which leaders and planners 
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of the genocide bear the major responsibility for the atrocity. The result of this 

emphasis is that it not only acknowledges the human right violations, but also the 

intentional design as well as the preventability of the genocide. As one perpetrator 

explicitly stated: “The genocide of the Tutsi was planned and executed…by the 

government of Rwanda” followed a few minutes later by “Yes, the genocide took 

place, but neither the UN nor foreign countries took appropriate measures to punish 

the perpetrators at that time.” This leads to the third important point regarding the 

dramatis personae in the macro vision. By situating responsibility on the national 

leaders and planners as well as foreign countries, macroists construct the actual 

perpetrators as victims caught up in a national atrocity they could not control, as 

victims of false accusations in gacaca trials, and sometimes even as heroes. One 

accused perpetrator summed up the dramatis personae of victim and hero in his 

testimony by stating: “I did my best in a bad situation” followed later by “No single 

individual was attacked… under my command in the cathedral.” 

The micro vision also emphasizes villainous personae; however, the villains in 

this vision are the specific individuals who performed genocide crimes and human 

rights violations. For example, one perpetrator accepted responsibility for a series of 

brutal attacks by stating “I participated in those crowd attacks.” He went on to name 

four other individuals—including their first and last names, the communities they are 

from, the specific roles they played in the attacks, the weapons used, and where the 

bodies of the victims were left. This testimony demonstrates the micro vision’s 

emphasis on individual community members as villains who conducted brutal attacks 
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during the genocide. Interestingly, the micro vision does not include any heroes; the 

only other dramatis personae in this vision are the sub-characters of victims 

(community members who were killed during the genocide) and survivors 

(community members who were attacked or threatened but some how escaped death). 

These sub-characters are almost always positioned as passive participants—meaning 

they do not take active steps to influence the events, but are instead acted upon by the 

villains. 

Plotlines. The plotline “provides the action of a rhetorical vision” (Cragan & 

Shields, 1992, p. 201) or, in simpler terms, describes “who is doing what, to whom, 

and how” in the vision (Shields & Preston, 1985, p. 107). Here again, the two visions 

differ dramatically. The macro vision’s plotline focuses on large nationally influential 

groups who manipulate and lead average citizens to violence against each other for 

ideological reasons using indirect means such as laws, military orders, combat 

training, and fear. This plotline can be described as collective and conspiratorial. The 

micro vision’s plotline, on the other hand, focuses on specific individuals of a 

community who attack and kill other members of that community for personal 

vengeance or hatred using hand-to-hand weapons such as clubs, machetes, and spears. 

This plotline is individual and vindictive. 

Theme categories. Another area of divergence between the two visions is the 

type of theme evident in each. As I mentioned above, the themes in rhetorical visions 

can take three forms: (1) script themes that focus on the actions of the characters, (2) 

scenic themes that focus on the stage or setting in which the action occurred, or (3) 
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actor themes that focus on the characters who perform the actions (Duffy, 1997). As I 

noted, the macro vision emphasized the actions of large nationally influential groups 

and the long history of hate, fear, and suspicion in Rwanda. As such, the macro vision 

puts forth a scenic theme that emphasizes the context and backdrop in which the 

genocide took place. In doing so, this theme minimizes the specific actors or acts of 

human rights violations that occurred. The micro vision, however, directs attention 

away from the historical context and instead puts forth a script theme that details the 

specific actions of genocide, including acts committed in attacks, what weapons were 

used, and what impact these crimes had on the people and community.    

Master analogues. Rhetorical visions can be categorized in one of three 

competing master analogues that reflect the structure of reality (Cragan & Shields, 

1992). The pragmatic master analogue values expediency, utility, and efficiency. A 

rhetorical vision based on a social master analogue focuses on trust, caring, and 

human relationships. Finally, the righteous master analogue differentiates between 

right and wrong, moral and immoral, just and unjust. Interestingly, both the macro and 

the micro visions are based on a righteous master analogue. They differ, however, in 

what they judge to be wrong or unjust. The macro vision’s righteous master analogue 

casts judgment on national leaders and ideological groups throughout the history of 

Rwanda (such as the Hutu-led government, the Interahamwe, and the Tutsi-led 

Rwanda Patriotic Front) who instituted unjust policies or engaged in immoral wars 

that ultimately led to the genocide. In addition, macroists position inactivity by the 

United Nations and nations such as the United States as immoral. Like the macro 
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vision, the micro vision reflects a righteous master analogue. Its righteousness, 

however, denounces the immoral acts of murder and violence committed during the 

genocide as well as the denial or partial denial of those acts in gacaca trial testimony.    

Values. In the end, both rhetorical visions demonstrate basic convictions that 

are reflected in their rhetorical constructions of the 1994 genocide. The macro, top-

down vision values complexity, history, and hierarchical responsibility. While the 

micro vision also values responsibility, it emphasizes individual responsibility. 

Additionally, it values specificity over complexity. 

Implications. This critique area of the analysis is intended to “account for 

particular symbolic patterns, how the genre functions, and what social ends the genre 

might serve” (Kent, 1997, p. 164). Using Fantasy Theme Analysis, I have uncovered 

two rhetorical visions that reflect the symbolic realities of Rwandans regarding the 

1994 genocide (see Table 4.1). As Bormann (1972) stated, rhetorical visions function 

as a lens through which members of the group view their world. But in the case of the 

gacaca trials, these visions do much more. 

As I said at the beginning of this chapter, the accusations and apologies in 

gacaca trials are witnessed by judges, families of the victims and the broader 

community. They’re also recorded on film, trial transcripts, and an official Gacaca 

Jurisdiction document entitled “Record of Confession, Guilty Plea, Repentance and 

Apology.” In that sense, the dramatis personae, plotlines, theme categories, master 

analogues, and values of these competing rhetorical visions put the events of the 1994 

genocide on the public record.  
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Table 4.1 Two Competing Rhetorical Visions 

 

Two points of agreement that the rhetorical visions place on that public record 

are important to reiterate. First, both visions acknowledge that the genocide occurred. 

The macro vision acknowledges that the genocide was planned and carried out 

nationwide, while the micro vision records the individual brutal atrocities that took 

place in each community or village. In doing so, they place these aspects on the public 

record, making denial by opposing or future groups that much harder. Second, both 

visions value responsibility for the genocide. The macro vision places that 

responsibility on the national leaders and influential organizations, while the micro 

vision places responsibility for the genocide on the specific individuals who 

committed the atrocities in communities and villages throughout the country. These 

aspects shape how the community—and ultimately the country—remembers the 
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genocide, how responsibility is situated, and what the members of post-genocide 

Rwanda value as they move beyond the terrible events of 1994.  

In other words, the rhetorical visions discussed above are not only symbolic 

constructions of reality, but they are also the basis for the collective memory of post-

genocide Rwanda. In areas torn apart by genocide and human rights violations, 

collective memory “invokes shared emotions and consciousness” that become 

important parts of the “healing, reconciliation, and reconstruction” (Chirwa, 2000, p. 

111). An important element of collective memory, however, is collective forgetting. 

As Paul Connerton (1989) stated, “It is not because thoughts are similar that we evoke 

them; it is rather because the same group is interested in those memories, and is able to 

evoke them, that they are assembled together in our minds” (p. 37). This raises the 

question of “how collective are ‘collective memories’? Whose memories are they?” 

(Chirwa, 2000, p. 111).  

As I noted near the beginning of this chapter, gacaca courts are only mandated 

to address crimes of genocide and crimes against humanity that occurred between 

October 1990 and December 1994, which is the time period immediately preceding 

and during the 1994 genocide. Moreover, gacaca courts do not address war crimes 

committed by the Rwanda Patriotic Front against Hutus during the civil war leading 

up to—or in the fighting to end—the genocide. In other words, by mandate, the 

testimonies and documents of the gacaca system provide a narrow view of history that 

“fail[s] to take into account the long history of human rights abuses in Rwanda in 

which both Hutus and Tutsis have been perpetrators and victims” (Sarkin, 2001, p. 
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161). The result of this narrow view is that the accusations and apologies, as well as 

the rhetorical visions constructed in those exchanges, are equally narrowed. That is, 

crimes committed by the Tutsi government long before the Hutu government gained 

control—as well as opinions that the attacks against Tutsis were one part of a larger 

civil war—are not even included in these exchanges. The entire discourse is shaped by 

legal mandate, documentation, and cultural expectations to only include apologetic 

exchanges that acknowledge wrongdoing (and, as a result, place genocide on the 

public record) and provide the details of crimes committed during a specific time 

period (which, as a result, shapes the rhetorical visions and collective memory of that 

public record since the time period only includes crimes committed by a specific 

group). This narrow focus may help explain why both the rhetorical visions identified 

in the apologetic exchanges explicitly acknowledge the genocide and value 

responsibility for the genocide—rather than refute the term “genocide” or deny that 

any one group or person should be held responsible.  

Finally, the rhetorical visions above have implications on post-genocide 

Rwanda that go beyond placing the 1994 genocide on the public record and shaping 

the collective memory of Rwandans. That’s because, in constructing a rhetorical 

vision, members of a community essentially “build a shared identity” that 

differentiates them from outside groups and creates “a shared understanding of the 

group and what it means to be a member” (Duffy, 2003, p. 293). As Bormann (1985) 

explained,  
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People create a common consciousness by becoming aware that they are 
involved in an identifiable group and that their group differs in some important 
respects from other groups…. Once the sharing of fantasies identifies the 
group and distinguishes between insiders and outsiders, the members have 
clear rhetorical and symbolic boundaries to serve as guidelines…to force 
members out. (pp. 11-12) 
 
In other words, the rhetorical visions described above partially determine the 

identity of post-genocide Rwanda. As a result, a person’s standing as a valued member 

of society hinges, in part, on whether that person subscribes to the rhetorical visions 

reflecting acknowledgment of and responsibility for the 1994 genocide. 

Admittedly, I have only offered a brief discussion of the relationship between 

apologetic rhetoric in gacaca trials and the construction of Rwanda’s collective 

memory of the 1994 genocide. Future studies on collective memory—and its impact 

on identity and membership—in post-genocide Rwanda are warranted, including more 

thorough and theoretical examinations of each aspect. 

Critique area six: Strategies and characteristics 

The sixth principle aims at identifying strategies, characteristics, or practices 

so that “future critics, theorists, or rhetors, might effectively judge/evaluate instances 

of its enactment, or produce ‘effective’ (persuasive, informative, moving, etc.) 

examples of the discourse under scrutiny” (Kent, 1997, pp. 164-165). In this section, I 

diverge slightly from Kent’s perspective. While I examine the apologetic rhetoric in 

gacaca trials to uncover similar characteristics or patterns, the goal of my examination 

is less to provide a method of evaluation or recommendations for producing effective 
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instances in the future. Instead, I explore how these characteristics compare to current 

theories of apologetic rhetoric and what can be learned from them.  

In analyzing the 371 pages of gacaca transcripts as well as the information 

recorded in the official “Record of Confession, Guilty Plea, Repentance and 

Apology,” I found four common rhetorical characteristics of apologies in gacaca trials: 

providing a detailed narrative, recognizing third-party participation, shifting blame or 

scapegoating, and offering a statement of sorrow. When compared to the four general 

characteristics of apologies in Rwandan culture that were discussed in Chapter 3 (i.e., 

a detailed narrative of the offense, a statement of sorrow combined with a request for 

forgiveness, the demonstration of sincerity and heart-felt remorse, and reparations), 

only two of those elements (detailed narrative and statement of sorrow) are commonly 

evident in the actual apologetic exchanges of gacaca trials. In addition to those two 

characteristics, a third characteristic reflects the cultural expectation that apologies in 

Rwandan culture actively involve third-party participants (families, friends, and 

neighbors of the aggrieved parties). Finally, the fourth characteristic of apologetic 

exchanges in gacaca trials (i.e., shifting blame/scapegoating) shares similarities not 

with Rwandan perspectives on apologies but instead with the current 

European/American-based theories of apologetic rhetoric. I discuss each characteristic 

briefly in the sections below. 

Detailed narrative. The most prominent characteristic was a detailed narrative 

of the crime. The presence of this characteristic is not surprising, given the emphasis 

placed on this aspect in Rwandan culture. As I discussed previously (Chapter 3), a 
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detailed narrative is one of the most important and distinct elements of Rwandan 

apologetic rhetoric. According to the Rwandans I interviewed, rather than simply 

stating that an act was wrong, Rwandan culture dictates that an apologist must explain 

in detail what happened, when it happened, and why it happened. As one focus group 

participant stated: 

In order to make an apology to someone you committed a problem to, you 
have to first agree what the problem is that you committed, you have to agree 
why you are apologizing to him. 
 
The emphasis on a detailed narrative is carried over into the official “Record of 

Confession, Guilty Plea, Repentance and Apology” document. This document features 

two sections designed to record such detailed information. One section features a 

checklist of information that must be discussed and documented, such as the time, 

place, and weapons used in the crime. Another section in the document provides space 

for a written narrative of the “details of how each crime was committed.”  

In terms of the actual apologetic exchange, however, I should note that the 

detailed narrative is not found in a single statement, but rather is uncovered through an 

ongoing dialogue of evidence put forth by the perpetrator and witnesses, and clarified 

through questions by the judges. The following excerpt from a perpetrator serves as a 

representative example of the details discussed in such ongoing dialogues12: 

Mr. Prosecutor of _________, as I committed my self to tell the whole truth on 
what happened in _________ Sector; I admit my guilty and want to report 
those who were with me when we murdered the family of _________, the 
family of _________ and the family of _________. 

                                                 
12 Due to the sensitivity of this information, I have removed the actual names of perpetrators, victims, and even cities when 

quoting from the transcripts, and I have inserted blank lines instead. 
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The mayor of _________ Sector was the first to come to ask for support to 
elders that were at the bus stop. After he talked to them they planned to attack 
the places that I’ll clarify…. We first reached _________, we killed her. We 
then went to _________ and we killed _________. When we left, we went to 
_________’s home, we killed one person named _________, the second 
named _________. The fourth I don’t remember. The fifth _________, the 
sixth _________, and here it’s not clear for sure. It was around 8:00 pm…. 

 

In other instances, the exchanges focus on the use of weapons or where the 

victims’ bodies were placed after being murdered. For example, a perpetrator and 

judge had the following exchange: 

Judge: Those who killed _______, tell us about them and her death. 
 
Perpetrator: When we reached her, _______ and one called _______ are the 
ones who killed her using clubs. 
 
Judge: Only clubs? Nothing else? How about her body—where did you put it? 
 
Perpetrator: We just left it there. 

 

In terms of similarities to current theories of apologetic rhetoric, the detailed 

narratives found in gacaca trial apologies share commonalities with elements of 

Smith’s (2008) categorical apology and Edwards’ (2005) community-focused apology.  

According to Smith (2008), categorical apologies consist of nine elements that 

people seek in full apologies. The detailed narratives in gacaca trials are similar to two 

of those elements: a corroborated factual record and identification of each harm. 

These elements are important, Smith (2008) explained, because they create factual 

records of the offenses and provide much-needed information to the family members 

of victims: 
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Family members want to know how their loved ones suffered or died, who 
pulled the trigger, who issued the orders…. Such information not only allows 
victims to reconstruct and judge the transgressions, but it can serve to 
memorialize the event…. Confronting this can also bring offenders to 
appreciate the full gravity of the injury, awakening them to the reality and 
scale of suffering at issue. (p. 28) 

  
These aspects are similar to the elements of reconciliation and remembrance in 

Edwards’ (2005) community-focused apologia. In his theory, reconciliation entails 

identifying each transgression and each victim who was harmed. Additionally, 

remembrance offers “an explanation of and coming to grips with past wrongs” 

(Edwards, 2005, p. 321). However, remembrance provides more than just an 

explanation; it “helps create and maintain identities” by binding the community to the 

past and providing a “starting point to mend relations for a better future” (Edwards, 

2005, 322).  

While Smith’s (2008) categorical apology and Edwards’ (2005) community-

focused apology are not identical to the detailed narrative of Rwandan culture, they do 

share similarities and, therefore, can provide some insight into the significance of the 

detailed narratives in the apologetic rhetoric of gacaca trials. 

Recognition of third parties as moral interlocutors. The recognition of third 

parties and engagement in dialogue with those participants is also prominent in gacaca 

trial apologies and in Rwandan culture. As I stated previously (Chapter 3), third-party 

participants are central to the apology process in Rwanda because any transgression 

between individuals can quickly expand to encompass relatives, friends, and even 

neighbors. This aspect is evident in gacaca trial apologetic exchanges in the ongoing 
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dialogue that I mentioned above. During each gacaca trial, perpetrators provide a 

detailed list of victims’ names, places where human rights violations were committed, 

his or her role in those crimes, and the weapons used. Witnesses then come forward to 

provide additional details, offer contradictory evidence, or ask unresolved questions. 

Judges also interact by asking questions that challenge conflicting details and seek 

definitive clarity. For example after one perpetrator testified, a judge stated: “We 

would like to ask you a question, Sir, …can you really confirm that no single 

individual died there? I know one who died there. His name was _______.” Another 

example of third-party participation was already included in my discussion above 

regarding the micro, bottom-up rhetorical vision. In that example, after a perpetrator 

testified he was part of a group that hit an old man with a club and “left him there,” a 

member of the audience interrupted and stated “You ought to say ‘We killed him.’” 

Two gacaca judges then challenged the perpetrator—one asked “You killed him?” 

followed by another asking “Or you left him alive?” The perpetrator answered by 

saying “I couldn’t have that feeling or sense to check whether that person is dead or 

not. They hit him with clubs, we thought that he was dead.” These examples 

demonstrate how perpetrators interact with third parties throughout their apologetic 

statements as well as how the details—and as a result, the public record—of the 1994 

genocide are shaped by such interaction. 

Although this characteristic is often under-analyzed or even dismissed in 

current theories of apologetic rhetoric, its importance can be thought of in terms of 

Smith’s (2008) concept of moral interlocutor. Smith (2008) originally discussed this 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

180 

concept in terms of a perpetrator’s recognition of a victim as his or her moral 

interlocutor; however, I argue that the concept applies to all participants—victims as 

well as third-party witnesses, judges, and mediators in the community. Invoking 

Hegel’s concept of mutual recognition, Smith (2008) states that “Apologies 

foreground how my dialectical relationship with the other constitutes my own sense of 

meaning, value, and self. I can get straight with myself only by getting straight with 

the other” (p. 65). To paraphrase Smith (2008), I argue that in gacaca trials as well as 

Rwandan culture, a perpetrator can only get straight with the community by 

recognizing third-party participants as moral interlocutors and by engaging in a series 

of accusations and apologies with them. 

Shifting blame or scapegoating. The third common characteristic of 

apologetic rhetoric in gacaca trials is the act of shifting blame or scapegoating. In 

analyzing the gacaca trial transcripts, I found evidence of two varieties of this 

characteristic. One form consists of a perpetrator using a bad or evil part of himself as 

a scapegoat. For example, one perpetrator stated: “I participated in those crowd 

attacks, but what I can say that during all that time we were kind of animals, we had 

no human feelings any more.” Later in the trial, the same man stated: “…my heart and 

conscience judges me of crimes I committed. I apologised for them, even now I 

continue to do so. For us, during that time…we were not having a heart of a human 

being but that of animals.” In this two-part example, the perpetrator acknowledges 

guilt and apologizes, while at the same time shifting that blame to an animalistic 

quality in his heart at the time. Goffman (1971) explained this type of self-
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scapegoating as “a gesture through which an individual splits himself into two parts, 

the part that is guilty of an offense and the part that dissociates itself” (p. 113). 

Similarly, Hatch (2003) stated that: 

…the offending party scapegoats the part of itself that committed the offense, 
heaping blame upon it and banishing it from the moral community in hopes 
that this act of mortification will render the rest redeemable (though not 
automatically redeemed) in the eyes of the offended party. (p. 751) 

 
A second form of shifting blame reflects the tendency for perpetrators to shift 

the blame for a genocide crime on an influential leader or large national group. An 

explicit example of that blame shifting can be seen in the apology offered by one 

military commander accused of leading genocide crimes: “I, Major General _______, 

do apologize for having been employed by the criminal government and governments 

that killed more than one million people in 1994 and that now I am being accused of.” 

This form of scapegoating is consistent with Burke’s (1970) view of scapegoating or 

victimage, which he describes as transferring guilt to another person. Benoit (1995a) 

also identified scapegoating in his theory of image restoration; however, he considered 

it a subcategory—and, therefore, a form—of denial. 

Statement of sorrow. The final common characteristic of apologetic rhetoric 

in gacaca trials is a statement of sorrow. As with the first two characteristics, this 

element has roots in Rwandan culture, in which a statement of sorrow and a request 

for forgiveness are seen as crucial to apologizing. As one might imagine, this element 

is also featured prominently in many current theories of apologetic rhetoric. For 
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example, Burke (1970), Benoit (1995a), and Edwards’ (2005) all used the term 

mortification to describe a statement of sorrow.  

Like the detailed narrative, this element is evident not only in the gacaca trial 

transcripts, but is also prominently featured in the official “Record of Confession, 

Guilty Plea, Repentance and Apology.” As I described at the beginning of the chapter, 

this document includes ample space near the end of the document for two written 

apologies to be recorded (one to “God the Almighty, The State of Rwanda and 

Rwandans” and the other to “Families of the victims”). 

Although a statement of sorrow can be verbalized using different words, it is 

interesting to note that many of the apologies in the gacaca trial transcripts include 

specific words directing the apology to the same entities referred to in the “Record of 

Confession, Guilty Plea, Repentance and Apology”—that is, to God, Rwanda in 

general, and the victims’ families. For example, as part of one man’s statement of 

sorrow, he said: “I apologize and ask for Forgiveness to God, to the Government of 

Rwanda and to all Rwandese particularly the victims.” Similarly, another perpetrator 

included the phrase “I am apologizing to God, Rwandese Government and the 

Victims” in his statement of sorrow. 

Conclusions based on the characteristics. The four characteristics described 

above were identified through an inductive analysis of apologetic rhetoric in gacaca 

trial transcripts. In the introduction (Chapter 1) and the literature review (Chapter 2) of 

this dissertation, I posited that current academic theories of apologetic rhetoric did not 

adequately represent or reflect apologetic practices in African communities. Therefore, 
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I decided not to conduct a deductive, evaluative analysis of gacaca trial apologies. By 

inductively discovering and then discussing these characteristics, I have provided an 

understanding of gacaca apologies—including what form those apologies take and the 

significance of those rhetorical shifts.  

Moreover, I uncovered an answer to the question of whether or how current 

academic theories of apologetic rhetoric are appropriate for analyzing these important 

exchanges. I argue that current theories of apologetic rhetoric can and should play a 

part in such an analysis. For example, the “shifting blame or scapegoating” 

characteristic I identified is a direct product of those current theories. Similarly, in my 

discussions of the other three characteristics, I pulled insight from current academic 

theories when appropriate to draw connections for the reader or provide rich 

descriptions of the significance of each aspect.  

That said, two of the three characteristics above would not have been possible 

to identify or understand without incorporating the Rwandan perspective. The cultural 

and contextual insights provided by my interviews and focus groups (Chapter 3) 

enabled me to remain open to strategies and elements that have not been highly 

publicized or even acknowledged in current academic theories. Thus, one of the 

findings of this analysis is that the current European/American-based theories of 

apologetic rhetoric are, indeed, not adequate for analyzing the uniquely Rwandan 

apologetic exchanges in gacaca trials. Conversely, however, the purely Rwandan 

aspects uncovered in my field research would not be enough either. In the end, I 

needed a thorough knowledge of current academic theories on apologetic rhetoric and 
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new contextual and cultural insight on apologies in Rwanda to adequately approach 

and analyze the rhetorical exchanges in gacaca trials. 

This experience has helped me reflect on an important lesson regarding 

rhetorical analysis—especially in instances where unfamiliar situations or artifacts are 

under investigation. The key, from a critic’s perspective, is to make sure neither the 

current academic theories nor the newly discovered cultural considerations dictate 

your findings, but rather that both inform your analysis.  

Summary of generic rhetorical criticism 

In this chapter, I provided the findings of a sociocultural generic criticism of 

apologetic rhetoric in gacaca trials. The sociocultural method of generic inquiry that I 

used brought together “information, knowledge, scholarship, etc. from many areas” to 

triangulate the findings as well as incorporate contextual considerations that shape the 

genre (Kent & Taylor, 2007, p.14). Based on this theory, I analyzed six critique areas: 

(1) the situation, (2) intended effects on audience, (3) patterns of organization or 

structure, (4) motivation or reasons why the rhetors say what they say and in the way 

they say it, (5) symbolic issues in the discourse, and (6) strategies or specific elements 

of the genre.  

In my analysis of the first critique area—the situation—I discussed how 

Rwandan history, the physical setting, cultural expectations, legal consideration, 

politics, documentation, and intense emotions influence the setting in which gacaca 
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trial apologies take place. In addition, I discussed the impact of these social, mental, 

and physical aspects on audiences and rhetors as well as the apologetic process itself. 

In critique area two, I identified four main audience effects that the accused 

perpetrators attempt to negotiate and demonstrate through their apologetic rhetoric. 

The first two—truth and regret—dealt with rhetorical delivery, while the second 

two—demonstrating that one is relinquishing power and is worthy of forgiveness—

dealt with the audience’s perceptions of the rhetor.  

The third area included analysis of the timing, occasion and forensic structure 

of apologetic exchanges in gacaca trials “to answer questions about its structure and 

intent” (Kent, 1997, p. 163). 

In the section analyzing motivation or common intent, I discussed four general 

reasons why Rwandans apologize: expunging guilt, restoring harmony, regaining 

membership, and escaping further prosecution. These motivating factors combine in 

some form to shape the situation—and, as a result, to shape the apologetic rhetoric that 

results from that situation. 

In critique area five, I used Fantasy Theme Analysis to uncover two rhetorical 

visions that explain the events of the 1994 genocide. The macro, top-down rhetorical 

vision stresses the collective responsibility for the genocide and human rights 

violations that took place, while the micro, bottom-up rhetorical vision portrays the 

genocide and human rights violations as individual acts committed by specific 

members of the society. I also discussed the characteristics, dramatis personae, 
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plotlines, theme categories, master analogues, and values that differ between the 

visions as well as the broader implications of these visions.  

Finally, in the last section of this inductive analysis, I discussed four common 

rhetorical characteristics of apologies in gacaca trials: providing a detailed narrative, 

recognizing third-party participation, shifting blame or scapegoating, and offering a 

statement of sorrow. I also discussed how (in this part of the analysis) neither 

European/American-based theories nor purely Rwandan aspects of apologetic rhetoric 

are adequate for analyzing the apologetic exchanges in gacaca trials. In the end, both 

are needed. 

The six critique areas of this inductive analysis and my findings are 

summarized in the following table (Table 4.2). Together, they provide insight into the 

structures and ways in which apologetic rhetoric functions in gacaca trials. Moreover, 

these elements shed light on the impact that apologetic exchanges in gacaca trials have 

on society, including the public record, collective memory, and social identity in post-

genocide Rwanda. In the next chapter, I conclude this dissertation with a discussion of 

those findings and implications. 
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Table 4.2 Summary of Inductive Analysis Findings 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

I began this dissertation by stating that apologies can be progressive agents of 

change (Schwartz & Heinrich, 2006) that lead to a “more viable national identity and 

sense of moral community” (Nytagodien & Neal, 2004, p. 474). Nowhere are those 

possibilities more evident than in Rwanda. Unfortunately, scholarly research on 

apologies relating to Rwanda has been limited to statements of contrition issued by 

nations and international organizations outside of Rwanda and, as a result, has 

overlooked apologetic exchanges in gacaca trials.  

This situation creates three major problems. First, it positions the value of the 

gacaca court system as merely a legal proceeding rather than a complex system of 

restorative justice that is shaped by—and, in turn, shapes—Rwandan culture and 

society. Second, it limits the scope to apologies from groups outside of Rwanda rather 

than examining how apologetic exchanges within the country work to reconcile 

perpetrators and victims, reshape the moral identity of post-genocide communities, 

and help stop the cycle of hatred and human rights violations. Third, by focusing on 

the apologies offered by nations such as the United States, Belgium, and France, the 

intricacies of African apologies and culture continue to be minimized and 

overshadowed. The underlying problem with such a lack of divergence and cultural 

understanding is that it implicitly positions the meanings and uses of apologies as 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

189 

universal—a concept that is “unwarranted given the lack of available data” (Renteln, 

2008, p. 73). 

Research questions and findings 

To overcome these problems, this dissertation has focused on the apologetic 

rhetoric of gacaca trials. In general, my research focused on four questions: (1) What 

common characteristics or strategies are evident in the apologetic rhetoric of gacaca 

trials? (2) How do gacaca trial apologies place genocide on the public record and 

create a shared interpretation of history? (3) How are apologies documented in the 

gacaca trial system and what role does that documentation play in the process of 

reconciliation in Rwanda? (4) How do apologetic exchanges in gacaca trials shape 

identity and membership in post-genocide society in Rwanda?  

In exploring the questions above, I included insight and artifacts from four 

different areas: cultural expectations; actual apologetic exchanges; official gacaca 

reports and documents; and secondary research on Rwanda and the gacaca trial 

system. By including resources from these four areas, I offered a broad analysis and 

new insights on the negotiations of blame and responsibility that are evident in this 

important, yet controversial model of justice and reconciliation. In the sections below, 

I reiterate my findings as they relate to each of the four research questions. 
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What common characteristics or strategies are evident in the apologetic 

rhetoric of gacaca trials? 

This research question focuses not only on what elements are evident in gacaca 

trials, but also how those elements compare to current theories of apologetic rhetoric. 

In other words, by including this broad research question, I have also sought answers 

to such questions as: What elements do Rwandans view as important in apologetic 

rhetoric? How do the elements/strategies in gacaca trial apologetic exchanges reflect 

those cultural expectations? When do current European/American-based strategies 

apply, and when do they breakdown? And, are European/American-based theories 

even applicable in such a culturally different setting, or are new, more inclusive 

models needed that build from rather than subordinate the cultural expectations of 

Rwandans?  

I discussed these aspects in detail in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4. However, two 

points are worth reiterating here. First, in analyzing the 371 pages of gacaca transcripts 

as well as the information recorded in the official “Record of Confession, Guilty Plea, 

Repentance and Apology,” I found four common rhetorical characteristics of 

apologies in gacaca trials: providing a detailed narrative, recognizing third-party 

participation, shifting blame or scapegoating, and offering a statement of sorrow. The 

second point worth reiterating is that the current European/American-based theories of 

apologetic rhetoric, by themselves, are not adequate for analyzing apologetic 

exchanges in diverse cultures. Conversely, however, abandoning those theories 

altogether in favor of a cultural analysis would not be enough either. In the end, critics 
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should apply current academic theories on apologetic rhetoric combined with new 

contextual and cultural insight.  

How do gacaca trial apologies place genocide on the public record and create 

a shared interpretation of history? 

This research question explores how apologetic exchanges ultimately result in 

shared interpretations of history regarding what wrongs were committed, why they 

were wrong, and who bears responsibility for those wrongs. According to the research 

in this dissertation, I suggest that apologetic exchanges in gacaca trials place the 1994 

genocide on the public record in two ways: through official documentation and 

through collective memory. 

Official documentation. Apologies in gacaca trials are recorded on an official 

government document entitled “Record of Confession, Guilty Plea, Repentance and 

Apology.” These documents are sent to the main office of the National Service of 

Gacaca Jurisdictions in Kigali and are intended to be made publicly available both at 

the official Documentation Centre in Kigali and (in the future) online through a 

database website featuring scanned images of these official documents. In that sense, 

these documents form a large part of the public record of the 1994 genocide not only 

in Rwanda but also around the world as researchers begin to gain access to and report 

on the findings in these documents.  

Collective memory. As Chirwa (2000) explained, “Truth commissions, 

compensation tribunals and war-crimes tribunals are… state strategies for creating 
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collective memories” (p. 110). One of the ways apologetic exchanges of gacaca trials 

shape collective memory of the 1994 genocide is through the construction of rhetorical 

visions. Using Fantasy Theme Analysis, I found evidence of two rhetorical visions 

that explain the genocide of 1994: one providing a macro, top-down vision of the 

national events and systemic roots of the genocide, while the other provides a micro, 

bottom-up vision of the crimes and the impact of genocide. Despite their differences, 

both visions acknowledge that the genocide occurred, and both visions value 

responsibility or accountability for the genocide. These rhetorical visions shape how 

people remember the genocide and what the members of post-genocide Rwanda value 

as they move beyond the terrible events of 1994.  

How are apologies documented in the gacaca trial system and what role does 

that documentation play in the process of reconciliation in Rwanda? 

As I discussed above, the official “Record of Confession, Guilty Plea, 

Repentance and Apology” document records information from apologetic exchanges 

and places the events of the 1994 genocide on the public record. Another important 

area of consideration relates to how that documentation influences the process of 

reconciliation. In my analysis of the “Record of Confession, Guilty Plea, Repentance 

and Apology” document (Chapter 4), I argued that this document is shaped by cultural 

expectations and contextual considerations (legal, political, etc.). In turn, the document 

shapes both the apologetic rhetoric in gacaca trials and the gacaca trial process itself. 
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How do apologetic exchanges in gacaca trials shape identity and membership 

in post-genocide society in Rwanda? 

As I discussed in Chapter 2, some scholars have recently focused on the power 

of apologetic rhetoric to shape not only social values and interpretations of history, 

but—as a result—to also shape identity and membership in a society. In the sections 

below, I reiterate four important findings of my research that explain how apologies in 

gacaca trials help shape identity and membership in post-genocide Rwanda. 

Values and morality. Through the ritual of an apology, perpetrators can 

reaccept and reiterate societal values that were broken and, as a result, demonstrate to 

the audience that they are worthy of being welcomed back into the society. As one 

interview participant told me during my field research in Rwanda: “If you don’t say 

I’m sorry, it’s against our cultural norms because it shows irresponsibility, or it shows 

the sign of immoral values. If you don’t do it, you are indicating that you are inhuman 

because what you are doing is immoral.” In other words, failure to acknowledge harm 

and ask for forgiveness not only positions you as an outsider, but also places you 

outside the bounds of human decency in the eyes of the community. Acknowledging 

wrongdoing and apologizing for it, on the other hand, ritualistically welcomes you 

back into that community as a redeemed member. 

Acceptance and inclusion. In gacaca trials, demonstrating that you are worthy 

of reintegration back into society is more complex than merely stating it was wrong to 

commit murder or steal property during the genocide. While those may be the surface-

level values that were broken, the more important value under investigation in post-
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genocide Rwanda is a non-genocide ideology. As Alfred Brophy (2008) stated, “[a]n 

apology functions to define us, as well as to send messages to others. It tells us about 

our current identity” (p. 118). Through the acknowledgment of the genocide atrocities 

against Tutsis and the positioning of such atrocities as wrong or immoral acts, 

apologies in gacaca trials put forth an idea of the community as valuing and including 

all identities. 

Relinquishing power. An important element of apologies in gacaca trials is 

the re-balancing of power. During the 1994 genocide, offenders held a state of power 

over victims, leaving them with feelings of inadequacy or a sense of not being whole. 

Through the apologetic process, however, there is a “reverse of power” where the 

victim is temporarily in a position of power, of being able to accept or not accept the 

apology. The end result is the restoration of both the victim and the offender as equal 

members in the society.  

Constructing shared visions of reality. In Chapter 4, I argued that the 

rhetorical visions constructed in the apologetic exchanges of the gacaca trials “build a 

shared identity” and create “a shared understanding of the group and what it means to 

be a member” (Duffy, 2003, p. 293). In other words, the rhetorical visions partially 

determine the identity of post-genocide Rwanda—and a person’s standing as a 

member in that society hinges, in part, on whether that person subscribes to the 

rhetorical visions of the 1994 genocide. 
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Implications and future research 

Throughout this dissertation, I have discussed a number of important 

findings—such as gaps in the study of apologetic rhetoric (Chapter 2) or the use of 

translators in field research (Chapter 3). In this section, however, I consider the major 

findings and implications of my research. These findings can be summed up in one 

statement: cultural expectations, context, and documentation shape apologetic 

exchanges, which in turn shape collective memory, identity, and membership in post-

genocide societies such as Rwanda. In the sections below, I explore the two halves of 

that statement in more detail and discuss future areas of research that may derive from 

them. 

Shaping apologies 

Prior to conducting my sociocultural analysis (Chapter 4), I operated on the 

assumption that any analysis of apologetic rhetoric should be founded on the 

accusation(s) of wrongdoing that the rhetoric is intended to address. This perspective 

is derived from Ryan’s (1982) influential essay on the inherent connection between 

apologia (apology) and kategoria (accusation). As Ryan (1982) explained: 

As a response to the accusation, the apology should be discussed in terms of 
the apologist’s motivation to respond to the accusation, his selection of the 
issues—for they might differ from the accuser’s issues—and the nature of the 
supporting materials for the apology…. Hence the critic cannot have a 
complete understanding of the accusation or apology without treating them 
both. (p. 254) 

 
While this interplay between accusation and apologetic rhetoric is undoubtedly 

valuable, I argue that this approach to analysis is not enough to fully understand how 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

196 

and why the apologetic rhetoric is shaped—nor what implications the apologetic 

rhetoric has on society.  

In this dissertation, I have found that the apologetic rhetoric of gacaca trials is 

shaped by a number of factors beyond the accusation of wrongdoing—including the 

physical setting, cultural expectations, and even the documentation. For example, the 

physical setting and cultural expectations of Rwandans determined what elements 

should be included in an apology as well as how an apology is delivered. Similarly, 

the legal process of the gacaca trial (combined with the documentation) determined 

what evidence was allowed, what questions were asked, and how the 1994 genocide 

was framed. 

This experience sheds light on the importance of cultural expectations as well 

as contextual considerations, and it leads me to argue that future studies of apologetic 

rhetoric should consider those factors in the early stages of analysis, rather than 

merely analyzing apologetic rhetoric as a response to (or a discourse shaped by) an 

accusation of wrongdoing.   

In addition to cultural factors, one area worthy of research is the impact that 

documentation and delivery mechanisms have on apologetic exchanges. In this 

dissertation, I found that the official gacaca document shaped the apologetic 

exchanges by narrowing the attention of judges and requiring perpetrators to offer 

specific information in order to fulfill the requirements of the document. Since this is 

the official document by which perpetrators place their guilt on the public record, it 
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essentially functions as the delivery mechanism for statements of guilt and contrition 

relating to the 1994 genocide.  

Unfortunately, the influence that documents and documentation processes have 

on apologetic rhetoric is under-analyzed and too often overlooked completely. As I 

stated previously, in my analysis of 91 academic articles published over the last 40 

years, only three studies were identified as analyzing a business and technical 

document. Moran (2003) analyzed Lane’s report, while Coombs (2004) and Huxman 

and Bruce (1995) analyzed corporate position statements and news releases. My 

research in this dissertation demonstrates how apologies can be shaped when recorded 

and delivered through documentation. However, a large gap still exists in 

understanding how reports and documents negotiate blame and responsibility as well 

as how they place acts of wrongdoing on the public record and shape the 

reconciliation process. This is a burgeoning area of communication scholarship with 

the potential to reshape what is known about public apologetic exchanges and, 

therefore, deserves more focused research by scholars of apologetic rhetoric.  

Furthermore, I argue that technical communication scholars and practitioners 

are perfectly positioned to uncover and analyze the documentation, processes, and 

ethics of apologetic rhetoric. I offer this dissertation as one example of such work, 

with the hopes that my fellow technical communication scholars will find inspiration 

and new perspectives that they can use to seek out and research similar aspects of 

apologetic rhetoric, reconciliation, and social justice around the world and in their own 

backyards. Some areas of research may include additional analysis of the 



Texas Tech University, Emil B. Towner, May 2010 

198 

documentation in Rwanda or in South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 

Additionally, technical communicators might explore the ethical and social 

implications of apologetic rhetoric in product recall notices delivered via new media—

including corporate websites, social media, and online videos. These represent just 

two examples of situations in which technical communicators have the expertise 

necessary to explore how various delivery mechanisms, documents, and processes 

shape the apologetic rhetoric—and ultimately societies. 

Shaping post-genocide society 

In this dissertation, I have discussed how the apologetic exchanges in gacaca 

trials ultimately shape post-genocide society in Rwanda. On the one hand, this 

statement is not altogether surprising. After all, apologetic rhetoric has long been tied 

to the negotiation of social values. As such, those rhetorical negotiations provide 

insight into a group’s values and identity at a specific moment in time (Villadsen, 

2008). In the previous pages, however, I have extended my analysis beyond the 

discussion of values to examine how apologetic exchanges in gacaca trials create 

public record documents and shared rhetorical visions. I also briefly discussed how 

apologetic exchanges help create a new identity through the acknowledgment and 

acceptance of different tribes and ethnicities. These aspects of membership and 

identity warrant additional research in other areas attempting to recover from violence, 

genocide, and human rights violations. 
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Additionally, one of the most important areas uncovered by this dissertation 

that warrants further research is the way in which apologetic rhetoric shapes the 

collective memory of society. Unfortunately, collective memory is rarely analyzed or 

discussed in studies of apologetic rhetoric—with Tsosie’s (2006) analysis of the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs’ apology and Schwartz and Heinrich’s (2006) discussion of 

public memory, individual responsibility, and apologies serving as the exceptions.  

Despite the fact that memory is often under-discussed in apologetic rhetoric 

(and rhetorical studies in general), its importance has been discussed by many 

rhetorical theorists. For example, in the Eighteenth Century, George Campbell (2001) 

argued that a successful orator must “engage in his service all these different powers 

of the mind, the imagination, the memory, and the passions” (p. 923). Despite the 

prominence of memory in Campbell’s discussion, he is careful to state that unlike the 

understanding, imagination, and the passions, memory is not an end in itself. He 

explained that an orator’s goal “may be at one time to inform or convince the 

understanding, at another to delight the imagination, at a third to agitate the passions, 

and at a fourth to determine the will. But it is never the ultimate end of speaking to be 

remembered” (p. 926). Instead, Campbell argues, memory is used to further the other 

goals and, therefore, must be employed “on every occasion” (p. 926). 

Such a lofty view of memory actually has a connection with classical rhetoric, 

despite the fact that most works from that time—such as Cicero’s (1970) De Oratore 

and the anonymously written Rhetorica ad Herennium (1964)—discussed memory as 

a device for remembering and then presenting speeches. For example, in Theaetetus, 
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Plato (1956b) likened memory to a block of wax in the mind. Whenever a person 

comes across a thought or idea, an imprint is left on that block. As Socrates explains to 

Theaetetus in the play: 

…when we wish to remember anything which we have seen, or heard, or 
thought in our own minds, we hold the wax to the perceptions and thoughts, 
and in that material receive the impression of them as from the seal of a ring; 
and that we remember and know what is imprinted as long as the image lasts; 
but when the image is effaced, or cannot be taken, then we forget and do not 
know. (p. 548) 

  
In Phaedo, Plato explained the true significance of this block of wax 

According to the dialogue in that play, “knowledge is simply recollection” of what 

mortals once knew (p. 129) and “recollection is most commonly a process of 

recovering that which has been already forgotten through time and inattention” (p. 

131). In that sense, Plato’s (1956a) view of memory is very different than the 

commonly discussed use of memory as a device for remembering and delivering a 

speech. In the first place, it does not describe memory as being used for retaining and 

delivering persuasive speeches, but rather as being connected to knowledge. Second, it 

attaches the art of memory to the dialectic process of asking and answering questions 

to recall divine truth, rather than to rhetoric.  

In the apologetic rhetoric of gacaca trials, both of these aspects can be seen. 

For example, the detailed narratives and third-party participation are based on a 

dialectic process. Moreover, similar to Plato’s (1956a) description, knowledge in 

gacaca courts is essentially based on recollection. That is, the knowledge recorded on 
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the official “Record of Confession, Guilty Plea, Repentance and Apology” document 

is derived directly from the memory of survivors, witnesses, and perpetrators. 

Although Plato connected memory to knowledge, more recent scholars have 

distinguished between the types of knowledge that result from the rhetoric of memory. 

For example, Pierre Nora (1989) discussed the differences between history and 

memory. Essentially, he argued that history is a generalized account of the past, while 

memory is a more fluid and evolving account. As Nora (1989) explained: 

Memory and history, far from being synonymous, appear now to be in 
fundamental opposition. Memory is life, borne by living societies founded in 
its name. It remains in permanent evolution, open to the dialectic of 
remembering and forgetting… History on the other hand, is the reconstruction, 
always problematic and incomplete, of what is no longer. (p. 8)  

 
Bruce Gronbeck (1998) also explored rhetoric, memory, and history; however, 

his theory focused on the relationships between those concepts. In so doing, Gronbeck 

divided his discussion into three main sections: how historical accounts are 

constructed, appropriated for arguments, and shaped by collective memory.  

In the first section, Gronbeck (1998) described how the past is constructed so it 

is understandable in the present. He highlighted two main rhetorical techniques that 

historians employ when writing about the past: bracketing and causal connections. 

According to Gronbeck, bracketing is the rhetorical technique of establishing the 

boundaries—the time and space—of the discussion. The second technique—causal 

connections between context and events—involves the context from which a historical 

event is examined. For example, a historian could examine the American Revolution 

through the context of the politics at the time or through the economics of that time. 
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The main point behind both bracketing and causal connections, however, is that events 

from the past are rhetorically constructed “into narratives and arguments about the 

significance of those narratives” (Gronbeck, 1998, p. 53).  

From there, Gronbeck (1998) moved into a discussion of how the past can be 

appropriated into present-day arguments—such as when a mother tells her child not to 

climb a tree too high “because of what happened the last time” (p. 54). In such a case, 

the rhetorical aim is not to construct history, but rather to use it as a guide for actions 

that take place in the present day.  

Gronbeck (1998) then examined the relationship between the past and 

collective memory. Specifically, he stated that collective memory involves stories, 

myths, fables and fairy tales of the past that reflect the values and beliefs of a specific 

group. The main point is that, unlike the construction and appropriation of history 

(which both move from the past to the present), collective memory moves from the 

present to the past. In other words, the past is “reshaped by today's interpreters so as to 

make it more useful in the present” (Gronbeck, 1998, p. 56).  

These three relationships may provide fruitful insights regarding the impact 

that apologetic exchanges in gacaca trials have on post-genocide Rwanda. For 

example, the political, legal, and documentation aspects of the gacaca trials may be 

compared to the rhetorical technique of bracketing, in which boundaries regarding the 

time, space, and even subject matter of the apologetic exchanges are determined. 

Furthermore, the competing rhetorical visions that result from those apologetic 

exchanges can be analyzed in terms of the causal connections that they reflect. That is, 
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the macro, top-down vision may be said to reflect a causal connection between the 

1994 genocide and the actions the Hutu-led government and other nationally 

influential groups. Conversely, the micro, bottom-up rhetorical vision can be said to 

reflect a causal connection between the actions of specific perpetrators and the harm 

done to victims and the local communities. Finally, future analysis might explore how 

the 1994 genocide is appropriated in apologetic exchanges of gacaca trials as well as 

how that appropriation reshapes the atrocity “to make it more useful in the present” 

(Gronbeck, 1998, p. 56). 

Admittedly, I have only scratched the surface of the relationship between 

apologetic rhetoric in gacaca trials and the construction of Rwanda’s collective 

memory of the 1994 genocide. Future studies on collective memory—and its impact 

on identity and membership—in post-genocide societies are needed, including more 

thorough and theoretical examinations of each aspect. 

Closing remarks 

In this dissertation, I have analyzed the apologetic rhetoric of Rwanda’s gacaca 

trials. This research, however, has implications beyond how people simply say, “I’m 

sorry.” As I said in my introduction, apologetic exchanges can function as powerful 

means for repairing broken relationships, healing victims, and ending cycles of 

injustice and human rights violations. This places an enormous responsibility on the 

individuals who take part in those exchanges. It also places just as much responsibility 
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on researchers to explore and understand the ethical and social implications of those 

exchanges.  

My research demonstrates how even in—perhaps especially in—instances 

when apologies are documented, the culture, context, and process can shape those 

apologies. In doing so, context, documentation and delivery also partially determine 

how those apologies reshape society in terms of collective memory, public records, 

membership and identity in a community. Those elements are grossly understudied 

and demand additional research.  

While scholars of apologetic rhetoric are positioned with the background 

knowledge to delve into and study those elements, I argue that technical 

communication scholars—with expertise in documentation, delivery, and processes—

are also uniquely positioned to make important contributions. By doing so, they will 

not only expand current understandings of how apologies are shaped, but they will 

also address one of the central questions of their own field. As Carolyn Rude (2009) 

stated, in addition to exploring questions related to discipline, pedagogy and practice, 

technical communication scholars also engage in researching social change—that is, 

“how texts function as agents of knowledge development, action, or change” (p. 202). 

In the case of apologetic exchanges, that knowledge extends beyond the 

classroom and beyond the field, with lessons and implications on how people heal and 

communities reconcile after acts of atrocity and wrongdoing.  
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