
We aren’t actors

I stood totally frozen and embarrassed. 

Seventeen Rwandan teenagers lined the 

room in chairs with their arms crossed. 

I’d invited them to join me for a game in 

the middle of the room and they didn’t 

move. I felt like I was keeping them in 

prison by the way they behaved. I began 

asking them to introduce themselves. 

Only a few spoke. I’d never experienced 

such a failure in leading a theatre work-

shop before and contemplated stopping 

the program right then and there. Lissa, 

too, my student whose family brought 

me here, whispered and giggled with her 

friend. Why aren’t you helping me? I 

screamed in my mind. 

Lissa is a tall, outspoken and 

funny Rwandan girl. We met when 

she arrived in my office at the inter-

national boarding school where I was 

the dean and acting teacher. She was 

one of several girls who’d bonded with 

me and each other in the school acting 

group. They all began sharing stories 

from home, developing trust and con-

necting with each other. Lissa talked 

often about her country—the culture, 

the people, the language, the genocide. 

Lissa begged me to come see her coun-

try. When we commemorated the 

Rwandan genocide in April last year, 

Lissa’s mother and I began emailing 

each other. We agreed a program like 

this would be great in Rwanda and I 

made arrangements to go.

Despite welcoming this new 

program, the executive director of the 

youth organization I joined for the 

week warned me, “We don’t ‘do arts’ 

in Rwanda.” Because education and 

economics are the best path to their 

future, youth have little interest in 

such hobbies. 

No problem. I’d been working 

with teens for fifteen-plus years doing 

theatre. My friends were in disbelief 

that I loved working with teens so 

much, despite their resistance and at-

titudes. In fact, teens are such home-

ground for me, the workshop process 

was that much more enjoyable when 

met with a challenging group, reticent 

to be drawn out. I went confident that 

I would help these teens play, express 

themselves, trust one another and tell 

great stories. I knew that I’d learn a lot, 

but I had no idea how much.

It was clear the cards were 

stacked against me in the first ten 

minutes. These were very articulate, 

well-dressed children of diplomats 

and officials. I found out they were 

forced to be here by their parents, and 

to make matters worse, they had the 

air of, “I have nothing to learn from 

you and your stupid theatre games.” 

For three hours I worked to get 

past forced smiles and polite conver-

sation to real dialogue. By the time 

lunch came, we were all tired from 

sitting together all morning in tension. 

Their clenched bodies, wandering 

eyes, whispering to each other, and 

meeting my questions with silence 

showed more hard-headed resistance 

than I’d ever experienced. Despite 

being warned, nothing could have 

prepared me for what felt like a bad 

start to the program.

I’d come to a point of despera-

tion trying to understand what the 

problem was. I knew there might be 

cultural, national, ethnic, age and 

other differences to overcome, and I 

did my best to be open to learn on all 

fronts. I’d been told it would be fine to 

speak English, and although everyone 

replied to me English, they spoke in 

Kinyarwanda and some French. So I 

tried speaking in French too. 

Nothing seemed to bridge the 

chasm between us, and I was at the 

brink. After a brief lunch break in 

which I contemplated running to the 

airport to the safety of my successful 

American workshops, I got an idea. I 

needed a way in. Their native lan-

guage, Kinyarwanda, was how they 

spoke sitting around chatting. Even 

though I spoke not a word and under-

stood nothing, I decided to give it a try.

We gathered again after a break 

and the energy started crashing. Based 

on the morning, we all anticipated a 

crappy, boring and tough afternoon. I 

didn’t care as much now, because my 

idea excited me so much. They weren’t 

bought in, so I had nothing to lose.

“Let’s play a game. Tell a story...

in Kinyarwanda. We will stand 

in a circle and everyone say one 

sentence.”

After going around the circle a 

few times, their eyes were lit up and 

soon all were laughing. I was clueless 

about what they said, which didn’t 

matter: the relief of breaking the ten-

sion and behaving as a group was so 

sweet, it was like music to me. I had 

them at last. The energy moved in 

their bodies, words and minds. Now 

we could start the work!

“Next... in three minutes, meet with 

a group and create a scene. Show a 

conflict and decide on the begin-

ning, middle and end. It must be a 

conflict that is important to you.  

Do it all in Kinyarwanda.” 

They met to discuss their ideas, 

then returned to the larger group to 

show each other their scenes. I wrote 

in my journal about this learning  

moment: 

Once I remembered how to teach 

from my expertise, I began the follow-

ing days with games. The playfulness, 

laughing and vigorous raising of our 

energy broke apart the resistance and 

our real work together began. 

Stories of justice

I don’t tell the youth what to talk 

about in the skits. I couldn’t have been 

more surprised when all three groups 

created skits about gender equality. I 

watched their body language, facial 

expressions and movements—I was lost 

regarding the Kinyarwanda words. In 

one skit, the father character belittles 

the mother at home in front of the 

children. In another, the boss character 

chides a man for mistreating his wife. 

The other showed a fight at school. 

The skits held a lot of power for 

those involved. The youth in par-

ticular were impacted by living their 

characters’ experiences and birthed 

a desire for change. The week carried 

on with various sessions on mentor-

ship, public-speaking, and plenty of 

scene rehearsal. We performed on the 

final day for a small gathering of staff 

and parents. After the performance, 

the youth faced the audience on stage 

and each spoke about their experi-

ence doing the program. Their words 

moved the audience and the fellow 

actors in a powerful way. 

“Not only in Rwanda and Africa, 

are women oppressed, children are 

oppressed. Our skits show ways we 

can work together and ways we can 

solve this problem. Like the boss in 

the skit who emphasized to the main 

character, ‘if you don’t treat your 

wife better, I am going to fire you.’ 

It starts with us, only us who can 

do it—we join hands and put in our 

effort.”

The teens discussed the impor-

tance of education not just for girls, 

but for boys:

“I have seen in a lot of places, 

women are more educated, and 

women are given more workshops 

to show them they are worthy, and 

that they can do it, but men are 

not given a chance to be shown. 

So they still have that mentality. I 

think men should also be informed 

and given information about this 

so that they can work together to 

achieve equality.”
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one girl praised economic initia-

tives to help women start businesses 

and learn finance. Another described 

her vision for mentoring programs to 

the poor, rural areas to educate about 

sexual health and rape prevention. 

She felt responsible to do something  

to help society:

“You know, it’s not common for 

all of us to express our opinions 

through theatre. It’s good that we 

discuss social justice but the plays 

have a large role in spreading the 

word.”

After the performance and talk-

back, the program executive director 

and a parent approached me. They 

were affected by the messages and 

ideas arising from the performance.

“We try so hard to get them to 

speak about and understand the 

importance of women’s empower-

ment for the future of Rwanda,” the 

executive director said. “This shows 

in theatre that men and women are 

equal. Doing skits helped them use 

their voice and leadership. I hope we 

will have this program again.” 

As we talked, I came to an 

understanding of my own. These 

skits resonated on a deep level with 

the organization’s goals about girls 

empowerment. Moreover, their per-

formance gave voice to a major theme 

in Rwanda’s development initiatives. 

From the executive director’s point 

of view, the youth became engaged 

in politics and development as she’d 

hoped—but never imagined—through 

the theatre program. I figured the 

youth may not “do arts,” but they do 

social justice.

Youth activism post-genocide

I was curious how these youth came 

to be so politically and socially aware. 

Throughout the program, I spoke with 

many people. Within ten minutes of a 

conversation with an adult, the topic 

of the genocide came up. In a tragic 

few months, the Hutu sect, instigated 

by the colonial Belgian government, 

killed nearly a million Tutsis.

Because of the scars from the 

past, adult survivors remember the 

genocide like it was yesterday. Today, 

their children, like many younger 

generations growing up in the shadow 

of a major social trauma, possess an 

outlook and perspective informed by 

the tragedy. They are the ones who 

carry on the learning. For example, 

when the genocide was over, Rwan-

da’s current president, His Excellency 

Paul Kagame told them, “We are no 

longer Hutu and Tutsi. We have to 

come together now. Rebuild. We are 

now all just Rwandan.” 

one of the first things Lissa told 

me about being Rwandan was, “No 

one my age knows what tribe we are 

from. We don’t care because it doesn’t 

matter which tribe: we are one people. 

Rwandan.” Lissa lived in a new truth, 

conscious of erasing the separation 

and pain caused by division along 

tribal lines. 

New consciousness of oneness 

arising from the genocide extended 

not just to national identity, but to the 

welfare of women. President Kagame 

had been a soldier in the genocide 

in a time when women were deeply 

oppressed. They couldn’t own prop-

erty, have any money in their name, 

and were subject to physical abuse in 

the name of being under a husband’s 

ownership. As the killing went on, he 

reported seeing mothers huddle chil-

dren into back rooms, plan escapes, 

keep whole families safely in hiding, 

protecting each other and surviving. 

He felt their power as leaders and 

upon becoming president, mandated 

Rwanda adapt its views to accommo-

date women as leaders. In a powerful 

decree that women held the same 

value, powers and privileges as men, 

Kagame appointed women for office 

in parliament for the first time. Thus 

began a movement empowering girls 

as future leaders. 

In this case of the youth in the 

theatre program, their vision for 

gender equality was inspired by the 

organization and the executive direc-

tor’s vision. It’s no accident that as a 

woman, the executive director has led 

programs nominated by the African 

Union as exemplary for girls’ empow-

erment. She has been dedicated to 

upholding programs offering support, 

skills and opportunities to girls and 

women to be empowered in their 

families and the economy.

I felt honored and dumbstruck to 

see the alignment of her organization 

with the international development 

efforts. It got me wondering, what 

can the U.S. learn from a country like 

Rwanda? 

The future of peace

I came to lead a theatre program to 

support youth voice, and came away 

learning more about myself, peace 

and Rwanda than they likely learned 

from me. I felt honored and privileged 

to be part of peoples’ lives in Kigali 

and reflected on how this affected me 

personally: 

I nearly cried at their selfless gen-

erosity and tenderness this week. This 

time here has impacted me profoundly, 

awakening an awareness of my incred-

ible good fortune in this life. With my 

friends here, I feel so at ease, so loved 

and loving—like family. Much to my 

surprise I can carry on conversations 

now in French and I even find myself 

recognizing Kinyarwanda words when 

others speak. I know several words now. 

How long would I have to stay to be able 

to converse in Kinyarwanda? I look for-

ward to being here next time. The hospi-

tality and generosity is characteristic of 

my experience of Rwanda as a country. 

I have insisted that my friends visit me 

too to share in the love and goodwill.

I came away inspired by Rwanda 

for many reasons: the country ap-

pears to be at the forefront not just in 

the African Union but in the world, 

demonstrating youth leadership, 

education and girls empowerment. 

They have survived the worst imagin-

able crisis any society can face, and 

have emerged united on the other 

side. Their youth carry on the unity in 

helping society evolve to embrace and 

uplift all its people. The main inspira-

tion is that maybe there is hope for 

American youth, youth all over the 

world to be part of social justice and 

evolution. It’s my greatest wish that 

arts and theatre programs that help 

youth share visions and stories may 

continue to appear in communities all 

over the world.
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