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Revisiting Hotel Rwanda: genocide
ideology, reconciliation, and rescuers

LARS WALDORF

This article examines the tensions between the Rwandan government’s discourse on
reconciliation and its fight against negationism. It shows how the government’s campaign
against negationism has taken shape—from the law against “divisionism” in 2001 to recent
accusations of ‘“genocide ideology.” The article also explores the treatment of Hutu
rescuers at the national level. It raises concerns that the broad definition and application of
genocide ideology may have a negative impact on reconciliation in Rwanda.

[N]ational reconciliation does not mean forcing people to subscribe to an ideology or to obey
a new form of authority unquestioningly. As for reconciliation, it is as if Rwandans have
been handed over from one administration to another without ever acquiring the right to
think for themselves. ... We can criticize the way in which the official policy of reconcilia-
tion is conducted, but we must remember that it takes two to achieve reconciliation, and
many people on the other side are not playing by the rules either. I am not only referring
to Hutu extremists in exile who are proud of their crimes. I am thinking of those inside
the country who have not always succeeded in shaking off the terrible propaganda which
led them to murder."

Introduction

The Hotel des Mille Collines is a surreal place. A few years ago, a Rwandan
human rights activist was sipping his Primus beer by the pool when he suddenly
told me, “I remember drinking the water out of there.” It was the first and last time
he mentioned his own experience of the genocide. Without such irruptions of
memory, one is hard-pressed to reconcile this edifice to the expat lifestyle with
the setting for Hotel Rwanda (2004). For there is no monument bearing witness
to the remarkable fact that no one died here in 1994. In a country obsessed with
remembering the genocide, whose verdant hills are pockmarked with stark
memorials to the dead, the few places where people were saved appear all but
forgotten.

I finally had a chance to stay as a guest at the Mille Collines in June 2008 when I
attended a conference marking the government’s accomplishments in the justice
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sector. The small shop in the lobby was selling Hotel Rwanda or the Tutsi
Genocide as Seen by Hollywood,” an angry screed against Paul Rusesabagina, the
man made famous by Hotel Rwanda for saving the Mille Collines’ 1,268 refugees.
The book not only casts doubt on Rusesabagina’s heroism, it also charges him
with “genocide ideology.” One of the book’s authors is the public relations
adviser to President Paul Kagame. Kagame himself has repeatedly criticized
Rusesabagina as a false hero.” During the conference, Rwanda’s Minister of
Justice, Tharcisse Karugarama, reacted sharply to criticism from Alison Des
Forges, a senior adviser for Human Rights Watch, saying that she was becoming
“a spokesperson for genocide ideology”—even though she had warned of a possible
genocide in early 1993, helped mobilize policymakers and publics against the geno-
cide in 1994, and later, as an expert witness, helped convict many génocidaires at the
International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) and in Belgian and Swiss
courts.* So, how did Rwanda’s most famous rescuer and the ICTR prosecutor’s
star witness come to be tarred as exponents of “genocide ideology?” Is
Rusesabagina right when he asserted that “[i]Jn Rwanda, each and every Hutu who
doesn’t necessarily agree with the government is . . . qualified as a revisionist, a nega-
tionist?”"® And what does all this say about Rwanda’s progress toward reconciliation?

As we approach the fifteenth commemoration of the 1994 genocide, in which
three-quarters of the minority Tutsi population were slaughtered, this article
reflects on Rwanda’s use of genocide denial laws to protect survivors, combat
hatred and lay the groundwork for reconciliation. Rwanda certainly needs laws
protecting the country from both genocide denial (negationism) and ‘“genocide
ideology.” Every April, the designated month of mourning and commemoration,
there are vivid reminders that unrepentant génocidaires still live among the
survivors. In April 2008, someone threw a grenade at the country’s main genocide
memorial and museum, killing one of the guards. The previous April, a radio talk
show caller expressed the need to “finish the job.” At the same time, negationist
propaganda is preached by génocidaires across the border in eastern Congo or
on trial at the ICTR, as well as by some Rwandan exile groups in Europe.’
The Rwandan government and genocide survivors have reason to fear that nega-
tionists—or ‘“assassins of memory” (in Pierre Vidal-Naquet’s evocative
phrase)®—are preparing the ground for future anti-Tutsi violence. Yet, the accusa-
tions against Rusesabagina and Des Forges raise worrisome questions about
whether the laws and policies in place against genocide ideology go too far.

This article examines the tensions between the government’s discourse on
reconciliation and its fight against negationism. It opens with a quick overview
of the 1994 genocide, the government’s discourse on reconciliation, and the
main types of negationism. It then shows how the government’s campaign
against genocide ideology has taken shape—from the law against “divisionism”
in 2001 to recent accusations of “genocide ideology.” The article next explores
the treatment of Hutu rescuers, with particular emphasis on recent accusations
against two high-profile rescuers. Finally, the article concludes that the broad
definition of genocide ideology and its use against Hutu rescuers does not augur
well for reconciliation in Rwanda.
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Background: genocide, reconciliation, and negationism

The 1994 Rwandan genocide was remarkable for its speed, intimate violence, and
widespread participation: an estimated 200,000 killers massacred at least half a
million Tutsi in a mere 100 days.” Immediately after the genocide, the victorious
Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) created a “Government of National Unity” that
grouped together all the non-extremist political parties (which were nonetheless
dominated by the RPF).'” Yet, reconciliation only moved to the forefront of
government policy in 1999 after the RPF largely defeated an insurgency in
northwest Rwanda led by former génocidaires, the cooptation of Tutsi survivor
organizations that had opposed reconciliation efforts and the justice system’s
failure to cope with the lengthy detention of 120,000 genocide suspects.'' As
a UN Special Rapporteur noted in 2000, “after five years of refusing to talk
of reconciliation until justice is seen to be done, Rwandans now accept that
reconciliation must be a national goal in its own right.””!

In 1999, the government established the National Unity and Reconciliation
Commission (NURC) as envisaged by the 1993 Arusha Peace Accords
between the RPF and President Juvenal Habyarimana’s regime.'> The NURC
has been running solidarity camps (ingando) since 1999 which all university-
bound students are required to attend. The camps also have been used to re-
educate demobilized soldiers, former insurgents, and released génocidaires
before their reintegration into society.'* The length and substance of ingando
trainings vary depending on the targeted population, but all participants are
taught Rwandan history, civic education, and national unity and reconciliation.
In addition to promoting reconciliation, the NURC is also charged with “denoun-
cing and fighting against acts, writings and utterances which are intended
to promote any kind of discrimination, intolerance or xenophobia.”'> A week
before the 2003 presidential elections, the NURC’s executive secretary denounced
former Prime Minister Faustin Twagiramungu, President Kagame’s main challenger,
for “spreading negative and divisive ideologies geared at planting seeds of ethnic
hatred amongst Rwandans.”'®

In its reconciliation policies, the government seeks to (re)create the non-ethnic,
harmonious society that supposedly existed before colonialism and Catholicism
practiced divide and rule on Rwanda.'” As President Paul Kagame has declared,
“[w]e are inculcating a new outlook that is Rwandan, and not ethnic.”'® To
accomplish this goal, the government has criminalized use of the terms
“Hutu” and “Tutsi” in most public discourse through a 2001 law punishing
“divisionism.”"? The 2003 Constitution reinforced this by committing the govern-
ment to the “eradication of ethnic, regional and other divisions and promotion of
national unity.”20 So far, this has not succeeded in eliminating ethnic discourse; it
has merely driven it behind closed doors. On a recent visit to Kigali, a Rwandan
acquaintance quietly told me how one of the luxury hotels was excluding Hutu
from its swimming pool. Whether this is actually true or not, the striking thing
is that Rwandans still talk about ethnicity—and, more worryingly, about ethnic
grievances.
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There has always been an inherent tension between the government’s forward-
looking reconciliation narrative, which seeks to erase ethnicity, and its backward-
looking genocide narrative, which inevitably emphasizes ethnicity. As Nigel
Eltringham observed several years ago, the government risked replacing the old
ethnic labels (Hutu/Tutsi) with new, but equally divisive, labels (génocidaire/
victim).?! The tension between the reconciliation and genocide narratives came
to the fore when the government launched its community courts (gacaca) for gen-
ocide suspects in 2002. In one neighbourhood in Kigali, a government official
reassured people that it was acceptable to talk about ethnicity in the context of
gacaca: “‘Here, we must not have fear to say that the ethnicity that was targeted
during the genocide is that of the Tutsi.” By contrast, the then Prosecutor
General of Nyabisindu, a charismatic Tutsi survivor, told a crowd in the Butare
stadium: “Don’t say I'm a survivor and show yourself before everybody. I don’t
want ethnicity. No Tutsi, no Hutu, no Twa. We are all Rwandans.”?? Obviously,
it is difficult to talk about a genocide targeting the Tutsi minority without mention-
ing ethnicity. Nonetheless, the government made serious efforts to avoid ethnic
labelling in its discourse on genocide. For example, President Kagame elided
ethnicity in his speech at the 2006 genocide commemoration ceremony: ‘“the
citizens of the country” were mobilized “into killing their fellow Rwandans.”**

Since 2008, however, the government has reemphasized ethnicity in describing
the 1994 genocide. A constitutional amendment added new ethnicized language to
that portion of the preamble that stresses reconciliation: “Emphasizing the neces-
sity to strengthen and promote national unity and reconciliation which were
seriously shaken by the 71994 rutsi genocide and its consequences” (original
emphasis).”* References to the genocide throughout the 2003 Constitution were
modified in a similar fashion.”> At a 2008 conference on the “Tutsi Genocide
and Reconstruction of Knowledge” in Kigali, a government official, who was
moderating a panel discussion, gently chided an audience member for using the
term “Rwandan genocide” and reminded him that the new term was “Tutsi geno-
cide.”?® The President’s special adviser on public relations also used this new
terminology in the subtitle of his book on “Hotel Rwanda”: “The Tutsi Genocide
as Seen by Hollywood.”*’ One long-time Rwanda observer worried that the term
“Tutsi genocide” winds up “making ethnicity paramount” again.”® Furthermore,
the government’s emphasis on collective Tutsi victimization implicitly
imposes collective guilt on Hutu, and consequently complicates the search for
reconciliation.?

The terminology gets even more complicated out on Rwanda’s hills. With no
word for genocide in Kinyarwanda, the RPF has promoted three successive neolo-
gisms: first, itsembabwoko [extermination of an ethnicity], then itsembabwoko
n’itsembatsemba [extermination of an ethnicity (i.e. Tutsi) and extermination to
the nth degree (i.e. Hutu opponents of the genocide)], jenoside [genocide] and,
most recently, jenoside yakorewe Abatutsi [genocide against the Tutsi]. The
initial shift in terminology seemed to reflect an official repudiation of ubwoko
[ethnicity] in keeping with the emphasis on unity and reconciliation.*® But now
the pendulum has swung back in the other direction to stress ethnicity thereby
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exposing the emptiness of the reconciliation discourse. In practice, many
ordinary Rwandans—even some Tutsi survivors—continue to use the familiar
terms for war (intambara) and killings (ubwicanyi). This partly reflects the fact
that many Rwandans view the genocide as the culmination of a four-year civil
war, rather than as a three-month historical rupture.31 Yet, it may be that this
also signifies resistance to the official genocide narrative—a (partially) “hidden
transcript.”*?

Negationism, “divisionism,” and “genocide ideology” are separate and distinct
phenomena that often become conflated in the Rwandan context. To disentangle
these concepts and their manifestations, it is first necessary to understand the
basic outlines of the RPF’s genocide narrative. The RPF views the 1994 genocide
as the culmination of a series of (smaller) genocides that began with the so-called
“Social Revolution” of 1959, when Belgian colonialists and missionaries switched
allegiance from the Tutsi minority to the Hutu majority and condoned anti-Tutsi
violence. According to the RPF, the 1994 genocide resulted from a combination
of “colonial divide and rule,” “bad leadership,” extremist political parties, a
virulently anti-Tutsi ideology, the “hate media” that disseminated this ideology,
and an uneducated peasantry steeped in habits of obedience.* This is then used
to justify the need for tight restrictions on multi-party democracy, freedom of
speech, and freedom of the press, as well as the re-education of the population
through ingando.**

The RPF generally views alternative historical interpretations as political
challenges to its legitimacy which need to be condemned as negationism or
even genocide ideology. At a 2003 conference in Kigali, the economic historian
Philip Verwimp suggested that Rwandan schools teach historiography rather
than “History.” A government minister responded brusquely that “[t]here is one
truth and we know it.”> Those who deviate from the RPF’s genocide narrative
often find themselves tarred as negationists. For example, a former head of
IBUKA criticized Rusesabagina for not making clear that the genocide had
been planned since the 1960s: “Rusesabagina’s distortion of history proves his
negation and sectarian stance because you cannot talk about the genocide while
avoiding its main historical landmarks.”*® Similarly, the authors of Hotel
Rwanda attack Rusesabagina as a negationist partly because “[h]e fails to point
out: the negative impact of the colonial heritage that preached and practised the
policy of divide and rule that led to the rupture of Rwandan society [and] the
fact that the genocide was planned long before 1994.737 While Rusesabagina
can certainly be criticized for revisionist tendencies, it seems a stretch to accuse
him of genocide denial. For, he has repeatedly acknowledged the genocide of
the Tutsi minority in 1994 whether in his speeches, his autobiography, or his
broadsides.*® As he recently explained in a London courtroom: “No reasonable
human being can say there was no genocide. ... But this is not a reason why
we should not talk about war crimes and crimes against humanity [committed
by the RPF].”*’

I do not want to suggest that government concerns about negationism are
unfounded. Indeed, it thrives within certain Rwandan exile circles in Europe
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and Congo and is then channelled to wider audiences using the Internet. When |
lived in Rwanda from 2002 to 2004, I would receive unwanted Internet commu-
niqués from an exile group calling itself the Rassemblement pour le Retour des
Refugies et la Democratie au Rwanda (RDR), some of which were explicitly
negationist.*” In the Rwandan context, genocide denial takes several familiar
manifestations: (1) asserting that war alone was responsible for the body count;
(2) blaming the victim group; and (3) promoting moral equivalency.*!

Like other twentieth century genocides, the Rwandan genocide happened in the
context of a conventional war between the Forces Armées Rwandaises and the
Rwandan Patriotic Front.** This makes it easier for negationists to insist that
what occurred in 1994 was simply war and self-defence, not genocide. Most of
the high-ranking genocide suspects at the ICTR subscribe to some variation of
this argument. According to this line of thinking, it was the RPF that shot down
President Habyarimana’s plane on April 6, 1994 and resumed the war, thus trig-
gering the killings of Tutsi. They contend that there was no genocidal plan, but
rather spontaneous public anger over the death of the nation’s beloved leader.
Not long ago, this theory received a boost from a French magistrate who
charged President Kagame and his top military advisors with bringing down the
plane.*® In response, the Rwandan government accused the French judge of assist-
ing genocide denial, expelled French diplomats and some ordinary French citi-
zens, and issued a lengthy report accusing top French officials of complicity in
the genocide.** Yet, the allegations against the RPF—the truth of which may
never be known—do not absolve Hutu extremists from having used the plane
crash as a pretext for launching a planned—though perhaps incompletely
planned—extermination campaign.

Genocide denial often comes disguised as moral equivalency. Some claim that
there are as many (or even more) Hutu victims of the RPF than Tutsi victims of the
genocidal government. Ramsey Clark, the former US Attorney General, made this
argument while defending a 76-year old Adventist pastor before the UN Tribunal:
“There was not one general genocide in which only Hutus killed only Tutsis. ...
Hundreds of thousands of Hutus were killed in Rwanda.” André Sibomana, a
Rwandan human rights activist, once described this as “a more furtive but
equally dangerous” form of denial:

They are trying to outbid each other; they want the number of people killed by the RPF to be
on a level with the people killed during the genocide, to restore a kind of equality. ... It’s
totally absurd. Deaths don’t compensate for each other; they don’t cancel each other out;
they simply add up.*’

While the RPF did commit war crimes (and perhaps crimes against humanity)
against Hutu civilians in Rwanda,*® there is no moral equivalency because the
scope and intent was very different from the genocide of Tutsi civilians in 1994.%

Several factors in contemporary Rwanda may make the population more
susceptible to negationist propaganda. First, Rwandan history has not been
taught in primary and secondary schools since the genocide.*® As a consequence,
children mostly learn history from their parents, who were schooled under the
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Habyarimana regime’s anti-Tutsi ideology. Second, the imposition of collective
guilt on Hutu and the lack of official accountability for RPF war crimes encourage
talk of double-genocide and victor’s justice.*’ Finally, as argued below, the
government’s campaign against what it terms “genocide ideology” has made it
much harder to distinguish true negationism from unwanted political criticism.

To combat negationist propaganda, the government has adopted several legal
instruments. The 2003 Constitution criminalizes “[r]evisionism, negationism
and trivialization of genocide” although it does not define the terms.’® The
2003 Law Punishing Genocide, is more precise, stating that “any person who
will have publicly shown, by his or her words, writings, images, or by any
other means, that he or she has negated the genocide committed, rudely minimized
it or attempted to justify or approve its grounds, or any person who will have
hidden or destroyed its evidence.”' Under that law, which can carry prison
terms ranging from 10 to 20 years, Rwandan prosecutors charged 243 people
with revisionism and negationism between mid-2007 and mid-2008. Roughly
half were acquitted, with the remainder receiving prison sentences (including
eight who were given life terms).’> In one case, a person was sentenced to
20 years for “gross minimization of the genocide” after having publicly testified
about RPF war crimes in a community court (gacaca) genocide trial. >3

The 2003 Constitution also created a National Commission for the Fight
Against Genocide which, like the National Unity and Reconciliation
Commission, focuses on education, research and advocacy. The Commission’s
responsibilities include establishing a genocide research and documentation
centre, commemorating the genocide, advocating for genocide survivors, and
“organiz[ing] a permanent framework for the exchange of ideas on genocide,
its consequences and the strategies for its prevention and eradication.”>* The
Commission took the lead role in organizing a four-day conference on the
“Tutsi Genocide and Reconstruction of Knowledge” in July 2008.

The Government’s campaign against ““divisionism” and ‘‘genocide ideology”

From 1995 until 2000, the RPF tightened its hold on power. One way it did so was
through “accusatory practices”: Hutu critics were branded “génocidaires,” while
Tutsi critics were denounced as “monarchists.”>> Denunciation also became part
of everyday life on Rwanda’s hills as neighbours settled local scores through
genocide accusations (both true and false): “For a house, for a field or a tool,
people are denounced without evidence, and awkward neighbours are arrested.”>°
As a result, Rwanda’s prisons were overflowing with 120,000 genocide suspects
by 2000. Starting in 2001, the government’s accusatory language changed and
evolved: prominent Hutu critics have been successively charged with “division-
ism,” “negationism,” and, most recently, “genocide ideology.”>’ The reasons
for this shift in accusatory practices are unclear, though the label “divisionism”
seemed to reflect the government’s increased discourse on “unity and reconcilia-
tion.” Perhaps, it also had become somewhat embarrassing to charge long-serving,
reintegrated Hutu members of government with genocide participation.’®
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“Divisionism”

In late 2001, the government passed a law that punishes “divisionism” (sectar-
ianism) and discrimination with prison sentences ranging from three months to
five years. The law defines divisionism in a circular fashion as occurring
“when the author makes use of any speech, written statement or action that
causes conflict that causes an uprising that may degenerate into strife among
people [sic].””® Similarly, the 2003 Constitution adopted a vague prohibition
on divisionism, stating that the “[p]ropagation of ethnic, regional, racial, or
discrimination or any other form of division is punishable by law.”® Accusa-
tions of divisionism have been made against a range of perceived political
opponents, both Hutu and Tutsi. For example, in advance of the 2003 national
elections, a parliamentary commission charged the Mouvement Démocratique
Républicain (MDR), the strongest of the opposition parties, with sowing
ethnic divisions and recommended its dissolution: “government must prosecute
and take measures against persons who continue to stir up ... the ideology of
MDR PARMEHUTU which is based on discrimination and division, particu-
larly those leaders of MDR who head these actions.”® The report also
called on the National Unity and Reconciliation Commission to watch over
the MDR and everyone named in the report so as to prevent discrimination
and divisionism.

The Commission’s report named 46 individuals, including Dr Leonard
Hitimana, an MDR parliamentarian well known for saving Tutsi during the
genocide. The MDR quickly ceased to exist.> A few months later during
the election campaigns, an RPF government minister accused the Parti
Liberal of divisionism for focusing on Tutsi genocide survivors. The survi-
vors’ organization, IBUKA [“Remember”’], whose leadership was co-opted
by the RPF in 2000, followed suit and criticized unnamed political parties
for exploiting the survivors’ sufferings for their own divisionist ends.®> As
the EU election observer mission warned in mid-2003, “[s]Juch a campaign
against divisionism can, however, become a witch hunt.”®* The Parliamentary
Commission also accused the journalists of Umuseso, an independent weekly
newspaper, with being “propagandists of division.”®> Around the same time,
government officials publicly likened it to Kangura, the hate journal, whose
editor was convicted of genocide by the ICTR.°® The charge seemed parti-
cularly far-fetched given that almost half the Umuseso journalists at the
time were Tutsi (including one who had fought with the RPF). The most
independent human rights NGO at the time, LIPRODHOR,67 was also
accused of divisionism by the parliamentary commission and, in June
2003, the government’s official newspaper, Imvaho, accused LIPRODHOR
of sowing division in Cyangugu province (southwestern Rwanda). The
article published minutes of a private meeting between LIPRODHOR and
its international partners (naming, among others, CARE, Trocaire, and the
Belgian Embassy) as evidence that the international community was support-
ing and financing divisionism.®
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“Genocide ideology”

Over the past few years, “genocide ideology” has become the dominant accusa-
tion, a catch-all phrase that seems to encompass negationism and divisionism.
Unlike those other two charges, “genocide ideology” evokes a more immediate
threat of a return to genocidal killings. Both the RPF’s genocide narrative and
its campaign against genocide ideology assume that anti-Tutsi ideology and pro-
paganda drive genocidal violence. Yet, Scott Straus’ research into ordinary perpe-
trator motivations and hate radio’s reach challenges this assumption: he found that
racist propaganda does not explain large-scale participation in the genocide.
Instead, he attributes high participation to intra-Hutu enforcement and coercion.®”
If correct, then the government’s emphasis on rooting out genocide ideology may
be less effective in preventing future ethnic violence than it thinks.

The 2003 Rwandan Constitution requires the state to promote and enforce six
fundamental principles, the first of which is “fighting the ideology of genocide and
all its manifestations.”’® The 2003 Law Punishing Genocide, however, makes no
mention of “genocide ideology.” The government first deployed accusations of
“genocide ideology” against political opponents in 2003. The 2003 Parliamentary
Commission report made sporadic accusations of “genocide ideology” against the
MDR and its leadership, though it focused on the ideology of divisionism. In a
radio broadcast, Tito Rutaramera, a prominent RPF ideologue and then president
of the Constitutional Commission, accused former Prime Minister Faustin
Twagiramungu, who ran against President Kagame for the presidency, of always
having allied himself with the ideology of killers—even though Twagiramungu
was targeted during the genocide and had to be spirited out of the country by UN
peacekeeping forces.”' During the same period, a member of the government’s
human rights commission accused LIPRODHOR and Umuseso of promoting
genocide ideology.”* Even without a specific law in place, the government began
reporting and prosecuting “genocide ideology” as a crime (using the 2002 law
against divisionism). In 2005, one researcher found that local officials in two
communities “almost arbitrarily branded” common crimes as “genocide ideology”
if the victims were Tutsi genocide survivors.”> Prosecutions for promoting
“genocide ideology” appear to have increased over the past few years, with 1,304
cases brought between mid-2007 and mid-2008.7*

In January 2004, the Rwandan Parliament established a commission to
investigate the murder of three genocide survivors in Kaduha district (Gikongoro
province).”” Its official title was the “Ad Hoc Parliamentary Commission to
Profoundly Analyse the Killings Perpetrated in Gikongoro Province, Genocide
Ideology, and Those Who Propagate it Everywhere in Rwanda.”’® The Commis-
sion issued its report shortly after the tenth commemoration of the genocide in
April 2004. That report not only accused the usual suspects (LIPRODHOR and
Umuseso), it also charged the international community with “sowing division
within the Rwandan population” through international NGOs “like ... Trocaire,
CARE International, NPA [Norwegian People’s Aid], etc.”’” The report also
denounced the BBC, Voice of America and a multitude of Christian churches
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as conduits of genocide ideology.”® Rwanda’s Roman Catholic bishops warned
that the report “could serve as a pretext to spread rumours, pre-judge people,
and to generate interminable hatred.””® They further stated that “[n]o one has
the right to attribute to another person, identified by name, a genocidal ideology
without having certain and irrefutable proof.”*°

The Rwandan government eventually endorsed the Commission’s report and
issued a communiqué exhorting national and international NGOs harbouring
genocide ideology to engage in self-criticism and “house-cleaning.”®' The
communiqué also criticized international donors for supporting organizations
implicated in genocide ideology.®* That prompted a response from the European
Union, which expressed concern over “the liberal use of the terms ‘ideology of
genocide’ and “divisionism.””®® In turn, the Rwandan government reacted strongly
to the EU Declaration, arguing that the Rwandan populace clearly understood the
meaning of the Kinyarwandan terms that had been “approximately” translated as
genocide ideology and divisionism.®* President Kagame also stated:

I wish to say that genocide and divisionism are not Kinyarwanda words and I don’t know
what it means in their [the EU] context. I suggest that they explain it themselves. What
we should be asked is whether what we are doing for the country is good or not, and we
will be ready to explain this.®

This exchange over the definition of “genocide ideology” may have prompted
some government officials to consider drafting a law on genocide ideology—
something that only happened four years later.

Following the 2004 report, the Senate created a commission to look into
genocide ideology’s causes and cures. This commission released a 200-page
report in 2006 which concluded that genocide ideology was “persisten[t]” but
“not pervasive.”®® Early on, the report acknowledég]es the difficulty of providing
“a systematic definition” of genocide ideology.”” It then proceeds to define
“genocide ideology” in very broad terms:

The ethnicist, anti-Tutsi, genocidal or pan-Hutu ideology takes the form of revisionism by
denying genocide and its consequences, or by minimizing it. It takes a revisionist form by
vaguely acknowledging genocide but, in the same breath, trying to justify it through
counter accusations in order to cleanse the real culprits of any responsibility. In particular,
the genocide ideology takes on the subtle form of a merciless war against any effort to
rebuild consciousness of national citizenship and strives to encapsulate the Rwandan
society for ever in the ethnicist deadlock. Finally, the genocide ideology takes the form of
a political broadside, more often than not biased and unjust.®®

The Senate Commission provided numerous examples of “revisionism,” which
include saying that “Hutus [are] detained on the basis of some simple accusation”
or that “[there are] unpunished RPF crimes.”® It also listed examples of “political
broadside[s]” that constitute genocide ideology: “totalitarian regime muzzling
the opposition, the press, freedom of association and of speech; accusation of
divisionism against political opponents and civil society associations; guilty
conscience of the international community that does not condemn sufficiently
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the post-genocide regime; appeals to suspend international assistance....”""
The Senate Report thus conflates genocide ideology with any ethnic discourse,
political criticism, revisionism, and negationism. According to its definition,
any mention of alleged RPF war crimes or human rights abuses would constitute
“genocide ideology.”

The Senate Commission made several specific recommendations for eliminat-
ing genocide ideology, although curiously it did not propose a new law that would
criminalize such ideology. It advocated the “restoration of traditional values”
including the sense of a unified Rwandan identity that existed before colonialism.
The Commission also called for an educational curriculum on “peace, unity and
the eradication of the ideology of genocide” and Rwanda’s ‘“correct history.”
It also recommended a clearer policy around the contested issue of genocide
remembrance.”’

In 2007, a fourth parliamentary commission issued a report uncovering alleged
genocide ideology in 26 schools. This was a follow-up to the 2004 Commission,
which had accused several principals, teachers and students of manifesting geno-
cide ideology. A subsequent Ministry of Education communiqué in October 2004
had suspended 37 secondary school educators from their posts and 27 students
from school without due process.”” In the wake of the 2007 report, educators
were again fired from their posts and efforts taken to root out genocide ideology.””

In July 2008, the government finally passed a law punishing acts and
expressions of genocide ideology. The new law defines genocide ideology as
“an aggregate of thoughts characterized by conduct, speeches, documents and
other acts aiming at exterminating or inciting others to exterminate people
bas[ed] on ethnic group, origin, nationality, region, color, physical appearance,
sex, language, religion or political opinion.”* This definition obviously departs
from the 1948 Genocide Convention in two significant ways: by broadening the
number of protected groups and by removing the need to prove special intent.
Far more problematically, the law criminalizes a wide range of acts which are
aimed at “dehumanizing” people.”> The article entitled “Characteristics of the
crime of genocide ideology” reads:

The crime of genocide ideology is characterized in any behaviour manifested by facts aimed
at dehumanizing a person or a group of persons with the same characteristics in the following
manner:

1. threatening, intimidating, degrading through defamatory speeches, documents or actions
which aim at propounding wickedness or inciting hatred;

2. marginalising, laughing at one’s misfortune, defaming, mocking, boasting, despising,
degrading, creating confusion aiming at negating the genocide which occurred, stirring up
ill feelings, taking revenge, altering testimony or evidence for the genocide which occurred,;
3. killing, planning to kill or attempting to kill someone for purposes of furthering
genocide ideology.96

The provision, therefore, dangerously conflates criminal defamation (and a host of
lesser offences) with incitement to genocide.
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Under this law, genocide ideology will be punished harshly with prison
sentences ranging from 10 to 50 years.”” Even children under the age of 12
could be held criminally responsible, although they would only receive a
maximum sentence of one year in a rehabilitation centre.”® A child’s parent or
teacher could also face prosecution (and a possible prison term of 15 to 25
years).”® Furthermore, the state is able to prosecute political organizations and
NGOs for genocide ideology, with convictions leading to dissolution, heavy
fines, and possibly individual prosecutions.'®

It remains to be seen whether this law will encourage more accusations of gen-
ocide ideology. An earlier version of the law included a provision for punishing
false accusations of genocide ideology. Under that proposal, those convicted of
false accusations would have served half the sentence of those found guilty of
genocide ideology. The Senate struck down the provision after deciding that
false accusations could be adequately punished by prosecutions for perjury.'®!

Accusing Human Rights Watch of genocide ideology

The Rwandan government is fairly thin-skinned and seemingly never more so than
when confronted by Alison Des Forges over human rights abuses. A long-time
Rwanda scholar, Des Forges has worked for Human Rights Watch since 1993.
Her magisterial study of the Rwandan genocide, Leave None to Tell the Story,
earned her a MacArthur “genius” award. She has spent much of the past 12
years as an expert witness for the Office of the Prosecutor at the ICTR, helping
to secure the conviction of many of those tried for the 1994 genocide. Yet, Des
Forges has also been a persistent thorn in the government’s side, particularly
with her calls for prosecutions for RPF war crimes.

In March 2008, Human Rights Watch filed amicus briefs opposing the transfer
of genocide suspects from the ICTR to Rwanda on the grounds that they would not
receive a fair trial in Rwanda. As part of its argument, Human Rights Watch con-
tended that potential defence witnesses might refuse to testify for fear of being
accused of genocide ideology.'®” The President of IBUKA reacted to Human
Rights Watch’s amicus brief with a letter to the ICTR President, in which the
association “strongly condemn[ed]” Des Forges for having “taken the side of
our executioners” and accused her of trivializing the genocide.'®® A few months
later, at a June 2008 conference in Kigali, the Minister of Justice publicly
accused Des Forges of becoming “a sgokesperson for genocide ideology” after
she had critiqued the justice sector.'”® That outburst seemed to substantiate
Human Rights Watch’s argument that the government uses sweeping accusations
of genocide ideology to intimidate or silence its critics. If Des Forges could be
labelled a proponent of genocide ideology, how much easier would it be to
level the same accusation against any Rwandan who testifies in defence of
genocide suspects?

As it turned out, three ICTR Trial Chambers ruled against the proposed trans-
fers of ICTR suspects, relying, in part, on the possibility that accusations of
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“genocide ideology” would impede a fair trial. For example, in the case of
Gaspard Kanyarukiga, the Trial Chamber held:

[TThe 2003 Genocide Law prohibits the negation of genocide. This in itself is legitimate and
understandable in the Rwandan context. The Chamber recalls that many countries criminalise
the denial of the Holocaust, while others prohibit hate speech in general. ... in several
instances, the concept [of genocide ideology] has been given a wide interpretation. ... the
Trial Chamber cannot exclude that some potential Defence witnesses in Rwanda may
refrain from testifying because of fear of being accused of harbouring “genocidal ideology.”'®

Ironically, then, the government’s campaign against “genocide ideology” has made
it more difficult for Rwanda to gain custody over prominent genocide suspects.

Reconciliation’s revenge?
The treatment of Hutu rescuers

In explaining and judging mass violence, there is often a reductionist tendency to
categorize individuals as perpetrators, victims, bystanders, or rescuers. Yet, the
reality is far murkier: individuals often inhabit several categories (at the same
time or successively)—what Primo Levi famously captured in his description of
Auschwitz’s “grey zone.”'® The Rwandan genocide often saw such moral
shape-shifting: those like Jean-Paul Akayesu (the former mayor of Taba and the
first person convicted of genocide by the ICTR) who began by saving Tutsi and
then, under pressure, turned to killing; others like Omar Serushago and Georges
Rutaganda (local Interahamwe leaders) who saved Tutsi family and friends
while eagerly slaughtering Tutsi strangers;'®” or the old man I saw testify in
southern Rwanda about how he had killed his Tutsi wife to save himself.

Such profound moral ambiguities make it difficult to identify and acknowledge
Hutu rescuers and heroes in post-genocide Rwanda. How do you tell apart the
truly righteous and the false rescuers? How do you distinguish those who saved
whomever they could from those who saved only those who could pay?'® At
first, the Rwandan government elided the problem by only recognizing those
Hutu who were killed for opposing the genocide. As Nigel Eltringham observed,
“The phrase ‘Hutu moderates’ is only used retrospectively. ... It is solely an
epitaph and may imply that the only ‘moderate’ (or ‘anti-genocide’) Hutu
are dead.”'” In the past few years, the government has been more willing to
acknowledge living Hutu rescuers and genocide opponents.''® The 2006 Senate
Commission Report recognized the difficulty of identifying Hutu rescuers, but
still emphasized the need to do so:

No one would deny that some Hutus were killed due to their opposition to the politics of
extremist parties or because they hid or tried to save some Tutsis. Some Hutus both killed
and saved some Tutsis ... [this] cannot however result in the exclusion of non Tutsi
victims of genocide. ... the establishment of a database is under way to identify ... the
people killed for having refused to kill innocent people or people who hid Tutsis.' 1
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This newfound willingness to celebrate Hutu rescuers is a positive step towards
reconciliation. Yet, it has been undermined by attacks on the most high-profile
rescuers.

Dr Leonard Hitimana

Dr Leonard Hitimana was a Hutu medical doctor who helped save people in
Kibuye during the genocide. African Rights, an international human rights NGO
with close links to the Rwandan government and IBUKA, praised Dr Hitimana
in its 2002 tribute to heroes of the genocide: “his courage and professionalism
were also tested during this period and proven to be exceptional.”''? In his
memoirs, Dr Blam, a German doctor married to a Tutsi woman who worked
with Dr Hitimana, recalled how Dr Hitimana “begged me to attempt to recover
some children who were still alive amongst the mountains of bodies at the
[Nyamishaba secondary] school.”''* Later, Dr Hitimana helped Dr Blam and
his wife escape to Zaire. He followed suit shortly afterwards “saving three
others in the process.”"'* In subsequent years, Dr Hitimana testified as a prosecu-
tion witness at the ICTR, helping to convict Clement Kayishema, the former
prefect of Kibuye province, and Obed Ruzindana, a Kibuye businessman, on
genocide charges. He also collaborated with IBUKA’s 2002 campaign to draw
attention to the ICTR’s alleged mistreatment of Rwandan prosecution witnesses.
By 2003, Dr Hitimana was a respected member of the Rwandan Parliament and a
leading figure in the MDR opposition party. The April 2003 Parliamentary Com-
mission Report, which denounced the MDR, specifically named Dr Hitimana as
being among “those who are at the head” of “the gang charged with the propa-
ganda of the ideology MDR PARMEHUTU.”'!® The party chose Dr Hitimana
to rebut the charges against the MDR in a parliamentary hearing. The night
before that hearing, Dr Hitimana disappeared. After Human Rights Watch
called attention to Dr Hitimana’s disappearance, an op-ed in the pro-government
New Times reminded readers that many genocide rescuers had also killed—
without however producing any evidence against Dr Hitimana.''® He remains
missing to this day.""”

Paul Rusesabagina

Following the popular success of the film Hotel Rwanda, the government and
survivors’ organizations have repeatedly denounced its central figure, Paul
Rusesabagina, the Hutu hotel manager credited with helping save more than
1,200 people at the Hétel des Mille Collines."'® The former head of IBUKA,
criticized Rusesabagina for “hijacking heroism and trading with the genocide.”'"”
In his speech commemorating the 13th anniversary of the genocide, President
Kagame not only attacked Rusesabagina but also “foreigners” who honour
Rusesabagina—an implicit swipe at US President George W. Bush who awarded
the Presidential Medal of Freedom to Rusesabagina in 2005.
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I wish to request foreigners who use Rwandans harbouring negative ideology to stop
meddling in our history and cease trying to distort it. ... It is sad to see foreigners taking
a self-seeking person like Rusesabagina, who did not save a single soul, and making him
a hero of the genocide—and, of course, he has other greedy people who follow him.'*°

This reference to Rusesabagina’s “negative ideology” has since been expanded
into full-blown accusations of negationism and genocide ideology, which are
amplified by the largely state-controlled media. The government’s attacks on
Rusesabagina have grown ever more virulent as he has entered opposition politics.
From exile in Brussels, Rusesabagina has denounced RPF war crimes, advocated
the establishment of a South African-style Truth and Reconciliation Commission,
and even called on the ICTR prosecutor to indict President Kagame for war
crimes.

In March 2008, the book denouncing Rusesabagina was launched at the Mille
Collines. The Prime Minister used the occasion to deny that Rusesabagina saved
anyone during the genocide. Drawing on interviews with 26 survivors from the
Milles Collines,"* the authors argue that Rusesabagina did not save any of the
hotel’s refugees and that he charged them for accommodation (despite explicit
instructions to the contrary from the hotel’s owners in Brussels).'>> The authors
are careful not to tar all Hutu with the same brush. At various points, they contrast
Rusesabagina with “upright and heroic” Hutu rescuers.'** They state that the direc-
tor of Hotel Rwanda “could have found countless decent and upright Bahutu who
did risk their lives to save Batutsi, some of whom even lost their lives in the
process.”'*

The authors also accuse Rusesabagina of having helped the Interahamwe
militia target Tutsi. They do this through their interview with Valerie Bemeriki,
who has been in Kigali Central Prison since 1999.'%° Bemeriki’s vitriolic anti-
Tutsi broadcasts on Radio Télévision Libre des Milles Collines (RTLM) helped
earn RTLM the nickname “Radio Machete.”'?’ Not surprisingly, Bemeriki, who
has yet to stand trial, gives a self-serving account in which she claims to have
done more than Rusesabagina to save refugees at the Mille Collines.'*® Most
damningly, she alleges that Rusesabagina “gave us the names we broadcast on
RTLM”—which was to “put them on death row.”"*’

Rusesabagina’s own story has been quite consistent over the years, from an
interview he gave during the genocide to his 2008 courtroom testimony.
African Rights interviewed Rusesabagina on June 19, 1994, the day after
UNAMIR evacuated him from the Mille Collines. In that interview, Rusesabagina
fully credited UNAMIR and well-connected refugees with helping him to protect
those at the Mille Collines:

One morning, at 6:00 a.m. around 18 April, an officer from the ministry of defence tele-
phoned my room from the reception. ... He said I must kick out all those who had sought
refuge at the hotel. ... I said “Give me thirty minutes. I'm still in bed.” Fortunately, I had
access to a private line at the hotel which had not been cut off . . . I started using my connec-
tions in the army. I asked all the prominent refugees to call every senior person in the army
they knew. Thirty minutes later, some officers came to pick up the officer. Another time,
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another officer from the ministry of defence, in intelligence, came. It was on 15 May. He said
he came to tell me that they were planning to kill everybody that night. I sent urgent appeals
by fax everywhere—to Belgium, France, etc. ... I rushed around like a madman asking
people to put pressure on the government. Fortunately, our efforts paid off. ... the Intera-
hamwe came to kill people at Mille Collines [on 17 June]. They came screaming: “We
want the manager.” My wife and children were hiding in the toilet. ... UNAMIR called
their headquarters and the [Rwandan army] chief of staff [General Augustin Bizimungu].
The chief of staff came to the hotel personally with a lot of soldiers. He got them out of
the hotel without any injuries and gave assurances of protection. But I could not feel
secure. The militias took to coming in and asking for the manager. They told people they
were looking for “that protector of the Inyenzi [the term for cockroaches which was
applied to the RPF and, by extension, all Tutsi].”'*°

Because a respected human rights NGO did this interview three weeks before
the RPF defeated the genocidal regime, it can be assumed to be more reliable
and less self-serving than the later accounts in the film and the autobiography.'*!

Over the years, Rusesabagina’s story has been corroborated by others.
Lieutenant-General Romeo Dallaire recounted how when the Interahamwe
militia broke into the Mille Collines on one occasion, UN peacekeepers
managed to negotiate their withdrawal “aided by the hotel manager’s deft and
generous gift of many bottles from the hotel wine cellar.”'** African Rights
wrote that “Many of the refugees evacuated from the Mille Collines paid warm
tribute to [Rusesabagina’s] efforts to protect and help them.”'** African Rights
paired Rusesabagina’s account with that of Francgois-Xavier Nsanzuwera, the
Deputy Attorney General who was targeted for assassination because of his pro-
secution of human rights abuses by the Habyarimana regime and its extremist
allies. Nsanzuwera told African Rights:

One time, the Rwandese manager of the hotel told me that a certain Lt. Apollinaire
Hakizimana, charged with intelligence at the ministry of defence, had visited him and
ordered him to chuck everybody out of the hotel. . . . The frantic manager called everywhere
and asked some of us to call up our contacts in the military. ... [eventually] army
headquarters called the manager to say that they had never given any such order.'**

Nsanzuwera left Rwanda in 1995. He later worked with the International
Federation of Human Rights before joining the ICTR’s Office of the Prosecutor.

A prominent Tutsi survivor has attributed her survival directly to Rusesabagina.
Odette Nyiramilimo, who later became a government minister and senator, told
Philip Gourevitch, The New Yorker journalist, how Rusesabagina arranged to
have her and her children brought to the hotel.'* In 2006, Senator Nyiramilimo
sent a letter to the US Congress stating:

I want to inform you that the only people Rusesabagina availed rooms to in the hotel were a
few of Kigali’s well-to-do who could afford to pay him. ... I personally paid for my stay at
the hotel. . . . I never witnessed any act of charity on the part of Paul Rusesabagina, out of the
circle of his personal friends or neighbours.136
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More recently, she told an American journalist: “Many people want me to say Paul
is not a hero, so I say, ‘Okay, he’s not a hero.” But he helped me. Because of him,
I'm here.”"?’

The Rwandan government finally had a chance to publicly cross-examine
Rusesabagina—in a magistrate’s court in the centre of London on April 3,
2008. He had been called as an expert witness for one of the four Rwandan
genocide suspects facing extradition from the UK. He testified that the
accused could not possibly receive a fair trial if they were returned to
Rwanda. Rusesabagina did himself and the defendants no favours with his
sweeping, polemical criticisms of the Rwandan government: “Before it was
Hutu Power and afterwards it became a Tutsi Power, but the game is [still]
killing.”"*® He also accused the RPF of shooting down Habyarimana’s plane.
On cross-examination, the British prosecutor easily demonstrated Rusesabagi-
na’s lack of qualifications to be an expert witness on Rwanda’s judicial
system.'*® Rather than leave it at that, the prosecutor (working on behalf of
the Rwandan government) then spent several hours attempting to demolish
Rusesabagina’s credentials as a hero following the script laid out in Ndahiro
and Rutazibwa’s book.'*

In cross-examining Rusesabagina, the British prosecutor also made much of
his relationship with Georges Rutaganda, the vice-president of the Interahamwe,
and General Augustin Bizimungu, the former army chief of staff. Rusesabagina
acknowledged that he was “even friends” with Rutaganda who supplied the
Mille Collines during the genocide. But he emphasized, “[o]ur political views
were completely different. I was even invited by ICTR [defense lawyers] to
go and testify for him but since I did not agree with him I didn’t go to
testify.”'*! Asked about his relationship with Bizimungu, he responded: “He
was not a friend but an acquaintance. ... I would ask favours of a lot of
people.” He described how on one occasion Bizimungu helped him prevent
the Interahamwe from massacring refugees at the Mille Collines."** Rusesabagina
continued, “[bJut at the time I saw him, he was a good man. He saved our
lives t}}g‘t day. The side I know of him is a good man. I can’t say he’s a bad
man.” ™

This strategy might well have backfired: rather than calling Rusesabagina’s
heroism into question, it could just as easily have shown the Rwandan government
demonizing Hutu rescuers and its political opponents. In his decision, the magis-
trate handed the Rwandan government a public relations victory:

He is very clearly a strong opponent of the present regime, even going so far as to suggest
that it was responsible for the genocide, and making other wild and exaggerated claims. ... It
has been suggested that the cross-examination was aimed at a character assassination. In
reality what it did was ... show that the evidence was ... that of a man with a background
strongly allied to the extremist Hutu faction.'**

Not surprisingly, this aspect of the decision generated considerable headlines in
the Rwandan media.
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The ordinary viewer of Hotel Rwanda would find this all quite puzzling. And
there is a strange irony that the film which did more to draw overdue attention
to the Rwandan genocide is now charged with propagating negationism:

the producers of the film Hotel Rwanda are guilty of more than just lying. They could argue
in their defence that their profession consists precisely of taking liberties with the truth.
But negationism is another thing entirely. In advanced democratic countries it is a crime
punishable by the courts.'*?

The whole Rusesabagina affair strikes a jarring and depressing note about
Rwanda’s progress toward reconciliation—one that even Stephen Kinzer, the
New York Times journalist who recently penned an effusive paean to President
Kagame, could not help but notice.'*°

Conclusion

No one would dispute the urgent need for strict laws to counter hate speech, gen-
ocide denial, and genocide ideology in a country still recovering from genocide
and still dealing with unrepentant génocidaires in its midst and on its borders.
Yet, as this article has demonstrated, Rwanda’s laws are too broadly drafted
and thus open to political manipulation. The laws lump together the separate,
though related, phenomena of hate speech, revisionism, negationism, and
genocide ideology. They also conflate these things with any challenges to the
government’s master narratives on the genocide and reconciliation. In this way,
any criticism of government policy is interpreted as an attack on its platform
of “unity and reconciliation” and hence an expression of divisionism and/or
genocide ideology.

The government’s campaign against genocide ideology has had several nega-
tive consequences. First, it has inadvertently trivialized the genocide. Calling
human rights critics exponents of genocide ideology makes it that much more
difficult to distinguish and combat the true negationist propaganda being
spewed by extremist groups in the Congo and Europe. Second, it has reinforced
Rwanda’s current culture of accusatory practices. Denunciation of genocide
ideology at both the national and local levels engenders fear and mistrust
among the population. It also reinscribes ethnic divisions and imposes collective
guilt because accusations of genocide ideology are only levelled against Hutu.
As one government official quietly remarked after the release of the 2004 Parlia-
mentary Commission report, “it is counterproductive to reconciliation to name
only Hutu in the report.”'*” Third, it has created another form of denial: denial
of the evident fact that Hutu saved Tutsi. Accusations of genocide ideology
against the country’s most well-known Hutu rescuers further reinforce the
notion that Hutu are collectively guilty for the genocide. This has dangerous
implications for long-term reconciliation in Rwanda. Finally, the campaign
against “genocide ideology” has made it more difficult for Rwanda to gain
custody over prominent genocide suspects currently at the ICTR. It is certainly
a sad irony that Rwanda’s genocide denial laws are making it less likely that
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some génocidaires will be tried in the very country where they committed their
crimes—especially because such trials could provide an instructive lesson on
the punishment of what is truly genocide ideology.
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