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Paris is part of Rwanda’s hell,
says Rosemary Righter

Francois Mitterrand has lost none
of his talent for showmanship. Fran-
ce’s Socialist government refused al-
most to the last even to admit the
possibility of a happy end to apar-
theid in South Africa. French backing
for African National Congress radi-
cals did nothing to ease the difficult
negotiations between Nelson Mande-
la and F.W. de Klerk. Yet there was
the French President in Cape Town
this week, with an entourage of 200,
underlining France’s claim to be the
pre-eminent Western power in Africa
by becoming the first Western head of
state to be officially received by Pre-
sident Mandela.

For once, however, Mitterrand
found himself on the defensive. At
least half his press conference yester-
day was spent justifying France’s ac-
tions in Rwanda and being forced to
listen to Mandela’s oblique, but tel-
ling, criticisms of “unilateral” inter-
vention in Africa.

What made this particularly gal-
ling was that Mitterrand’s strate-
gic goal is to fold South Africa into
la grande famille franco-africaine the
web of alliances through which France
binds to itself African countries which
contain, at least theoretically, four
times as many French-speakers as
are found in France. Hence the pres-
sing invitation to Mandela to at-
tend this year’s Franco-African sum-
mit. Quite apart from the language
barrier, French involvement in South
Africa is negligible. That does not di-
minish French interest in associating
the new South Africa with its mission
civilisatrice. But the French interpre-
tation of this “mission” in Rwanda
should warn Mandela to keep his dis-
tance.

In times of crises the French press
is a wonder to behold, but the go-
vernment line that its abrupt deci-
sion to rush French troops to Rwan-
da was an unalloyed act of mercy
has been too much for all but the
most loyal French journalists to swal-



low. France, after all, voted with the
rest to pull the United Nations out
of Rwanda after April 6. Mitterrand
discovered that “every hour counts”
only after 500,000 Tutsi had alrea-
dy been slaughtered at the instiga-
tion of men armed and trained by
France and when the rebel Rwandan
Patriotic Front, which French troops
had helped to beat back in the past,
was closing in on the capital, Kigali.
Paris could hardly claim to be neu-
tral, given 20 years of unwavering
French support for the Hutu dictator,
President Habyarimana, and France’s
close links with the “interim govern-
ment” which planned the massacres.

That government is now holed up
in a comfortable hotel on the Rwan-
dan border, under French protection.
French troops “negotiate” with local
strongmen, such as the prefect of Ki-
buye, clearly identified as leaders of
the massacre. And without clearance
from the UN, France has now decla-
red a “safe haven” in the southwest
safe from the advancing RPF, and
thus safe for the murderers. Well may
the French Foreign Minister say that
France is “not at war” and has no war
aims. It has put its troops in the line
of fire against the Tutsi-led RPF men
whom French officials used to des-
cribe as khmers noirs and can hardly
escape the charge of throwing its old
allies a lifeline, in the full knowledge
of their genocidal guilt. By insisting
that the two sides must now nego-

tiate, France is behaving as though
neither side is in the wrong. It is al-
so behaving in high disregard of the
facts on the ground. An RPF victo-
ry could end Rwanda’s horror, and
France is obstructing it.

A few years ago, in the wake of the
Carrefour aid scandal and under pres-
sure from African democratic move-
ments, France overhauled its African
policy. The new strategy, dubbed Pa-
ristroika, broke with the French prac-
tice of protecting its “sons of bitches”,
the dictators who rewarded France
with unfailing support for French di-
plomatic initiatives elswhere. France
would seem to have nothing to gain
by throwing this strategy out of the
window, in a country of no strategic
importance, in order to prop up an
appalling regime which has murdered
Hutu moderates and human rights
advocates as well as the Tutsi.

The most charitable explanation
is cynical enough : French officials pri-
vately say that since half the Tutsi
have been murdered and four-fifths
of the remaining population are the-
refore Hutu, the only hope for sta-
bility in Rwanda is a Hutu govern-
ment. There would be a dreadful price
to pay for such “stability” : Africans
who want to keep “minorities” un-
der control would draw the lesson
that the most efficient method was
to murder so many that they be-
come demographically insignificant.
But another, still more cynical, ex-



planation suggests itself. The RPF’s
leaders grew up in exile in Uganda.
They are largely Anglophone. Donc,
ils ne passeront pas.

The French position, untenable
now, will become more so within
days, when the RPF forms a go-
vernment of national unity, inclu-
ding Hutus belonging to the demo-
cratic opposition to Habyarimana’s
regime who escaped the manhunt.
France’s best course would be to re-

cognise this government immediate-
ly and hand over the men who orga-
nised the massacres to international-
ly monitored trials. The RPF would
then probably accept France’s conti-
nued “humanitarian” presence until
it could be relieved by UN reinfor-
cements. Had France offered them a
few cargo planes and troop carriers, of
course, they could have achieved the
ostensible French goal : saving lives.



