ABCReconciliation Forum .LuSUluwwsgy s

u&SL&S ) ub&bug

(930200350 S iaSlluwwgy by

-‘%;
P
oo o_gyl}in.\s_&”ai
TAVAANABJ Olpl S anels 61
e-collaborative

{@W e

1F-¥ 50l


https://www.flickr.com/photos/reconciliationforum/3189373342/in/photostream/

dolyd

0dd Jlr gogas Lo G g WS llusss; P o olails; b Jled 8
15395 ol paw (bl o Ll el 09,8 €(gig)99 15 €929 )3 392 )18 w0
alox 3loasin o3l GGl ) ol lly ) cogS> as™ ol Ly «lusly p o « JS»
A5 s ol Sl 4 LSy, daily) (85 Jasd Jobo 53 1092 035 e ot 39,5
o 9l sl (Jlo (nl b og 005 SeS il onge p ) ol Cupse a5 (Jia
ol 58 ily) CugSm (59,09, 9 03l 1,8 slas (2 yxe po ) gl aszlé T

i s oz 53 093 Lol s s 4 LSl a5l o2 e
Se Olye Iy SaegS gom 5l Ll 235 o0 18 bt 990 Lo o Glyie
ool Sl 5 il da Jlrir b iglaclled e 4 g o il illie
sl dygosz s 4 Gy 3 (36 Sl 5550 55 (S5 9525 b asainl b ok azlse
Sy 0ad el ol jo i adl y SO 2l

Sag 50 5 g0 € Jgene Sp0 S Hlgie b 093 SLS 50 LiSblews,
g ety e o Lialaedlgils b aills oo 4598 (sl Slaliie o5 gt sl
1 Sl s 45 el ahig r s a4 Lo b ozl 4zls 0,950 (ol gt

1 Masters, B. “He Wasthe Hero of ‘Hotel Rwanda.” Now He’s Accused of Terrorism.” The

New York Times Magazine, March 2021.
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2 Rusesabagina, Paul. An Ordinary Man An Autobiography (New York, NY: Penguin
Books,2006).
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1 Aaron O’Neil. “Rwanda: Share of Economic Sectorsin the Gross Domestic Product
from2011t02021.” Statistica, December2022.

2 World Bank. “Poverty and Equity Brief: Rwanda.” World Bank Group, October 2020.
3 Masters, B. “He Was the Hero of ‘Hotel Rwanda.” Now He’s Accused of Terrorism.”

4 UN.«Rwanda:ABrief History of the Country.) United Nations Office on Genocide

Prevention and the Responsibility to Protect.
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1 Timothy Longman. “Identity Cards, Ethnic Self-Perception,and Genocide in Rwan-

da.” InDocumenting Individualldentity: The Development of State Practicesinthe

ModernWorld, edited by Jane Caplanand John Torpey, 345. Princeton, NJ: Princeton

University Press,2001.
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5 (Rwanda.» EncyclopediaBritannica.
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1 UN. «Historical Background of the Rwanda Genocide.) United Nations Officeon
Genocide Prevention and the Responsibility to Protect.

2 «Rwanda genocide: 100 days of slaughter.n BBC News, 6 April2014.
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1 Masters, B. “He Was the Hero of ‘Hotel Rwanda.’ Now He’s Accused of Terrorism.”
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1 MichelMartin. “<An Ordinary Man> Navigates Rwanda>s Genocide.” NPR, 10 Apr. 2006.
2 Michel Martin. “An Ordinary Man> Navigates Rwandass Genocide.” NPR.
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1 Masters, B. “He Was the Hero of ‘Hotel Rwanda.’ Now He’s Accused of Terrorism.”
2 (TheManBehind HotelRwanda.n University of Guelph, 21 June 2007.

3 Immortal Chaplains Prize for Humanity.

4 Samantha Power. “SmearingaHero.” The Washington Post, 10 May 2006.

5 Ashley Burton. “Hotel Rwanda: A Twisted Perception.” Armstrong Undergraduate

Journal of History,vol. 7iss. 2 article 13,Nov. 2017.
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3 JenniferHansler; Bethlehem Feleke; Mostafa Salem and Jack Guy. “‘Hotel Rwanda’
herotobefreed after25-yearterrorism sentence commuted.” CNN, 24 Mar. 2023.

4 Asiimwe, Arthur. “FEATURE->Hotel Rwanda> heroin bitter controversy” Reuters, 9
Aug. 2007.
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1 Busari, Sephanie. «Paul Rusesabagina of ‘Hotel Rwanda’ appearsin courtagain

seekingbail afterarrestonterrorism charges.n CNN, 26 September 2020.
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Paul Rusesabagina, Source: ABC Reconciliation Forum.

A Sanctuary Amidst a Genocide:
Paul Rusesabagina, an “Ordinary” Man
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Introduction

As a passenger on a chartered private jet, Rwandan political activist
Paul Rusesabagina was supposed to land in Bujumbura Burundi, but
he found himself transported to Kigali, Rwanda, where the Rwandan
government charged him with several criminal titles, including ter-
rorism. During the Rwandan genocide, Rusesabagina helped save
hundreds of lives at the hotel he managed in Kigali. His activities fol-
lowing theincident, however, put him at risk as he faced a trial by the
Rwandan government.

While being hailed as a hero for his role during the genocide, he
was also seen as a political opponent by the Rwandan government,
having faced considerable controversy, criticism, and danger for his
activism.! Despite concerns about the risks involved in the journey,
RusesabaginaleftforBujumburainpreparationforaplannedspeech.

Inhisbook,AnOrdinary Man, Mr. Rusesabaginawrites, “I stillwon-
der how policy officials... can sit down at the table with their families
and have any appetite for food, or go to sleep at night, knowing that
they failed to act. Human beings were sacrificed for political conven-
ience. Thiswould be enough, I think, to turn any reasonable maninto

1 Masters, B. “He Was the Hero of ‘Hotel Rwanda.’ Now He’s Accused of Terrorism.”
The New York Times Magazine, March 2021.


https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/02/magazine/he-was-the-hero-of-hotel-rwanda-now-hes-accused-of-terrorism.html

a prisoner of his own conscience for the rest of his life.”* His inability
to ignore human rights violations sheds light on Mr. Rusesabagina’s
persistent political activism, which continued in spite of the personal
risks, political turmoil and accusations made against him.

THE TRUE
STORY BEHIND
‘HOTEL RWANDA’

Paul Rusesabagina with Tom Zoellner

The Cover of the Book An Ordinary Man.

Rwanda: A complex and challenging background

Located in east-central Africa, Rwanda is home to a majority of the
Banyarwanda population, which can be divided into three main ethnic
groups: Hutu, Tutsi,and Twa. Agricultureaccountsforalmostaquarter

1 Rusesabagina, Paul. An Ordinary Man An Autobiography (New York, NY: Penguin
Books,2006).
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ofthe GDPin 2021, coffee and tea being the primary export crops.* His-
torically, Rwanda has held a negative reputation amongst the interna-
tionalcommunity,judgedforitseconomicdeficiencies. Despite efforts
to bring economic alleviation and stability to the population through
inequality reduction and broad-based economic growth, with over
50% ofthe population living below the international poverty line.?
Rwandahasacomplexhistory,characterised by contrastingruling
powers when ethnic groups were violently overtaken by German and
Belgian colonial powers.? Prior to the colonial period, Hutus, Tutsis,
and Twa lived in relative harmony. Tutsis constituted 14% of the pop-
ulation, with occupations such as cattle herders, soldiers, and admin-
istrators. Approximately 85% of the population was Hutu, the majority
of whom were farmers.* Under colonial rule, Hutu and Tutsi divisions
deepened as the Tutsi group were given power and privilege despite
constituting a smaller percentage of the population when compared
totheotherethnicgroups. Identity cardsissued by the Belgian govern-
mentstated anindividual’s ethnicity along with physical details, high-
lighting the significance of this form of identification during this time.®
AftertheHutusrebelled againstthe Belgiansandthe Tutsielitein 1959,
a large number of Tutsis fled to Burundi. As soon as Rwanda gained
independence in 1962, the Hutu took control of the government. Due

1 Aaron O’Neil. “Rwanda: Share of Economic Sectorsin the Gross Domestic Product
from2011t02021.” Statistica, December2022.

2 World Bank. “Poverty and Equity Brief: Rwanda.” World Bank Group, October2020.
3 Masters, B. “He Wasthe Hero of ‘HotelRwanda.” Now He’s Accused of Terrorism.”

4 UN.“Rwanda:ABriefHistory of the Country.” United Nations Office on Genocide
Prevention and the Responsibility to Protect.

5 Timothy Longman. “Identity Cards, Ethnic Self-Perception,and Genocidein Rwan-
da.” InDocumenting Individualldentity: The Development of State Practicesin the
ModernWorld, edited by Jane Caplanand John Torpey, 345. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press,2001.


https://www.statista.com/statistics/452199/share-of-economic-sectors-in-the-gdp-in-rwanda/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/452199/share-of-economic-sectors-in-the-gdp-in-rwanda/
https://databankfiles.worldbank.org/public/ddpext_download/poverty/987B9C90-CB9F-4D93-AE8C-750588BF00QA/SM2020/Global_POVEQ_RWA.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/preventgenocide/rwanda/historical-background.shtml

to the discrimination against the Tutsi, a large number of refugees
fled Rwanda. In the 1990s, ongoing tension between ethnic groupsin
Rwanda escalated into armed conflict between the Rwandan Patriot-
ic Front (RPF), a Tutsi-led rebel movement, advancing from Uganda.*
Escalatingtensionand violence eventually gave way into genocide. As
the next section will detail, Hutu militias murdered thousands of Tutsi
people,aswellas some moderate Hutuand Twa.

Despite this recent and painful history, Rwanda is one of Africa’s
fastest growing economies with a 17.9% reduction in poverty from
2006-2017 alone,withsignificantimprovementsin health,education,
andinfrastructuresuchasaccesstoelectricity,accordingtothe World
Bank’s mostrecent Poverty and Equity Brief.2However, humanrights
organizations continue to raise concerns about the government’s
suppression of political opposition and freedom of expression.?

Ntrama Church Altar. 5,000 people seeking refuge in this house of God were killed by
grenade, machete, rifle and burningalive. Source: Scott Chacon.

1 Masters, B. “He Was the Hero of ‘Hotel Rwanda.’ Now He’s Accused of Terrorism.”
2 World Bank. “Poverty and Equity Brief: Rwanda.”

3 “Rwanda.” Encyclopedia Britannica.


https://www.flickr.com/photos/52724571@N00/206678318/
https://www.britannica.com/place/Rwanda
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Rwanda Genocide

Rwanda has been home to several ethnic groups from different ori-
gins and clans over the course of its history. In the 18th century, the
Tutsi Nyiginya clan dominated the political landscape. During this
time, distance and tensions between the Hutu and Tutsi grew, as Tut-
sirulersimposed policiesinfavoroftheirclan.Apermanentdivision of
the Rwandan population was established after Belgian forces seized
controlofthe countryin1917. Rwandans weredivided into Hutu, Tut-
si,and Twa ethnic groups, which were also indicated on their identity
cards. Genocide perpetrators later used these identity documents to
identify theirvictims.
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Identity cards were introduced by Belgium
inRwanda with the ethnic group identified onit. UN.

Tutsi retained their privileges, such as access to better jobs and high-
er education, until the 1990s, which further heightened ethnic ten-


https://www.un.org/en/preventgenocide/rwanda/historical-background.shtml

sions.!Ethnictensionsincreasedinthelate 1950s asthe Hutu political
movement grew, and segments of the Tutsi establishment resisted
democratization in an effort to protect their privileges. After several
incidents of tension, a brutal genocide developed in Rwanda in 1994
thatresulted inthe death of an estimated 800,000 people.?

The assassination of Rwandan President Juvenal Habyarimanais
attributed as being the Rwandan Genocide’s catalyst in April 1994 in
which extremist Hutu militias, known as the Interahamwe, targeted
Tutsis and moderate Hutus.® For almost 100 days, they used violent
tools (suchas machetes and firearms), and even moreviolent practic-
es: an estimated 250,000 to 500,000 women and girls were subjected
to sexual violence during the genocide.* As part of their propaganda
and media campaign, the Interahamwe also spread hate speech and
incited violence against Tutsis.*®

While early signs and warnings of the violence were evident, the
international community was slow to respond. The United Nations
had a peacekeeping force in Rwanda, known as the UN Assistance
Mission for Rwanda, unfortunately it was not authorized to use force
to stop the violence. The UN’s failure to intervene nor prevent the
Rwandan genocide is sometimes attributed not only to ignorance or
indifference, but rather to political and strategic calculations (“The
GenocideFax”). Afterweeks of brutality, the Rwandan Patriotic Front,

1 UN.“Historical Background of the Rwanda Genocide.” United Nations Office on
Genocide Prevention and the Responsibility to Protect.

2 “Rwandagenocide: 100 days of slaughter.” BBC News, 6 April 2014.

3 UN. “Historical Background of the Rwanda Genocide.” United Nations Office on
Genocide Prevention and the Responsibility to Protect.

4 Ibid.

5 BBCNEWS Africa. “How Could the Rwandan Genocide Happen?” YouTube, 27 Mar.
2019.

6 “Rwandagenocide: 100 daysofslaughter.” BBC News.


https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-26875506
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SVnOGsJY5RQ
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which had resumed its activities following Habyarimana’s assassina-
tion, captured Kigaliin mid-July and putanend to the genocide.

The Rwandan Patriotic Front took control of the country under
the leadership of Paul Kagame. As a result, many genocidaires fled
acrosstheborderinto Zaire,alongwith thousandsofcivilianrefugees.
Thenew Tutsi-dominated governmentwas led by Kagame, who, sub-
sequently elected president, abolished ethnic identity as an official
designation and removed it from identity cards. Moreover, commu-
nity-based gacaca courts were established in order to try some of the
crimes associated with the genocide,' and several authorities were
tried and convicted.?

Nyamata Memorial Site, skulls. Nyamata, Rwanda. Fanny Schertzer.

1 Masters, B. “He Wasthe Hero of ‘Hotel Rwanda.” Now He’s Accused of Terrorism.”
2 UN. “Historical Background of the Rwanda Genocide.” United Nations Office on

Genocide Prevention and the Responsibility to Protect.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Nyamata_Memorial_Site_13.jpg

Paul Rusesabagina, a hotelmanager whoresisted

Paul Rusesabagina was the manager of the Belgian-owned Hotel des
Mille Collinesin Kigali at the time of the Rwandan genocide. Although
Rusesabagina was born to a Hutu father and a Tutsi mother, he con-
sidered himself to be a moderate. Since his wife was Tutsi, and his
brothers-in-law were guerrillas with the Rwandan Patriotic Front,
he had a number of ties to the Tutsi community. Being a hotelier, he
had developed relationships with influential clients, including Hutu
military officers and politicians, some of whom had a deep hatred for
Tutsipeople.!

Paul and Tatiana Rusesabagina, World Oregon, Portland,
Oregon, USA,2024. World_Oregon.

Thehotel provided refuge to some Tutsisand moderate Hutus fleeing
thegenocide. Intheinitial phase of the event, the government discon-

1 Masters, B. “He Was the Hero of ‘Hotel Rwanda.” Now He’s Accused of Terrorism.”


https://www.flickr.com/photos/worldoregon/53791793129/
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nected all phone lines to the switchboard, effectively isolating Mille
Collinesfromtherest of the world. To bring attention to the situation,
Rusesabagina utilized all available means to get in communication,
such as sending faxes to the White House, the United Nations, and the
hotel’s parent company. Moreover, he used flattery, bribery,and sub-
tle persuasionto prevent the Hutu militias from attacking.

In the face of overwhelming violence and hatred, Rusesabagina
remained determined to protect those sheltering at the hotel. Ruse-
sabagina and his family made their way to a camp outside Kigali after
spending 76 daysinthe hotel.! It was an extraordinary act of kindness
that Rusesabagina took towards helpless people in spite of the risk,
knowing Hutu extremists killed those who assisted Tutsis. Later, he
expressed his belief that humanity can overcome evil through com-
passion and empathy as well as his disappointment with the interna-
tionalcommunity’s slow and inadequate response to the problem.?

HoteL

Des MiLLE COLLINES

Mille Collines hotel, Kigali,Rwanda. SteveRwanda.

1 MichelMartin. “/An Ordinary Man’ Navigates Rwanda’s Genocide.” NPR, 10 Apr. 2006.
2 MichelMartin. “‘An Ordinary Man’ Navigates Rwanda’s Genocide.” NPR.


https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:MilleCollines.jpg
http://www.npr.org/2006/04/10/5334369/an-ordinary-man-navigates-rwandas-genocide
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Internationalacclaim

For his deeds during the Rwandan genocide, Rusesabagina received
worldwide recognition and appreciation. The US Presidential Medal
of Freedom was awarded to him in 2005 for his remarkable courage
and compassion in the face of terror.! He has also been awarded an
honorary degree by the University of Guelph.? As a result of his brav-
ery and morality during the Rwandan genocide, Rusesabagina was
alsoawarded the Immortal Chaplains Prize for Humanity in 2000. The
same year, he received the National Civil Rights Museum Freedom
Award and the Conrad N. Hilton Foundation’s Humanitarian Award
(“Lantos Foundation for Human Rights & Justice”).

He also gained international recognition for his role in saving the
lives of hundreds of Rwandans during the genocide through the film
“HotelRwanda”,directed by Terry George in 2004. The movie aidedin
solidifying Rusesabagina’s global recognition. Although the film has
received widespread acclaim, critics have questioned its accuracy,
claiming Rusesabagina’s role as portrayed by the film is oversimpli-
fied, painting him as afaultless savior.® Refugees who passed through
Mr. Rususabagina’s hotel during the genocide hold almost contra-
dictory memories of his behavior to those portrayed in the movie. In
Hotel Rwanda, Mr. Rusesabagina is portrayed as possessing angelic
qualities, letting people stay in the hotel despite their inability to pay
and treating them as family. People who witnessed the situation first
hand recall Rusesabagina’s exploitation of guests who could not af-
ford to pay for their rooms, and some even remember his handing
over of unpaying guests to Hutu forces, effectively bringing them to

1 Masters, B. “He Wasthe Hero of ‘Hotel Rwanda.’ Now He’s Accused of Terrorism.”
2 “TheMan Behind HotelRwanda.” University of Guelph, 21 June 2007.
3 Samantha Power. “SmearingaHero.” The Washington Post, 10 May 2006.


https://www.uoguelph.ca/news/2007/06/man_behind_hote.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/2006/05/10/smearing-a-hero-span-classbankheadsad-revisionism-over-hotel-rwandaspan/63b20dbb-fab6-4569-9558-a0be2a8b6eaa/
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theirdeath.'Whileitisimportant to recognize criticism of the filmand
acknowledge all accounts of Rusesabagina’s actions during the gen-
ocide, his actions and attitudes during this extremely trying time of
Rwanda’s history has landed him widespread recognition amongst
theinternational community.

The cover of the movie Hotel Rwanda

1 AshleyBurton. “Hotel Rwanda: A Twisted Perception.” Armstrong Undergraduate
JournalofHistory,vol. 7iss. 2 article 13,Nov. 2017.



Political career and challenges

After the genocide, Rusesabagina began his social activities and pur-
sued apolitical career. In addition to establishing the Rwandan Move-
mentfor Democratic Change (RMDC),a coalition of opposition groups
includingthe NationalLiberation Front (FLN), healsofounded the Ho-
tel Rwanda Rusesabagina Foundation, which supports orphans and
widowsinthe country. Rusesabagina also wrote his memoir “An Ordi-
nary Man”.1n 1996, he emigrated from Rwanda to Belgium, and later
obtained a green card for the United States.! By the mid-2000s, Ruse-
sabagina was spending more time in the United States and therefore
establishing relationships with media consultants, politicians, and
scholars to conduct a new career as a human rights defender. He ad-
vocated for peace and democracy, positioning himself as a post-Ho-
tel Rwanda advocate.? It is possible that Rusesabagina’s activities
may have been the primary reason for his targeting by the Kagame
administration. His activities after the genocide increased tension
between Mr. Rusesabagina and Rwanda’s President Paul Kagame,
who saw him as an opponent rather than an activist. Rusesabagina
pronounced Kagame a dictator who should be overthrown and con-
sequently the Rwandan government accused him of supporting a
rebel army and participating in deadly attacks within the country in
2018. His allies deny these claims, and his wife claims that the rebel
group hates him because he protected Tutsis during the genocide.
Despite this, the prosecutors assert that Rusesabagina was personal-
lyinvolvedinraisingfundsand acquiringweaponsforthe group.?
Various threats to Mr. Rusesabagina’s safety, including a home inva-

1 HeinerHoffmann, Maximilian Popp and Alexander Sarovic. ““Did the “Hotel Rwan-
da”HeroBecomeaTerrorist?” Der Spiegel, 23 Sept. 2021.

2 Masters,B. “HeWastheHero of ‘HotelRwanda.”Now He’s Accused of Terrorism.”
3 HeinerHoffmann; Maximilian Popp and Alexander Sarovic. “‘Did the “Hotel Rwan-

da”HeroBecomeaTerrorist?”.


https://www.spiegel.de/international/world/paul-rusesabagina-did-the-hotel-rwanda-hero-become-a-terrorist-a-4c3c76cd-acd7-4fa4-ae86-f44d8f8afc10
https://www.spiegel.de/international/world/paul-rusesabagina-did-the-hotel-rwanda-hero-become-a-terrorist-a-4c3c76cd-acd7-4fa4-ae86-f44d8f8afc10
https://www.spiegel.de/international/world/paul-rusesabagina-did-the-hotel-rwanda-hero-become-a-terrorist-a-4c3c76cd-acd7-4fa4-ae86-f44d8f8afc10
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sion into his Brussels residence as well as a car hijacking, led him to
fear for his safety at the beginning of the new millennium. He and his
wife moved from Belgium to Texas in the United States as a result of
thesesecurity threats. In August 2020 Rusesabaginawasarrested and
charged as the founder and leader of the National Liberation Front
(FLN), a rebel group responsible for several deadly attacks in Rwan-
da.! During the trial, Rusesabagina denied the charges and claimed
he was kidnapped from Dubai and brought to Rwanda against his
will. According to the authorities, he was arrested on the basis of an
international warrant. There were 13 charges against him, including
financing terrorism, complicity in murder, recruiting child soldiers,
andorganizingarebel group.?

Paul Rusesabagina with his lawyers, Nyarugenge Court, 2020. The New Times.

1 BBCNews. “Hotel Rwanda hero Rusesabaginain courtonterrorismcharges.” BBC,
17Feb.2021.
2 JenniferHansler; Bethlehem Feleke; Mostafa Salem and Jack Guy. ““Hotel Rwanda
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heroto befreed after25-yearterrorism sentence commuted.” CNN, 24 Mar. 2023.
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Paul Rusesabagina’s lawyers have denied the charges against him,
including financing terrorism, forming a rebel group, and complicity
in murder. According to Rusesabagina, the National Liberation Front
(FLN)is not aterrorist organization, but rather a group of people tired
of living in refugee camps while receiving no attention from the in-
ternational community. According to Rusesabagina, his role within
the FLN was related to diplomacy, not military operations. The Direc-
tor for East and Southern Africa of Amnesty International, Deprose
Muchena, has issued a statement expressing concern about Ruse-
sabagina’s detention and his right to access legal representation.
According to Amnesty International, the Rwandan government has
committed numerous violations of the rights to a fair trialin previous
cases involving critics and opponents. Human rights organizations
and his family have criticized the trial, claiming that he was not treat-
edfairly.

After receiving a presidential pardon from President Paul Kag-
ame, Paul Rusesabagina was released from prison in Rwanda on
March 25th,2023. Accordingtothe president, the pardon was granted
for national unity and reconciliation. Rusesabagina’s family has ex-
pressed bothreliefand apprehension upon hisrelease. While theyare
relieved that he is no longer incarcerated, they have expressed con-
cerns over his well-being due to the reported health issues he faced
duringimprisonment.?

Rusesabagina has been accused in recent years by a number of
critics, including president Kagame, of profiting from the suffering of

1 Al.“Rwanda: Paul Rusesabagina mustbe guaranteed afairtrial.” Amnesty Interna-
tional, 25 Sept. 2020.

2 BBC.“PaulRusesabagina: HotelRwanda heroset free.” BBC News, 25 March 2023.
3 JenniferHansler; Bethlehem Feleke; Mostafa Salem and Jack Guy. “‘Hotel Rwanda’

heroto befreed after25-yearterrorism sentence commuted.” CNN, 24 Mar. 2023.
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the victims and rewriting Rwanda’s history for his own benefit. Hol-
lywood’s portrayal of Rusesabagina as a hero in the highly criticized
Hotel Rwanda, is thought to have benefited Rusesabagina? by por-
traying himinamuch more positive light, playing the role of ever pure
“savior” who does nowrongto others. This benefitted him by eventu-
ally leading to his high regard amongst the international community
based onhis portrayalof good natureinthefilm.3Rusesabagina’s rep-
utation has become extremely confusing throughout the years fol-
lowing the film’s release as different communities around the world
have different perspectives on Rusesabagina and his actions. He is
heralded both as a hero and as a corrupt opportunist, depending on
who you ask. While some criticize him and question hisactionsduring
the genocide, other believe this negative light has been casted by cer-
taingovernmentactors.

The Washington Post’s Stephen Kinzer, in an opinion piece pub-
lished in 2006, argues that Rusesabagina has been the victim of a
smear campaign by the Rwandan government. According to Kinzer,
Rusesabagina’s critics are seeking to discredit him in order to under-
mine his advocacy for political reform in Rwanda. Rwandan human
rights activist Katrina Lantos Swett claims that official attempts are
being made to smear his good name.* It has been noted that the new
accusations against Rusesabagina may closely resemble those that
appeared in the pro-government press in 2007, shortly after he be-
came a critic of Kagame. It is important to highlight the complicated
nature of Rusesabagina’s international reputation as it helps us rec-

1 Asiimwe, Arthur. “FEATURE-"Hotel Rwanda’ heroin bitter controversy” Reuters, 9
Aug.2007.

2 KSAT. “Hollywood GetsInvolved as Paul Rusesabagina’s Health Worsens, According
to Family.” KSAT News, 14 Apr.2022.

3 AshleyBurton. “Hotel Rwanda: A Twisted Perception.”

4 Asiimwe, Arthur. “FEATURE-’Hotel Rwanda’ heroin bitter controversy.”
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ognize the weight that narratives carry. We see how one film was able
to shape the world with Rusesabagina’s story, while Rwandan collec-
tive memory brought us to question the film’s portrayal, and how the
Rwandan government was possibly involved in shaping opinions of
him all along. Heroes and villains of our stories are never one or the
other,thereare always complicated histories and different memories
thatwillchallenge eachother. Itis key that while recognizing criticism
and different perspectives, we also take home the most important
lesson Rusesabagina taught the world by leading us by example: one
person’s actions have the power to change people’s minds and lives
all around the world. Even if the people Rusesabagina saved during
the genocide is a much smaller number than the amount of people
who lovetheirlives, thereach he had through telling the world his sto-
ry extended hisimpact beyond any national borders. Paul Rusesaba-
gina’sstoryisinspirational.

Lessons From Rwanda and Rusesabagina

The Rwandan genocide serves as a warning about the dangers of ex-
ploitingethnicand politicaldivisionsin orderto gain power. Addition-
ally, it emphasizes the importance of early intervention to prevent
tragedy as well as the need for international cooperation in address-
ing complex humanitarian crises. Interethnic violence can persist for
alongtime,and negative feelingsand resentment can be passed from
generation to generation, leading to further violence in the future.
As Rwandan society rebuilds and moves forward, this is an ongoing
challenge. While the genocide cameto an end in July 1994, Rwandan
human rights activists and leaders like Paul Rusesabagina warn that
ethnictensionsinthe country remain high and could eruptatany mo-
ment.

Paul Rusesabagina’s case brings valuable lessons for political ac-
tivists in countries facing state-led marginalization and totalitarian
practices. While Iran is not experiencing genocide, the control that
Iran holds over access to information, narrative formation, and re-
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source restriction creates many of the same qualities experience by
Rwandans during the genocide. The disrespect and abuse of minori-
ty groups through inequitable treatment and control, as well as state
controlled information flow and narrative framing exercised during
the Rwandan Genocide is reminiscent of the Islamic Iranian regime
that currently limits so much of Iranian’s lives. In Rusesabagina’s
case, we see how garnering international attention boosted his re-
sourcesand reachsothathecould spread awareness ofthe genocide.
While Rusesabagina’s brave actions during the genocide were the
initial spark of his human rights activism, it was his international rec-
ognition that provides an opportunity for preventative work. Thereis
a hope that a great collective memory of the human rights violations
carried out by the Rwandan regime willstay alivein peoples’ minds so
thatifanythingofthissortbeginsto occuronceagain, theinternation-
alcommunity will keep in mind the recent tragedies and work hard to
preventmore genocide atits earlier stages.

An important lesson from Rusesabagina’s case is that nothing
is black or white: even regimes with social achievements can breach
human rights values, including the right to have a fair trial.The cur-
rent government in Rwanda is credited with rebuilding the country
after the genocide and establishing high-quality health and educa-
tion systems, but its commitment to democracy and civil society has
been questioned frequently.! Rusesabagina has dedicated this part
of his life to advocating for democratic practices around the world so
that even in a system handling the after effects of human rights vio-
lations and abuses, the perpetrators can be held responsible and hu-
man rights can be protected sustainably through those democratic
reforms.

1 Busari, Sephanie. “PaulRusesabagina of ‘HotelRwanda’ appearsin courtagain

seekingbail afterarrestonterrorism charges.” CNN, 26 September 2020.
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