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                               Rwanda:  An experiment in Nation Building


As an anonymous citizen of a very large country, I have recently been given the gift of a lifetime, a trip to Rwanda and an opportunity to spend time with the leader of a new nation who aspires to make a difference for his people.  The desire and hope and possibility of success are palpable, but it is not a sure thing.  

Under the leadership of President Paul Kagame, the Rwandan government is aggressively pursuing private business partnerships and outside governmental assistance.  His goals are to develop transportation, water, electricity infrastructure, improve education, process agricultural products for value-added exports such as branded “Rwandan Coffee”, explore for minerals and develop methane gas reserves and other new enterprises. Accordingly, Kagame has instituted the pursuit of friendships abroad as official government policy.   American entrepreneur Joe Ritchie and his point man, Dan Cooper, have dedicated two years of their time and energy to introduce interested Americans to Rwanda’s needs and potential. I was one of six people asked by my long time friend, Jim Click, to join his excursion to Rwanda.  These are my notes and impressions of our trip.


The motivation to invest in any developing country rests in the potential to make substantial profits, given the inherent risks, or for the opportunity to make a difference, to change lives.  To invest in Rwanda requires a trust that President Paul Kagame is the man he says he is: passionate about providing a stable and transparent government, promoting forums for reconciliation to heal the wounds of genocide and ethnic civil war, eliminating fraud and corruption, and improving the life of ordinary Rwandans. The track record of second generation African leaders, however, is far from promising.  Even In neighboring Uganda, Kagame’s former mentor Yoweri Museveni appears to be lining his own pockets and  consolidating power for life-long rule by changing the constitution so that he could run for another term in office.

Physicists tell us that the observation of an experiment will change its outcome.  By inviting intense outside scrutiny, President Kagame appears willing to take the risk that this may have on his country and his tenure as president.  During two meals lasting several hours, he and his staff answered all of our questions, including some controversial aspects of his rule and his plans for the future.  Over five days, we toured the country with an eye on confirming what we were told.

Overall, I left Rwanda with a sense of excitement for its potential to become a beacon of African statehood. I have also left with some jealousy that Rwanda carries the excitement of new nationhood.  We all sensed the discipline, passion and sobriety of a leadership that understands that their decisions and actions will make, or break, their country.  As an American who often feels disconnected from my government – a very small fish in a very large pond – I feel privileged and grateful to have been given a fly-on-the-wall view of what it must have been like for our forefathers 225 years ago.  I have been taught that all true 

benefits are mutual, and so cannot help but feel that our observation and involvement in Rwanda could also change us as Americans. Students of government, of racial and ethnic prejudice, of economics have the opportunity to see a nation develop in real time, especially since President Kagame seems so willing to engage in the process. 

I have also retained my built-in skepticism.  Ther remains a detached part of me that wants to know two things: what President Kagame’s true motivations are, and, assuming those motivations are honorable, will the decisions he makes be the correct ones for his country.


On our first night in Rwanda, we had dinner with members of President Kagame’s staff, both men and women.  They were, to a person, engaging and forthright.  As our food arrived, the Rwandan woman next to me declined my attempt to serve her fish.  When I passed the entrée a second time, she declined again saying, “I don’t eat fish”.  I was a bit surprised, as I have rarely heard this in America, as “I don’t eat meat” is our common vegetarian response.  It was several days later that I learned the reason for her abstinence. 

UNDERSTANDING WHY “I DON’T EAT FISH”: A BIT OF HISTORY

Rwanda was and is an agrarian society.  For centuries, minority Tutsis and majority Hutus shared and worked side by side on the land, sharing common language, rituals and religion.  A small number of Tutsis raised cattle, gradually claiming more land, wealth and power until Rwanda became a Tutsi kingdom. During this time, the distinctions between the two tribes blurred with regular intermarriage and with reclassification based on wealth.  However German colonial rule that began in the late 19th century, and Belgian rule that followed after WW1, did much to foster ethnic differences and suspicions. 

European scientists in the late19th century were using physiognomy to classify species and create evolutionary tables of plants and animal life.  It was the fashion of European scientists to further classify and sub-classify the races of Homo sapiens. Unfortunately, an inherent hierarchy was built into the classification.  Some postulate that this “science” may have been the precursor to the Aryan ideology of Nazi Germany, although eugenics had its following across the Atlantic as well.  Using physical characteristics, Europeans separated Tutsi and Hutu.  Because the Tutsi tended to be taller with thinner facial features, much like their northern Ethiopean neighbors, they were said to be from the “noble” Hamite tribes, whereas Hutu were considered to be of central African Bantu origin.  A century later Hutu extremists would accuse the Tutsi minority of being invaders from the north and not true Rwandans. 

The scientific ranking of the two ethnic groups was supported by the political reality of the Tutsi kingship, which the Europeans used to continue general governance of their colony.  The Tutsi minority was therefore given special privileges and opportunities by their overlords, who used them to administer rewards and punishment.  The Belgians institutionalized tribal differences with identity cards stamped with “Hutu” or “Tutsi”. Identity cards and preferred status by the Europeans increased suspicion and envy, as Tutsis became the buffer between the impoverished Hutus and their colonial rulers.  As the move for independence all over Africa blossomed after World War II, it was easy for the Europeans to deflect the frustration of the disenfranchised towards the Tutsi overseers.  When the last Tutsi king died in the late 1950s, the newly organized Hutu Emancipation Movement Party led a mass killing of 20,000 Tutsis, resulting in the first exodus of several hundred thousand Tutsis.  The Kagame family was among them. By 1985, after a series of pogroms, there was an estimated diaspora of 500,000 Tutsis, many living in Uganda, Tanzania and Zaire as well as Europe and America.  


By the time of Rwandan independence in 1962, the Hutu Emancipation Party had established a one-party government.  In 1973, the Party was overthrown by a military coup led by a Hutu soldier Juvenal Habyarimana.  His rule also fostered fear and hatred of the minority, leading to new rounds of mass killings and exile of Tutsis. Yet these harbingers mostly stayed below the radar of the international community.


In the mid-80s, insurgencies in Uganda led by Yoweri Museveni and Milton Obote overthrew the corrupt and sadistic rule of Idi Amin.  Obote assumed leadership of the new government, but continued oppressive rule.  Museveni, assisted by Paul Kagame and other Rwandan exiles, overthrew Obote in early 1986.  Ugandan suspicion of Rwanda military presence (Paul Kagame was the head of intelligence and Tutsi officers were instrumental in the rebellion success)  led Museveni to separate Rwandans from his army.  Having nowhere to go, these young Ugandan-born Rwandan Tutsi soldiers moved into the northern mountains on the Rwanda-Uganda border, forming the Kagame founded Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF).  In 1990, in order to further appease his own military, President Museveni sent his Rwandan intelligence chief out of Uganda to study military strategy in the USA. 

Meanwhile the RPF began its first invasion of their homeland. On the first day of their incursion, a sniper killed the RPF general.  Kagame returned immediately to assume the military and political leadership of the organization he had founded.  Assisted by allied French forces, the Hutu government troops stopped the RPF invasion.  For the next two years, the RPF made guerrilla incursions into northern Rwanda, gaining territory and some local support.  Once again, the international community turned a blind eye to these events. Kagame and the RPF were pretty much on their own; but so were some Hutus.

To the south, in neighboring Burundi, a minority Tutsi military regime was killing Hutus demonstrating for democratic reform and demanding a majority rule.  From the south, Hutus were fleeing Burundi into Rwanda, and from the north, internal Hutu refugees fled RPF held territory.  These displaced people fueled the building resentment and fear of Tutsi domination in Rwanda.


Against this backdrop, the Hutu military dictatorship of Habyarimana was pushed by the RPF invasion to initiate democratic reform. They used the RPF incursions to scare its Hutu majority, saying that the Tutsi “foreigners” were returning once again to enslave the Hutus.  Newly formed political parties waved the banner of “Hutu Power”.  By 1992, the Kagame led RPF was making headway in the north, securing local support by convincing them that the RPF was coming to liberate all Rwandans.  Kagame made it known that his soldiers were only to engage the government army, and that pillaging or violation of civilians was punishable by execution.  We were told by Kagame’s staff, many of whom fought with him in the RPF, that their leader kept his word.  By July, 1992, as the Hutu governnment forces began losing more territory, their French allies used its voice in the UN to demand a cease-fire.  The RPF retreated to the mountains and abided by the cease-fire as a power sharing agreement was hammered out in Arusha, Tanzania.

The Arusha Accords were signed one year later in August 1993. These accords outlined a power sharing agreement as well as the return of exiled Tutsis.  Land was to be distributed in a compromise, leaving the original 200,000 exiled Tutsis in 1959 without their original lands because the accords stated that land settled and improved for more than ten years would remain the property of current owners. Under intense international pressure, and facilitated by a ragged cooperation between the Rwandan Hutu negotiators, who were competing with the Habyarimana government for political power, and their RPF counterparts, the military government also compromised by guaranteeing the returning exiled Tutsis positions in government and the military.  Hutu extremists in the government, well educated and well positioned, were outraged at what General Habyarimana gave away to the Tutsis.  

Two extremist groups, the Interahamwe (‘those who stand together’) and the Impuzamugambi (‘those who have the same goal’) used the media and local leaders to further incite fear and hatred among Hutu peasants, as they systematically planned the “final Tutsi solution”.  Shipments of arms from France and machetes from China were purchased and distributed, as were lists of names and addresses of Tutsis and moderate Hutus. There are reports that these plans were discussed openly in government meetings. Hearing the rumors of the planned killings and supported by intelligence about the arms shipments, Lt. General Romeo Dallaire, commander of UN cease-fire peacekeeping forces, requested permission to confiscate the weapons.  He was denied by the UN.


On April 6, 1994, the plane carrying the Hutu presidents of Rwanda and Burundi was shot down while attempting to land at the Rwandan capital of Kigali.  Within hours, despite UN General Dallaire’s protests, the extremists murdered moderate Hutus within the government who favored the Arusha Accords, including the legal successor to the president, Prime Minister Agathe Uwilingiyimana.  At the same time, killings of Tutsis began in the capital and systematically spread to the rural areas. 


Still at issue is the identity of the group that shot down the airplane carrying the Hutu presidents.  The French have accused and condemned Kagame’s RPF for the assassinations.  They argue that the RPF, impatient over the slow implementation of the Arusha accords,  destabilized the government and never intended to share power.  Several of President Kagame’s senior staff initiated conversation on this issue. They denied any involvement in the assassination, saying that they had achieved the goals of returning to their homeland and sharing power.  They also argued that even after their military victory over the Hutu army, President Kagame continued to follow the Arusha Accords by appointing a Hutu president and implementing the land agreement of the accords, which did not return land to the earlier Tutsi exiles.  In speaking with others outside the government, we heard opinions that the Hutu extremists, who included members of government and the military, assassinated their own president as a catalyst for the genocide, which began almost simultaneously with the event.  The extremists, after all, demonstrated their willingness to assassinate other moderate Hutus immediately after the plane crash.

Over the next 100 days, nearly one million Tutsis and moderate Hutus were killed.  Teaching them how to kill with machetes, bands of organized extremists incited local Hutu peasants to hunt down and murder their neighbors, with whom, only days before, they had worked in the fields and attended church.  They violated women, dismembered children, and stole property.  Tutsis were rounded up, and even those who sought refuge in churches were killed with gunfire and grenades or hacked to death with machetes.  Even some clergy participated in the killings.  Dogs scavenged the bodies littering the streets and countryside.  Thousands of corpses were thrown into rivers that flowed north, “sending the invaders back to Ethiopia”. River fish fed on the flesh of Tutsis. Twelve years have passed and there are still those who will never again eat fish.


As the genocide proceeded, the RPF, camped in the mountains of northern Rwanda, launched an attack against the Hutu army.  There are those who criticize Kagame for his slow, methodical invasion to the capital, which gave the Hutu extremists additional time to kill more of his people.  Kagame’s supporters argue that he would have been foolish to risk defeat by over-extending his supply lines and praise him as a brilliant military leader, who took control of a country populated basically by his tribe’s enemies.  His policy of executing any RPF troops who took revenge and personal reassurance to local communities did much to diminish any resistance.  In our meetings with President Kagame, we saw an intelligent, methodical, determined and disciplined leader who was not only capable of such an invasion, but who was unlikely to do it any other way.  It was Paul Kagame and the RPF, not the UN, not the Europeans, not the Americans, who ended the killing.


After the RPF took control of Kigali, the French requested a safe zone for the Hutu army and government.  French troops intervened by providing a corridor in western Rwanda for the Hutus to retreat.  The RPF chose not to engage the French.  The Hutu army as well as approximately two million Hutus fled to  eastern Zaire, now the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).  We heard conflicting reports about the reason for this mass exodus. On the one hand, the Hutu civilians left because of fear of reprisal by the RPF.  On the other, the Hutu civilians were driven out by their own army as a human shields and used as pack animals to carry out anything of value from the homes, hospitals, schools and businesses in order to decimate the structure and economy of Tutsi Rwanda.  I suppose there was some truth in both accounts.  Regardless, it seems unimaginable that in a country of perhaps seven million people, one million would be slaughtered in 100 days followed by an exodus of two million more.


After the genocide ended and the RPF took control of Rwanda, a Hutu president was installed and Paul Kagame was made vice president   The RPF followed the Arusha land sharing agreements.  Returning Tutsis were given their original land if displacement had occurred within ten years, or parcels of government land (often of poorer quality) if greater than ten years.  Kagame appointed the prime minister and cabinet and retained executive control of Rwanda.  Over the next twelve years, Rwanda has developed under his leadership and vision for his country.  The results have been impressive in some areas, as well as controversial.  I will try to summarize what our group observed in our travels and discussions, and raise issues of debate about this experiment in nationhood.

RWANDAN MILITARY AND NATIONAL SECURITY


The military and intelligence services are led by young, intelligent and personable Tutsi men, who were with Kagame in Uganda.  We were told that moderate Hutu officers have been given similar ranks in the new Rwandan army, but the power remains with the Ugandan exiles. 


The exiled Hutu extremists (formally the InterIahamwe and now the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda or FDLR) began making raids across the Zaire (now the DRC) border.  Kagame’s aides made a point to differentiate these incursions, used to plunder and violate the local peasantry and their villages, from the  RFP’s raids prior to1994, which were deemed strictly for military purposes. The FDLR encampment, in violation of UN refugee regulations, sat right on the DRC-Rwanda border.  As the French, UN, and DRC did nothing to stop the raids, the Rwandan army crossed into the Congo on two occasions in the mid and late 1990s, pushing the FDLR back into the DRC and providing a buffer zone for the new Rwandan government.  There is ongoing controversy about the first and second Congo wars, some accusing the Kagame government of breaking international law and of substantial brutality during these wars.  Kagame’s staff defends his attacks as necessary for the safety and stability of his people, as the international community did little to maintain the French ‘zone of safety’.  They also argue that during the last twelve years most of the two million Hutu villagers have voluntarily returned to Rwanda and have been given back their lands.  Therefore, the Congo wars were not acts of revenge but of security.  We were told that most of the brutality within the Congo was at the hands of the remaining Interahamwe criminals, but unlikely to know the complete truth of these events.


The government forces have achieved peace and security within its borders by driving the FDLR miles into the Congo.  There have been no raids for several years.  We were able to travel to the north and west of Rwanda without fear of violence.  

The Kagame government is also proud of its commitment to the attempted peacekeeping mission in Darfur, sending the first African troops to the area in order to stop there what happened in Rwanda twelve years ago.  Kagame has made a commitment that wherever there is genocide Rwandan troops will be available for peacekeeping efforts.

RECONCILIATION AFTER THE GENOCIDE: ONE RWANDA


An international tribunal in Arusha, Tanzania is responsible for bringing justice to the main conspirators of the genocide.  Within Rwanda, there are local traditional courts - Gacaca (“meeting in the grass”) - hearing the testimony of the families of the victims and the confessions of the perpetrators.  The international community has been monitoring these courts and has requested additional training of local judges. The Rwandan government has complied with these requests. President Kagame has stated that reconciliation, rehabilitation and return of Hutus to their formal villages are a leading goal of his government. He cites the voluntary return of most of the Hutus who fled in 1994 as a measure of success.  They have established receiving camps, even for the FDLR who wish to leave the Congo.  Members of the FDLR have attempted to propagate a revisionist history of events, which denies their participation in the genocide.  Therefore, a return to Rwanda must first include an acknowledgement of the events of 1994.  

There have been concerns about the fairness and justice of this process.  At times, as might be expected, it has been difficult to re-assimilate participants of the genocide back into their villages.  The local courts, with public testimony, confession and repentance, are an attempt at reconciliation. A major criticism of the Gacaca is the slow pace of reconciliation.  It is twelve years since the genocide and there are still tens of thousands of detainees awaiting trial.  At the current rate, some will not live long enough to be “reconciled”.

President Kagame often speaks of the need for forgiveness.  There is urgency about his commitment to this principle as he feels that without it, the country is at high risk for future violence.  When we visited the memorials of the genocide, as saw the rows of skulls and piles of bones, I wondered if forgiveness is truly possible.  At least publicly, there seems to be a national will for this. Perhaps the Alcoholics Anonymous saying, “fake it ‘till you make it”, is part of this process. 

President Kagame has spent the last twelve years educating his country about the need and the reality of One Rwanda. He made the point several times that Rwanda is the only nation in Africa with a single language and common religion.  He insists that Rwandans are one people.  He re-issued identity cards without ethnic labels and forbade public or media references of tribal divisions.  It is considered irresponsible and unwise to ask someone on the street if they are Hutu or Tutsi, and it is a crime under the new constitution to campaign on ethnic differences.  In fact, during the first presidential election, one of Kagame’s chief rivals Pasteur Bizimungo, who had been the president of Rwanda from 1994 to 2000, was charged and arrested for playing to Hutu chauvinism. This has produced much international skepticism about the true intentions of the Kagame government and its commitment to democracy.  I have been told that the former president’s recent appeal was denied and that he remains in jail, but his six co-conspirators were freed by the Court of Appeals due to lack of evidence.

GENERAL GOVERNANCE:

The debate about the sacrifice of individual liberties and freedom of speech in order to achieve social harmony is palpable in this new nation reeling from the 100-day genocide.  Some accuse Kagame of using the constitution to quell open debate, honest criticism of his government, and freedom of the press, asserting that the One Rwanda policy gives the Kagame government the cover to protect and elevate his own clan and consolidate his power.  Kagame’s accusers cite the large number of political exiles and the censorship of newspapers that occurred in the four or five years prior to the writing of the new constitution in 2003, including prominent Hutus who might have competed successfully in local and national elections as well as disenfranchised Tutsi survivors of the genocide and Tanzanian and Congolese Tutsi exiles who share no power within the basically Ugandan-exile government.


Others less skeptical of Kagame’s motives understand how he might choose to control public speech and behavior around ethnic issues.  Kagame has been quoted as saying that the Rwandan people were not mature enough politically to have an American democracy, citing what happened after the attempt of allowing multiple, often single issue, political parties in the early 1990s.  Instead, the Kagame government has spent the last twelve years “educating” his countrymen about the nature of participatory government. They have held many local daylong meetings allowing local people to express their concerns about living conditions and policy issues, so long as it is not about ethnic division.  In our breakfast with the president, I asked Kagame if the meetings have changed over the last several years.  He smiled with pride as he described that the general complaining and suspicion of the initial years has grown into problem solving and discussions about accountability.  Political power is being transferred to local governments. Local leaders who have been elected attend the meetings and are accountable to their constituents.  The Kagame education plan also stresses the need for ethical and effective leadership.  Fraud and corruption, and unethical moral conduct, have resulted in prosecution and loss of position.  Nearly every day we were in Rwanda,  there was an article in the daily paper about a corrupt official being investigated or brought to justice.  Some say that the Kagame government has taken advantage of these codes of conduct to rid itself of competitors.  On the other hand, there have been massive police training sessions to teach local officers how to serve the populace.  At the bottom of the daily paper there is a number to call if anyone has complaints about police behavior.  There are visible efforts to treat people equally and without favoritism.  

Kagame’s aides insist that open criticism is allowed and encouraged so long as it is not about ethnic issues.  They argue that the prevention of genocide is good for everyone in Rwanda, not just the Tutsis.  They hope that the current children of Rwanda will one day return to working and living together without suspicion and hatred.  I wonder, after what happened so quickly after the death of Marshall Tito in Yugoslavia, and what we see going on in the Middle East and Northern Ireland, whether ethnic hatred and suspicion will ever disappear.  I also wonder whether suppressing dialogue about ethnic suspicions and hatred will have the paradoxical effect of fuelling prejudice and indoctrination in the privacy of homes.  Is it possible that by not talking about something we can make it disappear?  The current policy of “truth and reconciliation” when it comes to the Hutu perpetrators of genocide, but the close monitoring of “ethnic grievances” in the media and in political campaigns seem somewhat contradictory.  Such policy can be seen as self-protective or criticized as self-serving.

Certainly, Rwandans were not “mature” enough for democracy in the early 1990s, as their experiment resulting in a nationwide “Lord of the Flies”.  At some point, especially after good “education”, the young political students of the last twelve years will begin to mature.  As adolescents are prone to do, they will begin to question the policies, opinions and values of their teachers.  I believe that this will be the ultimate test of the Kagame government.  I can understand and appreciate the tight controls of the last twelve years, and even for a few more years, as Rwanda is made peaceful and secure.  I look forward to seeing what transpires when the efforts of the Kagame regime are successful enough to create a vocal, educated and questioning populace.  Will policies and decisions based on the need for order, safety, and education evolve into a government of repression or an open and energized society?  Will Rwandans actually become “one people”?  Or will pluralism survive despite all the current policies.  If pluralism survives, will it fester under the cover of darkness, requiring ongoing repression, will it explode into future violence, or will it mature into a diverse society based on mutual respect of differences? I fantasize a nationwide school “curriculum of peace”, written by both Hutu and Tutsi statesmen and educators, that teaches at all grade levels a balanced history of Rwanda which explains and accepts shared responsibility for the injustices on both sides that led to such a horrifying national tragedy, and which takes history one step further by encouraging and training students to live in a society that values pluralism, but treasures justice and peace. Having raised these concerns and questions, I now need to affirm how impressed we were with the efforts as well as the stated intentions of the Kagame government.


: 

Rwanda is an amazingly clean country.  Several years ago, the Kagame government had a clean-up day to pickup all the scraps of plastic garbage bags that litter the African continent - and then banned the use of plastic bags.  The last Saturday of every month is a national community workday, where every citizen, including the president, cleans up public trash.  Kigali is as clean a city as I have seen.  Once again, we see a democratic government impose demands on its populace for the betterment of the country. Do the results justify the means?  


Rwanda is trying to provide compulsory and free primary education.  We did not have time to see public schools, although we did visit an excellent church school.  I mention education because I heard from Kagame staff that school children are being educated (some might say indoctrinated) to teach their parents that there is one Rwandan people, not Hutu or Tutsi. There is an intention backed by consistent policy to reverse the ethnic hatred and prejudice of the last century.


In a quiet, respectful way, the Kagame government displays the importance of the feminine.  Half of the government officials are women, among the highest of all nations.  Elected and appointed women attend and lead local meetings and assist in making and implementing policy.  Mrs. Kagame has taken a leading role in HIV education at home and in Africa.  At our meals with the president, there were an equal number of Rwandan men and women (even though we were a group of seven men).

SUCCESSION AND TRANSFER OF POWER:


I left Rwanda feeling that a democracy is in process, and that Paul Kagame has his finger on its pulse, and his hands on its reins.  Local elections occurred for the first time a few years ago, and power is beginning to be transferred to local governments.  The power of the chief executive is still very strong.   The armed forces still consist of troops of the RPF, which Kagame led in battle twelve years ago.  The president is surrounded by Ugandan exiles, many of which served in the RPF, including all of the staff that we encountered during our visit.  The new Rwandan constitution allows two seven-year presidential terms, and Kagame is in his third year of his first term.  Therefore, I am left to conclude that it is the quality and motivation of new Rwanda’s founding father that will determine its future.  The African continent has suffered severely under the corrupt and incompetent rule of its second-generation leaders.  Just recently, the Ugandan constitution was changed so that Museveni can “legally” remain in power.  Rwanda, all of Africa, needs a new breed of leader who can demonstrate another way of doing things.  Dan Cooper and Joe Ritchie believe that Paul Kagame is such a leader and are asking others to evaluate and roll the dice for this new nation.   


It was enlightening and stimulating to share two meals with President and Mrs. Kagame and several of his top officials.  During our meetings, Kagame was open and candid, enjoyed answering our tough questions, and responded with conviction and without defensiveness.  At times, I had the sense that he enjoyed these discussions because he is open and eager to learn from them as well.  


Paul Kagame is tall and thin, soft spoken, not what I would call charismatic, but very engaging once things warm up.  He is not one to mouth media-friendly sound bites, but could engage for hours a classroom of university students.  He invited us for dinner to his ranch south of Kigali.  It is a beautiful property bordering a large lake with an elegant, tasteful home.  It is not a palace, but large enough to make one wonder if he could afford it on a president’s salary.  He makes it very clear to us that this is his private home.  His eyes light up when he talks of his herds of native longhorns and purebred Friesen dairy cows.  He is a product of his herding ancestry.  This is not a Gandhi, living as the least among his people. This is a national hero, an aristocrat-general-CEO, more like a George Washington or Thomas Jefferson. I find that I do not begrudge him his ranch, just hope for Rwanda’s sake that he has impeccable ethics.  Clearly, I find myself wanting to believe in him. 


Mrs. Kagame is an elegant, intelligent, and equally committed woman who leads Rwanda’s fight for AIDS education and control.  She is the chair of this initiative for the first ladies of Africa, who have chosen AIDS as their major community effort.  Many of the teaching tools that have been created in Rwanda are now being used in other African schools.  She carries the same pride and hopes for Rwanda as her husband.


Kagame’s staff, cabinet level colleagues, generals, intelligence officers, and banking officials are all charming, friendly and engaging.  I feel no narcissism among them.  They also answer our questions informatively and without defensiveness.  They are not timid about letting us know what they need, but do not speak from a place of victim and entitlement. The high percentage of women in the new Rwanda government are treated with equal respect and clearly pull their own weight.  On the whole, they are all longtime associates, most having worked with Kagame in Uganda.  I would have liked to speak with Hutus (although I don’t quite know how to ask this as there is only one people of Rwanda), or at least others not part of the RPF, about their perceptions of Rwanda since the genocide.  Considering the history of assassinations, I can understand Kagame’s preference for old friends.  We also hear that he is demanding and tough on these friends, holding them to high standards of performance.  I get no sense that this is a government of sycophants and patronage, but more a meritocracy. It’s as if Kagame is willing this young nation to be what it could be, whether some individuals like it or not.  President Kagame clearly has his staff’s respect.


Like many other of the world’s hot spots, Rwandan history is subject to wide interpretation.  Depending on the start date of this nation’s history, one can argue that Paul Kagame is truly a brilliant general and humanitarian hero or an opportunistic dictator in the guise of a democratically elected president.  Over the centuries, both Hutu and Tutsi have been wronged, the resulting hatred culminating in an atrocity that will scar both ethnic groups, and hopefully the entire world, for centuries.  The future of Rwanda will depend on how the wounds of both victim and perpetrator will be treated by this new government.  Our world needs a roadmap of healing and reconciliation from this level of strife and division.  It is a tall order.

There are indications that Kagame is for real.  He is laying fiber optic cable throughout Rwanda.  He does not seem to fear the free flow of information.  There appears to be equal opportunity for education and health care.  No one is asked about their tribal affiliation: One Rwanda seems as good for the former Hutus as it is for the Tutsis.  The large numbers of women in authority speaks for an egalitarian nation.  Corruption and fraud within the government are not tolerated.  Finally, he is committed to building friendships that might help take Rwanda to the next level, accepting the inherent transparency that partnerships will require. 


Kagame appears to have learned from his personal experiences as an exile.  He has watched with disappointment a failed government under Obote after the successful overthrow of the Amin dictatorship, and now has a chance to witness what happens to Uganda when its leader is unable to step aside.  When asked about running for a second term, he smiles a politician’s smile and says that he has four more years to decide.  When asked about running for a third term, he becomes serious, telling us that he will be a failure as a leader if he changes the constitution to allow for a third term because it means that his government has not encouraged the development of future leaders of this democracy.  He seems to know that this is Rwanda’s chance to establish institutions that will survive ethnic divisiveness, fraud and corruption, and even Kagame himself. Only time will tell whether we are seeing the birth of a healthy new nation and a model for all Africa, or whether we are seeing one more aborted attempt of governance, moving from good intentions to self-service.  I believe that if Rwanda does not receive help with the development of infrastructure to improve the quality of life for all its people, it risks falling into apathy, loss of focus and decline into autocracy.  Having accepted my invitation to visit, I am moved to write about Rwanda as part of my shared responsibility in its success.


A potentially great leader for Africa has invited Americans to witness and participate in this grand and important experiment of nationhood. There is some luck and good timing when it comes to greatness.  I hope for Rwanda, all of Africa, for all of us, that Paul Kagame gets his fare share. I also hope that he receives the help he needs from America, and that I will be able to tell my grandchildren that I dined with the Thomas Jefferson of Rwanda…and of Africa. 

                                                                                      Lawrence Lincoln, MD
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