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The village gacaca courts were designed not only to render rudimentary justice but to allow some emotional catharsis by establishing a collective
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hen | began visiting Rwanda, in

1995, a year after the genocide,
the country was still pretty well annihi-
lated: blood-sodden and pillaged, with
bands of orphans roaming the hills and
women who'd been raped squatting in
the ruins, its humanity betrayed, its in-
frastructure trashed, its cconomy gutted,
its government improviscd, a garrison
state with soldiers everywhere, its court
system vitiated, its prisons crammed
with murderers, with more murderers
still at liberty—hunting survivors and
being hunted in turn by revenge killers—
and with the routed army and militias of
the genocide and a million and a half of
their followers camped on the borders,
succored by the United Nations refugee
agency, and vowing to return and finish
the job. In the course of a hundred days,
beginning on April 6, 1994, nearly a mil-
lion people from the Tutsi minority had
been massacred in the name of an ideol-
ogy known as Hutu Power, and, be-
tween the memory of the slaughter and
the fear that it would resume, Rwanda
often felt like an impossible country.
Nowadays, when Rwandans look back
on the carly years of aftermath, they say,
“In the beginning.”

On the fifteenth anniversary of the
genocide, Rwanda is one of the safest and
the most orderly countries in Africa. Since
1994, per-capita gross domestic product
has nearly tripled, even as the population
has increased by nearly twenty-five per
cent, to more than ten million. There is
national health insurance, and a steadily
improving education system. Tourism is
a boom industry and a strong draw for
foreign capital investrment. In Kigali, the
capital, whisk-broom-wielding women
in frocks and gloves sweep the streets
at dawn. Plastic bags are outlawed, to
keep litter under control and to protect
the environment. Broadband Internet
service is widespread in the cities, and net-
works are being extended into the coun-
tryside. Cell phones work nearly every-
where. Traffic police enforce speed limits
and the mandatory use of seat belts and
motorbike helmets. Government officials
are required to be at their desks by seven
in the morning. Itis the only government
on carth in which the majority of parlia-
mentarians are women. Soldiers are al-
most nowhere to be seen. Kigali is now

: home to nearlya million people—roughly
accounting of the crimes where they were committed. Photograph by Kathryn Cook. double the number ten years ago—and
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there is incessant construction of new
homes, office blocks, medical facilities,
shopping centers, hotels, schools, trans-
port depots, foreign embassies, and roads.
A billboard used to stand beside one of
the main traffic circles, riddled by ma-
chine-gun fire and advertising Guinness
stout with the slogan “The Power of
Love”; today, a new billboard across the
strect says, “Pay Taxes—Build Rwanda—
Be Proud.” Most of the prisoners accused
or convicted of genocide have been re-
leased. The death penalty has been abol-
ished. And Rwanda is the only nation
where hundreds of thousands of people
who took part in mass murder live inter-
mingled at every level of socicty with the
families of their victims.

“So far, so good,” Rwanda's President,
Paul Kagame, told me. Kagame, who is
fifty-one, and is so thin that in official
photographs with visiting dignitaries it
often looks as if his guests had been
posed with a cardboard cutout of him,
led the rebel force—the Rwandan Patri-
otic Front—that stopped the genocide.
He has presided over Rwanda’s destiny
ever since, and he has come to be recog-
nized, by his adversaries and his admirers
alike, as one of the most formidable polit-
ical figures of our age. “Fifteen years,” he
said. “It sounds like a pretty long time.
But if you look at it, and the value of the
whole country—maybe where the coun-
try has moved to and where it should
be—it becomes a very small thing.”

Kagame, who is commonly described
as authoritarian even in the Rwandan
press, was clected in 2003 with more
than ninety-five per cent of the vote, after
running effectively unopposed. But he
told me that if he cannot build the na-
tional institutions that allow him to retire
and preside over a peaceful transfer of
power by 2017, when the Constitution
requires that he step aside, then “Its a
failure.”

In the meantime, it maddens Ka-
game when Western observers assess
Rwanda by how far it still falls short,
rather than by how far it has already
come. His attitude is: You're telling me?
“I wish there were a way of winding
time and making it run faster,” he said.
“I would do it.” In his view, the West is
in no position to scold Rwanda, where
the legacy of colonialism led directly to
the genocide, and where some Western
powers (notably France and the Varti-
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can) supported the génacidaires before,
during, and after the killing, while the
rest did nothing to stop it. Like most
of his original comrades in the RP.F,,
Kagame grew up in exile, in Uganda, as
a refugee from earlier anti-Tutsi po-
groms in Rwanda, and he speaks with
contempt of critics of his human-rights
record who had accepted for decades
the ethnic apartheid of his childhood as
a legitimate form of majority rule.

“The first time 1 came to my country
was in 1977, he said. “I was still very
young, and I went to some of my relatives
who have since been killed in the geno-
cide.” In Kagame's youth, Rwanda existed
for him only through the memory of his
elders and the rumors of fellow-exiles—
he was four when his family fled, in
1961—and at the age of nineteen he had
slipped back in for that first visit to form
his own impression. “Even at that age, |
would see the oppression,” he said, and
went on, “I could see the panic, the sense
of frustration and desperation with the
people T was visiting. . . . Iwas just a mere
student, you know, just finished second-
ary school—and this is my aunt, thisis my
uncle. But every day they were being po-
liced to know who visits them, to know
whom they have written a letter to, to
know who has written to them. And if’s,
like, on the one hand they were happy to
see me, on the other they wanted me
away, they wanted me to leave them
alone, because if they discovered that I
had come from a refugee camp in Uganda
they could easily perish.”

I had met Kagame five times between
1995 and 2000; on each occasion, the in-
terview ran for hours, and he often spoke
of growing up in exile, and how his expe-
rience of exclusion had led him, as a young
man, to take up armed struggle. But when
he talked of being Tutsi it was always
as an identity that had been held against
him, never as an affirmative declaration of
belonging. And, when he came to power
in Rwanda, the fact that he was Tutsi was
still held against him. Itbranded him asa
minotity, and, to those who persisted in
the belief that in Rwanda all politics must
be tribal, that made him illegitimate. Ka-
game did not want to be perceived as the
Tutsi President; he wanted to be accepted
as the Rwandan President.

Emmanuel Ndahiro, one of Kagame's
closest advisers, who is now his intelli-
gence chief, told me how encouraged he

was by Barack Obama’s election. “Obama
represents ideas and thinking, he doesn’t
represent the blacks,” Ndahiro said, and
asked, “So why can’t a Tutsi be a Presi-
dent where the majority are Hutus?” The
genocide made Kagame's challenge harder
than ever, and also made it more essential
that he succeed. So when Kagame spoke
of the terror that his aunt and uncle had
accepted as normal, I wondered if he
could be sure that Hutus in the country-
side didn’t feel oppressed, in turn, in post-
genocide Rwanda.

“I don’t have to tell you this,” he said.
“Go ask people. They will give you their
views.” But he told me his view anyway:
“Ten million people now in this country
have never been happier in the history of
this country. It's better, Rwanda, far bet-
ter than it has ever been. I have no doubt
about it. Look around, go around, go to
villages. If you fail to sce the sense of hope
in their eyes, then I won't be telling you
the truth.”

set out the next morning for Taba, a

village in Rwanda's central highlands.
1 wanted to see what had become of a
woman named Laurencic Nyirabeza, an
elderly genecide survivor, and Jean Giru-
muhatse, the man who in 1994 had mas-
sacred a number of people in her family,
and left her for dead, too, after striking her
with a machete. I had met them in 1996,
a few wecks after Kagame sent his army
into Congo (or Zaire, as it was called at
the time) to drive the vast majority of the
Rwandans in the U.N, camps there home,
and to hunt down those who resisted re-
patriation. Girumuhatse had come back
trom Congo in the mass return a few days
before my first visit to Taba. Nyirabeza
said that he had asked her to forgive him
and she had refused. She showed me
where he lived—at the time, he was shar-
ing his home with some genocide survi-
vors who had squatted there in his ab-
sence and had not yet found anywhere
else to go—and he told me that it was
true: he had been the leader of a band of
génocidaires who manned a roadblock in
front of his house, and he said he was re-
sponsible for the killings there.

I had been collecting stories of the
genocide for a year and a half by then,
and Girumuhatse was the first who told
me that he had killed. Yet even as he an-
nounced his guilt he hedged. He said
that he had ordered others to kill, allow-
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ing merely that he “might” have been a
killer himself. He would admit to having
a part in “only” six murders. Some of his
accomplices at the roadblock, whom
I found in the local lockup, said he
had killed more. The survivors I spoke
with in Taba agreed: many more, they
said. He had even tried to kill his own
brother-in-law—Girumuhatse’s wife was
a Tutsi—but the brother-in-law had es-
caped into the bush, and when I met him
he told me he believed that Girumuhatse
had killed at least seventy people.

I spent a week in Taba in December
0f 1996, and when I returned to Rwanda
six months later I wanted to go back to
the village. But after the mass repatria-
tion from the border camps there had
been a sharp escalation of killings by
Hutu insurgents—fighters who had re-
turned from Congo and their comrades
who had stayed there and were now
sneaking back. The violence was most
intense in the north and west of the
country, near the Congolese border, but
piecemeal attacks had been reported in
much of the rest of the country as well,
including the ambush of a bus on the
Taba road shortly before I arrived. The
attacks tended to target Tutsi genocide
survivors, who could bear witness against
the killers, and even if I could have made
the trip safely I did not want to place any-
one in Taba at greater risk.

Ihad always driven myself'in Rwanda,
but this year Jean-Pierre Sagahutu, my
Kinyarwanda translator, drove, and with-
out him I'd have been lost. It wasn't just
Kigali that has been transformed in re-
cent years; the roadside landscape, as we
headed west into the countryside, also
seemed rearranged, Where I remembered
an empty valley overgrown with bush,
there were now neatly planted fields of
beans, manioc, and sorghum, dotted with
men hoeing and women stooping to har-
vest and reseed—a saw mill here, a live-
stock corral there. Old buildings were
missing, new buildings were everywhere,
and places where T'd never seen anyone
were crowded with foot traffic. Much was
familiar. Indeed, much felt eternal: the
rise and fall of the sweeping, vaguely
Tuscan vistas—rigorously terraced hills,
pocked by low stands of banana trees
and an occasional towering eucalyptus,
with farmhouses clinging to the slopes,
and every so often an imposing red brick
church on the summit, its bell tower

cut against a hazy, cloud-spattered sky.

But I didn’t recognize the turnoff to
Taba, and the road seemed wrong. 1
remembered a rutted dirt track that ran
through eucalyptus groves; now both
sides were lined with the squat, boxlike,
adobe dwellings of Rwanda’s rural poor,
and the surface was wide and smooth.
Along the way, we saw bulldozers and
graders making improvermnents. Then we
came around a bend, and the picture re-
solved itself: this was the spot where Giru-
muhatse’s roadblock had been, and here
was the big eucalyptus that he had stood
under when he watched me drive away
after my last visit.

There was someone standing under
the tree now. It was Girumuhatse, right
where I'd left him. [ got out of the carand
he came over—a lean man, with a distine-
tive loping gait. Ie wore a torn and filthy
yellow windbreaker, gray trousers shape-
less from use, and yellow rubber clogs. 1
asked if he recognized me, and he said,
“You were here twelve years ago.” T was
surprised by the precision of his memory,
which had been so elusive in the past.
“When you left, it was a Saturday,” he
said. “T was arrested the same day. I spent
eleven years in prison, then I confessed ev-
erything in gacaca”—a system of outdoor
community courts, convened for genocide
cases. “I asked forgiveness,” Girumuhatse
said, “and I was released about a year
ago.”

Gacacawas designed to reward confes-

Whe among you
can rescue the
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sions, because the objective was not only
to render rudimentary justice and mete
out punishment but also to allow some
emotional catharsis by establishing a
collective accounting of the truth of the
crimes in each place where they were
committed. During a trial run of gacaca
courts, in 2005, there were many reports
of corrupt judges, and of intimidated wit-
nesses, including an alarming number
of cases in which genocide survivors
were murdered before they could testify.
Whenever that happened, Emmanuel
Ndahiro told me, Tutsis in the villages
would be muttering, “Kagame loves
Hutus.” And Richard Sezibera, the min-
ister of health, told me that such killings
could undermine years of progress toward
what is officially called “reconciliation.”
“You can't imagine the psychosis in this
country,” Sezibera said.

Last year, however, the government
decided to clear the genocide caseload.
More than twelve thousand gacaca courts
were convened around the country, and,
according to official statistics, more than
a million cases were adjudicated, with a
remarkably high degree of public partici-
pation, and limited violence. There were
surely false convictions of those who in-
sisted on their innocence, and there was a
surprising number of acquittals of those
who had probably been falsely accused
in the first place. But in many cases, like
Girumuhatse’s, confession was its own re-
ward: a sentence for multiple murders re-
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“Bear with me—I put my hat on upside down.”

duced to little more than time served.

Girumuhatse led us to his house, alow
adobe with no right angles, no windows,
and no door, only a doorway. A teen-age
boy rose from a bed in one corner, shed-
ding a blanket, and shuffled out. Girumu-
hatse fetched folding chairs, and we sat
down to talk. He was breathing hard, as
he always did when we met in the past,
taking his air in short, rapid puffs. He said
thatin prison he had been given a diagno-
sis of severe asthma, and he showed me
his prison-release papers, which he kept
in a book entitled “Glorifying God in
Song™—a hymnal. I asked him if his pun-
ishment had been just. “I think it was a
short sentence,” he said. “For my crimes,
I should have been punished much lon-
ger, and still be in prison.” Sagahutu, my
translator, whose father was killed in the
genocide, remarked, “Yeah, they all say
that”

Girumuhatse said that the judges at his
gacaca trial had found his confession to
be accurate and complete, so [ asked him
how many people he had confessed to
killing. He began reciting names, some-
times a first name, sometimes a last name,
sometimes both. He said, “Eric and his
brother Mugabo. Munyaneza. Oswald
Twamugabo. Candide. Donatille and the
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baby on her back. Stanislas Busirimu and
his son Wellars Busirimu. Gakombe.
Ntampuhwe. That's all”

Eleven people. I asked how old they
were. He told me, “Eric and Mugabo
were about thirteen years old—not twins,
they were brothers by different mothers.
Munyaneza was about seventy. Oswald
Twamugabo was in his carly thirtics.
Candide was about fifty-five. Donatille
with the baby was thirty. Stanislas Bu-
sirimu was sixty and his son Wellars
about twenty-five. Gakombe was fifty.
Ntampuhwe was sixty-five.” e said,
“None of these were killed at the road-
block. They were people I hunted at their
houses and in the bush. And the other
dead, at the roadblock, I explained in ga-
caca what had happened in those cases,
too.” He did not tell me their names. THe
said, “During the gacaca trial, since every-
one was there—all the people of the vil-
lage—TI said, I will tell you everything. 1
even showed them where I threw the
corpses. And | was a witness in the trials
of others, all the trials.”

I had always been told that Girumu-
hatse killed with a machete, but he said
that he had preferred to use a masu, a nail-
studded club. He deseribed killing Os-
wald Twamugabo. “T hit him in the head

with my club and when he fell to the
ground I crushed his skull.” It was that
easy. “The Tutsis in"94 knew they were to
be killed,” Girumuhatse explained. “They
had got weak in their heads, and so their
bodies were weak. They expected it. We
felled them like cows.” Since his release
from prison, he said, he had made amends
with “everyone in the village”™: “I went
from door to door asking forgiveness. I
come to the house. I ask for the person, T
say, | am here to ask for your pardon.” He
was not afraid of the survivors, although
he was sometimes afraid of the other kill-
ers he had testified against. “Nobody ever
threatens me,” he said. “But I don't stay
out late. T come home by seven o'clock. T
stay in with my wife and children. So if T
am killed it will be at home, and if some-
one clse is killed, and they blame the
former prisoners, [ am here, nobody can
blame me.”

Everything that Girumuhatse said
came out with the same swift, emotion-
less directness. He never hesitated before
answering a question. He listened,
hunched slightly forward on his chair,
watching a chicken pecking around out-
side the doorway, then looked directly at
my translator, and sometimes at me, when
he spoke. He was, after all, a veteran of
many gacaca trials: a professional wit-
ness—he knewwhat to say. He said, “T re-
gret killing people for nothing. I regret
killing neighbors who were friends or I
had no problem with them.” He said, “In
1994, we were just like animals, we could
not reason. It was the state that told us the
enemy was a Tutsi, and when [ killed it
was like communal work duty.” The fact
that his wife was a Tutsi hadn't troubled
him, he said, “because 1 love her very
much” and “really, she had become a
Hutu like me.” Nothing seemed to have
troubled him when he went to work with
his club, and I wondered whether he had
enjoyed it.

“Yes,” he said. “For me, it became a
pleasure to kill. The first time, it’s to
please the government. After that, I de-
veloped a taste for it. ] hunted and caught
and killed with real enthusiasm. It was
work, but work that I enjoyed. It wasn't
like working for the government. It was
like doing your own true job—like work-
ing for myself” He said, “1 was very, very
excited when [ killed. T remember each
killing. Yes, Iwoke every morning excited
to go into the bush. Tt was the hunt—the
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human hunt.” And he said, “The geno-
cide was like a festival. At day’s end, or
any time there was an occasion, we took
a cow from the Tutsis, and slaughtered it
and grilled it and drank beer. There were
no limits anymore. It was a festival. We
celebrated.”

So Girumuhatse had found his voca-
tion as a murderer. Before that, he had
been a peasant, as he was again now, liv-
ing in poverty and toil, tending the fields
of slightly less poor peasants for beer
moncy and enough beans and bananas
to sustain himself, his wife, and seven
children. But for a few months in 1994
Rwanda had become a kingdom of death
and he had lived more fully, more like a
lord, than he had ever imagined possible.
It occurred to me that, just as the genocide
had set him free, the gacaca process had
liberated him to talk about it. I had no
doubt that he was still hiding more from
me than he was telling, but Girumuhatse
had revealed himself. The law required
that he be accepted for that. “Now,” he
said, “when I go to people’s houses and
ask forgiveness, they say, ‘O.K.—you told
the truth.”

twas not so casy for the survivors. Gi-

rumubhatse’s brother-in-law, Evariste,
lived just a few hundred yards away, ina
new house—a modest place, but gener-
ously proportioned by village standards.
There was a fresh harvest of beans drying
out front, and from where we sat, in a nar-
row entry parlor, a doorway led into the
kitchen and a further doorway opened
into a cowshed where a single heifer stood
munching cud. Evariste and his wife had
six children; the oldest was thirteen, and
the youngest was two—a cheerful little
boy, who pranced from room to room
playing with a ball. A sister of Evariste’s
was there as well, visiting from out of
town, and wearing a festive dress. A clump
of pink cloth flowers sat in a pot on the
parlor coffec table, and the only other
ornament in the room was a giant 2003
campaign-poster portrait of Kagame.

Evariste had attended Girumuhatse’s
gacacatrial. “He really said everything, ev-
erything,” Evariste said. When Girumu-
hatse had come to him and asked for for-
giveness, Evariste told him that he forgave
him. But he said to me, “All this recon-
ciliation and the confessions—that’s the
program of the state. And when a killer
comes and asks your pardon you can’t do

anything else. You pardon him, but you
don’t really know if it comes from your
heart, because you don’t really know about
the killer—ifhe is asking forgiveness from
his heart.”

Still, Evariste believed that it was bet-
ter to fake it than not. “For a survivor,
when you see a killer you're a bit shocked,
and it only makes sense to have fear,” he
said. “But you can’t do anything. You
can't kill him. And the killer—it's better
ifhe comes and says hello than if he flees,
because it creates a climate of great dis-
trust when a killer avoids a survivor and
won't greet him. But there is really no so-
lution. In the evening, you see someone,
you fear. At home, at night, when I think
of it 'm afraid. It’s the situation of the
whole country.”

Evariste’s sister, Mariane, who had
seemed high-spirited and chatty when 1
arrived, had turned away with pursed lips
at the first mention of Girumuhatse. Now
she let loose: “T can’t understand a person
who kills ten people and asks for pardon.
I¢s always a problem to live with them,
and if I could afford to live somewhere
else I'would leave this country.” Girumu-
hatse's wife—her sister—had come with
him when he asked Mariane for pardon.
“Bur this is all theatre,” she said. “Tr doesn’t
mean anything. A killer is a killer, and you
have to abandon them. I just can’t support
it. Yes, I visit my sister. My sister lives
with a killer because they have children
together, and it's not the children’s fault,
and to make a child is not a game. Yes,
when I visit my sister I speak with him,
but it’s theatre. . . . If ever the occasion
arose, if there was an opportunity, they
would kill again. Because I think they're
all killers. They only asked pardon be-
cause of gacaca. Why didn’t they ask for-
giveness before gacaca? 16s because of the
President that they don't kill. Forgiveness
came from a Presidential order. Ie's the
one who pardoned them.” She glanced up
at the enormous head of Kagame on the
wall, staring coldly out through wire-
rimmed glasses. “Yes,” she said. “If he
were not there, we would all be killed.”

With that, Mariane sat back in her
chair, her tension apparently spent. The
conversation drifted for a while to happier
subjects—the economy, the harvest, the
cow out back. Then Mariane spoke again.
“It becomes a bit easier with time,” she
said. “Because people are more or less safe,
and we're at a stage where the killers and
the survivors can speak. Ifs a kind of trust,
and it takes a very, very long time.”

A light rain began as we left Evariste’s,
and we drove a few hundred yards back
past Girumuhatse’s place, to the home of
Laurencie Nyirabeza, the woman who
had first told me about him. The house
was about the same size as Evariste’s, but
much older and more weathered. In the
damp gloomy light of the late afternoon,
it looked barren and abandoned, but a
young woman came out to greet us, and
another was in the parlor—Nyirabeza’s
granddaughters. They were sisters, in
their mid-twenties, and had been or-
phaned in the genocide; Nyirabeza had
looked after them, and now they looked
after her. She was seventy-nine, and in
bed. Eventually, she emerged, a tiny
bowed figure, barefoot and wrapped in a
bripght blue-and-yellow batik, supporting
herselfwith both hands on a tall wooden
staff, which she worked in a rowing mo-
tion, easing her way to a chair as if she
were in a dugout in shallow water. Her
wizened face wore a quizzical, inward ex-
pression, at once witty and distant, but
she spoke with great presence.

Nyirabeza had worked for the gacaca
courts, and she had not been impressed.
“It’s an official thing,” she said. “Even
when the killers ask forgiveness, it's from
the government and the Rwandan people
and the victims, but they never name our
names.” I read to her the names of the
people Girumuhatse told me he'd killed.
“Munyaneza was my brother,” she said. “I
was at his house during the genocide, Os-
wald was my nephew. Wellars and Stan-
islas—neighbors. Gakombe, too, a neigh-
bor. Ntampuhwe was also my nephew.
And he also killed Ntampuhwe’s children,
which he didn’t say.” One of the grand-
daughters told me that the thirteen-year-
old brothers Girumuhatse killed, Eric and
Mugabo, were her schoolmates.

“When he killed Munyaneza, my
brother, he struck him and he threw
him alive in a latrine to die,” Nyirabeza
said. “So it's true that he told a lot in ga-
caca—because he was a big killer.” But
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