 

 

 
Professor Frank Chalk is one of the founding co-directors of The Montreal Institute for Genocide and Human Rights Studies. He was recently in Rwanda where he is working as a volunteer with the Government of Rwanda to eliminate Genocide ideology.
Professor Chalk spoke to GEORGE KAGAME.
 
  
The New Times: What inspired your interest in genocide and human rights studies?

 

Chalk: First, the fact that my family was Jewish and had its roots in Eastern Europe. The meaning of the Holocaust came home to me when I discovered in 1948 that my cousin Renia, who grew up in Warsaw, Poland, had barely survived incarceration at Auschwitz and the death march to Bergen Belsen. 

 

TNT: You have written about Rwanda and appeared at The International Criminal Court for the Former Yugoslavia to lecture about the history of genocide. What is your opinion of events in Rwanda leading to and after the 1994 Genocide in Rwanda?

 

Chalk: The Rwandan Genocide to annihilate Tutsis and Hutu advocates of a more democratic society is a good example of the international community's refusal to become deeply and seriously involved in enforcing the responsibility to protect innocent civilians against genocidal governments despite many early warning signs. The phrase "organized hypocrisy" accurately describes the failure of the Organisation of African States, the United Nations, and the Great Powers to seriously apply the noble words of the UN Convention for the Prevention and Punishment of the Crimes of Genocide.

 
TNT:  You wrote the chapter on "Hate Radio in Rwanda" in The Path of A Genocide: The Rwanda Crisis from Uganda to Zaire. What briefly is your opinion of events in the Great Lakes Region after the 1994 Genocide?
 
Chalk: The tragic failure of the international community to accept genuine risks and sacrifices to save innocent lives in Rwanda extended into the post-genocide period when armed and dangerous Interhamwe and other genocidaires were allowed to run the refugee camps and arm fighters for attacks on Rwanda from the Congo without interference. The international community's refusal to police the camps and free the refugees forcibly kept under genocidaires' control, set the stage for another round of violent conflict and death. The Rwanda genocide and its aftermath destabilized the entire region. It clearly showed that failure to act early, intelligently, and vigorously to stop the Rwanda genocide proved far more costly in loss of life and economic losses than international intervention in the form proposed in 1994 by Gen. Dallaire.

 
TNT: You have been reported to be interested in working as a volunteer with the Government of Rwanda to eliminate Genocide ideology, what is your analysis of recent media reports that Rwanda's schools are infested with genocide ideology?
 
Chalk: I am looking forward to reading the Rwandan Senate report on the subject and have just requested a copy to learn more and study the supporting evidence cited by the authors of the report. I look forward to cooperating with the Government of Rwanda in improving teaching about the Rwanda Genocide in the schools. The history of the genocide and the events leading up to it need to be taught, and students and teachers deserve the best possible texts for that purpose.
 
TNT: What is your opinion as far as eliminating Genocide ideology from Rwandan schools in Rwanda is concerned?
 
Chalk: Not yet having read the report or examined its evidence, I do not wish to offer any blanket generalisations. I am willing to say at this early stage that after suffering genocides, people in many countries find it difficult to admit what was done in their name to their fellow citizens and that teachers feel as if they are "walking on eggs" until most members of society come to a general agreement on the crimes that were committed and who was responsible for them. Part of the process involves legal accountability and another part of the process involves writing history text books consolidating for teachers and students what is known and encouraging research on what is not yet known. While history shows that all this takes time and patience, even generations, it is essential that the government, the teachers, and the students encourage each other with mutual respect and dignity to move forward in the spirit of honest inquiry, with no corners hidden from scrutiny and records open to researchers, so that scholars may confront rumors and myths with hard evidence. A plaque at the University of Wisconsin quotes the famous phrase "The Truth shall make you free." I fully endorse that proposition.
 
Along these lines, I was very pleased to read in a speech by President Kagame that he would like Rwandans to write their own history. I hope that his urgings will encourage schools and universities which privilege science, technology, engineering and commerce to recognise the importance of building solid departments of history to train more professional historians for Rwanda and to follow in the path of outstanding universities like the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, which recognises that the study of history is essential to the intelligent and ethical application of science to technology, and to the creation of decision-makers and managers possessing wisdom and a broad vision of the future.
 
TNT:  In Eastern DR Congo, remnants of the former government exist and have been determined in their pursuit of Genocide agendas, which has led to the emergence of General Laurent Nkunda defending ethnic Tutsi. What is your analysis of the situation in Eastern DR Congo?
 
Chalk: I claim no first hand knowledge of the situation in the Eastern DRC and have had too little time to study it closely and deeply in printed sources. What is clear is that in the complex, multi-sided conflicts in that region, many Banyamulenge feel imperiled, often with good reason, and that they view General Nkunda as an effective protector. His skill as a strategist, commander, and administrator is widely recognized. No armed forces in the region should be granted impunity if they commit crimes against humanity and serious war crimes. If such crimes have been committed, even by forces operating with the best of intentions, not to mention those who use force with the worst of intentions, their commanders should appear before the bar of justice to account for themselves and answer for any proven or alleged crimes they have committed. 
 
TNT: 14 years since the Genocide in Rwanda, and people are still not listening to Never Again, what makes people so evil as to desire to brutally extinguish others?
 
Chalk: Fear bred of poverty and unemployment, lack of education, political instability, and clever propaganda are conducive to popular support for genocide or simply acceptance of genocide as "necessary." The cleverest genocide propaganda insists that if we do not do it to "them," they will do it to "us." This is almost always false. Genocide deniers often identify themselves by arguing that "we did not do it, but they deserved it."
 
TNT: President Paul Kagame has won admiration locally and internationally for his commitment to develop his country from disaster. What is your comment on President Kagame's leadership?

 

Chalk: President Kagame is a strong, intelligent leader who knows what it takes to win a war and is seeking the way to build a more stable and prosperous Rwanda, turning the country away from its horrific experience of genocide and domestic enmity. Foreign donors respect him for his honesty, refusal to tolerate corruption, and vision. In the years to come, he will have to double and redouble these and other qualities to keep Rwanda moving ahead on a path to greater development and stability. This means confronting the legacy of charges that his forces were guilty of serious war crimes by finding the means to investigate them in a credible and transparent manner. This means patiently confronting the myths and the realities of Rwanda's history before and during the colonial era, acknowledging injustices when they can be proven and refuting false charges with a renewed sense of certainty and pride. That way lays the path to national unity and the healing of Rwandan society.
  
TNT: Finally, what is your opinion of multi media versions of events in the 1994 Genocide, with specific regard to the Hollywood movie Hotel Rwanda? And how one person, Paul Rusesabagina has gone on to promote a dubious political agenda?

 

Chalk: I have seen many of the documentary and fictional films representing the 1994 genocide in Rwanda. I have learned something valuable from every one of them and so have my students. It is a mistake to expect any one movie to tell the whole story, whether it is of the Holocaust, say, as in the case of "Schindler's List," or of the genocide in Rwanda, as in the case of "Hotel Rwanda." Fictional films have requirements all their own; some themes simply come with the territory. They usually must have a hero and the public likes them to have a happy ending or at least offer a few rays of hope. Any film director who ignores these requirements is asking for trouble at the box office. But all adults know these things. So let us not be too shocked that films about the Rwanda genocide ignore the compromises that heroes often make and that the real endings are frequently not as happy as films suggest. 
 
Professor Frank Chalk is co- author of “The History and Sociology of Genocide: Analyses and Case Studies”( New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1990) 

