Slaughter Pulpit: murder as a political weapon
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Immaculee Mukantaganira should have been murdered in the Rwandan wilderness, her body
mutilated by her fellow countrymen, her corpse left for the wild dogs to chew.

Prodded along by the snarl of her captors, she marched to her death, keeping in step with the
other hostages. Her restless eyes darted from tree to tree looking for an escape route. More than
anything she just couldn’t force herself to settle on the sight of her own mortality. Whatever
strength she had left she used to comfort her infant son, far too young to understand man could
be anything but gracious.

Eventually, the destination was reached, and the fun began. One by one, the Tutsi hostages were
pulled from the line and brutally murdered by the Hutu men, armed only with blunted machetes
and the blinders of genocide. The howling dogs watched every dull hack with a cold,
anticipatory interest in death.

It was soon Immaculee’s husband’s turn, but he refused to let the machetes get the last word. He
broke from the line, sprinting for the forest’s edge.

“I saw my husband running ‘cause he had told me, ‘No one will kill me with a machete. I’d
prefer that they shot me,”” Immaculee said. She wouldn’t know what happened to him for
another two years.

But Immaculee’s husband did leave something precious behind for Immaculee and her son: his
wisdom. An accountant by trade, he told Immaculee before they first fled their house to take
some cash, fold it up as small as she could, and hide it in her dress.

It was then Immaculee’s turn.

“When they approached me [in line], I was like, ‘I have money on me. If you don’t kill me, I
give you money,”” Immaculee said. She gave the Hutu militiaman the money and offered to give
him whatever cash was left in her house as well. The Hutu man pushed Immaculee backwards
and continued on down the line, apparently buying this offer. Immaculee scurried to some nearby
shrubs and endured the echoing cries of murder until the militia men left the forest to get the
tools to dispose of the bodies. She had survived the massacre.

But Immaculee was far from safe yet — the dogs would get hungry eventually, and the weak Tutsi
woman and her newborn child would be an easy target.

“I started praying and said, ‘God, my family, my father goes to church every day. My brother
gave his life to you. Make sure that I leave this forest and make it rain,”” Immaculee said.
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The 1994 Rwandan Genocide — more accurately called the Genocide Against the Tutsis by its
survivors — was a 100-day bloodbath that saw an estimated 800,000 innocent civilians get
murdered, many in exactly this manner.

Rwanda, a Central African nation roughly the size of Maryland, has two major social groups: the
Hutus and the Tutsis (a third exists called the Twa, but they only consist of about 1% of the
population). The Hutus, who make up over 80% of the population, were historically known to be
slightly lower class than the Tutsis, but few actual biological or ethnic differences exist. The two
groups lived in peaceful harmony for most of Immaculee’s upbringing. She was even named the
godmother of two Hutu children.

But tension between the groups had been swelling since Germany colonized the country in the
1880s. The colonialists stereotyped the native people to better categorize them. In their
definition, Tutsis were tall, thin, and had long noses. The Germans and later the Belgians
supported the Tutsis as the ruling class, a source of great ire for the Hutus. The Hutus eventually
revolted in 1959, establishing a staunchly pro-Hutu republic that soon began to systematically
discriminate against the Tutsis.

“We had names like ‘snakes,”” Immaculee said. “You know, if [ pass one on the road and said,
‘Look at that snake,” what do you do with a snake that has venom? You kill it, right? You don’t
want it to be around you. So we were called snakes. We were called cockroaches...we had so
many names.”

This dehumanization only got worse as Immaculee grew older. The Rwandan government began
running anti-Tutsi hate speech in newspapers and on television, according to Immaculee. In
December 1990, Hutu extremists published a “Hutu Ten Commandments,” calling Hutus who
married Tutsis or went into business with Tutsis traitors. The government also began training
militias and distributing machetes to soldiers in case widespread violence ever broke out.

This volcano of social tension finally erupted the evening of April 6%, 1994. President Juvénal
Habyarimana of Rwanda — a Hutu who had recently signed a peace deal with the Tutsis to the
distaste of his extremist supporters — was flying into Kigali International Airport when a missile
struck the plane’s left wing and fuselage. The vehicle crashed in a fiery explosion on the
presidential lawn, killing everyone on board. No person, group, or cause was conclusively
proven responsible at the time, but the Hutu fingers all pointed in one direction. The crash
sparked an inferno of Hutu fury, and within hours the mass slaughter of Tutsis began.

Immaculee’s husband listened through the window as their house guard screamed the warnings
from the yard. Military men armed with guns stormed into the neighborhood yelling that every
Tutsi must die. It was only a matter of hours before Immaculee’s brother, Straton Gakwaya, was
dead. A devoted priest, he was accompanying a bishop in Kigali when the Hutus took him prey.

With hardly a moment to grieve, Immaculee and her husband decided to leave their home in
Kigali before seeing a similar end. With her one-year-old son in her arms, the couple fled to the
house of a family friend — a Hutu man married to a Tutsi woman. But when the neighbors saw
the Tutsi family enter the residence, they threatened to kill the host family if the Tutsis were



given permission to stay. Immaculee and her husband were sent back onto the blood-thirsty
streets where hundreds of Tutsis were being murdered by the hour.

Immaculee knew her best chance of survival was to cross the border into Burundi, Rwanda’s
neighboring country. The couple cautiously navigated their way to the town of Butare where
they took refuge in a local university professor’s house. Here they made arrangements for a local
Tutsi sympathizer to drive the family across the border into Burundi where they would be safe
from the violence. Their appointment was for 2 pm on April 19*.

But hours before the pair were scheduled to make their escape, the driver called and cancelled.
The Hutus had set up 26 roadblocks between the professor’s house and the Rwandan border. The
Tutsis that the driver had tried to help that morning were discovered and murdered. Immaculee
was now stranded indefinitely in Butare, ripe to be the next victim of the bloodshed.

On April 27+, eight days after their failed escape attempt, Immaculee’s rug of borrowed time was
finally pulled from under her. Hutu militia men charged their pickup truck onto the professor’s
property, armed with machetes, grenades, guns, and “all the tools necessary to kill,” according to
Immaculee.

“My son, who was only one year old, was crying hysterically, and I decided to go out. I took my
Bible and went outside so that I don’t put in danger everyone else,” Immaculee said. “I’'m
praying outside and I hear militia saying, ‘Hutu power. Tutsi must die.” And I’m like, ‘Oh my
God. They are coming.””

Immaculee was huddled under the bush after surviving the massacre, praying desperately for
God to guide her to safety. Within 20 minutes, a blanket of rain began to fall from the sky, safely
guarding her as she escaped the forest.

Immaculee made her way back toward the professor’s house and, with her baby on her back,
searched for neighbors where she might be able to take cover. After being turned down by three
straight houses, she hopped a two-meter fence at a fourth house and, by another stroke of luck,
landed in the backyard of a former classmate of hers. The woman and her husband agreed to
house Immaculee for three days but could not risk any longer. They did, however, offer to drive
Immaculee somewhere else, to which she suggested her cousin’s place in Ruhango. The husband
agreed, and the three of them piled into his car.

But Immaculee never made it to her cousin’s house.

Instead, vacating his generous facade, the husband dropped Immaculee off near the local
“prefecture building,” the crowded center of the province. For a Tutsi woman in Hutu-land, this
was all but a death sentence for Immaculee. Here, she suffered intense abuse physically,
emotionally, and sexually until she could barely walk anymore.

“80 percent of women who survived the genocide were raped,” Immaculee said. “I did not
escape that part.”



Yet even in the most tragic and gruesome of circumstances, luck had a knack for spotting
Immaculee. She soon learned the recently named governor of the province was in fact a contact
of hers at a former job.

“I saw him getting out of his office and I ran to the car and said, ‘Governor, governor, please put
me in your car! Please, please, please! I’'m dying here!”” Immaculee said.

The governor agreed to take her to a new host, this time a man named Antoine who was the
cousin of one of Immaculee's best friends. However, to make it there, they had to get through
many Hutu roadblocks along the way. From her hiding spot, Immaculee could hear them
shouting, “Hutu power. Tutsi must die.” One mistake and she could be dead.

In the rest of Rwanda, an end to the genocide finally began to peak from behind the clouds. A
group of Tutsis from Uganda joined the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) and entered the country,
committed to ending the genocide.

Slowly but surely, The RPF began methodically taking over the country, cutting off government
supply lines as a key weapon of war. The group soon took control of Butare, putting pressure on
the Hutu militias to eliminate any Tutsi witnesses to the genocide that remained.

The UN failed to take sufficient action to help end the genocide.

Antoine agreed to house Immaculee and her son but not without warning. He said every so often
the Hutu militia would come to the residence, line up all the hiding Tutsis, and take a doomed
few as captives. These prisoners were hung down the in-ground open-top toilets nearby where
they would die three or four days later, their last breath being the stench of rotting feces. It was a
field day for the rogue Hutus — one was overheard slyly bragging about completing his 943~ kill.

Immaculee had no real choice but to wait until either the genocide ended or she was taken to the
toilets. But when word got around the locals of Immaculee’s presence, one neighbor recognized
the name. She had known Immaculee’s brother when he was a priest, and she greatly admired the
work he did for the local community.

“This lady said, ‘With all your brother did to us, I need to help you,”” Immaculee said.

The neighbor rushed to a nearby priest. After hearing about Immaculee’s situation, the priest
gave the lady 60,000 Rwandan francs for Immaculee and a note saying Immaculee was more
than welcome to stay with him. The neighbor returned with the gifts and gave Immaculee
directions to a new house where she thought Immaculee would be safe until she was able to get
to the priest’s house.

That same night, Immaculee and her son left Antoine’s house and arrived at the residence —
however, trouble quickly abounded at her new hideout.



“While we were sitting trying to figure out what is next, we heard like a noise. A huge noise,”
Immaculee said. “The militia, including the guy who had kept me in this house, came to the
house to kill all of us.”

The Hutu militia rammed the door down and charged the house wielding machine guns. Just as
Immaculee thought she had finally cheated death for good, she was a trigger-pull away from
becoming another tally on a blind man’s hitlist. One of the Hutu men began taking a headcount
of all the Tutsis present. No one would be escaping this time.

“And while they were counting us, we heard like another noise, like, ‘dju dju dju dju...” and the
[Hutus] jumped like crazy,” Immaculee said. “They jumped from the house. They could not even
have a chance to kill us.”

The RPF had arrived, shooting bullets that sizzled of freedom rather than death.

“When we saw them by the window, someone said, ‘They are here! They are here!’” Immaculee
said. “And for me, my response was tears streaming from my face because we were going to
live.”

By mid-July, the RPF had toppled the Rwandan government, formally ending the genocide.

Still unsure of the fate of her husband, Immaculee traveled camp to camp, searching desperately
for any sign of his whereabouts. She returned to their house in Kigali only to find it had been
burned down. Ever hopeful that her husband would someday return, she stayed in Kigali for two
years. When he still didn’t show, she painstakingly summoned the courage to return to the forest
where she last saw him sprint from the death queue. There she found his dead body, still lying
next to the other genocide victims. Neither of Immaculee’s two daughters, Clarisse and Raissa,
survived the 100 days of murder either.

“After the genocide, after losing all of my family members, after losing everybody, I told myself,
‘Enough is enough. I’ll go somewhere else,”” Immaculee said. “Where life is respected. Where
people believe in the preciousness of life.”

With that, she packed her belongings and moved with her son to the United States of America.

Even as she sat in the Notre Dame bookstore 25 years later, the question still troubled her: why
did she live? Why her?

“I think there is a reason for me to surviving,” she said. “It’s not for myself, but it’s to tell the
world that there were 1 million people who were killed that were innocent...I wasn’t like
prayerful like my brother. I didn’t do good things to do people [like] my brother. So why did I
survive, not him? So I was like, ‘Maybe God knew that [ would do this.””

Immaculee, now a resident of Mishawaka, Ind., spends much of her time now helping organize
genocide awareness conferences including a symposium commemorating the 25 anniversary of
the 1994 Genocide Against the Tutsis last year at Notre Dame. Although she knows no level of



public awareness will bring back her family, she is confident education is the best way to prevent
similar atrocities from ever happening again.

“I have talked to people who didn’t even know what is a genocide,” Immaculee said. “And for
me, that scares me because I never knew my country would get to a genocide until it happened to
me. So it’s very important that we educate people.”

“I think [the victims] deserve justice, and the justice for them is for me and for other survivors to
talk about them, to tell the world, and to be instruments of peace.”
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