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Profile

Half-Italian, half-British, Michela Wrong grew up in London. She took a degree in

Philosophy and Social Sciences at Jesus College, Cambridge and a diploma in

journalism at Cardiff.

She joined Reuters news agency in the early 1980s and was posted as a foreign

correspondent to Italy, France and Ivory Coast. She became a freelance journalist in

1994, when she moved to then-Zaire and found herself covering both the genocide in

Rwanda and the final days of dictator Mobutu Sese Seko for the BBC and Reuters. She

later moved to Kenya, where she spent four years covering east, west and central Africa

for the Financial Times newspaper.

In 2000 she published her first book, “In the Footsteps of Kurtz”, the story of Mobutu’s

rise and fall, which won a PEN prize for non-fiction. Her second book, “I Didn’t Do It For

You”, which focused on the little-written-about Red Sea nation of Eritrea, came out in

2005 and was hailed as a “gripping political thriller” by Monica Ali.
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Her third book, published in 2009, was “It’s Our Turn to Eat”, which tracks the story of

Kenyan corruption whistleblower John Githongo, who sought refuge in her London flat.

Boycotted by Nairobi bookshops terrified of being sued, it became an underground

bestseller in Kenya, distributed by local churches, radio stations and non-governmental

groups and debated in town hall meetings. Described as reading “like a cross between

Le Carre and Solzhenitsyn”, it was named as one of the Economist’s “best books of

2009” and was shortlisted for the Orwell Prize. The book has been optioned by the

pan-African film studio Restless Global.

She published her first novel, “Borderlines” in 2015. A legal thriller with a female lawyer

protagonist, “Borderlines” focuses on a border dispute between two fictional states in

the Horn of Africa. The film rights have been bought by Boondogle Films in South Africa

Her fifth book, “Do Not Disturb”, published in 2021, is a damning portrait of the

Rwandan Patriotic Front, from its days as a united band of rebel fighters to today’s era,

in which killer squads are dispatched across the world to silence exiled former insiders.

The book has prompted a vitriolic backlash on Rwanda’s government-controlled social

media, and President Paul Kagame has denounced the author on national television as

a foreign agent.

Whether fiction or non-fiction, Michela Wrong’s books on contemporary Africa aim to be

accessible to both members of the general public and experts in the field. Backed up by

nearly three decades of experience writing about the continent, they have become a

must-read for diplomats, aid workers, journalists a{and strategists and regularly feature
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on the “required reading” lists of International Relations and African Studies courses at

university.

She was awarded the 2010 James Cameron prize for journalism “that combined moral

vision and professional integrity.” She is regularly interviewed by the BBC, Al Jazeera

and Reuters and has published opinion pieces, features and book reviews in the

Observer, Guardian, Financial Times, New York Times, New Statesman, Spectator,

Standpoint, Foreign Policy magazine, and Conde Nast’s Traveler magazine. She is a

consultant for the Miles Morland Foundation, which funds a range of literary festivals,

workshops and scholarships for African writers, and an advisor to the Centre for Global

Development.

Do Not Disturb: The Story of a Political Murder and

an African Regime Gone Bad (2021)

The book focuses on the 2014 murder of Rwandan defector Patrick Karegeya, for which

the Rwandan government denied responsibility.

Background

Wrong says that she initially believed the conventional Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF)

account, but after the 1998 assassination of former interior minister Seth Sendashonga,

"I realised I no longer believed most of the key ‘truths’ upon which [Kagame’s RPF] built

its account." Wrong says she "never felt so personally at risk" as when writing the book.
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Content

The book focuses on the 2014 assassination of Patrick Karegeya, who was killed in a

hotel room in South Africa; the killers left a "do not disturb" sign on the door. The

Rwandan government denied responsibility for his killing, but President Paul Kagame, a

childhood friend of Karegeya, stated, "I actually wish Rwanda did it." Kagame also told a

national prayer breakfast: "Whoever is against our country will not escape our wrath.

The person will face consequences." The book is largely based on interviews, many

with former members of Kagame's inner circle.

Wrong also covers historical background on Rwandan history. For example, she

discusses the assassination of Juvénal Habyarimana and Cyprien Ntaryamira that

triggered the Rwandan genocide and debates who was responsible for it.

Wrong criticizes Kagame, accusing him of being a brutal dictator and comparing him to

Soviet secret police chief Lavrentiy Beria. Karegeya is one of a large number of people

who fell out with the Rwandan government and met unnatural deaths. Rwanda's

assassinations have drawn less international criticism than the extraterritorial killing of

dissidents by Russia and other countries. Wrong discusses the reasons why Rwanda's

regime has maintained close relations with the international community and aid donors,

arguing that acceptance of strongmen to keep Africans in order is a form of racism. She

also argues: "There’s something profoundly uncomfortable about insisting that a

government which has a deteriorating human rights record and has committed
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egregious war crimes is a worthy recipient of aid because it performs well on aid metrics

yet is busy killing journalists and rounding up and disappearing critics."

For years, guilt-ridden politicians in the west fawned over Kagame as a national saviour

after his Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) drove from power the Hutu extremists who

slaughtered around 800,000 Tutsis as the UN looked on. Tony Blair called him a

“visionary leader” even as the RPF faced its own accusations of war crimes and

Kagame locked up political opponents or worse.

She writes that the west’s implicitly racist pandering to an authoritarian leader helped

entrench his power and spread conflict across the region. As for its much vaunted

development policies, Wrong concludes that Rwanda’s economy is held together by aid.

“The sad thing about the west’s current gushing admiration for strongman rule in central

Africa is its historical naivety,” she writes.

Wrong makes her case with a deep investigation of the murder of a charming,

manipulative, roguish man who also had blood on his hands. Karegeya grew up among

Tutsi exiles in Uganda after his ancestors fled Rwanda to escape Belgian rule. Kagame

was a more recent arrival when his family was driven out by violent anti-Tutsi purges in

the run-up to Rwanda’s independence in 1962. Their mothers were friends and the boys

attended the same school. Years later, they were drawn to Yoweri Museveni’s rebel

army as it fought its way to power in Uganda in 1986.

Kagame and Karegeya served Museveni’s new government as senior intelligence

officials, but it wasn’t long before the exiled Rwandans were planning how to take power
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in the homeland that neither of them really knew. In late 1990, some of the most

important members of Museveni’s officer corps disappeared across the border to attack

Rwanda. Four years later, Kagame emerged to the outside world as the hero who put

an end to the genocide.

Kagame made his old schoolmate his external intelligence chief. Wrong portrays

Karegeya as an accomplished manipulator of foreign politicians in maintaining the

savior myth, even as he grew disillusioned with political repression and killings.

The extent of Karegeya’s own complicity is never quite clear, but he is hardly an

innocent party either to the RPF’s slaughter of Hutu civilians or in serving a president he

calls a dictator and assassin.

As Karegeya tells it, the breaking point came with the RPF’s killing of old Ugandan

comrades as the two countries fought over their plunder of the mineral-rich Democratic

Republic of the Congo. The spy chief’s dissent lands him in prison and exile in South

Africa, where he and other disillusioned Rwandan officials pose a particular danger to

Kagame. Karegeya quite literally knew where the bodies were buried. A few years later,

he was among them.

Wrong marvels at the extent to which western politicians have been willing to give a

pass to Kagame and what she describes as his criminal regime.
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More on Historical Context

Rwanda genocide of 1994

Planned campaign of mass murder in Rwanda that occurred over the course of some

100 days in April–July 1994. The genocide was conceived by extremist elements of

Rwanda’s majority Hutu population who planned to kill the minority Tutsi population and

anyone who opposed those genocidal intentions. It is estimated that some 200,000

Hutu, spurred on by propaganda from various media outlets, participated in the

genocide. More than 800,000 civilians—primarily Tutsi, but also moderate Hutu—were

killed during the campaign. As many as 2,000,000 Rwandans fled the country during or

immediately after the genocide.

Paul Kagame

President of Rwanda from 2000. An ethnic Tutsi, Kagame grew up in exile in Uganda,

where in 1986 he helped overthrow Milton Obote in favor of Yoweri Museveni. In 1990

he helped direct an unsuccessful coup in Rwanda, and following the 1994 genocide that

left almost one million Rwandans dead (most of them Tutsi), he assumed control of the

joint Tutsi-Hutu opposition forces that soon controlled all of Rwanda. In July 1994 he

was named vice president and minister of defense under Hutu president Pasteur

Bizimungu. After Bizimungu resigned in 2000, Kagame was named president. In 1997

he was instrumental in the overthrow of Mobutu Sese Seko in neighboring Zaire
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(Congo) and the installation of Laurent Kabila as president. Kagame was elected

president of Rwanda in 2003 and reelected in 2010 and 2017.

Patrick Karegeya

Karegeya was a head of intelligence in Rwanda. After being twice thrown in jail over

alleged indiscipline, desertion and insubordination, he was stripped of his rank of

Colonel in 2006 and went into exile in 2007.

On 1 January 2014, Karegeya was found dead at the Michelangelo Towers, an

upmarket hotel in the Johannesburg suburb of Sandton in South Africa. Reports

indicated that he had gone to attend a meeting at the hotel when he was murdered. The

circumstances leading to his death remain unknown. The South African police are

conducting investigations although the Rwandan opposition party, the Rwanda National

Congress (RNC) said in a statement to AFP that “He was strangled by agents of

(Rwandan President Paul) Kagame,” having previously survived several assassination

attempts.

Wrong’s Perspective

Ever since the 1994 genocide that killed more than half a million Rwandans, mainly

from the Tutsi minority ethnic group, Kagame has been hailed around the world as the

man who stopped the killing and forged a new nation that quickly became the darling of

the international aid community.

Visitors to the Rwandan capital, Kigali, are invariably impressed by the cleanliness of

the streets, the shining new hotels, the absence of petty crime, the bustling malls and
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street markets, the sense of order and prosperity. If the first duty of a government is to

ensure public security and economic stability, then modern-day Rwanda has surely

passed the test.

Wrong argues Kagame may have played a role in starting the genocide that his

Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) rebel movement was lauded for ending; his troops have

pillaged and destabilized neighboring Congo; he has ruthlessly hunted down and killed

political enemies; there is no freedom of speech in Rwanda; elections are a farce; far

from being a model for the rest of Africa, the country is an ethnic tinderbox waiting to

explode.

Wrong believes historical mythmaking has formed the basis of the Tutsi-led

government’s political legitimacy, obscuring the fact that Tutsis account for only about

14 percent of Rwanda’s estimated population of 13 million.

While responsibility for the Habyarimana assassination remains one of the great

mysteries of 20th-century politics, Wrong mistrusts official Rwandan investigations

blaming “extremist Hutus” allied with Habyarimana’s wife. She points out that no Hutus

have ever admitted responsibility for the murder, in contrast to at least half a dozen RPF

defectors who have claimed firsthand knowledge or involvement of some sort.

According to Wrong, Kagame and his allies have been adept at exploiting a deep sense

of remorse among Western leaders like Clinton and Blair over their failure to take action
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to stop the genocide. Western governments and aid organizations have been loath to

challenge Kagame’s black-and-white version of history.

Three decades after using neighboring Uganda as a base to invade Rwanda, Kagame

and his allies continue to treat scholarly and journalistic debate about the origins of the

genocide as a mortal threat. Anybody who questions the official version of events is

routinely dubbed a “genocide denier,” even though most of these critics explicitly

acknowledge the horror of the organized 1994 killings of Tutsi and moderate Hutu at the

hands of extremist Hutu militias. The controversy is not over whether the genocide

happened, but the before and after.

Far from being a narrow academic dispute, history can be a matter of life and death and

sheer political survival in places like Rwanda. Kagame still has an iron grip over the

political and historical debate inside Rwanda, but he is losing the ability to shape the

international debate, which in turn explains why his government devotes so much

energy to hunting down external critics. Superficially, Kagame’s Rwanda may appear to

be a model of political stability — but the haunting concern raised by Wrong  is that he

who no longer controls the past will not be able to control the future.

Additional Readings

Do Not Disturb review – the disturbing death of a Rwandan dissident | Politics books |

The Guardian
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