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UNDERSTANDING THE LEGACY OF
HOTEL RWANDA THROUGH
THOUGHTFUL DISCUSSION

The  2004  film  Hotel  Rwanda  remains
one  of  the  most  powerful  cinematic
portrayals  of  genocide ever committed
to screen. Directed by Terry George and
s t a r r i n g  D o n  C h e a d l e  a s  P a u l
Rusesabagina,  the  film  depicts  the  real-

l ife  story  of  a  hotel  manager  who
sheltered over a thousand Tutsi refugees
during the 1994 Rwandan genocide. For
educators,  book  clubs,  film  groups,  and
history  enthusiasts,  exploring  Hotel
Rwanda  discussion  questions  and
answers  offers  a  meaningful  way  to
engage  with  the  film's  deeper  themes,
historical context, and moral dilemmas.
This article provides a thorough set of
discussion  questions,  along  with
substantive  answers  and  analysis,  to
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facilitate  rich  conversation  and  critical
thinking.

WHY HOTEL RWANDA REMAINS
ESSENTIAL VIEWING

More than two decades after its release,
Hotel Rwanda continues to be screened
in classrooms, community centers, and
documentary festivals around the world.
The  film  does  not  merely  recount
historical  events;  it  forces  viewers  to
confront uncomfortable questions about
c o m p l i c i t y ,  c o u r a g e ,  a n d  t h e
international  community's  failure  to
intervene.  By  addressing  carefully
crafted  Hotel  Rwanda  discussion
questions  and  answers,  participants
can  move  beyond  surface- level
observations and wrestle with the ethical
complexities  that  the  film  raises.  The

story  of  Paul  Rusesabagina  serves  as
both  an  inspiration  and  a  indictment,
and discussing it thoughtfully honors the
memory of those who suffered while also
drawing  lessons  that  remain  painfully
relevant today.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND
BACKGROUND QUESTIONS

What caused the
Rwandan
genocide, and
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how does the
film explain it?
The  Rwandan  genocide  was  not  a
spontaneous outbreak of  ancient  tribal
h a t r e d ,  a s  i t  i s  s o m e t i m e s
mischaracterized.  Rather,  it  was  a
meticulously  planned  campaign  of
extermination  carried  out  by  Hutu
extremists against the Tutsi minority, as
well  as  moderate  Hutus  who  opposed
the  extremists.  The  film  provides  this
context  through  news  reports,  radio
broadcasts,  and  dialogue  between
characters.  The  infamous  RTLM  radio
station,  which  incited  violence  and
broadcast the names of targets, is shown
as a tool of propaganda. Understanding

this context is  essential  for  any Hotel
Rwanda  discussion  questions  and
answers  session  because  it  corrects
common misconceptions and highlights
the role of political manipulation.

How accurately
does the film
portray Paul
Rusesabagina's
real story?
While  the  film  takes  some  dramatic
liberties  for  narrative  purposes,  it
remains  largely  faithful  to  the  core
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events.  Paul  Rusesabagina was indeed
the  manager  of  the  Hôtel  des  Mille
Collines  in  Kigali,  and  he  did  use  his
connections, bribes, and diplomatic skills
to  protect  refugees.  However,  some
historians  have  noted  that  the  film
downplays the role of  others who also
sheltered Tutsi, and it simplifies some of
the political dynamics. Nevertheless, the
film  serves  as  an  accessible  entry  point
for  understanding  the  genocide,  and
engag ing  w i th  Hote l  Rwanda
discussion  questions  and  answers
allows  participants  to  differentiate
between  cinematic  storytelling  and
documented  history.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS AND
MORAL DILEMMAS

What motivates
Paul
Rusesabagina to
risk his life for
others?
Paul  begins  the  film  as  a  pragmatic
businessman who prioritizes  his  family
and  his  career.  His  transformation  is
gradual. Initially, he secures only his own
family's safety, but as the horror unfolds
around  him,  he  expands  his  circle  of
concern. His motivation appears to be a
combination  of  basic  human  decency,
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guilt,  and  a  growing  recognition  that
neutrality  is  impossible  in  the  face  of
evil. One of the richest Hotel Rwanda
discussion  questions  and  answers
topics  involves  exploring  whether  Paul
acts out of genuine altruism or a sense
of  obligation.  The  film  suggests  that
mora l  cou rage  o f ten  emerges
incrementally,  not  in  a  single  heroic
moment.

How does the
character of
Colonel Oliver

represent the
international
community?
Played by Nick Nolte, Colonel Oliver is a
UN  peacekeeping  officer  who  is
sympathetic  but  ultimately  powerless.
He  represents  the  fai lure  of  the
internat ional  community  to  act
decisively. His famous line, "You are not
even a nigger. You are an African," is a
brutal  reminder  of  how racism shaped
the  global  response  to  the  genocide.
Through  Oliver,  the  film  illustrates  that
good intentions without political will and
adequate  resources  are  tragically
insufficient.  Discussing  this  character  is
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a central part of any meaningful Hotel
Rwanda  discussion  questions  and
answers  session  because  it  connects
the  film  to  broader  issues  of
international relations and humanitarian
intervention.

What role does
Tatiana
Rusesabagina
play in the story?
Tatiana,  Paul's  wife,  is  not  merely  a
supporting character. She represents the
voice  of  moral  clarity  and  emotional
truth. While Paul is busy negotiating and

bribing, Tatiana is directly caring for the
frightened  refugees,  particularly  the
children. She also challenges Paul when
he seems too willing to compromise with
the  killers.  Her  character  underscores
that heroism takes many forms, and that
women's roles in resistance and survival
during  genocide  are  often  overlooked.
This  is  a  valuable  angle  for  Hotel
Rwanda  discussion  questions  and
answers  because  it  broadens  the
discussion beyond the male protagonist.

THEMES OF COMPLICITY,
BYSTANDER EFFECT, AND
RESPONSIBILITY
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What does the
film say about
the bystander

effect?
The  bystander  effect  refers  to  the
phenomenon  where  individuals  fail  to
intervene  in  an  emergency  because
others  are  also  present  and  doing
nothing.  Hotel  Rwanda depicts  this  on
multiple  levels.  Neighbors  turn  against
neighbors. The international community
watches  from  afar.  The  UN  Security
Council debates semantics while people
die. Perhaps the most chilling example is

the Belgian peacekeepers who abandon
the  school  they  were  assigned  to
protect,  leaving  the  refugees  to  be
slaughtered.  Exploring  the  bystander
effect  through  Hotel  Rwanda
discussion  questions  and  answers
helps  participants  reflect  on  their  own
potential  for  complicity  or  courage  in
difficult circumstances.

How does the
film portray the
concept of
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"doing business
as usual" during

a crisis?
Early in the film, Paul is more concerned
about  the  hotel's  reputation  and  his
career  than  the  political  situation.  He
tells his staff to keep operating normally.
This theme of normalcy in the face of
atrocity is  deeply unsettling.  The hotel
continues  to  serve  drinks  and  host
guests  while  genocide  rages  outside.
This  juxtaposition  forces  viewers  to
question  their  own  routines  and
priorities.  A productive Hotel Rwanda
discussion  questions  and  answers
conversation might explore how people

today  continue  with  daily  life  while
aware of ongoing crises elsewhere in the
world.

What is the
significance of
the bribes Paul
pays to the
militia leaders?
Paul  pays  bribes  with  money,  alcohol,
and even diamonds to keep the refugees
safe.  This  raises  uncomfortable
questions about the ethics of negotiating
with genocidaires. Some viewers see it
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as pragmatic heroism; others wonder if it
merely delays the inevitable or lines the
pockets  of  murderers.  This  moral  gray
area  is  exactly  why  Hotel  Rwanda
discussion  questions  and  answers
are  so  valuable.  There  are  no  easy
answers,  and  exploring  the  tension
between  principle  and  pragmatism
deepens the viewer's engagement with
the film.

MEDIA, PROPAGANDA, AND THE
POWER OF IMAGES

How does the

film use the
radio as a
symbol of both
propaganda and
connection?
Radio RTLM is a constant presence in the
film,  broadcasting  hate  speech  and
instructions for killing. It is the voice of
the genocide. In contrast, Paul uses the
hotel's  communication  systems  to  call
contacts and plead for help.  The radio
symbolizes how technology can be used
for both liberation and destruction. This
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theme  resonates  in  the  age  of  social
med ia ,  where  in fo rmat ion  and
misinformation  spread  rapidly.
Discussing  the  role  of  media  in  the
genocide  is  a  key  component  of  any
comprehens ive  Hotel  Rwanda
discussion  questions  and  answers
guide.

What is the
impact of the
news footage
shown in the

film?
One  of  the  most  memorable  scenes
involves  a  Western  journalist  showing
Paul  footage of  the genocide that  has
not been broadcast internationally. The
journalist admits that people will see it
and say,  "Oh my God,  that's  terrible,"
and then go back to their dinners. This
moment highlights the desensitization of
the  global  audience  and  the  limited
power  of  images  to  provoke action.  It
also serves as a meta-commentary on
the film itself, which asks viewers not to
look  away.  This  is  one  of  the  most
powerful  Hotel  Rwanda  discussion
questions  and  answers  topics
because  it  directly  challenges  the
viewer's  own  response.
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INTERNATIONAL RESPONSE AND
MORAL OBLIGATION

Why did the
international
community fail
to intervene in
Rwanda?
The film offers several explanations. The
United  Nations  was  already  stretched
thin  by  peacekeeping  missions  in
Somalia and Bosnia. The United States
had  recently  withdrawn  from  Somalia

after the Black Hawk Down incident and
had  no  appetite  for  African  conflicts.
France was actively supporting the Hutu-
led  government.  And  underlying  it  all
was  racism.  Colonel  Oliver's  comment
about being "an African" rather than "a
nigger"  reflects  a  brutal  hierarchy  of
whose  lives  matter.  Hotel  Rwanda
discussion  questions  and  answers
that  focus  on  international  failure
encourage participants to think critically
about contemporary humanitarian crises
and  whether  similar  patterns  persist
today.

What
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responsibility do
Western nations
have to
intervene in

genocides?
This question is  at  the heart  of  the film.
Paul  repeatedly  pleads  for  help  that
never comes. The film suggests that the
Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine,
which was adopted by the UN in 2005,
came  too  late  for  Rwanda.  But  the
question  remains:  who  decides  when
intervention  is  justified?  What  counts  as

sufficient  national  interest?  These  are
not  abstract  debates.  They  have  real-
world  consequences,  as  seen in  Syria,
Myanmar,  and  other  conflicts.  A  robust
Hotel Rwanda discussion questions
and  answers  session  should  push
participants  to  articulate  their  own
positions  on  this  difficult  issue.

SYMBOLISM, CINEMATOGRAPHY,
AND DIRECTORIAL CHOICES

What is the
significance of
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the hotel's name,
"Mille Collines"?
"Mille Collines" means "a thousand hills"
in French. Rwanda is known as the "land
of  a  thousand  hills."  The  hotel  thus
serves  as  a  microcosm  of  the  entire
country.  Inside  its  walls,  people  of
different ethnicities coexist precariously.
Outside, the hills are drenched in blood.
The contrast underscores the tragedy: a
beautiful  country torn apart by hatred.
This symbolic reading adds depth to any
Hotel Rwanda discussion questions
and answers discussion.

How does the
director use
lighting and color
to convey mood?
The  film  employs  a  stark  visual  style.
Early  scenes  are  bright  and  warm,
reflecting  normalcy  and  the  illusion  of
safety.  As  the  genocide  begins,  the
l ight ing  becomes  darker ,  more
claustrophobic,  and saturated with  red
tones. The hotel itself becomes a space
of  shadows  and  flickering  lanterns.
These  visual  choices  heighten  the
tension  and  reinforce  the  sense  of  a
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world  descending  into  darkness.  Film
studies students will find this a rich area
for  Hotel  Rwanda  discussion
questions and answers  that  explore
how  cinematic  techniques  serve
narrative  themes.

LESSONS FOR TODAY AND CALLS
TO ACTION

What lessons
should we take
from Hotel

Rwanda in the
current
geopolitical
climate?
Genocide  did  not  end  with  Rwanda.
Darfur,  Myanmar,  and  the  Yazidi
genocide under ISIS all demonstrate that
the international community's response
remains  inconsistent  at  best.  The  film's
message is not merely historical. It is a
warning and a call to action. Participants
in  a  Hotel  Rwanda  discussion
questions and answers session should
be  encouraged  to  research  current
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conflicts  and  consider  what,  if  anything,
they  can  do  as  individuals  to  prevent
atrocities.  This  moves  the  discussion
f rom  pass ive  v iewing  to  act ive
engagement.

How can
individuals make
a difference in
the face of mass
atrocities?
Paul Rusesabagina was one person who
made  a  difference  through  courage,
resourcefulness,  and  humanity.  Not

everyone  can  shelter  a  thousand
refugees,  but  the  film  suggests  that
small acts of resistance matter. Donating
to  humanitar ian  organizat ions,
advocating for political action, educating
oneself and others, and refusing to look
away are all meaningful responses. The
film ends  with  an epilogue that  reminds
us that genocide still occurs, but it also
shows  that  one  person's  actions  can
save  lives.  This  hopeful  note  is  a  fitting
conc lus ion  fo r  Hotel  Rwanda
discussion  questions  and  answers
that aim to inspire rather than merely
despair.

CONCLUSION

Hotel  Rwanda  is  far  more  than  a
historical  drama.  It  is  a  profound
meditation on courage, complicity,  and
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the  human capacity  for  both  evil  and
goodness.  Engaging  with  well-crafted
Hotel Rwanda discussion questions
and answers  allows viewers  to  move
beyond  passive  consumption  and  into
active  reflection,  debate,  and  learning.
Whether  you  are  a  teacher  guiding  a
classroom,  a  member  of  a  film  club,  or
an  ind iv idual  seek ing  a  deeper

understanding  of  this  pivotal  event,
thoughtful discussion is one of the most
powerful ways to honor the memory of
the victims and to ensure that the world
does not forget the lessons of 1994. The
film  challenges  each  of  us  to  ask:  what
w o u l d  I  h a v e  d o n e ?  A n d  m o r e
importantly,  what  wil l  I  do  now?


