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This paper explores what might constitute an ethical engagement with literature that addresses contemporary histories of mass violence, especially for audiences who approach these events from a cultural, geographical, linguistic and/or historical distance. My point of departure is Brian Massumi’s work on ethics and affect; by situating ethical action in the fluid and shifting spaces between subjects who are continually affecting and being affected by one another, and by re-orienting hope away from a constantly deferred and remote future and towards the “boundary condition” of the present, Massumi’s analysis offers a rich set of possibilities for post-conflict societies engaged in the painstaking work of reconstituting social relations and rethinking personal and collective identity. The temptation for writers addressing these contexts to resort to fixed moral categories and prescriptive long-term solutions is powerful when the stakes are so high; the wounds, so raw; the questions, so complex; the list of casualties, so extensive; and the way forward, so uncertain, and when Truth Commissions and Gacacas, for example, themselves pass definitive judgments concerning amnesty, reparations, etc. As a case study, I examine the strategies of address and modes of representation enlisted in Philip Gourevitch’s We Wish To Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed With Our Families, a memoir about his travels through Rwanda and across its borders over the course of three years following the 1994 genocide that was motivated precisely by his frustration as a reader with the limited possibilities for response afforded by journalistic reportage of the genocide and its aftermath.
