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A million deaths in one hundred days, and the world chose to watch. In his book, We 

wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed With Our Families, Philip Gourevitch 

examines the Rwandan genocide that took place in the 1990s. Gourevitch explains that during 

the genocide in Rwanda, rather than sending aid, the rest of the world was trying to determine 

whether the atrocities that occured in Rwanda could be defined as a genocide. His critique of the 

Western world during the genocide is filtered throughout the book, but can be summed up as 

follows: 

Rwanda had presented the world with the most unambiguous case of genocide since 
Hitler’s war against the Jews, and the world sent blankets, beans, and bandages to camps 
controlled by the killers, apparently hoping that everybody would behave nicely in the 
future.  

The West’s post-Holocaust pledge that genocide would never again be tolerated proved 
to be hollow, and for all the fine sentiments inspired by the memory of Auschwitz, the 
problem remains that denouncing evil is a far cry from doing good.  1

 
 

Hannah Arendt’s analysis of the trial of Adolf Eichmann is similar to Gourevitch’s review of the 

genocide in Rwanda. However, Gourevitch and Arendt come to vastly different conclusions 

regarding the impact of judgement and blame in the face of great evil. Furthermore, these 

differing conclusions also contribute to an idea that prefaces Gourevitch’s work. Gourevitch 

claims that his book is “about how people imagine themselves and one another...about how to 

imagine the world.”  In this way, Arendt and Gourevitch’s conclusions reflect how the West 2

imagines itself in the context of the rest of the world.  

In response to the uproar over the “banality of evil” conclusion in Eichmann in 

Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil,  Arendt published Responsibility and Judgement, in 

1 Gourevitch, Philip.  We wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed With Our Families (New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1998), 170.  
2 Gourevitch, 6. 
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order to clarify her previous statement.  In Responsibility and Judgement, Arendt renounces the 

idea of “collective guilt” which she claims humans use to take specific blame off of one single 

person.  Arendt points out “how deep-seated the fear of passing judgement...upon people in 3

power and in high position”  is, and how this fear motivates people to assume the guilt or the 4

blame themselves, rather than accept that someone in power might be at fault. Arendt does not 

mean to assert that evil can only be blamed on those who are in power, but rather that human 

beings should not be afraid to acknowledge the faults of those in higher positions. Through 

Arendt’s understanding of responsibility, the Rwandan genocide cannot be blamed on everyone 

in the human race, instead the blame lies on those who were in authority who significantly 

contributed to the outcome of the genocide. In the context of the Rwandan genocide, those in 

higher power would have been the governments of more privileged countries, because they had 

the power to stop the genocide. Yet, following Arendt’s theory, the West was never blamed for 

the part they played in the genocide.  

Arendt additionally remarks on “the grave sin of omission” or the act of not doing 5

anything to stop evil that is occurring elsewhere. According to Arendt, crimes of “omission” 

should be left to be morally judged rather than legally judged. Arendt believes that “sins of 

omission” should be judged morally because our morals maintain “the integrity of our common 

humanity.”  In other words, all those who do not commit crimes, but do nothing to stop crimes 6

will judged by the higher court of collective human judgement. Arendt asserts that this is because 

legal and moral issues are too different to be compared, even though they have “a certain affinity 

3 Arendt, Hannah. Responsibility and Judgement (New York: Schocken Books, 2003), 21. 
4 Arendt, 21. 
5 Arendt, 21. 
6 Arendt, 22. 
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with each other.”  In this way, Arendt explains how “collective guilt” can erase the legitimate 7

blame of those responsible for evil and how “the grave sin of omission” is not to be judged by 

the courts but rather by the morals of human beings. 

In contrast, Gourevitch makes the point that the Western world refused to even become 

part of a “collective guilt” with the Rwandans. Instead, the West let the Rwandan genocide 

happen without even giving it the status of genocide. The “post-Holocaust pledge, that genocide 

would never again be tolerated proved to be hollow” because the Western world did not consider 

the Rwandans to be a part of humanity, thus they could not have “collective guilt” with people 

they did not consider a part of themselves. This trend of not considering Africans “human” is not 

only present within the Rwandan genocide. In her work, Regarding the Pain of Others, Susan 

Sontag illustrates how specifically people from postcolonial Africa are not regarded as a part of 

collective humanity through her observations of photographs of violence.  According to Sontag, 8

photographs of violence from this region are less censored than pictures of violence from other 

parts of the world. Sontag believes that this practice “cannot help but nourish the belief in the 

inevitability of tragedy in the benighted or backward--that is, poor-- parts of the world.”  9

Because of this belief that violence is “inevitable” in places like Rwanda because of their 

economic status, there was no “collective guilt” between Rwanda and the Western world. 

Therefore, it was much easier for Rwandans to be forgotten and ignored, even as they were being 

brutally murdered. While the world did send “blankets, beans, and bandages”, no one looked to 

see their fellow humans killing and being slaughtered, because Rwandans slowly became an 

7 Arendt, 22. 
8 Sontag, Susan. Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003), 71. 
9 Sontag, 71. 
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unevolved group that would “behave nicely in the future” as long as their needs were met. Thus, 

“collective guilt” could not have contributed to the lack of responsibility or blame for the 

Rwandan genocide, because Rwandans were not considered a part of a collective whole to begin 

with. Therefore, it was ignorance and racism that allowed the genocide to occur without any 

responsibility taken on by the Western world.  

However, Arendt’s “grave sin of omission” was present in the case of the Rwandan 

genocide, the Western world did little to nothing to stop the crimes in Rwanda. But Arendt’s idea 

that the “grave sin of omission” is only to be judged morally allows for the lack of action from 

the Western world to go unnoticed. Arendt’s argument that the “integrity of our common 

humanity” will serve to judge those who commit sins of omission is just another hollow fine 

sentiment. If the Western world does not consider Rwandan citizens to be human, then there is 

no way for them to be morally judged, because the West’s definition of civilized society is the 

only thing holding them accountable for their lack of action. In the case of the Rwandan 

genocide, if the West does not consider their lack of action a “grave sin of omission” then there 

is no way for them be justly judged for their own part in the genocide.  

Ultimately, the differences between Gourevitch and Arendt’s conclusions can be traced 

back to the differences between how the West imagines itself and other areas of the world. The 

Western world sees themselves as the most civilized and evolved, and they place themselves 

above Africans and other parts of the globe that they deem “lesser.” Because of how the West 

imagines their position in respect to the rest of the world, other nations are left to suffer. Similar 

to the way that killers in the Rwandan genocide and Nazi members of the Third Reich could 

rationalize their actions in their minds, so the West can rid itself of responsibility in the Rwandan 
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genocide. The rationalizations humans make about themselves and the world around them affects 

those they interact with and particularly those they hurt. No one wants to be a bad person or to be 

responsible or partially responsible for a tragedy. Humans fear being evil so much that when they 

are evil they convince themselves otherwise. In the case of the Rwandan genocide, the West used 

the belief that violence and tragedy are inevitable in poorer countries to exclude them from the 

West and ultimately from collective humanity, as the West imagines themselves to be the most 

civilized and therefore the most human. By erasing Rwandans from collective humanity, the 

Western world absolved themselves from collective guilt, as well as from the moral judgement 

of their “grave sin of omission.”  

 [1,292 words] 
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