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In her book Regarding the Pain of Others, Susan Sontag argues that the normalization 

of violence precipitates a lack of empathy and humanity. However, violence is not 

normalized equally in all settings. Rather, we are conditioned to tolerate levels of violence we 

deem appropriate for certain groups of people. This shifting standard is strongly dependent 

upon a multitude of factors, such as race and socioeconomic status. Hence, Western society 

will tend to feel disproportionate amounts of empathy regarding acts of violence that take 

place in white contexts—and in this case—over African contexts. We assume that certain 

norms of violence render them unremarkable, or perhaps even acceptable. Thus, due to 

historical dehumanization and the pervasive perception of being far less civilized, the African 

context of violence does not engender the same level of empathy from cultural outsiders.  

 The current African narrative is first and foremost the result of its subject-hood to 

colonialist Western powers. Colonialist power structures controlled the native communities, 

normalizing a culture of systemic violence. Furthermore, it promoted the notion of a zero-

sum game, where groups of people were grouped by a stark, binary division between the 

colonizers and colonized. This colonial pattern of violence was the standard, whilst the 

“exception provided the structure of sovereignty.”1 This dictated that “sovereignty meant 

occupation, and occupation meant relegating the colonized into a third zone between 

subjecthood and objecthood.”2 Essentially, any form of authority or power could only be 

obtained through subjugating and classifying other groups of people as lesser. In accordance 

with this doctrine of dominion, it is only by dehumanizing others that a group of people can 

secure their own power and humanity. In addition, colonial misconceptions of African 

sovereignty—in which authority must be attained through violent means—exemplify the 

common reduction of African peoples to entities perceived as less than human. The toxicity 

                                                 
1 J.-A Mbembé and Libby Meintjes, “Necropolitics” in Public Culture, vol. 15, no. 1(Durham: Duke University 

Press, 2003), 25. 
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of this societal structure permeated the atmosphere of Africa’s nation-states, and became the 

enduring legacy of Western colonization. Violence had become natural. As archbishop of 

South Africa, Desmond Tutu “lumped violators and violated together as equal partners in the 

country’s affliction,”3 as if to say the dead and the living shared the same responsibility for 

the violence inflicted on its people. Both the killers and the killed bore the same problem of 

being African, of being less than human. This suggests that the lives of those in Rwanda did 

not innately matter to the people that massacred them. They were an afterthought. 

The normalization of violence in the African narrative altered Western perception, 

such that the occurrence of violence in Africa became attributed to inherent nature. In the 

Western context, wars in Africa and the Rwandan Genocide became seen as inevitable 

byproducts of a savage culture and uncivilized society. In the case of Rwanda, Western 

outsiders saw the genocide as “Hutus and Tutsis simply doing what their natures dictated, and 

killing each other.”4 From the outside perspective, it was nothing but another iteration of 

wars that had been fought countless times before. The Rwandan Genocide represented 

business-as-usual.  

While one may argue that modern societies have become inured to violence due to its 

overexposure in media, this does not explain the disparity between why all acts of violence 

are not equally dulled to our senses. Despite the Holocaust museum displaying slogans such 

as “Remember” and “Never Again” in abundance, the United Nations and the combined 

efforts—or lack thereof—could not aid in any significant way to the crisis of the Rwandan 

Genocide.5 This discrepancy in effort in response to the Rwandan genocide and other 

atrocities in different cultural contexts is due to the prevailing narrative of African violence 

and barbarism. The story of dehumanization has been told so frequently that it has become 

                                                 
3 Philip Gourevitch, We wish to inform you that tomorrow we will be killed with our families: Stories From 

Rwanda (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1998), 178. 
4 Gourevitch, 168. 
5 Gourevitch, 152. 



 

 

banal. In one of the stories of Gourevitch, he meets a man who describes the genocide in 

Rwanda as a “cheese sandwich.”6 Plain and commonplace, the metaphor highlights how not 

only dehumanization, but repetition, ultimately accounts for the normalization of violence. 

The African context of violence can only be rectified if it is superseded by a new 

narrative, one that humanizes and sheds light on the stories that have been overlooked. The 

need for a new narrative is dire, for Sontag writes that “pathos, in the form of narrative, does 

not wear out.”7 While some may argue that visual representations, reports, and data on 

violence would help foster empathy, they do not realize that these forms of information fail to 

extricate themselves from the conceptual scheme of the African narrative. Within the vacuum 

of this preconception, the primary schema of the viewer takes hold. In the African context, 

the viewer consequently has the preexistent assumption that violence inevitably occurs due to 

Africa’s assumed backwardness. This causes the reports and images of violence to 

“objectify” that specific worldview.8 Thus, the reality of a photograph quickly reestablishes 

our preconceived point of view when presented without context or narrative. This caricature 

of African society relegates the life of someone killed in a photograph “as someone to be 

seen, not someone (like us) who also sees.”9 Their bodies become mere displays, instead of 

human beings that we can empathize with. A dead body in Rwanda or other third world 

countries carries little genuine tragedy when viewed by a first-world spectator, upsetting 

enough for a statistic or footnote in the margins of a page, but not a story.  

As Professor Tamura said at the beginning of this unit: “Every enlightenment needs 

its savages.” In the white and Western context, we typically view ourselves as the 

enlightened, the leaders in morality and civility. However, by raising ourselves on a pedestal, 

we inherently lower our perspective of others. We then tend to oversimplify the narratives of 

                                                 
6 Gourevitch, 171. 
7 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2003), 68. 
8 Sontag, 26. 
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societies we deem “less civilized” and judge them accordingly. In understanding the nature of 

violence and empathy in the humanities, we must realize that our humanity should never be 

lost amidst our preconceived notions. The lives of Africans, immigrants, refugees should 

never be typecast by our existing stereotypes. Instead, they should be recognized as 

individuals, like ourselves.  

At the end of Gourevitch’s book, he uses the ending of McTeague—in which a man 

kills another in the desert, realizing that he is handcuffed to him—as an allegory for the 

inescapable responsibility each Hutu had for their actions in the Genocide. Expanding upon 

that, this conclusion to McTeague directs us to the inescapable truth that, like the Hutus 

responsible for killing Tutsis, we too are condemned for having knowledge of violence and 

doing nothing. Our inaction chains us to them. It is the burden of cognizance that forces us to 

recognize that we share responsibility for the deaths in Rwanda. If we continue to decide 

which lives matter and deserve action and which do not, we too will be left in an inescapable 

desert. While we may not die, part of our humanity will, engulfed in the blistering heat and 

choking dust. That is the price we inevitably pay when we fail to recognize the lives of others 

to be as important as our own.  (Word Count: 1246) 
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