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The American reporter Philip Gourevitch, in his book We wish to inform you that tomorrow 

we will be killed with our families: Stories from Rwanda, informed the world of the genocide that 

took place in Rwanda, starting from April 1994.1 The publication soon became immensely popular 

and a best-seller of the New York Times. Attracting such fame, scholarly conversations were 

ignited in many levels, concerning the ethical obligations of Gourevitch, as the journalist 

addressing a tragedy of this extent. The two main areas scholars touch upon when discussing 

journalism ethics in Gourevitch’s work are analyzed in Karin Wahl-Jorgensen’s and Thomas 

Hanitzsch’s Handbook of journalism studies.2 The first one is “accuracy and verification”, 

concerning the way and the depth in which a journalist should conduct research, to ensure they 

provide accurate information to the public.3 The second has to do with “independence and 

allegiances”, or how journalists should be independent from different parties, such as their 

employers, editors, advisers, and their readers.4  

How journalists, including Gourevitch, should work in respect to these principles is stated 

in the “Code of Ethics”, as revised in 2014 by the Society of Professional Journalists.5 Writers of 

the press should “identify their source clearly”, “provide context” for their story and be careful 

“not to promote or oversimplify” it, for the information they supply to be considered accurate.6 

Also, they should “avoid conflicts of interest, real or perceived” and try to “disclose unavoidable 

 
1 Gourevitch, Philip. 1998. We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our Families: 

Stories from Rwanda. New York: Picador, 1998. 
2 Hanitzsch, Thomas and Karin Wahl-Jorgensen, eds. 2009. The Handbook of Journalism Studies. New York: 

Routledge, 2009.  
3 Hanitzsch, Thomas and Karin Wahl-Jorgensen, The Handbook of Journalism Studies, 296. 
4 Hanitzsch, Thomas and Karin Wahl-Jorgensen, The Handbook of Journalism Studies, 296. 
5 Society of Professional Journalists. “SPJ Code of Ethics.” Accessed October 31, 2019. 

https://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp. 

6 Society of Professional Journalists, “SPJ Code of Ethics”, accessed October 31, 2019. 
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conflicts”, which is necessary in order to act independently, maintain their journalistic integrity 

and limit their bias.7 

Inge Brinkman, professor of the University of Cologne, approves of Gourevitch’s 

interview-based approach to research. In his 2000 review, he respects how Gourevitch “deals with 

the accounts of survivors”, to grasp a true understanding of the atrocities that occurred. 8 Apart 

from giving a more personal tone to the book, these interviews “stress the immediacy of the 

events”, as they present the genocidal acts more holistically, and remind us that their target where 

people, with whom we used to share this world.9    

Brinkman also points out that Gourevitch manages to contextualize the genocide 

sufficiently. In his book, he accurately evaluates events that just served as “a starting point for the 

killings”, namely Rwanda’s invasion by the RPF and President Habyarimana’s death in a plane 

crash, by distinguishing them from factors that form the actual background resulting in the 

massacre.10  In this respect, he provides insight to the “divisive colonial policies,” “political context 

after decolonialization,” and “carefully designed propaganda network inspiring hatred against 

Tutsi people”, which in reality led to this extensive incident of mass violence.11  

 
7 Society of Professional Journalists, “SPJ Code of Ethics”, accessed October 31, 2019. 
8 Brinkman, Inge. “We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our Families: Stories 

from Rwanda (Review).” Africa Today 47, no. 1 (2000): 141–42. 
9 Brinkman, “We Wish to Inform You”, 141. 
10 Brinkman, “We Wish to Inform You”, 141. 
11 Brinkman, Inge. “We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our Families: Stories 

from Rwanda (Review).” Africa Today 47, no. 1 (2000): 141–42. 
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Wole Soyinka praises Gourevitch for choosing not to answer which of the aforementioned 

factors is the most “contributory to the cycle of slaughter” that constituted the genocide.12 In his 

article “Hearts of Darkness: An American journalist traces the authors of Rwanda’s genocide”, the 

Nigerian scholar supports that it would be illogical for Gourevitch to pick only one as the cause of 

the genocide.13 This is because it would not sufficiently explain the extent of the Hutu population 

involvement and the intensity of the violence, especially that occurring between people connected 

by friendship or family ties.  

Additionally, Soyinka recognizes a great achievement of Gourevitch: that his book “closes 

the habitual avenue of escape – anonymity” for the participants in incidents of mass violence.14 

Those that committed the genocidal acts in Rwanda “possess faces, identifiable features, individual 

psychologies”.15 Gourevitch does not allow them to get lost in the mob and holds each of them 

individually accountable for their actions.  

The American policy analyst David Rieff applauds Gourevitch for staying faithful to the 

facts and exposing self-evident wrongdoings. In his article, “Hell and Humanitarianism”, Rieff 

expresses his admiration for Gourevitch’s decision to deal with an utterly awful, therefore 

particularly sensitive topic.16 Africa, as stated by the former, has suffered a lot, because of “the 

third great genocide of the 20th century”, “intractable wars”, “immense and deepening poverty” 

and a colossal “AIDS epidemic”, which would dictate a mobilization of the Western world, out of 

 
12 Soyinka, Wole. “Hearts of Darkness: An American journalist traces the authors of Rwanda’s genocide”. New 

York Times, October 4, 1998. 

https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/98/10/04/reviews/981004.04soyinkt.html. 
13 Soyinka, “Hearts of Darkness.”  
14 Soyinka, “Hearts of Darkness.” 
15 Soyinka, “Hearts of Darkness.” 
16 Rieff, “Hell and Humanitarianism”  
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morality and common sense.17 At the same time, he praises Gourevitch for making it clear that this 

is not the case, with the Western world expressing their “pity, their incomprehension, their 

resignation”, instead of offering help, to relief the continent of its problems.18  

Furthermore, Rieff deems the book as authentic, for the way Gourevitch has chosen to 

gather information through extensive interviews, which are also includes in his narrative. 

Brinkman points out that Gourevitch effectively combines “his personal philosophical reflections” 

with testimonies from survivors.19  Touching upon this,  Rieff claims that Gourevitch has formed 

an opinion on things, but above all, he “gives pride to the Rwandan voices” and allows them to 

express their questions and reflections on what has happened to them and their families.20   

However, Gourevitch is accused of violating the journalistic ethics concerning 

independence and allegiances by Tristen McConnell in his article: “One Man’s Rwanda: Philip 

Gourevitch softens some hard truths”.21 McConnell acknowledges that Gourevitch committed 

himself “more wholly to the story of the genocide’s aftermath than perhaps any other foreign 

journalist” by travelling constantly across Rwanda to speak with as many people affected by the 

genocide as possible.22 At the same time, he stiffly challenges the degree to which Gourevitch 

remained independent, pointing out that the journalist “developed enduring contacts” with the 

leaders of the RPF and its Major General Paul Kagame, who would later become president of the 

 
17 Rieff, “Hell and Humanitarianism” 
18 Rieff, “Hell and Humanitarianism”  
19 Brinkman, Inge. “We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our Families: Stories 

from Rwanda (Review).” Africa Today 47, no. 1 (2000): 141–42. 
20 Rieff, “Hell and Humanitarianism.” 
21McConnell, Tristan. “One Man’s Rwanda.” Columbia Journalism Review 49, no. 5 (2011). 

https://www.cjr.org/feature/one_mans_rwanda.php. 
22 McConnell, “One Man’s Rwanda.” 
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country.23 In this manner, he implies that Gourevitch has lost his journalistic independence by 

establishing political ties with the RPF leadership.  

McConnell also discredits Gourevitch for neglecting to provide “distinction between fact 

and opinion”, an essential journalist’s duty according to the Handbook of Journalism Studies by 

Wahl-Jorgensen and Hanitzsch.24 McConnell criticizes Gourevitch for the clear externalization of 

his negative opinion on the refugee camps of Zaire and the way he referred to their destruction by 

the RPF army in late 1996, that resulted in an extensive massacre. According to McConnell, 

Gourevitch did not nearly present their true extent, partly because of his “long-standing 

antagonism toward the humanitarian organizations” running the camps that made the attacks 

appear justified to him.25 In his opinion, these camps “sheltered the Hutus and enabled the 

command structures of the g-enocide to persist”, and he inappropriately verbalized the sense of 

justice their demolition offered him.26 

 Lastly, Gourevitch’s critic accuses him of losing his journalistic integrity, by developing 

a personal bias through which the facts are filtered. McConnell describes Gourevitch as “the chief 

chronicler of Rwanda’s post-genocide era”, which offers him authority over the subject.27 Then he 

proceeds to quote David Anderson, professor of African politics at the University of Oxford. 

Anderson states that Gourevitch used, if not exploited, his influence to help “Kagame establish a 

degree of international traction” and provide him “credibility and profile, portraying him as a force 

 
23 McConnell, “One Man’s Rwanda.”  
24 Hanitzsch, Thomas and Karin Wahl-Jorgensen, The Handbook of Journalism Studies, 296. 
25 McConnell, “One Man’s Rwanda.” 
26 McConnell, “One Man’s Rwanda.” 
27 McConnell, “One Man’s Rwanda.” 
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of good”, singlehandedly shaping his appearance towards the international community.28 

Gourevitch is charged with maintaining a subjective stance and shaping the public opinion clearly 

in favor of Kagame, which McConnell views as vivid violations of the ethical code of journalism. 

Concluding, the immense popularity of Gourevitch’s book was accompanied by an 

extensive scholarly conversation of the author’s approach to the genocidal events. Most scholars 

approved of the sources of information Gourevitch utilized and perceived his work as a valuable 

and substantial examination of the Rwandan genocide. Other voices signaled that Gourevitch 

failed to maintain journalistic independence, and his work could be viewed as biased and lacking 

journalistic integrity. However, the controversy characterizing the work is indeed fruitful, as it led 

to discussions about how any tragic event of this extent should be covered. How an author of the 

press should handle his or her duty to inform their audience, and to where the limits of their 

capability as a journalist extend, were some of the useful questions that emerge. And these 

questions are truly key, as the answer they are going to be given could define how modern history 

is going to be documented in the future. 

 

  

 
28 McConnell, “One Man’s Rwanda.” 



7 
 

 
 

Bibliography 
 

Brinkman, Inge. “We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our 

Families: Stories from Rwanda (Review).” Africa Today 47, no. 1 (2000): 141–42. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/at.2000.0004. 

Gourevitch, Philip. 1998. We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our 

Families: Stories from Rwanda. New York: Picador, 1998. 

Rieff, David. “Hell and Humanitarianism.” New Republic 219, no. 23 (1998). 

https://ezproxy.lib.davidson.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=a9h&AN=1321838&site=ehost-live. 

McConnell, Tristan. “One Man’s Rwanda.” Columbia Journalism Review 49, no. 5 (2011). 

https://www.cjr.org/feature/one_mans_rwanda.php. 

Soyinka, Wole. “Hearts of Darkness: An American Journalist Traces the Authors of Rwanda’s 

Genocide.” New York Times, October 4, 1998. 

https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/98/10/04/reviews/981004.04soyinkt.

html. 

Society of Professional Journalists. “SPJ Code of Ethics.” Accessed October 31, 2019. 

https://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp. 

Hanitzsch, Thomas and Karin Wahl-Jorgensen, eds. 2009. The Handbook of Journalism Studies. 

New York: Routledge, 2009.  

 

 


