(Re)Telling the story of the 1994 Tutsi genocide in Rwanda: Une Saison de machettes (Machete Season) by Jean Hatzfeld

Ngucire umugani

Let me tell you a tale,

Nkubambuze umugani  
Let me wake you up with a tale.  

This is a stock formula used in Rwanda at the beginning of a story to attract the listener’s attention. Rwandans have a strong oral tradition of storytelling, but the story of the genocide has not been an easy one to tell. Seventeen years after the horrific events of 1994, the International Criminal Tribunal of Rwanda (ICTR) continues to hear testimonies and try cases, and it has taken time for Rwandans to find a voice to tell their stories directly to the general public in written or filmed personal accounts, poems, plays and novels. The majority of these are expressed in either Kinyarwanda, the national language of Rwanda, or in French, with only a few being published so far in English.

 As a professional French-English translator as well as an academic, my particular interest lies in how the story - or rather stories - of the 1994 genocide have been told, with special focus on how they have been translated, both linguistically and conceptually. Alongside the accounts of the genocide given directly by Rwandans themselves, there are a number of publications written by foreign journalists, historians and other scholars whose aim, either implicitly or explicitly, has been to “tell the story” of the genocide to readers outside of Rwanda. In this article I will be discussing one of the most well-known and influential of these works, the 2003 publication by the French journalist Jean Hatzfeld entitled Une Saison de machettes, as it is also one of the most fascinating from the point of view of storytelling. 

Une Saison de machettes is the second volume in a trilogy that Hatzfeld devoted to the genocide in Rwanda, and focuses on the stories of the killers. The first volume, Dans le nu de la vie (Into the Quick of Life) (2000) presents the stories of the victims, while the third, La Stratégie des antilopes (The Strategy of Antelopes) (2007) explores the aftermath of the genocide and the problematic question of reconciliation. The trilogy enjoyed considerable success both among the French public which was its original target audience
, and subsequently among English-speakers through its prize-winning translation
 by the highly respected literary translator Linda Coverdale.    

A very basic preliminary question I would like to address in relation to Une Saison de Machettes is: what sort of book is this? The person identified as the author is a journalist, so is it an investigative report? Is it a documentary? Or is it a foreign journalist’s personal reflection on the genocide? The subtitle of the original French edition of Hatzfeld’s book is “Récits”. The French dictionary definition of this term is an “oral or written account (of facts which are invented or real)”
. In this respect, it is similar to our English word ‘story’ which can equally imply factual details e.g. “the story of the First World War”, or a product of the imagination e.g. “please Grandma, tell us a story”. So is Hatzfeld’s book a factual account or a fictionalised narrative?  

Hatzfeld travelled to Rwanda on several occasions and collected the ‘stories’ of survivors – victims, perpetrators and witnesses - as the basis for his Rwandan Trilogy. However all three books were published by Seuil in its ‘literature’ collection entitled “Fiction and Company”, and public acclaim for Hatzfeld has above all stemmed from the readers’ appreciation of the stylistic and ‘literary’ qualities of his writing. As the French academic Catherine Coquio has commented, “his language, which was unexpected, full of imagery, elliptical and lilting charmed the Parisian public.” (par. 8, my translation).  

Interestingly, this ambiguity of fact or fiction is absent from the covers of the English language editions of Hatzfeld’s book. There is no mention of ‘stories’; instead, the American version published by Farrar, Straus and Giroux (2005) carries the large enticing subtitle of “The killers in Rwanda speak” and the work is also identified on the cover as “A Report by Jean Hatzfeld”. The British edition by Serpent’s Tail Press (2008) carries an almost identical subtitle: “The Rwandan Genocide – the killers speak”, followed simply by Hatzfeld’s name, although the cover also features an extract from a review beginning “Hatzfeld’s harrowing documentation of the voices of the Rwandan killers….” 

 So are the killers the prime storytellers? Is Hatzfeld’s role purely that of an editor? If so, has he simply assembled the testimonies he has collected in a logical order? Or has he also edited these raw source texts, modifying and adapting them to ensure that they create a coherent narrative for the reader?  This is an important question that I will address in detail later in this article, but I would firstly like to examine the overall structure of the work, as well as the impact of its initial pages on the reader.        

The main body of the text is organised into 37 short chapters, with material being presented thematically rather than chronologically, and focussing on key questions raised by the genocide such as ‘how it was organised’, ‘punishment’ and ‘remorse and regrets’. The most striking aspect of the book’s structure is that half of these chapters are indeed presented in the guise of individual testimonies organised in a series of paragraphs attributed to a specifically identified member of the group of killers that Hatzfeld interviewed in prison. However, alternating systematically with these throughout the entire book are chapters where Hatzfeld himself directly addresses the reader. This enables him to present useful historical, geographical and sociocultural information to contextualise and clarify the information provided in the killers’ testimonies. At the same time, Hatzfeld also uses these chapters as a forum for expressing his personal opinions and raising philosophical questions drawn from his own experiences, such as comparing the events in Rwanda to those at Srebenica in ex-Yugoslavia, a conflict Hatzfeld also covered as a journalist
. In this respect, he is clearly identifiable as not simply an editor of his source material, but also an external commentator, a ‘foreign correspondent’ on the ground. So should this work in fact be classified as a journalist’s ‘report’, as it was for the American edition of the text ?           

With this in mind, let us look at the opening paragraphs of Une Saison de machettes :

De bon matin

  En avril, les pluies nocturnes laissent souvent en partant des nuages noirs qui masquent les premières lueurs du soleil. Rose Kubwimana connaît le retard de l’aube en cette saison, sur les marais. Ce n’est pas cette luminosité grise qui l’intrigue.

  Rose est accroupie près d’une mare brunâtre, pieds nus, son pagne relevé sur les cuisses, ses mains calleuses posées sur les genoux. Elle porte un chandail de laine. A côté sont couchés deux jerricans en plastique. Elle vient tous les matins puiser dans cette mare, parce que sa profondeur rend l’eau moins boueuse et que son bord, tapissé de palmes, est plutôt moins spongieux qu’ailleurs.

  La mare est dissimulée par des branchages d’umunyeganyege, espèce de palmiers nains ; derrière s’étendent sur une immensité d’autres mares, flaques ou bourbiers entre des bosquets de papyrus. Rose respire l’odeur fétide et familière des marais, particulièrement humide ce matin. Elle reconnaît aussi le parfum des fleurs blanches des nénuphars. Depuis son arrivée, elle devine une bizarrerie dans l’air et comprend enfin que ce sont les bruits. Les marais ne bruissent pas normalement ce matin-là. (7)

Early Morning

   In April the nocturnal rains often leave in their wake black clouds that mask the first rays of the sun. Rose Kubwimana knows how dawn comes late on the marshes at this time of year. The faint gray glow is not what is puzzling her. 

   Rose is crouching barefoot near a brownish pond, her skirt hiked up across her thighs, her calloused hands resting on her knees. She is wearing a woolen sweater. Next to her lie two plastic five-liter jerry cans. She comes every morning to this pool, where the water is less muddy and the edge, thick with palm trees, is less spongy than at other ponds. 

   This one is hidden by fronds of umunyeganyege, a kind of dwarf palm; beyond lies an infinity of other ponds, puddles, and quagmires scattered among thickets of papyrus. Rose inhales the fetid and familiar odor of the marshes, a smell that seems particularly musty this morning. She also recognises the fragrance of the white water lilies. Since her arrival, she has sensed something strange in the air, and finally she understands: it is the sounds. The sighing of the marshes does not sound normal this morning.” (3)
In these lines, Hatzfeld makes clever use of a number of the conventions of fictional narrative to transport the reader to an exotic foreign land. The detailed description of the setting is conveyed using highly poetic language, including instances of alliteration and assonance, while the deliberate inclusion of a term in Kinyarwanda, written in italics, reinforces both the authenticity and the ‘otherness’ of the setting. Rose is the mother of one of the killers that Hatzfeld will interview in prison, and the reader is given an insight into her thoughts through the literary convention of the omniscient narrator/author. At the same time, the dramatic impact of the unfolding events is heightened by the use of the present tense and the integration of elements of suspense. Reading these lines, the reader could be forgiven for thinking s/he had begun to read a novel about the genocide, but Hatzfeld abruptly interrupts the flow of this tale on the final page of the chapter: “En avril 2000, j’ai écrit un livre de récits de rescapés de cette commune de Nyamata (…) C’est encore le point de départ de ce deuxième livre (…)” (13) (In April 2000 I wrote a book of stories of the survivors in this district of Nyamata (…) This is again the starting point for this second book (…)) (my translation). This direct intrusion by Hatzfeld breaks the narrative genre that has been set up over the preceding six pages and above all, establishes the journalist’s own pivotal position in relation to the story we are about to read: he is author, collector, facilitator, editor and informed commentator. 

Hatzfeld is very conscious of his position as an outsider in Rwanda, an ‘étranger’ [foreigner] and he deliberately exploits this point of the view of the ‘other’ on several occasions to reinforce the impression that he is taking the reader with him on his journey into Rwanda and into the events of the genocide. A typical example appears in the chapter devoted to the economic importance of corrugated iron sheeting : 

Nous sommes fin juillet 1994, quatre mois après les premiers coups de machette, un mois après les premiers exodes. Mon souvenir le plus insolite en arrivant dans la ville est celui d’un amoncellement de plaques de tôle, le long de la piste (…). 
   En entrant au Rwanda, juste après la traversée du fleuve, vers la ville de Cyangugu, mon souvenir le plus étrange est encore celui de cet interminable et surréaliste cortège de porteurs de tôles. (…) 
   Sur le moment, ébranlé par le génocide qui venait de s’achever, ahuri au milieu de cette foule, un étranger pouvait classer cette bizarrerie au chapitre de la folie collective, de quelque traumatisme à comprendre plus tard. C’était méconnaître l’histoire de ces tôles. (87, 88, my highlighting)  

We are at the end of July 1994, four months after the first machete blows, one month after the first exoduses. My most unusual memory as I arrived in the town was that of a pile of corrugated iron sheets piled up along the unpaved road (…). 
   As I entered Rwanda, just after crossing the river, near the town of Cyangugu, my strangest memory was again that of an interminable and surreal line of people carrying corrugated metal. (…) 
   At the time, shaken by the genocide that had just ended and dazed in the midst of this crowd, a foreigner might have classified these strange occurrences as collective madness, as some trauma to be understood later on. However that would be to underrate/misjudge the story of these metal sheets. (my translation and highlighting)    

The subtext of these lines is very clear. ‘You, the reader, as a foreigner would not understand the true significance of this strange obsession with metal sheeting, because I also, as a foreigner, did not initially understand it. However, now I have been informed about its true significance, and I will be able to explain it to you’. Hatzfeld immediately does this in the text that follows: sheet metal is a valuable commodity in Rwanda because of its impermeability and durabilityat. Used as a roof, it provides effective shelter from the rain, and as it deteriorates it can be cut down and recycled as a door, fence, or storage box. I would like to contend that narrative digressions such as these are deliberately constructed to instill confidence in the author as a reliable guide, as someone who can be trusted to ask the right questions and to bring back a story which is a trustworthy representation of events.

 
The identification between author and reader through their shared status as ‘foreigner’ is a powerful narrative device. As Hatzfeld describes his initial reactions to meeting the killers, for example, he explicitly assimilates listener and reader in the role of interlocutor :

Le tueur n’appréhende pas de ne pas être cru, au contraire. Il craint que vous ne le mettiez en accusation. Même si vous pouvez le convaincre que ses paroles ne lui porteront aucun préjudice, il redoute, quel que soit l’auditeur, ou plus tard le lecteur, qu’elles ne lui causent plus de tort que son silence (…) (47, my highlighting)  

The killer, on the other hand, does not dread your disbelief – on the contrary : he fears that you will bring accusations against him. Even if you can convince him that his words will do him no harm, he fears that no matter who his listener is – or later on, his reader – he would be better off remaining silent. (42, my highlighting)

The stories recounted by these men constitute personal testimonies of the genocide. The dictionary definition of the French equivalent term ‘témoignage’ is a  ‘declaration of what one has seen, heard and perceived for the purpose of establishing the truth’.
 In a testimony, the focus is therefore on the speaker, with the eventual audience being of secondary importance. However, in Une Saison de machettes, Hatzfeld repositions the testimony within the paradigm of storytelling, where the focus is on the successful transmission of the information from speaker to listener, from writer to reader. To achieve this, he must therefore be an effective ‘translator’ of the material to ensure that the French readers are given an accurate representation of the killers’ perspective. So what was his translation process?

In describing the mechanics of the interview process undertaken to collect the source material for Une Saison de machettes, and particularly which languages were used, Hatzfeld insists that his Rwandan interpreters translated the original Kinyarwanda testimonies ‘finement et fidèlement’ (finely and faithfully) (170). However anyone who is familiar with the interpreting process will be aware that the interpreter’s first priority is to convey the meaning of the words, and what can easily be lost are specifically oral features such as idiosyncratic speech patterns. It is therefore not surprising that some of the reviewers of this book have remarked that it is difficult to distinguish individual ‘voices’ behind the killers’ words and that their accounts therefore have a tendency to sound the same.


Transcribing the testimonies from an oral to a written form was part of Jean Hatzfeld’s process in the creation of this book, but his transcriptions were already far more concise than simply noting down the interpreter’s words verbatim. In a recent article, the French scholar Audrey Alvès, whose doctoral dissertation was on Hatzfeld’s Rwandan Trilogy, provides a valuable insight into the evolution of the text through its three key phases, from the initial raw testimony, to Hatzfeld’s own transcription, and then to the final version that appears in the published book (11-12).  Hatzfeld’s brother commented in an interview with Alvès that transcribing is one of the journalistic skills that Jean Hatzfeld has honed over time: “He has an acute sense of transcription, of how to respect the spoken word while at the same time making it more compact and more dense.” (11, my translation)

In terms of Hatzfeld’s personal input into the text, his transcriptions reveal that he is not simply an editor, or a translator of the information he is given. His aim is to be a true storyteller, and he is very much aware that his material must be engaging and evocative and that it must above all resonate with his target audience, the French-speaking public. Anyone who has had occasion to read transcriptions of testimonies or unedited interviews would be very much aware that they can be repetitive and long-winded. In order to capture and retain the reader’s attention, Hatzfeld has imbued not only the opening pages, but also his transcriptions of the killers’ words with rhythm, imagery, and stylistic effects such as alliteration and repetition of sentence structure. Here are just a few examples, with significant features highlighted by me in bold:

PIO: Je reconnais mon obéissance de cette époque, je reconnais mes victimes, je reconnais ma faute ; mais je méconnais la méchanceté de celui qui dévalait des marais sur mes jambes, avec ma machette dans la main. (54) 

I admit and recognize my obedience at that time, my victims, my fault, but I fail to recognize the wickedness of the one who raced through the marshes on my legs, carrying my machete. (48)

FULGENCE: On devenait de plus en plus méchants, de plus en plus calmes, de plus en plus saignants. Mais on ne voyait pas qu’on devenait de plus en plus tueurs. Plus on coupait, plus ça nous devenait naïf de couper. (57)

We became more and more cruel, more and more calm, more and more bloody. But we did not see that we were becoming more and more killers. The more we cut, the more cutting became child’s play to us. (50)

These are powerful words in both languages, and interestingly those readers and reviewers who have been the most receptive to the book’s aim of telling a story have accepted them without hesitation. Thus, for Suzy Hansen, “Hatzfeld brilliantly organizes his subjects' stories for maximum effect. His method captures the rhythm of a genocide -- the cold, workmanlike, fierce nature of its repetition.” (par. 17) However, other readers of the English version have expressed their concern that too great a gulf has been created between the source of the story - the killers - and the ‘end-user’, the reader, firstly by the double translation process from Kinyarwanda to French and then from French to English, but also by the poetic qualities of the text. As American reviewer Doug Brown comments: “This reads movingly, but this is how writers write, not how normal people talk. In lending these men a poet's voice, the translation denies us those original voices, distancing us yet further from them.” (par. 2)

Questions of authenticity and accuracy are crucial issues in relation to testimonies and in this connection I would like to make a further point with regard to the translation process in evidence in this book. Apart from having advanced linguistic skills, professional translators and interpreters are required to abide by a very strictly defined code of ethical principles, one of which relates to impartiality. Expressed in simple terms, this means that if a translator or interpreter does not feel they can be truly impartial, for example if they have strong feelings about the situation in which they are required to work, then they must withdraw from the assignment because their lack of impartiality could consciously or unconsciously affect the accuracy of their work. At several points throughout Une Saison de machettes, Hatzfeld clearly expresses his feelings about the men he has interviewed. In the closing chapter, for example, he comments: 


Au début, je n’éprouve à leur égard que détestation, ou aversion, naturelles ; et au mieux, en quelques occasions, de la condescendance. (…) Mais au fil du temps, une sorte de perplexité s’en mêle, qui ne rend pas la bande de Kibungo plus sympathique, mais plus fréquentable, en tout cas sous l’acacia. C’est délicat à admettre, mais la curiosité l’emporte sur l’hostilité (269)  


At first, I feel only natural hatred or aversion for them; at best in a few instances, condescension. (…) But as time goes by, a kind of perplexity creeps in, which makes the Kibungo gang not more likable but less unpleasant to spend time with – under the acacia tree, anyway. This is awkward to admit, but curiosity wins out over hostility (242-243) 

The potential risks of this lack of impartiality in terms of the author’s ability to manipulate and distort the information are also visible towards the end of the book, as Hatzfeld raises the very complex issues of pardon and the inculcated hatred of the Tutsis. Here, the chapters presenting the words of the killers are preceded by Hatzfeld’s detailed comments on these two subjects. In other words, the reader is provided with Hatzfeld’s interpretation before s/he reads the testimonies themselves, for example:


Les tueurs sont au contraire ceux qui évoquent le plus souvent le pardon, mais avec une naïveté déconcertante comme le montrent les pages suivantes. (…) 
   Le tueur ne relie pas entre eux la vérité, la sincérité et le pardon. Pour lui, dire plus ou moins la vérité est un truc conseillé pour diminuer plus ou moins sa faute, donc sa peine, voire sa culpabilité. (222, 223-24)  


The killers, on the contrary, mention forgiveness the most often, but with a disconcerting naïveté, as the following pages will show. (…) 
   The killer does not grasp that truth, sincerity, and forgiveness are bound together. For him, more or less telling the truth is a recommended ploy for more or less diminishing his offense and, thus, his punishment, even his guilt. (198, 199) 

Hatzfeld is very conscious of his potential influence both as editor of his material and as narrator of the alternating chapters, and I have no doubt that a more detailed study of the interaction between testimony and commentary would reveal to what extent the author not only tells the story, but ensures that the reader and the author are, from the point of view of interpretation, on the same page.           

So what in fact was Hatzfeld seeking to convey in this second volume of the Rwandan Trilogy? His stated intention was to present the personal stories of a group of friends from a small village who had all been active participants in killing their Tutsi neighbours. The resulting book is therefore a micro story of the genocide. However, it is a common journalistic convention that individual stories that are presented have been chosen because they are deemed to be representative of the greater whole. From this perspective, I would argue that Une Saison de machettes has made a significant contribution not only to the dissemination of the stories of the genocide, but to the dissemination of the myth of the genocide. 

The term ‘myth’ is commonly interpreted as referring to traditional stories that have been created to provide an explanation for otherwise incomprehensible phenomena, but a secondary definition is that of a “a representation of real facts or characters that have been deformed or amplified by the collective imagination”
. Thus, as the historian and philosopher Mircea Eliade has noted, in many societies the myth is perceived not as a fictional construct, but as an ‘absolute truth’, which “serves as a model, and jointly as a justification, for all human acts” (21-22, my translation). The representation of the genocide that appears in Hatzfeld’s book adds considerable documentary evidence to the myth of the genocide that has been perpetrated in the West in countless publications: in 1994 in Rwanda, 800,000 people were hacked to death with machetes by their neighbours.  

The title Hatzfeld chose for his book is Une Saison de machettes - Machete Season - and the machete is the only weapon mentioned as being used by the ten men interviewed. Outside of Rwanda, the machete has become the archetypal weapon of the genocide in the public imagination, to the extent that references to any other weapons, and particularly more sophisticated or technical weapons, are frequently omitted in accounts of the genocide written by Western journalists. The New York Times, for example, reported almost a decade after the events on the ICTR trial where “Rwandan news media executives [were convicted] of genocide for helping to incite a killing spree by machete-wielding gangs who slaughtered about 800,000 Tutsis” (LaFraniere par. 1). Indeed, from the point of view of ‘a good story’ there is far more perverse ‘appeal’ for Western readers in machetes than in AK47s, guns, rifles and grenades, which have been exploited in the public sphere to the point of desensitisation through decades of violent action films.

The Rwandan historian José Kagabo has stated: “A major part of understanding this genocide comes through the description of the horror. It is important to know how the killings were done. (…) If we don’t focus on that description, we won’t allow ourselves to understand” (122, my translation). For me, one of the most significant omissions in this book is an account of the massacre of the 20,000 Tutsis who had come to shelter in the church at Nyamata. This is now an important genocide commemoration site in Rwanda, which suggests it is no coincidence that Hatzfeld’s research was focussed in this area. Yet in Une Saison de machettes, the massacre is only evoked in passing, with the machete being the main weapon mentioned, such as in Fulgence’s testimony: 

Le lendemain j’en ai coupé debout vivants. C’était le jour du massacre de l’église, donc un jour très spécial. (…) A un moment j’ai vu un flot de sang qui commençait à couler sous mes yeux (…) J’ai senti que ça venait de ma machette, je l’ai regardée, elle était bien mouillée. (25)

Next day I cut down some alive and on their feet. It was the day of the massacre at the church, so, a very special day. (…) At one point I saw a gush of blood begin before my eyes (…) I sensed it came from my machete. I looked at the blade, and it was wet. (21)

Only seven or eight people are believed to have survived in the church at Nyamata, but from their testimonies we know that the arms used to kill those sheltering in the church were machetes, rifles, grenades, clubs and spears (see Kanimba Misago; Kayitare). 

In the first half of his book, Jean Hatzfeld offers a detailed commentary on the nature of the weapons used in the genocide, where the Western perception of Rwanda as a primitive society fighting with its traditional weapons is clearly apparent: 

On peut observer également que cette société paysanne, qui ignore l’agriculture mécanisée et la technologie agronomique, n’a rien entrepris pour moderniser l’efficacité des tueries. (…) Les hélicoptères, chars ou bazookas d’une armée bien équipée, par exemple, n’ont pas été utilisés ; et les armes plus légères comme les mitraillettes ou grenades très peu, et seulement en guise de soutien tactique ou psychologique. (77)

Ignorant of mechanized agriculture and agronomic technology, Rwanda’s peasant society made no attempt to modernize the carnage (…) The army did not use helicopters, tanks, or bazookas, while lighter weaponry such as grenades and machine guns came only sporadically into play, and then simply for tactical or psychological support.” (69)

Recent quantitative research undertaken in Rwanda by scholars such as Philip Verwimp has carefully documented the relative use of machetes and firearms during the genocide. Verwimp makes the point that firearms were in short supply and were therefore used in a “targeted and efficient way” to kill the maximum number of Tutsis in situations where they sought refuge in larger numbers, such as in schools, churches and stadiums (7-8). In these contexts, up to 60-80% of victims were killed with firearms rather than with traditional weapons (19). Machetes, clubs, and spears tended to be used for individual killings by farmers in the countryside. This latter scenario is precisely the focus of the story that Hatzfeld recounts in Une Saison de machettes but as we have seen just seen, it is far from being the full story of the genocide. Given that in every alternate chapter, in other words, in half of the book, it is Hatzfeld who speaks directly to the reader to contextualise and comment on the killers’ testimonies, I would contend that this is a more than significant omission.   

This leads us to a final important consideration in relation to Hatzfeld’s book: the relationship between story and truth. The public’s interest in any personal testimony is to a great extent motivated by the expectation that the eye-witness account will enable the reader to access “the truth” of what occurred. From this perspective, the question of the subjectivity of that personal account is arguably not always in the forefront of the reader’s mind.  In Une Saison de machettes, Hatzfeld spends some time discussing the ‘rules’ he applied to his interviews with the killers, which required them to either be truthful, or be silent, however he observes that they nevertheless ‘zigzagged’ with the truth (156-157). He comments that he decided to retain one of the stories told to him even after it was revealed to be a lie because he believed it conveyed ‘une vérité plus essentielle’ (157) (a more essential truth) about the situation during the genocide. In this book, the role of the storyteller as filter for the information is crucial, because Hatzfeld’s organisation and editing of his material is motivated by his desire to tell what he believes to be the ‘essentially true story’ of the genocide. However, it is impossible for the reader to gauge to what extent the story that is told was shaped by the raw material Hatzfeld collected, or to what extent that raw material was shaped to fit the story that Hatzfeld, informed by all his prior journalistic and literary experience, believed was the story that should be told. 

Une Saison de machettes is a fascinating book that raises important questions about authenticity, responsibility, impartiality, punishment, pardon, the individual and the group, knowledge and understanding, morality and humanity. However, it could be argued that the structure Hatzfeld has chosen for his book focuses the spotlight not on the killers, but rather on the primary storyteller, in other words Hatzfeld himself. This impression is compounded by the author’s lack of transparency in clearly delineating the precise parameters of his contributions to the storytelling process, which further blurs the boundaries between factual testimony and literature, or in other words, between truth and fiction. Hatzfeld is a master storyteller, and he has indeed “woken up” many thousands of readers with his tale. Une Saison de machettes presents a compelling story, but it is important for readers to understand that is a carefully crafted narrative, rather than the “definitive story” of the Rwandan genocide.                   
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