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Postmortem as a Critical Trope
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Introduction

There have been copious debates and discussions as to how literary
imaginaries of war should both register and represent post-war and
post-violence situations and experiences. These debates and discussions
emerged in response to the way that Rwanda’s 1994 genocide had been
represented in various artistic modes such as poetry, novels, drama,
film, music, and fine arts. Those involved in this debate felt strongly
that most writings on war experiences were obsessed with victimhood
and “victimology”, depicting horrifying and macabre images of dead
bodies, mutilated bodies, and bodies in pain to elicit shock/effect,
catharsis, fear, grlef and sympathy. The connoisseurs of pre-emptive
visions of imaginaries of war argued that, though memory and remem-
bering are paramount in bearing witness, these should not be an end
in themselves, but instead, should reveal conditions that make violence
possible by simultaneously imagining post-violence cultures of peace
and provide the impetus to pre-empt future tragedies. These connois-
seurs of pre-emptive writing of war and violence, according to Mi-
chael C. Montesano (2015), include Patrice Nganang, Achille Mbembe,
and Wole Soyinka.

Though there are numerous artistic imaginaries exploring war in
Eastern Africa, the attention of this article is on only three such imag-
inaries which ostensibly privilege pre-emptive visions of wars. The
pre-emptive vision of war assumes that it, just like death, can only be
understood in its aftermath. It is this paradox of engaging with the
aftermath of things that makes postmortem a profound trope in the-
orising imaginaries of war.

Postmortem as a theorising metaphor of war literature resonates
well with Patrice Nganang’s (2008) concerns on the role and respon-
sibility of a creative writer when he asks:
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Is it not time to practice a form of writing that forcefully addresses
the death that rushes across our continent; that is to say, is it not
time to write in a manner, to create a posteriori production of tes-
timony ? Is it not time to think about a body of writing which will
render a genocide, like the one which took place in Rwanda in
1994, impossible?

Nganang’s concern requires that imaginaries of war should go beyond
a posteriori production of testimonies of conflict, war, and violence
and envision alternative registering and representation of post-war
societies imbued with new transformative possibilities and futures.
His sentiments align very well with Elisabeth Krimmer’s observation
that: “Texts about war are written to work through its trauma, to
settle questions of guilt and responsibility, to promote pacifism, to
celebrate the intensity of life under duress, or to gain a better under-
standing of the origin and mechanisms of war.” (Nganang 2010, 1)

It is in fact the attempt to gain better insight into the origins and
mechanisms of war that postmortem as both a creative and analytic
theoretical framework becomes privileged in writing and reading of
the selected imaginaries of war.

Postmortem as Theorising:
Unravelling the Aftermath of Things

The focus here is mainly on three texts: Thirty Years of Bananas (a
play) by Alex Mukulu, which explores the violence and wars that
defined Uganda from 1962 to 1992; Murambi (a novel) by Boubacar
Diop, which portrays the atrocities leading to the Rwandan genocide
of 1994; and Ni Sisz (a filmic adaptation of theatre for community
development intervention) by SAFE (K), which draws from the Post-
Election Violence (PEV) that rocked Kenya in 2007/2008. What is
interesting about these artistic imaginaries is that, although they are
very different artistic modes, they manifest similar structures in the
ways they register and represent war experiences, as well as in their
projections of the vision of culture(s) of peace.

War, much like death, is often only interpreted and most likely
understood in its aftermath. To “know” and to “understand” war, and
to avert its recurrence in the future, is akin to conducting a postmortem
examination of a dead body to prevent similar deaths or wars from
happening again. The artistic imaginaries of war that are of interest here
are those that do not fall into the category of “wartainment.” By “war-
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tainment,” we mean an amalgamation of “war” and “entertainment,”
referring to the portrayal of war in media and entertainment formats.
This concept captures how war-related content is dramatized and
packaged to entertain audiences, often blurring the lines between
serious historical events and sensationalized storytelling. It h1ghhghts
the potential for war narratives to be commercialized, sometimes at the
expense of the gravity and authenticity of the actual events being de-
picted. In contrast, the texts we focus on consciously explore war ex-
periences and their consequences in a reflexive and reflective manner to
pre-empt future wars. Just as a postmortem examination is anticipated
to elicit knowledge that will save lives in the future, pre-emptive writ-
ing in this context is envisaged to avert future wars. This constitutes the
paradox of these imaginaries, as they must always be entangled in the
dramatization of war while simultaneously providing a vision for a
culture of peace.

The concept of postmortem as a ‘theorizing trope’ in this article is
inspired by Wole Soyinka’s similarly titled poem in his anthology,
Idanre and Other Poems (1967). Soyinka’s poem satirically drama-
tizes humanity’s attempt to understand and gain knowledge of death
to prevent future deaths.

Postmortem

there are more functions to a freezing plant
than stoking beer; cold biers of mortuaries
submit their dues, harnessed-glory be! —
is the cold hand of death ...
his mouth was cotton filled, his man-pike
shrunk to sub-soil grub
his head was hollowed and his brain
on scales —was this a trick to prove
fore-knowledge after death?
his flesh confesses what has stilled
his tongue; masked fingers think from him
to learn, how not to die.
Let us love all things of grey; grey slabs,
Grey scalpel one grey sleep and form,
Grey images.

(Soyinka 1969, 31)

Soyinka’s teasing question, “was this a trick to prove fore-knowledge
after death?” and the affirmation that “masked fingers think from him
to learn, how not to die,” analogically reflect an artist’s imaginative



88 CHRISTOPHER ODHIAMBO JOSEPH

vision in dissecting experiences of war to preempt future wars or vio-
lent conflicts. This process ‘prove[s] fore-knowledge after war,” en-
abling us to ‘think from him to learn, how not [to start war].” To push
the analogy further, the knowledge of war, like the knowledge of
death through postmortem examination, is not an end in itself. It is
significant only when it provides insight into how to avoid war and
death. According to Knepper (2006), the postmortem presumes that
the subject is dead, but the examination results can stll affect and
determine life and the living. Thus, postmortem examination is not an
end in itself but a means to gain new knowledge and insight that could
likely be used to avert the recurrence of similar causes of death.

It is in this regard that the concept of postmortem becomes a funda-
mental trope for critically scrutinizing these imaginaries of war. As
such, the artists who create these imaginaries and their critics are akin
to pathologists performing postmortem examination on a dead body.
This is because, in forensic or medical terms, a postmortem is the
examination and reporting process that aims to identify the cause of
death. This process includes an autopsy of the body, a preliminary re-
port (normally within a few days), and a full postmortem report (which
may take several weeks or months to submit). During an autopsy, all
parts of the body undergo a detailed inspection to determine the pres-
ence, nature, and extent of any disease or damage: “A post mortem is
typically required as part of modern murder investigation and serves
as part of overall evidence used to establish the time and cause of
death.” (Knepper 2006, 37)

In an attempt to understand war, the artist follows a procedure
similar to that of forensic pathologists conducting a postmortem. This
analogy highlights that a postmortem is not only concerned with iden-
tifying the cause of death or damage but also implies recommendations
for preventing similar occurrences.

In her study on the literary postmortem of crime fiction, Knepper
argues that the postmortem or autopsy, much like the art of creative
writing, involves the act of “eye-witnessing” or “seeing with one’s
own eyes,” and serves as a figure of speech referring to any “critical
dissection” or act of analysis (2006, 38; author’s emphasis). Thus, the
artistic process of imagining war in a text is akin to a postmortem, as
it involves interrogating how the textual organizing structures make
sense of war through reflections, narration, re-ordering and re-ar-
rangements of the past, testimonies, witnessing, alibis, confessions,
and dreams.

The rationale for deploying a creative work of art such as Soyinka’s
is consistent with Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s (2012) argument on the for-
mulation of theory that indeed, “it was fiction that first gave us a
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theory of the colonial”. Ngugi asks if in fact fiction — specifically: the
novel —can be construed as writing theory. He further argues that the
original meaning of theory, following its Greek root, theoria, simply
means a view and a contemplation, and goes on to note that explana-
tions and meanings of phenomena are found in myths and stories.
Accordingly, “the novelistic is akin to the scientific outlook in the
method. The scientist collects data in the lab or in the field. They
observe it, try out different combinations, and come up with a the-
ory” (Ngugi, 2012, 25). Thus, if science is a theory of material nature,
literature in general, as a fictive imagination, is a science of nurture,
which can be seen as a theory of felt experiences.

The imaginaries of war analyzed here closely follow Chinyere Nwa-
hunanya’s (1997, 14) read in Emnenyonu (xi) on conception of war
texts referring to the Nigeria civil war and the role and value of artistic
imaginaries inspired by war. Nwahunanya aptly reminds us that:

In its creation and interpretation of history, Nigerian war literature
has enriched the existing body of historical writing from Africa,
especially historical fiction. In this way, the writers have made
literature continue to function as a mirror of society. In the process
of mirroring society and criticizing its pitfalls, the war literature
also serves as a compass for social re-direction. A didactic function
emerges in the process, especially portrayal of death, devastation,
avoidable mistakes and sufferings engendered by the war. The ulu-
mate intention of course is to see whether these records of a sour
historical moment will enable the modern African to see futility of
wars as a solution to national problems which could be solved
without recourse to war, carnage and bloodshed. The suggested
mistakes of the war initiators and administrators portrayed in these
writings thus become invaluable guides to meaningful national
growth and a stable and progressive society. If this lesson comes
through, then African nations (and indeed the world) would have
gained immensely from this harvest of tragedy.

As such, according to Nwahunanya (1997), war-based imaginaries
are actually agents of cultures of peace. This means that these imagi-
naries must follow a particular structure, beginning with depictions
of rituals of everyday life, disconnection from those rituals of every-
day life or normalcy, then the delineation of war with its debilitating
consequences, and finally the depiction of a grammar of agency lead-
ing to a vision for a culture of peace. At this j juncture, it is import-
ant to provide brief synopses of the three imaginaries of war under
scrutiny.
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Thirty Years of Bananas (drama, Uganda)

The play Thirty Years of Bananas, conceived as a dance drama, un-
ravels the turbulent history of Uganda marked by wars (civil wars,
coups, violence, and other types of conflict). The play renders its
message through dance, music, dialogue, characters, narration, time,
and symbolic spaces. The play’s structure assumes a Socratic method
where questioning is paramount in the search for answers and knowl-
edge of the factors that led to three decades of chaos and violence. The
title of the text, with its play on the pun of bananas, is significant:
Uganda as a ma]or producer and consumer of bananas, on the one
hand and the notion of the banana republic in the political sense and
going banana which also connotes madness. That is what Uganda
was, during these thirty years of chaos and disorder. It is instructive
to note that this play was scripted and performed in 1992, when nor-
malcy had already begun to return to the country and the nation was
in the process of writing a new constitution that was anticipated to
restore stability and nurture a culture of peace. This musical dance
drama is structured into three broad acts and each act is set in a pub-
lic space: the City Square is associated with morning; the National
Museum with the afternoon; and the Playground in the evening.

Murambi, The Book of Bones (novel, Rwanda)

Murambi, The Book of Bones by Boubacar Boris Diop, the Senegalese
novelist, teacher, and journalist, dissects the Rwandan genocide of
1994. Boris Diop was among a group of ten writers who were invited
to Rwanda in 1998 to contribute to the “Writing in Duty to Memory ™!

1 In 1998, the “Writing in Duty to Memory” project was initiated, organized and
funded by the Fest’Africa literary festival. Fest’Africa, based in Lille, France, is
known for promoting African literature and cultural exchange. The festival
aimed to foster a deeper understanding of the Rwandan Genocide and its after-
math through the lens of African writers, encouraging them to reflect on and
document the tragedy in their works. Ten African authors were invited to
Rwanda to engage with the genocide’s history and its impact on the survivors
and the country. The participating authors used their experiences to create liter-
ary works that would contribute to the collective memory and understanding of
the genocide. The ten African authors who participated in this project were:
Alexis Kagame (Rwanda), Boubacar Boris Diop (Senegal) Tierno Monénembo
(Guinea), Meja Mwangi (Kenya), Ahmadou Kourouma (Ivory Coast), Nouréini
Tidjani-Serpos (Benin), Kossi Efoui (Togo), Kangni Alem (Togo), Veronique
Tadjo (Ivory Coast), Abdoulaye Sadji (Senegal) These authors produced various
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project. Murambi, though structurally divided into four parts — Part
1: ‘Fear and Anger’; Part 2: “The return of Cornelius’; Part 3: ‘Geno-
cide’; and Part 4: ‘Murambi’ —, is not dissimilar to other avowed
pacifist-driven war texts from Eastern Africa. The intrinsic structure
of Murambi follows a three-tier trajectory: calm, anxiety, and tension;
war and violence; and agency and vision for a culture of peace. It
begins with a sense of calmness or the order of usualness, which is then
abruptly disrupted, leading to fear, anxiety, and tension. This stage is
marked by the usual rituals of the everyday, but with subtle indications
and signs that the rhythms of these rituals of everyday of life are bound
to be disrupted. The second stage dramatizes the pornography and
vulgarity of violence through war/contflict, pitting antagonistic, mainly
politicized ethnic identities against each other. The final stage is the
manifestation of agency framed in the redemptive grammar of forgive-
ness, reconciliation, children, and peace culture.

The novel does not follow this three-stage pattern linearly since,
structurally, it is an extremely fragmented narrative with multiple,
shifting perspectives on the genocide. These first-person perspectives
are narrated through the voices of the victims, perpetrators, witnesses
that tells the story of the figure of Cornelius, who was absent from
Rwanda during the entire period of the genocide. The different points
of view and narrative voices are consciously deployed to prov1de con-
trasting perspectives on the genocide as well as on the on-going war,
which is frequently referenced but never directly portrayed. The novel
is structured such that it begins in the past, shifts to the present, back
to the past, and eventually ends in the present moment.

Ni Sisi (film, Kenya)

N1 Sisi was filmed in Swahili and the title translates directly into En-
glish as “itis us”. Produced in 2013, in the run up to the 2013 elections
and inspired by the experiences of the 2007/8 post-election violence
(PEV) in Kenya after the disputed presidential election results. The
film is an adaptation of an intervention community theatre per-
formance that toured different parts of the country from 2010, and
which frequent references are made to in the film. The film is about
the story of a young adult character and narrator called Jabali who
reveals how a politician, Mr. Mzito, has manipulated ethnic stereo-

works, including novels, essays, and reports, that addressed the genocide’s
events and their repercussions
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types to cause division and animosity in order to gain political mileage.
However, his evil schemes are averted by a group of young people led
by Jabali. The film is, in a sense, highly post-modernist in style as it
continuously shifts from the screen play to the community theatre
performance.

Rituals of Everyday Life and the Rupture of Usualness

As has been implied, these artistic imaginaries of war share intrinsic
structures even though they represent different genres with distinct
forms. There is a way in which they all begin by depicting a sense of
calmness and tranquillity (cosmic equilibrium), which is subsequently
disrupted (cosmic disequilibrium), lead to anxiety and tension before
the eventual eruption of war and violence.

For instance, the play Thirty Years of Banana begins with Uganda
in the process of regaining normalcy after thirty years of disorder and
chaos. To understand how Uganda reached this state, Mukulu takes
the audience/reader back in space and time to independence, present-
ing it as the genesis of the problem. As the play opens, the audience
encounters characters in a public sphere, the City Square, questlomng
how and why their country ended up in such a state. This questlomng
is driven by the fear that the nascent peace they are currently enjoying
might be disrupted again. The characters are both surprised and en-
chanted that their everyday practices of life are gradually and slowly
returning to normalcy.

In Boris Diop’s Murambi, from the start, the reader is confronted
with contrasting auras and practices of everyday life, reflecting the
antagonistic ethnic identities of the Hutus and Tutsis. Significantly,
the novel begins with the historical death of President Juvenal Hab-
yarimana in a plane crash in April 1994, which many suspected at the
time to have been caused either by RPF guerrillas, mainly comprising
Tutsis, or by extremist Hutu soldiers. As the title of the section in the
play aptly indicates, this death instills fear in the Tutsis while provok-
ing anger among the Hutus. Through the conversations of various
characters, it emerges that since 1959, everyday life in Rwanda has
consistently been disrupted by residual tensions and mistrust between
the dominant ethnic identities, the Hutus and Tutsis.

Reading the novel, one readily perceives a ‘cold war’ situation in a
sense implying superficial of peace that inevitably implodes into a
‘hot war’ with the announcement of the president’s death. The nov-
elist captures this situation most effectively through juxtaposition
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and contrast, employing the first-person narratives of Michel Seru-
mundo, a Tutsi; Faustin Gasana, a Hutu; and Jessica, a Tutsi RPF spy
masquerading as a Hutu.

Serumundo, who has been oblivious to the events around him as
he is more interested in his own business, fails to hear the news of the
president’s sudden death. He describes the disruption of the usual
day’s routine as follows:

The market bus station was almost deserted. I climbed onto the
only vehicle parked there. The atmosphere was heavy inside the
bus, but the passengers sat in silence. After a few minutes, the
driver called his apprentice. “OK. Let’s go.” It was only when a
group of nervous soldiers stopped our bus from passing in front of
Radio Rwanda that I started to suspect that this was a day unlike
any other. (Diop 2000, §5)

While Faustin Gasana, a Hutu Interahamwe Militia leader, describes
the day as follows:

He sets off in a cloud of dust. In normal times, the traffic is very
heavy in this part of Kibungo. This afternoon the streets are de-
serted. The inhabitants have been cloistered away at home for two
days. The only people moving around are security forces and
Interahamwe militia like me. I sense a discreet excitement in Danny.
I haven’t told him anything about it, but he knows that some very
important events are going to take place. (Diop 2000, 12-13)

Jessica, a Tutsi military spy camouflaging herself as a Hutu, on her
part, describes the situation:

“They love each other like crazy, those two. And now events are
forcing them to postpone the date of their marriage again.” “Ah,
Lucienne and her boyfriend Valence Ndimbati ... It’s so sad,” I say
distractedly. You get used to anything fast. In her hometown of
Nyamata, where my friend Theresa Mukandori is looking for ref-
uge, we find a way to chatter on like two old women. She asks me
suddenly, stopping. “Do you really think they are going to do it?”
I’ve learned to lie. “It’s impossible, Theresa. They’re looking mainly
to scare people. It’ll calm down in a few days.” The idea that from
now on she could be killed at any moment by anybody seemed
very odd to her. (Diop 2000, 24)
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All three points of view confirm in a way that the news of the presi-
dent’s death disrupted the usual routines of everyday life, and poi-
gnantly predict inevitable doom and tragedy.

The film Ni Sisz begins with a popular Safaricom advertisement that
provides a panoramic view of Kenya’s diverse geographical landscapes.
These images suggest a Kenya whose landscape is pastoral, idyllic,
and romantic. The advert, with its signature tune “Naweza” (I can),
depicts Kenyans peacefully engaging in the project of nation-building
and development, presenting a Kenya that is splendid, serene, and in
harmony with itself. The advert seems to magnify the tourist mantra:
“Kenya ‘Inchi Nzuri Hakuna Matata’” (Kenya is a peaceful country
without troubles). It celebrates a Kenyan nation where all kinds of
identities are connected, creating a sense of unity in diversity through
Safaricom mobile telephone services.

The film proper begins, after the Safaricom advert that acts as a
prologue, with the raising of the national flag to the singing of the
national anthem, symbolizing the achievement of independence and the
birth of the Kenyan nation. The camera then zooms in on the capital
city of Nairobi and focuses on citizens engaged in their everyday life
routines. This scenario is meant to signify the fundamental values of a
culture of peace and harmony. Given this state of cosmic equilibrium,
contented citizens appear to participate undisturbed in the project of
nation-building and development.

The camera then zooms in further to a group of community theater
performers in a slum or low-class urban area, mobilizing the commu-
nity in preparation for an anti-war/peace culture forum theatre. The
performance begins 1nstruct1vely with Eric Wainaina’s popular song
‘Daima,” which extols patriotic values. This moment, however, is
abruptly disrupted by gunshots, leading to pandemonium among the
animator-actors and audience members assembled to watch the per-
formance of Ni Sisi.

This scene then transitions into news clips and footage of the
2007/08 post-election violence (PEV), showing state securlty forces
brutally beating citizens, wounded bodies and people in pam aggres-
sive gangs carrying crude weapons and chanting for justice, baying
for the blood of perceived enemies.
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Ethnic Consciousness
and the Suspension of National Identity

Another striking feature of these war/anti-war imaginaries is their
similar approach to the causes and effects of war. In all three texts, the
creators identify the selfish struggle for political power and the incite-
ment of ethnic nationalisms as major catalysts of the (“un)civil war,”
conflicts, and violence. In each case, politicians take advantage of the
fluid and elusive sense of the imagined nation and the yet-to-be-fully-
crystallized impulses of nationhood.

For instances in Thirty Years of Banana Mukulu dramatizes, through
the musings of his mouthpiece, Kaleekeezi, how ethnic nationalisms
and the culture of “our time to eat” created frictions that resulted in
conflicts and wars in Uganda. Kaleekeezi cynically narrates how every
time a ruler took over political power, it became the time for his ethnic
community to benefit from the state. He humorously describes how,
with each change in leadership, he would immediately find out the
ethnic identity of the new leader and look for a job from a prominent
member of that leader’s ethnic community. As an outsider, he could
adapt himself to any ethnic community that came into political power.
This postmortem engagement with Uganda’s war experiences explic-
itly reveals that the causes of war and conflict were prompted by
selfish political power struggles, as well as the endless manipulation
of ethnic identities and strong feelings of ethnic nationalism.

In Murambi, The Book of Bones, the cause of friction between Hutu
and Tutsi is also traced back to political power struggles and the ex-
ploitation of ethnic identities. According to Simeon Habineza, one of
the main characters, the roots of the war in Rwanda can be traced back
to the arrival of colonialists and Christian missionaries. Their prosely-
tizing and civilizing efforts categorized Tutsis as racially superior to
the ethnic identities of Hutus and T'wa. For instance, Simeon observes
that in the past, foreigners told the Tutsis, “You are superior, your
noses are long and your skin is light, you are tall and your lips are
thin, you cannot be blacks, a twist of fate led you to be among these
savages. You come from somewhere else” (Diop 2000, 170).

The conversation between Faustin Gasana and his ailing father re-
veals that this different categorization and treatment apparently created
hostility between Tutsis and Hutus. With the 1959 revolution that
brought President Kayibanda to power, a systematic decimation of the
Tutsi population through intermittent massacres began. This eventu-
ally culminated in the most tragic genocide in history in 1994 after
the plane carrying President Habyarimana, a Hutu, was brought
down, killing not only him but also the Burundian president, Cyprien
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Ntaryamira. The hatred and hostility felt by Hutus towards the Tutsis
were fuelled by perceived marginalization, crystallizing into Hutu
ethnic nationalism.

Boris Diop thus identifies the cause of war between the Hutu and
Tutsis as one that is implicated in complex historical processes. Ac-
cording to Diop, as far as the Hutus are concerned, this is a justified
‘war’ to regain their country from the Tutsis who, having been cate-
gorized as a favoured race by the colonial powers, are now imagined
as settlers and not indigenes of this land.

In contrast to Murambi, the film Ni Sisi appears to presume that
the post-election violence (PEV) was primarily a result of rogue pol-
iticians who bribed and incited their ethnic communities against each
other through the use of rumours and propaganda. The film depicts
the conflict as much more complex, entangled in myriad historical
and contemporary structures of justice, truth, and equity.

In the film, Mr. Mzito, the politician, and his wife Zuena are por-
trayed as the harbingers of polarizing politics, who destabilize the
harmony of this diverse yet harmonious community through manipu-
lation, bribery, and propaganda. They cause friction by invoking sen-
sational and derogatory ethnic stereotypes and myths. Mr. Mzito and
his wife seem to follow the script of the Rwandan genocide, exploiting
the media, especially radio and social media, to circulate propaganda
and create tension, fear, and despondency among different ethnic iden-
tities living together as a community.

From these three artistic imaginaries, it is apparent that wars in
Rwanda, Uganda, and Kenya are triggered by political power struggles
by the selfish and avaricious political class, who manipulate ethnic
identities to capture power and convert the state into a “site of feast-
ing,” as James Ogude (2009) aptly describes it, and which Michela
Wrong (2010) cynically christened as “our time to eat.” It is this
marginalization of other ethnic communities from the state as a site
of eating that has been implicated in these artistic imaginaries as the
main catalysts for the internecine feuds and wars.

From Victimhood to Agency:
The Quest for Peace Culture

Having outlined how these texts imagine the causes of war, the ques-
tion now is how pacifist agendas are depicted through the grammar
of agency to foster a culture of peace. It is noteworthy that artistic
imaginaries with pacifist or anti-war impulses must simultaneously
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focus on war. Thus, the unsurprising dominance of horrifying and even
uncanny images in the texts. In an attempt to set an anti-war and paci-
fist agenda, these war imaginaries invest heavily in victim discourses
and the grammar of agency to promote a culture of peace.

By victim discourse, we mean the use of language to depict passive
bodies in times of war, particularly the explicit exposure of dead and
wounded bodies. The grammar of agency, as construed by linguists and
connoisseurs of preemptive visions of war, is the conscious effort of
individuals to think, express, mobilize, and act to avoid war and pro-
mote the restoration and sustainability of a culture of peace. In war
discourses, agency is seen as the alternative to complicity by victims
of war.

Elisabeth Krimmer’s (2010) ideas on the representations of war
in German literature provide considerable insights for analyzing the
interface between victim discourses and the grammar of agency, which
anticipates a culture of peace. Her concept of metonymic slippage is
a profound index in understanding how war texts participate in the
promotion of anti-war or pacifist motives. Krimmer’s ideas are import-
ant in analyzing war texts as they reveal underlying motives and mes-
sages. They assist readers in understanding how language can be used
to shape perceptions and promote specific ideologies, such as anti-
war or pacifist sentiments. The concept of metonymic slippage is
therefore a valuable analytical tool in engaging with these texts. It
allows for a deeper understanding of how texts about war can subtly
influence readers’ attitudes toward conflict, often promoting anti-war
or pacifist perspectives through shifts in language and meaning. In-
deed, it is a pertinent approach for analyzing the rhetoric and themes
of war-related texts.

It can be argued that artistic war products or by-products are usually
engaged with in the aftermath of the imminent danger of war. This
is because the grotesque and horrifying images exhibited in war texts
are generally intended to evoke shock effects on those encountering
them, forcing them to contemplate the dangers of war and the value
of peace. As Kant, cited in Krimmer (2010, 4), notes, “only an ob-
server who is safe from actual danger can appreciate the phenomenon
of the sublime.” Similarly, Giorgio Agamben, mentioned by Krim-
mer (2010, 3), reminds us that: “in the war novel, the concept of peace
represents an inclusion by exclusion.” The depictions of wars, gen-
erally but more specifically in the artistic texts under discussion in
this article, are therefore conscious intervention projects to avert wars
as they advocate for peace. This then explains Why victim discourses
and agency for peace are inextricably entangled in anti-war artistic
imaginaries.
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Krimmer (2010, 19) further articulates this symbiotic relationship
convincingly when she states that in the Cartesian hierarchy of body
and mind, the body connotes passivity and the mind agency. Con-
sequently, if a text focuses exclusively on the impact of war on the
physical side of life, it runs the risk of reducing humans to pure bodies,
thus blocking all recourse to rational and political agency.

Thus, if war texts focus on victim discourses or victimization, priv-
ileging images of dead and injured bodies without rational and polit-
ical agency, then they end up simply as aestheticization of pain and
pornography of violence.

However, the deployment of ‘aestheticization of pain’ or ‘pornog-
raphy of violence’ as strategies of creating aversion to war and similarly
evoking a longing and quest for peace raises questions of the ethics of
representation. For example, is it responsibly and morally ethical for
artists to confront readers and audiences with gory and horrifying
images as well as the spectacles of mutilated, bloodied bodies in pain?
As Krimmer — aptly citing Gilbert Adair observes: “the meticulously
detailed aping of an atrocity is an atrocity [...] the unmediated repre-
sentation of violence constitutes in itself an act of violence against the
spectator” (2010, 8). This is indeed the paradox of representing war
with all its debilitating effects to promote the goal of peace. Of con-
cern here, however, is not the ethics of war representations only but
more significantly how victim discourses are implicated in creating
and developing peace culture. In very diverse ways, the three texts
analyzed here employ victim discourses as a caution to post-war so-
cieties on the dangers of war.

Mukulu’s Thirty Years of Bananas, for instance, uses collected and
collective memories to present victim discourses. This is facilitated
through the symbolic deployment of the museum as a site of re-mem-
ory. There are further illustrations by the narrator-character, Kalee-
keezi, the Rwandan refugee, and the museum guide/curator who shares
his victim memories.

However, the most horrifying victim discourses are expressed in
Boris Diop’s novel, Murambi, The Book of Bones. Similar to Thirty
Years of Bananas, the victim discourses are conveyed by the survivors
of the genocide as well as through the gruesome images of corpses at
the commemoration sites, referred to as museums of death. The en-
counter with these terrifying images is facilitated through the character
Cornelius, who was in exile during the genocide. Cornelius is con-
fronted with hornfymg images in the church in Nyamata. Simultane-
ously, these scenes aim to prick the readers’ conscience and motivate
them to question the logic of war and to appreciate peace culture. A
similarly shocking spectacle is presented in the film Nz Sisz when the
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character Roxana, in a fit of anger, describes to her friends how her
mother was raped by four men and a bottle inserted into her vagina;
she goes on to relate how, out of shame, her mother subsequently
committed suicide. All these images are intended to shock.

These gory images of dead and wounded bodies are laid bare to
illustrate the debilitating effects of war and, in turn, act as cautionary
measures by instilling chilling fear. However, the images are also made
as banal as possible because, as Robert Reimer in Krimmer argues: “If
images of war are framed in an aesthetically pleasing form, the beauty
of the form may overpower the horror of the content” (2010, 8).
Though the texts under discussion here are replete with victim dis-
courses and their concomitant methods for encouraging an apprecia-
tion of peace culture, on their own, they do not constitute trans-
formative agency. Indeed, the desire for a culture of peace should not
be confined to a simple critique of war. For victim discourses to cata-
lyze transformation meaningfully, it is imperative that they be posi-
tioned in complementarity with the grammar of agency and peace cul-
ture. As Krimmer argues: “Even if we are prepared to accept that the
representation of the wounded and dead effects a powerful critique of
war, we would still have to admit that any pacifist agenda must be
subtended by concepts of agency” (2010, 8). As such, the critique of
war must transcend the affective and also provoke the cognitive.

Arguably, an artistic war imaginary that is pacifist and anti-war in
its motive and vision must transcend victim discourses and set a tone
for a grammar of agency that inculcates and nurtures cultures of peace.
This is clearly revealed in these war/anti-war texts. Thirty Years of
Bananas serves as a grammar of agency in itself, as it is explicit in its
anti-war and peace culture agenda. Beyond exposing the wounds of
the three decades of war to shock effect, the play accuses Ugandan
citizens born before Independence of complicity in the conflict and
abdicating responsibility, allowing politicians to perpetuate chaos and
violence. In the City Square, the characters ask fundamental questions
that clearly indicate their agency. This is accentuated by the chorus:

Chorus 2: (with anger) “What have I done for ‘God and my coun-
try’ during the thirty years of my country’s Independence? If there
is anything I have done, what is it? If I have not yet done anything,
what must I do? When and, why?” (Mukulu 1993, 3).

Therefore, the affective/cognitive dichotomy or the victim discourses
and the grammar of agency premised on the Cartesian hierarchy must
be juxtaposed against each other to imagine and promote a culture of
peace. This agency is well delineated in the three artistic imaginaries
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described here. The motive behind Thirty Years of Bananas is to
conscientize Uganda’s citizens about what it means to be a nation.
The character of Kaleekeezi shines a light on how myopic ethnic
nationalisms and interests undermine the agency of peace culture, as
different ethnic identity groups only perceive the nation-state as a site
of ‘to eat’, leading the country down the path of self-destruction
through relentless (un)civil-wars.

Interestingly, the play’s Museum, functioning as a site of memory,
catalyzes the agency of the characters as they engage with their history,
posing pertinent questions such as where, why, and how their newly
found nation was diverted from its positive trajectory. Through their
encounter with the Museum, they begin to realize that the only way
to avert future wars and violence in the country is to actively partic-
ipate in the process of writing the new constitution.

In Diop’s Murambz, the grammar of agency and peace culture is
conveyed through characterization and counterpoised against the
language of violence prevalent during the ‘cold war’ period and, con-
sequently, the genocide. It seems that agency can only be crystalhzed
after a serious engagement with the traumatic past. This is the rite of
passage that the character Cornelius and the country Rwanda must
accept to go through. Simeon insinuates that for Rwanda to remain a
nation, citizens should have fond memories of the past. That is, mem-
ories of a pastoral, serene, and tranquil place. According to Simeon,
it is more important to “try to think about what is yet to be born than
what is already dead” (Diop 2000,143). The future is more important
than the past. However, the past must always be revisited to ensure
that the future is protected. Simeon tells Cornelius that the genocide
should not be mythologized because that trivializes its gravitas and
also legitimizes it as some sort of predestined act of divine power,
thereby undermining human agency. Privileging these myths and pre-
monitions would absolve the (human) perpetrators from responsibil-
ity. It is only by accepting the fact of the genocide that there will be
accountability and an identification of the burden of responsibility.

Diop envisions a Rwanda where ethnic identities are no longer the
determining categories for privilege but are merely socio-cultural
markers, not signifiers of differences that create hostility and animos-
ity. In a similar manner to Thirty Years of Bananas, the vision of peace-
tul co-existence is embodied in the agency of the younger generation.

In Murambi, Simeon Habinéza, who plays the same role that Kalee-
keezi performs in Thirty Years of Bananas and Jabali in Ni Sisz, be-
lieves that a peace culture can only be realized if democracy is allowed
to thrive. In terms of a grammar of agency and peace culture, the
commemorative sites housing the victims of the genocide not only
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remind people of those who died and the horror of the events, but
their presence serves —in a poetic inversion—to resurrect the living
so that they appreciate the value of life; and the value of life is embed-
ded in sustained peace culture.

In Ni Sisi, the grammar of agency and peace culture is framed
through various narrative techniques, including the use of juxtaposi-
tion, dreams, the environment, and music. In this film, the rituals of
everyday life, reflecting cosmic equilibrium, are destabilized by politi-
cal power struggles and manipulations. Jabali’s dream is significant as
it catalyzes agency towards conscientization and political transforma-
tion in the masses, especially the youth. The dream serves as a premo-
nition of a possible recurrence of the PEV of 2007/8 if no action is taken
to stop the politician Mr. Mzito and his wife Zuena from their manip-
ulative schemes. Mzito’s use of violent language, overtly promoting
ethnic profiling and polarization, is instructively juxtaposed against
the grammar of agency and peace culture in the romantic poetry of
Tall, the reconciliatory and didactic language of Jabali, Roxana, and
Scola, and the music and songs used in the film, all of which gesture
to the agency of a peace culture. While the film utilizes music and songs
as forms of agency, the play begins with the national anthem, which
is instead prayerful and pleads with the Almighty God to bless and
protect Kenya. Among the other songs are Eric Wainaina’s popular
song Daima, which urges patriotism and aspirations to nationhood,
and the song Mbegu Gani (Which Seed), which solemnly questions
the genesis of friction among ethnic identities that had been living
together harmoniously.

This film, similar to the other two artistic war imaginaries that have
been scrutinized, also privileges the younger generation in the agency
and vision of a culture of peace and a tranquil future. In Nz Sisi, unlike
the other two imaginaries that use physical commemorative sites (mu-
seums) to catalyze agency, dreams are used symbolically as archives
and also act as catalysts for agency. It is noteworthy that these artistic
war imaginaries themselves serve as commemorative sites of the war’s
effects and, as such, are agencies for the imagination of peace cultures.

Conclusion

In essence, postmortem reading transforms war literature from mere
storytelling into a comprehensive examination of human suffering
and resilience. It demands reflective and critical engagement with the
text, ensuring that the lessons of the past are meticulously dissected
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and understood, thereby contributing to a broader discourse on peace
and reconciliation. Though the artistic imaginaries of war presented
here are explored through different genres, they reveal more similar-
ities in their anatomies as agencies for peace culture. This postmortem
approach to reading war texts provides a profound framework for
understanding the multifaceted impacts of war, both on individuals
and societies. By likening the analysis of war literature to a forensic
examination, their anatomies follow similar trajectories in pursuing
anti-war motives and agenda. The interface of victim discourse and
grammar of agency for peace culture is not dissimilar. All these texts
deploy memory and remembering as catalysts to pre-empt future wars.
They further demonstrate the power of pre-emptive writing in dis-
pelling the paradigm of victimhood to instil accountability and respon-
sibility in a nation’s citizens. All the texts examined here use sites of
commemoration, whether tangible, such as museums, or intangible,
such as dreams, to catalyze this agency for peace culture, particularly
with a view to investing in the younger generation.
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