RETHINKING THE CONCEPT OF GENOCIDE

A Panel Proposal for the Sixth Biennial Conference of

The International Association of Genocide Scholars

Since Raphael Lemkin first proposed “genocide” as a short and poignant name for a crime without a name, scholars, activists, and diplomats have debated how best to define the characteristics of this phenomenon and what steps should be taken to prevent it.
  Although the Latin and Greek roots of “genocide” suggest the killing (cidium) of a people or race (genos), there is debate about whether killing is necessary for genocide, whether the victims need to be a people or race, and how “people” or “race” should be defined.   There is also debate about what intentions the perpetrators must have for genocide to occur.  In Axis Rule in Occupied Europe (1944), Lemkin defined “genocide” to mean “the coordinated plan of different actions aiming at the destruction of essential foundations of the life of national groups, with the aim of annihilating the groups themselves.”
  This definition places considerable weight on the intentions of the perpetrators.  It implies that the victims must be “national groups” and seems to preclude the use of “genocide” for attacks that do not, like the Holocaust, aim at total annihilation.  

The United Nations’ “Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide” (1948) used a broader definition of “genocide.”  It included any act intended “to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnic, racial, or religious group”
 However, this definition does not cover the extermination of people based on their economic status, social class, or political values such as occurred in the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia.  Moreover, neither definition requires that killing be used to achieve these ends.  The UN Convention mentions “measures intended to prevent births within the group” and “forcibly transferring children of the group” as means of genocide.
   

Newer definitions have tended to be more specific about the lethal consequences of genocide.  Yehuda Bauer, for example, has argued that “genocide is the proper name for the brutal process of group elimination accompanied by mass murder resulting in the partial annihilation of the victim population as described by Lemkin and the U.N. Convention.  Total annihilation can be labeled Holocaust for want of a more acceptable word.”
  Frank Chalk and Kurt Jonassohn have proposed a definition that makes genocide a species of mass killing:  “Genocide is a form of one-sided mass killing in which a state or other authority intends to destroy a group, as that group or membership in it are defined by the perpetrator.”
   One notable feature of this definition is that it leaves the victim’s group identify in the hands (or mouths) of the perpetrators.  Another is that its specification of “one-sided mass killing” permits groups who fight back or who commit atrocities of their own to be counted as victims of genocide.  

Some scholars have tried to clarify matters by distinguishing different types of genocide or coining new terms for genocide-like actions.  Roger W. Smith, for example, has distinguished 1) retributive genocide; 2) institutional genocide; 3) utilitarian genocide; 4) monopolistic genocide; and, 5) ideological genocide.
   R.J. Rummel has proposed the term “democide” for “the intentional killing of an unarmed or disarmed person by government agents acting in their authoritative capacity and pursuant to government policy or high command  . . . .”
  However, he excludes the killing of combatants in war, the execution of capital criminals, lethal suppression of armed mobs, and the death of non-combatants in attacks on targets that are primarily military.
   He reserves “genocide” for democide aimed at member of an ethnic group and uses the terms “politicide,” “mass murder/massacre,” and “terror” for other varieties of democide.

Although sixty years of debate over the concept genocide has helped to stimulate some excellent scholarship, it is doubtful whether the ever-widening thicket of definitions and distinctions that has emerged from this long debate has helped to clarify the causes of genocide or the point the way to preventing it.   Indeed, there is reason to believe that uncertainty about what can be counted as genocide has become an obstacle to triggering anti‑genocide laws and conventions and an excuse for those who want to block action for political reasons.  There is evidence that this tool place in 1994 when the Rwandan genocide was unfolding; the United States refused to call what was happening “genocide” and this reluctance may have been one factor in preventing a more robust international response. On the other hand, with respect to the crisis in Darfur in 2004, while the United States did call what was happening there “genocide” doing so seems to have little if any effect in mobilizing a more robust international response to the crisis. 

We find ourselves on the horns of a dilemma.  If we despair of reaching agreement on the concept of genocide and abandon the word altogether, we weaken the purchase Lemkin’s coinage has gained on the conscience of the world and the linkage with national laws and international conventions that use the word “genocide.”   If we propose a new definition of “genocide,” we risk exacerbating the problem by adding another contender to an overcrowded field.  Might there be a middle way?  A promising strategy is to think of the concept of genocide, and related concepts, as instruments that should be designed and built to perform specific tasks.   Rather than rushing to defend an existing definition of “genocide” or to frame a new definition, let us take the time to identify, examine, and prioritize the tasks we would like the concept of genocide to perform.  I suspect that chief among these tasks will be identifying observable conduct that can trigger intervention in time to prevent genocide, but even this should not be decided in advance.  However we define the concept, what seems most important is that there be a way on identifying situations that might escalate into genocidal events, and using the indicators to trigger appropriate interventions designed to thwart such a progression. Recently, a number of studies have talked about a “responsibility to protect,” or a “right of intervention,” but have been less than clear on when interventions should begin and how they should be triggered.
 In fact, states and nonstate actors have a variety of ways they might intervene in order to prevent escalation ranging from “friendly” diplomatic measures, to coercive military responses. What is needed is a concept of genocide or set of concepts like that of genocide that are defined in terms of indicators, triggers, and possible interventions so that effective and timely responses to situations that may result in mass killing can be reliably mobilized. 
We propose, therefore, assembling a panel on “Rethinking the Concept of Genocide” 
for the Sixth Biennial Conference of The International Association of Genocide Scholars

in Boca Raton, June 4-7, 2005.  Panelists would be invited to contribute very short papers on the theme described above, to submit these papers in advance to other panelists, and to use panel time for the exchange of ideas and the formulation of agreed-upon conclusions.       
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