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Introduction 

 

 

On October 2, 1904, General Lothar von Trotha issued this declaration to the Herero 

people of South-West Africa, a German colony: 

 

I, the great General of the German soldiers, address this letter to the Herero 

people…. 

 

The Herero are no longer German subjects…. The Herero people must … leave the 

land. If the populace does not do this I will force them with the cannon. Within the 

German borders every Herero, with or without a gun, with or without cattle, will be 

shot. I will no longer accept women and children, I will drive them back to their 

people or I will let them be shot at. 

 

These are my words to the Herero people.
1
 

 

With those words, General von Trotha announced a policy of the murder and destruction of 

an entire people: in other words, “genocide,” to use a term that was later coined. The 

following April, von Trotha reiterated this threat, declaring that rebellious Hereros 

suspected of killing whites “have by law forfeited their lives.”  

A latecomer to the “scramble for Africa” that was pursued by Western European 

powers in the nineteenth century,
2
 Germany had secured colonies in scattered regions of 

the continent. The Germans had gained control of South-West Africa—present-day 

Namibia—in 1884. As elsewhere, European rule provoked resistance, and in 1904 the 

Herero people revolted against the colonial authorities. The German administration and 

army responded with detentions in concentration camps, hangings, and shootings; and 

                                                           
1
 Jan-Bart Gewald, “Imperial Germany and the Herero of Southern Africa,” in Adam Jones, ed., Genocide, 

War Crimes, and the West (London: Zed Books, 2004), 61. “At the end of his speech von Trotha turned his 

gaze towards thirty-five recently captured Herero,” write the authors of an important study of this genocide. 

“On the general’s orders, two of their number … were dragged towards a makeshift gallows where they 

became victims” of what another officer “described in his diary as a ‘theatrical hanging’.” David Olusoga 

and Casper W. Erichsen, The Kaiser’s Holocaust: Germany’s Forgotten Genocide (London: Faber and 

Faber, 2010), 150. 
2
 See Chapter 2 of the Connections Series book by Douglas Northrop, An Imperial World: Empires and 

Colonies since 1750 (Upper Saddle River, New Jersey, Pearson Prentice Hall, 2012). 
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finally, by driving the remnants of the Herero into the parched Kalahari Desert, where most 

of the survivors then perished. By 1910, about  eighty percent of the Herero people had 

been killed, while another five to ten percent were driven into exile. The death toll was 

approximately 65,000 Herero plus roughly half the pre-genocide Nama population of 

20,000.
3
 This genocide marked the first use by the Germans of the term 

Konzentrationslager (concentration camp) and included the first “death camp”—designed 

specifically for mass killing; the concepts of “living space” (Lebensraum) and “war of 

annihilation,” which guided the Holocaust, were introduced; and some individuals who 

orchestrated the murder of the Herero and Nama were later involved in the Nazi genocide.
4
  

 This was not the first time European colonizers had unleashed wide-scale violence 

upon their colonial subjects. Today, the concentration camp is linked in the public 

imagination solely with the Nazis. By the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, 

however,  Western powers had already introduced the concentration camp for dissident 

elements opposing colonial rule in such places as Cuba (the Spaniards), South Africa 

(British authorities), the Philippines (U. S. forces), and Germany’s colony of South-West 

Africa. British and French airplanes also rained bombs upon “rebellious tribes” and 

helpless civilians in North Africa and the Middle East. But the German assault on the 

Herero and Nama heralded a more merciless response to colonial unrest, and brought into 

the twentieth century an age-old ambition: to destroy an entire people. This ambition, 

coupled with modern technology and organization, created the “century of genocide” that 

this book chronicles. 

 A few short years later, the decaying Ottoman Empire attempted to destroy its 

Armenian population, the topic of Chapter 1. The architects of history’s most notorious 

genocide—the Nazi Holocaust—borrowed certain tactics and strategies from the Herero 

and Armenian genocides. Post-World War II revelations of the extent and barbarity of the 

Nazi regime’s crimes provoked universal outrage and sincere but ineffectual calls for 

vigilance against the repetition of such horrors. But this has not prevented genocidal 

outbreaks since World War II from South and Central America, to Africa and the Middle 

East, and to South and Southeast Asia. 

 Genocide was not invented at the dawn of the “century of genocide,” though: The 

genocidal impulse can be traced back to antiquity.  The Nazi Holocaust shocked the world 

with its cruelty, scope, and zealous organization, but we have come to understand that this 

was merely the most notorious—but by no means the final—chapter in a long, dismal 

history.  

                                                           
3
 Adam Jones, Genocide: A Comprehensive Introduction (New York: Routledge, 2006), 81; Olusoga and 

Erichsen, 228-230.  
4
 In 1933 Nazi authorities named a street in Munich, birthplace of their party, in his honor. It kept that name, 

“Von Trotha Str.,” until 2006, when Munich’s city government changed the name to “Herero Street.” 
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To Kill a People will not presume to offer a thorough overview of twentieth-

century genocide and mass killing. The following chapters will explore four case studies—

the Armenian Genocide, the Holocaust, and the genocides in Cambodia and Rwanda—that 

provide some chronological and geographic breadth but that also allow us to find 

similarities and differences that have wider applicability. Each chapter also offers primary 

source readings and study questions to stimulate reflection and discussion. In selecting the 

genocides for this book, there were unfortunately far too many to choose from. As 

Holocaust historian Yehuda Bauer once noted, “The horror of the Holocaust is not that it 

deviated from human norms; the horror is that it didn’t.”
5
  

 

Defining Genocide 

In a 1944 book, Raphael Lemkin, a Polish-Jewish jurist, introduced the term “genocide”— 

combining the Greek genos (and Latin gens) for “race” or “family” and the suffix “-cide” 

for “killing.” But for Lemkin—who himself could well have fallen victim to the Nazi 

genocide, had he not fled Poland shortly after the German invasion of 1939—genocide was 

not simply physical extermination, but rather the coordinated destruction of a group’s 

ability to maintain its identity and its collective existence: “A coordinated plan,” he wrote, 

“aiming at the destruction of essential foundations of the life of national groups.”
6
 In 

contrast to the more restrictive approaches adopted by others in later years, he recognized 

and warned against efforts to destroy the cultural fabric and continuity of particular groups. 

Lemkin singled out, for example, the Nazis’ burning of a Talmudic library in Lublin in 

1941 as “indication of an intent to obliterate” the Jews’ culture and thereby undermine 

their ability to survive as a people.
7
 

 Since the early 1930s, Lemkin had appealed to international opinion to recognize 

and take action against “barbarity” and cultural “vandalism,” terms he used before coining 

“genocide.” In the 1930s he had raised his concerns at law conferences throughout Europe, 

most notably a 1933 international law conference organized by the League of Nations in 

Madrid. After the end of the war in 1945, Lemkin continued his restless campaign to 

criminalize and prevent genocide.
8
 His new term was widely adopted within a few years 

                                                           
5
 Yehuda Bauer, Rethinking the Holocaust (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2002), 42. 

6
 Raphael Lemkin, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe (Clark, NJ: The Lawbook Exchange, 2008), i. The first 

edition of his book was published by the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace in November 1944. 

Lemkin coined the term while writing the book’s preface one year earlier. Lemkin was, it should be added, a 

product of his era, and placed excessive emphasis on concepts such as “race” and “tribe,” which for him were 

synonymous with “genos.” 
7
 Mark Levene, The Meaning of Genocide, Vol. 1, Genocide in the Age of the Nation State (London: I.B. 

Taurus, 2008), 44. 
8
 Even after his apparent success at the UN convention in 1948, Lemkin continued his lonesome struggle, 

now focused on inducing or convincing individual countries to adopt the Genocide Convention. The refusal 

of the U.S. Congress to adopt the Convention was one of his bitterest disappointments. In August 1959 

Lemkin collapsed and died from a heart attack in the Manhattan office building of a public-relations firm, 
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and was cited in the Nuremberg indictments of Nazi war criminals. Largely at Lemkin’s 

instigation, in 1948 the United Nations (UN) held the “Convention on the Prevention and 

Punishment of the Crime of Genocide,” which formulated the most widely cited and 

influential definition to date: 

 

Any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a 

national, ethnical [sic], racial or religious group, as such: (a) Killing members of 

the group; (b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; (c) 

Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its 

physical destruction in whole or in part; (d) Imposing measures intended to prevent 

births within the group; (e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another 

group.
9
 

 

Borrowing from Lemkin, this definition is very carefully phrased, each component 

significant. But while the UN definition is the only definition that carries the force of 

international law, it is imperfect, as its own framers acknowledged at the time. The 

exclusion of political, social, sexual, or economic groups from the list of categories is a 

glaring weakness, made even more troubling by the knowledge that Soviet diplomats, 

whose government had targeted people for presumably belonging to ill-defined political 

and social groups, were instrumental in preventing those categories from being included.
10

 

The Soviets were not alone in shunting aside some of Lemkin’s more universal, inclusive 

concepts. South Africa, Brazil, and other undemocratic states were also opposed to 

Lemkin’s warnings against attacks on cultural traditions and institutions, which implied the 

protection of minorities.”
11

  

                                                                                                                                                                                
“his blazer leaking papers at the seams. His one-room apartment … was left overflowing with memos 

prepared for foreign ministers” and piles of other documents and books related to his work. The New York 

Times eulogized him by noting that  ”diplomats of this and other nations” who dreaded the sight of “the 

slightly stooped figure” of Dr. Lemkin—knowing he would corner them and beseech them to join his 

campaign—“need not be uneasy anymore. They will not have to think up explanations for their failure to 

ratify the genocide convention for which Dr. Lemkin worked so patiently and unselfishly for a decade and a 

half.” Samantha Power, A Problem from Hell: America and the Age of Genocide (New York: Harper 

Perennial, 2003) 78. See Power, 17-78, for a fuller description of Lemkin’s single-minded, quarter-century-

long campaign. Historian and legal scholar David Crowe is currently working on the first full-length 

biography of this remarkable, hugely influential individual. 
9
 Article II of United Nations Resolution 260, adopted December 9, 1948; the full text, in the original French 

and English, is available here: http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/3/ares3.htm  (accessed May 3, 2012). 
10

 Norman Naimark, Stalin’s Genocides (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010), 20-23. 

“Argentina, Brazil, the Dominican Republic, Iran, and South Africa,” reported Naimark, “were worried that 

they could be accused of genocide if they fought against domestic political insurgencies by revolutionary 

groups. Thus the Soviets and their right-wing political opponents joined forces in the United Nations on the 

genocide issue.” Naimark, 22.  
11

 Levene, The Meaning of Genocide, 45. A Brazilian delegate, whose government repressed numerous 

indigenous groups, stated his concern that minorities could use such language as “an excuse for opposing 

http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/3/ares3.htm
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In recent years—especially since the advent of genocide studies in the 1980s and 

1990s—numerous scholars, human-rights activists, and legal experts have criticized or, in 

other cases, enhanced this definition, but so far no adequate alternative has won wide 

acceptance. Dutch scholar Pieter Drost offered a simple but clear definition in 1959: 

“Genocide is the deliberate destruction of [the] physical life of individual human beings by 

reason of their membership of any human collectivity as such.” This is closer to Lemkin’s 

spirit as well as to a 1946 UN draft, which defined genocide as “the denial of the right of 

existence of entire human groups.”
12

 “Human groups” is, in my view, preferable to the 

excessive concern with categorization that often attends these debates. (And most humans, 

after all, have multiple, overlapping, complex identities and would resist having their self-

identity reduced to a single element, such as their religion or nationality.) 

Many definitions formulated by scholars since Drost have enhanced our 

understanding and pointed toward other avenues of research, but none has been fully 

satisfactory. In 1982, Jack Nusan Porter, a Ukrainian-born U.S. sociologist, defined 

genocide as “the deliberate destruction, in whole or in part, by a government or its agents, 

of a racial, sexual, religious, tribal or political minority. It can involve not only mass 

murder, but also starvation, forced deportation, and political, economic and biological 

subjugation.” Insisting that a victimized group must be a “minority,” though, is 

problematic: In Burundi in 1972, for example, the majority Hutu population was targeted 

by a Tutsi-led government for genocidal massacres that killed 200,000. In Bosnia-

Herzegovina in the 1990s, the principal victims of genocidal campaigns were the Bosnian 

Muslims (later termed “Bosniaks”), who constituted roughly three-sevenths of the 

population, a larger proportion than either of the other two major demographic groups.  

 Other definitions have stressed “innocence” and “vulnerability.” In an important 

1976 book, for example, American sociologist Irving Louis Horowitz wrote, “[Genocide 

is] a structural and systematic destruction of innocent people by a state bureaucratic 

apparatus. . . . Genocide represents a systematic effort over time to liquidate a national 

population, usually a minority . . . [and] functions as a fundamental political policy to 

assure conformity and participation of the citizenry.” Israel Charny, an Israeli pioneer of 

genocide studies, stressed that genocide entailed the “mass killing” of peoples “under 

conditions of the essential defencelessness of the victim.” The 1994 Rwandan genocide 

(Chapter 4), however, highlights the problem with this emphasis. An invasion organized by 

a Tutsi-led army from abroad was among the factors that precipitated the genocide of 

                                                                                                                                                                                
perfectly normal assimilation.” William A. Schabas, Genocide in International Law (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2000) 184, quoted in Levene, 45. 
12

 December 1946, Resolution 96(I): http://daccess-dds-

ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/033/47/IMG/NR003347.pdf?OpenElement (accessed June 30, 

2012).  

 

 

http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/033/47/IMG/NR003347.pdf?OpenElement
http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/033/47/IMG/NR003347.pdf?OpenElement
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hundreds of thousands of Rwandan Tutsis, and a closer examination of other genocides—

such as those of the Herero and the Armenians—also finds that the exterminations often 

occurred in the context of rebellion or insurgency. This, however, in no way mitigates the 

guilt of the perpetrators, and students of history should not shy away from moral 

ambiguities. 

Steven Katz, a philosopher known principally for his writing on Jewish intellectual 

traditions, as well as the Holocaust, sees genocide as “the actualization [emphasis added] 

of the intent, however successfully carried out, to murder in its totality any national, ethnic, 

racial, religious, political, social, gender or economic group, as these groups are defined by 

the perpetrator, by whatever means.”
13

 Katz has been justly criticized for arguing that the 

Jewish catastrophe was utterly unique, and his emphasis on the “actualization,” as well as 

the “totality” of the attempt, makes his definition overly exclusive. Even the architects of 

the Rwandan genocide—one of history’s most brutal and thorough—did not aim to murder 

all Tutsis, which would require going well beyond the nation’s borders. The Nazis’ pursuit 

of small, unarmed, utterly harmless Jewish populations in all corners of Germany and 

German-occupied territory is among the Holocaust’s distinctive features. But there is 

sometimes a lamentable tendency to use the Nazi Holocaust as a yardstick or standard by 

which to measure other mass atrocities, and by doing so to deny them the status of 

“genocide.” 

 Helen Fein and Adam Jones have offered two conceptions of “genocide” that are 

probably closest to my own. In a 1990 book, Fein saw genocide as “a series of purposeful 

actions by a perpetrator(s) to destroy a collectivity.” She added some clarifications (see 

footnote), but this first phrase is particularly effective and clear, and confronts the “intent” 

issue through her more subtle understanding of “purposeful actions.”
14

 More recently, 

Jones expanded upon earlier definitions by Katz and others, and crafted this inclusive but 

concise phrasing: “the actualization of the intent,” by whatever means and “however 

successfully carried out, to murder in whole or in substantial part [emphasis in the 

original] any national, ethnic, racial, religious, political, social, gender or economic group, 

as these groups are defined by the perpetrator.”
15

 Jones’s “in substantial part” is a 

significant improvement upon definitions that would exclude any cases that did not end in 

near-total annihilation, which is a rare occurrence (see footnote 37) 

 

                                                           
13

 Charny, Drost, Horowitz, Katz, and Porter definitions from Jones, Genocide, 15-18. 
14

 Helen Fein, Genocide: A Sociological Perspective (London, Sage Publications, 1990). Fein continued that 

this series of actions included “mass or selective murders of group members and suppressing the biological 

and social reproduction of the collectivity. This can be accomplished through the imposed proscription or 

restriction of reproduction of group members, increasing infant mortality, and breaking the linkage between 

reproduction and socialization of children in the family or group of origin. The perpetrator may represent the 

state of the victim, another state, or another collectivity.” Quoted in Jones, Genocide, 18. 
15

 Adam Jones, “Gendercide and Genocide,” Journal of Genocide Research 2: 2 (June 2000), 199. 
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Other Disputes over Terminology and Definitions 

The UN Convention’s inclusion of “intent” has come under special scrutiny by scholars 

and others. The emphasis on “intent” suggests an excessively legalistic approach—and, in 

reality, it is often very difficult to ascertain the intentions of regimes or armies that commit 

mass atrocities. Even in the most extreme case examined in this book—the Nazi 

Holocaust—the architects of that atrocity camouflaged their actions and goals, precisely to 

obscure their intentions. In a certain sense, too much emphasis on “intent”—rather than 

outcomes—can make it easier for criminal states to sidestep the legal and moral price 

attached to responsibility for genocide. The International Law Commission (established by 

the UN in 1948 at the time of the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the 

Crime of Genocide) holds that “a general awareness of the probable consequences” of 

destructive acts “is not sufficient” to assign guilt for genocide.
16

 Today many genocide 

scholars and others challenge this overly legalistic approach. Further, the very concept of 

“intention” is more complex than it appears on the surface. In U.S. law, for example, 

criminal intent can still be ascribed if an individual “contemplates any result, as likely to 

follow from a deliberate act of his own.”
17

 It can be argued that when mass suffering and 

death result from criminal indifference, or are nearly inevitable and should have been 

anticipated by a conquering or occupying power, than that power is no less guilty of 

genocide, if other elements of the standard definitions are met. Genocide scholar Dirk 

Moses pointed out that in nineteenth-century English law, a person was assumed to have 

intended the “‘natural consequences’ of his or her actions” if the result was “reasonably 

foreseeable.”
18

 “Too great a focus on what was or what might have been going on in the 

minds of the perpetrators,” astutely argues sociologist Christopher Powell, “distracts us 

from the tangible consequences, and the preventable causes, of atrocity.”
19

 

 Another oft-criticized weakness of the 1948 UN definition, as mentioned above, is 

its failure to include social, economic, or political groups in its list of potential victims. (It 

includes only “national, ethnical [sic], racial or religious group[s].”) “In the contemporary 

world, political differences are at the very least as significant a basis for massacre and 

annihilation as racial, national, ethnic or religious differences” argued Leo Kuper, a South 

African-born sociologist who helped pioneered genocide studies.
20

 It is also entirely 

possible that, in the near future, groups could be targeted for genocide based on their 

                                                           
16

 Ben Kiernan, Blood and Soil (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 17. 
17

 Norbert Finzsch, “If it looks like a duck, if it walks like a duck, if it quacks like a duck,” Journal of 

Genocide Research 10:1 (March 2008), 120.  
18

 Dirk A. Moses, “Genocide and Settler Society in Australian History,” in Moses, ed., Genocide and Settler 

Society: Frontier Violence and Stolen Indigenous Children in Australian History (New York: Berghahn 

Books, 2005), 28. 
19

 Christopher Powell, Barbaric Civilization: A Critical Sociology of Genocide (Kingston, Ontario: McGill-

Queen’s University Press, 2011), 64. 
20

 Leo Kuper, Genocide: Its Political Use in the Twentieth Century (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1981), 39.  
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gender identity or sexual orientation—or that a group could be singled out for some other 

characteristic that we cannot yet imagine.
21

  

A tension underlies all these debates: Should we define genocide broadly and 

inclusively, or narrowly and exclusively? The former runs the risk of stripping the term of 

its power—and, after all, “atrocity,” “war crime,” and “crime against humanity” should be 

sufficiently strong terms to characterize certain actions that are not necessarily genocidal. 

On the other hand, the tendency to define genocide too narrowly can generate an unseemly 

competition for victimhood, driven by a misguided belief that “the suffering of my group 

will be lost if we talk about too many other groups.” For these reasons, I favor the 

formulation offered by  the tribunal that was convened after the Rwandan genocide that 

“any stable and permanent group” is in fact to be accorded protection under the 

Convention, an approach that, according to leading genocide scholar Adam Jones, “is 

likely to become the norm in future judgments.”
22

  

A fundamental problem with this debate over definitions is that it can lead to 

paralysis, especially when this debate is conducted in the dishonest arenas of international 

diplomacy, where hypocrisy and self-interest reign. The Sudanese government and a group 

of militias it supports have engaged in widespread massacres and the dispersal of targeted 

peoples in the Darfur region since 2003.  Whether this constitutes genocide—an issue that 

is debated by reputable, humane scholars—does not diminish the scale of the atrocities or 

the urgent need for international action, yet diplomats and lawmakers have wiled away 

precious time in fruitless linguistic debates, rather than taking steps to alleviate the 

suffering in  Darfur. “Since my return” to Darfur after a few months away, an aid worker 

lamented, “my heart has sunk as arguments intensified about whether the Darfur situation 

should be defined as genocide or ethnic cleansing…. What’s happening in Darfur is the 

wholesale slaughter and rape of unimaginable numbers of human beings … Definitions 

should be left to the dictionary—now is the time for action.”
23

 

In this spirit, I argue against the quest for a rigid definition and support the trend 

toward a continual reexamination of existing terminology. For the purposes of this book, 

                                                           
21

 It should be noted that homosexuals have already been engulfed in at least one genocide—the Nazi 

Holocaust. They were not targeted for complete destruction in the manner of the Jews, but they suffered 

grievously. See Chapter 2. In the early twenty-first century, homosexuals suffer harsh, government-

sanctioned persecution in Iran, Uganda, and elsewhere—far short of genocide, but an indication that under 

certain conditions it is conceivable that a government could attempt a systematic extermination of 

homosexuals, in particular gay men.    
22

 Jones, Genocide, 13. 
23

 Luke Glanville, “Is genocide still a powerful word?,” Journal of Genocide Research 11: 4 (December 

2009), 474. After the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s, which popularized the term “ethnic cleansing,” many 

experts consider ethnic cleansing to be synonymous with genocide, as it is conducted for genocidal purposes. 

Therefore it is especially unhelpful to waste time debating whether Sudanese actions in Darfur, or atrocities 

elsewhere, constitute “ethnic cleansing” or “genocide,” as if a gulf exists between the two. 
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we will follow in the recent tradition of inclusiveness, while recognizing that many 

atrocities defy precise description.  

With those caveats, the title of this book sums up the understanding of genocide that 

guides the following chapters: Genocide is the attempt to destroy a people. To elaborate: 
 

- “People” usually refers to national, ethnic, political, social, economic, or 

religious groups; but for our purposes, it refers to any recognized, stable, and 

permanent group. 

 

- By “attempt to destroy,” we mean an effort to eliminate its individual members 

and make it impossible for the group to maintain its social and cultural cohesion 

and, thus, existence as a group. While usually unannounced (Gen. Von Trotha’s 

1904 declaration was a rare exception), this effort can be detected by examining 

policies, actions, and outcomes.
24

  

 

- Genocides are perpetrated through some combination of the measures listed in 

the 1948 UN convention: physical violence, including deportations and “ethnic 

cleansing”; imposing conditions that bring about the decimation of the group; 

and “forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.” 

 

- Genocide almost always develops out of violent conflict or as part of a process 

of demographic or political re-ordering, and thus should be viewed as part of 

those processes, rather than as a completely separate phenomenon. In the course 

of military and political conflict, “leaders and their subordinates perceive and 

respond to supposed threats and changing conditions.”
25

  

 

- Because no group will passively accept its destruction, genocide cannot be 

attempted without large-scale violence. 

 

- High numbers of deaths, though, should not be the defining factor; if they were, 

we would find ourselves in an unseemly and absurd search for a number to 

serve as a standard (perhaps 499,999 deaths does not qualify as a genocide, but 

500,000 does?). More important is the guiding philosophy or aims. 

 

 

                                                           
24

 As sociologist and genocide researcher Christopher Powell pointed out, genocidal policy or acts  often 

emerge—even if not the top priority of the perpetrator regime or army—from intentional social or political 

action; although as the genocidal effects become clear, the policy or project continues because of the 

unimportance (to the authorities) of survival of the affected group. Powell, Barbaric Civilization, 224-25. 

Powell used the fate of the Tasmanians to illustrate this point. See note 37. 
25

 Ernesto Verdeja, “The Political Science of Genocide: Outlines of an Emerging Research Agenda,” 

Patterns of Prejudice 10: 2 (June 2012), 310. See the Bibliography for recent books by Donald Bloxham, 

Michael Mann, and Norman Naimark that analyze the connections linking “ethnic cleansing and 

demographic re-ordering” in twentieth-century Europe and genocide. 
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This book will consistently acknowledge that non-genocidal atrocities can be as 

bad or worse for the victims as those deemed “genocidal,” while recognizing that 

genocide—by seeking not only the physical elimination of large numbers of human beings, 

but, more permanently, the eradication of the means of sustaining a culture or ethnicity—is 

a uniquely sinister, irreparable crime. At the same time, logic and compassion dictates that 

any examination of genocide includes instances of mass killing that fall short of our 

working definition of genocide. Genocide shares many characteristics and dynamics with 

non-genocidal mass murder, another reason we should not rigidly delineate the two. And to 

the family, witness, or survivor of a brutal massacre in a village in Sierra Leone or 

Afghanistan or El Salvador, it would not the least bit comforting to learn that someone far 

away determined that the killing was “merely” a human-rights abuse or war crime rather 

than “genocide.”  

 

Genocide in the Ancient and Medieval Worlds 

Although the Old Testament cannot be taken as historically precise, it is highly instructive 

that this text, which is so deeply embedded in the Western tradition, issues more than one 

blood-curdling call for genocidal destruction. “But as regards the towns of those peoples 

[the Canaanites] which Yahweh your God gives you as your own inheritance; you must not 

spare the life of any living thing,” commands the God of the Israelites (Deuteronomy 20: 

16-17). See also Joshua, Chapters 8-10, and Samuel, Chapter 15, in which God commands, 

“kill man and woman, babe and suckling, ox and sheep, camel and donkey.”
26

 

 Despite the paucity and unreliability of sources, we know that ancient history 

included several instances of the attempted eradication of entire populations. In what is 

present-day Iraq, the Neo-Assyrian Empire (also known as the Second Assyrian Empire) 

wreaked utter devastation on the ancient civilization of Elam, in retaliation for a rebellion, 

in the mid-seventh century BCE. Late in the fifth century BCE, Thucydides reported that—

to punish the people of Melos for their insistence on remaining neutral in the 

Peloponnesian War—Athens executed all the island’s military-age men and then sold the 

women and children into slavery, while colonizing Melos with Athenians.  

Some scholars assert that Rome’s destruction of the North African city-state of 

Carthage at the end of the Third Punic War (149-146 BCE) also represents a precedent for 

modern genocide. Roman troops killed between 40 and 70 percent of the population (the 

survivors were enslaved) and were guided by orders that meet certain modern standards of 

genocide. The large majority of those slain, though, were killed as military foes, rather than 

as civilian members of a targeted group, and the destruction of Carthage gave rise to 

legends that are today rejected by historians of the ancient world (e.g., that the Romans 

sowed the city’s fields with salt to render them inarable). Nonetheless, the bloodthirsty 

                                                           
26

 Jerusalem Bible, 1966. 
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declarations of the Roman leader Cato, who in the years before the Third Punic War 

concluded his speeches—regardless of topic—with the exclamation “Carthage must be 

destroyed,” expressed a desire to erase the foundations of Carthaginian civilization. 

 During the First Crusade (1096-1099) and the succeeding crusades, fanatical 

Christians inflicted horrendous cruelties upon their Muslim (and sometimes Jewish and 

even Eastern Christian) victims, and in some cases sought—although without success—to 

empty entire cities, such as Jerusalem and Antioch, of their non-Christian inhabitants. 

Muslim warriors often responded in kind, as during the bloody conquest of Acre in 1291 

by the Mamluks, a powerful Muslim sultanate based in Egypt.  To the east, a devastating 

new imperial power arose: the Mongol armies of Chinggis Khan (ca. 1162-1227), which 

destroyed vast swathes of territory in their rampages across Central Asia and beyond. As 

their armies advanced across Eurasia, the Mongols’ plunder and mass murder assumed 

genocidal proportions and characteristics.  

Other mass, state-directed atrocities abounded in the late Middle Ages, from 

Ireland to East Asia. But it is in the Americas that we find mass destruction on a scale and 

thoroughness that presage that of the modern era.  

 

Destruction of the Native Peoples of the Americas 

Columbus’s arrival in the “New World” in 1492 marked the beginning of history’s most 

prolonged and extensive demographic disaster. The first victims were the indigenous 

peoples of Hispaniola, where Columbus and his men landed, mistakenly believing they had 

found the Indies (a belief that Columbus stubbornly clung to for the rest of his life).
27

  A 

lust for gold and lucrative spices and dreams of power, alongside sincerely held beliefs 

regarding an obligation to save the souls of the natives, induced Columbus’s legions to 

enslave, torture, and murder thousands of native people, while many more perished from 

new diseases borne by the European invaders. 
28

 

 After five hundred years, scholars have yet to agree on population estimates for the 

pre-Columbian Americas, making it very difficult to quantify the demographic disaster that 

befell the indigenous peoples. Keeping in mind that all these figures are disputed (and are 

often hostage to political agendas), the most reliable, widely agreed-upon estimates 

indicate that the Americas were home to roughly fifty million people in 1492, about five 
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million of them living north of Mexico.
29

 By 1570, the native population throughout the 

hemisphere had declined to about fourteen million; in North America, the indigenous 

population declined to roughly 250,000 by the end of the nineteenth century. But was this 

genocide? What were the goals of the conquerors and the colonial administrations? This is 

a contentious, complex question—not least of all because the demographic catastrophe 

unfolded over such a long period of time, in greatly varying circumstances, and under the 

auspices of several different sets of authorities (Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, French, 

English, and finally, American). Disease was principally responsible for the enormous toll. 

The infamous conquistador Hernando de Soto and his soldiers roamed the southeast of 

today’s United States in the 1540s, torturing, enslaving, and killing countless Indians. But 

as one writer documents, “the worst thing he did … was entirely without malice—he 

brought pigs.”
30

 In de Soto’s wake, the Caddo Indian population declined by 95 percent 

over the next few generations due to smallpox, measles, and other diseases.
31

 

Such devastating epidemics were not new to humankind. The bubonic plague had 

swept large parts of Asia, the Middle East and Europe during the fourteenth century. As 

many as twenty million Europeans—one-third to one-half of the population—died within 

two or three years in the middle of the century, and the Black Death claimed an even larger 

number of Chinese a few years earlier , perhaps one-half of the population.
32

  

During the worst decades of the disaster in the Americas—in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries—both the European colonizers and the natives were utterly ignorant 

of the causes of diseases and their spread.  At that time, the Europeans could not have 

intentionally disseminated disease if they had wanted to, and their need for Indian labor 

outweighed their desire for the Indians to leave the land. In many times and places, though, 

for example as the United States expanded westward, the disappearance of the Indians 

harmonized with government policy or aims. U.S. officials were “strongly disinclined to 

take active measures against the spread of epidemics among the Indians” in the early years 

of the new American republic, according to two experts. In some cases in the late 1700s, 

African slaves were inoculated against smallpox, while Indians were left to their fate.
33

  

Further, throughout those four centuries, up to the late 1800s, governing authorities 

accelerated the disappearance of the land’s indigenous peoples through forced deportations 

and murder. By the end of the 1800s, the prolonged genocide evolved into what some 
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would term “ethnocide”—that is, “the destruction of a culture rather than a people per se,” 

through such measures as “forced relocation, compulsory transfer of native children … to 

assimilate them into white society.” The destructive effects of these policies were 

compounded by “decimation of indigenous economies” and the “forced imposition of new 

forms of sociopolitical organization in reservation settings.”
34

 Throughout the long, 

precipitous population decline, “epidemic disease in the Americas,” unlike in Europe in 

earlier, “was accompanied by colonialism,” as one expert observed—colonialism that 

brought violence, social crises, and social dislocation that “greatly exacerbated native 

American mortality.”
35

 

As one example, the fate of northern California’s Yuki Indians illustrates the 

deadly combination of settler-colonial conquest and government complicity. The U.S. 

government gained control of the Yuki region in 1847, and a few months later the “Gold 

Rush” commenced. The area was flooded with profit-seekers and assorted adventurers; 

with impunity, these settlers robbed and murdered Yuki men and enslaved the women, 

crimes that were condoned and even encouraged by the state government, which helped 

organize militias that indulged in genocidal slaughter. From 20,000 people in the 1840s, 

the Yuki were reduced by 85 to 90 percent within six years, and by 1880 only 168 

remained—one of history’s few near-total genocides.
36

  

  

The “Century of Genocide” 

The twentieth century brought about both the technological means and the radical, all-

encompassing political philosophies that made it both possible and desirable (from the 

perspective of certain governments or political movements) to murder huge numbers of 

human beings. Racism, a new ideological force that would be an indispensable component 

of twentieth-century genocide, took hold in Western thought by the early 1800s, and by the 

end of the century had become an obsession of European societies, gripping the popular 

imagination and seeping into virtually all areas of intellectual and cultural life.  
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While most civilizations had long held “heathens,” “infidels,” and other outsiders 

in disdain, it was only in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that our current concepts 

of “race” began to develop. With the advent of racial thinking and philosophies, “races”—

crudely labeled “Caucasian, Mongolian, Ethiopian, American, and Malay” by one 

important racial thinker in 1820—were now defined.
37

 Paradoxically, these new ideas 

about race, and the accompanying belief in white supremacy, were sometimes driven by 

forces of progress and modernization. The Scientific Revolution and the Enlightenment 

engendered a quest to classify everything in nature, which contributed to the compulsion to 

classify human beings by race. Meanwhile, the anti-slavery abolitionist movement of the 

early 1800s obliged defenders of slavery to formulate new arguments, which now 

invariably rested upon skin color or “race.” Racism is crucial to our understanding of 

modern genocide not simply by “dehumanizing” future victims, but by dividing the human 

race into rigid categories, with supposedly fixed, unchanging characteristics. Thus, unlike 

in previous centuries , to be a “Jew” or an “African,” was supposedly to “always” possess 

certain traits—traits that invariably derived from common prejudices. 

 European racism was also fueled by Social Darwinism, which applied Charles 

Darwin’s theories on natural selection to “races.” While Darwin analyzed genetic variation 

and competition in nature, Social Darwinist thinkers saw competition among races as the 

driving force in history. It was Herbert Spencer, a leader of this new philosophy, who 

coined the phrase “survival of the fittest,” and many of his contemporaries came to believe 

that the disappearance of “inferior races” benefited humanity. Referring to the “savage 

races” in 1866, one prominent British writer and theologian intoned, “They are without a 

past and without a future, doomed … to a rapid, an entire, and, perhaps for the highest 

destinies of mankind, an inevitable extinction.”
38

 By the end of the nineteenth century, no 

less a figure than the British prime minister, Lord Robert Cecil, could express similar 

genocidal fantasies without fear of embarrassment or censure: “One can roughly divide the 

nations of the world into the living and the dying.”
39

 When Adolf Hitler later asserted that 
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“the victory of the best race” is “the precondition of all human progress,” he was simply 

articulating the viewpoint of most European elites of the era.
40

 

The prevalence of racism in Western societies helps us understand—but not 

condone—the European powers’ cavalier disregard for the lives of their colonial subjects, 

an attitude that filtered down through their respective military forces.
41

 One British army 

pilot, instructed to bomb any group of ten or more people as  the British administration 

suppressed a revolt in India in 1938, commented, “In my case I can remember actually 

finding nine people and saying ‘That’s within ten percent and that’s good enough,’ so I 

blew them up.”
42

 In 1919, as Britain was combating a revolt by the Kurdish people in 

northern Iraq, future prime minister Winston Churchill opined, “I do not understand the 

squeamishness about the use of gas…. I am strongly in favour of using poisonous gas 

against uncivilised tribes.”
43

 European racism was  expressed not only in such brutish 

proclamations, but in the paternalistic and narcissistic attitude set forth in Rudyard 

Kipling’s 1899 poem “The White Man’s Burden”—that the colonized peoples were not 

only “half-devil,” but “half-child” in need of the benevolent, selfless assistance of the 

“civilizers.”
44

 

Centralized states, and ideologies of nationalism, arose more or less simultaneously 

in much of Europe, and nations were often defined in racial terms; that is, in the view of 

many Europeans, a nation comprised members of a single “race,” with common cultural 
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and linguistic traditions, rather than peoples of varying ethnicities or religions who were 

united in citizenship and legal equality. Thus, racism often lent individual nationalisms a 

belligerent, exclusive character. 

 

Modern Imperialism 

It was hardly coincidental that racism flourished during the same era that European nations 

were engaged in the imperialist land-grab now known as the “scramble for Africa.” From 

the 1860s until World War I, the leading European powers competed for land and 

resources on the African continent. While Europe enjoyed a century of relative continental 

peace from 1815 to 1914,
45

 European powers extended their control from 35 to 85 percent 

of the world’s territory. Racism was not the only motivating factor, but it certainly 

fueled—and helped justify—the seizure of huge tracts of land in Africa, with deadly 

consequences. As one scholar observed, racism “provide[d] ideological legitimation for a 

vast project of conquest and genocide.”
46

 

However, it was not only racial philosophies or mentalities that arose during this 

period of the “New Imperialism.” More tangibly and lethally, European colonizers 

implemented murderous and even genocidal practices that foreshadowed the carnage of the 

twentieth century. The gravest crimes of the “New Imperialism” occurred under the 

Belgian administration of King Leopold II, who took control of the Congo in the 1870s; 

established an administration called the “Congo Free State” in 1885; and governed the 

huge territory as his personal property until 1908. In pursuit of ivory and rubber, as well as 

the status afforded a major colonial power, Leopold’s authorities, complemented by a 

motley assortment of adventurers, inflicted terrible violence upon the Congolese people. 

(The monarch himself never set foot on the African continent.) Much of the population 

was enslaved, and Leopold’s men imposed production quotas for harvesting rubber; the 

hapless slave laborers who failed to meet these quotas had their hands chopped off. 

Beatings, lashings, and periodic massacres also characterized Leopold’s rule, and 

starvation and disease were the predictable consequences of the Belgians’ destruction of 

community life and commerce. As many as ten million Congolese ultimately perished 

under Leopold’s rule—which exceeded in magnitude, but not in calculated cruelty and 

exploitation, the tactics of French, British, and other European colonizers elsewhere on the 

continent. The Congolese catastrophe, which calls out for greater attention, was little 

known to the public or even to historians—outside central Africa, that is— before the 

publication of a 1998 book (Adam Hochschild’s King Leopold’s Ghost), and remains, in 

comparison to the Holocaust and other comparable calamities, relatively unknown.  
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Yet it was, for a few years at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the next 

century, quite well known. A vigorous human-rights campaign brought attention to the 

“rubber terror” in the Congo, which for several years was an international scandal. Led by 

British journalist E.D. Morel and Irish humanitarian Roger Casement, the movement 

gained the active support of such cultural luminaries as Mark Twain and Joseph Conrad, 

whose Heart of Darkness was inspired by the author’s revelations, while working on a ship 

in the Congo in the 1890s, about the moral corruption and brutality of colonialism.
 47

 The 

Congo human-rights scandal receded in European consciousness during World War I, in 

part because of Belgium’s suffering after the 1914 German invasion. German atrocities, 

which were abundant, were exaggerated for Allied propaganda value; ironically, one such 

exaggeration was the story that the Germans cut off the hands of Belgian children. At that 

time, “no one in the Allied countries wanted to be reminded that, only a decade or two 

earlier, it was the King of Belgians whose men in Africa had cut off hands.”
48

  

Roger Casement’s 1904 report, written after extensive travel and investigation, had 

been instrumental in raising awareness of the Congo’s miseries. A few years later, again 

after his own investigation, Casement exposed another abomination that had much in 

common with Leopold’s reign of terror: “the systematic starvation, whipping, torture, and 

murder of thirty thousand Indians victims in a decade’s time,” as Casement’s 1911 report 

revealed, in the Putumayo region of the Amazon.
49

 These crimes unfolded during the time 

of the Congo travesties, and were driven by greed for profit for the same natural resource: 

rubber. Casement’s report, which followed reports by Peruvian and English periodicals, 

again helped spark a human-rights scandal, which gained considerable attention for a few 

years (1907-1914). Again, though, to those outside the region it would be ignored and 

forgotten after the European war began. 

These tragedies highlight the connection between genocidal conditions and one of 

the iconic developments of the modern era: the invention of the automobile and the 

demand for rubber that it generated. Slavery, starvation, and murder in the Congo and 

Amazonia also suggest that modern Western labor systems created  and profited from 

genocidal conditions, which were not incidental to the expansion of capitalism into 

colonial or post-colonial lands. Further, the exclusion or marginalization from Western 

scholarship and knowledge of the Putumayo disaster—which involved the decimation of 

several indigenous groups—as well as the Congo exemplifies the way that such brutalities, 
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when far from the heartland of Europe, can be easily overlooked, thereby inadvertently 

perpetuating the hierarchies that produced such catastrophes in the first place.
50

 

Similarly obscure in the annals of history are the deaths of many millions of 

Indians, Brazilians, and Chinese from famine under British rule (or resulting from British 

economic policy) in the last quarter of the nineteenth century—deaths that could have been 

greatly minimized by more humane governance, or that might not have occurred at all if 

not for the economic distortions and exploitation of colonialism. India experienced few 

famines before British rule, but endured several severe ones in the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century. The human tolls of these famines were greatly exacerbated by the 

callous responses of British administrators, who—guided by the ultra-free-market 

economic philosophy of the time—were, with rare exceptions, miserly in their efforts to 

alleviate starvation during the worst disasters. In one case, the British official presumably 

responsible for relief efforts declared: “The doctrine that in time of famine the poor are 

entitled to demand relief would probably lead to the doctrine that they are entitled to such 

relief at all times.”
51

 Another official, Sir Richard Temple, required starving Indians to 

travel to camps for work on railroad and canal projects, whereupon he offered a diet of 

1,627 calories per day for heavy labor—fewer calories than in the diet given slave laborers 

at the Nazis’ Buchenwald concentration camp.
52

 At the time, an Indian economic historian 

calculated that at least 15 million people died in six of the worst famines in his country 

between 1877 and 1900.
53

 All told, this age of imperialism claimed at least 50 million 

victims in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

 This era is crucial to understanding the precursors and influences of modern 

genocide. Nazi Germany did not have to invent the concentration camp, which we tend to 

associate only with Hitler: As already noted, Spanish colonizers in Cuba, British settlers 

and authorities in South Africa, and American forces in the Philippines all employed mass 

incarcerations in concentration camps while combating insurgencies around the turn of the 

century. It was also during this era that the leading imperial powers developed lethal new 

technologies, often trying them out upon their colonial subjects. Aerial bombing and other 

technologies led to heavily one-sided, murderous encounters, such as the Battle of 
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Omdurman in Sudan in 1898, in which 48 British troops were killed, while more than 

10,000 Sudanese perished.
54

 “Like other colonial powers,” noted Sven Lindqvist in a 

scathing critique of racism and imperialism, “the British had already been bombing restless 

natives in their territories for several years” by World War I. “It began with the Pathans on 

India’s northwestern border in 1915…. The British combed revolutionaries in Egypt and 

the rebellious Sultan of Darfur in 1916. The 1917, bombers put down an uprising” on 

India’s border with Afghanistan, and in 1920 “Enzeli [a major port city] in Iran was 

bombed in an attempt to create a British puppet state.”
55

 

 Genocide sometimes accompanied—or was a precondition or, at least, an inevitable 

product—of European colonialism, especially once the colonizers determined that they 

wanted the land, rather than the forced labor, of local populations. The commanding 

German officer responsible for the Herero and Nama Genocide of 1904-08, General von 

Trotha, wrote to fellow officers: “The exercise of violence with crass terrorism and with 

cruelty is my policy. I annihilate the rebellious tribes with streams of blood…. Only on this 

seed can something new emerge that will remain.”
56

 After the genocide, von Trotha wrote 

a public statement in a local (South-West African) newspaper that proclaimed that, while 

in earlier stages of colonization the Europeans needed the labor of the natives, “later they 

must disappear” to make room for European settlers and in accord with the “law of the 

survival of the fittest.”
57

 In a war that is less well-known than the Herero Genocide, the 

Germans were simultaneously suppressing the “Maji-Maji Revolt” in East Africa, killing 

more than 200,000 people and employing tactics that would later be part of Western 

counter-insurgency strategies during the Cold War: destroying villages and crops and 

otherwise attempting to eliminate the rebels’ base of support.  

 

Mass Atrocities in the Soviet Union and Wartime Asia 

In addition to the Nazi Holocaust and other episodes that are uniformly characterized as 

genocide, the last century witnessed other instances of mass killing on scales that were 

previously unheard of, but that may not fall into the category of genocide. Under Joseph 

Stalin in the 1930s, the Soviet regime committed its gravest offenses against its own 

peoples. Beginning in 1929, the USSR, encompassing historically underdeveloped and 

agrarian lands, embarked upon a wildly accelerated drive to industrialize and “catch up 

with the West.” This rapid industrialization was accompanied by forced collectivization of 

the peasantry, and the government announced a campaign to destroy the entire social class 

of “kulaks.” There was, however, no single, stable definition of kulak. The term is often 
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translated as “wealthy” or “prosperous” peasant, but many people designated as kulaks 

were far from wealthy; owning a single cow could cause a peasant to be deemed a kulak, 

with lethal consequences. As many as ten million “kulaks” and their family members were 

deported to the harshest regions of Siberia or interred at dismal labor camps, such as the 

infamous Kolyma, which closely resembled the Nazis’ most notorious camps in its daily 

routine.  

The Soviet government presided over a famine that killed several million 

Ukrainians in 1932-1933. Of Stalin’s many crimes, the Ukrainian famine—the Holodomor 

,
58

as Ukrainians still bitterly call it—most closely matches our understanding of 

“genocide,” although this designation is still hotly debated: Was it an intentional effort to 

destroy a nationality that was restive and, from Stalin’s point of view, too nationalistic? 

Newly discovered evidence continues to influence the debate on this question, but, at the 

very least, the Holodomor was the result of official miscalculation and criminal 

incompetence and indifference. The neighboring republic of Kazakhstan also suffered 

greatly; as many as one to two million Kazaks, out of a population of only four million, 

died during the famine there in the early 1930s. And the Stalinist leadership concluded the 

1930s with the “Great Terror,” a far-ranging search for “enemies” that gathered lethal 

momentum and ultimately claimed the lives of roughly 700,000 people.
59

 And, as we will 

see in subsequent chapters, in no case has genocide or widespread persecution been driven 

solely by the will of a totalitarian state; in each case, there was some degree of support and 

participation by common people. In its campaigns against the kulaks and the “enemies of 

socialism,” Stalin’s regime succeeded in generating widespread enthusiasm and 

complicity. Many victims of the Great Terror were turned in by neighbors or co-workers 

who sought to profit or to protect themselves, or who acted out of genuine, if deluded, 

conviction. We see similar patterns of behavior during many other periods of repression 

and hysteria, dating at least as far back as the Spanish Inquisition. 

 Another one million Soviet citizens languished in the USSR’s extensive camp 

network, the Gulag, by the end of the 1930s, and by the time of Stalin’s death in 1953 the 

camps had incarcerated more than 10 million people. In a cruel twist of fate, many 

thousands of Soviet war veterans who had somehow survived Nazi prisoner-of-war camps 

(Chapter 2) were, upon their return, imprisoned in the Gulag under charges of 

collaboration with the Germans. The organizer of an uprising in the Nazis’ Sobibor death 

camp, for example, was jailed for five years by his own government after the war, a victim 

of the paranoid and anti-Semitic atmosphere of Stalin’s final years.
60  
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The Ukrainians were not the only national or ethnic group to be singled out under 

Stalin’s reign. During the last two years of World War II, Stalin’s government carried out 

wholesale deportations of several national or ethnic minorities who were falsely accused of 

sympathizing with the German invaders. Chechnya, a predominantly Muslim region deep 

in Russia’s southwest corner, was nearly emptied of its Chechen and Ingush populations, 

with 500,000 residents driven into exile, and many tens of thousands of Tatars, Greeks, 

Turks, Karachais, Balkars, and  other peoples deported because of their ethnicities.
61

 All 

told, roughly one million people were uprooted from their homelands, usually sent to 

distant camps or settlements. And earlier in the war the Soviet regime had exiled an 

additional one million Germans and 400,000 Poles.
62

 This brief catalog of his crimes 

inadequately conveys Stalin’s malign contributions to the murderous twentieth century. 

The influence, direct and indirect, of Stalin and his brand of “communism” is seen in 

tyrannical, inhumane regimes from Maoist China to Ethiopia’s bloody Mengistu 

dictatorship (1974-1991), which was responsible for hundreds of thousands of deaths 

through political terror, violent repression, and famine; to the corrupt, brutish Eastern 

European governments that took power after World War II. (See Chapter 3 for more on the 

emergence, character, and influence of Stalinism.) 

 By the 1970s, the Shoah—the Hebrew term that designates the Holocaust—had 

emerged in Western public consciousness and collective memory as the central moral 

drama and greatest calamity of World War II. While this is justified, the war unleashed 

other massive, genocidal crimes. For example, Japanese forces, guided by their leaders’ 

own set of racial obsessions and imperial ambitions, killed approximately 200,000 Chinese 

during the notorious 1937 “Rape of Nanking,” and murdered an additional four to six 

million during their occupation of China, which only concluded with the end of the war in 

1945. Japan’s full-scale invasion of China proper in 1937 can be considered the beginning 

of World War II (some date the world war to the Japanese invasion of China’s northeastern 

region of Manchuria  six years earlier). By 1942 Japan’s huge empire extended west to 

Burma, north beyond Korea into Manchuria, south to Indonesia (the Dutch East Indies), 

and farther east into other Pacific islands. The Japanese government and military 

committed vast crimes throughout its realm. In addition to mass killings in countries it 

ruled or invaded during the war, these included: forced labor on vast projects, which took 

the lives of tens of thousands of (mostly Asian) prisoners; systematic, widespread 

imposition of sexual slavery; and cruel medical experiments that rivaled those of the 

Nazis.
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The final chapter of World War II’s unprecedented carnage was the bombing of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki—the first and only use of nuclear bombs to date, claiming at least 

200,000 lives. On the European continent, the postwar era began with forced deportations 

of ethnic Germans from parts of Central and Eastern Europe, resulting in more than one 

million deaths.  

 

Post-World War II Genocide 

Revelations of Nazi atrocities shook humanity’s faith in progress and reason and brought 

about, for the first time, extensive international attention to this age-old blight, and in 1948 

the United Nations convened its convention on genocide. If it is possible to conclude that 

anything positive emerged from the ashes of Auschwitz, it is that racism and anti-Semitism 

were largely discredited (although they did not disappear), and for the first time the 

world’s attention was focused on genocide.  

The earnest, well-meaning injunction “never again” (in German: nie wieder) has 

often been invoked after the extent of the Holocaust became known. Yet this lofty term 

must ring hollow to the families of the many millions of victims of genocidal violence in 

the post-war world. It is impossible to conclude that the “international community” has 

learned from the Holocaust when we survey the numerous cases of mass killing in the 

post-war world, and the near-total absence of effective international action in response. 

 The Cold War served as a cover or justification for the world’s superpowers to 

install, finance, or at least condone murderous regimes in their respective spheres of 

influence. In Guatemala, the U.S. administration, alarmed by the moderate land reforms of 

a left-leaning government, overthrew the democratic state in 1954 and installed a military 

dictatorship that murdered tens of thousands of real and perceived opponents over the next 

four decades. This dictatorship’s violence reached a grisly crescendo under Generals Lucas 

Garcia and Rios Montt between 1981 and 1983. A pattern that was all too familiar in 

Central and South America in the 1970s and ‘80s unfolded: Facing a left-wing guerrilla 

movement, the military’s “counter-insurgency” campaigns targeted civilian populations 

that supposedly provided support for the guerrillas. Guatemala’s Mayan Indians—long 

oppressed in the country’s highly stratified and racist society—suffered the brunt of this 

campaign, and tens of thousands of Indians were killed by government troops or allied 

“death squads.” Also enjoying U.S. patronage during the Cold War, other Latin American 

dictatorships from El Salvador to Uruguay massacred hundreds of thousands of peasants, 
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trade unionists, political activists, and other civilians in the name of anti-communism and 

counter-insurgency. Some regimes, such as the Chilean and Bolivian dictatorships, 

employed Nazi war criminals, who claimed expertise and experience in fighting 

“communism.”  

 Indonesia’s military dictatorship (1966-1998) also received the steadfast support of 

the West, despite coming to power through a fearsome bloodbath that claimed 

approximately 500,000 civilians and political opponents, many of whose names were 

provided to the army by the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). Indonesia invaded 

tiny East Timor in 1975, and conducted a wave of genocidal actions until the island’s 

independence in 1999. During the most intense period of this protracted genocide—from 

1975 to 1980—massacres, aerial bombings, and state-engineered famine killed close to 

one-quarter of East Timor’s 620,000 people.
64

 “Pray for us, that God will quickly send 

away this scourge of war,” wrote a Timorese inhabitant in a 1978 letter. “The mountains 

shake with bombardment, the earth talks with the blood of the people who die 

miserably.”
65

 The Indonesian occupation finally ended after a 1999 referendum, in which 

the large majority of East Timorese voted for independence. But before leaving, 

Indonesian troops and allied paramilitary forces indulged in a final orgy of burning, 

looting, and mayhem, driving some 300,000 people into flight and killing another 1,500.
66

   

 The Soviet Union’s post-war sphere of influence was smaller than that of its Cold 

War adversary, the United States. Until their regimes collapsed like so many houses of 

cards in 1989-1990, the USSR’s Eastern European clients effectively suppressed their 

respective peoples through police-state tactics. They were not reticent to use violence when 

deemed necessary, but were able to maintain power for forty years without recourse to the 

wanton slaughter employed by many Western allies in the underdeveloped world.  

But the record of post-war state Communism was hardly bloodless. Chapter 3 

examines the genocide committed by Cambodia’s Communist Party (Khmer Rouge) 

government in the late 1970s. The human toll of the Khmer Rouge’s atrocities was 

surpassed, though, by China’s Communist government during the reign of Mao Zedong 

(Tse-Tung) from 1949 to 1976. While none of his policies clearly fit the “genocide” label, 

Mao’s reign— “the worst non-genocidal regime,” in one historian’s astute judgment—was 

responsible for the deaths of tens of millions of people through famine and mass murder.
67
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The most lethal famine—and indeed, the worst in all of modern history—occurred from 

1959 to 1961, resulting from the so-called Great Leap Forward, a criminally incompetent, 

chaotic adventure in rapid industrialization and forced collectivization. More than 20 

million people, and possibly twice that number, perished. Such calamities did not disturb 

the “Great Helmsman,” as Mao was known: “Even if half the population of the world was 

wiped out this would not be a total disaster,” he casually uttered.
68

  

Subsequent campaigns of political hysteria and mass repression—most ruinously, 

the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976)—claimed many hundreds of thousands of lives in 

Mao’s final decade. His successors have retained a highly repressive state that deals 

harshly with ethnic and national minorities, such as the Tibetans and, less known to the 

outside world, the Uyghurs and other Muslim peoples in northwest China.
69

  

And while the peoples of the Soviet Union never again experienced the intensity of 

Stalin’s murderous repression, Moscow unleashed a fearsome war on Afghanistan in the 

1980s. Some observers have designated the Soviet war as genocide, based not only on the 

tremendous human toll (somewhere between 1.5 and 2 million Afghanis were killed, 90 

percent of them civilians), but also on evidence of the systematic massacres of 

noncombatants, the forced transfer of children, and other actions that fit elements of the 

UN definition of genocide. The legacy of that war is all too evident in today’s Afghanistan, 

still plagued by the lawlessness and brutal power struggles that were fomented and 

unleashed during the Soviet war, and exacerbated by U.S. and Pakistani funding and 

training of violent Islamist radicals. 

 As widely remarked upon at the time, the Soviet Union had been lured into its own 

Vietnam: that is, a misguided adventure, stumbled into by policymakers who were overly 

infatuated with military power but possessed little sense of history—and an “adventure” 

doomed to fail and to undermine the power and prestige of the superpower.
70

 The analogy 
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has merit. For little clear strategic purpose—save to uphold U.S. prestige and halt the 

presumed advance of communism—the United States eventually deployed more than 

500,000 troops to the war in Vietnam (usually dated 1964-1975, from the time of the heavy 

commitment of U.S. troops to the collapse of the Republic of South Vietnam). The U.S. 

military employed several tactics that targeted civilians as well as combatants and resulted 

in massive casualties: the creation of “free-fire zones,” in which anything moving could be 

bombed or strafed; the copious use of chemical warfare; internment in camps; the 

wholesale destruction of villages; and campaigns, coordinated with the South Vietnamese 

dictatorship, to wipe out perceived political enemies (such as the “Phoenix Program,” 

which led to the torture and murder of nearly 100,000 Vietnamese). A March 1968 

massacre of hundreds of Vietnamese civilians in the village of My Lai became emblematic 

of U.S. atrocities. This massacre was far from an isolated incident: In 1971, a U.S. colonel 

admitted that “every unit of brigade size has its My Lai hidden someplace.”
71

 

 Predictably, a war of this nature corrupted many of the American soldiers, some of 

whom indulged in such grisly practices as the collection of body parts, a form of trophy-

taking that has been chronicled in other wars dating to antiquity. The combat in Vietnam 

provides telling examples of the brutalization and dehumanization of war, especially those 

with colonial and racial overtones. “The only thing they told us [in basic training] about 

the Viet Cong was they were gooks,” said one U.S. veteran later. “They were to be killed. 

Nobody sits around and gives you their historical and cultural background. They’re the 

enemy. Kill, kill, kill. That’s what we got in practice. Kill, kill, kill.”
72

 Ultimately, 

somewhere between three and five million Vietnamese were killed during the U.S. war, 

which failed to prevent the victory of the nationalist and Communist forces in 1975. 

 Addressing an international tribunal on U.S. war crimes in Vietnam, Jean-Paul 

Sartre pointed to several factors that lent a genocidal character to the American assault. 

Any war in the modern epoch, the French philosopher suggested—and especially a war 

with a colonial component—would become a “total war,” engulfing civilians as well as 

soldiers. All members of the “enemy” nation would inevitably be viewed as the enemy. 

And “against partisans backed by the entire population, colonial armies are helpless,” 
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Sartre added, and their only hope for victory will be “to eliminate the civilian 

population.”
73

 

Sadly, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos were not the only nations in their region to 

experience such atrocities. In 1971, in a futile attempt to maintain control of East 

Pakistan—which would soon become the independent state of Bangladesh—Pakistan’s 

military government conducted a series of well-organized massacres, replete with mass 

rapes and the wholesale destruction of villages, that assumed genocidal dimensions, 

ultimately killing at least one million people and perhaps two or three times that number.
74

  

In Southwest Asia or the Middle East, the dictatorship of Saddam Hussein singled 

out the Kurdish people of northern Iraq for destruction during the 1986-1989 “Operation 

Anfal.”
75

 This campaign reached its murderous apex in 1988, when Iraqi forces used 

poisonous gas in a full-scale assault, killing more than 100,000 Kurds, according to the 

most reliable recent estimates. The Kurdish town of Halabja, where in March 1988 at least 

five thousand civilians were killed by gas dropped from the air, came to symbolize these 

atrocities, which were reminiscent of the German bombing of Guernica, in northern Spain, 

in 1937. The offensive against the Kurds and other minorities within Iraq provoked little 

protest from the major Western powers, which at the time considered Hussein an ally.  

In more recent years, the government of the East African nation of Sudan, in loose 

coordination with a dreaded militia called the janjaweed, has conducted widespread rape, 

murder, and forced removals against the Fur and other peoples of the country’s Darfur 

region. The conflict arose from a set of issues that is far more complex than the “Arab vs. 

African” framework usually invoked in the English-speaking news media. These issues 

include a fierce competition for land amid an environmental crisis that has made natural 

resources scarcer than ever. The more immediate cause was a June 2003 uprising, which 

the government of Omar al-Bashir—which had responded with wildly disproportionate 

violence to previous threats—sought to extinguish with harsh repression that quickly 

evolved into a wide-ranging campaign against several ethnic groups. The bloodletting in 

Darfur is further complicated by warfare in other regions of the country, especially in 

nearby regions of the south, throughout the first decade of the twenty-first century. By 

early 2012, some 300,000 Darfurians had died and nearly three million had been 
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displaced.
76

 In July 2011 a peace agreement was signed by the al-Bashir government and 

an umbrella group representing the major rebel factions; in that same month, South Sudan 

became an independent nation. Neither development brought a permanent cessation to 

hostilities in the region, but as of the summer of 2012 bloodshed in Darfur has diminished. 

Similar to catastrophes in the Americas hundreds of years earlier, disease has been the 

principal culprit in the calamity—although disease, it must be stressed, that arises from the 

conditions that the Sudanese government has knowingly created by driving its victims into 

flight. According to a 2010 report, “diarrhea spread by filthy water, pneumonia picked up 

in swirls of desert dust and fire smoke, malaria carried into their tents by mosquitoes and 

other maladies from years of rough living” are responsible for a majority of the deaths.
77

 

 While considerable media and popular attention was devoted to Darfur, an even 

larger tragedy unfolded a few hundred miles to the southeast, where more than five million 

people have perished in a series of wars in Congo, the large majority of them during the 

“Second Congo War” of 1998-2003. While most of these killings have resulted from a 

multi-party scramble for natural resources and political power, some victims have been 

singled out for their inclusion in identifiable ethnic groups. Ironically, the Rwandan 

government, led by the political and military force that put an end to its own country’s 

genocide by overturning the Hutu-extremist regime in 1994, is largely responsible for the 

warfare in neighboring Congo. Perhaps this extreme moral and political confusion is one 

reason the Congo war has garnered so little attention outside of Africa. 

 For the first two generations after World War II, Europeans could take solace in the 

knowledge that such horrors no longer plagued their own continent. But a development 

that seemed to herald greater peace and unity in Europe—the collapse of Communist party 

regimes between 1989 and 1991—instead brought about a catastrophic war in Yugoslavia. 

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union and its allied states, most countries made 

painful, uneven transitions to free-market economies and multi-party political systems. In 

some cases, political, economic, and social crises generated powerful nationalist 

sentiments and movements.  

Most disastrous was the example of Yugoslavia, where the disintegration of the 

state gave way to a bitter struggle for land and power, pitting the dominant Orthodox 

Christian Serbian population against the Roman Catholic Croatians and the Bosnian 

Muslims, who ultimately suffered the most. Grievous crimes were committed by all states 

and militias involved. Yet Serbia’s nationalist government, led by Slobodan Milošević, and 
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its allied militias bear special responsibility, with the Croatian forces a not-too-distant 

second. The wars of 1991 to 1995 killed more than 200,000 people, mostly civilian, while 

another million or so people were internally displaced. Like many episodes discussed in 

this chapter, the “genocide” label is not easy to assign here, but specific incidents, such as 

a massacre of seven thousand Bosnian Muslim men by Serb forces in July 1995, fit the 

standard definitions. This massacre also exposed the dismaying impotence of the 

“international community”: As in Rwanda the previous year, European peacekeeping 

troops stood idly by as the atrocities multiplied. 

 The Yugoslav wars introduced a problematic new term into our political lexicon: 

“ethnic cleansing.” This wording was quickly adopted by diplomats and politicians, 

commentators, and scholars. The phrase is tainted by its probable origins—that is, as a 

term coined by perpetrators to advocate or celebrate their misdeeds. It was reportedly used 

by Serbian nationalists (Chetniks), as well as by Hitler and other Nazi leaders, during 

World War II.
78

 And, as genocide historian Martin Shaw pointed out in a 2007 book, the 

term “ethnic cleansing” accepts and embeds, rather than critiques, the perpetrators’ notions 

of racial or ethnic “hygiene.”
79

 But this term nonetheless succinctly embodies a crime that 

is often integral to genocide (and which in itself can be genocidal). 

 

Why Do Humans Commit Genocide? 

Finally, this book will consider the most troublesome question that arises from any study 

of genocide: How can seemingly ordinary human beings be lured or enticed into 

committing cruel acts? The epilogue, “Making Connections,” will consider some 

historical, sociological, and psychological perspectives on this question.  

 The term “evil-doer” came into widespread use in the United States after the 

September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks. But the notion that we can simply label some people 

“evil,” and that this is all we need to know about their motives, is superficial, as well as 

erroneous. “If only there were evil people somewhere, insidiously committing evil deeds,” 

wrote the Russian author Alexander Solzhenitsyn, we could simply “separate them from 

the rest of us and destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart 

of every human being.”
80

 

 In recent years, historian Christopher Browning, psychologist James Waller, and 

others have shared some illuminating insights into this problem of individual participation. 

In Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution (1991), Browning 

examined the actions of German troops who conducted massacres of Jewish civilians in 

Poland. Few of these murderers were fanatical Nazis or racists. Rather, they succumbed to 
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combinations of “wartime brutalization, racism,” the “routinization” of their grisly tasks, 

“careerism, obedience to orders, deference to authority, ideological indoctrination, and 

conformity”—factors that were all present, “in varying degrees,” but none of which fully 

explains their motivations.
81

 “If the men” of the battalion that Browning studied “could 

become killers under such circumstances, what group of men cannot?,” Ordinary Men 

solemnly concluded.
82

 Waller’s 2007 Becoming Evil: How Ordinary People Commit 

Genocide and Mass Killing argues persuasively that we must go beyond the historical and 

cultural factors that genocide scholars have dwelt upon, and examine deeper, long-standing 

psychological forces. Adam Jones, the author and editor of several recent books on 

genocide, points out that humiliation, greed, narcissism, and fear can each—singly or in 

combination—serve as powerful inducements for the sort of murderous, cruel behavior 

that genocide requires.  

Perhaps out of a justified aversion to one-dimensional structural explanations, 

historians can be slow to investigate or detect larger economic contexts. But a survivor of 

the Rwandan genocide vividly illustrated the psychological and social effects of extreme 

underdevelopment and poverty in the villages where he had lived in Central Africa:  

 

Women get so exhausted” from walking miles for the family’s water every day, 

cooking, and otherwise caring for the family, “that by the time they’re thirty” they 

are “old ladies…. Almost everyone has worms…. Can you imagine that kind of 

life? It’s terrible. How are you going to think right? With pain everywhere. So it’s 

been really hard to blame the people who have been slaughtering each other, 

though I do blame people all the time. They were not themselves. They were 

something else [emphasis added].
83

 

 

 As noted, “Making Connections,” which concludes this book, delves more deeply 

into these questions of individuals’ motivations, as well as factors that lead impersonal 

institutions, including governments and armies, to commit mass atrocities. Before the 

twentieth century, genocide usually occurred for utilitarian purposes; that is, the 

perpetrators determined that it was in their interest to remove a group or groups that stood 

in the way of expansion, conquest, or some other political goal. But in the last century it 

was ideological goals, often driven by racism or some variant of extreme nationalism—or 

by a utopian quest to re-order society in accord with an ideology—that fuelled most 

genocidal atrocities. Other societal factors often include “popular historical grievances, 

previous social traumas, ingrained poverty, educational deprivation, sudden political or 

economic destabilization, colonial occupation, and war,” wrote Robert Gellately and Ben 
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Kiernan, which often “foster the growth of sociopathic political movements.”
84

 Each of the 

genocides examined in the following four chapters demonstrates another dynamic that has 

led to dangerous volatility and even genocide: strong national ambitions accompanied by a 

deep sense of insecurity or vulnerability. For example, Cambodian nationalists of the 

1970s—and German nationalists of the 1930s—were gripped by grandiose national 

ambitions, while simultaneously wracked with excessive anxiety over their country’s 

weakness and vulnerability to internal or external attack.
85

  

 This brief survey cannot begin to do justice to these complex issues, but I hope it 

has at least suggested some of the cultural, social, and historic forces that have conspired to 

disfigure human history through repeated occurrences of genocide, the gravest crime 

imaginable. But we should enter this field of inquiry with great humility. While we will 

attempt to understand this pathology of genocide and its origins, we may still find 

ourselves agreeing with Isaac Deutscher. The Polish-Jewish historian, whose parents died 

in Auschwitz, once said that the Holocaust might “forever baffle and terrify mankind with 

a huge and ominous mystery of the degeneration of the human spirit.”
86

 This mystery 

surely extends to the other genocides this book confronts. 
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