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What are the main characteristics that define ‘Genocide’? Your answer should pay due attention to the UN Convention of 1948.

Since the beginning of time Humans have killed each other. The reasons for their actions have often been purely for survival purposes; food, water, shelter, mates. However, as civilisations have evolved the reasons behind massacres, slaughters and population destructions have become more complex; religious, cultural, ethnical, ideological. The victims are often perceived as being inferior and the world would benefit if they ceased to exist.

Modern Human history has numerous examples of our inhuman treatment of others. Our ability to eradicate parts of our society that we think as inferior, is very evident when this topic is researched and analysed critically.  

Prior to 1944 any mass murderous acts were described in the vague terms used at the start of this essay. However, this changed due to Raphael Lemkin, a German Jew who escaped the Nazis and fled to America. He invented a new word to describe the atrocities that were happening in his homeland, “Genocide”. 

In his book “Axis Rule in Occupied Europe: Laws of Occupation, Analysis of Government, Proposals for Redress”, Lemkin states he built the word “from the ancient Greek word genos (race, tribe) and the Latin cide (killing), thus corresponding in its formation to such words as tyrannicide, homicide, infanticide, etc.”[footnoteRef:1]. Lemkin’s definition of a genocide is “the destruction of a nation or an ethnic group”, and that “Genocide is directed against the national group as an entity, and the actions involved are directed against individuals, not in their individual capacity, but as members of the national group.” [1:  Raphael Lemkin. Axis Rule in Occupied Europe: Laws of Occupation, Analysis of Government, Proposals for Redress, 2nd ed. (Clark, NJ: Lawbook Exchange, 2008)] 


After the end of WWII, Lemkin returned to Europe and assisted the prosecution during the Nuremberg trials. He was disappointment with these events because no charges pertaining to genocide were included. However, he petitioned the newly formed United Nations to address this oversight.

 In 1948 the UN Assembly met to discuss a resolution for this issue, and the ““Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide”[footnoteRef:2] was agreed (came into force 12th January 1951). This new resolution established that the genocide of a people is a globally recognised international crime. It is upheld by international law, and is able to punish those responsible for this crime.  [2:  United Nations, Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, www.un.org. 1948 (cited 11th October 2020), Available from: https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/atrocity-crimes/Doc.1_Convention%20on%20the%20Prevention%20and%20Punishment%20of%20the%20Crime%20of%20Genocide.pdf] 


Due to the “UN Convention of 1948”, we now have a better understanding of what actually constitutes a genocide in the modern era. Divided into 19 articles, each covering a different aspect of genocidal crime, the convention document has been the basis of all laws pertaining to this topic to the present day. If this document and its’ acts had been in place prior to the Nuremberg trials, the defendants would have been faced with far more serious charges than those levelled against them.
  
Article II of the convention states “genocide means any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, 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”[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  United Nations, Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, www.un.org. 1948 (cited 11th October 2020), Available from: https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/atrocity-crimes/Doc.1_Convention%20on%20the%20Prevention%20and%20Punishment%20of%20the%20Crime%20of%20Genocide.pdf] 


These very specific definitions provide global clarification to the very vague term genocide. By defining actions that constitute this crime, the 1948 convention document has greatly aided with the prosecution of numerous crimes since its launch. Even so, certain countries, warlords and tyrants have attempted to subvert the law because of technicalities or outright manipulation of facts (eg Bosnia,1992 - Slobodan Milošević). 
    
It is very obvious that the UN Assembly were very aware of the crimes that took place during WWII. The fact that both physical and psychological harm is included in the definitions, shows that they were understanding of the negative impacts that these behaviours caused to populations. 

The assembly also acknowledged that Human exploitation and experimentation had been undertaken by the Axis Powers (especially Germany and Japan). The fact that there are several points relating to these subjects under Article II, shows how strongly the world condemned such actions. 

Detailed analysis of this document aids in establishing the main characteristics of a genocide. However, there are also aspects of genocide that are not covered within the initial 1948 agreement.  Extermination of a Culture or a Gender isn’t covered within Article II, but both are being implemented in countries around the world. 

In 1944 Lemkin defined “Ethnocide” as “the destruction of culture while keeping the people” this could be through enforced education or restrictions on language (eg Cambodia 1975 - 1979). In 1985 Mary Anne Warren defined the term “Gendercide” as the “deliberate extermination of persons of a particular sex (or gender)”[footnoteRef:4] (eg China’s One Child Policy 1979 – 2007). Although not currently on the UN’s list of genocide definitions, there is a global campaign to ratify and include both categories.  [4: Human Rights Careers, What is Gendercide?, www.humanrightscareers.com, (cited 9th October 2020) Available from: https://www.humanrightscareers.com/issues/what-is-gendercide/] 


Any form of genocide requires large amounts of planning, support, labour / workforce and financial backing. Most are undertaken by large organisations: Countries, Dictatorships, Political Parties or Terrorists. A single individual would never be able to physically perform a genocide, but they would be able to incite one. 

Article III of the UN Convention is a very interesting and significant part of the document. It states “The following acts shall be punishable: (a) Genocide; (b) Conspiracy to commit genocide; (c) Direct and public incitement to commit genocide; 
(d) Attempt to commit genocide; (e) Complicity in genocide” [footnoteRef:5]. It provides the legal world with very specific guidelines on what constitutes a punishable offence.  [5:  United Nations, Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, www.un.org. 1948 (cited 11th October 2020), Available from: https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/atrocity-crimes/Doc.1_Convention%20on%20the%20Prevention%20and%20Punishment%20of%20the%20Crime%20of%20Genocide.pdf] 


As a direct result of this UN resolution, any individual, no matter how big or small their role, involved in the planning, implementation or provocation of genocide could be tried and convicted. The 1998 Rwanda genocide is a prime example of their usage. It was the first time in modern history that a Countries leader was prosecuted for this heinous crime (Jean Kambanda pleaded guilty) [footnoteRef:6]. [6:  United Nations, 20 Years Challenging Impunity, https://unictr.irmct.org/, 6th November 2014, Available from: https://unictr.irmct.org/] 


Even though the parameters of genocidal crimes have been set by the UN articles, there are still problems within the worlds legal systems. Genocide is a difficult crime to prosecute, as often there are very few survivors. The people who are still alive are usually traumatised and psychologically / physically effected by their ordeal. 

Prosecuting a genocide takes a long time. There is usually a vast amount of evidence to be collected, collated and considered. Perpetrators have to be identified, and may need to be tracked down. From first awareness, to first indictment, to first judgement / sentencing often take years, the previously mentioned Rwandan genocide is an example of this The International Criminal Court (ICC) started prosecuting perpetrators in 1994, and it took 4 years of court proceedings to deal with all of the accused. 

Genocides are not only undertaken within conflicts and times of war. They do occur when countries are not fighting. The very frightening fact about modern genocides is that the organisers appear to have learned from the past and modified their methods. 

During WWII the Nazi’s documented their persecutions and atrocities, these papers   later helped identify who was to blame.  However, none of the more modern genocide perpetrators kept documentation, and this has helped them to distance themselves from the crime. Fortunately, this type of behaviour has not been as effective as perpetrators would have hoped, because genocide is not something that is undertaken overnight, it often takes years or even decades to organise. 

In 1996, the American Gregory H Stanton, “Professor of Genocide Studies and Prevention”, and founder of the website “Genocide Watch”, identified that there were 8 distinct stages involved in any genocide. Later in 2012 he modified the number, and there are now 10. He states that his “processual model demonstrates that there is a logic to the genocidal process, though it does not proceed in a linear order”[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  Genocide Watch, The Ten Stages Of Genocide, www.genocidewatch.com, 2020 (cited 11th October 2020) Available From: https://www.genocidewatch.com/ten-stages-genocide] 


“Classification”, “Symbolisation” and “Discrimination” are the first three stages of a genocide under Stanton’s model. All of these are related to the separation of people, the “them and us” philosophy. Differences are not respected or tolerated: visual signs are used (eg badges have to be worn): civil rights are curtailed and denied to the “inferior” people.

“Dehumanisation” is stage 4 and involves the removal of human rights and dignity. The oppressed group is seen as sub human in origin and below society. The Nazi’s frequently referred to Jews as “Rats”, thus removing their human qualities. 

“Organisation”, “Polarisation” and “Preparation” are stages 5,6 and 7. All of these deal with the planning of the genocide. Often these stages take time, propaganda, training, and preparation is needed before any murder can happen. Fear of, and hatred for a suppressed people must be fuelled in order for a genocide to occur. The perpetrators must have a large following to be able to achieve their goal.   

During the “Persecution” stage (8), victims are actually identified and singled out. Their property is frequently taken from them. They are moved from their homes (Jews -ghettos) and segregated. Often, they are denied the basic essentials for survival.  The “Extermination” stage quickly follows (this is self- explanatory). Stage 10 is “Denial”, and everyone involved denies that a genocide ever happened (this includes future generations). 

Stanton believes that each stage is a unique process and something that can be stopped before the next stage is initiated. He also suggests that a few stages may occur at the same time, not always one following the other.  

This model provides a comprehensive list of what happens throughout the genocidal process. Using this tool, it is easy to identify the stages that have occurred during numerous modern genocides. It highlights the fact that genocide is a progression of events and policies that result in mass murder. Stanton’s model also reiterates that large numbers of people are needed to ensure that a genocide is successful.  

When combined, Stanton’s model and the 1948 UN Convention Articles give our modern society a great insight into the characterisation of genocide. Both of these documents show the world what a genocide is and how it comes about. However, more importantly, they show the world what to look for and how this crime can be stopped.   

What are the main characteristics of genocide? was the starting point for this essay. Extensive research has shown that hatred, fear, intolerance, violence and denial are the unfortunate answers to the question. When combined they form a spiral that leads to the destruction of “different”, minority groups.  

While it would be nice to think that the world has learned from the past, and the Holocaust that the Nazi’s undertook will never happen again, we know that this is not the case. Human beings may have become more “civilised” but our superiority complex has often made us more ruthless and callous. Tolerance of / for others is often frowned upon, and people who are “different” are marginalised and ostracised. 

Societies throughout the world have to change their attitudes, before genocide can be eradicated. Until this shift occurs (and we become more accepting of each other) we have to rely on global organisations, educated individuals and concerned citizens who are prepared to monitor and act when they recognise that genocidal tendencies are happening.       

Genocide as a crime rarely goes unnoticed, and thanks to the UN it can now be legally punished. Global vigilance and cooperation are the only ways that the world may see the occurrence of genocides slow and in the future completely stop.
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