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

William Rubinstein once said, ‘How does one reasonably define ‘genocide’? This is the most difficult question of all – a surprisingly difficult and vexatious question indeed – to which there is no easy or readily acceptable answer.’[footnoteRef:1].  This is a question I intend to explore by analyzing the key definitions of genocide. I will also try to prove how this convention was often passive with some acts of genocide not applicable to their criteria. I will also compare the definition of genocide with other definitions to provide an example of differences between them. I will take each characteristic of genocide defined by the UN Convention on the 9th December 1948, that came into effect once signed in 1951, and compare them with genocidal instances throughout history since 1948 pointing out the key characteristics in them relating to the UN Convention. [1:  William Rubinstein, Genocide: A History, (Harlow, England: Pearson Education Limited 2004), p2] 


The UN Convention of 1948 produced a definition of genocide along with the punishments for performing this act. Article two of this law says ‘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:
· Killing members of the group;
· Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;
· Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part;
· Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;
· Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  United Nations, <https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/genocide.shtml> [accessed 5th October 2020]] 


At first glance, this definition and its characteristics seem to have a passive nature towards it, for example, what counts as partly? How would someone decide if you had committed genocide or not? Is there a number on how many people have to die for it to be considered as genocide? The former secretary-general of Medicines Sans Frontier Alain Destexhe in his book 'Rwanda and genocide in the 20th century’ that the word genocide has fallen victim to ‘a sort of verbal inflation, in much the same way as happened with the word fascist’[footnoteRef:3] and this could be attributed to the fact that the law on genocide is not strict enough. An example that springs to mind regarding this quote would be the Civil Rights Movement. The Civil Rights Congress composed of African Americans presented the UN with a petition called ‘We Charge Genocide’. It listed more than 10,000 Black American deaths caused by the USA’s racial beliefs since the beginning of the slave trade in America. From one point of view, the racial abuse in America consisted of both physical and mental harm to Black Americans and according to the law signed in 1951, it meets the criteria for a genocidal charge against America but was this never acknowledged. The Americans killed members of an ethnic group also inflicting serious bodily and mental harm to thousands of African Americans giving a seemingly viable case of genocide against the American government. This also presents the passive nature of the law where stated in the criteria of Article 2 was simply the word ‘part’. Is the 10,000 plus black Americans reported by the CRC who were suffering and killed not enough to consider genocide? Why is this characteristic included in this document where it can easily be used against it in terms of a number needed to be genocidal that is not even set in the law? If you cannot put a number on it then why put ‘part’ in it. It is technically a loophole in this law that was not necessarily introduced effectively by not stating a specific number in the first place and has now made it a passive criterion of law. The petition presented by the CRC created arguments not only within America but also in the black community regarding the idea of the Civil Rights problem in America meeting the criteria for genocide. The NAACP issued a statement saying that there was no Black genocide even though serious matters of racial discrimination did exist in America. President of the NAACP Walter Francis White wrote ‘Whatever the sins of the nation against the Negro—and they are many and gruesome—genocide is not among them.’[footnoteRef:4]. This division between the black community can be contributed by the broad nature of the criteria for genocide in the law. Should its definition be more accurate to help understand what a genocidal event is? Also during this period, the threat of communism in America from Russia was high creating the 'Red Scare' and because of this the CRC's petition was simply seen to be against America's best interests in the fight against communism and ignored by the UN. To me, this argument can be summed up by a quote from Michael Ignatieff that highlights the difference the Civil Rights holds in not being considered a genocidal incident and how he agrees with Destexhe point of the inflation of the term genocide by saying “Slavery, for example, is called genocide when – whatever it was and it was an infamy – it was a system to exploit rather than to exterminate the living.”[footnoteRef:5]. This quote shows the difficulty in my mind to describe a distinction between exploitation and extermination in terms of genocide. Whilst it was not an attempt to wipe out an ethnic group it was also not a point in history that held no deaths of African Americans. Whilst it was an exploitation, under the terms of the UN Convention it caused serious mental harm and also often bodily harm, so if what Michael Ignatieff says is correct this period not only contradict the UN Convention in deciding whether this was genocide or not but also challenges the current definition of genocide. The UN Convention's key characteristics of defining genocide have caused arguments on how we see genocide in today’s society on other 20th century instances in history that can now be considered as genocide, as we continue to make new distinctions between how we define genocide.  [3:  Alain Destexhe, Rwanda and genocide in the 20th century, (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p6]  [4:  Martin, Charles H, "Internationalizing 'The American Dilemma': The Civil Rights Congress and the 1951 Genocide Petition to the United Nations", (Journal of American Ethnic History, University of Illinois Press, 1997)p47]  [5:  Michael Ignatieff, Harvard University, Director of Carr Centre for human rights] 

The definition of genocide, in some cases, can be confused with other definitions but is often able to separate itself from other definitions. One argument could be if there is a difference in the definition of genocide between mass murder and a serial killer or are there small or large similarities? All three definitions involve killing multiple people so what is their distinction between each other? Is it time-based, the amount killed, or who is killed? Mass murder is defined as the murder of a large number of people. This is identical to genocide, but the only difference is it does not specifically reference a certain type of person, for example, ethnic groups or religious parties. Whilst this does not reference groups you can make an argument of the fact it does not exclude groups either. All we can tell from its definition is that it is the murder of many people. This can be attributed to the Holocaust just as genocide is but is not genocide because of the genocide's distinction of groups instead of people in general. Is this a fault on the part of genocide in how it's defined or is it necessary? We can easily call every genocide recorded in history mass murder because it caused the death of many people so what would be the need to call it genocide? The key distinction between mass murder and genocide is that mass murder does not include mental harm such as removing children from their homes and reducing the group's chances of reproducing. A key distinction between these two definitions validating the need for a definition of genocide instead of just calling it mass murder as people do not need to be dead to class it as a genocide. The same can be said of the definition of a serial killer. They kill multiple people but often do not even reach the hundred mark that genocide would exceed extremely. There is also the matter of time between them. Considering the Holocaust, it took the German's a matter of weeks to kill large amounts of prisoners they had in their camps but with a serial killer, they would kill people over some time. This is a key distinction between these definitions who kill multiple people but over a longer period between each other and a substantial difference in murders. Genocide has its differences between each other terms, mostly towards the latter, but also has close similarities, towards mass murder rather than serial killer, where I believe that the definition of genocide and mass murder are the same where the only difference is in the writing of its definition where mass murder does not include murdering members of a group or any mention of mental harm but as I have stated it also does not exclude this factor either. This possibly provides a need for a stricter definition for how genocide is determined to be intended against a group so that it has a clear difference between itself and mass murder.

To conclude, the word genocide has been used loosely since the creation of its definition was signed in 1951 which has also allowed us to rethink what we define genocide as and change its current characteristics. From my discussion I have highlighted how the current key characteristics of genocide are passive and do not provide a clear set of criteria to follow up on. This definition was created to help governments determine who and how to charge with genocide since the Holocaust but throughout history, this definition has been changed not legally but morally and that can cause problems sometimes. How many instances of genocide have we allowed without even considering the possibility that under the UN's legislation they could be charged with genocidal intent? I have already provided one example that provides a valid debate on whether it was genocidal or not, in terms of the Civil Rights Movement in America, and this shows how if you look closely enough there may be many more genocidal periods in history that because of its current definition have either been beaten in court or overlooked because it does not match the broad criteria of its definition. Many people have been calling into question the definition of genocide and how many genocides we have not charged others with and this may not be a bad thing in today's society where weapons and machines have evolved making a genocidal instance easier to attempt. The current official definition was created after the Holocaust and arguably was influenced by the Holocaust as well but as I have said weaponry has evolved in today's society and therefore genocide may need a new version on its definition. If the definition is not changed then because of its current law we may not be able to implement charges onto the guilty who have been considered to have attempted genocidal actions and therefore not face the correct or appropriate punishment for their crime.
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