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‘‘Destroy Them to Save Us’’: Theories of Genocide
and the Logics of Political Violence

SCOTT STRAUS

Department of Political Science, University of Wisconsin, Madison,
Madison, Wisconsin, USA

Based on an analytic review of recent scholarly advances in genocide studies, this
article investigates the causes, concept, and logic of genocide while suggesting a
set of theoretical propositions and avenues for future research. Two emerging theor-
etical streams of literature on causes—strategic and ideological—highlight different
dimensions of genocide and should be thought of as compatible. The study of geno-
cide should be embedded in a broader study of political violence; the two literatures
have been strangely cloistered from each other. To that end, genocide should be
conceptualized as group-selective, large-scale violence whose purpose is group
destruction. This stands in contrast to violence that is individually selective or indis-
criminate; small-scale and not sustained across time and space; and whose purpose is
repression, communication, or some other outcome short of group destruction. To
develop existing theory and to bring the study of genocide closer to the literature
on violence, studying variation in outcomes is essential; that is, students of genocide
should ask why genocide and not another outcome occurs, rather than only studying
common patterns among genocide cases. Similarly, rather than study primarily
sources of escalation and accelerators of violence, scholars should also theorize
restraint and decelerators of violence. Further, scholars of genocide should focus
attention on the interaction between national and sub-national actors as well as per-
iods of escalation or de-escalation. In these ways and others proposed in the essay,
genocide studies can build on recent gains and develop a broader and more coherent
field of theoretical inquiry.

Keywords conflict processes, constraint, genocide, ideology, local actors, mass
killing, negative cases, periodization, political violence

Introduction

Since the end of the Cold War, the study of genocide and other forms of mass
violence against civilians has become more common and more sophisticated. The
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growth of research on genocide is not isolated, and indeed it closely resembles
growing interest in the related areas of political violence and human rights. Before
the 1990s, there existed few social scientific and historical analyses of genocide as
such (beyond the specific case of the Holocaust). Today studies of genocide are
found at most major university presses, in many flagship journals, and at high-
profile academic conferences. The Oxford University Press even recently released a
trademark Handbook of Genocide Studies.1 Two scholarly associations on the study
of genocide now exist, each with an associated peer-reviewed journal; several univer-
sities have created academic centers devoted to the study of genocide (or to Holo-
caust and genocide studies). There has been rapid growth in undergraduate
academic courses taught on the subject, as well as growing interest in policymaking
communities on the prevention and punishment of genocide and related atrocities.2

In short, the end of the Cold War has produced significantly greater legitimacy and
intellectual ferment around the study of genocide.

The research gains are real. Overall, the area of research called ‘‘genocide
studies’’ is more theoretical, more comparative, and more systematic than ever
before. While the Holocaust still dominates by a huge margin the empirical material
available on any single case of genocide, detailed, micro-level, theoretically-oriented
studies now exist for a number of other important cases, ranging from East Timor,3

to Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge,4 to the Armenian genocide,5 to Rwanda.6

Other promising theory-oriented studies, for example on Guatemala, are in the
works.7 Qualitative and quantitative comparative analyses have similarly soared in
number, and, with that growth, theories of genocide have multiplied. The net impact
is an increasingly vibrant area of scholarly inquiry.

However, all is not well in genocide studies. For theory-oriented scholarly stu-
dies of the phenomenon to continue to advance, taking stock of the gains while being
attentive to lingering obstacles and unanswered questions remains crucial. Such is
the main purpose of the article. In addition to surveying and synthesizing the existing
literature with a focus on research during the past decade, the article explicates a
series of related shortcomings with the existing state of research; the article also
generates a series of theoretical propositions.

At least five major questions remain underdeveloped in theoretical studies of
genocide. First, is the field moving kaleidoscopically toward disparate theorization
or is it converging on key points of consensus? Second, what explains variation
among countries at risk of genocide? Why do some situations that have the theoreti-
cal ingredients of genocide result in genocide while others do not? Third, what are
the main causal mechanisms that link certain identified structural conditions to
the outcome of genocide? Fourth, what is the causal ‘‘logic’’ of genocide? Why is
genocide and not another outcome the strategic or policy choice of leaders? And
finally, how is genocide related to other forms of political violence? There is a per-
vasive tension about whether to isolate a conceptual distinctiveness to genocide
(or a related term such as ‘‘murderous ethnic cleansing,’’8 ‘‘mass killing,’’9 ‘‘mass
violence,’’10 or ‘‘politicide.’’11 However, no matter how that question is resolved,
genocide studies has been strangely and unproductively cloistered from the study
of other forms of political violence. Addressing these five questions is essential for
progressing theoretical studies of genocide.

The article is divided into three sections. First, the article summarizes the main
research trajectories and findings that have appeared during the last decade and con-
trasts those with earlier sets of arguments. The main conclusion is that the intensive
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study of genocide has yielded two main clusters of findings and arguments, around
war and ideology respectively, as well as several other important insights. I argue
that the two main theoretical paradigms are compatible, rather than contradictory,
and that each provides theoretical insight into different dimensions of genocide.
Second, the article asks whether and how genocide is empirically and theoretically
distinct from other forms of political violence. The analysis begins with a conceptual
discussion, followed by a discussion of the causal logic of genocide. In both cases, the
analysis draws out theoretical and observable implications concerning the nature of
genocide, especially in comparison to other forms of political violence. Third, the
article identifies three other areas for theoretical improvement that are largely miss-
ing from the existing literature: the importance of examining variation and negative
cases; the importance of examining the interaction between national and sub-
national actors; and the importance of studying over-time variation and periodization.

Recent Findings and Arguments in the Study of Genocide

Ask a non-specialist about why genocide happens and the most likely answer would
be some combination of hatred, totalitarianism, and scapegoating. These analytic
themes tie quite closely to what might be called a ‘‘first generation’’ of comparative
research on genocide, a set of arguments for which the Holocaust served as an ana-
lytic center of gravity.12 To explain the foundations of genocide, early theorists vari-
ously emphasized intergroup prejudice and divisions;13 a concentration of power in
authoritarian regimes;14 and scapegoating via prejudice in periods of hardship.15 The
‘‘first generation’’ genocide studies literature is not limited to these arguments, and
some scholars made conjunctural arguments. For example, in a seminal book,
Robert Melson argued that a combination of revolution and war is the cauldron
for genocide.16 While Helen Fein emphasized dehumanization, her four-part argu-
ment also stressed state decline, ideologies of group domination, and war.17 Both sets
of arguments foreshadow later research on genocide, as I discuss below. Nonetheless,
the themes of prejudice (as well as hatred and dehumanization), extremely repressive
regimes, and displacing social stress are the most common emphases in the early
literature on genocide.

During the past decade, a different set of theoretical emphases has emerged. I
argue the most recent scholarship clusters into two main paradigms and several other
less common but important theoretical insights.

Strategic Paradigms and the Importance of War

The first main cluster is a strategic or rationalist approach to the study of genocide
and related forms of violence, a perspective that is most well developed in the polit-
ical science literature. The main insight is that strategies of mass violence are
developed in response to real and perceived threats to the maintenance of political
power. The main empirical finding that informs the strategic perspective is that geno-
cide and other forms of mass violence generally occur in the context of armed con-
flict. Indeed, the empirical connection between genocide and war is arguably the
most robust empirical finding in the most recent literature: genocides generally occur
in wartime or in response to the threat of armed conflict; most major cases of geno-
cide, such as the Herero genocide, the Armenian genocide, the Holocaust, Rwanda,
and Bosnia, all take place in wartime.18
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That said, there is less consensus on the causal mechanisms linking war to
genocide. In a series of quantitative studies, Ben Valentino and co-authors argue that
mass killing is effectively a counterinsurgency tactic to ‘‘drain the sea’’ of insur-
gents.19 Writing in 2008, after an analysis that included dozens of variables in a stat-
istical model, Valentino and Jay Ulfelder conclude that, ‘‘Our analysis emphatically
confirms that governments are most likely to perpetrate mass killing when they are
fighting insurgencies or engaged in civil wars.’’20 They also find that states with low
infant mortality, states that have practiced past discrimination, and states that are
not members of the GATT or WTO are more likely to commit mass killing. The
main interpretation is that weak states lack professionalism and information to sort
citizens from insurgents and that if they do not value such citizens even in peacetime
they are even less likely to do so in wartime.21

Scholars working in qualitative traditions similarly stress a theoretical connec-
tion between war and genocide, but they stress different causal mechanisms. Martin
Shaw argues that genocide is a form of war and that the logic of genocide is closely
associated with the logic of war.22 In war, he argues that civilian groups are more
likely to be constructed as ‘‘enemies’’; military means of destruction are more likely
to be deployed; and military and political centers of power are more likely to be clo-
sely allied.23 In slight contrast, Manus Midlarsky finds that wartime loss, in parti-
cular territorial loss, drives genocide. Like Valentino and to an extent Shaw,
Midlarsky locates genocide theoretically as a response to threat. War creates
conditions of state insecurity and vulnerability, he argues, and loss in war triggers
disproportionate responses—what he calls ‘‘imprudent realpolitik’’ in which civilian
populations are constructed as threatening enemies.24 He departs from Valentino
who conceptualizes mass killing in instrumentally rational terms, yet both argue that
genocide and mass killing are responses to perceived threat. Melson argues that in
war states link enemies of the revolution to external wartime enemies, thereby
increasing the risk that the domestic ‘‘enemies’’ will be targeted for elimination. Simi-
larly, Jacques Sémelin argues that war contributes to defining some groups as inter-
nal enemies, and war increases uncertainty and vulnerability, which can lead to the
use of violence.25 In research on Rwanda, I also found war to be a central driver of
genocide, arguing that war legitimized the use of violence against constructed enem-
ies, created uncertainty and insecurity, thereby empowering hardliners over moder-
ates and also triggering the use of violence, and led specialists in violence (soldiers,
paramilitaries, and militias) to enter the domestic political arena.26

To summarize, a cluster of authors writing recently on genocide emphasize a
strong empirical and theoretical connection to war; in that literature, there are three
consistently articulated causal mechanisms. First, war creates threat and insecurity,
which in turn increase the probability that violence will be used to counter the threat.
That is the core of the strategic perspective that most authors share. Second, war
increases the probability that perceived opponents will be classified as ‘‘enemies,’’
whom in war one seeks to destroy. War thus changes the categorization of oppo-
nents and alters the range of tactics used against opponents, in particular increasing
the probability that violence and destruction are the choice. Third, war instigates the
use of militarized forms of power (militaries, weaponry, and so forth), which facili-
tate lethal violence against perceived enemies.

However, two key questions remain. First, why are civilian, non-combatant
groups targeted, and, second, why is the strategic objective systematic destruction
of civilian groups? Ulfelder and Valentino make two arguments. One is a function
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of capacity and tactics: in guerilla war, states with weak control, capacity, and
limited information kill civilians en masse because such states cannot separate civi-
lians from insurgents. The other is a function of preferences: where states do not
value citizens, where they discriminate, they are inclined to target civilians. The latter
begs the question of what explains preferences or what explains how states construct
enemies. That question is essential, and as I discuss below paradigms that emphasize
ideational constructs—in particular, how states construct social groups and legit-
imate political communities and how leaders define their objectives—provide at least
partial answers to these questions. By contrast, Midlarsky employs prospect theory
and psychology to argue that loss triggers disproportionate responses to threat, while
Shaw locates civilian targeting in what he calls modern, ‘‘degenerate’’ warfare, which
by definition targets civilians.

A strictly strategic perspective should address two additional and conflicting
problems. First, if genocide is an optimal choice in wartime, why is that choice
not more common than it is? Or, second, why would leaders expect the strategy to
succeed, given that most high-profile past cases yield failure: whether in the late
Ottoman empire, Nazi Germany, Cambodia, Rwanda, and even the former
Yugoslavia genocide and mass killing was followed in short order by regime change.

Ideological Paradigms

With some degree of contrast, a second cluster of arguments has emerged in the past
decade that emphasizes the ideological origins of genocide. The central insight in this
literature is that one needs to understand the ideas in people’s minds, in particular
those of leaders, in order to understand how and why genocide occurs. The most
consistent focus in the literature is on ideological visions of and for the state, that
is, on the ways in which leaders imagine the purpose of their polity and the legitimate
community of citizens that belong to the polity. Harff, for example, in her multivari-
ate analysis finds ‘‘exclusionary ideologies’’ a key variable.27 Several recurring ideo-
logical themes are the importance of utopia, purity, fantasy, and obsession—themes
that in the main suggest quite different origins and dynamics from explanatory para-
digms that emphasize the strategic origins of genocide. To be sure, as Ben Kiernan
suggests in his sweeping history of genocide, the sheer vastness of a genocidal enter-
prise requires pragmatic skill, a combination of what he terms ‘‘apocalyptic vision
and prudent compromise.’’28 Yet the clear analytical emphasis is on ideology.

A representative author is Eric Weitz, who emphasizes that leader-level visions
of utopia based on their conceptions of race and nation.29 He argues that leaders
who commit genocide are revolutionary; they are animated by visions of utopia; they
harness the state to implement their future; and they imagine a future with pure,
homogenous populations.30 Similarly, Sémelin emphasizes that examining the
‘‘imaginary’’ is necessary to understand genocide. Ideology is the ‘‘binding agent,’’
he argues, that connects security fears, to identity, to quests for purity that involve
destroying others to save one’s own community.31 Genocide is, as he describes, when
actors ‘‘destroy ‘them’ to save ‘us’.’’32 In Kiernan’s historical survey, ideology is also
the key ingredient. He argues that idealized conceptions divorced from reality are
common to genocides across time.33 He identifies four specific ideological ‘‘obses-
sions’’ and ‘‘preoccupations’’ that animate genocidal violence: racism, territorial
expansionism, agrarianism or ‘‘cults of cultivation,’’ and desire to restore purity
and order based on imagined antiquity. And Michael Mann’s work also strongly
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emphasizes ideology. He argues that the root of genocidal violence is imagining the
nation as an organic whole, which in turn is based on an ethnic interpretation of
democracy. In his famous phrase, the risk for genocide is greater when the ‘‘demos’’
is imagined as an ‘‘ethnos.’’ That said, Mann, like Sémelin, Melson, and Weitz argue
that genocidal violence is more likely when (respectively) organic nationalist,
purity-seeking, revolutionary, or utopian states are in acute crises, especially in
war34—a point to which I return.

Ideological arguments solve two analytic problems that trouble strictly strategic
arguments that emphasize the dynamics of war above all else. The first is to answer
the question of why civilians are targeted in large numbers in the midst of a crisis;
that is, ideological approaches solve the issue of civilian group selection. Ideology
delimits legitimate in-groups and illegitimate out-groups. The central mechanism is
exclusion, as Harff, Melson, and Fein argue, but the mechanism could be conceptua-
lized as division, as Kuper suggests, or discrimination, as Ulfelder and Valentino
claim. Ideology also creates specific goals and even obsessions that carry the seeds
of extreme violence. The vision itself suggests violence—a purified national com-
munity or a return to an idealized past, for example. In addition the gap between
a utopian, unrealistic commitment and the ability to attain the goal lends itself to
a process of violence to cleanse or hasten the process of purification. The second ana-
lytic problem that ideological arguments help to solve is that they provide an answer
as to why in some wars but not others states target civilians en masse. The answer is:
the ideological vision of the leadership will shape how a state defines strategic
enemies and strategic objectives, thus indicating which states are likely to respond
to perceived threat with mass violence and which are not.

How are these two clusters of arguments different from earlier research? Clearly,
the themes of war and elite ideology resonate with Fein’s and Melson’s earlier
research. Yet the most recent paradigms are sharply different from strictly culturalist
arguments that locate the origins of genocide in inherently hateful social relations.35

The most recent literature emphasizes leaders’ ideals and strategies, not widespread
prejudice and inter-communal hatred in the population. Even if Mann and Sémelin
address questions of mobilization and micro-level perpetration, the model of geno-
cide is top-down—a point to which I will return. The most recent scholarship also
downplays autocracy.36 Ulfelder and Valentino consistently find regime type not sig-
nificant in various models, and Mann argues that the roots of genocide lie in demo-
cratic ideals not authoritarian practice. That said, most arguments are not inherently
contradictory; the main insight of regime type arguments is that authoritarian states
have fewer feedback mechanisms and checks on power. In crises or where elites have
utopian visions, a smaller decision-making circle could fuel escalation and the use of
extreme violence. Still, the theoretical reorientation in the most recent work is valid:
authoritarianism as such is not a necessary condition for genocide, nor even its cen-
tral wellspring. Finally, the recent scholarship deemphasizes scapegoating. Crises, in
particular wars, trigger mass violence but the causal mechanisms are not about
blaming others for one’s own hardship.

An outstanding question concerns the theoretical compatibility of the two main
paradigms. I would argue that the paradigms are and should be complementary. A
strategic perspective that emphasizes the importance of armed conflict as the main
macro environment in which genocide takes place is empirically valid and theoreti-
cally crucial. Wars favor violence: they legitimize killing as a tactic; they increase
fear and uncertainty; and they trigger militarized institutions that specialize in
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destruction, among other issues. But an ideological perspective that emphasizes the
political imaginary (to paraphrase Sémelin) seems critical for understanding patterns
of civilian targeting: the political imaginary establishes social categories and political
goals, which in turn helps to explain why certain civilian groups are targeted for
destruction. In other words, the ideological vision of a political leadership will shape
how leaders respond strategically to perceived threats. The compatibility is present in
some scholarship, in particular Mann, Sémelin, and Weitz, but I would argue for an
explicit connection between the two clusters of arguments—each speaks to different
dimensions of genocide.

Other Theoretical Insights in Recent Genocide Scholarship

Several other themes are evident in the recent scholarship on genocide. The first is an
approach that normalizes genocide as inherent to regular processes of political devel-
opment, in particular of state building, imperialism, and even democracy. A central
connective insight is rather than conceptualize genocide as political violence that
happens ‘‘over there’’ to others who are ideological extremists or trigger-happy
counterinsurgents, scholars should recognize the more familiar origins of genocide.
Mark Levene, for example, argues that genocide emerges from state building, state
competition, and consolidation in the modern era.37 As noted above, Mann argues
that a wellspring of what he calls murderous ethnic cleansing is a perversion of
democratic ideals. Shaw argues that genocide is connected to the history of warfare,
arguing that genocide is a form of modern degenerate war.38 And Dirk Moses argues
that the idea of group destruction is tied to the logic of empire and colonization.39 In
each of these texts, the authors normalize genocide, showing how its origins are not
alien to ‘‘civilized’’ society.

A second important theoretical insight in the recent literature is that genocide
should be conceptualized as dynamic. Given the emphasis on intent in the legal defi-
nition of genocide, a tendency in popular and scholarly commentary has been to
emphasize pre-meditation, leading to static models of genocide. Such models imply
leaders were committed to exterminatory violence and subsequently looked for
opportunities to implement their plan. By contrast, a consistent finding in the most
recent scholarship is how genocide is rarely the first choice of leaders, but rather that
the choice emerges over time in response to past failures, events, contingencies, and
the actions of one’s opponents.40 The implications are far-reaching, if underex-
plored. A dynamic model suggests a number of events, incentives, and constraints
that could not only push elites towards escalation but also towards de-escalation,
a point that I take up below.

A third important area of theoretical focus, but one with contradictory findings,
concerns that of state capacity. Here the literature points in multiple directions.
Ulfelder and Valentino find that weak states lack the information and professional-
ism to distinguish combatants from civilians in insurgency. By contrast, Midlarsky
argues that states must feel vulnerable, but they must also have the capacity to access
and murder targeted populations. Shaw argues that modern warfare technology
facilitates killing, implying military capacity is a critical variable. Given the attention
questions of capacity and control have received in the literature on civil war41 the
issue deserves further attention in the literature on genocide.

To conclude, the last decade has seen a major expansion of genocide studies.
Two principal lines of causal argument have emerged, as have a series of other
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fruitful lines of analysis. If synthesized, the various arguments point to two founda-
tional elements of a theory of genocide: a) the phenomenon tends to occur in highly
acute crises, in particular war, in which political authorities deploy mass violence in
response to the perceived threats that they face; and, b) the phenomenon tends to
occur when political elites are committed to ideologies that either create utopian
expectations or that define illegitimate members of a political community in categ-
orical terms. Moreover, the process of genocide is a dynamic one—the choice of
genocide emerges over time. Clearly, more precision is needed. Given that most
armed conflicts do not result in genocide, is there a kind of war or a specific dynamic
in war that triggers genocidal violence? Is there a more specific articulation of the
kind of ideational vision that produces such genocidal violence? Or should we expect
equifinality—that the causal patterns will not be identical and we should expect mul-
tiple causal pathways to lead to the same outcome? Is there nonetheless a common
causal sequence or a critical common logic of genocide? And how does state capacity
matter? All these questions are critical for further developing a theory of genocide.

Genocide and Political Violence

This section and the next take a step backwards to examine some gaps in the
genocide studies literature. The focus is less on a variable-centric approach to study-
ing the phenomenon; the move is a step away from asking what are the typical con-
ditions in which genocide occurs. Rather, the section seeks to make global
observations about the political phenomenon of genocide. I should add that the
focus is on studies of the phenomenon of genocide, not on the policy and normative
question of how genocide could or should be prevented.

Genocide studies has developed largely in theoretical isolation from the broader
study of political violence. To a degree, the different tracks are appropriate: many
genocide scholars have sought to isolate a distinct phenomenon (genocide) and to
develop explanations for it. However, as I have argued elsewhere, while still recogniz-
ing the specificity of genocide, study of the phenomenon should be embedded in a
broader study of kin phenomena, in particular political violence.42 The reasons are
three-fold. First, to understand the specificity of the phenomenon and the logic of
genocide, it should be clear what characteristics are unique to it and what character-
istics are shared with other phenomena. The specification should lead to more precise
and disaggregated theorizing and comparative research designs. Second, empirically
and theoretically, the phenomenon of genocide has similarities with other forms of
violence. If a common finding is that genocide is a form of violence that occurs in
wartime, especially civil war, then a logical connection should exist to studies of viol-
ence in war, especially civil war. Explaining patterns of violence against non-
combatants in war has been the focus of considerable research in recent years.43 Simi-
larly, if a common finding is that certain forms of utopian and exclusionary ideolo-
gies drive genocide, then a logical theoretical analog should exist to the study of
terrorism, which entails violent targeting of civilians and where one finds similar
attention to messianic ideologies at the leadership level. Yet, despite some recognition
of similarities,44 the two subjects rarely intersect. Third, as I shall discuss, because
there is considerable disagreement about a social scientific definition of genocide,
insisting on its distinctiveness in isolation of related phenomena is shortsighted.

This line of analysis prompts the perennial question in genocide studies: how to
define the term, an issue many authors wish to sidestep but which usually requires
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discussion precisely because the term ‘‘genocide’’ is so contested. The definitional
question plagues comparative research because there are inherent ambiguities and
limitations in core elements of the legal United Nations Convention definition and
because most scholars offer their own unique definition. Thus, a scholarly area of
study has developed around a core but contested concept, which presents an inherent
problem for comparative research.

In response to such problems, some scholars discard or downplay the term in
favor of alternative conceptualizations. To wit, Valentino employs ‘‘mass killing’’
(a certain number of civilian deaths over a period of time); Mann employs ‘‘murder-
ous ethnic cleansing’’; Rummel uses ‘‘democide’’; and Krain uses ‘‘state-sponsored
mass murder.’’ Harff defines the outcome of interest as ‘‘genocide,’’ ‘‘politicide,’’
and ‘‘geno=politicide’’ (all of which have the same value in her statistical study).
Others place genocide within a spectrum of kin violence: for example, Shaw focuses
on genocide as his main outcome, but he places genocide within a spectrum of
‘‘genocidal action’’ (and defines genocide differently than others do).45 Similarly,
Sémelin focuses on genocide but argues that the main unit of analysis should be
‘‘massacres.’’46 Kristine Eck and Lisa Hultman employ the related concept of
‘‘one-sided mass violence,’’ of which genocide would be one extreme.47 Christian
Gerlach eschews genocide for the term ‘‘mass violence.’’48 By contrast, of the authors
previously cited, Kiernan, Midlarsky, and Weitz all write about genocide as the out-
come in question, though Midlarsky’s conceptualization is more restrictive than that
of Weitz and Kiernan (with resulting variation in their universe of cases).

How to resolve the issue? The first question is to ask if there is anything specific
to the concept of genocide. If there is not, there is no reason to insist on the term;
scholars should talk about political violence or killing. I shall argue that not only
is ‘‘genocide’’ conceptually specific and empirically valid, but also that there exists
more conceptual consensus than usually suggested in the literature.49 I also insist
that the specificity of genocide does not mean the phenomenon should be studied
in isolation from other forms of violence; in fact, I argue to the contrary.

Raphael Lemkin coined and defined the term ‘‘genocide’’ as its name implies:
‘‘destruction of an ethnic or national group.’’ More specifically, he conceptualized
genocide as ‘‘a coordinated plan of different actions aiming at the destruction of
the essential foundations of the life of national groups, with the aim of annihilating
the groups themselves.’’50 (The U.N. Genocide Convention is worded differently,
and problematically, as ‘‘intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical,
racial, or religious group, as such.’’ Nonetheless, the core conceptualization for both
touchstone definitions is deliberate (intentional) group destruction, and that in turn
is the core of most existing scholarly definitions, including many from the
first-generation of genocide scholarship.51 How one specifies the core elements,
including ‘‘deliberate’’ or ‘‘intentional,’’ what kind of groups (political, ethnic, racial,
religious, gender, linguistic, constructed or real), what constitutes destruction,
including what level, what time period, and across what territory, are all subject
to different interpretation. But the core specificity of genocide is deliberate (orga-
nized, systematic, planned, intentional as opposed to accidental or coincidental)
group (with the implication, as Shaw insists, of a focus on civilians) destruction.

Compared to other forms of political violence, genocide is thus distinctive for
being group-selective (rather than individual=combatant-selective or simply indis-
criminate) and for being group destructive (rather than group harmful or group
repressive, for example). Group destruction also implies violence that is lethal,
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large-scale, systematic, coordinated, and sustained over time and across space. By
consequence, of a violent event or period, scholars may ask: was the violence group
selective (i.e., violence in the aggregate that targets a social category or collectivity,
rather than individuals, combatants, or is not group-oriented) and was the violence
aimed at the destruction of that group (i.e., violence that is consistently lethal, sus-
tained, systematic, and reaches a high level). There should be variation on those two
dimensions of different forms of political violence.

Similar to Shaw and Sémelin, the conceptualization places genocide within a
spectrum of violent action while still recognizing the specificity of genocide. The con-
ceptualization differs from ‘‘mass killing’’ or ‘‘indiscriminate’’ violence, both of
which imply large-scale violence but violence that is not group-selective or oriented
toward group destruction. The distinction matters empirically but also theoretically,
as I discuss below. The approach is generally consistent with Elisabeth Wood’s
framework of examining ‘‘repertoires’’ of violence committed by armed groups.52

Genocide would thus be one aggregate form or repertoire of political violence, differ-
ing along the lines suggested above from sexual violence, massacre, torture, terrorist
violence, electoral violence, selective violence, and so forth. Some of these repertoires
of violence could be and usually are part of genocide, but in the aggregate genocide
may be distinguished from them.

There are other empirical features of genocide that distinguish it empirically
from other forms of political violence. Genocide is ‘‘atrocity by policy,’’ as Christo-
pher Browning aptly argues.53 The perpetrating organization requires capacity to
inflict violence, to be group selective, and to coordinate agencies over time and
across space. Genocide is, in reality, an aggregate of multiple instances of violence
that are repeated in a consistent and systematic fashion. Genocide is also a form
of asymmetric violence in which the perpetrator is, I would argue, the territorially
dominant power. The organization committing genocide may have diminishing
power, including losing in conflict, but for the violence to be committed on a large
and systematic scale the perpetrator must exercise effective domination over the tar-
geted population at the time of the violence. As Shaw among others note, the state
need not be the perpetrating agent as other ‘‘power organizations’’ could possess
such capacity. In practice, however, the most likely actor to possess such capacity
is the state, as the dominant power holder in a society. By implication, at the time
of the violence targeted groups are highly vulnerable to the violence—they are
subordinate.54

The line of analysis suggests several theoretical implications. First, if genocide is
committed by the territorially dominant organization, usually the state, then the
form of violence differs from other forms of violence against civilians. For example,
terrorist violence in the general understanding of the term is a form of violence that
directly targets civilians, but it is generally committed by non-state clandestine orga-
nizations that are the weaker party in an asymmetric conflict.55 Counterinsurgency
indiscriminate violence also would be distinct from genocide. In that case, actors
commit indiscriminate violence because they lack territorial control and information
to be selective.56 By contrast, genocide is group-selective violence, generally requiring
domination of territory where such violence exists. Second, we might expect patterns
of recruitment to follow from the nature of domination. Thus, the demographic of
average genocide perpetrators is consistently that of ‘‘ordinary men’’ that reflect
patterns of recruitment for other official organizations, such as the military and
police.57 By contrast, we would expect the demographic for terrorist violence to vary
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systematically. Indeed, there is some evidence to suggest that terrorist recruitment
attracts ideologically committed, marginalized, or revenge-oriented perpetrators.58

If genocide is to be embedded within but distinguished from a larger universe of
forms of political violence, a question is: what is the degree of overlap between dif-
ferent forms of violence? As conceptualized here, genocide is an aggregate outcome,
like civil war, composed of violence that is similarly patterned over time and terri-
tory. Thus, genocide is one level of abstraction greater than violence measured at
hourly or daily intervals, such as rape, murder, arson, poisoning, torture, and even
riots or massacres. Genocide encompasses (and therefore overlaps with) each of
those forms of violence. Empirically, as noted above, a consistent finding is that
the policy of group destruction emerges over time and, as Mann and Valentino
argue, is rarely the first choice of perpetrators. By implication, genocide is the pro-
duct of a process or spiral of escalation in which alternative strategies of violence
might have been previously tried or exercised. Examined over time then, genocide
would be a period within a longer period of interaction between conflicting groups.59

There are several observable implications from this line of analysis. For
example, a strategy of genocide should sequentially follow other related aggregate
strategies of violence, such as targeted assassination, forced displacement, or even
indiscriminate mass killing. By implication, many structural conditions and factors
that drive violent displacement or mass killing should similarly be present when
genocide occurs; there should be substantial theoretical overlap between related stra-
tegies of violence. At the same time, if genocide is distinct, then analysis should try to
isolate the constellation of conditions in which genocide and not another form of
violence tends to occur or analysis should seek to discern what, seen across a history
of conflict, drives the escalation (or de-escalation) of violence.

A related concern is to examine the causal logic of genocide, especially in con-
trast to other types of political violence. In general, genocide studies has not engaged
in the kind of analysis about the logic of violence that, for example, Stathis Kalyvas
has done to the logic of violence in civil war.60 Examining the logic of genocide is
defensible in that, while genocide may not be the initial choice of perpetrators and
while it may be self-defeating as a strategy, at some point in time it becomes a delib-
erate policy, a strategy, whose nominal purpose may be studied. If the objective in
genocide is group destruction, that suggests an important contrast to the logics of
other forms of violence.

For example, a significant number of scholars who study terrorist violence and
violence against civilians in civil war argue that such violence has a ‘‘communicative’’
function.61 ‘‘Corpse messaging’’ in the context of a drug war is a vivid illustration.62

The violence is designed to deter and punish defection, to destabilize or weaken
opponents, to goad opponents to engage in self-defeating strategies, and to attract
attention (and recruits and money). By contrast, in genocide the violence is not gen-
erally communicative, but rather an end in itself. Communication is not the function
of violence, but rather destruction is. In civil war, the general objective is to defeat,
weaken, or compromise with an enemy as well as to control territory; violence is
deployed to achieve those ends. In these scenarios, the ultimate vision of interaction
is usually group submission, surrender, or negotiation—but there is a future of shar-
ing territory. The logic of genocide differs. In genocide, negotiation, control, surren-
der, and submission are off the table. The perpetrating organization pursues group
destruction as the best available strategy. Thus, a central question is when and why
would alternative strategies, such as group submission, removal, or negotiation, be
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off the table? Why is group destruction the chosen option? The question is rarely
asked in genocide studies, but it seems essential for the theoretical development of
the field.

An initial hypothesis is that genocide is a form of future-oriented violence in
which an opposing group is perceived as inherently threatening and as likely to gain
the power to act on their threat. That is, the representatives of a dominant organi-
zation must fear their domination is fleeting. If a group is perceived as inherently
dangerous for whatever reason, but usually because of ideological constructs and
armed threat, negotiation is off the table—no matter what assets or agreement is
reached the group will always pose a dangerous threat. If the group is perceived
as inherently dangerous, forcing the group into submission and removing the group
will be logical only if the dominant organization can continue to remain dominant or
otherwise contain the threat. By contrast, if representatives of a dominant organiza-
tion perceive an inherently dangerous group and an imminent or even long-term
future erosion of power, they could choose to flee or to destroy a group as a preemp-
tive measure of self-protection.

Imagine a hypothetical situation where a leadership consistently perceives an
inherent existential threat from another group. If that leadership controls an organi-
zation that is territorially dominant and believes it can retain that dominance, group
submission, containment, control, and separation=expulsion would be the dominant
strategy for handing the threatening group. However, if there is a real fear that the
ability to dominate is eroding, then group destruction might become the short-term
strategy to protect a group’s long-term survival. As Sémelin perceptively argues, that
is why the logic of genocide is often, ‘‘destroy them to save us.’’ The above analysis
suggests that in addition to emphasizing war and threat, on the one hand, and
ideology and the construction of threats and goals, on the other, the question of
domination over time is essential for explaining genocide.

Further Gaps

In this final section, I address additional areas of theoretical and empirical weakness
in the emerging literature on genocide with the aim of flagging topics that deserve
greater attention.

First, a central methodological weakness in the existing literature on genocide
and other forms of mass violence is a strong focus on comparing cases with similar
outcomes. The modal comparative strategy in the existing literature is to examine
cases that resulted in the same general level of violence. Kiernan’s broad historical
survey is a good example—a survey across some two thousand years of genocide
cases across all continents. But with some exceptions—Midlarsky, Valentino, and
Mann all have some discussion of negative cases—the main research agenda has
been to find what disparate cases of genocide and mass killing have in common.
Most contemporary comparative analyses thus focus on some mix of the major
20th century cases—the Armenian genocide, the Holocaust, Cambodia under the
Khmer Rouge, the former Yugoslavia, and Rwanda. For the development of theory
in a generally theoretically weak field, the research design is justified. The main
objective has been to see what different cases have in common as a way of generating
plausible causal narratives. However, for the refinement and testing of theories, a
research design that primarily selects cases with the same outcome on the dependent
variable will be profoundly limited.
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Going forward, a key question—and one that will help embed genocide studies
in a broader study of political violence—is, what explains variation? Why in some
cases is genocide the outcome or strategic choice while in others it is not? The main
arguments in the existing literature tend to over-predict; the main arguments point to
conditions and variables that are considerably more common than genocide and
other forms of mass killing are. Most wars, for example, do not result in genocide;
many states have embedded ethnic nationalist ideologies. Yet when viewed across
time and across all states in the world, the outcome of genocide is relatively
infrequent. Why is genocide the result in some cases but not others? That is an essen-
tial question to which the existing literature has paid insufficient attention.

In a 2006 book, Daniel Chirot and Clark McCauley pose precisely this set of
questions. They isolate four main logics—what they call motives—of what they call
mass political murder. These include convenience, revenge, fear, and what they call
fear of pollution. ‘‘Convenience’’ is the notion that mass political murder can be a
utilitarian or cheap solution to a particular problem. ‘‘Revenge’’ indicates that mass
violence emerges out of anger and the desire to punish, in particular after honor has
been violated. ‘‘Fear’’ signifies that mass violence happens when perpetrators fear
for their own survival. Finally, ‘‘fear of pollution’’ highlights usually ideological
efforts to purify societies. The authors in turn suggest several reasons why genocide
does not happen more frequently. It is costly and can trigger revenge; conflicting
groups can work out modes of exchange, such as exogamous marriage; conflicting
groups can work out codes of honor and warfare, which in the modern world could
include international humanitarian and human rights law; there can be material
interests that create economic incentives to reduce conflict; and finally there can
be the promotion of what they term enlightenment: ideas that promote individual-
ism, modesty, and skepticism.63

The avenue of inquiry that Chirot and McCauley encourage is excellent; what is
needed is greater attention to hypothesis testing and research design. A promising
empirical strategy is to focus on ‘‘negative’’ cases—that is, to examine cases that from
a theoretical viewpoint have a high probability of genocide, but that nonetheless have
a different outcome.64 Such is a research design that Wood emphasizes when examin-
ing sexual violence in civil war.65 A related point is to focus theoretically not only on
sources of violence but also on sources of restraint. Much of the existing literature
highlights accelerators of mass violence. Instead of only asking the question, what
drives genocide and mass violence, researchers should also ask what restrains or
decelerates genocide and mass violence? Answers to that question should help explain
variation in outcomes among plausible cases of mass violence and genocide.66

Second, another area that deserves greater theoretical and empirical attention is
the relationship between local and national actors in the formation and execution of
genocidal campaigns. The existing theoretical literature on genocide bifurcates the
unit of observation. On the one hand, most studies focus on macro-level, structural
conditions and national leaders’ decision-making rationales. The implied model of
how genocide occurs is that of top-down, centralized implementation of a policy
determined in the capital. On the other hand, the literature focuses on perpetrator-
level, individual-level explanations seeking to answer the question of why individuals
participate in genocide.67 Missing from many studies of genocide is an account of the
ways in which sub-national coalitions and interactions of actors matter for shaping
the outcome of genocide. By sub-national, I refer to a mix of important actors—
province- and town-level civilian administrators or security forces; influential
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professional, religious, or business actors who shape policy in rural areas; or ethnic
groups that are located on the periphery. Are alliances between national and local
actors necessary for genocide to occur? Are policies of genocidal mass violence accel-
erated or initiated at the local level? In short, in what ways do sub-national dynamics
shape genocide? While some scholars pay attention to the question, by and large the
question has not been squarely addressed in the existing literature.

There are several reasons why an examination of sub-national dynamics is criti-
cal for the development of genocide studies. First, the study of violence in civil war
pioneered by Kalyvas has yielded major theoretical insight through disaggregating
dynamics at the national and local levels.68 One hypothesis is that the dynamics of
genocide should similarly follow distinct logics and pathways at the national and
at the local level. By contrast, an alternative hypothesis is that what distinguishes
genocide from other forms of political violence is the dominance of national-level
factors in the origins and execution of the violence. The point is that the question
deserves attention, and that attention should help to further embed and distinguish
the study of genocide in a broader study of political violence. Second, detailed stu-
dies of individual genocide cases consistently indicate that sub-national dynamics are
critical to the ways in which genocide takes place and may be critical to why genocide
takes place. Detailed studies of the Holocaust in Germany’s World War II empire
show how local and national initiative and innovation interacted with ideological
objectives at the center.69 Geoffrey Robinson’s account of the dynamics of mass viol-
ence in East Timor details the importance of interaction between local and national
actors; detailed accounts of Rwanda demonstrate critical patterns of interaction at
the local level; and Christopher Sullivan’s research on Guatemala puts local dynam-
ics squarely at the center of the analysis explaining patterns of violence.70 Again, the
central analytic issue is to understand the place and importance of sub-national (or
in the case ofGermany sub-imperial) actors and dynamics to understanding outcomes.

Third, if disaggregating national and sub-national dynamics is critical for the
development of genocides studies, so too is disaggregating cases over time. As argued
in the previous section, an important but theoretically underemphasized finding of
much recent work is the way in which genocide is the outcome of a dynamic process
of decision-making. That conclusion is evident, again, from detailed studies of spe-
cific cases, but also from macro-comparative studies such as those of Valentino
and Mann, in particular.71 A theoretical implication is that cases should vary over
time, and scholars may yield insight into sources of escalation and de-escalation by
examining periodization. The question is likely quite relevant to explaining variation
among cases—at critical junctures or because of the presence of certain constraints,
some situations move toward greater levels of violence while others move towards
lesser levels of violence. Another question is to ask whether patterns and processes
of genocidal violence change over time, such that an examination of the dynamics
of perpetration in the early stages of genocide may be quite different from later stages.

Periodization is especially relevant to the study of genocide because as a type of
political violence genocide is defined, in part, by its duration. As discussed earlier,
genocide is an aggregate of similar acts of violence repeated and sustained across
time and space. Genocide is most generally conceptualized as a continuous
‘‘campaign,’’ as a chain of violence. That conceptualization indicates an important
element of time or periodization, which stands in contrast to, for example, a riot
or massacre. The simple point is that examining periodization is potentially critical
for developing and refining an overall theory of genocide.
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Conclusion

Genocide is a real and important form of political violence. In the past decade, scho-
lars have advanced a set of arguments about the origins of the phenomenon. In this
article, I summarize the main arguments, which cluster around the importance of
war and ideology, and argue that each speaks to different dimensions of genocide.
Synthesizing and refining the paradigms is essential for continuing to develop a
theory of genocide. I further argue that isolating how the phenomenon is similar
and different in empirical and theoretical terms from other forms of political violence
is crucial, as is the question of why in some situations genocide is the policy choice
while in others another form of violence is. In addition to these questions, the article
identifies three main avenues for future research: examining ‘‘negative cases,’’ inter-
actions between national and sub-national actors, and periodization within cases.
Each area of inquiry is underdeveloped in genocide studies and remains important
for advancing theories of the phenomenon.
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