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1 Genocide and Violence: An Introduction

Genocide is, in many ways, a dogmatic concept. It has, therefore, recently been crit-
icized as too narrow or limited" because it excludes numerous victim groups and
their respective genocide-related identities not covered by the definition of the UN
Genocide Convention (1948). This is to be considered “an unprecedented progres-
sive step in the history of international law” but requires adjustments and a broad-
ened scope to include so far unprotected victim groups.®> Furthermore, especially
with regard to Germany, discussions and reflections about genocide are very much
centered on the experience of the Holocaust. The relationship between colonialism
and National Socialism was already addressed by contemporaries such as Raphael
Lemkin, Hannah Arendt, and Aimé Césaire.* After the turn of the millennium, the
question has been raised in a historiographical context. Jirgen Zimmerer and others
have addressed connections, structural parallels, and direct continuities from Euro-
pean colonialism and imperialism to the Holocaust, especially with regard to the
German genocide against the Herero and Nama in what was then German South-
west Africa in 1904-1908.> Michelle Moyd recently also emphasized that “studying
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genocide from the perspective of colonial warfare enhances analytical possibilities
for understanding their entanglement.”® Although many German historians re-
jected the thesis that direct continuities from “Windhoek to Auschwitz” exist’ and
that Nazi Expansion eastward could be analyzed as a colonial project, it was met
with approval by numerous international scholars. Over the past few years, a con-
sensus has been established that essential aspects of National Socialism and, in par-
ticular, of the genocidal war and occupation of Eastern Europe can only be fully
understood through their relationship to imperialist colonialism.® Since 2020, this
scholarly debate has been transformed into a heated debate in the broader public
sphere and has come to be known as the “Historikerstreit 2.0.”° This is deliberately
mentioned here, prior to presenting theoretical considerations about genocidal vio-
lence, because a comparative perspective on questions related to this particular
form of violence will highlight the value of a broadened perspective and the histor-
ical comparison as a method.'® Historical comparisons are not equations. Compari-
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sons do not relativize or trivialize historical phenomena; rather, they highlight sim-
ilarities and differences, thus providing clarifications and better understandings.
While the “singularity of the Holocaust”"" shall not be contested from an ethical or
moral point of view, the comparison of genocidal violence seems vital to further
enhance the theoretical concept as such and gain a better understanding of related
questions.

When we talk about genocidal violence, there are many aspects of interest,
and the present volume is only an attempt to bring together some scholarly re-
flections about it, especially related to concepts as well as the forms and impacts
of violent actions that can be perceived and understood as genocidal. However, a
reflection on the interrelationship of genocide and violence is first required to
offer some insight into this particular relationship. In Geschichte der Gewalt (His-
tory of Violence), Karl Heinz Metz argues that

In history, there is always violence — and always a longing for peace. The question of vio-
lence is probably the seminal question of the human being. From violence, all religion and
all politics evolve: religion as the attempt at a symbolic answer to the question of why hu-
mans are unable to abolish violence, politics as the attempt to overcome violence practically
by rule that might tame it. And yet, violence never disappears, neither in the state, which
cannot secure inner peace without the threat of violence, and which often uses excessive
violence, like war, against those external to it, nor in religion, which also becomes violent
against heretics and pagans, as soon as religion begins to wish to order society according to
its own values."*

As Arendt emphasized, violence seems to be a natural and instrumental element
within human relations.”® However, especially with regard to genocidal violence,
violence has to be committed due to and in consequence of a form of ideological
predetermination. Human beings will probably never be able to overcome vio-
lence as an element of their lives entirely,"* but we must understand that geno-
cidal violence differs from other social acts of violence. To use genocidal violence
means to have the intent to harm or utterly destroy a certain individual or group
and to base its use on a preset or narrated legitimization that allows pain or

11 Michael Wildt, “Was heif3t Singularitat des Holocaust?” Zeithistorische Forschungen/Studies in
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(2000), 28-42; Michaela Christ, “Gewaltforschung: Ein Uberblick,” Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte
67, no. 4 (2017): 10.
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death to be inflicted on those who fit the necessary identity profile, i.e., that of a
possible victim to be targeted by the perpetrator group.

The modern period is very often considered less violent than the past," but
this is a rather Eurocentric perception, one that also considers the Cold War to
have actually been cold,'® neglecting the violent wars and conflicts it created and
the genocidal violence committed in this period."” When (genocidal) violence
erupts in modern—sometimes those even considered post-modern—states, there
is an even more pressing demand to explain why this is possible,'® especially
when “ordinary men”'® commit crimes so cruel that one can hardly speak of
them. Often a “collective crime”” related to group dynamics and shared perpetra-
tor identities,”* genocidal violence can nevertheless appear in different forms and
therefore needs to be analyzed with regard not only to its context but also to its
actual form of appearance.” Peter Imbusch emphasized this diversity concerning
violence when he offered the following scheme to divide micro- and macro-
violence.”®

However, according to Raphael Lemkin’s definition of genocide, one might
consider only violence on the macro-level to be genocidal. Lemkin argued that
genocide “does not necessarily mean the immediate destruction of a nation, ex-
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19 Christopher Browning, Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in
Poland (New York: Harper Perennial, 1992).

20 Larry May and Robert Strikwerda, “Men in Groups: Collective Responsibility for Rape,” in
“Feminism and Peace,” special issue, Hypatia 9, no. 2 (1994): 134-151.
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Tab. 1: Categorization of violence.

Categories Micro-violence Macro-violence
Phenomenology  Isolated act, punctual event Violence as part of an organized
collective
Type Individual and direct use of physical or  Collective state violence, especially in
psychological violence totalitarian regimes
Perpetrators Individual from a small group State or its organs, larger group of

perpetrators involved

Victims Individual Designated group, identified
according to specific factors

cept when accomplished by mass killings of all members of a nation. It is in-
tended rather to signify a coordinated plan of different actions aiming at the de-
struction of essential foundations of the life of national groups, with the aim of
annihilating the groups themselves.”** Genocidal violence is often closely linked
to wars, as “[w]ar, or the threat of war, creates conditions that political or mili-
tary regimes use as justification for planning and carrying out mass violence
against their enemies.”” Wars as an ordered form of violence committed by
trained collectives, according to certain acceptable patterns of use legitimized
through official decisions at the state’s political level, are supposed to “function”
in specific ways. However, they can either lead to genocidal eruptions of violence
that were not initially planned or be instrumentalized to use violence against par-
ticular minorities or out-groups that had intentionally been pre-defined as “war
enemies.” In this regard, on the one hand, one can observe specific violent conti-
nuities; the “[tJurn-of-the-century genocidal colonial wars against indigenous
peoples in Africa, North America, Australia, and other colonized spaces pre-
saged genocides that occurred later in the twentieth century.”®® On the other
hand, every war in itself possesses the potential to create genocidal violence,
especially in relation to the experience of a somehow determining time-space
continuum that provides the possibilities for genocidal violence.”” According to

24 Raphael Lemkin, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe: Laws of Occupation, Analysis of Government,
Proposals for Redress (Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 1944), 79.
25 Moyd, “Genocide and War,” 225.

26 Ibid., 226.

27 On these aspects see, among others, Shannon O’Lear and Stephen L. Egbert, “Introduction:
Geographies of Genocide,” Space and Polity 13, no. 1 (2009): 1-8.
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Martin Shaw, genocidal violence as a social practice is very similar to war due

to the following aspects that the former “borrows” from the latter:

1. The identification of a social group as an enemy in an essentially military (rather
than political, economic, or cultural) sense, i.e., it is justified to use violence
against this group in a comprehensive and systematic way.

2. The intention to destroy the real or imagined power of the enemy group, in-
cluding its economic, political, cultural, and ideological power, together with
its ability to resist this destruction.

3. The deployment and threat of violence to destroy the power of the enemy group
through killing and physically harming a significant number of its members, as
well as economic, political, and ideological coercion.

4. A fundamental struggle for existence between the attacked group and the
genocidal power, which often forms part of a larger conflict in which third
parties directly or indirectly ally with the former against the latter.”®

However, this close relation to war should not omit the possibility that acts of in-
dividual violence can be considered genocidal as well. Without any doubt, “geno-
cide is primarily if not exclusively an act of mass killing.”*® However, Shaw also
emphasized that “genocide is a structural phenomenon in a double sense. First, it
is a recurring pattern of social conflict; second, it is deeply connected to other
structures of conflict as well as to more fundamental structures of power in mod-
ern society.”*® He further points out that “genocide should be understood as a
framework concept for analysing a large variety of empirical situations.” These,
of course, can but do not have to be linked to war, although they can be consid-
ered “a form of war”* that can be prepared and waged on a daily basis in peace-
time as well. Nevertheless, genocidal violence seems to be at least somewhat
structured. Adam Jones has pointed out that

1. structures and institutions, by definition, are created and perpetuated by the

collective actions and agency of human beings;

28 Shaw, What is Genocide?, 293-294. See also Martin Shaw, War and Genocide: Organised Killing
in Modern Society (Cambridge: Polity, 2003).

29 Benjamin Meiches, The Politics of Annihilation: A Genealogy of Genocide (Minneapolis: Univer-
sity of Minnesota Press, 2019), 109.

30 Ibid., 287.

31 Ihid.

32 Ihid., 291.
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2. as “background” features of social relations, structures and institutions influ-
ence individual actions, whether consciously or unconsciously;

3. all violence is the product of human agency; and
such agency therefore underpins “structural violence” by maintaining the
structures and institutions that channel and facilitate violence.*

This, however, also raises questions with regard to acts of individual violence and

their potential to be considered genocidal. Ultimately, the individual acts of a crit-

ical mass can turn individually committed acts of violence into a larger genocidal
structure. Nevertheless, if hate crimes are committed by individuals, according to

a larger ideological system, i.e., when single killers believe they are serving a

larger cause that demands the use of violence against a particular victim group

determined by ethnic, political, or religious aspects, would we not have to apply
the term ‘genocide’ here too? Would it have to describe numerous incidents of
micro-violence that, in their totality, should be considered a form of genocide? To
answer these questions, a more detailed and probably comparative look into the
history of genocidal violence is urgently required. The present volume can only
offer some theoretical considerations and highlight case studies showing some of
the forms genocidal violence can take.

Birgitta Nedelmann has previously proposed a systematic approach to the
study of violence based on five methodological steps:

1. Development of a conceptual frame of reference (actors, interpretation of vi-
olence, analysis of situation, description of forms of violence used, conse-
quences for perpetrators, victims, and bystanders);

2. Conceptual limitation of the specific form of violence analyzed;

Analysis of reciprocal processes of meaning (Sinnvorgdnge);

Methodical pluralism for a longue durée approach (e.g., biographies of perpe-

trators, victims’ post-violence perspectives); and

5. Development of a theory of the constitution of social subjectivity toward the
use of violence.*

W

Before taking these steps into consideration for the further study of genocidal vio-
lence, it is essential to address the first two steps, as the concept is often considered
too narrow. These aspects are dealt with in the first section of the present volume

33 Adam Jones, “Genocide and Structural Violence,” in New Directions in Genocide Research, ed.
Adam Jones (London: Routledge, 2012), 133.

34 Birgitta Nedelmann, “Gewaltsoziologie am Scheideweg: Die Auseinandersetzung in der gegen-
wartigen und Wege der kiinftigen Gewaltforschung,” in “Soziologie der Gewalt,” ed. Trutz von
Trotha, special issue, Kolner Zeitschrift fiir Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie 37 (1997): 72—-83.
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when Dirk Moses and Frank Jacob discuss the concept of genocide according to
problems caused by its narrow understanding in relation to “unwanted shortcom-
ings” related to the UN Genocide Convention. While Moses discusses the consequen-
ces of theoretical and legal insufficiencies, Jacob highlights the origin of the latter in
relation to Lemkin’s work and the political context in which the convention was
drafted and accepted. After these initial reflections on debates in the field of geno-
cide studies and the history of the concept as such, Khushboo Chauhan and Anja
Titze discuss the concept further and highlight that questions about “cultural geno-
cide” as well as gender and genocide are pressing and demand adjustments to the
way we think about the latter as a scientific and legal category.

The second section of the volume deals with concrete forms of genocidal vio-
lence and offers in-depth studies of different cases, ranging from the analysis of
violence in Nazi Germany as a “socially integrative force” (Christopher Goodwin)
and the “persecution of Sinti and Roma” under the National Socialist regime (Théo-
phile Leroy and Verena Meier) to a comparative analysis of genocidal violence
against women in Armenia and Rwanda (Kristin Platt). Two other chapters broaden
the analytical perspective: Grzegorz Rossoliniski-Liebe reconstructs the historical use
of genocidal violence by the Ukrainian Nationalists and the Ukrainian Insurgent
Army during the Second World War, while Mohamed Adhikari takes a closer look at
“the genocide of the Beothuk people of Newfoundland.” The variety of case studies
in this section aims to stimulate a comparative perspective on genocidal violence.
Accordingly, it also hopes to show that such comparisons can stimulate a more criti-
cal and broader approach toward genocide and a debate about the concept in rela-
tion to actually committed violence.

The third and final part of the volume is dedicated to questions about the im-
pact of genocidal violence, thereby fulfilling the demand for a longue durée ap-
proach with regard to the chronological contextualization of genocide. Even at a
historical distance from the actual violent events, genocidal violence always has a
past and undoubtedly leaves multiple forms of impact. In this section, Alexander
Williams provides a “spatio-temporal analysis of Eddie Weinstein’s 17 Days in Tre-
blinka” and shows how memory related to genocidal violence is formed and ex-
pressed in the genre of “survivors’ memoirs” or “atrocity testimonies.”* Last but
not least, Kaitlin P. Reed shows how genocidal violence is still impacting Native
American communities in California, where “settler colonialism, genocide, and
healing” constitute a triad that is closely related to the violence experienced in
this specific space.

35 For a broader analysis of such genres, see Katherine Wilson, “Genocide Genres: Reading
Atrocity Testimonies” (PhD Thesis, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2013).
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All in all, the editors hope that the variety of the present chapters and their
easy accessibility will help to enhance the debates about genocidal violence while
broadening the concept as such to reach a more comparative approach toward a
crime still being committed against numerous victim groups. The latter could be
better protected if the violence used against them and the sorrows thereby created
were to be understood as genocidal in nature. In this regard, science has an obliga-
tion to lead the way and address the previous shortcomings of a concept that, as a
legal category, was related more to political than scientific considerations.
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