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Comments on the Current State of Genocide Prevention Efforts

In the wake of the successful GPANet meeting in The Hague (March 14-15, 2012), sponsored by the Dutch and Swiss governments, some issues are much clearer, at least to me, and some are not.


We will never quite agree how to define our field of concerns, because all our definitions are abstractions from reality, and reality is inevitably more complicated than our definitions are. But, generally speaking we are concerned with a certain kind of major crimes, namely the intent and action leading to violent persecution and lethal mass violence against groups of humans as such, in whole or in part. We call that Genocide Prevention (GP), though strictly speaking we go beyond that. In principle, we do not deal with conflicts between two or more groups of actors, none of whom is capable of annihilating the other(s), because conflicts can be settled – again, not in every case, but generally speaking – by compromise, third party intervention, or fatigue of the contestants. 

Our purpose, as academics who have acquired certain types of expertise, is to offer help and advice to interested political actors, to prevent the above crimes.


There seem to be several kinds of topics that enter that discourse. One is providing information and analysis of potential threats, present and future. Without such knowledge, coming in what we term risk assessments and possible early warnings of dangerous situations all over the globe, no GP is possible. Thanks to very detailed research, such as that of Barbara Harff, and similar efforts by others, one can say that today political actors have much of the information they need. Of course, data collection on different levels and constant updating and improving is absolutely essential; it must continue and be supported.

Another issue is that of prioritization of action on such information in the international political world. It is unclear how that can be done. A main reason for that is that political actors have to deal simultaneously with an endless chain of internal and external crises, and GP is essentially about future dangers. Present dangers and crises are of course beyond prevention, and a different set of possible solutions must be advanced. Dealing with present crises may mean that risk assessments and early warnings were ignored or not prioritized. Another, very central, reason is that what we  call the Great Powers, and other States, prefer their economic, political, military or other interests to action against the kind of mass violence that we deal with. This leads me to two major and very controversial issues.

A great deal of attention is devoted to the improvement of international law (IL). There can be no doubt that there have been significant advances in this area. Ultimately, and ideally, strict observance of IL by all political actors could or should prevent the type of crimes we deal with here. However, the tremendous energy that so many brilliant minds are devoting to IL seems not to lead to the desired results, because Great and Small Powers either ignore IL, or intentionally misinterpret it, or pay lip service to it and act in contradiction to it. Actually, most governments do just that. China and Russia, for instance, swear to IL, but will prevent any non-military (certainly any military) action against the Sudanese mass murder of people in Darfur, South Kordofan, Abyei, and the Blue Nile, because of their economic and other interests. The International Criminal Court (ICC) does not include the US, China, Russia, and some other countries, and is powerless to enforce its indictments, unless there are political interests that permit the handing over of accused persons. Milosevic, Karadzic and Mladic could be arraigned in The Hague because Serbia wanted to enter the EU and overcome economic crisis, not because there was a sudden uncontrollable attack of morality on politicians there. It is not very likely that the ICC will send a policeman with a letter in an envelope to Khartoum to deliver to Mr. Bashir asking him to kindly report to The Hague. The UN is the major forum where international diplomacy is engaged in, and it is an essential and central part of any attempt to deal with GP. But the UN is an assembly of States, and cannot act outside that limitation; it is not an independent actor, although it sometimes behaves as though it was, and although ideally it should develop into one. If any of the five veto Powers, or any influential group of States, decide to prevent prevention because of their economic, etc., interests, no intervention is possible. IL becomes a dead letter. 

This of course is not an argument against IL – quite the contrary. It is an argument for finding ways to strengthen it by the only means that are available, namely diplomacy, and other non-violent means that may be necessary. In very extreme cases, military means may be justified, but the American defeat in Iraq and Afghanistan makes it very clear that normally military intervention leads to the opposite of what was intended.


Another aspect of the same problem is the discussion around the Responsibility to Protect (R2P). The very fact that the 2005 resolution adopting it was passed unanimously at the UN should have caused people to smell a rat. A unanimous decision passed by 193 States means that no one saw R2P as affecting their interests, or in this case their sovereignty, despite everything that the R2P resolution said. And indeed, in a Security Council debate on May 27, 2008, both Russia and China made it clear that what they interpreted as their sovereignty took precedence over everything else.

Basically, we are still at the Westphalian Treaty of 1648, negotiated at Münster and Osnabrück, where sovereignty was enshrined as the ruling principle, so that no State should intervene or interfere with another State. It is hard to say how many more generations will pass until that is overcome, but it is unfortunately clear that we are not there yet. R2P is a wonderful idea, but it requires more than declarations and public statements to make it relevant. At this moment, R2P works only when all parties to a certain situation agree that it should work, i.e. when no one has power interests not to use it.

All this is not say that moral considerations don’t count. They do, and they are part of the whole we have to address. Sermons by Tutu, Wiesel, or the Dalai Lama do not help. But turning to moral arguments in diplomacy is far from being useless.


The answer to these problems is obviously to engage in constructive diplomacy. Great Powers – US, China, Russia, Germany, India, Brazil, etc. – cannot usually be pressured, economically or otherwise. Not even small ones can – Israel for instance is in glaring violation of IL by encouraging settlements on occupied territory, and IL is helpless to prevent that. The principle should be, not to oppose governments, but to take their interests into account and accommodate them as far as is possible, in order to create the diplomatic space for persuasion, i.e. to dress things up so as to be, so to speak, on their side, and present prevention and non-military intervention as their own interest. With smaller States, pressure can certainly help. The best practice is to convince governments that what we want is actually their own idea. This requires a different frame of mind on “our” side than what we traditionally have been accustomed to. It also requires an additional kind of expertise: politological expertise on Big Powers, and also on some not so big ones. There are plenty of such academics around, but some, or many, of these experts have in the past not been very good at recognizing internal developments, for instance in Russia or China. Example of desiderata: a detailed and continuing analysis of Chinese investments in various parts of the world; parallel to that, an analysis of internal Chinese politics and their expression in Chinese media; parallel to that, an historical analysis of long-term and short-term Chinese diplomacy. A similar (and more sophisticated) description would be desirable for other countries with a major influence on the international scene.

We have to recognize that American power is declining, but also that it is still very important. We have to recognize also that the EU is in a bad way, but that it is more than likely that it will ultimately recover, and play a very important role. We have to recognize the tremendous potential of India; in the future, also of Burma, which has great potential wealth and a very large population. Burma not only shines prominently in risk assessments, rightly, but should also appear on lists of future allies. We have to engage Latin America much more.

The idea of regional arrangements with mainly middle and small countries, ultimately to create a block or blocks of States at the UN that will consensually exert pressure on the Security Council and the UN bodies to act on risk assessments and early warnings, is absolutely crucial. A growing collaboration between such States, utilizing Focal Points now being established at Swiss initiative, is one effective way to use diplomacy. Education of multiplicators is another central prospect.


Finally, we need to begin to utilize popular forms of impact on policy-makers. We have not even begun considering the use of Facebook, Twitter, and even more advanced technologies that can be used to popularize the message that what we do is important to everyone. Public pressure of this kind could well influence politicians, ultimately not only those in democratic and semi-democratic countries. This revolution is a chance to make democracy into something real: democracy is, after all, not the natural regime of human societies; it has to be nurtured and developed. Historically, Athens was built on slavery, and the democracy was for the others. Britain permitted women to vote only in 1919. Slavery in the US carried on until the Civil War, and after a short period of Reconstruction, slavery returned in all but name: it was not until the Civil Rights movement in 1968 that the US became a democracy. Democracy is, at the moment, not the way of life of a very large segment of humanity, perhaps even of most humans. Mass communication can make a tremendous difference – unfortunately not only for the good, but also for the bad. This, as everything else in human history, is a struggle for (better) survival. Without the victory of democratic regimes GP is a practical impossibility. GPANet researchers should contribute their small share to those who want to save human lives.
