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  Executive Summary 
 

 

At the 2005 United Nations World Summit, Member States agreed that it is the 

responsibility of each state to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, 

ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. This responsibility, they recognised, 

óentails the prevention of such crimes, including their incitementô.   This report, the 

first in a new series on the prevention of these four crimes (hereafter labelled simply 

ógenocide and mass atrocitiesô) by the Asia-Pacific Centre for the Responsibility to 

Protect, provides a framework for thinking about the causes of these crimes  ï a 

necessary precursor to the development of effective policy.  Prevention is the single 

most important dimension of the Responsibility to Protect (or óR2Pô). The best way to 

protect populations from genocide and mass atrocity crimes is to ensure that these 

crimes do not occur in the first place. Prevention is therefore important for the 

following reasons: 

 

*  Prevention is the best form of protection. 

 

*  Prevention is cheaper than reaction. 

 

*  Prevention allows room for global consensus, reflected in the daily cooperation 

between governments, international institutions and civil societies. 

 

*  Prevention entails the forging of partnerships to strengthen states.  

 

To date, little attention has been given to the specific causes of genocide and mass 

atrocities and the paths of escalation.
1
  Sound preventive strategies must be premised 

on a thorough understanding of the causes of genocide and mass atrocities. Almost 

always, the commission of genocide and mass atrocities is the result of a complex 

interweaving of factors over long periods of time. Therefore prevention must be 

equally sophisticated, choosing the right tools, engaging the most suitable actors, and 

combining long-term measures designed to reduce the risk of genocide and mass 

atrocities with measures designed to prevent their imminent commission. What 

follows is the first step towards effective prevention ï a framework accounting for the 

causes of genocide and mass atrocity crimes. This framework identifies three major 

stages of the regression to genocide and mass atrocities: 

 

1. The existence of preconditions. 

 

2. Processes of crisis, upheaval and mobilisation. 

 

3. Imminent emergency. 
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Within each stage a number of specific factors that contribute to the slide into 

genocide and mass atrocities can be identified, presenting the opportunity for 

preventive action. To begin the task of translating this framework into an actionable 

policy agenda two steps are now needed: 

 

1. A process of dialogue about the factors included in the framework and their 

relationship to one another. 

 

2. Further study focusing on policy measures designed to mitigate each of these 

factors, relating to the three pillars of the R2P as appropriate.  
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  Introduction 
 

At the 2005 United Nations (UN) World Summit, Member States unanimously agreed 

that it was the responsibility of each State to protect its populations from genocide, 

war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. In acknowledging this, 

they emphasised that such responsibility óentails 

the prevention of such crimes, including their 

incitementô.
2
 It stands to reason that the 

Responsibility to Protect (R2P) is exercised most 

effectively when these crimes do not occur at all. 

Thus, prevention is at the heart of the R2P. 

 

Both the World Summit and the International 

Commission on Intervention and State 

Sovereignty (ICISS) that preceded it in 1999 

stressed that the responsibility to prevent 

genocide and mass atrocities is the single most 

important dimension of the R2P. A focus on 

prevention places the principal responsibility on 

sovereign states and recognises the importance of 

government institutions, international 

organisations, regional and sub-regional 

arrangements and civil societies in shaping 

prevention efforts. Furthermore, it is principally 

through building the capacity for prevention that 

the R2P contributes to strengthening state sovereignty and assists states to establish 

and maintain domestic stability. This process of strengthening sovereignty by building 

the capacity to prevent genocide and mass atrocities requires a determined 

commitment by national authorities and civil societies, and assistance and support 

from the international community.  The types of assistance offered can vary from 

measures designed to address the root causes, or ópreconditionsô, of genocide and 

mass atrocities through conflict sensitive development assistance and measures aimed 

at supporting ólocal initiatives to advance good governance, human rights, or the rule 

of lawô, to more direct diplomatic efforts aimed at preventing rising tensions from 

escalating.
 3
  

 

A useful concept of prevention was promoted in a 2001 report on the Prevention of 

Armed Conflict issued by the former UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan. Annan 

espoused two main approaches to prevention: Direct prevention concerned with 

efforts to deal with factors that contribute to rising tensions at risk of immediate 

violent conflict and structural prevention concerned with addressing the root causes 

of conflict, with the aim of effecting long term change leading to greater peace and 

Both the World 
Summit and the 
International 
Commission on 
Intervention  and 
State Sovereignty 
(ICISS) that preceded 
it in 1999 stressed 
that the responsibility 
to prevent genocide 
and mass atrocities is 
the single most 
important dimension 
of the R2P. 
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stability.
4
 Understood in this way, the prevention component of the R2P framework 

could be seen as having three major goals:  

 

1. Address the root causes (ópreconditionsô) of genocide and mass atrocities;  

 

2. Effective early warning and analysis; 

 

3. Effective direct prevention efforts triggered by early warnings. 

 

At the 2005 World Summit, the international community agreed that the R2P rested 

on three pillars. First, the responsibility of each state to protect its own populations 

from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. Second, the 

international communityôs duty to assist states in fulfilling this responsibility. Third, 

the international communityôs responsibility to respond in a timely and decisive 

manner, in a manner consistent with the UN Charter, should a state manifestly fail in 

its responsibility to protect its population.
5
 The UN Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon, 

has promoted a ónarrow but deepô approach to R2P: ónarrowô in its focus on the four 

specific crimes identified in the World Summit Outcome Document, but ódeepô in its 

utilisation the whole prevention and protection toolkit available to the United Nations 

system.
6
 The narrow but deep analogy is also adopted in this report but in a slightly 

different way. Relative to the sum total of potential human ills and rights abuse, the 

four crimes related to the R2P (genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes 

against humanity) are relatively narrow but the deeper we go by investigating the 

direct and structural causes of these crimes, the wider and more complicated the 

number of contributory factors becomes (see Figure 1).  Positive intervening factors 

at any of these stages have the potential stop the regression towards genocide and 

mass atrocities.
7
   

 

The broadness when we arrive at the preconditions 

does not mean that the factors at this level cannot be 

identified with some degree of specificity but it does 

make it difficult in parts to distinguish them from 

factors associated with the prevention of armed 

conflict more generally or to delineate R2P-related 

measures clearly from other international policy 

agendas in the areas of security, development and 

good governance.  To help ensure that this report did 

not simply replicate those other agendas, the 

research behind it focused exclusively on the 

literature and data that relates to the causes of 

genocide and mass atrocities. Literatures on the 

prevention of armed conflict in general and the so-

called óprevention toolkitô were not used to inform 

this report.  A narrow but deep approach to 

prevention necessarily requires a framework that 

includes both the long-term or óstructuralô and short-

term or ódirectô causes of genocide and mass 

atrocities. However, while discussion of the responsibility to prevent takes place 

within a broader conceptual framework of prevention, it is necessary to limit the 

scope of prevention within R2P to the four crimes of concern.  In other words, it is 

...it is important to 
distinguish between 
the prevention of 
genocide and mass 
atrocities, which is a 
component of the R2P 
principle, and the 
broader prevention of 
armed conflict 
agenda, which 
although important 
and certainly related 
to the R2P agenda, is 
not a component of 
the R2P principle. 
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important to distinguish between the prevention of genocide and mass atrocities, 

which is a component of the R2P principle, and the broader prevention of armed 

conflict agenda, which although important and certainly related to the R2P agenda, is 

not a component of the R2P principle. This Report will demonstrate that there is a 

strong connection between the basket of preconditions that we identify and the 

eventual commission of genocide and mass atrocities (see Box 1), and in turn, 

highlight the need to implement the prevention agenda through addressing the root 

and more proximate causes of the four atrocity crimes. 

 

This Report, the first in a series to be produced by the Asia-Pacific Centre for the 

Responsibility to Protect, presents a roadmap to effective prevention. Any approach to 

prevention must be prefaced on a rigorous understanding of the causes of genocide 

and mass atrocities.  Frameworks that proceed directly to outlining preventive 

measures without first analysing causes risk falling into one of three traps. First, they 

risk conflating the prevention of genocide and mass atrocities with the prevention of 

armed conflict in general.  This can lead to a disaggregated ókitchen sinkô approach to 

prevention where measures are advocated simply because they have been advocated 

or used in the past, irrespective of their suitability to the prevention of genocide and 

mass atrocities.  Conflating conflict prevention with the prevention of genocide and 

mass atrocities also weakens the practical utility of the R2P lens.  Second, they rely 

on anecdotal evidence and an ad hoc approach.  Such frameworks are unlikely to 

provide the foundations for a comprehensive and effective approach to prevention.  

Third, without first considering the causes of genocide and mass atrocities, it is very 

difficult to know what measures are rightly labelled part of the prevention toolkit and 

what measures should be left out.  For example, governments and analysts have 

disagreed about whether economic development should be considered part of 

structural prevention under the rubric of R2P.  Such divisions tend to derive more 

from differences of ideological perspective rather than reasoned and empirically 

informed disputes over the root causes of genocide and mass atrocities.  Starting with 

a good understanding of the causes of genocide and mass atrocities gives us a sound 

basis for determining whether economic development should be part of the toolkit and 

ï if it should be ï which aspects of economic development should be included and 

how development should be managed in order to reduce potential risks.       

 

It is important to briefly explain what we mean by using the term ócausesô.  This 

report distinguishes between structural conditions and early warning indicators.  

Therefore, the causes that we identify in the first stage (in particular) are drawn from 

well-established literature that has identified the structural conditions that are required 

for genocide and mass atrocities to occur in the first place.  They are óenduring 

characteristics of regimes and societies that are less time dependent than on the 

factors used for the early warning modelô, but are prevalent in cases where genocide 

and mass atrocities have occurred.
8
  We refer to these preconditions as ócausesô not to 

imply direct causality, but to indicate that, in combination, they are necessary (but not 

sufficient) for genocide and mass atrocities to occur.  The second and third stages 

focus on the behaviours that create pathways of escalation resulting in genocide and 

mass atrocities.  

 

For these reasons, this Report begins our engagement with the prevention of genocide 

and mass atrocities by exploring the preconditions and causal factors that are at play 

when genocide and other mass atrocity crimes occur. While preventive action is the 
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primary responsibility of each individual State, there are many instances where 

assistance from the international community can support these efforts. To provide the 

most effective prevention with the right combination of actors and resources, such 

action must be based on a sound understanding of the causes of genocide and mass 

atrocities.
9
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Prevention: 
The Most Important Dimension of R2P 

  

 

Prevention is the ósingle most important dimension of the Responsibility to Protectô.
10

  

Member States confirmed this at the 2005 World Summit by clarifying that protection 

against genocide and mass atrocities specifically entails the responsibility to prevent  

the commission of such crimes and their incitement.
11

 This emphasises the need to act 

to ensure that such atrocities do not occur in the first place.  There are at least four 

additional reasons for thinking that prevention is the most important dimension of the 

R2P  

 

1. Prevention is the best form of protection. The best way to save lives is to prevent 

genocide and mass atrocities in the first place. Recent tragedies like Rwanda and 

Darfur have shown how difficult it is to stop mass killing once it has started. Once 

large-scale killing has started, the need for a timely and decisive response from the 

international community escalates significantly. Yet even if response is rapid, the 

effectiveness of reaction can be limited. In the case of Rwanda, even had the Security 

Council organised a large military response immediately after the genocide had 

begun, a month would have been needed for full deployment of 15,000 troops. By this 

time, most of the killing would have already occurred, and it is estimated that even the 

most rapid and effective of military interventions would have saved at most one 

quarter of the overall number of civilians killed.
12

 By this analysis, even had the world 

responded in a timely and decisive fashion to the Rwandan genocide, at least 600,000 

lives would have been lost anyway.  Although these figures are overly pessimistic, the 

basic premise remains: even timely reaction would have been too late to save 

hundreds of thousands of Rwandans.
13

  Likewise, a recent report to the Security 

Council on the UNôs peacekeeping mission in Darfur (UNAMID) stated that security 

conditions in Sudan were so bad that the mission was unable to operate effectively, 

with banditry and armed attacks so common that not only were the peacekeepers 

unable to protect civilians from further atrocities, they were at times, unable to protect 

themselves.
14

 When mass killings are allowed to begin, protection has already failed. 

In such situations, violence compounds grievances, which in turn compounds further 

violence, creating complex dynamics that become far more difficult to manage and 

more expensive to contain. 

 

In short, commonsense teaches us that it is much better óto ensure that the catastrophe 

did not happen in the first placeô
15

 than to try to finesse appropriate reactions once the 

killing has started.  

 

2. Prevention is cheaper than reaction. The Carnegie Commissionôs 1997 report on 

Preventing Deadly Conflict concluded that despite the costs that preventive action 

inevitably demands, they óare miniscule when compared with the costs of deadly 

conflict and of the rebuilding and psychological healing in its aftermathô.
16

 The costs 
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of conflict are difficult to measure when consideration is given not only to the 

immediate damage inflicted on lives, livelihoods and property, but also the setbacks in 

education and health, as well as the enormous challenge of rebuilding. The losses 

attributed to civil war can be many times the size of a countryôs annual gross domestic 

product and it can take years, even decades, to return to pre-war conditions.
17

  These 

problems are magnified when conflict degenerates into genocide and mass atrocities.    

 

While it is the horrible atrocities that gain the world mediaôs attention, the quiet 

successes of preventive action often occur underneath the radar. Many different types 

of organization are actively engaged with prevention projects around the world, 

projects that range from development, to electoral reform, to peaceful mediation, to 

institutional capacity-building. This work takes place with the consent of sovereign 

governments and protects citizens from harm every day.  And all this activity is much 

cheaper than the deployment of peacekeepers in the midst of an armed conflict or 

immediately afterwards.   

 

3. The daily cooperation between governments, international, regional and sub-

regional organisations, private actors and civil societies demonstrates that there is 

much room for global consensus about the prevention of genocide and mass 

atrocities. Member States have already agreed on the importance of prevention by 

giving voice to it in relation to the R2P at the 2005 World Summit. In addition, 

Member States agreed to the need to set up an early warning system for the four mass 

atrocity crimes. There is also a clear link between prevention and other core global 

priorities such as equitable development.  Protecting their populations by preventing 

genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity, means greater 

stability within states and, as a result, a greater capacity to direct resources to peaceful 

activities that will aid economic growth and prosperity. 

 

4. Prevention enables the forging of partnerships between a wide range of actors, 

both international and local. While Member States at the World Summit unanimously 

acknowledged that it is the primary responsibility of governments to prevent genocide 

and mass atrocities, a variety of actors can contribute to helping states to meet this 

goal. International, regional and sub-regional organizations, private actors and civil 

society groups are all engaged in various kinds of 

prevention work, aimed at strengthening 

sovereignty as responsibility. Effective prevention 

requires broad participation and local ownership. 

 

Clearly, the protection of populations from 

genocide and mass atrocities is most effective 

when these crimes are prevented from occurring in 

the first place. Ensuring that genocide and mass 

atrocities do not happen saves far more lives than 

focusing efforts on responding once genocide and 

mass atrocities are already underway.  Investment 

in prevention is far cheaper and more cost 

effective than reaction.  It is also vital for building 

a peaceful and stable world. As UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon noted in a recent 

report on conflict prevention: óif we do not deal with the root causes of conflict ï and 

...the protection of 
populations from 
genocide and mass 
atrocities is most 
effective when these 
crimes are prevented 
from occurring in the 
first place.  
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offer sustainable solutions ï we will be left with peacekeeping missions without 

endô.
18
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What is Being Prevented? 
 

According to the unanimous consensus reached at the 2005 World Summit, the R2P 

relates to four specific crimes that are defined in international humanitarian law: 

genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.  The following 

definitions of genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity are taken from the 

Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC), and reflect a broad consensus 

about the necessary scale and extent of planning necessary to qualify as a crime that 

can be punished under one of the four labels.
19

  Although ethnic cleansing has no 

formal legal definition, the definition presented here is grounded in the explanation of 

the term developed by a UN Commission of Experts established pursuant to Security 

Council Resolution 780 (1992). 

 

Genocide 

 

Any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a 

national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such:  

 

a. Killing members of the group;  

b. Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;   

c. Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about 

its physical destruction in whole or in part;  

d. Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;  

e. Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.  

 

War Crimes 

Because responsibility to protect is primary concerned with the responsibility of a 

state to protect its own citizens, the following definition of war crimes is limited to 

acts in armed conflicts.  They do not apply to situations of internal disturbances and 

tensions, such as riots, isolated and sporadic acts of violence or other acts of a similar 

nature, but to protracted armed conflict between governmental authorities and 

organized armed groups or between such groups.  To fall under the jurisdiction of the 

International Criminal Court, these acts must be committed on a ówidespread and 

systematicô basis.  This provides a useful benchmark for guiding analysts and 

decision-makers: the R2P focuses on preventing the widespread and systematic 

commission of the following acts, and on protecting populations from them.  They 

are:   

Any of the following acts in grave breach of the Geneva Conventions:   

a. Committing murder, mutilation, cruel treatment and torture; 

b. Committing outrages of personal dignity, including humiliating and degrading 

treatment; 

c. Taking hostages; 

d. Passing sentences and carrying out executions without fair trial and due 
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recognition of judicial guarantees. 

Any of the following acts as part of a non-international armed conflict: 

a. Intentionally directing attacks against civilians, humanitarian workers or 

peacekeepers; 

b. Intentionally directing attacks against facilities, transport and personnel using 

the distinctive emblems of the Geneva Convention in conformity with 

international law; 

c. Intentionally directing attacks against buildings dedicated to religion, art, 

science or charitable purposes, historic monuments, hospitals or areas where 

sick and wounded are collected; 

d. Pillaging a town; 

e. Committing rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution or forced pregnancy or 

enforced sterilization, or any other form of sexual violence also constituting a 

grave breach of the Geneva Conventions; 

f. Conscripting or enlisting child soldiers; 

g. Ordering the displacement of the civilian population for reasons related to the 

conflict; 

h. Killing or wounding treacherously a combatant adversary; 

i. Declaring that no quarter will be given; 

j. Subjecting persons in power of another party to the conflict to torture or 

mutilation; 

k. Destroying or seizing the property of an adversary unless it is an imperative 

demanded by the necessities of the conflict. 

 

Crimes against Humanity 

 

Crimes against humanity encompass any of the following acts when committed as 

part of a widespread or systematic attack directed against any civilian population, 

with knowledge of the attack:  

 

a. Murder;  

b. Extermination; 

c. Enslavement;  

d. Deportation or forcible transfer of population;  

e. Imprisonment or other severe deprivation of physical liberty in violation of 

fundamental rules of international law;  

f. Torture;  

g. Rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, forced pregnancy, enforced 

sterilization, or any other form of sexual violence of comparable gravity;  

h. Persecution against any identifiable group or collectivity on political, racial, 

national, ethnic, cultural, religious, gender, or other grounds that are 

universally recognized as impermissible under international law,  

i. Enforced disappearance of persons;  

j. The crime of apartheid;  

k. Other inhumane acts of a similar character intentionally causing great 
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suffering, or serious injury to body or to mental or physical health. 

 

For acts to be considered crimes against humanity they must be more than isolated or 

sporadic commissions of the above abuses.  Rather, acts constitute crimes against 

humanity when they are part of an established pattern of cruelty.  Again, it is useful to 

think in terms of the ICCôs standard of ówidespread and systematicô as a benchmark 

for when the commission of the aforementioned acts constitute a crime against 

humanity.  Although crimes against humanity overlap with genocide and war crimes, 

crimes against humanity differ from genocide in that they do not implicate the intent 

to ódestroy in whole or in partô a group, and they differ from war crimes in that they 

may occur in times of peace as well as war.  Although most episodes (around two-

thirds by one analysis
20

) of genocide and mass killing take place within a context of 

armed conflict, the two are not synonymous.  One study suggested that there was only 

a ten percent chance that armed conflict would escalate into mass killing.
21

 

 

Ethnic Cleansing 

 

The phrase ethnic cleansing refers to the policy of a particular group to systematically 

displace or deport another group from a particular territory on the basis of religious, 

ethnic or national origin.  Ethnic cleansing differs from genocide in that the intent of 

the perpetrator may not be to ódestroy in whole or in part a groupô, but to create an 

ethnically homogenous territory. Ethnic cleansing can be regarded as both a war 

crime and a crime against humanity, depending on the circumstances in which it is 

committed. In most cases, the systematic displacement of a group from its territory 

occurs during war, and thus can be regarded as óordering the displacement of the 

civilian population for reasons related to the conflictô (see war crimes, above). It is a 

crime against humanity because it involves the ódeportations of forcible transfer of 

populationô as well as the ópersecution against any identifiable groupô (see crimes 

against humanity, above).  Moreover, it is normally accompanied by other crimes 

such as murder, torture, and rape. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Preventing Genocide and Mass Atrocities: Causes and Paths of Escalation

 
15 

The Causes of Genocide and Mass 
Atrocities Executive Summary and Paths 

of Escalation 
 

This section outlines a framework that accounts for the factors that contribute to the 

commission of genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.  

Because the commission of these four crimes is a product of human agency, analytical 

models can never perfectly identify the causes of individual episodes or predict their 

coming.
22

  Nevertheless, a framework such as this can identify the main contributory 

factors that have been at play in the great majority of past cases, and help identify 

those situations in need of more detailed case study analysis.  As a starting point, it is 

useful to refer to theoretical perspectives on genocide. There are two reasons for this. 

First, genocide is the most extreme of the crimes identified by the World Summitôs 

commitment to the R2P. Second, the pre-conditions for genocide include a wide range 

of social, economic and political factors that also make up the root causes of many 

ethnic and other civil conflicts (as well as civil unrest) where war crimes, ethnic 

cleansing and crimes against humanity commonly occur. Scholars argue that in most 

cases, these broad underlying conditions do not lead to genocide, but that genocide 

rarely occurs without them.
23

 For instance, Barbara Harff points out that more than 

ninety state failures did not result in genocide between 1955 and 1990, but there were 

two distinctive characteristics that marked genocide when it did occur: óthe 

ideological commitments of elites and the extent of democratic constraints on their 

actionsô.
24

 Ideological commitments included variations of Marxism-Leninism, 

extreme interpretations of Shariôa law, rigorous anti-communist policies, ideologies 

promoting ethnic superiority, and rigid secular governments that excluded 

participation from religious groups.
25

 Coupled with an exclusionary ideology, Harff 

concludes that mass murder is much more likely to occur in states ruled by autocratic 

regimes.
26

 

 

Genocide and mass atrocities are not new phenomena. Although every episode needs 

to be viewed within its proper historical context, evidence of what we now recognise 

as genocidal style killing reaches back into antiquity, with the destruction of Melos in 

the Peloponnesian War and the Roman annihilation of Carthage. Most of the 

genocides in the last century targeted victims on either ideological, religious or ethnic 

grounds, putting political, religious or ethno-nationalist ideals above the wellbeing of 

groups of people who were regarded as different, or a threat. Beyond this, the 

character of twentieth century genocides varied greatly in culture and location.  

Nevertheless, five broad types can be identified: 

 

¶ State repression: the use of genocide and mass atrocities to maintain state 

power, usually in the context of relatively weak states. 
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¶ Counter-insurgency: the use of genocide and mass atrocities to defeat an 

insurgent organization by denying it access to a civilian population to hide 

amongst. 

¶ Radical social transformation: the use of genocide and mass atrocities to enact 

a process of radical social transformation, usually by eliminating a particular 

ethnic, religious, political or socio-economic group. 

¶ Rebellion: the use of genocide and mass atrocities as a strategy of rebellion 

against the state. 

¶ Major war: the use of genocide and mass atrocities as part of a strategy for 

winning a major war at the lowest cost 

 

Despite these differences, there have been some attempts at providing a general 

explanation for the commission of genocide and mass atrocities. Some have identified 

the stages that lead to genocide, in order to provide a holistic account of both the 

structural preconditions required for regimes to carry out genocide and then the actual 

acts perpetrated prior to and during a genocide.
27

 

Others have developed indicators that highlight direct 

causal links between particular factors and the 

systematic extermination of groups in the months 

prior to the killings and forced displacement 

beginning.
28

 Such studies are primarily focused on 

providing early warning models  Other researchers 

have explored the structural conditions that are 

conducive to genocide, which exist well in advance of 

escalating tensions. The following section will set out 

some of the key findings of this research by arranging 

it into a three-staged framework that provides an 

overview of the factors that contribute to genocide 

and mass atrocities, ranging from long-term cleavages 

to the early warning signs of an impending 

emergency.  

 

As figure 1 illustrates, a narrow but deep approach to 

prevention can be thought of as a pyramid.  The commission of genocide, war crimes, 

ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity is relatively narrow but the deeper we 

go by investigating first their direct and then their structural causes, the wider the 

scope of our analysis becomes.  This is simply because the range of structural pre-

conditions is quite broad.  However, there is a broad consensus about the type of 

structural conditions that constitute the preconditions and the manner in which those 

preconditions can give rise to escalating tensions and ï eventually ï genocide and 

mass atrocities.  This report will demonstrate how the relatively broad range of 

considerations at the foundation of the pyramid relates to the commission of genocide 

and mass atrocities at the pyramidôs narrow tip. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The commission of 
genocide, war crimes, 
ethnic cleansing and 
crimes against 
humanity is relatively 
narrow but the 
deeper we go by 
investigating first 
their direct and then 
their structural 
causes, the wider the 
scope of our analysis 
becomes.   



Preventing Genocide and Mass Atrocities: Causes and Paths of Escalation

 
17 

Figure 1: Causes of Genocide and Mass Atrocities: From Narrow to Deep 
 

 

   COMMISSION OF GENOCIDE, WAR CRIMES, ETHNIC CLEANSING, CRIMES 

AGAINST HUMANITY  

 
 

 

Genocide is almost exclusively a crime of governments or other political elites. It is 

not spontaneous, but is premeditated and planned.
29

  The same usually applies to other 

forms of mass atrocity though there are some relatively rare instances where mass 

atrocities are genuinely spontaneous, occurring without elite level planning and 

orchestration. But this is the exception rather than the norm.  The main perpetrators of 

genocide and mass atrocities can usually be found in a societyôs political decision-

making elite.
30

 The goal of genocidal violence (and, often, other forms of mass 

atrocity) is to eliminate or suppress a group, either in the putative interests of 

óprogressô or because they are perceived as hostile to the political goals of the state or 

a particular elite.  Typically, in these circumstances genocide and mass atrocities is 

used to fulfil one of three goals: 
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1. Regime consolidation ï establishing a new or emerging regimeôs control 

within its domain. 

 

2. Regime expansion ï expanding the domain of control to encompass more 

peoples, territory or resources. 

 

3. Regime maintenance ï regimes that consolidate their power initially through 

genocide and mass atrocities typically continue to conduct massacres when 

challenged.
31

 

 

In understanding these crimes, it is important to understand the motives of the 

decision-makers themselves, as the dynamics of collective violence itself do not 

explain genocide and mass atrocities. Almost always, atrocities are planned and 

purposeful, and carry with them the rational function of choice.
32

 However, 

perpetrators do not commit genocide and mass atrocities in a vacuum. There are a 

number of conditions that allow conflicts to escalate into genocide and mass atrocities 

and permit actors to believe that the commission of these crimes is a rational response 

to their circumstances and legitimate means of advancing their interests. These 

conditions, which are not themselves necessarily the result of particular government 

or elite policies, create the structural foundations for genocide and mass atrocities. 

Although the existence of these conditions does not always result in genocide and 

mass atrocities (in fact they generally do not), in the twentieth century genocide and 

mass atrocities have rarely occurred in their absence.
33

  

 

The long-term structural conditions that are conducive to 

genocide and mass atrocities cannot be isolated from more 

proximate causes because in most cases the causes are to 

be found in the interaction of structural and proximate 

conditions.  It makes no sense therefore to focus 

exclusively on immediate and escalating tensions whilst 

ignoring the structural preconditions, and vice versa. 

Moreover, it is important to recognise that although such 

conditions may not always lead to genocide, more often 

they are the antecedents of violent civil conflict 

accompanied by the commission of war crimes, ethnic 

cleansing and/or crimes against humanity. 

 

Table 1 sets out the three-staged approach to the causes of 

genocide and mass atrocities in more detail.  It incorporates the underlying social, 

economic and political conditions, processes of political upheaval and mobilization, 

and lastly the rising tensions that characterise the final months prior to genocide and 

mass atrocities. 
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Table 1: The Causes of Genocide and Mass Atrocities: Three Stages 

 

 

The Causes of Genocide 

and Mass Atrocity 

Broad Indicators Key Elements 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Preconditions of 

Genocide and Mass 

Atrocity  

Social Divisions 

 

 

 

 

- religious, ethnic division 

- social, economic or political 

discrimination 

- history of genocide and mass 

atrocity 

Regime Weakness 

 

 

- human rights violations 

- absence of rule of law 

- absence of democracy 

- loss of territory 

Economic Weakness 

 

- low economic interdependence 

- economic collapse leading to 

scapegoating 

- inequality of opportunities 

 

 

 

 

 

2. From Upheaval to 

Mobilisation 

Crisis 

 

- political crises 

- natural crises 

- economic crises 

Mobilisation 

 

 

- reorganising of armed forces 

- arming of militia groups 

- spreading hate propaganda 

- marginalizing moderates 

Outbreak of Violence - ótrial massacresô 

- attacks against victim group/s  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Imminent Emergency 

Increase in Life Integrity 

Violations 

 

 

 

 

 

- murder 

- torture 

- kidnappings 

- mass rape 

- relocation 

- restriction of movement 

- repossession of land, property 

- killing of moderates 

Organised Preparation 

 

 

-death lists 

- increase in hate propaganda  

- herding together of victim 

group 

Opposition 

 

 

- support from diaspora 

communities 

- rebellion, retaliation from 

victim group 

Empty External Threats 

 

-strong rhetoric from 

international community, not 

followed through with action 
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First Stage ï Preconditions of Genocide and Mass Atrocities  
 

The preconditions of genocide and mass atrocities are necessary but not sufficient 

causal factors.  In other words, the presence of one or more of these conditions is 

necessary for the future commission of genocide or mass atrocities, but their presence 

does not mean that genocide or mass atrocities are inevitable. The preconditions that 

are conducive to genocide and mass atrocities can be grouped into three major 

categories: the existence of established ethnic, religious or political divisions, regime 

weakness and economic factors.  The presence of several preconditions and 

heightened severity increases the likelihood of future genocide and mass atrocities.  

However, the commission of these crimes is possible with the presence of only one 

pre-condition and may not occur even if all are present.  Because there seems to be no 

prima facie connection between some of the factors identified as preconditions and 

the subsequent commission of genocide and mass atrocities, Box 1 briefly reviews the 

relationship between them. 

 

Box 1: Preconditions and the Commission of Genocide and Mass Atrocities: The 

Evidence 

 

If we look for the presence of these ten preconditions prior to the commission of 

genocide and mass atrocities, we find a strong relationship between them.  We used a 

dataset of forty-five cases (a slightly updated version of the list generated by Harff 

and Gurr, see Appendix I) of genocide and mass atrocities since 1945 and compared 

it to a variety of indicators relating to the ten preconditions (e.g. Polity IV data for 

democracy; World Resources Institute rule of law index; UNDP data on income 

inequality etc.). We found a strong correlation (presence of seven or more of the ten 

indicators) in 79.5% of cases and a moderate correlation (presence of five or six 

indicators) in 13.5% of cases.  In total, therefore, in 93% of cases there is a moderate 

or strong relationship. Where there was a weaker fit it was usually because the 

episode followed quickly after a rapid regression from democratic government. 

 

Strong correlation (7+): 79.5% of cases  

Moderate correlation (5-6): 13.5% of cases 

Weak correlation (less than 5): 7% of cases 

   

The question we must ask now is whether the 93% accuracy is bought at the expense 

of being too all encompassing.  In other words, does the data indicate a risk of mass 

killing or are the factors present in most countries (especially those experiencing 

conflict)?  To assess this, we applied the latest data sets to each county in the world 

where data was available.  29% of these 181 countries have experienced an episode of 

mass killing since 1945.  As such, we can safely conclude that if fewer than 29% of 

countries show a moderate or strong presence of preconditions, the preconditions 

must provide a useful barometer. 

 

Using the latest data, the preconditions identify 25 countries (14% of the total) that 

have either a moderate or high number of preconditions.  Given that this is a small 

fraction of the total and well below the proportion of countries that have experienced 

episodes since 1945 we can safely conclude that the presence of more than five of the 
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preconditions is meaningful and useful. 

 

Assuming that the higher the number of preconditions, the higher the risk, the ten 

countries most at risk according to the presence of preconditions are (in order, 

beginning with the highest): 

 

1. Sudan 

2. Central African Republic 

3. = Somalia 

= Iraq 

5. Myanmar  

6. = Chad 

= Democratic Republic of Congo 

= North Korea 

      9.   Rwanda   

    10.   Angola  

 

The other fifteen countries illuminated by this analysis are: Palestine, Burundi, Brazil, 

Cote DôIvoire, Ethiopia, Peru, Uganda, Afghanistan, Congo-Brazzaville, Equatorial 

Guinea, Eritrea, Syria, Lebanon, Liberia and Serbia. 

 

There is, of course, a limit to the amount of detail and context-sensitivity that analysis 

such as this can achieve.  The main function of this sort of risk assessment analysis is 

to identify the countries that require more detailed study and analysis.
34

  

 

 

Social Divisions 

 

Ethnic or Religious Divisions 
 

Established divisions between different groups, be they of an ethnic, political or 

religious nature is a clear precondition for genocide or mass atrocities. According to 

Leo Kuper, ósocieties with persistent and pervasive cleavagesô between existing 

ethnic and/or religious groups have social conditions conducive to genocide.
 35

  The 

importance of these cleavages is also acknowledged by Helen Fein, who identifies 

them as the first step in a sequence of four major preconditions that cause genocide 

(victims have previously been distinguished as different from the dominant group, the 

state in question has suffered defeat or is weakening due to war or internal instability, 

a new elite compensates for this with a new approach which seeks to regain 

domination, or to expand, and part of the understood consequences of this óre-

strengtheningô is the extermination of victims separate from the dominant group).
36

 

That a victim group has already been identified as separate from the dominant group 

is important in enabling any newly formed regime or political elite to introduce a 

novel political agenda that aims to extend its power by expanding the domination of 

the major group over other groups.
37

 Barbara Harff also points out the link between 

these pre-existing social divisions and genocide.  This link is particularly clear when a 

victim group suffers discrimination (see below). As ethnic conflict has preceded 

nearly two-thirds of the genocides and politicides of the last century, various forms of 
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discrimination against a minority group are a serious cause for concern. This also 

applies in circumstances where the minority group holds political power. Indeed, 

where a political elite is represented entirely by one minority group, the risk of 

genocide or politicide is two and a half times greater than in other circumstances.
38

 

 

Social, Economic or Political Discrimination 

 

Cleavages between different ethnic and religious groups can be manifested through 

political inequality, economic inequality and discrimination, and segregation.
39

 

Political inequality can take a variety of forms, but most commonly it can be seen in 

the denial of equal voting rights or under-representation in public institutions. Closely 

related to this is economic inequality, which can be seen in unequal employment 

opportunities, differentiation in wages according to identity groups, as well as 

variations in access to the means of production. 
40

 

 

The conflict and subsequent genocide in Guatemala in the 1980s occurred following 

decades of economic discrimination against the indigenous Mayans by the 

landowning ruling class, which came to a head as the economy slowed in the face of 

anti-government insurgency and in the wake of the 1976 earthquake.
41

 Similar 

cleavages were apparent in El Salvador, after indigenous groups were evicted from 

their lands in the nineteenth century, which were then controlled by coffee-producing 

oligarchic landowners. Indigenous farmers became labourers who endured wage cuts 

and unemployment whenever the price of coffee fell on the world market. Resistance 

to such conditions date back as early as the Great Depression, with the formation of 

the Salvadoran Communist Party, but any sign of resistance was met with swift 

retribution by the military, with massacres of tens of thousands of people and targeted 

assassinations of opposition leaders. By the early 1980s, opposition to the government 

moved from peaceful resistance to violent guerrilla warfare, which developed into a 

civil war characterised by the commission of atrocities that took the lives of 30,000-

60,000 civilians.
42

 

 

The role of deep social divisions is also highlighted by Gregory Stantonôs eight stages 

of genocide. The first three of Stantonôs eight stages outline how the general tendency 

to classify different groups can deteriorate into violent cleavages in a society. The first 

stage, óclassificationô, demonstrates the way that the natural tendency to classify can 

cause division and cleavages. Although the tendency to classify different ethnic 

and/or religious groups occurs in virtually all societies, the more racist manifestations 

of this tendency carry greater risk that such distinctions will lead to violent 

discrimination. According to Stanton, óbipolarô societies ï those with two distinct 

groups (or one dominant group and one minority group) are the most likely to produce 

genocide.
43

 His second stage, ósymbolisationô, comes into play when symbols of 

difference are used to mark these classifications.  At this point, differences become 

more entrenched. These symbols may be formal, for example in the form of identity 

cards which carry ethnic classification, or they may be more cultural such as an 

emphasis on certain physical traits or differences in dress or in name. The meaning 

given to such symbolic representation is often the basis upon which more formalised 

government policy develops at later stages to discriminate and harm minority groups.  

 

These preconditions are typical of most societies to varying degrees and do not, on 

their own, provide a direct causal link to genocide or mass atrocities. The departure, 
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for Stanton is stage three, when cleavages erupt between classified groups, in the form 

of ódehumanisationô. At this stage, a particular group begins to be dehumanised. The 

use of labels like óratsô, óverminô or ócockroachesô make it easier for perpetrators to 

commit atrocities against victims, and to act in a way that is contrary to general moral 

norms. If these classifications are formalised through identity cards or new policies 

(see the second stage), they become a more alarming indicator of the heightened risk 

of genocide or mass atrocities. 

 

History of Prior Genocide or Mass Atrocities 

 

Entrenched social cleavages are particularly 

dangerous if genocide or mass murder has 

occurred in the recent past, either in the same 

country or in the same region. Countries that have 

experienced genocides and politicides are at 

much greater risk than those that have not.
44

 For 

example, in the 126 internal wars examined by 

Barbara Harff, thirty-five resulted in genocide or 

politicide. Ten countries had ómultiple genocidesô 

and the risk of committing genocide again 

increased three-fold if a prior genocide had 

occurred.
45

  

 

The prior commission of genocide and mass atrocities makes further atrocities more 

likely in two ways. First, it provides a sense of continuity between earlier experiences 

of mass murder and the contemporary context and creates empathy with either past 

perpetrators or victims. The vulnerability of a victim group is established when there 

is identification with the goals of the prior perpetrators or suffering of past victims. 

This forms a bridge with the earlier acts and greatly increases the likelihood of future 

mass murder.
46

 Massacres preceded the genocides in Armenia (1915) and Rwanda 

(1994), and in Germany the earlier mass murder of Jews in Poland, Russia and 

Ukraine provided both a precedent and motivation for the Holocaust.
47

 Second, aiding 

this is a process of validation, which occurs when the perpetrators of mass murder go 

unpunished (see below). When mass killings are committed with little or no 

consequences for the perpetrators, the likelihood of future genocide and mass 

atrocities increases greatly. Processes of validation were evident in response to the 

massacres that preceded the Armenian, Guatemalan and Rwandan genocides.
48

 A 

sympathetic attitude towards earlier violence against a victim group can further 

heighten the probability of genocide if it is combined with a perceived sense of loss 

within the dominant group and a culture of impunity.  This is where elements of 

regime weakness contribute to the preconditions. 

 

Weakening Regime 

 

As we noted earlier, a regime or group that lacks internal legitimacy or is threatened 

with losing legitimacy or popular support may seek to consolidate power through acts 

of aggression against groups or individuals it regards as a threat. Such violations tend 

to be more acute when democracy and the rule of law are fragile or non-existent. 

Entrenched social 
cleavages are 
particularly 
dangerous if genocide 
or mass murder has 
occurred in the recent 
past 
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Signs of political or territorial weakening, coupled with human rights violations, may 

act as precursors for the commission of genocide 

and mass atrocities. 

 

 

Human Rights Violations 

 

Long-term violations of human rights based on 

ethnic or religious difference is a significant 

precondition of genocide and other mass atrocities. 

The existence and implementation of public plans, 

principles, or policies that target the rights of a 

particular group are an immediate cause for alarm.  

They can be manifested in a wide variety of 

actions, including denial of education and 

employment, under-representation in political 

processes as well as the army, appropriation of 

property, indiscriminate acts of violence including 

killing, and denial of access to the basic 

necessities, such as food and shelter. Persistent 

discrimination, especially against an ethnic or 

religious minority group, can reinforce established 

cleavages which often contribute towards greater 

violence not only by the perpetrators, but also by the victim group in retaliation.  

 

For example, in the second half of the nineteenth century, Armenian communities in 

Anatolia endured extensive violations of human rights, under increasingly oppressive 

Ottoman rule. They had no political influence within the Empire, being barred from 

service in the government and the army.
49

 Periodically, they were the victims of 

violence instigated by Kurdish chieftains, and when various Armenian groups began 

to organise and resist, the acts of retribution from Ottoman-sanctioned Kurdish 

militias escalated into major massacres.
50

  Likewise, the decade preceding the 

Holocaust was characterised by a steady increase in the frequency and scope of 

human rights violations against Jews. Hilberg identifies these violations as a form of 

expropriation, which saw the Jewish community in Germany reduced from a wealthy 

and skilled group óto a band of starving forced laborers asking for their meagre meal 

at the end of the dayô.
51

 This process, extending over a period of years, was executed 

through various policies which deprived the Jews of their possessions, businesses, 

wages, savings and investments, their access to food, and even their personal 

belongings.
52

  

 

In Burundi, colonial rule prior to independence in 1962 saw the assertive 

implementation of policies that opened up cleavages between Hutus and Tutsis, by 

favouring Tutsis for positions of power and privilege and denying Hutus their human 

rights. Hutus became much less represented in the Kingôs court, and were denied 

education.
53

 This under-representation continued following independence. Despite the 

Hutus winning a significant majority in the 1965 elections, the King refused to 

appoint a Hutu prime minister, prompting violent reactions from some Hutu elites, 

which was followed by disproportionate acts of retribution by the Tutsi-led 

authorities.
54

 This set the tone for the more widespread exclusion of Hutus from the 

Long-term violations 
of human rights 
based on ethnic or 
religious difference is 
a significant 
precondition of 
genocide and other 
mass atrocities. The 
existence and 
implementation of 
public plans, 
principles, or policies 
that target the rights 
of a particul ar group 
are an immediate 
cause for alarm.   
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government, civil service and army.
55

 In addition, denial of education, high 

unemployment, and low political representation characterised the decade that 

preceded the genocide of 1972 where Tutsis systematically massacred 200,000 Hutus. 

Likewise, the entrenchment of ethnicity in Rwanda during colonial times saw the 

Tutsis given preference in education, religious authority, jobs and government 

service. This denial of basic rights to many Hutus contributed towards the 

establishment of Hutu Power and the belief that Tutsis should be expelled.
56

 

 

In Cambodia, human rights violations were apparent in the activities of the 

Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK) well in advance of their seizing of power in 

1975. As early as the 1960s, the CPK was assassinating its own members who were 

deemed to be too close to communists in Vietnam. In the early 1970s, the CPK 

organised the arrest of up to 900 members who had been trained in Hanoi, all of 

whom were never seen again.
57

 This purging of suspected dissidents escalated 

dramatically with the Khmer Rougeôs seizure of power in 1975. Ethnic and religious 

groups like the Cham Muslims and Buddhist monks were massacred almost to the 

point of elimination, as was anyone believed to be influenced by foreign education. 

Those who had knowledge of a foreign language, or even possession of reading 

glasses were identified with special neckerchiefs, making them easily recognisable 

targets for execution.
58

 

 

In the absence of reliable information about human rights violations within a given 

country, patterns of forced and voluntary displacement are another way of gauging 

their seriousness and extent. If large numbers of refugees begin arriving at the borders 

of neighbouring countries, this is a clear indication that human rights violations are 

occurring to the extent that it is prompting the spontaneous uprooting of large 

numbers of people from their homes.
59

 

 

Absence of the Rule of Law 

 

Political stability, human rights and economic prosperity are premised on the rule of 

law. When a weakening regime precipitates a breakdown of the rule of law, 

particularly in the absence of democratic checks and balances, a population is far 

more vulnerable to deprivation and discrimination. The lack of an impartial judiciary 

allows for impunity in acts of discrimination and violence against vulnerable groups, 

by an arbitrary power.
60

 When this is coupled with exclusionary policies, the extent to 

which the human rights, personal security and property rights of civilians are under 

threat is much greater.  

 

Adherence to the rule of law provides accountability even in the face of 

discriminatory policies from governments, ensuring a safety net for minority groups. 

One example of this was a landmark ruling in 2006 by Botswanaôs high court, 

declaring illegal a 2002 government order to evict the San Bushmen people from their 

ancestral land.
61

 The provision of an independent judicial system provides a forum for 

justice and human rights that transcends the agenda of governments or other elites, 

thus providing an avenue to address conditions that, if left unchecked, give licence to 

human rights violations against minority groups.  

 

Likewise, the absence of a capable and impartial law enforcement body to ensure the 

protection of populations from violence, as well as social and economic 
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discrimination, allows for the festering of conditions that heighten the risk of the 

commission of mass atrocities. The successful incitement of violent acts against such 

minority groups as the Indian traders in Uganda and Jews in Germany requires a 

climate of impunity and the absence of the rule of law. 

 

Absence of Democracy and Centralization of Power    

 

While most state failures that occurred between 1955 and 1996 did not result in 

genocide and mass atrocities, one decisive factor that heightened the risk of them 

doing so was the existence of a non-democratic political elite with an óexclusionary 

ideologyô.
62

 Over the twentieth century, democracies
63

 have killed far less of their 

own citizens than non-democracies - 160,000 compared to 130,000,000. A democratic 

system of government contains institutional and ideational deterrents that impede 

political elites from conducting attacks on their own populations.  Political power is 

distributed across a number of different arms ï the executive, legislature and judiciary 

ï and no single arm dominates the others. Even semi-democracies, regimes in the 

process of developing a democratic political system, are much less likely to commit 

genocide or other mass atrocity crimes than autocratic regimes because executive 

power is less concentrated and restrained in some way. Although the transition to 

democracy can often result in political instability, autocratic states that fail are three 

and a half times more likely to result in genocides, than democratic or semi-

democratic states that experience failure.
64

 However, órollbackô in new democracies is 

not uncommon, and a number of state-sponsored mass killings have occurred when 

former or fledgling democracies have experienced a reversion to autocracy, usually 

during political or economic upheaval. Rwanda in 1994, Nazi Germany and Chile 

under Pinochet are three such examples.
65

  This means that the precise relationship 

between democracy and mass killing is quite complicated (see box 2). 

 

The absence of democracy and centralisation of power may be related to genocide and 

mass atrocities in two ways.  First, various types of autocratic regimes might advocate 

genocide and mass atrocities as a matter of policy aimed at radically transforming 

society in line with a particular ideology.  Democratic regimes are less able to 

advocate such programs because of their dependence on a degree of consensus. The 

types of regimes that have harboured the óexclusionary ideologiesô that provided a 

justificatory logic for mass killing include: 

 

¶ Marxist-Leninist regimes  

¶ Extreme anti-communist regimes 

¶ Rulers presiding over Shariôa law in Islamic states 

¶ Avowedly racist regimes 

¶ Regimes containing a rigid secular form of nationalism that excludes 

religious freedom.
66

 

 

Second, the absence of democracy is normally accompanied by the centralization of 

power in the hands of the executive. This reduces the institutional restraints placed on 

the executive that may inhibit the violent pursuit of a particular ideology. 
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Box 2: The Role of Democracy 

 

The relationship between democracy and the commission of genocide and mass 

atrocities is highly controversial.  At one end of the spectrum, some analysts such as 

R. J. Rummel insist that the four crimes associated with R2P are simply not 

committed by democratic states.  At the other end of the spectrum, other analysts such 

as Alexander Downes, argue that there is no relationship whatsoever between 

democracy and mass killing, and that democratic states are just as likely to commit 

massacres as non-democratic states.  A third position, taken by the Political Instability 

Task Force, suggests that whilst democratic states are much less likely to experience 

genocide and mass atrocities than non-democratic states, the process of transition is a 

particularly dangerous period and partially democratic states are the most vulnerable 

of all.
67

   

 

To investigate these claims we used the slightly updated version of the list of cases 

developed by Harff and Gurr (Appendix I) and the Polity IV dataset to investigate the 

degree of democracy or authoritarianism evident one year prior to the onset of 

genocide or mass atrocities. The Polity IV dataset rates countries on a scale from +10 

(the most democratic) to -10 (the most authoritarian).  It describes scores ranging 

from -5 to +5 as óanocraciesô, in that the political system includes some elements of 

democratic government.  Scores of -5 to 0 can be considered óweak authoritarianô 

regimes and those of 0 to +5 can be considered óweak democraciesô.  

 

Of the forty-five cases of genocide and mass atrocities investigated, only 6.8% took 

place in countries that had positive scores (0-10) one year prior to the episode.  In 

short, therefore, 93.2% of cases of genocide or mass atrocities take place in countries 

whose political systems are non-democratic. There is clearly, therefore, a correlation 

between genocide and mass atrocities and an absence of democracy.  We can 

therefore discount Alexander Downesô argument that democracy is unrelated to the 

commission of mass atrocities  His account focuses exclusively on atrocities in 

interstate wars and includes cases from 1870 and lists countries such as France, UK, 

and USA as democracies even though they did not have universal suffrage at the time.  

His more recent conclusions are based on only three relevant cases: terror bombing in 

the Second World War, Korea and Indochina. 

 

What, though, about the argument that regimes in transition are more vulnerable than 

pure authoritarian states?  Our study shows that almost two thirds of all cases 

occurred in states that can be categorised as óautocraciesô, and only one third in 

countries in that were óanocraciesô or in transition. These figures seem to suggest that 

the risk of genocide/politicide declines as states become more democratic. This is 

supported if we consider the proportion of cases experiencing progress towards 

democratisation in the years immediately preceding the outbreak of genocide or mass 

atrocities.  Of the forty-five cases studied, only four (Angola, Equatorial Guinea, El 

Salvador, Pakistan) were undergoing processes of democratic transition, measured in 

terms of an improvement in the Polity IV rating in the years preceding genocide or 

politicide.    

 

The most-oft cited examples of genocide and mass atrocities accompanying 
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democratic transitions are Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia.  Although both were  

undergoing political transformations prior to the episode erupting, Polity IV did not 

record an improvement in either case.  This suggests either that the Polity IV data is 

flawed or that the putative transformations did not change the fundamentals of 

authoritarian governance in both cases. 

 

However, these figures do not take account the global extent of regimes of each type.  

It may not be the case that autocracies tend more heavily towards genocide and mass 

atrocities. There may simply have been more autocratic states than anocratic or 

democratic.  To test for this we used estimates on the number of regimes of each type 

and averaged across the time-series. This produces an average of 57.25 autocratic 

states, 33.5 anocracies, and 52.5 democracies between 1945 and today.  The first 

thing we can deduce from this is that the absence of genocide and politicide among 

democracies is statistically significant.  Despite a similar number of democracies to 

autocracies, there is a very significant difference in the number of genocides and 

politicides.  It is also clear that autocracies are more likely to commit genocide and 

mass atrocities than anocracies.    

 

Table 3: Frequency by Regime Type 

 

 Av. No. States Proportion of States 

Experiencing Genocide or 

Mass Atrocities 

Autocracy 57.5 0.573 

Anocracy 33.5 0.328 

 

Furthermore, we can demonstrate that as autocracies move towards democracy, the 

incidence of genocide and mass atrocities declines. The following graph plots the 

relationship between the number of cases of genocide and politicide and the adjusted 

Polity IV rating for each country in the year in which the episode began.  Graph 1 

shows more clearly that the frequency of episodes of genocide and mass atrocities 

declines rapidly with even modest advances towards democracy.  

 

Graph 1: Incidence and Democracy 

 
These tables suggest that anocracies are less likely produce genocide or mass 

atrocities than autocracies. This suggests that slight reductions in the level of 

autocratic government produces correspondingly slight reductions in the likelihood of 

genocide or politicide.  Once, however, a transition is made from either non-

democratic category to democratic, there is a significant change in the likelihood of 
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genocide or mass atrocities. Graph 1 suggests that the most significant decrease in 

the propensity for genocide and mass atrocities occurs when a regime transitions from 

autocracy to anocracy with Polity IVôs -5 threshold for distinguishing the two types of 

regime situated at the end of the major decrease in the frequency of episodes.  Among 

the anocracies, the frequency of genocide or mass atrocities was higher among weak 

autocracies than democracies.  Of those 11 cases of countries that were neither fully 

democratic nor fully authoritarian, less than a quarter of the cases occurred countries 

that can be categorised as weak democracies. Expressed another way, Graph 2 

demonstrates that within the anocracy range, as states move towards democratisation 

there is a slight reduction in the frequency of genocide and mass atrocities.  
 

 

 

Graph 2: States in Transition 

 
From this brief analysis a few basic conclusions can be drawn about the relationship 

between democracy, genocide and mass atrocities. 

 

1. The absence of democracy features in every major case of genocide and mass 

atrocities since 1955. 

2. Although the risk is significantly higher among all forms of non-democratic 

regime than among all democratic regimes, the further a regime departs from 

democracy, the more likely it is to experience genocide or mass atrocities. 

3. The reverse is also true ï the more democratic a regime becomes, the less 

likely it is to experience genocide or politicide. 

4. Although there is a link between democratic transitions and political 

instability, no similar generalised link is evident in relation to genocide and 

mass atrocities. This point requires further study, but it seems that autocratic 

states transitioning towards democracy are no more likely to experience 

genocide or mass atrocities than autocratic states that are not transitioning.   

5. These findings seem to support Harffôs conclusion that autocratic states are 

three times more likely to produce genocide when they fail than non-

autocracies. Autocracies that face crises are more likely to experience 

genocide and mass atrocities than anocracies that face similar crises, and are 

much more likely to do so than democracies. 

 

Within new and emerging democracies, there is a greater likelihood of political 

violence if an individual or single party maintains a grip on power.
68

 This indicates 

that the extent of political violence a state is prone to is in most cases measurable by 

the extent that its institutions of power are unaccountable to its citizens. However, 

while developing democracies are vulnerable to political instability that can lead to 
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state failures involving abrupt regime change and ódemocratic rollbackô, the above 

findings demonstrate that it is rare for such instances to result in genocide or mass 

atrocities. 

 

Loss of Territory 

 

The shrinking of state power óis a predisposing condition toward a political or cultural 

crisis of national identityô.
69

 This is most clearly evident in the loss of territory by a 

state or the threat of such an occurrence.  An example illustrating this is the Armenian 

genocide, which was preceded by the gradual decline and shrinking of the Ottoman 

Empire in the nineteenth century and the inability of the weakened empire to provide 

its variety of nationalities any sense of ócommon nationalityô. The empireôs decline 

and loss of legitimacy was accompanied by the increasing oppression of Christian 

minorities, which over time prompted Armenians to organise themselves politically in 

order to protect their civil rights and pursue greater autonomy.
70

 Despite pressure 

from European powers to introduce reforms granting new rights to minorities, the 

oppression intensified. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, Armenians began 

to arm themselves in self-defence while Sultan Abdul-Hamid organised Kurdish 

tribesman to commit massacres against them.
71

  

 

Loss can also be represented in shifting demographics within a particular territory, 

through population growth or land redistribution. For example, in Rwanda in the 

1980s, the rise in population density throughout the countryside resulted in shrinking 

landholdings, causing homelessness and despair within the predominantly agrarian 

community. This provided a significant motivating factor for violence as many 

Rwandan farmers blamed their neighbours for their economic hardships, particularly 

during the ethnic conflicts that preceded the genocide in 1994.
72

 

 

Likewise, secessionist moves by some of Yugoslaviaôs republics (especially Slovenia 

and Croatia) prompted resistance, especially from Serb nationalist opposition leaders 

in Belgrade. Unable to maintain control of the entire federation, these leaders, 

including Milosevic, began declaring openly their intention to support Serbs 

regardless of where they lived in the federation, including Croatia and Bosnia.
73

 Thus 

the initial fragmentation of Yugoslavia began with agitation for the government to 

switch ideologies from socialism to Serb nationalism in order to consolidate power. 

 

Loss of territory or the threat of such a loss can also be a precursor to ethnic 

cleansing. The uprooting of nearly all ethnic Georgians from Abkhazia in the 1992-3 

war was a response to the bellicose nationalist rhetoric of the Georgian government, 

which claimed exclusive sovereignty over the territory.
74

 

 

Economic Weakness 

 

A low level of economic development does not itself indicate a risk of genocide and 

mass atrocities, but there are three specific aspects of economic weakness that can be 

identified as pre-conditions.  

 

 

Low Economic Interdependence 
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The arbitrariness of government policy-making is greater when governments are 

isolated to some extent from international influence, particularly in terms of trade. 

Countries that have low economic interdependence are more likely to experience 

genocide or mass atrocities than those that experience higher levels of 

interdependence.
75

 If we use trade as a proportion of gross domestic product as our 

proxy for economic interdependence, we find that of the forty-four cases of genocide 

and mass atrocities identified by updating the list developed by Harff and Gurr, 59% 

had a very low level of economic interdependence. Of the remainder, the result for 

14% of the cases was distorted by a combination of the presence of major 

international peacekeeping/humanitarian missions (e.g. Angola, Bosnia, DRC) and 

extensive US patronage (El Salvador, Guatemala and South Vietnam).  Correcting for 

these, it is fair to conclude that over two-thirds of all cases of genocide and mass 

atrocities occur in countries with relatively low levels of economic interdependence.     

 

It is also worth noting that because they are not particularly well integrated into the 

global economy, these countries are also less susceptible to economic inducements 

and coercion than countries that exhibit higher degrees of economic interdependence. 

 

Economic Collapse Leading to Scapegoating 

 

Economic fragility coupled with the collapse of a political system, can result in the 

scapegoating of minority groups. It is this perceived loss that increases the likelihood 

that minority groups will be portrayed as targets of blame, increasing the probability 

of violent attacks upon them. Economic loss and hardship can produce blame and 

retaliation, and encourage groups to use violent aggression to regain their former 

economic power or alleviate economic hardships.
76

 Sometimes, such reprisals and 

blame are expressed spontaneously and can generate mass-led violence without 

government or elite level planning. The Asian financial crisis in 1997 saw rioters on 

the streets of Jakarta and other Indonesian cities, casting blame on the Chinese 

minority, resulting in the killing and injuring of hundreds of Chinese Indonesian 

citizens.
77

 When economic wealth is concentrated in the hands of a minority, the risk 

of reprisals against them following economic collapse or decline is much higher. This 

is evident with the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, the Jews in Germany, and the 

Chinese in Cambodia. The government-sanctioned violence against Indian shop 

owners in Uganda is another example of the targeting of a minority merchant class.
78

 

 

Box 3: Timely Warning: Keynes on the Impact of Economic Loss 

 

The potential consequences that economic loss could have on the defeated powers of 

World War I were articulated with stunning accuracy by the notable economist John 

Maynard Keynes in 1919, following the Treaty of Versailles.  Keynes commented 

that: 

  
 If we aim deliber ately at the impoverishment of Central Europe,  

 vengeance, I dare predict, will not limp. Nothing can then delay  

 for long that final civil war between the forces of Reaction and  

 the despairing convulsions of Revolution, before which the horrors  

 of the late German war will fade into nothing, and which will  

 destroy, whoever is victor, the civilization and the progress of our  
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 generation .
79

 

 

 

Although Keynesô prediction (see Box 3) does not refer specifically to the risk of the 

mass murder of Jews as scapegoats, it clearly highlights in broad yet stark 

brushstrokes the profound implications that economic loss can be predicted to have. 

The German state experienced a humiliating defeat during World War I, and as a 

result of measures imposed by the Treaty of Versailles, was economically paralysed 

because of its compulsion to pay reparations. The 1920s saw German significantly 

weakened by economic depression, which, towards the end of the decade saw the rise 

of the Nazi party, which espoused German supremacy and agitated for action to 

address perceived grievances. One of the major 

targets of resentment were the Jews, and Hitlerôs 

accusation that they were responsible for the loss 

of the war, as well as for Germanyôs economic 

decline, tapped into pre-existing resentment.
80

 

 

Inequality of Economic Opportunity 

 

There is a very strong relationship between the 

presence of economic inequality and episodes of 

genocide and mass atrocities.  Using inequality 

data published by the UNDP, we found that 83% 

of cases of the genocide and mass atrocities 

recorded in Appendix I experienced high levels of economic inequality prior to the 

onset of genocide and mass atrocities.  Sometimes this may simply reflect broader 

structural inequalities in the society, but such high levels of inequality are just as often 

produced by deliberate policies.    

 

Activities aimed at depriving a particular ethnic, religious or political group from 

equal access to employment, wealth attainment or property ownership is a clear 

warning of the possibility of future genocide or mass atrocities. Hilberg identified this 

by tracing the gradual accumulation of policies in the decade that preceded the 

Holocaust, where, among other things, óthe Jews were deprived of their professions, 

their enterprises, their financial reserves, their wageséô
81

 Specific policies included: 

 

¶ Dismissal from the civil service, armed services and German enterprises.
82

 

¶ The óAryanisationô or liquidation of Jewish enterprises.
83

 

¶ The freezing of Jewish capital.
84

 

¶ Reduction of wages for Jewish labourers.
85

 

¶ Increased taxes for Jewish labourers.
86

 

 

The 1971 genocide in Bangladesh (formerly East Pakistan) was preceded by two and 

a half decades of economic exploitation by Pakistan. This was part of a greater 

transfer of wealth which resulted in substantial economic inequality between East and 

West, to the extent that many Bengalis felt that they had simply replaced one colonial 

ruler (UK) for another (Pakistan).
87

 

 

 

There is a very strong 
relationship between 
the presence of 
economic inequality 
and episodes of 
genocide and mass 
atrocities.   
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Summary 

 

This first stage covers those background factors which are necessary but not sufficient 

causes of genocide and mass atrocities.  Although it might appear as if there is little 

connection between these social ills and the commission of genocide and mass 

atrocities, there is a strong correlation between political, social and economic ills and 

the commission of genocide and mass atrocities in over three-quarters of all cases in 

the twentieth century, and a moderate or strong correlation in over ninety percent of 

cases.  Although some factors (e.g. absence of human rights, high economic 

inequality) appear more often than others (e.g. dehumanisation, low economic 

interdependence), the mixture of different factors produces a reasonably accurate 

guide to future risk.  As mentioned earlier, all a general study like this can hope to 

achieve is to identify salient factors and point analysts in the direction of countries 

deserving more detailed study.  

 

The preconditions of genocide and other mass atrocities are characterised by 

entrenched social divisions and increased political and economic weakness. The prior 

existence of religious, ethnic or political cleavages heightens the risk that potential 

victim groups will be scapegoated during times of economic and political strife, and 

in circumstances where such weaknesses manifest into crises, the risk of the 

occurrence of genocide or mass atrocities is increased.  By themselves, the presence 

of these preconditions will not produce genocide and mass atrocities because 

mobilisation is limited and there is no catalyst for violence.  These preconditions are 

almost always presentðand identifiableðprior to the mobilisation of violence and 

targeted attacks.  The preconditions alone will not lead to genocide and mass 

atrocities but without these preconditions there are no foundations for the mobilisation 

that begins the descent into genocide and mass atrocities. 
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Second Stage ï From Upheaval to Mobilisation 
 

The pre-conditions identified in the first stage create the potential for genocide and 

mass atrocities. The probability of such crimes being committed increases further 

when these factors are harnessed by elite groups, and more formalised strategies of 

victimisation are implemented. The catalyst for such mobilisation is usually a decline 

in the strength of a stateôs economy, political institutions or other forms of crisis. 

When upheaval brings about a change in the domestic balance of power, elite groups 

may seek to assert or re-assert their authority by espousing an ideology that elevates a 

dominant group and dehumanises other groups.  This significantly increases the risk 

of genocide and mass atrocities. This risk is particularly acute if upheaval leads to 

civil or interstate war, and the regime type is both highly authoritarian and 

centralised.
88

 Unlike stage one, the factors in stage two can be organised sequentially 

(see Figure 2), though it should be stressed that this is simply an óideal typeô for the 

purpose of explanation: (1) a political, economic or natural crisis heightens pre-

existing divisions; (2) this prompts mobilisation; (3) this mobilisation leads to the 

outbreak of organised violence.  At this stage, individual atrocities may have already 

been committed and the risk of genocide and mass atrocities is now considerably 

higher, as the eliteôs opportunity to exterminate a rival group is increased. Harff 

maintains that the mobilising of people around exclusionary ideologies is the factor 

that discerns óordinaryô violent conflict from those likely to be accompanied by the 

commission of mass atrocities.
89

 

 

Figure 2: From Upheaval to Mobilisation 

 

 
 

 

Political, Economic, or Natural Crises 

 

Genocide and mass atrocities do not occur in a vacuum.  In around two-thirds of all 

cases they take place within the context of war, but almost always they occur within 

the context or immediate aftermath of a major political, economic or natural crisis (or 
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combination of two or more of them).  These crises provide the catalyst for the 

commission of genocide and mass atrocities. 

 

Political Crises 

 

Four forms of major political crisis help to provide the catalyst for genocide and mass 

atrocities: 

 

¶ Military coups or attempted coups. 

¶ Extremely fragile states. 

¶ Internal rebellion. 

¶ The establishment of revolutionary government. 

 

Military coups or attempted coups. One important factor which can provide the 

catalyst for genocide and mass atrocities is the advent of a new political power, 

regime, or elite group which asserts its power by elevating the rights of a dominant 

group. This new power typically arises in response to real or perceived territorial, 

political or economic loss which has impacted negatively on cultural esteem.
90

 When 

an elite with a new political approach gains power following the weakening of a state 

due to conflict or another form of domestic crisis, the risk of genocide or mass 

atrocities is heightened, especially if this new approach favours one group and 

victimises others. Among other possible scenarios, this change of power can be the 

result of a coup, an election, through patrimonial influence or external intervention.
91

 

 

Military coups involve the undemocratic overthrow of a ruling group, giving the 

replacing elite overarching control to engage in social change and often a need to do 

so in order to entrench their new found power. The threat of genocide and mass 

atrocities exists when the elite seek to eliminate groups that are perceived as a threat 

to the new regime, or are incompatible with the ideology it espouses. Idi Aminôs 

annihilation of up to 400,000 Ugandans in the 1970s took place following a coup, and 

the murder of up to one million communists in Indonesia in 1965/66 occurred after an 

attempted coup which caused major upheaval in the balance of power and prompted a 

backlash against ethnic Chinese.
92

  Other prominent cases include Afghanistan 

(1978), Argentina (1976), Chile (1973) and Guatemala (coup of 1956).  

 

Extremely fragile states. The inability of a state to govern heightens the risk of 

genocide and mass atrocity crimes in an environment where competing groups seek to 

grab power. Historically, this problem has manifested in two principal ways: 

 

¶ New state with low legitimacy: several new states have found that upon 

gaining independence they lack the legitimacy needed to govern. In such 

cases, there may be armed opposition to the state and the government may 

only be able to exert its will through the use of force.  This will sometimes 

result in the instrumental use of genocide and mass atrocities by weak states 

for purposes of regime establishment or consolidation (see above).  Good 

examples of this type of crisis are Africaôs two largest statesðZaire/DRC and 

Sudanðwhich have faced a perpetual crisis of legitimacy since independence, 

giving rise to multiple episodes of mass atrocities.  

 



Preventing Genocide and Mass Atrocities: Causes and Paths of Escalation

 
36 

¶ State collapse: in the case of Somalia, perhaps the clearest example of state 

collapse, the overthrow of the Barre government in 1991was followed by a 

protracted civil war, which precipitated a major humanitarian crisis, resulting 

in mass starvation and displacement. In the absence of organised governance, 

amidst violent clashes between different clans, famine was óprovokedô to 

attract aid from relief agencies, as this became an important source of income 

for those groups involved in the fighting. In short, misery was inflicted on 

civilians for military and political gain.
93

 

 

Internal rebellion. In most cases, internal rebellion provides the catalyst for an armed 

response that is sometimes genocidal in character and involves the commission of 

mass atrocities. This was the case in Bangladesh, Burundi, Ethiopia (Ogaden), 

Guatemala, El Salvador, Rwanda (in the 1960s), Biafra, East Timor, South Sudan, 

former Yugoslavia, and Darfur.  In all of these cases, governments and their 

supporters responded to armed rebellion by minority groups seeking independence or 

autonomy with campaigns of genocide or mass atrocities. Drawing on Maoôs dictum 

that guerrillas should be unto the people as a fish in water, guerrilla movements often 

draw support from the civilian population and use civilians as cover making it 

difficult for the enemies to defeat them by conventional means. Lacking the capacity 

to conduct sophisticated counter-insurgency operations, their opponents target the 

ófishô by draining the ówaterô ï i.e. targeting the civilian population.
94

  

 

Democratic secession can also heighten the risk of genocide and mass atrocities if the 

elite chooses to oppose the outcome of elections or if the new government carries 

forth an extremist exclusionary ideology and begins to consolidate power by moving 

towards autocracy.  

 

Revolutionary government. The violent rise of a revolutionary government committed 

to a radical transformation of society can also provide a catalyst for genocide and 

mass atrocities. Revolution and civil war preceded the genocide in Cambodia, with 

the Khmer Rouge establishing a new communist state which imposed a return to a 

village economy. The urban population was sent to the countryside, and anyone who 

was part of the old urban elite was murdered. Approximately two million were killed 

by the Khmer Rouge, or by the ensuing starvation that this upheaval brought.
95

 The 

Russian Revolution was the catalyst for a large number of atrocities committed in the 

1930s and 1940s under Joseph Stalin, some genocidal in nature.  At least twenty 

million people died in Stalinôs purges. In an attempt to radically transform the social 

order and weaken the national identity of different Soviet republics, entire nations 

were deported from their homelands. Many óresettlementô plans amounted to nothing 

more than imprisonment in remote camps.
96

 

 

Natural Crises 

 

Natural crises (including drought, famine and climate change) can exacerbate internal 

divisions, giving rise to rebellion and possibly give the political elite an opportunity to 

punish victim groups, either through neglect or through the deliberate blocking of aid. 

In fact, in the twentieth century many disasters regarded as natural crises unfolded due 

to deliberate policies that sought advantage for some at the expense of others.
97

 For 

example, it has been argued that most famines of recent times have been the result of 

attempts to wipe out a victim group and that starvation has been used as a tool for 
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genocide.
98

 There is therefore support for the view that it is necessary to redefine 

famine as a product of deliberate policy decisions, rather than of crop failure.
 99

 

Jonassohn and Björnson have identified two types of man-made famines, one that is 

the result of  óthe unintended consequences of economic, political, and social 

processes that aggravate rather than ameliorate an existing shortage of foodô and one 

that is a tool used in conflict to eliminate opposition groups.
 100

 

 

In Ukraine between 1932 and 1933, a man-made famine took the lives of between 

five and seven million people. The famine came about after a reduction in crop yields 

in the face of unrelenting procurement quotas from Moscow. Quotas were not 

reached, yet all grain was seized, leaving nothing for the people to eat and resulting in 

mass starvation. Peasants were unable to attain travel documents, denying them the 

option of seeking asylum elsewhere, and in the midst of the famine, Stalin imposed 

the slogan óLife has become better; life has become more funô, forcing even those 

who were starving to recite it.
101

 

 

The Ethiopian famine in 1984 provides perhaps the best known example of a country 

with adequate food supplies cutting off access to a rebel territory that was 

experiencing drought and crop failure. The northern province of Tigray was crippled 

by drought and as a result suffered from food shortages. However, despite the 

existence of food surpluses in the rest of the country, the Mengistu government did 

not deliver aid to rebel-held territory or grant access to humanitarian agencies, as it 

aimed to starve the countryôs strongest rebel group, the Tigray National Liberation 

Front (TPLF), which was at the time waging a civil war against government forces. 

The TPLF and the Eritrean Peopleôs Liberation Front also withheld food aid from the 

civilian population in order to raise revenue to support their joint campaign against 

the Ethiopian army.
102

 

 

Between 1985 and 1989, the Dinka of southern Sudan experienced a severe famine 

which caused the deaths of over half a million people.
103

 This famine, arising in the 

midst of Sudanôs civil war, was only partly caused by drought and other natural 

processes. The principle cause was a dramatic decrease in agricultural production in 

southern Sudan, as a result of ómilitia raidingô.
104

 This saw a ódeepening of 

exploitative processes already existing in ñnormalò times, a continuation and 

exaggeration of long-standing conflicts over resourcesô that increased the economic 

benefits of some groups against other groups who were regarded as ófair gameô.
105

 

 

The civil war in Somalia, which started in 1991, saw a profound upheaval in 

agriculture and the subsequent distribution of food throughout the southern part of the 

country. The diminished availability of food heightened violent competition between 

warring clans, providing a stimulus to the commission of mass atrocities that 

hampered the delivery of further aid.  In the end, up to 350,000 people died of 

starvation. The turmoil that triggered the food crisis in Somalia followed more than a 

decade of IMF-instigated reforms that weakened the countryôs own food production 

and made it more reliant on imported grains and beef, a situation which became 

highly unstable in the economic collapse which accompanied the civil war.
106
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Finally, climate change was a contributing factor 

to the conflict in Darfur, which resulted in the 

perpetration of many mass atrocity crimes, 

including mass killing, mass rape and ethnic 

cleansing. Years of drought and desertification 

heightened competition for scarce water and 

productive land.
107

 This weakened traditional 

structures of governance and caused instability.  

When the Khartoum government responded by 

trying to centralise control over the region, an 

armed rebellion erupted.  The government of 

Sudan then used promises of land, water and 

wealth to recruit Arab militia into a campaign of 

mass killing and displacement.
108

 

 

Economic Crises 

 

Although economic crises alone do not lead to genocide and mass atrocities, 

pronounced economic decline, whether rapid or gradual is linked with political 

upheavals which may result in the commission of atrocity crimes. If established 

cleavages exist in societies that experience economic crisis, mass violence may ensue.  

Broadly speaking, there are three principal ways in which economic crises sow the 

seeds of genocide and mass atrocities, in combination with other factors.  

 

¶ Crisis enables authoritarians to grab power by promising economic renewal 

and often scapegoating minorities: The weakening of the German economy in 

the 1920s provided the political space for the Nazi party to assume power, 

based on a platform of re-establishing German superiority, and blaming the 

Jewish community.  

 

¶ Crisis delegitimises old order and encourages communal competition over 

economic resources: a key precursor to the Yugoslav conflicts of the 1990s 

was the collapse of the economy in the 1980s. A decade of falling standards of 

living amidst a series of tax increases and budget cuts, instigated by Belgrade 

in an attempt to reduce both foreign debt and the growing trade deficit, 

contributed to astronomical rates of inflation. This seriously damaged the 

stateôs legitimacy and opened up disagreement among the members of the 

federation as to how to manage the escalating economic crisis. The crisis 

helped precipitate the wealthier republicsô move towards secession, leading to 

war and the perpetration of mass atrocity crimes.
109

 

 

¶ Economic crisis sparks spontaneous scapegoating and attacks on minorities: 

minority groups are particularly vulnerable in countries where they are part of 

the merchant class. Being wealthier and separate from other groups, any 

economic decline can leave them open as possible targets of blame. The Asian 

financial crisis in 1997 triggered a political crisis and mass-led riots, especially 

in Jakarta, where violence was directed against the Chinese community which 

was identified as a scapegoat.  This is spontaneous and not deliberately 

orchestrated by the regime.  

 

...in Darfur, years of 
drought and 
desertification 
heightened 
competition for 
scarce water and 
productive land. This 
weakened traditional 
structures of 
governance and 
caused instability.   
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Mobilisation 

 

All genocides and most mass atrocities contain 

some level of organisation, aimed at 

strengthening a particular group and weakening, 

excluding or targeting victim groups. Typically, 

mobilisation involves the organisation of hate 

groups and publication of hate propaganda, 

purging the armed forces of minority groups and 

those thought disloyal, expanding military 

recruitment amongst dominant groups, and the 

establishment, arming and training of militias.
110

 

Often there are moves to marginalise minority 

groups through segregation, displacement via the 

setting up of camps or ghettoes, exclusion from 

schools and employment, and the 

institutionalisation of separate laws for these minority groups. 

 

Reorganising Armed Forces 

 

In order to ensure that the armed forces remain loyal, governments may reorganise 

their armies by purging it of members of minority groups and staff it only with 

supporters of the regime or members of the dominant group. Any officers who might 

oppose the governmentôs policy of genocide and mass atrocities are removed. For 

example, a key precursor to the Armenian genocide was the purging of the Ottoman 

army of Armenians, many of whom were executed.
111

 In addition, army membership 

is often expanded, sometimes many times over.   

 

Creation and Arming of Militia Groups 

 

In addition to reorganising armies, militias are also established, trained and given 

arms for the purpose of carrying out massacres and forced displacement. Indeed, in 

many cases it is the militia rather than regular army that is responsible for the majority 

of the atrocity crimes. Their role in the commission of mass atrocities is often central, 

and they have provided advantage by acting as a veil to controversial and often covert 

government plans of exclusion and extermination. Militia groups have often played a 

key role in the commission of genocide and mass atrocities in two main ways. First, 

they can act as a veil for government-sanctioned violence, giving the impression that 

such violence is chaotic and localised. Second, they often provide military advantages 

where overstretched and under-resources armies ï often engaged in existing conflicts 

- cannot adequately carry out government policies aimed at eliminating a minority or 

opposition group. 

 

In the Ottoman Empire, Kurdish tribesman and army irregulars aided in the mass 

murder committed periodically against the Armenian population prior to and during 

the First World War.
112

 For example, in 1909, a massacre in Adana which killed 

approximately 30,000 Armenians was carried out both by Turkish soldiers and 

Kurdish irregulars. The Kurdish irregulars often aided the army, motivated by 

permission to plunder.
113

 They were also recruited to aid in the various massacres due 

to their proximity to Armenian communities in Central and Eastern Anatolia.
114

 This 

All genocides and 
most mass atrocities 
contain some level of 
organisation, aimed 
at strengthening a 
particular group and 
weakening, excluding 
or targeting victim 
groups. 
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helped to provide the human resources necessary for the committing of genocide 

while the army was engaged in fighting on multiple fronts. 

 

The use of militias as a front to veil the military as leaders and coordinators in the 

commission of mass atrocities was long-established in Indonesia, dating back to 1975 

when a paramilitary group known as the Halilintar attacked Fretilin forces and 

civilians in East Timor following their declaration of independence. In addition, 

various militia groups were at the forefront of the violence inflicted on pro-

independence activists in 1998 and 1999. Brutal killings were carried out in various 

regions within East Timor, and escalated rapidly without being restrained by the 

Indonesian armed forces, as the possibility of a referendum became more likely.
115

 In 

the weeks leading up to the referendum in August 1999, militia attacks targeted not 

only civilians, but members of the UN peacekeeping operation (UNAMET) charged 

with providing security for the plebiscite. Taking their orders from the Indonesian 

military, which provided outward assurances of impartiality, the militia attacks 

uprooted thousands of Timorese civilians and threatened to derail the independence 

vote.
116

 

 

In Rwanda, the forming of militias ensured that 

the genocide would be swift and comprehensive. 

The Interahamwe were given training at military 

camps and were armed with knives, grenades, 

ammunition and mines, and were effectively 

prepared to act swiftly when the moment 

came.
117

  They comprised mainly young, 

uneducated, unemployed men, as well as petty 

thieves and thugs, who were known to threaten 

and terrorise anyone who opposed the 

government. In the few years leading up to the 

genocide, the Interahamwe refined its practices by carrying out a number of smaller 

massacres throughout the country. By 1994, the Interahamwe had as many as 30,000 

recruits, all trained to kill swiftly and en masse, and well-versed in anti-Tutsi 

hatred.
118

  

 

In Darfur, the majority of the mass killing and forced displacement has been 

perpetrated by the janjaweed militia, armed, supported, rewarded and often directly 

aided by the government of Sudan.  The covert sponsoring of the janjaweed served 

two main purposes. First, it enabled the government to preserve its own stretched 

resources in its efforts to quash the power-sharing ambitions of the two main rebel 

groups in Darfur, the Sudanese Liberation Army/Movement (SLA/M) and the Justice 

and Equality Movement (JEM).
119

 Second, it enabled the government to deny the 

existence of a war, by referring to the conflict as a ótribal conflict between nomads 

and farmers.ô
120

 The use of the janjaweed became one of the major strategic elements 

of Khartoumôs campaign in Darfur in 2003/2004. Their activities were allegedly 

coordinated by the Minister of State for the Interior, Ahmed Mohamed Haroun, who 

was granted impunity to launch attacks on the civilian population to provide 

Khartoum with a decisive victory over the rebels.
121

 Volunteers for the Arab militias 

were not hard to find, as provision of weapons and promise of land provided great 

incentives to nomad groups who had endured hunger and drought and the increasing 

desertification of their own traditional lands (see above). Sometimes fighting 
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alongside the Sudanese army and sometimes fighting separately, the militia were a 

driving force in the conflict which killed 250,000 civilians and displaced millions.
122

 

 

Spreading Hate Propaganda 

 

Mobilisation requires the creation of a core 

group of people prepared to commit atrocity 

crimes or support the perpetrators of such 

crimes.  A key precursor to genocide is the 

spreading of hate propaganda, disseminating 

messages that dehumanise the victim group. It 

is not unknown for governments to increase 

funds to newspapers, television and radio 

stations to aid such propaganda.  

 

The starkest example of this comes from 

Rwanda. From 1993 until the outbreak of 

genocide in April 1994, Radio Télévision Libres des Mille Collines stepped up hate 

propaganda, with the aid of a government network that enabled it to broadcast 

nationwide.
123

 The radio station repeated messages calling for the complete 

extermination of the Tutsis, who were referred to in dehumanising ways as óverminô 

or ócockroachesô.
124

 The intent to commit genocide was also expressed publicly by 

military and government officials as early as 1992, with calls for Hutus to rise up and 

drive out or óliquidateô Tutsis, who were portrayed as dangerous aggressors.
125

 

 

Hate speech was widely used in Hitlerôs Germany and the former Yugoslavia for 

several years prior to genocide, with messages frequently blaming minority groups for 

the countriesô problems.
126

 

 

In Indonesia in the 1950s and 1960s, a number of anti-Chinese movements were set 

up by business groups, military commanders and right-wing Muslim politicians. 

Although their influence during the Sukarno regime was peripheral, during the 

upheaval following the 1965 attempted coup which led to the downfall of Sukarno, 

the Chinese community no longer had the backing of the government.
127

 Once 

government protection of the minority group disappeared, this negative sentiment 

snowballed into violent massacres in the ensuing political instability. 

 

Although the existence of hate propaganda at this stage is not a new phenomenon, the 

explicit support that it receives from government or other elites with specific 

exclusionary policies in mind is a useful recruiting tool for the perpetrators and 

enables at the very least a culture of permissiveness when genocide or other mass 

atrocities are carried out. 

 

Marginalising Moderates 

  

The path towards genocide and other mass atrocities can also be characterised by the 

growing power of extremist ideas and the marginalizing of moderate ideas. When 

social cleavages are used to the advantage of political elites, the black and white 

ideology that accompanies it leaves no room for moderates who oppose it. Therefore, 

in advance of the commission of genocide and mass atrocities, moderatesðthose 
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political actors who do not invest in extremist and exclusionary policiesðare often 

purged from the army and government positions, often becoming the targets of 

assassination. Sometimes it is the moderates who are the first to be killed, meaning 

that the elimination of actors who are seen to be an obstacle in the path to mass 

murder of a victim group is a clear indicator of rising tensions and heightened 

threat.
128

  

  

In the process of evolving from a collection of secretive opposition cells in the 1890s 

to entering power in 1908, the Young Turks underwent a profound change. Originally 

a moderate, liberal organization founded on the principles of Ottomanism (which 

allowed for the existence of all minorities within its borders), its membership included 

representatives from different ethnic backgrounds. However, by 1908, their pluralism 

and liberalism had receded, replaced by a rigid Turkish nationalism, which gave no 

recognition to the existence of other national groups. The move away from these 

moderate ideas saw moves toward the creation of an empire which favoured Turkic 

peoples and offered limited or no rights to others.
129

 

 

Prior to the ethnic conflict in Abkhazia in 1992/1993, both the territory of Abkhazia 

and the newly independent state of Georgia saw the election of leaders who 

subscribed to extreme nationalist ideas. In Georgia, the first democratic elections 

thrust Gamsakurdia into the presidency on the back of exclusionary nationalist 

sentiment, characterised by slogans such as óGeorgia for the Georgiansô. This move 

toward a popular and extreme form of nationalism was a reaction against the threats to 

sovereignty posed by interference by Moscow, a threat made manifest by its violent 

reaction against moves toward Georgian independence. In Abkhazia, the 

independence movement was also characterised by the marginalising of moderates. In 

the late 1980s, the Abkhaz administration was composed of two main ideological 

camps ï the ómoderatesô, who were primarily concerned with order and existing rights 

to property and the óradical campô (a number of new politicians from a variety of 

backgrounds), whose interest lay not in the stability of the region but in feeding the 

ideological backlash to Georgiaôs perceived imperial and nationalist intentions for its 

anticipated new state. The radicals gained the upper hand in the administration and 

sought to gain moral and political support in Moscow for their own plans of 

secession.
130

 With no space left for moderation in either camp, war soon followed and 

with it the ethnic cleansing of 250,000 ethnic Georgians from Abkhaz territory. 

 

One of the first victims of the Rwandan genocide was 

Agathe Uwilingiyimana, the Minister of Education 

(and, for a short time, Prime Minister) who had called 

for restrictions on the provision of higher education for 

Tutsis to be abandoned.
131

 Her attempts in 1992 to lift 

the restrictive Tutsi quota in education institutions 

drew an attack by twenty armed men on her at her 

home.
132

 In the same year, the Justice Minister, 

Stanislas Mbonampeka, issued a warrant against Leon 

Mugesera for incitement of racial hatred, following a 

speech where he openly called for the extermination of 

all Tutsis. Regarded as a key óintellectual architect of 

the genocideô, Mugeseraôs words were chanted 

repeatedly by the Interhamwe. Protected by the 
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military, his warrant was abandoned by a fearful police. As a result, Mbonampeka 

was forced to resign.
133

 

Outbreak of Violence 

 

During or following upheaval, the nature of the violence that occurs provides some 

clues as to the likelihood of the escalation of conflict into genocide or mass atrocities. 

The greater the extent of violent conflict during political upheaval and regime change, 

the greater the possibility that mass killing will take place. In particular, the greater 

the threat to authorities, the more extreme their reaction is likely to be. In addition, the 

more political disruption there is, the greater the opportunities for elites to implement 

a ófinal solutionô.
134

  For this reason, the kind of violence that most causes concern is 

that which is targeted and sanctioned by elites ï be they members of the government, 

opposition figures or the leaderships of other groups. 

 

Trial Massacres 

 

Indications that violence is a precursor of mass killings are evident in the carrying out 

of smaller massacres, or ótrial massacresô, targeting the victim group in relatively 

small numbers, almost as practice for larger future operations. Sometimes such 

massacres are conducted as a test to see whether there will be any repercussions in the 

form of arrests or substantive international condemnation. If they are conducted with 

impunity, this may be seen as a ógreen lightô to commit genocide.
135

  In other words, a 

culture of impunity will have been established. Such earlier massacres also provide 

what Midlarsky refers to as ócontinuity and validationô. These unpunished acts 

provide a precedent in two ways: (1) they give perpetrators something to identify 

with; (2) they are evidence that the commission of further massacres are likely to go 

unpunished.
136

 This creates a cycle that facilitates the escalation of massacres (see 

Figure 3).  
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Figure 3: Trial Massacres and the Establishment of Cultures of Impunity 

 

 
Through this cycle, relatively sporadic ótrial massacresô can escalate into campaigns 

of genocide and mass atrocities. 

 

Deliberate attacks with impunity 

 

During the slow political and economic decline of the Ottoman Empire, 

approximately 200,000 Armenians were murdered in a series of massacres committed 

between 1894 and 1896. Conducted alternately by both armed battalions and armed 

Kurdish militias, neither the perpetrators nor the Ottoman leaders were punished.
137

 

No reprimand came from abroad either. Russia was conspicuously silent and 

Germany justified the Ottomansô actions by declaring the Armenians to be ócrafty and 

seditiousô and guilty of óprovokingô authorities.
138

 

 

In Burundi, massacres against various Hutu groups were committed in 1965, 

following a Hutu-led attempted coup. Hutu politicians and military officers, as well as 

a number of civilians, were arrested and killed. This effectively wiped out a 

generation of Hutu leaders and was a precursor for the genocide by Tutsis against 
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Hutus in 1972. These initial massacres were not only officially sanctioned; they were 

carried out by the army.
139

 

 

Prior to the Khmer Rouge regimeôs reign of terror, the Lon Lot government expelled 

half of the Vietnamese population and massacred thousands of civilians. This 

occurred in a context of friendly relations with the US and the government received 

no international rebuke or punishment. Thus, a culture of impunity in relation to mass 

killing had been firmly established in Cambodia as early as 1970.  

 

Rwanda had a long history of massacres committed with impunity. Hutu groups 

aligned with the Habyarimana government led massacres in both 1960 and 1972-

1973. Not only were they not punished, many who organised the massacres and the 

general oppression of Tutsi civilians received promotions. Again, following the 

conflict in 1990, those who spread hate propaganda and organised indiscriminate 

violence against Tutsis received no legal reprimand.
140

 óTrial massacresô were 

conducted by Hutu militias as early as 1990 in various parts of the country, with 

hundreds at a time being killed. One example came in the eastern province of 

Bugesera. About 300 Tutsis were killed by the Interahamwe, and many more died 

from hunger, exposure and harassment by the army. The government claimed the 

killings were self-defence, in response to óethnic disturbancesô. Soon after, similar 

massacres were committed around Kigale, in Kibuye, Cyangugu and Gisenyi.
141

 

Despite attempts by some moderates to make perpetrators accountable under the law, 

no arrests were made for these crimes, and although the international community was 

aware of these massacres, no external pressure was applied to halt them.
142

  

 

In the ethnically mixed region of eastern Croatia, prior to the war in 1992 clashes 

between rival police forces became more deliberate, with nationalists targeting 

prominent moderates in both Croat and Serbian communities, polarising victims, and 

prompting a sharp increase in retaliative attacks. In addition to this, military support 

came primarily from paramilitaries who were financed by 

the Serbian government and openly called for ethnic 

cleansing.
143

 

 

Therefore, the outbreak of violence against civilians 

followed by high levels of impunity and indifference can 

be a strong indicator of the likelihood of genocide and/or 

other mass atrocities, particularly when the government 

either refuses to acknowledge such behaviour or even 

condones or in some cases actively supports it. While this 

does not always result in the commission of genocide and 

mass atrocities, the outbreak of violence against specific 

groups does lay the foundations for escalated violence 

before systematic and widespread genocide and mass 

atrocities. 
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Summary 

 

The second stage of the framework focuses on the manner in which the preconditions 

interact with particular crises in order to start a country or region on an escalatory 

path towards genocide and mass atrocities.  In most cases, a political, economic or 

natural crisis heightens already existing tensions and prompts mobilisation.  

Mobilisation may involve activities such as recruiting and arming a militia, the 

incitement of hatred and violence, and the marginalisation of moderates. Practices of 

mobilisation may erupt into the commission of individual crimes (e.g. murder of 

moderates) and ótrial massacresô.  If the perpetrators of these crimes go unpunished 

orðworse stillðreceive the active support of the government, a culture of impunity 

is established that paves the way to genocide and mass atrocities (see figure 3).  At 

this point it is likely that crimes against humanity will already have been committed 

and that if violence is allowed to proceed unabated, it will escalate into genocide and 

mass atrocities. 
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Third Stage ï Imminent Emergency 
 

By the time that violent clashes have occurred, the commission of crimes against 

humanity act as a warning of greater atrocities to come. This is referred to as 

imminent emergencyða precursor to genocide or mass atrocities. The commission of 

crimes against humanity without government censure is an indication that the risk of 

genocide and mass atrocities is high. According to Barbara Harff, in the weeks and 

months preceding the outbreak of the worst forms of widespread and organised 

violence against civilians, there is a clustering of certain events, which can be 

categorised into four main types:  

 

¶ The increase of life integrity violations. 

¶ The organised preparation of mass murder. 

¶ Greater opposition from the victim group. 

¶ Warnings from the international community, not supported by action.
144

 

 

In what follows, we will examine each of these in turn. 

 

Increase in Life Integrity Violations 

 

The increase of life integrity violations includes increased patterns of murder, torture, 

kidnapping, the approbation of property and possessions, ethnic cleansing, forced 

removal of populations, and mass rape.
145

 While many of these atrocities may have 

occurred previously, it is both the increase and implicit or explicit sanctioning of such 

crimes by political elites (whether governmental or not) that should raise the alarm. 

These violations include the targeting and killing of moderates and key opposition 

figures, and the increasing exposure of hate propaganda.  All these examples of 

further polarisation were evident in the months leading up to the genocide in 

Rwanda.
146

 

 

Likewise, there was a sharp increase in discrimination and attacks against Jews 

immediately prior to the Holocaust. From 1939, a series of laws were passed which 

seriously restricted the movement of Jews living in various parts of Germany, as well 

as Czechoslovakia, Austria and Poland. This included prohibition of the use of 

telephones, restrictions and eventual prohibition of the use of public transport, and a 

restriction of movement beyond designated areas.
147

  

 

Organised Preparation 

 

The organised preparation of genocide and mass atrocities may be undertaken by the 

state or other elite groups within the state, and varies greatly. It can involve the 

following:  

 

The Compiling of óDeath Listsô  

 

Preparation may involve the compiling of lists of groups or individuals to be targeted.  

These lists may be physical (i.e. literally written down) and highly specific as in the 



Preventing Genocide and Mass Atrocities: Causes and Paths of Escalation

 
48 

case of Rwanda in 1994 or they may be symbolic or implied (i.e. shared between the 

perpetrators). Three examples of the compiling of death lists are Armenia in 1915, 

Burundi in 1972 and Cambodia between 1975 and 1979. In Armenia, prior to the 

mass deportations, able-bodied men were singled out and executed, in order to 

minimise opposition. At the same time, prominent members of Armenian 

communities in large urban centres, particularly Istanbul, were arrested and 

transported to central Anatolia, where they disappeared.
148

 In Burundi, while the 

ólistsô of victims drawn up were less specific, there was a clear targeting of educated 

Hutus, with a disproportionate number of teachers, civil servants, university students 

and school students killed during the 1972 genocide.  As the Khmer Rouge evacuated 

residents from the cities, they were required to pass through óclearing centresô, where 

government officials, military men and professionals were singled out and taken away 

to be executed, to ensure that there was nobody who was able to lead the public in 

resistance.
149

 

 

Greater Intensity and Specificity of Hate Messages  

 

In Rwanda in 1990, the hate propaganda against the Tutsis was escalated by various 

newspapers and Radio Télévision Libres des Milles Collines, with the aid of the 

government broadcasting network that enabled them to communicate their messages 

to all corners of the country. These messages called for segregation through the 

exclusion of Tutsis from the army and the banning of ómixedô marriages. Tutsis were 

frequently depicted as vermin, and by early 1994 public calls for their extermination 

were being reported.
150

 Immediately prior to the 1994 genocide these messages 

became more specific. 

 

Herding Together of Populations  

 

The Armenian genocide was prefaced by the removal, transportation and execution of 

2,000 prominent leaders in the Armenian community.
151

 Following this, throughout 

Anatolia, adult men were separated from their communities and executed. First, all 

men who had been conscripted into the army were either forced to endure labour to 

the point of death or were simply killed. Then, older men who had stayed behind to 

tend the fields were required by the government to report to authorities for relocation. 

This usually resulted in imprisonment, torture and death.
152

 

 

This also occurred in Germany and Austria in the years prior to 1939 and extended to 

other parts of Europe after 1939. There were two stages: first, the stripping away of 

property rights and access to trade and employment, prompting large numbers of Jews 

residing in towns and villages to concentrate in cities where larger Jewish 

communities existed.
153

 Second, the ghettoization of these communities, which 

occurred in different ways. The purpose was to segregate Jews from the rest of the 

population, as well as providing a temporary means of accommodation before plans 

could be made for their extermination.
154

 Throughout central and western Europe, the 

rounding up of Jews into restricted zones or ghettoes in major urban areas was the last 

step prior to their mass transportation to concentration camps.
155

 Such measures not 

only clear the way for large scale killings, but function as a practice run for the 

perpetrators involved.
156
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In Cambodia, minority groups were routinely uprooted from their villages and forced 

to work in deplorable conditions in labour camps. Monasteries were emptied, and 

monks executed, and entire urban populations were moved to rural camps. While no 

sector of the population escaped the brutality of the Khmer Rougeôs policies, minority 

groups such as the Chinese, the Vietnamese and the Cham Muslims were almost 

entirely wiped out.
157

 In addition, any Cambodian under suspicion of not fully 

supporting the Khmer Rouge were labelled as ónew peopleô and given special 

neckerchiefs to keep them distinct and easily identifiable for execution.
158

 The use of 

symbols to create difference is, as Stanton points out, a clear warning sign for 

impending genocide.
159

 

Opposition 

 

The preparation of genocide and mass atrocities 

often elicits heightened opposition from the 

targeted groups. It is rare for those being targeted 

to do nothing to defend themselves, but often 

such opposition can be counter-productive as it 

provides a pretext for retaliatory attacks.  

 

Support from Diaspora Communities 

 

Greater support from diaspora kinship communities in other countries can instil a 

false sense of confidence among groups that are being targeted. If such external 

support brings money and resources to the victim group, it may encourage that victim 

to engage in risky activities such as public acts opposition to their tormentors, which 

heightens the sense of threat felt by the dominant authorities, resulting in more 

forceful targeting of the group. Other ókindred groupsô can also provide support, both 

morally and materially. For example, in the early 1990s ethnic Abkhazians were 

reported to have gained confidence from the South Ossetians, who were also fighting 

for secession from Georgia.
160

 

 

Acts of Rebellion and Retaliation 

 

Rebellion and retaliation against the dominant group are part and parcel of the rising 

tension and violence that precedes genocide and mass atrocities.
161

 The 1972 genocide 

in Burundi committed by the ruling Tutsi minority against the Hutu majority was 

preceded by an insurrection led by Hutu insurgents, which killed between 2,000 and 

3,000 Tutsi civilians. In the months that followed, the Tutsi regime declared martial 

law and massacred up to 150,000 Hutus.
162

 Violent opposition also preceded the 

Rwandan genocide in 1994. Waves of displacement since independence created 

growing communities of Tutsi refugees in Uganda, Zaire (DRC) and Burundi. It was 

in the refugee camps of Uganda that the Tutsi-dominated Front Patriotique Rwandais 

(RPF) was formed.  The RPF enjoyed military success against the Rwandan army, 

resulting in a power sharing agreement (the Arusha Accords).  It was a combination 

of these Accords and RPF incursions that provided the catalyst for the Hutu 

Interahamweôs campaign of extermination.
 163
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Empty External Threats 

 

International interest in a crisis is often heightened by an increase in violence and the 

commission of ótrial massacresô. If external actors react to such incidents by issuing 

threats or warnings that are not followed through on or not seen as credible, local 

perceptions that further atrocities will not elicit a 

negative international response are encouraged ï 

helping to strengthen the culture of impunity.
164

 

Likewise, the culture of impunity is also 

encouraged if no threats are issued at all. As such, 

the commission of ótrial massacresô not only acts 

as ótrainingô for those who are preparing to 

commit genocide and mass atrocities, but also 

serves as a litmus test for the kind of international 

response that can be expected. If the perpetrators 

go unpunished, and if there are no immediate 

negative consequences for the state involved, 

then óit is a green light to finish the genocideô or 

mass atrocities.
165

 

 

Even worse than this though is that empty threats from the international community 

can also trigger a false sense of confidence, encouraging risky and self-destructive 

behaviour. In Bosnia for example, international criticism created both greater 

confidence among Bosnian Muslims and greater defiance among Serb fighters, 

leading to a rapid increase in the intensity of violence between the two groups.
166

  

More obviously, promises of international protection prompted Bosnian Muslims to 

gather in the ósafe areaô of Srebrenica prior to the 1995 genocide there.  Likewise, 

expectations of international assistance might have encouraged armed rebellions in 

Kosovo and Darfur, both of which ended with the commission of mass atrocities 

against civilian populations who were associated with these groups. 

 

Summary 

 

Once violence takes on a more systematic character in its targeting of victim groups, 

the risk of genocide and mass atrocities becomes much greater. In the weeks and 

months immediately prior to various episodes of genocide and mass atrocity, a 

number of early warning signs become apparent and their presence highlights the 

imminence of an emergency. The increase of life integrity violations, more organised 

preparation and a more intense show of opposition from the victim group are clear 

signs that the risk of genocide is high and immediate. Empty threats and warnings can 

contribute to the emergence of a culture of impunity whilst, conversely, encouraging 

target groups to engage in risky behaviour.  
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  Conclusion  
 

The responsibility to prevent is the single most important dimension of the R2P. It is 

investment in prevention that strengthens the sovereignty of states and does most to 

protect vulnerable populations. The goal of ending once and for all the commission of 

genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity finds its most 

practical expression in the measures that ensure that these crimes are stopped before 

they start. A robust and comprehensive account of the factors that cause genocide and 

mass atrocities is the first step towards providing effective prevention. 

  

Effective prevention needs to focus on measures that address both the rising tensions 

leading to genocide and mass atrocities and the 

root causes of these crimes. The narrow but deep 

approach adopted in this report limits the focus to 

the four atrocity crimes, while simultaneously 

requiring a deep engagement with the 

preconditions for genocide and mass atrocities in 

order to stem regression into those crimes as early 

as possible. 

 

The difficulty of the task of identifying the causes 

of genocide and mass atrocities cannot be 

understated. Often it is impossible to prove direct 

causal links between any single factor and the 

eventual commission of the four crimes. 

However, there is a broad consensus about the 

types of structural conditions that constitute the 

preconditions and the manner in which those 

preconditions can give rise to escalating tensions 

and ï potentially ï genocide and mass atrocities. 

For this reason, the framework accounting for the causes of genocide and other mass 

atrocities has incorporated a wide range of factors that may be instrumental in 

escalating the marginalisation of particular groups and provide the conditions for 

violent crimes to be committed with impunity against these groups.  All of this has 

been well established in existing literature on genocide and mass atrocities, which has 

informed the framework adopted in this Report.  

 

Effective prevention must therefore be based on a thorough understanding of the three 

stages identified by this Reportôs and it should be recognised that no single stage is 

more important than the others: 
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1. The pre-conditions of genocide and other mass atrocities 

Ý Social divisions based on religion or ethnicity, and resulting in social 

and economic discrimination, scapegoating and dehumanisation. 

Ý Regime weakness, characterised by human rights violations, absence 

of rule of law, absence of democracy and loss of territory. 

Ý Economic weakness, evidenced by relative isolation from international 

trade, and inequality of opportunities. 

 

2. The ways that upheavals can trigger crises that may precipitate mobilisation  

Ý Upheavals in the form of political, natural, or economic crises. 

Ý Mobilisation, involving the reorganisation of the military, the 

spreading of hate propaganda and incitement, the establishment, 

arming and training of militias, and the marginalisation of moderates. 

Ý Outbreak of violence, including attacks against victim groups, and 

ótrial massacresô 

 

3. The dynamics that characterise the warning signs of the worst kinds of mass 

atrocities. 

Ý Increase in life integrity violations, including murder, torture, 

kidnappings, mass rape, forced relocation, restriction of movement, 

appropriation of property and the killing of moderates. 

Ý Organised preparation, such as the compiling of death lists, the herding 

together of and/or transporting a victim group and a sharp increase in 

the extent and specificity of hate propaganda. 

Ý Opposition in the form of support from diaspora communities, as well 

as rebellion and retaliation against an elite group. 

Ý Empty external threats ï strong rhetoric form international actors not 

followed through with action. 

 

Prevention can only be effective when it is premised on a sound understanding of the 

causes of mass atrocities and the framework offered here provides a broad and holistic 

starting point. 

 

To begin the task of translating this framework into an actionable policy agenda two 

steps are now needed: 

 

1. Dialogue about the factors included in the framework and their relationship to 

one another. 

 

2. Further study focusing on policy measures designed to mitigate each of these 

factors that relate, as appropriate, the three pillars of the R2P.  
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  Appendix 1: List of Cases 

 
The following list is an updated version of that developed by Barbara Harff and Ted Gurr.  It is not 

meant to be a definitive list but is a sufficiently broad accounting of cases to permit us to draw general 

inferences about the types of factors that cause genocide and mass atrocities. 

 

Country  Dates Death toll Description 

1. Afghanistan  

 

1978-

1992 

1,800,000 Civilians killed as part of Soviet repression and 

Mujahadeen response 

2. Algeria  

 

1962 9,000-30,000 OAS supporters (Harki)victims of retributive 

politicide 

3. Angola I  

 

1975-

1994 

300,000 - 

500,000 

Govt vs. UNITA war 

4. Angola II  

 

1998-

2002 

70,000-

100,000 

Govt vs. UNITA war 

5. Argentina  

 

1976-

1980 

9,000-20,000 Right wing crackdown on socialists ï disappearances 

etc. 

6. Bosnia 1992-

1995 

150,000-

250,000 

Civil war ï main perpetrators Bosnian Serbs 

7. Burma I 1948-51 8,000 Ethnic violence against Karen 

8. Burma II  1978-

1980 

5,000 Crackdown against communists 

9. Burma III  1981-

1988 

5,000-8,500 Ethnic violence against Karen 

10. Burundi I  

 

1965-

1973 

140,000 Killing of Hutu by Tutsi following coup attempts. 

11. Burundi II  1988 5,000-20,000 Ethnic killings by the military 

12. Burundi 

III  

1993-

1993 

50,000-

300,000 

Assassination prompts ethnic killing 

13. Cambodia  

  

 

1975-

1979 

1,900,000-

3,500,000 

Khmer Rouge genocide 

14. Chile  1973-

1976 

5,000-10,000 Pinochet crackdown on socialists 

15. China I 1959-

1959 

65,000 Communist seizure of Tibet 

16. China II 1966-

1975 

400,000-

850,000 

Cultural revolution 

17. DRC   1998-

2003 

2,000,000- 

2,500,000 

Civilians killed in war by all sides 

18. Equatorial 

Guinea  

1969-

1979 

50,000 Crackdown following coup attempt 

19. El 

Salvador  

 

1980-

1989 

40,000-

60,000 

Civil war ï killings prinicpally by government 

20. Ethiopia I  

 

1976-

1979 

10,000 Army massacres of elite members opposed to regime 

21. Ethiopia II 1983 1,000,000 Civil war and famine instigated by Stalinist 

government (Ogaden and Tigray) 

22. Guatemala  

 

1978-

1990 

60,000-

200,000 

Civil war developed into genocide against 

indigenous populations (Maya) 

23. Indonesia 

I  

 

1965-

1966 

300,000-

600,000 

Alleged communists killed in aftermath of attempted 

coup 
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24. Indonesia 

II (East 

Timor)   

 

1975-

1999 

100,000-

200,000 

Invasion and suppression of E. Timor by Indonesia 

25. Iran 1981-

1992 

10,000-

50,000 

Islamic revolution and crackdown on opponents and 

Kurds 

26. Iraq I  

 

1963-

1975 

30,000-

60,000 

Suppression of Kurdish rebellion 

27. Iraq II  1988-

1991 

180,000 Campaign against Kurds in Anfal 

28. Liberia 1989-

1997 

100,000-

200,000 

Charles Taylor and civil war 

29. Nigeria  

(Biafra)   

1967-

1970 

2,000,000 Civilians killed and deliberately starved in response 

to secessionist campaign 

30. Pakistan I 

(East) 

1971 1,000,000-

3,000,000 

Attacks on Bengali population by army during 

general strike escalates 

31. Pakistan II 1973-

1977 

5,000-10,000 Indiscriminate response to Baluchi rebellion 

32. Philippines 1972-

1976 

60,000 Moro rebellion draws reprisals from militia and army 

33. Rwanda I  

 

1963-

1964 

12,000-

20,000 

Hutu attacks on Tutsis in reprisal for Tutsi border 

incursions 

34. Rwanda II 1994 500,000-

1,000,000 

Rwandan genocide 

35. Rwanda 

III  

1994-5 25,000 RPF revenge killings after the genocide 

36. Somalia  1991-

present 

300,000-

500,000  

Collapse of state and anarchy ï warlord attacks on 

civilians 

37. Sierra 

Leone 

1991-

2002 

50,000-

80,000 

Civil war ï civilians killed by all sides ï RUF, 

government, kamajors 

38. Sri Lanka 1989-

1990 

13,000-

30,000 

Military and death squads unleashed against 

communists 

39. Sudan I  

 

1956-

1972 

400,000-

600,000 

Suppression of non-Muslims mainly in the south 

40. Sudan II 1983-

2002 

2,000,000 North-south civil war.  Both sides attack civilians, 

but especially the government ï policy of 

extermination in Nuba mountains 

41. Sudan III 

(Darfur)  

2003-

present 

250,000 Government responds to rebellion with mass killing 

and forced displacement 

42. Uganda I 1971-

1979 

250,000-

350,000 

Idi Amin government wages war on opponents 

43. Uganda II 1980-

1986 

200,000-

300,000 

Civil war between Obote government and National 

Resistance Army  

44. South 

Vietnam 

1965-

1975 

400,000-

500,000 

Atrocities against regime opponents and suspected 

communist sympathsiers 

45. Yugoslavia 1991-

1999 

150,000-

200,000 

Wars of Yugoslav dissolution.  Mainly ethnic 

cleansing and killing of Croats, Bosnians and 

Kosovar Albanians by various groups of Serbs. But 

atrocities committed by all sides. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Preventing Genocide and Mass Atrocities: Causes and Paths of Escalation

 
60 

                                                                                                                                            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The Asia-Pacific Centre for the Responsibility to Protect's mission is to advance the Responsibility to 

Protect principle within the Asia-Pacific Region and worldwide, and support the building of capacity 

to protect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. 

 

Patrons 
 



Preventing Genocide and Mass Atrocities: Causes and Paths of Escalation

 
61 

                                                                                                                                            
Lloyd Axworthy 
President, University of Winnipeg,  
Former Foreign Minister of Canada 
 

John Dauth 
High Commissioner of Australia in New 
Zealand 
 

Gareth Evans 
President of the International Crisis Group 
 

Colin Keating 
Executive Director, Security Council Report 
 

Edward Luck 
Special Adviser to the United Nations 
Secretary-General 
 

Fidel Valdez Ramos 
Former President of the Philippines 
 

Ramesh Thakur 
Distinguished Fellow, Waterloo University, 
Canada 
 
Kyudok Hong 
Dean, College of Social Science 

Sookmyung Womenôs University, Korea 

Vitit Muntarbhorn  
Professor of Law, Chulalongkorn University, 
Thailand 
Special Rapporteur on Human Rights in the 
Democratic Peopleôs Republic of Korea 
 

 
International Advisory Board 

 
Alistair Gee (Chair) M. C. Abad Jr. 

Amitav Acharya Mely Cabellero-Anthony 
John Dowd Paul Evans 

Shin-wha Lee Noel Morada 
Brendan Ross Rizal Sukma 

Muhadi Sugiono Pranee Thiparat 
Pacific Islands Forum (rep. tbc.) K. S. Balakrishnan 

 
 
Asia-Pacific Centre for the Responsibility to Protect, c/o School of Political Science & 
International Studies, The University of Queensland, Brisbane, QLD4072, Australia.  
Tel: +61 7 33653301. Email: info@r2pasiapacific.org 

 
 
 
The views expressed in this Brief reflect those of the Centre and not its Patrons or 
International Advisory Board members. 
 

 

 

 

 

 


