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In a radio broadcast in mid-1941, Prime Minister Winston Churchill
denounced German atrocities in Poland and Russia as crimes that
had “no name.” Shortly afterward, Raphaël Lemkin, a young Jewish
lawyer who had fled Poland in 1939, decided that such massive
crimes against humanity needed a specific name to underscore the
seriously heinous nature of the acts. By naming, he could also shame,
and therefore attempt to prevent recurrent crimes against humanity.
Genocide was the powerful word that he coined, combining the
Greek genos (race or tribe) with the Latin cide (from caedere, killing).

Genocide is the “act of murder committed against individual
persons solely because of their identity as members of a group and
with the still more basic intent of destroying the group” (Lang,
110). Genocide is concerned with the protection of groups that
are denoted by their racial, religious, linguistic, ethnic, or cultural
differences. It is “new” justice.

To put it more finely, by inventing his neologism, Lemkin was
attempting to create a new juridical and philosophical category of
deeds, which, when perceived as a whole, constituted “a type of
atrocity that threatened the existence of social collectivities and
threatened . . . [the] social order of the world” (Irvin-Erickson, 7).
Genocide, in other words, is much more than the mass killing of
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groups of defenseless persons; it is also a conscious attempt to
destroy certain groups of people (not just individuals) through
violence, persecution, rape, and economic destruction.

For this very reason, the conceptual framework that Lemkin
developed is important both in today’s dangerous world and for
analyses of horrific events that occurred in the past: The Holocaust
overshadows them all, but the Armenian and Rwandan genocides
stand nearby in their enormity and savagery. By all accounts, the
ancient Assyrians and Romans were butchers of subject nations. So
were the Khmer Rouge in their elimination of 1.7 million
Cambodians from 1975 to 1979; the German colonizers in their
extirpation of 80 percent of the Herero and 50 percent of the
Nama peoples in what is now Namibia from 1904 to 1908; the
Shona in their killing of more than 20,000 Ndebele in Zimbabwe
in 1982/3; the Arabs in their slaughter of 1 million or more Africans
in Darfur, western Sudan, from 2003 to 2006; and the Serbs in their
massacre of thousands of Bosniaks in the tumultuous Balkans from
1992 to 1995.

The fatal consequences of the Soviet-driven assaults (and
purposeful famine) for Ukrainian peasants, Poles, and Germans
during the early 1930s and the staggering number of deaths (pos-
sibly as many as 36 million) during the Maoist-directed “Great
Leap Forward” and the Cultural Revolution from 1958 to 1970
also constitute genocide. Nor can we omit the purging of Native
Americans from their traditional territories in the nineteenth-
century United States or the cruelty that marked China’s assault
on Tibet in the mid-twentieth century.

According to Lemkin, intent is decisive. Today, when Shia
believers attack Sunni, or Sunni attempt to rid areas of Shia in Iraq
and Syria, the objective may be genocide even if the numerical
results fall shy of other great episodes of de-peopling. Certainly,
in 2016/17, the authorities in Myanmar (Burma) are committing
genocide against the Rohingya in Rakhine State, denying them
Myanmar citizenship and confining them (as in the Holocaust)
to concentration camps. In South Sudan, also in 2016/17, the
ruling Dinka harbor the genocidal dream of a nation devoid of
Nuer, their main ethnic rivals.

To the west of the Sudan, the bitter clashes between Muslims
and Christians for control over the Central Africa Republic from
2013 to 2016 left thousands dead. Farther south, in the so-called
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Democratic Republic of Congo, militarized non-state actors in
North and South Kivu, on the country’s eastern frontier, have
fought each other for more than a decade. Yet, neither of those
African contests rises to the level of genocide; they are better un-
derstood as examples of “ethnic cleansing.” Ostensibly, the intent
to achieve the total annihilation of a group is missing. Mere polit-
ical aims, rather than genocidal plans, motivate the various Con-
golese warlords and non-state actors who perpetrate most of the
mayhem that convulses that giant country and the neighboring
Central African Republic.

For various congruent political reasons, today’s Turkish
government would be pleased to rid the nation of Kurds, who
speak their own language and yearn for a separate homeland.
But, thus far, the Turkish military has been engaged in ethnic
cleansing more than genocide.

“Ethnic cleansing,” which can involve large-scale massacres of
civilians and groups of civilians, denotes a war crime and a crime
against humanity (both under the jurisdiction of the International
Criminal Court). So do acts of terror intended to encourage flight,
acts of rape when systematically perpetrated to alter the ethnic
make-up of a group, outright expulsions, and even mutually
agreed population exchanges. Ethnic cleansing is the forced
removal (short of extirpation) of an ethnic or a religious group
from a section of territory and the rendering of an area to be eth-
nically homogenous by force or intimidation.

Genocide, thanks to Lemkin, became a legally defined crime
according to the 1948 UN Convention on the Prevention and
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide. “Ethnic cleansing,” how-
ever, is more an expression or a description of various criminal be-
haviors than a single category of crime per se. Acts of genocide
entail a conscious attempt to eradicate entire populations, or parts
thereof. Examples include Turkey’s elimination of more than 1
million Christian Armenians because of their affiliation with
Tsarist Russia, and thus its Western allies, rather than with Germany,
during World War I and the Hutu killing of 800,000 Tutsi within
the space of a few months in 1994, largely through the distribution
of machetes imported from Antwerp in sealed casks. Henry
Morgenthau, Sr., the U. S. Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire,
called the slaughter of Armenians by Turkish troops “race murder”—
the word genocide not yet having been coined.
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Irvin-Erickson is exceptionally good at explaining the develop-
ment of Lemkin’s decades’-long search (even before World War II)
for concepts capable of exposing and articulating crimes against hu-
manity that could lead to the punishment of perpetrators and the pre-
vention of future “race murders” or acts of extreme violence against
groups. When the Nazis and Soviets invaded Poland, Lemkin had to
use all of his wits, wile, and linguistic talents (he could speak nine lan-
guages) to escape to Sweden via Lithuania and Latvia (his family, like
many others, refused to flee eastern Poland and avoid the Holocaust;
forty-nine members of his family perished in the extermination
camps). In early 1941, after waiting two years in Stockholm for an
American invitation and visa, Lemkin flew to Moscow and took
the Trans-Siberian Railway to Vladivostok. Then he traveled by
sea to Kyoto and Seattle. Finally, he reached Duke University, where
he had been given a special soft-funded teaching position. Not long
after Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, he was asked to join Vice-President
Henry Wallace’s Board of Economic Warfare in Washington, D.C.

Irvin-Erickson and Lang both manage to capture Lemkin the
original thinker and Lemkin the innovative conceptualizer, merg-
ing philosophical inquiry with exegesis and explanation. Their
books are also well grounded in jurisprudence. In that sense, they
are interdisciplinary, even if not methodologically innovative. But
whereas Lang’s book is a series of commentaries (originally deliv-
ered as papers, chapters, and addresses and thus repetitious and
fragmentary), Irvin-Erickson’s book is a full-fledged and well-
crafted intellectual biography. It uses private papers and correspon-
dence to expose how Lemkin moved from a focus on “barbarity”
in the early 1930s to his realization that positing “genocide” might
give liberal thinkers everywhere the opportunity to replace the
Hitlerite killing fields with peace, order, and decency.1 Although
Irvin-Erickson treats the stages of Lemkin’s intellectual growth
meticulously, Samantha Power’s Pulitzer-prize winning “A Problem
from Hell”: America and Age of Genocide (New York, 2002) conveys
Lemkin’s motivations much more vividly and readably.2 She also
shows how other people used and misused his innovations.

1 See Lemkin,Axis Rule in Occupied Europe: Laws of Occupation, Analysis of Government, Proposals
for Redress (New York, 1944).
2 In addition to the books mentioned in this review essay, there are a dozen or so other
biographical treatments of Lemkin, or discussions of the concept of genocide, all of them listed
and often discussed in Irvin-Erickson’s book.
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Lemkin attended the Nuremberg trials as an advisor to
Supreme Court Justice Robert Jackson, the chief U. S. prosecutor.
His determination to create genocide as a new category of crime
against humanity stems in part from his disagreement with the
focus at Nuremberg on crimes against individuals rather than
crimes against groups. During the war he had tried vainly to con-
vince American statesmen to intervene forcefully on behalf of the
victims of Nazi-perpetrated genocide. He had argued that geno-
cide had occurred within Germany even before the war, and that
Germans should be held to account for genocidal actions and in-
tent even during times of peace. But such conceptions fell afoul of
Jackson’s and others’ views that the extermination of the Jews and
other peoples was largely outside international law.

Nevertheless, the first articulation of the concept of a crime
against humanity belonged to Hersch Lauterpacht in the prelude
to the Nuremberg trials: Murder, extermination, enslavement, de-
portation, and similar acts directed against civilian populations
were termed crimes against humanity. So were persecutions on
political, racial, or religious grounds associated with war-like activ-
ities.3 Note, however, that these acts were considered crimes
against individuals, no matter how many people were affected.
Lemkin focused on redressing the the elimination of groups, a dis-
tinction of which Jackson was aware. Lauterpacht believed that
groups were implicitly protected when individual rights were
enshrined. Lemkin worried, however, that the rights of groups
qua groups would be neglected unless their natural rights were
spelled out in law.4

The International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg rejected
Lemkin’s approach, limiting its judgments to crimes committed
by the Nazis during wartime. The crime of genocide was not in-
voked. Nevertheless, Sir Hartley Shawcross, the chief British pros-
ecutor repeatedly used the word genocide to explain how the Nazis
had been determined to destroy national groups—Jews, gypsies,
Slavs, and others. When the SS-Einsatzgruppen was tried in the
second New Military Tribunal of the Nuremberg trials, the con-
cept of genocide featured strongly. Lemkin’s new conceptual

3 See Renee Jeffery, “Hersch Lauterpacht, the Realist Challenge and the ‘Grotian Tradi-
tion’ in Twentieth-Century International Relations,” European Journal of International Relations,
XII (2006), 223–250.
4 Lang’s discussion of this issue is especially helpful (137–147).
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coinage was employed frequently to prosecute the specific crime
of eliminating Jews.

Lemkin’s influence on Jackson was profound. Jackson ad-
vanced the notion of universal jurisdiction, advocating that it be
used to hold the perpetrators of genocide accountable. Sovereign
immunity (as Lemkin urged) was not an effective defense against a
charge of genocide. Although official recognition took decades,
these novel notions were finally employed to good effect in the
trials of Slobodan Milosevic and others in The Hague for war
crimes in Yugoslavia, of Hutu genocidal Rwandans in Arusha,
of Charles Taylor for his murderous mayhem in Liberia, and, less
tellingly, of Khmer Rouge leaders in Phnom Penh.

Because the notion of genocide had been introduced into inter-
national juridical thinking but had not been established irrefutably
as a punishable crime, Lemkin turned his attention and efforts after
Nuremberg to the fledgling United Nations (UN) (having long be-
fore failed to persuade the League of Nations to think along similar
lines). He believed fervently that genocide deserved greater recog-
nition than it had received in the Nuremberg trials as the ultimate
attack against humanity. From 1946, he labored obsessively to
create what became the UN Convention. Irvin-Erickson’s reading
of Lemkin’s autobiography, his private correspondence, and the
records of the committee that worked with Lemkin assiduously from
1946 to 1948 to persuade the UN General Assembly to create the
Genocide Convention provides new ways of understanding the fail-
ures and successes of that drafting process. Many countries, including
the United States and Britain, preferred a weak Convention.

Major intellectual and national delegation battles occurred
about whether both physical and cultural genocide should be in-
cluded in a UN convention. Mostly at issue were fears about the
loss of sovereign prerogatives, but certain nations also worried that
a genocide convention would enable the UN to interfere in their
internal political affairs.

The South Africans, who were on the cusp of legislating
apartheid, declared that the notion of genocide was dangerous
“where primitive or backward peoples were concerned” because
it would put native beliefs and rights on the same plane as those of
“civilized European systems” (Irvin-Erickson, 9). The Soviets also
opposed the convention; they were busily executing prisoners of
several nationalities and sending political prisoners to gulags in
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Siberia. They may have understood, even better than Lemkin did,
exactly what they had done earlier in the Ukraine.

Eventually, to achieve sufficient support, Lemkin had to tem-
per his advocacy and to accept compromises in the wording of the
final Convention. Article II, as adopted, fatefully omitted “political
groups,” defining genocide as “any of the following acts committed
with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical,
racial, or religious group, as such.” But, as Lang says, the Article
did outlaw “group murder” (137). The powerful Article III, pro-
hibiting “cultural” genocide—the deliberate destruction of groups
by prohibiting the use of group languages or by destroying librar-
ies, museums, churches, and so on—was also removed when too
many nations feared (with good reason) that it would inhibit their
actions, say, against the Kurds in the Middle East, the Rohingya in
Myanmar, the Christians in the Sudan, and others. Nevertheless,
the final convention “ushered into world affairs the idea that
violations of human rights and crimes committed by states against
their own citizens during times of peace would be subject to
international suppression and prosecution” (Irvin-Erickson, 194).

Lemkin vigorously attempted to persuade twenty of the UN’s
then fifty-seven members to ratify the Convention in 1950. How-
ever, as Irvin-Erickson explains, Lemkin lost the battle in his
adopted country. The United States finally ratified the Conven-
tion in 1988, thanks mostly to the determined advocacy of Sen.
William Proxmire. By that time, Lemkin had died, alone, impov-
erished, frustrated at American obstinacy, and unaware of how
signally he had contributed to the creation of an important juris-
prudential instrument of world order.

The Rome Statute of 1998, which established the Interna-
tional Criminal Court, and the UN-adopted norm of Responsibil-
ity of Protect, invented in 1998 and accepted by the General
Assembly in 2005, also built upon Lemkin’s re-conceptualization
of crimes against humanity. Additionally, the foundations that he
prepared are in several real senses the bedrock on which the var-
ious special war-crimes courts for the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda,
and Sierra Leone rested. Without Lemkin, the intent by criminal-
ized dictators to annihilate whole peoples would be much more
difficult to prosecute.

For readers of this journal, “genocide” provides a useful optic
with which to understand and examine purposeful purges of
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Mesopotamian, Alexandrine, Visogothic, Norman, Mongol, and
Spanish (during the Inquisition) people, and those of more mod-
ern times. Lemkin’s cross-disciplinary arguments, developed in the
crucible of an unfolding Holocaust and trimmed and refined at the
United Nations, offer new insights into the actions of rulers and
ruling classes, into the elimination or forcible assimilation of all
manner of groups, and into the kinds of decisions that dominant
populations made throughout recorded time to brand, and then
discriminate against and persecute, weaker or minority groups. If
in our research and writing we distinguish between varieties and
consequences of barbarity in a manner that assists a comprehensive
analysis of past episodes of ethnic cleansing, crimes against humanity,
and genocide, we owe our analytical tools to Lemkin.
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