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The deliberate and systematic destruction of an entire people or ethnic group has been 
called the crime of all crimes. We are unable to comprehend rampant mass violence against a 
group of defenceless civilians solely aimed at annihilating them. Yet mass violence has always 
been a part of the history of mankind. The 20th and 21st centuries have even seen the worst 
episodes of mass violence, despite all pretensions of civilisation.
	 Conflict between and against ethnic groups has become a major part of political violence 
in the 20th century. Repeatedly, ethnic cleansing was used by states as a means to achieve 
national statehood and unity. Throughout history, religion has been an important motive in 
the killing of civilians. But the 19th century saw other factors, such as the merges of nations 
and class. Ideology turned out to be the force behind genocide. Bureaucratic efficiency, 
coupled with technological progress, shows us that violence can have disastrous, large-scale 
and irrevocable consequences.

1.  The Holocaust paradigm

The genocide of the Jews in Europe, known as the Holocaust, is a terrifying example of how 
mass violence can be used to exterminate an entire population. That, in effect, was the 
objective of the Holocaust: the mass murder of the Jews of Europe and the destruction of the 
Jewish people as a whole. The Holocaust provided the background to the Genocide Conven-
tion that was adopted by the member states of the United Nations on 9 December 1948. The 
term genocide was formulated by the Polish lawyer Raphael Lemkin, and his definition of 
genocide is used to this day.1

	 Research into other cases of genocide uses the Holocaust as a benchmark, whether con-
sciously or subconsciously. This becomes evident in the methodology and the use of related 
terms such as ‘victims’, ‘perpetrators’ and ‘bystanders’. When cases of mass violence and 
genocide are analysed or discussed, the Holocaust is often used as an example. This is known 
as the Holocaust paradigm. 

Introduction



8 2.  Comparative research

This guidebook examines the Holocaust alongside a number of other genocides. Its primary 
aim is not to make a comparison in itself. However, analysing the similarities and differences 
can be a starting point for discussing how various cases of mass violence come about; about 
the fate of the victims, the background of the perpetrators and the involvement of wit-
nesses to the mass murder. This analysis may reveal shared characteristics, such as ideology, 
a regime with revolutionary and utopian ambitions, internal division and circumstances of 
war.2 At the same time, comparisons may reveal aspects of genocide that indicate significant 
differences. Differences might occur in the general context, the ideology and the political 
consequences, the international context and the nature of the conditions of war. Studying 
the Holocaust alongside other cases of genocide can help to clarify questions and suggest 
answers. 
	 Every genocide has its own character and context. There are good reasons for being consci-
entious when comparing the Holocaust to other genocides. Generally speaking, processes of 
mass violence involve various phenomena in different contexts. The mass murders in Cambo-
dia, those in Rwanda and the Holocaust were carried out under very different circumstances. 
Some researchers oppose to using the term genocide, as the general definition of genocide 
does not encompass all the complexities and differences. The definition does not, for example, 
include political killings of groups. Comparing cases of genocide can lead to simplification and 
can invoke unrealistic expectations.
	 Some researchers argue that other genocides cannot stand the comparison with the Holo-
caust. Firstly, because of the aforementioned differing circumstances of each of the genocides. 
Some scholars, such as historian Yehuda Bauer, accept the comparison but acknowledge the 
fact that the Holocaust was unparalleled in many ways. The Genocide Convention of 1948 men-
tions the intent to destroy a group in whole or in part. Bauer feels that here lies an essential 
difference. If the intention is to destroy every member of a group without exception, then that 
group ultimately has no chance of survival. Bauer and others consider this to be one of the 
decisive differences between the Holocaust and other cases of genocide. According to Bauer, 
it was the intention of the Nazis to wipe out all Jews, without exception. This is what made 
the Holocaust the most extreme form of genocide as well as a paradigm for every genocide, 
whenever and wherever it may occur.3

	 Bauer mentions some other aspects that are unique to the Holocaust, naming four of them 
in addition to the intent of destroying every single Jew. On the basis of these aspects Bauer 
refers to the Holocaust as a genocide ‘without precedent’:

1. 	 The Germans killed Jews wherever they could: it was a universal genocide;
2. 	 The core of National Socialist ideology was anti-Semitism, which was solely aimed against 

Jews;



93. 	 The aim of National Socialism was a society based on a racial hierarchy in which there was 
no place for the Jews;

4. 	 The National Socialists wanted to destroy the roots of European civilisation. The Jews were 
perceived as a remnant of this, which is why they had to be destroyed.

Thus argued, some historians consider that treating the Holocaust within the general his-
torical context of mass violence is ‘diverting attention from what was unique about the 
annihilation of the Jews’. Others point to the danger that non-exclusive attention to the 
Holocaust may open the door to diminishment and possible denial. In some countries this 
could serve political goals. Diminishment of such severe crimes could stand in the way of 
people, perpetrators and bystanders alike, being held accountable for aiding and abetting in 
the persecution of the Jews.4

	 Yet there are important reasons for comparing the Holocaust to other genocides. For exam-
ple, the term ‘genocide’ itself was conceived against the backdrop of the destruction of the Jews 
in Europe. Holocaust studies can be seen as the starting point for research into other genocides. 
Comparative studies allow us to make a distinction between the specific characteristics of the 
Holocaust and those of other cases of genocides. They also demonstrate how studying the 
Holocaust can help to provide insight into processes of genocide. Historian Ian Kershaw consid-
ers knowledge about the Third Reich to have taught an important lesson about the dark side of 
civilised society; how genocide can seem justifiable given the ‘right’ circumstances.
	 Simultaneously, knowledge about other genocides can provide new insights into aspects of 
the Holocaust. Historian Christopher Browning, for example, feels that the genocide in Rwanda 
sheds new light on perpetrator motives for genocide in general.5

3.  Lessons from the past?

The Holocaust has become the paradigm in genocide studies. Historian Donald Bloxham ar-
gues that we can learn lessons from the past by comparing the Holocaust to other genocides. 
He is also keen to avoid creating a ‘hierarchy’ in which one genocide is seen as being ‘worse’ 
than another.
	 The millions of victims of genocidal violence in the 20th century are testimony to the ever 
present danger of genocide. There is good reason for taking the threat of genocide and mass 
violence seriously. Genocide prevention is an important issue. Great effort is being put into 
analysing cases of genocide and identifying common characteristics. These may be circum-
stances or events which, if detected at an early stage, could act as a warning of impending 
mass violence. Legal scholar Gregory Stanton identifies eight stages in the genocidal process: 
classification, symbolisation, dehumanisation, organisation, polarisation, preparation, extermi-
nation and denial. This supposition has given rise to research aimed at preventing genocide in 
the future, despite the awareness that any chances of successful prevention are small.6 



10 4.  Teaching about the Holocaust and other genocides

The Holocaust is vastly documented and knowledge is widely available – about the victims, 
the perpetrators and the bystanders; about the Third Reich and the ideology behind the mass 
destruction of the Jews; and also about the war that gave way to the genocidal process. Yet 
knowledge about other cases of mass violence and genocide especially tailored to secondary 
school education is far less easy to come by. News reports on ethnic violence or genocide 
denial give rise to questions among students and teachers. Those who are involved in sec-
ondary school education concerning the Holocaust will also want to refer to other cases of 
genocide.
	 Discussing the Holocaust might provoke many questions. How much did the victims know 
about what was going to happen to them? What led the perpetrators to their murderous 
behaviour? Would it have been possible to help the victims? How could a system come about 
that spawned such crimes? Could a catastrophe of this magnitude ever happen again? What 
are the implications of genocide denial? This book attempts to address these questions to 
their fullest extent. 
	 A committee of international specialists in the field of Holocaust education compiled a 
report in which comparative studies between the Holocaust and other genocides are encour-
aged. At the same time, knowledge of modern genocides is often limited.7 This book intends 
to provide basic, but fundamental, knowledge on genocide. Moreover, each of the articles 
refers to relevant and often in-depth literature on the subject. Teachers can use the conveni-
ently arranged material in this textbook to answer questions along with their students and 
thus make an attempt to interpret both historical and present-day cases of genocide and 
mass violence.
	 All authors were asked to address certain issues and questions when asked which aspects 
of genocide should be covered when teaching the subject:

•	 What caused the genocide and what were the specific circumstances?
•	 How does a genocidal process develop once it has started? What factors play a role? What, 

for instance, is the role of ideology and propaganda in mobilising mass violence?
•	 How are genocides ended? What is the role of external powers and military intervention?
•	 What happens in a society in the aftermath of genocide? Is the genocide acknowledged? 

Is there any accountability? How are the victims treated? Is remembrance an important 
topic?

•	 Could genocide be prevented?8

The editors of this guidebook made a selection from various cases of genocide and mass 
violence. The first chapter provides a brief overview of the Holocaust which, in addition to 
providing an introduction to the subject, also serves as a benchmark for other genocides. The 



11following chapter addresses the mass murder of the Armenians, on which the formulation 
of the concept of genocide was largely based. The subsequent chapters cover a number of 
cases of modern genocide: the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda and Cambodia. The chapter on the 
concept of genocide and developments in international law establishes a link between the 
various subjects. Additionally, a website has been developed to encourage further reading. 
On this website (www.holocaustandgenocide.nl) relevant articles are published, and all im-
ages are downloadable. 

5.	 Task Force for Holocaust education

This guidebook was initiated during the 2011 Dutch chairmanship of the Task Force for Inter-
national Cooperation on Holocaust Education, Remembrance and Research (ITF). The ITF, an 
intergovernmental body with the purpose of strengthening the memory of the Holocaust, 
now has 31 member states. The ITF – and this book – are anchored in the so-called Stock-
holm Declaration of 2000, in particular the following words: 
	 ‘We must strengthen the moral commitment of our peoples, and the political commit-
ment of our governments, to ensure that future generations can understand the causes 
of the Holocaust and reflect upon its consequences.’ The declaration also speaks of the 
solemn responsibility to fight the evils of ‘genocide, ethnic cleansing, racism, anti-Semitism 
and xenophobia’.9

	 In this spirit the Dutch chair added that ‘the ITF should speak out on subjects such as the 
significance of the Holocaust and its relationship to other, more recent, genocides, as well as 
the different historical interpretations, and the mandate of the ITF regarding other groups of 
victims’.10

	 Under the auspices of the Dutch chair, both organisational and academic ambitions were 
addressed. On 27 and 28 November 2011, the Dutch delegation, operating on behalf of the 
Anne Frank Foundation, Herinneringscentrum Kamp Westerbork, the Hollandsche Schouw-
burg and the NIOD Institute for War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies, hosted the conference 
The Holocaust and Other Genocides: Uses, Abuses and Misuses of the Holocaust Paradigm in the 
Peace Palace in The Hague. Earlier that year, from 10 to 12 April, the expert meeting Education 

on the Holocaust and Other Genocides was held. The recommendations that were formulated 
during this meeting were used as the basis for this guidebook.11 
	 The editorial board and several other advisors also made important contributions to this 
book. After establishing the authors’ guidelines, the editorial board made invaluable com-
ments on each chapter and on the book in general. Karen Polak of the Anne Frank Founda-
tion and Annemiek Gringold of the Jewish Historical Museum applied themselves to this task 
with great enthusiasm. The suggestions made by Maurice Kramer (Gymnasium Haganum), 
Dienke Hondius (VU University Amsterdam) and Maria van Haperen (NIOD) – always referring 
to  class-room practice – were invaluable. We are very grateful for the academic advice of 



12 Johannes Houwink ten Cate, Vladimir Petrovic and Thijs Bouwknegt, all NIOD colleagues. And 
finally, Karin Dangermond (NIOD) and Inger Schaap (Anne Frank Foundation) contributed to 
the (photo) editing.
	 This textbook is made available to secondary school teachers in 31 countries, mostly within 
Europe. We hope that it will stimulate inspired teaching and well-grounded discussions on 
the Holocaust and other genocides.

Barbara Boender
Wichert ten Have

NIOD Institute for War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies
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‘Early in the morning of 1 June 1943, the names of those who were to depart for the east in 

the waiting freight train were read aloud in the deadly silence of the barracks. […] We tried to 

boost each other’s morale. We are heading for the east, probably Poland. Perhaps we will meet 

family members there and friends who have already left. We will have to work hard and will 

suffer great deprivation. The summers will be hot and the winters freezing cold. But our spirits 

are high. We will not allow anyone or anything to dampen our spirits. […] Of course, none of us 

knew exactly what was ahaid of us. We had to make the best of it. We would do what we could 

to stay together and to survive the war. It was the only sensible thing you could say to each 

other in such circumstances. […] After our carriage had been packed with as many people as 

possible and the door locked from the outside with massive hooks, De Vries did a headcount: 

there were 62 of us, plus a pram. With all of our baggage, we were like herrings packed in a 

barrel. There was barely any room to stretch your legs. […] The first problem we tried to solve 

was that of deciding on the best position to make the journey, sitting or standing. There was no 

obvious answer that applied as a general rule. Some could sit as long as there were others who 

stood. The pram and the barrels also took up a lot of room. Even before the train left, the barrel 

was being put to use because many were unable to control their nerves. It was agreed that two 

women would take turns to hold up a coat when one of their fellow gender needed to use the 

barrel. Of course, the same applied for the men. As you can imagine, the stench in the carriage 

soon became unbearable.’ 1

Jules Schelvis (b. 1921), survivor of the Holocaust from the Netherlands

The Holocaust, 1933-1941-1945 
 Wichert ten Have and Maria van Haperen



16 Introduction

During World War II, approximately 5.7 million Jews were murdered by Nazi Germany. The dead 
were not victims of war, but they were killed because they were Jewish.
	 The Holocaust developed in stages, but its broad outlines were clear from the start. In the 
first phase of the war, ‘racially alien elements’, primarily Jews, but also Roma and Sinti, were 
to be purged from German territories. There were mass executions, starting from the invasion 
of Poland on 1 September 1939, but they intensified after the attack on the Soviet Union on 22 
June 1941. By late 1941, there was a policy to deport the Jews and ultimately murder all of them.
	 This happened mainly by suffocating the victims on an industrial scale in specially designed 
camps with gas chambers and crematoria. All of this called for a massive logistic operation, 
which was carefully prepared and carried out, not only by special officers but also by officials 
from the regular services, such as the railways. These factors make the extermination of the 
Jews a genocide without a precedent.

Holocaust

Over the years, the murder of European Jews has been given various different names. Af-
ter World War II, very little was generally said in public about the atrocities. Raoul Hilberg, 
pioneering historian of the Holocaust, spoke of the ‘destruction of the Jews’. The well-
known television series The Holocaust (1978) brought the persecution and ultimate murder 
of European Jews to wider public attention. The concept of ‘Holocaust’ (from the ancient 
Greek ‘sacrifice by fire’) had already been in existence, but would now be used interna-
tionally to describe the tragedy of the murder of the Jews. This is reflected in the name 
for Holocaust Memorial Day on 27 January, the date designated by the United Nations to 
commemorate the murder of the Jews. The name is also used as a title for many museums 
and centres devoted to the subject. Others, and especially Jews themselves, prefer to use 
the term ‘Shoah’, the Hebrew word for catastrophe.
Some historians consider the persecution in the 1930s to be an integral part of the Holo-
caust. Others argue that the Holocaust started in the autumn of 1941, when Nazi Germany 
began to organise and carry out the mass extermination of the Jews. Primarily because of 
the anti-Semitism involved, some people use the term Holocaust specifically to describe 
the extermination of the Jews. Others argue that other persecuted groups, such as the 
Roma, should also be considered victims of the Holocaust.

1.  Historical background

The persecution of the Jews did not take place in isolation. The Holocaust must be placed in the 
wider context of World War II and associated violence, such as the murder of millions of Polish 
and Russian prisoners of war. The area of Eastern Europe and the west of the Soviet Union was 
the scene of mass violence of many different kinds.
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The Holocaust would have been unthinkable without anti-Semitism, a deep-rooted hatred of 
Jews. This hatred originated from early Christianity. The myth that the Jews were guilty of 
Christ’s death was particularly persistent. Jews were also accused of the ritual murder of Chris-
tians. In times of disasters, such as plagues, Jews served as scapegoats. As a result of negative 
stereotyping, Jews were excluded from many professions and forced into exile or even tortured 
and killed in pogroms.
	 After the French Revolution, Jews in Western and Central Europe were accorded equal rights. 
However, after the 19th century, Jews were also deemed to be responsible for the negative 
consequences of industrialisation and individualisation. Jews were blamed for instigating 
capitalism for their own gain. Similar accusations were made about socialism. Developments in 
science brought about ideas on race and evolution that fostered the emergence of a new racial 
anti-Semitism. According to this race theory, Jews were ‘alien to the people’ and deemed to be 
a ‘problem’. The term ‘Jewish question’ (Judenfrage) had originally been used in the context of 

‘The Jewish conspiracy’
Source: Beeldbank WO2 – NIOD



18 a debate about the emancipation of the Jews. But now, this ‘inferior race’ was a ‘problem’ for 
which radical anti-Semites believed a solution had to be found.

Anti-Semitism

Anti-Semitism was an international phenomenon. After World War I in Germany, anti-
Semitism became part of the prevailing sense of dissatisfaction. The wounded sense of 
national pride went hand-in-hand with distaste for the new, democratic Weimar Republic 
and a yearning for a strong, authoritarian state. This growing nationalism became a breed-
ing ground for anti-Semitism in Germany, which enabled National Socialism to flourish. 
The human ideal was ‘Aryan’, which meant blond hair, blue eyes and ‘Germanic’ blood. 
There was no room for other ‘races’, for the disabled or those deemed antisocial.

Since their rise to power in 1933, the Nazi party had fiercely suppressed their political opponents. 
Discrimination and persecution of Jews and Roma also began to take hold. This policy became 
enshrined in racist legislation. The Jews, who until then had often considered themselves to be 
completely German, became isolated and were deprived of their rights. The Nuremberg Laws 
of 1935 prohibited relationships and marriages between ‘racially pure Germans’ and others. 
During the pogrom on 9 and 10 November 1938, this anti-Semitism broke out into violence. 
On Kristallnacht, the windows of Jewish shops were smashed and Jewish property stolen. But 
that was not all: on that night, many Jews were also attacked and even murdered. Jews were 
arrested to encourage others to emigrate. Even before the war, it was clear to the Nazis that 
there would be no room for the Jews in the Germany they envisioned.

2.  World War II

During the 1930s, tens of thousands of Jews emigrated from Germany and Austria, leaving 
behind most of their possessions. There had long been ideas about enforced emigration, in-
cluding a plan to send the Jews to Madagascar. National Socialists at all levels were accustomed 
to the use of violence in anti-Semitic operations.
	 In the autumn of 1939, Germany conquered Poland. As the German army advanced to the east, a 
wave of mass murders began. According to the plan, these were targeted at the Polish elite: intel-
lectuals, priests, officers and political leaders. In the secret part of the pact between the Soviet 
Union and Nazi Germany, known as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, Poland was divided in two, with 
one part under the Soviet and one under the German sphere of influence. Central and Western Po-
land became part of the German Reich, with the central section being renamed Wartheland. What 
remained, including the cities of Warsaw, Lviv and Kraków, was ruled as a protectorate under the 
name Generalgovernment. The plan was for Poland to be prepared for habitation and exploitation 
by Germans. The Slav people were considered to be inferior and at best to be used for slave labour. 
Space, or Lebensraum, was to be created through the forced migration of hundreds of thousands 



19of Poles from west to east, including many Jews. Two million Jews came under Nazi control as a 
result of the victory over Poland. After the military campaign, special units were sent into the 
country to fight ‘enemies of the Reich’. As well as the Polish elite, many Jews also fell victim. 
Thousands of them died at the end of 1939. A plan had now been drawn up to deport all Jews to 
some kind of reservation on the eastern border of German-occupied Poland. In the autumn of 
1939, Polish and Austrian Jews were already being deported. In 1940, the deportations temporarily 
stopped because the General Government faced problems accommodating all of the Jews there. 
Throughout these operations, countless Jews were murdered by the SS and the police.

2.1  The isolation of the Jews

The German authorities had now begun to establish ghettos. Bringing Jews together would 
make deportation at a later stage easier. Until then, the Jews had to carry out forced labour. 
In February 1940 a ghetto was established in the industrial city of Lódz that would serve as a 
model ghetto for the Germans. 
	 These ghettos were soon overpopulated and had few amenities. Forced labour was part of 
life in a ghetto. The Germans appointed representatives of the Jewish population, who would 
be responsible for organising internal governance as the Jewish Council (Judenrat), but who 

Jews flee from a town in Lithuania, 1939. 
Source: Beeldbank WO2 – NIOD



20 were otherwise completely dependent on the Germans. Conditions in the ghettos such as Lódz, 
Warsaw, Lublin and many others varied, but were usually terrible.
	 Since early 1940, Norway, Denmark, the Netherlands, Belgium and France had all been oc-
cupied by Germany. Here too, the Jews were deprived of their civil rights, and were persecuted 
like the Jews in Germany. Across the occupied and captured territories, Jews were forced into 
ghettos or deported to the Polish region around Lublin. In the meantime, mentally handicapped 
people from Germany and elsewhere had been transferred to special institutions, where they 
became victims of the euthanasia programme on Hitler’s orders.

Aktion T4 – Euthanasia programme

From the end of the 1930s, Hitler ordered a programme of euthanasia to be carried out on 
people who were deemed ‘unworthy’ to live, referring to the disabled and the mentally or 
incurably ill. From 1940, gassing experiments were conducted within this programme. The 

Aktion T4 doctors developed a method which could be used to gas 20 patients at the same 
time. Following church protests, the programme was abandoned, but not before 360,000 
people had been killed. The Aktion T4 experiences proved very useful in the destruction 
of the Jewish population. This operation took its name from the headquarters of the Nazi 
euthanasia programme, which was based in Tiergartenstrasse 4, in Berlin.

All the necessary conditions for genocide were in place by the spring of 1941. Thousands of 
Jews had already been deported and murdered. Those who remained were isolated from the 
rest of society, forced to live in unhygienic conditions and desperately short of food.

3.  After the invasion of Russia

On 22 June 1941, German troops invaded the Soviet Union in what was known as Operation 
Barbarossa. They expected to vanquish the Red Army within a few months. As soon as the first 
territories were conquered, there were systematic mass murders of Jews. An order had been is-
sued for all communists captured to be killed. Special units, known as Einsatzgruppen, followed 
the front line to see off potential enemies. They were supported by police and Wehrmacht 
units. Partisans were executed. The Einsatzgruppen soon turned to the Jews, and executed 
hundreds of thousands of them.

3.1  War of annihilation

In the months before the attack on the Soviet Union, Hitler had informed his most important 
generals of his war plans. He warned that this would not be a conventional war, ‘but a war of 

annihilation’.2

	 According to Hitler, it was imperative that the attack on Russia achieved a military conquest 
which would enable the Third Reich to last for 1000 years. In his view, Russia had the inex-
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haustible economic reserves and the Lebensraum the German people needed. A war against 
Bolsheviks and Jews could therefore be very little else than a war of annihilation. They were the 
sworn enemies of National Socialism.

20-8-1941

‘[…] We talk about the Jewish question. The Führer believes that his prophecy in the 
Reichstag has been confirmed: if the Jews were successful in provoking another world 
war, this war would lead to their own annihilation. With almost unnerving accuracy, this 
prophecy is being confirmed in these weeks and months. In the east, the Jews must now 
pay the price […] Jewry is a foreign body among civilised peoples and their behaviour 
in the last 30 years has been so devastating that the response of these peoples is com-
pletely understandable, necessary, and yes, even completely natural. In any case, in the 
world to come, the Jews will not have much to laugh about. In Europe, there is already a 
united front against Jewry.’3

Diary entry by Joseph Goebbels

Jews in Krakau, Poland, 1940
Source: Beeldbank WO2 – NIOD
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The Germans were supported by anti-Communist militias from Ukraine, Lithuania and else-
where. Most of the population was anti-Russian and anti-Communist. There often was a 
deep-rooted anti-Semitism among the population. After two decades of independence, the 
Baltic countries were again occupied by the Russians in June 1940. Large groups of the popu-
lation were deported. Many Baltic and Ukrainian nationalists blamed the Jews for this and 
welcomed the arrival of the German troops.
	 Until the autumn of 1941, the mass slaughter of the Jews spread. Women and children now 
fell victim as well. This more radical approach was encouraged by Heinrich Himmler, Reichs-

führer of the SS, and Reinhard Heydrich, head of the Security Police and Security Service 
(SiPo and SD). In Latvia and Lithuania, men were ordered to carry out forced labour. Women 
and children were systematically murdered. In rural areas, many Jews, including the men, 
were murdered with the help of local anti-Communist militia. On 7 and 8 December 1941, 
there was a notorious series of murders in which 20,000 Jews were killed. Outside Vilnius in 
Lithuania, in the Ponary Forest, there were regular mass executions between July 1941 and 
July 1944. Local people were often encouraged by the Germans to take part in the murdering.
	 In Ukraine in the summer of 1941, SS units and the police began to murder Jewish women 
and children as well as men. The Jews were collected in the cities. The Jewish men were 
forced to dig pits and trenches just outside the city. All victims were marched to the place 
of execution, where they were shot row by row. This pattern was repeated in many places.
	 When the capital Kiev was captured, all the Jews in the city were ordered to assemble. On 29 
and 30 September 1941, 33,771 Jews were shot dead on the edge of a ravine in Babi Yar outside 
the city. Afterwards, the edges were blown up to cover the bodies with earth. In Belarus, a 
second series of murders followed some months later, killing tens of thousands of Jews.
	 Many hundreds of thousands of Jews were murdered in the areas of the Soviet Union cap-
tured by the Germans. It was almost impossible to escape these deadly campaigns. Some Jews 
survived by fleeing further eastwards, to the areas still held by the Soviets. However, the per-
secution of the Jews was not limited to Poland and the former Soviet Union territories. In 
Serbia, there had been a German military administration since the spring of 1941, supported by 
a regime of collaborators. Thousands of Jews, including women and children, were ‘brought to 
justice’. In Romania, it was the country’s own military and police units that deported the Jews 
and Roma. Sometimes, the executions took place in Romania itself. In Odessa, there was a mass 
execution ordered by Romanian dictator Ion Antonescu, killing around 25,000 Jews.

4.  The final solution

In August and September 1941, the German advance into the Soviet Union stagnated. The Red 
Army was offering resistance. In late 1941, Germany began the deportation of Jews to Poland. 
It had now become clear that the developments in the war would prevent the Jews from being 
driven further to the east.
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	 Eventually, we were told we were to be deported. We were allowed to take 20 kg of lug-
gage and fifty zloty per person. They locked up half of the town. They sent the rest to 
Izbica and Wieprz. The people transported included both poor and rich Jews.	
[…] On arrival in Izbica, everyone was allocated a dwelling. Usually, three families had to 
share one house. If you were lucky, there were just two families in one house. But some 
people had to share a house with four families, which was extremely cramped.
[...] It was not long before we heard that more were arriving from Kulice. This made it 
extremely cramped in the ghetto. It was a really small town, where around 200 Jews had 
lived before the war. The synagogue was in the middle. Space was so limited, that Jews 
had to live on the gallery in the synagogue. And then there were transports from Czecho-
slovakia and from Berlin. People began to sell their possessions, because they had no 
income. You were not allowed out, at five o’clock everything was locked.
The Jewish Council also ensured that people went to work. But because they were beat-
en, people no longer wanted to work. So people who had nothing left, and no longer 
knew what to do, would suggest: “If you give me five zloty, I will work for you.” I had to 
live on something and had no choice. I had my family to care for.’4

Chaskiel Menche (1910-1984), survivor of Sobibor

The ghettos in the German-controlled areas were overpopulated and unable to accommodate 
Jews deported from the West. Attempts were made to find more radical and definitive so-
lutions. The local initiatives reflected the wishes of Berlin. In Chelmno, Western Poland, an 
extermination camp was established, intended solely to kill people. More than 150,000 Jews and 
Roma would be murdered in this camp in the period up to 1943. Previous experience acquired 
with the disabled in the Aktion T4 programme was deployed. The victims were now driven into 
freight trucks. The exhaust gases from the engines in the sealed freight trucks suffocated them 
within twenty minutes.
	 These were the first steps in the final solution, the Endlösung, as the Nazi leaders envisaged 
it. On 12 December 1941, Hitler addressed the meeting of party managers on the ‘Jewish ques-
tion’.5 As Goebbels noted in his diary, Hitler argued that he wanted a final solution to the 
problem. He had warned the Jews that if they were to cause another world war, they would 
thereby bring about their own annihilation. As the Second World War was now a fact, the 
annihilation of the Jewish people should be the result, according to Hitler’s logic.

Hitler and the extermination of the Jews

The personal role of Hitler in the Holocaust has long been a subject for discussion 
among historians. Was the annihilation of the Jews part of a plan he had long pre-
pared? Or was it something that gradually became a reality,  as a result of the actions 



24 of national and local Nazi officers? There is no doubt that the realisation of Hitler’s 
idea of annihilating the Jews was influenced by circumstances. In September or Octo-
ber 1941, the decision to murder all Jews must have been taken at the highest level, in 
line with Hitler’s views; and carried out by Nazi officers who took action that reflected 
the Führer’s views. This would have been unthinkable without widespread, murderous 
anti-Semitism.

Heinrich Himmler took responsibility for overall supervision of the Endlösung. Reinhard Hey-
drich was given the task of coordinating implementation. The SS officer and Regierungsrat 

Adolph Eichmann, head of subdepartment IV B 4 of the Reichssicherheitshauptamt (Main 
Security Office, RSHA), was responsible for the organisation of the deportation of the Jews 
outside of the Reich and the Soviet Union.
	 On 20 January 1942, the Wannsee Conference was held in Berlin, where Heydrich informed 
leading officials from ministries and administrative bodies in the East about the policy against 
the Jews. The minutes still referred to Endlösung and labour. In reality, those present were 
told about the necessity to collaborate in the murder of all European Jews. Heydrich, assisted 
by Eichmann, spoke of the need to eradicate the Jews. For example, they would gradually be 
driven in colonies towards the east, constructing roads as they progressed. Many would die 
in the process. Any survivors were to be dealt with accordingly. In this context, ‘practical 
experience... [was] already being collected which is of the greatest importance in relation 
to the future final solution of the Jewish question’. This was a reference to the methods of 
extermination to be used later, such as gassing.

4.1 	 Aktion Reinhardt

From October 1941, preparations were made in the General Government for the mass exter-
mination of the Jews. There were already executions in numerous places. Officials from the 
west who were experienced with the ‘euthanasia programme’ were transferred to Lublin. This 
experience was to be used in Poland. It became clear that the new campaigns to exterminate 
Jews were primarily to be organised within the General Government. Starting in March 1942, 
the SS and the police cleared the ghettos.
	 On 27 March 1942, Heydrich fell victim to an attack by the Czech resistance. From then on, 
the General Government operation was known as Aktion Reinhardt, or Operation Reinhardt. 
Aktion Reinhardt was under the central control of SS officer Odilo Globocnik. Jews were 
now being hunted down across the whole area. On the orders of Himmler, any men fit for 
work were put in camps. The remaining Jews were assembled and murdered on the spot or 
deported. The final destination of these deportations was the extermination camps of Aktion 
Reinhardt. Only death awaited there.



25‘We were taken away in 1943. Early in the morning, at around five o’clock, we were woken 
by shots. SS officers forced their way into our houses and marched all the Jews to the 
market square. At first, we hoped they would take us to a labour camp.
We had heard about Sobibor. After being transported, we found ourselves opposite a 
large gate. I remember that it was only marked SS-Sonderkommando. This was Sobibor.
Then the gate was opened and we went in. I could not believe that this was an extermi-
nation camp, because it looked so nice. It was 23 April 1943. The sun was shining and it 
seemed like a beautiful summer’s day. I knew we were going to die, but, at the same time, 
I could not believe it. It was just so beautiful there. When people had talked about an 
extermination camp, I had imagined a dangerous place, something that the Jews called ge-

hennen, like hell. In those kinds of places, people are dirty and roam around and you can 
see fire everywhere. But here I saw a beautiful village, with a nice little station, although 
I could see fire two hundred metres ahead. I realised that this was the end.
Suddenly I heard a voice that said: “Men to the right, women and children to the left.” I 
was standing next to my mother, my younger brother was next to my father. I was fifteen. 
I’m still not tall, but then I was small and thin. I thought I had no chance of survival.’6

Thomas Blatt (b. 1927), Sobibor survivor

In addition to the existing camp in Chelmno, three special extermination camps were estab-
lished: Belzec (March 1942), in the east of Poland, for the extermination of Jews from Lublin 
and Lviv and the surrounding area; Sobibor (May 1942), also in the east, for the gassing of 
Dutch, French and Polish Jews; and Treblinka (july 1942), north-east of Warsaw, intended for the 
extermination of Jews from the Warsaw ghetto and across Poland. When the gas chambers and 
crematoria had been completed, this would mean death by suffocation. The murders reached 
their climax between July and November 1942. Hundreds of thousands of people were sent to 
the extermination camps by train. During this period, more than two million Jews were killed 
in the gas chambers.

Aktion Reinhardt

Estimated number of deaths7:
Belzec			  435,000
Sobibor		  170,000
Treblinka		  850,000

4.2  Auschwitz

Chelmno and the Majdanek concentration camp, built alongside Polish Lublin, were also used 
as extermination camps after 1942, as was Auschwitz. Starting in May 1940, the former complex 
of barracks at Auschwitz was adapted for the imprisonment of Polish opponents of the Nazi 



26 regime. Later, there were other nationalities, prisoners of war, political and ideological oppo-
nents of the Nazis, resistance fighters who had been captured and the disabled. In March 1941, 
construction started on Birkenau, a few kilometres from Auschwitz. In September 1941, the first 
experiments with the deadly gas Zyklon-B were conducted in the crematoria.
	 Birkenau was taken into use in the spring of 1942. By this time, Auschwitz was also operating 
as an extermination camp. The first trains packed with Jews started to arrive in March 1942. At 
the end of 1942, the first groups of Sinti and Roma were being deported to Birkenau. Unlike in 
the ‘Aktion Reinhardt’ camps, there was a  selection on arrival: deportees who were capable of 
working were separated from those sent straight to the gas chambers. Initially, the gas cham-
bers were improvised bunkers, but in 1944 new gas chambers began to be used in Birkenau. The 
train line was extended right into the camp, so that thousands of people could be exterminated 
every day. With the arrival of the Hungarian Jews in May 1944, the extermination of the Jews in 
Auschwitz-Birkenau reached its climax. This mass murder on an industrial scale of more than 
one million people made Auschwitz a symbol of the extermination of the Jews.8

Auschwitz as a symbol of the Holocaust

Auschwitz-Birkenau, Monowitz and the approximately 40 other neighbouring camps be-
came the largest complex of concentration and extermination camps.
On 27 January 1945, an advance guard of Red Army troops freed the 7,000 prisoners who 
remained in the camp. Approximately 1.3 million people were murdered in Auschwitz. In 
the 1990s, 27 January was declared as International Holocaust Memorial Day by the United 
Nations .

5.  Persecution of the Jews in other countries

Allies of Nazi Germany also persecuted Jews, sometimes on their own initiative, sometimes 
under German pressure. In Croatia, Slovakia and Romania, countless Jews died as a result of 
persecution. Bulgaria, however, refused to surrender its own Jews. Finland also successfully 
resisted the German policy of persecution. In the non-occupied part of France, the Vichy regime 
surrendered only foreign Jews.
	 In the occupied areas, the local authorities also had to deal with the Nazi policy of persecu-
tion. The German occupying authorities pushed hard for the deportation of the Jews. Following 
the deportation of foreign Jews from occupied France on 26 March 1942, the yellow star badge 
was introduced as a recognisable symbol, marking the start of the systematic persecution of all 
Jews. The same happened in the Netherlands and Belgium. There was a continuous stream of 
trains departing from the Netherlands, with the assistance of the local authorities, deporting 
people not only to Auschwitz, but also to Sobibor. This meant that the percentage of Jews who 
survived the war in the Netherlands was extremely low in relative terms.
	 Denmark enjoyed semi-independent status thanks to a treaty with Germany. When the Ger-
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mans began to persecute the Jewish population here too, the resistance succeeded in evacuat-
ing 7,000 (of 8,000 in total) Jews safely to Sweden. Other Danish Jews were deported to the 
Theresienstadt camp, just one of the stop-off points en route to the extermination camps. 	
		  In Greece, Jews were systematically persecuted. Starting in March 1943, the large Jewish 
community from Thessaloniki was transported to Auschwitz.
	 In Italy, Mussolini’s Fascist regime gradually introduced anti-Semitic legislation. After occupation 
by Nazi Germany, the systematic persecution of the Jews became an everyday reality. 	
	 In Hungary, Jews were persecuted and imprisoned by Hungarian right-wing militia. However, 
the regime itself did not hand over the Jews to the Germans. But after the occupation by Nazi 
Germany in March 1944, 437,000 Hungarian Jews were transported to Auschwitz, where most of 
them were murdered.

5.1  The Holocaust in Eastern and Western Europe

The position and the experience of the Holocaust victims – the Jews, but also the Roma and 
Sinti – in different parts of Europe often varied greatly. 

Gas chamber in Auschwitz
Source: Beeldbank WO2 – NIOD
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	 The Jews in Germany had been subjected to persecution since 1933. Tens of thousands of 
them had emigrated, and the Jews who remained behind were at the mercy of the Nazi terror. 
	 In the occupied areas of Poland, the Baltic countries and the western Soviet Union, Jews 
were shot by the ten thousand or hundred thousand in mass executions, often in their home 
town, village or region. From 1942 onwards millions of Jews were sent to death camps where 
they were exterminated. The violence was also directed against other citizens and against 
prisoners of war from the Soviet Union. These areas in Eastern Europe have been referred to as 
‘bloodlands’ (Timothy Snyder) and described as ‘extremely violent societies’ (Christian Gerlach).
	 In Western Europe the Jews were often part of a small minority. The German occupation regi-
mes initially created the impression that they wanted to implement a moderate policy towards 
the Jews. The National Socialists viewed the Northern Europeans as racially related. Anti-Jewish 
measures were implemented gradually. Despite the processes of identification, isolation, expro-
priation and deportation, the chances of survival for Jews in Western Europe were higher than 
in the East. The large majority of Jews who were deported to Poland were exterminated in the 
death camps. 
	 The Jews who remained in Western Europe had two important means of survival: in some 
cases they were able to flee to a neutral country such as Switzerland or Sweden; others escaped 
the violence by going into hiding. There were also Jews who in some way or other managed to 
conceal the fact that they were Jewish. In all of these cases they were forced to rely on help 
from others.
	 The fate of the Jews varied per country. In fascist Italy, anti-Semitism was not at the heart of 
the ideology of the regime although anti-Semitic legislation did come into effect in 1938. Italy 
was relatively safe for Jews, even those who had fled from German-occupied France. France in 
1940 was home to some 300,000 to 320,000 Jews, most of whom did not have French nationality, 
or had only recently acquired it. In Belgium there were around 55,600 Jews, 95% of whom 
were non-Belgian. Denmark and Norway had few refugees; the total number of Jews in these 
countries was 8,000 and 2,000 respectively, making up 0.18 % of the population of Denmark and 
0.05 % of the population of Norway. 

A large proportion of Dutch Jews did not survive the persecution.

The situation in the Netherlands was almost the opposite. There were around 118,000 
Dutch Jews as well as almost 22,000 Jewish refugees from Germany and Austria. The pro-
portion of Jews deported from the Netherlands and murdered was exceptionally high: 
75 %. In Belgium this was 40 % and in France 25 %. There is no single explanation for this 
high percentage in the Netherlands. People have pointed to the level of integration of 
Dutch Jews and the geographical limitations to resistance as well as to the cooperation 
with the German occupiers by the Dutch authorities and the nature of the occupying 
regime. 



29

6.  The victims

	 ‘Our language lacks words to describe this offence […]’9

	 Primo Levi, writer and camp survivor

Writing about the fate of the victims can never do justice to the suffering they faced. The tes-
timony of survivors is an important source of information on the experiences of the Holocaust 
victims.
	 Around 1942, most Jews in Poland and Eastern Europe lived in ghettos or in isolated parts of 
cities and villages. Their living conditions had worsened horribly: many, including numerous 
children and elderly, died of starvation and exhaustion. In the major persecution and extermi-
nation operations of 1942, the situation deteriorated: the SS and police dragged people from 
their homes. The disabled and children were often shot on the spot. Attempts to escape or 

Deportationtrain France
Bron: Beeldbank WO2 – NIOD
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Call for Westerbork transit camp, the Netherlands
Source: Beeldbank WO2–NIOD



31

signs of disobedience were met with gunfire. Sometimes there was a selection process after 
which Jews who were capable of working for the Germans could remain with their families: 
they had no choice but to stand by and watch as others were taken away. In Eastern Poland, 
they were mainly shot dead outside the towns and cities. In the west, the Jews were assem-
bled in stations and deported in miserable conditions, without facilities, in overfull freight 
trains to the extermination camps. In the camp, they were removed from the trains by Trawniki 
workers, who often originated from Ukraine. Some of them former prisoners of war, they had 
been trained in camp Trawniki. Everything was then removed from the victims: possessions, 
jewellery, money and clothing. Their hair was shaved off. Often the Jews were told that they 
were going to shower, to disinfect them. Then they were led into the gas chambers. Some Jews 
were selected to work in Sonderkommandos in the gas chambers. They were forced to remove 
the bodies from the gas chambers, take any gold and silver from the teeth and carry away the 
corpses. Initially, they were thrown into mass graves, but when these were full, the bodies were 
incinerated in crematoria. Here too, the hard work was left to the Jewish Sonderkommandos.

Deportation from Amsterdam, the Netherlands, 20 June 1943
Source: Beeldbank WO2 – NIOD



32

‘Der Ewige Jude’
Source: Beeldbank WO2 – NIOD

Roma and Sinti

Roma and Sinti, sometimes referred to by others as gypsies, had been victims of dis-
crimination and persecution for centuries. When the National Socialists came to power in 
Germany in 1933, this persecution intensified. Like the Jews, they were seen as a threat 
to society. Roma and Sinti were incarcerated in camps and were often sterilised. Like 
the Jewish population, Roma and Sinti were also deported by train to camps in Eastern 
Europe. In Auschwitz-Birkenau, a special ‘Gypsy camp’ was established, in which all resi-
dents were murdered in August 1944. Estimates vary on the exact total number of victims. 
They range from 100,000 to 300,000.

6.1  Jewish and other resistance

In the spring of 1942 it became clear that the Germans intended to clear the ghettos. The chair-
man of the Jewish Council in the Warsaw ghetto, Adam Czerniakov, was ordered to designate 
5,000 Jews to be deported every day. Aware of their fate and unable to prevent it, Czerniakov 
committed suicide. Almost daily, residents from the ghetto were taken by train to the extermi-



33nation camp Treblinka. In early September 1942, the Germans assembled all the Jews who were 
not fit for work. In just a few weeks, more than 250,000 people, including nearly all children, 
were taken away and murdered.
	 In 1943, the remaining Jews in the east were taken to concentration camps. When it became 
clear that even the Jews who had stayed in the ghetto were to be deported, a desperate, but 
fierce resistance ensued. In the fighting that followed, thousands of Jewish fighters were killed. 
There were also uprisings in other places, for example in the Bialystok ghetto and even in the 
Treblinka and Sobibor extermination camps. In Sobibor, a number of prisoners succeeded in 
escaping and joined the resistance.
	 Jews also resisted persecution in other ways. Many attempted to flee, to hide or take refuge, 
with the support of local people willing to help. Others took part in resistance activities or 
joined the partisans. However, resistance and uprisings often resulted in reprisals. In these 
revenge operations, many innocent people were killed by the Germans, all civilians, among 
them many Jews. During Aktion Erntefest in November 1943, the SS and police units shot dead 
42,000 Jews from various camps in just a few days. Some of the Jews who were fit for work were 
brought together in the remaining concentration camps.

6.2  International responses

There was hardly any help for the Jews. There were occasional cases of ingenious interventions. 
A well-known example is that of the Swedish diplomat Raoul Wallenberg, who saved thousands 
of Jews in Budapest by issuing them with Swedish passports. Despite this and other individual 
actions, it was not possible to prevent the genocide. Sparse but accurate reports about the mass 
murders gradually filtered through to the Allies. One example came from SS officer Kurt Gerstein, 
who took the risk of informing the outside world about what was happening in Belzec.

‘[…] A few minutes later a train arrived from Lviv, with 45 carriages holding 6,000 people, 
of whom 1,450 were already dead on arrival. Behind the small, barbed wire window, ter-
rified children, young people, men and women. The train pulled in and 200 Ukrainians, 
equipped for the task, opened the doors and lashed the people with their whips. The Jews 
crept out of the cars.
A loudspeaker issued instructions: to remove all clothing, even artificial limbs and glasses. 
A young Jewish boy handed out pieces of string for people to tie their shoes together. 
All valuables and money had to be handed in at the ticket window marked Valuables, no 
tickets or receipts were issued. Women and girls were to have their hair cut off in the 
Barber’s barracks.
[…] They gradually came closer to the place where I was standing with Wirth, in front of 
the gas chambers. Men, women, young girls, children, babies, cripples, all of them com-
pletely naked, walking past in a row. On the corner, a sturdy SS officer stood, with a loud 
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Cleaning out the Warsaw Ghetto, 1943
Source: Beeldbank WO2 – NIOD



35unctuous voice. “Nothing will happen to you,” he said to the poor souls. “All you have 
to do is breathe in deeply. It strengthens the lungs. Breathing in prevents infectious dis-
eases. It is a good way of disinfecting.” They asked what was going to happen to them. 
He told them: “The men will have to build houses and roads. But women do not have to 
do that; they can do housework or help in the kitchen.” For some of the poor wretches, 
this did the trick; it was enough to get them into the gas chambers without resistance. 
Most knew the truth. The stench made it clear what their fate was. They walked into the 
gas chambers along a narrow staircase, most saying nothing, forced forward by those 
behind them. A Jewish woman of around forty, with eyes like coals, cursed her murderers. 
Encouraged by the lashes from Captain Wirth’s whip, she too disappeared into the gas 
chamber. Many prayed, whilst others asked: “Who will give us water to wash the dead?”’10

Kurt Gerstein, SS-Officer, 1942

His reports and those of others would not bring help for the victims. Sometimes the horrific 
stories were not believed. Misunderstanding, disbelief and a lack of will prevented any help 
from being provided to the persecuted Jews. Intervention was not part of the allied strategy, 
who put overall victory above everything.

7.  The end of the war, the end of persecution

As the defeat of the Third Reich became apparent and the Red Army approached, the Nazis 
realised that the mass graves should not be discovered. Orders were given to erase all traces of 
the Nazi crimes. Bodies were dug up and incinerated. Remains of extermination camps were razed 
to the ground. It did not prove possible to eradicate all evidence of mass murder. Auschwitz was 
liberated by the Red Army on 27 January 1945. It became the symbol for the Holocaust.
	 In the final phase of the war, the German SS and police committed countless atrocities. They 
murdered prisoners. They forced the survivors in concentration camps to head west. Some-
times by train, but often by foot, in terrible conditions. Even in retreat, the SS guards did not 
hesitate to murder the weak or those who tried to flee. Many people also died from sickness 
and disease. These journeys have since become known as the Death Marches.
	 The survivors ended up in camps in the West, where they were eventually liberated by the 
Allies. Many still died from illness and exhaustion after that. Others had to live with the memory 
of the suffering they had been through and the realisation that many of their family members 
and friends had not survived the persecution. 
	 Living Jewish culture in Europe had been wiped out, but anti-Semitism persisted in post-war 
society. The survivors needed a great deal of courage to build a new life in Europe, Israel or 
elsewhere. For many, it was too harrowing to tell of their experiences. In recent decades, at-
tempts have been made to record their testimonies and memories as much as possible.



36 8.  Aftermath and justice

The number of perpetrators of this genocide, those who organised it and the perpetrators of 
the actual crimes themselves, runs into hundreds of thousands. From 22 November 1945 until 31 
August 1946, the Nuremberg trials took place in Germany, lasting nine months. The trials were 
held on a grand scale, with four judges and four prosecuting counsels, from the United States, 
Great Britain, the Soviet Union and France. The court sat 403 times, heard testimonies from 166 
witnesses and studied thousands of statements and hundreds of thousands of documents. 24 
men were tried, as they were considered to be the most important war criminals. 12 of them 
were sentenced to death. At that time, the terms genocide and Holocaust were not yet in use. 
The suspects were accused of war crimes and crimes against humanity. Since 1946, there have 
been numerous trials, but even in 2011, many suspects remain unpunished.
	 Internationally, the trial against Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem in 1961 was particularly signifi-
cant. Eichmann had escaped to South America after the war, ending up in Argentina, where he 
was kidnapped by the Israeli secret service. He was sentenced to death. His trial brought the 
Holocaust to international attention. The important question of individual responsibility for 
shared guilt and crimes was raised loud and clear for all who wished to hear it.

Specific character

In total, approximately 5.7 million Jews were murdered. The Nazi goal to murder all Jews 
was not achieved. Despite the unfathomable numbers, this is an important fact in deter-
mining the meaning of the Holocaust. It is this goal of murdering all Jews that, together 
with the murderous anti-Semitism, the mass executions, the rationally orchestrated op-
erations, deportation trains, and industrially organised extermination camps, defines the 
specific character of the Holocaust.
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Nuremberg trials. Front row: Goering, Hess, Von Ribbentrop, Keitel, Rosenberg, Frank, Frick, Streicher, Funk, Schacht. 
Back row: Donitz, Raeder, Von Schirach, Sauckel, Jodl, Von Papen, Seyss-Inquart, Speer, Von Neurath and Fritsche 
Source: National Archives and Records Administration
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Geographical maps in this book include names that are mostly mentioned in the text.
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Adolf Eichmann (1906-1962)
The SS officer and Regierungsrat Adolph Eichmann, head of the 
RSHA subdepartment IV B 4, was responsible for the organisa-
tion of the deportation of the Jews outside of the Reich and the 
Soviet Union. After the war, Eichmann succeeded in escaping to 
South America. At the start of the 1960s, he was captured and 
sentenced to death. His trial would again bring the Holocaust to 
international attention.

Joseph Goebbels (1897-1945)
Goebbels was Minister of Propaganda and one of the most 
powerful men in Nazi Germany. After Hitler’s suicide, Goebbels 
refused to rule the Third Reich and also committed suicide, with 
his wife and children.

Reinhard Heydrich (1904-1942)
Heydrich, head of the Security Police and Security Service, was 
tasked with leading the execution of the Endlösung. He informed 
leading officials from ministries and administrative bodies in the 
east of the need to cooperate in the murder of all European Jews. 
On 27 March 1942, Heydrich fell victim to an attack by the Czech 
resistance.

Heinrich Himmler (1900-1945)
Himmler, Reichsführer of the SS, took over overall supervision of 
the Endlösung. Before he could be brought to justice, he com-
mitted suicide.

Adolf Hitler (1889-1945)
Hitler, born in Austria, was the leader of the National Socialist  
Party. As Chancellor and head of state of Nazi Germany, he is 
considered to be responsible for the death of millions of people, 
including 5.7 million Jews and an estimated 500,000 Roma and 
Sinti. Hitler committed suicide in Berlin.

Adolf Hitler
Source: Beeldbank WO2 – NIOD



40 Glossary

Aktion Reinhardt	 Code name for the systematic annihilation of all European Jews. 
Once caught, Jews were murdered on the spot or deported to 
three specially designed extermination camps.

Anti-Semitism	 Deep-rooted hatred of the Jews that developed since the start 
of Christianity. Accusations repeatedly resurfaced that the Jews 
were responsible for Christ’s death.

Concentration camps	 Camps where people were forced to live in poor conditions as a 
means of isolating specific groups from society.

Deportation	 Forced transport, in horrendous conditions, often to extermina-
tion camps in Poland.

Endlösung	 According to the Nazi regime, Jews were an inferior race, and 
considered to be a ‘problem’. The eradication of Jews from soci-
ety was seen as the final solution to this problem.

Extermination camps	 Intended exclusively for the large-scale killing of people, part of 
Aktion Reinhardt.	

General Government	 Part of Poland, including cities such as Warsaw, Lviv and Kraków, 
governed as a protectorate. The General Government was oc-
cupied but not annexed to Nazi Germany.

Ghettos	 The forced concentration of Jews in sealed off overpopulated 
city districts, with few amenities. While waiting for deportation, 
Jews were forced to work.

Jewish Council	 Representatives of the Jewish population designated by the 
Germans to take care of internal governance, but otherwise 
completely dependent on the Germans.



41Kristallnacht	 Pogrom in which storm troopers from the Sturmabteilung and 
other party members vandalised and robbed Jewish shops and 
attacked and even murdered Jews on the night of 9 to 10 Novem-
ber 1938.

Nuremberg Laws	 Race laws, announced by the National Socialist German Work-
ers Party (NSDAP) on 15 September 1935, according to which the 
‘Jewish race’ was subordinated to the ‘Aryan’ race.

Partisans	 Resistance movement; in the Soviet Union, partisans were ex-
ecuted by Einsatzgruppen.

Pogrom	 Organised attacks of violence against minority groups, in this 
case against the Jews.

SS			   Schutzstaffel, part of the NSDAP, considered to be an elite unit.

Third Reich	 Nazi Germany, also known as the Thousand Year Empire, during 
Adolf Hitler’s regime.
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30 January 1933: German President Paul von Hindenburg appoints Adolf 
Hitler as Reich Kanzler. From then on, discrimination and persecution of 
the Jews take a foothold.

2 August 1934: President Hindenbrug dies, and Hitler declares himself to 
be Führer. The army must henceforth swear an oath of allegiance to Hitler.

15 September 1935: Race laws, announced by the National Socialist Ger-
man Workers Party (NSDAP) on 15 September 1935 according to which the 
‘Jewish race’ was subordinated to the ‘Aryan’ race.

9 and 10 November 1938: Kristallnacht (november pogrom).

Autumn of 1939: After Nazi Germany’s defeat of Poland in the autumn of 
1939, there follows a wave of mass murders against the Polish elite and 
Polish Jews.

22 June 1941: The German troops invade the Soviet Union, in what is 
known as Operation Barbarossa.

29 and 30 September 1941: Mass extermination of the Jews of Kiev at Babi 
Yar. 33,771 Jews are shot dead.

21 December 1941: Hitler addresses a meeting of Gauleiter (regional party 
leaders in Germany) on the ‘Jewish question’. As Goebbels notes in his 
diary, Hitler argues that he wants a final solution to the problem.

20 January 1942: Wannsee Conference, where Heydrich informs leading 
officials from ministries and administrative bodies in the east about the 
policy against the Jews and the need to cooperate in the murder of all 
European Jews.

Timeline

1933

1934

1935

1936

1937

1938

1939

1940

1941

1942
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15 July 1942: Start of the deportations of Dutch Jews from transition camp 
Westerbork.

July-November 1942: The murders reach their climax between July and 
November 1942. During this period, more than two million Jews are killed.

Start of 1945: As the defeat of the Third Reich approaches and the Red 
Army encroach further, the Nazis realise that the mass graves could be dis-
covered. Orders are given to eradicate all traces of the murder of the Jews.

30 April 1945: Hitler commits suicide.

7 May 1945: Germany signs its unconditional surrender bringing an end to 
the World War II in Europe.

22 November 1945-31 August 1946: In the German city of Nuremberg, the 
International Military Tribunal trials are held against the most important 
war criminals from Nazi Germany. 24 men stand trial, as they are considered 
to be the most important war criminals. 12 are sentenced to death.

1942

1943

1944

1945

1946

1947

Notes
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Family of deportees on the road 
Source: Armin T. Wegner Collectie, Armenian National Institute



‘Either the Armenians would eliminate the Turks or the Turks would eliminate the Armenians. I 

didn’t hesitate for one moment when confronted with this dilemma. My Turkish identity won out 

over my profession. I thought: we must destroy them before they destroy us. If you ask me how 

I as a doctor could commit murder, my answer is simple: the Armenians had become dangerous 

microbes in the body of this country. And surely it is a doctor’s duty to kill bacteria?’ 1

Dr Mehmed Reshid (1873-1919), Governor of Diyarbekir during the genocide

‘The Turkish government began deporting the Armenian community in Sivas in convoys. Each 

neighbourhood was given a certain date for leaving. On the first day I watched in amazement at 

the crowds waiting to be deported, an endless throng of people stretching from one end of the 

street to the other. The pushing and shoving of the mules and the creaking of the carts made 

an ear-deafening noise. Men wearing hats to protect them from the sun walked alongside the 

carts, followed by women wearing white head scarves. Each had a task: one person was holding 

the cart, another the reins of the mule and yet another was watching over the family posses-

sions. The children walked on either side of their parents as if they were setting off on a pleasant 

journey. At each end of the caravan rode mounted Turkish policemen, leading and controlling 

the convoy. The Turkish neighbours watched the spectacle from their windows. The streets were 

packed with Turkish children who ran alongside the caravan calling us names, giving the oc-

casional prod to a mule or throwing stones at us.’2�

Shahen Derderian (1907-1984), Sivas genocide survivor

The Armenian Genocide, 1915
U ur Ümit Üngör
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In the early 20th century, the Ottoman Empire stretched across three continents. It was largely 
an agricultural society, the Sultan’s reign was far from absolute and in some remote regions local 
rulers enjoyed a comparatively large degree of autonomy. At the height of its power the empire 
counted 29 provinces, each subdivided into towns and cities, districts and villages. Ottoman 
society included a huge diversity of ethnic and religious groups, who based their identity largely 
on their religious convictions: people were viewed first and foremost as Muslim, Jew or Christian.
	 The Ottoman Armenians formed a mixed community: a rich Armenian trader in Istanbul may 
have spoken several languages and travelled abroad frequently, whereas a poor Armenian peas-
ant from one of the villages in Eastern Anatolia may only have spoken Armenian and barely 
travelled at all. Most Armenians were Apostolic Christians, although in some cities they were 
Protestant or Catholic. Armenians lived mainly in the eastern provinces, in a huge area stretch-
ing from Sivas in the west to Van in the east, and from Trabzon in the north to Aleppo in the 
south. In this territory they lived side by side with Kurds, Turks, Arabs and others.
	 Just before the First World War there were around two million Christian Armenians living in 
the Ottoman Empire. In the spring of 1915, the Ottoman government initiated measures which 
signalled the start of the persecution of the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire. By the end of 
the First World War only a fraction of the pre-war Armenian community was left in the region 
and today there are hardly any Armenians living in the Anatolian interior. These bare facts sum 
up the complex history of the Armenian genocide in a nutshell. 

1.  Historical background

The Ottoman Empire reached the height of its power in the 16th and 17th centuries, when it 
grew from a small princedom to become the single most important state in the Mediterranean 
and the Near East. However, external pressure from Western imperialism combined with internal 
turmoil caused by separatist movements put an end to the empire’s growth. Technological 
innovation and economic development allowed Western Europe to surpass the Ottoman Empire 
both economically and in terms of military power. The most significant Western concept to 
find its way into the Ottoman Empire was undoubtedly that of nationalism. The number of 
nationalist parties in the empire grew rapidly and nationalism went on to become the most 
serious problem in Ottoman domestic politics. 

The decline of the Ottoman Empire

The Ottoman Empire began to lose territory rapidly. In 1821 Greece unilaterally declared 
independence from the Empire, followed in 1875 by Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia, and Mol-
davia. After the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878, the Ottoman Empire was forced to grant 
independence to Serbia, Romania and Montenegro as well as some degree of autonomy 
to Bulgaria. In 1882, Great Britain occupied first Cyprus and then Egypt. The remainder of 



47Ottoman North Africa was lost between 1830 and 1912, as France occupied Algeria in 1830 
and Tunisia in 1881, and Italy invaded Libya in 1912.3

The Ottoman Armenians made considerable economic progress throughout the 19th century. 
The Armenian financial and industrial elite and the urban middle classes and skilled craftsmen 
were treated relatively mildly by the Ottoman government. The economic elite financed social 
organisations such as schools, hospitals and charities. Armenians became imperial architects, 
armourers, watchmakers and cabinet makers; they were responsible for the Imperial Mint, the 
cannon and shipbuilding industries, and they dominated trade. Armenian businesses based in 
Istanbul successfully branched out to European cities such as Marseille and Manchester. As a re-
sult of this renaissance the Armenian elite gained economic power, although no political power. 

Armenian economic superiority

Of the 166 Ottoman importers, 141 were Armenian and 13 Turkish.
Of the 9,800 shopkeepers and craftsmen, 6,800 were Armenian and 2,550 were Turkish.
Of the 150 exporters, 127 were Armenian and 23 Turkish.
Of the 153 industrialists, 130 were Armenian and 20 were Turkish.
Of the 37 bankers throughout the country, no fewer than 32 were Armenian.
Krikor Zohrab, Armenian parliamentarian and writer, 1913

This disparate economic development and modernisation led to envy on the part of the Otto-
man Turks. The Turkish political elite in Istanbul in particular took exception to the success of 
the Armenian merchants.4
	 The decline of the Ottoman Empire led to major political strife. The autocratic Sultan Abdulha-
mid II (1842-1918) enforced a policy of centralisation, which provoked feelings of radicalism and 
separatism. This radicalism pervaded every level of society and education. Ottoman intellectu-
als disseminated European nationalistic theories at military, political and medical educational 
institutions. In 1889, the resulting generation of well-educated public servants and military 
cadets established the Committee of Union and Progress ( ttihad ve Terakki Cemiyeti, CUP). The 
goal of this illegal committee was to restore the constitution of 1876. Most of these Young Turks 
(Jeunes Turcs) lived in Paris, spreading propaganda against the Sultan. Major CUP members were 
party leader Mehmed Talaat (1874-1921), Major smail Enver (1881-1922), and activist Dr Bahaeddin 
Shakir (1874-1922).5

2.  Ideology

The ideology of the CUP represented three main streams: Ottomanism, Islamism and Turkism. 
This trichotomy was formulated by historian Yusuf Akçura (1876-1935) who, in 1904, wrote the 
influential manifesto Three Types of Politics. In this pamphlet Akçura stated that the Ottoman 
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political elite was standing on the threshold of rejecting Ottomanism and Islamism: the first 
through religious discord, the second through the well-developed nationalism among non-
Turkish Muslims such as Albanians. Akçura’s conclusion was that people should accept Turkish 
nationalism as their guiding ideological principle. He found these thoughts echoed in the work 
of Ziyâ Gökalp (1876-1924), a sociologist who wrote a great deal about Turkish nationalism 
throughout his career. His most important writings cover the Turkification of the Ottoman 
Empire, for example in the fields of language, religion, public life, ethics and economy. In his 
articles and poems, Gökalp extolled the virtues of Turkish culture and history in particular and 
expressed open hostility towards non-Turkish sections of the population.
	 The decline of the state radicalised both the internal political culture and the ideology of the 
CUP. One of the most radical factions developed a profoundly ethnic Turkish nationalism driven 
by a collective hatred of Armenians.6

Ismail Enver Pasha 
Source: Armenian Genocide Museum Insti-
tute
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3.  Causes of the genocide

The genocide of the Ottoman Armenians was the result of three important factors: the loss of 
the Balkan War and territory in 1912-1913, the coup by the Young Turks of 23 January 1913, and 
the start of the First World War.
	 On 17 October 1912, Serbia, Montenegro, Greece and Bulgaria declared war on the Ottoman 
Empire. The Ottoman army was unprepared and ill-equipped to fight. Following the Bulgarian 
offensive in November 1913, the Ottoman army retreated to the trenches 30 kilometres west 
of Istanbul. The attack was repelled and the capital Istanbul remained under Ottoman control. 
Further fighting led to the complete and permanent loss of the Balkan Peninsula. The Treaty of 
London, signed on 30 May 1913, was regarded as a watershed for the Ottoman Empire. It had a 
deep and traumatic impact on Ottoman society. The loss of major Ottoman cities, personal pos-
sessions and human life, and the dismay regarding the inadequacy of the army had wounded the 

Territorial Modifications in the 
Balkans
Source: The Other Balkan Wars: A 1913 
Carnegie Endowment Inquiry in Retro-
spect, George F. Kennan (Washing-
ton, DC; Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, 1993), p. 70 



50 pride of the Ottoman elite. Ottoman society, culture and identity had been dealt a heavy blow. 
	 From 1913 onwards, nationalists felt that the idea of a unified ‘Ottoman’ identity was no 
longer realistic. The war had also reinforced the myth of a ‘stab in the back’ by the Ottoman 
Christians. Tensions mounted among politicians, with the CUP launching provocations, accusa-
tions, curses and threats at Ottoman Bulgarians, Greeks and Armenians in Parliament. 

Revanchism

The loss of the Balkan War brought a culture of revanchism. In a letter to his wife on 
8 May 1913, Enver wrote: ‘If I could only tell you about the atrocities committed by the 
enemy… at just a stone’s throw from Istanbul, then you would understand what is going 
on in the minds of Muslims far away. Yet our anger is growing: revenge, revenge, revenge, 
there is no other word for it!’7

A second milestone was the coup by the Young Turks of 23 January 1913. The Young Turks, never 
elected to power, used a violent coup to install a dictator. Parliament was forced into silence, 
members of the opposition were intimidated or killed, and the Young Turks muscled their way 
into the Ottoman state bureaucracy. The foundations of their rule lay in a brutal war. The 
coup led to a concentration of power in which the Young Turks transformed the multi-ethnic 
Ottoman society into a homogenous Turkish nation state. The new regime was not widely 
supported by the population and any danger of a counter-revolution was warded off by sheer 
violence.8

	 The Young Turk regime that ruled from 1913 until 1918 comprised a circle of around 50 men 
led by the ‘duo’ Talaat and Enver. Local party barons and Young Turk provincial governors were 
quite influential on a national level. There was intense rivalry within the Young Turk dicta-
torship, particularly between Enver as military commander and Talaat as head of the civilian 
administration. These rivalries would later influence the course of the Armenian genocide. 
	 However, the most important trigger for the genocide was the start of the First World War. On 
2 August 1914, one day after Germany had declared war on Russia, Germany and the Ottoman 
Empire signed an agreement for close collaboration and mobilisation. On 29 October 1914, with-
out an official declaration of war, Enver ordered the Ottoman Navy to shell the Russian coast, 
upon which the allied states declared war on the Ottoman Empire. From 11 November 1914, the 
Ottoman Empire was officially at war with Russia, France and Great Britain.
	 The Young Turks had deliberately engineered an armed confrontation. This war of aggression 
was part of their strategy to achieve long-lasting security and economic development and 
eventually national recovery. In other words, the CUP hoped that participation in the war would 
offer a radical solution to the problems of the Empire.9

	 Nonetheless, the Ottoman Army suffered heavy losses. Driven by ambition and expansionism, 
Enver launched a number of invasions, with catastrophic results. He attributed these disasters 



51to ‘Armenian betrayal’. From January 1915 onwards, the Armenians were used as a scapegoat: 
Turkish-nationalistic propaganda accused the Armenians of treason, called for a boycott of Ar-
menian businesses and spread horror stories of alleged crimes by Armenian activists. Armenian 
newspapers were shut down and prominent Armenians arrested. The more hopeless the war 
became, the more radical the persecution of the Armenians.10

4.  Nature and course of the genocide

The Armenian genocide was a consistent process of destruction, with mass executions, disposses-
sion, deportation, forced assimilation, state-induced famine and destruction of material culture.
	 The mass executions of the economic, religious, political and intellectual elite resulted in a 
‘beheading’ of Armenian society. The large-scale razzia in Istanbul on 24 April 1915 became a 
blueprint for the rounding up of the Armenian elite – middle-aged and elderly men with influ-
ence, wealth and status – living in the many cities across the vast empire. They were arrested, 
imprisoned, tortured and finally murdered. The destruction of the Armenian intelligentsia pro-
ceeded at a staggering pace: the entire higher echelon of the community was eliminated in a 
matter of weeks.11

Executed in public square
Source: Armenian National Institute



52 Mass murder in Diyarbekir

On Sunday 30 May 1915, the entire Armenian elite – 636 dignitarie including the bishop – in 
the south-eastern city of Diyarbekir was handcuffed and taken to the Tigris by members 
of the militia. Once they reached the river they were loaded onto large rafts, supposedly 
for transportation to the south. The militia sailed the notables downstream to a gorge 
where they moored the rafts. The victims were robbed of their money and taken away in 
groups of six, then stripped of all clothing and valuables and murdered by men recruited 
by the governor, using axes, daggers and guns. The bodies were then dumped into the 
river. 

The Armenian genocide represents one of the foremost examples of asset transfer – economic 
dispossession – in modern history. The Young Turk government passed new laws providing for 
the annexation of Armenian businesses and trades. On 10 June 1915, the government passed a 
law establishing the Abandoned Property Commission (Emval-ı Metruke Komisyonu) which was 
tasked with organising the daily carrying out of seizures. This was a full-frontal attack on the 
Armenian economy, as all Armenian property was now officially transferred to the state. A new 

Deportation of the Armenians on the Baghdad railway 
Source: Armenian Genocide Museum Institute



53law followed on 26 September 1915 which delegated the implementation of the seizures to the 
Ministries of Internal Affairs, Justice and Finance, who would keep a detailed overview. Law 
was an instrument of power for the Young Turks, as these two laws gave them access to vast 
economic resources, including properties, factories, workshops and studios. These measures 
led to mass poverty among the Armenians. 

Robbery

‘Leave all your belongings – your furniture, your bedding, your artefacts. Close your shops 
and businesses with everything inside. Your doors will be sealed with special stamps. On 
your return, you will get everything you left behind. Do not sell property or any expensive 
item. Buyers and sellers alike will be liable for legal action. Put your money in a bank in the 
name of a relative who is out of the country. Make a list of everything you own, including 
livestock, and give it to the specified official so that all your things can be returned to you 
later. You have ten days to comply with this ultimatum.’12

Government notice displayed in public places in Kayseri, 15 June 1915

On 23 May 1915, Talaat gave the official order for the final deportation of the entire Armenian 
population. Some Armenians had already been isolated from their settlements by deportation, 
and this new order led to the deportation of virtually all Armenians to the inhospitable Syrian 
desert city of Der el-Zor. In an attempt to camouflage the deportations as legal, Talaat drew 
up the temporary ‘Dispatchment and Settlement Law’. This law came into force on 29 May, 
although deportations had already begun. The daily administration for the deportations was 
transferred to the Directorate for the Settlement of Tribes and Immigrants ( skân-ı A âir ve 

Muhacirîn Müdüriyeti), under the authority of the army. Talaat was kept informed of progress 
via telegraph correspondence and the assistance of local officials.13

	 These measures led to the mobilisation of a huge peasant population which lived for the most 
part in the Anatolian countryside. Some Armenians had a few days to get ready to leave, while 
others received just a few hours’ notice.

Deportation from Erzurum

In early 1915, 40,000 Armenians living in the city of Erzurum were deported to Der el-
Zor. The German Consul in Erzurum reported in no uncertain terms that the deportation 
would end in ‘an absolute extermination’ (eine absolute Ausrottung). And indeed, many 
Armenians had already died or were seriously weakened even before the convoy from 
Erzurum had reached the provincial border. Once they reached the city of Kemah the 
survivors of the march were slaughtered and their bodies thrown into the Euphrates. The 
total number of Armenians from Erzurum that actually reached Der el-Zor was probably 
less than 200, a destruction rate of 99.3 percent. 
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By July 1915, the entire Armenian population had been uprooted, bound for the Syrian desert. In 
some cases people had to travel over 1,000 kilometres through the scorching heat of the merci-
less Eastern Anatolian summer, which proved a death sentence for many. Moreover, the Young 
Turk leaders were well aware that the chances of survival in the desert of the Der el-Zor region 
were virtually nil. For children, the elderly and pregnant women in particular the deportations 
were nothing less than death marches.14

	 When reaching the Syrian desert, they found nothing had been arranged for them. In early 
1916, there was a famine in Der el-Zor, to which the Young Turk authorities remained indiffer-
ent. In the summer of 1916 Talaat even decided too many Armenians had survived the journey 
to Der el-Zor, and he instructed his district governor to herd thousands of Armenians into caves 
and kill them.

Message from the American 
ambassador Morgenthau on the 
deportations from Ezurum, 31 
July 1915 
Source: Armenian National 
Institute
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	 Another important aspect of the destruction of the Ottoman Armenians was the forced loss of 
identity. Women and children had to renounce their Christian faith and convert to Islam, as part 
of a large-scale attack on Armenian culture. Numerous women and children were abducted during 
the deportations and forced to convert. In cities like Konya and Beirut, Armenian children were 
placed in huge Muslim orphanages where they were given Turkish names and were only allowed to 
speak Turkish. As a result, many forgot their Armenian identity. The abductions and conversions 
were aimed at marginalising the Armenians and eradicating their culture and collective identity.15
	 Finally, the material culture of the Armenians was obliterated. The Young Turks damaged and 
destroyed Armenian churches and removed Armenian inscriptions from buildings. This destruc-
tion was aimed at eliminating all traces of Armenian cultural and religious life from the Ottoman 

Armenian orphans collected in the desert of Der el-Zor, 1919
Source: Armenian Genocide Museum-Institute



56 Empire. Many medieval Armenian monasteries, such as Narekavank, Varakavank, Arakelots Vank, 
Surp Garabed and Surp Khach were demolished by the Young Turk regime. The destruction 
served a dual purpose: it made it appear that the Armenians had never existed, while ensuring 
that survivors, if any, had nothing to return to. 

All traces wiped out

In 1914 the Armenian community owned 2,600 churches, 450 monasteries, and 2,000 
schools. At the end of the war, roughly 3,000 Armenian settlements (villages, towns, 
neighbourhoods) had been depopulated, their inhabitants wiped out. Today there are 
hardly any Armenians living in Turkey, except in Istanbul. The present Armenian commu-
nity has six churches, but not a single school or monastery remains.16

5.  Perpetrators, victims, bystanders
5.1  Perpetrators

The most important perpetrators in the process of the genocide were the Ottoman Turks and 
Kurds, which included highly educated intellectuals as well as labourers and unemployed il-
literates. Talaat, leader of the Young Turk party and Minister of Home Affairs, engineered the 
genocide, rationalising it by accusing the Armenians collectively of high treason, sabotage 
and disloyalty. In 1916 he published a four-volume book entitled The Armenian Aspirations and 

Revolutionary Movements.17 This book contains manipulated photographs of alleged Armenian 
‘terrorists’ in each city of the Ottoman Empire. Every photograph tells the same story: Ottoman 
policemen and Young Turk paramilitaries gathered behind a group of Armenian men who, with 
heads bowed, are standing in front of a pile of guns and bombs. And the caption invariably 
reads: ‘Armenian revolutionaries arrested with their weapons’. The lies spread by the Young 
Turks and supported by the German department for war propaganda were influential and are 
still disseminated and believed by many people today.
	 Talaat’s true motives were ideological and pragmatic, and he had both material and immate-
rial interests. In a confidential conversation with the German Consul he admitted that ‘the 
Ottoman government intends to use the Great War to effectively do away with its internal 
enemies, the indigenous Christians of every denomination, without being disturbed by foreign 
diplomatic intervention’. In internal secret correspondence Talaat left it in no doubt that the 
purpose of the genocide was to ‘Turkify’ Anatolia by driving out all Armenians.

Talaat was quite clear to the American Ambassador Henry Morgenthau about his inten-
tions: 
‘I have asked you to come today so that I can explain our position on the whole of the 
Armenian subject. We base our objections to the Armenians on three distinct grounds. 



57In the first place they have enriched themselves at the expense of Turks. In the second 
place they are determined to domineer over us and to establish a separate state. In the 
third place they have openly encouraged our enemies. They have assisted the Russians in 
the Caucasus and our failure there is largely explained by their actions. We have there-
fore come to the irrevocable decision that we shall make them powerless before this war 
is ended... It is no use for you to argue, we have already disposed of three quarters of 
the Armenians; there are none at all left in Bitlis, Van and Erzurum. The hatred between 
the Turks and the Armenians is now so intense that we have got to finish with them. If 
we don’t, they will plan their revenge... We care nothing about the commercial loss. We 
have figured all that out and know that it will not exceed five million Turkish Lira. We 
don’t worry about that. I have asked you to come here so as to let you know that our 
Armenian policy is absolutely fixed and that nothing can change it. We will not have the 
Armenians anywhere in Anatolia… No Armenian can be our friend after what we have 
done to them.’18

5.2  Victims

Throughout their history the Armenians suffered periods of persecution, and many Armenians 
saw the genocide as yet another ‘regular’ Ottoman pogrom. The victims of the genocide came 
from various classes, areas and backgrounds and had a wide political and ethnic diversity. 
Internal unity was never a characteristic of the Armenian community. For this reason the 
genocide remained incomprehensible to many: many intellectuals who were arrested on 24 
April 1915 wondered what they had in common with their fellow detainees. One of the few 
Armenians who did foresee the catastrophe was the journalist Aram Andonian (1875-1952). In 
1913 he wrote that the ethnic nationalism as practised in the Balkans would bring nothing but 
misery.19

	 The description and definition of the target group of the genocide was continually being 
changed and adapted. Initially, Talaat ordered the deportation of the Apostolic Armenians. As 
the summer of 1915 progressed there was some confusion as to the definition of an Armenian. 
This led to the inclusion of Protestant and Catholic Armenians in the group to be persecuted, 
followed later even by Armenians who had converted to Islam. The Armenian identity was 
radicalised. The destruction became targeted at the abstract identity of the group: eventually 
every Armenian, whether loyal or disloyal, political or apolitical, was a target and a potential 
victim. This is what makes the destruction of the Armenians genocide. 

5.3  Bystanders

The most important bystanders in the country itself were Turks and Kurds, who were involved 
both as collaborators and rebels. There was little ideological background to the Kurdish partici-
pation – the Armenians had even helped the Kurds in their struggle against Turkish national-



58 ism. Opportunism, incitement and coercion lay at the foundation of their participation in the 
genocide. Kurds received payment for providing information to the Young Turk elite about 
Armenians who had gone into hiding. However, the Kurd sheikhs explicitly condemned the 
bloodshed. Government-appointed imams also encouraged Muslims to murder Armenians. The 
propaganda extended to pseudo-Islamic rhetoric stating that a heavenly reward awaited all 
who killed Armenians. Many uneducated peasants and naive believers were swayed by this 
religiously inspired hate speech.20

	 There were also foreign eyewitnesses to the genocide. The initial response of the interna-
tional community was one of shock and incredulity and there were vehement protests against 
the events. The wave of persecutions in the spring of 1915 prompted the allies to make a 
joint declaration condemning the massacres. The declaration criticised the ‘crimes of Turkey 
against humanity and civilization’ and promised ‘that they will hold personally responsible […] 
all members of the Ottoman government and those of their agents who are implicated in such 
massacres’.21

	 During the war England published the Blue Book, a collection of eyewitness accounts of the 
treatment of Armenians. The book was anonymised to protect the people involved, and for this 
reason it was condemned as anti-Turkish propaganda. Later, the original version with a long list 
of names and no blanks was discovered in the British archives. In 2005, an unabridged edition 
of the collection was published.22

	 Germans and Austrians could move about freely and had privileged access to military zones 
where normal citizens were not allowed. Consequently, their confidential internal consular re-
ports on the Ottomans may well provide the most truthful account of daily events. The German 
response to the Armenian genocide was ambivalent. Within German politics there was tension 
between the elite, whose task it was to serve the larger military interests, and lower-ranking 
soldiers and officials who were directly confronted with the atrocities. German soldiers and 
consuls regularly spoke of Ausrottung, Vernichtungspolitik, and Rassenmord (eradication, policy 
of destruction and race murder). The Austrian officer Pomiankowski called the genocide ‘die 

Ausrottung einer ganzen Nation’ (the eradication of an entire nation). The Austro-Hungarian 
ambassador Johann von Pallavicini (1848-1941) called the genocide ‘eine gänzliche Ausrottung’ (a 
total eradication) and a ‘Politik der Exterminierung’ (policy of extermination).
	 In the autumn of 1915 a group of around 50 Germans responded to the genocide by signing 
a joint petition putting pressure on the German government. The petition argued that the 
genocide had caused serious damage and urged the German government to stop and prevent 
deportations. The petition made mention of economic arguments, humanitarian principles and 
the reputation of Germany. However, German military and political leaders considered the alli-
ance with Turkey too important and merely voiced a few half-hearted internal protests against 
Talaat and Enver.23

	 The United States maintained a neutral position until 1917, and their consuls in the major cities 
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Weekly Journal, Moscow, 27 No-
vember 1916. ‘Victims of Turkish 
cruelties’

witnessed the deportation from the beginning to the end. The American Consul in Harput, for 
example, wrote a weighty and damning report following field work in the region, and Ambas-
sador Henry Morgenthau wrote about the genocide in his diaries and memoires. On 16 July 1915, 
Morgenthau reported to Washington that ‘harrowing reports of eyewitnesses suggest that a 

campaign of race extermination is in progress under a pretext of reprisal against rebellion’.
	 American interests in the Ottoman Empire ran from diplomacy and commerce to charity, Chris-
tian missions and education. The genocide effectively destroyed their infrastructure: Armenian 
business and institutions were confiscated, consulates lost skilled personnel, businesses lost 
investors and board members, banks lost customers and staff and educational institutions lost 
their teachers. The Americans withdrew from the Ottoman Empire in 1917 and it would be many 
years before they would once again enter into diplomatic relations with Turkey.24

	 Essentially, it was in the interest of the major powers to continue their business relations 
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with the Armenians. However, the impact of the genocide was overwhelming. The Germans 
were the first to realise this and decided that at the very least, their own interests must not be 
compromised. After the war, the Americans, French and British forgot their Armenian business 
partners, rushing to the new Turkey to safeguard their economic interests. On the whole, the 
efforts of these states were driven by self-interest: they demanded compensation for their 
financial losses resulting from the genocide and regarded the wholesale destruction of the 
Armenians as ‘regretful’.

6.  The survivors

Some Armenians managed to escape the mass destruction. Besides good luck, there were a 
number of factors that determined their chance of success in surviving the genocide: bribery, 
conversion, going into hiding, or fleeing. 
	 To start with, bribing the perpetrators was one way of delaying deportation or escaping 
abuse or murder. Vahram Dadrian (1900-1948) was a boy of 14 when he was deported from the 
Ankara region. In his diary he describes how time and time again his family managed to survive 
by using bribes on the long journey. By the time they arrived in Syria they had virtually nothing 
left, and the once-prosperous Dadrian family was now quite destitute.25

	 In the spring of 1915 it was still possible to escape deportation by converting to Islam. Henry 
Vartanian, an Armenian from Sivas whose father had been murdered, recounted how a Turkish 

Armenian looking at the human remains at Der el-Zor, 1916
Source: Armenian Genocide Museum-Institute



61acquaintance offered shelter to his family during the war, on the condition that they renounce 
Christianity and spoke the Muslim oath ‘There is no God but Allah and Muhammad is his proph-
et’. The ceremony was carried out, during which the Young Harry was ritually circumcised. He 
continued his life as Abdurrahmano lu Esad.26

	 Many Armenians attempted to go into hiding and wait for the persecutions to pass. Going 
into hiding involved many risks. The Armenians who thus survived often had to face extreme 
hardship. Many were tracked down or betrayed and murdered anyway. It was also risky for 
those offering shelter. The government had sent out a nationwide decree that ‘any Muslim 
harbouring an Armenian would be executed in front of his house and his house burnt down (bir 

Ermeniyi tesahüp edecek bir Müslümanın hanesi önünde idam ve hanesi ihrak)’.27

	 The beginning of the First World War saw a steady flow of refugees on the move, including 
some 130,000 Armenians who fled to Russia and Persia (now Iran). Among those was the expres-
sionist painter Arshile Gorky (1904-1948), who survived by escaping the country with his mother, 
first to Russia and then to the United States. After March 1915, escape was no longer possible.
	 Yet the single most important factor in most survivors’ stories was pure chance or luck. Some 
leading Armenian intellectuals such as Aram Andonian and Michael Shamtanjian (1874-1926) 
survived the mass executions by a set of coincidences beyond their control. The editor of the 
liberal newspaper Zhamanag, Yervant Odian (1869-1926), for example, escaped the genocide 
because a Turkish officer in Der el-Zor did not understand his deportation document and sent 
him back to Anatolia.28

7.  Aftermath of the genocide

On 31 October 1918, the string of defeats suffered by the Ottoman Empire resulted in an un-
conditional surrender. That same night the leaders of the CUP escaped to Odessa in a German 
submarine, fearing they would be captured and brought to justice. This group comprised Enver, 
Talaat, Cemal, the doctors Bahaeddin Shakir and Nâzım, and two others. The ensuing power 
vacuum was filled by the new sultan Mehmet V and the liberals. This new government put an 
immediate stop to anti-Armenian measures. Deported Armenians could now return to their 
homes and were compensated for their losses.
	 During this period the genocide received extensive press coverage and was discussed in parlia-
ment. Two estimates from the time put the number of deaths at 800,000 and 1.5 million: by 
the end of 1918 the liberals acknowledged that 800,000 Armenians had been murdered, while 
according to Armenian organisations the genocide had claimed 1 to 1,5 million victims. On the 
basis of later studies it can be stated that the number of deaths in the Armenian genocide of 
1915 totalled around 1.2 million.
	 In 1919, the liberal government established a military tribunal charged with investigating war 
crimes. Research results from this court martial contain crucial information, including confes-
sions, testimonies and telegrams, which has proved invaluable for historical research. The first 
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9 February 1920. Soldiers, eyewitnesses, politicians and Muslim clerics were questioned and 42 
official and authenticated documents (telegrams, memoranda, declarations, letters and cross-
examinations) were unearthed and presented as evidence. The main charge was ‘deportation 
and murder’ (tehcir ve taktil) implicating the entire cabinet including the ministers, the army 
and the CUP as a political party. The court’s final verdict, handed down on 5 July 1919, was 
that the Young Turk government had engaged in a systematic attempt to bring about the 
total destruction of the Armenian people. The entire leadership of the CUP was sentenced to 
death in absentia. However, the perpetrators escaped justice because they had fled abroad and 
because the Young Turks returned to power under Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1923, driving out 
the surviving Armenians.29

	
Even though the genocide took place almost 100 years ago and all the persons involved have 
since died, the Armenian genocide continues to play an important role in present-day interna-
tional politics. The Armenian genocide has left a lasting legacy. From the 1960s the Armenian 
diaspora worldwide has called for recognition and a public discussion of the genocide. The 
response of succeeding Turkish governments has been one of denial and trivialisation. This 
politics of denial can be largely traced back to the pamphlet published by Talaat in 1916. Ac-
cording to supporters of this theory, ‘only’ 300,000 Armenians were killed; the Armenians were 
guilty of collective high treason against the state; the deportation was a preventative measure 
of the state to evacuate Armenians from war zones and there was never any question of sys-
tematic and deliberate killing, let alone anti-Armenian persecution. 
	 The surviving family members of the victims felt deeply insulted by these politics of denial, 
which prompted a violent response from Armenian nationalists in the 1970s. Two terrorist or-
ganisations shot and killed dozens of Turkish diplomats, leading to a denial by the Turks in even 
stronger terms. 
	 After the fall of the Soviet Union, the Armenian Republic had no diplomatic contact with 
Turkey. American and Swiss attempts at reconciliation stranded on mutual mistrust and hatred. 
The Turkish-Armenian border remains firmly closed, which has a highly negative impact on 
the local economy. Moreover, Turkey’s entry into the European Union depends in part on the 
reopening of this border, which in turn also depends on the acknowledgement of the genocide. 
Time does not always heal: the Armenian genocide is still a key problem in Armenian-Turkish 
relations. 
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Genocide Memorial, Yerevan
Source: Wikimedia
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65Key figures

Sultan Abdulhamid II (1842-1918)
Abdulhamid implemented a desperate policy of centralisation 
which fuelled radicalism and separatism. This radicalism pene
trated deep into society and education.

Mustafa Kemal Atatürk (1881-1938)
Atatürk was a member of the Committee of Union and Progress 
(CUP) since 1908. After the Turkish War of Independence (against 
the Allied forces and the Sultan), Atatürk became the first presi-
dent of the secular Republic of Turkey. He was known for his 
nationalist politics and many state reforms.

Ismail Enver Pasha (1881-1922)
In 1914 Enver was made Minister of War. In this same year he 
purged the Ottoman Officer Corps and held secret negotiations 
with Germany for a military alliance. His political fantasy to unite 
the Turkish peoples in a pan-Turkish state came to an end when 
he was killed in an anti-Russian uprising on 4 August 1922. 

ükrü Kaya (1883-1959)
Kaya was one of the persons who bore major responsibility for 
the mass murder of the Armenians. As head of the administrative 
apparatus he was responsible for the deportation process, the 
DSTI, while supervising the construction of concentration camps 
on the River Euphrates. For many years Kaya held key positions in 
the Turkish republic under Atatürk.

Dr Bahaeddin Shakir (1877-1922)
Shakir was one of the most influential members of the Central 
Committee of the CUP. He played a crucial role in the genocide. 
His proximity to Talaat enabled him to rise quickly through the 
ranks, which is evidenced by the fact that he was charged with 
setting up the Special Organisation in 1914. Shakir was killed in 
Berlin on 17 April 1922.



66 Mehmed Talaat Pasha (1874-1921)
As Minister of Home Affairs he was responsible for the depor-
tation and destruction of the Armenian people. He resigned his 
post on 14 October 1918, two weeks before the surrender. On 
15 March 1921, following his escape with other important Young 
Turks, he was murdered in Berlin.

Krikor Zohrab (1861-1915)
Zohrab emerged as a gifted and influential writer, politician, 
lawyer and philanthropist and was among the best-known Arme-
nians in Istanbul and the world. Heavy political pressure forced 
him to flee the country, and he did not return until after the 
1908 revolution. He was murdered under orders from Dr Mehmed 
Reshid in June 1915. 



67Glossary

CUP	 Committee for Unity and Progress ( ttihad ve Terakki Cemiyeti). 

APC	 Abandoned Property Commission (Emval-ı Metruke Komisyonu).

DSTI	 Directorate for the Settlement of Tribes and Immigrants ( skân-ı 

A âir ve Muhacirîn Müdüriyeti).

Young Turks (Jeunes Turcs)	 Members of the CUP, Ottoman intellectuals with European na-
tionalistic theories. 

Ottoman Armenians	 A varied ethnic group within the Ottoman Empire, lived mainly in 
the eastern provinces. 

Ottoman Empire	 Empire established in Western Anatolia around 1300.

Revanchism	  A policy of seeking retaliation or revenge. 

SO 		 Special Organisation (Te kilât-ı Mahsusa).



68 Timeline

23 January 1913: The Committee for Unity and Progress (CUP) 
storms the Ottoman Parliament building, seizes power in a 
bloody coup and installs a dictator.

September-October 1914: The CUP steps up the persecution 
of the Armenian community through arbitrary war requisitions, 
arrests, closing schools, banning political parties, and political 
killings.

11 November 1914: Enver orders the bombing of the Russian 
coast. The Ottoman Empire is now officially at war with Russia, 
France and Great Britain. 

26 December 1914: Talaat officially orders the resignation of all 
Armenian government officials and the arrest and deportation 
of anyone defying these measures. 

17 April 1915: Beginning of the siege of Van, an important tur-
ning point in Armenian-Turkish relations.

24 April 1915: Starting in the capital Istanbul, thousands of 
Armenian dignitaries throughout the country are arrested and 
detained. Most are tortured and eventually killed. 

29 May 1915: Talaat passes provisional Law of Deportation (Dis-
patchment and Settlement Law). This provided legislative cover 
for the official start of the deportation of Armenians to the 
Syrian desert. 

August 1915: Tens of thousands of deported Armenians are 
concentrated in a series of camps along the banks of the River 
Euphrates in the Syrian desert, around Aleppo and in Der el-Zor.

26 September 1915: The ‘Law on Abandoned Properties’ is rati-
fied by the Ottoman Senate. Armenian property is liquidated and 
shared out among the Turks.

1913

1914

1915

1916



69October-December 1915: International help is organised for 
Armenian deportees.

March-August 1916: Launch of second phase of the Armenian 
genocide: the mass murder of Armenian deportees in the Syrian 
desert, in and around Der el-Zor.

31 October 1918: Surrender of the demoralised Ottoman Army.

2 November 1918: The hard core of the CUP burns suitcases full 
of documents, dissolves the CUP as a political party and escapes 
in a German submarine to Odessa.
 
5 February 1919: Establishment of the tribunal in Istanbul that 
accused the Young Turk party of ‘deportation and massacre’. The 
CUP cabinet is sentenced to death, but negligence and prevari-
cation leads to dismissal of the tribunal. 

17 April 1922: Shakir shot dead in Berlin.

1915

1919

1920

1921

1922

1923

1916

1917

1918
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Youth unit working in the rice fields 
Source: Documentation Center of Cambodia



‘In the years 1975 and 1976, they were killing people every day. Killings took place at some dis-

tance from the village. I heard that victims were bound and then beaten to death. They were 

usually people found to be fishing illegally or who had failed to inform the Khmer Rouge of all 

their activities. Also during 1975-76, food was scarce in the village; rice porridge with banana 

stalks was the usual meal.’ 1

A 12 year old peasant boy, who was separated from his parents, in a later memory of the Khmer Rouge

The Cambodian Genocide, 1975-1979
Ben Kiernan
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Khmer Rouge forces took over Cambodia on 17 April 1975. They forcibly evacuated the nation’s 
cities, emptied hospitals and Buddhist monasteries, closed schools and factories, abolished 
money and wages, and scattered libraries. Freedom of the press, movement, worship, organi-
sation, association, and discussion all disappeared for nearly four years. So did family life. 
Cambodians were forced to take their meals in collective mess halls. Parents ate in sittings; if 
they were lucky, their sons and daughters waited their turn outside. During the years 1975 to 
1979, Democratic Kampuchea (DK) was a prison camp state. Its 8 million prisoners served most 
of their time in solitary confinement. 1.7 million inmates were worked, starved, or beaten to 
death.

1.  The rise of the Khmer Rouge

Rural conditions were better in prerevolutionary Cambodia than in neighbouring countries 
like Vietnam or even Thailand. Land was more equitably distributed, and most peasant fami-
lies owned some land. However, rural debt was common, and the number of landless tenants 
or sharecroppers increased from 4% of the farming population in 1950 to 20% in 1970.2 Thus, 
alongside a landowning middle peasant class, a new class of rootless, destitute rural dwellers 
emerged. Their position was desperate enough for them to have little to lose in any kind of 
social revolution. 
	 The gulf between town and countryside has been cited as a major factor in the Khmer 
Rouge’s march to power. Unlike the countryside, the cities were not predominantly Khmer, 
but included large populations of ethnic Chinese and Vietnamese. Nor was the urban manu-
facturing sector very significant, producing few consumer goods for the countryside. Many 
peasants saw cities as seats of arbitrary, even foreign, political and economic power. But 
none of this, of course, explains why the Khmer Rouge regime also turned against the peas-
antry in such large numbers. 
	 Another factor was the rapid expansion of education in Cambodia in the 1960s, following 
the long neglect of education under French colonial rule. A generation gap separated peasant 
parents from educated youth, who were often unable to find work after graduating from 
high school and so drifted into political dissidence. The Khmer Rouge in the 1960s recruited 
disproportionately among schoolteachers and students.
	 After completing a scholarship in France, Pol Pot – the future Khmer Rouge leader – re-
turned to Cambodia in 1953. During the 1960s, he and other younger, mostly French-educated 
Cambodian communists took over the leadership of the more orthodox (pro-Vietnamese) 
Workers’ Party of Kampuchea, which had led the independence struggle against French colo-
nialism while they were back in Paris. In 1966, the new leadership changed the party’s name 
to ‘Communist Party of Kampuchea’ (CPK) and set out on their path to power by staging an 
uprising against Prince Norodom Sihanouk’s neutralist government. 



75The Sihanouk regime was increasingly repressive, which drove the grass-roots left into dis-
sidence, enabling the French-educated Khmers of elite background, led by Pol Pot, to har-
ness these home-grown veterans of the independence struggle to its plans for rebellion in 
1967-1968. Conflict between the Vietnamese and Chinese Communists over Cambodia gave 
Pol Pot’s faction Chinese support and valuable manoeuvrability against the orthodox pro-
Vietnamese Khmer Communists.
	 Although it was an indigenous political phenomenon, Pol Pot’s regime could not have 
come to power without the massive economic and military destabilisation of Cambodia by 
the United States, beginning in 1966. On 18 March 1969, the U.S. Air Force began a secret B-52 
bombardment of Vietnamese sanctuaries in rural Cambodia.3 Exactly one year later, Prince 
Norodom Sihanouk was overthrown by the U.S.-backed general, Lon Nol. The Vietnam War 
spilled across the Vietnam-Cambodia border, Sihanouk swore revenge, and a new civil war 
tore Cambodia apart. 
	 The U.S. bombing of the countryside increased from 1970 until 15 August 1973, when the U.S. 
Congress imposed a halt. Up to 150,000 Cambodians had been killed in the American bombard-
ments. Nearly half of the 540,000 tons of bombs fell in the last six-month period. Hundreds of 
thousands of peasants fled into the cities, to escape first the bombing and then the imposition 
of Khmer Rouge power. From the ashes of rural Cambodia arose the CPK regime, led by Pol Pot. 
	 Pol Pot’s forces had profited greatly from the U.S. bombardment. Contemporary U.S. gov-
ernment documents and peasant survivors reveal that the Khmer Rouge used the bombing’s 
devastation and massacre of civilians as recruitment propaganda, and as an excuse for their 
brutal, radical policies and their purge of moderate and pro-Vietnamese Khmer Communists and 
Sihanoukists. They took national power in 1975 after defeating Sihanouk’s successor regime, 
that of Marshal Lon Nol. 

2.  Organising the genocide

The CPK Centre, known as Angkar Loeu (the high organisation), began its purges in the 1960s 
by assassinating Party figures assumed to be too close to Vietnam’s Communists. In the early 
1970s, before taking power at the national level, the Centre arranged the arrest and ‘disap-
pearances’ of nearly 900 Hanoi-trained Khmer Communists who had returned home from 
North Vietnam to join the insurgency against Lon Nol’s regime. They accounted for half the 
Party’s membership in 1970. 
	 Democratic Kampuchea was initially divided into six major zones and 32 regions, each of 
which in turn comprised districts, subdistricts, and villages. One aim of the CPK Centre was 
to build larger and larger units at the local level, abolishing village life altogether in favour 
of ‘high-level cooperatives’ the size of a subdistrict. At the other end of the hierarchy, the 
Centre set about reducing the autonomy of the zones by bringing them under its own direct 
control.
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‘Then, from January 1977, all children over about eight years of age, including people of my 
age [20 years], were separated from their parents, whom we were no longer allowed to 
see although we remained in the village. We were divided into groups consisting of young 
men, young women, and young children, each group nominally 300-strong. The food, 
mostly rice and salt, was pooled and served communally. [...] Also in early 1977, collective 
marriages, involving hundreds of mostly unwilling couples, took place for the first time. All 
personal property was confiscated. A new round of executions began, more wide-ranging 
than that of 1975 and involving anyone who could not or would not carry out work direc-
tions. Food rations were cut significantly, leading to many more deaths from starvation, 
as were clothing allowances. Three sets of clothes per year was now the rule. Groups of 
more than two people were forbidden to assemble.’
Thoun Cheng (b. 1957), who fled the Pol Pot regime in 1977

The Centre gradually exerted totalitarian control over the population by replacing autonomous or 
dissident Zone administrations and Party Committees with Centre-backed forces commanded by 
loyalist Zone leaders Mok and Ke Pauk. By 1978, purges had taken the lives of half of the members of 
the Party’s Central Committee, although there is no evidence that this body had ever officially met. 

Children at work during Democratic Kampuchea 
Source: Documentation Center of Cambodia



77A common pattern was for Mok’s or Pauk’s forces to undermine a Zone from below, first purg-
ing the district and village committees, then the regional ones, before finally picking off the 
weakened Zone Party leadership. From 1973, with Centre backing, Mok had seized control of 
the Southwest Zone Party Committee, executing his senior and rival, Prasith, who had been 
number 7 in the 1963 Party hierarchy. Then after victory in 1975, Pauk’s forces carried out a 
violent purge of cadres loyal to his executed predecessor, Koy Thuon, in the Northern Zone, 
renamed the Central Zone. In 1977, Mok’s Southwest Zone forces and administrators carried 
out a similar purge of the Northwest Zone.
	 Those arrested were taken to the nerve centre of the system, the national security service 
(santebal) prison in Phnom Penh, code-named Office S-21, preserved today as the Tuol Sleng 
Museum of Genocide. Up to 20,000 people, mostly suspected CPK dissidents and regional 
officials, were tortured and killed there from 1976 to 1979. Chief of the santebal, Kaing Khek 
Iev, alias Deuch, reported directly to Son Sen, the Centre official responsible for security. 

3.  The ideology of genocide 

Along with Stalinist and Maoist models, an underlying theme of the political worldview of 
the Pol Pot group was a concern for national and racial grandiosity. Their disagreements with 
Vietnamese Communists in Paris in the early 1950s concerned the symbolic grandeur of the 
medieval Khmer temple of Angkor Wat and their sensitivities over the small size of Cambodia’s 
population. In their view, Cambodia did not need to learn or import anything from its neigh-
bours. Rather, they would recover its pre-Buddhist glory by rebuilding the powerful economy 
of the medieval Angkor kingdom and regain ‘lost territory’ from Vietnam and Thailand. Demo-
cratic Kampuchea treasured the Cambodian ‘race’, not individuals. National impurities included 
the foreign-educated (except for Pol Pot’s Paris-educated group) and ‘hereditary enemies’, 
especially Vietnamese. To return Cambodians to their imagined origins, the Pol Pot group saw 
the need for war, and for ‘secrecy as the basis’ of the revolution.4 Few of the grass-roots, 
pragmatic Cambodian Communists could be trusted to implement such plans, which Pol Pot 
kept secret from them. 
	 DK sealed Cambodia off from the world. The borders were closed, all neighbouring countries 
subject to military attack, the use of foreign languages was banned, embassies and press agen-
cies were expelled, local newspapers and television shut down, radios and bicycles confiscated, 
mail and telephone communication suppressed. Cambodians soon learned that any display of 
knowledge or skill, if ‘contaminated’ by foreign influence, was dangerous. Human communica-
tions were reduced to daily instructions and orders. 
	 The Party Centre, with its elite, urban background, French education, and a racial chauvinism 
little different from that of its predecessor (the Lon Nol regime), inhabited a different ideological 
world from that of the more moderate, Buddhist-educated, Vietnamese-trained peasant cadres 
who had made up the mass of the Party’s membership. The acknowledged lack of a political 



78 base for its programme meant that it considered tactics of ‘secrecy’ and violence necessary. 
These were used first against suspected Party dissidents, then against the people of Cambodia 
as a whole (and especially ethnic minorities like the Vietnamese). Given the sacrifices from the 
population that the nationalist revival required, the resistance it naturally provoked, and the 
regime’s preparedness to forge ahead ‘at all costs’, mass murder and genocide were the results.

‘Also from 1975, money was abolished and big houses were either demolished, and the mate-
rials used for smaller ones, or used for administration or to house troops. The banana trees 
in the chamcar were all uprooted on the orders of the Khmer Rouge and rice planted in their 
place. Production was high, although some land was left fallow and rations usually just con-
sisted of rice porridge with very little meat. After the harvest each year, trucks would come 
at night to take away the village’s rice stores to an unknown destination.
In 1975, the Khmer Rouge also began executing rich people, although they spared the 
elderly owner of 800 hectares. They also executed college students and former govern-
ment officials, soldiers and police. I saw the bodies of many such people not far from the 
village.’
Thoun Cheng (b. 1957), who fled the Pol Pot regime in 1977

4.  Perpetrators

The DK ruling body was the Standing Committee of the Central Committee of the CPK. The 
leaders with maximum national power and responsibility for the mass murders and genocide 
about to be perpetrated were based in the capital, Phnom Penh, and were known as the ‘Party 
Centre’. This small group of mostly post-1960 party leaders held national power and were re-
sponsible for initiating the genocidal policies.

Khmer Rouge Leaders

No. 1 – Saloth Sar (Pol Pot), Secretary-General of the CPK from 1962, and Prime Minister 
of DK;
No. 2 – Nuon Chea, Deputy Secretary-General of the Party from 1960;
No. 3 – Ieng Sary, ranked number 3 in the Party leadership from 1963 and one of DK’s 
deputy prime ministers (responsible for Foreign Affairs);
No. 11 – Son Sen, Deputy Prime Minister of DK (responsible for defence and security);
Khieu Samphan, a Party member since the 1950s who became DK’s president;
Ieng Thirith, wife of Ieng Sary and DK Minister of Social Action;
Yun Yat, wife of Son Sen and DK Minister of Culture. 

Two other figures who held regional posts in 1975 increasingly assumed responsibility for 
the implementation of genocidal policies throughout the country: Chhit Choeun, alias 
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Mok, was CPK secretary of the key Southwest Zone and later Chief of the General Staff of 
the Khmer Rouge armed forces; and Ke Pauk, Party Secretary of the Central Zone of DK, 
later became Under Secretary-General of the Khmer Rouge armed forces. 

The shadowy DK leaders gave few clues to their personal lives. In 1978, the first journalists into DK, 
from Yugoslavia, had to ask its Prime Minister, ‘Who are you, comrade Pol Pot?’.5 He never admitted 
that his real name was Saloth Sar. As a Cambodian student activist in Paris in 1952, he had stood 
out in his choice of a different nom de plume: the ‘Original Cambodian’ (khmaer da’em). Fellow 
students preferred less racial, modernist code-names, like ‘Free Khmer’ or ‘Khmer Worker’.

5.  Victims 
5.1	  Genocide against a religious group 

Pol Pot’s government tried to eradicate Buddhism from Cambodia. Eyewitnesses testify to the 
Khmer Rouge massacres of monks and the forcible disrobing and persecution of survivors. Out 
of a total of 2,680 Buddhist monks from eight of Cambodia’s 3,000 monasteries, only 70 monks 
were found to have survived in 1979.6 There is no reason to believe these eight monasteries 
were atypical. If the same death toll applied to the monks from all the other monasteries, fewer 
than 2,000 of Cambodia’s 70,000 monks could be said to have survived. 

Democratic Kampuchea leaders and members of the Standing Committee of the Central Committee of the CPK 
Source: Documentation Center of Cambodia
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‘Monks have disappeared from 90 to 95 per cent…. Monasteries… are largely abandoned. 
The foundation pillars of Buddhism… have disintegrated. In the future they will dissolve 
further. The political base, the economic base, the cultural base must be uprooted.’7 
A CPK Centre document dated September 1975

Buddhism was eradicated from the face of the country in just one year; by early 1977, there 
were no functioning monasteries and no monks to be seen anywhere in Cambodia.

5.2  Genocide against ethnic groups

The largest ethnic minority groups in Cambodia before 1970 were the Vietnamese, the Chinese, 
and the Muslim Cham. Unlike most other Communist regimes, the Pol Pot regime’s view of 
these and the country’s 20 other national minorities, who had long made up over 15% of the 
Cambodian population, was virtually to deny their existence. The regime officially proclaimed 
that they totalled only 1% of the population. Statistically, they were written off. 
	 Their physical fate was much worse. The Vietnamese community, for example, was en-

Pol Pot, 1978
Source: Documentation Center of Cambodia. Photo: Elizabeth Becker
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tirely eradicated. About half of the 450,000-strong community had been expelled by the United 
States-backed Lon Nol regime in 1970 (with several thousands killed in massacres). Over 100,000 
more were driven out by the Pol Pot regime in the first year after its victory in 1975. The ones 
who remained in Cambodia were simply murdered. 
	 In research conducted in Cambodia since 1979 it has not been possible to find a Vietnamese 
resident who had survived the Pol Pot years there. However, eyewitnesses from other ethnic 
groups, including Khmers who were married to Vietnamese, testify to the fates of their Viet-
namese spouses and neighbours. What they witnessed was a campaign of systematic racial 
extermination.8 
	 The Chinese under Pol Pot’s regime suffered the worst disaster ever to befall any ethnic 
Chinese community in Southeast Asia. Of the 1975 population of 425,000, only 200,000 Chinese 
survived the next four years. Ethnic Chinese were nearly all urban, and they were seen by the 
Khmer Rouge as archetypal city dwellers, and as prisoners of war. In this case, they were not 
targeted for execution because of their race, but like other evacuated city dwellers they were 
made to work harder and under much more deplorable conditions than rural dwellers. The pen-
alty for infraction of minor regulations was often death. This basically constituted systematic 

Ethnic people at the market, selling fabrics 
Source: Documentation Center of Cambodia.



82 discrimination predicated on geographic or social origin. 
	 The Chinese succumbed in particularly large numbers to hunger and to diseases like malaria. 
The 50% of them who perished is a higher proportion even than that estimated for Cambodia’s 
city dwellers in general (about one-third). 
	 Furthermore, the Chinese language, like all foreign and minority languages, was banned, 
and so was any tolerance of a culturally and ethnically distinguishable Chinese community. 
This, in essence, constituted being destroyed ‘as such’.
	 The Muslim Chams numbered at least 250,000 in 1975. Their distinct religion, language and 
culture, large villages, and autonomous networks threatened the atomised, closely supervised 
society that the Pol Pot leadership planned. An early 1974 Pol Pot document records the deci-
sion to ‘break up’ the Cham people, adding: ‘Do not allow too many of them to concentrate in 
one area’. Cham women were forced to cut their hair short in the Khmer style, not wear it long 
as was their custom; then the traditional Cham sarong was banned, as peasants were forced to 
wear only black pyjamas. Ultimately, restrictions were placed upon religious activity.

‘Our Cham leaders were dismissed in 1976, and replaced by Khmers. We were not allowed 
to speak Cham. Only the Khmer language was allowed. From 1977, they said: “There are 
no Vietnamese, Chinese, Javanese [Chams and Malays] – only the Khmer race. Everyone 
is the same.”’
Nao Gha, a minority Cham Muslim woman	

In 1975, the new Pol Pot government turned its attention to the Chams with a vengeance. Fierce 
rebellions broke out. On an island in the Mekong River, the authorities attempted to collect all 
copies of the Koran. The villagers staged a protest demonstration, and Khmer Rouge troops 
fired into the crowd. The Chams then took up swords and knives and slaughtered half a dozen 
troops. The retaliating armed forces massacred many and pillaged their homes. They evacuated 
the island, and razed the village, and then turned to a neighbouring village, massacring 70% of 
its inhabitants. 
	 Soon after, the Pol Pot army forcibly emptied all 113 Cham villages in the country. About 
100,000 Chams were massacred and the survivors were dispersed in small groups of several 
families. Islamic schools and religion, as well as the Cham language, were banned. Thousands 
of Muslims were physically forced to eat pork. Many were murdered for refusing. Of 113 Cham 
hakkem, or community leaders, only 20 survived in 1979. Only 25 of their 226 deputies survived. 
All but 38 of about 300 religious teachers at Cambodia’s Koranic schools perished. Of more than 
a thousand who had made the pilgrimage to Mecca, only about 30 survived.9

	 The toll goes on. The Thai minority of 20,000 was reportedly reduced to about 8,000. Of the 
1,800 families of the Lao ethnic minority, only 800 families survived. Of the 2,000 members of 
the Kola minority, ‘no trace… has been found’.10
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5.3  Genocide against a part of the majority national group 

Finally, of the majority Khmers, 15 percent of the rural population perished between 1975 and 
1979, and 25% of the urban population (see Table 1). Democratic Kampuchea initially divided its 
population into the ‘old citizens’ (those who had lived in Khmer Rouge Zones before 1975) and 
‘new citizens’ (those who had lived in the cities, the last holdouts of the Lon Nol regime). All 
cities were evacuated in April 1975.

‘The Khmer Rouge victory in April 1975 and their evacuation of Phnom Penh city brought 
600 more people to Banteay Chey. The newcomers were billeted with village families. Rela-
tives of ours, a couple and their three children, and one single man, stayed in my father’s 
house. They had set out on foot from Phnom Penh 15 days earlier and arrived tired and 
hungry, although unlike some others they had not lost any of their family members along 
the way. [...] In return for food and shelter, the new arrivals in Banteay Chey helped the 
locals in their work in the fields. Also in April 1975, Khmer Rouge troops came to live in 
the village. It was not long before they began imposing a very harsh lifestyle on the vil-
lagers. Everybody was now obliged to work in the fields or dig reservoirs from 3 or 4 AM 
until 10 PM.’
Thoun Cheng (b. 1957), who fled the Pol Pot regime in 1977

Photographs of victims that were imprisoned at S-21
Source: Documentation Center of Cambodia
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qualify for the next category, ‘candidates’, let alone ‘full rights citizens’, a group to which only 
favoured peasant families were admitted. But not even they were spared the mass murders of 
the 1977-1978 nationwide purges. 
	 The most horrific slaughter was perpetrated in the last six months of the regime, in the 
politically suspect Eastern Zone bordering Vietnam. After the Khmer Rouge killed hundreds in 
mass executions, tens of thousands of other villagers were deported to the northwest of the 
country. En route through Phnom Penh they were ‘marked’ as easterners by being forced to wear 
a blue scarf, reminiscent of Hitler’s yellow star for Jews,11 and later eliminated en masse. A total 
1978 murder toll of over 100,000 (more than one-seventeenth of the eastern population) can 
safely be regarded as a minimum estimate.12 The real figure is probably much higher (Table 1). 

TABLE 1 Approximate Death Tolls under Pol Pot, 1975-1979 

Social group 	 1975 pop. 	 Numbers perished 	 % 

‘New Citizens’ 			 

Urban Khmer 	 2,000,000 	 500,000 	 25 
Rural Khmer 	 600,000 	 150,000 	 25 
Chinese (all urban) 	 430,000 	 215,000 	 50 
Vietnamese (urban) 	 10,000 	 10,000 	 100 
Lao (rural) 	 10,000 	 4,000 	 40 
TOTAL New citizens 	 3,050,000 	 879,000 	 29 

‘Base Citizens’ 			 

Rural Khmer 	 4,500,000 	 675,000 	 15 
Khmer Krom 	 5,000 	 2,000 	 40 
Cham (all rural) 	 250,000 	 90,000 	 36 
Vietnamese (rural) 	 10,000 	 10,000 	 100 
Thai (rural) 	 20,000 	 8,000 	 40 
Upland minorities 	 60,000 	 9,000 	 15 
TOTAL Base citizens 	 4,840,000 	 792,000 	 16 
Cambodia 	 7,890,000 	 1,671,000 	 21 

6.  The long-term impact on the victim groups 

In 1979 the population of Cambodia totalled around 6.5 million. The survivors thus emerged 
from the Pol Pot period nearly 3.5 million fewer than the 1980 population that had been pro-
jected in 1970.13 Not all of the difference is attributable to the Pol Pot regime; much is the 
result of the American war and aerial bombardment of the populated areas of Cambodia from 
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Cambodians rejoicing after liberation, January 17, 1979 
Source: Documentation Center of Cambodia



86 1969-1973, and of projected population growth that was unrealised due to instability, popula-
tion displacement, and harsh living conditions throughout the 1970s. But 1.7 million deaths are 
directly attributable to the Khmer Rouge regime. 
	 The Cambodian population was severely affected by psychological trauma. Post-traumatic 
stress syndrome became a general problem, including illnesses such as psychosomatic blind-
ness, which has been diagnosed among survivors living in the United States. 

7.  International responses 

In January 1979, the Vietnamese army invaded Cambodia, driving out the Khmer Rouge. A much 
less repressive regime was established with Hun Sen, first as Foreign Minister, and then as 
Prime Minister from 1985 onward. Vietnamese troops withdrew in 1989, after training a new 
Cambodian army that succeeded in defending the country on its own. But most of the inter-
national community embargoed the new government and continued to recognise the ‘legiti-
macy’ of the defunct Pol Pot regime, voting for it to occupy Cambodia’s UN seat for another 
12 years. Therefore, until 1989, the Khmer Rouge flag flew over New York, and until 1992 Pol 
Pot’s ambassador ran Cambodia’s mission there. No Western country voted against the right 
of the government-in-exile dominated by the Khmer Rouge to represent their former victims in 
international forums.16 Most Western governments instead portrayed the Vietnamese invasion 
as the cause of the ‘Cambodian problem’. 

International loyalty persists

While the Cambodian genocide progressed, Washington, Beijing, and Bangkok all sup-
ported the continued independent existence of the Khmer Rouge regime. The U.S. Sec-
retary of State Henry Kissinger tells the foreign minister of neighbouring Thailand, on 26 
November, 1975:
‘You should also tell the Cambodians that we will be friends with them. They are murder-
ous thugs, but we won’t let that stand in our way. We are prepared to improve relations 
with them.’14

Two weeks later, Kissinger and U.S. President Gerald Ford visited Southeast Asia. Ford 
told Indonesia’s President Suharto: ‘The unification of Vietnam has come more quickly 
than we anticipated. There is, however, resistance in Cambodia to the influence of Hanoi. 
We are willing to move slowly in our relations with Cambodia, hoping perhaps to slow 
down the North Vietnamese influence although we find the Cambodian government very 
difficult.’ Kissinger then explained Beijing’s similar strategy: ‘The Chinese want to use 
Cambodia to balance off Vietnam. We don’t like Cambodia, for the government in many 
ways is worse than Vietnam, but we would like it to be independent. We don’t discourage 
Thailand or China from drawing closer to Cambodia’.15
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proposals to send delegations to Cambodia to investigate the crimes of the DK regime. They 
all refused such opportunities to report on what the UN’s Special Rapporteur on genocide, 
Benjamin Whitaker, described in 1985 as genocide, ‘even under the most restricted definition’.
	 A few voluntary organisations around the world pressed on, unaided by major human rights 
groups. These included the U.S. Cambodia Genocide Project, which in 1980 proposed a World 
Court case; the Australian section of the International Commission of Jurists, which in January 
1990 called for ‘international trials’ of the Pol Pot leadership for genocide; the Minnesota Law-
yers International Human Rights Committee, which in June 1990 organised a one-day mock trial 
of the Khmer Rouge following the procedures of the World Court, with testimony by a dozen 
victims of the genocide; the Washington-based Campaign to Oppose the Return of the Khmer 
Rouge, supported by 45 U.S. organisations, a former Cambodian Prime Minister, and survivors 
of the Khmer Rouge period; Yale University’s Cambodian Genocide Programme; and the NGO 
Forum, an international body of private voluntary agencies working in Cambodia. 

8.  The road to justice

Finally in the early 1990s, public pressure on governments mounted in Western countries. The 
UN Subcommission on Human Rights, which the previous year had quietly dropped from its 
agenda a draft resolution condemning the Pol Pot genocide, now passed a resolution noting 
‘the duty of the international community to prevent the recurrence of genocide in Cambodia’ 
and ‘to take all necessary preventive measures to avoid conditions that could create for the 
Cambodian people the risk of new crimes against humanity’ (UN Subcommission on Human 
Rights, 1991). For the first time, the genocide was acknowledged in an official international 
arena. The New York Times called on Washington to publish its ‘list of Khmer Rouge war criminals 
and insist on their exclusion from Cambodian political life’, and for their trial before ‘an inter-
national tribunal for crimes against humanity’.
	 In Paris on 23 October 1991, as the Paris Peace Agreement was signed, U.S. Secretary of State 
James Baker stated: ‘Cambodia and the U.S. are both signatories to the Genocide Convention 
and we will support efforts to bring to justice those responsible for the mass murders of the 
1970s if the new Cambodian government chooses to pursue this path’.17 
	 In October 1991, U.S. Assistant Secretary of State Richard Solomon said Washington ‘would 
be absolutely delighted to see Pol Pot and the others brought to justice for the unspeakable 
violence of the 1970s’. He blamed Hun Sen for the Paris Agreement’s failure that year to include 
provision for a trial: ‘Mr. Hun Sen had promoted the idea over the summer months of a tribunal to 
deal with this issue. For reasons that he would have to explain he dropped that idea at the end of 
the negotiations’. The facts show, however, that the United States had not supported the idea of 
a trial from the time it was broached in June 1986 by Australia’s Foreign Minister Bill Hayden, and 
that it was the United States and China that had forced Hun Sen to drop the demand.18 
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sponsored elections, when the Khmer Rouge killed peacekeepers from Bangladesh, Bulgaria, 
Japan, and China. Following the UN’s withdrawal, in 1994, the new Cambodian coalition govern-
ment outlawed the Khmer Rouge insurgency, which began to fragment. Treason and paranoia 
led to the final downfall of the Khmer Rouge leaders. In June 1997, fearing further betrayal, Pol 
Pot murdered Son Sen. In the jungle of northern Cambodia, as the last military forces loyal to 
Pol Pot abandoned their base, they drove their trucks over the bodies of their final victims: 
Son Sen, his wife Yun Yat – the DK Minister of Culture – and a dozen of their family members. 
Mok turned in pursuit, arrested Pol Pot, and subjected him to a show trial in the jungle for the 
murder of Son Sen. But in March 1998, former Deputy Commander Ke Pauk led a new mutiny 
against Mok, and also defected to the government. The next month, as the various factions 
slugged it out, Pol Pot died in his sleep. 
	 In December 1998, the top surviving Khmer Rouge leaders – Nuon Chea, former Deputy 
Party Secretary, and Khieu Samphan, former DK Head of State – surrendered to the govern-
ment. Cambodian troops captured Mok in March 1999. And the next month, Kang Khek Iev, alias 
Deuch, the former commandant of Tuol Sleng prison, was discovered by a British journalist. He, 
too, was quickly arrested by Hun Sen’s police. Phnom Penh prosecutors announced that Deuch 
and Mok would be charged with genocide, and that both Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan would 
be summoned to testify and would also be charged with genocide. Despite the deaths of Son 
Sen, Pol Pot, Ke Pauk (who died in 2002), and Mok (2006), five or more DK leaders remain liable 
to prosecution.
	
7.1  The ECCC

Cambodia’s two Prime Ministers, Hun Sen and King Sihanouk’s son Norodom Ranariddh, had ap-
pealed in 1997 to the UN to establish an international tribunal to judge the crimes of the Khmer 
Rouge. In response, the UN created a Group of Experts to examine the evidence, including 
the documents collected by Yale’s Cambodian Genocide Programme and its now-independent 
offshoot, the Documentation Centre of Cambodia. The UN experts concluded in 1999 that the 
Khmer Rouge should face charges ‘for crimes against humanity and genocide’. They reported 
that the events of 1975-1979 fit the definition of the crime outlawed by the United Nations 
Genocide Convention of 1948. In their view, the Khmer Rouge regime had ‘subjected the people 
of Cambodia to almost all of the acts enumerated in the Convention. The more difficult task 
is determining whether the Khmer Rouge carried out these acts with the requisite intent and 
against groups protected by the Convention.’ The experts’ response to this challenge was af-
firmative.
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Intent – Could ‘genocidal intent’ be proved in the case of Cambodia?
UN Experts: ‘In the view of the group of experts, the existing historical research justifies 
including genocide within the jurisdiction of a tribunal to prosecute Khmer Rouge leaders. 
In particular, evidence suggests the need for prosecutors to investigate the commission 
of genocide against the Cham, Vietnamese and other minority groups, and the Buddhist 
monkhood. The Khmer Rouge subjected these groups to an especially harsh and extensive 
measure of the acts enumerated in the Convention. The requisite intent has support in 
direct and indirect evidence, including Khmer Rouge statements, eyewitness accounts, 
and the nature and numbers of victims in each group, both in absolute terms and in 
proportion to each group’s total population. These groups qualify as protected groups 
under the Convention: the Muslim Cham as an ethnic and religious group; the Vietnamese 
communities as an ethnic and, perhaps, a racial group; and the Buddhist monkhood as a 
religious group.’ 
‘Specifically, in the case of the Buddhist monkhood, their intent is evidenced by the 
Khmer Rouge’s intensely hostile statements towards religion, and the monkhood in par-

Khmer Rouge leader Deuch sentenced by ECCC, 26 July 2010 
Source: United Nations
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Buddhist religion; the disrobing of monks and abolition of the monkhood; the number of 
victims; and the executions of Buddhist leaders and recalcitrant monks. Likewise, in addi-
tion to the number of victims, the intent to destroy the Cham and other ethnic minorities 
appears evidenced by such Khmer Rouge actions as their announced policy of homog-
enisation, the total prohibition of these groups’ distinctive cultural traits, their dispersal 
among the general population, and the execution of their leadership.’

	
From 1999 to 2006, the UN negotiated with the Cambodian government and established a joint 
tribunal in Phnom Penh to ensure legal accountability for the Khmer Rouge’s crimes. In 2007, the 
Cambodian and international co-prosecutors of the new Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts 
of Cambodia (ECCC) alleged that the defunct CPK regime had committed ‘crimes against human-
ity [and] genocide’. The ECCC assumed custody of the imprisoned S-21 commander Deuch, and 
also jailed, pending trial, four surviving leaders of the CPK ‘Party Centre’: Nuon Chea, Khieu 
Samphan, Ieng Sary, and Ieng Thirith. After Deuch’s 2009 trial for crimes against humanity, the 
ECCC announced that the other four defendants would face the additional charge of genocide 
for Khmer Rouge crimes against Cambodia’s Cham and Vietnamese minorities. Their trial began 
in mid-2011.

This chapter is an abbreviated version of a chapter that was previously published in Samuel Totten (ed.): 
Century of Genocide, with permission of the publisher and author.
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Chhit Choeun, alias Mok (1925-2006)
Member of the CPK CC from 1963. With Ke Pauk, he was one of 
one of Pol Pot’s two principal military supporters. In 1997 he 
rebelled against Pol’s leadership.

Deuch, alias Kaing Khek Iev, Duch (b. 1942)
Director of S-21 from 1975-1979, the national security service (san-

tebal) prison in Phnom Penh preserved today as the Tuol Sleng 
Museum of Genocide. After the fall of Democratic Kampuchea, 
he worked in Beijing for Radio China International. 

Lon Nol (1913-1985)
Under Sihanouk Nol was Defence Minister and Chief of the 
General Staff. In March 1970 he overthrew Sihanouk in a coup 
d’état. Six months later he became President of the republic of 
Cambodia. In April 1975 he fled to Hawaii.

Saloth Sar, alias Pol Pot (1928-1998)
The Khmer Rouge leader. Pot is often seen as the personification 
of the regime and bearing the greatest responsibility. After the 
Vietnamese invaded Cambodia he fled to the jungle, where he 
died in 1998.

Hun Sen (b. 1952)
Sen was deputy Khmer Rouge regimental commander. After the 
Vietnamese invasion he became Minister of Foreign Affairs in 
the Vietnamese-installed Cambodian government, 1979-1986. 
Currently he is Prime Minister of Cambodia.

Son Sen, alias Khieu, Khamm, Aum (1927-1997)
Sen was Chief of the General Staff of the Khmer Rouge Army and 
Minister of Defence from August 1975. He was responsible for the 
Tuol Sleng interrogation centre. In June 1997, fearing betrayal, 
Pol Pot ordered his murder.



92 Norodom Sihanouk (b. 1922)
Sihanouk was King of Cambodia from 1941-1955 and Head of 
State from 1960-1970. Overthrown by Lon Nol in a coup in d’état 
in March 1970. He opened the way to the Paris Peace Agreement 
of 1991 by renewing his alliance with the Khmer Rouges in 1982. 
Became King of Cambodia for the second time in 1993. 

Ke Vin, alias Ke Pauk (1933-2002)
Ke Pauk was CPK Secretary of the Northern Zone. He was one of 
Pol Pot’s two principal military supporters.



93Glossary

Angkar	 The ‘Organisation’ (Communist Party of Kampuchea).

Angkar Loeu	 The Higher Organisation (the Communist Party of Kampuchea 
Centre).

CPK	 Communist Party of Kampuchea.

DK		 Democratic Kampuchea, Cambodia under Khmer Rouge regime, 
from 1975 to 1979 a prison camp state.

ECCC	 Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia.

Full right citizens	 A group to which only favoured peasant families were admitted.

Khmaer da’em	 Original Khmer or Cambodian.

Khmer Rouge	 Pol Pot’s regime that took over Cambodia on 17 April 1975.

New Citizens	 Those who had lived in the cities, the last holdouts of the Lon 
Nol regime. In 1976, however, the ‘new citizens’ were redesig-
nated ‘deportees’.

Office S-21	 The national security service (santebal) prison in Phnom Penh, 
preserved today as the Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocide.

Old Citizens	 Those who had lived in Khmer Rouge Zones before 1975.

Santebal	 DK Ministry of Security, the national security service.



94 Timeline

August 1952: A Cambodian student in Paris named Saloth Sar (Pol 
Pot) uses the revolutionary name Khmaer da’em (‘Original Khmer’).

1953-1954: Cambodia becomes independent of France under 
Prince Norodom Sihanouk.

July 1962: Saloth Sar takes over with Nuon Chea as deputy 
Secretary-General.

1966: Secretary-General Saloth Sar changes name of the Party to 
‘Communist Party of Kampuchea’.

18 March 1970: Prince Sihanouk overthrown by General Lon Nol.

17 April 1975: Lon Nol’s regime falls to Khmer Rouge armies. 
Phnom Penh evacuated.

1976: Democratic Kampuchea proclaimed; Saloth Sar officially 
becomes DK Prime Minister under the name ‘Pol Pot’.

1977: DK forces attack Thailand, Laos and Vietnam.

31 December 1977: DK declares war on Vietnam.

May 1978: CPK Centre forces suppress the Eastern Zone of DK.

7 January 1979: DK falls to a Vietnamese invasion. Establishment 
of People’s Republic of Kampuchea.	

23 October 1991: Paris Peace Agreements, on a comprehensive 
political settlement of the Cambodia conflict.

20 November 2007: First open hearing of the ECCC in the case 
against Deuch, former Director of S-21 Security Prison.

1952
1953
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1976
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1979
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‘Windows of Hope’, Kigali Genocide Memorial Centre
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‘After the aeroplane crashed, we no longer asked ourselves who supported the programme of 

the president’s party or that of an opposition party. We only thought about one thing.

Questions were no longer asked about who was used to handling guns, who had experience 

with this or that militia, or who had never let a machete fall from their hands. There was work to 

be done, and you did it as well as you could. Nobody cared about whether someone would have 

preferred to listen to the mayor’s commands or to those of the Interahamwe, or had followed 

the orders given by our municipal councillor, whom we knew well. You obeyed everyone and 

that was that. All of a sudden, Hutus became patriotic brothers, and there were no political 

differences of opinion between them. We assembled on the football field in a trusted group and 

set off together, united in our hunt.’ 1

Pancrace Hakizamungili, one of the many Hutus who took part in the genocide

‘When Habyarimana’s aeroplane was shot down on 6 April 1994, we were all at home. We saw 

many people running in all directions. When the perpetrators started burning people’s houses, 

we ran to the parish church. On Friday 15 April, the Interahamwe surrounded it. Mayor Gacum-

bitsi was with the soldiers. He told them, “Take your tools and get to work. You hit snakes on the 

head to kill them.” They started killing... I lay among the corpses and tried to hold my breath. 

They would throw rocks or pick up kids and throw them in the air. They threw a stone at me and 

I screamed for mercy, but one of our neighbours, Pascal, said, “I recognise that brat. Isn’t she 

from Bikoramuki’s family? All the rest of her family is dead, so what’s so tough about her that 

we can’t manage her?” He kicked me and spat on the ground saying that he wouldn’t splash my 

blood onto him. Then he cut my head with a machete. I don’t know what happened after that.’2

Valentine Iribagiza, survivor Rwandan genocide

The Rwandan Genocide, 1994
Maria van Haperen
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The 1994 Rwanda genocide was the result of an economic crisis, civil war, population growth and 
a struggle for state power. The president of Rwanda at the time, Juvénal Habyarimana, had decid-
ed, after long opposition, to comply with the Arusha Accords and put an end to the crisis and civil 
war. The civil war began when the armed wing of the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) invaded from 
Uganda in the autumn of 1990. The RPF was a movement mainly made up of the Tutsi refugee 
diaspora in Uganda with which Habyarimana ś party, the National Revolutionary Movement for 
Development (MRND), had been forced to compromise. On 6 April, he flew back from negotiations 
in the Tanzanian capital, Dar es Salaam. His aeroplane was shot down as it came into land, and the 
president and a number of other top officials were killed. After the announcement of the death 
of the president, all hell broke loose in Rwanda. A group of senior military officials quickly seized 
power. Almost immediately, organised massacres of Tutsi and moderate Hutu began, initiated by 
the army and the Interahamwe and Impuzamugambi youth militia.
	 It was not immediately clear what exactly was happening. The images on the news showed 
long queues of people fleeing the country, carrying their household effects. Young shabbily 
dressed men called heatedly for ‘Hutu power,’ waving machetes or holding huge weapons aloft 
and firing into the air. Piles of corpses lay along the sides of roads and in ditches, but there was 
a lack of clarity in the media’s observations and analyses. People spoke of the Hutu and the 
Tutsi, and by referring to the chaos as an intertribal dispute, US President Bill Clinton confirmed 
people’s prejudices about Africa. 

1.  Historical background

Rwanda is situated in the Central African Great Lakes Region, close to the equator. It is not a 
large country; it is around 10% smaller than Belgium. Rwanda is a lush country, covered in numer-
ous hills. It is quite fertile by African standards, and there are many swamps, lakes and rivers. 
	 Centuries ago three peoples settled in the area that comprises present-day Rwanda and 
Burundi: the baTwa in the 6th century, followed by the baHutu in the 7th century, and the 
baTutsi3 in the course of the 8th and 9th centuries. The majority of the population made a living 
out of agriculture: the Hutu were predominantly crop cultivators and came from the North 
West. The Tutsi were cattle farmers and came from the regions to the south and east of Lake 
Victoria (Tanzania). The Twa were a pygmy people who made a living from hunting, gathering 
and pottery-making. The Twa lived in the forest-covered mountains, isolated from the Hutu 
and Tutsi. Many Tutsi travelled through the area with large herds. As agriculturalists, the Hutu 
lived in permanent settlements.

1.1  Early power structures

Both the Hutu and the Tutsi lived in clans that had their own leaders. The power structures 
within these clans were hierarchical; the people were subservient to their clan leaders. Initially, 
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increasingly contributed to a clan leader’s power. Clan leaders showed loyalty to the king, the 
mwami, who came from the Tutsi community. While an absolute monarchy did not develop, 
a centralised society with socially distinct communities did evolve in Rwanda. However, clan 
leaders maintained a degree of autonomy within the system.
	 At the end of the 19th century social status became increasingly linked to being ‘Hutu’ or 
‘Tutsi’. The Hutu were generally seen as ‘the masses’, because few people owned cattle. In the 
course of time, a Hutu who obtained cattle would be seen as a Tutsi. If a Tutsi lost his cattle, 
he could be demoted to being a Hutu. Mixed marriages between Hutu and Tutsi were common. 

1.2  Influence of colonialism – defining ‘race’

At the Berlin Colonial Conference of 1884-1885, the territory of Rwanda was awarded to Germany. 
As the Germans did not exercise any direct power, but instead attempted to establish colonial 
rule via local leaders, the mwami was urged to strengthen and centralise his authority. Colonial 
concepts were based on racist views. Drawing on the theory that the Hamites, a people who 
were related to whites, had brought civilisation to Africa, the Germans chose the Tutsi over the 
Hutu as the supposed descendants of the Hamites. The German colonisers strengthened the 
predominant position of the Tutsi.

Hamitic Myth

The Hamitic hypothesis states that ‘everything of value ever found in Africa was brought 
there by the Hamites, allegedly a branch of the Caucasian race.’4 This 19th Century racist 
theory was named after Noah’s son Ham from the Old Testament. According to this theo-
ry, the Hamites came to North Africa during the Stone Age, and spread to the rest of the 
continent from there. Moving south, the Hamites mixed with the indigenous black peoples 
of Africa. Racial theory was used to justify European imperialism, in the ideas of French 
diplomat and politician Arthur de Gobineau (1816-1882). De Gobineau divided mankind 
into a three-race hierarchy. The Caucasian (Europid) race, according to his theory, was 
superior. Then came the Mongoloid race, followed by the inferior Negroid or black race.

After the First World War, under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles (1919), Germany was 
forced to relinquish its colonies. The League of Nations decided to place Rwanda and Burundi 
under Belgian auspices. Under Belgian rule, the difference in status between the Hutu and 
Tutsi became socially fixed. A then popular pseudo-scientific, racist method of taking skull 
and nose measurements was used to determine whether one was a Hutu or a Tutsi. Based on 
external characteristics, the ethnic origins of all citizens – Hutus, Tutsi and also the Twa – 
were recorded on their personal identity cards. The entire population was divided into ethnic 
groups and this was applied to every single aspect of life, including employment agreements 
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	 The Belgian government only appointed members of the Tutsi elite as officials or mayors. As 
only the Tutsi had access to schooling, the right to collect taxes and the right to move freely, 
Tutsi loyalty to the colonial power was guaranteed. The poor masses consisted mainly of Hutus, 
and Hutu frustrations grew over many years.

2.  Independent Rwanda 

From the mid-1950s, a move towards decolonisation took place across nearly all of Asia and 
Africa. Belgium experienced a particularly tumultuous period in its colonies. The pursuit of 
independence by many highly-educated Tutsi led to a cooling of relations with the Belgians. 
The Belgian government was keen to avoid a war of independence and somewhat unexpectedly 
dropped its policy of favouring the Tutsi. Now, Hutus were admitted to functions and organisa-
tions that had until recently been reserved for Tutsi. In 1957, with the approval of the Belgian 
government, the Party of the Hutu Emancipation Movement, MDR-Parmehutu, was founded.
	 These developments put a strain on social relations, especially when it became clear that 
the Hutu were aiming for independence. The Hamitic myth, which had long worked in the 
Tutsi’s favour, now played against them. MDR-Parmehutu leaders proclaimed aggressively that 
a people that originated in North Africa did not belong in Rwanda. The Tutsi felt threatened. 
When the mwami, the old Tutsi king, died in 1959, the Hutu rose up in revolt against the Tutsi, 
and the Hutu social revolution was declared. The revolution ended in the first wave of mas-
sacres. Thousands of Tutsi were killed during the violence. For the Belgians, it was clear that 
their colonial powers had come to an end. Elections had to be held. The Belgian government 
returned its mandate to the United Nations, the successor to the League of Nations.
	 In the 1960 elections, MDR-Parmehutu emerged as the winner. The result was the immedi-
ate overthrow of the monarchy. Tutsi leaders were replaced with Hutu leaders, and tens of 
thousands of Tutsi fled the country.
	 In July 1962, Rwanda and Burundi celebrated their independence. The separation of the two 
countries by the United Nations was followed by rioting. In 1963, Tutsi fighting units attempted 
to overthrow the regime of the new president, Grégoire Kayibanda of the MDR. But President 
Kayibanda succeeded in mobilising the existing mainly-Hutu population by playing on fears of 
renewed Tutsi tyranny. During those days, Kayibanda spoke of the Tutsi as ‘cockroaches’, vermin 
that must be exterminated. The Hutu reacted to these words by driving the Tutsi out of their 
houses and villages. In what became a true exodus, around 300,000 Tutsi fled to Uganda, Tanza-
nia and Burundi. In a repeat of the events at the end of the 1950s, tens of thousands of Rwandan 
Tutsi were killed, their possessions confiscated by Hutus and by the Rwandan government.
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2.1  Rwanda under Habyarimana

Kayibanda’s successor, Juvénal Habyarimana, came to power in 1973 by means of a coup d’état. Like 
Kayibanda, Habyarimana’s politics were based on ethnic divide and rule. He stuck to the system 
of ethnic identity cards from the colonial period, now reversed and favouring Hutu over Tutsi. 
Tutsi participation in education was limited, while mixed marriages were officially outlawed in 
1976. Habyarimana also confiscated people’s possessions. Some Tutsi were forcibly ‘relocated’ to 
heavily forested provinces that had to be cultivated. Ethnically motivated killings also took place 
in the 1970s. Despite this, the Tutsi minority was relatively safe compared to the situation in the 
1950s and 1960s. Habyarimana even favoured a small group of Tutsi, particularly businessmen.
	 In the 1980s, Rwanda’s economy developed into one of the most stable economies in Africa. 
However, in the mid-1980s, four out of five families still lived in rural areas, and nine out of 
ten families made a living from agriculture. Figures from 1991 report that the population of 
Rwanda was around eight million, with 89.9% Hutu and 9.8% Tutsi; the remaining 0.4% was 
made up of Twa.

3.  The prelude to genocide

At the end of the 1980s, the economy went into a free-fall. Poor harvests led to food shortages. 
The combination of hunger and the high population density, the growing trade deficit, and in-

Mwami Mutara III, Tutsi king between 1931 and 1959
Source: Kigali Genocide Memorial Centre



102 creasing corruption and personal enrichment among the elite led to social unrest. Habyarimana 
was openly criticised, a striking development given that there was no freedom of speech in 
Rwanda. The French government, which felt partly responsible for African political relations, 
put pressure on Habyarimana to introduce a multi-party system. From 1991, new radical Hutu 
parties competed with Habyarimana’s MRND for popular support. Habyarimana’s politics soon 
took an extreme course.
	 By 1990, about one million Rwandan Tutsis were living in exile. The militants among them 
(including the current president of Rwanda, Paul Kagame) founded an emancipation movement 
called the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF). Their goal was to overthrow Habyarimana and his pre-
dominantly Hutu government, and to clear the way for the return of Tutsi exiles from abroad.
From October 1990 onwards, RPF militants from Uganda returned to Rwandan territory and 
blended in with the Tutsi population. The militants called themselves Inkotanyi. In 1992, they 
succeeded in occupying various northern Rwandan provinces, to the horror of both Hutu and 
Tutsi, who were fearful of reprisal attacks by both the Rwandan army and the RPF. These fears 
were justified. The Rwandan army struck with a vengeance. Hundreds of Tutsi were killed; the 
violence went unpunished. Radical Hutu set up their own fighting units to deal with what they 
called ‘unpatriotic elements’.  In response, Habyarimana’s party created its own paramilitary 
organisation, the Interahamwe.
	 In 1992, the growing Rwandan army, supported by French ‘advisors’, was able to halt the ad-
vance of the RPF. At this time, Central Africa was plagued by social unrest. The United Nations (UN) 
turned its attention to the region, and as a result, Habyarimana was forced to join the RPF’s lead-
ers at the negotiation table in Arusha, Tanzania, supervised by the UN. Now Habyarimana found 
himself in a difficult position. While the international community expected him be moderate, his 
domestic political rhetoric turned extremist. The Tutsi became a scapegoat in Rwandan society.

Arusha Accords

The Arusha Accords are a power-sharing agreement signed in Tanzania in 1993 under in-
ternational pressure. The aim of these Accords had been to bring about a peaceful end to 
the situation of crisis and civil war in Rwanda, starting with the formation of a transitional 
government in which almost all parties involved would participate.

4.  Ideology, propaganda and hate campaigns

With Habyarimana’s approval, a propaganda campaign began, aiming to alienate the Hutu from 
the Tutsi. The Tutsi, as a scapegoat, were criminalised; a tried-and-tested method that had pre-
viously been used by Lenin and Hitler. Kangura (Wake Up), an influential Rwandan newspaper, 
published the ‘Hutu Ten Commandments’. These set out rules for Hutu contact with the Tutsi. 
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Interahamwe, 1993
Source: Kigali Genocide Memorial Centre

Arusha Accords, front left Habyarimana, August 4, 1993 
Source: Kigali Genocide Memorial Centre
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Hutu Ten Commandments, Kangura, No 6, 1990
Source: Kigali Genocide Memorial Centre
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1. Every Hutu should know that a Tutsi woman, wherever she is, works for the interest of 
her ethnic Tutsi group. Consequently, we should consider a traitor every Hutu who:
	 a. marries a Tutsi woman;
	 b. befriends a Tutsi woman;
	 c. employs a Tutsi woman as a secretary or concubine.
2. Every Hutu should know that our Hutu daughters are more suitable and dutiful in their 
roles as women, wives and mothers of the family. Are they not more wonderful, good 
secretaries and more honest?
3. Hutu women, be vigilant and try to bring your husbands, brothers and sons back to 
reason.
4. Every Hutu should know that every Tutsi is dishonest in business. Their only aim is 
supremacy for their ethnic group. As a consequence, every Hutu is a traitor who does the 
following:

a. makes a business partnership with a Tutsi;
b. invests his money or that of the government in a Tutsi enterprise;
c. lends money to or from a Tutsi;
d. gives business favours to a Tutsi (obtaining import licences, bank loans, con-
struction sites, public markets etc.). 

5. All strategic posts, political, administrative, economic, military and these in the area of 
security, should be entrusted to Hutus.
6. The majority of the education sector, i.e. school pupils, students, teachers, must be 
Hutu.
7. The Rwandan armed forces should be exclusively Hutu. The experience of the October 
War has taught us a lesson. No member of the military shall marry a Tutsi.
8. Hutus should stop having mercy on the Tutsi.
9. The Hutus must, whoever they are, maintain unity and solidarity and be concerned with 
the fate of their Hutu brothers;

a. The Hutus in and outside Rwanda must constantly look for friends and allies for 
the Hutu cause, starting with their own Bantu brothers;
b. They must constantly counteract Tutsi propaganda;
c. The Hutus must be firm and vigilant against their common Tutsi enemy.

10. The Social Revolution of 1959, the Referendum of 1961 and Hutu ideology must be 
taught at every level to every Hutu. Every Hutu must spread this ideology widely. Every 
Hutu who persecutes his Hutu brother because he has read, spread and taught this ideol-
ogy is a traitor.
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archetypal enemies. The propaganda evoked images of war, slavery, oppression, injustice, 
death and cruelty. Fabricated images of non-existent RPF munitions depots, for example, or 
shady suspect Tutsi, led Hutus to be fearful and arm themselves in order to protect and defend 
themselves against the Tutsi enemy.
	 Despite poor distribution, Kangura reached a wide audience. Other newspapers and maga-
zines copied reports that appeared in Kangura. Despite the fact that only 66% of Rwandans 
could read, the propaganda was highly effective: the articles were lavishly illustrated with 
cartoons that communicated an unmistakably malicious message. Moreover, the Rwandan oral 
culture meant that the Hutu Ten Commandments were passed on to many illiterate people.
	 Because of the high rate of illiteracy, the radio was the most successful tool for propaganda. 
In 1991, only 29% of all households owned a radio, but Rwandans who did not have radios 
listened to broadcasts in local cafes or elsewhere. Until 1992, the country’s only station, Radio 
Rwanda (NNR), mainly broadcast presidential addresses, official governmental announcements, 
exam results and censored news bulletins. An independent radio station did not exist. When, 
in 1991, the RPF put its own station, Radio Muhabura, on air, it quickly caught on among Rwan-
dans. In response to this the government founded Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines 
(RTLM). The hugely popular musician Simon Bikindi and all of the RTLM shareholders came from 
the elite that surrounded Habyarimana. RTLM was soon drawing a large audience. The station’s 
lively music and informal style of presentation encouraged people to tune in. RTLM news bul-
letins and local news flashes were full of gossip and scandal. Members of the audience were 
encouraged to phone in, and the callers were put live on air.
	 The Rwandan intelligentsia was also influenced by the propaganda. Since the educational 
system was funded by the government, most lecturers saw little room for an independent or 
critical stance. One of the most influential professors, Léon Mugesera, a hard-line Hutu propa-
gandist made the infamous speech: ‘Do not let yourselves be invaded’. 

Excerpts of the speech by Léon Mugesera on 22 November 1992

I know you are men [...] who do not let themselves be invaded, who refuse to be scorned.
[…] Why do they not arrest these parents who have sent away their children and why 
do they not exterminate them? Why do they not arrest the people taking them away and 
why do they not exterminate all of them? Are we really waiting till they come to extermi-
nate us? […] Rise up [...] really rise up. If you are struck once on one cheek, you should 
strike back twice.[...] Know that the person whose throat you do not cut now will be the 
one who will cut yours. […] If one day someone attacks you with a gun, you will not come 
to tell us that we [...] did not warn you of it!
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Mugesera called for self-defence, on the grounds that the enemy was out to destroy all Hutus. 
Quoting from the Bible, Mugesera gave an unusual twist to the principle of ‘turn the other 
cheek’; this became, ‘if you are hit on one cheek, hit back twice’. Parts of this speech were 
broadcast on 22 November 1992, eighteen months before the genocide. 

5.  United Nations and UNAMIR

While the propaganda machine was operating at full force and Hutu extremists were calling 
for ‘Hutu power’, the international community focused its attention on Rwanda. A classified 
CIA report (January 1993) referred to massive arms purchases – consignments of guns, hand 
grenades and machetes. The United Nations took the explosive situation to heart and sent 
observers. The United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda, UNAMIR, was installed to help 
implement a transitional government as agreed in the Arusha Accords. The UNAMIR mandate 
consisted of peacekeeping, disarmament, supervising the ceasefire and reporting incidents. It 
was also supposed to assist with the repatriation of refugees and to coordinate humanitarian 

The Rwandan newspaper Kangura 
Photo: Thijs B. Bouwknegt



108

aid. The mandate explicitly excluded intervention in conflicts. 
	 UNAMIR was headed by the Canadian General Roméo Dallaire. He had 2,548 troops of 26 
different nationalities under his command. The former coloniser Belgium also sent troops, even 
though this was actually not permitted under UN regulations. Belgium provided a battalion of 
450 troops and a paramilitary commando. UNAMIR’s equipment was inadequate and the mission 
had a low status.
	 On the eve of the genocide in Rwanda four different groups were competing for power in 
the political and social arena. Firstly the moderate Hutus led by Prime Minister Uwilingiymana 
and supported by UNAMIR. Then there were Hutu extremists, supported by the army, the In-
terahamwe and other youth militias, and also by the media (such as Kangura, RTLM, NNR). 
Thirdly there was the RPF, and lastly UNAMIR. Uwilingiymana’s transitional government, the 
small moderate Hutu parties and UNAMIR followed the same lines. The Hutu extremists and the 
RPF were diametrically opposed. As the Hutu extremists called for ‘Hutu power’, lists of the 
names of the president’s political opponents were ready and waiting in Kigali. Habyarimana 
wanted to maintain his power at any cost.

6.  Genocide

On the evening of Wednesday 6 April 1994, the presidential aeroplane approached the airport of 
Kigali. On board were the Rwandan president Juvenal Habyarimana, Chief-of-Staff of the Rwan-
dan army General Deogratias Nsabimana, President Cyprien Ntayamira of Burundi and other 
Rwandan political and military authorities. They had been at a meeting of heads of state from 
the region at which Habyarimana had finally agreed to implement the Arusha Accords. While the 
French air crew started on the long descent, two missiles were fired from the ground close to 
the airport. The first missile hit a wing, the second the aircraft’s tail. According to eyewitnesses 
the plane caught fire immediately and after an enormous explosion landed in the grounds of 

Hutu propaganda. ‘I am sick, doc-
tor’, ‘Do you know what makes you 
sick?’, ‘The Tutsis, the Tutsis!!!’
Photo: Thijs B Bouwknegt
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Fragment ICTR Cartoonbook p. 15
Source: ICTR



110 the nearby President’s palace. No one in the plane survived the crash. 
	 Immediately after Habyarimana’s death UNAMIR General Roméo Dallaire went to the Rwan-
dan Army’s headquarters, where he met Colonel Théoneste Bagosora, a Hutu hardliner. Dallaire 
stated that Habyarimana’s death meant that Prime Minister Agathe Uwilingiyimana had auto-
matically become the legal head of state.

6.1  The killing starts in Kigali

In the hours following Habyarimana’s assassination, Rwandan military units moved through Kigali. 
Within twelve hours many Tutsi elite and all moderate Hutus in influential positions in Kigali were 
murdered. Among the first victims were Prime Minister Agathe Uwilingiyimana and her husband, 
the Minister of Agriculture, and the Minister of Labour. The fifteen UN soldiers guarding the Prime 
Minister were imprisoned. Within a few hours the streets of Kigali had been taken over by armed 
Hutus who put up road blocks to prevent anyone from escaping the city. The streets of Kigali 
were systematically ransacked, and all suspect Tutsi or moderate Hutu were killed.
	 The RTLM radio station started to name Tutsi and moderate Hutu with their addresses and 
number plates during their broadcasts. If your name was mentioned on the radio, everyone im-
mediately understood that you were being looked for and would be killed by the Interahamwe. 
Right from the beginning of the genocide, the RTLM supported the Interahamwe by passing 
on information during broadcasts about the direction in which victims were trying to escape. 
After a few days thousands of decomposing corpses were piled high in the streets of Kigali.

6.2  Genocide in rural areas

About a week after the outbreak of mass violence in the capital, massacres started to take 
place in rural areas. This illustrates how carefully things were planned in advance. Orders were 
passed down from above through the administrative machinery. Prefects informed mayors and 
subprefects, who in turn explained to their closest staff members how the commands were 
to be passed on to the actual murderers. In most cases school and hospital directors, local 
councillors and businessmen were involved in the murder plans. Because of their authority and 
influence they were instrumental in inciting ordinary people to carry out the killing.

‘They told where to go to kill and which route to take down into the marshlands. …Then we 
separated into small groups of acquaintances or friends. It was a collusion that didn’t cause 
any problems. Except on busy days, when Interahamwes with motor vehicles came from the 
surrounding regions as back-up for a big operation. Those men were so fired up they made 
it hard for us to work. The councillor told us all we were expected to do was kill Tutsi. We 
understood very well that fixed plans had been made. […] So the only questions asked 
were about organisational details, such as how, when and also where we were supposed 
to start, because we were not used to operations like this, and the Tutsi had escaped in all 
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directions. Someone even asked if there were preferences. The councillor replied sternly: 
“The question is not where you should start, the only right way is close by, in the bush, and 
right now, without asking any questions.[…]”’5

Genocidaire

Whereas in Kigali the murderers had been well-equipped government troops and militiamen 
with automatic rifles and hand grenades, in rural areas simple farmers murdered with machetes, 
knives, spears, wooden clubs studded with nails, and screwdrivers. Because initially the mur-
derers were not very skilled or experienced, these primitive methods of massacre were bloodier 
than in the capital.

Victims, Kigali Genocide Memorial Centre
Photo: Thijs B. Bouwknegt



112 ‘At first we were too fired up to think. Later it had become too much of a habit. In the 
state we were in it meant nothing to us that we were chopping off all our neighbours’ 
heads. It had become a matter of course. By then they were no longer our good neigh-
bours from way back who used to pass us the bottle at the pub, because they were no 
longer allowed to go there. They had become people who had to be cleared away, so to 
speak. They were no longer what they had been, and neither were we. We didn’t feel 
bothered by them or by the past, because we didn’t feel bothered by anything.[…] We 
had to leave any friendly feelings behind at the edge of the swamp until the signal had 
been given that our work was finished. Good manners were not permitted in the swamp 
either. No exceptions were possible in the swamp. We were so ferocious and hardened 
that we just kept killing and because of that forgot about any doubts.[…] Some men 
started on the hunt in good spirits and finished in good spirits. And other men were never 
keen at all and killed because they were obliged to.[…] The more you killed, the more you 
were urged on by greed to continue.[…] A man can get used to killing if he constantly 
kills. He can even become a wild beast and not pay any attention to it. Some men started 
to threaten each other when there were no more Tutsi to use their machetes on. You 
could see from their faces that they felt the need to kill.’6 
Genocidaire

The RTLM played a different role in spreading the genocide in rural areas. In Kigali the Intera-

hamwe and Impuzamugambi were informed through RTLM radio about which Tutsi were trying 
to escape by pretending to be Hutu, but in the countryside hills people knew each other’s 
ethnicity. Genocidaires knew their victims, they lived near and with each other, helped each 
other, had listened to the radio together in cafes. They were neighbours, knew each other’s 
children and grandchildren, or had been to school together.
	 For days and weeks in succession victims sought shelter in the marshes, steeped in mud, 
hiding behind eucalyptus trees and banana leaves. After the genocidaires had returned home 
the Tutsi came out of their hiding places to count the dead. In the evening they shared their 
food and went to look for water for yet another day of killing. Some died of exhaustion, some 
surrendered to the murderers to be killed so as to be delivered from their misery.

‘The morning after the President’s plane was shot down, I was in my uncle’s house with 
five cousins. The Interahamwe came, saying they were going to rape the girls. Uncle Gashu-
gi pleaded with them not to do it, but they cut him down with a machete. I ran out of the 
back door with the others. All the other girls were killed before they reached the gate. I’m 
the only one of the household who survived. I went from house to house, like a hunted 
animal. Sometimes I hid in the drains with the corpses, pretending to be dead myself.’7

Béatha Uwazaninka, survivor Rwandan genocide
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impossible because of the many roadblocks. In the country the victims were relatively safe at 
night. Sometimes young women survived after being sexually abused by Hutu, but often rape 
was followed by murder.
	 Between 6 April and the end of June 1994, in just 100 days, approximately three quarters 
of the total Tutsi population of Rwanda was killed. Estimates of the number of victims vary 
between 507,000 (Human Rights Watch’s historian and ICTR expert witness Alison Des Forges) 
and 1.2 million (Rwandan government). The latter figure includes the ongoing killings in the 
refugee camps in Congo.
	 In the subsequent months, large-scale crimes were again committed, but now Hutus were 
the victims and most of the perpetrators were RPF fighting units. In July 1994 more than two 
million Hutus took flight and hundreds of thousands of Tutsi came to Rwanda from neighbour-
ing countries. 

7.  Aftermath

On 8 November 1994 the UN Security Council decided to set up a tribunal to prosecute persons 
responsible for genocide and other serious violations of international humanitarian law com-
mitted in Rwanda and abroad between 1 January and 31 December 1994. Rwanda, a temporary 
council member in 1994, was the only country to vote against the tribunal. The International 
Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) was established in Arusha, Tanzania, in the same building 
where the Arusha Accords were signed. It has to complete its work by 2013.

Gacaca

After the genocide, more than 100,000 Hutu were imprisoned on suspicion of having 
participated in the 1994 genocide. It would have taken decades to bring each alleged 
perpetrator to justice individually. Also, these men were needed to rebuild the country. 
National means of coming to terms with the atrocities came from the traditional commu-
nity-based gacaca courts. The gacaca courts aimed to reveal the truth about what has 
happened, to speed up the genocide trials, to eradicate the culture of impunity and to 
reconcile the Rwandans and reinforce their unity. Some 12,000 gacaca courts dealt with 
over a million cases.

‘There are still people with such bestial hearts; people who killed. You can tell they would 
do it again. Reconciliation is not the problem. The problem is that those who killed, ate 
our cattle and took our things, run away from us. I don’t know how we can forgive when 
there hasn’t been any communication between us. There are lots of people like that who 
look at you and wish you were dead.’8

Emmanuel Mugenzira, survivor Rwandan genocide
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Gacaca Hearing (above) and Court (below)
Photo: Thijs B. Bouwknegt
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Gacaca Judges
Photo: Thijs B. Bouwknegt

The current Rwandan president Paul Kagame strongly denies the charge that the crimes of the 
RPF against the Hutus were genocidal in nature. The academic and political discussion is still in 
full swing. 

7.1  International Responses, Intervention and prevention

The international community had been painfully unable to intervene or prevent the atrocities. 
It was unable to draw the right conclusions on time. In the first days of April 1994, the term 
‘ethnic cleansing’ was used instead of genocide. UN General Roméo Dallaire, probably the best-
known witness (‘bystander’) to the genocide, said that although he was initially appalled by 
the murders, he had the impression that the Rwandan army and the Interahamwe were attack-
ing political enemies of Habyarimana. It was only in the course of several days that it began to 
dawn on him that crimes against humanity were being committed and that all Tutsi were being 
targeted. He only realised this when he actually saw Interahamwe pulling people with Tutsi ID 
cards out of their cars at roadblocks and murdering them on the spot.

‘I just needed a slap in the face to say, “This is genocide, not just ethnic cleansing”. […] 
I was self-conscious about saying the killings were “genocidal” because genocide was the 
equivalent of the Holocaust or the Killing Fields of Cambodia – I mean millions of people. 
[…] “Ethnic cleansing” seemed to involve thousands of people. Genocide was the highest 
scale of crimes against humanity imaginable. It was so far up there, so far off the charts, 
that it was not easy to recognise that we could be in such a situation.’
General Roméo Dallaire
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117Key figures

Théoneste Bagosora (b. 1941)
Military officer, is allegedly the mastermind of the genocide. He 
was responsible for establishing the Interahamwe and distrib-
uting arms and machetes throughout Rwanda. Bagosora was 
convicted on the counts of genocide, crimes against humanity 
and war crimes.

Roméo Dallaire (b. 1946)
Force Commander of UNAMIR, the ill-fated United Nations peace-
keeping force for Rwanda between 1993 and 1994.

Juvénal Habyarimana (1937-1994)
President of Rwanda from 1973 to 1994. His assassination is gen-
erally believed to have sparked the Rwandan genocide.

Paul Kagame (b. 1957)
Leader of the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), whose victory over 
the incumbent government in July 1994 effectively ended the 
Rwandan genocide. Current president of Rwanda.

Léon Mugesera (b. 1952)	
Mugesera was a member of the MRND party and a professor of 
political science. He was a Hutu-propagandist, infamous for his 
inflammatory anti-Tutsi speech. He fled to Canada, where he still 
resides.

Agathe Uwilingiyimana (1953-1994)
Prime Minister of Rwanda from 18 July 1993 until her death on 7 
April 1994. She was assassinated during the opening stages of 
the Rwandan Genocide.

Théoneste Bagosora at the ICTR 
Source: Kigali Genocide Memorial 
Centre 

General Roméo Dallaire
Source: Kigali Genocide Memorial 
Centre



118 Glossary

CDR	 Hutu Coalition for the Defence of the Republic.

ICTR	 International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda.

Interahamwe 	 Hutu militias linked to the MRND.

Impuzamugamabi	 Hutu militia linked to the extremist CDR.

Inkotanyi	 RPF militants from Uganda returned on Rwandan territory and 
blended in with the Tutsi population.

Kangura	 Influential Rwandan newspaper. Translated: Wake Up.

Machete	 A cleaver, an agricultural tool, used as a weapon during the 
Rwandan genocide.

MDR-Parmehutu 	 Party of the Hutu Emancipation Movement. 

MRND	 Habyarimana’s National Revolutionary Movement for Develop-
ment.

Mwami 	 The king, who came from the Tutsi community.

NNR	 Until 1992, the country’s only radio station, Radio Rwanda.

RPF	 Rwandan Patriotic Front. 

RTLM	 Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines. Supported the Intera-
hamwe, spreading information about the ongoing genocide.

UNAMIR	 United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda.
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Timeline

October 1990: The RPF invades Rwanda. Interahamwe formed 
by militant Hutu youth and thousands of Tutsis killed in the 
ensuing civil war.

August, 1993: The Arusha Peace Accords mandate power sharing 
government; 2,500 UN troops deployed to Rwanda to oversee 
implementation.

6 April 1994: President Habyarimana’s plane crashes.

7 April 1994: House-to-house killing of Tutsis and moderate 
Hutu politicians.

9 April 1994: Interim government takes office but fails to stop 
the massacres.

14 April 1994: A week after the murder of ten Belgium peacekee-
pers, the remaining Belgian troops are withdrawn from UNAMIR. 
The massacre spreads to the rural areas.

July 1994: RPF captures Kigali.

8 November 1994: The Security Council creates the International 
Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR).

Notes

1990

1993

1994

1995
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Surivivors of the attack on Srebrenica arrive 
at a United Nations camp. 
Photo: Ron Haviv



‘Dear Mimmy, 

More journalists, reporters and cameramen. They write, take photographs, film, and it all goes 

to France, Italy, Canada, Japan, Spain, America. But you and I, Mimmy, we stay where we are, 

we stay and we wait, and, of course, keep each other company.  Some people compare me with 

Anne Frank. That frightens me, Mimmy, I don’t want to suffer her fate.’1

Zlata, 12  years old

This comparison with Anne Frank, albeit hardly justified, made Zlata instantly famous. While 
Sarajevo was still under siege she was visited by journalists and reporters and parts of her 
diary were published. Due to her success as a writer, Zlata and her family were ‘rescued’ by her 
publisher and brought to safety in Paris.

Crisis and Genocide in Yugoslavia, 1985-1995
Ton Zwaan
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Introduction

The war in Yugoslavia took place before the eyes of the world, being widely broadcasted. But 
instead of intervening, for the most part the world followed the atrocities on television. The 
bewildering complexity of the civil war did not help. People witnessed Serbs fighting Muslim 
Bosnians and Croats, Croats fighting Serbs and Muslim Bosnians, Muslim Bosnians fighting Cro-
ats and Serbs, and this all took place in what had been, at least superficially, considered the 
rather peaceful and ethnically mixed socialist federal state of Yugoslavia. 

1.  Historical Background

To understand the conflict, it is important to take a look at the history of Yugoslavia. The six 
republics which formed the federal state – Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, 
Montenegro, and Macedonia – shared a complicated and often violent past. The development 
of a power vacuum after 1980, serious political and economic problems including the issue of 
multiple nationalities, the decline of communism in neighbouring countries and in the country 
itself, followed by a turn to extreme nationalism, polarisation and the disintegration of the 
monopoly of violence, all contributed to the end of Yugoslavia. 
	 Yugoslavia, a country roughly seven times the size of the Netherlands, about half the size of 
France, and formerly inhabited by approximately 24 million people, no longer exists. After an in 
many ways difficult, tragic and turbulent development of less than 75 years as a relatively au-
tonomous state-society, it disintegrated in only a few years. The decade between 1985 – when 
the threatening disintegration became more and more apparent – and 1995 – when the Dayton 
Agreement was signed on 21 November, thus ending the three and a half years of fighting in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina – was of decisive importance for the disintegration of the federal state. 

Yugoslavia signs Genocide Convention, 1948.
Source: United Nations
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What became Yugoslavia after the First World War (1914-1918) was for many centuries a pre-
eminent example of a disputed frontier territory. In addition to the original ethnic-cultural 
variety in the region, Islam and Christianity encountered each other here, and the dividing line 
between western (Roman-Catholic) and eastern (Orthodox) Christianity cut clear across the 
country between the two largest sections of the population, the Croats and the Serbs. In this 
region ‘Europe’ gradually changed into ‘the Orient’, and the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman 
Empires fought frequently and extensively. Between the late 14th and the late 15th century the 
Ottoman Empire conquered a large part of the Balkans – including Macedonia, Serbia, parts of 
Montenegro, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, but not Croatia and Slovenia. These latter became 
part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 
	 The Habsburg and Ottoman Empires both recruited soldiers and militias from the local peas-
ant population. In the battles of the 19th century, when the Ottoman Empire was driven back 
from the Balkans, culminating in the wars of 1912 and 1913, excessive violence was common. 
This affected armies on all sides as well as the civilian population.
	 Often lacking the protection of a reliable state authority, the peasant population had to rely 
on themselves for the protection of their lives, goods and honour. Blood feuds, vendettas, and 
banditry were widespread. For generations, large parts of the mostly rural population lived un-
der harsh and violent conditions. A glance through history shows that the region experienced 
no significant period of peace in at least 150 years. A ‘culture of violence’ was manifested in 
aggressively masculine ideals, combining warrior notions with a predilection for weapons and 
the skill to use them. The population was willing and able to use force, and was easily caught 
up in revenge and counter revenge. For many, this resulted in a relatively limited sensitivity to 
violence. 

1.2  The Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes

At the end of the First World War, the new state of Yugoslavia – under the name of the Kingdom 
of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes – consisted of territories and population groups with diverse 
ethno-cultural and political traditions. Considerable parts of the newly formed kingdom had 
been part of the two disintegrating empires, and had been at war between 1914 and 1918. Sev-
eral contemporary observers therefore questioned the viability of the new Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats, and Slovenes. The former kingdom of Serbia acquired a dominant position in the new 
state. The Serbian elite became the elite of the new kingdom; its capital, Belgrade, became the 
capital of the kingdom; and Serbian troops, only marginally assisted by Croatian and Slovene 
soldiers, occupied the whole territory of the new Yugoslav kingdom in 1918 and 1919.
	 As a result, considerable parts of the non-Serbian population, especially in Slovenia and 
Croatia, felt they had been annexed by Serbia. Callous Serbian policies contributed to growing 
resentment among Croats and Slovenes, who often considered themselves culturally superior 



124 to the Serbs. Serbs, in their turn, fought heroically during the war and had suffered huge losses. 
These sacrifices were not fully appreciated by the Croats and Slovenes, which was considered 
‘ungrateful’ by the Serbs and led to further tensions.
	 The new state quickly developed from a weak democracy into an authoritarian monarchist-
militaristic dictatorship. The majority of the population had very little opportunity to exert any 
notable influence on the structure of rule. The political autonomy of the state in the interwar 
decades was extensive.2 This meant that the state elites had considerable power of decision 
and latitude, and no accountability to the population. The ruling apparatus did not tolerate 
political opposition. This led to violent political assaults and terrorist attacks as well as a few 
peasant uprisings. Thousands were imprisoned for political reasons. Another important feature 
of this state formation was a severely limited identification of the population with the new 
state. Although Yugoslav nationalism and patriotism were imposed by the regime, the different 
ethnic groups continued to be strongly divided.

1.3  Second World War

The violent German invasion in April 1941 intensified the bitter internal conflict and fighting. It 
has been estimated that a total of around one million people perished, possibly 300,000 of them 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Individual and collective memories of that time played an important 
role in the crisis of the 1990s.
	 During the Second World War, armed groups claiming allegiance to various ideologies and 
ethnic factions fought both against each other and against the Nazi occupiers. Croatian fascists 
(Ustaše) launched genocidal campaigns against Serbs and Jews and were notorious for killing 
Serbs, Jews, Gypsies, Communists, and political opponents. The nationalist and royalist Serb 
Chetniks were also responsible for many mass killings. The Communist-led Partisans fought 
against both groups and were victorious (with allied support) at the war’s end. The Partisans 
then unleashed genocidal violence against both Ustaše, Chetniks, and ethnic Germans and 
killed tens of thousands of perceived political opponents in the first years after the war. From 
1945 on, the Partisan leader, Josip Broz Tito, ruled the country as a one-party socialist state.3

1.4  Marshall Tito

The federal and communist ‘people’s republic’ in fact continued much of the pre-war state 
structure. Yugoslavia did not become a pluralistic democracy, nor a constitutional state, but a 
communist-militaristic dictatorship in which the party – later called the Communist League – 
dealt with opponents, whether real or imagined, thoroughly and violently. 
	 The new communist state built an extensive repressive apparatus with an all-powerful se-
cret service – modelled on the Soviet NKVD – a large police force, and a massive army. The 
supremacy of the party and the monopoly of coercive force of the party-state were maintained 
by these institutions. The old royal court was replaced by a more centralised court in which one 



125man – Tito – ruled supreme. The now communist political-bureaucratic elites obtained great 
decisive power. Very little opposition was allowed, and the population’s political influence was 
extremely limited.

2.	 Nationalism and increasing polarisation
2.1	 Issue of the nationalities

Tito and the other central and republican leaders in the new Yugoslav federation were very 
much aware of the precarious ‘nationalities issue’. Initially, ‘collaborators’, ‘fascists’, ‘royal-
ists’, ‘nationalists’ and ‘counter-revolutionaries’ were persecuted. On the one hand supposedly 
‘national’ sensitivities of the most important ethnic categories among the population were 
taken into account. Governmental, administrative and cultural organisations had to be made 
up of different ethnic groups. The concept of ‘dual sovereignty’ was assigned to the different 
republics as well as to the individual ‘nations’. Paradoxically, political or cultural manifestations 
of group nationalism, other than those officially permitted (traditional costumes, music, songs, 
etcetera), were strictly taboo, and any politically nationalist activity was out of the question. 
Officially, the slogan was ‘Unity and Brotherhood’; in reality, the situation was one of ‘divide 
and rule’.
	 The overwhelming majority still tended to define themselves as ‘Slovene’, ‘Serb’, ‘Croat’, or 
‘Muslim’. It can be concluded that the process of nation formation still remained quite fragile 
and the population’s identification with the state and the identification of the ethnic-national 
groups with each other remained limited. The issue of nationality never entered the public 
debate, due to the lack of political, cultural, and intellectual freedom, and society never came 
to terms with the collective and individual traumas from its recent war history. At the end of 
the 1980s the repression would return with a vengeance.
	 After the death of Marshall Tito, ‘president for life’ of Yugoslavia, who passed away in 1980 
at the age of 87 without having appointed a successor, the country was faced with a number 
of serious problems: the power vacuum after the death of Tito, the degree of centralisation, 
the nationalities question, and serious economic issues. Managing these four problems, which 
were interrelated in several ways, was a formidable and difficult task for the Yugoslav leader-
ship. It became even more difficult when two additional problems emerged during the 1980s. 
The first of these was internal: the rising demands of various groups and parties for more 
political and economic autonomy; the second was external: the fast changes in international 
relations, mainly as a consequence of the crumbling of communism in Europe and the end of 
the Cold War.

2.2  Signs of crisis

One of the first signs of crisis for Yugoslavia in the era after 1980 was a rising demand for 
Albanian autonomy in the southern province of Kosovo. In effect, Kosovo was already governed 



126 by a largely Albanian communist elite – Albanians made up nearly 80% of the population of 
the province – but now they demanded independence from Serbia and a status equal to that 
of the six republics. Many Serbs, however, regarded Kosovo as an integral and unalienable part 
of Serbia. 
	 In the spring of 1981, the Albanian autonomy movement, supported by large groups of the 
Albanian population in the province, was violently repressed by the police and the federal 
army of the nationalist Serbian leadership. By 1989, Kosovan autonomy had been completely 
abolished. This showed that the dominant Yugoslav and Serbian leadership lacked the ability, 
courage and imagination to handle the rising demands for more freedom in the early eighties in 
any other way than through fierce repression.
	 In reaction to this movement, Serbian ethnic-nationalist activism arose among the small Ser-
bian and Montenegrin minority in Kosovo. Propaganda depicted Albanians as primitive barbar-
ians who bred too many children in an effort to outnumber other races. They were accused of 
wanting to kill hard-working Serbian and Montenegrin peasants, take away their land, and rape 
their women. Albanians supposedly wished for Kosovo’s secession from Serbia and unification 
with Albania. Although there were almost no factual grounds for these statements, they fed 
existing feelings of anxiety and threat among local Serbs.
	 This mechanism of polarisation would often repeat itself in the next decades in Yugoslavia. 
When faced with circumstances of rising instability and insecurity, groups of people start to 
perceive other groups as potentially threatening and feel they might become victims. This fear 
of enemies becomes mind-narrowing and a self-fulfilling prophecy that can only be fought 
with violence.

3.  Serbian Memorandum

In 1986, a group of Serb intellectuals and writers from the Serbian Academy of Arts and Sci-
ences in Belgrade drew up a document, the so-called Serbian Memorandum. This Memorandum 
presented a radical ethnic-nationalist view of Serbia’s position in Yugoslavia. Under Tito’s rule, 
according to the authors, Serbia had always been treated unjustly. The Serbs felt they made the 
largest military contributions during the World Wars, and suffered more than others. But they 
had won the war and lost the peace: Serbia was considered the victim of ongoing Slovenian 
and Croatian political and economic discrimination within the federation. Serbs outside central 
Serbia, especially in Croatia and Kosovo, were exceptionally poor. These Serbs were considered 
to be in immediate danger and under the threat of total genocide. Resolution of the Serbian 
‘national question’ had to be given instant and absolute political priority, or the consequences 
would be incalculable.
	 According to the Memorandum, the ideal of an independent Greater Serbia was still as valid 
as ever. It was considered that the only means of securing ‘the survival and development’ of 
the Serbs and achieving the ‘territorial unity of the Serbian people was by uniting all Serbs 



127in one Serbian national state’. ‘Establishing the full national integrity of the Serbian people, 
irrespective of which republic or province it inhabits, is the Serbian people’s historical and 
democratic right.’ It was a direct attack on the foundations of the Yugoslav state-society and 
the idea of ‘Yugoslavism’.

Excerpt from the Memorandum:

‘The attitude taken by those in power and the authorities in Kosovo towards the vio-
lence directed at the Serbian people is particularly significant. The hushing up or glossing 
over of these crimes, the practice of suppressing the whole truth, and dilatory tactics in 
enquiries and prosecution all encourage large and small acts of terror, and at the same 
time a false, “sanitised” picture of conditions in Kosovo is created. Moreover, there is a 
persistent tendency to find a political excuse for the violence perpetrated against Serbs 
in the alleged existence of hatred on both sides, intolerance, and vindictiveness, while 
of late more and more is being heard of the imaginary activities of an “external” enemy 
from outside the Province, viz., Serbian nationalism emanating from “Belgrade”.’
‘Serbia’s economic subordination cannot be fully understood without mention of its 
politically inferior status, from which all other relationships flowed. As far as the Com-
munist Party of Yugoslavia (CPY) was concerned, the economic hegemony of the Serbian 
nation between the two world wars was beyond dispute, regardless of the fact that 
Serbia’s rate of industrialisation was lower than the Yugoslav average. This ideological 
platform gave rise to opinions and behaviour which were to have a crucial influence on 
subsequent political events and inter-communal relations.’
‘The Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts once again expresses its willingness to do 
everything it can, to the best of its abilities, to assist efforts to deal with these crucial 
tasks and the historical duties incumbent upon our generation.’

The Serbian Memorandum appealed to considerable numbers of Serbs from all layers in so-
ciety, within as well as outside the party. Serbian party leader Slobodan Miloševi  was well 
aware of this and largely adopted the ideological diagnosis of the Memorandum, making it 
his own programme. He was subsequently able to bring down other communist leaders in 
Serbia, strengthen his own power base and that of his lieutenants and allies, and initiate a 
process of ethnic-nationalist reorientation, unitarism and renewed centralisation in Serbia. Few 
means were shunned. His tactics included political intrigue within the party and purges, press 
campaigns, television manipulation, and stage-managed mass demonstrations, for which ‘the 
masses’ were transported across Serbia on buses and were brought into action for manifesta-
tions in other republics by the same means.



128 Kosovo Polje, April 1987

Slobodan Miloševi , the communist leader who up until that time had not been very out-
spoken in the nationalist debate, travelled to Kosovo Polje, to the historic grounds of the 
Battle of Kosovo. Here he addressed the Serbian crowds in an orchestrated demonstration:
‘Comrades, comrades!’ Then someone in the audience shouted at him ‘The Albanians got 
in among us. We were beaten up. Please! They’re beating us up!’ Miloševi  then spoke 
ominous words that would prove to be a turning point in his career as a Serbian leader: 
‘No one should dare to beat you again!’
Later he told his audience: ‘This is your land, your fields, your gardens, your memo-
ries are here. Surely you will not leave your land because it is difficult here and you 
are oppressed… You should also stay here because of your ancestors and because of 
your descendants. Otherwise you would disgrace your ancestors, and disappoint your 
descendants. I do not propose, comrades, that in staying you should suffer and tolerate a 
situation in which you are not satisfied. On the contrary you should change it.’4

Instead of carefully curtailing ethnic nationalism, it had now been openly proclaimed a political 
priority. Communist ideology was replaced by a radical Serb nationalist ideology. The masses 
were now mobilised in a pseudo-democratic, populist way. This process of polarisation further 
destabilised the Yugoslav federal state. And although there was some moderate and liberal 
opposition in Serbia against the increasingly nationalist course, it proved itself too weak to 
stem the swelling nationalistic tide.
	 Serbian nationalism provoked the neighbouring republics. Shortly after the Serbian Memo-
randum was published, the ‘Contributions to the Slovene National Programme’ appeared in 
Slovenia. The document called for closing the Slovene ranks, criticised communism, denounced 
the large economic and financial contribution of Slovenia to the federation, and suggested that 
perhaps Slovenia would do better to withdraw from Yugoslavia. Partly due to heavy pressure 
from Belgrade and the national army JNA (Jugoslovenska Narodna Armija), the Slovene com-
munist leadership initially rejected these ideas publicly, but growing Serb nationalism led to a 
rapprochement between the communist establishment and the dissident elite in Slovenia. In 
rapid succession the leadership decided upon a multi-party system, free elections, a thorough 
and largely covert preparation for national independence, the proclamation of sovereignty in 
September 1989 and, after many political entanglements that led to a further radicalisation of 
points of view, independence in June 1991.
	 Croatia also responded to the Serbian nationalist mobilisation. A previous revival of Croatian 
nationalism within the party and in cultural organisations had been forcibly repressed around 
1970. Part of the political and intellectual party officials had been purged, some had fled, oth-
ers, including the former partisan leader, JNA general and military historian Franjo Tu man, had 
been imprisoned. Croatia bordered on Serbia and there was a sizeable Serbian minority of more 
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than half a million people that was well represented in the government, the administration, and 
the republican police force. However, as Serb nationalism radicalised, the Croatian elite became 
increasingly worried. This radicalisation was accompanied by harsh campaigns in the Serbian 
mass media against Muslims, Croats, and against the spectre of the fascist Ustaša regime of the 
1940s. In 1989 the nationalist-Croatian Democratic Union, HDZ (Hrvatska Demokratska Zajednica), 
was founded, headed by Franjo Tu man. Under his populist leadership, ethnic nationalism was 
no longer restrained, and the Croatian population was politically mobilised, just like in Serbia.

The rise of ‘Croatian fascism’

After a multi-party system and elections were decided upon in late 1989, the HDZ started 
a Croatian nationalist campaign. This campaign purposefully linked up with old Croatian 
symbols, dreams of a Greater Croatia, and the past of the Ustaša movement, both before 
and during the Second World War. The campaign focused on the potential Serb threat and 
the imagined barbaric nature of the Serbs. During mass rallies Tu man permitted himself 
remarks like: ‘Thank God, my wife isn’t Jewish or Serbian’, and: ‘Bosnia and Herzegovina is 

Articles in Serbian press: ‘Scholarly conference 
“Genocide of Serbs in the Second World War” 
completed yesterday in Serbian Academy of Arts 
and Sciences: The Evil is Warning’. ‘1991: The Evil is 
repeating, with photos of “Serbian victims”’
Source: Politika Ekspres, 26 October 1991, p. 15



130 a national state of the Croat nation’, which were warmly applauded. Furthermore, com-
munities of Croatian emigrants abroad, partly formed of Croats who had taken flight in 
1945 and partly Croats that had fled around 1970, were mobilised.

The polarisation process within Yugoslavia was propelled forward. In April 1990 the HDZ won 
the elections by a narrow margin and in May Tu man became president of Croatia. The declara-
tion of independence followed in June 1991.

4.  From political polarisation to mass violence

Yugoslavia was neither a democracy nor a constitutional state. The forces of the monopoly of 
violence – the police, the army, and various secret services – were neutral institutions only to 
a limited degree. Nevertheless, individual and collective violence in daily life was relatively rare.
	 The Yugoslav People’s Army JNA contained around 70,000 officers, approximately 70% of 
whom were Serbs and Montenegrins. The great majority of the officers corps considered the JNA 
predominantly as the national guardian of the Yugoslav federation and of party communism. 
The national strategic doctrine anticipated possible hostile attacks, and as Bosnia-Herzegovina 
formed the central part of the country, large military installations and supplies were concen-
trated there.
	 Parallel to the national army, a semi-military organisation was set up, the so-called Territo-
rial Defence Forces TO (Teritorijalna Odbrana). These forces were organised per republic and 
each consisted of several tens of thousands of workers, peasants, and civilians. Trained and 
equipped, they could mobilise quickly in the event of enemy attack and could then operate 
as guerrilla troops. The TO had its own command structure and its own, mostly light, arms 
and supplies. The TO meant that many Yugoslav males had military training and experience. 
Considerable stocks of weapons and ammunition were available everywhere, and people could 
easily gain access to these stocks.
	 The emergence of paramilitary armed groups, militias or gangs, and of local warlords, op-
erating either in close collaboration with the regular forces of the JNA, the Croatian and later 
the Bosnian-Serb army, or more independently, played an important role in the turn towards 
violence. Once the chain of decisions of the various political elites in Belgrade, Zagreb, and 
later also Sarajevo, had opened the way to civil war and war, first in Slovenia, then Croatia and 
subsequently in Bosnia, the paramilitary groups became active. They were responsible for many 
of the most extreme atrocities against defenceless citizens committed in Yugoslavia in the first 
half of the 1990s. 
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Serb paramilitaries burn the Croatian flag as they take over a town, Autumn 1991. 
Photo: Ron Haviv
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4.1  Conflict and war in Bosnia-Herzegovina

‘You want to take Bosnia and Herzegovina down the same highway to hell and suffering 
that Slovenia and Croatia are travelling. Do not think that you will not lead Bosnia and 
Herzegovina into hell, and do not think that you will not perhaps lead the Muslim people 
into annihilation, because the Muslims cannot defend themselves if there is war – How 
will you prevent everyone from being killed in Bosnia and Herzegovina?’
Radovan Karadži , October 1991

In March/April 1992, war spread to Bosnia and Herzegovina, the central republic of Yugoslavia, 
when the JNA and Serbian forces attacked several cities close to the border with Serbia in the 
north of the republic. In early March 1992 Bosnia and Herzegovina was proclaimed an independ-
ent state by the government under Bosnian president Izetbegovic. Soon after this fighting 
broke out in and around Sarajevo, the capital of the republic turned state. This war lasted for 
three and a half years, until November 1995.

A member of the Tigers, a Serbian paramilitary group, kicks the dying bodies of the 
first Muslims to be killed in the war in Bosnia, Spring 1992.
Photo: Ron Haviv
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population of former Yugoslavia, especially in Bosnia and Herzegovina. At least ten armed fac-
tions, sometimes in shifting alliances, participated in the fighting. These were mostly Serbian, 
Croatian, and Muslim Bosnian.  
	 Many people were killed in the war. Some civilian casualties were a result of the fighting, 
but most were due to widespread so-called ethnic cleansing, which in many cases was nothing 
more or less than genocidal practices. Ethnic cleansing resulted in large streams of refugees and 
caused enormous material damage.

Ethnic cleansing

This term is euphemistically used by perpetrators to hide their real intentions and prac-
tices. It is well to remember that such practices imply sustained, hostile and violent activi-
ties by an organised actor against a largely defenceless population group, whose members 
are targeted simply because they are perceived to belong to the group. However, it is not 
easy to attain more precision on these points – a problem frequently encountered in 
cases of war and civil war, massacres and genocide.

5.  Victims

A United Nations Commission estimated that by late 1994 around 200,000 people had probably 
been killed, and approximately 50,000 tortured in as many as 800 prison camps and detention 
centres in Bosnia. At present, the total number of fatal casualties has been scaled down to not 
more than 150,000 for Yugoslavia as a whole, with over 100,000 victims in Bosnia alone. 
	 According to the latest data from the Research and Documentation Center in Sarajevo, as 
well as the demographic expertise of the office of the Prosecutor of the International Crimi-
nal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), of the roughly 1.89 million Muslim Bosnians, over 
60,000 died. Of the 1.36 million Serbs in Bosnia, around 25,000 died, and of the Croat population, 
almost 8,000 died. In terms of absolute numbers the Muslim Bosnians suffered the most: they 
lost more than twice as many people as the Serbs, and almost eight times as many as the Croats. 
	 Overall it seems that almost as many civilians were killed as combatants. Although men 
from all three sides were guilty of raping women from the ‘enemy group(s)’, it was only on the 
Serbian side that the rape of Muslim women appears to have been a sustained tactic of war and 
‘ethnic cleansing’.5

5.1  Refugees

One-half of the total pre-war population of Bosnia and Herzegovina became uprooted and dis-
placed in one way or another. For the Muslims in Bosnia, the total figure for refugees amounts 
to around 60%. It is impossible to say how many people fled before their communities were 
actually attacked, how many fled, or were forced to flee, immediately after being attacked, 
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Detainees in the Manja a Camp, near Banja Luka, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
Source: ICTY

and how many were forced out later. Fleeing before the communities were actually attacked 
has been called ‘ethnic self-cleansing’. In this respect it should be emphasised that hardly any 
refugees in Yugoslavia left their homes voluntarily.
	 Some conclusions can be drawn. Firstly, all parties to the conflict suffered very serious 
losses of live, property, and goods. Secondly, they all, albeit in different ways, contributed to 
the developments that led to the war, and as part of their actual warfare they all committed 
various genocidal atrocities and massacres. It follows, thirdly, that in this conflict there is no 
single side, party, ethnic or population group that can be predominantly considered as ‘the 
perpetrators’, or as ‘the victims’. On the contrary: within every ethnic category involved there 
are perpetrators as well as victims. However, this does not imply that all sides are equally re-
sponsible and to blame. The actual warfare was started by Bosnian Serbs, with decisive military 
aid from Serbia proper, and Serbian troops committed a far greater number of war crimes than 
any of the other parties involved in the conflict. 
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One of the worst atrocities of the war took place between 6 and 16 July 1995, when the Bos-
nian Serb Army, under the political leadership of Radovan Karadzic and the military command 
of Ratko Mladi , captured the formerly ‘safe area’ of the small town of Srebrenica. Tens of 
thousands of Muslim Bosnians had taken refuge there from ‘ethnic cleansing’ elsewhere in the 
region, and the area was formally protected by a small and insufficiently armed battalion of 
Dutch UN-soldiers (around 370 peacekeepers). The Dutch UN-soldiers did not – and could not 
– prevent the Serbs from occupying the area. They did not receive the repeatedly requested 
and promised close air support which might have stopped the Serbian attack. After capturing 
the area, the Bosnian Serb Army separated the Muslim men from the women and children. These 
latter were removed from the area on lorries and buses and taken to territory held by the Bos-
nian government. The men were taken elsewhere and subsequently executed, for the most part 
between 13 and 15 July. More than 7,000 Muslim men were deliberately killed in mass shootings.
	 It took some time for the news about the mass executions to reach the rest of the world. 
It took even longer for the world to realise that this had been a clear case of genocide by the 
Bosnian Serb Army. In August 1995 the international community at last resolved that firmer 
action should be taken against the Serbs by the US, NATO and UN. The horrible massacres near 
Srebrenica certainly contributed to this decision. From the end of August, Serb targets around 
Sarajevo and elsewhere in Bosnia were systematically bombed by NATO planes. This forced the 
Bosnian Serbs and the leadership in Serbia proper to retreat, accept peace negotiations and 
come to an agreement to end the war.

6.  The ICTY and the Dayton Peace Accords

For nearly three years the international community, represented by the UN, more or less turned 
a blind eye to the war and the atrocities being committed in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The UN 
limited itself to weak interventions: endless international negotiations, an arms embargo and 
some humanitarian aid. UN Peacekeeping ground troops had a strictly limited mandate.
	 However, journalists made courageous efforts to inform the world about the mass atrocities 
taking place in Yugoslavia. They visited Serb-run concentration camps, reported on the appalling 
conditions and treatment of Croat and Muslim detainees, and investigated other war atrocities. 
Under public pressure, the UN eventually took up its responsibility to investigate war crimes, 
crimes against humanity, and genocide in Yugoslavia. In February 1993, the Security Council 
established the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), to be located in 
The Hague. The ICTY was the first international criminal court since the Nuremberg trials in the 
aftermath of World War II. Its prosecutors issued indictments against more than 160 suspects, 
including most of the main figures responsible for the Yugoslav catastrophe. Slobodan Miloševi  
was the first head of state to be put on trial, accused of war crimes and genocide. He died before 
the verdict was passed. With the recent arrests and trials of Karadzic and Mladi  it may yet be 
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that those who ordered the mass killings at Srebrenica will finally be judged. 
	 The war itself ended in late 1995 when all the parties concerned agreed to the Dayton 
Peace Accords, under pressure from the US and the international community. The Dayton Peace 
Accords form the foundation of the present state of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which consists 
of two entities, the Bosnian Serb Republic on 49% of the territory and a combined Croat and 
Bosnian Muslim entity on the remaining 51%. 
	 The Yugoslavian drama resulted in poor overall living conditions for the large majority of the 
population and for many people they are far worse than they were around 1985. The destruc-
tion of the old federation has led to the formation of seven new states – Slovenia, Croatia, 
Serbia, Montenegro, Macedonia and Kosovo – and one deeply divided territory, the state of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. The violence may have ended but the peace is under pressure, as both 
entities are run by mainly nationalist politicians who are in continuous conflict and competi-
tion. After sixteen years of peace, the future of Bosnia and Herzegovina is still bleak. 

Karadzic on trial at the ICTY
Source: ICTY
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Damage done

At the time of the second Croatian military offensive against Serbian enclaves in Croa-
tia in August 1995, television images were broadcast of fleeing Serbian civilians. One of 
these showed a Serbian peasant family in flight, the father grim-faced at the wheel of 
his tractor, pulling a wagon containing a few visibly anxious women and children, and 
some household goods. They were speeding down a narrow road along a forest. Standing 
in front of her house at the side of the road an outraged middle-aged Croatian woman 
shouted abuse at the top of her voice and threw big stones at the passing refugees. These 
images perhaps symbolise the greatest damage of all: instead of the formerly multi-ethnic 
and multi-cultural Yugoslavia in which people could move about more or less freely, most 
of them are now locked up in their own ethnic-national groups and small territories, 
hemmed in on all sides by borders and frontiers, with bitter memories, and frequently 
still fearing and hating each other. It will take generations for that damage to be repaired.

Wanted for crimes against huma-
nity – 5 million dollar Reward
Source: ICTY
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139Key figures

Alija Izetbegovic (1925-2003)
President of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Bosnia and Herzegovina 
was proclaimed an independent state by its government under 
President Izetbegovic in the early weeks of March 1992. Soon 
after, fighting broke out in and around the capital Sarajevo. This 
war lasted for three and a half years, until November 1995.

Radovan Karadži  (b. 1945)
Leader of Bosnian Serbs. Under his political leadership and the 
military command of Ratko Mladi , the Bosnian Serb Army cap-
tured the formerly ‘safe area’ of the small town of Srebrenica. 

Slobodan Miloševi  (1941-2006)
President of Serbia (1989-1997) and Federal Republic of Yugosla-
via (1997-2000). Indicted by the International Criminal Tribunal 
for the former Yugoslavia for crimes committed in Croatia, Bos-
nia and Herzegovina and Kosovo. He was put on trial after his 
deposal in 2000, and died in The Hague in 2006.  

Ratko Mladi  (b. 1942)
Military commander of Bosnian Serbs. Under the political leader-
ship of Karadži  and the military command of Mladi , the Bos-
nian Serb Army captured the formerly ‘safe area’ of the small 
town of Srebrenica. 

Josip Broz Tito (1892-1980)
After the Second World War the federal state of Yugoslavia was 
created, with the Partisan leader, Josip Broz Tito as the head of 
state. After the death of Tito in 1980 a power vacuum ensued. 

Franjo Tu man (1922-1999)
Military historian, founder and head of the nationalist HDZ 
Croatian Democratic Union, Hrvatska Demokratska Zajednica. 
President of Croatia in the 1990s.



140 Glossary

Chetniks	 Serbian nationalists, responsible for many mass killings.

Ethnic cleansing	 A purposeful policy designed by one ethnic or religious group to 
remove by violent and terror-inspiring means the civilian popula-
tion of another ethnic or religious group from certain geographic 
areas. To a large extent, it is carried out in the name of misguided 
nationalism, historic grievances and a powerful driving sense of 
revenge.6

Ethnic nationalism	 ‘Ethnic nationalism is an attempt to maintain or to recreate a 
sense of identity and community in the face of the threat of 
cultural assimilation or annihilation.’7 Under the leadership of 
Tu man, ethnic nationalism was no longer restrained.

ICTY	 The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia.

JNA	 The People’s Army (Jugoslovenska Narodna Armija). The JNA con-
tained around 70,000 officers, approximately 70% of whom were 
Serbs and Montenegrins. The great majority of the officer corps 
considered the JNA predominantly as the national guardian of 
the Yugoslav federation and of party communism.

TO		 Parallel to the People’s Army, a semi-military organisation was 
set up, the so-called territorial defence forces (Teritorijalna Od-

brana). These forces were organised per republic and each con-
sisted of several tens of thousands of workers, peasants, and 
civilians. Trained and equipped, they could mobilise quickly in 
case of enemy attack and could then operate as guerrilla troops.

Ustaša 	 Croatian fascist movement launched genocidal campaigns 
against Serbs and Jews and were notorious for killing Serbs, 
Jews, Gypsies, Communists, and political opponents.

Yugoslavia	 Six republics which formed the federal state – Slovenia, Croatia, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro, and Macedonia – 
existed in the western part of the Balkans during the 20th century.
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Timeline

15th century: The Ottoman Empire conquered a large part of the 
Balkans – including Macedonia, Serbia, parts of Montenegro, 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina – but ultimately not Croatia and 
Slovenia, which became part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

1918: After the First World War Yugoslavia, the Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats and Slovenes was established. 

1941-1945: During the Second World War the country was oc-
cupied, mainly by Germany and Italy, and was deeply divided, 
which caused very differentiated memories of this time. Croat 
fascists (Ustaše), Serbian Chetniks and Communist Partisans 
fought each other and committed many mass atrocities.

1980: Ethnic nationalism began to rise among different nationa-
lities and in different regions. 

25 June 1991: The Republics of Slovenia and Croatia declared its 
independence. The Ten Day War with Yugoslavia followed.

1991-1995: Croatian War of Independence.

1992-1995: War in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

May 1993: The Security Council established the International 
Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), to be located 
in The Hague.
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11 July 1995: Between 6 and 16 July 1995, the Bosnian Serb 
Army, under the political leadership of Radovan Karadzic and 
the military command of Ratko Mladi , captured the formerly 
‘safe area’ of the small town of Srebrenica. After capturing the 
area, the Bosnian Serb Army separated the Muslim men from the 
women and children. These latter were removed from the area 
on lorries and buses and taken to territory held by the Bosnian 
government. The men were taken elsewhere and subsequently 
executed, for the most part between 13 and 15 July. More than 
7,000 Muslim men were deliberately killed in mass shootings.

21 November 1995: The war in Bosnia-Herzegovina ended in 
late 1995 when all the parties concerned agreed to the Dayton 
Peace Accords, under pressure from the US and the international 
community. The Dayton Peace Accords form the foundation of 
the present state of Bosnia-Herzegovina, which consists of two 
entities, the Bosnian Serb Republic on 49% of the territory and 
a combined Croat and Bosnian Muslim entity on the remaining 
51%.

1995-2012: Perpetrators on trial at the ICTY. By bringing perpe-
trators to trial, the ICTY aims to prevent future crimes and render 
justice to thousands of victims and their families, thus contribu-
ting to a lasting peace in the former Yugoslavia.

1998-1999: War on Kosovo. NATO intervention in FR Yugoslavia.

2006: Kosovo independent.
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‘Das Urteil in Nürnberg’
Source: Museen der stadt Nürnberg Dokumentationszentrum Reichsparteitagsgelände



Introduction

War crimes, crimes against humanity, aggression and genocide – international law recognises 
many international crimes. None of these, however, attract the same attention as genocide 
does. When allegations of genocide are raised, the world pricks up its ears. Using the term 
genocide can have far-reaching implications.

1.  The historical background

Genocide is not a new phenomenon. Even classical writings recount instances of mass killings, 
and the colonial era witnessed numerous cases of genocidal violence both in North and Latin 
America as well as in Africa. The Holocaust was neither the first nor the last genocide.
	 Nonetheless, it was the extermination of the European Jews that gave rise to international 
law defining and prohibiting the crime of genocide. In 1944, the Polish lawyer Raphael Lemkin 
created the very term ‘genocide’, joining the Greek word ‘genos’ (race, nation or tribe) and the 
Latin suffix ‘cide’ (from ‘caedere’, to kill). Lemkin had managed to escape the Holocaust via 
Sweden before reaching the United States where he published Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, a 
detailed account of the occupation regime imposed by Nazi Germany.

Genocide according to Lemkin

In this book, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, Lemkin introduced the concept of genocide, 
defining it as: ‘the destruction of a nation or of an ethnic group […] a coordinated plan of 
different actions aiming at the destruction of essential foundations of the life of national 
groups, with the aim of annihilating the groups themselves. The objectives of such a plan 
would be disintegration of the political and social institutions, of culture, language, na-
tional feelings, religion, and the economic existence of national groups, and the destruc-
tion of the personal security, liberty, health, dignity, and even the lives of the individuals 
belonging to such groups. Genocide is directed against the national group as an entity, 
and the actions involved are directed against individuals, not in their individual capacity, 
but as members of the national group.’ 

The Crime of Genocide and International Law
Martin Mennecke
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Lemkin’s work was clearly motivated by his personal experience of the war and the Holocaust, 
including the loss of dozens of family members. However Lemkin also built on his earlier work 
concerning atrocities committed against the Armenians and in various European colonies.

Nuremberg War Crime Trial

In 1945 and 1946 the triumphant allied forces installed the International Military Tribu-
nal at the German city of Nuremberg. Here some of the most important captured Nazi 
suspects were tried and in most cases convicted. Among them were Hermann Göring, 
Arthur Seyss-Inquart, Albert Speer and Joachim von Ribbentrop. Adolf Hitler, Joseph 
Goebbels and Heinrich Himmler were not tried because they had committed suicide at 
the end of the war.

At the Nuremberg trial, the new concept of genocide did not play any significant role. As a mat-
ter of fact, genocide was not incorporated into the rules establishing the Nuremberg Tribunal 
that was to hear the cases against the political and military leadership of Nazi Germany. This 
was in part due to the fact that Lemkin’s invention of the term ‘genocide’ did not yet exist 
under international law. Immediately after the war, the attention did not centre on the policy 
of extermination, but on Nazi Germany’s wars of aggression which were referred to as ‘the 
supreme crime’. Lemkin was not pleased with this. He had personally travelled to Nuremberg 
to lobby for the inclusion of genocide charges into the proceedings, but to no avail. Lemkin 
redirected his efforts towards lobbying the newly founded United Nations to adopt a legal 

Dr. Raphael Lemkin, 12 Sep-
tember 1948 
Source: United Nations
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instrument prohibiting genocide – and so it did in 1948, just four years after Lemkin had 
published his first thoughts on genocide. 
	 At the time, the UN Genocide Convention was considered a milestone. The euphoric as-
sessment of the new genocide treaty was, however, not a sentiment shared by all observers. 
International law professor Georg Schwarzenberger commented that the ‘whole Convention is 
based on the assumption of virtuous governments and criminal individuals, a reversal of the 
truth (…) [T]he Convention is unnecessary where it can be applied and inapplicable where it 
may be necessary. It is an insult to intelligence and dangerous (…) [and will] prove on examina-
tion to mark no real advance.’
	 Today, we know that the critics were not totally wrong. The pledge given in the preamble of 
the Genocide Convention ‘to liberate mankind from such an odious scourge’ in order to avoid 
for the future such ‘great losses on humanity’, this pledge has not been realised. Instead the 
period after 1948 also saw numerous instances of genocidal violence, turning the 20th century 

Nuremberg War Crime Trial, defendants dock
Source: National Archives and Records Administration



148 into what some have called the ‘century of genocide.’ The writer David Rieff therefore once 
quipped that the pledge of ‘never again’ only could be understood to mean ‘never again will 
Germans kill Jews in Europe’. 

2.  The UN Genocide Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide

The UN Genocide Convention was adopted by the UN General Assembly on 9 December 1948, one 
day after the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was passed by the same forum. The treaty 
was drafted and negotiated under the auspices of the United Nations – therefore the reference 
to the UN in the title of the instrument – but is otherwise an independent international treaty 
among states and not linked to the United Nations as such. As with all international treaties, 
the Genocide Convention only became a binding legal instrument once a sufficient number of 
states had formally agreed to be bound by this new treaty. This was the case on 12 January 1951 
and since then, the Genocide Convention has been in force and applies to its member states. 
This means that crimes committed prior to 1951 cannot be legally prosecuted under the Geno-
cide Convention. This is true, for example, for both the Armenian mass killings, the murderous 
persecution of the Sinti and Roma and the Holocaust. That being said, one can of course still 
apply the label ‘genocide’ to these and other crimes outside the courtroom.
	 Today the UN Genocide Convention counts 142 member states. This means that more than 
50 states have not yet ratified the Genocide Convention, including states such as Somalia and 
Japan. This does not mean, however, that these states can commit genocide without violating 
international law. Instead these states are bound by what is called customary international 
law, building on the long-standing general practice and legal opinion of the international com-
munity of states pursuant to which genocide is a crime under international law. This has been 
confirmed in numerous international judgements. Indeed, the prohibition of genocide is said to 
enjoy jus cogens status.

Jus cogens

This is a Latin term meaning ‘compelling law’. It refers to a special category of internation-
al law norms which are considered to be peremptory so that no state can legally deviate 
from them. Other norms with a jus cogens status include the prohibition of slavery and the 
prohibition of torture. International law does not explicitly regulate, however, what the 
consequences of a violation of a jus cogens norm are.

2.1  Provisions

The UN Genocide Convention consists of nineteen provisions. The Convention outlines how 
member states are to deal with the crime of genocide and puts great emphasis on how to 
punish it, including several provisions that refer to criminal law and the accountability of indi-
viduals. At the same time the Genocide Convention could be characterised as a human rights 



149instrument, as it sets out to protect the right of existence of certain groups listed in the treaty. 
Finally, the Genocide Convention also deals with states and their responsibilities, as it concerns 
their options and duties as regards the prevention and punishment of the crime of genocide. 
The UN Genocide Convention is thus an international treaty that both deals with human rights 
issues, questions of criminal law and state responsibility. 
	 Turning to specific provisions of the Genocide Convention, Article 1 stipulates that member 
states ‘undertake to prevent and punish the crime of genocide’. In Article 2 the treaty defines 
the crime of genocide. Remarkably, the Genocide Convention does not establish any specific 
institutions such as a court or a committee to supervise the implementation of the aforemen-
tioned duties. Article 6 refers to an international penal tribunal, but the treaty stops short of 
establishing it – reflecting the lack of political will to do so at the time of the treaty’s drafting. 
In Article 9 the Genocide Convention refers to an actual tool to address genocide: state par-
ties to the treaty can take disputes with other member states concerning the Convention to 
the International Court of Justice (ICJ). This court does not deal with questions of individual 
criminal accountability, but settles inter-state disputes. In practice, however, this reference to 
the ICJ has not resulted into very many cases.

3.  The definition of genocide under international law

The body of scholarly literature on genocide contains an abundance of definitions of genocide. 
Many genocide scholars present their own, personal definition of genocide, and that leads to 
different cases being included in the discussion. In international law, things are in a sense more 
simple as regards what is genocide: there is only one definition and that has been the same 
ever since the UN Genocide Convention was adopted in 1948. Governments have had numerous 
opportunities to amend the original definition to address any shortcomings or new develop-
ments – but never have done so. As late as in 1998, on the 50th anniversary of the Genocide 
Convention, states decided to use the original definition word by word when drafting the 
treaty establishing the new International Criminal Court. This is interesting to note because 
one of the reasons that genocide scholars keep on designing new definitions is that the legal 
definition has been widely criticised ever since its adoption. 

Definition

In the present Convention, genocide means any of the following acts committed with 
the 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; 
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(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.

3.1  Intent

A first reading of the definition allows us to make several important observations. First, the 
definition is composed of two equally important parts describing respectively the perpetra-
tor’s intent and then the actions (in letters a-e) that can constitute genocide. Concerning the 
perpetrator’s intent, the definition requires a very specific intent, i.e. the intent to focus on 
destroying one of the protected groups and not merely the intent to commit one of the geno-
cidal acts. The question is thus not only whether the perpetrator wanted to kill an individual 
person – but whether he or she did so intending to destroy the group the victims belonged to.
	 This form of intent is difficult to prove; in court proceedings, judges often infer the intent 
from the actual events on the ground, for example from speeches or writings authored by the 
perpetrator. Only if both requirements, including the special intent, are met in a given situa-
tion, can one conclude genocide has been committed in terms of international law.
	 Secondly, and quite different from what one might expect, the legal definition of genocide 
includes under relevant acts not only ‘killing’, but also other forms of conduct including, for 
example, the forcible transfer of children. It is important to note that legally speaking genocide 
does not require mass killings or gas chambers, but can be committed in different ways – it all 
depends on whether the perpetrator has the requisite intent.
	 Thirdly, the legal definition of genocide only protects certain groups against destruction, 
i.e. national, religious, racial and ethnic groups. This listing is not open-ended or exemplary – 
there are these four groups, no more.
	 Fourthly, the legal definition does not define genocide as the total annihilation of a group, 
but makes it a crime to intend to destroy any of these groups in whole or in part. Thus even a 
brief first survey shows that genocide under international law is quite different from how the 
layman might define it.

4.	  Difficulties in practice

Two international tribunals have, in the cases concerning the war in the Former Yugoslavia 
and the Rwandan genocide, applied the legal definition of genocide and shed more light on its 
scope and meaning. There are two aspects which deserve our particular attention. As stated, 
the genocide definition provided by the UN Genocide Convention only protects four specified 
groups. This has been widely criticised as being too limited and arbitrary, but it can only be 
changed by those making international law, i.e. states. The work of the tribunals identified 
another issue: who exactly is protected as a ‘national, ethnic, racial and religious group’? Scru-
tinising the Rwandan genocide it all of a sudden appeared that the two prevalent groups – the 
Tutsi and the Hutu – spoke the same language, shared the same customs and were both Chris-
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tribunal, the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, several years to work out a convincing 
answer. Now it is generally accepted that the question is not whether the victim group lives 
up to some abstract definition for ethnic groups taken from an encyclopaedia, but whether 
the perpetrators have perceived the victims as members of a distinct ethnic, racial etc. group.
	 Another important question facing the international tribunals was what to make of the defi-
nition’s reference to destroying the group ‘in whole or in part.’ The legal definition of genocide 
is focused on the perpetrator’s intent, not on the success of his or her actions – in other 
words, for any determination of genocide it is not necessary that the whole victim group has 
been exterminated. As for the meaning of the ‘in part’ segment, the international case law 
found that there is no minimum number of victims. Instead, the phrase ‘in part’ involves two 
considerations, which might be seen as ‘qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’. As for the latter, the 
tribunals have held that the perpetrator must have aimed at a ‘substantial’ part of the victim 
group, i.e. a considerable number of individuals. As for ‘quality’, the question to ask is whether 
the perpetrator aimed at a ‘significant part’ of the group, such as for example its leadership or 
all the women. This intent can also be focused on a certain geographically limited area. How 
exactly to apply the ‘in part’ segment, however, remains under discussion.
	 There are more such difficult questions. For example, in one of the early judgements concern-
ing the Rwandan genocide, the judges held that rape can form part of genocidal violence. This 
was a remarkable holding, as sexual violence hitherto had not been given much prominence in 
international criminal law. Consequently, the judgement was celebrated by many as an overdue 
recognition of the suffering of women during genocides. On first sight the decision makes im-
mediate sense, as rape obviously causes the victim both mental and physical harm. On further 
thought, however, the question arises whether the perpetrator indeed commits the rape with 
the intent to destroy the relevant group as such – as required by the legal definition. It is 
notable that since the first seminal decision classifying rape as genocide there has been very 
little follow-up in subsequent judgements. Many genocide scholars include sexual violence into 
their discussions of genocide, but there is still significant room for clarification when applying 
the legal definition. 

Case No. ICTR-96-4-T, the prosecutor v. Jean-Paul Akayesu, Judgement on 2 September 
1998:

With regard, particularly, to the acts described in paragraphs 12(A) and 12(B) of the In-
dictment, that is, rape and sexual violence, the Chamber wishes to underscore the fact 
that in its opinion, they constitute genocide in the same way as any other act as long as 
they were committed with the specific intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a particular 
group, targeted as such. Indeed, rape and sexual violence certainly constitute infliction of 
serious physical and mental harm on the victims and are even, according to the Chamber, 

  



152 one of the worst ways of inflicting harm on the victim as he or she suffers both physi-
cal and mental harm. In light of all the evidence before it, the Chamber is satisfied that 
the acts of rape and sexual violence described above, were committed solely against 
Tutsi women, many of whom were subjected to the worst public humiliation, mutilated, 
and raped several times, often in public, in the Bureau Communal premises or in other 
public places, and often by more than one assailant. These rapes resulted in physical and 
psychological destruction of Tutsi women, their families and their communities. Sexual 
violence was an integral part of the process of destruction, specifically targeting Tutsi 
women and specifically contributing to their destruction and to the destruction of the 
Tutsi group as a whole.

4.1  Cultural genocide and international law

In the non-legal literature on genocide much has been written on how the forceful suppres-
sion of traditional languages and customs can lead to the extinction of a given culture – an 
experience shared by many indigenous people. Under international law, however, the preva-
lent view is that cultural genocide cannot be squared with the legal definition of genocide, as 
the phrase ‘intent to destroy’ is understood to focus on the physical destruction of a group, 
not its culture. Acts that could be considered ‘cultural genocide’ are therefore only included 
in the legal proceedings when they can help to establish the intent of the perpetrator to 
physically destroy a group. It could, however, be asked whether this indeed is the only pos-
sible reading of the Genocide Convention – perhaps the phrase ‘intent to destroy’ could also 
accommodate cultural genocide, as the definition itself does not explicitly refer to physical 
destruction.

5.  Genocide scholars and the legal definition of genocide

Overall, the legal definition has shown that it is far more flexible and open for new interpre-
tations than many of its critics had believed. This notwithstanding, many genocide scholars 
remain critical of the legal definition of genocide. While some of their long-standing criticisms 
have been addressed in the case law, certain issues remain inherent in the legal definition as 
it stands.
	 First of all, many genocide scholars argue that the intent requirement sets too high a 
threshold, as it is difficult to prove whether, for example, a perpetrator by killing members of 
a group and persecuting others also intended to destroy the group as such. This issue often 
arises when discussing campaigns of what has been dubbed ‘ethnic cleansing’. This term de-
scribes scenarios where the perpetrator forces another ethnic group to leave their home ter-
ritory by committing atrocities against members of the group without, though, exterminating 
the group as such. A relevant example is the war in the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s, when 
the Bosnian Muslims became the victims of large scale ‘ethnic cleansing’ – a series of crimes 



153which many victims as well as non-legal scholars described as genocide, while the majority of 
international lawyers and eventually international tribunals held that the requisite genocidal 
intent to destroy the group of Bosnian Muslims was lacking. This discussion touches on the 
essence of the question of what is genocide – and the legal definition gives a narrower answer 
to the question than may be agreeable to victims and scholars – but for lawyers, the definition 
has to be applied as it stands. 
	 Another bone of contention is the number of groups protected under the UN Genocide Con-
vention. The legal definition only protects four specific groups – no more. This is for historic 
reasons; at the time of the drafting there were also other versions on the table, including a 
definition that would have protected social and political groups. In the end, the Soviet Union 
and other states succeeded at removing political groups from the definition, a move consented 
to by the other governments in order to secure a final text acceptable to the largest number 
of states possible. As a result, a regime can turn against its political opposition and kill each 
single member of that group – without committing genocide. A relevant example can be seen 
in Cambodia where the crimes committed by the Khmer Rouge only in part meet the require-
ments of the legal definition: a minority of the victims was killed because of their membership 
of a specific ethnic or religious group; by far the largest group of victims belonged to a social 
segment of the society – but social groups are not protected by the Genocide Convention. Of 
course, such a policy could still be prosecuted under international law, for example as crimes 
against humanity, but for many observers there is no convincing argument why these killings 
should not be classified as genocide, as they concern the purposeful destruction of a group. 
States have decided not to act on this criticism; under international law only the four afore-
mentioned groups remain protected against genocide. 

6.  To punish the crime of genocide

Notwithstanding all discussions on its exact scope and meaning, the legal definition of geno-
cide first and foremost accomplishes one thing: it defines a crime and establishes the individual 
accountability of those breaching the prohibition of genocide. In fact, Article 1 of the UN Geno-
cide Convention states that member states to the treaty ‘undertake to punish genocide’ – in 
other words, all states ratifying it are under a duty to punish genocide. The Genocide Conven-
tion does not set up an international tribunal to implement this duty – it only refers to the 
future creation of such body. 
	 The Convention’s emphasis is rather on the member states and their national judicial systems. 
The Convention provides in Article 6 that ‘persons charged with genocide (...) shall be tried by a 
competent tribunal of the State in the territory of which the act was committed’. Notably, the 
Convention thus limits the aforementioned duty to punish to the home state of the perpetra-
tors. By way of example this means that Rwanda as member state to the Genocide Convention 
is under an obligation to punish the perpetrators of the Rwandan genocide – but the Nether-
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lands or France are not with regards to the Rwandan genocide. This limitation to some extent 
lessens the significance of the duty to punish genocide, as the home state most often also 
will be the one responsible for the mass atrocities to start with – which in turn reduces the 
likelihood of actual investigations. Only once there has been a shift of power can one expect 
domestic trials on genocide as, for example, in Bosnia and Rwanda.

6.1  Universal jurisdiction

A more far-reaching duty to punish genocide – one that would apply regardless of the perpe-
trator’s nationality and the site of the crime – was not agreeable in 1948 and is not included 
under the Convention. Today, customary international law allows states to prosecute geno-

cidaires even when they stem from other countries and have committed the crime elsewhere. 
While there is still no duty to do so, several countries such as the Netherlands or Germany have 
enabled their own domestic courts to punish genocide regardless of where it has been commit-
ted. This type of prosecution is called universal jurisdiction, as the state’s claim of competence 
to investigate is not based on the perpetrator’s nationality (nationality principle) or the crime 
site (territorial principle), but the specific universal condemnation of the crime as shocking to 
all mankind (universality principle). Universal jurisdiction cases are not without their critics, as 
they are sometimes portrayed as Western meddling with the domestic affairs of other coun-
tries. Universal jurisdiction cases also entail numerous practical challenges. With regards to 
the Rwandan genocide for example, a Dutch prosecutor would have to investigate crimes that 
were committed in a country far away, protect witnesses that are not in the Netherlands and 
organise translation from the local language Kinyarwanda into Dutch. Proponents of universal 
jurisdiction cases do acknowledge the difficulties, but respond that under some circumstances 
these outside interventions are all that is available and thus necessary to overcome impunity 

ICJ Great Hall of Justice, 
5 December 2011 
Source: United Nations



155and provide justice to the victims of these crimes. This is particularly true if the genocidal 
regime has remained in power or is protected against investigations in the relevant state by 
means of an amnesty.

6.2  State responsibility – The International Court of Justice

At the international level, two different systems have to be distinguished: one to hold individu-
als accountable, and one to focus on the responsibility of states. State responsibility is incurred 
when a state violates a norm of international law – such as the prohibition of genocide. The 
Genocide Convention allows for such matters to be heard before the International Court of 
Justice (ICJ). This court is the highest judicial organ of the United Nations and is situated in The 
Hague, the Netherlands. It cannot hear cases concerning individual human rights nor respond 
to individual complaints, but only serves as a forum for states to settle inter-state disputes. 
The ICJ does not conclude a case by punishing a state, but makes a finding on whether a state 
has violated a given rule of international law and whether it should compensate the ‘victim’ 
state for that violation. In regard to genocide there has only been one ICJ case where the court 
rendered a judgement on the substance of the matter. This was on 26 February 2007 in a case 
initiated by Bosnia and Herzegovina against Serbia. Bosnia won the case in that Serbia was held 
to have violated both the duty to punish and to prevent genocide – but the Court also ruled 
that Serbia had not herself committed genocide in Bosnia and would not need to compensate 
Bosnia. Thus, despite Serbia becoming the very first state since the adoption of the Genocide 
Convention to be held in violation of the treaty, the judgement was not received well in Bosnia.

The Secretary-General 
addresses the ICTR 
Staff, 27 February 2009.
Source: United Nations



156 6.3  Individual responsibility – international criminal tribunals

There is by now a whole range of international and semi-international tribunals where individu-

als can be prosecuted for violating the prohibition of genocide. To appreciate today’s variety 
of options, it needs to be recalled that it took the international community of states almost 
half a century from the adoption of the Genocide Convention before it mustered the political 
will to establish the first tribunal to prosecute individuals guilty of genocide. This happened 
in 1993 when the UN Security Council established the International Criminal Tribunal for the 
former Yugoslavia (ICTY) to hold those accountable that were deemed responsible for the mas-
sive human rights violations during the then ongoing conflict in the former Yugoslavia. A year 
later, the Security Council established another tribunal, the International Criminal Tribunal for 
Rwanda (ICTR), to prosecute those with the greatest responsibility for the Rwandan genocide.
	 Both tribunals were thus created by the UN Security Council, focused on one certain conflict 
and were designed to be only temporary in their tasks. The ICTR became the institution to issue 
the first genocide judgement of any international court when, in 1998, it convicted a Rwandan 
major by the name of Jean Paul Akayesu for genocide. The ICTR has since heard some 60 addi-
tional genocide cases and will have to finish its work by 2013 or 14 because the Security Council 
has decided so. Conversely, the ICTY has only produced a handful of genocide convictions and 
all of them concern the mass executions in July 1995, when Bosnian Serbs murdered more than 
8,000 Bosnian Muslim boys and men at the town of Srebrenica. The ICTY will also soon have to 
conclude its work.

6.4  The International Criminal Court

The ICTY and ICTR were ground-breaking and standard-setting with their work and thus paved 
the way for the realisation of a historic project, the establishment of a permanent and uni-

versal institution to prosecute international crimes. In 1998, after lengthy and controversial 
negotiations, the drafting of the founding treaty for the International Criminal Court (ICC) was 
concluded. Surprisingly, only four years later, this treaty had already gained the support of 
more than 60 states which committed to the goal of ending impunity for genocide and other 
international crimes, which in turn meant that the Court could become active and start its work 
on 1 July 2002. Today the court has 120 member states, including all EU members, most Latin 
American states, more than 30 African states, but not the United States, Russia, China, India or 
Israel. It also is situated in The Hague, but because of the separate treaty is not a UN organ, but 
an independent international organisation. The ICC has no police force and thus depends on 
the political support of its members and can only hear cases against individuals believed to be 
responsible for genocide or other international crimes if the relevant home state is not able or 
willing to carry out the investigation or prosecution (the so-called principle of complementa-
rity). The ICC rendered its very first judgement on 14 March 2012. Thomas Lubanga, a rebel leader 
from the Democratic Republic of Congo, was found guilty of enlisting and using child soldiers. 
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In addition, the Court has issued a number of arrest warrants, including one against the sitting 
president of Sudan, Omar Al Bashir. The ICC Prosecutor views the ongoing violence in the Darfur 
province of Sudan as genocide and asserts that Bashir is guilty of genocide. So far Sudan has 
rejected any cooperation with the Court – but the difference between the ICC and all other 
international institutions dealing with international crimes is that the ICC is a permanent in-
stitution. It can wait. This may not be enough at the time for the victims of genocide – but it 
keeps genocide and the international promise to punish genocide on the agenda. 

6.5  The hybrid tribunal – the ECCC

There is one last mechanism of international justice to be mentioned here and these are the so-
called semi-international or hybrid tribunals. Such a tribunal exists for example to look into the 
crimes committed by the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia in 1975-1979 and is called the Extraordinary 
Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (ECCC). In contrast to the ICC, the ECCC is not a purely 
international, independent organisation, but is placed within the domestic system and in part 
also staffed by nationals of the relevant state. The potential benefit of this construction was 
that unlike the ICC, such a hybrid tribunal would be placed close to the victims and the sites 
where the crimes were committed. This would both be cheaper and more effective. In addition 
the involvement of domestic staff would allow for the transfer of knowledge and capacity 
building. The reality of the Cambodian example, however, is that the hybrid tribunal is very 
vulnerable to political pressure and interference from the home state government, jeopardising 
the whole effort to hold genocidaires accountable. 

7.  Punishing genocidaires

The Genocide Convention focuses on punishing the crime of genocide – but the question is 
whether the punishment of the perpetrators indeed always is an option, or even the appropri-

The Secretary-General addresses Cambodian Courts’ Extraordinary Chambers, 27 October 2010. 
Source: United Nations



158 ate, most promising answer. Reading this in the context of the Holocaust, even asking the very 
question may seem frivolous. Of course genocidaires should be punished before a court of law. 
According to this opinion the question rather ought to be whether any form of punishment 
ever could be appropriate to respond to the horrors of genocide.
	 But then there is the case of the Rwandan genocide. In little more than 100 days, in a country 
of some 8 million people, more than 800,000 Tutsi were slaughtered – almost three quarters 
of the country’s total Tutsi population. This genocide was not committed by means of gas 
chambers or mass executions; instead most of the killings were done by clubbing, stabbing, 
and so on. It is believed that several hundred thousand individuals took part in the killings. 
After the genocide there were only some 40 lawyers left in Rwanda to deal with this – the 
rest had either been killed or fled the country. To prosecute the perpetrators of the genocide 
before regular courts in Rwanda would have been an impossible task and literally have taken 
hundreds of years. At the same time, many Rwandans also questioned whether an exclusive 
focus on punishment would allow the country to achieve any meaningful reconciliation. After 
all, the genocide stemmed from an internal struggle for power among the two groups – Tutsi 
and Hutu – living side by side in the same communities, both prior to and after the genocide.
	 The complex situation in post-genocide Rwanda resulted into a whole variety of different 
mechanisms being used to address the crimes. There was the aforementioned International 
Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda to prosecute the main and top level perpetrators of the genocide; 
there were the domestic courts of Rwanda to address the perpetrators one level below; and then 
there were traditional courts, called gacaca, to hold accountable the low-level perpetrators at 
the village level. Here a group of villagers without legal education would hear both the accused 
and the other members of the local community before either acquitting or sentencing the ac-
cused to community work or time in prison. Altogether more than one million Rwandans were 
processed through the gacaca system. Some observers consider this a valuable and meaningful 
recycling of a traditional justice mechanism; others, especially international human rights organi-
sations, were rather critical, as gacaca did not live up to universal human rights standards, as for 
example the accused were not provided with defence lawyers. Also the victims of the genocide 
were divided; some would have preferred proper trials leading to serious prison sentences. 

8.  Transitional justice

Today all situations of genocide and mass atrocities raise the question of how crimes of the 
past can be addressed to achieve some form of justice, compensate victims and build a better 
future. Such efforts – whether trials, traditional forms of justice or truth and reconciliation 
commissions – belong to a field of research called transitional justice. The overall lesson from 
the Rwandan experience is that there is no one-size-fits-all solution to transitional justice 
situations – for each case of massive human rights violations, including genocide, the relevant 
society and the international community has to consider various factors in designing the ap-



159propriate response to the situation at hand. Punishment is what the Genocide Convention 
prescribes; punishment is what the victims may yearn for, but it might well be that punishment 
is only part of the answer when searching for truth, justice and reconciliation. 

9.	  To prevent the crime of genocide

In addition to the duty to punish, the UN Genocide Convention stipulates one other obligation 
for all its member states: the duty to prevent genocide. The dual focus is already evident in 
the official title of the genocide treaty: the UN Convention on the Prevention and Punishment 
of the Crime of Genocide. There is also a substantial link between the two duties. Conflict 
researchers have shown that impunity – the lack of accountability for gross human rights 
violations – is one of the key factors facilitating the creation of a genocidal mentality. Con-
versely, if there is a credible threat of punishment, the potential perpetrator may reconsider 
whether to engage in a genocidal campaign. There is disagreement in the scholarly literature 
regarding how effective punishment as deterrence actually can be. Some writers suggest that 
a low-level perpetrator in the midst of a war might not respond to the vague threat of future 
prosecutions, but carry on with his orders. Concerning high-level perpetrators, sceptics put 
forward a different argument questioning the link between punishment and prosecutions. In 
this regard the question is not so much whether the threat of punishment can have any effect 
on the perpetrator or not – but rather whether this effect is detrimental to the solution of the 
conflict or the ending of the genocide. Some scholars argue that high-level perpetrators will 
continue with their crimes, as they have no incentive to enter into serious peace talks – if all 
that waits for them is a plane bringing them to the International Criminal Court in The Hague. 
Thus the threat of punishment could have unintended consequences and prolong the suffering 
of the victims. Other writers respond that eventually this configuration will work to strengthen 
the preventative effect of punishment, as in the future, once some high-level perpetrators 
indeed have been put in prison, political and military leaders will take the threat of an ICC in-
dictment into their considerations before ordering massive human rights violations. This effect 
is undermined if perpetrators are offered an amnesty instead of continuing through the legal 
proceedings – not to speak of the victims’ hunger for justice. 

9.1  The duty to prevent genocide

The duty to prevent genocide itself is not spelt out in much detail in the UN Convention. 
Article 8 contains a weak reminder that treaty states can refer matters concerning genocide 
to the appropriate organs of the United Nations – but this is of course an option open to all 
UN member states even without their becoming a member of the genocide treaty. The most 
important provision in regard to prevention is indeed Article 1 of the Convention, according to 
which member states ‘undertake to prevent’ genocide. Since the aforementioned judgement of 
the International Court of Justice in the case between Bosnia and Serbia in 2007, it is clear that 



160 this brief statement actually entails a legal – not just a moral or political – duty to prevent 
genocide. The judges explained how this duty was to be effected. First of all it did not depend 
on whether a crisis was labelled genocide or not – a matter that often occupies much of the 
public debate, as shown most recently in the case of Darfur. Rather the duty to prevent geno-
cide makes it necessary to act before one can determine that genocide has been committed, 
as that is the very idea of prevention. Therefore the duty to prevent is activated as soon as 
there is a serious threat of genocide. All member states of the UN Convention have to employ 
all means available to them in accordance with international law to prevent the situation from 
escalating into genocide. The closer a state is tied geographically, politically and economically 
to the state where genocide is about to be committed, the more comprehensive the duty to 
prevent genocide becomes. This was also what the Court pointed out vis-à-vis Serbia, indi-
cating the strong ties Serbia had to the Bosnian Serbs in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The Court 
did not address the very controversial question under international law of whether states, 
even without a green light from the UN Security Council (the UN organ that is responsible for 
international peace and security) can send troops into a third state – without that state’s 
consent – to prevent an impeding or stop an ongoing genocide. The Court did not refer to such 
humanitarian interventions, so the debate on whether, for example, the United States or NATO 
member states have the right or in fact are under an obligation to prevent the next Rwanda. 
The Court did, however, leave no doubt that all member states of the UN Genocide Convention 
are under a legal obligation to prevent genocide and prevention, of course, can come in many 
ways short of an armed intervention, including political and economic pressure.
	 One of the weak spots of this finding may be that there is no organ under the genocide 
treaty that can lobby states to meet this duty and later sanction them, if necessary, for non-
compliance. It would take a new case before the International Court of Justice, with one state 
investing political will and courage in bringing another state to the Court, before the duty 
to prevent genocide would see legal enforcement. Another challenge to effective genocide 
prevention is that it took 14 years from when Bosnia and Herzegovina instituted proceedings 
against Serbia until the Court rendered its final judgement on the duty to prevent genocide. 

9.2  ‘Responsibility to protect’

In light of these challenges, many observers place more hope on a parallel development at the 
United Nations. The new buzzword regarding genocide prevention is ‘responsibility to protect’ 
or in short ‘R2P’. In 2005, on the 60th anniversary of the United Nations, a summit of all state 
leaders proclaimed in a General Assembly resolution that each state has a responsibility to pro-
tect its population from war crimes, crimes against humanity, ethnic cleansing and genocide. 
On a second level, the international community of states has a responsibility to assist states in 
exercising R2P by means of capacity building and other means of aid. If a state manifestly fails 
its responsibility to protect its population, this responsibility passes on to the international 



161community, which has the responsibility to respond to the crisis through the United Nations 
and more specifically the UN Security Council. In a way, R2P did not add much to the existing 
landscape of genocide prevention and certainly no new legal obligations, as General Assembly 
resolutions are not legally binding – and yet, the introduction of R2P clearly has the potential 
to strengthen genocide prevention.
	 First of all, there is a new commitment from all UN member states to prevent the committing 
of large-scale atrocities and to respond to all the crimes listed in the definition of R2P, including 
genocide. Secondly, there is conceptual progress, as sovereignty is no longer accepted as the 
big stumbling block to genocide prevention. Sovereignty has been traditionally understood by 
many as not interfering with the internal affairs of a given state; R2P redefined sovereignty 
as a two-sided coin, which protected the sovereign state from outside intervention, but also 
entailed certain responsibilities so that a state could not invoke its sovereignty to shield itself 
from international scrutiny in the event of massive human rights violations being committed. 
As with genocide prevention, it is crucial to recall that responsibility to protect also has a much 
broader agenda than just armed intervention.
	 Since its introduction at the United Nations in 2005, R2P has scored mixed results. On the 
positive side it has found its way into a number of Security Council resolutions and also started 
to impact the mandates of UN peacekeeping operations. In addition, it has been the topic of 
annual and substantial debates in the UN General Assembly, pushing forward the discussion on 
how to implement R2P. For that purpose, the UN has also established an office headed by two 
high-level officials to advise the UN Secretary General on both genocide prevention and R2P. On 
the negative side, and not so surprisingly perhaps, it has shown that R2P is not immune against 
misuse. It was, for example, invoked unilaterally by Russia – and not through the United Na-
tions – during the conflict with Georgia in 2008. It also is dependent on the political goodwill 
of states, as its mere invocation (as for example with regard to the Darfur crisis) does not 
suffice to prevent or even stop mass atrocities. A new chapter in the history of R2P was written 
by the recent UN-authorised NATO intervention in Libya during the spring of 2011, as this initially 
seemed to be a successful R2P operation to prevent massive crimes being committed in the 
Libyan town of Benghazi. Eventually, however, the NATO operation also involved giving strong 
support to the Libyan rebels and thus caused widespread international criticism. Only time will 
show whether Libya was the first of a series of successful R2P operations or whether now, more 
than ever, sceptics view R2P as no more than a tool for Western states to impose their political 
goals. 



162 Major judgements concerning the crime of genocide 

Case Concerning the Application of the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of 
the Crime of Genocide, Bosnia and Herzegovina v. Serbia and Montenegro, International 
Court of Justice, 26 February 2007

This was the first substantive genocide judgement issued by the UN’s highest judicial 
organ, the International Court of Justice (ICJ). The ICJ does not deal with the criminal ac-
countability of individuals, but looks at the responsibility of states for violating interna-
tional law. The Court held that Serbia did not commit genocide, but failed both to prevent 
the genocide committed by Bosnian Serbs at Srebrenica in July 1995 and to punish the 
perpetrators of this genocide. 

Headquarters of the United Nations in New York with the flags of participating nations
Source: United Nations



163Prosecutor v. Akayesu, International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, 2 September 1998 

This was the first conviction for the crime of genocide by an international tribunal since 
the drafting of the Genocide Convention. Apart from its historical significance the judge-
ment also sets forth an in-depth study of the facts of the Rwandan genocide. Legally, 
the inclusion of sexual violence, more specifically of rape, into the catalogue of acts 
that can constitute genocide is of major importance. 

Prosecutor v. Jelisic, International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, 14 Decem-
ber 1999 (Trial Chamber) and 5 July 2001 (Appeals Chamber)

In this case the ICTY Trial Chamber starting to explore further aspects of the legal defini-
tion of genocide. Questions such as whether a single perpetrator can commit genocide 
in a local community are addressed. Furthermore, the Trial Chamber and the Appeals 
Chamber agree that the crime of genocide requires a very specific form of intent that 
distinguishes genocide from other offences such as crimes against humanity. 

Prosecutor v. Krstic, International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, 2 August 
2001 and 19 April 2004

This case entails the first genocide conviction by an international tribunal in Europe. The 
Trial Chamber found General Krstic guilty of genocide as responsible for the killing of more 
than 7,000 male inhabitants of the Bosnian town of Srebrenica. The judgement provides 
for a comprehensive overview of the events and discusses a number of issues surrounding 
the legal definition of genocide, including the question of what is meant by destroying a 
protected group ‘in part’.

Key figure

Raphael Lemkin (1900-1959)
In 1944, the Polish lawyer Raphael Lemkin created the actual term ‘genocide’, joining the Greek 
word ‘genos’ (race, nation or tribe) and the Latin suffix ‘cide’ (from ‘caedere’, to kill). He intro-
duced the concept of genocide in his book Axis Rule in Occupied Europe.



164 Glossary

The Nuremberg Trial	 In 1945 and 1946 the triumphant allied forces installed the Inter-
national Military Tribunal at the German city of Nuremberg. Here, 
some of the most important captured Nazi suspects were tried 
and in most cases convicted.

United Nations	 International organization. Representatives of 50 countries 
signed on 26 June 1945 the United Nations Charter. The United 
Nations officially came into existence on 24 October 1945.

ICJ		  The International Court of Justice. This court is the highest judi-
cial organ of the United Nations and situated in The Hague, the 
Netherlands.

ICC		 The International Criminal Court. A permanent and universal 
institution to prosecute international crimes, situated in The 
Hague, the Netherlands.

ICTR	 The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, a UN body to 
prosecute those with the greatest responsibility for the Rwan-
dan genocide, situated in Arusha, Tanzania.

ICTY	 The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, a 
UN body to hold those accountable that were deemed respon-
sible for the massive human rights violations during the then 
ongoing conflict in the former Yugoslavia, situated in The Hague, 
the Netherlands.

UN Security Council	 Key organ of the UN, charged with the maintenance of interna-
tional peace and security. 15 members – five permanent (United 
States, China, Russia, United Kingdom and France) and 10 non-
permanent elected for two years according to regional groupings 
from the General Assembly. The Council established the ICTR and 
ICTY and can refer cases of alleged international crimes to the 
ICC.



165ECCC	 The Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia, the ECCC 
is not a purely international, independent organization, but 
placed within the domestic system and in part also staffed by 
nationals of the relevant state.

Genocidaires	 French, ‘those who commit genocide’, referring to those guilty 
of genocidal acts during the Rwandan genocide in 1994.

	
			   International treaty from 1948 with currently 142 member states. 

In force since 1951. In addition to the duty to punish, the UN 
Genocide Convention stipulates one other obligation for all its 
member states: the duty to prevent genocide.

R2P	 Having failed in Rwanda and at Srebrenica, the international 
community agreed in 2005 that there is a ‘responsibility to pro-
tect’ (R2P). R2P is a political commitment, not a legally binding 
norm. According to R2P each state has to protect its population 
against genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes and ‘eth-
nic cleansing’. Second, the international community should as-
sist states in this task. Third, if a state manifestly fails to live up 
to its responsibility, other states should exercise this responsi-
bility through the United Nations. This includes peaceful means, 
but ultimately also the authorization of armed force as in NATO’s 
operation in Libya in 2011. 

UN Convention on the 
Prevention and Punishment 
of the Crime of Genocide



166 Timeline

1944: The Polish lawyer Raphael Lemkin creats the actual term 
‘genocide’, joining the Greek word ‘genos’ (race, nation or tribe) 
and the Latin suffix ‘cide’ (from ‘caedere’, to kill).

9 December 1948: The Convention for the Prevention and Pun-
ishment of the Crime of Genocide is adopted by the United Na-
tions General Assembly.

12 January 1951: The Convention for the Prevention and Punish-
ment of the Crime of Genocide enters into force.

25 May 1993: The UN Security Council formally establishes the 
International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, known 
as the ICTY.

8 November 1994: The United Nations Security Council adopts 
resolution 955, which established ‘an international tribunal for 
the sole purpose of prosecuting persons responsible for geno-
cide and other serious violations of international humanitarian 
law committed in the territory of Rwanda and Rwandan citizens 
responsible for genocide and other such violations committed in 
the territory of neighbouring States, between 1 January 1994 and 
31 December 1994’.

17 July 1998: The International Criminal Court is established by 
the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, so called 
because it was adopted in Rome, Italy, by the United Nations 
Diplomatic Conference of Plenipotentiaries on the Establishment 
of an International Criminal Court.

2 September 1998: First genocide judgement by an international 
tribunal (against Jean Paul Akayesu).

2 August 2001: Krstic judgement, is the first genocide finding 
by ICTY and the first time since the Holocaust that genocide is 
found concerning Europe.
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1998
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2000

2001

2002



1671 July 2002: The ICC Statute comes into force. 

12 July 2004: Secretary-General Kofi Annan informs the United 
Nations Security Council that he has chosen Juan E. Méndez, 
a human rights advocate, lawyer and former political prisoner 
from Argentina, as his first Special Adviser on the Prevention of 
Genocide.

September 2005: At the United Nations World Summit, all Mem-
ber States formally accept the responsibility of each State to 
protect its population from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleans-
ing and crimes against humanity.

26 February 2007: The International Court of Justice (ICJ) deliv-
ers its judgment in the case ‘Application of the convention on 
the prevention and punishment of the crime of genocide, (Bos-
nia Herzegovina v. Serbia and Montenegro). It confirms the ICTY 
case-law in that the Srebrenica massacre was genocide.

12 July 2010: The International Criminal Court (ICC) issues an ar-
rest warrant for President Omar al-Bashir of Sudan for genocide 
committed in Darfur. An earlier arrest warrant for al-Bashir was 
issued in March 2009 by the ICC for war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in Darfur.
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2005

2010

2011

2004

2003
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