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Genocide Is a Process, Not an Event

Sheri P. Rosenberg1
Benjamin N. Cardozo School of Law, New York

Genocide studies is simultaneously an emerging and accepted category of scholarly inquiry. The field
is robust and at a critical turning point as more disciplines engage the subject. This article identifies
two areas within the field that suggest the need for further scholarly attention. First, it urges a
renewed attention to the processional nature of genocide and the implications that flow from a par-
ticularized understanding of it, specifically in relation to prevention. The article explores this rela-
tionship by providing a process-oriented examination of the under-theorized concept of "genocide by
attrition," seeking engagement and critique of the concept. Second, new disciplines have entered the
field of genocide studies, bringing with them new methodologies and insights. While this is a welcome
advance, genocide studies must move from multidisciplinary to interdisciplinary research to avoid
fragmentation and achieve the diverse objectives of the field.

Key words: genocide by attrition, prevention, multidisciplinary research, law of genocide

Since the early 1990s there has been a renewed interest in the subject of genocide and
its prevention. The scholarly attention has been vibrant and dynamic. In fact, there is
now a category of scholarly inquiry specifically dedicated to and referred to by many as
“genocide studies.” It is a diffuse and multidisciplinary field in which vigorous debates
over definitions continue in full force. In fact, as of 2001 political scientist Scott Straus
noted approximately 21 different definitions of the term “genocide.”2 To some, geno-
cide is a classic example of an essentially contested term. And at least one scholar argues
that its contentious status precludes its acceptance as an actual discipline,3 while for
others definitional disputes provide energy to historical and cultural debates.4 Regardless
of one’s stance in this debate, one cannot deny that the study of genocide and its pre-
vention is healthy and maturing. More disciplines are weighing in, bringing their own
sets of methodologies to the table. For example, micro studies by contemporary political
scientists such as Scott Straus and Lee Ann Fujii provide nuanced and complex analyses
to complement theories of blind masses, ancient ethnic hatreds, and elite divide-and-
conquer strategies. Historians are looking at macro factors across space and time to
focus on exogeneous and endogenous factors. Critical genocide studies is starting to
take root with the work of historian A. Dirk Moses, sociologist Thomas Cushman, and
others. These scholars attempt to interrogate some of the fundamental assumptions
and biases that exist throughout most scholarship related to genocide studies. When
scholars within their own discipline begin to critique their own acquisition of knowl-
edge, it becomes apparent that a field of inquiry has been established. Nonetheless, old
debates persist and new challenges have emerged.

Among the categories of inquiry, there has been a thread of scholarship explicitly
dedicated to exploring the genocidal process and the implications that flow from de-
ducing a particularized understanding of it.5 The “genocidal process” is a relatively
indeterminate term, and it is the notion of the complex genocidal process that will
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be the focus of this article, which urges renewed attention to exploring the social phe-
nomenon of genocide as a process rather than as the outcome of a process. The rigid
conception of genocide as a definition (as opposed to a social phenomenon) of “some-
thing” against which unfolding events are to be measured is in part due to the very suc-
cess and standing of the concept in international law. The emphasis on legalism
subjects each genocide to a rigid test in order to maintain the integrity of the term and
determine criminal culpability. This, however, has caused some authors and policy
makers to lose sight of the fact that genocide is a fluid and complex social phenomenon,
not a static term. This process perspective is crucial to the detection and standardization
of early warning indicators for the prevention of genocide, a goal which many genocide
scholars seek to pursue.6 As Bloxham and Moses argue, “the focus on specific types of
outcomes that qualify as genocide is analogous to studying the peaks of mountains
from above a cloud-line that only particularly tall mountains penetrate, when a glimpse
beneath the cloud-line would illustrate that other mountains fall just short.”7 Hence, if
one focuses on how the process of genocide unfolds and the acts that are often perpe-
trated on the victim—both indirectly and directly—during the genocidal process, then
one might begin to link these preliminary or early acts to the efforts of genocide preven-
tion. Moreover, a process-oriented approach provides lawyers and jurists with a lens
through which to interpret the 1948 UN Convention on the Prevention and Punish-
ment of the Crime of Genocide (UNCG). This approach aids in the interpretation of
the UNCG’s dual goals of prevention and punishment.

Genocide discourse may be unpacked in a variety of ways. One’s approach is natu-
rally influenced by his or her personal, ideological, and academic discipline. For the
purpose of this review, we will adhere to the definition of the phenomenon set forth in
the 1948 UNCG.8 While Professor William Schabas seeks, in my view, an overly narrow
and restrictive interpretation of the UNCG itself, we agree when he suggests that “[f]or
decades the Genocide Convention has been asked to shoulder a burden for which it was
never intended, essentially because of the relatively underdeveloped state of interna-
tional law dealing with accountability for human rights violations.”9 Today, there is a
relatively well-developed body of international law that deals with mass atrocities and
is codified in the Rome Statute establishing the International Criminal Court. As a
result, mass atrocities that are crying out for individual accountability no longer need
to be corralled under the crime of genocide; rather, the individuals who commit
these atrocities that fall short of genocide can be brought to justice for crimes against
humanity.

Nonetheless, pushing the outer boundaries of the UNCG and arguing for an inter-
pretation of the crime that approximates contemporary instances of its pursuit, rather
than static and narrow interpretations that dismiss Raphael Lemkin’s original concep-
tion and the modern-day occurrences that do not—and will not—fit the paradigm or
politics of the 1940s (the years during which the UNCG was finalized), has merit. After
all, as Nigel Eltringham eloquently suggests, the danger with classifications (and con-
crete definitions) is that we will “set out to prove that our abstract concepts . . . really do
correspond to reality, rather than being contingent approximations.”10 With this in
mind, it becomes evident that genocide is a complex social phenomenon that cannot
solely be disaggregated into its parts and tucked neatly into a definition. Rather, it must
be understood as an unfolding process to be viewed against or within historical, politi-
cal, and social factors. What follows is a brief analysis of the evolution of concept of
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the genocidal process, followed by a summary of a theory of “genocide by attrition” and
how the development of this concept, heretofore under-theorized, can be useful for
early warning, and hence prevention, of genocide. Finally, this article concludes with a
number of suggestions for future directions in genocide studies.

Genocide as Process in Genocide Studies
While many early studies have focused on comparative analysis of specific cases, an in-
creasing number of scholars have taken the broader view of genocide as a complex and
dynamic process. These scholars explore the causal contexts of genocide by using struc-
ture and agency theories to understand the process. They analyze structures of govern-
ment, political systems, and relevant socioeconomic, cultural, and historical factors.11

Some genocide scholars have synthesized and reduced this complex process into the
many “stages” of genocide. According to Gregory H. Stanton, genocide “develops in
eight stages that are predictable but not inexorable.”12 The stages are classification, sym-
bolization, dehumanization, organization, polarization, identification, extermination,
and denial. Helen Fein, examining the Holocaust, identifies five necessary and usually
sequential stages of genocide: “definition (identifying discrimination victims), stripping
(of rights, roles, offices, claims), segregation (enforced compulsory wearing of the yellow
star), isolation, concentration.”13 These stages preceded the Final Solution. More re-
cently, Jacques Semelin, in his book Purify and Destroy, has investigated the sources of
mass killing using the Holocaust, Rwanda, and Bosnia as the primary sources for his ex-
plorations. He seeks to create a political sociology of mass murder and, among other
things, explores the dynamic process of implementation against the historical and polit-
ical backgrounds of each situation.14 Although these stages are broad enough to cover
most instances of genocide, it is unlikely there is a single process of genocide. As Leo
Kuper notes, “[t]he forms of genocide are too varied, with quite different sequences of
action, and great differences in scale, raising different ‘logistic’ problems.”15 Technologi-
cal sophistication, geographical concentration of victims, bureaucratic efficiency, and
the possibility of reciprocal violence are some of the variables that differentiate one
genocide from another and resist the easy accommodation of a linear model of the
genocidal process.

Contributing to the body of literature, which seeks to understand a specific geno-
cide’s complex and evolving nature with prevention in mind, this article sets forth
a brief conceptualization of the genocidal process that can be marked by the term
“genocide by attrition” to bring to the foreground what is often in the background:
genocide is a process, a collective cataclysm, that relies more heavily—than currently
appreciated—on indirect methods of destruction for its success.16 It is the excessive
focus on violent deaths and a preoccupation with the numbers of victims that have
obscured alternative means of annihilation and have thereby missed the signals of
unfolding tragedies. In fact, many victims of historical genocides died from slower,
“indirect,” and less immediately deadly methods than outright murder. For example,
approximately 13.7% of all Jewish Holocaust victims died as a result of disease and
starvation attributable to their confinement in dire, despondent, and life-threatening
ghettos at a time prior to their deportation to forced-labor and extermination camps.17

This theory is not intended to offer yet another typology of stages. Rather, it presents a
list of attributes that are likely to occur at different stages of genocide and follow their
own distinct paths of development.

18 Rosenberg
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Genocide by Attrition: A Process-based View
As the field continues to grow, new and important ways of looking at and describing
genocide are found. The emphasis on strict, narrow legalism in genocide interpretation
coupled with the conceptual link between genocide and the paradigmatic case, the
Holocaust, have imposed a restrictive reading on the term set out in the UNCG. Justifi-
ably, this perceived rigidity led those witnessing the developing crises and unfolding
violence in today’s complex international arena to search for a more flexible term
that would nevertheless maintain the emotional and conceptual force of the genocide
concept.

The term genocide by attrition is relatively new to common parlance. While the
term has been used before, it is most notably associated with the crisis unfolding in Dar-
fur, Sudan.18 Eric Reeves, who has closely monitored the situation in Darfur, has been
the most ardent supporter of the view that what has occurred since late 2004 or early
2005, after the more direct killings took place, is genocide by attrition. As Reeves ob-
served in 2005, “[s]ometime in the summer of 2004 (we will never know precisely
when), genocidal destruction became more a matter of engineered disease and malnu-
trition than violent killing, [as] there came a point . . . in which ongoing genocide was
no longer primarily a result of slaughter, but a cruel attrition.”19 Both Nicholas D. Kris-
tof ’s work as well as that of Michael Petrou and Luiza Savage describes what we are wit-
nessing in Darfur as “genocide in slow motion.”20 More recently, Gerard Prunier has
drawn attention to the constellation of violence by describing death in Darfur as “killing
by attrition.”21 Moreover, countless news media outlets wantonly describe the situation
in Darfur as “genocide by attrition” or “genocide in slow motion.”22

Although the term is bandied about with some frequency, there has been little
attempt to provide it with a theoretical, legal, or conceptual foundation. Most uses of
the phrase are loose and descriptive. However, by engaging in a comparative analysis of
prior genocides and of the contemporary usage of the term, it becomes evident that
genocide by attrition essentially describes a slow process of annihilation that reflects the
unfolding phenomenon of the mass killing of a protected group rather than the imme-
diate unleashing of violent death. The methods of genocide by attrition describe
state (or non-state) policies and practices which deprive individuals of a specific set of
human rights; such policies and practices do not cause the immediate death of an indi-
vidual but rather lead to the slow and steady death of the individual and the annihila-
tion of the group.23

The concept of genocide by attrition set forth in this article is consistent with the
UNCG. While grounding the legal definition of genocide in physical annihilation, the
UNCG defines acts that constitute genocide not only as acts of immediate physical
destruction but also as acts which create conditions that will lead to physical destruc-
tion, including the infliction of physical and mental harm, acts to arrest procreation,
the transfer of children, and incitement to genocide.24 Thus, genocide by attrition is
not a new definition of genocide or one that intends to stretch the meaning of the crime
of genocide as set forth in the UNCG to accommodate emotional, political, or tactical
resorts to the term. Moreover, genocide by attrition does not replace the concept of
genocide; instead it draws attention to the genocidal process (rather than the outcome
of a process) and illuminates the prominent role that indirect methods of annihilation
play in the genocidal process.

Genocide as Process 19
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Practices and policies of genocide by attrition primarily, but not exclusively, include
forced displacement, the denial of health and health care, the denial of food, and sexual
violence. Empirical evidence from cases of genocide points to this set of attributes and
suggests several tentative conclusions about the genocidal process.25 First, indirect
methods of mass killing play a more important role in the genocidal process than previ-
ous models have suggested. Second, indirect methods of annihilation might occur at dif-
ferent points in the linear process and/or might reflect a jumping or collapsing of
stages. The concept of genocide by attrition ultimately helps correct the view of geno-
cide as a primarily directly murderous event that can simply be tracked back to individ-
ual culpability in order to assign moral and legal responsibility.

Genocide by Attrition and Prevention
The failure to apprehend the process of genocide by attrition reflects a general failure to
understand the link between the conditions of life that bring about the physical annihi-
lation of the group and the policy decisions that bring about such conditions. This over-
sight is particularly troubling where early warning of genocide is concerned. Generally,
early warning systems seek to collect, analyze, and communicate information about
escalating situations that are developing or could develop into genocide.26 The UNCG
requires state parties to prevent and punish the crime it seeks to prohibit. Thus, unlike
most other human rights laws and even international criminal laws, there is a direct
obligation upon states to prevent genocide. Until February 2007, when the International
Court of Justice issued its decision in the case of Bosnia and Herzegovina v. Serbia,27

there was a debate among scholars on whether the prevention clause in the UNCG cre-
ated a legal rather than a moral obligation upon states. This decision settled the matter.
The International Court of Justice held that prevention is a legal obligation and one that
is separate from the obligation to punish genocide. Moreover, it found Serbia liable for
failing to prevent the genocide in Srebrenica. More than 136 states have undertaken an
obligation to prevent genocide, and the prohibition of genocide is jus cogens—that is, a
norm so fundamental that no state can derogate from it.

The obligation to prevent genocide necessarily implies the need for effective early
warning. Of course, there is no human phenomenon that is 100% preventable. All we
can do is develop and enhance our techniques of early detection and pay close attention
to each situation that appears to be percolating. The paradigm is the same in health
care as it is in international relations: each of these fields is concerned with regulating
intervention in relation to death risks. Like in the field of health care, the benefits of
accurately preventing genocide greatly outweigh the risks associated with robust enthu-
siasm in early detection. Specifically, focusing on discriminatory forced displacement,
discriminatory denial of health and health care, discriminatory denial of food, and tar-
geted sexual violence provides a clear set of attributes of the genocidal process, thus
distinguishing them from the noise of regular human rights reporting. While these attri-
butes generally continue throughout the genocidal process, they often occur during the
earlier stages. For example, it might not have been as easy to send Jews into death
camps during the Holocaust if they had not been previously displaced from their
homes, often into ghettos where hundreds of thousands of Jews died from disease and
starvation. Likewise, sexual violence is more likely to occur to women or children who
are displaced from their homes. Thus, clearly recognizing these attributes of the geno-
cidal process might aid in identifying early warnings in advance or at a relatively early
stage of the conflict. Early warning might be doomed to failure if it cannot make

20 Rosenberg
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predictions at a relatively early stage. Once a crisis has fully unfolded and the dynamic
murderous process is well underway, policy options for the international society are sig-
nificantly restricted. In particular, once military intervention is the only realistic option
on the table, relevant stakeholders are left with a virtual Pandora’s Box, where complex
legal, moral, and political issues abound.

While most early warning systems identify a build-up of human rights violations
as an early warning indicator, broad emphasis on human rights abuses might poten-
tially overwhelm the models with too many variables, creating the opposite problem of
the rigid interpretation of genocide. The information overload makes it difficult to iden-
tify emerging patterns of genocidal violence from other deteriorating situations. The
concept of genocide by attrition proposes a framework that short-circuits both of those
problems by narrowing the universe of variables.

Conclusion and New Directions in Genocide Studies
In the evolution of genocide studies, all of the participating disciplines have made sig-
nificant contributions and provided much-needed insights. Nonetheless, in the existing
literature, ranging from philosophy to law, there is a lack of an overarching methodol-
ogy or theoretical convergence of how to approach the subject. As a result, there is a
pronounced murkiness in the field and an inability to move on from old debates (e.g.,
over definitions) that stymie the field’s development and inhibit its potential. Moreover,
it does not appear that anyone has addressed the implications of the social sciences
developing in one way, while legal developments have gone in a different direction. In
addition, while many genocide scholars proclaim interest in prevention, very few pieces
related to genocide tie explicitly to this concern.

Genocide by attrition represents a new direction in genocide studies that demon-
strates the field’s elasticity and its ability to draw from historical episodes to understand,
in practical terms, present instances of genocide. Further, genocide by attrition is part
of the expanding literature that views both genocide and humanitarian crises as com-
plex processes. While this article points to only one way in which the interpretation of
genocide by attrition can aid in genocide’s prevention, hopefully further research will
engage with the concept (positively or critically) and the many ways this interpretation
of the genocidal process may (or may not) aid in early warning.

Finally, many scholars in the field talk about its interdisciplinary nature. However,
the field is multidisciplinary, not interdisciplinary. An interdisciplinary approach is nec-
essary to genuinely grasp the essential meaning of genocide. Because genocide envelops
the political, the social, and the legal, giving expression to its multifaceted dimensions
demands an interdisciplinary rather than multidisciplinary approach. While scholars
from politics, law, and social anthropology all engage in genocide studies, they rarely
engage with one another. Moreover, when they do, it is not uncommon for conversa-
tions to sink into definitional debates and academic pageantry. The field would greatly
benefit from more cross-pollination. For example, often there is a divide between legal
scholars and political (and other social) scientists. On the one hand, the former are usu-
ally interested in establishing clear legal definitions because the fundamental principles
of law—and criminal law in particular—require that crimes be defined with precision as
a matter of fairness so that the individual is forewarned about the illegality of his or her
actions. The political scientists, on the other hand, view definitions and conceptual
debates as useful tools for establishing some parameter for the universe of admissible
cases and for elucidating links between structures and agency. These in turn are viewed
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as crucial to the development of generalizable models that can explain the causal links
between a set of variables and the observed phenomenon. By working together, a bal-
ance might be struck between fidelity to definitional precision and a greater approxima-
tion of the fluid and chaotic reality of the genocidal process. Similar conversations
should take place across varying disciplines. It is only then that the field of genocide
studies will truly continue to move into a new and productive direction.

Sheri Rosenberg is Assistant Clinical Professor of Law and Director of the Human Rights and Genocide
Clinic & Program in Holocaust and Human Rights Studies at Cardozo Law, New York. Previously, she was
awarded a Human Rights Fellowship at Columbia Law and completed her LL.M with honors. Her research
interests include non-discrimination in international law, minority rights, transitional justice, and genocide
prevention.
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