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A dissenting voice: Part II1
MARK LEVINE

Chronic stress in the system
Global human society is rapidly running into general crisis. And rapidly running
out of options predicated on the technical fix. The clearest indicator of what is
before us is presented through the impact of global warming. In Britain, the
seasonal picture has not been simply unusual or unpredictable in recent years; it
has rather been an ongoing series of extreme fluctuations and oscillations.
Autumn 2001 was the wettest on record since these began in 1659. Yet while
this pattern persisted into the winter and spring, bringing in its wake repeated,
serious flooding, the following autumn in marked contrast was the warmest on
record. The pattern was repeated in spring 2003 with close to drought conditions.2 On their own the persistence of such oscillations will have very deleterious consequences for the economic and social stability of this country. However,
these ostensibly aberrant weather patterns are not some blip peculiar to the North
Atlantic archipelago but—put into a computer frame alongside all the other
recent micro-climatic data—one small yet significant indicator of a general shift
in the global climate. Significantly, nobody studying this particular phenomenon—at least nobody reputable—would offer a technical fix for its solution,
only an increasingly urgent if not shrill appeal for the rapid deceleration of CO2
emissions by an immediate order of not less than 60%.3
If we fail to respond to what we are being told by the climate modellers, the
only issue is not whether we will drive our global ecosystem and with it our
species—along with what remains of our bio-diversity—over the precipice, but
when. There is, for instance, some current cutting-edge research which suggests
that the immediate effects of global warming on the most populated regions of
the world are being mitigated by the rainforests, notably the Amazon, acting as
a giant sink for over six billion tons of CO2 emissions.4 To which one might be
inclined to say “thank you Amazon.” But what this means in practice is that,
while temperatures in the Arctic Circle are currently soaring to the tune of 3–4.5
Celsius in winter, bringing in the process the bears and other wild animals of the
region to the absolute brink, these rises are currently 10 times the norm for the
rest of the planet.5 Our insulation from these worst effects, however, is only a
temporary respite. The sink, it is argued, will finally rupture, and when it does
so it will release its pent-up store in entirety. Don’t blame nature; this is simply
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its own regulating mechanism. But when it happens it will act as its own
accelerator, possibly leading to a general 20% increase in temperature.6
Just looking at the environmental effects of 1 or 2% change in both recent and
distant history should be enough to suggest that our actually rather fragile
contemporary civilisation will not be able to withstand anything quite so
apocalyptic as this.7 But this is not a case of what an unmastered nature might
do to us. At stake here is how we bring our own activity to bear in order to
exacerbate environmental disaster. This, of course, may sound remote from the
issue of genocide. But is it? Historical research which looks at the coincidence
of political-economic shifts and weather patterns is still quite limited. Yet in a
work like Mike Davis’ Late Victorian Holocausts it is increasingly authoritative.8
Davis has sought to correlate the dramatic crop failures brought on by severe
El Niño/Southern Oscillations (ENSO)at fin-de-siècle to the paradigmatic crystallisation of the modern Western-dominated global economy. The resulting
matrix not only brought in its wake a death toll amounting to tens of millions
through mass starvation but also a great wave of colonial insurrections driven on
not simply by hunger but also desperation at what was seen as first cause of
grassroots immiseration—not crop failure per se but the reordering of the terms
of ordinary people’s political, social and economic existence to suit Western
market imperatives. The results included the genocidal extirpation of the Umkuvela and Chimurenga revolts in Rhodesia, the Canudos uprising in the Brazilian
sertao, the Chinese Boxer rebellion, and that of the anti-US liberation movements in the Phillipines.9 Surprisingly, Davis does not mention the liquidation of
the Herero revolt in South-West Africa which arguably also followed these same
environmental-cum-political contours. But no matter. Davis’ argument is not
about genocide per se but the origins of a much broader and more pervasive
mass structural violence.
Nevertheless, much of what Davis is speaking about in the age of imperial
hegemony could be equally applied to the era of the fully-fledged nation-state.
With the succession from one to the other, the modernising imperatives which
had been the monopoly of the leading Western avant-gardists now became the
prerequisites for all self-respecting state-builders. The desire—indeed demand—
for economic growth thereby became both ingredient in, and potential accelerator towards, a renewed more virulent wave of genocide. In order to stay afloat
and genuinely independent in the openly Darwinian stakes of the global
capitalist economy, state elites in the inter-World War period increasingly opted
for the most desperate measures. The most desperate regimes, indeed, took their
own crisis-ridden shortcuts in conscious contradiction to liberal capitalism, via
command economies, autarky and or territorial expansion through war. And
when things went critically, dreadfully wrong, or the state’s integrity through
their self-inflicted mistakes seemed to be under outside threat, they took it out
on communal groups who stood as tangible or imagined obstacles to their
programmes and/or on those who were perceived to be in some sense linked to
exactly those outsider interests. The picture will be familiar to anybody who has
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studied Nazi Germany, Stalinist Soviet Russia, or later, Maoist China. But if
these represented some of the most radicalised “catch-up” agendas, the creation
of a worldwide system of nation-states in the era of decolonisation and beyond
simply ensured not an end to genocide but actually a ratcheting up of its
potential in all hemispheres.10
True, this potential in the post-1945 era has not been equal amongst all new
or reformulated states. Nor, however, is it limited to those who would consider
themselves consciously at odds with Western hegemony. The incestuous relationships between the leaders of the Cold War “free world” and genocidal
regimes in Indonesia, Guatemala, Turkey and more ephemerally Iraq should
suffice to scotch any such notion of that kind.11 Nevertheless, it is from a wide
band of what this author would describe as second tier states—relative that is to
the genuinely powerful “Western-dominated” first tier—whose leaderships are
most obsessed about the need to either make good within or in spite of the global
rat race (even when this is completely against an objective assessment of their
potential to do so), who are most vulnerable to these tendencies. This, usually
fuelled by a strong sense, on the one hand, of their country’s mytho-historical
greatness, and on the other by a deep grievance against those—including the
genocidal victims—who they blame for having denied them that birthright.12
However, if this would seem to lead us to back to some well-known
recidivists on both sides of the pre-1991 Cold War divide, the very way “the
system” has demanded fast-speed development of all modern polities presents us
with some critical uncertainties about the future direction state: communal
conflict might itself take. In the face of the imperative to “catch up” economically, many of the weakest tier-two states, for instance, have found themselves
increasingly smashing into a brick wall of limiting factors: economic
bankruptcy, demographic explosion, resource scarcity and massive ecological
degradation. Seventeen countries in Africa according to the UN Food and
Agriculture Organisation are currently facing starvation.13 As it happens extreme
climatic variables, either in the form of drought or alternatively mass flooding
accompanied by giant cyclones—as in the case of Mozambique and Madagascar—have been prominent accelerators of these potential breakdowns. But the
phenomenon is hardly exclusive to Africa. In Central America, Honduras has
had a long-term drought described as being of biblical proportions.14 In Central
Asia, as a result of the current war the Afghani plight on this score, though not
that of neighbouring Tadjikistan, is now marginally better known.15 Again, by
contrast, in the Indian state of Orissa, there have been great waves of catastrophic floods.16 Yet, ironically, such extreme effects are (to excuse the pun)
only the tip of the iceberg. As a more general environmental deterioration
proceeds in the Indian countryside, migration to the cities is expected to lead to
a doubling of their populations within the next 20 years to some 300 million.17
Nobody can predict exactly how the consequent overcrowding and air and water
pollution will impact on basic issues of health and social welfare. But even less
are the intermeshings of environmental and economic collapse taken into
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consideration when it comes to assessments of future urban (as well as rural)
inter-group relations in a notably multiethnic environment such as India’s.18
For instance, Ted Gurr, a notable American authority on the subject of ethnic
conflict worldwide, has recently assured us in a prestigious US journal that the
phenomenon is actually on the wane, the inference being that under the guiding
hand of Pax Americana, ably supported by a general commitment to conflict
resolution, the Second and Third Worlds can be made safe for the West’s
globalising agenda.19 But Gurr seems to elide the fact that ethnicity is not
actually at the root of most ethnic conflict but rather economic immiseration.
Granted, at what point or in what form, for instance, the slashing of global coffee
prices might directly or if ever) translate into monoculturally straight-jacketed
peasant producers in countries such as Tanzania and the Dominican Republic
turning to communal violence is not easily forseeable,20 anymore than one can
gauge how the “cash crop” deforestation of the Bangladesh’s remaining uplands
will exacerbate already highly charged animosities between equally impoverished peasants and hill peoples.21 The point is that where intercommunal
violence occurs (such as for instance recently witnessed in all its visceral power
at a variety of flashpoints throughout the Indonesian archipelago)22 it nearly
always comes together as a matrix of causes but always exacerbated by the
impact of globalisation on local economies. And as more of the already
impoverished or marginalised are brought to the brink in this way, the more we
are likely to see outcomes, such as in the Zapatistas in Chiapas, Mexico or the
Sem Tierra, landless labourers movement in Brazil where the world’s increasing
numbers of “have-nots” join together in utterly desperate movements of resistance against the state.23 Under such circumstances, “crisis” state responses in
turn are as likely to be just as lethal as those which Mike Davis has charted in
the “Third World,” a hundred years ago, the difference now being that in place
of empires it will be nation-states doing the killing.24
If this carries with it the likelihood for the persistence of genocide throughout
the globe in the twenty-first century, such a forecast nevertheless is based on the
assumption that the nation-state will remain the norm. But this is a very big
assumption. After all, the self-justification for the ongoing perpetuation of
Second and Third World nation-state regimes rests on the premise that they will
remain able to hitch a ride on the globalising economic accelerator—even where
this might involve taking radical shortcuts in the process—and hence, allegedly
be able to deliver to their populations increasing material prosperity. But then,
how are they going to cope in the face of nature’s own counter-accelerator:
global warming?
Post-genocide?
It is certainly true that the climate modellers may not yet have all the answers.
For instance, even though the El Niño of 1990–1995 was “the longest in the
historical, or indeed paleoclimatic records,” the long-term effect of global
warming on ENSO still remains a matter of much speculation.25 Yet when
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combined with the other limiting factors referred to above, it is clear that even
moderate climatic change will raise quite unprecedented challenges for weak
states, the 40 poorest of whom are expected to sustain a 20% cut in food
production over the next 80 years.26 Such basic issues of long-term bio-security
may be a long way away from the thoughts of first world consumers, a
significant majority of whom are entirely cocooned from such basic realities
through a seemingly never-ending supermarket conveyer belt of gastronomic
cornucopia. Yet, if one happens to be one of the thirty million Bengalis expected
to be imminently displaced from their marginal land holdings through deltaic
inundation, the matter literally becomes one of life or death.27 Under such
catastrophic social-cum-environmental pressures the question has to be posited:
how long will an already markedly crisis-ridden polity such as Bangladesh be
able to survive?
Admittedly, the relationship between its largely low-lying topography, upstate deforestation and projected sea-level rises in the Bay of Bengal make this
country’s vulnerability to global warming a particularly acute one. But all this
extreme example really highlights is the degree to which all tier-two states—i.e.
states who are still trying to respond to the demands of the international
system—will be prepared to resort to increasingly draconian methods of social
and economic control in order to keep themselves afloat,28 or whether the sheer
effort will simply precipitate their early fragmentation, disintegration or collapse.
Of course, if the general trend turns out to be one of fragmentation into a
plethora of smaller states, as predicted in a suitably frightening recent article by
Maurice Strong,29 we can be assured that genocide scholarship as we know it
will still be kept busy and thriving. More intensely nationalistic, “Balkanised”
states all struggling against the odds to catch up in a global economic system
already entirely monopolised and determined by a G7 coterie and against a
backdrop of rapidly intensifying resource scarcity will be a certain recipe for the
perpetuation of genocidal-style conflict.
An equally plausible scenario for some (not necessarily all) of the very
poorest states—particularly in sub-Saharan Africa as well as parts of Central and
South East Asia, and possibly Central America—might be one where they leave
the interlocking international framework of nation-statehood altogether. Having
been utterly exhausted and bankrupted by their efforts to participate in the
“system” race in the first place, these “failed” states or more exactly tier-three
ex-states, as I posit them, will be characterised by the total retreat of centralised
state fiscal power to the point where key administrative, legal, educational,
health and simple policing functions in entire regions will cease. In this way
their circumstances will in some respects reflect that of, for instance, the
post-imperial period in the Roman West after c. 400 AD. As then, so now, the
political vacuum will not be filled, at least not initially, by state-builders per se
but local warlords whose authority over a territorial range will have nothing to
do with the rule of law and everything to do with a clientage based on the
enlistment and service of primarily young men armed with a sufficiency of the
most up-to-date weaponry with which to keep other rival bodies of equally
435

MARK LEVINE

armed young men at bay. If the resulting territorial and social stand-offs may
well follow historic ethnic, clan or tribal cleavages the critical point is that with
only violence to sustain control and legitimacy, these zones are likely to be
plunged into an endemic instability and warfare, exemplified by indiscriminate
atrocity and genocidal killing. Worse, as these zones of lawlessness will have
been created by near-total environmental collapse, famine, disease and mass
movements of refugees in the first place, the turn to warlordism can only have
the effect of spreading the phenomenon into fragile, contiguous regions both
within and across increasingly defunct if formally existing international borders.
Here then is a nightmare scenario which is not genocide but rather post-genocide. Mass killing beyond the state: beyond the specificity let alone intent of
destroying communal group targets. Committed by two or possibly many more
communal or sub-state players. Without logical goals or boundaries. And
without end. Yet what is being posited is neither science fiction nor some idle
armchair speculation. When Robert Kaplan described exactly this “coming
anarchy” in a famously provocative Atlantic Monthly article in early 1994, he
sent shock waves through his urbane American readership.30 Much of his report
focused on what was already happening in West Africa and most particularly in
Sierra Leone, a country whose desperate plight became more familiar to a
Western audience through media attention focusing on the high incidence of
child soldiers amongst the country’s major insurgency movement and other
“gangs” and the sort of atrocities particularly involving the amputation of limbs
which these outfits regularly committed across gender and age barriers.31 Yet
while Sierra Leone may, proportionate to its population, have taken the lion’s
share—an estimated 1.8 million—of the children orphaned, abused and violated
as an outcome of contemporary internal war, the total estimated figure of 20
million worldwide according to a 2000 Save the Children Fund (SCF) report
suggests that this is hardly a phenomenon peculiar to one “failed” region.32
Indeed not. Hardly had the SCF report been published when another compiled
by epidemiologists working for the International Rescue Committee reported that
some 1.7 million had died in the previous two years as a direct result of another
ongoing war in the Democratic (sic.) Republic of Congo, primarily in the east
and north east of the country. Of these there had been some 200,000 direct war
deaths, with the rest primarily the casualties of the disintegration of the food and
health infrastructure.33 However, these cannot be taken as total mortality figures,
not only because they are confined to one albeit large region but also do not
include either the deaths from the onset of the war three years earlier, or those
since.
Nevertheless, there are some striking points of relevance for our argument
emanating from these two particular African examples. The first is that, despite
all the much-repeated eyewash about the CNN factor, wars such as these remain
largely off the Western cognitive map. Sierra Leone entered more fully onto it
when British troops were committed in 2000, providing an ephemeral opportunity for a wider media coverage of rebel atrocities—and their involvement in
illegal diamond smuggling.34 By contrast, despite the gargantuan scale of the
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equivalent Congo killings these remain not only for the majority of Westerners
a subject of which they know nothing, but even for most scholars of genocide
a matter of relatively little importance or concern. Here lies, surely, a second
item for some speculative comment. Are we to take it that these killings remain
largely out of sight and hence out of mind, even for the scholarly community of
genocide specialists, because they do not fit some neat, clearly defined categorisation of genocide? Or could it even be that scholars’ mental resistance to get
to grips with the matter has something to do with the fact that amongst the key
perpetrators is the very same government of Rwanda which claims to speak on
behalf of the victims of the 1994 genocide in that country?35 If everybody is a
potential victim and everybody a potential perpetrator in these sort of conflicts,
Western genocide scholarship is either going to have to drastically rethink its
terms of reference with regard to these cases,36 or alternatively concede that
alongside genocide there now stands an entirely new category of post-genocidal
conflict. There is, however, one connecting link between these two categories
which again can only serve to problematise the Western neo-liberal perspective.
The paradox of sub-Saharan countries such as the Congo and Sierra Leone is
that despite their administrative collapse they still have critical resources,
particularly bauxite, rutile and diamonds in the case of the former, copper, cobalt
and coltan—amongst others—in the latter which determine that their futures will
hardly be a matter of complete indifference to the West. Indeed, in a twenty-first
century world which Michael T. Klare has identified as being one in which
control of primary, extractive resources and energy supply will be fundamental
to continuing Western prosperity, one can be assured that whatever else happens,
those resources and energy supply will not be relinquished.37 Thus, while in the
first instance, the struggle for control of coltan in the Congo is being conducted
by predatory neighbouring regimes, including particularly Rwanda and Uganda,
Western state and corporate interests are deeply implicated and enmeshed in
their efforts.38 And where these interests have not got their way by supporting
either putative governments, warlords or insurgents, they have often simply
shortcut the problem—as in one particularly notable instance in Sierra Leone—
by giving the green light (entirely unofficially of course) to outfits such as
Sandline International and Executive Outcomes Ltd to do the job for them.
Though organisations of this ilk now call themselves private military companies
(PMCs), this is simply an ornate corporate new-speak for what in reality are
old-style mercenaries. Yet in an astonishing paper to none other than the
International Association of Genocide Scholars at its biennial conference in
Minneapolis in June 2000, John H. Heidenreich proposed that these very same
PMCs might be legitimately employed and deployed by US administrations to
deal with genocidal regimes in lieu of effective UN action.39
Where as a species are we going? Some concluding remarks
With Heidenreich’s paper we have almost come full circle. We began in the first
part of this article by critiquing the standard assumption that genocide is
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extrinsic to Western liberalism, proposing in its place that actually it is the
latter’s global system which provides the key to understanding how genocides
can develop out of modern state-building agendas. And we conclude by noting
that when such regime efforts impinge directly on Western interests that it is
only then that the West absolutely demands their eradication. The blind spot
however remains. Even when it comes to Iraq, the inability to acknowledge that
“our” direct or indirect long-term responsibility for the processes by which such
a regime is formed, shaped and perpetuated and in turn became thoroughly toxic
seems to be beyond the ken of mainstream Western analysis.
This is a statement about the Western-dominated “international system,” not
about its parallel albeit much more nebulous existence as “international society.”
This author does not take the latter to be a complete figment of the imagination.
A genuinely universalistic, humanitarian aspiration has remained a key facet of
the West’s idea of progress since enunciated by Kant, Rousseau and others at the
optimistic height of the Enlightenment. And in the contemporary world, while
not able to provide a genuine preventative antidote to genocide, this positive
tendency, concretised most obviously through juridical instruments of international law, and most particularly in the conception of the ICC, has remained
the most achievable aspect of Lemkin’s own Enlightenment-informed hope for
the punishment of at least some genocidaiers. Intent on capturing the hearts and
minds of Western political leaders in its favour, protagonists of the International
Criminal Court did at least seem to have for the very first time in the wake of
Soviet collapse a genuinely global framework with which to advance their case.
And tangible outcomes in the form of the Hague and Arusha tribunals as proof
of the system’s support. But if the notion that international “system” interests
could be brought somehow into some sort of consensual equilibrium with those
of “society”—even assuming there ever was such a genuine basis for such an
understanding—all came to an abrupt foreclosure on 9/11 and the immediate US
decision to use the al-Qaida connection as a pretext for making war on
Afghanistan.
The growing distance between ourselves and that series of events can only
confirm that international society’s increasingly shrill alarm at the behaviour of
the Taliban was not at the root of the US decision to go to war against them. Not
only was the latter contemptuous of any notion that surviving Taliban leaders be
tried at the Hague, even retributive post-September motivations were rapidly
decoupled from the war effort, save in so far as they gave to it a UN
legitimisation. Armed with this imprimatur the US set out in the following
months to carry through an agenda which it now appears was already in place
at least a month before the 9/11 rupture.40 And as accurate information—as
opposed to misinformation—has emerged, it has become even clearer that this
has revolved entirely around a US geo-strategic objective to guarantee control of
oil supplies being developed or envisaged by major US oil conglomerates in
Central Asia.41 As this is also tied up with the creation of an oil terminus on the
Indian Ocean, a pipeline through Afghanistan (as well as Pakistan) thus represents an agenda sine qua non. One in which, as is also now well known, the
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Taliban—regardless of their ideology or behaviour—were originally envisaged
as a pliant tool.42
The “coalition” (sic.) victory over Afghanistan was, therefore, a victory of
“pure” system. Moreover, in the space of little more than a year since then, these
hegemonic interests have moved rapidly on; beyond understandings with proxy
warlords of the ilk of the Northern Alliance, whatever the dubiousness of their
own human rights credentials.43
They even lie beyond Heidenreich’s beloved PMC’s,44 pointing towards a
direct military demonstration vis-à-vis Iraq designed to ensure a much tighter,
long-term control over the remaining resource potential of this entire oil-rich
region.45 Humanitarian concerns, whether the long-term ones emanating from the
20 years of war-induced social, economic and infrastructural breakdown, and
war-related drought in Afghanistan or that of further mass displacements,
casualties and immiseration caused directly by the Iraq war are nowhere to be
seen in this agenda save in some rather shabby window-dressing for public
consumption “back home.”46
With this muscular assertion of realpolitik we can also assume that the
aspirations for even limited international social goals, as naively envisaged under
the assumed post-1991 New World Order window of opportunity, have now
been firmly closed shut. The ICC, we may remember, already had had its ground
cut from under its feet by a firm US refusal to participate. Lined up alongside
the Bush administration’s reneging on a whole tranche of further international
agreements, including the Kyoto Protocol, biological weapons verification, the
comprehensive test ban treaty—plus the tearing up the ABM treaty and the
decision to carry on, even post-9/11, with the national missile defence system—
and we are now witnessing not simply an ephemeral right-veering tendency but
the apparently unfettered and irresistible perpetuation of hegemonic “system”
interests into the foreseeable future.47 Such interests are as entirely inimical to
the aims of human rights activists as they are to those who would desire to save
the planet. By definition, they are also interests which, on the one hand, act as
direct obstacles to those who would seek to halt specific cases of genocide, as
they are on the other, the very determinants which will ensure more genocide
and post-genocide in the twenty-first century.
It is time to offer prognosis. Whether the destiny of major parts of the globe
will be one of genocide, post-genocide or most likely a mix of both, the extreme
violence of the near future, at least in critical part, will be the outcome of a
world the capitalist West has not only created and inspired but also continues to
shape and manipulate in its own interest. Indeed, after Afghanistan and the
heady mixture of naked corporate greed and retributive paranoia which precipitated it, what role there will be for international justice let alone genuine
peacekeeping in what is now being advertised as “global security,” one can only
wonder.48 For genuine advocates of genocide prevention to stay aligned to this
new “ New World Order” would in short be to capitulate to the very terms under
which genocide will continue to flourish.
Starting afresh thus first demands a series of rejections: a rejection of the
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notion that the “real” world is essentially a matter of transactions, that people
can be bought—and sold—or realigned to do what corporate business demand
of them, or even that throwing money in their direction, in the form of
strings-attached aid will somehow “buy” their allegiance; a rejection of the idea
that Western global dominance is essentially sound and benign when so many
of its elements—the arms trade and global fiscal and trading institutions not even
having been considered in this piece—directly contribute to the structural
violence which breeds more extreme violence; a rejection above all of a
globalising agenda which makes the rich in the richest countries richer and the
poor in the poorest even poorer.49 Globalisation, of course, with the oil
transnationals as among its most fervent advocates, is also the very motor to
global warming and hence—the ultimate precipitant of all our woes. But let us
be assured that it will drag the weaker, the poorer, the more desperate there
first.50 The very fact that genocide more often than not emanates out of the
efforts of particularly aggrieved or desperate polities attempting to take completely lunatic shortcuts to independent empowerment and thus to realise what
is actually unrealisable51 is indicative of just how deeply enmeshed this phenomenon is in a much deeper and wider systemic malfunction.
This, secondly, is not to deflect the issue away from the genocidaires who
must also always be rejected. However, defeating the Saddams of the world can
only truly come about by denying them the societal conditions in which they
might otherwise gain power. Paradoxically that may actually mean enabling and
empowering ordinary people in potential genocidal societies—including those
who might otherwise become potential genocidaires themselves—to genuinely
take control of their own lives and destinies. Yet it is exactly the current
globalising imperatives which deny and emasculate such localised possibilities,52
except, that is, for those of us—and then only some—who live in rich, Western
tier-one countries or, less obviously who are part of heterogeneous but nevertheless usually minority elites elsewhere.53 As environmentalist Satish Kumar said
in a BBC radio broadcast recently: “There is enough in the world for everybody’s need, there is not enough in the world for everybody’s greed.”54 Is this
a statement about genocide? However obliquely, the answer must be: yes, of
course!
For decades, Westerners have been—to use an English colloquialism—
“having their cake and eating it,” reaping the rewards of the plundered peripheries while at the same time preaching to those whom they have plundered
and/or aggrieved of the unacceptability of their human rights behaviour. Genocide, it is true, is currently not part of the Western domestic scene. But then the
phenomenon is not a cause but an effect. An interconnected world without
genocide can only develop in one in which economic domination as well as
political hubris have been outlawed, in others words, in which principles of
equity, social justice, environmental sustainability—and one might add genuine
human kindness—have become the “norm.” This assumes a radical cultural as
well as a more obvious economic shift in terms of ownership and control which,
of course, the “system” will certainly do everything in its power to prevent.
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George Kennan as head of the State Department planning staff said as much over
50 years ago when he argued for “a pattern of relationships which will permit
us (the US) to maintain this position of disparity without positive detriment to
our national security.”55 What should make Kennan’s statement strikingly
redundant now is the threat which stands to engulf all mankind—the United
States included. While the estimated $6.5 trillion bill for climate change over the
next 20 years will doubtless fall most perilously on the poorest, Third World
countries, a former director of the corporate insurance company GNCU believes
it will bankrupt the entire global economy by 2050.56 This is just to put the
matter in stark financial terms. It says nothing about the ability of mankind to
psychologically withstand a relentless wave of environmental catastrophes and
their repercussions.
Or, to state the issue slightly differently, the avoidance of genocide can neither
be cordoned off from the broader struggle to save the human species anymore
than it can be achieved by technical fix-style tinkering when the social and
environmental fabrics of vast swathes of the Second and Third Worlds are in
absolute freefall.57 How we really begin to undertake this essential process of
transformation is another matter. Blaming it all on global institutions and
transnational corporations and demanding their reform or even liquidation is
easy enough. Perhaps, however, simply the sheer act of recognition—that “we”
ourselves by our very actions, lifestyles and assumptions about what we think is
ours by right might be contributing enormously to this very selfsame crisis—
could represent a small start. How many genocide scholars, for instance, even
consider the contribution they are making to the crisis every time they get onto
an aeroplane? A recent report noted that an individual taking a single flight to
Rio de Janeiro is using up as much fossil fuel as if he or she were to make 630
trips between Oxford and London.58 9/11 briefly may have put the future of civil
aviation in jeopardy. But arguably all those prestigious conference trips upon
which the airlines depend could be put to a more appropriate and local use
anyway. Would it be so ludicrous, for instance, to propose that as a symbol of
both our humility and prescience we stopped meeting each other at international
events and organised our global interchange and networking in different ways?
Could one not even advance the proposition that to genuinely think globally—as
genocide scholars clearly want and need to do—entails our basic commitment to
act locally, as another great environmentalist E. F. Schumacher argued some 30
years ago?59
All this may sound at one remove from the subject of our expertise. But
however faint the signal the phenomenon of modern genocide both in terms of
cause and cure cannot be fundamentally divorced from the broader crisis of
humankind which Schumacher and Kumar, among many others, identified long
before 9/11. Indeed, until we in the West have recognised that we are an intrinsic
part of the problem, we are not well positioned to start offering solutions.
Instead, the sooner we recognise the scale of that problem, the more chance we
have—as an entire species—of being able to confront and just maybe withstand
a global Nemesis.
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