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Severe problems of overpopulation, environmental impact, and climate change cannot persist indefinitely: sooner or later they are likely to resolve themselves, whether in the manner of Rwanda or in some other manner not of our devising, if we don’t succeed in solving them by our own actions.1 

How should we understand the wellsprings of genocide? The above statement could be read either as a list of potential ingredients, or a line of explanatory inquiry at marked variance with nearly all standard treatments of our subject. Indeed, from Raphael Lemkin onwards, most genocide scholars have been at pains to distance the phenomenon, at least in its contemporary guise, from any explanation of a generalising kind. To travel down that road would be to diffuse ‘genocide’ into something wholly more amorphous. Even in so far as it is clearly a matter of violence, inclusion of any particular case-history as genocide, rests on the fulfillment of criteria which mark it as only belonging to that special category of violence. Thus, to speak of an event as genocide is almost ipso facto to repudiate the possibility that it might have been shaped or determined by factors or circumstances associated with the politics, economics, social or cultural behaviour  

of dominant international society.  On the contrary, genocide is almost always assumed to mark a radical rupture with, or from those norms. It is aberrant; abnormal; the outcome of sad, malfunctioning polities, as usually led by seriously mad or bad leaders.

This report begins, thus, with an inherent but ongoing tension about how we might best understand the phenomenon.  Depending on which broad explanatory framework we take to be more accurate will in turn determine whether we consider prospects for containing future genocide as either promising or bleak. Lemkin himself was operating on a premise geared towards the essentially optimistic forecast. As genocide is the act of a minority of very particular, nasty regimes it can also be outlawed through juridical instruments created by and henceforth owned by international society at large.  As the latter, according to this reading, is both benign yet strong, the consequent punishment of offenders also acts as a deterrent to other potential offenders. The long-term consequence of having this approach enshrined in the UN Genocide Convention is of a self-reinforcing, preventative kind. By creating universal, legally-sanctioned norms as to the unacceptability of genocide, regimes who commit the act become not only diplomatically isolated but also criminalised, in turn rendering untenable any self-justification on grounds of the sovereign rights of the state against outside interference. Ultimately, thereby, good global governance triumphs over the deviant and regressive malefactor. 

And who would wish to gainsay that this progressive view has made headway ? Indeed, if Lemkin were alive today sixty years on from the implementation of his big idea, he might well consider the contemporary landscape with at least some degree of satisfaction. No state apparatus or society publicly extols genocide. Those who knowingly commit the act do so covertly, implicitly acknowledging thereby, international opprobrium. Scholars of the subject may not agree on its definition yet vast swathes of people across the globe know the term ‘genocide’ and have a good enough mental approximation what it implies. Public indignation, shared by NGO practitioners, at the hypocrisy of leading actors on the world stage who fail to act to halt incidences - in cases, that is, where it is presented as genocide through the media - could further be taken as evidence that popular concern about the subject remains very much alive and to the fore. Moreover, the excuse of other more pressing concerns of war and peace provided by the cover of the Cold War no longer applies. The years since the early 1990s may have seen further acts of genocide but also a range of national and international responses: the UN ad hoc tribunals; state trials of genocidaires; major pronouncements of particular state behaviour as constituting genocide; the inauguration of the International Criminal Court, not to say instances where leading states have military intervened (with or without UN sanction) in others, on the claim that their actions were intended to prevent the act. With NGOs, scholars and, in some cases, national institutions, focused on how best to develop early-warning mechanisms as well as effective legal and/or military means for the enforcement of the Convention, it would appear hope is not vanquished nor cause for optimism illusory. Indeed, civilisation is still possible. 

Let us now, however, turn to our alternative approach.  This does not deny the value of the term genocide, even though we might be wary of the degree to which it can be neatly compartmentalised as separate from, rather than on a continuum of violence, whether emanating from the state, or other, including subaltern, groupings. The key distinction is more fundamental. Instead of attempting to create distance in the relationship between genocide and the driving forces of mainstream historical development, this approach instead sees the phenomenon as strongly symptomatic of that development. In other words, it seek to shift the perspective from the social and political formation of the aberrant particular (or, for that matter, components of the mainstream such as racism which are usually seen as deviant) to consider these components and elements as by-products of a more general and systemic dysfunctionality. Following this line of approach one might also add that studying the processes and patterns of genocide thereby not only provides insight into what history can tell us about genocide but equally what genocide can tell us about history. 

This of itself does not require us to assume that genocide causation inherently stems from some all-encompassing environmental displacement as might be construed from our opening quote. It is perfectly possible to review the widespread and growing frequency of genocide in contemporary times, as primarily an outcome of systemic political factors2, most obviously associated with the emergence and consolidation of an international political economy of nation-states. Nor would this be to belittle the strages gentium of earlier times. The very fact that extermination of peoples has been an ongoing facet of the human condition since the beginnings of recorded history, and perhaps earlier still, ought to be a sobering reminder of the deeply embedded nature of the phenomenon. Yet, paradoxically, genocide as a particularly potent variant of the exterminatory tendency might also be seen as a series of usually state-led crisis-responses to the creation of an increasingly interconnected yet hegemonic world order as it has crystallised in relatively recent history and whose apotheosis, arguably, has only been reached in the here and now.

It is not our purpose here to enumerate the historical sequence of modern genocide other than to briefly remind ourselves of the underlying preconditions broadly common to the crises of state out of which the phenomenon has regularly emanated. The historical roots of these preconditions – not the condition itself  - are in some respects quite straightforward. The avant-garde model of the coherent nation-state developed in a limited number of early modern polities in Western Europe and then, north America in tandem with efforts to achieve the maximisation of their resource potential - human, biotic and material – as determined by the needs of an almost perpetual military competition or actual warfare between these polities. It was no accident that the states most successful in this competition were not only the most technologically innovative but also the most predatory in their efforts to develop and utilise their respective resource-bases for the capital accumulation necessary in turn to feed that technological advance. Asset-stripping corporate capitalism, state formation – or reformulation - and military revolution though coming through various, often unrelated pathways, thus coalesced in the late 18th century West in as a potent nexus of all three. The paradigm also necessarily carried its own dynamic logic, the shorthand for which we might read in social Darwinian terms not so much as the survival of the fittest but rather the survival of the fastest.   

Here we have the protean beginnings of what one historian has dubbed the ‘Great Acceleration’3 towards the contemporary globalised political economy.  Necessarily, there were immediate, or ongoing genocidal ramifications, not least those suffered by indigenous peoples who were unfortunate enough to stand in the way or resisted the Western advance as it expanded its resource base by aggressively colonial means onto the wider global stage. But equally destabilising was the impact of this process upon traditional polities, including those of the historic world empire type who saw or directly experienced in the potency and dynamism of the new imperialised nation-states a direct threat to their own existence and survival. A distinct trajectory was thus set in motion by the advent of the Western model.  To make good, or perhaps more soberly put, simply to stay afloat in a world as determined by the new Western dispensation, required emulation of its practice. The alternative was to go under, that is, to be colonised.  Even with the later shift after 1945, to the post-colonial framework in which all formerly Western colonised zones nominally became sovereign and independent entities, the urge to hothouse, preferably industrial development became the sine qua non of each and every one, to the point where ‘ advocacy of anything short of maximum economic growth came to seem a form of lunacy or treason.’4 This did not fundamentally shift the balance of geo-political and economic power away from the Wallersteinian metropoli, at least not until quite recently. On the contrary, it simply intensified the urge of more self-consciously aware and resentful latecomer states within the periphery and semi-periphery to seek their own short-cuts to catch-up.5 

The irony of the situation should not elude us. After 1945, the liberal West implicitly proclaiming itself as arbiter (and often equivalent to) ‘international society’ put in place a range of economic, political and cultural rules and procedures for the appropriate conduct of new sovereign states, which included the potential censure of behaviour which had been typical of their own conduct during their rise to ascendancy. The most likely states to commit genocide after 1945, as indeed in the preceding epochal sequence from c.1914 thus, were those who not only (objectively or subjectively) felt stymied or blocked off in their developmental agendas often in relation to exogenous pressures emanating from the system leaders but also, for whatever reason, saw themselves in direct confrontation with that system. This picture, at least substantially from 1945 to 1990, was complicated by the bi-polarity of geo-politics and with it of proxy struggles between the West and the Soviets, one consequence of which was a slew of third world genocides committed with the complicity of either one side or the other, against supposedly subversive communal ‘enemies’.  

The warps and woofs of this trajectory notwithstanding, the most vulnerable communal groups to the potential of genocide have almost consistently been those perceived to be undermining agendas towards the independent modernisation and/or streamlining of the body-politic and social organism within the wider context of the individual state’s effort to transcend the limitations of real or perceived weakness within the system. From this perspective the purpose of the 1948 UN Convention as seeking to protect groups broadly analogous to national minorities, is appropriate to a degree. The heterogeneity of peoples, not to say the diverse, independently organised utilisation of space by those peoples is at the very heart of what all sovereign modernising projects see as obstacles to be overcome. The fact that the Convention sought to avoid the term national minorities, however, points to a key contradiction in its underlying conceptualisation. To survive in a social Darwinian world all states have to put a premium on forms of socialisation, or more precisely social engineering, which maximise the potential for economic growth. Communal groups who have been reluctant to assimilate to the project; who have failed to adapt; have actively resisted encapsulation, (or alternatively eructation); or perhaps, worst of all, have offered their own, alternative vision of social, spiritual and environmental relationships to the world, have repeatedly been the focus of statist animus and/or societal loathing. Yet genocide studies in its focus on victimised minority groups with their own modernist sense of national coherence has often forgotten, or sidelined in this equation the plethora of indigenous peoples who have not defined themselves in such terms at all and whose habitus has defied the internationally-sanctioned boundaries of the modern state altogether.6 Which might serve to reinforce our contention that behind most acts of contemporary genocide is usually a developmental engine. 

But if the preconditions of modern genocide are closely intertwined with the very driving forces, not to say building blocks of our contemporary global system, that must raise fundamental questions as to the future incidence, or alternatively its avoidance. It has been known for some decades that the scope, scale and relentlessly accelerating pace of developmentalism is entirely out of synch with the carrying capacity of the planet.7 Now, with the full effects of that developmentalism self-evident in terms of the knock-on consequences of greenhouse gas emissions (ghg) on the biosphere, one might even propose that the appropriate question is not so much about whether there will be future genocide but whether there will be future generations of homo sapiens upon this planet at all..8 

If this of its own, might be grounds for deciding that the study of our subject is facing redundancy we have already hinted at why ongoing predictive analysis could be of value to the greater cause of humanity’s survival. If the growing scope, scale and frequency of genocidal events in the most recent centennial sequence is itself an indicator of the cul-de-sac nature of systemic drives towards the unattainable, we might expect the acceleration of those drives set against increasing environmental blockages - not least global warming - to be an equally strong indicator of where we are more generally heading. By the same token, if the scale of biospheric breakdown actually begins to unravel the statist project, then we might expect to see the specific path of genocide radically diffuse or possibly metamorphose into other forms of violence.  

To be sure, making prognostications about the future is to enter onto dangerous terrain. That said, developing scenarios for future climate change impacts as set against different levels of ghg emissions has become practically a staple of climate and earth science modeling. As ultimately what matters to most of us is the human consequence, one might legitimately pose that we owe it to ourselves to consider the potential contours of violence in an age of accelerating anthropogenic climate change, if only so that forearmed with that prescience we might seek more tolerable - which, by implication, must mean more sustainable paths - away from the abyss.  

None of this means that we have to throw the baby out with the bath water. The psycho- social, cultural, and structurally-grounded economic and political relationships between state and community remain as valid and relevant to understanding the specific causation, incidence and trajectory of genocidal violence - whether of the optimal variety, or in lesser form- as they have always done. What is needed now, however, is a broader contextualisation of genocidal potentialities which take into account the genuine environmental, including climatic factors. 

We have sought to develop this analysis - albeit only in the most sparse outline - by offering three routes into the future. Each is necessarily grounded in realities of the present. In the first, we take what we might describe as a ‘business as usual’ approach: that is in which genocide continues to be a symptom of systemic dysfunctionality but in which political and economic factors are assumed to be paramount and in which the issue of environmental breakdown remains only in the background. In the second, we have upped the ante, so to speak, by suggesting how a world of resource scarcity, set against systemic demands on the one hand, population pressures on the other, are becoming destabilising forces in their own right, again implying a forecast in which genocide is one of many likely outcomes of extreme, mass violence.  In our third exposition, we finally introduce the elephant into the room : anthropogenic climate change. Its disruptive potential to the state writ-small, the international system writ-large, is truly exponential. All the more reason why it cannot be ignored by genocide scholars, nor anybody else. As an introduction to this section we also offer the briefest of commentaries on the case the Chittagong Hill Tracts, a region where issues of environmental degradation and climate change have already interacted with a range of other factors to produce genocidal conflict. Whether climate change will simply be a ‘threat multiplier’ to already existing conflicts - as security analysts now repeatedly tout9 – or the key factor in a civilisational collapse only time will tell. In our concluding remarks we briefly iterate the current direction of flow towards ever greater violence, as a consequence of the perpetuation and, or intensification of present conditions. Gazing into this crystal ball, however, will not clarify whether genocide will, or will not be a major facet of this ravaged landscape. It will simply confirm the urgent necessity for a paradigmatic shift in our relationship not only to each other but to our precious planet if we are to avoid not simply genocide but omnicide.  

Business as usual
In an earlier piece written in the late-1990s, exploring patterns of genocide from the Holocaust to Rwanda this author set out a schema for the likely contours of violence in the near-future of our contemporary world.10 I did so by dividing the international political map into three tiers. A first tier consisted of wealthy first world countries (the ‘liberal West’) closely approximating what under the era of bi-polarity was also referred to as the ‘free world.’ A second tier was made up of the vast majority of modern nation-states, not only those in the former Soviet bloc but polities in all hemispheres who continued to see themselves as bona fide players in the international system competition for position and power. A third tier was posited as more notional than real. Nevertheless, it was based on the argument that some of the very poorest, weakest and most underdeveloped countries who had entered into forced-pace, usually state-driven modernisation to meet the institutional demands of the system, were already so broken by the challenge that it was only a matter of time and/or the termination of tier one (‘international’) aid before they ceased to operate as effective, infrastructurally cohesive states altogether. We suggested candidates for this unfortunate grouping to include ‘much, if not all, of sub-Saharan Africa, as well as possibly large chunks of Central Asia.’

The three tiers were presented as a hierarchy, in other words, in superficial respects resembling Wallerstein’s core, semi-periphery and periphery components. The further implication was that potential trajectories, patterns and ultimately forms of violence were specific to each. In tier one, for instance, it was posited that while these state-societies were directly or indirectly responsible, or at least complicit for much of the conflict or threat of conflict, including genocide in the world at large, they were largely insulated themselves from suffering extreme, mass violence within their own domestic contexts. By way of explanation we posited that this outcome had less to do with the prevalence of liberal institutions, civil society, or even democratic checks and balances within these polities and much more to do with their position of political and economic control at the very apex of the global pyramid.  Indeed, tier one pre-eminence - as led by the United States on its own account and/or through NATO -  was and, to an extent, remains founded on its overwhelming arsenal of weapons of mass destruction, including nuclear weapons, and its spatial (if not political) ability to deliver these through mega-violence anywhere in the globe.  

In tier three, by contrast, the actuality or likelihood of violence was endemic and rampant, yet, paradoxically, with insufficient in the way of state authority to scotch or at least put a brake on its widespread but diffused prevalence and persistence. Here then, as posited in the schema, was a key paradox as to the potentialities of contemporary genocide. Where the state apparatus had become so weak within its territorial confines, or, more exactly, with an often changing incumbent regime simply one of several players attempting – but usually failing - to assert a monopoly of violence, the state’s very ability to organise a concerted campaign of extermination against one or more communal groups was in doubt. Exterminatory violence in such shells of former polities might spiral upwards to the nth degree but not as something which could be easily labeled as genocide.  

That left tier two polities.  Given that this band included most states, ranging from large, relatively strong ones such as China or Russia at one end, to small, relatively weak ones such as Rwanda and Burundi, at the other, the Wallersteinian model proved itself at this point to be less than functional. The range of state versus communal conflict within this  broad range in itself also offered no overarching guide to propensities for genocide. Many such states were involved in various levels of counter-insurgency in the 1990s. Some of these, as in tier three instances, also involved horrendous mass killing yet not always as perpetrated by the state apparatus. Where, for instance Colombia, or Algeria, in spite of their ongoing relative coherence as polities, found themselves pitted against strong internal insurgencies, the resulting killing was on a mass scale but equally, committed by more than one party to the conflict.11 Genocide, in such instances, could only result where the state committed itself to smashing the entire communal base (assuming it could identity it as such) of the internal enemy, presupposing a major ratcheting up of resources to enable this outcome.  It is surely significant that in all major cases of genocidal violence or mass ethnic cleansing in this ultimate decade of the 20th century - not only that of Rwanda, but also the wars both of the Caucasus and former Yugoslavia - the leaderships of the perpetrator regimes saw the very existence of their state-societies, as they understood them, under mortal threat. In other words, the immediate trigger to genocide was not in itself developmental in the sense of some supreme effort to make a great leap forward contra the normative economic rules of the system. Rather, it was precipitated by a major political crisis of state, the consequence of which was an onslaught on a given community or communities perceived as representing fateful catalysts to the further fragmentation, or even complete collapse of the state qua state.  Genocide, or something approaching it, was thus entered into in an entirely reactive, contingent, actually very fearful and even phobic mindset by regimes whose long-term purpose was most certainly an incremental reinforcing of state power within the global system, but whose short-term goals were sheer survival. 

The proposition of a three tier model, however, begs the question, a decade on, as to how clear or accurate a picture it presents of ongoing potentialities for violence or, more specifically, genocide. One thing, for instance, which immediately comes to attention is the relative political and material recovery of recent genocide perpetrator states. This could be interpreted as evidence that state leaderships do whatever they believe they have to do in moments of extremis, with the consequence that acts of genocide far from being treated as odious or reprehensible are actually condoned by large elements of the country’s population as necessary to its preservation. Moreover, the fact that none of these states have suffered long-term isolation at the hands of international society (i.e.tier one states plus the international, including fiscal institutions most closely associated with them) as one might assume by single reference to the Genocide Convention, suggests that such reasoning may extend - albeit without open articulation - into the very fabric of international relations.  The genocidal Hutu Power regime in Rwanda may have been swept aside by the opposing and ‘liberating’ Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) faction. Yet the latter is notable not only for its close links with the Anglophone West but the aggressively bloody projection of its political and military power into neighbouring Congo. Closer to ‘home’, Croatia is a candidate member of the EU, while Serbia will rapidly follow suit now that it has demonstrated its willingness to trade its 1990s perpetrators -  most recently  Radovan Karadjic - with the ICC. Not that Serbia has ever been required to relinquish its proxy gains from the early 1990s wars - in the form of the nominally ‘Bosnian’ Republika Srpska. Indeed, these gains were legitimated by the Western-brokered Dayton accords, even if the further Kosovo sequel undermines the one-sided simplicity of this narrative. Similarly, consider the position of all three of the Transcaucasian states, Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia, each implicated, or suffering from ethnic cleansing with each other or minority populations, during the break-up of the USSR. Each, today, despite their underlying political fragility (most  obviously in Georgia’s case following its unequal confrontration with Russia over control of south Ossetia)  is much more enmeshed within  the international economic system than at their independent outset. As for post-Soviet Russia: far from it becoming a basket-case as many Western observers -  with not a little schadenfreude  - seemed to  opine at the time of its first onslaught on the Chechens in 1994, today it is nothing if not a resurgent economic and military player on the world stage. 

Indeed, that very world stage is very far from what it was in the mid to late 1990s. The assumption of some New World Order, as led by a single US superpower yet founded on some univeralised notion of globalised, corporate neo-liberal capitalism, has proved remarkably ephemeral.12 Certainly, political and business elites around the globe continue to plan for the future on the basis of the consolidation and intensification of the globalisating project. But it has been the most up and coming tier two states: China, India, Russia, Brazil, who have been the major beneficiaries of this process, not the US. With Washington further weakened by the limits - not to say bankruptcy  - of its so-called ‘war on terror’ in the wake of 9/11 not to say traumatised by the credit collapse and ongoing  economic meltdown of late 2008, the status of the USA as first amongst equals is looking decidedly ragged.  

The question for our purposes, however, is to what degree does this changing landscape of itself demand a reconceptualisation of the boundaries between tier one and tier two states in terms of the nature of their responses to crisis? It is clear, for instance, that confrontation between (tier one) NATO and  (tier two) Russia as demonstrated over Georgia in summer 2008, presents the plausibility of major inter-state conflict, even of some form of nuclear exchange, in a way that has not been remotely considered since the demise of the Soviet bloc. But if this level of geo-political turbulence heralds the return of the possibility of a totalised Armageddon, it does not offer an obvious prescript for how genocide, or some other form of state versus communal violence, might extend into tier one. But then, again, only a thoroughly Western-centric view of the world could block off awareness of how causation processes are not one way streets, nor that tier interactions might not simply be a case of adjacent groupings but crossovers from top to bottom, or vice-versa.  

Take one seminal example: the rolling sequence of mass violence in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). Of all contemporary conflicts this is the one which has produced the most consistently and unambiguously high death tolls since the Second World War, at the last count, according to one authoritative report in early 2008, with an estimated 5.4 million fatalities from direct violence or related societal impact in the last decade alone. 13 DRC today also constitutes classic tier three territory where the government’s writ hardly runs beyond the capital, Kinshasa, and, especially in the most conflict-ridden eastern region, where it represents only one paltry player in a multitude of contending parties and warlords. Here, despite the scale of the violence, its generally unscripted nature and shifting contours largely defies the terminology of the Genocide Convention, ensuring - alongside the well-known inaccessibility of the region - that with rare exceptions, Western media coverage of its fate is sparse or non-existent. Yet the catalyst to the DRC paroxysm was none other than the 1994 Rwanda genocide; the flight of Hutu Power, its military and Interahamwe accompanied by some two million of Rwanda’s population across the border into what was then called Zaire, with the RFP soon after, in hot pursuit. 

Here then we have a clear conveyer belt effect. Or more exactly, the explosive impact of an otherwise spatially and temporally limited act of optimal genocide in an infrastructurally tightly organised (tier two) African state, bleeding outwards into a much less organised but geographically immense neighbouring country, in an entirely more stochastic fashion.14 The effect was to radically destabilise an already highly fragile set of social and communal relationships in the eastern Congo as well as highlight the underlying weakness of the Zairean regime. 

The conveyer belt effect is hardly unique to this example. One might consider, for instance, the manner in which the vacuum created by the Armenian genocide of 1915 - albeit in already massively destabilised wartime conditions - helped precipitate the descent of eastern Anatolia into a zone of violence perpetuated over many years. With many players, both local, regional and Great Power, party to this multi-dimensional conflict, the region itself to all intents and purposes was cut loose from its Ottoman moorings and plunged into tier three turmoil. Eventually, ‘order’ was restored under the aegis of a Kemalist Turkey though with violent legacies, especially for the region’s Kurds operating through to the present day. 15   

We might, of course, seek to derive some (dubious) comfort from this example in the form of the restoration of state power and with it of an ultimate delimiting of violence, at least, to that meted out by the state and its security apparatus. However, it is debatable whether we can read this lesson from history as a road-map for the eventual pacification of Congo, or for other cases of similar tier three type elsewhere.  

Indeed, what is most striking now is how much of sub-Saharan Africa is entering into this twilight condition with little or no hope of recovery. Various commentators, notably Alex de Waal, have already scoped the severity of the complaint in the Horn of Africa and duly noted that neither the terms ‘war’ nor ‘genocide’ can aptly summarise the nature of the ongoing spasms of killings there, further emphasising how these patterns of violence fail to respect international borders. The so-called ‘Karomoja cluster’ which straddles Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda and the Sudan is one such arena of intense suffering.16 But so too, are many other near-adjacent regions: the Somali-orientated Ogaden in particular, the scene of a renewed communal insurgency against uninvited Ethiopian tutelage; much of northern Uganda where the deadly twenty-year struggle between the Museveni regime and the Lord’s Resistance Army continues, and back again into  Rwanda,  Burundi and eastern Congo, at the heart of Great Lakes region. Much of West Africa too, has teetered on the edge, or fully crossed over into tier three violence as underscored by a series of civil wars which have again crossed borders.17 In the West, policy-makers and opinion-formers have become fond of describing such polities as  ‘failed’ or ‘collapsed’ states.’18 Only in Darfur has Western, more exactly US focus on recent African violence, led to the (not uncontested) verdict that this is a case of genocide: in other words, of specific state organised mass murder against communal groups. Even here, however, Khartoum’s delegation of local militias to carry fire and sword against the ‘rebels’ not to say the complex range of domestic and external players in the conflict, begs the question whether this is another example of exterminatory violence straddling tiers. 

Where, moreover, does tier one responsibility for any, or all of these events come into play ? There is the grass-roots availability and abundance of largely Western or Soviet manufactured hand-held lethal weapons, of course, which as de Waal has acidly noted, has turned the self-designation of one normal, cattle herding, south Ethiopian people from Nyam-Atom (‘elephant eaters’) into Nyang-Atom (‘carriers of new guns’).19 More fundamental and structural are the historic colonial legacies not to say the ongoing Western meddling in the internal affairs of state, most blatantly in areas such as the Horn, in order to seek Cold War advantage against Soviet competition. Today’s long-term damage and degradation in such regions can only be assessed against the background of short-term leverage which the powers sought in their geo-political games and in which local players were nothing more than pawns to be dumped at will when either the going got tough or the rules of the games shifted a notch. By the same token, the nightmarish condition of contemporary DRC can hardly be understood except by reference to conscious Western bolstering of the spectacularly kleptomaniac Mobutu regime in order to entrench and monopolise access to, and control of the country’s unseemly large mineral wealth. 

Clearly, something more than simple politics seems to be a factor in at least some of these equations.  Moving a continent to west Asia, the recent ethnic cleansings and mass killings carried out by diverse, mostly Sunni and Shia militias in Iraq can only be understood against the backdrop of US invasion. The apologia that the American-led coalition is engaged in ‘nation-building’ can hardly disguise the fact that Iraq under the authoritarian and once genocidal Saddamist regime, was also - until US intervention - an indisputably  (if paradoxically) coherent tier two ‘state,’ nor that it was intervention itself which unleashed latent forces of such ferocity that the scale of the subsequent killing has practically left Darfur’s ‘genocide’ in the shade.20 By the same token, the US-led counter-insurgency in Afghanistan, its spillage across into the Pakistani tribal belt, not to say the US military build-up in other parts of Central Asia again belies the notion that these efforts have been purely about defeating the Taliban, or al-Queda.21  

But having made the implication that behind expanding zones of tier three exterminatory violence are questions of resource scarcity - and hence of tier one and increasingly top tier two strivings to take control both of the resources themselves, and the securing of the geo-strategic routes by which they might be ‘recovered’ for the ongoing survival of the fastest – why stop there? Is it not time to factor in some of the other key elements of human ecology which themselves not only seem to be tearing at the seams our much trumpeted interconnected global system but also, in their wake, appear to be amplifying and accelerating the scope, scale and intensity of extreme violence around the globe?   

Business as usual as set against the carrying capacity of the planet

Back in 1972 a small team of far-sighted, US-based systems analysts, produced a report for the Club of Rome on future prospects for humanity.  They did so by extrapolating available data, particularly on industrialisation, food production, pollution and demographic patterns, as set against the carrying resource capacity of the planet. Their conclusion was stark: exponential growth would lead to ecological overshoot, the consequence of which would be ‘a rather sudden and uncontrollable decline’ within a time-frame of one hundred years. Limits to Growth was a landmark event and so duly received a barrage of criticism from mainstream policy makers and academics.22 More  than thirty year on, however, leading scientific report after report corroborates the fundamental contours of the team’s findings.  The Millenium Ecosystem Assessment in 2005 for instance, concluded: 

Over the past fifty years, human beings have changed ecosystems more rapidly and extensively than in any comparable period of time in human history, primarily to meet rapidly growing demands for freshwater, timber, fibre, and fuel. This has resulted in a substantial and largely irreversible loss in the diversity of life on Earth. 23
More recently, in late 2007, a report from the UN Environment Programme, represented simply one more authoritative voice iterating that the planet’s water, land, air, plants, animals and fish stocks were all in ‘inexorable decline’24 Meanwhile a new generation of ‘ecological footprint’ scientists are setting out with a degree of mathematical precision the gap between the current demands of the human Oikumene and the limits of planetary supply.  One leading figure, for instance, calculates that while in practice the earth can offer 1.8 hectares of cropland, pasture, forest and fishing ground to each of us, what we are on average consuming amounts to 2.2.hectares. More sobering still, the Earth’s ability to regenerate its resources is taking some fifteen months against what we are using up in twelve. Again, the picture is abundantly clear: our current globalised political economy as it has developed out of a particular but relatively recent historical trajectory is radically at odds with nature’s bounty, with the consequence that  ‘overshoot will ultimately liquidate the planet’s ecological assets.’ 25
The $64,000 dollar question for us is what does all this mean in terms of human, more exactly social and political consequences ? It should not be a matter of rocket science to deduce that as environmental stress on the human condition sets in, and, with it, loss of control over what previously had been assumed to be normal and predictable, something - or things - will have to give, with likely violent repercussions. But that still poses the questions where, when, and how. This, however, hardly needs to be a matter of future forecasting. If the scientific pronouncements are correct, then there should be enough evidence in the recent or present-day record to confirm the relationship between environmental pressures and forms of conflict. In an important if still tentative scoping paper in 1991, Thomas Homer-Dixon was one of the first to develop potential points of connect, in his case particularly concentrating on third world population growth linked to agricultural or fisheries resource depletion as key drivers for conflict.26 He also made reference to global warming as a further variable while offering what are now standard alarms as to the impact on what he called ‘the North’ (first tier states) if developing countries began to buckle and environmental refugees began to ‘surge’ in its direction.  Nevertheless, though Homer-Dixon spoke of xenophobic backlashes and racial strife, at no point in his argument did he enunciate the word ‘genocide.’ Moreover, the implication of his argument was that the essential ‘problem’ lay in the developing countries: in other words , the most challenged of our tier two and tier three cousins. Hence population growth is a ‘threat’ not in terms of the entirety of the additional 80 million mouths to feed each year – itself indicative of a nearly fourfold overall human increase from 1.6 to 6 billion in the course of the 20th century 27– but only in terms of the poorest and most vulnerable. 

The implicit triage in this rather common Western position is also significant  - if worryingly tunnel-visioned -  on a further score. While the direct localised relationship between third world population increase and environmental stress is something we can only consider with the utmost seriousness, in overall global terms, the greatest destroyers of planetary resource are not the poor, at all, but the rich. The average Briton burns up more fossil fuels in a day than a Tanzanian family uses in an entire year. Indeed, if we were to make further striking comparisons, if everyone’s ecological footprint were European we would need 2.1 planet Earths to sustain us, while if we all followed the US lead, we would need nearly five.28 One historian of genocide who has been bold enough to make the linkage between Western population growth, the emergence of a predatory market system and the potentiality of violence is Richard Rubinstein. Indeed, he traces a key urge to genocide in the new economic relationships arising out of the English enclosure movement and the displacement of a hence superfluous ‘ Anglo’ peasantry overseas to new colonial habitats including Ireland and Australia.29 One could at this point make some strong interjections that while Rubenstein may be describing the production and ultimately reproduction of a modern system of a structural violence, this on its own is insufficient for an explanation of genocide. By the same token, neo-Malthusian arguments of a more generalising kind in which third world environmental breakdown triggers violence have equally been taken to task by some political geographers who question the evidence for a monocausal explanation and whose own findings, to a considerable degree, reaffirm the primacy of political factors. 30

But if more needs to be said below about the localised causes of extreme violence, including genocide in third world   - again both poor tier two and tier three -  countries, let us just for one moment run with the implications of still hegemonic tier one efforts to continue a maximised control of  third world mineral and energy supply against the backdrop of an increasingly undisputed resource scarcity.  Here, for instance, is a report extract from defence analysts working under the British Ministry of Defence on a possible near-future scenario for Africa:   

Climate change and HIV/AIDS, scarcity of food and water and regional conflict could lead to Africa becoming a failed continent, where even large, currently self-sustaining states become chaotic. Outside engagement and intervention would effectively be limited to a small-number of well-defended entry points and corridors, which would provide access to raw materials essential to the global economy. Nations or corporations wishing to trade with Africa would increasingly be required to provide security for their nationals and the necessary support to sustain critical areas of access and security. 31

What is particularly valuable about this assessment, is its remarkably frank and one might add, naked assertion of the primacy of the national interest. Africa matters because it has 

mineral as well as fossil fuel resources. The bottom line, hence, is that in conditions of instability, Britain must exert maximum political-cum-military leverage to recover these for herself, and by implication, prevent other ‘unfriendly’ predators, from squeezing her out. The language is redolent of the 19th century scramble for Africa, some of the consequences of which were genocidal. More to the point, if this can be taken to be the genuine bottom line of ongoing British foreign policy 32 it casts a disturbing commentary on African conflicts in which resource issues have played a prominent role.

Take the most obvious and glaring example; the ongoing conflict in eastern DRC, more exactly centred on Ituri and North and South Kivu. Here we have already confirmed that the immediate trigger to destabilisation was the political crisis, including genocide, in neighbouring Rwanda. RFF massacre-led intervention in DRC’s east, initially against the fleeing Hutu militias, however, quickly catalysed a much wider set of military interventions involving half a dozen additional African states. The primary goad to each, was not geo-strategic but venal, that is to use the opportunity of DRC’s internal breakdown to maximise their own access to, and exploitation of its mineral and natural largesse. They, did so either by seeking concessions from the failing Kinshasa government  (Mobutu, then Kabila) in return for military support, in the case of Uganda and Rwanda by a degree of direct intervention, though more especially in the east, where the competition was greatest, through the military backing of what became a multiplicity of warlord-led militias.  

So far one might ask, what has any of this to do with Western involvement or complicity? Except we are speaking here about a range of resources, including copper, cobalt, cassiterite (tin oxide) gold, and diamonds whose value to their African interlopers only existed if they could be traded for foreign currency, in other words through purchasing intermediaries who were willing not to ask difficult questions about the minerals’ sourcing. This, we must remember, against a late 1990s surge of market price as industrial demand for minerals in leading developed countries - including now India and China - began rapidly to outstrip supply. In eastern Congo, the interrelationship between these diverse factors and the potential for an exponential violence began to hinge on the mineral compound, coltan.  The compound includes the precious metal tantalum much in demand as a conductor in hi-tech communications and aerospace industries (in other words primarily for military purposes) but also for making capacitors in a range of electric devices – computers, play stations, digital computers, and especially mobile phones. Eighty per cent of the world’s reserves of coltan are located in the Kivus The Rwandan and Ugandan interlopers in DRC, acting through their local proxies, thus happened to be sitting on a mineral whose market value, in direct response to a rapid global take-off in mobile phone demand, literally went through the roof in a matter of months, from $65 dollars in late 1999, to $530 in mid-December 2001.33
We can rather too well state what happened to the region as a consequence. The traditional, actually thriving pastoral-cum-agricultural economy collapsed as all able bodied men and boys scrambled to participate in constructing do-it-yourself, ramshackle, inherently dangerous as well highly toxic mines, in addition to the ones already overrun by the warlords.  There was a growing incidence of congenital deformities and respiratory problems as a result but with no health care for the population to fall back on  - no administration of course existing to pump mine revenues back into social infrastructure - mortality from these illnesses rapidly accelerated. But then, disease-related mortality increased across the board, as coltan dependency linked to military competition for its control made rapid inroads into the social cohesion and survivability of the region.  With male employment (including forced labour) all coltan-related -  mostly in the mines or the various militias numbering an estimated 200,000 combatants - young women and children were sucked into this burgeoning alternative economy primarily as prostitutes. The statement is shocking but only set against NGO estimates that 30 per cent of the region’s children were also succumbing to severe malnutrition; while a staggering 50 per cent region’s population overall had been displaced. 34 Here, then, was a society literally spiraling out of control, where not only was HIV/Aids rife but previously contained diseases including whooping cough, measles, even bubonic plague, part and parcel of an ever increasing cycle of degradation, starvation and of course, atrocity. Indeed, this was exactly the sort of ‘in the midst of Africa’ breakdown which our British defence analysts had warned against, the critical caveat being that lack of food and environmental stress were hardly a consequence of (a localised) resource scarcity but rather of the exact opposite. 

Why then did Britain or other tier one states not intervene directly, on their own behalf to gain access to the precious tantalum resource? The official riposte would remind us that such an act would constitute a blatant abrogation of the system’s own rule book; that is, that countries cannot simply intervene at will in the sovereign affairs of others, even where those states have to all intents and purposes ‘collapsed’.  The more honest answer would be that in this instance there was no need to intervene. Tantalum may have become ‘blood tanatalum’ in NGO discourse but the critical issue was that its supply for the world economy continued uninterrupted.  A great proportion of Kivu’s coltan, for instance, was still ending up being processed tax-free by of an offshore Swiss company in Kazahkstan, owned, through a German intermediary, by the industrial giant, Bayer.35 Thereafter, tantalum’s marketing around the world remained unimpeded. Corporate buyers were not asking for certificates of origin. Nor was anybody looking too closely at the fact that shipments from the eastern DRC were being organised at the behest of Rwandan or Ugandan generals. Let alone at the further fact that even supposedly opposing Hutu and Tutsi militias were often collaborating in the sale of the coltan36 - a factor in the equation which raises a question mark over one standard narrative of the Congo’s wars as a replication of Rwanda and Burundi’s ethnic conflicts.  

All of this, of course, was entirely illegitimate in UN eyes who having set up a panel of experts to investigate the illegal exploitation of DRC’s natural resources demanded a moratorium on their trade. How, then, did countries such as the UK respond?  By duly ignoring or circumventing the UN’s panel request to investigate the 18 British registered businesses held to be ‘deliberately or through negligence’ among the 85 named Western companies helping to prolong the conflict through their economic involvement.37 Nor did the UK freeze its substantial aid programmes to Uganda and Rwanda.  Why should it do so when Kigali and Kampala’s foreign accounts were duly audited as clean? 

The result is a dual system. Human rights violations demand censure and action in the contemporary world which Britain among other leaders in the’ international community’ duly delivered in the Congolese case through the creation of a tiny UN force  - MONUC  - an entirely tokenist not to say futile attempt to peace-keep in the war-ravaged country. Quite separately, in the economic sphere, however, it turned a complete blind-eye to the African state parties who financed their Congo military operations, mafia-style, out of coltan and other illicit mineral sales, indeed openly touting military wares to all the combatants, even after May 2000, when Whitehall supposedly submitted to EU strictures on arms exports to the conflict. 38      

To return, however, to the point of this argument: the practice of business of usual but against the carrying capacity of the planet, now repeatedly involves tier one states in major resource conflicts. The Congo illustrates an example where they have done so at second hand, while underscoring how conflict of this type carries substantial economic gains which, consciously, or unconsciously, are accepted by policy makers as overriding the third world human cost. 39 More cynically, one might propose that because most of these conflicts do not fall within a rubric of genocide, Western governments are all the better positioned to eschew responsibility for them. This does not mean that tier one states do not evince a humanitarian concern where a pretext is needed for direct intervention to restore a resource control in a third tier arena. Having failed to achieve the required result in diamond, rutile and bauxite-rich Sierra Leone, for instance, through the covert services of a Private Military Company (PMC) - the now standard corporate euphemism for ‘white mercenary,’ - Whitehall initiated a direct military intervention in summer 2000, designed to remove rebel gangs from the country’s diamond fields. The success was much trumpeted in the British media not least as it appeared to bring to an end massive human rights abuses committed by the gangs, including the wholesale use of child soldiers to carry out the massacres and mutilations which had plagued the ‘failed’ state for years.40 But then having smoothed the path for the restoration of the corporate interest, British troops rapidly withdrew from the scene, leaving to their fate some 400,000 conflict refugees who had fled to the Guinea border  and who, claimed UNHCR, represented at that moment the largest humanitarian crisis on the planet.41  

None of this should greatly surprise. A rising but resource-challenged China was perfectly willing to give its full backing to the Sudanese government in the late 1990s as the latter focused its efforts on recovering control of major oil fields in its long-standing genocidal war against the secessionists in southern Sudan. The US equally provided covert counter-insurgency support to ensure the Nigerian government maintained firmer control of its oil-rich delta region.42 In democratic countries such as Britain the intermeshing of relationships between PMCs such as Executive Outcomes UK and the Canadian-owned Heritage Oil (the latter the concessionary in a huge but highly dubious 3.1 million hectares stake-out of Ituri), is known to those with a specialist watching brief but not something anybody is going to contest in a court of law.43 Where tier one states can leave corporate business to sort out their camouflaged, old-style mercantilist methods  of access to tier three African resource wealth, or that elsewhere, they will. 

It is less easy to dissemble instances where they have had to resort to direct  force majeure to prise open major oil sources controlled by independently-minded, tier two states. The Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) fiction conjured up by the Bush and Blair administrations as pretext for what would become their bloody Iraq occupation from spring 2003, came on top of a previous decade of an officially UN, but effectively US-British administered sanctions policy the direct consequences of which, according to UNICEF, included a gargantuan 500,000 rise in child mortality under the age of five. A range of high-level, distinguished, on-the-spot UN officials charged the policy as genocide. The accusation particularly hinged, on the one hand, on the policy makers’ refusal to allow for the Iraqi import of specialised pumping equipment and chemical purifiers necessary to restore ‘safe drinking water and minimal levels of sanitation’, previously destroyed in the US bombing campaign ‘Desert Storm,’ in 1991, and, on the other, the denied export of vaccines into Iraq to treat children suffering from the consequent effects of diarrhoea, typhoid and other water-borne diseases.44 What is particularly significant about the charge is that if we accept that the sanctions enforcers fully anticipated that the 1991 strike on water facilities would lead to a breakdown in the resilience of the weakest and most vulnerable parts of the Iraqi population45  then that part of Lemkin’s original exposition of genocide applies, as this  involves the ‘destruction (not necessarily ‘immediate destruction’) of the personal security, liberty, health, dignity, and even the lives of the individuals belonging to national groups’  as part of ‘a coordinated plan of different actions aiming at the destruction’ of their ‘essential foundations.’46 Such implications clearly run counter to the standard Western mantra that evildoing is done by wicked people in other more benighted parts of the globe, not by our own democratically-elected leaders, let alone, on our behalf. The US guards against closer scrutiny of its own record by refusing to participate in the ICC.

So leaving controversy aside, let us instead return to where we began this section with a brief consideration of an unequivocal case of localised, third world environmental degradation, resource depletion and population pressure. Except that our case happens to be Rwanda whose 1994 genocide is universally accepted as the most clear-cut and optimal example since the Holocaust. In other words, an example where citing environmental factors as cause of mass killing would seem to run counter-intuitive to most standard narratives.  
The key agency in the Rwandan genocide is generally understood as emanating out of a high-level conspiracy involving senior army officers and politicians in the inner, ruling circle of President Habyarimana, his wife and family, and of their efforts to deny implementation of a Western-sponsored power-sharing agreement with the Tutsi-dominated RFF. More nuanced readings place emphasis on the widespread, often willing participation of large sections of the majority Hutu population in the killings of their minority Tutsi neighbours, suggesting deep-set cultural antipathies. 47 Yet, if we have in these accounts both elite and demotic motives coalescing in the undoubted political crisis years of 1990-1994, it still begs a real conundrum: why did so many Hutu also kill fellow Hutus’ as well as members of an even smaller Twa minority : indeed why in an area such as the Kanama commune of north-western Rwanda,  where to all intents and purposes there were no Tutsi, was there also massive grass-roots bloodletting?  The statistical analysis done by two Belgian economists suggests that the Kanama death rate of 5.4 per cent was less than half the figure for the country as a whole. Nevertheless, what took place here as elsewhere was a demotic rampage, and, more tellingly, still undertaken mostly by a rural poor against both other poor people but also, more precisely, against those with land, cows and income. In other words, the implications of these findings suggest that a factor in the genocide was an increasing lack of land to go round within an essentially agricultural economy, partially resolved by a Malthusian-style wipe-out of the excess population. 48  

The argument sounds thoroughly crude. But while the Malthusian factor can hardly be treated as prime cause of the genocide in some splendid isolation, let us consider some of the basic facts. Tiny Rwanda has the highest population density in Africa. A country with less than 2 million inhabitants in 1948 had become 7. 5 million and rising by 1992. Population pressures were heavily acknowledged by donor communities in the 1970s in particular, and were thus an element in efforts to diversify forms of employment in an urban and service sector. An IMF-led structural adjustment programme in the following decade combined with the collapse of the price of coffee - the main cash crop – put paid to this more hopeful trajectory. The RFF invasion and consequent displacement of more than a million people, mostly peasants, simply turned a dire situation into a catastrophic one.   

Yet it is too easy to lose sight of how bad the fundamentals already were. The intense competition for land in the decades up to 1994 was not only producing tensions between land-owning ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’, they were also driving the marginalised latter increasingly up the slopes of Rwanda’s famous hillsides. The further up they went the more they cut down the remaining forest, the greater the erosion they caused. By 1990, an estimated 8000 hectares per year ‘enough to annually feed about 40,00 people’ was being washed down the country’s slopes. Arguably even worse, the rate at which the forest was being cut down and consumed for fuel was outstripping its ability to regenerate itself by a factor of well beyond two to one. In turn, that meant the peasants fell back on straw and other crop residues for fuel, depriving the soil of its normal nutrient cycle.49 Not only thus can we relate the 1994 explosion of killing back to Richard Rubinstein–style arguments about overpopulation on the land in a period when that same land was being increasingly accumulated in fewer hands for more capital-intensive purposes but also to a localised ecological overshoot which, as Limits to Growth had foreseen, was likely to result at some point, in a Malthusian-style crisis. 

However, there is something else intrinsic to this picture which we cannot simply treat as a matter of localised overshoot. At the time of the Rwanda genocide there was much Western environmentalist concern about the fate of the already near-to-extinction mountain gorilla population in the fastnesses of the Virunga and Kahuzi Biega National Parks, straddling Rwanda, Uganda and DRC; a concern which was redoubled during the coltan mining surge.51 Genocide scholars tend to be most focused on the safety and wellbeing of the human species rather than that of the wider animal kingdom. Yet they might do well to concern themselves a little more about the ongoing mass murder and imminent oblivion of our some of our nearest primate cousins,51 if only because of where the majority happen to live and what that may indicate for our own fate. Most surviving primates are tropical forests inhabitants, in other words, in areas which are not only increasingly under terminal threat from logging, oil and mineral extraction but now on top of that are recognised as one of the front-lines in the battle to prevent runaway global warming.  At a juncture when CO2 accumulation in the atmosphere is becoming so aggravated as to lead some climate modelers to predict that its impact on earth system feedback mechanisms systems may push the climate across a threshold into entirely uncontrollable behaviour, the very fact that tropical forests still exist as a major CO2 bio-sink becomes all the more critical in any effort to mitigate anthropogenic climate change. Conversely, between a fifth and a quarter of global carbon emission are estimated to be coming from deforestation.52

The point, again, is one of interconnectedness.  What happened over a period of decades in Rwanda just as what also happened more rapidly to much vaster stretches of DRC, as a result of foreign government, especially Ugandan and Zimbabwean miltary-cum-corporate concessions, at the height of the Congo conflict,53  is more than simply part of a pattern of deforestation. More exactly it represents a critical interface between a global  system intent on asset-stripping one of its basic ecological reserves and a planetary backlash which could well herald what some of have already dubbed ‘an anthropocene extinction event.’ 54

Somewhere in the middle of all this are the people, both indigenous and incomer, who live in and depend on the tropical forest. It is no coincidence that some of the most intense conflicts of the here and now are between those seeking to maximise its dead-end exploitation and commodification for quick monetary gain and those who depend upon its sustainability for their livelihoods and well being. Often lethal struggles between state-backed corporates and diminishing tribal groups over land and water rights have been part and parcel of conflict in the Amazon basin for decades, particularly in recent years over clearances to make way for export-orientated soya bean production. In India, the rise of the Maoist-led Naxalite movement - recently described by Prime Minister Dr. Manmohan Singh as ‘our biggest national security challenge’ - is also increasingly associated with tribal forest peoples attempting to resist encroachment onto their scarce resource base from corporate industrial and agro-business projects, or from supporting state infrastructural development, notably roads and dams. In Indonesia, especially in Borneo, forest burning to make way for monocultural  oil palm plantations for bio-fuels - again another fundamentally short-termist system response to climate change -  is not only  threatening the very existence of the orang-utan but is leading to a crescendo of human state versus community conflicts.55

But do any of these instances of what are often disparagingly referred to as ‘low-level’  violence amount to genocide? And do they serve in any sense as indicators for how climate change per se might impact on much broader elements of the world’s populations who are not arboreal but agricultural, or urban? There is one case, however, where recent historic experience, combines with latent conditions of the present, to offer a potentially valuable insight into what could be an aspect of all our futures: mass genocidal displacement. 
From past to future: The case of the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) 

During the late 1970s and 1980s efforts by the newly formed state of Bangladesh to comprehensively integrate, consolidate and develop its sylvan eastern hill region led to the intensification in an already long-sustained campaign of military-led terror and violence against its then estimated 700,000 indigenous peoples, collectively known as the jumma.  Some NGOs, as well as expert researchers, considered these - and indeed the wider sequence of - events in the CHT as genocide.56 My own 1999 study was slightly more circumspect, pointing less to any given moment of mass annihilation and more to an ongoing campaign of mass human rights violations, including some thirteen major massacres in the period 1980 to 1993, described as elements of a ‘creeping genocide.’57 A quantitative survey of the fatalities from the conflict has never been conducted. Nevertheless, it is also clear that the violence reached its high-point in the early 1980s when the then dictatorship of General Ershad initiated a full-scale military campaign against a growing native insurgency. There were clearly some similarities here with contemporaneous events in the Guatemala highlands, though a slightly closer parallel might be drawn with the Indonesian military campaigns in Irian Jaya and East Timor. As in the latter cases Dhaka’s aim was to eliminate by force the native resistance in order to clear the CHT ‘frontier’ for mass migration and settlement  - in its case, of Bengali peasant plains farmers, into the highlands valleys.58 With the natives duly subjugated and ultimately swamped by the incomers, the state could then get on with its more focused, primary agenda, the maximisation of the region’s perceived resource potential: its timber, water supply, mineral and most of all, its believed oil and gas reserves, for state-corporate development. 

In all this we may note close parallels with our wider picture of forcing factors for violence in the contemporary world. As with Rwanda, demographic pressures in an appallingly poor, ‘underdeveloped’ third world, agricultural economy were well-noted in the 1970s and 1980s by Western donor communities. With Bangladeshi population already at that stage rising fast from around 40 million in the 1950s to its present 141 million - with some estimates suggesting further exponential increase to 340 millions before stabilisation  - here was a country whose size was equivalent to Nicaragua yet whose demographic weight made it the eight largest in the world.59 Moreover, with 80 percent of that population living in conditions of absolute poverty all policy-makers, whether within the state, or among first world aid providers,  were agreed that only  radical, remedial action could lift the people’s prospects and in the process prevent massive social unrest.  Development of an international market-orientated textile industry employing mass cheap labour, much of it emanating from a degraded countryside, was part and parcel of Bangladesh’s master-plan to keep afloat in a globalised economy, if only in order to service the country’s enormous and growing external debt.  An extreme case of social Darwinism in practice -  what has been dubbed ‘the race to the bottom’  - such efforts  to earn foreign currency and so  avoid the country from  falling out of its already weak tier two status altogether have, however, failed to transcend the underlying limiting factors. 

Bangladesh, at heart, is a great riverine delta region seeping into the Bay of Bengal. Historically the source of its fertility and with it of its great human fecundity, both elements now represent a trap for Bangladesh’s inhabitants. It is the delta’s ecological fragility, as evident in the increasing severity of monsoon-driven cyclones, on the one hand, the intensity of riverine erosion from up-river Himalayan deforestation and glacial retreat, on the other, which are the immediate cause of this encroaching catastrophe. 60 Back in the 1970s and 1980s nobody in Bangladesh properly understood that global warming was the key amplifier and accelerator to these processes. Or that year on year, decade on decade, this situation could only get worse, not least from sea-level rises which would lead inexorably to deltaic flooding and ultimately complete inundation.  Factor in the rather larger rises in global temperature than that which had been previously adduced by the  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and figures of a over 70 million Bangladeshis permanently displaced from their domicile have become common currency.61 

 Yet in one sense, state and donor policy-making was already fixated on the problem of a displaced population more than a generation ago. And as nobody in positions of power either inside or outside the country was prepared to grapple with the fundamental social issue at stake - namely, the tightening zamindari (landowner) grip over an increasingly indebted peasant class, and, as a consequence, the former’s consolidation and aggrandisement of their own landholdings, at the expense of the latter -  the focus on some sort of partial internal population transfer founded on the supposedly almost people-free 9 per cent of the country which was the CHT, had a certain logical ring to it. CHT’s existence within Bangladesh may have been something of a political accident, emanating from the rushed nature of the 1947 partition of British India into India and Pakistan but it was also clearly an undisputed part of the latter’s sovereign territory. In international eyes, therefore, Bangladesh was free to legitimately ‘develop’ the region as it chose.  The country has already suffered mass trauma and bloodshed in its  1971 secession from Pakistan. No aid donor was going ‘to endanger the survival of millions of Bangladeshis just for the sake of the hill tribes - who are 0.5 per cent of our population.’  So stated an official Dhaka spokesperson, in 1994.62  In  principle, he  was correct. Dhaka in the late 1970s and early 1980s received foreign assistance and funding for its migration programme; foreign consultancies were engaged to offer advice on how to diversify a return from the region’s forest potential, Western counter-insurgency experts too, were soon on hand to assist in stamping out the jumma insurgency.63 

The outcome was genocide, or, if not that, something very close to it. Ershad’s setlement programme found itself stymied by ferocious resistance from the armed wing of the jumma’s chief political movement, the JSS: clearly the notion of CHT as practically people-less was false. In response the military ratcheted up not only its own anti-jumma terror campaign but also organised Muslim radicals among the settlers into para-military units to do the same. As a consequence the ethno-religious elements of the conflict as one between majority Muslim Bengalis and minority tribal Buddhists and animists became much more pronounced. The region itself descended into chaos.  Tens of thousands of jumma who were not immediate party to the conflict or who had survived being incarcerated into military-run strategic hamlets fled; at least 40,000 of them across the border into India. But if the indigenous population of CHT had now become largely a displaced one, so too, from a different angle, were the some four to six hundred thousands settlers who found themselves unable to adapt their traditional plains husbandry to entirely different conditions. In the process they  further undermined the once traditional swidden (slash and burn) agriculture which had sustained the jumma habitus for centuries 64 and so confirmed the settler’s utter dependency on the military in order to be protected and fed.  

On their own these results highlight the gulf between the avowed aims of the settlement programme and its ulterior intentions. A population transfer of this sort could never be more than tokenry in the context of Bangladesh’s overall population crisis. The most poor of the poor were and remain landless and displaced within the delta. The many millions of Bangladeshis who have attempted to escape have done so of their own volition by heading north and east across the border into Indian Assam, or Tripura where they have taken their chances and often paid the price in the face of further fierce local resistance.  The state-cum-military’s efforts in CHT thus, were not to find a ‘solution’ to Bangladeshi overpopulation per se but to use the issue as a pretext for enlisting foreign financial backing for their very own, if entirely chimerical, ‘get rich quick’ project . The immediate failure to achieve this objective in the face of jumma resistance could be interpreted as a powerful reminder that weak (or for that matter strong) states who attempt short-cut agendas without the wherewithal to bring them to success are bound to have their best plans unravel.  Neither Ershad, nor his more democratic successors, could sustain the CHT effort without the foreign aid  - as frightened off by the NGO reports of massacres. By 1997 Dhaka seemed even to have conceded defeat when the government signed an Accord with the JSS, which pointed to a return to a pre-conflict status quo ante. 

That said, another interpretation is quite possible. The military campaign did achieve its primary objective. 60 per cent of CHT’s population is now Bengali settler, little or none of the Accord has been in practice implemented; the jumma have not had their lands returned; the JSS is largely squeezed out from the region’s administration and with the return of a caretaker military government as of 2007, anti-jumma violence has again become an endemic part of the CHT scene.  In other words, Dhaka is making it quite clear that the future of the region will be determined by itself, not its indigenes.65  

Yet if this reminds us of the essential political drivers to conflict thus far, our concern at highlighting the case of the CHT lies in setting these ‘ business as usual’ elements against the entirely new exponential order of stress provided by anthropogenic climate change. In this context the question one must starkly pose can only be: ‘if the delta is inundated within the next century, as the climate science now seems to consider inevitable, where will its people go?’ The issue is hardly an academic one: whole areas of the cyclone-buffeted Sundarbans are already disappearing very fast, leaving the country’s capital ever more heaving with the inflow of environmental refugees. But then the crisis is more than simply an internal one. India, already chastened by its previous experience of millions of refugees fleeing from Bangladesh - not to say its own ongoing internal sequence of climate-related disasters  - is busily constructing a more than 2000 mile long fence along the international border. The signal to Dhaka is blunt: its future travails will not be Delhi’s responsibility.66 In such circumstances is it entirely absurd to imagine a last, mad, desperate struggle for Bangladesh’s survival played out between the embattled military custodians of Dhaka’s residual, sinking state and its equally embattled hill peoples? 

Business as usual overwhelmed by global warming 

To raise such scenarios seems grotesque where not gratuitously apocalyptic. One can try and temper them with the argument that Bangladesh’s situation is a unique one,67 that its particular circumstances are unlikely to be replicated elsewhere; or alternatively, that global warming is not as dire as many of the climate scientists are predicting.   

This author, however, would argue that on both counts the contrary is true. The cumulative radicalisation of Bangladesh’s woes currently in train are no more, nor less, than a harbinger of the wider global crisis. All the evidence, moreover, is stacking up to suggest earlier climate predictions radically underestimated the rate at which CO2 is building up in the atmosphere, leading to much more serious earth system feedbacks and hence producing much steeper as well as more imminent average temperature rises than previously thought possible. What the particular circumstances of Bangladesh-CHT provide is insight into how an interaction between rapid climate change and the vagaries of political geography could lead to contours of extreme, including genocidal violence  along two possibly parallel trajectories. In the first, states will practice triage against those parts of its citizen or subject population considered least savable or, more cynically put, most superfluous. This confirms Helen Fein’s point that a precondition for genocide involves the state or dominant society’s exclusion of a group or groups from its universe of obligation 68 though one might add that while the exclusion usually precedes a particular set of crisis conditions it is the perceived or real emergency itself in which genocide is usually enacted against the group. The specific conditions of climate catastrophe, however, raise the possibility of exclusion from a universe of obligation being practiced across borders, and even applying to whole populations of perhaps, once sovereign states. In contemporary international law a polity must have a defined territory to exist as a state and so enter into relations with other states. 69 The case of an increasingly submerged Bangladesh thus poses questions not only about what leverage its twilight leadership might have within the world community but also what status its surviving citizens would enjoy as fleeing for safety they are confronted with the reality of India’s fence. In these circumstances, the possibility of genocide, whether at first or second remove, becomes a function of a still extant state repudiating any notion of obligation to those from a neigbouring one who ipso facto have become stateless.

The implication is ugly. But it is only to baldly extrapolate from a fundamental truth about the international system as we know it. We live in a globalised political-economy in which  - the 2008 ‘crash’ notwithstanding - the ‘liberal’ free-flow of capital is normative but the flow of humanity is tightly regulated. Nation-states within this system not only thus have fixed boundaries, they also have apparatuses of surveillance and control designed to resist the free traffic of nearly always poor people across them. How much this matters especially to developed states over and beyond India, can be gauged, for example, by the growing expenditure and effort placed by the US on denying Latinos entry across its Mexican border. Largely invisible to media reportage the militarisation of this agenda has inevitably carried with it a steadily increasing toll of migrant lives, whether directly out of the barrel of Border Patrol guns, or as a consequence of migrants’ failed efforts to avoid capture by swimming the Rio Bravo/ Rio Grande or by entering California across the desert. 70 The behaviour of European states acting either individually or as sovereign elements of the European Union (EU) is no different. Recent revisions to the Schengen treaty designed to increase inter-state police cooperation in the ‘War on Terror’ also provide additional cover for the surveillance, control and ‘repatriation’ of unwanted EU outsiders. Indeed, European anxieties about illegal migrants, especially from north and west Africa, have reached such a point that the primary duty of the Italian, French and Spanish navies is now directed towards the interception of usually open boats attempting to steal across the EU’s sea frontiers.71

There is, of course, something of a quantitative distinction between large numbers of economic migrants from impoverished second and third tier countries, over a period of time, seeking to break into first tier ones (and regularly dying in the process) and the possibility of a human ‘deluge’ as a consequence of a localised, or larger environmental collapse. Yet the degree to which rich states are prepared to go to prevent such eventualities is already available from the recent historical record. In 1994 and 2004, the bottom line in the intervention of US forces in Haiti was not the actual political breakdown and consequent violence in that country but the fear that its Caribbean inhabitants would simply take to the boats en masse and head for American shores. The intervention, as portrayed in both instances in the mainstream media, certainly gave the impression of being benevolent, or at least necessary, deftly avoiding the fact that Haiti’s recent woes have been bound up with long-term US support of its tiny, violently dictatorial client elite.72 Perhaps, too, among the US policymakers with a deeper historical grasp, there was an attempt in these actions to prevent genocidal violence, at least on American shores. In an earlier epoch, in 1937, Haiti’s land neighbour, the Dominican republic, sought to remedy the porosity of its border by slaughtering up to 15,000 Haitian economic migrants. Ironically, the republic’s pro-fascist President Trujillo, almost immediately sought to resuscitate his country’s tarnished image, at the Evian conference, by offering safe haven to 100,000 Jewish refugees from Hitler’s Third Reich.73 Countries with an eye to their international standing while they may go to inordinate lengths to keep unwanted refugees or migrants out, or at bay, do not normally go the lengths Trujillo employed against the Haitians.

Climate change realities, however, could be pushing states, towards more radical measures. Certainly, it would appear to be the richest amongst such states who are most exercised about the environmental refugee ‘threat.’ In a recent climate change war game, for instance, conducted under the auspices of the Centre for New American Security (CNAS), game players placed migration-prevention as the number one priority in any long-term framework agreement on climate change, with an emphasis on the repatriation of climate refugees to their country of origin as the necessary outcome. The proposed agreement stated non-coercive repatriation as the ‘preferred’ method towards this purpose, though one might be inclined to ask how exactly that would be accomplished for peoples from low-lying Pacific island nations such as Tuvalu or Kiribati who are already threatened with early inundation ?74 In fact, the implied policy recommendations offered in the CNAS game are consistent with the general thrust of US ‘security’ thinking dating back at least to the 2004 Pentagon-commissioned report  on ‘abrupt’ climate change. Then, as now, the whole emphasis has been not on humanitarian assistance to states or societies reeling from climate catastrophe but rather on shoring up ‘fortress America’ against waves of anticipated environmental refugees.  Behind such thinking too, are major Department of Defence research and development  (R&D) programmes whose purpose is to develop a range of hi-tech weapon systems designed to interdict and immoblise ‘perimeter’ intruders. Proclaimed to be non-lethal, what damage such tasers, projectiles, ‘calmative’ chemicals, as well as heat and noise weapons would actually do to masses of human beings in the event of a major ‘emergency’ is entirely uncharted territory.75 

Again, one might resist such inferences by arguing that US, British, or similar tier one strategic planning is based not on known future realities but rather on anxiety-laden perceptions of mass refugee ‘threat’ in the event of some rapidly deteriorating climate crisis.  One might also add that there is a certain piquant irony in the fact that the country  - the US  - which has offered some of the most vociferous state, corporate and societal resistance to the evidence of anthropogenic climate change is also now at the forefront of reactive policy making in the face of its likely macro-political consequences.  Two things, however, particularly stand out with regard to this discrepancy, and which may be especially pertinent to the question of future genocide. The first is that culturally and socially prejudiced perception of ‘threat,’ far from being subordinate to the empirical evidence of danger, are repeatedly central to apparatus decision-making, to the point where - especially in volatile, crisis-laden circumstances - it can become the decisive factor driving a state, or states, towards radical problem-solving. The second is that current first tier and upper-level, second tier security responses to the climate challenge are already heavily weighted towards protection of individual state or leading group self-interest. The CNAS war game, for example, was played by five teams representing the US, EU, China, India and  ‘an international team’ that included ‘key stakeholders,’ such as Japan, Russia, and Brazil’. In other words, implicit in this scenario was a defence of the ‘major economies’ from mass population flows seen as inevitably emanating from weaker nations in conditions of climate chaos.

The Oxford Research Group has aptly described this sort of thinking as that of a ‘control paradigm’ or more exactly ‘liddism’: a situation where leading states instead of attempting to address the causes of the problem of which they, as major carbon emitters are at the root, instead place their emphasis on preserving the status quo, primarily through military means.76 Liddism, as policy, is clearly both illogical and redundant. It cannot resolve the problem because the climate change threat embraces all humanity and so can only be mitigated by an international cooperation aimed at an overall planetary reduction of ghg emissions to zero, in an already carbon-saturated atmosphere. Nor can liddism hope to save the rich fossil-fuel dependent economies themselves through some sort of security isolation in the shorter-term, not least as their heavily populated but low-lying or deltaic metropolitan regions are swept by an increasing frequency of climate-driven storm surge and or, flooding, in part as a consequence of polar ice-melt. 77  

Yet, paradoxically, what the security orthodoxy tells us that in even in conditions of extremis the maxim plus ca change, plus c’est la meme chose, can still apply.  As such, we have no choice, saving a radical and entirely unexpected shift in the conduct and standard operating premises of state and inter-state relations but to anticipate that our tier three hierarchy will continue in some form and with it some of the same propensities for violence. The open question, again, is how will an in itself accelerating, climate factor add to and amplify the dysfunctional tendencies we have already observed? 

Crystal ball-gazing clearly on its own is bound to be flawed.  Yet  contemporary observation is offering some likely directions of flow. For instance, among tier one states, the possibility of wresting oil and gas reserves opened up by the warming of the Arctic, the North-west passage in particular, is currently in the process of massively outweighing the threat of further climate destabilisation presented by doing so.78 Yet this is also likely to mean intensified competition with other advancing states from the top end of tier two, notably Russia, for control of this self-same resource. What this further implies is a double-sided diminution of tier one’s historic insulation from the potentiality of extreme, including exterminatory violence. Notice of such possibilities has already been served in the public arena. In a significant Chatham House speech in 2005, Dr John Reid, the then British Minister of Defence warned of the likelihood of future resource conflicts, not only over oil but also over diminishing safe water supplies. His implication was that these conflicts would be waged outside the domestic arena.79 Yet it is equally likely that in conditions of acute climate stress, for instance as a result of either prolonged drought or catastrophic flooding, the British population could itself be faced with water and food shortages, to which the government of the day would have no choice but to respond with emergency regulations, including rationing. Granted this in itself  - while heralding the onset of more authoritarian rule, including a triage-like resource prioritisation of water and fuel supply for key sectors of the state apparatus and economy rather than the population at large - would not necessarily of its own lead to violence. But it could quite conceivably lead to the displacement of both statist and demotic frustrations onto more exposed immigrant communities in what, especially in urban Britain, has become a notably multicultural society.  Latent xenophobia as a consequence of heightened public anxiety about a very uncertain future could in these circumstances also interact with a much more volatile and uncertain direction in inter-state relations.  It is well to remember that US war doctrine has in the post 9/11 epoch shifted much more overtly towards pre-emptive action, thereby subordinating questions of consultation through the UN or other international fora. NATO’s nuclear first strike option has also recently been talked up publicly by a group of ex-NATO commanders as an indispensable part of alliance strategy, with climate and energy challenges, including ‘environmental’ migration on a mass scale high on their threat ‘list’80 

These alarm bells of their own do not presuppose an implicit resort by tier one states to genocide. They do suggest, however, that as the stakes become higher these once confident players in the system will become more stressed and hence more likely to contemplate actions at home and abroad which are belligerent and extreme. Putting Iraq to one side, US and coalition war games such as Centrazbat ’97 in which US troops were flown from American to ‘defend’ southern Kazakhstan gas reserves, or the more recent US decision to create a special Africa command81 - the latter closely mirroring recent British defence thinking -  are also very dangerous because they increase the potentiality of direct head to head confrontation over resources with  nuclear-armed Russia and China. Add into this equation a contingent climate ‘threat’ variable, such as sustained weather turbulence in which domestic food and fuel security is put at risk, or even in which storm-driven flooding undermines, temporarily or otherwise, the territorial integrity of the state, and the possibility of this tipping an already crisis-laden tier one leadership into a panicked, or spasm military response, even involving nuclear weapons, cannot be ruled out. 

All this may sound like a case of perversely wishful, worse case speculation. At the other end of the system hierarchy, however, there is little need to speculate at all. Increasing tier three collapse may have political and economic drivers but it is accompanied at every turn by worsening environmental degradation in which climate stress is now thoroughly to the fore. We have already made some passing reference to the anthropogenic impacts on the tropical forested belt having violent human consequences.  In near-desert regions the consequences of the biosphere’s response in the form of increasing temperatures alongside reduced rainfall may be the final straw in pushing some of the world’s already most marginal and challenged human populations over the edge. Darfur has been labeled a genocide in large part because one can discern the role of the Sudanese state directing and organising a retributive campaign against tribally-based insurgent communities.  But here as elsewhere in much of the Saharan hinterland, the role of the state is looking increasingly tenuous, a case of a regime attempting to assert its authority at several degrees remove from the locus of conflict, not to say in environmental conditions entirely beyond its control. Meanwhile desperate pastoralists fight it out among themselves for whatever residual grazing land remains while their efforts for survival inevitably spill their conflicts across international borders. Christian Aid has already bleakly identified such communities in the Horn of Africa as the first most likely people to be wiped out by climate change.82 Ongoing drought is certainly already exacerbating some of these local conflicts, notably in the Ogaden. 

In conflict-ridden Central Asia, most obviously Afghanistan, the climate factor is also now feeding heavily into the cycle of violence. At the time when this report was being written in late October 2008, the Royal United Services Institute (RUSi) announced that eight million people in that country could be threatened with winter-time starvation, as much as a consequence of drought and soaring world food prices as due to the ongoing Taliban insurgency. With the global warming-induced retreat of Himalayan glaciers and hence the further deterioration of already stressed irrigation systems in a region hugely dependent on the careful husbanding of exactly this limited, or seasonal water resource, complete societal breakdown is conceivable. 83 Numerous expert studies have considered how governments in environmentally challenged parts of the world when combined with demographic pressures and weak undeveloped economies, are the most likely to default on delivery of basic services to their populations and so most likely to pay the price through increased militancy (jihadist or otherwise), insurgency, and warlordism.84 But what we are contemplating here are countries which have not simply ‘failed’ per se in the Western lexicon of what constitutes ‘success’ and failure but  ones which may  actually ‘disappear’ off the modern sovereign state map altogether. After all, great civilisations of the past, famously along the Silk Route, did exactly this as the wells and oases dried up and the raiders closed in.85 The question for us is what happens - as in past times, happened  - to the peoples of these polities in the face of such calamities? Left to their own devices do they, for instance, fight it out among themselves out in some Hobbesian zero-sum game, as the food and water resource itself diminishes to zero?  This would be a truly post-genocidal landscape in which atrocity is not simply the norm as perpetuated by the simple conditions of extreme scarcity but one in which, without the state or even outside agencies to offer a calculus as to the political purposefulness of violence, no one single group of actors can be blamed, let alone held to account, for the resulting carnage.  

What ordinary peoples however, are most prone to do in circumstances of extremis -  as clearly demonstrated in late 2008, and around Goma, that recurrent epicentre of post-genocidal DRC realities 86 - is flee. How many will be forced to do so from tier three zones in a future of climate-accelerated starvation, violence and the breakdown of civil authority is almost anybody’s guess. The world’s population is projected to peak at 9 billion by the middle of the century.  Some 2.7 million of today’s present 6 million plus, live in 46 countries specifically identified by the British-based NGO, International Alert, as ‘facing a high risk of armed conflict as a knock-on consequence of climate change’ with a further 56 countries (1.2 billion people) ‘facing a high risk of political instability.’87 Leave aside for a moment some of the assumptions upon which International Alert arrives at its most endangered list. What matters for us here is not whether some countries have already gone over the edge, or are teetering on its brink - in other words, what we might identify as tier three states -  but what the impact might be on those who would still declare themselves to be not only sovereign, integral and independent, but paid up, fully-fledged members of a still extant ‘international community.’

For this substantial (tier two) bloc, the climate change threat operates in political terms from two pincer-like directions. In the first, there is the straightforward fear of being ‘swamped’ by environmental refugees from a neighbouring state or states which have already fallen into the lower tier three category, or may soon do so. In the second, the threat operates on the level of finding oneself unable to resist other wealthier, more powerful and militarily stronger - though not necessarily tier one -  states, interfering with or directly appropriating one’s own scarce resources,  most obviously food, water, as well as energy supply. The anxiety of having to navigate between these twin Scylla and Charybdis -like perils, moreover, will be exacerbated for each state’s elite by a historic sense of mission to carry their country forward to ever higher levels of preferably carbon-fueled, industrially based development in order to meet the needs of a fiercely competitive global market.  Climate change, of course, contradicts this aspiration foursquare. But it does so not simply through its range of growing physical stresses but in the psycho-cultural burden it imposes on those who have imbibed nothing other than a telos of development.  

The reason this may matter for those specifically concerned about future prospects for genocide is because the phenomenon repeatedly occurs in conditions where a state’s leadership feels itself overwhelmed, or overtaken by crisis. And in such endemic conditions brought on by climate catastrophe it is more than conceivable that refugees (environmental or otherwise) could find themselves the particular butt of statist frustrations and pent-up communal fears. But then, so equally could minority groups, with strong connections with neighbouring countries, communal trading or cultural links with other states, or a sense of being in some ways under the protection of Western benefactors.  One can imagine persecution leading to more draconian state action against such groups as well as direct communal violence especially under conditions where there are serious food shortages, or famine, most obviously consequent on a cycle of repeated harvest failure, or from extreme storm surge, flood, drought or fire. We have already seen food shortages worldwide in the last year leading to communal riots. Where states are forced to turn their attention from the imperatives of the global economic race to one of sheer sauve qui peut, universes of obligation, whether with regard to groups historically suspect within the state, or those seeking its safe haven from without are almost bound to suffer. 

An overarching scenario of food shortage, however, hardly exhausts the litany of potential genocidal scenarios under conditions of climate extremis. We have already emphasised that a world replete with nuclear weapons could turn a struggle for diminishing resources into an altogether more deadly encounter involving whole national populations. In normal conditions, leading tier two players, including Russia, China and India might be looking forward to a political ascendancy on the world stage without recourse to inter-state conflict let alone use of their nuclear arsenals.  But then how are they likely to respond to conditions in which collapsing neighbours might use the threat of military force, including, where those states have their own nuclear weapons, to punch their way out of encroaching turmoil ?.Ecological fragility could be the final straw for an already embattled, increasingly lawless, indeed fragmenting Pakistan which nevertheless, still retains its nuclear wherewithal. By the same token, how is a clearly tier one, nuclear-armed Israel set amongst altogether more precarious, yet hostile tier two Middle Eastern neighbours likely to react to a sustained regional water crisis? Or is it actually, the other way round: an Israel which has most to fear not least from the Palestinians of the occupied territories as perhaps, they make one final, desperate subaltern attempt to redress the ecological as well as political balance? 

In all this we can read a recurring trope in the history of organised polities :‘the barbarians at the gate’. Yet there is also an acute irony in the fact that very few climate refugees have yet impacted on tier one or, for that matter, leading tier two states. At the current time, for instance, of an estimated 163 million forcibly displaced people in the world  - mostly the victims of state and transnational corporate development projects -  the majority remain within their countries of origin.  Where there is significant climate-related movement across borders it tends to be from one or more poor countries to one or more only slightly less environmentally degraded but still poor countries, though, perhaps equally significantly, the flow invariably involves a shift from once sustainable rural livelihoods to a precarious urban marginality. In Ivory Coast, today, as one example, no less than a quarter of the population are people from Burkina Faso and Mali, most of whom have fled encroaching desertification. 88

This may suggest that it is exactly in these very precarious tier two states that explosions of violence against the outsider are most likely to occur in a climate-stressed world. Over a million Burkinabes and Malians have indeed been forced to return to their original countries from Ivory Coast as the state has moved since the 1990s to an overt favouring of the ‘iviorite’ over the immigrant.89 This would also seem to tally with the International Alert argument that those countries with the weakest per capita wealth are the same ones with the least capacity building infrastructure to adapt to climate change, and hence also the countries most prone to climate-related conflict. Yet we could equally turn this argument on its head and thereby offer one final twist in any linkage between environmental breakdown, refugee crisis and genocidal trajectory. 

Expert Western opinion generally grafts a map of already existing global economic poverty onto any forward-looking plot of vulnerability to climate conflict. However, the very fact that a country like Ivory Coast has taken in so many climate refugees could equally indicate that the poorer a state or society the more resilient it is to the most serious environmental or socio-economic challenges, man or nature can throw at it. At least populations in such countries  (whether urban or rural) have direct relationships with land and water, however degraded those basic elements have become. By contrast, it is in rich tier one countries where such relationships are at their most tenuous and where, arguably, fears of mass refugee ‘invasions’ are also at their most intense. It is a truism that hierarchic, complex, city-centred societies are only three or four meals away from anarchy. Catastrophic breakdown in other words, is quite conceivable in the face of some all-embracing crisis, not least given these societies’ absolute dependency on thin, often distant supply lines to provide basic services, including water, food, heat and light.90 In circumstances in which standard front-line public services find themselves overwhelmed or unable to cope, populations will not only be unable to meet their own basic physical needs but also be seriously psychically disturbed by the realities confronting them. It is in exactly such emergency conditions that elites of tier one state might become the most  obvious candidates to make responses which in normal times would be deemed not only unthinkable but unforgivable.  

Conclusion

‘Genocide in the future is likely to become a function and all too regular by-product of attempts to attain the unattainable.’ 91 

In the course of this chapter we seem to have come a long way from Lemkin, or of his vision of how genocide, through international law, might one day be ultimately removed from the actions of human states and societies. Lemkin’s purport was not only entirely honourable but was passionately fought for, largely single-handedly.  To cut across this aspiration with not only an entirely more dystopian forecast but one which in key respects questions the long-term value of the term ‘genocide’ itself, seems both churlish and contradictory.  

We have argued that while tendencies towards mass exterminatory violence in the world have never been greater, where this involves breakdown of states under political and/or environmental stress, it also inexorably leads towards a situation of post-genocide, that is of endemically unstable conditions where an ability, let alone a juridical one, to distinguish between communal perpetrators and victims becomes increasingly blurred. At the other end of the global hierarchy, climate-amplified struggles for food, fuel and other resources, are pushing tier one states previously insulated from domestic instability into a greater likelihood of violent conflict at home and abroad. In this sense, the potentiality for the specifics of genocidal violence are likely to extend - one might say elongate- across traditional tier two boundaries into the very heartlands of the ‘international community.’ We might go further and say that across the entire political and economic spectrum of a crisis-ridden world this is certainly not a good time to be a member of an indigenous people; or of a communal, non-dominant group which has been a historical bearer of opprobrium, envy or non-comprehension; or to live close to a key resource (whatever it is: freshwater, oil, tantalum, fish stocks) which cannot be defended within an inch of one’s life. Above all, it is not a good time to become an environmental refugee, or indeed a migrant, or displaced person of any sort. But then, as we have also implied, as the climate crisis deepens, this could be any one of our fates. If thus genocide is more than plausible as part of humankind’s bleak future it is at the same time very unclear where in a world increasingly given over to self-harm it will begin, end, or transmute into some other less genocidally definable set of atrocities. 
Should we not at this point feel rightly cheated? Lemkin’s law attempted to achieve not simply clarity on the subject but in the process a mechanism for making things better. By contrast, we have posed that without a firm grip on the understanding of the driving forces which determine the wider formation and organisation of our present international system, implementation of the Convention will not only remain piecemeal and inadequate but will be rapidly overtaken by forces which render its fragile efficacy null and void.  

Let us, then, by way of conclusion, offer a paradoxical sliver of hope on humanity’s present predicament. A way out from genocide, or violence more generally, is implausible on the basis of current ‘business as usual.’ As the system, through its impossible drives for material transcendence, has overreached itself, so, now, it is being overtaken by a biospheric blow-back. The nature of the collision and of its truly gargantuan consequences, in the first instance for the poorest and most vulnerable of humankind, has already been well charted by some of today’s most prescient observers. Read Mike Davis’ Late Victorian Holocausts and one immediately grasps that it was not  the climatic El Nino/ Southern Oscillation (ENSO) variations alone which were responsible for the third world famines of the 1870s and 1890s -  and with them the death of tens of millions  - but rather the iron-grip of a doctrinaire yet hegemonic liberalism reaching at this critical juncture into all corners of the globe.92 As for the effects of climate change today and into the near future, again, read Aubrey Meyer and one quickly recognises that standard cost-benefit analysis used in conventional economics - as applied in recent carbon emission forecasting -  offers a recipe by which third world lives count for vastly less than first world ones,  effectively reducing the former, in conditions of climate extremis, to ‘non-lives.’ Meyer has pithily summarised this as ‘the economics of genocide.’93 Actually, neither what Davis nor what Meyer describe falls under a clear rubric of genocide as most standard scholarship would conventionally read it. Both, however, are offering insights which are more devastating still: namely, that normative assumptions we associate with the supposed benignity of the system are actually the ones which kill. They may not do so by way of any conscious intent - the cornerstone, in other words, of the Genocide Convention. Instead they are part and parcel of a standard modus operandi which implicitly is weighted towards survival of the wealthiest, on the one hand, the disposability of the poorest and weakest, on the other.

Of course, so long as tier one leaders could pursue in largely untrammelled terms the operation of this system, undue attention to what was happening beyond genocide, to tier three discards, could be largely avoided, or deflected.  What is thus so important about the here and now is that through anthropogenic climate change we have the clearest demonstration that the system, and, with it its amoral premise is - as it always has been - unsustainable. 

Here then is the challenging paradox of our present. And with that, a critical nettle to grasp, before it is too late.  We are now standing at an apex of a particular human trajectory, while at the same time possessing sufficient analytical tools and material evidence to survey the entire landscape of human history and human experience which preceded it. Certainly throughout the historical record, the struggle for human existence carried with it, repeated proclivities towards strages gentium.  What is distinct about this potentially final global epoch is that the disparity between the material overreach and the limits of the planetary carrying capacity are taking us all - tier one included - into a totalising mode of exterminatory  behaviour. If one is thus looking for one single prediction it is this: it will be mass self-violence, not climate change per se which will take us over the abyss. 

What is the antidote? On one level, it is a terribly simple one.  Arnold Toynbee that same great if now much forgotten historian of civilisation  - who also had so much of prescient value to say on the subject of genocide - put it aptly just before his death.  Our mission must be to seek not ‘a material mastery over the ‘non-human environment, but for a spiritual mastery over’ ourselves. 94 As for Mahatma Gandhi, arguably that greatest exponent, as well as apostle of non-violence of recent times, he put the case even more tersely on behalf of the peoples of this overcrowded planet: there is ‘enough for everybody’s need but not for everybody’s greed.’95

In short, for those who would seek to avoid genocide in the 21st century, the task cannot somehow be reduced to Lemkin’s law.  The phenomenon cannot be contained within this box: it is too fundamental a by-product of a more general dysfunction, not to say, even as it transmutes into a post-genocide, a key indicator of a more all-encompassing Nemesis. To arrest the encroaching inevitability of this trajectory will require, amongst things, a thoroughly post-Lemkian effort to recognise the false chimera of the globalising project and with it the necessity for a sufficiency and sustainability upon which the term oikonomia - economy - was originally founded. Such an approach will be geared towards the values of human scale and with it of an entirely gentler and certainly more heterarchic social and communal empowerment.  
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