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Anthropogenic climate change is the most fundamental challenge for humankind in the
twenty-first century. Rising sea levels and the loss of agricultural land, severe weather
changes and desertification are just some of the likely consequences that will
drastically alter the living conditions of millions of people, mainly in the global
south. Environmental violence, including resource crises such as peak fossil fuel,
should be of major concern to genocide studies. This article argues that
environmental violence is amongst the main driving forces of collective violence and
that climate change will dramatically increase the likelihood of genocide occurring in
areas at risk. On this basis, the article criticises genocide prevention orthodoxy for its
focus on humanitarian military intervention and asks for a new concept of sustainable
prevention on the basis of global social justice.
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Each of the last three decades has been successively warmer at the Earth’s surface than any
preceding decade since 1850. In the northern hemisphere, 1983–2012 was likely the
warmest 30-year period of the last 1400 years.1

Climate change

‘Climate change’ has had an astonishing career over the last three decades. Almost
unknown in the 1980s – although the phenomena is much older – climate change had
become somewhat of a hegemonic discourse at the end of the first decade of the new mil-
lennium. This ‘career’ is reflected in the history of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC), founded in 1988. It symbolises both the global nature of climate change
and the necessity of addressing climate change in transnational cooperation. The IPCC’s
highest prominence, was marked by the year 2007, when it, along with former US Vice-Pre-
sident Al Gore, was awarded the Noble Peace Prize. As this article is being written, the
IPCC has started presenting its Fifth Assessment Report, beginning as usual with the find-
ings of Working Group 1 on the physical science basis of climate change; reports from
Working Group 2 on ‘Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability’, Working Group 3 on ‘Miti-
gation of Climate Change’, and finally a ‘Synthesis Report’, will follow later in 2014.2
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Despite all scientific evidence on climate change and its causes and consequences, it has
become a matter of heated scientific and public debate. A series of ‘scandals’, such as
‘climate gate’, in which confidential emails of climatologists of the University of East
Anglia were leaked, have been used to undermine the credibility of the scientific assess-
ment, as has seemingly contradictory evidence, such as the apparent pause in the increase
of temperature during the last 15 years, acknowledged now by the IPCC.3 According to
most scientists,4 none of this fundamentally challenges the reality of climate change:

Warming of the climate system is unequivocal, and since the 1950s, many of the observed
changes are unprecedented over decades to millennia. The atmosphere and ocean have
warmed, the amounts of snow and ice have diminished, sea level has risen, and the concen-
trations of greenhouse gases have increased5

Despite the overwhelmingly affirmative scientific evidence, these findings are met by fierce
ideological opposition from certain politicians, lobbyists and journalists. The debate shows
all the signs of the ideological rifts of past conflicts, with extreme representatives of both
sides accusing each other of being denialists or alarmists. In a complete reversal of the
actual position, those people arguing with scientific models and predictions are labelled
as ‘ideological’, whereas the so-called climate sceptics, amongst whom are only a few
serious scientists, claim objective truth for their position. They abuse, for example, qualified
statements made by the IPCC, which tries to assess the likelihood of any given future event
in percentages, as a lack of scientific evidence, whereas it could be seen with much more
justification as proof of the scientific character of the entire endeavour. Often climate
change critics claim to possess the absolute truth, an illusion which in itself is highly ques-
tionable and certainly unscientific.

Nevertheless, the close nexus between science and politics and the procedure where not
only scientists but also diplomatic and other representatives of various governments nego-
tiate at least the summary of the Assessment Reports has also drawn serious criticism from
scientists involved in the work of the IPCC.6

One reason for this intense debate seems to be that the public – both supporters and
critics of the IPCC – tend to concentrate on the apocalyptic dimension of climate
change. And indeed, if some of the more extreme predictions come true, the world
would become uninhabitable for humankind within a relatively short period of time. The
Guardian, one of the most popular UK newspapers, terms this doomsday terminology
‘Climate Calamity’.7 However, it seems that this focus on the most extreme predictions,
on the potentially apocalyptic consequences of unmitigated climate change, might in the
end be to the detriment of the cause; in the light of the fierce battle regarding the apocalyptic
dimension of passing tipping points and the danger of a runaway climate, the simple truth
that climate change is already taking place and is already affecting the lives of millions of
people seems to have been lost. It might be the tragedy of climate change research that the
potentially truly apocalyptic character of climate change in the future obscures the view of
the ground-level suffering occurring today. The fact that this suffering predominantly takes
place – at least at this moment – in the global south might be a further explanation for this
deficiency.

Nevertheless, in many ways the fierceness of this debate is testament to the ‘success’ of
climate change as a concept, as it increasingly influences disciplines outside the narrow
confines of climate sciences. In particular, human responses to climate change, both in pre-
venting a further acceleration and in mitigating its effects, are studied in a variety of disci-
plines from economics8 and political science9 to anthropology,10 from agriculture to
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engineering. Some scholars have even proclaimed the ascent of a new field of research:
climate and culture, particularly focusing on the cultural and political consequences of
climate change.11 Since violence plays a role amongst the possible effects of climate
change, conflict and peace research and security studies are also engaged with climate
change research.12 What is strangely amiss, despite the fact that many see in climate
change the scourge of the twentieth century, and one would assume also of the twenty-
first century, is the integration of genocide studies in the climate change debate. This
article sketches some of the historical reasons for this lack and argues for the inclusion
of climate change in genocide studies and vice versa. It does so with the aim of opening
up genocide prevention to the challenges of environmental violence.

Climate change and environmental violence: a note on terminology

It appears that climate change in common usage has acquired a surplus of meaning that goes
beyond the actual physical phenomenon or the set of physical phenomena originally sub-
sumed under the term. Climate change has become a chiffre for man-made environmental
change and its potentially catastrophic effects. Climate change in this broader sense,
however, cannot be separated from the carbon economy and population growth, that is,
the finiteness of resources. Both are not only amongst the main causes of climate
change, but are themselves threat drivers as the unsatisfied need for resources and the
increase in demand will, in all likelihood – as any resource scarcity – cause an increase
in violence, conflict and war. To give just one example: fossil fuel is both a driving force
of climate change and will, after its peak,13 amplify environmental and other crises, as
the lack of energy supply will need to be compensated for and a reduction in energy
supply will most likely increase the likelihood of resource conflicts. At the same time,
energy scarcity will limit the resources available to mitigate the consequences of climate
change. This challenge will not change even if we factor in new ‘extreme energy’ tech-
niques of oil and gas production that are expanding current fossil fuel reserves14 as on
the one hand the process of ‘extreme energy’ is itself unsustainable, while the greater
extraction effort and risk involved also bring environmental problems of their own.15

Resource scarcity in general, however, is intensified by population growth as population
growth results generally in an increase in consumption unless the unequal distribution of
food, water, energy, etc. worsens. By the 1970s, the finite nature of resources had been
identified and brought to the attention of a wider public. In their famous 1972 study, The
Limits to Growth, Donella H. Meadows, Dennis L. Meadows, Jørgen Randers and
William W. Behrens had modelled economic and population growth and come to the con-
clusion that the current lifestyle based on growing consumption was unsustainable.16 Forty
years later, the situation has worsened, exacerbated by – amongst other things – climate
change. For the analysis of the societal impact and the prediction of future violence,
climate change cannot be separated from general environmental change.17

Scientists have reacted to this challenge by introducing the concept of ‘Anthropo-
cene’,18 which as a geological epoch followed the ‘Holocene’ (a term that is used to
describe the last 11,000 years), and began some 250 years ago with the advent of the
carbon-based industrial revolution.19 The concept of ‘Anthropocene’ acknowledges the
interconnectedness of various human activities to an extent that, for the first time, human-
kind is seen as a primary mover of global physical phenomena. Rockström et al. have made
use of this concept by attempting to identify and quantify thresholds by which various
environmental changes became or will become irreversible and catastrophic. They have
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marked a set of nine ‘planetary boundaries’, the crossing of which would endanger the con-
tinental or global ecosystem:

(1) climate change;
(2) ocean acidification;
(3) stratospheric ozone depletion;
(4) interference with the global phosphorus and nitrogen cycles;
(5) rate of biodiversity loss;
(6) global freshwater use;
(7) land-system change;
(8) aerosol loading;
(9) chemical pollution.

Climate change took a prominent position:

Anthropogenic pressures on the earth system have reached a scale where abrupt global environ-
mental change can no longer be excluded. We propose a new approach to global sustainability
in which we define planetary boundaries within which we expect that humanity can operate
safely. Transgressing one or more planetary boundaries may be deleterious or even catastrophic
due to the risk of crossing thresholds that will trigger non-linear, abrupt environmental change
within continental- to planetary-scale systems.20

The idea to group together a multitude of factors, all of which have serious effects on the
earth as a human habitat and tend to intensify each other, benefits also the research on the
impact climate change has on human society. It draws attention to the fact that a multitude
of factors, such as peak fossil fuels or population growth, all possess an environmental
dimension. This being the case, the generic term ‘environmental violence’ seems useful.
Violence in this understanding, however, is not only physical violence, let alone collective
physical violence, but is also structural violence.21 However, for the purpose of this article, I
will concentrate on collective physical violence.

Amongst all forms of collective violence, none tends to attract greater public interest
and to provoke greater moral outcry than genocide, the destruction of entire groups of
people. The Herero and Nama in German south-west Africa (1904–1908), the Armenians,
Assyrians and Pontic Greek in the Ottoman Empire (1915–1918), the Holocaust (1941–
1945) or the genocide in Rwanda (1994) are the best known examples of genocide in the
twentieth century. Even the relatively young twenty-first century has seen its share of gen-
ocidal violence in Darfur, the Democratic Republic of Congo and Kenya, to name just a few
regions where elites have been accused of committing genocide.

Grass-roots movements engage worldwide in condemning genocide and work towards
its prevention, mobilising thousands of people against it. They monitor hotspots around the
world for signs of impending genocidal violence, try to establish early warning systems,
and argue for the building up of international intervention capabilities. Although often
reluctant to follow suit with real action, politicians regularly pledge their commitment to
combating genocide and to the ‘Never Again’ pledge promised after the Holocaust. In
2011, the US even introduced their Atrocities Prevention Board, justifying it with national
interests and moral obligation:

Preventing mass atrocities and genocide is a core national security interest and a core moral
responsibility of the United States.
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Our security is affected when masses of civilians are slaughtered, refugees flow across borders,
and murderers wreak havoc on regional stability and livelihoods. America’s reputation suffers,
and our ability to bring about change is constrained, when we are perceived as idle in the face of
mass atrocities and genocide. Unfortunately, history has taught us that our pursuit of a world
where states do not systematically slaughter civilians will not come to fruition without con-
certed and coordinated effort.22

Neither climate change nor environmental violence feature prominently in these initiat-
ives. The same is true for academic research on genocide, a burgeoning field with annual
international conferences and several journals.

But how can scholars, activists and their organisations, which devote so much time and
energy to the prediction of the future, ignore some of the biggest challenges for humankind?
Why is it so difficult for the scholars of genocide to follow their colleagues in other disci-
plines in dealing with violence such as peace and conflict or security studies, where climate
change has gained some prominence?23

In order to answer this question, a short summary of genocide both as a concept and as a
field for academic research is necessary.

Genocide: intentionality, ideology and the international system

Historically, the concept of genocide is intrinsically linked to the Holocaust, to which in
many ways it owes its very existence. Raphael Lemkin, a Polish-Jewish lawyer, who had
to flee his native Poland after the German invasion coined the term in his seminal study
on the German occupation policy in Eastern Europe Axis Rule in Occupied Europe. Here
he defined genocide as

a coordinated plan of different actions aiming at the destruction of essential foundations of the
life of national groups, with the aim of annihilating the groups themselves. The objectives of
such a plan would be disintegration of the political and social institutions, of culture, language,
national feelings, religion, and the economic existence of national groups, and the destruction
of the personal security, liberty, health, dignity, and even the lives of the individuals belonging
to such groups. Genocide is directed against the national group as an entity, and the actions
involved are directed against individuals, not in their individual capacity, but as members of
the national group.24

After tireless campaigning by Lemkin and others the newly founded United Nations (UN)
adopted the concept and made genocide a crime under international law. In their 1948 ‘Con-
vention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide’ genocide was defined
as ‘any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national,
ethnic, racial or religious group, as such:

(a) Killing members of the group;
(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;
(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its

physical destruction in whole or in part;
(d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;
(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.25

The two central elements in this definition are the intention to destroy a specific, clearly
defined group of people. Through political manoeuvring, political and social groups were
excluded from the convention since the colonial powers of Great Britain and France were
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opposed to forcing the then-Soviet Union to recognise the latter. The murder of millions of
Kulaks was not to be called genocide, nor should atrocities against postcolonial liberation
groups be considered genocidal. The definition of groups has therefore from the beginning
been a matter of controversy, particularly since neither ‘national’ nor ‘ethnic’ groups are
clearly defined categories and ‘race’ is a highly contested term. There even seems to be
an emerging consensus – at least amongst scholars – that there are no objective criteria
for one’s membership in a group, but that the victim group is rather arbitrarily defined
by the perpetrators. It is part of the horror of genocide that as a victim one is categorised
regardless of one’s own perceptions or actions. The victims of genocide do not, thus,
provoke the aggression meted out against them, neither can they choose not to belong to
the victim group.

Closely linked to the question of the ‘target’ of genocide is that of intention, what
Lemkin called a ‘coordinated plan of different actions’. The UN convention was meant
to be an instrument of international justice, even if it could not fulfil this task during the
Cold War, and has left the international legal community wanting even in more recent
times. Understanding genocide in a predominantly legal way with the focus on prosecution
has led to a narrowing of the definition of ‘intent’. Using the analogy of a murder case,
where the prosecutor has to prove the intention to murder, the intention to commit genocide
became the centre of attention. For example, did Milosevic order and intend the complete
destruction of the Bosnian Muslims? Or did he ‘just’ aim at the ethnic cleansing of certain
groups of people, in which some or many of them died as ‘collateral damage’? What at a
single murder trial would mean the difference between murder and manslaughter makes the
identification of genocide extremely difficult. Even if prosecutors can prove that individual
killings were intended, they still need to show that the entire group is the target. In 2005, for
example, the report of the International Commission of Inquiry on Darfur concluded that
whilst crimes against humanity and war crimes were committed in Darfur, which were
perhaps no less heinous than genocide, still genocide could not be proven, because ‘the
crucial element of genocidal intent appears to be missing, at least as far as the central Gov-
ernment authorities are concerned’. What it meant by ‘genocidal intent’ can be extrapolated
from the following excerpt:

Generally speaking the policy of attacking, killing and forcibly displacing members of some
tribes does not evince a specific intent to annihilate, in whole or in part, a group distinguished
on racial, ethnic, national or religious grounds. Rather, it would seem that those who planned
and organized attacks on villages pursued the intent to drive the victims from their homes, pri-
marily for purposes of counter-insurgency warfare.26

This intention then had to be proven in court, and the best – and often the only proof – were
written documents and orders. But they are difficult to come by, because genocidaires rarely
put their murderous intentions down on paper, at least not in the form of precise orders. See,
for example, the decade-long search for Hitler’s order to exterminate the Jews of Europe.
Historians have still not found the one single instruction that started the mass murder;
however, there is no doubt about Hitler’s responsibility for the Holocaust. Of course, in
this case as in others, genocidal intention can be and is inferred from speeches and writings
as well as from actions. Particularly, genocidal propaganda, which exists as a foundational
factor in basically all genocides in a process of dehumanising ‘the other’ in order to ease
their destruction, began to be seen as a much needed proof of intent.

This perspective was supported by the public perception of the Holocaust, which stood
not only as the basis of the Genocide Convention but has in the meantime become a global
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chiffre for evil and for what harm humans can do to other humans.27 Despite major
advances in the historical sciences and Holocaust studies that draw a much more
complex picture, there still seems to be a prevalent image of the Holocaust in which the
Nazis from early on aimed at the physical murder of the Jews, only claimed power, and
started World War II to solve the ‘Jewish question’, i.e. to murder the Jews of Europe
(and possibly beyond). The public narrowing of the focus on Hitler and German anti-Semit-
ism has deeply entrenched our perception of genocide as a crime primarily, if not exclu-
sively, based on ideology. It appears as a deeply irrational act juxtaposed against
seemingly rational forms of violence, such as violence in self-defence and warfare. This
perception is enshrined in the focus on the ideological elite, i.e. the Nazis with their
occult rituals and their Aryan (¼ racial) fantasies, contrasted against the bureaucratic
and military elite often portrayed as un-ideological and un-political. Furthermore, the
fact that the Holocaust was carried out by one of the most efficient bureaucratic regimes
in history emphasises a perspective that state elites and the state apparatus commit geno-
cide. For many, the ideological elite (Nazis) hijacked an entire state (Germany) mainly to
carry out its crime based on a racial dystopia.28

This model of genocide has serious consequences for understanding genocide and also
the means by which to prevent it. Combined with an often far too simplistic understanding
of ideology, it leads to a narrowing of prevention to a limited number of trigger points,
which allegedly serve as detectors for an early warning system.29 The concentration on ideo-
logical causes seems to have led to ignoring systemic causes. As a consequence, prevention is
reduced to intervention.30 To discuss only one, albeit quite prominent, example: Gregory
Stanton has developed the highly influential concept of the ‘Eight Stages of Genocide’,
aimed at identifying genocides before they happen in order to prevent them and serving as
basis for other attempts to establish early warning systems. Genocide, according to Stanton,

is a process that develops in eight stages that are predictable but not inexorable. At each stage,
preventive measures can stop it. The process is not linear. Logically, later stages must be pre-
ceded by earlier stages. But all stages continue to operate throughout the process.31

Stanton then identifies in his concept, which he first developed as a briefing paper for the
US State Department, the following stages:

. Classification

. Symbolisation

. Dehumanisation

. Organisation

. Polarisation

. Preparation

. Extermination

. Denial

If they are to be detected in regimes, then genocide has to be seen as possible and imma-
nent. To prevent genocide is to stop classification, to stop hate propaganda and, in stage
seven, ultimately to intervene in order to stop the ongoing extermination.32 Leaving
aside the problem of military intervention, which cannot be discussed here for reasons of
space,33 the problem with this approach lies in the fact that it describes a crime seemingly
without a cause. Stanton explains the classification, from which all other stages derive, as
follows:
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All cultures have categories to distinguish people into ‘us and them’ by ethnicity, race, religion,
or nationality: German and Jew, Hutu and Tutsi. Bipolar societies that lack mixed categories,
such as Rwanda and Burundi, are the most likely to have genocide.34

This is problematic in several ways. First, the statement that some societies ‘lack mixed cat-
egories’ seems to accept categories as being real, whereas they are constructed. Second, it
can be argued that racism is particularly violent in societies where the boundary between the
‘races’ is blurred or under threat, where ‘mixed groups’ do exist.35 In other words, ideology
creates a difference, where the sociological reality tells a different story. See, for example,
the obsession of the Nazis to define who was a Jew and who was not. The ideological rigor
was partly due to the fact that Jews where widely integrated in German society and not
easily detectable. However, the most serious problem in Stanton’s theory is that he
describes a situation but fails to address the most important question: why and under
which conditions do the binary constructions of society lead to genocide? Binary construc-
tions seem to be necessary, but not sufficient. If all cultures have an ‘us and them’ dichot-
omy, then it explains nothing about why in some cultures genocides are committed and in
others they are not. In other words, what are completely missing are the causes for genocide,
only the tools are described for carrying it out.

But also, why people would start classifying each other or certain groups, marking each
other out and dehumanising each other, is not even elaborated in Stanton’s theory. The
concept, valuable as it may be for identifying an impending or ongoing genocide, does
not aid our understanding of the causes for genocide. Why genocides take place is not
explained; the space for the causes is left blank. This blank however is in the common per-
ception filled with references either to traditional ‘ethnic’ stereotypes such as African ata-
vistic violence or with recourse to ideology or irrational beliefs. In many ways it is an
ahistorical approach to genocide and its prevention and it ignores the deeper roots of gen-
ocide. Models like this remain on the surface and construct genocide as a mainly ideologi-
cally motivated regime of criminals and psychopaths, who, driven by an irrational hatred,
have hijacked a state and abuse this powerbase to carry out their irrational murderous
ideology.

Furthermore genocidal regimes are seen not only as criminal and irrational, but they are
also characterised as aberrations from the proper functioning of modern regimes, as signs of
rogue or failed states in an otherwise well-functioning and rational international political
system. This image of genocide as a consequence of the dysfunction of the state, which
is seen as the prime agent of the international system, resonates also with the much heralded
UN initiative of a ‘Responsibility to Protect’ (R2P):

138. Each individual State has the responsibility to protect its populations from genocide, war
crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. This responsibility entails the prevention
of such crimes, including their incitement, through appropriate and necessary means.36

This perspective on the international system has consequences. If states and their gov-
ernments do not fulfil this task of protecting their population, then the international commu-
nity is legitimised and even requested to interfere, even to intervene.37

However labelling genocidal regimes as ‘rogue’ or ‘failed’ states creates a ‘dark other’
to the Western/northern state, allowing the international community to respond to their
‘misbehaving’ in the modus of police action,38 that is with short, precise, violent action,
and, at the same time, stabilises the international system. Singling out the ‘rogue’
regimes attests to the innocence of the rest. Emphasising the irrational nature of genocidal
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violence affirms the rationality of all other actors in the global system. Under the guise of
humanitarianism, we find logic at work, with a clear perpetrator and victim dichotomy and
identifying clear culprits who need to be brought to justice. Consequently, the suggested
course of action is that of stopping the symptoms instead of addressing the causes. There
is no space – and within this logic of prevention no need – for analysing and changing
the systemic, transnational and global roots of genocide.

Genocide, environmental violence and rational choice

During the last decade, however, research into global historical cases of genocide has
started to produce a different picture of genocide. Ideology has been decentred, intention
redefined and our understanding of genocide widened in this process.39 Genocide can,
therefore, be seen as a crime aimed at a social collective defined by the perpetrator. It is
still intrinsically linked to the problem of identity, since both the victim and the perpetrator
group are constructed in a reciprocal process of othering in which hybridity, ambiguity and
multiple identities are substituted by unambiguousness identities: contact and communi-
cation by separation, and communication by expulsion or murder.

Expulsion is here included as a form of genocide since it most often leads to the destruc-
tion – physical or cultural – of the expelled group, and can thus be seen as genocidal. So
far, research has focused little, if at all, on the ways these identities were constructed (racial
theory, etc.), the reasons why societies resort to creating absolute dichotomies that in turn
serve as precursors to violence, or why traditional dichotomies are suddenly framed in a
way that resorting to violence seems likely, desirable, or even inevitable. This is where
environmental violence and globalisation comes into play.

Historically the competition for territory is a primary cause of violence. Space is a finite
quantity for which people (by definition indefinite in their numbers) compete. The need for
land can be real or imagined (it can include imaginative landscapes, for example, plans for
settlements, economic or agricultural use, or fear of land shortage). Early globalisation in
the form of European colonialism affected this in three ways: The movement of people (settle-
ment), the inclusion of distant regions in the emerging world economy (agriculture, mining,
hunting, trading with certain impacts on people living there) and an increase in communi-
cation over vast distances (exchange of personnel, representations, learning experiences).

Globalisation and its impact on the history of genocide has only fairly recently started to
attract scholarly attention. The best analysis so far can be found within the research into
genocides in the colonial context.40 As I have argued elsewhere, colonialism, in particular
settler colonialism, can be seen as the control of space (land) on the basis of race.41 It is – if
nothing else – land grabbing by the colonisers on a truly global scale. Genocidal violence
accompanied the colonial settlement process, particularly in settler colonies. Although land
was not really scarce, since many regions particularly in North America and Australia were
not overly densely populated, there was no ‘terra nullius’, no empty land, either.

Soon, competition for land began between indigenous populations and newcomers.
This competition was fuelled by a change in land use patterns introduced by the settlers
to start producing for the colonial and emerging global market. The large-scale introduction
of sheep grazing is a good example.42 To turn sheep farming into a global export, large areas
populated by indigenous peoples needed to be cleared. This most often occurred through
local initiatives and militias, sometimes even opposed by the central colonial government.43

Ideology in the form of racism and ideas of European and Christian superiority supported
this by allowing the newcomers to place the local population outside the sphere of moral
responsibility; an indispensable precondition of genocide. Victims need to be excluded
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from the group of those whom ‘we are required to protect and to take seriously, and opposite
which we have responsibilities’, Helen Fein clarifies.44 In the colonial context, this means
that moral obligation only covered the European colonisers; moral constraints in behaviour
were only valid within this group.

However, ideology was not the prime mover, but was instead merely an enabling factor.
The cause can rather be seen in the economic decision to produce for a larger colonial or
even global market. Economic interests were at the forefront when it came to expelling
and destroying entire peoples. These economic decisions are commonly described as
‘rational’; in this case, an economic decision was a rational decision for genocide. Genocide
in this sense is violent communication between two groups of people in competition for
space and, in general, for more resources.

In the colonial context, the resource in question was mainly land. Interestingly, land was
also foundational for Raphael Lemkin’s understanding of genocide based on his analysis of
the Nazi occupation policy:

Genocide has two phases: one, destruction of the national pattern of the oppressed group; the
other, the imposition of the national pattern of the oppressor. This imposition, in turn, may be
made upon the oppressed population which is allowed to remain or upon the territory alone,
after removal of the population and the colonization by the oppressor’s own nationals.45

Lemkin’s concept not only offers categories to link distinct instances of genocide in world
history – in what I have called in a different context ‘an archaeology of genocide’46 – but
also argues for the inclusion of cultural destruction as a form of genocide. That genocide is
not necessarily or not primarily about mass killing, but about group destruction is a point
often overlooked. This destruction can also be seen in the destruction of the cultural foun-
dation of group identities and can also be brought about by a change in land use patterns, i.e.
the competition for resources.47

Genocide as a resource-led form of violence is not limited to classical colonial situations,
as new readings of the German genocides during World War II prove. In the last two decades,
a number of studies have simultaneously widened and deepened our understanding of Nazi
genocidal violence, the underlying motifs and its victims.48 By putting the Holocaust and
other crimes into the context of the actual political and military situation and assessing devel-
opments on the ground, scholars have deconstructed the simplistic notion of central planning
and clear-cut, top-down responsibility for the genocides based on a simplistic ideology of
racial hatred, important as the latter, particularly in the case of the Jews, certainly has
been. By including local developments on and behind the Eastern front this has directed atten-
tion to more general ideas of Germany’s Eastern Empire.49 Lebensraum (‘living space’) in the
East was seen as the necessary answer to a perceived shortage of space due to overpopulation,
a fear quite prominent in European thinking of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Although the Malthusian prediction of overpopulation did not materialise, thinking along
those lines did influence German policy; the fear of resource scarcity (at the heart of
Malthus’ prediction) and the social Darwinian understanding of nations as being bio-political
entities caught in a permanent struggle against each other and in which only the ‘survival of
the fittest’ seemed possible led to the dangerous conclusion that this bio-political body needed
to be strengthened by cleansing the ‘body’ from so-called ‘parasites’ (in the Nazi ideology:
Jews, Romani people, homosexuals, the handicapped, etc.), bringing all ‘true ethnic’
Germans back into the nation and by making space available for the ‘healthy’ members
and their (numerous) offspring. What many see as a monolithic Nazi genocide was, in
reality, quite a complex interplay of cleansing (and eventually killing) the unwanted and
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concentrating and resettling the wanted. Many of the decisions to murder the Jews in certain
areas were made locally in order to solve a regional ‘problem’ of overpopulation due to the
influx of German settlers. It seemed to them to be a rational solution to a real problem. Of
course the ‘problem’ was self-created by the German administration that developed resettle-
ment plans on the basis of an imagined shortage of land. Land also played a key role for Nazi
planning regarding the fate of the Slavs. In order to clear the Western parts of the Soviet
Union, the SS developed concepts to move and murder as many as 80 million Slavs. Accord-
ing to the so-called Generalplan Ost (General Ordinance East) most of the population of the
Soviet Union west of the Ural Mountains were to be expelled to Siberia. Knowing full well
that this eastern province would never be able to feed so many people, their starvation and
eventual death was willingly accepted by German planners. Again, gaining land for
German settlement was the main objective. Due to the changing fortunes of war, the plan
could never be put fully into practice. However, given the importance of German settlement
fantasies and the population movements already initiated, local decisions to solve local supply
‘problems’ by mass murder could appear rational, albeit deeply inhuman.

It goes against the grain of human self-conception to call the decision for mass murder a
rational decision and therefore public images of mass violence often resort to irrationality as
an explanation.50 However, the complex relationship between rationality and irrationality is
not entirely new. Already Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer have emphasised the ‘Dia-
lectics of Enlightenment’51 and Zygmunt Baumann52 has shaped the image of the modern
state as the gardening state, i.e. the gardener who decides on a rational basis which plants
are allowed to grow and which need to be weeded out. Nazi policies also demonstrate that
rational decisions can be based on irrational ideas, world-views and fears.

In general, the relationship between the rational and the ideological in genocide is quite
complex. Any perceived threat of resource scarcity, etc., might lead to the fear that there is
not enough water, food, grain, oil, land, and so on, and, therefore, some people will have to
be excluded from its use. This population, perceived as ‘superfluous’, would have to dis-
appear, leave the region, or be killed. It is this interplay between ideology and rational
choice, between crises (real or imagined) and the decision for mass destruction that
opens up genocide studies to discussions on environmental violence. If we assume that
environmental violence will lead to systemic stress and to multiple crises, then we are to
expect an increase in genocidal violence.

Exclusions, however, do not happen indiscriminately. Here, ideology, traditions of
inclusion and exclusion, and histories of violence come into play. If certain people or
groups of people are targeted, traditional antagonisms and dichotomies, the binary oppo-
sites in many societies between several groups (according to cultural, religious or regional
differences), are exploited. Once the logic has been accepted that there are not enough
resources for everybody, targeting one’s traditional enemies might seem to make sense.

Nonetheless, if we accept that resource scarcity can create genocidal violence then we
should alter our understanding of the role of ideology, of intention, and ultimately of pre-
vention. Ideology will still be important; however, it might not be the initial cause of vio-
lence in each and every case. Rather, resource scarcity – real or perceived – could serve as
a cause as well as part of an ideology, whereby ideology becomes the means by which alleg-
edly superfluous human beings are identified.

Genocide, environmental change and sustainable prevention

Obviously, theories of genocide prevention based on an understanding of genocide as a
purely ideological crime and resting on theoretical models with various stages to identify
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potential genocidal hotspots are inadequate.53 And so ideas of prevention are still following
a control paradigm – seeing instances of genocide as limited, distinct events that can be
controlled by international ‘police action’. Military intervention in particular does not
seem an appropriate tool to achieve sustainable prevention. If genocidal crises erupt in
greater numbers – which might be an effect of the stress caused by environmental
change on individual societies as well as the global system in its entirety – the international
community will simply not be able to cope through sanctions and military interventions.
Furthermore, there is a limit to the scale, intensity and duration of military force that can
be deployed before the intended consequences (stopping violence) are outweighed by
adverse effects, such as becoming partisan in the conflict, fuelling anti-Western sentiments,
inflicting casualties on innocents, and suffering casualties, which makes support at home for
the mission crumble. And third, containing the conflicts in the regions of their outbreak
might prove increasingly difficult. Violence tends to spread to neighbouring countries, be
it as the result of strategies of escalation or in the form of refugees. With presumably
ever larger regions being affected, more and more people will try to reach the lesser affected
regions, many of them in the global north. Refugee streams on a large scale cannot be
stopped forever by the richer nations of the global north without undermining the moral
foundations of their actions, if preventing refugees from reaching the wealthy states of
‘the West’ is, indeed, morally justifiable at all. Therefore, sustainable prevention cannot
be achieved under the control paradigm; a radical rethink is necessary.

What is required is sustainable prevention based on a ‘global social justice approach’.
By that, I mean an integral approach to the problem of genocide that accepts the social
dimension of the issue. Rudolph Joseph Rummel has argued that liberal democracies are
less prone to commit genocidal actions than other states.54 Putting aside the question of
whether this statement comes at the expense of ignoring settler colonial violence, which
was partly set well within emerging democratic structures, there is yet another way to
read the historical evidence: liberal democracies are, historically, rather wealthy and
stable societies. Using Rummel as an analogy, we could conclude that richer societies
are less prone to genocidal violence than poorer ones or, phrased differently, societies in
crises are more prone to resort to genocidal violence than others.55 A social justice approach
therefore understands global social and economic inequality as a major root cause of vio-
lence, since the latter destabilises social communities and increases the likelihood of war
over resources, of intra-societal fights for wealth distribution, and of an export of violence
through refugees, to name just a few examples.

If we accept, however, extreme social inequality and social tensions as one of the root
causes of genocide, effectively addressing global social injustice would be a means – if
perhaps the most promising one – of preventing genocide. That would mean taking on a
serious social problem of almost unimaginable proportions, one that cannot be solved by
sending a few soldiers to fight a proxy war against genocide on behalf of the saturated
majority at home. And it would mean that in contrast to lobbying for regime change
‘over there’ in the global south, we would also have to fight for changes in the economic
consumer system ‘over here’ in the global north. All the more so in the light of climate
change, because global injustice is getting worse with its effects.

This also has serious consequences for the perpetrator-victim position. No longer would
scholars and genocide prevention activists from the global north be – by virtue of their
location alone – the ‘good guys’ and the perpetrators always in the global south, but
light would be shed on the very uncomfortable fact that genocide scholars and others are
perpetrators as well. Whoever is serious about prevention will have to address the question
of the current global hegemonic system, which perpetuates the highly unjust distribution of
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wealth on our planet, a problem that will get even worse due to climate change and the scar-
city of many vital resources (e.g. fossil fuels, potable water); an ideology of mere economic
growth, claiming that the poorer regions of the planet will eventually be pulled out of
poverty, is no longer in itself a viable or sensible option. On the contrary, cutting back
on consumption is necessary purely in order to save the climate, without any element of
wealth transfer between richer and poorer nations.56

Thus, in order to achieve sustainable prevention we have to address the wider issues of
global injustice, its impact on societies, and its potential for igniting violence. For activists
and lobbyists campaigning to prevent genocide, this means also addressing questions about
the current world order.

Insurmountable as this task seems, genocide studies cannot shy away from what is prob-
ably the biggest challenge of the twenty-first century. This special issue on climate change
and genocide will make a start by exploring the connection between climate change and
genocide from a variety of disciplinary and geographical perspectives. I am delighted
that natural and political scientists, anthropologists, economists and historians were pre-
pared to join this experiment. This is certainly not the last word on the issue. However,
if this volume initiates a change in how we think about the future of collective violence
and prevention by accepting that environmental violence is a key part of the history of gen-
ocide, if this volume initiates discussion on the global nature of the problem in the sense that
we might all become victims and many of us are perpetrators, the special issue will have
fulfilled its main tasks. The other is a plea for true interdisciplinarity. Since the problems
are highly complex, so need to be the attempts to understand them.
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