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One of the most robust findings of the political violence scholarship is that mass murder
and war are closely linked.1 “All episodes of genocide and political mass murder of
the last half century have been carried out…in the context of internal war and regime
instability,” notes Barbara Harff.2 For Martin Shaw, genocide is simply yet another form
of warfare.3 Yet, surprisingly, until recently the mass murder and civil war scholarships
developed alongside each other without engaging in fruitful dialogue or building on
one another’s insights and findings.

One possible reason for this lack of communication is that each literature searched
for causes of the phenomenon it studied at opposite ends of the government-civilians
continuum. While genocide scholars were interested in studying why and how a govern-
ment massacres civilians, civil war scholars sought to analyze why and when civilians
and non-state actors rise up to challenge the government. However, as a result of the
“micropolitical turn” in the civil war literature,4 and with the genocide scholarship
moving away from the narrow state-centered approach, there is a convergence between
the two literatures. As the books reviewed in this article demonstrate, new research on
the genocide in Rwanda, collective killings in China during the Cultural Revolution, and
civil war and mass violence in the Congo not only build on similar theoretical insights,
but also complement each other. In other words, civil war and genocide scholarship
are apples and oranges no more.

At the same time, while genocide scholars increasingly rely on the insights and
findings of the civil war literature, the same cannot be said about students of civil
war, in whose studies the literature on genocide and mass killings is still overlooked.
Both literatures would benefit from drawing upon and paying closer attention to each
other’s research questions, methodologies, and findings. This review essay proposes
the ways in which each literature can contribute to its counterpart and puts forward
new questions and research agendas for further research on mass violence.
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The Development of Genocide Research

In the beginning, there was Lemkin. Raphael Lemkin, a Poland-born American of
Jewish descent, is the founding father of genocide studies. He coined the term and
jumpstarted genocide research with his seminal 1944 text, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe.5

Lemkin was an international law scholar, and thus adopted the macro, national level as
the most appropriate level of analysis. Other scholars also focused on the state because
in the modern world it is mainly governments that have sufficient means and resources
to “destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial, or religious group, as such,”6

although in theory many groups and organizations can commit genocide. The main his-
torical case studies—Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, the Holocaust, Cambodia, and
Rwanda—seemed to justify this focus on the macro factors of government policies and
actions. Yet, the heavy emphasis on the macro level has also become a straightjacket for
the booming field, with its conferences, associations, and academic journals.7

Scott Straus divides the genocide scholarship into two main groups.8 Many key
studies of the “first generation” of genocide research, mainly from the 1970s to 1980s,
sought to explain genocide by concentrating on structural factors, such as deep societal
divisions,9 cultures of exclusion,10 ethnic animosities, and economic conditions.11 Others
blamed mass killings on nondemocratic regimes, emphasizing the connection between
genocide and totalitarianism,12 or on autocracy with its concentration of power in the
hands of few individuals, not restrained by appropriate checks and balances.13

However, Straus notes that these studies suffered from serious shortcomings,
causing their validity to be questioned. Authoritarian regimes are numerous, while
genocides are few, and the same argument can be made about cultures of exclusion
and ethnic conflicts, not to mention deep social cleavages and hard living conditions.14

From these and other critiques of the first generation studies the “second generation”
research emerged in the early 2000s, which, while rejecting the substance of the pre-
vious findings, nonetheless continued to concentrate on macro factors and explana-
tions. Even the scholars who pioneered the study of microfoundations of genocide
focused primarily on government agents, as Christopher Browning and Daniel Jonah
Goldhagen did in their separate projects on the Nazi Reserve Police Battalion 101
during the Holocaust.15 Thus, some scholars still view regime type as the critical cause
of genocide, but reject the linkage between authoritarianism and mass murder.16 For
others, the specific regime type has no effect and the causes of genocides are modernity
and the modern nation state,17 elite choices,18 or ideologies.19 Yet, while presenting
new theoretical and empirical perspectives on genocide and mass murder, the second
generation studies have failed to overcome the very same shortcomings that plagued
the first generation research, namely, the inability to clearly define and operationalize
the concept of genocide; an unclear and loosely defined universe of cases, the bound-
aries of which vary greatly with each definition; and the small number of actual geno-
cides, which inhibit their ability to propose a generalized theory. Furthermore, there are
questions to which neither first nor second generation macro-level research have pro-
vided sufficient answers, such as how to explain subnational variation in the killing rates.
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The attempts to increase the universe of cases by expanding the definition of
genocide and proposing new concepts started in early 1990s and led the field toward
terminological cacophony. Rudolph Rummel analyzed democides; Barbara Harff
studied politicides; Michael Mann tried to explain murderous ethnic cleansing; while
Benjamin Valentino and colleagues simply dealt with mass killings, defined as
50,000 victims over the course of five years. But little consensus on definitions
emerged, and new concepts, such as collective killings, proposed by one of the books
reviewed in this article, continue to appear. It should be noted that the attempts to
move beyond the rather restrictive legal definition of genocide are not limited to
large-N oriented social scientists. Historian Norman Naimark adds the destruction
of political groups (which was included in the draft of the Genocide Convention
but did not make it to the final text) to argue that several genocides were committed
by Stalin. Timothy Snyder’s groundbreaking research presents a regional history of
Eastern Europe, in which the Holocaust is analyzed in conjunction with, rather than
being detached from, various other atrocities which devastated the “bloodlands.”
Christian Gerlach puts forward a more general idea of extremely violent societies as
conceptual alternative to genocide.20 A result of this move away from the strict legal
definition of genocide was that the state-oriented research started losing ground,
because there were mass killings in which murder was simply not a state policy,
making the existing theories less relevant. Mass murder, viewed not as a policy but
as a process, or a particularly monstrous collective action, begged for new research
approaches and theoretical insights.

Furthermore, unlike the political scientists of the first and second generation
genocide research, who were mainly international relations scholars and quantita-
tively oriented comparativists, the bulk of the emerging third-generation research
are qualitative scholars, spending months and years in their research sites conducting
fieldwork, and therefore more aware of and attuned to local factors, which are not
accounted for by large-N statistical studies. In other words, the genocide and mass
murder scholarship has begun undergoing what Charles King describes as the
“micropolitical turn” in the study of violence.21 Starting with the micro-level works
of Browning and Goldhagen, historical community-level research, such as Jan Gross’s
Neighbors, and Straus’s work on Rwanda,22 genocide scholars, and especially the social
scientists among them, started paying increasing attention to local factors, dynamics,
actors, and conflicts.

This growing attention to local factors takes different forms. For example, in his
study of East Timor, Geoffrey Robinson goes beyond concentrating on decision
making of elites in the capital, and refuses to view the conflict in terms of dichoto-
mous Indonesian government versus the East Timorese people divide. He analyzes
the conflict between different groups of East Timorese, which is rooted in the policies
and patterns of governance and warfare of the Portuguese colonial administration.
At the same time, Robinson neatly divides East Timorese into pro-integration (with
Indonesia) and pro-independence camps and views the mass violence as largely corre-
sponding to “master cleavage” fault lines.23 Others, such as Lee Ann Fujii and Yang Su,

Evgeny Finkel

109



whose books are reviewed in this article, place micropolitical factors and dynamics
at the center of their research. These locally oriented genocide scholars have a substan-
tial and growing body of theoretical and empirical work to draw on, as the civil war
and intrastate violence literature made its micropolitical turn several years earlier,
jumpstarted by Roger Petersen, Elisabeth Wood, and Stathis Kalyvas.24

The books reviewed in this article describe three very different cases of mass civilian
victimization. In Rwanda at least 800,000 civilians were killed in a state-organized geno-
cide, taking place against the background of an ongoing civil war. In rural China during
the Cultural Revolution up to three million villagers were brutally murdered in collective
killings, a largely unintended outcome of mass mobilization and violent political conflicts
in the capital and urban centers. In eastern Congo several million people have lost their
lives as a result of civil war, foreign military invasions, and local massacres, accompanied
by the complete collapse of the state and its infrastructure. These cases of mass violence
differ in terms of the respective state strength and involvement in the killings, the forms
of violence used, the identity of the targeted groups, and numerous other aspects.

Yet there is a common thread that connects these authors’ visions of collective
killings in China, massacres and rapes in the Congo, and genocide in Rwanda. In each
case, collective violence is deeply embedded in and affected by local conditions and
social structures that shape the form and often the outcome of violence. Thus, argues
Su, in the Chinese provinces of Guangdong and Guangxi during the Cultural Revo-
lution, the root causes of mass violence were the patterns of Chinese migration to these
regions and the village-level competition for scarce land, rather than the totalitarian
and murderous utopian vision of the society, unchecked concentration of powers in
the government hands, or Mao’s policies, as the earlier theories would have suggested.
For the Rwandan genocide, ancient ethnic hatreds between Hutus and Tutsis, political
struggles between the government and the Rwandan Patriotic Front, or cultures and
histories of exclusion and discrimination cannot explain why there were Tutsis who
ended up joining the Hutu Interahamwe killing squads and Hutus who got massacred,
their “correct” ethnic identity notwithstanding. These are the pre-genocide community
level networks and interpersonal relations that do the work, posits Fujii. In the Eastern
Congo, claims Severine Autesserre, ostensibly local and regional factors, such as the
patterns of migration and land use, cause the violence, not international actors’ desire
to exploit the country’s natural resources or neighboring governments’ policies. As long
as international institutions and their representatives on the ground refuse to recognize
and address these local factors, peacebuilding efforts will fail to bring any relief to the
suffering civilian population.

Mass Killing as Outcome, Process, and Action

Writing on the Great Leap Forward, Frank Dikotter points out that, contrary to the his-
torical record, “mass killings are not usually associated with Mao…and China continues
to benefit from a more favorable comparison to the devastation usually associated with
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Cambodia and the Soviet Union.”25 The devastation and mass killings, however, did
not end with the Great Leap Forward fiasco. During the Cultural Revolution, argues
Su, “at least 400,000 and possibly as many as three million were killed in the country-
side villages by neighbors” (p. 2). The weapons were “ad hoc and primitive,” mainly
farm tools or stones (p. 4). In several cases the victims were simply pushed off a cliff.
The victims posed no threat to the regime and by and large showed no resistance.
What, then, explains such intimate and primitive killings of unarmed and harmless
people? Furthermore, why were two provinces, Guangdong and Guangxi, substantially
bloodier than others? To explain this variation, a subnational unit of analysis is needed.
For Su, this unit is the local community.

Needless to say, “intimate and primitive killings,” as Su describes them, did
not start and unfortunately did not end with the Cultural Revolution. Why people
kill their neighbors is also the key question for Fujii. Killing Neighbors does not
purport to explain the causes and the origins of the genocide in Rwanda. The study
takes as given the fact that Hutus (as a group) massacred Tutsis (as a group). Yet,
how can the ethnic fear and ethnic hatred visions of the Hutu versus Tutsi master
cleavage account for why some Hutus eagerly joined the killings of Tutsis, while others,
instead of hunting down Tutsis, went after other Hutus? How was it possible for some
people to both kill and save Tutsis, and why were some Tutsis allowed to join the Hutu
Interehamwe killing squads? Furthermore, why were so many murders committed by
groups which were substantially larger than they needed to be to simply kill the defenseless
victims? To answer these questions, Fujii goes one step further than Su and analyzes
individual perpetrators of mass violence, their choices, and actions.

The question that preoccupies Autesserre’s work on the Congo is not only why
violence, massive in scale and genocidal in many aspects, takes place in this presumably
post-conflict society, but also why, substantial efforts and resources notwithstanding,
the international community has failed in its peacebuilding attempts. Furthermore,
why is this violence confined to several regions, North and South Kivu, Katanga, and
the Ituri district? To understand why the violence started, argues Autesserre, it is nec-
essary to look at the regional and local dynamics in the eastern regions; to understand
why it continues, one needs to analyze what makes international actors in the Congo,
such as the UN peacebuilders, blind to these local developments and therefore incapa-
ble of devising efficient conflict-resolution strategies.

Each of the case studies presents a challenge to the macro-level, state-centered
theories of mass killing. In China mass killings were not simply an outcome of state-
led policy of murder and annihilation. In the Chinese countryside, notes Su, “there
was no army, no Red Guards, no systematic bureaucratic machinery of genocide.
Neighbors killed neighbors.” In the Congo, the mere existence of the state, let alone
its ability to carry out policies, was often questionable at best. The macro-level research
is similarly unable to adequately explain individual deviations from the general pattern
of killings. Furthermore, the existing theoretical apparatus is ill-equipped to deal with
in-case, subnational variation. However, while the state-centered analysis and macro-
level theories are unable to provide sufficient answers to questions put forward by Su,
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Fujii, and Autesserre, this does not mean that the state or the macro level play no role
whatsoever. In line with Kalyvas’s argument,26 in rural China, Rwanda, and the Eastern
Congo, mass violence is the product of interaction between the national and the local.

The methodology adopted by the authors, and to a large extent their findings, is
determined by the level of analysis they adopt. Combining meticulous archival research,
interviews with perpetrators of violence and their victims, analysis of official county
gazettes, and statistical analysis of a large-N dataset, Su reconstructs the violence that
took place in rural China during the Cultural Revolution. Given that there was no geno-
cidal policy and local actors in the countryside enjoyed a high degree of autonomy as
far as killings were concerned, why did some communities kill their members in public
rallies, with primitive weapons, but in a highly organized fashion? For Su, a sociologist,
the social movements literature provides a natural theoretical anchor.

“Killing en masse, as much as going on strike, is still a collective action problem,”
notes King.27 However, this insight has been largely overlooked by scholars of mass
violence. Viewing mass killing as a special form of collective action, Su puts forward
the community model, which considers five related processes as crucial for collective
killing to take place. The first concerns “collective ethnic categorization,” shaped by
the community’s history, tradition, and culture. The second process generates potential
victims in the community. While there is no central command to designate the killable,
the government may have long-standing policies that encourage scapegoating, discrimi-
nation, and abuses. The third process generates potential killers in the community. In
the case of collective killings in China, the actors included the county, township, and
village cadres, and the militia members under their leadership, who sought career
advancement and needed to prove their revolutionary zeal. The fourth process is the
demobilization of legal constraints, an outcome of the breakdown of legal and social
order and the legacy of numerous political and social campaigns. The fifth process is
the demobilization of moral constraints, and framing the situation in terms that make
the killings possible. These five processes, argues Su, echo what he sees as the major
theoretical perspectives of the social movements literature: collective identity, resource
mobilization, political opportunity structure, and framing (pp. 11–24).

In the community model, the state, its actors, and institutions, are important, but
their effects are indirect. In rural China during the Cultural Revolution, the government,
while not ordering killings, nonetheless had a tangible impact on the violence. State
actors identified and labeled certain groups and individuals as class enemies and
made this category killable as a result of a long history of scapegoating and abuses.
The government policies also ignited competition for resources and political and armed
clashes among the urban elites, while the local killings in the countryside were an
unintended outcome of these struggles. Finally, the authorities in the capital were
important because they mobilized people for action throughout the state, and subse-
quently lost control over the mobilized masses.

In the Chinese countryside during the Cultural Revolution, thousands, if not
millions, were beaten, tortured, and killed in public “struggle rallies” because they
had the misfortune to belong to the so-called Four Types of class enemies—former
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landlords, rich peasants, counterrevolutionaries, and “bad elements.” These labels,
assigned after the communist takeover of the country, were often arbitrary. If there
were no landlords or rich peasants in the village, “middle peasants” were labeled,
and in some cases quotas had to be filled regardless of the actual economic and social
reality on the ground. Furthermore, by the time of the Cultural Revolution, the labels
lost any practical meaning as the land had been redistributed in the 1940–1950s and
many of the actual landlords and rich peasants had passed away. Yet the government
needed class enemies for mass mobilization and scapegoating, so the labels became
permanent and hereditary. Political struggles and mass mobilization in the cities spilled
over to rural areas where local cadres, seeking career advancement or simply trying to
secure their privileged status and salary, unleashed murderous campaigns against the
Four Types to prove their revolutionary zeal. While this top-down story of communist
cadres massacring a scapegoated minority group might fit neatly with many macro-level
theories of genocide, the reality on the ground, argues Su, was much more complicated.

By concentrating on the bloodiest provinces of Guangdong and Guangxi, Su links
the killings to the patterns of Chinese migration to these poor and inhospitable areas,
and fierce competition for resources, first and foremost land, between different Chinese
clans and surname lineages. Although the victims were killed as “class enemies,” clan
identities played an important role. The stronger clan identities, the higher the death
toll. On the surface peasants enthusiastically engaged in class struggle, but they were
only too happy when the victims came from rival clans. In some cases local cadres tried
to protect and assist class enemies from their own clan. Finally, the framing of political
conflict in war terms had a special resonance in these Cold War frontline regions that
bordered Vietnam and the British-controlled Hong Kong, thus facilitating mobilization
for collective killings.

Whereas for Su mass violence is collective action, Fujii treats it as collective and
individual acting. In Rwanda people labeled as Hutu massacred people labeled as Tutsi
in a deliberate genocidal campaign, orchestrated by the state. The violence was ethnic;
there is no doubt about that. But how and in which ways was it ethnic? (p.10) Fujii
views state-sponsored labels, in her case ethnicity, as a script for violence, with its dis-
tinctive actors, roles, and meanings. The outline and the general distribution of duties
are known, but “no director’s vision is ever hegemonic” (p. 13), as there is always
room for individual improvisations that deviate from the initially prescribed roles.
The emphasis on acting also underscores the fact that genocide is not a single event,
but a process, dynamic and fluid. This dynamism, however, is too often ignored
by the explanations at the macro level, which neatly divide people into stable and
exclusive categories such as “perpetrators” or “bystanders.” As Fujii demonstrates, such
categorization fails to capture the complexity of violence—people can move between
categories and belong to several categories at once. This focus on dynamism is the basis
of the social interaction argument put forward by the book. On the ground, genocidal
violence is social interaction because it is based on and embedded in pre-genocide ties,
structures, and experiences, which often determine who kills, who gets killed, and
who survives, state policies notwithstanding. It is social interaction also because
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violence is affected by social dynamics that originate in the killings itself. Paraphras-
ing Charles Tilly, Fujii maintains that “killing produced groups, and groups produced
killings” (p. 19).

Fujii’s focus on individual actions and social interactions leads her to adopt quali-
tative research design of in-depth interviews in two rural communities which appear in
the book under the pseudonyms of Kimanzi and Ngali. Although the main focus is on
low-level perpetrators of mass violence, Fujii also presents valuable data on survivors,
bystanders, and rescuers. To properly evaluate the impact of ethnicity during the geno-
cide, her study also looks at the period that preceded the violence and the role of
ethnicity in daily life before 1994. The outcome is a fascinating, but somewhat uneven,
political ethnography of mass violence. Some findings, such as that the ethnic labels
“Hutus” and “Tutsis” are relatively recent constructs and in the past people moved
between these two categories as their economic status changed, or that there were no
ancient ethnic hatreds between Hutus and Tutsis, are widely known to scholars of
genocide and political violence. The intention to demonstrate the limitations of the
ethnic fear and especially the ethnic hatred arguments is important and well warranted,
both theoretically and empirically, but hardly innovative. The key and very important
contribution of the book is in its treatment of violence as a script people act out and
modify, and the focus on actual behavior of ordinary people in extraordinary times.
By adopting this lens on the moving target of violence, Fujii skillfully presents the
complexity and the messiness of genocide. The findings are often remarkable. There
were Tutsi who were allowed to join the Hutu killing squads. There were people
who killed only to conceal the fact that they were hiding Tutsis in their homes. There
were active perpetrators who were targeted. There were families in which one member
eagerly killed while another eagerly saved Tutsis.

At the same time, these new layers of complexity should not inhibit generalizations.
Widely used categories and classifications are often incapable of adequately capturing
the reality, but this does not mean that no categorization is possible. That people alter
the general script of violence does not mean this script should be ignored altogether.
What the picture, presented by Fujii, boils down to is that during mass violence, people
always have room for maneuver and improvisation on the margins, and the forms these
improvisations take depend on micro-level ties and structures, rather than macro-level
concepts. But scholars should certainly care about improvisations on the margins, as
these margins are the difference between life and death for many people.

Collective killings in rural China were an outcome of the state actors’ success at
mobilizing the masses, and the failure to control them; in Rwanda, the genocide was a
success of the government in that so many Tutsis were killed, and a failure in that there
were Tutsis survivors and Hutu rescuers. In Autesserre’s analysis of the Congo, the role
of the state and its institutions is much harder to analyze, and not only because the
Congolese state has at some point effectively ceased to exist, being replaced by inter-
national actors and an arrangement reminiscent of the colonial-era “trusteeship.” The
book is not only about the roots and causes of violence, but also about what the inter-
national community tried to do about it, and about how the combination of local-level
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violence and international-level ignorance had led to the perpetuation of a humanitarian
disaster unprecedented in the post-WWII world.

In recent decades, the Congo, after being devastated by Mobutu’s kleptocracy, civil
wars, and invasions by several foreign militaries, has become the site of a substantial
and determined international peacebuilding effort, arguably the key test for the UN
peacekeeping and conflict resolution strategies and policies. The peacebuilders, focusing
on the national and international levels, succeeded in imposing a peace agreement,
removing foreign troops from the Congolese soil, and creating through elections a
presumably unified and functioning government with a plethora of accompanying
formal institutions. What the international community was unable to achieve is pacifi-
cation of the eastern parts of the country—the Kivus, Katanga, and Ituri regions, where
the violence often took especially gruesome forms and genocidal proportions, and
more than once threatened to escalate into full-blown national and international war.
Why was this the case? According to Autesserre, the reason is that the peacebuilding
policies were focused on the macro level and therefore simply could not properly
address the real causes and dynamics of violence in the eastern Congo, which were
distinctively local, sometimes related to, but usually independent from, national and
international cleavages and conflicts.

Like Su for rural China, Autesserre finds the causes of violence in the eastern
Congo in (1) the patterns of migration, land use, and conflicts between and among
Congolese of the Rwandan descent and the “indigenous” groups in the Kivus, Katanga,
and Ituri; (2) how these local tensions and conflicts were manipulated and exacerbated
by the Mobutu regime policies; and (3) how they were affected by the spillover of
genocide from neighboring Rwanda, foreign military invasions, and civil war. Thus,
the most important causes of violence are found at the local and regional, rather than
the macro (national and the international), levels. Yet, despite the evident failure of the
top-down solutions to bring peace, international actors and peacebuilders on the ground
had stubbornly refused to recognize the bottom-up nature of mass violence and to tackle
its root, local causes.

Why then are well-educated, well-read, and well-intentioned policymakers and
officials so stubborn in their refusal to acknowledge and address local causes of vio-
lence, preferring instead to concentrate on the national and international levels? Build-
ing on a qualitative analysis of several hundred in-depth interviews, public and classified
documents, and policy memos, Autesserre debunks popular, but incorrect, conspiracy
theories and allegations, such as the international actors’ desire to exploit Congo’s
vast natural resources, and identifies the dominant international peacebuilding culture
as the key cause of inaction and resistance to addressing local issues. “Western and
African diplomats, UN peacekeepers, and the staff on nongovernmental organizations
involved in conflict resolution,” she claims, “share a set of ideologies, rules, rituals,
assumptions, definition, and standard operating procedures.” It is this dominant, and
probably even hegemonic,28 culture that “made it possible for foreign interveners to
ignore the micro-level tensions that often jeopardize macro-level settlements” in Congo
and beyond (pp. 10–11).
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Peacebuilders and diplomats, argues Autesserre, are trained to work with presi-
dents and government officials. They view and analyze conflicts in macro-level terms.
They live in a world of official documents and statements, and rarely travel outside the
capital. They approach the situation with a readily available, one-size-fits-all toolkit
of policies and definitions that completely disregard local conditions. They label the
Congo as a “post-conflict” society while fighting is still going on simply because a
peace agreement has been signed. They view the organization of elections as a panacea
to all state-building ills. In short, they are disoriented “humanoids,” as the locals some-
times call them (p. 1). Socialized in the dominant peacebuilding culture, they stick to
macro-level solutions and dismiss all the alternative approaches. The trouble with this
approach with regard to Congo is that none of these top-down, macro-level policies
are adequate to effectively address the violence that devastates the eastern regions of
the country.

Much like Su and Fujii, Autesserre forcefully demonstrates that labels, such as
“former landowner,” “Tutsi,” or “post-conflict society,” matter because they define
the script that people and organizations act out. If you are a “landowner,” you get
killed even if you currently have no land; if you are a “post-conflict society,” you
get elections even if you are woefully unequipped to carry them out. Similar to Fujii’s
work, The Trouble with the Congo is not only about hegemonic visions and scripts,
but also their contestation and breakdown. In Rwanda the hegemonic project was that
of state-sponsored ethnicity and genocide; in Autesserre’s work, the hegemonic project
is the current international peacebuilding culture. However, hegemony does not mean
a complete absence of contestation. Thus, in Rwanda there were people who chal-
lenged the state-mandated dichotomous divide between Hutu and Tutsi. In Congo, argues
Autesserre, a handful of officials, aware of and attuned to local conditions, also made a
desperate attempt to challenge the dominant peacebuilding culture. Ironically and sadly,
local contestations of mass murder proved to be more successful than local contestations
of disastrous peacebuildng. What the book is unable to explain, though, is how and why
local violence in the eastern Congo region became genocidal in proportion and intent,
and monstrous in form (rape, torture, cannibalism). The reader, wishing to understand
these aspects of the Congolese violence, will have to look for answers elsewhere.

The emphasis on the local factors, previously overlooked in the genocide and mass
violence literature, is not the only contribution of the books under review. Confirming
the findings of Harff, Shaw, and other genocide scholars, these studies present a clear
link between war and mass killing. In the Congo, mass killing was not only the out-
come, but often the very way in which the war was fought; in China, argues Su, the
framing of political conflict in war terms (even though no actual war was taking place)
was among the key reasons why communities and people mobilized for collective
killings. There, wartime emergency rhetoric provided a clear incentive to overcome
collective action problems and to make drastic measures thinkable and acceptable.
For Rwandans, war and genocide simply blended into one event, memory, and narrative.
“The most common word that people used to refer to the period of 1990–1994 is
intambara, which means ‘war,’” notes Fujii. “People seemed to use this word most often
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despite there being multiple ways to refer to ‘genocide’ in Kinyarwanda” (pp. 14–15).
However, unlike many previous studies, Su, Fujii, and Autesserre not only recognize
the link between mass killing and war, but also build on the insights of the recent civil
war literature. Yet there is much more that both the genocide and the civil war literatures
can learn from one another.

Enhancing the Dialogue

As noted above, the reviewed books present fascinating theoretical and empirical per-
spectives on mass violence during genocides, collective killings, and civil wars. These
studies also build on a common foundation, that is, the importance of the “local” for
understanding the causes, unfolding, and outcome of violence, and the promotion
of a dialogue between the branches of political violence research. Still, much more
can be done to enhance this dialogue. Each field can learn from and contribute to its
counterpart in terms of methods, key research questions and agendas, and findings.

Probably the key lesson the genocide literature can learn from the studies of civil
war is the importance of explaining variation in outcomes. Selection on the dependent
variable is all too common in genocide studies, and various attempts to increase the
universe of cases by creatively redefining the concept of genocide nonetheless fail to
pay sufficient attention to “dogs that did not bark,” meaning genocides that failed to
emerge, notwithstanding numerous similarities to cases with a genocidal outcome.29

This can be done by comparing cases that had genocides and mass killings to cases
that, despite having similar independent variables, were either entirely peaceful or
had violence that did not assume genocidal forms and proportions. The genocide liter-
ature has not completely overlooked the “negative” cases; yet few scholars have incor-
porated these into their analysis.30

Another type of variation, still largely unexplained by the mass killings literature,
is the subnational variation in the forms and rates of killing during the same genocide
or mass murder campaign. While Straus has noted regional variation in the patterns of
killing in Rwanda, genocide scholarship still awaits a systematic analysis of subnational
dynamics and outcomes. Su’s work, seeking to explain the exceptionally high death
toll of collective killings in Guangdong and Guangxi as compared to the largely
peaceful Hubei, is an important step in this direction.

Additional and related variation that awaits analysis by genocide scholarship is the
difference between urban and rural settings. Even if ordered and meticulously planned
by national-level elites, the actual killings take different forms in urban and rural areas.
Yet research too often tends to focus on the urban centers, whether it is the analysis of
the Young Turks’ government in Istanbul or the Warsaw Ghetto. While the civil wars
scholarship long ago recognized and sought to overcome this urban bias,31 genocide
studies still lag behind, with the notable exception of research on Rwandan genocide.
Clearly, in some cases a magnifying lens on the urban setting, such as in Andreas’s
work on Sarajevo,32 can uncover important hidden dynamics. Still very little is known
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about what goes on in the countryside during genocides and mass killing cam-
paigns. Consider the Holocaust. Out of about 3.3 million Jews in pre-war Poland,
about 30–40 percent lived in rural communities and small townships of the agrarian
eastern countryside. Many more resided in similarly small townships and villages on the
Soviet side of the border. Still, besides the fact that the vast majority were killed, little
is known about the Holocaust in rural areas or about how being in urban or rural areas
affected the patterns and chances of escape, resistance, and survival.33

Genocide scholarship will benefit from incorporating the civil war literature into
the study of resistance to genocide. What factors explain the emergence of armed resis-
tance? Why in some places, such as Bialystok in Poland, Musa Dagh in the Ottoman
Empire, or the Bisesero Hills in Rwanda, did people fight back? Why did some join
armed resistance while others remained passive? Was it because of geographic and
topographic factors, grievances, and social and economic endowments, or due to dis-
tinctively local factors? The huge body of research on the onset of armed uprisings
and mobilization into armed groups might shed light on this unexplored puzzle.

Genocide scholarship also tends to overlook economic conditions and motiva-
tions. While the research on the role of economic endowments, and lootable versus
nonlootable resources, is at the forefront of civil war research,34 genocide scholars,
with some exceptions, downplay the importance of economic variables. However,
economic factors affect why, when, and how people lose their lives not only during
civil wars, but also during genocide. Local conflicts over land, as Su aptly demon-
strates, played a much more important role than ideological factors during the Cultural
Revolution mass killings. The economic usefulness of the Lodz ghetto to the Nazi
war effort enabled it to survive until the point when the Soviet troops were less than
a hundred miles from the city. Opportunities for enrichment matter not only in the
business world, but also during genocide. In the Soviet city of Odessa during the
Holocaust, “the temptation to inform on one’s neighbors and take over their living
space—especially in overcrowded apartment buildings in the desirable city center,”
was often too strong for people to resist, notes King.35 In Poland a brand new profes-
sion, the szmalcowniks,36 people who identified and blackmailed hiding and disguised
Jews, has been revealed. The motivation was not personal; most blackmailers did not
know their victims. But the action was ostensibly local, for hardly any German could
tell a Jew from a Pole by accent or behavioral traits. The blackmailers did not per-
sonally kill; but thousands, if not tens of thousands, of Jews, stripped of money, lost
their chances for survival. Yet beyond the knowledge that the Great Depression was
one of the main causes of Hitler’s rise to power, little is known about how economic
factors, and especially local-level economic conditions and relations, affect the out-
break and intensity of mass killing.37

Related to economic factors is the issue of governance and the provision of public
goods by the rebels, which appears as an emerging research agenda in the civil war
literature.38 Genocidaires not only kill their victims; sometimes they also provide public
goods or allow others to provide them. In Srebrenica, Theresienstadt, and the Khmer
Rouge’s S21 prison, people were not only slaughtered, but also governed, fed, and
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in some cases educated and medically treated. Genocide and mass killing require
bureaucracies and public administration not only to kill, but also to control the victims,
and later to assist the survivors. Fully recognizing this fact and learning from the civil
war scholarship will move the field of genocide studies forward.

Finally, the literature on civil wars is methodologically much more advanced than
its genocide counterpart. Quantitative studies of genocides and mass killings exist,39 and
there is a plethora of high quality qualitative research. What is largely missing is the
mixed-methods approach, which has been adopted in several key studies of civil war.
While genocide and mass killing scholars most frequently use archival research and
in-depth interviews to study perpetrators of violence, the field will benefit from a more
extensive adoption of surveys, similar to surveys of combatants, which are increas-
ingly used by civil war scholars.40 The field of genocide studies might also follow the
civil war scholarship’s use of the spatial analysis of violence and, yes, game-theoretic,
formal models research on genocide.41

Although the field of civil war studies is more theoretically and methodologically
advanced, it can benefit from the literature on genocide and mass killing. First of all,
genocide scholarship reminds scholars of civil wars that states and state policies have
a tangible impact on the outbreak and unfolding of violence. That does not mean
that the state should be brought “back in” to the civil war research; it is not entirely
absent from the field. At the same time, while several recent works on civil wars, most
notably Jeremy Weinstein’s important study,42 tend to virtually ignore the role and
policies of the state, the findings of genocide scholars clearly demonstrate that state
institutions, governments, and leaders are of crucial importance as far as political
violence is concerned.

In addition, as Kalyvas notes, territorial control is “a key factor shaping the
dynamics of civil war.”43 However, the civil war literature tends to view territory
mainly as a piece of real estate. Genocide scholars demonstrate that territorial con-
trol is also linked to and influenced by emotions, feelings, and attachments to and
for land, and that these factors affect the dynamics of violence. The emotional value
of the territory gained or lost should be better incorporated into analysis.44 More
generally, the civil war scholarship can benefit from the genocide literature by
learning about the role of people’s feelings and emotions in the process of mass
violence, even if the impact of this factor is often poorly theorized and not easily
operationalized.45 Grievances that lead to violence, after all, are not only structural
or economic discrimination and exclusion.

Over the years, being heavily skewed toward qualitative, historically oriented pro-
cess tracing, the field of genocide studies has learned to recognize and pay attention to
temporal change. Genocide scholars long ago recognized that not only the magnitude
and speed of killings, but also the very nature of violence changes over time. The killing
of Armenian notables in Istanbul in April 1915 and the death marches of Armenian
masses to the Syrian Desert are very different events in both form and substance.
Although both fields recognize the dynamism of the processes they study, genocide
scholars are more advanced in being attuned to temporal change in the form of violence
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than their civil war counterparts, who can benefit from paying more attention to debates
over what causes genocidal violence to change in nature and form.46

Finally, civil war scholars can benefit from studying how genocide literature treats
labels. While genocide scholars tend to neatly divide the entire world into perpetrators,
victims, and bystanders, the recent civil war scholarship views labels—whether Reds or
Whites, Liberals or Conservatives, Republicans or Monarchists—with extreme suspi-
cion, and argues that adopting a particular label often has more to do with local condi-
tions than with the war’s master cleavage. Genocide scholars demonstrate that labels
often determine death and survival, and therefore should be taken seriously. These
labels, as Fujii correctly points out, might not capture all the complexity of the situation,
but they are still important. Building on the genocide literature findings, scholars of
civil wars should recognize that labels are not only adopted, but also assigned, often
quite arbitrarily, as Su demonstrates in his discussion of class quotas in the Chinese
countryside. Once adopted for whatever reason, labels prove to be stickier than many
scholars assume. In some situations and contexts it might be relatively easy to oppor-
tunistically switch labels, but in others this is not the case; and few people know this
better than those studying genocides. Labels take a life of their own, especially in the
context of violence, when children and grandchildren might be targeted because of
a particular label, adopted by or assigned to their ancestors many decades ago.

Thus, each field would benefit from paying closer attention to the methods, theo-
ries, and findings of its counterpart. At the same time, there are also questions and
agendas that both civil war and genocide scholars have not fully addressed, leaving
venues for further research.

New Questions and Agendas

The key task for locally attuned genocide and mass killing research is to systematically
analyze whether (and which) local factors, dynamics, and identities actually have an
effect on mass killings, their origins, unfolding, and outcomes. The books reviewed
in this article as well as recent research on other cases of mass killings, such as the
Jewish pogroms by the East Europeans during the Holocaust, suggest that local factors
and conditions indeed have an impact on where mass violence erupts.47 And if this is
the case, how significant is this impact? Furthermore, do local factors matter only
when the state, its agents, and institutions are completely absent or extremely weak?
In China collective killings were not a state policy, although the state allowed the kill-
ings to take place. In “deadly communities,” analyzed by Jeffrey Kopstein and Jason
Wittenberg, the Soviet state was already out and the Nazis not yet in, and in the Congo
the state was virtually nonexistent. What happens when mass murder is ordered by the
state? In state-ordered killings, do local factors have an effect only on the margins?

Timothy Longman’s study of the church and genocide in Rwanda presents the
stories of two parishes. In one, local actors worked with the state before and during the
genocide, singling out Tutsis, labeling them as insurgents’ accomplices, and, finally,
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murdering them. In the other, the dominant local actors and many common villagers
continuously resisted the state’s murderous policies. At the end of the day, however, in
both places almost all Tutsis were slaughtered.48 So why should scholars take local
factors seriously? This is a challenge that further research will have to tackle head-on.

Longman’s story of two parishes is also a useful reminder that even if local factors
do matter, in the study of genocide and mass killings, as in the political violence liter-
ature more generally, the impact of the “local” should not be overstated.49 There is hardly
anything local in the Treblinka gas chambers. At the same time, precisely because the
Holocaust is the most centralized, bureaucratized, and industrialized case of genocide,
and hence the most unlikely place to search for the “local,” it can provide the most con-
vincing evidence of the impact, or at least presence, of local factors and dynamics.

Consider Auschwitz, for example. It is known that prisoners’ groupings existed
and competed in the camp. Belonging to a certain group could determine one’s chances
of getting an easier job, an additional slice of bread, or a pair of shoes; often it meant
the difference between life and death.50 Much less is known about how and on what
basis these groups were formed, and how belonging to a certain group (or no group
at all) affected behavior and chances of survival. There was variation among the
ghettos—some rebelled while others did not; in some people starved while in others
life was more or less bearable. Sometimes this variation can be explained by differences
in Nazi policies on the ground, but in many cases the main sources of this variation
were internal. Jewish experiences were not monolithic and were shaped and affected
by local factors and conditions. Often these local factors made the difference between
life and death—in some cities, where the Jewish community was more integrated into
the local, non-Jewish society, thousands were able to pass as non-Jewish and survive;
in cities were the level of Jewish integration was low, the chances of hiding among the
non-Jews were miniscule.

Another broad avenue for further research is to understand whether, and to what
extent, local dynamics and conflicts affect the patterns of victims’ behavior. While both
the civil war and the genocide literatures have devoted at least some attention to the
perpetrators of violence, scholars have almost completely overlooked the choices of
those on the receiving end of violence. Yet, people targeted by violence have choices
to make and strategies to adopt. They can resist, escape, or search for ways to cope with
their misfortunes. They can simply do nothing. Understanding the choices and the
calculus of the victims is hardly possible without paying attention to local factors,
conditions, and dynamics. Overlooking the victims, on the other hand, leads to an
incomplete and skewed image of political violence.

Finally, a crucial task for the micro-level-oriented scholarship is to produce research
that is not only factually rich and attuned to local details and dynamics, but also that
can be aggregated up to generalizable explanations that examine the links between
local processes and macro-level outcomes.51

Notwithstanding its theoretical and empirical promises, the “micropolitical turn”
in genocide studies will not be easy to accomplish.52 It is true that in the case of geno-
cides, as compared to civil wars, the practical and methodological aspects of research
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might present a serious challenge. The data are more likely to be nonexistent or inacces-
sible, with fatality rates unknown or distorted and documents mute or full of euphemisms.
Perpetrators might be unwilling to share details that implicate them in the worst of
crimes; the majority of the victims will be dead, and the bystanders may be preoccupied
with finding explanations and excuses for inaction. These concerns should not be over-
looked or underestimated. Nevertheless, the decades of high quality historical and social
science research on various genocides and civil wars have demonstrated that many prac-
tical and methodological obstacles can be overcome. What is needed, though, is for
scholars to ask the right questions.
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